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    Mace sat in the dining hall, sipping on a beverage Tres had brought him.

    "Why don't we just go in and demand his surrender?"

    Mace shook his head. "We don't know where he is."

    Tres said, "He has to be communicating, right? We should be able to detect that. Heck, we take out all the Mawga ships and those comms go away."

    Mace set his cup on the table. "We take away the Mawga ships and the food goes away as well. Those people are all dependent on those nutrient bars... just like us. Besides, in another month they'll be popping out all those babies. We have the means to take out every Mawga ship, and to rule the skies, but we can't feed our people."

    Tres tapped his fingers on the table. "You know, now that you mention it, what good would our alliance with the Dellus have done for us? We still would have had to deal with the Mawga or the Kaachi."

    Mace nodded. "True. But both of them answer to the Dellus. Gar assured me he could keep things moving with the Mawga. This whole thing has just been a disaster. We start to get our hopes up only to have them dashed. We were without a planet before, but we suddenly had allies. Powerful allies. Now we're back to nothing."

    Tres stood. "Not true. We have this ship, and it's much better than it was. And we have enough food to last us a couple years. And... we have the refiners needed to make more fuel. I'd say the best thing we have now that we didn't have before is more time."

    Johnny came in and sat.

    Tres pointed. "Second shift is here. I've got some work to do in the kitchen. I promised a new drink to try to break everyone out of their funk. I need to get working on it."

    Johnny nodded. "Good talking to you."

    Tres smiled as he walked away.

    Johnny looked over at Mace. "We need to break you out of your despair. You're bringing everybody down. As our supposed leader, you need to be pulling us all together."

    Mace chuckled. "Yeah, well, I think I missed the leadership class they taught that in."

    Johnny smiled as he stood. "Don't worry, I've got just the thing to cheer you up."

    Jenny Taub walked around the corner. "Johnny? You wanted to see me?"

    Johnny gestured toward Mace with a wink as he walked out of the room.

    Jenny put her hands on her hips. "You leaving me in here with Sad-Sack?"

    "Yep!" could be heard from down the hall.

    Jenny sat. "Time for you to crawl out of that pity hole you dug for yourself, Mace. Aside from the benefit to yourself, you have a whole crew who are looking to you for leadership and guidance. The loss of the Petunia and her crew is a devastating blow to us all. But we don't have the luxury of milling around feeling sorry for ourselves. We have a war to fight. We have a planet to liberate. You know, I lost my family in the great starvation. And now I have a new family. It's called the Human race."

    Mace rubbed his forehead. "I know. I just keep running that whole scenario through my head over and over. I haven't slept in two days."

    Jenny put her hand on his shoulder. "I think I know just what you need. You need a mini mission, something you can sink your teeth into to occupy your mind. We need to find you something that requires enough brain power that it breaks your chain of thought. And I think I might have just the thing for you. Come on, get up. Come with me."

    Jenny took his hand, pulling him up from the table. "Follow me."

    Mace asked, "Where we going?"

    Jenny waggled a finger. "Can't say. Don't want to spoil the surprise."

    They rounded the corner into the reactor room, where Jeff was standing with his arms crossed, talking with David and Gnaga.

    Jenny said, "Jeff, I have a new worker for you. He's very excited about your conduit enhancement project. Fill him in on what you've got so far."

    Jeff said, "Mr. Hardy? I didn't know you had an interest in this."

    Mace shook his head. "I don't."

    Jenny grabbed him by the back of the neck and shook. "Come on, loosen up. Listen to what they're doing. You might bring just the perspective they need to solve their problems."

    Jenny let go. "Mr. Moskowitz, fill him in."

    As Jenny turned to leave she received a half scowl from Mace.

    Jane stopped her as she walked into the hall. "Thanks for doing this. I'll keep an eye on him and make sure he interacts."

    Jeff turned back to the others, looking at the floor. "The conduit runs under here. The Freck had this plating up, so it's easy to get to. Mace, if you'd grab that hex driver over there, we can pull these plates. Sometimes looking directly at a problem helps to stir thoughts about potential solutions."

    Mace picked up the rotary tool. "What is it we're trying to do here, Doc?"

    Jeff replied, "We want to increase the size of those conduits. Gnaga thinks we might be able to integrate two of those cannons together to make a single, more powerful one. For starters, we'll want to bring more energy from the well to the weapon head."

    Mace gave him a confused look. "This conduit isn't even going to a cannon."

    Jeff pulled back. Hmm … you’re right. Gnaga? We should start with one of the cannon feeds, don't you think?"

    Gnaga Klept took hold of his chin. "I think you may be right. Good call, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace frowned. "Really? You expect me to buy into your poorly acted charade? As if I don't know what you're doing."

    Jeff held up his hands. "What are we doing, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace replied, "We're playing 'Let's get Mace out of his funk by making him think he's contributing.’ Sorry, Doc, I've been around the three of you enough to know you wouldn't be starting with conduit in the reactor room."

    Jeff smiled. "Good then. We have an understanding. You, Mr. Hardy, are going to help us solve our problem. And you're going to help us because it's our problem. So, are you on board with us?"

    Mace gestured toward the nearest cannon turret. "Sure, why not. Maybe I do need something else to focus on."

    Jane grinned as Jeff and Mace left the room.

    Three floor plates had been removed when Jasper poked his head into the gun turret. "Mace, may I have a word?"

    Mace stepped over the holes in the floor, moving to the doorway. "What is it?"

    "Well, I've been thinking about those two shuttles we converted. They're just sitting in the bays. What if we took one of them and made it a scout ship. With those reactors on there, we could pipe that energy to the gravity drive, making it into a fast ship. We don't need all the transducers powered for that.

    "I just think it might do us good to have a ship that can go park and watch the comings and goings from Earth. It's small, too, so it might not even get noticed. We could maybe even fly in from behind the Moon and then park on its surface."

    "That's a great idea, Mr. Collins. Get with Mr. Montak and have the Mawga give you whatever assistance you need. And do that to both shuttles. We might want to put them on a rotation of sorts. Come see me again when you have them ready."

    Jasper nodded. "What you got going on here?"

    Mace looked back at the disheveled turret room. "Jeff has some ideas about increasing the power output of our cannons. Step one is to see that they can draw more power from the well. We're attempting to add conduit to the feed circuit. If that works, we'll focus on some updates to the cannon. We'll have to disassemble the other one to get the parts we need."

    Jasper frowned. "So we'll be without both main cannons while this is going on?"

    Mace shrugged. "Not like we have anyone we need to fight right now. We could take out Stark's ships with the old cannons if needed."

    Jasper took a deep breath. "I guess. I just don't like us not having an offense up and ready. One of those big ships could come jumping through a wormhole at any time."

    Mace patted Jasper on the shoulder. "We still have the faster ship. We could run away."

    Jasper crossed his arms. "And lose all our food supplies in the process."

    Mace laughed. "OK. Point taken. We'll try to minimize our time with these guns down. In the meantime, see what you can do with those shuttles. Having some eyes out there would only be good for us."

    Over the day that followed, the extra conduit was laid and integrated with the cannon feeds. A moderate level of testing confirmed the needed power levels would be available to the weapon. Disassembly of the second powerful cannon was begun.

    Mace shook his head. "My hands are too big to get in there. The Fleck assembled this thing with their tiny hands, not these big clod-busters."

    Gnaga stood behind Mace. "Step aside, Mr. Hardy. I can reach it."

    The bolt in question was removed, allowing the power converter head to be exposed.

    "That's the mechanism we're looking for," said Jeff. "It takes the plasma energy and somehow encapsulates it into a gravity wave. That gets passed directly to the emitter."

    Mace asked, "And what are we planning to do with it, Doc?"

    Jeff inspected the unit. "We're going to pull it and take it to the other turret. Then we'll have to mount it in parallel with the other head. Gnaga has worked out a timing circuit that we believe will allow the two heads to release their plasma rounds at the exact same instant.

    "If that happens, we're hoping the resulting round will carry twice the punch. It all seems to work out in our computer models. Reality, however, may prove different. Now, we just need to figure out how to pull this."

    Mace flipped two latches. Reaching up, he yanked the unit from its housing.

    Jeff held up his hands. "Please, Mr. Hardy, be careful. We don't want to damage it."

    "I'm good, Mr. Moskowitz. Just tell me where you want it."

    "Take it to our lab. Gnaga is constructing a frame to hold it. And as I said, please be careful. We can't risk damage to something we have no way of repairing."

    The power head was dropped off at the lab. Mace walked the halls to the gravity drives, where Jenny Taub was sitting watching the monitors.

    "Miss Taub, I just wanted to come in to say thanks. Having a project was a great idea. I feel like the vise that was squeezing my brain has been loosened."

    Jenny smiled. "If you ever find yourself stressing over something that you have no control over, having a tough project to work on is almost a requirement. You and I have both seen combat. We both know the stress that comes from trying to get unwound after a mission. Having something to keep your mind occupied is where it's at. And please, call me Jenny."

    Mace nodded. "OK, Jenny. Anyway, thanks again for the assist."

    Jenny said, "You know, if you're ever feeling out of sorts, or down or blue, I'm here to talk... 24/7."

    Mace tapped his knuckles on the doorframe as he returned a smile. "Thanks, Jenny. I'll keep that in mind."

    Another long walk had the former Army Ranger walking onto the bridge. "Gentlemen, tell me what you know."

    Johnny asked, "Does this mean you finally have your head screwed back on straight?"

    Mace nodded. "It's better. Sorry for dragging everyone down with me. Mr. Mallot, anything on the sensors?"

    Humphrey replied, "Nothing but stars and that big methane planet out there, Mr. Hardy. All is quiet."

    Hans turned from his station. "When might my cannons be returned?"

    Mace replied, "There's a power converter head that has to be mounted and then some sort of synchronization circuits connected. After that they can begin testing. If all goes as expected, you'll either have a cannon with twice the power or nothing but those old cannons. As to when exactly they will have it ready to test, I can't say. Anyone here talked to Jasper?"

    Johnny laughed. "Old coot has some secret project he's working on with Bontu in bay one. I tried to sneak Derwood in there with a camera, just to be nosy, but we got caught. He's overridden the video monitors so we can't see what he's doing. What's so secret that it has to be hidden?"

    Mace shook his head. "No big secret. He's just having some fun with you. He's switching the reactors on the shuttles to power the drives instead of all those transducers. He wants fast shuttles that we can start using as scout ships to monitor the comings and goings on Earth."

    Johnny nodded. "Not a bad idea. Speaking of that, we're just sitting out here doing nothing. Why don't we go park this bucket where we can observe? If they spot us, so what? We just back up and move to a new location."

    Hans said, "I don't have my cannons."

    Johnny replied, "If we're just going to observe, we don't need them."

    Mace stroked his beard in thought. "How are we set for rations?"

    Jordan Crawford replied, "We just topped them off this morning. At regular consumption rates, we now have food to last us for ninety-six days. That's up from eighty-nine. My goal is for one hundred twenty."

    "How are you managing to stretch that out?"

    Jordan shrugged. "Mostly it's just cramming boxes of those bars into every available space. If it's not in use, I'm making use of it."

    "Wise moves, Mr. Crawford. Mr. Hobbs, please set a course for Earth space. Find us a spot where we can sit and watch. And Mr. Mallot, in your spare time, assemble a team and take on the task of figuring out how to minimize our signature.

    "If you can make us stealthy we might just be able to sit and watch Earth without them knowing we're there. And see what you can do for the shuttles in that regard. If we want them as scouts we don't want them to be noticed, either."

    Mace glanced over at Johnny, who had a wry smile on his face. "What?"

    "Just glad to have you back in the game. We have a war to fight, and our odds of winning go up tremendously if we have a leader who's engaged."

    Mace gave a half laugh. "You people need to get better at picking your leaders. Maybe next time pick someone who doesn't lose your whole planet."

    The Rogers lifted from the surface of Proteus. Hours later, it was parked at maximum sensor range from Earth. Six of the eight damaged Mawga cruisers remained where they had been disabled. One was having repairs done in the massive repair bay the Mawga had delivered. Another was parked beside it.

    Johnny said, "Three days and they're still working on the first ship. I have to wonder how efficient that repair bay is."

    Humphrey replied, "They have the port drive removed completely. And they are working on the same drive on that second ship."

    Mace asked, "You think we destroyed the drive and they're salvaging one from the other ship?"

    Humphrey nodded. "Sure looks like it."

    Johnny leaned back in his chair, looking over his shoulder. "You know, we could make a run in there and take out that repair dock. It could take them months to restore those other ships without it. Especially if more have damaged drives."

    Hans said, "Still don't have my main cannons, Mr. Tretcher."

    Johnny shrugged. "Well, what could we do with the cannons we have? That repair dock isn't heavily shielded."

    Mace said, "Part of our strategy is to not kill Humans."

    Humphrey turned his chair. "Scans say there's nobody on that facility over four feet tall."

    Mace replied, "You can see that from this distance?"

    Humphrey pushed the data to the wall display. "The dock is broadcasting status feeds down to the planet. I just tapped into one of those. It has standard Mawga encryption, something Admiral Gar gave me the keys for. We can decode and listen to any Mawga transmission now."

    "When did this happen?"

    "Maybe two days before the Petunia was destroyed."

    Mace held up his hands. Why didn't we use this before now? We might have intercepted Stark's plans for those shuttles. The Petunia could have just backed away."

    Humphrey shook his head. "Sorry, Mr. Hardy, I didn't get it installed until earlier today. Hadn't had the chance to tell you about it."

    Mace looked back at Hans. "Mr. Mueller? You think you could destroy that dock if we take you in close enough?"

    Hans looked over his console. "It may take us a few minutes, but yes. Our standard cannons should be sufficient."

    Jasper walked onto the bridge. "Was listening over the bridge video feed. Montak and I have one of the shuttles ready to try out. It still has the heavy duty grappling on it. Seeing as how the Mawga don't have any ships they can fight with at the moment, maybe we take one of those shuttles in, grab that space dock, and drag it out of there. The drives of that shuttle won't push it very fast, but we don't need fast right now. And in the end we'd have our own repair dock."

    Mace stood. "Can anyone think of why we shouldn't try this?"

    Johnny asked, "What do we do with the Mawga who are on there?"

    Mace turned. "We use them to teach us how to run that rig, and then we put them on shuttles back to Earth."

    Mace spun back around. "Another brilliant idea, Mr. Collins. We don't have to fire a shot, nobody gets hurt, and we have a repair dock of our own."

    Jasper grinned at Johnny. "Hear that, ape-man? Brilliant!"

    Johnny smiled as he shook his head. "I can't argue with you on this one. In fact, I might just have to join your fan club if this works out."

    Jasper stood in silence, not sure of how to respond.

    "Mr. Mallot, set up a sensor feed to shuttle one. Mr. Collins, I'm assuming you'd like to pilot this mission?"

    Jasper nodded. "I would."

    Shuttle one, the E.A. Collins, left the bay, zipping through the void of space between the Rogers and the Mawga repair dock. As it pulled alongside the giant machine, the grappling extended and took hold. The first attempt at moving the dock resulted in nothing more than a slow spin.

    Jasper came over the comm. "We have a problem. The mass of that thing is too big. The drives of this shuttle can't handle that lateral force."

    Jasper laughed.

    "What is it?" Mace asked.

    Jasper replied, "Hold on... I'm patching through a video feed from one of my port cameras."

    The display wall image changed to one of a clear window into a hallway on the space dock. Half a dozen Mawga workers could be seen banging on the transparent window material.

    Jasper continued to laugh. "Idiots are banging on the window and yelling like it's going to scare me away. I tell you, Mr. Hardy, if we Humans could get our act together, we would rule this galaxy."

    Mace replied, "Well, first we have to figure out how to make you effective. I want that dock moving."

    Jeff opened a comm to the bridge. "Mr. Hardy, he needs to move that shuttle to a point along its center of gravity and grapple there. With the mass of that station distributed evenly, the shuttle should be able to push it in a straight line. And I would suggest that straight line not be directed back out at our base. Take it somewhere first, and then move it to wherever we permanently want it."

    Jasper said, "We aren't all idiots like the Mawga, Mr. Moskowitz. I wasn't trying to push it toward Proteus."

    Jeff began to say something. Johnny cut him off. "Don't get pulled into one of his arguments, Doc. Just let it go."

    Mace said. "Make the necessary adjustments, Mr. Collins. Regardless of the condition of Stark's fleet right now, I'd rather we be out of there sooner rather than later."

    Jasper replied, "Agreed. Moving to a new piece of framework now... grappling... and we're on the move. I'm passing the nav data to the screen."

    Mace turned to Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, given his acceleration, can you give an estimate of how long it will take to get that dock out of sensor range?"

    Liam typed away on the console in front of him. "Three hours maybe. He should be at his top maintainable speed just before that. One thing for him to keep in mind is it will take him an equal amount of time to bring that dock to a stop."

    Johnny chuckled. "I can't believe we're stealing that thing. Stark has got to be pissed about now."

    Mace said, "We don't have it yet. At least not until we're well out of range."

    Humphrey Mallot yelled, "I have a wormhole opening at five hundred thousand kilometers! Almost right on top of Jasper! And it's huge!"

    Mace yelled into his comm: "Jasper! Release that dock and get your ass out of there! Mr. Hobbs, take us to maximum sensor range!"

    Cruiser after cruiser flew through the portal opening, forty-six in all. Following just behind was a Muhatha-class dreadnought, the largest of the Union ships, this one broadcasting the Targarian banner, another Galactic Union founder, and an opposing species to the Dellus.

    Jasper replied, "I got nowhere to go, Mr. Hardy. Just save yourselves!"
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    Johnny turned. "We can't leave him there!"

    Mace shook his head. "We can't get to him. We can, but they might blast him before we could take him aboard. That shuttle no longer has the dampener field strength to stave off those cannons."

    Liam asked, "What are your orders, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace frowned. "For now, we sit and watch. If they send that big ship this way, we leave."

    Jordan said, "Mr. Hardy, I might have a solution. We slide the Rogers in between the shuttle and that Muhatha with bay one on his side. We can take the heat while he decouples from that repair dock and comes in."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Jasper, this is your neck at risk. We're thinking about a maneuver that would take us between you and that ship. We'll take whatever fire it puts out. You slide into bay one from your side."

    Jasper shook his head. "Don't put yourself at risk like that for me. Besides, you're fifteen minutes out still. They'll have me before you get here. Sorry, Mr. Hardy. Looks like my time has come. I would suggest you get back to Proteus and move as much food as you can. They'll be looking to pry my head open to see what I know. When they go to interrogate me, I'm sure I can be stubborn, but don't put your faith in that."

    Mace stood. "We'll do everything we can to win your freedom, Jasper. I won't stop until you're back with us."

    Jasper nodded. "You are all my family, Mace. Sometimes family has to let go. As I said, get your asses back to Proteus. I can deal with these rat people on my own."

    Mace hesitated. "Wait. What did you mean by that?"

    Jasper held up a Mawga plasma rifle. "I can see a wide open repair bay about 50 meters from here. I think I'll go on a rampage. Curious to see how many rats I can kill before they get me. Heck, if I'm lucky, they'll put an end to me and I'll get to keep all our secrets. And just for the fun of it, I'm patching through my helmet video."

    An alarm sounded on the shuttle as the ramp unsealed and lowered. Jasper Collins checked his exosuit before pushing off toward the open bay. Mawga workers scrambled as the big Human entered their space. Plasma rounds flew. Explosions hurled a half dozen Mawga into the air as Jasper hit the gravity of the bay. A thud could be heard as his boots hit the deck. Jasper grinned as he repeatedly pulled the trigger.

    Jane came on the bridge. "We can't just leave him!"

    Mace sighed. "We don't have a choice. He's right, we need to get back to Proteus. If he gets captured, they'll have the location of the base. And they'll know all the work we've done to this ship."

    Mace turned to face Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to Proteus."

    Jane put her hand on Johnny's shoulder as they all watched on the wall display. Jasper Collins was carrying out the rampage he had spoken of. Mawga crewman skittered about, in complete terror of the Human. Minutes later, as the Rogers sped away, the comm feed was lost.

    The hours-long ride back to Proteus was quiet.

    As they approached the small moon, Mace sat up in his chair. "Mr. Hobbs, pick us out a new location for a base. It'll take us a dozen trips to move that food stash. Pick somewhere we can make it to and back in under an hour. When we have the food all moved, we can move it again from there."

    David Yancy walked onto the bridge. "Set a course for Neso once we're loaded. It's the most distant moon, and happens to be on this side of Neptune. Twenty-two minutes ride from here. Hard surface. Should be a quick in and out. After that I suggest we move back toward Saturn. I would also suggest we split the rations between three sites. Rhea and Dione at Saturn, and then a third site at the northern pole of Mars. And I would suggest burying all of it."

    Mace nodded. "Mr. Hobbs, lay in those waypoints for us."

    A general comm was opened. "This is Mace. We need to move all our food stores from Proteus as quickly as possible. Jasper Collins has likely been captured by the Targarians. If so, he won't have a choice but to divulge this base's location. Mr. Crawford will be coordinating with each of you. We'll be sending shuttle three along to Neso to make room and we'll be packing as much as we can into bays one and three."

    The Rogers set down just above the surface of Proteus. A ramp was lowered and food transference begun. Thirty-two minutes into their efforts, the first of the loads was ready. A short run to Proteus saw the reverse effort put into play.

    Mace and Johnny set a crate down on the surface. "Mr. Moskowitz, how's the digging coming?"

    Jeff replied, "Not well. And since we're initially transferring all the food here, I would suggest you leave me with a team to continue the dig while you return for another load."

    Mace nodded. "We should be finished unloading in another five. You sure you'll be OK out here? If something happens, we may not be coming back."

    Jeff pointed, "We always have the shuttle. Even if half of us have to ride piggyback on the outside, we can always make it back to Earth."

    Mace turned. "Let's get moving."

    Johnny followed him up the ramp where the next container was grabbed. "I'm still blown away by these exosuits. Imagine the productivity increases we could have seen back home if we'd had these. I mean, they follow your actions just like they are a part of you."

    Mace lifted his end of the half ton metal box. "Yep, remarkable. Would have hated to see the spread of these battlesuits along with the exosuits though. Would have changed the face of war. Who needs a tank or a transport when you could run for hours on end with one of these? And I sure could have used this battlesuit on those days when it hit a hundred twenty degrees in the Mideast. I want to say it would have saved a lot of lives, but war has a way of conquering technology. Any advantage only goes so far or lasts for so long. That's one of the reasons you try to go in with an overwhelming force and then get out. Lingering is a great equalizer."

    The last few storage containers were set on the hard surface of Neso. The Rogers lifted off and was soon reloading on Proteus. Five trips were made over the next twelve hours.

    Mace sat in the captain's chair as the Rogers lifted with a new load. "Four more after this one and we can start dispersal to the other sites."

    Humphrey yelled, "Sensors detect a ship incoming! And it's big!"

    The sensor data was pushed to the wall display. "Looks like the Muhatha, Mr. Hardy!"

    Mace shook his head. "Change course. Get us back out of sensor range and swing us back around to Neso. We need to collect Jeff and the others."

    Liam replied, "Setting waypoints. Turning away."

    Thirty tense seconds passed. "Mr. Hardy, we have a problem! That ship is gaining on us!"

    Mace replied, "What's our speed?"

    Liam replied, "We're maxed out at 48 percent light. Readout shows they're closing. Time estimate for them to catch us is sixteen minutes."

    Mace looked over at Johnny. "Looks like we've lost. Mr. Hobbs, take us within comm range of Neso. We have to inform Jeff and the others of the situation."

    The Rogers made a hard turn. Ten minutes later a comm channel was opened.

    "This is Jeff."

    Mace said, "The Muhatha has found us. And it's faster. We'll lead it away as best we can. You take the others back to Earth. Do what you can to survive. And Jeff, thanks for all you've done. I don't think this is going to end well for us."

    Jeff replied, "Could you make it to the surface of Neptune? Maybe that atmosphere would give you an advantage."

    Mace pursed his lips. "Appreciate the thought, Jeff. We couldn't make it if we tried. They'll be on us in a few minutes. Jeff, take care. It's been a fun ride."

    Jeff nodded as the comm closed. "Mr. Hobbs, take us as far away from Neso as you can."

    Jane came on the bridge. "So this is it, then."

    Mace shook his head. "Not necessarily. We still have our shields. If those cannons are the same as the Petunia had, they can't hurt us. Worst they could do is ram us. Of course they could also follow us around until our fuel runs out. That would be three months or so if we keep moving. And just over a year if we sit and wait."

    Johnny shook his head. "Not gonna last that long. We have to keep those dampeners running at full. Fuel burn rate will stay high."

    Johnny turned back to his console. "We're receiving hails."

    Mace replied, "Don't answer."

    Several minutes later, the Muhatha had caught up to the Rogers.

    Hans sat at his console. "Wish I had some cannons to use."

    Mace frowned. "Wouldn't have done us any good. We needed a few more days to have those ready for a test. Without the potential of doubling their output, we couldn't hurt that ship anyway."

    Hans said, "Are we continuing work on those?"

    Mace turned. "Jeff was driving that effort."

    Hans replied, "Can I assist in his place? We can certainly keep running for a few days, even if they are right on us."

    Mace nodded. "Not a bad plan, Mr. Mueller. See to it. And ask for whatever help you need."

    Hans left the bridge at a fast walk.

    Humphrey said, "Mr. Hardy, we're out of sensor range of Neso. Jeff can make his way out of there without detection."

    Mace replied, "Won't hurt to give him a little more space."

    Johnny said, "Still getting hails from the Muhatha."

    Mace tapped his fingers on his armrest. "Patch them through. I guess it doesn't hurt to hear their demands."

    The wall display filled with the facial image of the Targarian commander. Two bulbous fish eyes sat atop a wide, flat, blue-skinned head. As the camera panned back, the thirty inch tall alien was shown to be sitting in his command chair. He wore a white robe with platinum tassels covering his shoulders. A polished silver breastplate with embedded medals covered his chest.

    The Targarian said, "Mr. Hardy. Please bring your ship to a stop. We have no plans to fire upon you."

    Johnny shook his head. "Here we go again. I feel another secret deal coming on."

    Mace raised his hand. "Mr. Hobbs. Take us to zero."

    Mace looked into the comm camera. "What is it you want?"

    The commander returned a stern look. "My name is Commodore Rolic. I am the commander of one third of the Targarian fleet. I wish to have a word with your Mr. Johnny Tretcher."

    Johnny turned. "Me? What's he want with me?"

    Mace replied, "I assume you have Jasper Collins aboard. Is he alive? Can we speak with him?"

    The commodore shook his head. "I am sorry, Mr. Hardy. I will not be discussing Mr. Collins at this time. Please, put the Human named Johnny Tretcher on the comm."

    Mace looked over his shoulder. Johnny shrugged.

    Mace replied, "Under one condition. You tell us if Jasper Collins is OK."

    The commodore nodded. "Agreed. After I have spoken with Mr. Tretcher."

    Mace gestured and the comm camera was switched.

    "I'm Johnny Tretcher. As Mr. Hardy asked, where's Jasper Collins?"

    The commodore leaned into the camera. "Mr. Tretcher. I am sending over a shuttle. I ask that you board that shuttle and be brought back here to stand before me. If you would accommodate me in that regard, I will end my pursuit of the Rogers."

    Johnny replied, "Me? Why would you want me specifically? What's this about?"

    The commodore reiterated his request. "Again, I ask that Mr. Tretcher be released to stand before me. Make this happen and the rest of you can be on your way."

    Mace said, "Do we get him back?"

    Rolic tilted his head slightly. "That would depend on the result of our meeting, Mr. Hardy. Again, the rest of you will be free to go."

    Johnny took a deep breath. "Wow. Wasn't expecting anything like this."

    Jane squeezed his shoulder. "Don't for a minute think you're going over there."

    Johnny put his hand on top of hers. "What choice do I have? I'd sacrifice myself ten times over if it means freeing the rest of this crew, including you."

    Johnny stood. "And you would do the same. Mace, I'll go. If I can get them to leave, you can finish what we started."

    Mace stood, taking the hand of his best friend, as he froze the comm. "You get over there and they have bad intent, just cut loose on 'em. Show them the terror that a three hundred pound Human can be. From the looks of them, I bet not one of them weighs over forty-five pounds."

    Johnny chuckled. "I guess if a rampage was good enough for Jasper, it's good enough for me."

    Humphrey said, "We have a shuttle coming over. Bays are full. You'll have to drift over to it."

    Johnny nodded. "Done it before, Mr. Mallot. Well, everyone, it's been an adventure, and one that I can say has taught me a lot about what it means to be family. Family isn't just through birth. I consider each and every one of you my brothers and sisters. Except you, dear -- that would be weird."

    Jane squeezed her husband with a lasting hug. "I'll walk you to the bay."

    Mace followed. "Just keep in the back of your mind that they fear you."

    Johnny shook his head. "Just wish I knew why they asked for me. What was it Jasper told them?"

    The trio walked into bay three. Final goodbyes were said and hugs given. The cargo doors were opened with the Targarian shuttle hovering just outside. Johnny Tretcher floated across the twenty meters of void to the shuttle ramp, where four Targarian crewmen were waiting to assist. The ramp closed followed by the cargo bay door.

    As Mace and Jane walked back to the bridge, he said, "What are we doing out here, Jane? We just handed Johnny over to a species of people we don't even know."

    Jane replied, "Like he said, we didn't have a choice. The question is, what do we do now?"

    As they walked onto the bridge, Mace gestured toward the comm. "You fill in for a few minutes while we wait for the commodore's response. This whole thing has an odd feel to it."

    The shuttle docked and the large Human was escorted to the bridge of the massive Muhatha warship. The camera image showed Johnny walking up to stand in front of the commodore.

    Johnny said, "You've got me, Mr. Rolic. What is it you want?"

    The commodore sat silent for several seconds.

    Jasper Collins popped up from behind the commodore's ornate chair with a plasma rifle in his hand. "Gotcha!"

    Johnny's expression turned to one of confusion. "What? What's happening?"

    Jasper moved around to the side of the commodore. "Welcome to my ship."

    Johnny replied, "What are you talking about?"

    Jasper waved his free hand around himself. "This ship. It's mine. I captured it. And these people, including the commodore, are now my crew. Ain't that right, Rolic?"

    The commodore nodded. "Mr. Collins is in control. We are his captives."

    Johnny shook his head. "I still don't understand."

    Jasper scowled. "Come on, ape-man. Don't be an idiot. I kicked the crap out of the Mawga, got back on my shuttle, switched the power feed back to the transducers, powered over to this ship; took a half dozen cannon shots on the way in, by the way. Anyway. I clamped onto the side of this beast and cut myself a hole to the inside.

    "The little flounder-heads were running everywhere. I have to say, I felt a little guilty at first. It was kind of like I was attacking a preschool. They all scattered in terror. I grabbed one, asked for the bridge, and made my way here. The commodore was kind enough to surrender immediately."

    Johnny stood in disbelief. "You're telling me... your old, decrepit ass... captured this warship by yourself?"

    Jasper nodded. "I am. And I would say the crew here has been very nice about it all since we came to an understanding."

    Johnny asked, "What understanding?"

    Jasper grinned. "That I wouldn't cook 'em all and eat 'em. They seemed to be agreeable to that. And here we are."

    Johnny chuckled as he shook his head. I should be mad at your prank -- that was out of line -- but I'm not. We're all just glad to have you back in one piece."

    "Oh, I'm better than back, ape-man. I'm in charge!"
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    The commodore raised his hand. "Mr. Collins. May I speak?"

    Jasper nodded. "Sure, why not?"

    The commodore cleared his throat. "I just wanted to say that I believe we have an opportunity here. You have captured a Targarian Muhatha. My people are now at a distinct disadvantage to the other six founders of the Galactic Union. The balance of power will shift with calls for our expulsion for losing control of this ship. Territories may be seized."

    Jasper propped the tip of his plasma rifle on the arm rest of the commodore's chair. "Spit it out, Rolic. What are you trying to say?"

    The commodore replied, "I am talking an alliance. An alliance led by you... Supreme Emperor Jasper Collins."

    Johnny asked, "Supreme Emperor?"

    Jasper shrugged. "I may have had a little fun with it."

    The commodore continued. "I have seen firsthand what an army of Humans can do. Your King Stark and his men just took an entire planet in four days, a planet and people we have been fighting with for many years. If the Targarians were to be allied with such an army, we could rule the Galactic Union together!"

    Jasper looked into the comm camera. "Looks like the founders really do all hate each other."

    Jasper turned back. "Mr. Rolic, we have one big problem. King Stark is in control of most of the Earth right now. For us to have any kind of alliance with the Targarians, we would have to wrest that control back from him. He's a thug and a hooligan and is nothing but bad news for Humans. If he stays in power, the seven founders will all be working for him, as will the rest of the Union."

    The commodore smiled, "Then we need to move forward quickly with an alliance. Of course, there can be no mention of this to anyone other than the Targarian Quartet."

    Jasper laughed. "The what?"

    Commodore Rolic replied, "The Targarian Quartet. It is made up of representatives of the four families of the realm. They rule all of Targ space. I must be allowed to talk with them directly and with no one else."

    Mace asked, "I have a question before we do anything here. What were you doing with Stark? What is his relationship with the Galactic Union?"

    Using buttons on his armrest, Rolic pushed several images to the comm display. "This is an image of Redalt IV. We, the Union, have been at war with the Karthians for most of the past decade, putting time in your terms, of course. Our progress with that war has been stalled on Redalt for several years. Thousands of our troops have died in a bloody, back-and-forth ground war. We lose a city or an island, we take it back."

    Jasper asked, "Well, what about this ship? Why haven't you used it to kick the crap out of the Karthians?"

    The commodore replied, "The largest ships of either species are not able to damage the large ships of the others. Therefore, an agreement was signed that any conflict would be settled on the ground. No flying ships, missiles or dropped bombs may be used. The laser energy blasters of the Karthians and our plasma rifles are equally lethal."

    Jasper said, "Let me guess. You dropped in Stark's people and the Human monsters overran the place?"

    The commodore nodded. "In four days. Forty-six cruisers carrying thirty-eight thousand soldiers landed troops on each of the twelve battlefronts. Those thirty-eight thousand Humans forced the surrender of more than half a million Karthians. The Karthians withdrew their ships from that star system the very next day. We believe their leadership to be in a panic over the incident."

    Mace asked, "I still don't get it. If the Union already has Stark's support, why would you want to mess with us at all?"

    The commodore replied, "We are now in a weakened position. You control this ship. The Targarians worship strength. We have been in complete awe of the Humans we have been witness to. However, those humans will be controlled by the Union, not allied with Targarians. We as a species need you. I believe the Quartet would rally behind you. I also believe they would provide whatever assistance you need to topple your King. Back at Earth, we came through the wormhole with the Humans as a representative of the Galactic Union. Out here, now, I represent the Targarian Quartet, at the grace of our Supreme Emperor Collins of course."

    Jasper looked at Johnny and grinned, "I don't think I'll ever get tired of hearing that. What about you?"

    Johnny shook his head. "Heard it too much already."

    Mace said, "Mr. Rolic. I would ask that you come over here to our ship for a talk. We can discuss a possible alliance with the Targarians. Jasper, you can hang out there for the time being. Johnny, bring back the commodore."

    The commodore looked to his new master for approval. A nod was given.

    Johnny again shook his head. "Well, for what's it's worth, I'm glad you're OK. Even if you are a major jerk for pulling this stunt."

    Jasper replied, "You will address me as his Supreme Emperor."

    Johnny laughed as he escorted the Targarian commodore towards the shuttle. "I would agree with supreme, but emperor was not what comes to mind with that."

    Mace sat at a table across from the commodore in conference room C. "Mr. Rolic, let's start by you telling me about the Targarians and your Quartet. How many people you have, planets, colonies, and basically, what your strengths are and how we could make use of them with an alliance."

    The commodore set his hands on the table. "This is nice, this table height. I was expecting something much taller."

    Mace said, "Well, it's left over from the Kaachi we took it from. Now, about the Targarians, please."

    "We are a people ruled by four families. The Messa, the Garonde, the Herolic, of which I am a member, and the Voske. Those are the four kingdoms that make up our home world of Divinia. The Quartet, as they are called, rule the twenty-six star systems under Targarian control. We were given the escort duty to bring back the Humans from Redalt IV because we are in line to take possession of that system. It would have gone to the Billia, a species under our command, but they were unable to complete the mission on their own. So the system will revert to us.

    "Consequently, the next system to fall, likely Miramont II, will go to the Dellus. They were hoping to acquire Earth, but the Union has decided it should be shared among us all. Humans are seen as too valuable an asset for any one founder to control. The Miramont system is now scheduled to receive King Stark's soldiers, three of your weeks from now.

    "As to our holdings, there are six moderately to heavily populated planets, fifteen general colony outposts, two mining colonies, and four space stations. We have five subject species, of which two are completely worthless. Efforts are under way to eliminate both of them, as they are more of a burden than an asset. They should never have been allowed to join the Galactic Union, but at the time, the Quartet was worried we would appear weak governing so few species.

    "The species of merit are the Billia, whom I mentioned, the Antees, and the Pojatta. The Billia are our warriors. Only slightly better than the average Union species, but the best we have. The Antees make up most of our science and engineering community. They are well suited for research and the tedium that is academia. The Pojatta are our traders, miners and farmers. They are hard workers, making them good producers. Their efforts support three quarters of the trade and other general commerce in and among the twenty-six star systems."

    Mace held up his hand. "How did the Union come about?"

    The commodore sat forward. "Ah, good question. Our first interaction was with the Sarkesians. We both arrived in a star system at the same time. Claims and counter-claims led to a number of skirmishes before a peace pact was made. It wasn't much after that when we came across the Dellus, the Quelli, and the Gorange. Those three had worked out their own treaty. With a new treaty we had five. The Dunden Heap and the Zinka came not long after, rounding out the seven founders.

    "Keep in mind that, at this time, there was no wormhole travel. Journeys between the stars took many years. From one end of the treaty alliance to the other would take as much as three hundred fifty-two years to traverse. That was the norm for centuries until the Great Rift was discovered. Travel between our home world of Divinia and the Dellus world of Nineka could be made in nine months. Soon, other connecting rifts were found and the Galactic Union was born.

    "The Union existed as it was, with the rifts, for centuries. It wasn't long before contact was made with several other species, all of whom were behind us on the technology scale. The rules were adopted shortly thereafter and have been refined and added to ever since.

    "With the further discovery of gatrellium and the wormhole generator, trade among our colonies burgeoned. So did exploration of other star systems. The Union itself has been a boon to all species involved, even the least of the contributors."

    Mace said, "And the founders have all profited, so much so that they have each been content with sticking to the rules. I find it interesting that each of you founders is looking for a way out. You're each looking for a way to take control of the others. And you're each looking to the Humans to do this for you."

    The commodore nodded. "It is true. We each seek our path to dominance. The Mawga sought that without the consent of the Dellus. They are now paying for that. Our spies told of a Dellus attempt to take full control, an attempt which failed, and which we believe has cost them a Dauntless, the first such ship lost in more than a hundred years. All rumors, of course, but we believe our sources to be accurate."

    Mace frowned. "Yeah, we were there. Stark's people set of a nuclear bomb inside a docking bay. Wasn't much left."

    The commodore's attention sharpened. "So it is true. The Dellus attempted to acquire a Human force?"

    Mace winced. "They have one of sorts. We sent through ten thousand Australians, Humans also, to be trained and equipped with ships. We hoped to use them to dethrone Stark. Anyway, when the Dauntless ship was lost, the Dellus decided to keep the Australians. I suspect they already have them trained and equipped somewhere, just waiting to make a move on the rest of you. We sent them through to the Kaachi, and the Dellus intervened."

    The commodore rubbed his chin. "Interesting. This is news, Mr. Hardy. News that makes an alliance with your team here all the more possible. How many ships and men do you have at your disposal?"

    Mace again frowned. "This is it, Mr. Rolic. The Rogers and her crew."

    The commodore stood and began to pace. "Even a single ship is an asset, Mr. Hardy. And a ship full of Humans, that have managed to take control of a Muhatha, is quite the asset indeed."

    Rolic's pace quickened. "Oh, I can see it now: with a single strike, all three of the Dellus Muhatha could be taken. And with those ships, control of all the Dellus systems and assets... including the Australians you speak of. Yes... yes... this is precisely the pitch we will use with the Quartet!"

    Rolic turned with a smile. "Mr. Hardy. We are at your mercy. Please tell me you wish to pursue this alliance. With a handful of shuttles, manned with your Australians, we could take control of all of the Muhatha ships with one fell swoop. The Alliance would then be in control of the entire Galactic Union! Your King Stark would be working for you!"

    Mace nodded. "I do like the sound of that. I'll have to talk with my team, Mr. Rolic."

    Mace opened a comm to the bridge. "Johnny, Jane, Mr. Crawford, please come down to C3. I have something I'd like to discuss with you."

    Mace stood as the three arrived. "I wanted to hit you three up first, then we'll take it to the senior staff. The commodore here is suggesting an alliance. This alliance would be along the lines of the one the Dellus were attempting to form with us. Mr. Rolic thinks we can seize control of the entire Galactic Union with one set of actions. The proposal is, we build shuttles similar to what we have on Neso. We'll need to pack them with enough reactors and transducers to attack every Muhatha ship at once. Just as with that one sitting out there, we could take control of all twenty-one with a single action. All manned by a four person team."

    Jordan said, "Eighteen attacks times four people. That leaves us a bit short, Mr. Hardy. We don't have that many people."

    Mace nodded. "OK. Two person teams then. Jasper took that ship by himself. It doesn't appear as though it will be too difficult."

    The commodore stood. "Mr. Hardy, I believe you do not fully understand the technology we have available to us. With the wormhole generator, a portal could be opened in close proximity to the ship, within kilometers, allowing you to breach the hull without being fired upon. In order to accomplish such we would only need the coordinates of the ship. And of course it would have to be at a standstill, but the Muhatha ships typically are. We only brought this one through to Earth because of Earth's importance to the Union."

    Mace sat and crossed his arms. "So you could put us right beside the hull? Why not inside?"

    Rolic nodded. "Unfortunately, the generator will not open a wormhole where any significant mass exists. That would include within an atmosphere, which prevents its use during ground assaults. The technology does have its limits."

    Jane said, "I can't say that I fancy a one-way ticket. What happens if something prevents us from getting inside? We could still make use of the wormhole, but I would like to see a shuttle that had sufficient shielding, and fast enough drives to get us out of there."

    Mace replied, "Agreed. Mr. Rolic, what are your repair or construction capabilities on that Muhatha? And what's its name, by the way?"

    Rolic asked, "What did you have in mind? We have a standard repair bay aboard."

    Mace said, "We'll need to modify a shuttle to add another drive, and I'd like to cover the hull in transducers so it has adequate shielding. We need to be able to outrun a Muhatha if we have to retreat for whatever reason."

    Rolic replied, "I see. We can have my engineers work up a design for you. And the name of the ship is the Revelation. It was the first of our Muhatha ships and was named for a passage in our religious scripts that mention a great vessel being used to save us from ultimate destruction."

    Johnny nodded. "Finally, a decent name. Beats the heck out of Lousy and Petunia, for a warship name anyway."

    Rolic said, "We prefer to call the Muhatha peace ships, Mr. Tretcher."

    Johnny held up a hand as he chuckled. "Pardon me, Commodore. Didn't mean to disparage it, although I find it odd that a ship constructed to fight wars is called a peace ship."

    Rolic smiled, "The intention of the Muhatha was to prevent wars, Mr. Tretcher. Since its shielding prevents it from being destroyed by another ship, it becomes a deterrent. That deterrence has served us well for centuries."

    Johnny nodded. "Noted, Mr. Rolic."

    Mace asked, "When could we get started with the planning of this, Commodore?"

    Rolic replied, "Whenever you like. We are your subjects, Mr. Hardy. You only need give us the order to do so."

    Mace stood. "Jordan, round up the senior staff while I escort the commodore to another room. When everyone is here we'll discuss and make a decision."

    Five minutes later the last of the senior staff entered. Mace began, "OK. We have a new decision to make. As you all know, Jasper Collins managed to get aboard the Muhatha, it's called the Revelation. Anyway, Jasper took control of that ship and we now have a Targarian commodore here as a captive. This Targarian believes he can convince his command to make an alliance with us, just as the Dellus were going to do. With that alliance, we would use the resources we have, and those the Targarians would provide, to take control of all the Muhatha ships in the Galactic Union.

    "Now, on the surface, this sounds like a monumental task. But Jasper Collins just took that Muhatha by himself. There are twenty more of these massive ships out there, We'd like to take them all at once."

    Liam raised a hand. "Aren't these ships scattered throughout the Union?"

    Mace replied, "They are. And we plan to make use of the wormhole generator on the Revelation to get us to each one of those. The Targarians will provide us with intel on the location of each of the Muhatha. We'll sweep in with an assault shuttle, and a crew will cut their way aboard, just like we did with the Petunia.

    "I'm thinking two man teams. And the objective will be to take the bridge. The aliens that inhabit these ships are all small. And they don't seem interested in taking on a Human in combat. Whoever goes will have an AR-15 with them, as well as a plasma rifle. According to the Targarian commodore, the crews will all be using their swords."

    Liam nodded. "I would like to participate, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace smiled. "Before we take any volunteers, I'd like us to vote on this."

    Humphrey Mallot asked, "What do you see as the downsides to this?"

    Mace replied, "Potentially? Several."

    He began to pace as he talked. "We could fail to secure all of the Muhatha. Meaning the remainder of the Galactic Union, including Stark's people, would be at war with us. At the moment, we're probably only seen as a minor nuisance. We attack and that all changes. Or we could be successful, and then have Stark refuse to cooperate. As before, I don't want to be killing Humans.

    "I'd also like to add that the Revelation gives us options. We could go after Stark here and now in an attempt to topple him. Between that ship and the Rogers, we have the firepower.

    "My concern with that option is the Union. If he has signed anything with them, they would use that as an excuse to come to his aid. And there is a third option. One that I'm certain most of you would reject. We could take the Rogers and the Revelation and jump far away. We could find ourselves a new home and just live peaceably."

    Johnny chuckled. "Peaceably until the food runs out, or the equipment breaks down. Besides, I think I'd prefer the Earth."

    Several heads nodded. The discussion continued for most of an hour until the same thoughts were being recycled.

    Mace held up a hand. "OK. So let's have a vote. Who here would be in favor of leaving for a new world?"

    No hands were raised. "Looks like option three is off the table."

    Mace leaned forward, placing his fists knuckles down on the end of the table. "Who's for staying here and toppling Stark first?"

    Again, no hands were raised.

    Mace smiled. "I do like a unanimous vote. And just to make it official, who thinks we should take out the Galactic Union?"

    The personnel in the room all raised their hands.

    "I'll inform the commodore of our decision. Expect plans for this to move ahead rapidly."
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    The shuttle was moved into the repair bay of the Revelation. The fuselage was widened and another four reactors installed. On the exterior, thirty-two transducers would provide a dampening field more than powerful enough to protect the shuttle from a full-power plasma round. On the rear of the shuttle, a second gravity drive was added. It was expected the upgrades would allow the shuttle to move forward at 56% light speed, outpacing the Muhatha titan.

    Mace stood in the repair bay. "How long until it's ready?"

    Jeff replied, "Three days and we can give it a test. And for the record, I think your decision to delay our talk with the Targarians is a wise one. I'd like to know we have the means to pull this off before agreeing to anything with them. I'm still suspicious about their motives."

    Mace sighed. "You and me both. I'm half wondering when another of these founders is going to pop through a wormhole and try to strike a deal with us."

    Jeff put his hand on Mace's shoulder, leaning in. "You know, I bet we could make contact with each founder and strike a separate deal with each of them. They all seem eager to take full control for themselves. What's to say that we don't just dump the Targarians and take all the Muhatha ships for ourselves. Wouldn't that be a hoot?"

    Mace shook his head as he laughed. "And the conspiracies continue to grow. You know, this tells me that we're just as bad as the rest of them. Everybody wants full control. And not just of themselves. They want it over everyone else too."

    Jeff shrugged, "I'm just saying, if we're the muscle of the galaxy, maybe we should be in full control. I know that, at least from this group, justice would be served to all. So far, we haven't shown ourselves to be greedy. That at least says something good about us."

    Mace walked over to the shuttle, looking over the welds surrounding a transducer. "I still think our primary focus should be to save the Earth from the likes of Stark. We do that, and we can then discuss saving the galaxy."

    Jenny Taub walked up behind them. "Saving the galaxy? Not getting ahead of ourselves, are we?"

    Mace replied, "That's what I was just saying. We need to focus on Earth first."

    Jenny said, "I came over to ask a question. If we do go on these ship raids, have you thought about pairings? Who would you put with whom?"

    Mace smiled, "Looking for a partner?"

    Jenny replied, "While I'm sure we could kick ass together, I was thinking more along the lines of pairing those with combat experience with those who have none. I think we've got a couple dozen who've had training or deployment. The rest are noobs who ran a grocery store or piddled in spreadsheets. Dropping a pair of them onto one of these ships could spell disaster. They have to be willing to kill without hesitation, if so called for."

    Mace thought for a moment. "Good points. Tell you what. I'm putting you in charge of making up the teams. We need eighteen of them. You can interview all who volunteer and make the teamings from there. I'll be bringing Jasper, along with Mr. Crawford, Johnny and Jane, to plan out the assaults. Having this ship for practice will take a lot of the variables out of a raid. All the Muhatha are identical, so whatever we come up with should apply to them all. After that, we'll practice until we feel everyone is ready."

    Jenny sighed. "So I have to pick the teams. Well, I opened my mouth. I guess I deserve the task. I'll pass the word around to see who's up for the fight."

    Jenny turned to leave.

    Jeff said, "I'd like to throw my hat in the ring for one of those slots."

    "Hmm. Not sure about that, Doc. You're a hugely valuable asset to us. We need you to help us survive."

    Jeff said, "OK, then, I guess that means you'll be staying as well. We can't risk losing our leader if there are others willing to step up."

    Mace chuckled. "We have any number of people on this ship who could lead just as well as I do."

    "And they will all likely be volunteering for this. Look, I can handle it. We're all in this together, and I can't keep letting others do the heavy lifting while I sit back in safety. It's not that I'm looking forward to doing something like this, but I want to feel like I'm carrying my share of the load."

    Mace replied, "Fine. We'll take it under consideration. How we coming with the cannons? I thought those were supposed to be ready to test by now."

    Jeff opened a comm to Gnaga. "We still looking good for this afternoon?"

    "We'll be ready."

    Mace gave a short laugh. "I wanna crack up every time I hear something like 'afternoon'. The time of day is irrelevant out here."

    Jeff agreed. "It is, but we still keep to a twenty-four hour clock. We have to have something to base our schedules on. Might as well be something we all know and understand."

    Mace nodded. "I know what you're saying. I just find it funny."

    Jasper came into the bay. "How long until she's ready?"

    Mace replied, "Two days maybe. How's life as the Supreme Emperor going?"

    Jasper grinned. "As well as I could expect. You know, I'm actually growing fond of the flounder-heads. I might actually start calling them by their names."

    Mace laughed. "Well, that doesn't sound like you."

    Jasper shrugged as he took a bite of a food bar. "The more I talk to them the more I like the way they think. They're good folk."

    Jasper turned and walked away as he continued to have his lunch.

    Jeff looked back at the shuttle. "What do you say we see if we can lend a hand?"

    Mace nodded. "Sounds good."

    After several hours had passed, Mace found himself standing in gun turret four on the Rogers. "How are we coming?"

    Gnaga loaded several lines of code into the console computer for the turret. "We are ready for our first low power test. I would suggest we all leave this turret and close off the blast door."

    Mace turned to the door along with Jeff and Gnaga. "That doesn't sound promising."

    Gnaga replied, "We are dealing with physics, Mr. Hardy. We've run countless simulations, but the real world has a way of showing flaws in a design that were otherwise unseen."

    The blast door was closed and sealed. Power was supplied to the charge well and the gun head enabled. Gnaga pressed a button on his arm pad, and a low power plasma round exited the cannon tip.

    Jeff said, "All readings are nominal. Let's crank her up and see what she'll do."

    Seconds later, a bright flash on the display told of a plasma round being emitted. Gnaga smiled as Jeff looked up from a display.

    "Everything looks good. An excellent first test."

    Mace said, "How do we know if it actually worked, though?"

    Jeff said, "We have to shoot something and then measure the results."

    Mace asked, "If we set the power back to low and fired it, would you be able to tell if the combination is working?"

    Jeff nodded. "You have something in mind?"

    Mace gestured toward a far wall. "We have that Muhatha sitting out there with a dampener field that can handle it, and sensors that can give us all the feedback we need."

    Jeff rubbed his chin in thought. "I suppose that would offer the most accurate results. Would you like to comm Jasper to set that up?"

    Mace opened a comm. "Mr. Collins, we'd like to use the Revelation for target practice. We're ready to test our cannon upgrades and that ship offers the perfect target."

    Jasper scowled. "What? I think that's a bad idea."

    Mace replied, "How so? It will be a low power test and the field on that ship can easily handle it. What's your issue?"

    Jasper leaned in. I don't want you shooting at my ship, that's why."

    Mace pulled back. "Your ship?"

    Jasper crossed his arms. "That's right. My ship. I captured it while the rest of you scurried away. And I would rather not put my people in danger with your experiments."

    Mace tilted his head. "I can't really tell if you're joking or not. This test is important."

    Jasper closed the comm.

    Jeff shook his head. "What's got into him?"

    Mace replied, "Not sure. But we need those results. Mr. Klept, target the Revelation with a low power round. The old man will just have to grumble about it."

    Gnaga pressed several buttons on his arm pad. "Turret four is ready to fire, Mr. Hardy. Are you certain you want to do this?"

    Mace nodded. "I am. Fire when ready."

    A low power round left the cannon tip, instantly striking the Revelation. No damage was done.

    Jeff looked up from a display. "Power on our sensors showed as 196 percent standard. I'd call that a huge success."

    Mace asked, "With full power, would we be able to penetrate the field on one of those Muhatha?"

    Jeff replied, "If our calculations are correct, no. But we could add a third cannon head. At that point, I would have to say yes. The dampening field on a Muhatha would be overwhelmed."

    Mace attempted to open a comm to Jasper. The comm was refused.

    Mace sighed. "Great. He's being a hard head about this for some reason. I'm heading over. Keep poring through the data we have. I'll see about getting us another cannon head from that ship."

    Mace walked onto the bridge of the Revelation. Jasper sat in the captain's chair with several Targarians standing around him. The scowl on his face told of his unhappiness with the prior test.

    Mace asked, "Are you OK?"

    Jasper replied, "OK? You took a shot at my ship! What's gotten into you?"

    Mace stood and stared. "Into me? What's with you? That was a valid test. We need to know if the cannon update works."

    Jasper looked away. "By shooting at me and my people?"

    Mace frowned as he shook his head. "What's this 'my people' business? We are your people."

    Jasper turned back. "We might be Humans, but you aren't my people. You're just Humans. The Targarians are my people, my subjects."

    Mace thought for a moment. "Where have you been getting your food?"

    Jasper replied, "I eat with my people. Their nutrition bars have a better taste."

    Mace shook his head. "And they might be tainted. Which would explain why you're acting like this."

    Jasper returned an uncharacteristic stare of hatred. "Mr. Hardy. It's time you left. I won't be insulted on my own ship. Guards!"

    A dozen Targarian soldiers ran to Jasper's side, pulling their short swords. "Take this man back to the airlock. And round up all Human or Mawga personnel on this ship. It's time for a housecleaning. I want them all gone within the hour. And make use of your plasma rifles if they give you any guff."

    Mace asked, "You sure you want to do this?"

    Jasper leaned forward. "I'm sure. Now, get out of my sight. Guards, escort this Human to the airlock."

    Five minutes later Mace was standing in bay three of the Rogers with Johnny at his side. "Let me talk to him."

    Mace shook his head. "Won't make a difference. They have him on the drugged food. I'm sure of it."

    Johnny said, "Well, then, we have to go over there and get him."

    "I agree. But we need to find a way to do that without having to fight our way to him. And without also having to fight him."

    Humphrey came over a comm. "Mr. Hardy. The docking bay on the Revelation is opening. Looks like the shuttle is being pushed out."

    Mace replied, "Pushed out?"

    Humphrey nodded. "Yes, sir. Scan doesn't show any bios on it."

    Johnny walked toward the airlock door.

    Mace said, "Where are you going?"

    Johnny looked over his shoulder as he walked. "Going to get that shuttle."

    Mace attempted to hail Jasper. Every attempt was refused.

    Humphrey said, "Detecting a wormhole! The Revelation is moving!"

    Mace stood still, frozen as to what to do.

    Liam yelled, "Do we follow?"

    Mace replied as Jane walked up behind him. "No. We go through and we may not have a way back."

    The Targarian Muhatha, with Jasper aboard, silently slipped through the wide portal. The wormhole closed behind it.

    Jane asked, "What just happened?"

    Mace rubbed his forehead. "Jasper just took the ship. I think the Targarians have him drugged. He was acting all bizarre and defensive."

    Jane stood with her hands on her hips. "What? How'd we let this happen?"

    Mace shook his head. "Don't know. He was acting a bit strange earlier and I just didn't really pick up on it."

    Jane asked, "Well, what do we do now?"

    Mace shrugged. "We wait here."

    Johnny came over the comm. "Clear out the bay for me, if you would. I'm bringing in the shuttle."
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    Jeff came out of the shuttle. "Probably only need a day to have this thing flying. The reactors are all in and the conduits have all been run throughout. The second drive needs a few tweaks. Other than that, it should be ready to go."

    Mace rubbed his temples. "This whole thing is my fault. I should have made him come back over here. We could have had a half dozen people over there to watch the bridge."

    Jeff replied, "Don't waste your time on thoughts like that. What's done is done. Spend your time on what we need to do going forward. Jasper's tough. He'll manage."

    Two days following, the shuttle was ready for a test. Jenny asked for the honor, and was soon sitting in the pilot's chair. The modified shuttle would have a crew of two, with enough seating to carry eight passengers and a modest amount of cargo. After running through a handful of checklists, Jenny piloted the fast ship out into open space.

    "Drives all check as green. As do the reactors."

    Mace replied, "Take her to half speed, see how she runs. If everything checks out you can push her to the top."

    "Roger that. Setting waypoints for a roundabout run. Should be passing back by here at half available speed."

    The shuttle silently sped away as the throttle was pushed to 50 percent. A long slow turn had her coming back toward the Rogers.

    "Showing half throttle. Speed shows 29.6 percent light-speed. Gentlemen, I think we have a success story on our hands."

    The shuttle zipped by the Rogers with all indicators showing green.

    Mace said, "She's all yours, Miss Taub. Let's see what you've got."

    The throttle was pushed full. Two minutes later the shuttle had completed another turn.

    "Coming back at you now. I'm showing 48.4 percent and climbing."

    Mace said, "Just tell us when you're topped out."

    "Running 52 percent... now 53. All lamps are green. Power feeds say we still have room to push it. Drive temperatures all show normal. At 54 percent. Now 55. Wow! I just hit some debris that must have been fist sized! Dampener field shot up to 85 percent saturation. We might need to tweak our sensors a bit. Anything that size should be avoided."

    Mace sat forward nervously. "We hit our goal. Should we call it off?"

    Liam replied, "Won't hurt to know what she can do, Mr. Hardy."

    Humphrey said, "Just completed a scan. Didn't pick up anything bigger than... an eyeball."

    Johnny laughed. "An eyeball? How'd you come up with that?"

    Humphrey shrugged.

    Jenny pushed her status to the display wall of the Rogers. "I think we're topping out. 56.2 percent!"

    Gnaga stood beside Mace. "Impressive. She may just be the fastest ship in the galaxy."

    Johnny replied, "Now, see, I don't get that. If we can fiddle around and do this after a few weeks, why hasn't someone else?"

    Gnaga shook his head. "As I've said many times, the Galactic Union has strict rules about tinkering with technology. No one is to simulate or test such enhancements. To do so could upset the balance of power. Why would one species risk losing it all by being discovered, when they are all continuously gaining in wealth and property? Most scientific research into these fields has been held up for centuries. There are several ongoing studies at the Galactic Institute, which has personnel from all seven founders. However, the main thrust there has been into wormhole research. All other scientific ventures have a minimum of funding."

    Jenny said, "Stalled out at 56.3 percent. Looks like we found our ceiling."

    Mace replied, "Excellent. Bring her back in. Gnaga, Jeff, I want a full analysis of all the systems. If anything looks suspicious, let's dig into it and see if it's an issue. If the Revelation returns, we might just have to use that shuttle to get Jasper back."

    Two days were spent on the analysis. No issues were found.

    Mace walked into bay three where Jeff was standing. "Nice work. This is why we need you here and not out there raiding ships."

    Jeff replied, "I suppose. But I'll repeat what I said about you. We need you here also... commanding. If we lost you, it would be a huge blow to the crew's confidence. That's not something we should be risking either. So... now that we have her ready... what's next?"

    Mace stroked his beard. "First, we need to disperse the food like we planned. We need multiple stockpiles in case any get discovered and taken. After that, it might be time for a trip back to Earth. I'd like to see if we can cut Stark's fleet down to size."

    The shuttle docked. The food was split up and multiple flights had it stowed at four locations. Twenty-eight hours later, the Rogers slowed as it came within range of Earth.

    Humphrey said, "Sensors show eight cruisers. Stark's fleet looks to be gone, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace opened a comm. "Jenny, can I see you in bay three?"

    Jenny replied, "Be right there."

    The shuttle lifted out of the bay. Five minutes later, comm was lost. Jenny Taub piloted the ultrafast ship into and around the Earth. No other cruisers were found to be in the area.

    "We got eight, just as Mr. Mallot said. Three appear to be non-operational. Four are sitting in high orbit. The other is in the repair dock. Looks like they have it half torn apart."

    Mace said, "Bring her back, Miss Taub. Mr. Hobbs, take us to within comm range of those cruisers."

    Johnny said, "They didn't even make an effort to go after her."

    Hans replied, "Last time they lost eight ships."

    Mace stood. "I want to talk to Stark. Maybe we can get enough out of him to find out what's going on."

    A hail of the cruisers was returned. "This is C5. You are in violation of Earth space."

    Mace replied, "Just patch us through to Stark. We want to talk. And you can skip all the violation nonsense. You know who we are and we know who you are."

    The image on the display switched to reveal Fatso Geerok. "Mr. Hardy. Your efforts to control us have failed. I commend you on your bravery. The full Galactic Union is now involved with this planet. You just missed no less than three Muhatha warships parked in the same space you now occupy. The Targarians are looking for their ship. It appeared to leave in pursuit of you, only it hasn't been seen since."

    Mace shook his head. "I'd say losing ships doesn't bode well for your Union, Fatso. Now, if you wouldn't mind, I'd like to talk to Stark."

    Fatso smiled. "I'm afraid the king is no longer here. He left on another Targarian Muhatha yesterday. I was not privy to his plans. I was given orders to protect this planet."

    Mace laughed, "With what? Those pathetic cruisers? We could flame the lot of you in ten minutes time."

    Fatso nodded. "That may be true, Mr. Hardy. But we are the keepers of the food. You take out these cruisers and your people will be nearing starvation in only weeks."

    Mace sighed. "Let me guess. All the promises made about setting up farms were lies."

    Fatso replied, "On the contrary, Mr. Hardy. We had every intention of doing just as we said. Had you not meddled and gotten the Union involved, farms would be covering much of your planet today. Instead, the Union has determined that Humans need to remain dependent."

    Mace said, "Yeah, well, either way, you'd have been dealing with Stark instead of us."

    Fatso nodded. "He is the chosen ruler of your people, Mr. Hardy. He has their complete backing."

    Mace scowled. "Don't think so, Geerok. Those shuttles of women and children he sent up to the slaughter say otherwise. I tell you what, Geerok. You turn over your food rations and leave this system peaceably, and I won't come over there and kill you."

    Fatso replied, "I am sorry, Mr. Hardy. I've been given orders to stay here. Should I violate those orders, I will receive a lengthy death sentence filled with much pain. And my family at home would receive the same."

    Mace said, "And what if I catch you and give you a long and painful death anyway?"

    Fatso shook his head. "I know you well enough to know you are a fair man. I don't see torture as something you thrive on. Now your counterpart, the king, he shows no empathy or remorse. If I am to choose to die, Mr. Hardy. I would rather it be by your hand. How is Mr. Montak, by the way?"

    Mace replied, "Montak is fine. Look. If you won't connect me with Stark, at least tell us what's going on."

    Geerok laughed. "Do you take me for a fool, Mr. Hardy? I cannot give out information to everyone who asks. That again would be like signing my death warrant."

    Mace turned to face Johnny. "Mr. Mallot, do we know what ship he's broadcasting from?"

    Johnny nodded. "In fact, we do. The ship designated in green on the main display. The message is being passed to the ground and then up to the repair dock before being forwarded to us. It's all encrypted until the final stream. And of course we have the key to the encryption. We hit that ship in green and we have the Admiral."

    Mace said, "Let's make it happen. Johnny, you and Jane get ready. We can call this run a precursor to a Muhatha assault."

    The shuttle was readied. It would be piloted by Jenny Taub. Johnny and Jane loaded up with gear and fastened the exosuits onto their battlesuits. The shuttle departed and raced toward one of the other cruisers, veering at the last moment to come in close to the admiral's ship. The shuttle clamped itself to the side of the Mawga cruiser. A hole was cut into the hull and the Tretcher team entered. After a second cut and seal, a blast door was opened though a bulkhead going out into a main hall.

    Johnny went through first. "Stay behind me. Let me take the hits."

    Jane laughed. "Like you aren't going to be the preferred target anyway. This is Jane! We're in the main hall! Not getting any resistance yet!"

    Two minutes later, the duo entered the bridge where Fatso Geerok sat. "Mr. and Mrs. Tretcher. A husband and wife team. Interesting."

    Several dozen Mawga crewmen peered from around a far corner.

    Johnny said, "Up. Come on. You're coming with us."

    The admiral rose. "This might be more pleasant for us all if you were to just bring the shuttle into the bay. I surrender. The Bovika is yours."

    Johnny shook his head. "Not gonna happen, Geerok. Let's go. We do this our way."

    The Mawga admiral followed behind Johnny as Jane prodded him forward. Minutes later, the trio was on the shuttle, heading back to the Rogers.

    Jane said, "You didn't put up much of a fight."

    Fatso replied, "Would it have benefited anyone? You would have no doubt wiped out many of my crew. And for what purpose? You were going to take me anyway. Your decision to board my ship signed that death warrant I spoke of. I am now marked by the Union, and have nowhere to turn."

    Johnny said, "Fat shame. But you are responsible for the deaths of a few billion Humans, if you recall."

    Fatso shook his head. "That was not the Mawga, Mr. Hardy. We now believe that to have been the work of the Targarians. Evidence points to it being their agents who provided the dark matter material to your scientists. They planned to move on the planet, only we arrived first. With a rival Union species occupying the space, the Targarians had no further claim. Instead of leaving the Humans to the Mawga and the Dellus, they decided it would be better if no one had you. All of this is still of course speculative."

    Johnny said, "And whose to say you aren't lying to us about all this?"

    Fatso replied, "I have no further reason, Mr. Tretcher. As I said, I am as good as dead. And as is customary in my culture, it is not wise to take one's sins to the grave."

    Johnny scowled. "OK then. Spill it. Tell us what else you've done to deceive us."

    Fatso sat back in his chair. "Where to begin..."

    Jane said, "How about this. Hold those thoughts until we get you aboard the Rogers. You can tell us what you know then."

    The transfer was made and the interrogation begun.

    Mace walked into conference room C, taking a seat at the table in front of Fatso Geerok. "So Admiral, you're ready to confess?"

    Geerok nodded. "I will tell you whatever you want to know."

    Mace said, "OK, for starters, I'll talk and you agree or disagree with what I say."

    The admiral nodded.

    "The information on dark matter was planted by another species and you have no definitive proof of who. The Kaachi were scouting this system until your fleet showed up. At about that same time, the electromagnetic storms began to bombard Earth. The Mawga just watched, either not sure of what to do or sure they wanted to reduce the Human population to something that was more easily controlled."

    Geerok replied, "Our initial reaction to the bombardment was one of confusion. We had no idea of what was happening until the second point of origin of the waves was discovered. After that came to light, we sent a pair of ships toward each origination point. There was a two month delay before we began, followed by five months of travel. When the ships arrived, the electromagnetic sources were gone. Shortly after, the waves stopped striking your planet."

    Mace continued, "So you fiddled around until your ships returned, after which you came up with the idea for the EMP blasts."

    Geerok nodded. "Your atmosphere was highly charged. We attempted a fix which only made conditions for you worse."

    "And the people taken from the airliners?"

    "They were used to monitor your health and then returned unharmed. I will add that the EMP discharge allowed our ships to enter your atmosphere and to deliver food."

    Mace sat back in his chair. "Food that was good for a few weeks, after which it was changed out for food that was drugged."

    Geerok replied, "It was decided to be the least violent method to bring your population under control. As I've said before, our intent was to stabilize your world, once again making life sustainable for your large population. Admittedly, we had every intention of enlisting you into our armies.

    "Mr. Montak's work with you had us well on our way. The victory over the Kaachi had our Emperor's eye placed squarely on you, Mr. Hardy. King Stark's rise to power changed that. We suddenly had all the volunteers for our armies we desired."

    "Tell us what you know about Stark's people. How many ships has he been given? And why did a Targarian Muhatha escort them back from whatever war they fought?"

    Geerok sighed. "Yes. It seems the Kaachi sent word to the Dellus of the Human potential. We had hoped to develop you to the point of Humans having a claimed alliance with the Mawga. However, the Kaachi saw to it that our founder species, the Dellus, were alerted to the situation before we could register the alliance with the Union.

    "And somehow a rogue Dellus ship found its way into this system. Stark's ships destroyed it before it could be identified, but it was enough to bring the attention of the full Galactic Union. The Human victories at Redalt IV saw to it the Human assets would be shared. The Targarians were assigned as an impartial escort while the founders decided how to best deal with you."

    "Where are Stark's ships now?"

    Geerok replied, "They are at war on Miramont II. And from what I hear, they are devastating the enemy. The Mawga Military Council believes the full victory to be only weeks if not days away."

    Mace leaned forward. "And what of the loss of the Targarian Muhatha?"

    The admiral looked confused. "The what?"

    Mace repeated, "The Targarian Muhatha that was escorting Stark's ships to here. What happened to it?"

    Geerok replied, "The word we received was they had pressing business and left of their own accord. What loss are you referring to?"

    Johnny twirled his hand, gesturing for Mace to continue.

    "Mr. Geerok, since you are now in our custody, and since you won't be going home, I'd like your opinion on a few things. First, the rogue Dellus ship was a Dauntless. They had been keeping it a secret, having claimed it had been lost centuries ago. We captured it. They wanted to form an alliance of their own, outside of the Union."

    Geerok frowned. "That is a serious accusation, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace laughed. "It's no accusation, Fatso. It's fact. Anyway, they sought an alliance all their own with us. They hoped to one day bring Humans under their control, where we would be used to overthrow the other six founders. Stark's little bomb fiasco put that thought to an end."

    Mace again sat back, this time crossing his arms. "The second revelation I have for you is about the Revelation. The Targarian ship. It didn't leave. It was captured by one of our people after he managed to slip aboard. And the Targarian commodore aboard her was quite anxious to make another secret alliance deal with us. He had even hatched a plan that would allow us to take control of all the Muhatha ships at once."

    Geerok shook his head. "That would not be possible, Mr. Hardy. Those ships are too powerful. They cannot be beaten."

    Johnny chuckled. "The only reason they can't be beaten is because of the Union's dumbass rules. A single human managed to take down that mammoth ship. We only need to replicate what he did to take them all. Your Union would have come to a quick end had we done so. The founder species all seem to be soft... no fight in them."

    Geerok asked, "Did your Human find any resistance?"

    Johnny shook his head. "None. They all ran and hid. Let him walk right onto the bridge."

    Geerok replied, "And you don't find that suspicious?"

    Johnny sat silent.

    Mace shook his head. "We really don't know what to expect from your members, Mr. Geerok. Every contact is different."

    The conversation turned to talk of Earth. Fatso Geerok willingly answered every question thrown his way. After three hours of grilling, the group took a break for lunch.
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    The questioning of the Mawga admiral resumed with Mace taking a seat in the conference room. "Before, when we were talking about the Muhatha, were you suggesting the Targarians let us take that ship?"

    Geerok nodded. "What better way to converse with the rogue Humans through unofficial channels? All interaction with King Stark is recorded and transmitted to the Union. The founders want to be certain there are no side deals with the Humans that would upset the balance of power."

    Mace frowned. "And yet the founders are all eager to do so. Let me ask you something, Geerok. What do you know of our Australian friends? We had ten thousand volunteers who went through a portal for training with the Kaachi. We haven't heard from them since. And the Kaachi claim the Dellus took them. Would they have been reported to the Union?"

    Geerok replied, "Under the Galactic Union rules, they would have. However, if what you state is true, that the Dellus were planning an off-the-books alliance, they may be holding them for their own purposes."

    Jane said, "I have a question. Any day now there's going to be a population explosion down there on Earth. What preparations have been made to handle that?"

    Geerok turned to face Jane. "The community centers are fully capable of accommodating the load. The expectant mothers have all been trained in child rearing using the simulators. For many of them, the transition to the actual children will be seamless. Names have all been given to the unborn. The same is true of the harvests."

    Jane asked, "The harvests? What are the harvests?"

    Geerok replied, "When the impregnation of the Human women was to be performed, eggs were harvested, inspected, and fertilized. A cellular division process was performed, yielding triplets in most cases. Many of those embryos were implanted in the Human hosts. The remainder were taken as harvests."

    Jane returned a troubled look. "Whoa, whoa, whoa. What are you talking about? What other embryos?"

    Geerok set his hands on the table. "Human females are born with a set number of eggs. The procedures performed enabled the harvesting of all eggs from each of the females in the program. All eggs were tested for viability before being fertilized. One of the fertilized, and then divided, embryos was implanted in each host. The rest were taken off-world to be grown using a specialized Mawga birthing center."

    Jane turned toward Johnny with her jaw dropped. "Did you just hear what I heard?"

    Johnny nodded. "I did. Admiral, how many Humans were impregnated and how many embryos were taken?"

    Geerok thought for a moment. "I believe there are about seventy-two million Human females who are pregnant. Approximately two hundred million Human children will be born to those females. The harvest was closer to four billion embryos. They are at a secret center on our home world. I believe five million were set into the pseudo-uterus machines where they are now growing. The remainder have been frozen pending the outcome of the first set."

    Jane sat back in her chair, still in disbelief. "Four billion? How'd you get so many? And what happens to those five million when they're born?"

    Geerok replied, "Human females are born with several million eggs. By time of puberty they have several hundred thousand remaining. During a normal lifetime, three to four hundred will be released due to ovulation. Thirty-five billion of those harvested were determined to be viable. Four billion of those responded to the fertilization treatment. When matured beyond the uterus, a process that will take thirteen of your months, they will be raised and educated by the Mawga, to be our armies of the future. We have high hopes for the process. With accelerants, we expect to have fully trained soldiers in fourteen of your years. It is a long-term plan."

    Johnny asked, "Did Montak know about this?"

    Geerok shook his head. "He did not. Given his attitudes toward much of what we were doing, he was considered a risk."

    Johnny asked, "How about you? You didn't have issue with this theft?"

    Geerok sighed. "I am a military officer, Mr. Tretcher. I follow orders. The harvest was fully sanctioned by the Military Council. To deny carrying out any tasks given would have been very much to my detriment, and to all those I command, or commanded, I should say."

    Mace crossed his arms. "So we're about to have five million Humans born on a distant planet, who won't even know they're Human. With another four billion to follow? Does Stark know about this?"

    Geerok shook his head. "He does not."

    Mace asked, "And the Union? Do they know?"

    Geerok pulled back. "Certainly not. This operation was conducted before the Union became involved. The assets we possess are fully ours. The Union, under their own rules, have no claim to them and therefore will not be told."

    Johnny took a deep breath as he looked at Mace. "I'd like to pound him through the grates of the floor with my fist about now."

    Mace held up his hand. "He's being honest, and these are things we should know. Admiral, what do you know of Stark and what they are planning with him?"

    The admiral replied, "King Stark and his ships are fighting on Miramont II. When that campaign is complete, they will return here for a short rest before being sent to Logust III. The Union will want to keep the pressure on the Karthians while they are still reeling from these two crushing attacks. I would expect Stark and his fleet to be back here within the week."

    Mace turned to face the others. "I think we need to let Stark know about the harvests. If he has any Human in him at all, he might just turn his anger on the Union."

    Jane scowled. "Wouldn't that still pose an issue for our people and their two hundred million new infants? If Stark goes after the Union, where would they get food?"

    Johnny rubbed his temples. "This whole thing is twisted. We can't act without risking everyone else. How are we supposed to get around that?"

    Mace looked at the admiral. "Fatso? You have any suggestions about how we might feed a billion people? Where is it all this food comes from to begin with?"

    Geerok replied, "The food colonies at Barika V and VI. We maintain enough in orbital storage to feed the empire for two years."

    Johnny asked, "How many Mawga are there?"

    Geerok rubbed his chin in thought. "Six billion or so, I suppose."

    Johnny frowned. Wait, you have all these colonies and only six billion people? We had more than that."

    The admiral nodded. "Indeed. Union planets use birthing centers for population maintenance. Our colonies are stable, with very little change in population density. Only when a new colony is opened do births outnumber deaths. The lower populations come with the added benefit of sustainable resources. I dare say you Humans were headed for a difficult life of overpopulation. In the Union, we tend to limit an Earth-size planet to under a billion inhabitants."

    Jane said, "Then why the growth in Humans when we were already at your ideal headcount?"

    Geerok replied, "Because Humans are viewed as an asset, a valuable asset that is renewable. Perhaps you will one day thank the Mawga for the harvest. The Union would otherwise exploit your fertility and breed Humans at a relentless pace until their military needs had been met. At the moment that process will not be viable again."

    Jane tilted her head. "At the moment?"

    "Yes. The Humans who will be born in the coming days and weeks will be sterile. As to the harvests, their eggs will be harvested before maturity, leaving the females barren as a result."

    Jane squeezed her armrests and released. "I think I'm going to explode. This is too much. All of these species, they're sick."

    Johnny moved over close to his wife. "I think our list of things to accomplish just got a lot longer."

    Mace asked, "You mentioned the food storage. How heavily guarded is that? What if we wanted to steal some of that food?"

    Geerok tapped his fingers together in thought. "The orbital storage facilities are guarded by a pair of Union ships. Both Callista class vessels. And any number of Mawga cruisers."

    Mace lifted his chin in question. "And these orbital facilities, could they be moved?"

    The admiral replied, "I suppose. But why would you want to?"

    Mace leaned forward. "Because we have a billion mouths to feed. As of now we just have to figure how to take it and how to move it."

    Jordan Crawford said, "How about the wormhole generators? If we take the Callista, we could open a wormhole and send the food through to wherever we want. Maybe out to Proteus for starters."

    Geerok shook his head. "The Callista class vessels do not have a wormhole generator. They were built as fighting ships, before the Muhatha were in design. The Dauntless were to be the ship used to transport fleets. The Callista are warships."

    Jordan half frowned. "Sounds like we need to go take another one of those Muhatha."

    Johnny nodded. "We have the shuttle to do that with. I'd volunteer for that duty."

    Jane added. "Me, too. If the ape goes, I go."

    Johnny frowned at his wife. "Ape?"

    Jane smiled, "Just filling in while Jasper's away."

    Mace asked, "Admiral, do the starmaps on your cruiser include all Galactic Union space?"

    Geerok nodded. "And the explored territories. Does your vessel not have the same, Mr. Hardy?"

    "We think the Kaachi scrubbed their maps before turning the ship over to us. We have limited listings of their colonies as well as a handful of Union founder locations. A full listing of your explored space would be a welcome addition."

    Geerok gestured toward his arm pad. "If you'd like, I could transfer the data to you now."

    Johnny said, "Mace, before you answer that, whatever he wants to send should be fully screened before being uploaded. We bring a virus or trojan on this ship and it might be the end of us."

    Jordan held up a hand. "We have two crew members who are well suited to that task, Mr. Hardy. They worked computer security for our outfit before all this started. I can't tell you how many strings I had to pull to keep them where they were. D.C. had requested them repeatedly for duty at Langley. Army brass kept them in place."

    Mace nodded. "See what you can do about that, Mr. Crawford. And Admiral, when he's ready, follow his lead for a transfer of that information."

    Jane pushed her chair back, stretching out her legs. "Mr. Geerok, how would we get to the Barika colonies? How far are they?"

    The admiral pulled an image of a starmap up on his arm pad. "Travel to the Barika system will require a jump to the local rift, followed by a jump from the other end to Barika. A Dauntless would have the gatrellium required to get there, but not back. With a Muhatha, a direct jump could be initiated, items transported, and a return trip made. That assumes a full load of the gatrellium resource."

    Mace clasped his hands together, resting his chin atop them.

    Johnny asked, "What are you thinking?"

    Mace slowly shook his head. "I'm thinking our long list is growing by the minute. We need one of those Muhatha ships. And we aren't likely to see one unless it comes through to here, and I'm doubting they would send another one through for us to grab. I could see them sending through a Callista. If we took it, we'd still be stuck here. If they sent a Dauntless we'd have to use it to go find a Muhatha.

    "Now, supposing we manage to grab a Muhatha, what's our next move? Do we try to go get another one? Do we go for the food? Do we first do a raid on the Mawga colony that holds all our Humans?

    "If so, how are we supposed to rescue them if they're hooked up to those machines? And if we did manage to get them out, what would we do with them? How do we care for five million, not yet fully developed fetuses? Or, do we focus our energies on unseating Stark first?"

    Johnny chuckled. "I see where you're going. And it's starting to make my head hurt thinking about it."

    Mace asked, "Geerok, what were your long term plans for Stark?"

    "Our role here has changed to one of custodian. There are no long term plans coming from the Mawga. Everything is now dictated by the Galactic Union. The Karthian wars, which have been stalled for centuries, will again pick up pace. I suspect Stark will be a busy man. He seems to enjoy killing. War with the Karthians will give him ample opportunity to do so."

    Mace shook his head. "He's a sick puppy. I wish we could catch him and end his rule before some other species like the Karthians, show up here to kill us all. Problem is, we can't even find him when he's here. Don't know where to look."

    Geerok said, "He will be returning shortly. I had asked that he stop by to brief me upon his return. I would expect him to transfer to my ship for that meeting. Perhaps you could wait for him there?"

    Johnny replied, "You know for sure he's coming to your ship?"

    Geerok nodded. "That was the prearranged plan."

    Johnny turned to face Mace. "We could wait there for an ambush. Maybe you, me, and Jane. We surprise him and the couple bodyguards he's likely to have and he might roll right over for us."

    Jane said, "I'd be up for that."

    Mace rubbed his forehead. "I guess that's it, then. We first go after Stark."

    Johnny chuckled. "Geerok, I can't believe you are so calm about all this. And that you gave up all that information."

    The Mawga admiral replied, "As I said before, if given the opportunity, it is customary for us to attempt to atone for our mistakes. I see now that our inaction with your people when the electromagnetic interference arrived was a mistake.

    "We could have offered assistance at that time, saving billions from starvation and death. Perhaps even opening free trade with you, to the benefit of both our peoples. Instead, we allowed your people to die and we came in with thoughts of building our armies. I cannot reverse the damage done, but perhaps one day the Human and Mawga peoples can be allies and partners in trade."

    A trip was made to the Bovika. The admiral had taken over a large meeting room, making it his office. A side door would allow easy entry from a small storage room once a meeting with Stark was underway. Johnny, Jane and Mace sat with the admiral in his office as word came in of a wormhole opening. Fifty-seven cruisers came through, followed by a Dauntless. The Rogers had previously been moved out of sensor range.

    Mace stood. "We'll be in the closet over there, Geerok. And have no doubt that we will come out with guns blazing if anything sounds wrong. And you'll be the first target. I'll put a bullet in your brain myself."

    The admiral waved his hand. "I've already made my peace, Mr. Hardy. I will conduct myself as normal. I have no allegiance to King Stark."

    Johnny frowned as the door closed. "I still think one of us should have stayed out in the hall somewhere. If Geerok turns on us Stark will have what he's been looking for... our heads on a pike."

    Mace replied, "The Mawga are a strange crew. While they may at times be deceitful, they aren't much for outright lying. Montak used to avoid answering a question rather than lie about it."

    Johnny checked his AR-15. "Let's hope you're right. Any idea of how long we'll be in here?"

    Mace checked the time on his arm pad. "Stark is on his way. I can't imagine it will be long."

    Jane said, "So what's the plan again when he gets here?"

    Mace replied, "We listen to get a feel for how many guards he has, then we bust out, hopefully catching them by surprise. Keep in mind, though, these are Stark's men. They won't hesitate to kill you. We have to charge through that door and spread among them before they can react. Whoever gets closest to Stark, put a gun to his head. And try not to have too happy a finger on those triggers. We want him alive. I want to know what he knows about the Union."

    Johnny grinned. "I can't believe we're about to nab this guy. Having him out of the way would solve so many problems."

    Mace shook his head. "I wouldn't be so sure of that. He might be the reason the Union hasn't just come in and conscripted people. That's one of the reasons I want to talk first. Besides, it's his organization that is managing our populace. Geerok might be providing food and technology, but Stark has the people doing all the work."

    Johnny winced. "You aren't thinking you're gonna change his way of thinking, are you?"

    Mace slowly shook his head. "No. But I have been wondering if we would be better served by working alongside him, outside of the Union still. You know, seeing to it that they don't gain full control of us all."

    Jane said, "That's the first I've heard of you wanting to ally with Stark. From what we know, the guy is no good."

    Mace replied, "From what little we know of him I'd say you are right. However, would you rather be ruled by a bad Human or some alien species that totally views you as a resource to be used whenever they like?"

    Johnny scowled. "Neither. But maybe I'm just kind of a self-determination guy."
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    Jane raised her hand as voices could be heard from the outer room. "Shh. Sounds like he's here."

    A muffled voice said, "Geerok. How are things here?"

    Geerok replied, "I am at peace. Must your two guards always be with you?"

    The voice said, "That's an odd thing to say. Is something the matter?"

    Geerok held up his hand. "No, no. Has just been uneventful down on the planet that is all. Deliveries have all gone as scheduled. Tell me about your exploits? Were you successful? And please, sit. Gentlemen, you too King, if you don't mind. Guests standing during a conversation is distasteful."

    A gesture had the two bodyguards sitting in chairs.

    Mace turned. "I think that was our cue. We go on three... two... one."

    The door to the storage room burst open. Johnny and Jane hustled up behind the bodyguards before they could react. Mace had his Ar-15 aimed at the back of Geerok's guest.

    Johnny yelled. "Either of you two move and you're dead meat."

    Malcom Stark said from beneath a black hood, "So. Mr. Hardy. We meet again."

    Jane gestured with her AR. "Both of you. Lay down your weapons carefully."

    Both guards complied.

    Jane continued, "Now, stand and walk over to that wall. Put your hands up on the wall above you."

    Stark said, "Do as she says, please. No need for any of us to die here today. If they wanted to kill us, they would have fired first. Speaking of that, Mr. Hardy, what is it you would like to discuss? As I recall from our last meeting, you were not interested in joining my team."

    Stark sat in a Human lounge chair, three meters in front of Fatso Geerok. Mace sat in a chair to his left. His weapon laid on his lap.

    Mace stared at the hulking hooded Human sitting near him. "Time to see who you really are. Take off that hood. Where'd you come from?"

    Stark replied, "Spend much time in smalltown Midwest?"

    Mace shook his head. "Can't say I have. Ever been to Norfolk?"

    Stark thought. "Not that I recall. Anyway, you must have something more important on your mind than chit-chat."

    Mace gestured. "The hood. And then let's start with the Admiral's question. How goes the campaign?"

    Stark returned a stare for several seconds, his dark eyes peering through the holes of his hood. "More difficult than the first. We lost close to two thousand men. Good fighters. They shall be missed. The Karthian fighters... I would place their losses at several hundred thousand. I would not want them defending Earth. They are too easily panicked and overwhelmed. I would believe we shot more in the back than the chest. They have a propensity to scatter when confronted."

    Geerok smiled. "So Miramont II is finally in the hands of the Union?"

    Stark nodded. "What's left of it. I'm afraid we may have damaged the assets the Union was hoping to acquire. No matter, the Karthians are no longer in possession of the resources in that system, which includes a small gatrellium mine. I negotiated a 10 percent stockpile of all mined resources be set aside for future Human use."

    Stark looked down at Mace's lap. "An AR. I've chosen the AK for my troops. We've gone with the heavier round, which has the benefit of penetrating the battlesuits of the Karthians. Most of our fighting is within a hundred yards, while chasing the slow Karthians. The AK-47 suits us well. And there is a significant stockpile of the ammunition still available."

    Mace replied, "The AR has worked well for us. A hit takes any of these smaller aliens out of the fight."

    Stark nodded. "Indeed. But we aren't looking to preserve lives or take prisoners, Mr. Hardy. This is war. And we fight to win."

    Stark turned back to face Geerok. "We landed just over forty thousand troops on the planet. Fighting was conducted simultaneously in five districts. The Karthians had just over three million fighters stationed there. They surrendered with closer to two million remaining."

    Mace asked. "The Dauntless out there, whose is it?"

    Stark replied, "That would be the Quelli. I would describe them as having tiny lion heads on a furry child's body. Bipeds, like most of the other sentients of the Union, but with a big yellow mane surrounding their wide, fuzzy face and large eyes. They are petrified of catching fire, by the way; my men accidentally set several ablaze. Oh, the wailing and the terror in their eyes as their friends burned was very telling. A Human will wince and look away. A Quelli, well, they freeze and shake uncontrollably until the ordeal is over. If you ever find yourself in a fight with them, light one up and the rest will become as docile as lambs."

    Mace shook his head. "I don't know what bothers me more, the fact that your people did that, or the fact that you like it."

    Stark replied, "We are at war, Mr. Hardy. There are winners and there are losers. If you hesitate to kill your enemy, it is you who may pay the price."

    "I've killed before, Stark. Not something to relish or celebrate. A life is a life."

    Stark returned a single snicker. "I do hope we don't meet in battle one day, Mr. Hardy. I feel I might be disappointed in the challenge. Which brings me to another topic. Mr. Geerok? Why were these Humans hiding in your storage closet? Have you defected to their side? You do realize that is punishable by death, don't you?"

    Geerok nodded. "I was captured by these Humans. I consider myself already dead. If not by your hand then by the Union itself."

    Stark laughed as he turned back toward Mace. "Don't you find their attitudes fascinating? He sits here before us, living and breathing, and yet he considers himself dead. It's as if these aliens all accept death as being inevitable, and from a certain point on they no longer try to live. Very unhuman-like of them.

    "Now, Mr. Hardy, you are here and you did not shoot me in the back. I can only come to the conclusion that you seek something from me. Please tell me what that is so that I might get on with my business. I do have a family I would like to visit."

    Mace said, "A family? I find that shocking. I would think you would be one to avoid vulnerabilities."

    Stark nodded. "I am actually a very devout and loyal person in that regard. I have been married to the same woman for eighteen years. I worship the ground she walks on, and she... mine. If I asked her to take her life for me right here today, she would do it in an instant, as I would do for her. I take it you are more of a loner?"

    Mace replied, "Not here to discus personal relations with you. What I'd like to know is, what are your commitments to the Galactic Union? I believe there are a few things you don't know about them. And I'm interested in knowing if that's true. Are you a 'yes' man? Just along for the ride? Or do you have bigger plans? And feel free to talk in front of the admiral. As he said, he already considers himself dead."

    Stark frowned. "I would not regard my giving information to you without something in return as a fair trade. Perhaps you have information you would like to offer?"

    Mace thought. "Tell you what. You tell me something I don't know and I'll decide if it's worth something I know."

    Stark propped his elbows on the arms of his chair. His hands were raised with his fingers tapping together as he thought. Mace leaned back in his chair in wait.

    Stark said, "We have been approached by two of the founder species with offers for a direct alliance with them."

    Mace replied, "Us too."

    Stark looked toward Geerok. "The Mawga's original intent was for us to staff their armies. The tainted food, the community centers, it has all been an effort to bring us to where we were before the Union entered the picture."

    Mace replied, "We sent ten thousand Australians through to the Kaachi. They turned them over to the Dellus, and the Union subsequently got involved in Earth affairs from that point."

    Stark turned. "Are you saying the Union has another ten thousand Humans out there fighting for them?"

    Mace shook his head. "We believe the Dellus kept them to themselves. Only a handful of Kaachi knew of our deal, we think the Dellus may have done away with them. And we think they actually had us do away with those who knew. They sent through a handful of cruisers and forced us to annihilate them."

    Stark nodded. "I see. So the Dellus are attempting to have their own Human army."

    Mace asked, "Who were the two species that attempted to ally with you?"

    Stark replied, "That would be the Targarians and the Quelli, the two species that were sent to escort us to and from battle. And you?"

    Mace stroked his beard. "The Dellus and the Targarians, the only two founder species we've had interaction with. We captured a Dellus Dauntless, which you destroyed, and a Targarian Muhatha, which we got sloppy with, allowing them to drug one of our people. That ship jumped out of this system to who knows where."

    Stark said, "The Karthians are more powerful than the Galactic Union. Only all these aliens seem to be bound by agreements they sign with their enemies. The Karthian ships are more capable, but their soldiers are just as we see here with the Mawga, weak and unmotivated to fight. The Karthians and the Union agreed more than a century ago not to engage each other with ships, leaving the ground game for each to use when fighting the other. I can't say I ever remember reading anything similar with regard to our own history."

    Mace replied, "Just go back a couple hundred years when war was fought by lining all your men up to face each other directly. Apply today's strategies and tactics to one side or the other and those fights would have been a slaughter. If anything, these species are just living in the past. They want what the other has, but they aren't motivated to take it at all costs."

    Stark smiled, "And that shall be their downfall. Now, tell me more about the Muhatha ship. I hear there is nothing more powerful. Also, we've been told the Karthian ships have not been able to penetrate its shields. You had a Muhatha in your possession. How did you lose it?"

    Mace sat forward. "As I said, they we able to drug our crewman. And enough questions about us. What are your intentions with the Union?"

    Stark replied, "I'll continue to gain their trust, and at some future point I'll make my move. I've entertained conversations with the Targarians and the Quelli. I'd like to have interaction with the others if possible. That strategy will suit two purposes. The first will be to determine who the strongest ally would be. The second is to know the strengths and weaknesses of each of them. You see, Mr. Hardy, any such alliance would only be temporary. I have no intention of having Humans answer to any of these vermin. We are superior, and as such, we will rule this galaxy."

    "So you are pro-Human? Is that what I'm hearing? You're doing all this for the Human race? This isn't about Malcom Stark and him being power hungry?"

    Stark leaned back in his chair. "I'll admit to having that motivation when I began. The power of commanding people was invigorating. Ultimate power does bring its rewards, Mr. Hardy. At times, I could feel the blood coursing through my veins.

    "However, I now see myself as the enabler for Mankind. The power I seek will be for all of us. I have a son. He has given me the vision I now have. I will see to it that Mankind is successful, and my legacy to him will be that I was the Human who brought this about. Would I step down when my goals have been achieved? Perhaps. But I don't believe there to be any Human with a better strategy or better opportunity to get us there."

    Johnny said, "You are so full of yourself. You execute your own people. You stomp on their rights. You'll betray those who you ally with in a heartbeat, if you think it suits your purpose. You sound more like a maniacal Hitler type than a leader of all mankind."

    Stark replied, "Sacrifices had to be made early on. Some of those were difficult decisions, but they served a purpose. Had I not taken those steps, we would still be dealing with a fractured Human community. The Chinese would mistrust the Russians, who would squabble with the Australians, who would in turn refuse to work with the Brazilians.

    "Under Malcom Stark, those cultural differences have been replaced by the larger image of us all being Human. We are a united world against the galaxy now, Mr. Tretcher. That unity would not be here without my efforts. In the grand scheme of things, when historians write about these times, those early sacrifices will be viewed as worthwhile."

    Stark turned back to face Mace Hardy. "So, Mr. Hardy, I ask you again, why did you come here? What do you want of me?"

    Mace shifted in his chair. "We came here to feel you out. We may be dealing with the devil, but at the moment I don't see that we have a good alternative. I'd like to know what your level of interest would be in a somewhat loose alliance between us. I'm not talking about us joining your fight against the enemies of the Union. I'm talking about us both taking steps to ensure the safety and prosperity of the Earth.

    "The Union sees Humans as a resource to be used for their own purposes. I have no interest in the Union being successful with their efforts. I want Earth free and Humans in charge of our own destiny. And that goes all the way down to the individual level. Kings are absolute rulers where the individual is nothing more than a subject. I'd like to see us get back to an elected government. Not a self-appointed one."

    Stark slowly nodded. "I see. And I am not in total disagreement with you. In fact, I have a team that is working on eventually setting up elections at the lower levels of our organization. It's not to the degree of what you seek, but it is a small step in that direction.

    "You see, Mr. Hardy, the Earth needs a strong leader, not some rule-by-committee group where the attendees argue to no end while our enemies gain advantage. We need a leader to unite us all, or we become nothing more than soldiers for the Union. I, too, want to see a free Earth, an Earth where Humans are in control of our own destiny.

    "Where we differ is the path we are each taking to get there. Man has no time to bicker about who's in control of what. I'm in control. And Mankind is united behind me."

    Malcom Stark stood, clasping his hands behind his back as he began to pace. "This alliance you seek. Tell me what it is you envision?"

    Mace replied, "Well, I guess for the time being you'll keep doing what you're doing. And we'll work behind the scenes to make sure the Union's grip on us doesn't tighten. So long as Earth is dependent on food from the Union, they can control us.

    "And the drugs they have our people on in the community centers, that has to stop. We need people who can think and act and contribute, not zombies that gleefully follow every order passed down to them from anyone.

    "I see us providing information to each other. Information about what the Union is doing. I'd like to know where their weaknesses are, and how they could be exploited -- what their strengths are, and what should we avoid."

    Mace rubbed his forehead. "Tell me, Stark, what do you know of the harvests?"

    Stark stopped, raising his hands in question. "You'll have to enlighten me as to what you are referring to, Mr. Hardy. Would that be the farms that were never constructed?"

    Mace shook his head. "This has to do with the baby boom we're about to experience. It seems the Mawga procedures were performed with more than one purpose in mind. We're expecting two hundred million new Humans in the coming weeks.

    "What we weren't told was the Mawga ran a side operation with these procedures. They harvested four billion Human embryos from this effort. Those embryos have all been taken to the Mawga worlds, and five million of them are now growing in Mawga birthing centers.

    "If all goes well, the Mawga hope to raise those Humans as soldiers for their own armies. Those would be Humans that were taught loyalty to the Mawga from birth, Humans that were taught nothing of their origins, and Humans who know nothing but the art of war."

    Stark turned to face the admiral. "Geerok? Is this true?"

    Geerok nodded.

    Mace added, "Those five million will be ready to fight in fourteen years. And there's a reason the implantations here on Earth were all female. The Mawga want the Human population here to come to an end. That takes the Humans out of the ranks of the Union armies. The females being born here are also sterile. I suspect most of the embryos in the Mawga's possession are male, with a set number being female who would in turn be used for breeding purposes."

    Stark stood in front of the pudgy Mawga admiral. "You deceived me, Mr. Geerok."

    Geerok replied, "I was merely following orders. If you wish to squash my head or blow me out of an airlock, please feel free to do so. I am at peace with my life's accomplishments. Whatever happens to me from here on is of no consequence."

    Stark smirked. "Hmm. I have no intention of killing you. You are now a resource, to be used as you have used us. I will be calling on you to do my bidding soon enough."

    Mace said, "Stark, when you talk to your people, see what strategy you can come up with for bringing the harvests home. And take the Mawga to task for working to get our farms back online. We need to be off our dependence on the Mawga food."

    Stark stopped his pacing in font of Mace. "And what will you being doing with your time, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace replied, "We're going to see about securing more food. When that's done, we'll switch to a rescue of the harvests. And I have one more thing to ask of you. We need inertial dampener transducers, reactors, and the power heads of the most powerful plasma cannons. Any of those you could somehow get for us in secret would be appreciated. Oh, and gravity drives as well."

    Stark asked, "Those will be a tall order. Building your own ships?"

    Mace nodded. "Something like that. Any of those you can provide will help the cause."

    Stark sat in a chair beside Mace. "Now that we have come to a end of our discussion, it appears one of us is trapped on a ship with nowhere to go. A fast Quelli ship is parked nearby. I'm curious to know what your escape plan is."

    Mace replied, "We came prepared. All I would ask is that you have your thugs out in the hallways stand down."

    Geerok asked, "And what is to happen to me?"

    Mace took a deep breath. "You, Admiral, will be our man inside the Mawga Empire. As far as your people know, you have not been compromised. Your abduction and subsequent escape can be explained away, and I would predict the outcome of that won't have an impact on your status. You will, however, continue to feed us information, or your superiors will learn of your compromise."

    The admiral shook his head. "I'm afraid that is not possible, Mr. Hardy. The Galactic Union will investigate my disappearance to no end. If any suspicion is raised at all I would be executed immediately. There are a hundred Geeroks that would be happy to move into my position. I'm afraid my time with the empire has come to an end."

    Stark said, "He's right. He'd be dead within a few weeks. If you have use for him then take him with you. Otherwise, we'll see to it he has a quick death without telling any secrets. The Union wouldn't question my actions on this."

    Geerok nodded. "I appreciate your offer, Mr. Stark."

    Mace sighed. "Fine. Geerok, you'll come with us. Now, in order to keep you from trouble, Mr. Stark, we'll need to take you to bay five at gunpoint. We have a shuttle there that will get us off this ship safely."

    Mace stood. "Shall we go?"

    Stark gestured, "Lead the way."

    Mace shook his head. "No, you lead the way. I'll be right behind you. And for the benefit of us all, please ask all of your men on this boat to stand down. We don't want you or any of your trigger-happy subjects to die trying to save the king. And I asked that you remove that hood. Peel it off."

    Stark replied, "I think it best that I remain anonymous. If any of you have seen my face and are captured, the Union will know what I look like. As it is, my hidden identity adds to my persona. I'd prefer to keep it that way. They find it rather intimidating."

    Mace sighed. "Fine."

    Johnny said, "You're not serious, are you? You letting him off the hook?"

    "For the moment at least, we're on the same side. Until our people can feed themselves, and those embryos are returned, we're stuck with this unholiest of alliances."

    Stark opened a comm to his arm pad. "This is your king. All troops stationed on the Bovika will please lower or holster your weapons. Any violations of this order will be dealt with in a most permanent manner. That is all."
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    The modified shuttle lifted out of bay five. The throttle was pushed to full and the tiny ship sped away. As expected, a hail came in from the Quelli Dauntless. The hail was ignored, summoning a number of plasma cannon rounds being launched. When no damage was seen to have occurred, the Dauntless fell into pursuit. After ten minutes of falling behind, the Quelli ship slowed, turning back toward the others.

    Humphrey came over the comm. "Your sensor data from that shuttle says four direct hits, Mr. Hardy. No damage to report. You saw a field penetration of 60 percent so we know it was full strength cannons they shot at you."

    Mace nodded. "Thank you Mr. Mallot. Mr. Hobbs, how long until we reach Proteus?"

    Liam replied, "Five minutes for you to be aboard the Rogers. Nine hours twelve minutes from there."

    Johnny crossed his arms as he sat in the copilot's chair. "At least that proves this shuttle can take a hit."

    Hans said, "Mr. Hardy, I know our cannon tests have shown our main cannon to be fully functional and powerful. Any chance we will be going after that Dauntless and her cannons? It would seem to be to our benefit to have more than one cannon to have to rely on."

    Mace stroked the beard on his chin. "I think we need to let the area cool for a couple days, Mr. Mueller. Would anyone like to volunteer for shuttle duty? I'd like to know if any other ships jump into the system. And aside from those cannons, we'll be needing a wormhole generator."

    Johnny frowned. "Too bad we couldn't squeeze one of those generators onto the Rogers."

    Mace shook his head. "Would take up half the ship."

    Jenny Taub said, "I'd like to take on the shuttle duty if that's OK, Mace. I know it's boring duty, but the drive room is probably worse. I could use the break."

    Mace asked over a comm to the bridge, "Any other volunteers? I'd like to send at least two."

    Jordan Crawford replied, "I could use the break myself, Mr. Hardy. With you returning, my duties here end up being redundant. And if we're parked on Proteus, more so."

    Mace smiled. "Sounds like we have our crew, Mr. Crawford. We'll be docking any second in bay three. Round up whatever personal items you'll need for a minimum of, let's say, two weeks? And have a crew load her with enough food for a month."

    The shuttle docked and was soon on its way back to Earth space. The Rogers continued toward Proteus.

    Mace joined Bontu Montak and the other Mawga in the conference room. "I just wanted to let you all know that we have admiral Geerok aboard."

    Bontu replied, "What? Are we being turned over?"

    Mace held up his hand. "No nothing like that. We captured him and he's now compromised to the Union, so we can't send him back. He's been very helpful by giving us information we didn't have. Says he's atoning for his wrongs before death. We don't plan on killing him. And I wanted to know your thoughts on how we might put him to use as a member of this crew."

    Bontu scowled. "The military sect and their atonements... they believe they will have a just end in the afterlife if they confess their wrongs to those they have wronged. Only... those confessions are rarely genuine... and rarely to those who have been wronged."

    Mace replied, "Well, I think he was genuine this time around. He gave us a lot of information and even allowed us to use him to talk to Stark."

    Bontu asked, "You talked with the king?"

    Mace nodded. "I had him standing right in front of me with my gun pointed at his head. I wanted to pull the trigger, but thought it a bad idea. We have too much at stake to just let the Union come in and take over everything. Stark, for all his ills, is a strong leader, and he'll not let that happen. So he will continue doing what he's doing with the Union while gathering data on their strengths and weaknesses. We on the other hand, will be setting up a raid on your Barika system. It seems there is a large food storage depot there. We'd like to go in and take as much of it as we can. In doing so, maybe we can loosen the grip your people have on our population. In order for us to retake control, we need to be able to feed everyone."

    Bontu replied, "Interesting. I was always told the Barika system was a military stronghold. Very few are allowed to travel there."

    Mace said, "Well, maybe that's the propaganda they spread to help keep people away. Anyway, we'll be working up plans at some point to go in and take whatever we can."

    Bontu returned a confused look. "Won't that require a wormhole generator?"

    Mace smiled. "It will. That will be part of our planning. We'll need to take another one of the Union ships."

    Bontu frowned. "This will assuredly bring in the full force of the Galactic Union. The Dellus Dauntless was a rogue ship. We can only guess the Targarian Muhatha to have returned home. Neither incident elicited a response, because neither incident was reported to the Union."

    Mace leaned back in his chair. "And we think that level of reporting will continue. If a single ship is taken, the other Union members will see that as a weakness by whatever member lost their ship. So the loser will be hesitant to report for fear of putting themselves in a weakened position. That will give us time while they're figuring out how to respond. At least that's what I'm banking on."

    Mace sat forward, placing his hands on the table. "And in the meantime, Stark will not be chasing us. He'll be feeding us information and we'll be giving it back to him. I think that's the best we can do if we want to know what he's up to. And as we thought, he has no intention of being partners with any other species. He wants the galaxy all for himself."

    Fatso Geerok walked into the room. All the Mawga stood.

    The admiral raised his hand. "I no longer command that action. From here on I am only Fatso Geerok, humble Mawga servant to the Humans."

    Bontu scowled and then frowned. "Are you serious?"

    Fatso replied, "I made my peace, Mr. Montak."

    Bontu replied, "You made no peace with me or with my crew. In fact, if I'm not mistaken, those who remained were tortured and executed."

    Fatso nodded. "I only carried out orders that came from above. You know as well as anyone else what happens to those in command who refuse. I am sorry for your loss, Mr. Montak, but it was not by my hand. If I recall, I tried to persuade you to remain quiet about your thoughts on the Humans. Had you done so, you would still be overseeing your sector, and your crew would be alive."

    Bontu sat in silent contemplation of the statement.

    Mace intervened. "OK, look. You each did what you did. There was no intention of wrong. Mr. Geerok is now here with us. I would like suggestions as to what use he could be."

    Maala Heeb raised his hand. "I am always in need of helpers. If he wishes, he can join my crew."

    Mace looked around the room. "Anyone have issue with that?"

    The room was silent. "Mr. Heeb. You have a new assistant."

    Three days of quiet passed before the order was given to return to the shuttle. Nine hours later, the Rogers came within comm range.

    Johnny said, "This is the Rogers, how we doing out there?"

    Jordan Crawford replied, "Didn't expect you back so soon. There's really not much to report. The Quelli ship sits by itself. I think we might have seen one shuttle go from there to the Bovika and back. Comms don't reach out this far so we have nothing to report on that front either."

    Johnny asked, "How've you been filling in the time?"

    Jordan replied, "Just talking. This girl's a hoot. Has a million stories about her deployments. So it's been that and playing a lot of solitaire. I'll have to thank Mr. Klept for getting that app converted to run on our systems. It gets old, but you just can't quit playing it."

    Johnny muted the comm. "Hear that? Looks like you're losing another one."

    Mace replied, "Ah, yeah, can we talk about that later?"

    Mace enabled the comm. "Mr. Crawford, no movements at all by that Quelli ship?"

    Jordan replied, "Hasn't budged."

    Mace stroked his beard. "You two up for a raid?"

    Jenny replied, "I was hoping you'd say that. We've been discussing it and going over the internal diagrams of a Dauntless. Our gear is all set. Just give the word and we'll make it happen."

    Mace nodded. "Make it happen. We'll move in closer as soon as you're grappled. I'd suggest going in the same place we did before with the Dellus ship."

    Jenny replied, "That's a negative. We've located a side room that's less than a hundred meters from the bridge. There's a hull indentation that will allow us to position the shuttle inside their gun range. Hull plating is thin there as well."

    Mace pulled up a diagram of the ship. "If you feel comfortable with the change, do it."

    Jordan replied, "We worked over the diagrams for several hours, Mr. Hardy. I think it's a better option. We'll only have two doors and one short hall before we're on the bridge."

    Mace said, "Just be careful. The Quelli are new to us. No telling if they'll react the same as the others did and scatter. Don't want you stuck in a firefight that we aren't in control of."

    Jenny smiled. "We've mapped out contingency retreat routes just in case, but thanks for your concern."

    The shuttle moved headlong into the line of fire of the Quelli warship. The Rogers followed, staying just within comm range.

    Jordan reported. "We're taking multiple hits. A double burst put the shields at 71 percent. Looks like we could handle a triple if needed."

    Mace replied, "Just keep that ship moving from side to side. I'd rather us not test that theory."

    Jordan said, "Whoa! We just hit 86 percent."

    Jenny replied, "I got sloppy with my turns. Won't happen again."

    Minutes later the shuttle pulled alongside the Dauntless and the grappling arm was attached. Three minutes following, Jordan Crawford kicked in the cutaway hull plate and the two slipped inside. A second cut was made into an adjoining room and then sealed. The warship moved toward the Rogers.

    Mace said, "Just keep us where we are, Mr. Hobbs, let them come to us. Mr. Mueller, looks like you might get to try out that new cannon."

    Hans replied, "She's charged and ready. Just give the word."

    Jenny said, "We're opening the door to the hall. Ack! Get back!"

    A steel door could be heard clanking shut as repeated thuds hit the wall outside. "They're using the plasma rifles! Almost took a round to the face!"

    Mace looked over the ship diagram. "If you cut through the two walls to your left, that room empties into the hall around a corner."

    Jordan replied, "On it."

    Mace looked over at the weapons console as the Dauntless came within weapons range. Four plasma rounds left its guns at the same moment.

    "Keep us moving Mr. Hobbs. Mr. Mueller, target the back end of that ship. Take out that last gun to the left."

    A double power plasma round left the modified cannon as the first Quelli charge impacted the Rogers' dampening field. The ship rumbled as the charge was easily absorbed.

    Humphrey said, "That round registered 32 percent, Mr. Hardy. No damage."

    Hans yelled out. "Yes! Can't believe they didn't attempt to avoid that!"

    Humphrey said, "External damage, Mr. Mueller. Sensors show several decks exposed. Hull plating for about twenty meters is missing."

    Hans grinned. "Permission to fire again?"

    Mace replied, "No. Hold up. We want to take it intact if we can."

    Jenny came over the comm. "Not sure what just happened. We just jerked violently and the internal gravity just shut down. Gravity boots are on. Opening the door to the hall."

    The whumps of plasma rounds exploding inside the huge vessel could be heard. "Switching cameras to helmets. You should be seeing what we are any second."

    Johnny said, "Pushing to main display now."

    A hallway full of floating Quelli soldiers came into view. One by one their gravity boots were activated, pulling them to the floor or the nearest wall.

    Jenny yelled as she let fly round after round. "Oh, this is craziness! I may get vertigo!"

    Jordan ran up the wall beside her, firing off several rounds as the Quelli soldiers attempt to regroup.

    Jenny said, "I'm switching over to the AR. The plasma leaves too big a mess. Debris is floating everywhere and I'm having a hard time telling what's what!"

    Jordan yelled, "Move up to that corner. I have them penned behind that wall!"

    Jenny made her move as Jordan ran up across the ceiling and over to the other wall. "Taub! Charge that hall! We have them on the run!"

    The camera bounced and swiveled as the former Apache pilot stepped into the hall, attempting to drop to one knee. Instead, she floated forward as he fired.

    "Wow this is awkward! We should have done some training for this scenario!"

    Jordan said, "Just keep pushing forward! We're half way to the bridge!"

    Jordan Crawford's camera image dropped to the floor, shaking violently as his helmet bounced off the steel plate.

    Jenny laughed as she lunged for the next corner. "Long fall from heaven, ain't it, Mr. C? Gravity is back on!"

    Jenny stood. "I'm charging that bridge! Get my six!"

    The camera image bounced as Jenny Taub sprinted for the bridge. Mace clutched his arm rest as the rest of the bridge crew looked on, moving their heads from side to side as the camera image moved back and forth. Half a magazine was emptied as she reached the doorway to the Quelli command center.

    "Aaiiiiyeah! Take my hot lead, you alien munchkins!"

    Jordan followed, rushing the captain's chair where a cowering Quelli captain had his hands in the air. The Quelli solders all laid down their arms.

    Jenny slapped in a new magazine. "Looks like they folded, Mr. Hardy. What you want us to do with 'em?"

    Mace said, "Direct the captain to have the ship moved to the coordinates I'm sending you."

    Jordan yelled into his Galactic Union translator. "You three! Gather all those weapons and stack them over here! You four! Stand in that doorway. Anyone who comes into view in that hallway, have them lay down their weapons and walk the other way! And move!"

    The meter-tall Quelli soldiers scurried to fulfill the orders of the gargantuan Human. Twenty minutes later the Quelli Dauntless pulled to a stop. Mace crossed over, walking the halls as the surrendered Quelli crewmen looked on.

    Jenny flipped up her visor. "The captain here has cooperated fully."

    Mace asked, "How many crew aboard this ship?"

    The captain replied, "Four hundred twelve."

    Mace gestured toward the back of the ship. "How many shuttles do you have in your bays?"

    "Six. And one cargo hauler."

    "How many of your crew will fit on those seven ships?"

    The captain thought. "Perhaps three hundred. More depending on the urgency of the need."

    Mace said, "I want you to start ordering your men to the docking bays, starting with all soldiers. Next will be all non-essential personnel. If this ship doesn't need them to operate, they go to the bays. And make this happen as soon as possible.

    You leave anyone on here that doesn't need to be here and they get spaced along with you. Understand?"

    The captain's already big eyes grew wide.

    Mace gestured. "Remove your helmet."

    The captain complied. Two fuzzy ears flipped up. A black nose tipped an otherwise pink skinned face. The Quelli alien's small head sat atop a thin neck and narrow shoulders. White splotches adorned the tight yellow fur on the top of his head.

    Mace said, "Gravity on here feels light. How's it rate compared to the Earth?"

    The captain replied, "Your Earth is 104 percent that of Talicon."

    Mace nodded. "You fully cooperate and you all get to live."

    The captain said, "Would you be amenable to a discussion about becoming an ally of the Quelli?"

    Mace laughed. "Not at the moment. We have time, though. We can talk of that later."

    The captain received a comm. "All requested personnel are in the bays."

    Mace said, "Have them file onto those shuttles and that cargo hauler. And I want standing room only. Give me a headcount of how many personnel you have left, and the number of open slots if they all get aboard."

    Four minutes later the captain received word. "Three hundred eighteen are aboard the ships. I'm told there is room for another forty."

    Mace nodded. "Excellent. Now, excluding the officers on this bridge, I want all crewmen who are left to proceed to those ships. And if you have any remaining personnel who are redundant, have them go as well."

    Five minutes later, a new comm arrived. "I am told there is room for another fifteen."

    "How many are left total?"

    "Twenty four."

    "Any still manning your guns?"

    The captain nodded. "Fourteen."

    Mace said, "Have those fourteen report to the bays and have them squeeze onto those ships. When they're aboard, send those ships to Earth. Have them surrender to the Mawga or Stark, whichever they prefer. The rest of your personnel should report here."

    The shuttles and cargo hauler were soon headed away.

    Mace held up his arm pad with a holo-image floating above it. "Captain, steer this vessel to the following coordinates."

    Two hours later, the captured Quelli Dauntless hovered in orbit above the north pole of Mars.
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    Jeff, David, Bontu and the other Mawga stood in bay nine of the Dauntless.

    Mace said, "This ship has eighteen of those cannons. Take three of them for now. Use the technique you used on our double cannon to give us two triples. When you're done there I want an estimate of how many more reactors we can pack on the Rogers. After that we'll look at transducers."

    Jeff and the others hurried away.

    Johnny stood with his fists balled up on his hips. "So we're going all out on the Rogers, huh?"

    Mace nodded. "I think its our best move. Just wish we could take the wormhole generator too."

    Johnny said, "What's the problem with leaving it on here?"

    Mace replied, "This ship is too big. We have limited gatrellium. With a wormhole that will fit the Rogers we could make three times as many jumps."

    Johnny thought for a moment. "Stark will supposedly be taking possession of gatrellium from the mines they captured with that last planet. He has no use for it. Maybe we can talk him out of some. If we do a mission that's to his benefit, he might just give us what we want."

    Mace frowned. "I wouldn't count on it. But it won't hurt to ask."

    Johnny looked around the bridge. "I wonder how much of this ship is just wasted space."

    Mace asked, "Is there a point to that statement?"

    Johnny pulled a diagram of the Dauntless up above his arm pad. "I'm just saying, maybe we could cut out about half this ship. Make it smaller. Turn it into nothing more than a gate ship. If we could bring its forward diameter down to the size of the Rogers, you'd have that efficient wormhole generator you want. It would just be as a second ship. We jump somewhere, the gate ship parks and waits while we go do our thing. We come back to it and jump home."

    Mace smiled as he put his hand on Johnny's shoulder. "That's not half bad. Go see Gnaga. The two of you can work on that. And bring Jane in on it. You could use the extra time with your wife."

    Johnny grinned. "Excellent idea. We'll fight like cats and dogs over any designs, but that tends to yield a better product in the end. I can't tell you how often we squabbled over the features of that RV before we had it built."

    Mace laughed. "I miss the RV: it was one badass rig. Head back and get started on that."

    The week that followed saw three high-power cannon heads removed from the Dauntless and installed on the Rogers. The newly modified forward cannons were put through a series of tests. Results showed the integration to be a success, with each cannon yielding a 289 percent power output as compared to a standard cannon. Plans were made to do the same to two aft cannons.

    Mace joined Johnny, Jane, and Gnaga in the conference room where a chopped up diagram of the Dauntless showed on the holo-wall display.

    Johnny stood in front of the wall, pointing. "I say we move this section over here."

    Jane replied, "Too big an effort. Would take us forever to rewire that whole thing. We don't really need it. I say we scrap it altogether."

    Johnny shook his head. "That's the crew quarters. They have to have somewhere to shower and sleep."

    Jane walked up to the diagram. "So we convert this area to quarters. We can put two or three showers in here. Remember, this ship will only have a crew of seven at most. With three shifts that's twenty-one of us. The bunks should never have more than seven in them at a time."

    Johnny winced. "Not much privacy with that setup."

    Jane replied, "We're in space. There's no room for privacy. We need this ship as small as we can make it. The bunkrooms and showers have to go."

    Johnny relented. "Fine. I was thinking along the lines of a little personal privacy, you know, where a guy and his wife could possibly be intimate."

    Jane laughed. "You men all have a one-track mind. The Rogers doesn't have private bunks. And that hasn't been a problem. So give it up."

    Johnny pointed a finger at the section as it floated in front of him. With a quick flash, the section disappeared.

    Mace asked, "How we looking?"

    Jane replied, "Other than Johnny wanting to turn this into a cruise ship, it's going well. We have three sections left to squeeze into the design. If we can make them fit within this outlined cylinder we should be all set."

    Mace looked over the diagram. "Why not just stack the three on the front and be done with it?"

    Jane shook her head. "Bridge is up front. All the sensor feeds are bundled right here. We screw those up by moving them around and we lose the benefits of having them at all."

    Mace looked over the diagram. "The sensors are the same on all these ships. The shuttles, the Rogers, that Dauntless, they all have the same."

    Mace pointed, "So why don't we scrap the bridge, and move these three sections into its place?"

    Johnny chuckled. "And just how would we drive this thing after that?"

    Mace smiled. "We take a shuttle, strip off the drives and fasten it to the front. There's your bridge, there's your sensors, there's your finished design."

    Gnaga looked it over. "I believe that to be an adequate solution, Mr. Hardy. And an elegant design."

    Johnny laughed. "An elegant design? This ship is gonna look like an abomination from the outside."

    Jane said, "What? You afraid the other species are going to laugh at us?"

    Johnny grinned. "No, I think it's a good solution. Just think it's funny."

    Gnaga moved the sections in question into place. A diagram of a shuttle was added and the drive system deleted. When the shuttle bridge and sensors were set against the forward section of the dauntless, several algorithms were run. One performed a structural analysis, pinpointing welds and where reinforcing components would be needed. A second routed power, and a third environmentals.

    Johnny stood back. "You know, other than that puny little shuttle head on the front, it's not such a bad looking ship."

    Jane giggled. "So the other aliens won't laugh?"

    Johnny smiled. "Still wish we could have done something about those rooms."

    Gnaga said, "This design has an added benefit, Mr. Hardy. The bridge of a shuttle has two crewmen, possibly only one. The prior bridge required five. If we reduce the bunking needs for those three, I believe we can add the privacy Mr. Tretcher seeks."

    Johnny looked over at Jane sticking out his tongue.

    Jane frowned. "Real mature."

    Mace said, "OK, with the design set, how do we make this happen? What's our estimate to complete?"

    Gnaga punched away on his arm pad. "Nine months, twelve days."

    Mace crossed his arms. "Nine months? Any way to speed that up?"

    Gnaga nodded. "With a repair dock I believe this could be accomplished in two weeks."

    Mace stroked his beard. "A repair dock, huh? I just happen to know where we might get one."

    Jane said, "Last time we tried it cost us Jasper."

    Mace replied, "Last time we weren't prepared. The Rogers, and the shuttle, are both capable of handling anything they throw at us."

    Mace walked toward the doorway, stopped, and turned. "I say we go make plans to get ourselves a repair dock. Who's with me?"

    Two days later, the stolen repair dock arrived at a location out in empty space. The Dauntless was pulled into the bay and the terrified Mawga crew given the design modifications that were to be made.

    Johnny stood on the bridge of the dock, looking out over the ongoing construction as Mawga dock workers scurried about.

    Mace came over the comm. "Progress looks good."

    Johnny nodded. "These guys mean business when it comes to running this dock. I'm impressed."

    Mace asked, "Any problems?"

    Johnny replied, "None. They just seem happy to be doing the work. My only concern is what happens when they go back."

    Mace said, "Maybe we keep them."

    Johnny frowned. "That's over two thousand mouths to feed. We can't afford to pull that from our stockpile. We'd be out of food a month after their own supplies ran dry."

    Mace asked, "How much supply do they have?"

    "Three weeks, according to Gnaga. Enough to finish our ship, but that's all."

    Mace thought for a moment. "I have an idea. Tell me what you think. I'll take the shuttle in and talk to Stark. We could have him deliver the food to whatever location we like. I'm sure his supplies would be limited, but it would buy us some time."

    Johnny said, "Stark's a good negotiator, right?"

    Mace nodded. "He is."

    "And the repair dock was promised to him, right?"

    Mace replied, "It was."

    Johnny scratched his head. "Well, why don't we turn it over to Stark when we're done? He could just keep it out here and supply it as normal. If the Mawga or the Union ask what he's doing with it he could just tell them to piss off. It's his asset and not their business how he makes use of it. So long as his cruisers are still going through to fight for the Union, I don't see them putting up much of a fuss over a repair dock."

    Mace stroked his beard. "Not a bad idea. And he might be interested in building something like the Rogers for himself. He'll need reactors and transducers, but I'm sure he could figure out where to get a few of those for himself."

    Mace laughed. "You know, when you get the lot of us together, sometimes we actually have half a brain."

    Johnny smiled. "I like to think at least three quarters."

    Jenny Taub was enlisted as a pilot and the shuttle was taken back to Earth. Stark was contacted and a deal made. When the shuttle had returned, Mace walked onto the bridge. Jordan Crawford was relieved, heading off for a bite of food.

    Hans Mueller said, "Mr. Hardy, we should have a fourth triple-power cannon coming online tomorrow. Jeff had two of the localized storage wells removed and added to each gun. We wanted three, but two was all we had room for. We can now fire the first round of that triple cannon with only a half-second delay. Subsequent shots will take a second-and-a-half to recharge. Jeff thinks that time will shorten when the new reactors come online."

    Mace asked, "How many reactors was he able to add?"

    Hans replied, "Another eight. If we manage to get into a few moderate fights, we could burn through our hydrogen storage in about two months. We were talking of the possibility of discardable external tanks."

    Mace pointed. "I think I might have an idea for that. With our new gate ship, we could pull the tanks behind it. It won't be going into any fights."

    Hans nodded. "Excellent idea, Mr. Hardy. I'll make that suggestion to Gnaga next time I speak with him."

    Mace sat in the captain's chair with a smile.

    Johnny turned from the comm station. "You look like the cat that ate the canary."

    Mace replied, "Was just thinking about all we've been able to accomplish. In a few days we might have the gate ship we need to hit the Mawga food supplies at Barika. After that we could possibly focus on a run to rescue the harvest embryos and the Humans being born there."

    Johnny said, "I thought Geerok told us those embryos wouldn't be ready for birth until they hit thirteen months?"

    "Good point. He did. I suppose we would have to time a raid for after that."

    Johnny frowned. "Five million newborns... how we planning on moving them?"

    Mace shrugged. "We're gonna have to figure that one out when we get there."

    Johnny tilted his head. "That smile wouldn't also have something to do with your ride to Earth with miss Taub would it?"

    Mace replied, "It might. She's a good conversationalist. Mr. Crawford was right about her storytelling. Very entertaining."

    Johnny leaned forward. "Yeah, well, you might want to get your butt in gear on that relationship. I've seen her in the dining hall with Mr. Crawford. They looked pretty chummy."

    Mace sighed. "I'm really not comfortable talking about this in front of everyone."

    Johnny shook his head. "Fine. Just thought you might want to know. She headed back to the drive room?"

    Mace replied, "No. Heading down to get something to eat."

    Johnny raised his hands. "Augh! See, he's making the move. I'm telling you. Move it or lose it."

    Mace settled back in his chair. "If it's meant to be, it'll happen. So please just give it a rest."

    Johnny turned around with a scowl, mumbling under his breath.

    In the days that followed, the gate ship was ready for its first flight test. Jenny Taub and Jordan Crawford were selected to lead the crew as Johnny looked on in disgust. The test flights showed all systems, except for the wormhole generator, were functioning as expected.

    Mace opened a comm. "Take her out to maximum sensor range. As soon as you come to a stop, open a comm portal back to here. That will be our first and only test of that generator. We don't have the gatrellium to be wasting on any other openings before we go on an actual mission. We should have all the feedback we need from that comm portal test to tell us whether or not this will work."

    Johnny said, "Have we given her a name? Maybe the Crummy or the Daffodil in keeping with tradition?"

    Mace smiled. "I was thinking the Enterprise."

    Johnny huffed. "Now that's original."

    Mace replied, "It's a good name with a long history of honorable ships that held it."

    Johnny waved. "Bah. You might as well call it the Bronco or the Mustang then. Those have a long honorable history too."

    Mace sighed. "You have a suggestion?"

    Johnny thought. "We might call her the Collins, in honor of Jasper."

    Mace shook his head. "We already have a shuttle named the Collins. If you don't like my name, at least have a decent alternative ready. Did you have a name for the RV?"

    Johnny chuckled. "Gertrude. It was supposed to be an unsuspecting name. And Jane said it felt like a Gertrude."

    Mace nodded. "Gertrude it is."

    Johnny frowned. "Not much of a name for a warship."

    Mace replied, "It's not a warship. It's a gate ship. And if Gertrude was good enough for an armored bus, it's good enough for our gate ship."

    Johnny held up a hand. "Hey, what about the Derwood?"

    Mace shook his head.

    "Fine. Gertrude it is."

    Minutes later a comm came in from Jordan Crawford. "Mr. Hardy, all systems are showing green. We're at maximum sensor range, so this comm is coming through a wormhole that should be open about two thousand kilometers from your position."

    Humphrey confirmed. "I detected a wormhole just before the comm came through, Mr. Hardy, at the distance Mr. Crawford says. Looks like we have a success."

    Mace said, "Mr. Crawford. Bring her back. And she has a new name. We decided on Gertrude. Was the name of the Tretchers' RV back at Organ Cave. Since that ship will now be our bus ticket around this galaxy, I thought it fitting. Anyway, bring her home."

    Mace turned to face Liam. "Mr. Hobbs. I know you haven't been involved with the dock much, but how about seeing to it that it gets moved to the coordinates I'm giving you. And have Jeff go over first and scrub the logs. I don't want any written accounts of what we did or what was used to do it."

    Liam replied, "Glad to get out of the chair for a bit, Mr. Hardy. I'll see to it that it's taken care of properly."

    Johnny said, "So we have a wormhole ship... how long until we go on the food run to Barika?"

    Mace leaned back. "As soon as the repair dock is away and the Gertrude fully stocked. I want all the extra food we can manage on there in case we somehow get trapped away from here. Once that's taken care of, we can plan a run to Barika."
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    Jordan Crawford said, "Coordinates are in and the storage well is charging. Wormhole should be opening in fifteen seconds."

    Jenny added, "I'll be passing you a scan once it's open. After that, fall in just in front of us and we'll follow you though."

    Mace said, "I have Geerok here with me. When we get to the other side You'll only need stay where you are. If you're detected, open a wormhole and leave. We'll come back to that spot exactly ten days from now, and then every ten days after if needed, at this same time."

    Jordan replied, "Roger that, Mr. Hardy. And... we have wormhole initiation. Portal is open and expanding. Sensors show no sign of movement in this area heading toward that star. Opening is now full. We'll follow you through."

    The Rogers slipped through the man-made rift in space-time. Once on the other side the Gertrude followed close behind. The wormhole generators shut down and the portal to the Barika system closed.

    Humphrey said, "Sensors are all clear, Mr. Hardy."

    Liam followed. "Setting waypoints for a joint thirty-five degree angle approach from this position. We'll be dropping down thirty-five degrees and angling to starboard thirty-five degrees. At the half way point to Barika VI we'll head straight in. Computer puts an ETA of fourteen hours eleven minutes. I'm pushing the counter to the main wall."

    Mace said, "Mr. Crawford, Miss Taub. We'll see you in a couple day's time. Keep safe."

    Tres ran onto the bridge. "Vanessa's having the babies!"

    Congratulations went around the room as Mace stood, following Tres to the hallway. "Wow. Seems like this has been going on forever. I would have thought you would want to be in there with her."

    Tres replied, "I wanted to. She didn't want me passing out. I think she might have just felt self-conscious about it all. I'd rather her be relaxed and happy as much as that is possible."

    Mace asked, "Who's doing the delivery?"

    Tres chuckled. "Believe it or not it's Mr. Klept."

    Mace replied, "Klept? Really? What's he know about Human birth?"

    Tres replied, "He's had a fascination with Vanessa's pregnancy and they talk about it every time he's in the dining hall. He doesn't get excited about anything and I think that has a calming effect on her. Anyway, he studied the information we got from Geerok for the Mawga computer system. He says it was extensive. And now he's in there with Mr. Heeb and Mr. Hooba for the delivery."

    Mace asked, "And you're OK with no Humans being in there? If it's a gender thing, we do have other women on this ship. Seven to be exact."

    Tres frowned. "She's happy with the three that are in there. Believe me, I tried to talk her into exactly what you're suggesting and she wanted nothing to do with it."

    Tres stopped, tapping on a door.

    Maala Heeb answered. "She's crowning on infant number two."

    Tres replied, "Wait, what? It's already happening?"

    Maala nodded as he cracked open the door. "Mother and first child are doing well."

    Mace placed his hand on a nervous Tres' shoulder. "Tell me you're not going to name her Uno."

    Tres shook his head. "No. Wouldn't do that to her. Vanessa picked the names. Rachel, Matilda, and Robin."

    Jane came up behind them. "I just heard. This is exciting. And why aren't you in there?"

    Tres replied, "She didn't want me in there."

    Jane walked up to the door, twisting the handle. "Nonsense. Come see your children."

    Maala was pushed back as Jane entered. "Child number two has been delivered."

    Jane replied, "I see. Vanny! I'm so excited!"

    The door closed in Mace's face. He looked down at a Dachshund staring up at him.

    "Well, Derwood. Looks like we're the outsiders. Come on, I'll give you a treat in the dining hall."

    Two hours later a tired Tres Dowda walked into the dining room, plopping down in a chair beside Mace. "That was exhausting, Mr. Hardy. But I'm glad Jane dragged me in there."

    Mace asked, "How they all doing?"

    Tres replied, "They're doing great. All full of energy, even Vanessa. The three girls look just like her. Thank goodness."

    Mace held out his hand. "Well, congratulations on being the father of the first Humans born in space. The Dowda triplets have come before all others."

    Tres said, "I just hope we can get back to Earth. I'd like them to have a childhood with other kids around. Out here, the closest thing they would have to friends is Derwood and Molly. That's not the life I've envisioned for them."

    Mace drew a deep breath. "We're gonna do all we can to make that happen. Not only for them, but for all of us. I'd personally like to feel the sun beating down on me from a pure blue sky. I could go for a hike up along a mountain stream or lay out on a sandy beach. Funny the things you don't miss until they're no longer available."

    Mace took a sip from a beverage. "I take it the four of them are sleeping now?"

    Tres nodded. "Yep. Mr. Klept and Mr. Heeb are cleaning up while Hooba watches over them. Strange. Those three seem almost more excited by all this than I do."

    Mace laughed. "Their excitement is probably over the whole process. They themselves weren't born. They were detached from a contraption they call a pseudo-uterus."

    Tres frowned. "I heard. Mr. Klept was saying he doesn't even know if a Kaachi female could carry a fetus to full term."

    Mace shook his head. "It's only been a few hundred years for them. I'm sure they could pick right up where they left off. Their bodies haven't changed during that amount of time."

    Tres nodded. "I think he was referring to the mental side of it. There hasn't been a pregnant Mawga or Kaachi female for centuries. I guess they wouldn't know what to do."

    Liam came over the comm. "Mr. Hardy. We're picking up a ship. You might want to come up here."

    Mace replied as he stood. "Slow down and keep us at maximum sensor range, Mr. Hobbs. I'll be right there. Get some rest, Tres. You're gonna need it."

    Mace walked onto the bridge. "What do we see, Mr. Mallot?"

    "Ship is unknown. Best guess is it's an ore hauler. Don't think they've seen us. Mr. Moskowitz's latest additions might just be working."

    Mace asked, "Additions?"

    Humphrey replied, "We have an non-reflective coating on the front facing surfaces and a signal emitter that should lower our signature by about 75 percent. If it all works it should make us much harder to sense from maximum range. The hauler hasn't changed course, so I'm guessing they haven't seen us."

    Liam said, "I mapped the trajectory going out. It's coming from a small planet, about the size of our Mercury. Could be from a mining operation."

    Mace sat in his chair. "How far back to that planet?"

    Liam replied, "Three hours maybe?"

    "Who here thinks we should investigate before moving in closer? How far is that planet from the Gertrude?"

    Liam pushed a starmap up on the wall display. "Five hours four minutes. I don't see anything toward the Gerty that would send a ship from that planet in their direction."

    Johnny chuckled. "The Gerty. Didn't take long for that name to take hold."

    Mace said, "Well, if no one has an objection, Mr. Hobbs, take us to within range of that planet. I'd like to know what's there before moving in towards the food storage planets. Not interested in having a Mawga ship coming up behind us."

    Fatso Geerok turned from a console he had been placed in front of. "I can confirm Mr. Mallot's analysis. That vessel is a class IV ore hauler. From what I know, the class IV is for hauling dense minerals, such as gatrellium ore. If they discovered a source out here, the Union is not aware of it."

    Mace said, "This ore the gatrellium comes from, I'm assuming it has to be heavily processed before it's usable?"

    Fatso nodded. "It does, but I believe our scientists to be capable of putting the necessary machinery together to accomplish that."

    Mace returned a half smile. "If we had a source of that stuff we could jump all over this galaxy."

    Fatso shook his head. "There have been many minor deposits of gatrellium found, Mr. Hardy. Most require extensive processing and yield only a tiny fraction of the material needed for a comm portal. It is a very rare substance, especially in quantity."

    Mace said, "Well, if we just happened to stumble on a hauler full of ore, I would say it's probably more than a small find. Of course, it might not even be gatrellium. There are plenty of dense materials out there."

    Fatso nodded. "It could very well be uranium. However, I cannot see a mine for uranium being constructed out this far. It is far too common for the expense. Use of uranium or other fissionable materials has also been outlawed by the Galactic Union."

    The two-hour flight passed quickly.

    Humphrey Mallot conducted several scans of the planet and its surroundings. "Mr. Hardy, there is no sign of anything in orbit around her. I do have the signature of an... unnatural activity. I wanted to say man-made, but they aren't really man, are they?"

    Mace asked, "What do you see?"

    Humphrey pushed the data to the wall display. "I have light flashes coming up from two distinct points. They aren't reflections either, as we are too far from that star to get anything that bright."

    Mace nodded. "Take us in closer."

    Several minutes passed before new data was ready. "We have visual of what looks like a strip mine. I'd say that's in and around a large crater."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Take us within comm range, Mr. Hobbs. Johnny, I want translations of anything being broadcast."

    Humphrey said, "Depending on the gear they have down there, Mr. Hardy, they have a good chance of detecting us."

    Mace replied, "I'm willing to risk it. Who are they going to call and what would they say? Even if they identify the ship, who's gonna think a Kaachi ship was all the way out here snooping in one of their systems? That would be a Union violation, would it not, Mr. Geerok?"

    Geerok nodded. "It would."

    Humphrey locked in on a comm.

    "Bola. They won't be back for two months. You should have had that order in before they left. The director will be upset with you for causing a delay. This mineral is far too valuable to be left exposed like it is for another two years. Given the turnaround time for supplies, we must stay on top of all our needs."

    "It will not happen again, sir."

    Geerok said, "A typical gatrellium deposit could be fully mined in a few weeks. If they are talking months, this could be one of the largest deposits ever found!"

    Humphrey tapped away on his console. "Looks like the comm was closed, Mr. Hardy. No other channels are open."

    Johnny turned. "You know what I think?"

    Mace replied, "Go ahead."

    Johnny gestured at the image on the display. "I think we leave this planet. Catch the ore hauler. And then send it back to Earth space. If that is a load of gatrellium, that would be like a huge gift to us. And the Mawga would never know what happened to it. We could even dump the ore and then bring the ship back, setting off one of its reactors and destroying it. Leave a small amount of the ore on there so they have something to detect when they come looking for it."

    Mace looked around the bridge. "Anyone else think that's a good idea?"

    Hans Mueller said, "I think it's a great idea, Mr. Hardy. Especially if we find we need to make multiple jumps to move that food."

    "Mr. Hobbs? Want to set the waypoints for that hauler?"

    Liam replied, "Already on it."

    The Rogers reversed course and slipped quietly away from the mining planet. The ore hauler was caught six hours later.

    Johnny opened a general hail. "Pull that bucket over to the curb please."

    Mace rolled his eyes.

    Johnny tried again. "Ore hauling vessel. Bring yourself to a halt and prepare to be boarded. You are now under command of the... uh... the Rift."

    Johnny turned to face Mace. "That really is a lame name. Earth Alliance was much better."

    A reply came back. "This is the Mawga Mining vessel Trapeez. You are in violation of Mawga space. I would advise you leave immediately. This incident will be reported."

    Hans said, "I have the drive targeted, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace replied, "Make it a low power round, Mr. Mueller. We don't want to damage the ship."

    Fatso Geerok raised his voice. "I would advise against that, Mr. Hardy. You could set off that ore."

    Mace said, "I thought you said gatrellium was stable."

    Geerok nodded. "It is when refined. The elements it is naturally found with tend to be volatile when ignited. I would advise against the use of your cannons."

    Mace turned to face Hans Mueller. "Mr. Mueller, set the energy level back to full and fire off a warning shot one degree to port."

    A powerful plasma round skidded just past the ore hauler.

    Mace took control of the comm. "Captain, the next round will be directed at your drive. Either bring that vessel to a halt or we will cripple you. Stop now and I can promise no one will be harmed."

    The hauler slowed. The Rogers pulled alongside and the grapple was extended.

    Humphrey said, "Scan data says there are a dozen meter-tall bios on there."

    Mace turned. "Johnny? How about you and Jane pay them a visit."

    Johnny nodded as he stood. "Will do. Any specific instructions?"

    Mace shook his head. "No. Just surrender. We'll be pulling it back out to the Gerty for a jump home."

    Johnny said, "Too bad we couldn't just open a portal in front of them here. I have to wonder if we wouldn't have been better off just keeping that Dauntless intact."

    Mace replied, "We didn't have the crew to man it or the gatrellium to spare."

    The crew of the hauler were compliant when the giant Humans boarded. A seven hour flight had the ore hauler and the Rogers pulling alongside the Gerty. A portal was opened and the three ships moved through.

    After three days of evaluation, the gatrellium ore was taken to Proteus where 90 percent was dumped. The twelve-man crew was taken aboard the Rogers and placed under the care of Bontu Montak. The fraction of the gatrellium cargo that remained would be taken back to the Barika system where the ore hauler would be placed back on its original path and completely destroyed.

    As the ships jumped, Jeff stood on the bridge. "If I had the necessary equipment I could have started the processing of that ore."

    Mace said, "We'll get it. Right now we need to focus on getting that food. By the way, do we have an estimate on the amount of gatrellium that ship was carrying?"

    Jeff nodded. "Refined, in the neighborhood of thirty tons."

    Mace turned. "Thirty tons? Aren't we only using about ten pounds of that stuff for a jump?"

    Jeff replied, "The jump to Barika consumed sixty-six kilograms, about one hundred thirty pounds."

    Mace sat back in his chair. "Wow. That's a lot of jumps. If the Mawga have a mine with that much gatrellium, they could move their ships around as much as they wanted."

    Jeff pushed an image of the ore hauler to the display wall. "The manifest on that ship says it was being loaded for nearly a year. And from the size of that mine, my guess is that was the first full shipment they had sent."

    Johnny asked, "If that cargo was so precious, why wouldn't they have a heavy escort protecting it?"

    Mace replied, "Who knows? Maybe they didn't want to attract attention to it. You put a couple warships with it and the spies will pass that info along. If you were hauling regular mining ore in your own system, you wouldn't send it with an escort. Might have been part of covering it up. Whatever the reason, it works out for us."

    Johnny typed on his console. "Sixty tons divided by a hundred thirty, that's nine hundred twenty-three jumps we can make out to Barika."

    Mace nodded. "We have enough for another three going out and back. When we return from this jump, we'll see about setting up the gear Jeff needs to process it. You have all the leftover sections of that Dauntless; maybe we could set up a processing lab or something."

    Jeff replied, "I was thinking along those same lines. Mr. Geerok? If you'd care to join me in the conference room, we can mull over a design for that."

    Geerok replied, "I don't know what help I could be, Mr. Moskowitz. My knowledge of ore processing is extremely limited."

    Jeff smiled. "Mine too. So we'll figure it out together."

    Jeff opened a comm. "Mr. Klept, bring Heeb and Hooba to conference room C please."

    Gnaga replied, "We will be there in a few minutes, Mr. Moskowitz."

    Johnny said, "You've got quite the science team going there, Jeff."

    Jeff nodded. "A good mix of skill sets."

    Jeff and Fatso left the bridge. Seconds later, the jump to the Barika system was complete.

    Mace said, "Mr. Crawford, same plan as before. You wait here. We're heading back to where we spotted that ore hauler. From there we'll head in to check on the food storage."

    The hauler was placed back along its prior path, accelerated to speed and ripped apart by the powerful forward cannons of the Rogers. A new path to the Barika planets was taken. Eight hours later, the Rogers slowed as it came within sensor range of Barika VI.

    After several hours of observation, Humphrey offered a summary. "We have a single cruiser in this system. The structure we see in orbit looks to be a storage facility, just as Geerok implied. There's a massive framework that looks to be holding thousands and thousands of huge cargo containers. Each container is a hundred thirty-two meters square by six hundred twenty meters long. Over on the left, those short ships appear to be tugs they use to move those containers to and from the surface."

    Johnny said, "Looks like an easy smash-and-grab to me."

    Mace nodded. "Could be. I think we observe for a day and then move to the other planet. If all we have to deal with is a few cruisers, it might just be an in and out like you say."
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    After six hours of observation, Johnny turned in his chair. "They must really be sloppy at their jobs if they haven't spotted us by now. We both have the same sensors."

    Humphrey Mallot replied, "I brought us in on a trajectory from Barika VI. We should be perfectly aligned with that planet. That might have been enough to throw them off."

    Johnny shook his head. "I'm not buying it. Either their incompetent or—"

    Humphrey yelled. "We have a wormhole opening to port!"

    Mace said, "Mr. Mueller? All charge wells ready?"

    Mueller replied, "We're set, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace turned toward Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, be ready to move us out of here."

    Humphrey said, "Portal is going wide, Mr. Hardy. I believe we have a Dauntless coming through."

    Mace said, "Hold us where we are, Mr. Hobbs. They can't hurt us."

    The Dauntless class warship moved through the portal and into view, followed by eighty-six cruisers.

    Johnny shook his head. "Looks like they brought half the fleet. You sure you want to just sit here?"

    Mace nodded. "I'm sure. They can't hurt us."

    A hail came over the comm.

    Mace said, "Accept it and pass it to the wall display."

    An image of a Dellus admiral appeared. "Mr. Hardy. Surrender immediately, and I can promise you will all be safely returned to Earth."

    Mace replied, "I don't think so, Admiral. We've come to put an end to the Dellus and Union control of our planet. You will withdraw all forces from Earth. And we'll be taking this food back with us to feed our people until our own farming can support us."

    The admiral scowled. "Preposterous! Fire all cannons!"

    Mace yelled, "Mr. Hobbs! Get our ass moving! Mr. Mueller, target cannons only. Start with that Dauntless!"

    The hull of the Rogers reverberated as the plasma rounds impacted and spread out. Mace pulled his belt tight.

    Hans yelled, "We have penetration with the first rounds! Two cannons are offline and on fire! Targeting a third! Mr. Hardy, we are doing severe damage!"

    Humphrey said, "Dampener fields showed 66 percent saturation in that initial volley. Averaging just over 35 percent now, Mr. Hardy. I think we can keep this up for as long as we want."

    Mace replied, "Mr. Mueller, keep hitting those cannons! Johnny, re-open that comm!"

    Another half dozen Dellus cannon turrets were destroyed or disabled before the Dellus admiral came back on the comm. "You will pay, Mr. Hardy!"

    Mace replied, "If you haven't noticed, Admiral, your ships are taking severe damage while we go unhurt. I urge you to stop this aggression while you still have a fleet."

    As another cannon turret exploded, the Dellus admiral raised a hand. All Dellus ships ceased firing. Hans Mueller followed suit.

    Mace said, "Admiral, its time you took stock of the situation. We know about your secret gatrellium mine on the far planet in this system."

    The admiral huffed. "I don't know what you're talking about, Mr. Hardy. A gatrellium mine?"

    Mace nodded. "Play dumb if you want, Admiral. Just know this. We've already confiscated the cargo of the ore hauler that was coming this way. I'm certain you know it is overdue. And I suspect you've already been to the debris field. So let's cut right to it, shall we? We need the food in these storage containers. And you are going to deliver it to a location we specify."

    The admiral tilted his head as he scowled at the comm camera. "And why would I do that, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace said, "Because you don't want the rest of the Galactic Union to know about your little mining operation out here. That much gatrellium is quite the find. One species having access to that much would give them a huge advantage... if it was kept a secret. On the other hand, if such an operation was exposed, the penalties for hiding such a discovery would be severe. I would say it might even lead to the confiscation of all Mawga worlds from your control."

    The admiral sat silent for several seconds. "What is it you want from us, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace half smiled. "For starters, I want enough of this food to feed all of Earth for two years. I'll tell you where to send it. And I know this is an emergency store, so no Mawga will be going hungry. When we have that settled, we can discuss our arrangement with the gatrellium. I'm thinking we will become your ore processors. You mine it and deliver it to us, we'll refine it, keep a small share for ourselves, and return the remainder to you. If anything, this might even be to your advantage."

    The admiral replied with a continued scowl, "How so?"

    Mace said, "This operation is highly illegal in the Union. We aren't members of the Union. Give us the processing and you are off the hook should the mine be discovered. The miners on that planet can all be made to report to us as our subjects.

    "This would give you full deniability of that operation, even though it is happening in one of your own systems. Basically, you could claim ignorance. And besides, it's not like we're really giving you a choice in this matter. So which is it, Admiral? You willing to do business with us or should we report this to the Union?"

    The admiral let out a deep breath. "Mr. Hardy, I will have to report this to my superiors for a decision."

    Mace waved his hand. "Go get it done, Admiral, we'll be waiting right here for you."

    The comm closed. Minutes later a wormhole opened with the Dauntless slipping through. The eighty-six Mawga cruisers sat silent, awaiting further orders.

    Johnny loosened the belt on his chair as he turned with a grin. "Nice move, Mace! You come up with that on your own?"

    Mace nodded. "It came to me as I was talking. We need food and we need processing equipment. The Dellus have to agree or they'll not only lose their mine, they would get punished severely by the Union. We were definitely negotiating from a position of power."

    Johnny chuckled. "I'm now certain you are sitting right where you were meant to be. That was a brilliant call."

    Liam followed. "I have to agree. Well done."

    Mace opened a comm to the conference room. "Mr. Moskowitz, I think we found a way to process that ore."

    Jeff replied, "We were watching the comm from here, Mr. Hardy. Well played."

    Two hours lapsed before the Dellus admiral returned. Johnny accepted the comm.

    "Mr. Hardy, Military Command has chosen to accept your offer. I was given authority to negotiate your percentage of the gatrellium."

    Mace smiled. "First, I'd like to know the size of your find out there."

    The admiral replied, "We believe there to be as much as one hundred forty tons, Mr. Hardy. This would be the second largest find in the history of the Galactic Union."

    Mace nodded. "We won't be greedy, Admiral. We'll take an 80 percent share of what we have, and 20 percent thereafter. That will give you the majority of the find and give us enough gatrellium to last us for a decade."

    The admiral nodded. "Accepted. I will relay that to Command."

    Mace asked, "Now let's discuss the food transfer. I'll send over coordinates of where we would like it delivered. The same holds true for the refining equipment for the gatrellium. When you have those coordinates, I'd like to see the transfers begun."

    The Admiral agreed and the comm was closed.

    Mace summoned David Yancy to the bridge.

    As David walked into the room, Mace said, "I need a location near Earth that is not in our solar system. I'd like to set up a base we could jump to that the Union won't seek out."

    David thought for a moment. "Alpha Centari B has a planet about the size of Earth. The Mawga starmaps show it as a rocky planet with little atmosphere. I would suggest we try it out. Might be able to construct an underground complex deep enough that it wouldn't show on sensors. We will have to jump there as the journey would take us about eight years from Earth using the gravity drives."

    Mace nodded. "Sounds perfect. Give the coordinates to Mr. Hobbs."

    Johnny said, "You sure you want the Dellus knowing the location of our base?"

    Mace replied, "I'm sending the Dellus the location of Proteus. We'll move everything to Alpha Centari once the transfer is complete and the Dellus are gone. The Proteus site is compromised now that the Targarians know of it anyway."

    Johnny sighed. "Wish we knew how Jasper was doing."

    Mace said, "When we get the food moved and the gatrellium refining taken care of, and our embryos rescued, we can talk about trying to get Jasper back. We haven't forgotten he's out there."

    Johnny frowned. "I can't help but think they've already done away with him."

    Mace smiled in thought. "I could see that if he was running his mouth. My guess is he's fine and they're studying him more than anything. If he's on that drug, he's pretty subdued about now. Cracking jokes and being sarcastic doesn't happen while under the influence of that stuff."

    Mace turned toward Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to the Gerty."

    Once the food shipments began, the trip out to the Gerty took nine hours. Coordinates to Alpha Centari B were entered and a wormhole to the system opened. The Gerty followed the Rogers through to the new system.

    David stood looking at the wall display. A tiny bright star hovered in the background behind the rocky redish-brown planet.

    David said, "Looks like we have iron down there."

    Humphrey replied, "Core is molten like Earth. Gravity is 8 percent higher than Earth. That atmosphere is thin, but dense. Only 6 percent oxygen though."

    David nodded. "Look at those polar icecaps. It has water but it doesn't look like it has any life."

    Humphrey replied, "Hmm. Even though it has an iron core, the magnetic field is only about half Earth's. Might be a radiation issue."

    David crossed his arms. "Possibly. Would be fascinating to study."

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs, pick us out a parking space and take us down. Mr. Mallot, I'd like a scan for any underground caves or caverns. If we can find something suitable for an entryway to below, we won't leave evidence of digging on the surface. A nice fat cave we could squeeze a shuttle into might work."

    Hans added, "We have the size of those food storage containers. Something that would already fit one of them would be ideal."

    Mace pointed. "Good call."

    The Rogers slid down through the atmosphere, coming to a stop a kilometer above the surface.

    Humphrey ran his scan. "Interesting. Atmospheric pressure is almost one kilogram per square centimeter. Same as Earth. Thickness is about one hundred fifty kilometers, about a third that of Earth. Oxygen is 6.2 percent, nitrogen 14 percent, 76 percent carbon dioxide with various others rounding it out. And Mr. Hobbs, I'm sending you coordinates for an area that looks promising."

    The Rogers was moved to the new location. The inner sides of an ancient crater showed several cavernous openings. The largest was selected and scanned.

    Mace said, "Mr. Yancy? Would you like to pilot the Collins in there? See how she looks. Johnny, want to go with him?"

    The two men left the bridge as Jane walked in. "Where they going?"

    Mace replied, "Taking the shuttle down into that cave entrance. That might be the doorway to our new home."

    Mace stood. "Come on, come with me."

    A short walk had them standing on an outside balcony, the gravity wall keeping the temperature and atmosphere as normal.

    Mace leaned on a rail. "Haven't been out here in a while. Forgot how much I used to like it on Bontu's ship."

    Jane looked down at the brown rocky terrain below. "Can't say this is the most beautiful place I've seen."

    Mace nodded. "We're not far from the northern pole. It has an icecap made up of carbon dioxide. There does appear to be water down there, though, just not on the surface."

    Jane nodded. "A regular paradise. Anyway, why'd you ask me out here?"

    Mace hesitated. "It's you Jane, I have to have you."

    Jane laughed as she pushed on his arm. Stop that. Now really, what is it?"

    Mace looked back over the rail. "I think Jenny and Jordan might be an item."

    Jane shook her head. "Well you're the one who stuck them together. I still haven't figured that one out."

    Mace shrugged. "The two of them were best suited for that job. She's an excellent pilot, and he's thorough and makes good decisions. We needed someone we could trust to fly that thing. We go on trips like this and it's our only way home."

    Jane leaned on the rail. "Always putting everyone else first. I think that's actually one of the reasons everyone on this ship respects you so much."

    Mace said, "So my question is, what do I do about her?"

    Jane tilted her head. "Not sure. But they haven't made any announcements, so I'd say you're still in the running."

    Mace chuckled. "In the running for what, though? At most we've had a few conversations. Not like I can take her out to dinner or anything. We're stuck out in space."

    Jane smiled. "What I saw was more than conversations. I saw attraction, and it was mutual. I may have been out of the game for along time, but I still know what I'm looking at. She genuinely likes you."

    Mace sighed. "Was a lot easier when you could pick up a phone and set up a date for dinner or a movie or just about anything else to get things rolling. In there, trapped on this ship, it feels awkward."

    Jane patted him on the back. "I'd say have Tres make the two of you dinner, but I can see where sharing a couple nutrient bars might leave something to be desired in the romance area. Hey, maybe have a picnic out here? Would be different and you'd have a whole new world down there to talk about for conversation starters."

    Mace nodded. "That might work. Problem with that is she's on another ship and I'm constantly busy trying to keep us alive."

    Jane replied, "Well, how about Johnny and I go over to give them a break?"

    Mace frowned. "I don't want to seem like I'm eager or trying to force it. Or that I'm worried about Jordan."

    Jane laughed. "You are eager and you are trying to force it. Where I come from, we call that caring."

    Mace replied, "Just the same, I'd rather it happen naturally. At some point, she'll be over here or I'll be over there. I can strike up a conversation then and see where it leads."

    Jane let out a deep breath. "Geez. It's like junior high all over again. You do what you feel is best."

    The Collins exited bay one and was soon disappearing into the mouth of the cave.

    Johnny came over the general comm. "I think we might just have a new home here. This place is huge."

    David asked, "Mr. Mallot, what are you seeing on the scans?"

    Humphrey replied, "I lost your scan signature about a hundred eighty meters in."

    David replied, "Were stopped at six hundred. Cavern looks stable. Don't see any fallen rocks. Scan from in here says solid rock, no fissures for a couple hundred meters going out and up. Whatever formed this, it was a long time ago. We should be able to dig straight down about as far as we want."

    Johnny said, "I'm setting her down. You might ask Gnaga what would be best for cutting through this rock."

    Gnaga replied, "Try using your plasma rifle. Not too close, though, it may kick debris back at you."

    Mace and Jane walked back to the bridge. A video feed showed on the display wall.

    Johnny pointed his rifle. "That nodule sticking up over there."

    A plasma round entered the target. The cavern in front of Johnny filled with dust as the solid rock nodule disintegrated.

    Johnny shook his head. "I think we have to scratch that idea, That dust would leave a fat trail coming out of here. You'd be able to see it from orbit. We need something that will cut."

    Bontu Montak said, "Mr. Hardy. We do have skilled miners aboard. Six of the dozen crewmen from the ore hauler have worked mines before. They have the proper skills for this task."

    Mace replied, "Johnny, come back up. Mr. Montak has some workers who can give us an evaluation of how we'd best tackle this."

    A short time later, Johnny, Bontu, and six Mawga miners stood inside the giant cave.

    Johnny asked, "What you think?"

    One of the miners replied, "Would you have plasma wands on that vessel?"

    Johnny looked into his camera. "Plasma wands?"

    Gnaga replied, "We do. They are stored in the maintenance room."

    The miner asked, "Do you have any more of the exosuits?"

    Bontu shook his head. "I'm afraid not. However, my crewmen have suits that we could spare."

    Mace said, "Can they give us a time estimate of how long it would take to dig what?"

    Johnny pointed. "With the wands, how long would it take your team to cut a hole two hundred meters long by a hundred meters wide, one meter deep?"

    The miner looked over the area in question. "Where will we be moving the rock?"

    Johnny gestured toward the shuttle. "Lets say we load it on the shuttle to take out of here. And if you need more workers we have people with those suits who can carry stone."

    The miner looked back toward the entrance. "My team could have the requested area cleared in six hours. The cut stone would be stacked close to the cave entrance for transport elsewhere. Am I to assume you will be cutting deeper than just one meter?"

    Johnny asked, "Do we have a calculation of the size of the space we need?"

    Jeff chimed in. "The food at the Barika site measured eighty million cubic meters. We'll need a hole four kilometers deep. At one meter per six hours we are talking... a thousand days of cutting."

    Johnny chuckled. "OK, sounds like we need a plan B."

    Jeff said, "It would appear from the scans the cavern is four hundred meters wide. If we make use of that width along with four hundred meters of length we would only require half a kilometer of depth."

    Johnny shook his head, "Still have eighty million cubic meters to dig."

    Jeff turned to the miners and asked, "The plasma wands, how deep will they cut?"

    The miner replied, "Five to six meters with speed. Much deeper with time."

    "How long would it take if you cut the stone in cubes of four meters per side. Stones that you didn't have to move?"

    The miner thought for a moment. "The area in question could be cut in under an hour. A pit to the depth you request would take three weeks of continuous cutting with this crew. The top layer of stone would have to be removed before we could go deeper."

    Mace asked, "What'd you have in mind, Mr. Moskowitz?"

    Jeff replied, "We use the grapple on the shuttle to pick up stones and move them. That reinforced arm could easily lift a kiloton. If we can make big cuts, that ship can move them."

    Mace nodded. "Let's get started, then. We'll assign as many of the crew as you need to keep that cutting going."

    Jeff added. "We have two shuttles to make use of. And there are plenty of other caves around here where we could drop the stones. I'll have Mr. Mallot identify those, and we'll be on our way."

  


  
    [image: collide]   Chapter 12

    
    
    

    


    

    The stone cutting went on continuously for two days. A grapple was used to take hold of four stone blocks at a time, lifting them from the hole and flying them to a nearby wide cave opening. The depth of the hole had been taken down to sixteen meters.

    Mace said, "It's taking us too long for the moves. Gonna be two months at this rate."

    Jeff nodded. "We could cut that time in half if all we had to do was drop those outside."

    Mace looked over the Collins as it came in for a new grab. "How many do you think we could fit in our cargo bays on the Rogers?"

    Jeff replied, "Stones?"

    Mace scowled. "No... monkeys. Of course stones."

    Jeff tilted his head to one side and then the other. "Four bays, couple dozen per bay maybe?"

    Mace opened a comm. "Mr. Hobbs, bring the Rogers down. We're gonna load you up with the stones we're cutting. You fly them into orbit and then vaporize them."

    Jeff said, "Practical thinking, Mr. Hardy. You may have just cut our time in half."

    Three weeks had soon passed and the grand pit was nearing completion. The Mawga miners had been relentless with their cutting and their overall work ethic. The much larger Humans were continuously trying to keep up.

    Mace sat on a rock outcropping with Johnny sitting beside him. "Gonna take us a month to move all that food out here."

    Johnny shook his head. "All we have to do is line them up, open a portal and push them through. After that we use the Rogers and the shuttles to move them into the pit."

    Mace looked over the deepening hole in the cave bottom. "That's a big hole. But I can't see how it could possibly hold enough food for a billion people for two years."

    Johnny shrugged. "Jeff ran the numbers based on what they told us. Those containers have a concentrate in them. We have to mix it with roughage to create the nutrient bars. Said we could manage that from processing grasses and leaves and such. You thinking we've been led astray?"

    Mace shook his head. "I don't know what I'm saying. I wish we were storing this right on Earth. I get the feeling we're doing all this work, and when the time comes to move it we won't be able to for whatever reason."

    Johnny laughed. "Sounds like you need a vacation. Have you been out to the Gerty lately to see Jenny?"

    Mace replied, "No. I've been focused on getting this done."

    Johnny put his hand on Mace's shoulder. "This work will be going on for another couple days. We have it fully under control. Take a break. Go up there and hang out for a few hours. Getting your mind off all this for a bit will do you some good."

    Mace sighed. "It's been so long since I've talked with her I feel like it would be awkward."

    Johnny slapped him on the back. "Nonsense. If you're looking for an icebreaker, take Derwood with you. He'd love the adventure of having someplace new to sniff around."

    Mace gave a half laugh. "He does keep things entertaining, doesn't he?"

    Mace opened a video comm to Jenny Taub over his arm pad. An image came up with her and Jordan Crawford laughing hysterically. "Yes? Mace, how are things going down there?"

    Mace replied, "Good. We should be finishing up in a couple days. Just wanted to check in on the two of you. Looks like you're having a good time."

    Jenny smiled. "We keep ourselves entertained. Jordo here can be a real riot. He was just wiggling his ears."

    Jordan Crawford leaned into the camera view. His ears almost flapped. Jenny again broke into laughter.

    Mace nodded. "OK. Looks like everything is in good shape there. We'll talk to you later."

    The comm was closed to the sound of more laughter.

    Johnny shook his head. "You waited too long and now she's fallen for Mr. Wiggles."

    Mace replied, "They always said it was lonely at the top. Anyway, I have more than enough work to keep me busy."

    When the pit project was complete, the Gerty was used to open a wormhole and the two ships passed through to Proteus. Thirty-two million food storage units sat at the ready. The Mawga had kept their word.

    Johnny stared at the mass of metal cargo containers. "I'd say that looks like a lot more than we expected."

    Jeff walked onto the bridge. "We've had a miscommunication. The pit we dug will hold the concentrate. It won't hold the roughage. I thought we would be responsible for processing our own, but it looks like they are providing it. I talked to the last ship before it left. They were talking about processing roughage to extend the amount of people this load should feed. I'm afraid our storage is well short of what we'll need. The pit will hold around forty thousand containers. That will feed a million people for a couple years. A bit shy of a billion."

    Mace thought for a moment. "Let's take the forty thousand back to Alpha. And I'd like you to take samples from as many as possible before we ship them over. We'll just call that site our personal backup supply."

    Johnny asked, "What do we do with the rest of this?"

    Mace sat staring at the container image on the wall display for several seconds. "We call on Stark to come pick it up. He can leave it in storage in orbit or take it down to the ground. Either way it should be where the people can make use of it until we can grow our own."

    Johnny said, "I thought we were going to use this as leverage over Stark after kicking out the Union. That no longer the plan?"

    Mace replied, "Having Stark in charge is better than having the Union in charge. Besides, if he does kick the Union out, that leaves it open for us to take action again him."

    Johnny flipped the image on the display around until it pointed at a large pile of ore on the surface of Proteus. "And what do we do with that?"

    Mace leaned back in his chair. "We take it on to Centari B. I was expecting a load of ore refiners to be waiting here for us along with that food."

    Johnny stared at the wall image. "Didn't that ore have a green tint to it?"

    Mace adjusted the camera feed, zooming in. "That look brown to you?"

    Johnny nodded. "It does. Mr. Mallot, could you run a scan of that pile for us? Is it still gatrellium?"

    Seconds later Humphrey replied, "Only showing trace amounts. That was definitely gatrellium before."

    Johnny scowled. "Those dirty little rats! They scammed us!"

    Mace slowly shook his head. "Mr. Moskowitz, how we looking with the food checks?"

    Jeff replied, "Almost to the first container now. Give me a minute and I'll have an answer for you."

    Johnny spun around in his chair. "What are we gonna do about this? We need that gatrellium. We're down over 50 percent now."

    Jeff came over the comm. "Well, the first container I checked looked great. The one behind it? Not so much. The food material inside looks old. It's dried and cracky. Give me a sec and I'll check one in the middle of the pack."

    Mace sighed. "Just when I thought things were looking up for us."

    Johnny replied, "The Dellus have an agenda, just like the rest of the Union. The only ones we can trust are ourselves."

    Jeff said, "This last container is worse than the second one. Looks like they're trying to pawn off old food on us. Although, maybe I should take a sample of it and take it to the lab for a test. Could be it only needs hydration after being stored in these containers for a while. Not like it has oxygen or microbes out here to make it break down."

    Samples were gathered and returned to the lab on the Rogers. Gnaga assisted with the analysis. Once complete. Jeff headed for the bridge.

    Johnny said, "I wonder if Stark has already gone out for their next fight."

    Mace replied, "He may already be back from it. We were on Centauri for a month."

    Jeff walked onto the bridge. "The food is a waste. Gnaga thinks we could possibly salvage some of it with some heavy processing, but mostly it's no longer edible. He says it should have kept in those containers for five to seven years. What we have is older than that. Probably by another five."

    Mace said, "Johnny, bring everyone aboard. Mr. Hobbs, set up the waypoints for a jump to Barika, and pass that info to the Gerty. We're going back."

    Johnny asked, "What do we do with the containers?"

    Mace replied, "Leave 'em. Not like they're in anybody's way."

    A wormhole was opened and the two ships passed through. Jenny Taub and Jordan Crawford were told to stay put as the Rogers sped off toward the mining colony. When the ship arrived, the site had been abandoned.

    Mace said, "Mr. Mallot, can you give us a scan for gatrellium?"

    Humphrey typed away at his console. "Sensors show very minimal detection of gatrellium. Give me a second... an overlay of the site from the last time we were here shows a substantial dig was performed. The remaining ore has been removed."

    Johnny shook his head. "I'd say we have very little chance of finding that ore. They could have moved it to any of their systems."

    Liam added. "Or parked it out in open space somewhere."

    Mace said, "Take us to Barika VI, Mr. Hobbs."

    A nine hour journey brought the Rogers to the edge of sensor range for the sixth planet in the Barika system. Two Mawga cruisers came out to meet them. Plasma rounds emptied from their cannons, only causing the slightest of rumbles on the Rogers' hull.

    Mace took a deep breath. Disable them, Mr. Mueller."

    Two bright orange plasma charges left the cannons of the Rogers. Both Mawga ships had been crippled with very little effort. The order was given and the former Kaachi cruiser moved to high orbit above the planet.

    "Mr. Mallot, give me a quick listing of what's down there."

    Humphrey ran a deep scan with the results being passed to the wall display. "We have a handful of small villages and the rest looks to be agriculture."

    Mace turned. "Mr. Geerok? You have anything to say?"

    Geerok shrugged. "These two planets have been nothing more than food producers for as long as I've known."

    Mace asked, "If they took their food storage, what would be the most likely system for it? And for the gatrellium?"

    Geerok replied, "For the food, I would have to say the capital world at Rhombia. The gatrellium, I would keep that as far away from the capital as possible."

    Mace nodded. "OK, Mr. Hobbs, tell me the most distant Mawga outpost from the home world."

    Liam pushed a star map to the display wall. "That would be the moon colony on Tellis Major. For either one we have to go back to the Gerty."

    Johnny said, "We can't keep burning through our gatrellium stockpile. We're down to about four jumps and return's worth."

    Mace said, "What would you recommend?"

    Johnny shrugged. "You're the boss-man. Make a decision."

    Jeff said, "We need the gatrellium. I would suggest a jump to the remote colony first. If nothing is there, we go to Rhombia. If that's the Mawga capital they may have at least one of the Dauntless ship's there. All we have to do it take it and we can take the gatrellium it has."

    Johnny nodded. "We do still have the two shuttles we outfitted for that purpose. Jane and I would be happy to man one of them."

    Mace turned. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to the Gerty."

    As the Rogers pulled within comm range, the coordinates for the jump were sent over. Minutes later a wormhole portal opened in front of the Rogers. The Gerty followed the heavily modified cruiser through. An hour of travel had the moon of Tellis Major III within sensor range.

    Humphrey said, "I show three ships in this system, a cargo hauler that appears to have a single cannon, and what looks like two private vessels."

    Mace asked, "How close do we have to be to detect the gatrellium?"

    Humphrey replied, "In high orbit."

    Mace nodded. "Take us in."

    As the Rogers moved closer, Johnny said, "Specs on that colony say it has fewer than ten thousand inhabitants. Why would anyone come all the way out here? You need a wormhole generator to get back to civilization."

    Fatso Geerok replied, "The Mawga are a curious people. Some will leave the bigger colonies in search of adventure. Some are under contract of corporations. With a five year contract you could earn ten years worth of wages. And given the isolation, much of that wage would be saved. While most Mawga are content with their station in life, some choose to venture out, seeing that as an avenue for moving up. Most aspects of life are under government control, but there are capitalists among us and there are no laws prohibiting it."

    Johnny laughed, "I'm sorry Fatso, but your people sound really boring."

    Geerok smiled, "By Human standards we probably are. However, I believe you have a saying that slow and steady wins the race. That would be the Mawga people. Think of us as mild mannered, but relentless."

    The Rogers slowed to a stop in high orbit above the Tellis Major colony. Deep scans were performed.

    Humphrey said, "I see three open pit mines. No sign of gatrellium. The colony buildings have eight thousand one hundred eighty-six bios in them. The cargo hauler has a crew of five and each of those small ships has two occupants."

    Mace turned to Johnny. "Grab Jane and the two of you take a shuttle over to that cargo vessel. Lock it down and take a look at the sensor logs. If any other ships have come into this system they would have record of it."

    Johnny stood and walked toward the bridge exit. "I like the way you think."

    The Collins took several low energy plasma rounds from the cargo ship before clamping to its side. Using the prior Mawga ship security keying, which had been provided by Bontu Montak, the systems on the hauler were overridden and the airlock opened. Five terrified Mawga crewmen backed away as the inner door opened and the enormous Humans walked through.

    Johnny said, "Cooperate and we'll leave you as we found you. I need to see your sensor logs."

    A crewman timidly moved to a console. His fingers shook as he attempted access. The crew of the Rogers watched over a video feed from Johnny's helmet.

    Geerok said, "Mr. Tretcher, the console is standard Mawga. You are already familiar with how it functions. Push the poor fellow aside and get what you need."

    Johnny was soon looking through the data. "They've got nothing in here but those private ships for the last nineteen months. At that time, this hauler came through a portal and a full hauler went the other way. Seems a waste of gatrellium for a cargo hauler full of bauxite."

    Fatso shook his head. "This is an empire boundary, Mr. Tretcher. It must be checked periodically. In order for a permanent claim to be made with the Galactic Union, a system must have at least five thousand occupants."

    Johnny replied, "There's nothing else for eons around this system. I don't get the need for it to be part of your empire."

    Fatso smiled. "The Tellis Major claim adds nearly 5 percent to the space claimed by the Mawga Empire, Mr. Tretcher. The system itself may be insignificant, but its contribution to our claimed space is highly significant. Three such claims contribute 18 percent of our territory, making us larger in size than the Kaachi and several others."

    Johnny laughed. "So its about bragging rights. Mine's bigger than yours?"

    Fatso nodded. "That would not be the terminology we would use to describe it, but yes, bigger is better when it comes to diplomatic relations with other Union members, and especially with discussions with the Union founders."

    Johnny said, "Well, checking these was a good idea, but it looks like this system was a bust."

    Bontu Montak came onto the bridge. "Before you go, check the log entry IDs. They should be sequential. If there are any gaps, the logs have been tampered with."

    Johnny studied the entries. "Nope. All look good."

    Jeff stepped forward. "There are three planets in this system. Two of them are out of normal sensor range. It might serve us to do a fly-by of those other two planets while we're here."

    Fatso Geerok raised a hand. "That will not be necessary. Any wormhole to this system would be opened in the vicinity of the colony. This is Mawga territory. They would use the open portal as an opportunity to check on the colony while they were here. The gatrellium has been taken elsewhere."

    Mace leaned back in his chair with an unhappy look on his face. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to the Gerty. Looks like we're making a jump to Rhombia. Admiral, anything special we should know about that system? Any extra defenses we might encounter?"

    Geerok shook his head. "As it's the capital world of the Mawga, at least one Dauntless should be there. The Dellus like to keep close watch on their minions. With the shielding on this vessel, it should not be a problem."

    Liam said, "That only leaves us two jumps, Mr. Hardy. We best make sure at least one of those is back to Earth."

    Mace nodded. "Agreed. Let's just hope that's not our final jump. We still have a world we need to feed."

    The Collins returned and the Rogers moved back to the Gerty. Coordinates were entered and a wormhole appeared in the blackness of space. The Human ships moved through to a location at the far end of the Rhombia system. The ride to Rhombia Prime would take fourteen hours.

    Mace met Johnny and Jane in the dining hall. "I'm not liking our chances of finding that ore."

    Johnny set two beverages and a handful of nutrient bars on the table in front of Jane before taking a seat himself. "The storage on one of those Muhatha would keep us jumping for months. And we know how to take down those ships."

    Jane nodded. "We wouldn't even have to worry about them calling in the Union. They would keep it quiet out of embarrassment."

    Vanessa walked into the room carrying an infant. Tres followed, carrying the two others in a makeshift harness.

    Johnny laughed. "Tres? What happened? You have two Human babies growing out of your chest!"

    Tres replied, "This is the only way I have for carrying them around. If we make it back to Earth I want a stroller."

    Jane grinned as Vanessa gently handed off the first of the triplet girls. "This is Rachel Jane."

    Jane replied, "She's so beautiful! And look at those eyes!"

    Tres gestured to Mace and Johnny. "Want to hold one?"

    Johnny held up his hand. "Thanks, I think I'll wait until they're no longer slobber, vomit, and poop factories."

    Mace held up a nutrient bar. "Let me finish this up and I'd be happy to."

    Johnny took a swig from his beverage. "How do you tell them apart?"

    Tres smiled. "Physically, you can't. But believe it or not, they already have unique personalities."

    Vanessa said, "We've made each of them different-colored outfits. Rachel wears blue, Mattie green, and Robin yellow. And we never change more than one at a time."

    Jane asked, "Where'd you get the outfits? They're adorable."

    Tres answered. "Gnaga and two of the Mawga created them out of some of the fabrics from this ship. They're soft, warm, and easy to take on and off. Oh, and they don't stain. The fibers are synthetic. They have a stain guard infused into them at the time of manufacture. Any... accidents, wash right out."

    The baby-fest continued for most of an hour before Mace, Johnny and Jane left for their quarters and well-needed rests.
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    Mace returned to the bridge as the Rogers pulled within maximum sensor range of the Mawga capital. "What ships do we see, Mr. Mallot?"

    Humphrey replied, "A Muhatha, two Callista and two Dauntless. I also show thirty-two cruisers."

    Geerok said, "That would be the Dellus fleet under Admiral Dekuk. If you get aboard his ship, he will offer little resistance."

    Mace turned to face Johnny. "You and Jane are up. You can prep the shuttle as we're taking you in. Mr. Hobbs, take us to the Muhatha. Approach at an angle so they don't try to run from us."

    The Rogers sped in. The Muhatha and Callista raced out to meet it. A volley of plasma rounds were exchanged with the great ship losing two cannon turrets before turning away. A hot round from the Rogers took one of the four gravity drives offline. Seconds later, a wormhole opened and the Muhatha slipped through.

    Mace pounded his fist on the armrest of his chair. "Mr. Hobbs! Get after one of those Dauntless ships! Mueller, target their drives!"

    Johnny and Jane exited bay one in the Collins. "We'll take the far ship, you grab this one."

    After a short chase, a wormhole opened in front of the closest Dauntless. The ship slipped through before the Rogers could disable her drives.

    Johnny came over the comm. "We have ours on the run! Could use a little help! We attached the grapple and they bolted. I've got our drive in full reverse, but we're only slowing them down by a fraction!"

    The Rogers pulled in behind the fleeing warship. A single plasma round from the port cannon found its mark on the left gravity drive nozzle. However, the framework that held the drives in place fractured, rupturing the plasma feeds that supplied the drive heads. An explosion ripped the aft end of the Dauntless in half, sending the Collins with Johnny and Jane spinning.

    Johnny yelled, "Releasing grapple!"

    As the Collins regained control and moved safely away, Johnny said, "What happened?"

    Mace replied, "They had a catastrophic structural failure. You two OK?"

    Johnny nodded. "We're good, but the grapple took damage. We'll have to bring her in for repairs."

    Fifteen minutes passed before Johnny walked onto the bridge with his helmet in hand. "Nothing like being strapped to a bomb when it goes off."

    Mace said, "That explosion ripped through the gatrellium store. Nothing left to salvage without having a giant ship that can suck in that debris and filter it."

    Johnny set his helmet next to the comm console. "So that's it then? No gatrellium?"

    Mace replied, "Not unless we come up with a new plan."

    Johnny scowled. "How about this, we take a few of those rat ships hostage until they turn over a sufficient quantity of that refined ore."

    Mace shook his head. "And if they don't agree to that?"

    Johnny shrugged. "Space 'em?"

    Mace smiled as he declined. "You know we can't do that. We aren't Stark, and if we start doing things like that we're no better than he is."

    Johnny sat. "Well, what would you propose?"

    "Mr. Mallot. Give us a scan of all the ships within sensor range. See if any of them have gatrellium aboard. When complete, hit that planet with another scan. If there's any to be had we go in and take it."

    Humphrey carried out the order. "No sign of the element out here, Mr. Hardy. Give me a sec and I'll have the info for down below. Mr. Hobbs, could you take us within fifty thousand kilometers and do a quick orbit?"

    Liam replied, "One orbit coming up."

    Johnny asked, "And if there's none?"

    Mace leaned back in his chair with a scowl. "Then we evaluate. We can wait here for a week and see if any of the Dellus ships return, or we can head back to the Gerty and jump to Earth space."

    Humphrey pushed the scan data to the wall display. "No sign of gatrellium in or around Rhombia, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace sighed. "Take us back to the Gerty, Mr. Hobbs. We'll have to wait for an opportunity back at Earth. I don't want us stuck out here with no way home."

    The Rogers turned for the outskirts of the Rhombia system. The ride was again used for the main crew to rest. Fourteen hours later, they entered the space from where they had begun.

    Humphrey said, "Mr. Hardy, I was expecting the Gerty to show about five minutes ago. We'll be on top of where we left her in about twelve minutes."

    Mace replied, "Wonder if she was chased from the area?"

    Johnny pushed a starmap up to the wall display. "Closest thing out here is that mining planet. That's five hours from here. I have a hard time believing someone just stumbled across them while we were gone."

    As the Rogers slowed to a stop, another ship came on the sensor display. "Mr. Hardy, we have an incoming vessel. It's a Callista."

    A hail came over the general comm. Mace signaled Johnny to accept.

    An image of a Dellus diplomat came up on the wall display. "Mr. Hardy, it seems you have been negligent in the defense of a most valuable possession. Your friends on the Gertrude are now in our care."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Tell me what you want, Admiral. And be direct."

    The admiral grinned as he crossed his hands on his lap. "What is the rush, Mr. Hardy? You have somewhere to go? You're an outlaw on your own world, and certainly an outlaw here."

    Mace glanced over his shoulder toward Liam Hobbs. "You can tell me where our friends are and what you want or I can have my nav operator take us back to Rhombia for some fun. Fun for us, certainly not your Mawga people."

    The admiral held up a hand. "Now, now, Mr. Hardy. No need to get worked up. I have a proposal for you that should square things between us. Would you be interested in discussing that?"

    Mace leaned forward. "Admiral, I'm two seconds away from giving the order to decimate the Mawga capital planet. We have the means to do so with this ship and there's not a thing you could do to stop us."

    The admiral leaned into the camera. "On the contrary, Mr. Hardy. There is much we can do. We can eliminate your friends and decimate your planet as well. And, given your actions to date, I don't think murdering millions of innocent Mawga citizens is something you desire to do. So it would seem to be in your best interest to hear what I have to say."

    Mace replied, "Spit it out, Admiral."

    The Dellus admiral typed away on his arm pad, pushing an image to the comm channel. Six alien warships sat in formation just in front of a massive space station.

    "This is Delega station. It guards a rift that permits travel to the Kohamian United Front. The UF, as we call it, is a defense league of twelve systems that threaten several of our own systems. The rift was discovered three months ago and that station and those ships came through shortly after. The shields on their ships are too powerful for our cannons, as our shields are to theirs. However, the cannons on that station are more powerful than our shields. The ships of the UF have been raiding our two colonies in that region."

    Mace asked, "And how do we play in this picture?"

    The admiral smiled. "You, Mr. Hardy, Are going to destroy that station for us. We've analyzed the power output of your cannons, and we believe they may have sufficient energy output to overcome its shields. You assist us in destroying that station and the United Front marauders and we return your friends, along with a generous supply of gatrellium."

    Mace shifted in his chair. "And why aren't you calling in the Union for help on this one?"

    The admiral replied, "Mr. Hardy, this is a tremendous opportunity for the Dellus and Mawga people. The rift takes us to a new civilization, a civilization that could be conquered, or perhaps allied with. We know they possess the secrets to more powerful weapons, and perhaps a shield technology that will complement our own. We would like those advances for our ships, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace offered a half laugh and a scowl. "I didn't think you were allowed to upgrade your ships, Admiral. The Union would come down hard on you."

    The Dellus admiral held up a finger. "Indeed they would. Which is all the more reason why we need your assistance to take control of that rift. You see, Mr. Hardy, our cities are filled with Union spies. Without that rift, we would be unable to make updates to our ships without risking the wrath of the Union. However, should we have the means to make those updates on the other side of that rift, we could return with a most powerful fleet, putting an end to the Galactic Union rule of this territory."

    Mace said, "Let's say we help take out that station, and you defeat or ally with the species on the other side. What's to stop the Union from making upgrades to all of their ships in an effort to stop you?"

    The admiral grinned. "That is where our friend King Stark comes in. I've been given the authority to make updates to his ships, should he ally with us against the Union. He seems very interested in that idea at the moment."

    Mace shook his head. "You seriously think you have the means to take on the Union, Admiral? What if Stark says no? He seems to be getting everything he wants right now."

    The admiral looked into the camera. "Mr. Hardy, the Union is using Stark and his forces to weaken one of our longstanding enemies. We expect that war to be ending in another eighteen months, when all of the forward bases and colonies of the Karthians will have been captured or destroyed.

    "When they collapse and the Union takes control of those territories, King Stark will be put back in his box until needed further. You see, Mr. Hardy, the Galactic Union has no desire to see Humans become a force of any power. You are like a fierce animal: only to be let out of its cage on occasion, and only under strictly controlled circumstances."

    Mace said, "They keep Stark penned up in those cruisers. Something they could take out at any time."

    The admiral nodded. "Precisely. However, given the opportunity, we would make him a full partner of the Dellus. Humans would be our equals. Earth would be developed into a capital world like this galaxy has never seen. The abilities of your scientists and engineers could be unleashed, pushing the capabilities of the Dellus forward with you."

    The admiral leaned back in his ornate command chair. "What say you, Mr. Hardy? Will you leave the fate of your people with the Galactic Union? Or will you join us in our quest to take control of our own destinies?"

    Mace reached for the comm button on his arm pad. "Give us a few minutes to discuss this, Admiral."

    The admiral gestured with his open hands. "Take as long as you need, Mr. Hardy. We'll be waiting on your response."

    The comm closed.

    Mace turned to face the others. "Anyone else feel like we're being used?"

    Johnny shook his head. "We can't trust any of them to do what they say. Look what they just did with the gatrellium and the food."

    Liam Hobbs nodded. "I'd have to agree. Except for the Mawga on this ship, they have been dishonest with us from the beginning."

    Fatso Geerok cut into the conversation. "The Mawga and the Dellus are not deceitful people. But just as any others, they will change their minds as new information comes to light. And they will take actions they consider in their best interest."

    Jane said, "I don't see that we have a choice but to take this deal. We attack the Mawga world and Jordan and Jenny are as good as dead. And that leaves us stuck in this system until we run out of food. This is a negotiation. We need to set our limits of what we're willing to do, and then press for less than those limits."

    Mace replied, "Are you saying we make a counter-offer?"

    Jane shrugged. "Maybe. We should at least have a short list of our demands ready. Our friends and our ship returned ... food for our people on Earth ... and a restart of all the farming so we become self-sustaining again. And enough gatrellium for let's say ... a couple hundred jumps?"

    Hans added. "And more of the heavy cannon heads and storage wells. I'd like to add a bit more firepower to our arsenal."

    Mace stood and began to pace the deck of the bridge in thought. The others stared as he mumbled to himself before coming to a decision.

    Mace turned. "Johnny, connect us with the admiral."

    A hail was sent and accepted. "I hope you have good news for me, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace replied, "We do. But we have a few conditions."

    The admiral nodded. "I'm listening."

    Mace continued to pace as he talked. "In return for our help with securing this rift, we want enough gatrellium for three hundred jumps."

    The admiral thought. "I believe I could provide enough for two hundred."

    Mace smiled. "Done. Next we need you to make good on the food offers the you made before. I want two years worth delivered to Earth, and I want an emphasis put on bringing back our farming."

    The admiral nodded. "I believe that can be arranged; and I would add that it would be in the best interest of my people as well. Supplying food on a continuous basis is a costly venture."

    Mace stroked his beard as he walked. "Of course, our friends will be returned to us."

    The admiral replied, "That is a given."

    Mace stopped, crossing his arms as he looked at the comm camera. "We'd like a dozen of those high powered cannon heads and one of those Muhatha ships."

    The admiral frowned. "I could no more turn a Muhatha over to you than I could cut off my own head, Mr. Hardy. As to the cannon heads, I will see that those are provided."

    Mace nodded. "If you agree to those terms, we have a deal."

    The admiral stood and bowed. "We have a deal, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace asked, "When do we begin? I'd like to start with the return of our people."

    The admiral smiled. "They are on their way."

    Mace returned to his chair. "Admiral, send us the information you have on the rift and this United Front. We'll look it over and come back with any questions we have."

    The display wall was filled with data from the comm before the channel closed.

    Mace looked around the bridge. "Well, what are you people waiting for? Let's put together a plan."
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    Jordan Crawford sat in front of the comm camera. "It was my fault, Mr. Hardy. I thought it better to give up than to jump. Had we left, you would have been stuck here."

    Mace replied, "Don't worry about it. It was a valid decision."

    Jordan said, "What's the mission you're planning?"

    Mace pushed a starmap to the display. "The Mawga had a new rift open near two of their systems. A species called the United Front came through, bringing with them a spacestation to guard the entrance. They've been conducting raids on the Mawga colonies there. Our mission is to take out that station. In return we get the food for Earth, enough gatrellium for two hundred jumps, and a dozen new cannon heads. And of course we got you back."

    Jenny pushed herself into the camera view. "Hey, any chance I can come back over for that? I mean, the facilities here and the company are great, but it's far more boring than working the drive room. I only get to see Jordo here for a few minutes each day when we're switching shifts. You know, a third person would make this duty a lot better."

    Mace nodded. "I wish we had the people. Maybe we'll evaluate bringing you two back and rotating in another crew."

    Jenny sighed. "Please do. And keep us in the loop on the planning of this raid. You think we'll be boarding that station?"

    Mace shook his head. "Not at this time. And I'd rather not go in without knowing the weapons and capabilities of the occupants. If they're anything like the rest of the aliens we've encountered, then I don't see it as a problem. Until we know for sure, our plans are to attack using the cannons on the Rogers. The Dellus should be giving us a dozen new cannon heads. Hans is working with Jeff to decide whether we add those to our four upgraded cannons or spread them across the others. We're leaning toward the first, as the reports on that station say its shields are at least equal to that of a Muhatha."

    Jenny said, "Well our shields are better than that of a Muhatha."

    Mace nodded. "True, but we don't yet know how much better theirs are. And we know their weapons are more powerful. The question is, are they more powerful than our shields.?"

    Jenny half smiled. "Only one way to find that out."

    Mace frowned. "Yeah, I'm not looking forward to taking that first shot from them."

    Johnny said, "Why don't we add more transducers? Beef up our shielding."

    Jeff replied, "Our shields are at the point of saturation. Adding more transducers doesn't increase the field strength."

    The conversation continued for a short while. When it had come to an end, Jane was standing next to Mace with a grin.

    Mace half smiled, "What?"

    Jane said, "Looks to me like there's no romance going on between Jenny and Jordan. You might be back in the game."

    Mace shook his head. "You don't give up, do you?"

    Jane replied, "Nope."

    The dozen power heads were delivered. The crew of the Rogers watched as the first shipment of food was sent through a portal to Earth. The gatrellium tanks of the Gerty were topped off, giving enough fuel for another dozen jumps.

    A hail came in from the Dellus admiral. "Mr. Hardy. Our colony on Canto is under attack by the Front. Prepare your ship for a jump to that system."

    Mace help up a hand. "Whoa. Hold on, Admiral. We're in the process of upgrading our cannons. We only have one available at the moment."

    The admiral leaned toward the camera. "You will have to make do, Mr. Hardy. Mawga citizens are dying."

    Mace sat back in his chair with a scowl as the bridge crew waited for a decision. "Mr. Hobbs, prepare to follow the admiral through their wormhole. Mr. Mueller, have that cannon ready to fire. And Mr. Mallot, I want a scan of the area on the other side of the wormhole before we get through."

    Mace turned to the comm camera. "Show us the way, Admiral."

    Jordan Crawford came over the comm. "Mr. Hardy, what do we do? I'd rather stay close to the Rogers if possible."

    Mace nodded. "Follow us through then take yourself to a safe position. If pursued, jump back here and wait."

    The comm closed as a wide wormhole opened in front of the Dellus Muhatha. Two Callista were the first to move through, followed by a dozen cruisers. The Rogers followed next with the Gerty just behind.

    Humphrey said, "We have three dreadnoughts, almost the size of the Muhatha, eight destroyers, And that's new... a small carrier. I count twenty-eight fighters moving in and about. They're harassing two Mawga cargo haulers."

    The Muhatha moved immediately into battle. A United Front destroyer was the first victim as five plasma rounds overwhelmed her shields. Three of the eight decks in the center of the ship were left exposed and in flames. The destroyer attempted to turn away, taking another three hits to her drives, one, exploding in a fiery blue flame as the fuel that powered it ignited.

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs, let's do a flyby of one of those dreadnoughts. All decks! This is Hardy! Strap yourselves in! This could get rough!"

    Mace turned back to face Hans Mueller, "Mr. Mueller, make full use of that cannon. Pick targets at will."

    Hans grinned at the opportunity. "Yes, sir!"

    As the Rogers flew within range of the first of two United Front dreadnoughts, the warship began firing her weapons. Two intense microwave beams impacted the dampening field, sending a heavy rumble through the ship.

    Humphrey reported. "No damage, Mr. Hardy. But they did push our shield level to almost 70 percent."

    Mace said, "Mr Hobbs, keep us moving. Let's not give them an easy target!"

    Hans Mueller let fly the first of three plasma rounds. The initial plasma charge missed its target, with the two that followed striking the ship aft on the port side as the Rogers pulled closer.

    Hans pushed an image to the wall display. "Two hits. Only modest damage. Looks like we could have used those cannon updates."

    Mace replied, "Keep up the pressure, Mr. Mueller."

    Johnny said, "I've attempted hails but received no response."

    Mace nodded. "Keep trying. If there's a way to talk rather than fight I'm all for it."

    The Dellus admiral opened a comm. "Mr. Hardy, I see you are attempting to talk to the interlopers."

    Mace replied, "Wouldn't we be better off if they would just surrender or leave?"

    The admiral replied, "No. They have invaded our territory and a price must be paid. Thousands of Mawga citizens are already dead in this raid. They destroyed a transport with twenty-five hundred farmers aboard. Military Command has ordered their complete extermination."

    Mace frowned, "And what if they surrender?"

    The admiral huffed. "As I said, they must be punished for the crimes they have committed."

    Mace shook his head. "So long as they are resisting we'll fight, but we'll not be a party to your retribution. As to this attack, we're assisting in good faith. This wasn't part of our agreement. The deal was we would help you to destroy that station guarding the rift."

    The admiral scowled and closed the comm.

    Johnny laughed in disbelief. "That was rude."

    Mace replied, "Yeah, well, I guess we might see it differently if they were attacking Earth."

    Hans yelled, "Scratch one dreadnought! I managed four successive hits on the same area. The ship has gone dark and is in a slow uncontrolled roll. Secondary explosions continue."

    Liam said, "Taking you to the second dreadnought, Mr. Mueller. Fifteen seconds!"

    Mace asked, "Mr. Mallot, tell us how the Dellus ships are doing."

    Humphrey replied, "I show six fighter kills, and two destroyers. And it looks as though one of the Callistas is taking a beating. Six of those destroyers are in hot pursuit. Half of her guns are no longer functional."

    Mace said, "What of the Muhatha?"

    Humphrey replied, "She's chasing a destroyer along with the other Callista, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Crap. They won't even assist their own. Mr. Hobbs, set course to assist that Callista. Mr. Mueller, target the destroyer closest to her. Take out the drives first. After that we'll come back for the dreadnought."

    As the Rogers closed, Humphrey yelled out. "I have explosions on four, five, no, seven decks. She's... breaking apart! Whoa!"

    The Callista listed to one side before half the ship disintegrated in a bright blue flash.

    Humphrey said, "That was her storage well."

    The six destroyers moved in to relentlessly pound the remaining portion of the once powerful Dellus ship.

    Fatso Geerok shook his head. "Fifteen hundred crewmen just perished."

    Mace said, "Mr Hobbs—"

    Liam replied, "Already on it, Mr. Hardy. Should be engaging that dreadnought in twenty-three seconds."

    Humphrey pushed an image to the wall display. "They are targeting those cargo haulers, Mr. Hardy. Should we divert?"

    Mace asked, "Can we save them?"

    Humphrey Mallot replied, "No chance, sir. They're defenseless. Both ships are... coming apart."

    Hans Mueller said, "I offer this in retribution!"

    Two powerful plasma charges left the cannon tip of the Rogers lone functional high power cannon. The first round was a glancing blow, offering only minor damage to several decks midship as the United Front dreadnought turned toward the Rogers. The second round impacted the bridge, setting the decks above and below afire as the plasma charge devoured the shields and vaporized the external armor. All microwave cannons went silent at the same moment.

    Liam steered the Rogers up and over the approaching ship as Hans placed two additional rounds into the already impacted bridge. Explosions coming from both sides showed the fate of the once powerful warship. A final round as they passed took the still functioning drives offline.

    Mace said, "Mr. Mallot, status?"

    Humphrey replied, "The dreadnought, seven remaining destroyers, and the carrier are turning back toward the station."

    Mace said, "Gentlemen, let's take out their drives. If they won't return our hails, we'll see if we can bring at least one of them aboard."

    Liam replied, "We have a significant speed advantage, Mr. Hardy. Should overtake the closest destroyer in forty-two seconds. After that we're another thirty from the carrier."

    Jeff ran onto the bridge. "Mace! We lost two of our people! David Yancy and Elana Craft!"

    "How? What happened?"

    Jeff stopped, leaning over as he tried to catch his breath. "Hold on. I think I might be sick."

    Several seconds of dread followed with Jeff Moskowitz standing up straight. "Those microwave rounds. They penetrated the shields, there was no external damage, but anything water based in the rooms adjacent to those strikes heated up to about four hundred degrees. David and Elana never had a chance. They were cooked almost instantly."

    Humphrey said, "We didn't get any warnings from the internal sensors."

    Jeff shook his head. "It was microwaves, they cooked from the inside. The room, other than a horrific smell, was undamaged."

    Mace lowered his head. "I brought David to this."

    Jeff replied, "You can't for a second blame yourself, we're in the middle of a war!"

    Hans said, "The destroyer is offline. Setting up for the carrier. And Mr. Moskowitz, when will I have that updated cannon?"

    Jeff replied, "We'll need at least twenty-four hours once we're done here. We can't work during this fight as we're all strapped in."

    Mace opened a general comm. "Listen up, everyone. We just lost two of our crew to a microwave burst from the ships we're fighting. I want everyone who's in an exterior room to move inward if possible. If you can't, let Mr. Moskowitz know. He'll be coming around to assess your situation."

    Mace turned to Jeff. "See if we can move monitors or consoles to a safe location. At a minimum, I want everyone back out in the halls if they have nothing critical to do at the moment. After that, get with Mr. Klept and see what we could possibly do to shield ourselves from those weapons. Whatever the Front has on that station is likely to be even more powerful."

    Jane came over the comm to Jeff. "Gnaga and I can rotate turns in the hallway."

    Mace shook his head. "I want you both in the hall. If you have to stick your head in to take the occasional look then so be it, but keep exposure to a minimum. There's no running away once it starts, and those reactors don't need that close a looking after."

    Jane replied, "Got it."

    Bontu Montak came onto the bridge. "Mr. Hardy, my crew would like to volunteer for any duties that require personnel in the outer compartments. They feel they owe as much for all the sacrifices everyone has made, and for everyone making them feel welcome."

    Mace nodded. "Follow Jeff. For anyone who's identified as critical, have them split time with someone from your team."

    Bontu bowed and left the bridge.

    Johnny turned in his chair. "You do realize this bridge is an exterior room, right?"

    Mace looked around. "I don't see where we have a choice but to be here."

    Johnny shook his head. "Not true. Each of these stations can be operated from elsewhere in the ship. There are two consoles in the maintenance rooms, there's a console in the dining hall and a console in a shielded room inside each of the docking bays."

    Mace said, "Mr. Mueller, how long until next target?"

    Hans pressed the fire button on his console. "One moment... destroyer is offline. Next target in two minutes twelve seconds. Another destroyer."

    Mace nodded. "Johnny, you and I will take maintenance. Mr. Mueller, bay one, Mr. Hobbs bay two, and Mr. Mallot bay three. And let's make this happen fast."

    The consoles were closed and the bridge emptied. Mace and Johnny settled into the maintenance room.

    Mace rubbed his nose. "Smells a little funky in here."

    Johnny nodded. "Yeah, haven't been in here since training. Forgot what it was like. Wanna move up to bay four?"

    Mace frowned. "Not enough time. Open the comms to the others."

    Johnny typed away on his console, linking the five comms. "We're all online."

    Mace looked at the small display in front of him. "Already miss that big wall display."

    Johnny laughed, "Never did much for me, since I was mostly facing away from it."

    Hans reported. "Weapons station is ready, Mr. Hardy."

    Liam was next. "Nav is online. Thirty two seconds until we're within range of the target."

    Humphrey said, "Sensors are all green."

    Mace opened a general comm. "We're coming up on a target in fifteen seconds. I want everyone who's in an exterior room in the halls until we're past."

    Hans was next to speak. "In five... four... three... two... plasma away. Impact in seven seconds... destroyer drives are offline. They don't seem very interested in evading those shots."

    Johnny said, "Well, don't do anything to encourage them. I'm kind of enjoying the fishing."

    Liam said, "Next up is the other dreadnought. Fifty-five seconds."

    Johnny stood. "Crap! Where's my dog?"

    A general comm was opened. "Everyone! If Derwood is in your area, please report!"

    The comm was silent for several seconds.

    Jane replied, "Molly is here with me. Last I say Der was in the dining hall hitting up Tres for a snack."

    Mace waved. "Go get him! I've got you covered."

    Johnny raced out of the maintenance room into the long hall going forward. After hustling up three flights of stairs he entered the dining hall.

    Johnny yelled, "Derwood! Where is he?"

    Tres pointed, "He just rounded the corner heading for the bridge."

    Johnny turned, sprinting up the hallway toward the bridge.

    Mace's voice came over the general comm. "Target in range in fifteen seconds! Clear the exterior rooms!"

    Johnny slid to a stop on the bridge deck, scanning the room for his four-legged friend. "Der?"

    The dog, lying beside his console, looked up from scratching its ear and barked. Johnny crossed the room in five long steps, scooping the Dachshund up with his right hand as he turned back toward the doorway. The ship rumbled from the impact of a microwave blast as Johnny slammed into the wall in the hallway, falling to the floor, all the while protecting his precious friend. As he came to a stop, the dog wiggled free of his grasp and barked with excitement.

    Johnny looked up and laughed as he shook his head. "Nuh-uh. We're not doing that again."

    The dog was scooped up with Johnny's big hand and carried along as he made his way back to the maintenance room.

    Mace looked up as he entered. "Reactor room was struck. Jane's fine but one of Bontu's men took a bad hit. Didn't quite make it out."

    Johnny frowned. "And the dreadnought?"

    Mace said, "Two direct hits from Hans. It's in a slow roll at the moment. We're moving in for a grapple."
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    Johnny and Jane, connected to tethers, crossed the twenty meters of void to reach the United Front warship from the ramp of the shuttle.

    As they began to cut through the hull, Johnny said, "Not making much progress."

    Jane replied, "Same here. This hull is thick compared to the Union ships."

    Mace came over the comm. "The Muhatha is chasing the other destroyers. We have time."

    Forty minutes later a cutout was complete.

    Johnny said, "That's almost as thick as my forearm is long."

    Jane reached up with her foot, kicking Johnny backwards and off the ship's hull. He slowly spun end over end, moving away, before the tether was used to pull him back to the Rogers. A Mawga crewman standing in the open airlock doorway took a powerful microwave beam to the midsection. He screamed out as his insides began to boil.

    Jane flipped an AR-15 from around her back and unloaded into the open hole, yelling into her comm, "We have a major problem out here!"

    Johnny planted his gravity boots on the hull of the Rogers before turning his own weapon back toward the opening. A magazine was quickly emptied and a new one slapped into place. Jane followed with several shots from around the corner of the hole.

    Two Mawga reeled in the tether fastened to Johnny as another beam came through the cutout. Jane countered with another three round burst. Johnny was soon aboard the Rogers and the airlock closed as another beam impacted the hull of the former Kaachi cruiser.

    Jane yelled, "I can't see in there!"

    Mace replied, "Hang on! We have a team on the way!"

    Johnny said, "Open that airlock and push me across!"

    Jane again yelled, "No, you don't! They have that door sighted. You come through and you get fried!"

    Mace and four others exited from bay three, landing on the hull of the dreadnought before turning toward Jane and the opening.

    Mace was the first to arrive. "Step back!"

    Four plasma rounds exited his rifle before a hand grenade was shoved through after. An explosion with debris exited the hole. Mace spun, diving through. Three plasma rounds found their mark as he rolled across the floor to a corner.

    "Clear! Bring it!"

    Jane came through, followed by two of Jordan Crawford's men.

    Mace pointed. "Looks like they came through that door. They must have an override for pressure loss."

    Jane picked up one of the microwave rifles. "That's a nasty weapon."

    Mace nodded. "These battlesuits aren't metal, we've got no protection from that."

    Jane asked, "Well, how is it we're protected from the radiation out there?"

    Mace shrugged, "A coating that blocks certain frequencies? Don't know."

    Jane gestured toward the door. "Might as well hit it before they have any more time to regroup."

    Mace stood. "You two, over here behind me. Jane, open that door on three. And watch for a pressure blast just in case that other side still has atmosphere."

    Jane moved to the back side of the door. Mace grabbed the knob and slowly turned. The door opened. Jane pulled it wide.

    Mace nodded, jutting his head around the corner for only an instant before pulling it back. Multiple microwave beams shot through, sparking heavily as they impacted the back wall. Holding his blaster out to his side, half a dozen rounds were fired through the open doorway. Jane followed with another magazine from her AR-15.

    Rafael Ramirez handed Mace another grenade. "Last one we have on the ship, Mr. Hardy. Make it count."

    The pin was pulled and the grenade tossed through the doorway, clanking along on the steel-grated floor as it bounced and rolled. An explosion against a far wall was followed by Mace diving through the door onto the floor on the other side. Two plasma rounds from his rifle saw the end of two injured United Front crewmen.

    Jane raced in, followed by Rafael and Tek Holmes. Two doors led out of the battered room.

    Mace stood. "Let's move."

    The door to the right was opened, leading into a long hall. Two plasma rounds saw to it that heads poking out from doorways were jerked back inside. Jane followed Mace as Rafael and Tek turned down the other way. As they rounded a corner, plasma rounds could be heard reverberating through the walls.

    Jane said, "Any idea where we're going?"

    Mace replied over his shoulder as he ran, "The bridge is up and forward from here. If you see anything that resembles stairs, let me know."

    Johnny came over the comm. "I'm back in. Which way you headed?"

    Jane asked, "Who's with you?"

    "No one."

    Jane shook her head as she scowled. "You numbskull. Mace, hold up. Johnny's coming."

    Mace stopped at the corner where three hallways converged. "Tretcher, come forward. Should be coming up on us in about thirty. And please don't shoot us in the back."

    Johnny laughed. "Can't make any promises. Oh crap!"

    Explosions could be heard coming from Johnny's direction. Jane turned and ran. Mace followed.

    "Wow. For a shorty you sure can run!"

    Jane held up her hand as they came to a corner. "Hold up. Listen."

    Footsteps could be heard.

    Johnny said, "They have me pinned down in a room. No other doors. And they're using those nasty microwave guns."

    Jane replied, "Were coming. Stay where you are."

    Mace stepped in front. "You cover my back. And give me at least two strides of distance between us. If I have to flop back I don't want to be banging into you."

    Jane nodded. "Got it."

    Mace rounded the corner, dropping to one knee as a plasma round left the tip of his rifle. A United Front crewman screamed just before his insides exploded. Two others turned only to meet with the same fate.

    Mace stood, sprinting down the hall, rounding a corner and slamming into a wall as another plasma round left his weapon. A microwave beam flashed in his direction for only an instant before turning toward the floor. Jane stood over a squatted Mace, loosing a dozen rounds into the crewmen who remained. The hallway went silent.

    Johnny said, "The two that had me pinned are dead. Tell me that's you."

    Jane replied, "It is, you're clear to come out. But come out slow."

    Johnny waved a hand into the hallway.

    Jane said, "Bring it on. And watch your back."

    Johnny joined the duo.

    Mace opened a comm. "Raffy, Tek, where you at?"

    Rafael replied, "Almost to the back of the ship. We'll make our way up to the bridge deck from there and we'll then move forward."

    Mace said, "Keep an eye on your backs. They will try to follow."

    Mace looked down the hall they had just come from. "Let's roll. I think I saw a stairwell at that three-way junction."

    The three soon found themselves on the deck leading up to the bridge.

    Mace paused, "Mr. Hobbs, what's the situation over there?"

    Liam replied, "The Dellus are on their way back. They obliterated the destroyers they stopped. I get the feeling they aren't looking to take prisoners."

    Mace said, "Have Mr. Mueller keep those weapons hot. If they start shooting at this ship, you release that grapple and unload on them. We're heading for the bridge. Ramirez and Holmes are aft."

    Liam replied, "Will do, Mr. Hardy. Keep safe."

    Mace, Johnny and Jane sprinted forward, blasting walls as they ran. Johnny enabled a speaker on his helmet and began blasting out tracks from Pink Floyd's "Dark Side of the Moon." More crewmen were running away than standing to fight. Two small skirmishes saw the trio in a hallway just outside the bridge.

    Mace said, "One of those grenades would be nice about now."

    Johnny stepped forward. "Move aside."

    Jane asked, "What are you doing?"

    Johnny turned back. "I'm ending this. Mace, I'll be hitting the deck and sliding up to that far wall. You come up behind me standing and we'll clear out any resistance."

    Mace held up a hand for several seconds before mumbling into his mic.

    "OK. We should be clear."

    Johnny said, "What?"

    Mace replied, "Raffy and Tek have their admiral. The crew have been ordered to stand down and lay their weapons on the deck."

    Mace stepped forward, peeking around the corner before jerking his head back. The hallway remained silent.

    The trio walked onto the bridge, where twenty-six United Front crewmen stood with their hands in the air. A stack of microwave rifles lay in front of them on the deck.

    Johnny remarked, "Well, how do you like that."

    Jane said, "I like it a lot better than seeing you get roasted with your idiotic plan."

    Johnny laughed. "Hey now. Easy."

    Two minutes passed before Raffy, Tek and the admiral reached the bridge.

    Tek grinned. "Caught this one hiding in the can. I don't think he's keen on the up close and personal-ness of combat. Gave up without a fight."

    Mace asked, "They understand our language?"

    Tek replied, "Not a lick. The Dellus don't have a template for them, either."

    The Dellus admiral came over the comm. "Congratulations on a mission well executed, Mr. Hardy. We'll be taking over from here."

    Mace replied, "Just hold your position admiral. We've got this."

    The admiral replied, "I must insist that they be turned over to us immediately, Mr. Hardy. This is our war. They are our prisoners."

    Mace shook his head. "Sorry, Admiral, you made this our war by forcing us into this. These are our prisoners. If we determine it to be in our best interest to turn them over to you, we'll do so at that time."

    Humphrey Mallot opened a separate comm channel. "Mr. Hardy, we've been listening to the Dellus comms since we still have that Mawga key. The admiral has called for backup. He's planning on hitting that ship with everything they can in a single barrage. What should we do?"

    Mace said, "Have Mr. Mueller target all the cannons on this side of the Muhatha. I want them all disabled."

    Humphrey replied, "The admiral won't be happy with that."

    Mace half smiled, "No. I suspect he won't. But I have no interest in waiting around to find out if he would actually do it. Give Mr. Mueller the go-ahead."

    Mace rejoined the comm to the admiral. "I thought we were past all this, admiral. We're supposed to be fighting on the same side."

    The admiral put on his best confused performance. "What are you talking about, Mr. Hardy?"

    The Rogers unleashed eighteen powerful plasma rounds during a three second burst. The cannons on the starboard side of the massive Muhatha smoldered in ruin.

    An angry Dellus admiral stared into his comm. "Human treachery!"

    Mace nodded. "You'll want to get those fixed before we go after that station, admiral. Best you be getting on it."

    The comm closed to a stare of hatred from their Dellus counterpart.

    Jeff opened a comm. "Mace, you'll need to get them talking. We need data to feed to the translation application."

    Mace replied, "Well what am I supposed to talk about? How do I get them to talk?"

    Jeff shrugged. "Maybe start pointing at objects and saying what they are in English. If they repeat whatever it is in their language, the translation algorithms will identify a path to solve the rest."

    Mace pointed at Johnny. "This is Johnny. This is Jane—"

    Jeff laughed. "No. Point at objects. People's name won't help."

    Mace pointed at the floor and stomped. "Floor."

    He moved over and tapped on a wall. "Wall."

    He next waved at the ceiling. "Ceiling."

    "They aren't following."

    Jeff replied, "Do those three again. And a third time if needed. Gesture for them to say it. They will pick up on what you're trying to do."

    Mace repeated the three words as he waved his hand at the objects. The United Front admiral pointed at the floor and muttered a garbled mess. He walked over to the wall and touched it, again, the sound that came out of his mouth was unintelligible. He followed with a point to the ceiling and another sound. The point and speak session continued for another twenty minutes.

    Mace asked, "Is this working at all?"

    Jeff replied, "Keep going. We're at 40 percent and rising."

    Mace sighed as he pointed to other objects in the room and said their names. The crew of the dreadnought stood watching in fascination.

    After another twenty minutes had passed, Jeff said, "Have Johnny and Jane pick out two other crewman and do the same. The app can process multiple streams. I'll apply their feeds. Should speed this process up considerably."

    Ten minutes later the match had climbed to 80 percent. The first United Front word was repeated after Mace pointed at a chair and said its name.

    When the match hit 90 percent Jeff said, "Enable the translator, Mace. You should be able to have a conversation with the admiral, it will be broken at first, but should improve quickly. Have Johnny and Jane do the same.

    The three began talking to their counterparts. Within minutes the match had risen to 98 percent, and normal conversation could be had.

    Mace said, "Why are you attacking the Mawga worlds?"

    The admiral replied, "It is the Mawga who attacked us first. The rift opened just over a year ago. We sent a scout ship through. We were surprised to find an inhabited world so close to the other side. Contact was made and an envoy was sent. Weeks later, an armada of ships showed up on the other side of the rift. A research vessel studying the rift was destroyed. Our nearest colony was then mercilessly attacked and twenty thousand colonists murdered."

    Mace shook his head. "That's not the story we've been told. The Dellus say you were the first to come through and you have been mercilessly attacking their ships and colonies ever since."

    The admiral scowled, "The Dellus are liars and butchers. You are not Mawga or Dellus. What is your association with them?"

    Mace gestured for the admiral to take a seat in a nearby chair. "At the moment we're allied with them. But things change. For instance, if what you say is true, we may back out of our support for what they are doing."

    The admiral sat forward. "They must be stopped. We will not tolerate their brutal attacks on our innocent people! We cannot allow them to come through the rift! We just want to live in peace!"

    Mace held up a hand. "OK. I get that. I do have a question. If you just want to keep them away from your space, why is your station positioned on this end of the rift? In their space? I would think a better defense would be to have it on your side, out of their space and close to your worlds."

    The admiral replied, "They must pay for their transgressions."

    Mace nodded. "Now we're getting somewhere. So this is retaliation for the attacks. Maybe it would be better if you just pulled back and played defense. No amount of attacking the Mawga colonists is going to bring back your own."

    The admiral was silent for several seconds. "You are correct."

    Mace slowly paced back and forth in front of the admiral. "So where does this leave us, Admiral? How do we proceed from here?"

    Johnny said, "Can I talk to you over here for a second?"

    Mace nodded, following Johnny to an isolated corner.

    Johnny looked over at the others. "I'm having a hard time trusting these... aliens. That wide mouth, big lips and no nose just creeps me out. I mean look at that... nostrils on either side of their face with a nasal cavity that runs down their cheek to under their jaw. Jasper would be having a field day calling them names. Anyway, the way they roasted those unarmed cargo ships tells me all I need to know about their character. With whatever scheme you're cooking up in your head, be careful."

    Mace replied, "I don't have a scheme. I think we might need to go back to the Rogers to discuss our options with the team."

    Johnny scowled as he looked around the room. "The only good thing I have to say about them is their height. They are all of what, four feet? The Mawga must hate them just for that."

    Mace walked back to the center of the room. "Admiral, you'll be coming with us. Who's your second in command?"

    The admiral pointed. "That would be Captain Oorin."

    Mace asked, "By the way, what's your name?"

    The admiral replied, "Frado Knuttin. And I'm not an admiral. I own these vessels."

    Johnny laughed out loud before turning away. "Sorry."

    Mace said, "Come with us, Mr. Knuttin. Mr. Ramirez, you and Mr. Holmes maintain security over here. We'll send over a couple others to assist."

    Mace gestured toward the exit. "Take us to an open docking bay. You have a shuttle?"

    The Kohamian nodded. "I do."

    Frado Knuttin's private shuttle carried Mace, Johnny and Jane back to the Rogers.
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    The Kohamian was placed in a room with a guard. Mace and the other senior personnel filed into the conference room. Questions were asked, Frado Knuttin was brought in for several interviews, and decisions were made.

    As the prisoner was taken back to the holding room, Mace turned to the others. "So that's it, then. We first make an effort to shield our exterior from that microwave weapon. Jeff, can you get started with extruding the screen you were talking about?"

    Jeff replied, "I think you're getting a bit ahead of the action. I'm not certain we have the materials to make enough screen to cover this ship."

    Jane said, "How about we only cover the sections we need people in. The reactor room, the drive room, docking bays..."

    Mace nodded. "Jeff? Would something like that be effective?"

    Jeff replied, "I don't see why not. Would cut our needs by two thirds at least."

    Johnny shook his head. "So we're putting screen doors on our space ship?"

    Mace put his hand on Johnny's shoulder. "You were funnier when Jasper was around."

    Johnny chuckled. "Crotchety old fart's probably running the Targarians by now. Hope he's OK."

    Jane commented, "You still haven't said what we're doing with the dreadnought."

    Mace replied, "I was just thinking... I wonder if we could pull one of those microwave guns from there to add to our own arsenal?"

    Gnaga Klept replied, "Could I have a look at what they have?"

    Mace gestured toward the doorway. "I'll take you over."

    Minutes later, the Human leader and the Kaachi outcast walked into a gun turret control room.

    A crewman said, "Electric power is provided through here. The ship has a single massive emitter that all the weapons draw from. The beam is switched to different waveguides, sending it to whatever turret requested it. The emitter is powerful enough to supply four turrets at once."

    Gnaga replied, "Can you take us to the emitter?"

    The crewman nodded. "Follow me."

    As they walked, Gnaga said, "They seem helpful. I would think information pertaining to one's weapons would be held in the strictest of confidence."

    Mace replied, "I've been blown away by the reasoning of some of the species out here. That includes yours. Some things are heavily protected and others, not. You were a big help to us early on with the reactors."

    Gnaga replied, "Yes, well, I had motive. I was given orders to assist where I could, since you were opposed to the Mawga at the time."

    Mace nodded. "But you kept helping. Why is that?"

    Gnaga shrugged. "Survival instinct, perhaps? I couldn't go back to my people. My only option was to make the best of my situation."

    They entered a vast room in the middle of the ship. In the center, a ten-meter-tall klystron sat atop a large box.

    The crewman pointed. "The emitter sends a powerful beam down. That beam is bent using a strong magnetic field. The resulting direction is along a magnetically trussed waveguide that circles the interior of the ship. We call it the storage ring. The energy stored in that ring is then directed as needed to the gun turrets, where it is blasted toward the intended target in an extremely tight beam."

    Gnaga looked over the controls on a console beside the klystron. "A simplistic and yet powerful system. Impressive."

    Mace said, "Any possibility of hooking that big tube directly to a gun port?"

    Gnaga shook his head. "The weapon would only offer very low power. Think of it like this: within the ring, the microwave energy builds up. It builds to a point that is far more powerful than what comes directly from the klystron, because you now have the power of time. Power the klystron for a millisecond burst and you will receive a millisecond pulse. Power it for a full second, still delivering in a millisecond and you have a pulse a thousand times as powerful. I suspect the beam coming from this weapon is not a beam at all, but rather a series of amplified pulses."

    Mace frowned. "So it looks like we aren't getting our hands on it for the Rogers."

    Gnaga tilted his head to one side. "I would not come to that conclusion yet, Mr, Hardy. Allow me time to look over the technology that allows this design to function. We could make room for the klystron. The storage ring, however, would offer its own challenges."

    Mace returned to the bridge of the Rogers. "Johnny, I need opinions on our next move."

    Johnny replied, "While you were over there I got to thinking. Jeff needs resources to make the screen to cover the outside of this ship. We have a boatload of resources parked right next to us. We should be field-stripping that ship of every item we could make use of."

    Mace thought for a moment. "Go see Jeff. Ask him for a list of items we might need. And have him look into what kind of water store they have on there. We'll be needing to replenish our hydrogen supply soon enough."

    Jeff made use of the machines in the maintenance / repair room to extrude the metal screening to be used on the Rogers' largely composite hull. The crew of the United Front dreadnought were courteous and helpful with demands made by their captors, demands that took resources from their warship. Three days of effort saw the first of the screen material being attached to the outer hull.

    Gnaga walked onto the bridge. "Mr. Hardy, I believe we could build our own storage ring for that microwave weapon. There is a single issue preventing me from recommending that we do this."

    Mace asked, "What is it?"

    Gnaga replied, "In order to install that ring, we would have to violate the integrity of our blast walls. A hole would be cut through each for the ring to pass through."

    Mace frowned. "We can't just wrap the outside of the ship with it or something?"

    Gnaga was silent for several seconds. "That thought had not occurred to me, Mr. Hardy. I must apologize. Not only could we wrap the ring around the exterior of our hull, we could also move the transducers to offer it the proper coverage from plasma strikes. And the installation would of course be greatly simplified."

    Mace smiled. "Awesome. When can we have it?"

    Gnaga rubbed his pointy chin. "I believe I could have a trial version operational within a month."

    Mace sighed and let out a half laugh. "Figures. I don't think we have a month, Mr. Klept. The Dellus are going to be back before then, and they'll be demanding we attack that station. I figure at best we have another week before they're back. Could you make use of the crewmen on that ship? They're mostly sitting around sucking up resources at the moment."

    Gnaga replied, "That is another excellent idea, Mr. Hardy. I'll run a few design algorithms and see what we need to remove from that ship. Afterward, I'll get the crew we need to get this done over there."

    An hour passed before Gnaga moved over to the dreadnought to supervise. The klystron and horn below it were removed and sent to the Rogers. Bontu Montak coordinated efforts for its installation. When the last of the emitter parts had been moved, Gnaga directed crews on the disassembly of the storage ring. Before the day had come to an end, the first pieces of the ring were being attached to the Rogers' hull.

    Johnny, sitting on the bridge, switched camera views of the activity. "How long we going to be without our dampener field?"

    Mace replied, "It's only partially down, but two days according to Gnaga. They should then have the initial track of the ring installed. Following that, they can weld on the transducers and bring them back online."

    Johnny winced, "Two days seems like an eternity. Maybe it would have been better had we jumped somewhere else for this."

    Mace replied, "I asked about that. The wormhole portal the Gerty would have to open is too large for that ship. It's wide and flat, unlike ours, which is long and thin. Besides, we still have our cannons. And those extra power heads are now fully integrated. We can hit anyone who comes within range with something much more powerful than they can return."

    Johnny asked, "And the screens? What if it's a United Front ship?"

    Mace nodded. "Screens are about 90 percent done."

    Johnny switched camera views. "You sure this addition is worth it?"

    Mace replied, "I believe so. And so does Gnaga. This weapon might be effective where the plasma round won't penetrate. Gnaga ran some numbers, and thinks with a proper strike it could be used to disable a transducer. The ship would of course have to have a metal hull. And we know the Mawga hulls are composite like this one. They have some metallic properties, but are not themselves metal."

    Johnny cringed as he laughed. "Not sure why, as dead is dead, but that weapon creeps me out. I think I'd rather be blown up than cooked."

    Mace shook his head. "I can't say that it would matter to me. It was almost instantaneous for our crew. If I'm gonna go, I want it to be quick."

    Humphrey said, "I have a ship on the sensors! Two... four... no, seven ships. Two of them are Muhatha size. Looks like the Dellus are coming back."

    Johnny said, "Caught with our pants down squatting in the woods!"

    Mace pushed the sensor display to the wall. "Not that they know of."

    A hail came in from the Dellus admiral. "Mr. Hardy. I see you are still dealing with the dreadnought."

    Mace replied, "We are. We'll be ready to move on the station in a couple days."

    The admiral scowled. "About that. After our altercation, Military Command has decided to rescind our agreement. You will no longer be a part of this endeavor, and as such, are no longer of use to the Dellus. King Stark has volunteered a force of twenty thousand Rangers to assault that station."

    Mace shook his head. "And just how do you plan on getting past those microwave guns, Admiral? Assault troops won't do you much good if they've been cooked before they get there."

    The admiral smiled, "We've already worked that issue out, Mr. Hardy. It won't be a problem."

    Humphrey said, "The Dellus ships will be within weapons range in five minutes."

    Mace took a deep breath before opening a general comm to all personnel. "This is Hardy. I want everyone off that dreadnought immediately. We have incoming Dellus ships and I believe they mean to attack. We may not be able to defend that ship. And all crew who are out on the hull, you need to come inside. We only have a couple minutes, so drop whatever you're doing and make haste. Good luck."

    Mace said, "Mr. Mueller?"

    Hans replied, "Weapon's stores are fully charged."

    Mace said, "As soon as they are within range start pumping out rounds."

    Hans replied, "We won't be effective at that distance."

    Mace nodded. "I know, but it may give them hesitation, and I'll take all the time we can buy right now. Mr. Mallot, you have ID on what they're bringing?"

    Humphrey replied, "Two Muhatha, two Callista, and a third ship I don't recognize. It's smaller, there are two of them, all appear to be running at their normal top speed. Three minutes to firing range."

    Jane came over the comm. "As soon as the Collins is back aboard, we have everyone. We still have about two hundred UF workers on the hull. What should we do with 'em?"

    Mace rolled his head back in frustration. "Crap. Bring them aboard. But don't risk any of our people out there. They have until the Collins has docked."

    Jane replied, "I'll see what I can do."

    A comm was opened to the UF workers. Seconds later, the hull of the Rogers looked like a disturbed anthill as the two hundred odd crewmen scrambled to make it to the open doors of docking bay one. Jane coordinated as they came in, moving them down a long hall to make use of additional room in bay three.

    Jane said, "Half are in. The Collins is coming this way. How much time we got?"

    Humphrey replied, "Forty-five seconds. If they fire from that distance we'll have eight seconds to evade."

    Jane yelled, "Crap! The UF crew aren't stopping! The Collins is stuck!"

    Mace opened a comm. "Collins, bring her in now! If they get in your way they have to suffer the consequence!"

    Rafael Ramirez replied, "It's not just those coming in. There are too many in that bay. We can't dock without crushing half of them."

    Jane yelled, "I'm trying to move them as fast as I can!"

    Mace said, "Bring it in, Raffy! We need those doors closed!"

    The Collins backed away. "We've got the speed and the shields needed to defend ourselves, Mr. Hardy. Close the door when you have to."

    Mace said, "Jane! They're coming in range! If we detect a shot coming, those doors are closing!"

    Jane said, "You do what you gotta do!"

    Humphrey said, "Dellus ships are within range, Mr. Hardy."

    Hans added, "Plasma rounds away. They are evading."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Come on. Just a bit longer."

    The bridge was silent as the wall display was filled with images of the incoming ships and outgoing plasma rounds.

    Hans said, "Plasma rounds incoming!"

    Jane yelled, "I need fifteen seconds!"

    Mace turned to Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, release that grapple and move away from those rounds!"

    "Grapple away!"

    Humphrey held up a hand. "Hold on! We have a slightly shifting trajectory! I think they will miss!"

    The hull rumbled as the first round nipped the tail end of the Rogers. The second dug into side of the dreadnought. The UF ship began to pull away as a second set of plasma rounds left the cannons of the approaching Dellus Muhatha ships.

    Liam said, "We're moving away as well, Mr. Hardy!"

    Jane yelled, "Door is closing! We're good to go!"

    Humphrey said, "The Muhatha are turning toward the dreadnought!"

    Mace sat back in his chair, cinching his belt tighter. "Mr. Hobbs, turn us toward those incoming ships!"

    Liam replied, "We can run clear, Mr. Hardy. We have the speed."

    Mace said, "Turn us. Mr. Mueller. Hit that lead Muhatha with everything you have."

    Hans replied, "They still have two ships coming straight for us. And they're picking up speed."

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs, keep us on a trajectory toward the Muhatha. And Mr. Mueller, target those incoming ships when they reach the point where they can no longer evade. Until then, keep after the Muhatha."

    Almost a full minute passed before Hans reported the first hits on the lead Muhatha. "Wow. We just put a huge hole in the side of that ship. I am liking our firepower!"

    Humphrey said, "Mr. Hardy, one of those ships coming this way has broken off. It's heading for the shuttle and picking up speed."

    Mace said, "The Collins is fast, they should be OK."

    Hans pushed an image of the lead Muhatha to the wall display. "Second hit! Four decks are exposed and burning!"

    Mace clinched his fist. "Hit her until she stops!"

    Humphrey said, "The UF ship just took a hit. I have secondary explosions."

    Hans let out a howl. "Whoa! The Muhatha just broke in two! The second ship is continuing its pursuit!"

    Liam said, "Mr. Hardy! We have a problem! Those two smaller ships are still accelerating!"

    Mace replied, "Mr. Mueller, split your firepower between those two and the remaining Muhatha."

    Hans fired four rounds at the incoming ship. With successive rapid maneuvers, all four rounds missed. The small ship began a series of random shifts.

    Hans said, "I can't get a lock, Mr. Hardy. And it's now ninety seconds from our position and still gaining speed."

    Mace yelled, "Break away! Mr. Ramirez! You're being targeted!"

    Rafael replied, "We're heading directly away, Mr. Hardy, and it's gaining on us!"

    Humphrey said, "The dreadnought just took another hit. And another!"

    Mace asked, "Mr. Mueller, tell me you can hit that ship."

    Hans replied, "She's dodging everything I've thrown at her. Another thirty seconds and she won't have time to react."

    Liam said, "Ship is closing on the Collins! Forty seconds until it's on top of them!"

    Humphrey yelled, "The UF dreadnought just took a hit to her drives. She's in a spin!"

    Mace yelled, "Johnny, open a comm to the Dellus admiral!"

    Johnny replied, "Pushing it to the wall display!"

    And image of a smug admiral filled the wall. "Is this a surrender, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace replied, "Hardly. I just wanted you to know that we'll be coming for you once we're done here!"

    Humphrey said, "The dreadnought has fires on half her decks! They're really laying into her, Mr. Hardy!"

    The small ship chasing the Rogers exploded as one of Hans plasma rounds found its mark. A small burst was followed by a bright fireball that expanded out into short range shockwave.

    Humphrey said, "We have radiation impact!"

    Alarms sounded on all decks.

    Mace asked, "Give me the news, Mr. Mallot!"

    Humphrey moved around several screens, pushing a graph to the wall display. "That was a nasty hit, Mr. Hardy, but non-lethal. Dampening field absorbed most of it."

    Mace flipped comm channels to the Collins. "Mr. Ramirez. That chase ship is a nuke just like Stark used against us before. We can't reach you."

    Tek Holmes replied, "Every life meets an end sometime, Mr. Hardy. It's been a honor and privilege to serve under your command. Keep up the good fight."

    Liam yelled, "The Collins is banking hard left!"

    Humphrey said, "The dreadnought is finished, Mr. Hardy."

    An image of the E.A. Collins showed on the wall display. A bright flash followed by an intense shockwave spread outward from where the small approaching ship had previously been.

    Humphrey turned. "She's still flying, Mr. Hardy. But that was a lethal dose of gamma."

    Rafael Ramirez came over the comm. The video feed was blacked out.

    Mace asked, "Raffy?"

    A deep sigh followed. "Strange, heat wave came through. I can feel the damage, but I have no pain."

    Humphrey looked up, shaking his head. "Sensors on the shuttle say they each took about twenty-five hundred rads. Sorry, Mr. Hardy. There's absolutely nothing we can do for them. They'll be dead in hours if not minutes. And it won't be pleasant."

    Mace asked, "Mr. Mueller, how long until we're within firing range of the Collins?"

    Hans replied, "What?"

    Mace repeated, "How long, Mr. Mueller!"

    Hans looked at his display. "Just passed that point."

    Mace unbuckled his belt and stood, walking to the weapons console. "Program in a full burst of all we have, Mr. Mueller. Target the Collins."

    Hans looked at his console and then back. "Are you sure you want to do this?"

    Mace nodded. "Set it up. I'll push the button."

    Hans typed away on his console before standing. "It's ready."

    Mace sat. "Mr. Ramirez. Mr. Holmes. It is we who've had the honor to serve with you. You'll be remembered for all you've done."

    Tek Holmes replied, "Don't feel bad, Mr. Hardy. You're doing us a favor. Just make sure you take back Earth. That will make all this worth it."

    Mace took a deep breath as he reached for the console button. "Gentlemen... see you on the other side."

    The button was pressed. Five seconds later a bright flash was recorded on the sensors. The Collins was gone...
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    Hans said, "We'll be in firing range in two minutes."

    A hail came over the comm. "Mr. Hardy. It seems you have survived another day. We will be back and your time will end."

    Mace replied, "Your time is at an end now, Admiral. And we'll be coming for your other ships and colonies next. You made a grave mistake by crossing us. This will be the end of the Dellus people. Leaving you as nothing more than slaves to whoever claims the pieces."

    Humphrey said, "I detect a wormhole opening."

    The Dellus Muhatha along with a handful of other ships slipped through the fracture in space to another location. The wormhole closed seconds later.

    Mace sat in his chair, rubbing his forehead. "Another disaster."

    Johnny said, "You can't blame yourself for the treacherous acts of others."

    Mace shook his head. "We had all the materials for that weapon aboard. We could have released that ship and sent them on their way. Instead, we got them killed and at the same time Raffy and Tek."

    Johnny stood, walking to beside Mace. "There's no way you could have known about them having those fast ship-bombs. Every one of us would have made the same call you did."

    Jane walked onto the bridge. "The workers are secured. What are our plans?"

    Johnny replied, "Mace is sulking. I say we finish the job of wrapping those waveguides around the hull. We still have the workers."

    Jane asked, "And what do we do with them when we're done?"

    Johnny shrugged. "Take them back to their station and drop them off. I'd say we aren't at war with the UF anymore."

    Jane replied, "That actually sounds like a good plan to me. Mace?"

    Mace looked up. "What?"

    Jane said, "Johnny thinks we should finish the waveguide work and then take the UF workers and drop them at their station."

    Mace waved his hand. "Yeah, sounds reasonable."

    Johnny shook his head. "He checks out every time we lose someone."

    Jane sighed. Well, come on. Let's give him a few minutes at least. Mr. Hobbs? Can you take us back to the Gerty?"

    Liam replied, "Consider it done."

    The Rogers sat in space next to the Gerty. The UF workers were again swarming over her hull, piecing together the waveguides that would hold the energy of the microwave weapon. Two of Jordan Crawford's men moved over to the Gerty as Jordan and Jenny came back.

    Jenny walked onto the bridge. "Hey, Sad Sack, you at it again?"

    Mace replied, "Maybe I'm not cut out for this leadership thing."

    Jenny laughed. "No. You definitely fit the mold. The fact that you care so much is one of the things that keeps people following you. Nobody is born a leader. They get there through their actions and deeds. The rest of the people on this ship are still alive, and still free because of the actions you've taken. Don't be selling yourself short."

    Jenny grabbed his hand. "Come with me."

    Mace stood. "Where we going?"

    Jenny said as they walked, "You need a project. We need to get you back to being busy."

    Mace stopped. "I don't need a project. I just needed a little time."

    Jenny smiled as she pulled on his arm. "OK, let's not consider it a project then."

    Mace said, "If you're taking me out to work on that waveguide, I have no interest."

    They turned the corner into conference room three. Jenny directed Mace to a chair where he sat. Johnny, Jane, and Jeff came into the room.

    Mace looked up. "What is this? An intervention?"

    Jenny shook her head. "Nope. It's a planning session. We need to decide what we're gonna do when the UF workers are finished."

    Frado Knuttin walked into the room with Jordan Crawford just behind.

    Mace sighed. "Admiral, sorry we couldn't protect your people."

    Frado replied, "Because of your fair efforts, Mr. Hardy, at least some of us are still alive. And as I said, I'm not really an admiral. Those ships were for hire. I was paying all those men personally."

    Mace shook his head. "I should have let you all go. You aren't our enemy. Our enemy is the thugs in the Galactic Union."

    Frado said, "You could not have known. Such deceitful species are insidious. They will use you then toss you away."

    Mace said, "Well, the least we can do for you now is to take you home. I'll have to ask that when we get to your station you have your people send out a transport. I'd rather not get near enough to get fired upon."

    Jeff said, "We do have the screening applied to much of the hull. It should be sufficient to block a hit by that microwave beam. So long as the weapons on that station aren't any stronger."

    Frado replied, "The microwave weapons on the station are considerably stronger, with a longer effective range."

    Nine hours passed before the waveguide construction was complete. The UF workers were brought inside and the weapon tested. The energy output matched that of the dreadnought. A course was laid in for the United Front station.

    As they approached, Liam said, "If it's where they say it is, we have three minutes until it shows on the sensors."

    Mace nodded. "Mr. Knuttin, how many people are on that station?"

    Frado replied, "I cannot give out that information."

    Mace said, "OK, well, how big is it?"

    The UF leader shook his head. "You will see in a moment, Mr. Hardy. I'm sorry, but I cannot talk further about WarStation 56 without feeling that I am somehow compromising its security."

    Johnny said, "WarStation 56. I like that. Much better than the Lousy or the Petunia."

    Liam pushed a starmap image to the wall display. "We should have confirmation any moment. Mr. Mallot?"

    Humphrey replied, "She appears to be right where they said. Also detecting the signature of the rift."

    Mace asked, "Mr. Knuttin, what do you know about the rifts?"

    Frado replied, "We have encountered two other such anomalies during our history. The first closed several thousand years ago. There are those who say our ancestors first came through that rift to our present location. They like to refer to us as a gypsy species. There is a second rift, much smaller than this. We believe its destination is out into the void between galaxies. We have sent a number of probes into the opening only to have no data returned. The probes themselves went offline and were not recovered."

    Jeff said, "Well that doesn't sound like the void. You would still get signals from this galaxy and others. Maybe that's into a black hole or something."

    Frado shook his head. The gravity signature pushed outward. By all known physics, we would expect an inward pull from a black hole."

    Jeff nodded. "That's our understanding as well."

    Jeff turned toward Mace. "Would love to just travel the galaxy seeing what others have discovered. That would be a fascinating life. Mr. Knuttin, how is the science of your world? Are scientists looked up to, or merely workers?"

    Frado replied, "Science is an esteemed profession, Mr. Moskowitz, second only to our military."

    Liam brought the Rogers to a stop. "We should be in comm range, Mr. Hardy."

    Johnny said, "I'm receiving a hail. Pushing it to the display wall."

    An image of a United Front officer came into view. "Mace said, "We come in peace. We have your citizen Frado Knuttin and some of his crew with us."

    The image replied, "Identify yourself."

    Mace replied, "We are Humans. We come from a distant system. My name is Mace Hardy."

    The officer replied, "This is a United Front defense zone, Mace Hardy. I suggest you leave immediately."

    Mace gestured to his left as the camera swept with his hand. "We have some of your people, Frado Knuttin. And about two hundred of his crewmen. They were in an altercation with a species called the Dellus. I believe you have been at war with them recently."

    The officer replied, "The United Front is not at war with any species in this sector. Frado Knuttin is a privateer, not a member of the UFDL."

    Mace turned. "Is that true?"

    Frado slowly nodded. "It is. Those were my ships. That was my raid."

    Mace leaned his head back, looking up at the ceiling. "I can't believe this. Is there an honest species in the whole galaxy?"

    Frado held up a hand. "Please, Mr. Hardy. Let me explain."

    Mace frowned and twirled his hand in a tight circle. "Spit it out. And if I think you are lying to me, I won't hesitate to space the lot of you."

    Frado pursed his lips. "The two systems in the vicinity of this gate... they belonged to my father's corporation. We had two colonies, Canto and Fombry. The corporation had nearly five thousand colonists on each world. They were uninhabited before we came. My grandfather discovered the rift eighty years ago. He formed the Knuttin Corporation and coordinated the settlement of the two systems. The military moved the warstation to this location shortly after the rift was disclosed to our government. For eighty years the colonies were at peace. They grew and prospered.

    "Two years ago, the Mawga were the first alien species to visit the colonies. They talked of friendship and trade. We swapped mined ores for food a substance they called nutrient bars. Before we knew it, 90 percent of our population had been drugged. Some of our people resisted, and were eventually pushed off world."

    Johnny said, "Sounds familiar."

    Frado continued, "My father, brothers, wife, and children were part of those who were drugged. There was no arguing or reasoning with them. I managed to flee back through the rift with several hundred others."

    Mace asked, "Why didn't your military assist?"

    Frado replied, "We are outside of claimed United Front space. Colonies such as ours are on our own until such time as we petition the government to join. We were still some years from that goal."

    Mace leaned back in his chair. "How'd you get those ships and what were you trying to do?"

    Frado sighed. "The colonies made my grandfather, then my father, wealthy men. Once back through the rift, I sold nearly a quarter of the corporation's assets, purchased those dreadnoughts, and enlisted the crews to man them. Our intent was to rescue our people and take back our colonies. Our ships were more powerful than the Mawga cruisers.

    "That's when the Dellus showed with those massive ships. Our colonists, our families, were butchered before we could save them. For the last three months, we've made every effort to stop their takeover of our worlds, Mr. Hardy. Those cargo ships we captured, they contained goods stolen from our colonies, from our homes. I destroyed those ships, as I would rather that treasure be cast into the void before leaving it to enrich the butchers of Canto and Fombry."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "Now, that's a story I actually believe."

    The officer on the comm reiterated his request. "Mr. Hardy, you will move from our space. You are not authorized to be in this area. Leave or I will be forced to send our vessels to destroy you."

    Frado gestured. "You should pull back, Mr. Hardy. The military does not mince words. And their ships are far more powerful that the dreadnoughts I purchased. Those were relics from a bygone era."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to maximum sensor range."

    Mace said, "Mr. Knuttin, how do we get you home?"

    Frado shrugged. "I need a ship, Mr. Hardy. And that ship must only have UF citizens aboard. They are very strict about anyone having access to that warstation or to the rift."

    Mace asked, "So what happens if you get a ship?"

    Frado replied, "With a ship, I can approach the warstation and request an identity check for myself and the other passengers. A vessel will be sent out for a pre-inspection. If anything shows as a red flag, our request is denied and we must move away or be destroyed. If we pass the pre-inspection, our ship and passengers are taken into quarantine for thirty UF cycles. That would be approximately eighteen of your days. During that quarantine, the ship is fully inspected, irradiated and decontaminated from stem to stern."

    Johnny said, "Wow. Sounds like they are thorough."

    Frado nodded. "Very thorough. They want no foreign seeds, animals, bacteria, viruses, toxins or anything else that could potentially contaminate the worlds on the other side of the rift. These requirements are also part of the colony assimilation request. You can imagine the hoops one must jump through to achieve a passing grade in all those categories. It is one reason there are forty-five outlier colonies surrounding UF space. Travel to and from them is highly restricted."

    Mace stroked his beard. "Any chance we could pick up a transport at one of the colonies? Maybe grab a Mawga ship for you and your people to use?"

    Frado replied, "The Mawga have been bringing in transports with colonists. Perhaps we could liberate one of those."

    Mace looked over at Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to the Gerty. We need to let them know what we're up to."

    Frado asked, "You have another ship?"

    Mace nodded. "We have a ship with a wormhole generator. That's how we got out here to start with."

    Frado rubbed his chin. "So it is true. The technology required to create a rift is out there."

    Mace said, "That would be why the Dellus ships seem to come out of nowhere."

    Frado asked, "Is this technology common?"

    Mace shook his head. "No. We actually got ours from one of their ships. It requires an extremely rare element called gatrellium. It has an atomic mass of three hundred ten."

    Frado nodded. "Yes. We have discovered this element. We call it Acoton. It is an anomaly among the stars. Our scientists have yet to figure out a worthy use for it."

    Johnny raised a hand. "I have an idea. Would it be worth our efforts to trade the technology for a large supply of gatrellium?"

    Mace replied, "I don't think that's such a good idea. All we need is another species jumping into Earth space looking to dominate us."

    Johnny frowned. "You've got a point. Still, maybe there's something else we could trade. If it's useless to them, we might be able to strike a good deal."

    Frado said, "If you could get me a ship, I can get you a supply of the element."

    Johnny leaned forward. "How much are we talking?"

    Frado replied, "How much do you need?"

    Mace said, "Ten tons?"

    Johnny spoke out. "Ten? Heck, go for twenty!"

    Frado replied, "In return for a ship and safe passage I would be willing to return twenty tons of the gatrellium."

    Johnny nodded. "Yes! Let's go get this man a ship!"

    Mace glanced over at Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, take us to the Gerty. From there we'll see about getting Mr. Knuttin a ship."
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    The Rogers slowed as it reached maximum sensor range from the former colony of Canto. Three Mawga cruisers sat in high orbit. Fatso Geerok moved uncomfortably in his chair, constantly changing positions.

    Mace said, "Geerok, you OK?"

    Geerok replied, "Yes, yes. I'm just struggling with my past as I look at those cruisers. You have shown yourself to be a fair-minded and caring individual, Mr. Hardy. Not only to your crew and your own people, but to everyone. I on the other hand, was arrogant and misguided. I refer particularly to your handling of Mr. Knuttin and his crew. I would have pulled away with them still on the hull. And for that I now feel ashamed. I would not have felt that way before."

    Mace laughed. "You telling me you're growing a conscience, Admiral?"

    Geerok replied, "I'm telling you I'm struggling to make sense of what I learned in the Mawga military with what I know now. I was little more than a drone slave to the whims of our emperor. You treat everyone on this ship with respect. On my ship, in my mind, I was the only one who deserved respect. You also have a crew that would fight and die for you. My crew stepped aside when you came aboard. It gives one pause to think about who one really is."

    Mace gestured toward the display wall. "You have any opinion on our next move?"

    Geerok studied the display. "I would move on those cruisers, asking for a surrender or else disabling their drives. Then I would scan the surface of that planet for a transport for Mr. Knuttin."

    Mace turned. "How's that sound, Mr. Knuttin? Or would you rather have one of those cruisers?"

    Frado stood and walked close to the display, looking over the cruisers in question as he thought. "WarStation 56 would not allow my approach in a warship that did not originate from our worlds. If we can locate and acquire a transport of sufficient size, it would be accepted for quarantine."

    Mace nodded. "OK. Mr. Hobbs, take us in. Johnny, hail those cruisers and demand surrender. And Mr. Mueller, target and disable the drives on those ships if they fail to comply."

    As the Rogers approached, a single plasma round disabled the first cruiser while the second surrendered after four direct hits on the Rogers failed to show damage. The colony of Canto was scanned and a cargo hauler of sufficient size located.

    Mace said, "That hauler looks to be our only option, Mr. Knuttin. How far will you have to travel on the other side of that rift?"

    Frado replied, "Two days to the Ballisy colony. From there I can acquire a ship that better meets our travel needs. After that, travel to Halion will take three weeks. I would estimate the acquisition of the ore you seek to take another three weeks, followed by a three week journey back to here."

    Mace frowned, "Two months, huh. OK. How about we return in seventy days. I'll give you the coordinates of where to meet us."

    Frado nodded. "Seventy days is good, Mr. Hardy. That will allow me time to put a few of my affairs in order. I have an outstanding staff of managers, but executive decisions still require my blessing."

    The cargo hauler was commandeered. The UF crewmen along with Frado Knuttin were transferred, and the ship departed for WarStation 56.

    Mace turned to the bridge crew of the Rogers. "So do we head for Rhombia to look for the Dellus Muhatha? Or do we return to Earth to check on our planet?"

    Johnny asked, "What about our deal with the Mawga for food?"

    Mace replied, "They sent some. Stark acknowledged its receipt. I would have to guess the Dellus nixed that deal and the remainder wasn't delivered. That's one reason I wanted that done before we would go after that station. This diversion out here against Frado and his ships fouled that strategy up. If we go back to Rhombia, we could try to force the fulfillment of that agreement, I suppose."

    Johnny nodded. "I like that idea. We have enough gatrellium for a dozen jumps. We still need food for Earth. Once we have that, we can kick the Mawga out of there."

    Liam held up his hand. "There is another aspect to all this I don't think we've considered. The Dellus lost two Callista ships and a Muhatha out there. They are now in a considerably weakened position. If we were to capture or destroy that other Muhatha, the other Union members might take the opportunity to expel them from the Union and then crush them like the bugs they are."

    Johnny grinned. "Oh, I like the sound of that."

    Mace paced back and forth in front of his captain's chair. "OK. We jump to Rhombia. If we find the Muhatha, we board it, or we destroy it. If the Dellus have run home, we bully the Mawga into delivering the remainder of the food we bargained for."

    Mace looked around the bridge, with the crew returning a unanimous set of nods.

    Mace turned to face Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to the Gerty. Coordinate a jump to the Rhombia system and set us on our way."

    Mace sat in his chair as the Rogers pulled away from the Canto colony. A two hour ride had the ship approaching the Gerty. Fifteen minutes later, the two ships entered the Rhombia system through a wormhole. Nav coordinates were set, and the Rogers proceeded to move towards the Mawga capital planet.

    Mace stood as the ship arrived at the outer reaches of sensor range.

    Humphrey said, "We have forty-six cruisers and various other smaller craft, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace asked, "None of those smaller craft are the bomb ships, are they?"

    Humphrey replied, "I don't have a match for that exact ship, Mr. Hardy."

    Liam looked over his shoulder.

    Mace waved his hand. "Take us in. They have nothing that can hurt us."

    Five cruisers raced out to intercept the Rogers.

    A hail came over the comm. "You are in violation of Mawga—"

    Mace interrupted. "Yeah, skip it. This is an ultimatum. Surrender all of your ships or they will each be disabled or destroyed. The Mawga people had a deal with us. A deal to deliver food to the Human planet in exchange for our cooperation. We held up our end of the deal. You will complete the delivery of the food as negotiated or face annihilation."

    The comm was silent for several seconds. "You are in violation of Mawga space. Bring your ship to a halt and prepare to be boarded."

    Johnny said, "I'll have to give it to him for having guts. No brains, but loads of guts."

    Mace replied, "He's following orders."

    Fatso Geerok added. "If he didn't, he would pay the ultimate price along with his family. The Emperor does not accept reason as an excuse to not follow orders on the battlefield."

    Mace said, "Mr. Mueller, as we pass, take out her drives. Follow with the other ships in escort."

    Hans nodded as he typed. "Targeting incoming ship. Secondary targets are locked in."

    Three minutes later, the first of the Mawga cruisers took two hard hits to her drive systems. The ship began a long slow tumble as the Rogers slipped past her position. The four ships that followed saw a similar fate.

    Five new cruisers turned out to meet the coming attack.

    Mace opened a comm. "No need to waste your ships. We have superior shields and firepower. You should cut your losses now and come to the negotiating table."

    The comm remained silent. As the cruisers came within range, a flurry of plasma rounds were exchanged. The Rogers rumbled with each new hit as the Mawga cruisers went offline one by one.

    Mace again said, "Surrender and take terms while you still have a fleet."

    A Mawga image showed on the wall display. "This is Commodore Salvil Smenk. You have shown to be a superior force. State your terms."

    Mace replied, "We had a deal to deliver food to Earth. How much of that was delivered?"

    Smenk looked to his left. "Our data shows 17 percent."

    Mace sat forward in his chair. "OK. I want an immediate restart of that program. You have two hours to begin the deliveries."

    The commodore shook his head. "We cannot deliver the food as requested. We have no wormhole generation capability for anything other than communications."

    Mace replied, "Well then, make a comm to the Dellus and tell them to bring a ship back out here."

    Smenk again shook his head. "We cannot put such requests to the Dellus. They will deny."

    Johnny said, "We could use the Gerty. Have them send their cargo haulers out to a designated point. We'll direct them from there to the Gerty for delivery to Earth."

    Mace turned. "Mr. Hobbs, give us a random delivery point to pass over. We'll use Johnny's idea."

    Mace said, "Commodore, I just passed you coordinates for a drop point. Have the food ships assemble there."

    Johnny gestured at the display. "Don't you want to ask when they will be delivered?"

    Mace chuckled. "Probably not a bad idea. Commodore, give me an ETA for those ships. And before you decide on any delay tactic, just know that starting approximately five hours from now, we will start destroying your cruisers until the food is delivered. And a new cruiser will be selected for destruction every half hour after the first."

    The commodore scowled. "Five hours? Impossible!"

    Mace replied, "Then give me your best estimate, Commodore. Last time the deliveries began within hours."

    Salvil Smenk's whiskers twitched as he offered his estimate. "The first ships will begin to arrive in six hours. The last, eight to ten hours after."

    Mace nodded. "Acceptable. I will belay that order to destroy ships for... fifteen hours. I suggest you pass down the orders immediately. And Commodore, we can detect a wormhole opening. If you attempt to signal the Dellus, we will take immediate and harsh action. Understand?"

    The commodore nodded. The comm closed.

    Johnny grinned. "You are getting scary good at this, you know that?"

    Mace replied, "Easy to act all bold when you have such an advantage. Same reason the Mawga were all smug with us when they first showed up."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "I wonder where we'd be if Montak hadn't selected you for offering help. We'd probably all have those stupid drugged-up grins on our faces in one of those community centers."

    Mace replied, "Probably."

    Johnny said, "It will be nice to see our planet again. I'd like to set foot on her this time, if I could."

    Johnny turned to his console. "I'm setting a timer for fifteen hours."

    Mace sighed. "We won't be going home yet."

    Johnny asked, "Why not?"

    Mace replied, "Unless you've forgotten. The Mawga are growing five million Humans, and have about four billion embryos for later use."

    Johnny gritted his teeth. "That's the second time I've forgotten about that. What's the plan?"

    Mace shifted in his chair. "When the food is through, we press the Commodore for delivery of the embryos. Mr. Geerok, would I be right to assume the commodore would know about that program?"

    Geerok shook his head. "Doubtful. That is something that would be need-to-know. As the coordinator on Earth, I had to know. Smenk and a hundred other officers of or near his rank wouldn't be told anything. Remember, that planet down there, and even those cruisers, are full of Union spies."

    Mace said, "So how do we find where they are keeping them?"

    Geerok replied, "Perhaps a good start would be a scan for all large buildings by Mr. Mallot. Each pseudo-uterus requires at least a square meter of room. I would search for any buildings or complexes totaling more than five million square meters size. With a population of almost two billion on Rhombia, there will be many. We can then begin the process of elimination by striking any from our list in populous areas. I think it highly likely that any such facility would be isolated."

    Mace turned, "Mr. Mallot, let's get started on that while we wait for the food deliveries."

    Johnny said, "What about the Gerty? Do we want to reposition her to where those cargo haulers will be going?"

    Mace replied, "Not a chance. I don't want them grabbing her and ransoming us again. She can stay where she is until we're ready to move the food."

    Over the four hours that followed every building of size was located. One by one they were identified for their purpose and removed from the list.

    Johnny said, "Only two left. I'd say odds are pretty high that they aren't on this planet."

    Mace replied, "I'd have to agree with you."

    Humphrey pushed a data set up on the screen. "This one looks like a manufacturing facility. I see cargo areas for loading and unloading and lots of activity. Also, there appears to be a lack of security of any sort surrounding it."

    Geerok nodded. "Any such facility would have barriers to keep unwanted individuals out. Not from any criminal activity, mind you, as Rhombia has almost none, but from prying eyes."

    The final building was analyzed and determined to not be the birthing center being sought. Five birthing centers with Mawga embryos had been analyzed. They now knew what kind of facility they were looking for.

    Johnny said, "Must be off-world somewhere. Your people have any planets they keep highly secured or off limits?"

    Geerok shook his head. "While the Emperor has absolute rule over our people, there are no places within Mawga territory that restrict the Union from observing. Those would be union rule violations."

    Mace asked, "Any outlying or new colonies your people have just acquired?"

    Geerok thought for several seconds. "The Wallis system was discovered and claimed two years ago. However, that claim would have brought with it Union personnel to oversee any colonization."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "I have an idea. The Emperor would know. Maybe it's time we paid him a visit."

    Geerok held up his hands. "Oh, no, Mr. Tretcher. That would not be possible. No one actually sees the Emperor. We are not permitted to look upon him."

    Johnny said, "I don't see needing his permission as an issue. Does he have a palace somewhere? Where does he live?"

    Geerok replied, "The Emperor's residence is unknown. Our contact with him as a people is over our comm system. And we only hear his voice. It was thought that it be best for his protection to remain aloof and unseen. Our Emperors have all lived lives like that since we joined the Union."

    Johnny chuckled. "You know what that sounds like to me? It sounds like the Dellus offed your original emperor and setup this phony system to keep the people in check. What better way to control the lot of you without having to offer proof of it being your own guy?"

    Geerok returned a troubled look. "I suppose that theory cannot be disproved, Mr. Tretcher. Perhaps this is all a Dellus ruse."

    Mace said, "OK, well let's not get ourselves sidetracked with conspiracy theories. Mr. Geerok, what would five million growing embryos require for support?"

    Geerok replied, "What do you mean?"

    Mace gestured toward the image of a birthing center on the display wall. "That facility, what do the growing fetuses get fed? Where does that food come from? Is it manufactured somewhere and delivered to the centers, or grown and processed on site?"

    Geerok scratched his chin. "I suppose I never thought about that, Mr. Hardy. I don't really know."

    Mace turned. "Johnny. I think you and Mr. Geerok have a new mission. Take the shuttle down to the surface, tour one of those centers and bring back any information related to what they need to function. If there is a specific food being made, or particular drugs, or anything else that we could trace to an external source, I want to know what it is. We find the suppliers to that birthing center and we just might find our birthing center."

    Johnny stared for several seconds. "That's genius. You been taking smart pills or something?"

    Mace laughed. "No. For some reason I just remembered that from an episode of a detective show I used to watch on TV. The FBI was looking for a big drug operation and tracked it down through the suppliers they used for their raw materials."

    Johnny scowled. "I could do some serious binge-watching of my old shows about now. When we get back to Earth we should try to get hold of a stockpile of movies and TV shows to watch while we're out here."

    Mace shook his head. "We need to keep our focus on the big picture. At least for now. If we start blowing time on entertainment, that's time not being spent on resolving our issues."

    Johnny chuckled, "Well, listen to the task master. You know, all work and no play makes Johnny a dull boy."

    Mace nodded. "Dull, but focused. Now take Mr. Geerok down to one of those centers and find out what we need to know. Recovering our people is going to be a huge job. The sooner we get cracking on it, the sooner we know just how big a job it will be."
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    The Mawga workers regarded the giant Human with terror in their eyes. The birthing center floor was extremely clean and bright. Workers, who had previously walked from fetus station to fetus station monitoring everything to do with the subject's health, now stood back in awe of Johnny Tretcher.

    Johnny pointed to a display. "What does this blue graph tell us?"

    Geerok prodded the stunned worker into answering. "It tells us the level of growth hormone in the system. Above the green line is good. Below the red for more than a few days and the fetus is removed and discarded."

    Johnny turned to Geerok. "Didn't know you people were so barbaric."

    Geerok replied, "Monitoring such as this is why all Mawga are within 10 percent of one another when it comes to size. Each infant will have the same opportunities in life, never limited or disadvantaged by their size."

    Johnny scowled. "So what you're saying is that I would have been scrapped."

    Geerok nodded. "Very likely."

    Johnny chuckled. "I guess that's one more reason for me to be happy I'm Human."

    Geerok said, "You are a very individualistic species, Mr. Tretcher. In some ways, I admire that."

    Johnny pointed at an IV line going into the umbilical cord. "What's it being fed?"

    Geerok replied, "Enriched blood. A supply comes in, is processed by the fetus and then exits. It comes from and returns to a blood room. I can show you that if you like."

    Johnny scratched his chin. "That's an awful lot of blood. How do you keep it separate for each fetus?"

    Geerok shook his head. "There are no separate supplies, Mr. Tretcher. Every infant draws from the same supply."

    Johnny gestured, "Your people don't have any issues with blood types or anything?"

    Geerok replied, "All Mawga are the same blood type, Mr. Tretcher. Come, let's look at the blood room."

    After a short walk, Fatso Geerok opened a door. A giant, transparent tank with a blue liquid sat in front of them.

    Geerok said, "This is the return tank. The blood is heavily filtered and returned to main storage from here. Follow me... this is the filtering section. And this darker blue tank is the cleaned storage that is waiting to be used. Over here we have the mixing tank, and then the pump house sends it back out through the line."

    Geerok walked up a set of stairs to look down on an open vat. "Nutrients, hormones, balancing agents are all added here."

    Another short walk down the steps and over to a console followed. Fatso Geerok sat in a chair and typed away on a keyboard as several workers stood nearby staring at Johnny.

    A listing of data came up on a monitor. Geerok transferred the data to his comm, pushing it back up to the Rogers.

    Geerok stood. "We will be able to pull detailed information from that list. Let's have a look at the warehouse receiving dock."

    As they walked, Johnny asked, "Why are you helping us, Geerok? These are your people. Doesn't that mean anything?"

    Fatso replied, "It means a great deal, Mr. Tretcher. What we do here will help my people. After much contemplation, I've come to the conclusion that the drive to subjugate other sentient species is an illness that needs to be cured. The Mawga should live peacefully as Mawga, the Dellus as kind and caring Dellus, and the rest of the Galactic Union the same. Why should one species rule over another? What right do they have to do so?"

    Johnny laughed. "Wow. That is quite the turnaround from where you were. What brought this on?"

    Geerok stopped and turned. "During our long flights, I've managed several long discussions with Bontu Montak and Gnaga Klept. We are all of like mind that the Humans should be free to determine their own fate, as should all the species in the Galactic Union.

    "I once viewed the founders with awe. I considered them to be the wiser of the species and to have our best interests at heart. Now, through their actions, I see they can be just as petty and conniving and greedy as any other. And I'm afraid your King Stark is of the same mind."

    Johnny patted Fatso Geerok on the shoulder as they again walked. "Those are some profound thoughts, Mr. Geerok. I'd say you fell in with the right group here. And I look forward to working with you toward accomplishing a goal of freedom for everyone."

    A list of delivered supplies was logged and sent back to the Rogers. Nine hours of analysis and numerous inquiries of the Mawga trade commission left three possible colonies to explore.

    Mace and Johnny sat in the conference room. "When do we go check these out?"

    Mace replied, "After the food is delivered."

    Johnny sat back in his chair. "I have to wonder if that will be too late."

    Mace asked, "How so?"

    "Well, the Mawga know we are looking for something. If the people who know about those embryos start sniffing around, they'll know we're onto them. Could be they get moved before we even get there."

    Mace shook his head. "Not concerned with that at the moment. Unless they use that wormhole to send out word, We can beat the message to wherever they are."

    Johnny said, "Speaking of that, why don't we just disable their capability for sending a message? I would bet there are only one, maybe two of those wormhole generators down on that planet. We take those out and they aren't calling anyone. Problem is, how do we find them?"

    Mace smiled, "I know how to find where they are."

    Johnny sat forward. "Well, spit it out."

    Mace pushed an image of the Mawga fleet to the conference room display. "Those ships can all detect a wormhole opening. And they all have logs. We go investigate and we should get the time and place the last one was opened. We scan all the logs and we might just see if they use a second generator."

    Johnny nodded. "Again, genius. You keep doing whatever it is your doing to get smarter. It's working."

    Mace laughed. "Yeah, well as many times as we've gotten stabbed in the back from our deal-making, I sure don't feel any smarter. Maybe wiser now, but that's all."

    Johnny made another trip with Fatso Geerok. Two Mawga warships were boarded and the logs searched. As predicted, two sites on Rhombia had generated communication wormholes. A visit to the surface by Johnny and Jane saw the two sites rendered useless, the satellites they controlled raided, and their small gatrellium supplies liberated.

    Johnny walked onto the bridge with a smile. "I feel much better now. They won't be calling in the Dellus or anyone else from down there."

    Mace said, "Good timing with your return. The food ships are almost ready. It's time we headed back to the Gerty. We get that food through to Earth and we can search for the embryos."

    Johnny nodded. "Looks like things are finally going to go our way."

    Mace sighed. "Wish you hadn't said that. I'm not superstitious, but every time we reach the top on this ride we plummet back towards the bottom. Not that I don't love a good roller coaster, but we aren't doing this for entertainment."

    Jenny and Jane took the shuttle out to the Gerty as the Rogers was moved to the designated space. When the Gerty arrived, a wormhole was opened to Earth and the food ships sent through. Word was given to Malcom Stark to manage their distribution among the people for storage over the longer term. Word was returned of the beginnings of an agricultural boom. Two growing seasons would be required to bring an end to the dependence on the Mawga nutrition bars. Earth was finally on the mend.

    Mace stroked his beard as the last of the food ships passed through the portal. "Mr. Hobbs, send the coordinates to the Gerty for the first colony target."

    "On their way."

    Mace nodded as he leaned back in his chair. With a loud crack, the Army Ranger tumbled backward onto the deck of the bridge.

    Johnny laughed. "You OK?"

    Mace stood. "Yeah. I guess the fact that chair was made for a fifty-five-pounder finally caught up with me."

    A comm was opened. "Mr. Klept, could you come to the bridge? We have an emergency."

    Johnny chuckled. "Emergency?"

    Mace shrugged. "Captain can't be sitting down with the crew. What kind of a command does that signify?"

    Liam turned with a smile. "If you like, we could all sit on the floor. These consoles are low enough that we can still reach them."

    Gnaga ran onto the bridge. "You have need of me?"

    Mace laughed. "Sorry. Not an emergency. But I do have something to ask. You think you could redesign this bridge for a Human-sized crew? We've all been crouching and leaning over for far too long. Not sure why I never asked for this before."

    Johnny held up a fist. "Yes! I've been sitting in that tiny elf-chair for far too long. How about something with padding? Maybe in a soft high-back leather?"

    Hans laughed. "Should it also swivel and recline?"

    Johnny grinned, "I would welcome that as well."

    Mace continued, "Let's start with our seating if possible. And this is a low priority task. It doesn't require completion today."

    Jane walked onto the bridge. "What's going on?"

    Johnny grabbed the edges of his chair and began to rock back and forth. "We're finally gonna put real chairs in here for us."

    As snap could be heard followed by Johnny flopping over on his side. The bridge crew erupted in a roar.

    Mace shook his head. "OK, now we have an emergency. See if you can get these two repaired before starting anything else. Start with the comm chair. He needs a place to sit. I can temporarily take one of these."

    Gnaga left the bridge, returning with a welder. The comm chair was welded back in place followed by the captain's chair.

    Johnny sat and complained. "Doesn't swivel anymore."

    Mace replied, "Good. Will keep you focused on your work. Gerty, this is the Rogers. Initiate a jump to the coordinates given when you are ready."

    Seconds later a wormhole opened and the two ships moved through.

    Mace said, "Thank you, Gerty. You'll wait here. The Jaden colony is four hours' travel. If we find what we're looking for, we'll send the shuttle back with instructions. Mr. Hobbs, take us in."

    The Mawga colony on Jaden II was a desert planet. A thin atmosphere required helmeted worksuits while outdoors. Scans and analysis confirmed the planet to be nothing more than a mining colony. The chemical supplies that had been tracked to the planet were used in the course of fracking to draw large volumes of water from underground, non-porous reservoirs.

    A return to the Gerty and a jump to the second colony ensued.

    Mace said, "This is a research facility. On reflection, I guess we should have come here first. The planet is named Reddack IV, and the colony, Horizons."

    A scan revealed a single spaceport with a small building constructed on its southern end.

    Humphrey said, "Mr. Hobbs, take us in closer and I'll see what's under that port."

    Mace shifted in his chair, "If that's all there is it's got to be the third colony."

    As the Rogers moved into high orbit, Humphrey Mallot performed a deep scan. The resultant data was pushed to the wall display.

    Johnny said, "How far does that shaft under there go down?"

    Humphrey replied, "Four kilometers. There are several iron formations above it, so the sensors can't see whatever is at the end of that shaft."

    Mace eyed the data. "No other manufactured structures on this side of the planet. Mr. Hobbs, take us around for one rotation. If nothing else shows, we'll head down and check it out."

    The Rogers circled Reddack IV, scanning as it flew.

    As they approached the far side, Humphrey said, "Mr. Hardy, I can't be sure, but I might have just detected a wormhole."

    Mace replied, "Mr. Mueller prepare to use those cannons. Tell us what you see, Mr. Mallot."

    Humphrey replied. "It's not a positive signature. Could be unrelated. Or it may have been a comm wormhole opened from back at that space port."

    Mace said, "Let's assume the latter. Mr. Hobbs, prepare for evasive action if any of those nuclear ships show up on the sensors."

    The orbit of Reddack IV was completed with no new structures detected.

    As the Rogers slowed, Humphrey said, "Mr. Hardy. I have no residual signature that a wormhole existed. They normally leave an impression behind that lasts several minutes. Of course that might dissipate faster in an atmosphere or near a large mass. I don't know enough about the technology yet to surmise otherwise."

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs, take us down. Johnny, I want you, Jane, and Jenny with me. And we're taking Jeff. If we find Humans down there, we'll need to determine how to bring them back."

    The Rogers plummeted through the thick atmosphere of Reddack IV, coming to a stop a kilometer above the small spaceport. A half kilometer square concrete landing pad sat next to a small building. The remaining shuttle landed next to the building and the team exited onto the tarmac. A short walk placed them in front of the building. An unlocked door was opened and the five Humans walked in.

    Johnny scowled as his head bumped the ceiling. "Great. I hope this whole complex isn't like this. My back will be killing me by the time we come out."

    Jordan Crawford opened a comm. "Mr. Hardy, get back to the shuttle! We just detected a wormhole opening! We have at least one Muhatha coming through!"

    Mace turned. "Run!"

    The five were aboard the shuttle and quickly up to the Rogers. Another run had Mace and Johnny on the bridge. "What do we have ?"

    Humphrey replied, "Two Muhatha, both flying the Dellus banner. They're five minutes out and sitting."

    Mace turned to Johnny, "Hail them."

    Johnny replied, "They aren't responding."

    Mace asked, "What's our effective cannon range with reference to time, Mr. Mueller?"

    Hans looked over his display. "Max range is about three minutes. Effective range about thirty seconds."

    Mace tightened his belt. "Mr. Hobbs, take us to that thirty-second distance at maximum speed. Mr. Mueller, open up with all you have when we reach a distance you feel confident about."

    The Rogers surged up through the atmosphere. The image of space in front of the ship went from a pinkish-blue hue to the blackness of space. A visual image of the two Dellus warships was locked on the display.

    Liam said, "One minute."

    Mace turned to Johnny. "Still no response?"

    Johnny shook his head. "Denied."

    Mace said, "Get Jane and Jenny. If we start to mix it up I want Jenny to take the two of you over in the shuttle. If they won't talk we'll go talk to them."

    Liam said, "Twenty seconds."

    Humphrey yelled, "I have two of the nuclear ships exiting the bays of the ship to port!"

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs! Get us back down to that planet! Mr. Mueller! Target those incoming ships!"

    The Rogers banked hard left as a half dozen plasma rounds exited her cannons. As they raced back toward Reddack IV, the small nuclear ships began to close.

    Mace said, "Jeff! We need you on the bridge!"

    Jeff Moskowitz hustled into the room.

    Mace turned. "Those nukes, would they be worse or better in atmosphere?"

    Jeff said, "The destructive force will be greater, but the atmosphere might actually help us by absorbing most of the expected gamma radiation."

    Mace turned to Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, take us in and take us as low as we can go. Use the terrain to keep them off us if possible."

    Liam replied, "Will do what I can, Mr. Hardy."

    The Rogers shot flames down both sides of her hull as she dove through the atmosphere. A white smoke vapor trail followed her to just above the ground. As she blasted along, just above the surface, a sonic boom and shockwave rocked the landscape.

    Hans continued firing. The small ships dodged as they continued to close. After a hard turn to port, a hot plasma round found its mark on the nearest ship, taking out its gravity drive. An auto-detonate circuit triggered a nuclear blast, also ending the advance of the second ship, bringing a second thermonuclear explosion. The Rogers came to a stop on the opposite side of Reddack IV.

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs. That terrain looks to have enough steep valleys and such to it. See if you can find us a place to hide and to power down. Maybe we can shake off the Dellus ships by making them think we were destroyed."

    Johnny said, "Wow. You looking at that blast on the video feed?"

    Jeff nodded. "I'd have to place that at three hundred megatons if not more. If anything was alive within a fifty kilometer radius of that blast it probably got vaporized."

    Liam said, "I have a deep crevasse at forty-two kilometers, Mr. Hardy. And it's water-filled, we can drop right in."

    Mace gestured, "Put us there and power down our systems, Mr. Hobbs. It's time to go dark."

    Johnny said, "You sure you want to do that? If they discover us we're gonna be dead cold."

    Mace replied, "The reactors will all be online and the charge wells full. Will only take a sec to hit full power on the drives or weapons."

    Johnny held up a hand as he turned back to his console. "No problem then."

    The Rogers set down gently near the bottom of the kilometer deep crevasse. Her drives, weapons and all environmentals were switched off. Eight hundred meters of Reddack water lay overhead.

    Mace said, "And now we wait."
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    Humphrey gestured toward his console as they sat in the dark. "Passive sensors are functional, Mr. Hardy. Let me power on my console and we'll see if they're out there."

    Mace shook his head. "Jeff's out on the catwalk. If he detects anything, we'll know. We're well shielded from broadcasting signals. I'd rather not take the chance of that console being detected. None of these species has impressed me as being particularly thorough. If we go an hour without issue, you can turn it on then."

    Johnny said, "You do realize we don't have any shields while in this state, right?"

    Mace replied, "If Jeff sees anything, we can flip them on almost instantly. I doubt if they're bringing either of those Muhatha down here to search. They perform poorly in atmosphere. Probably have a half dozen shuttles looking for us."

    Johnny crossed his arms, "Won't they be looking for wreckage?"

    Mace nodded. "We would be. But as Jeff said, if that bomb exploded in close proximity, there might not be any. Those ships weren't broadcasting a signal back to the Dellus. We were out of line of sight, so for all they know one of those ship bombs found its target."

    Johnny said, "That's a risky assumption."

    Jeff walked onto the bridge, his battlesuit still dripping. "I'll be staying in here for the remainder, thank you."

    Johnny asked, "What happened?"

    Jeff replied, "I came this close to being eaten by some sea monster. Probably forty meters long. I almost got pulled off the catwalk by the currents as it went by. Came out of the blackness while I was looking at my holo-display."

    "You weren't using the gravity wall?"

    Jeff shook his head. "Powered down."

    The hour passed without further incident. Humphrey enabled his console and with it the passive sensor readings. No indication of Dellus ships were seen.

    Mace said, "I'd like to stay here for a full revolution of this planet. Mr. Humphrey, how long is the Reddack day?"

    Humphrey replied, "Just over twenty-eight hours. Reddack is slightly smaller than Earth, but spins faster. Also has a denser core, making gravity almost exactly even at 99.4 percent."

    Johnny smiled. "I do like the lower gravities."

    Mace said, "Speaking of that, while we're waiting, we have the gravity on this ship set to match Earth's level. I was wondering if it would be to our advantage to add a couple percent to that pull. Anyone have any thoughts on that?"

    Johnny raised his hand. "I do. I mean I get the perceived benefit of us growing stronger from it, but at the same time, if we board a ship with a substantially lower gravity, it kind of throws us off balance. Me anyway. Makes me feel clumsy."

    Mace laughed. "I don't think that's what makes you clumsy."

    Johnny half scowled. "I'm not clumsy. I said, on a low-gee ship, I feel clumsy. Big difference."

    Mace chuckled. "Just filling in for Jasper."

    Johnny sat back in his chair and sighed. "Wish we had this stuff settled so we could search for him."

    Mace replied, "I can't imagine he'll be too hard to find. He leaves quite the impression wherever he goes. Kind of hard to miss."

    The Rogers stayed hidden for the remainder of the twenty-eight hour day. Power was fully restored to all systems and the ship lifted slowly up through the water to the Reddack surface. A massive dust cloud in the atmosphere obscured their view of the sun to the east.

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs. Take us up to ten kilometers. Mr. Humphrey, I want a deep scan of every direction."

    Humphrey pushed the results to the wall display. "No indication of any ships out there, Mr. Hardy."

    "Mr. Hobbs, take us up to a hundred."

    Seconds later, Liam stated, "One hundred kilometers."

    Mace glanced over at Humphrey Mallot. "Anything?"

    "All clear."

    "Mr. Hobbs, take us around the planet."

    The Muhatha had gone. The Rogers returned to the landing pad of the small space port. The small building that had once graced its southern end lay flattened from a shockwave that had spread outward from the previous day's blasts. A dusty haze filled the skies.

    Mace was the first down the ramp of the Rogers. "Glad these suits have filters."

    Johnny replied, "The question is, how good are they and will they clog. Our oxygen supply won't last forever out here."

    Jeff looked over the wrecked building. "We may have a way through here."

    Johnny said, "Anyone else see that flashing red light on their helmet display?"

    Mace replied, "Fallout indicator. Just keep that battlesuit on and we're fine. We'll have to go through decontamination when we get back."

    The group crawled through the building wreckage to an open stairwell that extended downward into dimness.

    Jenny laughed. "Glad I only weigh in at one thirty-five. That is gonna be a monster-load of stairs coming back up."

    Jeff said, "Won't be as bad as you think. Just set the gravity assist on those boots and it should be no worse than a walk."

    The trip down lasted fifty-eight minutes. At the bottom of the stairs a long hall went off in two directions.

    Mace said, "Jeff, you come with Jenny and me. Johnny, you and Jane check that other door. Everyone, keep an active feed running on your comms. Anyone runs into any hostiles, pull back and wait for the others to join."

    The teams split.

    Jenny walked out front. "I'll take point if you don't mind."

    Mace nodded. "Not at all. Just keep those eyes and ears peeled."

    Jenny turned a handle and slowly pushed open a door. "OK. I have to ask why it's dark in here."

    Jeff said, "Hold on. Light switch on the wall over here."

    The entire room illuminated with a soft glow. Thousands and thousands of the pseudo-uterus stations stretched out almost as far as the eye could see. Only the occasional large stone column broke the pattern.

    Jenny walked to the nearest station. "Power's off. And somebody tell me what that is?"

    Jeff moved over, gazing for several seconds. "I believe what we have there is some kind of Human-Mawga hybrid."

    The trio stared at the translucent skin-like sack that covered the nearly mature being. Jeff poked a finger through, peeling the covering back.

    Mace walked to the next station. "This one is slightly different. Look how long its legs are."

    Jenny moved to the next. "Gross. This one had two heads."

    Jeff said, "They all look to be dead. Those explosions must have knocked out power or disrupted operations somehow. Perhaps that blood flow being stopped was all it took."

    Jenny turned back. "This is horrible. How could they do this?"

    Jeff replied, "I'd say this is an experiment station. All of these fetuses had slightly different modifications. My guess is they are trying to make the perfect Human-Mawga hybrid warrior."

    Johnny came over the comm. "I see you're seeing the same thing. Thousands of these stations. All specimens dead."

    Jane said, "What would the benefit be to cross-breading Humans with Dellus?"

    Mace asked, "What? Did you say Dellus?"

    Jane replied, "What are you seeing over there?"

    Mace positioned his helmet camera and zoomed in. "We have Human-Mawga hybrids."

    Jeff said, "I think we should look around."

    Johnny said, "System consoles over here are still active."

    Jeff replied, "Attempt to connect and download. We might just find exactly what their goals are if we can harvest the data."

    Jane said, "This one looks like a Targarian."

    Mace shook his head. "I bet we find examples of all the species in here."

    Jeff waved his hand in the direction of one wall and then the other. "I count about twenty thousand stations in here. If Johnny and Jane are seeing the same, that hardly accounts for five million embryos."

    Jenny said, "I wonder how many of these locations they have spread throughout their systems?"

    Jeff replied, "Our data from Rhombia pointed us here. Could be this was just the first stop of many for the resource deliveries."

    Mace sighed. "Great. So now we have possibly hundred of these locations to scout out. And what are we supposed to do when we find them alive? They aren't Humans anymore. And who knows if they are even viable lifeforms on their own. This is too messed up."

    Jane came over the comm. "You better get over here. I've got a live one. And it looks Human to me. In fact, this whole row looks Human. At least mostly so."

    Mace asked, "You have a whole row alive?"

    Jane shook her head. "No. Just this one so far. Hey little fella..."

    As they walked to the other room, Jeff said, "Admiral Geerok indicated a thirteen month gestation period. It has been more than eleven. It is possible a hybrid could have survived for some reason. Although, I find it difficult to believe it would be the only one."

    As They looked over the station Jeff commented. "Look, over here. This stand fell over, pinching off the blood supply."

    Jane grabbed his arm. "Well don't move it until we know it's safe!"

    Jeff said, "We don't even know how Human this fetus is."

    Jane took a deep breath. "Well, I'm not doing anything that's going to kill it. Whoever or whatever he is, he's innocent in all this."

    Johnny yelled across the room, "What number is that station?"

    Jane replied, "ZAX225."

    Johnny replied, "It says 94 percent Human, 2 percent Karthian, 2 percent Sarkesian, and 2 percent Mawga."

    Jeff peeled back the drying pseudo-uterus skin with his fingers.

    Jane grabbed Johnny by his forearm. "Oh. Look at those blue eyes! This is horrible!"

    Jane turned away. Johnny took her by the shoulders, pulling her close.

    Jeff said, "We need to get him out of there and back to the ship."

    Mace replied, "Tell me what to do."

    Jenny looked around. "There's absolutely nothing in here to feed him."

    Johnny said, "We have another problem. You get him free from that contraption, how do we get him to the ship? We have fallout coming down out there."

    Jeff stepped back. "And our suits are covered with dust. We can't touch this child without risking contamination."

    Johnny said, "Down this isle to the left I show crew quarters. You might see if there's any kind of container in there."

    Mace grabbed Jenny by the arm. "Let's have a look."

    Jane slowly pushed herself back from Johnny, peering around his broad shoulder at the blue-eyed hybrid. "He's looking right at me. And he just moved his arm. Johnny, he needs to be held!"

    Johnny held Jane tight. "He will be. We have to get something we can move him in first."

    Jenny came over the comm. "Jeff, how good would a standard shower be for decontamination?"

    Jeff replied, "Not entirely effective, but far better than where we are right now."

    Jenny said, "Well come on in and wash up. I think I have a container we can move little Zax in."

    Mace turned, "Zax?"

    Jenny shrugged, "Was his ID. ZAX225."

    Mace nodded. "Zax it is."

    The contaminated atmospheric dust was rinsed from the battlesuits. A metal chest was emptied and lined with a blanket from a Mawga bunk. Jeff cut and tied off the pinched umbilical cord as Jane cradled eleven month old fetus in her arms. Zax was carefully laid in the metal chest and the lid was mostly closed.

    Jeff said, "We'll shut it as we reach the surface. We only need to protect him going out to the ramp and up. The decontamination room on the ship will take care of any residual dust."

    The long trek up the stairs took close to three hours. Baby Zax was checked at several stops. His quiet demeanor and curious eyes had Jane emotional and irritated.

    "Why can't I carry him as we go?"

    Jeff replied, "We don't want any exposure to the fallout. At this stage of development he is most vulnerable. We'll have him aboard the Rogers soon enough."

    Johnny said, "I copied the information from their database into my storage. When we get up there I'll load it up and pull up his record. Should tell us all we need to know."

    The chest was closed as they came to the top of the stairwell.

    Mace asked as they walked toward the ramp. "How we gonna feed him?"

    Johnny said, "The data I gathered should have entry logs for supplies and such. Maybe it will tell us where the supply ship was headed."

    They walked up the extended ramp onto the lower deck of the Rogers. Fifteen minutes in decontamination saw five Humans and a metal chest that showed as clean. The lid was opened and Jane once again took the quiet infant into her arms.

    "Oh, I think that's a smile. Look. Johnny. He's looking right at me!"

    Johnny hugged his wife as they walked toward the near stairwell.

    Jane said, "I'm going to see Vanessa. She'll know what I should do."

    Johnny released the arm he had around his wife's shoulder. "I'll be on the bridge. Let me know if you need anything at all."

    Jane, accompanied by Jenny, turned off the stairs and headed for the dining hall. Mace, Johnny, and Jeff continued to the bridge.

    Liam turned. "A new crew-member? Wasn't expecting that."

    Mace replied, "He's the only survivor. Not sure what we could have done had all those infants been alive. Some were grossly malformed."

    Liam shook his head. "it appears we live in a galaxy full of beastly beings, Mr. Hardy. Thought we had enough of those on Earth."

    Mace settled into his chair. "Mr. Hobbs, take us up to orbit."

    Johnny loaded the data from his storage onto the main system, pushing it to the display wall as he searched through it.

    "Let's see, subject ZAX255. Says he's mostly Human. Possible enhanced mental abilities from the Karthians. Good night vision from the Mawga. And a final note says the Sarkesian in him should lead to advanced agility, among other possible traits."

    Mace said, "I just hope we're able to feed him."

    Half an hour later Tres walked onto the bridge. "Little guy was hungry, all right. Ripped through a bottle of Vanessa's breast-milk."

    Johnny chuckled. "We are to be feared in this galaxy."

    Mace asked, "Why?"

    Johnny shook his head as he grinned. "Who else has breast-pumps in space? I mean, come on. We can do it all!"

    Tres continued. "He's sleeping now. Hasn't let out a peep so far, though. But he definitely follows you with his eyes. How old did you say he was?"

    Mace replied, "eleven months from an embryo."

    Geerok said, "That would put him at the equivalent of a four month old in your terms. The feed lines add a fair amount of growth hormone to the mix. Normally, when an infant is birthed at thirteen-month gestation, they would be similar to a one-year-old Human.

    "And Mr. Dowda, I would again like to thank you for allowing me to watch the birth of your girls. It was a fascinating and humbling experience. And I have to say I have been impressed with the individual care given to your infants. I feel privileged to have witnessed the bonding that takes place between parent and child."

    Tres smiled. "I'll have to say I like that part of it myself. Nothing I wouldn't do for the three of those girls. Or Vanny, for that matter."

    Geerok bowed. "Your experiences have given me insight into why members of the Human species sometimes act as they do. I am envious of the Human family and the sense of belonging I see in each of you. It is a trait that is largely absent among my people. Death matters far less to us, as it seems we have far less to lose."

    Liam said, "Your people are barmy, Mr. Geerok. After seeing the result of those experiments down there, I would have no issue spacing the lot of you."

    Geerok replied, "Given what I now know and see of our barbarity, I could not fault you in doing so."

    The next few hours were spent searching through the data for the supply logs. The entries in question were located, and a new location found. After a short run back to the Gerty, a jump was made to Marigon IV.

  


  
    [image: collide]   Chapter 21

    
    
    

    


    

    The Gerty and her two-man crew was left several hours away in free space as the Rogers went into orbit around the ocean-covered planet.

    Johnny said, "Ever see anything so blue? Would love to get in some fishing down there."

    Jeff said, "Had you seen what brushed me on Reddack, you might think otherwise. I now believe the sea-life on Earth to be tame compared to what else may be out there. Perhaps that's one reason mankind has survived as long as we have."

    Johnny laughed. "I'd rather think it was because we are more intelligent than the rest of the life on the planet."

    Jeff nodded. "There is that."

    Humphrey pushed the image of the planet below up to the display wall. "We have a single land mass of only a few hundred square kilometers, Mr. Hardy. I'll have a scan of that ready in a sec."

    Geerok commented. "The Gorange would like that world. They are aquatics."

    Johnny inquired, "Aquatics?"

    Geerok nodded. "They live in and breathe water, much like your fish, Mr. Tretcher. They are the only such species in the Galactic Union. Other than the Zinka being quadrupeds, all others are similar to you and me."

    Humphrey said, "Scans do not detect any structure on the land, Mr. Hardy. If you'd like a deep scan of those oceans, we'll need to go down there."

    Mace said, Any other planets in this system that could have been their destination?"

    Humphrey replied, "The three innermost planets are too hot. The next two are gas giants with sizes on the order of Neptune. Marigon IV is the last planet in this system."

    Mace gestured. "Take us down, Mr. Hobbs."

    Humphrey turned to Liam. "Set us at ten kilometers following a grid pattern of one hundred kilometers wide."

    Liam nodded as the Rogers began to drop through the dense, moisture rich atmosphere of Marigon IV. The scans began as the ship leveled out.

    Just over an hour into their efforts, the sensors returned a hit.

    Humphrey said, "We have a small submerged city down there, Mr. Hardy. Four square kilometers at three hundred meters depth. It's not sitting on the ocean floor, that's another kilometer farther down."

    Johnny asked, "How are we supposed to get into that?"

    Jeff replied, "Probably from underneath. We can take the shuttle down to explore."

    Mace turned to Jordan Crawford. "Mr. Crawford? You want to round up Jenny and take the shuttle to investigate?"

    Jordan nodded. "Be happy to."

    Johnny turned and stared as Jordan left the bridge. "You keep throwing them together and something is going to stick."

    Mace replied, "Only if something was already there. Anyway, as I've said before, a relationship is a distraction at a time when I don't need distractions. We still have five million Humans to rescue."

    Johnny chuckled, "Mace Hardy, defender of all Humans, superhero to the world."

    Jenny came over the comm. "We're ready for departure. Any special instructions?"

    Mace replied, "Just be careful. We don't know what's down there. And those Dellus ships could follow us here."

    Humphrey said, "No detection of wormholes, Mr. Hardy. We're in the clear for that since our arrival."

    The shuttle slipped out of bay three, quickly splashing down through the waters of Marigon IV. A short dive had the crew investigating the bottom of the small underwater city. An opening signified a docking port.

    Johnny sat back with his arms crossed. "I thought we were gonna get these chairs fixed. This one feels like it's about to snap off again."

    Mace replied, "That's a low priority."

    Johnny looked over the wall display. "Marigon... who names these planets anyway?"

    Geerok replied, "That is a right reserved for the Emperor's court. Marigon was the mother of Emperor Bazzeta, a successful ruler of the fourth Bazz dynasty of more than eight centuries ago. His heirs, I believe Holan Bazzeta, decided on the name."

    Johnny laughed.

    Mace asked, "What's so funny?"

    Johnny replied, "I was just thinking about the Derwood system. Named after the first Dachshund in space. Ladies and gentlemen, we are arriving at your vacation destination on Derwood V. We hope you enjoy your stay."

    Mace shook his head. "Someone has too much time on his hands."

    Jenny said, "We've docked. Doesn't seem to be any sign of anyone here. The bio-sensor didn't indicate anyone alive in here."

    Mace nodded, "Just be careful."

    Jordan enabled a video feed from his helmet camera. "Any cargo coming on or off this ship would have come through here. And the mouth of the docking bay here was full of all sorts of sea creatures. They've either been feeding them or they're drawn to the light. Other than this bay, the place looks to be largely shut down."

    Jenny pushed open a door. "Looks like a light switch over here. Hold on."

    Rows of lighting in the ceiling slowly switched on. The room was another birthing center with pseudo-uterus stations arranged in neat rows running back a thousand units to a row.

    Jenny poked at a station with her plasma rifle. "I'd say we have a hundred thousand of these stations in here, Mace. All are empty. Judging from the dead skin still on most of them, though, I would say the fetuses were recently moved."

    Johnny said, "Check the consoles in the room. You should be able to log in and download the data. Might just tell us what happened."

    Jordan began to work over the console as Jenny walked the rows.

    Jenny stopped in front of a station. "I'm seeing a lot of dried blood here. This place is a mess. If they came in and took these kids, they didn't do it with much care."

    Jordan said, "I'm in. Copying the data... and... complete. This room is equipped with video recorders. Want to see what happened in here?"

    Mace replied, "Sure. Send them up here to the display wall."

    Jordan enabled the first recorded file. "This is about five days ago."

    Images of two Mawga staff members could be seen as they walked up and down the rows of growing fetuses. Jordan sped up the footage, allowing three days worth of recording to pass before activity increased.

    "OK, here we go. Looks like something is happening now. Hold on. Let me find the docking bay feeds while you watch this... got them. And we have a shuttle in the dock. I count eight individuals getting off."

    Jordan switched his view back to the main room. "Here's where the eight enter. One is giving direction. Looks like some kind of search going on with this console."

    The sped-up video showed the Mawga leader pointing down the rows. Four of those who accompanied him walked off, returning seconds later with disconnected infants. The newly released babies were placed in four carriers and taken out of the room.

    Jordan switched back to the docking bay. "They're taking those four aboard the shuttle. And all eight of the Mawga that came in just left. The shuttle is gone."

    Johnny said, "So they took four? Where are the rest?"

    Jordan replied, "Hold on. Another shuttle just came in. This one is bigger. Mawga soldiers are piling out. I'd say close to eighty."

    The view was switched back to the main room. The soldiers came in, briefly talking to the techs that worked the facility. Orders were given and their short Mawga swords were drawn.

    Johnny flinched. "I don't like the looks of this."

    The first solder walked up to the closest station, turning as if to instruct the others. The covering skin was torn away and the umbilical cut. The soldier lifted the child and carelessly tossed it to the next soldier in line. Orders were given and the soldier left the room, returning to the docking bay.

    Johnny stood. "Tell me they aren't doing this!"

    The camera feed from the docking bay showed the fate of the remaining infants. One by one they were cut from their artificial wombs, walked to the bay, and tossed into the Marigon sea.

    Jordan stopped the recorded image. "I think we have our answer, Mr. Hardy."

    Geerok shook his head. "I would not have thought our leadership capable of such. This is appalling."

    Liam said, "Those who are responsible for this deserve the same fate."

    The bridge was silent for several seconds.

    Jordan cleared his throat. "Mr. Hardy, I think I have the location of the next delivery from the logs. The supply ship moved on to a planet called Veriica. I'm sending up the coordinates."

    Mace asked, "Mr. Hobbs, what do the starmaps say about Veriica?"

    Humphrey looked over the data as it came up from Jordan. "Mr. Hardy, the sensor logs show a wormhole opening an hour before that first shuttle arrived and another after the last departed here. The signatures match the Dellus ships."

    Johnny said, "I'd say it's time we paid a visit to the Dellus colonies."

    Mace nodded. "I was just thinking the same. Mr. Hobbs, what can we expect in and around the Dellus capital?"

    Liam replied, "Maps show five planets. One has a substantial population. Two others have smaller colonies. The maps also show a space station in orbit around the main planet."

    Mace said, "Pick out what looks to be an isolated location for us to jump to. Pass that info to the Gerty as we approach."

    Jenny called up. "Looks like they missed the last fifty or so on this row. They're all dead. Again, they all look like hybrids, although I don't see much Human in these."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Mr. Crawford, when you have all the data, the two of you come back up."

    Johnny asked, "What do we do with that facility?"

    Mace replied, "We sink it. I'm thinking now that we should have destroyed the one on Reddack instead of just leaving it for them to reclaim and reuse."

    Johnny nodded. "I'd have to agree with those thoughts. Let's not leave them the tools to make this any easier. They still have close to four billion of our embryos."

    The submerged center was ordered to the surface. Hans Mueller pumped a dozen high power plasma rounds into the structure, the remains of which disappeared beneath the waves.

     The Rogers made haste back to the Gerty. A destination in the Dellus system was selected and a wormhole opened. The two ships moved quietly through. The Gerty was left on her own as the Rogers proceeded to move toward the Dellus capital world of Nineka. Five hours later, the largely green and brown globe showed on the sensors.

    Humphrey said, "The Muhatha are here, Mr. Hardy, as are two Callista and a dozen Dauntless."

    Johnny added, "That would tell me the four infants they took are here also."

    Mace nodded. "Mr. Hobbs, proceed in slowly. Johnny, raise them on the comm."

    Johnny said, "What do we do if they send out some of those nuke ships?"

    Mace replied, "We take them down planet-side like we did on Reddack. My guess is the Dellus will disable them before potentially killing millions of their own people."

    Johnny grinned. "Sweet. I like that."

    Mace looked over the sensor data on the wall display. "Mr. Crawford, I want you and Jenny to take the shuttle to that station. Johnny, you and Jane go with them."

    Johnny raised an eyebrow. "You think you can pull Jane away from little Zaxy?"

    Mace replied, "Vanessa and Tres can look after him. Just make sure her head's in the game before you leave."

    Derwood raced onto the bridge deck.

    Johnny reached down, scooping him up to his lap. "What's that? You say you want to go with me? You want to tear into the Dellus butchers? Hey, I'm right there with you. It's time a few heads rolled in their disgusting empire."

    Johnny looked up at Mace. "You sending us to the station because you think the infants might be there?"

    Mace nodded. "If they brought them back, I would think they would be best isolated there. Lots of eyes down on that planet."

    Hans turned, "Mr. Hardy, something just occurred to me. We saw a mixture of species being spliced together back there. What if this is a Galactic Union effort, and not just the Dellus and Mawga? Those Muhatha have spies on them as well. What if the Union is already running this operation?"

    Mace replied, "If that's the case I think we're in more trouble than we thought. Our embryos could be out there in just about every system of the Union."

    Fatso Geerok said, "I think we'll know soon enough, Mr. Hardy. If they send out those nuclearized ships to chase us, this is a Union operation. Those would be highly illegal otherwise. The seven founders would not trust each other with having such a weapon. That small ship could easily take out a Muhatha, changing the balance of power in a second."

    Johnny said, "I have an incoming hail."

    Mace replied, "Push it to the display wall."

    An image of a Dellus ruling party member showed on the display. "Mr. Hardy. I am Duke Freehan Wellit. I have been authorized to speak with you regarding our situation. I would however ask that you return to a location just outside sensor range where this can be discussed."

    Mace shook his head. "Not happening, Duke. We move back you sick one of those nuclear ships on us."

    The duke replied, "I don't know what ships you speak of, Mr. Hardy. I only ask that our discussions here be done in private."

    Mace said, "Doesn't that violate Galactic Union rules or something?"

    The duke returned a nervous look. "Negotiations are the purview of each member, Mr. Hardy. I would like to come out there in a shuttle to meet with you personally if possible."

    Mace sighed. "Fine. We'll pull back for the moment. But I want you to stop short of reaching us. I'll send a ship out to check your shuttle. We've been lied to a few too many times."

    The duke bowed. "I shall leave momentarily."

    Mace turned to Liam. Mr. Hobbs. Turn us around."

    Johnny said, "You think this is a good idea?"

    Mace replied, "I'm always willing to talk first. It's possible these clowns don't know anything about what's going on."

    The Rogers stopped in free space, just outside the sensor range of the myriad of ships that moved in and around the planet of Nineka. A shuttle, carrying the duke, stopped short of the Human ship. Jenny departed in a shuttle to do a close-in scan. No sign of weapons were found. The two shuttles proceeded to dock in the Rogers' bays.

    Mace was waiting as the Dellus duke walked down a ramp. "You aren't wasting our time are you, Mr. Wellit?"

    The duke replied, "I must apologize, Mr. Hardy. Things have been chaotic here the last day or two. It seems a rogue admiral ordered our Muhatha to leave the system without permission. First, all non-Dellus personnel were forcibly removed from the ships before they departed. One of those ships has not returned. The admiral has been taken into custody. There are also several Callista ships that have not reported."

    "And why does this require talking to us in private?"

    The duke folded his hands behind his back as he paced back and forth. "We have mixed reports that the Claridan was destroyed by this ship after the admiral attempted an assault against you. If our investigation proves that to be true, the responsible parties will be tried here first before being turned over to the Galactic Union council. I was hoping to confirm that action with you, Mr. Hardy. A loss of one of our Muhatha ships could have grave consequences for our standing in the Union. Those ships are what keep us all in balance. Losing one would be a tremendous sign of weakness and a blow to the negotiating power of the Dellus people."

    Mace shook his head. "I get a different story every time I talk to any of you people. You're all trying to make side deals with the Humans that go outside of your Union rules. What is it you are asking of us here, Duke?"

    The duke stopped in front of Mace. "I ask that you confirm the assault and destruction of our ship."

    Mace nodded. "Your ship was destroyed."

    The duke turned, looking at Fatso Geerok. "You have Mawga aboard this ship?"

    Mace replied, "He was Mawga at one time. He's seen the tyranny of the Galactic Union now and is fighting alongside us."

    The duke frowned. "I find this deeply troubling."

    Mace said, "I know what else you will find troubling, Duke. You'll find it troubling when we go in there and destroy those other two Muhatha."

    The duke replied, "And why would you do that, Mr. Hardy? Have you been wronged by the Dellus people? Would you leave us defenseless against the remainder of the Galactic Union?"

    Mace was silent for several seconds. "I tell you what, Duke. You pull all of your Mawga thugs out of Earth space and I'll spare those two ships."

    The duke pursed his lips. "The Mawga left your planet two days ago, Mr. Hardy. The Union is relinquishing all claims, and in the coming days will approach your King with an offer to join the Union as a founding member, having all the rights and privileges of such. We expect the agreements to be signed within days. You see, Mr. Hardy, a week ago the Targarians withdrew from the Union. It was a shock to us all. We are hoping to sign this new agreement before the Targarians move on your planet. They would not dare attack a member, risking the wrath of us all."

    Johnny laughed. "This just keeps getting better and better."

    Mace asked, "So you're saying the Mawga are no longer in the Earth system? At all?"

    The duke replied, "All personnel have been removed, Mr. Hardy. Earth is free of our influence. It is the beginning of a new dawn for your people."

    Johnny said, "You're not buying this load, are you?"

    Mace sat back in his chair. "I'm not sure what I believe any more. The rules of this game keep changing."
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    Johnny crossed his arms. "We had ten thousand Australian friends who left for the Kaachi worlds. Where are they now?"

    The duke returned a confused look. "What are Australians?"

    Johnny scowled. "They're Humans. Ten thousand of them went through a wormhole to the Kaachi capital. Are you saying you know nothing about this? The Kaachi leaders said that you took them."

    The duke again began to pace. "Interesting. I had not heard such. This will mean even more questions for Admiral Dlukov."

    Mace asked, "Dlukov the supposed rogue admiral?"

    The duke nodded. "He is. Forty years in the service of the Emperor. Careers for himself and all his men just thrown away."

    Mace stood. "We'll need a few minutes to discuss things, Duke. If you'd care to follow Mr. Crawford, he'll take you to a quiet room while we talk."

    The duke nodded. "It would be my pleasure, Mr. Hardy."

    After the duke was led away, Mace stroked his beard. "Sounds to me like things are happening out there at a rapid pace. If Stark joins the Union, we'll have a hard time undoing that."

    Johnny asked, "You trust this guy?"

    Mace replied, "No, I don't. But what he says may still be true. I think we need to have a talk with Stark."

    Johnny gestured toward where the duke had gone. "What do we do with this clown, and how do we find our people? The infants?"

    Mace said, "Either he's a great actor or he knows nothing about the Australians or the embryos. I think we need to talk to this Admiral Dlukov. How far are we from comm range with the Gerty?"

    Liam replied, "Two hours if we travel directly there."

    Jane walked onto the bridge carrying Zax. "I've been listening over the comm. We have to stay on mission here. We can't let the Mawga or Dellus or whoever continue with this barbarism."

    Mace held up a hand. "We're trying to work through that now."

    Jane scowled. "Forget working through that. Just find out where this admiral is being held and let's take him. I'll get him to spill his guts."

    Johnny chuckled, "Well, aren't you the hardliner."

    Jane turned toward Johnny, her eyes burning.

    She looked back at an image of the duke's shuttle in bay one. "If you ask me, it's time we started kicking ass. I say we charge in, grab this dummkopf, and I'll make sure he talks. Simple as that."

    Johnny said, "It's Dlukov."

    Jane replied, "I know what it is, dummkopf."

    Johnny held up his hands in surrender.

    Mace said, "I'm actually thinking along those same lines, but I'd like to talk to Stark first. I want to know which way he's leaning in all this."

    Word was sent to the duke that he was being detained for several hours. His complaints fell on deaf ears.

    The Rogers moved within comm range of the Gerty a short time later. "Mr. Haas. I want you to open a comm portal to Earth. I need to talk to Stark."

    Benjamin Haas replied, "Give me just a moment, Mr. Hardy... portal should be coming online any second. I'll relay your signal from here."

    A darkened silhouette of Malcom Stark appeared on the wall display. "Mr. Hardy, I've been wondering when you would next contact me. Much has changed. The Mawga have pulled out. The food supplies you sent through have been a tremendous help. I anticipate a fully sustainable economy by late next year."

    Mace replied, "What are your intentions with the Union?"

    Stark smiled, "I'm stringing them along at the moment. Their offer of full membership is a fair one. However, I am not interested in fair. Our world was attacked, our people killed, and I expect to extract a high toll for those transgressions. I take it since you are still in contact with me, that your freedom remains intact. Congratulations."

    Mace asked, "Are you familiar with an Admiral Dlukov? He's a Dellus."

    Stark's silhouette nodded. "I am. He has been instrumental in bringing this about."

    Mace frowned. "Are you also aware that we destroyed a Dellus Muhatha recently? And that Dlukov is under arrest by his government for acting without authority and losing that ship?"

    Stark sighed. "He showed so much promise under my tutelage. He was a bright student. I advised him against tangling with you. His operations were supposed to remain hidden. This loss of a Muhatha, was that during the campaign against WarStation 56?"

    Mace answered, "It was. He attempted to kill us and failed. He jumped away before we could finish him off. We lost two good men in that fight."

    Stark shook his head. "Had he listened to me all that could have been avoided. But two lives for a Muhatha seems a fair trade, don't you think?"

    Mace scowled. "Would you think that if they were your family members? Doubtful. And your dirty admiral, he has a lot more going on than you know of. Things are very fluid with the Galactic Union right now, Stark. If you rush to join, you might be signing your own death warrant. That Union is not as solid as they make it sound."

    Stark tapped his hand on the arm of his chair. "I appreciate your concern, Mr Hardy. But you needn't worry. Already, our network of spies is spreading throughout the Union. It seems greed is a common theme among the stars. There are many willing to sell out their own people for the promise of comfort or coin. Dlukov had an extensive network of his own. I shall see to it that they are joined to the Human network."

    Mace asked, "Since you and Dlukov were buddies, he give you any indication of what happened to the Australians?"

    Stark replied, "I'm afraid the Australians remain a mystery. I believed Dlukov to have spirited them away for his own use. However, my spies have suggested they disappeared before he was able to acquire them. They believe the Kaachi to still be holding them in reserve."

    Mace leaned forward. "The rest of our population, the new infants, how are they doing?"

    Stark shifted in his chair. "They are doing well. Our plan is to start weaning them off the drugged food in another month. Not really by choice, mind you: it seems the food you had delivered comes without that component. I've had our scientists working to replicate it, but without success. I just hope we are able to maintain order without too much violence. I will have to say the drug made governance easy in that regard. I would have liked to have maintained its use for a bit longer."

    Mace shook his head. "You'd have kept them on it permanently if you could have. That's one of the reasons I made sure what we were sending you was untainted. How are the infants doing?"

    Stark replied, "Growing like weeds, and healthy. Our doctors made a startling discovery. It seems the eggs of every capable woman were harvested by the Mawga. There will be no more Humans until this new batch reaches maturity. And with them all being female, I foresee it as being a great time to be a man."

    Mace scratched the side of his face. "Yeah, about that. You might want to have your doctors perform a few tests. We believe our new citizens are all sterile. I think the Mawga planned to take complete control of our birthrates. I'm certain they didn't collect every egg from every woman there, especially those who were still children, but our breeding pool has definitely been reduced dramatically."

    Stark sighed. "I see we have a new problem, then. Every woman, every female has been through their clinics. They claimed it was for health screenings, even for the young. I only now see their true purpose."

    Mace looked up in thought and then back at the comm camera. "I'm going to let you in on a secret, Stark. This one should make your blood boil. The Mawga that harvested those eggs... they fertilized nearly four billion of them and took them away. We've been trying to find out where.

    "And to add to our troubles, they've been experimenting on them by gene splicing the DNA of other species into them. We saw thousands of grotesquely malformed hybrids being grown. Geerok thinks as many as five million are already being used for this purpose. If we don't get back those embryos, we may be doomed as a species."

    Stark was silent as he clinched his fists.

    Mace said, "If your spies are capable of finding out where they are, we'll work on bringing them home."

    Stark replied, "It would seem I've underestimated both you and your team repeatedly, Mr. Hardy. I'll admit to having only sought power when I started this journey, but I now see the folly of my way. We are the leaders of men... of all Mankind. It is up to us to not only defend our current population, but also to secure our future among the stars. You are a better man than I, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace sighed. "You're still breathing. You can still make things right."

    Stark stood, his silhouette almost stepping into the light. "I shall belay my plans with the Union until we get this matter resolved. And I will direct my information network to seek out answers to the whereabouts of our people, both embryos and Australians."

    Stark leaned over. "I humbly bow to the true leader of the Human race."

    The comm closed.

    Johnny chuckled. "Never thought I'd see that. If we were back at the bar right now I'd be buying you a Mangrove Dark."

    Mace frowned. "I still don't know how you drank that gutter water."

    Johnny laughed. "It had a kick at first, but you grew to love it."

    Jane shook her head. "A kick in the face, maybe. Anyway, I'm headed back to the nursery. Give me a holler if you need me."

    Mace turned. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to the duke's shuttle. Mr. Crawford, bring him back around, if you would."

    The Rogers spun in place and accelerated toward the new waypoint that Liam had entered. Jordan escorted the duke onto the bridge.

    "Mr. Hardy, this is highly irregular. I am not only a representative of the Dellus people, I am a member of the royal house."

    Mace said, "We have a few hours before we arrive at your shuttle, Duke. You might want to have a seat."

    The duke asked, "May I at least be told where I was taken?"

    Johnny replied, "You were taken to that room back there for a few hours. That's all you need to know."

    The duke frowned.

    Mace said, "We needed to confirm a few things with our people. That's all."

    The duke asked, "There are more of you?"

    Johnny held up his hands. "Here we go. You want I should space him now?"

    Mace shook his head as a startled duke looked on. "We're not spacing anyone. Relax, Duke, we're taking you back to your ship."

    The duke inquired, "You are releasing me?"

    Mace replied, "Not exactly. You're taking us to see Admiral Dlukov."

    The Dellus duke stood. "That is out of the question. My people will not allow it. Such a request will have to first go through the proper channels."

    Mace half scowled. "It wasn't really a request. You can either take me to see Dlukov, or I can have Mr. Tretcher there walk you to the airlock. Which would you prefer?"

    The duke hesitated to reply, then sat. "I will attempt the arrangements, Mr. Hardy. I cannot promise access."

    Mace shook his head. "Do you know where the admiral is being kept?"

    The duke replied, "He has been confined to quarters on the Gantero until his hearing before our panel of judges."

    Mace asked, "The Gantero one of the Muhatha ships?"

    The duke nodded. "The flagship of the third fleet."

    Mace turned to Johnny. "Jane or Jenny? Who you want to go with us?"

    Johnny replied, "I think Jane has her mind elsewhere at the moment. Jenny would be the preferred pick. Just don't tell Jane I said so."

    Jane walked onto the bridge. "Just don't tell Jane what?"

    Johnny sighed. "Mace asked who we should take if we go over to the Muhatha."

    Jane asked, "And you said, not me?"

    Johnny slowly nodded. "I just thought your mind might be elsewhere right now, that Jenny might be a better choice, that's all."

    Jane walked over to her husband, placing her hand on his shoulder. "Normally I would have boxed your ears for that kind of remark, but here and now you're right. I'm all consumed at the moment, which is why I came up here. He's sleeping and I got tired of staring at him. Was starting to creep myself out."

    Johnny turned and pulled his wife in for a hug. "I know how you feel. When we first got married I used to stare at you half the night while you were sleeping."

    Jane pulled back. "Really?"

    Johnny laughed. "No. I'm just having fun with you. But Jenny would be a better choice right now."

    Mace, Johnny and Jenny escorted the duke to his shuttle. "The weapons will be confiscated when we arrive. You should leave them here."

    Johnny replied, "No they won't."

    Mace countered. "I'll be looking to you to smooth things over, Duke. Use your royal status if you must. Just realize that if there is resistance, we will push back and push back hard. The information we are looking for is of the highest importance to us. Dlukov knows what we want to know. And we can't wait for diplomatic relations to politely ask him for that information."

    The duke sat in his large plush chair as a servant brought him a beverage. "My pull among the military has never been tested like this, Mr. Hardy. I cannot say what the result of this will be. Can I offer you a Sharmian wine while we travel?"

    Mace shook his head. "I'll pass. And whatever pull you have with the military will have to do."

    Johnny raised his hand. "I'll have one, if it's all the same."

    Jenny followed. "Me too. I could use a little something to take the edge off now and again."

    The duke clapped and two additional wines were brought forward. The twenty-minute ride was over almost before it had begun. Johnny chugged his second glass as the shuttle slowed and entered the docking bay of the Gantero.
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    The ramp lowered and the massive Humans followed the duke down to the deck. Dellus crewmen stopped and stared as Johnny ducked to walk under the wing of the shuttle. A wink and a pointed finger sent several scurrying.

    Johnny laughed. "Always jumpy, aren't they?"

    Jenny replied, "Just keep an eye out for the ones who aren't."

    The duke said, "You will not be attacked while walking with me. Given the current circumstance of this ship, we may not even be confronted."

    As the foursome turned into a hallway, a Dellus captain held up his hand. "Duke Wellit? What is the meaning of this? We were not informed of visitors. This is highly irregular!"

    The duke replied with a stern look. "Out of my way, Captain! This is official crown business!"

    The Dellus captain stepped back and saluted. The foursome continued, stopping in the hallway leading to the admiral's quarters.

    A guard stepped in their way. "I am sorry, sir, no one is allowed beyond this point."

    The duke stepped up close to the young guard's face. "You would defy the desires of a royal?"

    The guard's voice cracked. "I am sorry, sir. I have my orders."

    The duke turned with a worried look.

    Johnny stepped forward, taking the small sword from the guard's hand and pushing him to the floor. "Go tell your commander that we want to talk to him. And tell him we're with the duke."

    The guard scrambled to his feet, nodded, and ran down the hall in the other direction.

    Johnny grinned.

    Jenny shook her head. "Not very diplomatic, but effective."

    The group continued to the admiral's door where another guard was persuaded it was in his best interest to leave.

    The door was opened, the duke turned. "Give me one moment if you would."

    The duke walked in. "Admiral Dlukov. I have some guests that would like to talk to you."

    The admiral replied, "I've already said everything I'm going to say."

    The duke turned and gestured to Mace.

    The proclaimed leader of the Human race entered the room. "Admiral, I have a few questions for you, questions you will answer. If for some reason you choose to remain silent, I can promise you your life will become very unpleasant."

    The admiral huffed. "I am already dead. And who are you?"

    Mace replied, "You don't recognize me, Admiral? You were awfully smug the last time we talked. You remember, when you killed two of my people with a nuke just before destroying a ship full of United Front crewmen."

    The admiral's smug look turned to one of nervousness. "Mr. Hardy? How are you here? Duke Wellit? What is the meaning of this?"

    The duke replied, "The meaning of this is you will answer all of Mr. Hardy's questions or he will see to it that, well, things become unpleasant."

    The admiral turned up his nose in defiance. Johnny stepped forward with the confiscated sword. Grabbing the admiral's small hand and stretching it out onto the arm of his chair.

    "What are you doing?"

    Johnny shrugged. "I'm cutting off a finger."

    The duke took a step back in horror. The admiral's eyes grew large before shrinking back to size.

    Johnny chuckled, "What? You don't believe me? Remember, you irradiated two of our people. I'd just as soon cut you all the way in half right now."

    Johnny pressed down with the sword. The Dellus admiral yelped. The duke fainted. Jenny broke his fall, laying him gently on the floor.

    Mace pulled up a chair, taking a seat in front of the shaking Dellus prisoner. "Now, I'm going to ask you a few questions. You're going to give me honest and full answers. You understand what I'm saying?"

    The admiral nodded.

    Mace settled in. "OK. Who else are you working with? What other species beside the Mawga?"

    The admiral played dumb. "What? Why would I need anyone else?"

    Mace looked at Johnny. "I think the admiral has too many fingers."

    Johnny nodded. "Got it."

    The admiral held up his other hand. "Wait! I'll answer your question. You just have to understand. This is difficult."

    Johnny chuckled. "Difficult? I'm the one that has to do all the cutting. You're just sitting there."

    The admiral's shoulders slumped. "They have my family."

    Mace said, "What?"

    The admiral broke down. "The Sarkesians have my family. And now they are as good as dead."

    The duke pulled himself up into a nearby chair, aided by Jenny Taub.

    The admiral stared at the floor. "The Sarkesians are bent on an overthrow of the Galactic Union. They have taken my family hostage."

    Johnny scowled. "You buying this? According to Geerok, they hardly even know who their siblings are."

    The admiral replied, "Your Admiral Geerok is Mawga. The Mawga customs are quite different from the Dellus. While we use birthing centers, just like much of the Union, we have a superior family bond. Our families are our lives."

    The duke nodded. "He's telling the truth."

    Johnny lowered the tip of the sword to the floor, pushing himself up. "Great. Now I feel like a heel."

    Jenny shook her head. "He still did what he did and laughed about it. There was no Sarkesian threatening him when he roasted Ramirez and Holmes."

    The admiral's look changed from one of sullenness to one of nervousness.

    Mace turned. "Duke, do you have any way to verify the status of the admiral's family?"

    The duke nodded. "They are here on Nineka, Mr. Hardy. Give me a few minutes. I'll see what I can do."

    The duke whispered into his comm for several seconds.

    Johnny leaned in toward the admiral. "Using your family as a defense? That's going pretty low. I won't feel any guilt about the next finger."

    As Johnny picked up the sword, the admiral replied, "OK. Wait. That isn't the whole truth. My family was threatened when I was originally approached. And it's not the Sarkesians. It's the Zinka. They want through the rift to the UF territories. They want to control this end of the rift and to run those territories in a private partnership with us."

    Mace asked, "And what of the Human embryos?"

    The admiral sighed. "They were purchased from the Mawga in exchange for one hundred fifty tons of raw gatrellium ore."

    Johnny looked over. "The Mawga mine. It wasn't a mine at all. They were just refining raw ore before shipping it to Rhombia."

    Mace leaned in. "How many embryos did they purchase?"

    Dlukov shrugged. "Several million I think. They wanted to go through the rift to conquer the United Front. There they would raise an army of enhanced Humans from the embryos, after which they would bring them back through to take over the Galactic Union. It was a long-term plan."

    The Duke asked, "Why did you take the Muhatha ships?"

    The admiral replied, "I thought them to be the only ships powerful enough to defeat the UF warstation. When Mr. Hardy showed with the Rogers, I attempted to force him into doing the fighting instead. Why risk a ship if I could get someone else to do the brunt of the fighting?"

    Mace tapped his fingers on his chair arm. "Where are the other Human embryos?"

    The admiral shook his head. "I do not know. I only brokered the deal with the Zinka for the gatrellium. The Mawga would not even reveal to me what it was that had been traded until you stepped in and confiscated a large portion of the ore. You nearly exposed our entire operation. The Mawga Emperor and his intelligence officers are still scratching their heads as to what actually happened with you and all the food. They think it was ordered by Dellus command."

    Mace said, "So there's some rogue faction of Mawga out there? And they're selling Human embryos?"

    The admiral nodded. "I don't think it's a faction or anything political as such. I believe them to be a criminal enterprise, and a very secret and powerful one at that. The Mawga spies I employ have not found any mention of them anywhere."

    Johnny sighed. "Great. So were dealing with some alien mafia. I'd rather it be the government."

    The admiral said, "I have no doubt they have spies on this ship. Your presence here has doomed me for certain. Not that I would have escaped the wrath of our Emperor or that of the Galactic Union, but you have once again placed my family at risk."

    Johnny scratched his head as he looked down at Dlukov's severed finger. "I almost feel sorry about the finger, but then I don't. You murdered two of our people. Nobody forced you to do that."

    The duke asked, "These Zinka, how do we find them?"

    The admiral shrugged. "I don't know. They contact me. They know I've been captured. I suspect they will either disappear or there will be an attempt on my life at any time."

    Mace sat back. "This keeps getting bigger and bigger."

    Johnny patted him on the shoulder. "At least we have some idea of what's happening now. We can make adjustments and continue our fight."

    The duke's comm warbled. "Yes. I see. Thank you."

    The duke turned to face the admiral. "It seems the admiral's family consists of a single estranged brother. He has been lying to us."

    Johnny's expression turned to one of anger. "You know you have another six fingers I can cut off, right?"

    The admiral looked down. "That would be seven."

    Johnny shook his head as the sword was again brought to bear. The admiral again screamed.

    Mace took Johnny by the shoulder. "Don't get yourself too into that. It's not a path you want to go down."

    Johnny replied, "I'll cut him up bit by bit if that's what it takes to get honest answers out of him. He killed our people, and he's already admitted to selling Human embryos."

    Mace nodded. "Understood. You just don't want that task to be something that comes easy to you, that's all."

    Mace turned back to the shaking admiral. "And, admiral, I can tell you this is going to get a lot more painful as we go. You answer our questions truthfully or we'll turn up the level of pain. And believe me, losing a finger or two is only an inconvenience compared to what comes next."

    The admiral replied with a nervous laugh. "As I said originally, Mr. Hardy, I'm already dead. If not by you then by the Dellus or the Galactic Union. And I can assure you the death by each of them would be equally as painful."

    Mace sat back. "Duke, you think we could get a towel and a bucket of water?"

    The duke asked, "May I ask what for?"

    Johnny chuckled. "Waterboarding? You think that will work?"

    Mace replied, "It has in the past."

    Jenny frowned. "Our C.O. put us through that as part of our survival training. All I can say is he will tell us all we want to know. Psychologically, nothing else I've ever experienced could take you apart like that. We only had one guy in our unit who could tolerate it for any length of time, and he was a nutjob anyway."

    Jenny looked at the admiral. "You sir, are going to beg to tell us everything you know."

    Mace asked, "Duke, your people have any kind of truth drugs? Something like what's in that tainted food our people were being fed?"

    The duke shook his head. "We do, but they are only mildly effective. The additive in the food is highly effective. However, we don't would need two weeks for it to take full effect."

    Johnny said, "If we take him out of here we do. Out there, we have as long as we need if it gets us the answers we're looking for."

    The duke glanced at the doorway where more guards were gathering. "I don't think we can take him out of here, Mr. Hardy."

    Johnny stood. "Oh, we can take him out if we want to."

    Mace held up a hand. "Let's not make that decision right now. Admiral, we need answers. You have answers. You've done some bad things. You'll have to pay for those.

    "However, I could promise you a quick end to all this if you cooperate. Otherwise, be prepared for a world of hurt coming your way. And a very extended life with that pain continuing. Now, how cooperative would you be if I could provide you with a small ship and enough food for say, three months, and a jump to whatever star system you desired?"

    The admiral replied, "I'm listening."

    The duke protested. "You can't do that, Mr. Hardy. He is a prisoner of the Dellus Empire."

    Mace looked at the duke. "We don't answer to the Dellus Empire, Duke."

    Mace turned back to the admiral. "Who has the embryos and how do we find them?"

    The admiral thought over his options. "A Mawga general named Hamok. You find him, you find your embryos, or at least a trail that leads you to them."

    The admiral moved nervously in his chair. "I'll tell you more. Whatever you want. But you have to take me out of here first."

    The duke stood. "I cannot allow this."

    Mace said, "What's most important to the Emperor, Duke? Getting the knowledge the admiral has? Or punishing him?"

    The duke began to pace the room. "You are asking me to make a difficult choice, Mr. Hardy. The Emperor will want both."

    Mace shrugged. "Both are not available, Duke. Pick one or the other."

    The duke sighed. "The first. The information. The information is of highest importance."

    Mace nodded. "Good. A command decision. Now, what are the chances we can get some of the drug the Mawga use in that food?"

    The duke replied, "I can get an ample supply if needed."

    Mace stood. "Let's take this circus back to the Rogers."

    The admiral looked down at his severed appendages. "What of my fingers? Can they be reattached?"

    Johnny knocked the fingers to the floor, stomping on them with his boot and grinding them into the floor with his heel. "No. They're too damaged."

    The admiral scowled.

    The duke stepped into the doorway. "Clear a path. We are taking the prisoner aboard my shuttle."

    A Dellus captain stepped in the way. "We have orders that the prisoner remain here."

    The duke moved close, putting his nose almost against that of the captain. "You defy the desires of a royal? You question my authority?"

    The captain slowly backed away as he bowed.

    Mace lifted the admiral by his upper arm. "Let's go before they change their minds."

    After a quick walk to the docking bay the team boarded the duke's shuttle and were away.

    A comm came in for the duke. "This is Commodore Barisk. You have my prisoner. You will return immediately."

    The duke replied, "I must apologize for my methods, Admiral. No disrespect was intended. Dlukov has information that is vital to the security of the Empire, and I intend to get it. In the meantime, admiral, I would like a moderate supply of codazine. We'll be using it as part of our interrogation."

    The admiral scowled. "The prisoner must be returned. We have laws governing this. The Galactic Union will want to know what we're doing."

    The duke smiled. "Then I would suggest you keep them in the dark for the time being, admiral. And prepare the codazine for me. I will send my shuttle back shortly to collect it."

    The comm was closed.

    Mace asked. "You don't look so good, Duke."

    Wellit nodded. "Nor do I feel well, Mr. Hardy. I hope this information is worthwhile. The Dellus royals and military have had a comfortable coexistence for many centuries. That coexistence is based on trust, respect, and each side not meddling in the business of the other. I'm afraid what we're doing here may have crossed several of those lines."

    Mace looked over at the admiral. "Dlukov, I hope for your sake you deliver."

    The shuttle docked and the group departed. The duke's ship was sent back to collect the drug to be used on the admiral. The duke and admiral were taken to the conference room where they were left under guard. Mace and Johnny returned to the bridge.
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    Liam asked, "How long are we staying here, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace replied, "Until the Duke's shuttle returns. Then we send him home."

    "Did we find anything out?"

    Mace shook his head. "Only bits and pieces. We got a name, a Mawga general named Hamok. And we now know the Zinka are involved. They purchased Human embryos from the admiral. You might pull up the star maps of their systems to get an idea of where we might be headed at some point. We're going to put the admiral on codazine, the drug the Mawga used in our food, to see what he really knows. But that might take a couple weeks."

    Hans said, "I'm surprised they allowed you to take him."

    Mace half smirked. "They didn't. We kind of forced the duke's hand. May have put him in a bad position because of it. I hope not. He seems like a fair-minded individual."

    An hour passed before the shuttle was well on its way. The duke was taken to bay three to wait for his ride.

    As the shuttle approached, Johnny said, "I don't like this. I've hailed that pilot several times and not gotten a response."

    Mace turned. "Mr. Mallot. Can you provide us with a bioscan of that ship?"

    Seconds later Humphrey replied, "There are... hmm. No life signs."

    Johnny said, "Can you tell if there's a nuke on there?"

    Humphrey replied. "One second... yes!"

    Mace yelled, "Mr. Hobbs get us out of here! And if that ship looks like it's gaining on us, circle back close to that Dellus station."

    Liam replied, "Moving away... doesn't look like the shuttle is matching our speed."

    Mace asked, "How long until we're out of its sensor range?"

    Liam replied, "At this pace, forty-five minutes."

    Mace stood, walking to bay three. When he arrived the duke was sitting in a chair by the control room.

    "Mr. Wellit. I'm sorry we put you in this position."

    The duke replied, "What are you talking about, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace said, "Your shuttle was almost here. Only it wasn't carrying codazine. It was carrying a nuclear weapon."

    The duke stood. "What? There are no nuclear weapons in the Galactic Union!"

    Mace nodded. "Yes, there are. Dlukov used them against us. They may be against the rules, but they're out there. And given that the commodore was willing to use one against you, I'd have to say your days as a royal are over, at least for the time being."

    The duke stood in silence for several seconds before plopping back down in the chair. "That's it, then. I'm ruined. An order of such could have only come from the Emperor himself."

    Mace sat in a chair next to the fallen duke. "Welcome to our world, Duke. We can't go home, either. We can go there, but we can't go down on the planet without risking being grabbed. Looks like you're joining the ranks of our Mawga guests and our Kaachi guest."

    The duke looked up. "You have Kaachi on here as well?"

    Mace laughed. "Yeah. We seem to be good at collecting strays. Anyway, you're welcome to stay as long as you like. All we ask is you take on enough duties to make it worth our while to keep you. The Mawga like building things. And the Kaachi is sort of a scientist / engineer. You have any particular skills you are good at?"

    The duke slowly shook his head. I have been a low level diplomat my entire life, Mr. Hardy. I was just assigned to that ship a month ago. I was to be their Union liaison officer while the ship was out and about. Mostly a symbolic position so that I might one day have something to chat about when at court."

    Mace patted the duke on the back. "Come on. I'll introduce you to a few of the others. Mr. Montak can work with you on taking on some tasks."

    The duke stood. "Not once did I ever imagine I would be reporting to a Mawga, Mr. Hardy. This is quite the step down."

    Mace replied, "Or the step up. We're all a team here, Duke. We're all responsible for the well-being of this ship. I know you said family is important on Nineka. Well, you won't find any stronger of a family than we have here. So, I guess, welcome to your new family."

    The duke was passed to the care of Bontu Montak. Mace returned to the bridge, settling into his chair. A course was set heading back to the Gerty, and a jump ensued shortly after.

    Liam said, "Welcome back to the Rhombia system."

    Mace looked over at Fatso Geerok. "So how do we find this general? And what are the chances of us getting some of the codazine?"

    Geerok replied, "Allow me to contact one of our ships. They may not speak to me given my current status. Or they might be interested in capturing me."

    Mace shook his head. "You don't have to worry about that. You're a part of this crew. You belong with us now and you don't get captured unless we get captured."

    Geerok offered a rare smile. "I appreciate the sentiment, Mr. Hardy. I will do what I can. I just can't promise that will be much."

    The Rogers closed on Rhombia. A hail was sent over the general comm.

    Johnny said, "We have a connection."

    An image appeared on the display wall. "I am Vice Admiral Tellak. You are in violation of Mawga space."

    Mace said, "You can skip the pleasantries, Admiral. We know that you know that you have nothing that can harm this ship. We're here for information and codazine. And we're willing to trade."

    Tellak replied, "What information could you possibly have that would interest us?"

    Mace smiled. "For starters, if you haven't heard, the Dellus lost one of their Muhatha ships. And several Callista. When this becomes known to the rest of the Union, the Dellus, your superiors, may be viewed as seriously weakened."

    Mace continued, "Were you also aware that one of your generals may be running a rogue operation? And that a new rift has been discovered?"

    The vice admiral nodded. "Go on."

    Mace laughed. "This isn't a one way street, Admiral. Let's talk codazine. Can you get it? We only need a very modest supply, say, six months worth for a single person."

    Tellak returned a stoic look. "That could be arranged."

    Mace said, "I know you were asked to leave Earth space. This after you've made significant investments there. Are you aware of the harvesting of Human embryos?"

    Geerok said, "He wouldn't know. It was a covert operation. My contact was not military."

    Tellak replied, "I'm not certain what it is you are referring to, Mr. Hardy. Explain."

    Mace said, "Some of your people were involved with harvesting Human embryos. They have been conducting experiments on them, mostly gene splicing. And they plan to build a Human army. One that is superior to what King Stark has."

    Tellak huffed. "I highly doubt such an operation could have existed. What kind of ruse are you trying to pull, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace took a deep breath as he selected an image from his video archives, forwarding it to the Mawga admiral. "This is a birthing center on Reddack IV. I believe that to be a Mawga colony?"

    Tellak nodded. "I am familiar with the Reddack system. There are no colonies there. Perhaps a remote research station."

    Mace said, "This is an image of a birthing center there where the gene-spliced hybrids I was just referring to are... were being grown. Power was lost and all the hybrids are dead. But the center is real."

    Tellak scowled. "That is not possible, Mr. Hardy. We have patrols that visit all our colonies. The Reddack system is not in use."

    Mace replied, "Not any more. Up until a few days ago it was being used to grow tens of thousands of hybrid fetuses. And they were ten months old."

    The admiral turned up his nose. "Preposterous. The funding for such a project would be astronomical. I am on the budget committee. There is no black project of that scope or scale."

    Mace laughed. "Yeah, well, there is. You just don't know where the funding is coming from. You can send a ship out there, if you like, to see for yourself. You'll also find evidence of two nuclear blasts. Whoever's running this op has constructed some nasty weapons. Our ship is faster than yours, but the ships containing the nuclear device are far faster than ours. There are all kinds of Galactic Union rules being violated right here in your own system, Admiral. I'm guessing you'd like to see those cleaned up."

    Tellak sat forward in his chair. "Let's say for a moment you are telling the truth. What am I to do about it?"

    Mace replied, "Like I said, clean it up. Your job is to protect the Mawga Empire and the Emperor, is it not? If these things are going on right under your nose, you're not doing a very good job. And if they get found out by someone other than you, well, I can only guess the consequence for you. Take a look out on Reddack, Mr. Tellak. We can even send you there if you like."

    The admiral said, "Allow me a short time to consult, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace nodded. "Get the ball rolling on that codazine for us, Admiral. It's the key to an important part of this puzzle."

    The comm closed.

    Johnny turned. "He's not sold."

    Mace said, "He's sold enough. I sent over data on all the embryos that had been spliced with Mawga genes."

    Geerok replied, "I believe he will come on board as well. He is an honorable man."

    Mace raised an eyebrow in thought. "I'm still a bit confused in your role in all this, Mr. Geerok. Your only contact was with a mystery individual, someone you never saw. Why would you follow orders under that scenario? What made you turn a blind eye to what was going on?"

    Geerok lowered his head. "I had business dealings, Mr. Hardy. Dealings that went bad, leaving me in a financially distressed situation. The only responsibility given me was to turn a blind eye. In return I had my debts paid and I kept my position in the Mawga military. Believe it or not, I am an honorable citizen of the Mawga Empire... at least, I was until all this. My confessions to you were my attempts to right the wrongs I had been a part of. I wish I could tell you more, or point you in a better direction, but my interactions with the mystery person were one way."

    Mace held up a hand. "You've more than contributed, Mr. Geerok. And the advice you've offered has been stellar."

    Johnny chuckled. "Stellar. Doesn't quit have the same emphasis once you've been out here. I mean, we... are stellar."

    Half an hour later a comm from the vice admiral came in. "I desire to see the installation at Reddack IV."

    Mace nodded, "I'll send over a shuttle. We'll take you from there."

    The admiral shook his head. "Unacceptable. I go in my own ship or I don't go."

    Mace shrugged. "Have it your way. Only keep in mind, if we detect any hostility or odd behaviors, we won't hesitate to destroy that ship. Our cannons are easily powerful enough to do that."

    The admiral nodded. "I accept your terms."

    A run was made to the Gerty, and a wormhole opened to Reddack IV. The vice admiral's cruiser dropped through the atmosphere and settled where the landing pad had once been.

    Humphrey said, "Looks like the whole area has been scrubbed, Mr. Hardy."

    Tellak asked, "What is it we're supposed to see, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace said, "Mr. Mallot, will a deep scan tell if that shaft going down is still there? Or was there?"

    Humphrey replied, "One moment... the shaft has been removed and filled in, but the scan does show evidence of disturbance."

    Tellak's image displayed a scowl. "Where is your evidence, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace said, "A scan should tell you the dirt in a shaft below there was disturbed."

    Tellak sighed, "That could have easily been done by you, Mr. Hardy. Please tell me my time here hasn't been wasted."

    Mace sat back in is chair in thought. "Jane, could you come up to the bridge? And bring Zax with you. Admiral, I have your evidence."

    Jane walked onto the bridge carrying her bundle of joy. "What is it?"

    Mace said, "Hold him in front of the camera. Humphrey, do a DNA scan of everyone on the bridge and pass that data over to the Mawga."

    Seconds later the information was made available.

    Vice Admiral Tellak looked over the data. "A child that is 2 percent Mawga? That is your evidence?"

    Mace replied, "I gave you the videos of what we saw, Mr. Tellak. Aside from that, this is all the evidence we have."

    Johnny said, "There is the other site at Merigon."

    Mace nodded. "I know, but we sank it. Whoever's doing this has the resources to cover their tracks."

    Jane said, "Are you done with me? He was sleeping."

    Mace replied, "Yep. Sorry."

    Geerok raised a hand. "Perhaps I can be of assistance."

    Mace turned. "Tell me what you have."

    Geerok cleared his throat. "The infant. It has 2 percent Mawga DNA. The DNA came from a Mawga individual. Perhaps we start there. Admiral Tellak should have access to the DNA records of all Mawga."

    Mace looked at the camera. "Mr. Tellak? Is that something you can check?"

    Tellak scanned over data on a holo-display hovering in front of him. "Curious. The DNA matches that of General Oopin Hamok."

    Mace cliched his fist. "Perfect. Finally a link. Mr. Crawford, can you escort Duke Wellit and Dlukov up here?"

    Tellak rubbed his temples. "I suppose his DNA could have been stolen."

    Mace replied, "Hold on, Mr. Tellak. I have someone who can confirm that name."

    The Dellus duke and admiral walked onto the bridge and into the camera view. Tellak stood at attention.

    Johnny chuckled.

    Mace said, "Vice Admiral. This is Duke Wellit of the Dellus royal family. And this is Admiral Dlukov of the Dellus fleet at Nineka. And you can relax as they are both outlaws from the Dellus people now. Mr. Dlukov, can you tell us again the name of the Mawga general you said was involved in this?"

    Dlukov replied, "Hamok. He sold Human embryos to the Zinka."

    Tellak's rat-like eye's grew big. "Zinka? The Zinka are involved in this?"

    Mace said, "I told you it was a mess you would want to clean up, Admiral. It stretches across at least two founders. The data we sent will show the DNA of all the founders is being used for experimentation. Your galactic Empire is not as solid as you've been led to believe."

    Tellak's whiskers twitched as his face became flustered. "General Hamok is a close adviser of the Emperor. I will have to proceed carefully with this."

    Mace nodded. "You tell us when and where we can find Hamok and we'll take care of the rest."

    Tellak sat upright. "I cannot allow that, Mr. Hardy. As I said, he's an adviser to the Emperor. We are talking the ruler of our entire civilization."

    Mace said, "There's always the possibility that the Emperor is somehow involved. Maybe he's trying to set up alliances with other founders. That could be as part of an overthrow, or maybe to garner votes to move the Mawga up a tier or two within the Union. Both of those could be strong motivators, and, given the right pitchman, many a ruler could be convinced to join in."

    Johnny chuckled. "You have much better conspiracies than I ever did. Yours are at least plausible."

    Mace relied, "All of this is just more evidence of why we need to be self-governing. I think Stark would easily jump into the middle of all this in his quest for power, dragging the rest of us with him."

    The vice admiral was returned to Rhombia, where his investigation of General Oopin Hamok was begun. A generous supply of codazine was delivered, with Dlukov receiving his first dose. Mace walked down to the dining hall for a meal.

    Tres brought over a beverage. "I call this one the chocolate swamp."

    Mace nodded as he sipped. "Not bad. Have a seat."

    Tres plopped down in a chair, leaning forward on the table.

    Mace said, "Are we doing the right thing out here? I feel like I'm peeling back the layers of an incredibly large onion. I mean, we have food on Earth, and the Mawga have left. But Stark is still in charge. And we're out here ramming around trying to find four billion stolen embryos, while the Galactic Union looks like it's about to implode. So much is outside of our control."

    Tres smiled. "I have faith. You'll figure it out."

    Mace laughed. "That's it? That's your pep talk?

    Tres shrugged. "I've only got what I've got, Mr. Hardy. You've kept us all alive so far. Just keep doing what you're doing."

    Mace shook his head. "I'm out of my league, Tres. I feel all this could blow up on us at any moment."

    Tres replied, "And yet it hasn't. From what I've seen, it's the others that are out of your league. The Mawga, the Dellus, their precious Galactic Union... it's all a facade. Human intellect and determination are gonna bust this Union wide open. And we're gonna come out on top, crushing all injustice and resistance."

    Mace half smiled. He took a large bite out of a nutrient bar as he propped an elbow on the table. "OK, well, at least that's a little better than 'you'll figure it out.'"
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    Johnny came over the comm. "You better get back up here. The Dellus just showed up with their Muhatha ships."

    Mace frowned as he stood, choking down the last of his nutrient bar. "We'll have to continue this later."

    As he walked on the bridge an image of a Muhatha was visible on the wall display. "What we got?"

    Johnny said, "They jumped right into this space. They've hailed Tellak's ship. I expect them to turn this way any moment."

    Mace said, "Let them come. Let them make their demands. They can't do anything to us."

    Johnny turned around. "They have those nuke ships. They already tried to use on us."

    Mace replied, "That was in their territory and with us out of sensor range of their planet. They can't use one of those here where the rest of the Union can see they have them."

    Johnny scowled. "You're counting on them following the rules?"

    Mace asked, "What would you have us do?"

    Johnny replied, "How about let's be preemptive for once. We go in and blast the launching bays of those two ships before they send those monstrosities out."

    Mace held up his hand. "Nobody wants to do that more than me. But we have to remember, we're not looking to start a war with official members of the Galactic Union. That would give them an excuse to fully invade Earth. At the moment we have no way to protect her. They're keeping their ships away from Earth because they want us to join with them."

    A Dellus ship turned and raced toward the Rogers, slowing to a stop when it was within comm range. A hail from the Gantero was accepted by Johnny.

    Dellus Commodore Barisk's face covered the wall display. "Mr. Hardy, I would ask that you turn over our prisoner and return Duke Wellit to our custody."

    Mace replied, "Dlukov and the Duke are free to leave whenever they like, Commodore. We aren't forcing them to do anything. This ship is under our command and at the moment both men are seeking asylum. If we determine those requests not to be worthy, we'll return them to your custody."

    The commodore was silent for several seconds. "We will have to take that aspect of this discussion up another time, Mr. Hardy. The Karthians have attacked Sarkesian space with a major force. All Union ships are being called to duty. I had hoped to offer both the Duke and Admiral Dlukov an opportunity to clear their names. Both are desperately needed and I was to offer both the dropping of all charges brought against them. The Karthian force is advancing rapidly, Mr. Hardy. I'm only attempting to do what's right here."

    Johnny said, "Didn't see that coming."

    Mace turned to Jordan Crawford. "Mr. Crawford, can you bring Wellit and Dlukov to the bridge?"

    Jordan nodded as he walked their way.

    Mace asked, "Commodore, you said a large Karthian force. How large are you talking?"

    The Commodore frowned. "More than a thousand ships. And with them comes a parade of ground assault ships loaded with Marines. For years we have feared this invasion, Mr. Hardy. Already, two of the eighteen Sarkesian colonies have fallen. We are attempting to take a stand at Harkoza III."

    Mace asked, "How many of the Union ships are you taking?"

    The commodore replied, "All of them. All Muhatha, Callista, Dauntless and cruisers. All soldiers of the Union are being called up as well. If we don't stop the Karthians at Harkoza, they will stroll through the other colonies as if no defenses were there."

    The commodore looked away as one of his crew yelled. "And, Mr. Hardy, your king Stark and his ships are joining the fight as well."

    Duke Wellit and Admiral Dlukov walked onto the bridge.

    Mace gestured toward the display. "The Commodore has something he wants to say."

    "Duke Wellit, the Union has been invaded by a Karthian force of over a thousand ships. The Emperor has asked that all potential charges against you be dropped, and that you report home with us for assignment elsewhere. He has signed a statement offering his forgiveness for any and all transgressions against the Empire. You are free to come home.

    "And Admiral Dlukov, you have been pardoned of all crimes and your commission has been fully restored, again by the wishes of the Emperor. We need your leadership in this fight. The Emperor trusts no one but you to direct the Dellus fleets. I will be stepping aside to see that you are given everything you need to prosecute this fight. I will need immediate answers from both of you."

    Dlukov bowed. "Commodore Barisk, I would be honored to return and to lead our fleet into battle."

    Duke Wellit followed, "Yes. I will join the fight as well. Mr. Hardy, I am asking to be released."

    Mace said, "You aren't being held. And Dlukov. The information you have given, can I trust in it now in a time of war?"

    Dlukov nodded. "What I told you is true, Mr. Hardy. General Hamok has the answers you seek."

    Jordan walked the two Dellus citizens to a shuttle. A short flight had them both aboard the Gantero. The group watched as the entirety of the Mawga fleet, including her soldiers previously garrisoned on the ground, riding in transports, passed through the wormholes opened by the massive Muhatha ships.

    The commodore opened another comm channel. "Mr. Hardy, as I told you, King Stark and all his ships are joining the fight at Harkoza. We will be traveling there to open a wormhole when we are finished here. If you have a need to talk to him, you should do it now."

    Mace thanked the commodore for the news. The Muhatha ships moved through the open portals, and seconds later were gone from the Rhombia system.

    Johnny shook his head. "There goes the general with the information we seek."

    Mace replied, "I think we might be paying a visit to Harkoza. If the general dies, the whereabouts of our future may die with him."

    The others agreed and a jump was made.

    As the Rogers came to a stop an hour's distance from Harkoza III, Liam offered a reminder. "We only have gatrellium for four round trips left, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace nodded. "Understood. Mr. Geerok, who would we contact in the Mawga army if we wanted to speak with General Hamok?"

    Geerok replied, "The flagship of the Mawga Army transport fleet is the WarLadden. Find that ship and you will find Field Marshal Kerrak. He would know. However, I don't know what incentive he has to talk to us."

    Mace smiled. "I have an idea for that. Johnny, raise Stark on the comm."

    A silhouetted image popped onto the wall display. "Mr. Hardy. I can't say that I expected to find you here."

    Mace replied, "There's a Mawga General by the name of Hamok. He has information about our stolen embryos. We need to talk to him before he's sent into battle. If he dies, we may never find our stolen future."

    Stark nodded. "And what is it you want of me?"

    Mace said, "Have you been given direction as to where you are going to fight in all this?"

    Stark shook his head. "I told them I would choose when and where I would join. Why?"

    Mace leaned forward in his chair. "At the moment, Hamok has no incentive to tell us anything. But if we were to promise that you would fight side by side with his troops, I'm certain he would jump at the chance. From what I hear, other than Humans, the Galactic Union soldiers don't do well in battle. Survival numbers are low. If they were fighting beside you, however, their victories might be grand."

    Stark thought for a moment. "I'm familiar with Mawga strategies and tactics. If you think this will yield the information you seek, I'm willing to offer our services."

    Mace replied, "If I could high-five you through that display right now, I would do it. I'll contact the Mawga and extend the offer. And thanks for doing this. Without those embryos we Humans may not have a future."

    A comm was opened to the WarLadden. An image of an old, gray Mawga filled the display.

    Mace said, "Field Marshall Kerrak. I understand your time is quite valuable, but I have an offer I believe you will find more than acceptable."

    The field marshal stroked his solid white whiskers. "Go on, Mr. Hardy. Will you be joining us in the fight?"

    Mace replied, "I'm afraid not, sir. However, King Stark would be willing to fight by your side should you choose to make one of your generals accessible to us. We would like to talk to General Hamok. If he cooperates, I have the assurance of King Stark that he would join with your troops."

    Kerrak sat up. "Stark and his men would fight alongside us? What need have you of General Hamok?"

    Mace answered, "He has information that we consider vital and of the highest importance. As I said, if he cooperates, King Stark will join you in battle. If not, Stark will pick when and where he and his men join the fight."

    The field marshal nodded. "Do you need to speak with Hamok in person?"

    Mace replied, "That would be preferable."

    Kerrak wet his old dried lips with his tongue. "Give me a minute, Mr. Hardy. I'll see that you have our cooperation."

    A spokesman for the field Marshal filled the display. "Mr. Hardy, I am Field Marshall Kerrak's assistant, Captain Rukant. General Hamok is located on a transport named the Bowika. I'm forwarding you the coordinates. The General will be expecting you."

    Mace nodded. "Thank you, Captain."

    The comm closed.

    Mace stood. "Johnny, I think it's just you and me this time. No need for any others."

    A short walk put them on the shuttle. Twenty minutes of flight had the shuttle docking on the Bowika. Another short walk, this time escorted, had them meeting with the general in a private room.

    The general stood as Mace entered. "Mr. Hardy. I've been following some of your exploits. It's a pleasure to finally meet you."

    Mace replied, "Skip it, General. We know you've been trafficking in the embryos of my people. I'm here to tell you that either you come clean, or I'll see to it that this ship and all who are on it will be the first ones into the fight. And from what I hear, the Karthian force is superior in number. You and all your men will likely be dead on the first day. However, if you cooperate, I can promise King Stark will be fighting alongside you. And I'm sure you're familiar with his previous battles. So the choice is yours. You tell me where I can find the Human embryos you stole, or you take your chances with fate."

    The general held up a hand. "It is true. I have been involved. But I am not the one you seek. That would be Rafasek Rassek. He's a powerful businessman back on Rhombia. His company produced and sold the nutrient bars used in the Earth campaign. You find Mr. Rassek and you'll find your embryos."

    Mace said, "So that's it? That's all you've got? Because if I find out different, I will seek you out and kill you personally. That would be after I have my friend Johnny here work you over for a few days. And if King Stark finds out first, well, all I can say is you had better hope he doesn't."

    Johnny leaned in, attempting to act tough. "The last guy... I cut off two of his fingers. Yours look pretty frail. I'd bet they would snap right off in my hands."

    Mace shook his head as he asked, "So what will it be, Mr. Hamok? Are you with us or against us?"

    Hamok replied, "Other than the supplier, Mr. Rassek, my only dealings were to sell the embryos for research on Reddack IV, Marigon III, and the dual facilities at Manijess VII. The Manijess colony is on the outskirts of Zinka space."

    Mace returned a skeptical look. "Can you provide coordinates for Manijess?"

    Hamok sighed. "I can. And I can say that, while I profited from this venture, it has weighed on my conscience. Once Rassek sinks his sinister claws into you, he doesn't let go. I was in process of negotiating a deal with the Quelli. They are an eerily stoic lot."

    Mace said, "Where do we find Rassek?"

    Hamok replied, "On Rhombia. He has tremendous property and business holdings there. He also frequents events with the Emperor, although the Emperor knows nothing of this venture. Rassek is an ruthless person, Mr. Hardy. Be careful of your business dealings with him."

    Johnny talked as they walked back to the shuttle. "You think he's telling the truth?"

    Mace shrugged. "Who knows. I do know we can check out the Manijess colony and this Rassek fellow. That's better than what we had when we came here."

    On the shuttle ride back, word was passed to Malcom Stark to cooperate with the Mawga Field Marshall. Coordinates were entered for the Manijess system and a wormhole opened. The Rogers and Gerty quietly left the Harkoza system.

    The Manijess image showed as another ocean world. Its thick, cloudy atmosphere offered a dull gray appearance upon approach. Below the banks of clouds, the landscape was one covered with wide swaths of giant, red-flowered lily pads, floating on calm seas.

    Liam said, "Taking us down to ten kilometers for Mr. Mallot's search."

    An hour passed before Humphrey's efforts paid a reward. "Looks like another submerged structure, Mr. Hardy. Not unlike the last one."

    Mace, joined by Johnny, Jenny, and Jeff, soon found themselves docked in another underwater bay. The four walked down the ramp of the shuttle.

    Jeff commented, "We're deeper here than on Marigon. I can feel the pressure on my suit. We're at four atmospheres because of that water pushing up into this bay."

    Mace said, "There's an airlock over here. I suspect it will be better on the other side."

    Past the airlock, the facility opened into two vast areas. The pseudo-uterus stations stretched our for half a kilometer in each direction. The stations had once again been emptied.

    Johnny sat at a console and again began his analysis of the logs. "Nearly three million embryos this time."

    Mace said, "If the Rassek lead doesn't pan out, we should follow the manufacturer of these stations. Somebody has to be making a tidy profit off them."

    Jenny poked the tip of her plasma rifle into the dead skin sack of one of the units. "Umbilical's been cut again."

    Jeff commented. "From the blood drippings and smears on the floor, I would venture to say we are looking at another episode as we saw on Marigon. The infants were removed and tossed into the bay out there."

    Johnny pulled up the video logs. "That's exactly what happened. Last time they kept four infants out of eighteen thousand, this time, only six out of three million. All of them more than 90 percent Human."

    Mace asked, "Any indication of flight logs, of what ships visited and when?"

    Johnny shook his head. "The last two were unregistered shuttles, just like before. The first took out the six they kept. The second was the cleanup crew. And I don't see anything on here that says the Zinka were here."

    Jeff said, "Could be they were just the customers and this whole operation was being run by Mawga working for Rassek or whatever his name is."

    Jenny scowled. "Looks like another dead end, Mace."

    Johnny nodded. "Give me a minute to collect the data."

    Mace said, "Spread out. Check to see if any were left."

    Johnny raised a finger. "Hold up. This facility was the first constructed. Those infants were full term. The harvest or whatever you call this was six weeks ago. You can look, but I doubt you'll find anything left alive out there. Oops. Got one more tidbit. We have the DNA of the Zinka who was used for these. We might be able to track them down from that. Maybe a trip to the Zinka capital world is in order."

    A search of the remainder of the facility was put underway.

    Jenny yelled out. "Hey! Think I might have something over here."

    The others joined her.

    Mace said, "What is it?"

    Jenny pointed at the floor. "Those look like little footprints to anyone else?"

    Jeff said, "Indeed. Other than the toe area, it appears to be a Human heel."

    Jenny gestured with her rifle. "Looks like they were running all over this area."

    Mace said, "At thirteen months? Is that even possible?"

    Jeff shrugged. "We were told the infants at time of birth were the equivalent of a one-year-old or more. It's not impossible."

    Jenny looked around several of the stations. "How would it even survive without getting cut down by whoever cleaned this place out?"

    Jeff replied, "Perhaps it was fast, or highly intelligent. Young animals are known to instinctively run and hide; I suppose an intelligent hybrid Human could do the same."

    Johnny yelled from the console. "Got the data!"

    Another hour was spent searching in and among the stations. No other indications of survivors were found.

    Jeff joined the others. "Could be that one got away and was later caught. I didn't see any other tracks."

    Mace pointed at the airlock. "Let's go. Maybe the Zinka or Mr. Rassek have what we're looking for."
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    The foursome moved through the airlock to the shuttle.

    As they began to walk up the ramp, Jenny turned. "Did you see that?"

    Johnny replied, "See what?"

    Jenny pointed. "There. It just dove down."

    Jenny stepped off the ramp, leaning over the edge of the platform, scanning with her eyes for movement. A splash and motion to her left had her plasma rifle raised. A mostly Human girl, looking to be close to two years of age, stood on the deck of the docking bay with a fish wiggling in her mouth.

    Jenny said, "Please tell me I'm seeing things."

    Mace walked up beside Jenny. "Look at her footprints. They look just like the ones we saw in there. Those toes are heavily webbed. I'd say she evaded the cleanup crew and has been out here living off the fish."

    Jenny replied, "She's practically a toddler still. How on Earth is that possible?"

    Johnny stepped up. "We're not in Kansas any more."

    Jenny bent down on one knee. "Hello."

    The little girl, taking the fish from her mouth, replied, "Hello."

    "She speaks English!"

    Jeff knelt beside Jenny and said, "Platypus."

    The girl replied, "Platypus."

    Jeff shook his head. "She doesn't speak English. She's just mimicking."

    Jenny looked to her left. "That water is like 58 degrees. She's not even shaking."

    Jenny held out her hand as she smiled. The girl held out the fish, setting it in Jenny's hand. A quick turn and a dive saw her disappearing into the deep dark water. Seconds later she sprang from the bay, landing on her feet where she'd stood before. Another fish wiggled in her mouth.

    Jeff said, "This is remarkable."

    The girl took the fish in her hand. "This is remarkable."

    Jenny turned to Mace. "What do we do? We can't leave her here."

    Mace gestured toward the shuttle. "If you can get her to go up the ramp, we'll take her with us."

    "And if she jumps back in the water?"

    Mace shrugged. "We can wait. We're not leaving her, if that's what you're worried about. She's the reason we're out here."

    Jeff said, "Interesting. She has little gills on her neck just behind her ears. Has to have Gorange DNA in her, the aquatic species. If we take her with us, we may have to fill a tub or something so we can keep her skin moist."

    Jeff stood. "Which raises the question about her care. What she requires as a Human is obvious. Her other parts, we haven't a clue as to what to do."

    Mace said, "We just do what our instincts tell us to do, Doc. Or we have you to figure it out for us."

    Jenny reached out, taking the girl by the hand. A friendly smile was returned.

    Jeff said. "I just realized something. We're standing out here where it's four atmospheres of pressure. If we take her back to normal what's that going to do to her? A Human might end up getting the bends. We may have to isolate her and then lower the pressure slowly."

    Jenny scowled. "We can't take her from all she knows and just lock her away. What if she freaks out?"

    Mace sighed. "As I said, we don't have to leave this minute. Maybe we take her back through the airlock and see how she does with it."

    Jenny rolled her eyes. "Great, now we're gonna run experiments on her?"

    Jeff said, "We could isolate her in a pressurized room, Miss Taub. You could stay in there with her if you like."

    Jenny nodded. "I like."

    They boarded the shuttle with the little girl continuously smiling at Jenny. A storage area was sealed off with the two inside. The ramp was raised and the cabin pressure slowly lowered as the shuttle dropped back into the ocean waters of Manijess. The craft emerged from the wet and was soon settling on the deck in bay one of the Rogers.

    As the pressure in the storage area equalized with that of the docking bay, Jenny opened the sealed door, carrying the young naked girl with one arm.

    After a short walk, they turned the corner into the room Vanessa and Tres had set up as a nursery. Jane was there with Zax. The three girls chased him around the room as they all squealed with delight.

    Jenny said, "We picked up another one for you."

    Jane stood. "What? From down there?"

    Jenny nodded. "Yep. And she's like this super smart mermaid. The logs say this place was shut down about six weeks ago. We found her... well she found us, in the pool of the docking bay. She jumped out of the water with a fish in her mouth."

    Jane walked over, gazing at the smiling aquatic mystery. "How is that possible?"

    Jenny laughed. "That's what I said. Anyway, she's super smart, and obviously able to survive on her own. And she's ours."

    Jane smiled as she looked down. "Oh, look at those adorable webbed feet!"

    The girl, still carrying the fish in her hand, held it out to Jane. "For me? Why thank you."

    As Jane, Jenny, and Vanessa talked, the little girl's eyes were drawn to the other four children in the room, who by now were gazing at the new addition. The girl was clothed and then allowed to interact with the other children. Within minutes, the five were running around the room chasing each other as they screamed and laughed.

    Jane said, "What's her name?"

    Jenny replied, "I don't know. I hadn't thought about it. I suppose she doesn't have one. She was alone down there in that complex. She's smart as a whip. She can repeat any word you say and it sounds just like you said it. Personally, I'm just blown away. You know, we talk about rescuing those embryos, but they're all still faceless. This little girl, and Zax over there, make you realize exactly what we're fighting to recover."

    The Rogers lifted up through the atmosphere, and a jump was made to the Zinka home world of Balidat. A comm was opened to the officials in charge, and the donor of the Zinka DNA in question, after threat, was identified. A major in the Zinka army, he had been found dead two months before.

    Mace sat in his captain's chair on the bridge in contemplation as a wormhole opened back to Rhombia and a jump was made. A comm was opened to the local officials, followed by another connection to the Emperor's spokesman.

    "Mr. Hardy, the Emperor will not be getting involved in any petty disputes such as yours. The unfounded accusations against Mr. Rassek, a strong supporter and personal friend of the Emperor, will not be brought to his attention. Such trivialities are beneath him."

    Mace replied, "Maybe it's time I paid the Emperor a personal visit."

    The spokesman huffed. "A Human? Not likely. This conversation has gone far enough."

    The comm was closed.

    Johnny said, "I'd like to squash that one like the roach that he is."

    Mace replied, "He's just doing his job. But I would now have to bet the Mawga Emperor is a simpleton who is being manipulated by his 'strong supporters'."

    Mace turned to Humphrey Mallot. "Do we know where that comm originated from? Where's the Emperor's palace?"

    Humphrey replied, "Passing the coordinates now. It seems the Emperor has a mountain retreat, far from the nearest city. It appears to be surrounded by plasma cannons, but not strong enough to hurt us."

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs, take us down there. We're gonna pay the Emperor a visit."

    Geerok stood. "The Mawga people revere their Emperor, Mr. Hardy. I would advise against this move."

    Mace nodded. "Noted, Mr. Geerok. I don't plan on hurting him. I just want answers as to what Rassek did with our embryos."

    The Mawga palace retreat was made up of round, domed buildings covered with green and gold marble. Tremendous fountains gushed thousands of liters of water per second as streams, ponds and waterfalls slipped under stone-covered footpaths. Blue and yellow flowers adorned the many shrubs that surrounded the buildings. Well-manicured foliage along the paths guided the Emperor's staff and visitors to their destinations.

    The shuttle hovered over one such path as the ramp was lowered. Mace and Johnny walked out, first moving into the comm building, followed by a short jog to the main palace.

    Johnny said, "Now this guy knows how to live. I would say this place befits an emperor."

    Two of the Emperor's guard stood defiantly in front of the palace entrance.

    Mace leaned down to one of the guards. "It would be in your best interest to allow us to pass. We aren't here to harm the Emperor. We just need to talk to him."

    The guard refused to move, instead holding out his sword with a shaky hand.

    Johnny grabbed the hand, removing the sword and tossing it into the nearest shrub. The guard was picked up by the head and moved to the side as his feet dangled in the air. The second guard lowered his sword, taking a step to the left.

    The twosome passed through an atrium, followed by a long, grand dining hall. Large gem-covered doors were pushed open, interrupting a ceremony that was in progress. The two Mawga guards rushed past, joining six others as they surrounded their divine ruler.

    An official stepped forward. "What is the meaning of this?"

    Mace said, "I'm looking for someone name Rassek. Anyone here by that name?"

    A neatly dressed Mawga arose from the small crowd seated in the room. "I am Rafasek Rassek. You dare interfere with the Emperor's official duties?"

    Johnny chuckled. "I don't think they get it."

    Mace walked up to the Mawga businessman, towering over his meter tall frame. "You stole four billion Human embryos. We want them back."

    Rafasek squirmed. "I don't know what you're talking about."

    Johnny reached out, taking him in his hand by the head and lifting him from the ornate floor. "You do know what we're talking about and I'm going to squeeze your little rat head until it pops if you don't tell us."

    The Emperor pushed through his guards. "You there. Unhand him. He is a trusted member of my advisory group and a personal friend."

    Mace said, "Sorry for this intrusion... Emperor. Your adviser has forced our hand in this matter. Four billion Human embryos were harvested from Earth and are being sold on the black market by this "personal friend." We only want what has been taken from us."

    The emperor stopped in front of them. "Rafasek? Is this true?"

    Johnny turned the Mawga toward his ruler, tilting his head up and down in a 'yes' motion.

    Rafasek lowered his eyes. "It is true, your highness. I did this for the Mawga people, for you. It was done with the hope of building an army that would make us equals in the Galactic Union. It was done in your name, for you."

    Johnny said, "If your plan was to build an army, why have you been selling off embryos to the Zinka and others?"

    Rafasek replied, "Building such an army takes funds. I could not ask this of the Mawga people. And my own wealth, while substantial, only accounts for a fraction of that needed. The clandestine sales were a necessary compromise. But not to worry, the embryos provided were all sterile."

    Mace replied, "The embryos provided have all been gene-spliced with other species. Whatever you did to sterilize them might have been undone. We managed to recover two out of several million. How many did you sell and who did you sell them to?"

    Rafasek pulled a holo-image up above his arm pad. "The Zinka purchased three million. Our Dellus contact, two million. The Quelli, one million. Those are all the sales to other species."

    Johnny said, "And what about to General Hamok?"

    Rafasek again lowered his eyes. "The general received two hundred thousand for his brokering of the other trades."

    Johnny said, "That means most of those are still out there."

    Rafasek replied, "No. Our birthing equipment is optimized for Mawga. All embryos were put into stations by my people. Many did not take and had to be replaced. I am aware of the raids on Reddack, Marigon and Manijess. We were unaware of the experimentation, the gene splicing, until after it had been done. Each party hoped to find the best combination of known species for their super-soldiers. They each hoped to purchase more when they had the most likely candidates identified. I had no plans of selling them any more."

    Mace said, "Where are our remaining, Embryos, Rassek?"

    Rafasek Rassek looked up. "Trapped on Canto and Fombry. It was to be used as our base for creating our army of Humans. When the rift appeared and the United Front came through, we were in fear of moving the embryos elsewhere. Two thirds were destroyed in the UF attacks. Just over a billion remain, frozen in stasis."

    Mace scowled. "Tell me you have the transports needed to move them back to Earth."

    Rafasek nodded. "The transports are housed in underground bunkers. We only need fly them out to freedom."

    Johnny set the Mawga back on the floor. "The UF hasn't attacked again. Why haven't you moved them?"

    Rafasek replied, "They were taken there through a wormhole provided by our Dellus contact. We don't have the means to open such wormholes. The transports are large. We cannot risk flying them out with standard drives. It is far too valuable a commodity."

    Johnny clinched a fist. "Commodity? Those are our people! And the women you left on Earth that you were supposedly helping... they are now barren. You stole all their eggs!"

    The Emperor took a stern stance. "Rafasek Rassek... you will take the Humans to Canto and you will return here to me for punishment. I can assure you, gentlemen, this was not of my doing, and all who were involved will pay dearly for their crimes. This deceit is not indicative of the Mawga people or our values. Justice will be served before this is over."

    Mace replied, "We look forward to that moment, Emperor. Perhaps then we can work on positive relations between our peoples."

    Rassek was taken to the shuttle and then up to the Rogers. A short ride back to the Gerty had the two ships moving through a wormhole to the Canto colony. Two Mawga cruisers offered no resistance as they arrived. The task of transferring Human embryos back to Earth was at hand.
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    The coordinates were given to the giant underground bunkers. Massive earth covered doors pulled back, revealing four large transports.

    Johnny grimaced. "There lies the future of Man. And I'd like to get them back to Earth as soon as possible."

    Mace replied, "We have another problem to discuss first. When we get them home, what do we do with them?"

    Jeff said, "I talked with Rassek extensively about that. If left aboard the ships, they will be viable for a period of about five years. Afterward, they will be in natural decline, as they estimate any unused embryos will lose viability at a rate of 20 percent per year."

    Johnny replied, "Sounds like we'll be due for another baby boom. How we gonna feed and protect that many kids?"

    Jeff shook his head. "It's obvious we won't be able to support nearly a billion new mouths. That number will have to be scaled back dramatically. We also can't force individuals to parent more children than they feel they can support. I suspect we will be lucky if only a tenth of those embryos are brought to term.

    "And to compound matters for future generations, there will likely be a number of years with few if any births due to a lack of viable embryos. Remember, maybe only a handful of women on Earth are able to conceive on their own."

    Mace said, "We're resourceful. We'll figure it out. Mr. Hobbs, what will it take to move these ships to Earth... gatrellium-wise?"

    Liam replied, "Upwards of 40 percent of our reserves. We'll be limited to a single round trip to Earth and back afterward. Any portal we open after that will be limited in size, duration and destination distance."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "We should have hit up Dlukov for some before letting him run off to war. He'll probably wind up dead now, and we'll never know what happened to it. The little dirtball cheated us out of it."

    Mace said, "Mr. Crawford, bring Rassek up to the bridge."

    Jordan left, returning several minutes later with the Mawga businessman.

    Mace tapped his fingers on the arm of the chair. "I'm going to ask you a simple question, Mr. Rassek. I want a complete answer. Dlukov traded in a supply of gatrellium and you were involved. What happened to that material?"

    Rassek was silent for several seconds. "I received a small quantity for my work with the Dellus admiral. I have four tons in a heavily shielded warehouse on Rhombia."

    Liam said, "That would buy us two round trips at most."

    Mace nodded. "We'll have to hold that in reserve."

    Johnny said, "We have another fourteen days before Frado Knuttin is supposed to show. Do we wait it out here for him?"

    Mace shrugged. "I don't think we have a choice. If we open a portal to Earth, we have to go. We can't send these transports through unprotected."

    Johnny cringed. "You know, I just realized that with Stark gone off to fight we have no protection at home. What's to stop some other Union member from attacking and wiping us all out?"

    Mace replied, "For one, they are all supposed to be at Harkoza. The Mawga ships are. And so are the Dellus. I couldn't say about the Targarians though, since they supposedly left the Union. According to what we saw at Harkoza, all ships were ordered there to fight the Karthians."

    Liam said, "Would it be worth the expense of opening a comm portal to Harkoza to get status from Stark?"

    Mace nodded. "I think that's a good idea and worth it, yes. If he could send a couple cruisers back to defend these embryos, at least until they can be dispersed, that would free us from having to be there."

    The order was given and a wormhole for a comm opened. Stark and his ships did not answer to a hail. A Sarkesian Dauntless responded to a general hail.

    Mace asked, "Has the fighting begun? We are in need of making contact with Malcolm Stark and the Humans."

    The Sarkesian captain replied, "Six hundred eighty ships went out to meet the incoming Karthian fleet yesterday. They will be defending against more than fourteen hundred warships and several thousand small fighters. There is rumor of a second fleet behind that one. Only forty ships remain here in reserve. Your King and his ships left with the main fleet."

    Johnny said, "Wait, they only have seven hundred twenty ships in all the Galactic Union? That doesn't sound right."

    Mace asked, "The second fleet you referenced, is that a Union fleet or another Karthian fleet?"

    The captain replied, "Karthian, but it has yet to be confirmed."

    Mace offered a confused look. "There are only seven hundred or so ships in all of the Galactic Union?"

    The captain frowned. "No. The Quelli, Zinka, Dunden Heap and Targarians have refused to join the fight, keeping their ships home to defend their own colonies. It has caused a huge rift in the Union that will have to be dealt with at a future time."

    The captain asked, "Will you be joining the others?"

    Mace shook his head. "No. We aren't part of anyone's army."

    The captain replied, "If you aren't now, you will likely be soon enough. We aren't expecting a victory in this initial attack. The Karthian warships are formidable. Only the Muhatha are expected to survive. If they take Harkoza they will take half of the Union without much fight. The others will then be crushed one by one."

    Johnny sighed. "Sounds like he doesn't have much confidence in their fleet."

    Mace replied, "If you look at the experience we've had against them, all those stupid rules... do you think they stand a chance?"

    Johnny cringed. "You don't expect them to be fighting under those rules, do you? That would be suicide!"

    Mace sat back in his chair. "No. I only meant they had no experience at using real tactics and strategies in a battle. That will cost them. Captain, thank you for the information. I wish you all the luck in the galaxy with your fight."

    The comm was closed and the portal with it.

    Mace said, "I guess that means we ride out the next two weeks here. Mr. Hobbs, send the order down to those bunkers to close up. We won't be moving until we know if our UF friend will deliver as promised."

    A week passed, and a second comm portal was opened to Harkoza. The species known as the Dunden Heap, along with their minions, moved another hundred sixty warships forward to the raging battle. A scout ship had brought word that losses on both sides were heavy, and that the battle was raging on. The second week of wait passed, with no reply from general hails to Harkoza.

    Humphrey turned from his console. "Mr. Hardy, we have two ships approaching. They're coming from the direction of the warstation."

    Johnny replied, "Do we know how big they are? What types?"

    Humphrey pushed the live sensor feed to the display wall. "One matches the signature of a UF dreadnought. The other is unidentified, but larger."

    Several tension-filled minutes passed before the ships were within comm range of the Canto colony. Johnny accepted a comm, passing it to Mace. An image of Frado Knuttin filled the display.

    Mace said, "Welcome back. I hope you bring good news."

    Frado smiled. "Product delivered as promised, Mr. Hardy. I would ask where to leave it but I've decided to gift you the transport as well. I am ever grateful for your assistance from our last encounter."

    Mace nodded. "Thank you. The transport is a much-needed gift. I assume you have crew on there to take back with you?"

    Frado replied, "The ship is automated. General maintenance was just performed before this voyage. She's a reliable ship and shouldn't be a problem for some time. I'll leave you with a full hydrogen store as well."

    Mace asked, "Any discussion of possibly opening trade with this part of the galaxy?"

    Frado rubbed his chin. "I'm afraid any talk of that has been put on hold. My industries, as well as many others, are being asked to join in a massive defense buildup."

    Mace winced. "Because of your fight here?"

    Frado laughed. "Goodness, no, Mr. Hardy. My ventures here are a private matter. It seems some of our outer territories are under threat from a new species. We captured a single ship involved in a pirate raid of one of our colonies. The occupants confessed to being members of a much larger force, with technologies that we aren't adequately prepared to defend against. It will be a profitable time for my corporation, but a stressful time for our people until we reach our goals. How goes it on your own world?"

    Mace smiled. "It goes well right now. We've managed to recover items stolen from us, and the occupiers of our system have withdrawn, so things are looking up at the moment."

    Frado replied, "Excellent. Perhaps as our issues settle, we will be able to discuss the trade between our peoples. You have proven to be a reasonable and fair species, a people the UF might just be able to get along with."

    Mace half frowned. "I wish I could say we were all like the people on this ship, but we have our greedy and power-hungry citizens just like everyone else."

    Frado nodded. "Yes. It seems the universe is in a constant struggle between the forces of good and evil. As to the United Front, I am of the belief that the forces of good have triumphed now for several centuries. Our people are largely happy and content. However, there have been signs of a backslide over the past several decades. Most are hoping this call to arms will reunite us, putting any discord among us to rest."

    Frado continued, "I am curious, though, Mr. Hardy. I expected there to be Mawga or Dellus ships in wait. Have you convinced them to stay away?"

    Mace replied, "The ships that fought with you before were from a rogue outfit. That outfit has been dismantled and is no longer a threat. If you had any interest in having diplomatic relations with the Mawga, I could probably set that up."

    Frado scowled. "Given our current military mindset, I don't think that would be a good idea. Perhaps once our buildup is complete."

    After several hours of friendly discussion, the UF dreadnought turned back toward WarStation 56. The bunkers on Canto were opened and the embryo-laden transports brought forth. A wormhole was opened to Earth and the small but growing cavalcade of ships slipped quietly through. A scan of Earth space was completed, and the transports brought into close orbit.

    A comm was opened to Stark's command center. "Mr. Hardy, the King told us to expect you."

    Mace said, "We have the stolen embryos. We believe this to be all of those that remain. I'd like to separate the ships so our future is not all sitting at a single location. Tell us where to park them and we'll disperse embryos back to the centers they were collected from for storage."

    The first of the transports dropped through the atmosphere on its way to the Washington D.C community center for dispersal from there; the second group of embryos would begin its journey from Paris, the third from Johannesburg and the last from Sydney. A rough estimation placed the time to complete the deliveries at five weeks.

    The Rogers settled at Organ cave, along with the ore hauler full of gatrellium. The ramp lowered. Tres and Vanessa were the first on the ground with their triplets in tow. Johnny and Jane followed with Zax and the newly named Fina.

    Mace smiled as he set foot on the Earth. Swaths of breezy, cool fall air were followed by moments of warm sun.

    Gnaga cautiously stepped onto the grass of the field, reaching down to stroke it with his hand. "Fabulous. Your world is every bit as beautiful as the forests of Dinket."

    Mace replied, "Dinket the Kaachi capital?"

    Gnaga shook his head. "My home world. Parikan is our capital. Or I should say, is the Kaachi capital. I suppose Earth is my new home."

    Mace smiled, "We're a world full of individuals, Mr. Klept. Some will hate you, while others love you. But don't take offense to the haters, just ignore them. They tend to hate everyone who doesn't look and believe exactly as they do. And they aren't the majority. While most may not be accepting of who you are or what you believe, they are tolerant of the difference. You should be fine."

    Gnaga nodded. "I will make every effort to remain near the ship until such time as I know your ways, Mr. Hardy."

    Bontu Montak stepped off the ramp. "I do love the smell of your planet, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace laughed. "It's your planet now too, Mr. Montak. Make of it what you will."

    Tres was the first up on the porch of the old gift shop. He pushed on Jasper's rocker, watching it with angst as it moved back and forth.

    Johnny said, "Once we're settled, we need to go out to look for him."

    Mace stepped up behind him. "It's on my agenda as well. I'm just hoping we aren't losing the war at Harkoza."

    Johnny said, "We should open another comm and get a status. I mean, I'm no fan of the Union or its methods, but at least we have an idea now of what we're dealing with. From the sound of the Karthians, the Galactic Union would be the lesser of two evils."

    Mace glanced over at the cave. "I'm thinking we take some portion of the gatrellium and stuff it in there. The rest we take out and portion up at our food storage sites."

    Jeff replied, "I don't know that to be the best idea any more, Mr. Hardy. This substance can be found with a scan, even if buried. We will need some type of shielding to keep it hidden."

    Mace pointed up at the ore ship hovering just above them. "Not a problem. Frado said the containers are shielded. So long as we don't open them until we need to, they won't be detected."

    Jeff nodded. "I guess I missed that little tidbit of important data. Still, I would like to have Mr. Mallot do a scan just to make certain. The rest of the Union has the same sensors, so if it passes that test, we should be in good shape."

    After a morning and afternoon on the ground, and a test of the gatrellium shielding, a quarter of the new stockpile was unloaded and carried into the cave. The Rogers, with a minimal crew aboard, lifted skyward with the ore hauler following.

    Three other sites received a quarter share, hidden from above, before the Rogers returned to the cave. The evening was celebrated with a bonfire, a new alcoholic brew from Tres, and fire-toasted nutrient bars. Rock music played over a loudspeaker as the crew danced, drank, ate and sang.

    As the evening settled and the nighttime temperature dropped, most of the members of the crew returned to the safety of the ship they now called home. Others, determined to find real Human beds, instead walked off into the moonlit darkness. Mace settled back on his bunk, his fingers clasped behind the back of his head, thinking how good it felt to be home.

    As he began to doze off, Humphrey came over the comm. "Mr. Hardy, I think you need to get up here. Three dozen ships just showed on the sensors."

    Mace rolled over to his side, facing his arm pad that now sat on a stand next to his bunk. "Is it Stark?"

    Humphrey replied, "Don't think so, sir. Two of the ships appear to be Muhatha."

    Mace sat up, "Crap. Be up there in a second. Send out a general comm calling everyone to their stations. And for those not aboard, tell them to get their asses here pronto or they get left."

    Mace pulled on the hardened leggings, stepped into the locking boots, backed into the half-torso hanging on the wall and then swung around into the front half. Two steps had the exosuit latching itself to his battlesuit. Picking up his helmet was followed by a quick jog up to the bridge. Liam and Hans arrived just behind.

    Mace said, "Has everyone off-ship reported in?"

    Humphrey shook his head. "Seven of twelve are on their way. The Dowdas have not replied."

    The comm sounded, "This is Tres. What's happening?"

    Mace asked, "Where are you?"

    Tres replied, "We took the kids to the center in Ronceverte. I left my comm in the other room and didn't hear it right away."

    Humphrey said, "We have two Muhatha, two Callista, four Dauntless and twenty-eight cruisers coming our way, Mr. Hardy. They're flying the banner of the Quelli. Will be in comm range in less than a minute."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Anyone not aboard in two minutes gets left. I can't believe their intentions are anything but hostile, given most of the rest of the Union is at Harkoza. Mr. Mueller, make sure those wells are fully charged."

    Hans replied, "We're ready, Mr. Hardy."

    Johnny rushed onto the bridge. "Jane's putting the kids in a room. What are we looking at?"

    Mace said, "It appears the Quelli decided they want Earth. We're going up to meet them."

    Johnny sat at his console. "They're within range. Want a comm?"

    Mace nodded. "If they don't reply, we know why they're here."

    Humphrey said, "We have everyone aboard, Mr. Hardy. Closing up the ramp."

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs, get us out there. Johnny, open a comm to Stark's HQ. Tell them what's coming if they don't already know. Doubt there's much they can do from down here, but at least they can try."

    The air around the Rogers' hull burned white hot as she rocketed up through the atmosphere. The repeated hails to the Quelli ships went unanswered.

    Mace looked around the bridge. "We have the superior shields, we have the firepower. Mr. Hobbs, take us in close to those Muhatha first. Johnny, get Jane and the two of you get on that shuttle. If we get a chance we'll drop you where you can board one of those ships. Jeff, you take over the comm console."

    Mace cinched his lap belt tighter. As the ships came within range they opened fire. The hull of the Rogers rumbled with each strike. The first cannon shot from Hans ripped through the shields and hull of a cruiser. A violent explosion followed. Two additional cruisers felt the power of the Rogers' cannons as the Quelli fleet closed.

    Mace said, "Keep us on target for those Muhatha."

    Humphrey replied, "We have several smaller ships emerging! I think they are the nuke ships!"

    Mace scowled. "Crap. Mr. Hobbs, take us right in to those Muhatha. They won't detonate beside their own ships."

    Humphrey said, "We have another problem, Mr. Hardy! The other ships are heading toward Earth!"

    Mace yelled, "Stick to the Muhatha! If we move away those nukes will get us!"

    The Rogers circled tightly around the lead Quelli Muhatha. The second continued toward Earth, reaching high orbit before slowing for a long decent. The cruisers and other ships dropped through the atmosphere one by one.

    Humphrey said, "I have cannon fire! They're attacking the ground!"

    The Muhatha they circled pulled to a stop.

    Mace yelled, "Mr. Mueller! Please tell me you can take out those nukes without killing us!"

    Hans replied, "They're too close, Mr. Hardy. The radiation would likely kill us."

    Mace asked, "Mr. Moskowitz? Would it leave us alive long enough to take out those other ships?"

    Jeff replied, "From this distance, doubtful."

    Johnny came over the comm. "Say the word and we'll board that ship. If that's the fleet commander, he might be willing to call off the nukes."

    Mace replied, "Do it! People are dying down there!"

    The shuttle left bay one. As she approached the massive Quelli ship, her grapple was extended. A last second plasma blast from a cannon damaged the hydraulics, rendering the grapple useless.

    Jane yelled out, "We're gonna try manual! If they move they leave the shuttle behind!"

    Jane maneuvered the small ship as close as she could. The ramp was lowered. She and Johnny made the jump across to the hull, their boots snapping in place as they made contact.

    "We're on!"

    The Muhatha lurched forward. The shuttle banged against the dampening field before popping away as it spun. A relentless barrage of cannon fire saw the shuttle destroyed from the inside out. The ramp had remained open.

    Mace said, "You OK?"

    Johnny replied, "We're safe, but Jane lost her torch!"

    Johnny sparked his plasma cutter. "Gaw! My cutter won't light!"

    Mace drew a deep breath.

    Humphrey turned. "Those ships are pounding positions on the ground, Mr. Hardy. What do we do?"

    Mace said, "Johnny, Jane, see if you can find something to hang onto. We're taking out the Muhatha drive. After that we're making a run for Earth."

    Jeff said, "Those nukes will follow."

    Mace replied, "We can't just let them kill everyone."

    Jeff shook his head. "You set one of those nukes off in our atmosphere and we just might be killing them all ourselves. If those are the same as we've seen before, could bring on a nuclear winter."

    Jane said, "You do what you gotta do, Mace. Don't let us stop you."

    Mace gripped the arms of his chair. A decision had to be made.

    Humphrey yelled, "We have a wormhole opening! Almost in orbit! We have incoming ships! I'm reading Targarian banners!"

    Mace released his grip, slumping back in his chair. That's it, then... we're finished."

    Hans said, "They're attacking the Quelli ships!"

    Mace sat up.

    Humphrey pushed an image of the battles to the wall display. "I have three Targarian Muhatha! They're all coming this way!"

    The two nuke ships raced away, heading for the approaching Targarian attackers.

    Mace yelled, "Mr. Mueller! Take out those ships when we reach a protected range!"

    Hans replied, "The Tretchers are still out there, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace banged his fist. "Mueller, hit that Muhatha drive! Hobbs, take us in, bottomside facing the side of that hull. And drop the ramp when we get there. Mueller, take out those near cannons after that drive!"

    A heavy cannon charge ended any Quelli chance of a run. Six well placed shots followed, taking out the close-in starboard cannons. The ramp lowered as Liam Hobbs guided the Rogers in close. The Tretchers jumped, floating for twenty-five meters before their boots locked onto the metal of the rampway. A short run had them safely aboard.

    Mace yelled, "Get after those nukes!"

    Humphrey said, "We have another small ship exiting the Targarian vessels! They're turning away!"

    A bright flash saw the end of the Quelli nukes. The Targarian ships attacked the remaining ships in a relentless barrage of fire.

    Liam asked, "Mr. Hardy? Orders?"

    Mace scowled, "Take us in, Mr. Hobbs. Mr. Mueller, target that Quelli Muhatha first!"

    As the Rogers approached, a wormhole opened. As the Targarians pursued, the remaining Quelli Muhatha slipped through, followed by a Callista. The wormhole closed before the Rogers arrived.

    Mace said, "Mr. Mueller! Target those Targarian Muhatha!"

    Jeff turned. "Mr. Hardy, we have a comm hail!"

    Mace hurriedly replied, "Push it to the wall!"

    An image of a Targarian filled the screen. "Our commander demands an audience. And you will turn over Johnny Tretcher immediately!"

    Mace replied, "What? We don't answer to the Targarians! You'll be sorry you invaded!"

    The Targarian on the display was pushed to the side. A hulking figure in a polished black battlesuit stepped into view. The tinted shield on his helmet slid back.

    "I want the ape man! Show me the ape man!"

    Johnny walked onto the bridge. "Jasper? What the..."

    Mace unbuckled his belt and stood. "Mr. Collins?"

    Jasper let out his normal country cackle. "Yep. How you like my fleet?"

    Mace sat back in his chair. "Your fleet?"

    Jasper nodded. "They almost had me with that food. I wrote myself a note that I absolutely had to stop eating after a week. Only problem was, it took me three months before I stumbled across it. Told myself I had to build a still and then fast for three days while only drinking the booze. I had to put on a show for the Targarians, but they ain't all that bright when it comes to our customs anyhow.

    "Took me a week to come off that drug, after that it was a snap to take over the ship, and then their fleet. That's why we backed out of the fighting at Harkoza. The Quelli stayed because they thought we were gonna make a move on the other colonies. When that didn't happen, they decided they were gonna annihilate the prize Humans. I hope I'm not too late."

    Jeff said, "Stark's command is reporting twenty-two centers destroyed. That's out of just over a three hundred. And they caught all four of the embryo ships, Mr. Hardy. One headed to Moscow, one in North Africa, one in Southeast Asia, and the last one in Argentina. He says 55 percent of the embryos were delivered before those ships were destroyed."

    Jasper smiled. "Well, it's over now. With this fleet we can protect Earth, at least until the battle is over at Harkoza."

    With the fighting finished, the Rogers returned to Organ Cave. The Targarians, under the command of their new king, Jasper Collins, assisted with the aftermath. In a week's time, order had been restored.

    Jasper's flagship, the Revelation, hovered just above the ground over the cave, dwarfing the Rogers. Jasper sat in his rocker on the gift shop porch, smiling.

    Mace rubbed his temples as he sat on the steps. "I could use a drink about now. King Collins? How about you?"

    Jasper clapped as he rocked back and forth in his chair. "Flounder-head! Bring us some booze."

    For the moment, Earth was finally safe and free.

   


    ~~~~~
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    Three weeks passed before the Human ships returned to Earth. Of the sixty-four cruisers under Stark's command, thirty-nine had been destroyed in the fighting. But the battle had tipped in the favor of the Galactic Union. Stark's ship, along with six other cruisers, had followed the retreating Karthian ships back toward the rift they had come through. They had not been heard from since.

    Mace, Johnny and Jane sat in an auditorium where the chief officers of Stark's command were gathered. The men and women who had been placed in the controlling roles by Stark himself stood arguing with each other over who was responsible for what. The people were now free of the Mawga drug, and were beginning to get restless as to what they were supposed to do with their lives. Gone were the gleeful grins and the happy faces. Instead, a general unrest was beginning to spread.

    Johnny turned to Mace. "This is starting to get out of hand. Without the effects of that drug and a strong leader, they're gonna start shooting each other."

    Mace replied, "I know we wanted Stark gone. Now I'm not so sure."

    Johnny tossed a piece of popcorn in his mouth as he sat. "Didn't realize how much I missed this stuff. Anyway, you should step in and take over."

    Mace shook his head as he laughed. "I am not taking that on. I have no desire to run the world. I'll fight for our freedom, but I'm not gonna be an administrator. Command over the Rogers is about as far as I'm willing to go. You should offer your services."

    Johnny chuckled. "I don't see that as a good option either. I don't think I'd get along well with these jugheads."

    Mace took a handful of the popcorn. "Yeah, nobody ever likes you anyway. You're kind of an ass—"

    Jane cut in. "You know who would take right to this? Jasper."

    Johnny began to laugh almost uncontrollably. A piece of popcorn lodged in his throat, throwing him into a coughing fit. Mace smacked him hard on the back, dislodging the kernel. Johnny nodded his head in thanks.

    Jane repeated her suggestion. "I'm serious. Look what he's done with the Targarians. They practically worship him now."

    Johnny cleared his throat. "I don't think we need someone the people will worship. That's kind of what Stark was looking for."

    Jane replied, "I'm not saying that. I'm saying he has been fair and just with them, and they've obviously rallied around him. I might be crazy to say it, but he has drastically changed from the day we met him. He's bold, assertive, doesn't seem to have fear, and like I said, he's fair."

    Mace added, "He also has his own fleet and set of colonies. He commands four species. I actually think Jane has a point. Of course, we'd have to run all this by him first before even suggesting it."

    Johnny asked, "And why would they be willing to turn power over to the old man?"

    Mace pointed, "Look at them. None of them wants that responsibility. They need a strong leader. Jasper Collins might just fill the bill."

    Mace opened a comm. "Mr. Collins, we're here at Stark's headquarters. The people he left in charge are in chaos as to what to do. They all want power, but none wants the responsibility that goes with it. Where I'm going with this is that the lack of leadership is really starting to show. Not just here at the top, but at the community centers as well. The people are getting restless now that they are off the Mawga drug."

    Jasper nodded. "I was just over at the one at Ronceverte. And I know just what you mean. I had to break up a fight while I was there."

    Mace asked, "What were you doing over there?"

    Jasper replied, "Taking my guys on a tour. I thought they would want to see how Humans were living now. Can't say the people were too welcoming."

    Mace continued, "That's what I was actually wanting to talk to you about. I know this might sound crazy, but would you be willing to fill in for Stark until a more permanent replacement is found?"

    Jasper scowled. "What's wrong with you?"

    Mace pulled back. "Nothings wrong with me. I was just wondering if you might be willing to consider it."

    Jasper laughed, "No, you misunderstood. What is wrong with you being the one to take over? To fill in?"

    Mace shook his head. "I'm not world executive material. You, on the other hand... you're already doing that. You have a fleet, you have troops, you have an economy and resources that could be traded for... eventually."

    Jasper looked up to the right and then up to the left as he scrunched his mouth. "You suggesting I raid the Targarian coffers to rebuild Earth?"

    Mace held up a hand. "Only suggesting you have the resources that might help smooth over a few bumps we might encounter."

    Jasper looked into the camera. "I'll do it. But only if ape-man reports directly to me."

    Johnny spat out a mouthful of popcorn. "Now, wait a minute."

    Jasper laughed. "You're too gullible, Tretcher. Was just jerking your chain. And Mr. Hardy, discuss it some more among yourselves, then come back and ask me again. I need to mull this over with my staff."

    Mace asked, "Before you go, I have a question. The power heads for the plasma cannons, and the transducers for the dampener fields, Are those made by the Targarians?"

    Jasper smiled. "As a matter of fact, they are. What would you have in mind, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace replied, "Are those resources you could get for us?"

    Jasper nodded. "How many you need?"

    Mace said, "We're maxed out on the Rogers for transducers. We could use a few more power heads for our cannons. But what I'd really like are more transducers and reactors so we can update a couple shuttles to add back to the Rogers. We've lost both of the ones we had."

    Jasper replied, "I'll send a Dauntless. Should have them back in a few hours."

    Jasper leaned in toward his comm camera and lowered his voice. "There's something else I wanted to talk to you three about. I think we have an opportunity to take control of the entire Galactic Union if we act swiftly.

    "Reports from Harkoza have said they lost two thirds of their ships. The Sarkesians lost all of their Muhatha. Word is they are already gearing up to produce more. The Dellus are demanding they make upgrades also. It seems the Rogers has developed a reputation for being tough, and they all want that reputation, particularly since the Karthians are likely to mount another attack sometime in the future.

    "They left with their tails between their legs, but with a sizable number of ships still fully functional. My staff puts the highest chance of return at about eighteen months."

    Mace frowned. "Eighteen months? That's not very long."

    Jasper agreed. "It's not. I for one have ordered my factories to start churning out cruisers. And I plan on loading them down with reactors, transducers, and those high-power cannon heads. If we have to fight, I want to be taking two hundred ships like the Rogers with me."

    Johnny asked, "How long does it take to produce a cruiser?"

    Jasper replied, "Three months."

    Johnny laughed as he shook his head. "That math doesn't add up."

    Jasper smiled, "I already have a hundred cruisers. Counting the nineteen here, and the Rogers herself, that only leaves eighty."

    Johnny replied, "And eighteen months divided by three gives you six more. I'd say that leaves you a good bit short of two hundred."

    Jasper nodded. "It does, which is why I'm talking about taking over the GU. That two hundred target could easily become four hundred. With that kind of force, I could have spanked the Karthians when they first showed up, sent them packing with no tails at all. And I mean that literally. If you haven't seen the Karthians, they have tails. Kind of look like a cross between a small boy and a cougar."

    Johnny smiled. "Another small species. Kinda makes you proud to be Human don't it?"

    Jane said, "Or at least half Human, half ape in your case."

    Jasper grinned. "You beat me to that one, Miz Tretcher."

    Johnny replied, "You know, those comments used to frustrate me. I kind of enjoy the sarcasm now. In fact, I missed it while you were gone. Jane has thrown a few of those insults at me, but it's just not the same."

    Mace said, "Have you had discussions with your staff about an overthrow?"

    Jasper rocked his head. "Yes and no. I've attempted to bring up the subject in a roundabout way, but they haven't caught on yet. I've thought about just flat-out asking them."

    Johnny said, "They do work for you."

    Jasper winced. "Most do, yes. But there are GU spies among them. So I have to be careful, unless I'm ready to fully commit."

    Mace stroked his beard. "Have you given any thought to a strategy? Who would you attack first?"

    Jane leaned in. "You know, this probably isn't the best place to be discussing this."

    Jasper nodded. "I agree. Can I meet you on the Rogers in, let's say, two hours?"

    Mace stood. "We'll be there."

    The comm closed.

    As the trio walked out of the auditorium, Johnny said, "Another war, huh?"

    Mace replied, "Not without some thorough discussion first. We'd need to know precisely how many ships are left with each founder."

    Jane said, "If I was planning this, I would seriously think about capturing their gatrellium supplies first. You do that and their big ships are almost useless. And they wouldn't be able to defend their colonies from any sizable fleet."

    Mace chuckled. "Sounds to me like you're already are planning this."

    Johnny nodded. "Yeah, I'd say that would have to be among our top considerations. You control the gatrellium and you control travel between systems. Otherwise, we're talking years to get from one colony to another."

    The shuttle landed in docking bay one of the Rogers. Lunch was eaten in the dining hall, followed by a check with the crew. The trio, along with the other senior members, gathered in the conference room. Jasper soon joined them.

    Mace pushed an expanded starmap up on the wall display. "The blue dots are the capital colonies of the other six founders. The green dot is Jasper's Targarian capital. The Sarkesians, the blue dot farthest to the left, have no Muhatha, just two Callista and five Dauntless left. The Dellus have a single Muhatha, five Callista, and twelve Dauntless. The Gorange and Dunden Heap have similar numbers. The Quelli, as we know, are down one Muhatha and two Callista. And the Zinka are down a Muhatha.

    "Now, the Zinka, the Quelli, and Jasper and his Targarians are on the outs with the GU by not joining the fight against the Karthians. They are also the species whose fleets are the most complete. My first worries would be the Zinka and Quelli ganging up on us."

    Johnny pointed, "We have Jasper's fleet. He should be able to crush the both of them."

    Jasper replied, "I don't think that's necessarily true. Those Quelli ships actually held their own against us. We had superior numbers, but it took more than we thought to take out the ones we did."

    Johnny teased, "What about your superior Human tactics?"

    Jasper frowned. "They ain't playing by the Union rules any more. They fought the same as we would have. Us being the big bad Humans don't mean squat when we're stuck on a ship. Hand-to-hand? Now that's where we crush 'em."

    Johnny asked, "The nuke ships, it seems like everyone has them."

    Jasper nodded. "The Targarians had a half dozen stored away. I just happened to bring one with me. Glad I did. I suspect they might be one of those un-talked-about secrets that everybody knows. It makes sense. They would each want something that would destroy one of those Muhatha ships."

    Mace flipped an image of one of the small ships onto the display. "Were any of these used in the war at Harkoza?"

    Jasper shrugged. "Our intel from there is spotty. And with no one admitting they have these, I'd bet any use was kept quiet."

    Jane raised her hand. "Who do you feel is the more powerful of the two? The Zinka or the Quelli?"

    Jasper thought to himself for several seconds. "I would have to say the Zinka. They look like a mini-centaur. Kind of a mix between a Shetland pony body and a ten year old boy upper torso. And, believe it or not, their preferred weapon is a bow. Everyone else has these short swords. Except the Gorange. They had a kind of trident."

    Liam said, "Interesting. We have a centaur with a bow and an aquatic with a trident. Anyone seeing a little Greek mythology coming to life here? Perhaps we had visitors several thousand years ago."

    Jasper shook his head. "Doubtful. Neither of those species was conducting space travel at that time. In fact, as far as space travel goes, most of the founders were in their infancy back then. However, I guess it's not impossible, either."

    Mace attempted to pull the conversation back on topic. "So the Zinka fleet, you think it matches up to yours?"

    Jasper nodded. "We have an extra Muhatha, but that's about all. And if they get help, well, that puts us at a disadvantage."

    Johnny said, "Why can't we put together boarding parties with the grappling shuttles?"

    Mace replied, "If we're talking a single ship that works. I don't think you want to be out there cutting through a hull with other ships around. They'd pick you right off that hull."

    Johnny winced. "Good point."

    Mace focused the display on the Zinka capital, zooming in. "Should we plan out an assault? If we fully join the Union, we could get help from the others. In fact, since Stark went off to fight for them, they might already consider us members."

    Jasper scowled. "They won't consider me a member. Not after we left them high and dry at Harkoza."

    Mace said, "Maybe this is an opportunity to get back in their good graces. They will all want defense against the Zinka and Quelli."

    Jasper looked over the holo-image of the Zinka capital planet. "We might be able to pull off a strategy of hit and run and hit again. We hit their ship factories and gang up on half a dozen ships, and then leave, wait a couple hours, and return while they're still recovering. Take out another half dozen. Rinse and repeat. Once we get superior numbers they won't last long."

    Hans replied, "What if they make use of those nuke ships?"

    Liam said, "Can we add any shielding to the Rogers to protect us from that? We have the weapons to take them out, we need shielding."

    Johnny grinned. "We could always paint the outside of the Rogers with lead paint."

    Jeff said, "He may have a partial solution. And a spray-on application would certainly be the easiest to apply to our hull. I'll get with Gnaga and the others to see what we can come up with."

    The discussion continued for several hours. When the meeting ended, Jeff left to work on the hull shielding. Mace and the others returned to the bridge.

    As they walked onto the deck, Jasper looked around. "I miss this place... but only a little. The flounders take good care of their king."

    Johnny asked, "Where'd you get the fancy battlesuit?"

    Jasper replied, "I had them design it for me. Notice I don't have an exosuit attached to it. It's built in, which is cool, because now it's protected from plasma fire, where the old one could easily be taken out."

    Johnny nodded. "It's intimidating, too. When you first popped up on the Targarian display, I was wondering what we were up against now."

    Jane walked onto the bridge holding the hands of Zax and Fina, with Derwood running along behind them.

    Jasper leaned down and smiled. "They're growing like weeds."

    Jane replied, "Jeff puts them at the equivalent of three-year-olds physically, mentally, more like six. It's crazy how fast they both pick up on things. And they feed off each other's curiosity. Tres' and Vanessa's girls are the same way. Whatever tweaks the Mawga made to their DNA seems to have worked."

    The two hybrids made a beeline to Johnny, climbing up onto his lap and jumping up and down.

    Johnny shrugged. "My parents should have named me Jungle Gym."

    He held out his right arm. Each child shimmied out while hanging from their hands before dropping to the deck. After a circle of the captain's chair, they ran from the bridge with Derwood in chase.

    Johnny sat back in his chair. "Man, to be a kid again with no worries. Those two are the reasons we need to secure our futures."

    Jasper received an incoming comm. "Your Highness, the Quelli and Zinka are attacking Divinia!"

    Jasper scowled as he turned. "On my way."

    Mace said, "Hold up. You want us to assist?"

    Jasper nodded. "I'd appreciate that. If they combined their fleets, we're in a world of trouble."

    Tres and Vanessa collected the youngsters and made their way off the Rogers. Once settled, Tres returned. Jasper and his fleet opened a wormhole and piled through. The Human fleet was asked to stay where they were, guarding Earth, as the Rogers followed the Gerty through another portal to Divinia.

    Mace opened a comm to Jasper, who was already engaging the enemy. "Where can we help?"

    Jasper replied, "There's a ship factory on Divinia's second moon, Praba. See if you can offer any protection."

    Mace said, "How about this instead: we target those Muhatha. Our cannons can handle their shielding."

    Jasper shook his head. "Don't think so. Looks like they picked up on our idea about those transducers, at least on that lead ship. We're gonna have to try to nuke it."

    Mace frowned. "Isn't it kind of close to your planet? That can't be good for your people down there."

    Jasper replied, "Getting fried by giant balls of plasma isn't good for them, either."

    Mace said, "Let us try to draw them out. You can hit 'em then."

    Jasper agreed. "Do it!"

    Mace turned, "Mr. Hobbs, get us in the mix with that lead Muhatha. Mr. Mueller, time to see what that microwave cannon can do. If we can't get them with our plasma cannons, maybe we can heat it up in there for them."

    As the Rogers closed the first cannon rounds from the Muhatha came their way. Liam Hobbs didn't bother trying to avoid the incoming rounds. The Rogers rocked heavily and shuddered.

    Humphrey yelled, "We have damage!"

    Hans followed, "That strike was every bit the equivalent of our cannons, Mr. Hardy. They've upgraded theirs as well!"

    As the next rounds approached, Mace replied, "Evade, Mr. Hobbs! Jasper, you seeing this?"

    Jasper replied, "We've already lost, Mr. Hardy. We can't stop this."

    Jasper's flagship turned as his other ships gathered around for a jump. A wormhole opened. One by one the Targarian fleet moved through.

    Mace said, "That's it? You're giving up?"

    Jasper flipped the shield of his helmet down, obscuring his face. "Not giving up at all, Mr. Hardy. In our current state, we can't beat that fleet. We can, however, kick the crap out of their worlds just the same as they are doing to ours. The scumbags might have their victory today, Mr. Hardy, but it will cost them dearly."

    The comm closed as the wormhole disappeared.

    Mace turned to the others. "Attacking the innocents. This is a worse-case scenario. We should get back to Earth and move as many people out of those community centers as we can. Mr. Hobbs, take us back to the Gerty."

    


    ~~~~~

    

    


    

    Once again, this Human is asking for your help! If you enjoyed the book, please leave a review on the site where it was purchased. And by all means, please tell your friends! Any help with spreading the word is highly appreciated! I have a free science fiction ebook short story, titled "THE SQUAD", waiting for anyone who joins my email list. Also, find out when the next exciting release is available by joining the email list at comments@arsenex.com. Visit the author's website at www.arsenex.com for the rest of the series and other works!

    


    Thank you for reading my work! I hope you have a great day!

    Stephen
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SODIUM-AMP-OMEGA trilogy series

SODIUM - A six-book series that takes Man from his first encounter with aliens all the way to a fight for our all-out survival. Do we have what it takes to rule the galaxy?

AMP - Cast a thousand years into the future beyond SODIUM. This eight-book series chronicles the struggles of Don Grange, a simple package deliveryman, who is thrust into an unimaginable role in the fight against our enemies. Can we win peace and freedom after a thousand years of war?

OMEGA - An eight book series cast a thousand years into the future beyond AMP. The Alliance is crumbling. When corruption and politics threaten to throw the allied galaxies into chaos, Knog Beutcher gets caught in the middle. Follow along as our hero is thrust into roles that he never expected nor sought. Espionage, intrigue, political assassinations, rebellions and full-on revolutions, they are all coming to Knog Beutcher's world!

HADRON Series

HADRON is an eight book modern day Human survival story. After scientists using the Large Hadron Collider discover dark matter, the world is plunged into chaos. Massive waves of electromagnetic interference take out all grid power and forms of communication the world over. Cities go dark, food and clean-water supplies are quickly used up. Marauders rule the highways. One group of citizens takes a stand. Can they make a difference? And the devastating EM waves, where are they coming from? A benevolent species will arrive in their spaceships to rescue the Human race. Only, are they really so benevolent? Is our little corner of the Milky Way a hostile place? With HADRON we're about to find out.

ARMS Series

ARMS is an eight book series set in the future. Earth was nearing an apocalyptic event. Two competing colony ships were built, taking five million inhabitants each through a wormhole to a pair of newly discovered planets. The planets were settled and soon after the burgeoning colonies looked to the surrounding star systems for ownership and expansion, an expansion that led to a centuries long war between them. A truce was declared after the aggressor side began to lose ground. The competing worlds are two years into that truce.

Tawnish Freely and Harris Gruberg are genetically engineered Biomarines. They we made and trained for fighting in the Great War. With the war halted and their service commitments ended, they find themselves struggling to live among a population that fears them. Work is found with the delivery of illegal arms to the outer colonies. Things go awry when they discover their illicit and yet lucrative dealings may just be the catalyst that brings back the Great War. They are determined to prevent that outcome from happening.

- Join the email list at comments@arsenex.com for release dates...
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