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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 and had not been heard from since.

    Mace, Johnny and Jane looked around the 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.

    "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 want 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 no one 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. People are getting restless now that they’re 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?"

    "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. "Nothing's 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 spit out a mouthful of popcorn. "Now wait a minute."

    Jasper laughed. "You're too gullible, Tretcher. Was just jerking your chain. 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?"

    "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."

    "I'll send a Dauntless," Jasper replied. "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 fast. Reports from Harkoza say they lost two thirds of their ships. The Sarkesians lost all of their Muhatha. Word is they're 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?"

    "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 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, and 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 anymore. 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."

    "The nuke ships," said Johnny, "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 come back 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, but 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. 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?"

    "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, 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 worst-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."
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    As the Rogers turned from the fight, the lead Quelli Muhatha opened a wormhole. The ships of the Quelli fleet moved through. Before reaching maximum sensor range from the Targarian capital world, the Revelation and the Targarian fleet returned. The Rogers was ordered back.

    Johnny said, "Comm range in three... two... one. Opening a hail."

    Jasper replied, "That was the result I hoped for, Mr. Hardy. They may crush our fleet one on one, but we still have mutual destruction waiting out there for them. They aren't ready to have their world ravaged just to eliminate us."

    Mace shook his head. "I suppose if they were attacking Earth, and that was my only option, I might do the same. However, it's not something I'd ever think about doing."

    Jasper received a damage report from his staff. "They took out all three of our shipbuilding facilities. And our transducer and cannon factories. They left before hitting our reactor manufacturing. That leaves us unable to upgrade our ships to match their fleet. This initial report says it may take up to a year to rebuild what we just lost. What we lost is almost all of our advantage."

    Mace asked, "Do you still have repair facilities?"

    Jasper checked the report. "We do."

    Mace pushed the data for the microwave cannon across the comm link to Jasper. "See what your engineers can do with this. If you can make it work, you could use it to cook everyone on an opposing ship's bridge in an instant. These Union ships have very little conducting metal in their hulls. The dampening field does a good job of shielding against most radiation levels, but this cannon puts out enough to overwhelm that field. Anyone caught in an exterior room when the hull plating protecting it is hit will have their body temperatures pushed up to about four hundred degrees in a fraction of a second. We lost David Yancy that way."

    "Was sorry to hear that. He was a good egg. Anyway, I'm sending the coordinates of our largest repair facility. I'll meet you there and we can see about replicating this weapon."

    A short time later, Jasper walked onto the bridge. "The waveguide we can replicate. The klystron we can replicate. The magnetic steering component that guides the waves into the waveguide, we aren't certain how that works exactly."

    Mace nodded. "That's the part we don't have an understanding of, either. Jeff and Gnaga have studied that extensively and don't yet have the answers as to how to build another."

    Johnny said, "Maybe we need to pay another visit to Knuttin."

    Jasper said, "To what?"

    Johnny laughed. "We told you earlier about the United Front. Our contact there, his name is Frado Knuttin. And I'm not making that up. Anyway, we took the parts for this weapon from his ship. If we can make contact, maybe those magnetic guides are something we could get from him. He is a businessman. We would just need something to trade."

    Mace replied, "That might not be a bad idea. Jasper, you have the specs on this. Build it except for the remaining piece. We'll go back to see what we can do. In the meantime, keep researching that missing piece. We'll do the same."

    Mace turned. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to the Gerty. It's time for another trip to the warstation."

    Three hours later, the Rogers approached the United Front defensive station. A hail was made and answered. Word was passed that an audience with Frado Knuttin was requested. The Rogers returned to the colony of Canto to wait.

    A dreadnought broadcasting United Front banners was in orbit.

    Johnny opened a comm, passing it to Mace. "This is the Rogers. Is the United Front in charge of these colonies again?"

    The officer of the dreadnought replied, "This ship and these colonies are property of the Knuttin Corporation. Mr. Hardy, we have been asked to cooperate with you should you return. Mr. Knuttin was adamant about that. Are you here to see the president? If so, we will have to send word."

    Mace replied, "Thank you, Captain. We attempted contact through the warstation. Was that adequate?"

    The captain nodded. "He will receive word of your request. We just took control of these colonies in the last week. The remainder of the Mawga colonists and their ships departed two days ago. We came to an understanding that for the near term, if asked, we would be identified as Mawga territories. In return they would leave us alone. Their only concern was for showing this territory on their starmaps. That deal was negotiated and the Mawga invaders departed."

    Mace said, "Always prefer when mutual agreements can be made without the need for bloodshed. When would you expect word from Mr. Knuttin?"

    The captain replied, "Typically within hours. Our communications can be slow to establish, but they will function over tremendous distances. If you would care to, the port at Travia Forks is open and in good condition. I hear there are already produce vendors setting up shop there. That's if you or your people would be interested in any of the locally grown foods."

    Mace nodded. "Thanks, Captain. We might just check that out. Will Mr. Knuttin's comm reach us down there when it comes in?"

    "Yes. And if you have any further questions, as I said, I've been asked to cooperate."

    The Rogers hovered just above the spaceport tarmac. A wheeled shuttle made its way out, collecting Mace, Jenny and Tres.

    As the shuttle rolled back toward the terminal building, Tres asked, "Why did you want to bring me along?"

    "We'll be looking over the locally grown fruits and veggies," said Mace. "Thought you might have fun picking through them for supplies for your kitchen."

    Tres frowned. "We don't have much for refrigeration on there."

    Mace pulled up an image of the markets on his holo-display. "That's OK. They have spices as well."

    Tres' eyes lit up. "Spices? Now we're talking. I tried to load up back on Earth, but almost everything is extremely hard to find. Maybe they'll have a few good substitutes."

    The shuttle pulled to a stop. Two dozen storefronts had already been taken over. Merchants offered local fare as well as items brought through from United Front colonies. Tres hurried into the first market to the left.

    Jenny asked, "So why was I chosen for this trip?"

    Mace replied, "I knew Tres' focus would be in there and I needed someone to keep me company. Besides, I thought you could use the break."

    Jenny smiled. "I see. So is this like a date?"

    Mace's cheeks flushed. "Ah, no. I mean, I guess it could be. I just thought it'd be nice to talk since we get so few opportunities."

    Jenny laughed. "Relax. I'm just teasing you. I know there's at least some mutual attraction between us, at least on my part anyway. I also know how much time and thought it takes to make a relationship work, and that you of all people have had very little time for that."

    Mace sighed. "You been talking to Jane?"

    Jenny nodded as she smiled. "She's been trying to feel me out for months now. And she's relentless. But don't sweat it, I'm not in the market for a relationship right now either. Too much going on. I don't need the distraction."

    Mace laughed. "Now you're sounding like me. How about this – if and when all this settles down, we'll have that first date."

    Jenny smiled. "Good by me."

    Tres came out of the market with a box filled with spices. "They have some great substitutes in there. Hold these for me while I hit the next one."

    The shopping continued for most of an hour before the trio returned to the shuttle for a ride back to the Rogers.

    Jane was waiting as Mace returned to the bridge. "Well?"

    Mace replied, "Well what? I hope you weren't expecting any big romantic breakthroughs down there. Besides, Jenny ratted you out. It seems she and I are of like minds about starting anything right now. We agreed to wait until things settle down."

    Jane grinned. "Perfect. That's progress. You've taken the first step."

    Mace turned to Johnny. "You ever feel manipulated by this woman?"

    Johnny chuckled. "Do I ever not? That's the question."

    The console in front of Johnny lit up. Frado Knuttin was hailing. The feed was passed to Mace.

    "Thanks for responding. I'm in need of assistance and I thought you might be able to help."

    Frado replied, "What would you like, Mr. Hardy?"

    Mace pushed an image of the Rogers over the comm. "As you know, we incorporated the microwave cannon from your dreadnought into our systems. We've recently run into a problem where our weapons are no longer as effective as they were. I was wondering if you might have some of the magnetic waveguide parts of that whole contraption available to sell. I'm talking about the piece that bends the waves coming out of the klystron into that big storage ring."

    Frado nodded. "Yes. We call that the domain reflector. My corporation makes the military grade reflector for our warships and defense stations. Unfortunately, that specific part is not available for sale. However, I do have a commercial grade of that product that we sell for a variety of industrial uses. The unit you took from that dreadnought is quite old and outmoded by our current standards, and it is no longer manufactured, but the commercially-available unit is a close match."

    Mace said, "OK, what would you want for a dozen such units?"

    Frado replied, "I am having difficulty getting power generating equipment for the colonies there. Our buildup efforts here have claimed many of the necessary resources."

    Mace smiled. "You need reactors? I think I can get those for you. I'll send you the specs on the reactors we have on the Rogers. Tell me how many of those you want for the reflector units."

    Frado received the data and studied it for several seconds. "Yes. Those would meet our needs. I would be willing to do an even swap. Normally, the reflectors would bring triple the price, but I am in a tight situation at the moment where the resources cannot be spared."

    Mace nodded. "How soon could you have them here?"

    Frado replied, "Three weeks."

    Mace looked at Johnny. "Have the Gerty open a comm to Jasper. See what he can do for us as far as reactors. The Targarian reactor factories survived the Quelli assault."

    Mace said, "Mr. Knuttin. I suppose it wouldn't be possible for us to open a portal to your planet to collect those sooner, would it?"

    Frado shook his head. "Our military would never allow it. All traffic into the United Front has to come through a warstation. I can send those reflectors out without that delay. And your reactors are only going to Canto. So no need for the quarantine period at a warstation."

    "I thought that might be the case."

    Johnny said, "Jasper has the reactors available. All we have to do is pick them up."

    Mace nodded. "Excellent. Tell him we'll be there shortly. And to get started on the waveguides and klystrons for a dozen ships. We won't have the needed parts for three weeks, but they're coming."

    Mace turned back to the comm camera. "Mr. Knuttin, we have a deal. And as a bonus, I should have your reactors here in a few hours. If you want, you can put them to use while you fulfill our reflector order."

    Frado smiled. "I will do my best to speed that time estimate, Mr. Hardy."

    The comm was closed. A jump was made back to Divinia where a dozen standard reactors were loaded into the shuttle bays of the Rogers. A return jump had the ship settled on the tarmac at the Travis Forks spaceport. The ramp was lowered and the reactors moved to the ground, where transports were waiting to move the reactors to their new homes. After installation, Mace followed with the everspark, lighting the reactions and enabling the power generation the Canto colony needed.

    Johnny said, "We've got three weeks. We aren't just waiting here, are we?"

    Mace replied, "I suppose we could wait back on Earth. I'd feel better knowing we were there should the Quelli or Zinka decide to attack."

    The Rogers lifted off and was soon slipping through a wormhole opened to Earth, where they spent a week at the cave. Plans for defending Earth from an invasion soon fell to thoughts of rest and relaxation. Without industries to build the defensive components, it was deemed that nothing could be done.

    Mace and Johnny stood out in a field as Zax, Fina, and the three Dowda girls circled around in an endless chase of one another.

    A giant fireball dropped from the sky. A Muhatha.

    Mace had a fleeting moment of fear. Then a hail came over his comm in Jasper's scratchy voice. "Mr. Hardy, just thought I'd let you know I've worked out a peace deal with the Quelli. Neither side will attack each other's territories, and neither side will build or acquire more warships for a two year period. They claim their strike on Divinia was preemptive, based on some spy report they had received. I don't buy it, but I'll take the peace."

    Mace asked, "How goes the conversions for the microwave cannons?"

    Jasper grinned. "It's coming along nicely. And the Targarian engineers think they have an even better design. They claim they can gang six of those klystrons together to feed a single waveguide. If they're successful, we'll only have two ships with that weapon, but it should have six times the power output. They also think they can take that beam and focus it tighter, make it even more destructive."

    "Better make sure those two ships have the means to stay in a fight or you've wasted those cannons."

    Jasper nodded. "We're working on that. Those gravity pulses come formed into a tight plasma ball by some gravitational mechanism. The Targarians think we might be able to disrupt that mechanism before the plasma round hits our dampening field. If so, we might just be able to clip the wings of that thing before it strikes. Normally that round loses containment only when it hits something. We're hoping we can counter that, making the incoming round closer to a big fuzzball rather than a tight plasma charge. Anyway, if they can figure something out there, I'll be sure to forward that on to you as well."

    The Revelation came to a stop and a shuttle departed one of its bays. It came to rest in a field near where the others were standing. Jasper Collins, standing tall in his black lacquer battlesuit, was mobbed by the five youths who had previously been circling Mace and Johnny.

    After distracting the kids, and leaping up into the air, Jasper landed twenty meters away. A short jog had him standing next to Mace and Johnny. Jane walked up to join them.

    Jasper turned so his right shoulder faced the others. "Check it out. I had my peeps add it to my suit."

    Johnny chuckled. "A skull? Really?"

    Mace said, "Has a nice 3D effect to it. Is that laser-etched or something?"

    Jasper nodded. "Or something. They implanted a holo-image generator in there. Check this out."

    Jasper pressed several buttons on his arm pad and the flat skull image projected outward.

    Johnny leaned in for a better look. "Wow. That looks like it's actually part of the suit."

    Jasper grinned. "Yep. And I'm going to have them cover this suit with those holo-projectors. I have a handful of Targarian artists working on 3D images to add. I could easily make myself look twice as large. Or make it look like I'm carrying an abundance of weapons, or generally anything I want. Imagine those little Mawga rats seeing a suit covered in little rat skulls coming down a hallway at them. You think they turn and run from the big Humans? I'll have them screaming in terror."

    Johnny shook his head. "I want to laugh, but this all actually sounds very cool. When you gonna have your people build me one of these suits?"

    Jasper asked, "You want one?"

    Johnny replied, "Well, sure."

    Jasper laughed. "Well, how's it feel to want, ape-man?"

    Johnny sighed. "I should have seen that coming. Seriously, though, I'd be interested in one of these suits with the projectors. Maybe we could see who could come up with the most intimidating holo-image surrounding them?"

    Jasper took a deep breath as he thought. "I guess that could be fun. And what good are toys if you can't share them every once in a while? If you'll each send over your specs, I'll have my peeps put together one of these suits for you, but it can't be black. You Humans need to pick another color. Black is for the Targarian King only."

    An additional two weeks saw a return to Canto. There, waiting, were the dozen domain reflectors Frado Knuttin had promised. A second jump to Divinia had them in the hands of Jasper's engineers. The Revelation was the first to receive the new units. The first trial saw a twelve-fold increase in damage to a target drone over the damage done by the cannon on the Rogers. The drone had been covered with a dampening field of equal strength to the maximum attained on the ships.

    Johnny said, "Wow, that not only penetrated, it melted through four decks’ equivalent of structure."

    Jeff said, "We'll have to limit it to three-second bursts. We can't keep the emission tip cool enough for continuous fire at that power. You get a three-second burst followed by a ten-second cool down. We'll have to solve that issue if we want a longer duration or higher frequency."

    Mace asked, "We have enough room on the Rogers for more of those klystrons?"

    Jeff rubbed his chin in thought. "Not without taking over one of our docking bays. We've been using two and four for storage. If we take one, it cuts our food rations down by a third. We're talking being down to sixty days from our current ninety."

    Johnny said, "Ninety? I thought we were up over a hundred."

    Jeff replied, "We lost the extra last time we added reactors."

    Another trip was made to the colony at Canto. A second trade for reactors was made, with another thirty units being swapped. The emitter heating problem was solved by using a series of rotating tips. After each firing, a cool tip was moved into place, allowing a three-second interval between rounds. With a further upgrade to the Rogers, the Human–Targarian fleet was becoming a force to be reckoned with.
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    With the stabilizing factor of the Targarian fleet available for the defense of Earth, the citizens began to slowly migrate away from the community centers. After a summer of expansion, a fall harvest told of the much-reduced dependence on the Mawga nutrition bars. It was hoped the following year would bring enough food to meet all needs. There was potential for sustained growth. Earth was coming back to life.

    The members of the broken Galactic Union continued to build their fleets at an ever-increasing pace. The Quelli and the Zinka were allowed to pay fines, particularly in the form of needed resources, for their re-admittance to the Union. The Targarians remained separate.

    All Union ships were receiving the transducer and cannon upgrades. If the Karthians returned with a similar fleet, the Union members would be in a much better position to defend. The Union focus on Earth had changed, leaving Humans to rebuild their farms and factories.

    Mace sat on the porch steps with the others. "I was thinking, other than Jasper's fleet, we should have some kind of ground-based weapons. If the Karthians come and they defeat the Union, where does that leave us? Totally defenseless."

    Jane said, "Other than ships, what do we have? We can make the nuke ships, but they can be defeated. Could we build microwave weapons? Would the atmosphere make them useless?"

    Jeff replied, "A ground system based on the microwave weapons might be worthwhile to explore. I would suggest we attempt to build a prototype. I would also suggest we might do well to build a small space-based system. Something we could put multiples of in high orbit."

    Mace said, "Tell me what you need for one of each and I'll attempt the trade with Mr. Knuttin. Jasper? You willing to provide the reactors to power these systems?"

    Jasper nodded. "As many as you'd like. My factories can turn out thirty per day if needed. Will take a few weeks to ramp up, but that rate should be sustainable afterward."

    Johnny said, "You know what would be nice? If we could build something like that UF warstation."

    Jane said, "For what purpose?"

    Johnny replied, "For defense. Circle the globe with six or eight of those and nobody could touch us."

    Jane shook her head. "Well, yeah, that would be nice, but we don't have the manufacturing capability to take on anything of that scale."

    Johnny shrugged. "So we build it."

    Jasper said, "That might not be a bad idea for my people to take on. We could load a station like that with super powerful microwave cannons, plop it in orbit and not have to worry about our factories anymore. My spies tell me the Zinka are sniffing around... looking for vulnerabilities. They think they may have missed a golden opportunity to take over the Union along with the Quelli. Had they made the effort, I don't think we could have prevented it."

    Jasper stopped rocking in his chair and opened a comm. "Commodore, I'll be sending you a few ideas over the coming days. Have your teams kick them around and see what you can come up with."

    The commodore bowed. "Yes, Your Majesty."

    The comm closed.

    Jasper smiled. "It's good to be the king."

    A trip was made to the Canto colony, where several tons of newly harvested spices from Earth were traded for another dozen domain reflectors. Jasper's factories supplied the reactors. The team was ready to select a site.

    Jeff pointed at a map. "Right here. Spruce Knob. It's the highest peak in West Virginia. We use the Rogers to clear off the very top, build a building, and put together our first ground-based microwave cannon. There's a road that goes all the way to the top. It's a three hour drive from here, but only a few minutes by ship. From that location, we can cover from Norfolk up to Philadelphia, up and over to Cleveland, down to Cincinnati, down to Knoxville and back to Charlotte. Maybe four hundred miles in every direction. Once built, we put it through the paces. Test out every scenario we can throw at it."

    Johnny asked, "How we gonna man this thing?"

    Mace replied, "If it works, we can turn it over to our government to operate."

    Johnny chuckled, "And you trust them to not shoot us down every time we come and go?"

    Jeff nodded. "We could add programming to disable it if we're in the line of fire. We don't have to tell the operators about it."

    Jasper said, "That would include my ships as well."

    Jeff smiled. "Of course. And our own Human fleet."

    In the days that followed, the site was cleared and the resources gathered. Jasper supplied labor in the form of several thousand Targarian builders, engineers, mechanics, and general laborers. Plans were followed and the first ground-based microwave cannon on Earth was pieced together. As an experiment, two sets of waveguide rings were constructed. Reactors were put in place and the site powered up.

    Mace stood at the base of the emitter tower. "Three weeks. Amazing what can be done when you have the plans and the resources."

    Jeff replied, "Construction-wise, we weren't building anything complex. A building to house the klystrons, the rings running around the perimeter, and this emitter tower. Now we just have to test it."

    Jeff sat at a console. The klystrons were switched on and the power in the rings began to build. After only seconds, the weapon was ready to fire.

    Mace said, "That's it? From power on we're ready to fire that fast?"

    Jeff nodded. "Only need a few seconds to saturate those waveguides. Jasper's team was able to build several drones for our tests. We should have a good idea of what to expect once the site is in service."

    Coordinates were given to a drone. After lifting off, it hovered at two kilometers altitude, half a kilometer south of the site. Jeff took aim and pressed a button. A three second hum could be heard coming from the emitter tower. The drone sparked and burst into flames before falling the two kilometers to the ground.

    Jeff smiled. "We have a hit! Give me a few seconds to collate the data and we'll have our results."

    Jasper said, "One shot brought it down. That's a good sign."

    Mace came over the comm. "Had to extinguish a small fire here. I have it in the grapple. Looks like we burned a hole all the way through it. I'll have it up there in a few seconds."

    Jeff pushed the data to his arm pad. The three walked out to meet Mace. The shuttle gently set the still-smoldering drone on the ground.

    Johnny asked, "Are we sure we had the transducers on?"

    Jeff nodded. "Data says they were. Look here. It burned through six plates the thickness of standard walls and one bulkhead. Sensors say a second bulkhead would have stopped it. But gentlemen, I would have to say this was a resounding success. We hit one of these ships with a three second beam and it’ll be burning inside almost instantaneously. Temperatures reached twelve hundred degrees on that center plate."

    Johnny smiled. "That's it, then. We have our defensive weapon."

    Jeff cautioned: "Before we go all crazy with our joy, unless we strike something vital, a single shot from this cannon will not bring down a ship. There's nothing explosive to this. It's basically just a heat ray. We can poke holes in a hull, but unless we hit something like a reactor, we aren't stopping one of those cruisers, let alone one of the bigger ships. What we have here is more of a deterrent."

    Mace said, "Nevertheless, a hundred of these stations could cover the globe, and a thousand could keep just about anything out of the atmosphere."

    Jeff nodded. "I'm not saying it isn't worthwhile. It's a major step in the right direction. However, we should also be looking for ways to complement it. And this was only a two kilometer test. What happens at a hundred kilometers? Or ten thousand kilometers?"

    Johnny replied, "We have more drones. Let's put them to use."

    Mace asked, "What's the risk with the longer distances?"

    Jeff pulled up an image above his arm pad. "The beam will naturally be attenuated in atmosphere. Is it powerful enough to do similar damage from here once it reaches high orbit? I don't know."

    A second drone was sent up to a thousand kilometers. Data showed a 20 percent loss of effectiveness. A third test at ten thousand kilometers revealed continued loss. Beam spread was taking its toll. At fifty thousand kilometers, fired from the ground, the weapon would only moderately heat an outer hull.

    Jeff looked up from his console. "I think we have our answers. The system works, but ideally we'll want space-based systems as well. If my calculations are correct, that setup, in space, should protect us out to a million kilometers. The next million kilometers going out will become a gray zone where we might be able to cause damage, but so might they."

    Jasper nodded. "I'll have my teams coordinate with you on an optimum space-based design. I'm assuming we'll want it manned? So it'll need an environment that will sustain a Human for long periods of time."

    Johnny said, "It will need a space dock so crews and supplies can be swapped out."

    "Can you give a quick estimate of how many we'll need to build to cover the globe?"

    Jeff nodded. "One moment. Let's say we set them at five thousand kilometers. And we want at least ten units to be able to strike any target. And let's say we want coverage of five simultaneous targets. That leaves... one hundred forty-four space-based stations. So I would recommend we start with a goal of double that."

    Mace took a deep breath. "OK. I'd say I have some trading to do with Mr. Knuttin. We're talking nearly two thousand of those domain reflectors. He seemed a little hesitant about delivering any more. Said his inventories were running low and it was becoming increasingly difficult to get the resources needed to manufacture new ones. I hope we haven't overdrawn on his goodwill already."

    Jeff said, "If he's restricted by the UF, maybe we can talk him into building a factory for those here? We're potentially talking about tens of thousands of units when you take in the Targarian worlds."

    Jasper nodded. "I was thinking along the same lines."

    Mace replied, "Even though these are commercial-grade components, they can still be used as weapons. His government may not want that technology released from UF space."

    Johnny said, "If there's profit in it, they'll release it."

    Mace sighed. "Either way, we should prep for another trip out to Canto."

    The testing of the microwave weapon continued as the Rogers and Gerty moved into high orbit and then out into free space. A wormhole to Canto was opened and the ships slipped through. After a two-week wait, Frado Knuttin paid a visit to his colonies.

    Mace stood as Frado entered the room. "Mr. Knuttin, it's good to see you."

    Frado replied, "Mr. Hardy. As much as I would like to, I can't possibly fulfill the numbers you are asking for. Two thousand units? What are you doing with those? I have no issue with you using them to defend a ship or two, but I'm not an arms dealer, and my government would frown heavily on any additional sales."

    Mace replied, "I'll tell you what we're doing. We want to build enough small defensive stations to surround our planet. We don't have a fleet of our own for defense. Nor do we have the factories, or much of any industry really, that's needed to produce ships. Your own people are focused on building up your defenses. There must be a reason for that. An external threat like the pirates you've spoken of? Well, we have the same. We aren't looking to attack or to dominate anyone. We only need to defend ourselves. These reflectors are vital."

    Frado slowly shook his head. "I'm sorry, Mr. Hardy. There really is nothing I can do. My production is booked up for months. New resources are impossible to get, and if acquired have to be turned over to our defense industry first... until our defense goals are met. I am powerless to make adjustments."

    Mace asked, "What about on Earth? Could you build a factory there? We could staff it and produce all the raw materials you need."

    Frado winced. "I'm afraid our government has strict rules when it come to technology distribution. I received permission to sell you the units I did. I can't ask to build a factory on your world to produce a technology that could be used as a weapon."

    Mace spread his hands. "How about right here? Could you build a factory here? Again, we could supply you with raw materials, reactors, and labor if needed. You want to establish and grow these colonies? Give them something to build and export. As part of any deal, we would even produce stations you could use to defend this colony. Please, Mr. Knuttin, we are desperate to protect our world now while we have a moment of peace. The Karthians I told you about before, we believe they will be returning in as little as a year."

    Before Frado could reply, Mace said, "I will add one further thought. Our scientists and engineers are working to reverse-engineer the reflectors. If they find a solution, you and your corporation will be completely cut out of any production, any trade, and any profits to be made. Now, it's true it may take us years to reverse-engineer that technology, but it will happen. However, I'd rather have them sooner, and I would much rather send any profits to be had from it to you."

    Frado rubbed his chin in thought. "I suppose it would be possible to build a factory here, so long as I don't take any resources from UF territory to build it. It would require the approval from my government … but that permission is something I believe I could attain."

    Frado looked up and smiled. "Mr. Hardy, this will take several weeks to work through the proper channels. If approval is given, we can discuss the requirements for building and staffing such a facility. Can you give me say... three weeks?"

    Mace replied, "How about this: could you provide us with plans and lists of what you would need? Excluding the technology itself, of course. That will give us a head start on bringing together the pieces of this effort that will have to be done regardless. We can select a location, break ground, lay foundations, even construct the buildings needed. I want to be up and producing these as soon as possible. And if the plans fall through, we'll leave you with the facilities to do with as you wish."

    Frado tilted his head to one side. "Hmm. I find this discussion interesting. I have the backing of a major corporation, and everything I do has costs associated with it. You, on the other hand, seem to not have issue with that. Why is that?"

    Mace replied, "We're... or at least one of us is, in control of an empire. He's the king. He can order up whatever he wants. Back on our planet, we are in with the government. We pretty much tell them what we're doing and they nod their heads. Those conditions could change quickly for us, though, so I'd like to get all this underway before any such change hinders us."

    Frado nodded as he held out his hand for a shake. "I will have my one of my engineers contact you with the details you ask for. This planet is wide open, so he will have a site picked for a factory by this afternoon. Look over the plans and coordinate with my engineer. I'll say, Mr. Hardy, you do make things exciting. I look forward to this, and possibly other ventures, with you and your associates."

    Frado Knuttin left for his ship. Banis Mwap, a chief engineer for the Knuttin Corporation, forwarded factory schematics, diagrams, and resource lists. A comm was opened to the Revelation, and Jasper received a list of the supplies that would be required. The following day, several freighters arrived. The materials were unloaded, as well as two thousand well-equipped Targarian workers.

    Johnny stood next to Mace on a newly-built construction tower. "Jasper doesn't waste any time, does he?"

    Mace replied, "We don't have time to waste. Not only is Earth vulnerable, so are his Targarian colonies. That Quelli raid did a number on them in only a few hours' time."

    Johnny leaned on a rail. "You think we'll ever really be safe again? I mean, we had our problems on Earth, but most weren't of the kind that could wipe you out. Mutual destruction was an absolute last resort. There's nothing mutual about the threats we now face."

    Mace looked around. "This is your first trip without Jane, isn't it? Does it bother you at all to think she's so many light-years away right now?"

    Johnny shook his head. "What bothers me is that she's not well-protected. This microwave defense system will be a welcome addition. I just wish I had faith it’ll do the job when the time comes."

    Mace nodded. "Right there with you on that one. I'd be thrilled if we could put the galactic cat back in the bag, but that's not happening. Our only options are either to submit to whoever comes along, or to make ourselves powerful enough that no one will mess with us. I'm inclined to lean toward the second of those options."

    By the third day the property had been cleared and a foundation poured. By the fifth day the framework had been erected and the roofing was beginning to be applied. By the seventh day the exterior walls were up and the interior walls, power feeds and plumbing were being hung and routed. By day twelve, much of the factory equipment, stamps, presses, clean-rooms, and assembly lines were in place. All but the most critical items had been installed.
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    Two weeks to the day that Frado Knuttin had boarded his ship, a comm came in for Mace. "Tell me the good news."

    Frado replied, "We have received approval, with one caveat."

    Mace asked, "What's that?"

    Frado pushed a response letter to the display. "This is from the manufacturing council. They're demanding ten tons of platinum and five tons of industrial diamonds."

    Mace rolled his eyes. "I don't know that I can get that, Mr. Knuttin. I'll see what I can do. Would they be willing to take substitutes?"

    "Possibly."

    A comm was opened to Jasper. The industrial diamonds would not be an issue. The Targarian stockpile of platinum was limited to two tons. He was only willing to part with half. A search on Earth brought in another half ton from an old government treasury site.

    Mace consulted with Jeff. "Wasn't there some diamond planet supposedly found years ago? By astronomers, I mean."

    Jeff nodded. "55 Cancri e. Twice the size of Earth. It was predicted to possibly be made of diamond. Later studies lowered that likelihood. But its parent star does appear to have a high carbon content."

    Mace asked, "Do we have that on our starmaps? Any information in the database on that?"

    "I'll check... location mapped but not yet explored."

    Mace said, "Might be time for a trip there. If those speculations are true, we might have something of real value to trade that doesn't take all of what we have."

    A jump was made. The Gerty waited in orbit as the Rogers dropped to within ten kilometers of the surface.

    Humphrey performed a scan. "Looks like the astronomers were off, Mr. Hardy. The planet isn't made of diamonds. However, I do see extremely large deposits. Our issues will be with mining it. I show gravity as 212 percent Earth standard. And it's hot down there. These battlesuits won't cut it for very long."

    Mace replied, "Do we have any kind of automated gear? Some remotely piloted drones or something?"

    Jeff shrugged. "We only have what's on this ship. And we both know what that consists of. You'll have to talk to Jasper. Maybe his people have mining equipment for this kind of environment."

    A ten minute wormhole comm with the Targarian king gave the answer. The Targarians had only mined moderate to cold temperature planets.

    Mace asked, "Mr. Humphrey, how close to the surface are those deposits?"

    Humphrey looked through the data. "I show two that are within half a kilometer of the surface."

    Mace turned. "Mr. Hobbs, take us to the closest location. Mr. Mueller, see if you can blast us a hole to the diamonds."

    A dozen plasma rounds later, Humphrey raised a hand. "We should be there. Let the debris settle and we'll look down in the hole."

    A new scan was run. "We're into the pocket, Mr. Hardy. I show diamonds on the surface. And... wow. I'm seeing numerous chunks of up to twenty kilograms. We should be able to pick those up with the grapple on the shuttle. They're too hot to bring aboard, though. I would suggest we take them up and allow them time to cool."

    Mace said, "Mr. Crawford, want to split that duty with Miss Taub? You take shuttle one, she gets shuttle three?"

    Jordan headed for the exit. "I appreciate the break, Mr. Hardy."

    The shuttles descended, returning with large pieces of diamond. For seven hours, the small ships returned with the diamond hoard. The remaining space in bays two and four held four tons each. The Gerty opened a wormhole and the two ships moved through to Canto.

    Frado Knuttin was waiting with the needed designs. "Interesting. I will have to see if your offer is acceptable."

    Mace said, "You'll have to tell them it's the best we can do."

    Frado looked over an image of the cargo. "Those are enormous diamond fragments, Mr. Hardy. How were you able to come by them?"

    Mace smiled. "Can't give away my secrets, Mr. Knuttin."

    Humphrey added, "They are of extreme high quality as well. Almost a shame to use them as industrials."

    Frado nodded. "Yes, well, it may be possible to trade out some of our existing decorative supply. That will be for the defense council to decide, as they are the new owners—if they accept, of course."

    A comm from Frado confirmed the council's willingness to accept the trade. Two days later, the first of the microwave reflectors emerged from assembly. Tests confirmed manufacturing shortfalls. Adjustments were made. Four days after its start, the first viable reflector emerged. Within a week, the line was putting out twenty-four per day.

    Back on Earth, two factories were constructed in the valley near the cave. One produced klystrons, the other waveguides. A month after the first new reflectors had arrived, the second microwave station was up and running. The month following, the construction pace had quickened to five per day. Crews were trained in the operation and minimal maintenance. A friendly-fire application was developed and loaded into the control software. The number of microwave ground stations soon topped a hundred.

    Jeff joined Mace on the front porch of the gift shop. "We'll have all the initial ground sites complete in three weeks' time. Jasper's teams are relentless workers. Without their expertise, we'd probably still be building the first one."

    Mace said, "He wants to split the building of the space-based systems between here and Divinia. His spies are telling him the Union may be thinking of moving against him."

    Johnny replied, "I might have to agree with him. We'll have the basis for protecting Earth in a few weeks. If he loses Divinia we may lose him and his fleet. I can see him bent on retribution no matter the cost. I know I make jokes about it, but I think he feels responsible for the Targarians now. He's actually a pretty good king."

    Mace stroked his long black beard. "We had an agreement, but I have no problem putting it to a vote."

    Jasper came over the comm. "Greetings, Earthlings. I come bearing gifts. I'll be on the ground in five minutes or so. Those battlesuits you wanted... they're here. I went with a bronze color. They each have a series of silver stars that run across the shoulders and down each arm. They look sharp.

    "And they all have the built in holo-projectors. You can surround yourself with any image you want, out to almost a meter from the suit itself. You want to be a rock? Blam! To the casual observer, you look like a rock. Want to be a bear? Be a bear. Or in Johnny's case, be an ape-man. I've preloaded a couple dozen images into each suit. You can use the scanners on your arm pads to add more. I think you'll have a lot of fun just playing with them. I practically wore myself out horsing around when I first got it back."

    Johnny grinned. "I can't wait!"

    The Revelation hovered just above the cave. Jasper walked down the long ramp with a horde of workers following. The suits were distributed. Within ten minutes, five bears could be seen facing off against a group of gorillas, while a semblance of rocks moved around them.

    Mace said, "This is just crazy. I can't believe what I’m seeing now."

    Jasper replied, "Turn on your sensors and feed the output to your helmet display. You can adjust the mix to show what's real and what's projected. I have the projection set at 40 percent so it looks more like a ghosted image surrounding the wearer, which is what it is."

    Mace made the adjustment. "Now, that is a cool feature. What's to stop any enemy from using their sensors?"

    Jasper shrugged. "Nothing. Our advantage is that nobody walks around with those sensors running. And if they are, they won't likely be set to a mix. Unless word gets out, we could really mess with some of these little pukes. Turn your sensor off and check this one out."

    Mace complied. Standing two meters in front of him, the image of Jasper Collins in his battlesuit turned into an almost three meter tall, slimy green alien covered with skulls. Worms crawled in and out of the skulls' eye sockets in an endless parade of gruesomeness.

    Mace laughed. "Now that is just messed up. If I saw that coming down a corridor at me, I'd definitely be turning to run."

    Jasper flipped the image off. "The only limit to this thing is your imagination. You dream it up, model it, upload it to the projector storage, and you can be just about whatever you want."

    "Was this a Targarian technology?" asked Mace.

    Jasper shook his head. "They have the holo-projectors all over the ship and on our arm pads. I just thought it would be fun to project something other than myself around this suit. I had my engineers put it together and here we are, fresh out of my imagination."

    Mace said, "Imagine outfitting your armies with this tech. You could disguise them all as Human. Your enemies would scatter."

    Jasper grinned. "That thought hadn't occurred to me. I'll have to ponder that for a bit. Our problem with this is, the more it's used the more chance it becomes useless. Which reminds me. We need to tell everyone not to make mention of this or to show it off. This is for during a battle only, and should only be used when preapproved."

    Jasper opened a comm to the others at the cave. "Listen up. While this tech is fun and cool and entertaining, we need to protect it as one of our most vital secrets. So I'll ask that you all turn those projectors off and reassemble here."

    The group of fifteen who had received the suits gathered around. "Mace and I were just discussing this suit and its possible uses. I just wanted to let you all know that it can be defeated, and easily so. Going forward, you will only make use of this option when in a training exercise, or during battle when authorized. This technology could provide us with an extreme advantage, and we need to take all possible steps to protect it.

    "So from now on, it will only be used under the two conditions I just spoke of. And it's not to be mentioned to any other team members. Even if they get a suit with the tech embedded, we don't want them to know until we feel it's the right time. So you dozen or so here, consider yourselves the beta testers for a top secret program. Don't tell your spouses, or anyone else. Tretcher, that goes for you too. Jane doesn't know about this until Mace and I decide she does. Got it?"

    Johnny nodded. "I got it. You had to go and take the fun out of it, didn't you."

    Jasper replied, "I'm the king. That's what I do."

    Jane leaned out the window as she, Tres, and Vanessa pulled up in mace's old Jeep. "New suits?"

    Johnny replied, "With the built in—"

    Jasper yelled, "Ack!"

    Johnny chuckled. "I was going to say 'with the built in exosuits."

    Jasper scowled.

    Johnny turned back, helping Jane out of the vehicle. "It has a nice feel to it. And there's nothing to get caught on like the exosuit."

    Jane asked, "They all look the same? No insignias or names or anything?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Those will be programmed into your helmet display. You'll of course know the ape-man by his size, but with your helmet on you'll see his name floating in front of his torso."

    Jane nodded. "These have the projectors?"

    Jasper replied, "That tech is under development. I'll let you know when it's ready. See Pablo over there for your suit."

    Jane looked over toward the porch. "Pablo?"

    Jasper pointed. "The one on the steps. His name is Ikin-ninni... o'something or another. So I call him Pablo. He don't care."

    Jasper turned back to Mace. "I wanted to talk about the space-based microwaves. As I said, I think we should split produced units between here and Divinia."

    Mace replied, "I'm actually in agreement with you, but we need to put this to a vote."

    "As long as you sell that point, I have no problem with it. What'd you say we were producing? Six units a day?"

    Mace nodded. "Currently. I was planning another run to 55 Cancri e for more resources."

    "What's out there?"

    "Diamond. And lots of it. That's why we asked about the mining gear. And it's what we traded to Frado to get that factory operational. I was thinking, if we go back for another load, we might be able to get Frado to up his production."

    Jasper smiled. "When do we leave?"

    Mace looked up in thought. "I suppose there's nothing stopping us right now."

    Mace turned toward Johnny and Jane. "I'm taking Jasper on a run for more diamond. You two are in charge until I get back. We're gonna see if we can get Mr. Knuttin to increase production."

    Jane asked, "And why didn't you ask him this before?"

    Mace shrugged. "I don't know, because I'm a sergeant and not a king?"

    Johnny chuckled. "We've got you covered."

    The Revelation slowly lifted up through the atmosphere. A portal was opened to the Cancri system and the mega-warship passed through. The same mine was selected and shuttles with grapples were used to haul in the bounty, twenty-six tons in all. A new portal to the Canto system was opened. Minutes later, the Revelation settled in over the spaceport at Travis Forks.

    A comm came through from Frado Knuttin. "Mr. Hardy, has there been a problem?"

    Mace replied, "No, production has been good, and we're close to having our initial systems all up and online."

    Frado smiled. "Excellent news. You must have a reason for contacting me. Is there something else I can do for you? Those diamonds by the way, the council ground them all for industrial use. I wouldn't suppose you could get more could you? The United Front has many wealthy citizens."

    Mace nodded. "Actually, that's one of the things I came to talk to you about. What would it take you to triple the output of that reflector factory?"

    Frado pulled back. "Triple?"

    "Yep. My friend here is in need of building defense stations for his home world as well. If that all works out, he has another sixteen colonies that he might want to protect. How much of that diamond would you want in exchange for tripling the current production run on the same schedule?"

    Frado paced back and forth in front of his comm camera. "I was not expecting this offer, Mr. Hardy."

    "Just throw a number out as a starting point. We'll work from there."

    Frado rubbed his chin. "Five... no, six... six tons?"

    Mace smiled. "Let's step up the game. We're currently expecting another seven thousand units. Would it be possible to bump that number to say... forty thousand? With the same schedule?"

    Frado opened his eyes wide. "My … that's a significant increase."

    Mace nodded. "It is. But I have a load of diamond here that says you can do it."

    Frado continued his pacing. "Fifteen tons?"

    Mace grinned. "You make it fifty thousand and I can give you twenty-six tons. Some pieces as large as a hundred kilograms."

    Frado stopped. "My... if you can deliver the diamond as you say, I can make the fifty-thousand-unit goal happen."

    Mace patted Jasper on the shoulder. "King Collins, I'd say you just hit the jackpot. Mr. Knuttin, I have the diamond load here for you right now. I'll even deliver it up front, if you promise to do your best to meet our goal."

    Frado returned a grin of his own. "You might have just increased my wealth by 15 percent with a single transaction, Mr. Hardy. I am brimming with gratitude at the moment."

    Mace bowed. "I hope to have continued profitable deals with you, Mr. Knuttin. You've been a pleasure to work with."

    Frado returned the bow. "The pleasure is mine, Mr. Hardy. I will have my staff get to work on the updates immediately."

    "I have the labor here with me if you need it," said Jasper.

    Frado shook his head. "Unnecessary, Your Highness. This one is on me."

    The comm closed. The diamonds were delivered. A jump was made back to Earth space.

    Jasper sat in his crown chair with Mace in a lower seat beside him. "Before we go, would you have any interest in seeing my mobile throne room?"

    "Your what?"

    "My throne room for while I'm on the go. Come on, follow me."

    The two hulking Humans walked down a long hall toward the center of the ship. Targarian crewmen stopped and bowed to their king.

    Jasper waved his hand. "Don't pay any attention to them. I gave up asking them to stop after the hundredth time. It's tradition, and they like their traditions."

    They turned a corner, walking between two Ionic columns.

    Jasper pointed. "You like that? I always fancied myself as a Roman or a Spartan. And check out the walls... all Veriganian marble. Notice the gold streaks? All real gold. And over here, my indoor pool. And that area would be for my harem if I ever decide to have one."

    Mace chuckled. "Harem?"

    "Hey, you never know how things are gonna go. While I ain't planning on doing any procreating, I do like to admire the ladies. I mean, I ain't saying I'm getting a harem, but who knows."

    Mace nodded. "I won't try to talk you out of a harem, if that's what you want. I'm sure you could find a long list of ladies who would be quite happy living the life of luxury in exchange for a dirty old man doing some gawking."

    Jasper scowled. "Hey, I wasn't talking about anything untoward going on. Just, you know, kings should look like kings when they have guests."

    Mace patted Jasper on the back. "Don't worry, Mr. C. Your secrets are safe with me. I'm not much for throne rooms, but you know who would be? Johnny. He would love to see this."

    Jasper replied, "Fine. I'll show it to the ape-man. I suppose we should head out. Should be setting down any second."
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    Within weeks the new reflectors were coming in. The manufacturing facility on Earth was changed around to begin the construction of the space-based stations that had been named Theater High Orbit Radiators or "Thor" stations. With designs in place and a skilled workforce provided by Jasper's Targarians, the first Thor station was ready to be moved into place after only three weeks.

    Jeff sat at a console. "Release the drone. This time we'll shoot for a moving target."

    Humphrey said, "Drone away. At five kilometers in three... two... one."

    Jeff pressed the fire button. Telemetry from the drone came to an abrupt halt as a half meter wide hole was burned through the center. A shuttle was sent out for recovery. The defunct drone was deposited in the Rogers’ bay two.

    Mace walked around the outside. "The burn through is clean on both sides. Let's run one out to ten thousand kilometers, and then a hundred."

    The tests were conducted, proving the prowess of the new Thor station. Jeff signaled the ground to ramp up the production of the expected fourteen-hundred forty-four station defenses.

    Jasper's team was moved home to Divinia, where an identical manufacturing facility was built and brought online. The output soon matched the number of incoming domain reflectors from Canto. On Earth, within a week of the final tests, the fifteenth Thor was online and manned.

    Mace, joined by Johnny and Jane, sat back in the dining hall with his hands clasped behind his head. "Looks like our luck may have finally turned. Stark's people are doing a decent job of governing, considering the circumstances. And defense of Earth will soon be complete. Another three months and we won't have to worry about a Union invasion."

    Jane replied, "I can't say I thought this was coming six months ago. You've done some great things here, Mace. History will be kind to you."

    Johnny nodded. "She's right. You managed to pull the rabbit out of the hat on this one.

    Fina raced into the room with Zax at her heels. "Mommy? Can we go out into the woods to play?"

    Jane's eyes got big. "The woods? I'm afraid not. Not without supervision."

    Fina whined. "But why? We've been there before. It was safe."

    Jane shook her head. "There are bears out there. Big bears. Bears that will eat little children if they catch them. Now, you two go find the Dowda girls and play with them."

    Fina crossed her arms. "They're babies. They can hardly talk."

    Jane leaned down. "Look, you two are lucky. You're gifted. Most of us don't start talking clearly until we're three or four, and not like you do until we're eight or nine. So be happy with who you are and go play with the Dowda girls."

    Fina turned and stomped out of the room with a happy Zax mimicking her every move and expression.

    Jane sighed. "I look at them and I see a three year old. But their reasoning, the questions they ask, it almost scares me how smart they are."

    Jeff walked into the room looking back at the doorway. "Almost got mowed down by those two in the hallway. They are growing much faster than normal. The growth hormones running through them are at almost twice the normal level."

    Jane said, "And they're talking like a couple of eight year olds. I'm just floored every time they open their mouths. They just came in here wanting to go out and play in the woods. I was like, 'Noooo.'"

    A comm came in from Jasper. "I have bad news. The colonies on Canto and Fombry have been attacked and destroyed. The UF settlers have been wiped out. I sent the normal Dauntless out to pick up another load of those reflectors and this was the news that came back."

    The comm displays of the others began to fill with charred images of what were UF factories and farms. Only a few smoldering ruins remained where a once thriving new colony had taken root.

    Mace said, "Give us a few minutes to organize and we'll be out there."

    The comm closed.

    Mace shook his head as he stood. "I should have known we were just reaching the top of the first hill. Looks like this ride isn't over."

    The crew gathered and the Rogers departed. The colonies of the Knuttin Corporation lay in ruin. Her citizens... dead.

    Mace looked over the damage. "I'm thinking we should have first outfitted these colonies with those Thor stations."

    Humphrey said, "I have debris fields from two Dreadnoughts, Mr. Hardy. Various other rubble says they put up a fight. The damage on the ground was definitely from plasma cannons."

    Johnny turned to face Mace. "Should we visit the warstation and see if we can get a message to Frado?"

    Mace nodded. "Mr. Hobbs, take us to the UF station."

    Hans asked, "What if we find that station has been attacked as well?"

    Mace shook his head. "It's only a guess, but I think that station is too powerful. If this was the Mawga, or the Union for that matter, even with the updates we have, that warstation has them outclassed... if what Frado told us about their weapons is true."

    The Rogers pulled within sensor range of the UF station as the Gerty pulled to a stop.

    Humphrey said. "I have several debris fields coming up, Mr. Hardy. I suggest we keep our distance. At least until comms have been established. Although I'm not sure how we accomplish that as comm range is within their weapon range. Those debris fields are just outside it."

    Mace held up his hand. "Mr. Hobbs, bring us to a stop."

    Mace turned. "Johnny? What you think? Should we risk sending in a shuttle to try to talk?"

    Johnny chuckled. "What you're really asking is will I risk my life to establish a comm. And the answer is yes, if that's what it takes. We need those domain reflectors."

    Jane walked onto the bridge. "You aren't sending him out there like that, and you aren't going. We can remotely pilot the shuttle so long as it stays within comm range. Run it out there and use it as a comm relay. No need in risking anyone's life."

    Johnny tilted his head. "I do like the way she thinks."

    Jane replied, "We've taken too many unnecessary risks in the past. We've been lucky. We need to start fully evaluating situations like this before acting. There's no immediate need of contact here. We should take our time."

    Mace nodded. "I mostly agree. But our time isn't unlimited, either. The fleet that attacked those colonies could be closing in on Earth right now."

    A shuttle moved to within comm range of the warstation. "This is restricted space. Leave or your existence will be terminated."

    Mace replied, "We would like to establish a comm to Frado Knuttin. We've just been to his colonies, and we can see from the debris field here that a battle was fought."

    The warstation officer repeated his warning. "You will withdraw from this space immediately. Your message will be forwarded. You have three minutes to comply."

    Mace gestured. "Bring the shuttle back, Mr. Hobbs. Take us into orbit around Canto. We'll wait there for a response from Mr. Knuttin."

    When six hours passed with no reply, a wormhole was opened to Earth and the two ships moved through.

    A comm came in from Jasper. "It was the Union. The Mawga complained to the Dellus about their territories being overrun. Whatever deal they had with Knuttin must have fallen apart, or was a farce to begin with. My spies suggest Earth might be their next target."

    "Who are the key players in the Union now?"

    Jasper replied, "The Sarkesians lost most of their ships. They are in the weakest position. The Gorange appear to be the mediators in all this. The Quelli and Zinka have closed ranks. They’re the power brokers, with the others in opposition."

    Mace turned in his chair. "Mr. Geerok, what do you think could be gleaned from a visit to Rhombia? Would the Mawga be willing to take sides with us? An alliance?"

    Geerok laughed. "The Mawga will not turn on the Dellus, Mr. Hardy. They fear the Union, and will bow to its every demand. The Emperor is not a fighter. He likes rules. The Union offers rules. And thank you for asking. I've felt as though my contributions have been lacking of late."

    Mace replied, "You're a valued resource because of your experience, Mr. Geerok. Unfortunately, with all this running around, I haven't had need of your expertise. That may change soon enough."

    Mace turned back to his comm. "Mr. Collins, when you attacked the Quelli worlds, was there anything to be destroyed that would dissuade them from a fight?"

    Jasper replied, "We hit their ship factory. My spies report it is fully functional again. In addition, they have transducer and reactor factories just like the other founders. You take those out and it would be a setback, but nothing that would prevent them from coming to Divinia to do the same."

    Jane said, "How about their gatrellium supplies? Certainly the location of any mines must be public knowledge. Would we be doing ourselves any good to try to steal any stockpiles they might have?"

    Mace stroked his beard. "We talked about this before. Whoever controls the gatrellium controls ship movements between the stars. Mr. Collins, what would your opinion be on a raid of the Quelli capital world to steal their gatrellium? We would also plan a jump to Zinka space to do the same if the first attempt was successful."

    "Well, we'd need to know where those supplies are kept. And that happens to be something we know. The Union was very strict on monitoring stockpiles with the purpose of seeing that no members were cheating. On Divinia, that stockpile is close to the capital. I believe that to be where it is for each founder. Records will show."

    Johnny asked, "Speaking of gatrellium, how are you keeping up your supply? Was there a mine in Targarian space?"

    Jasper nodded. "A smaller one, but it provides enough to keep our stockpile near current levels. Used to be jumps were being made in search of new colonies. We aren't doing that anymore. My jumps here are the primary use right now. And if we want to talk about the stockpiles, those Muhatha ships carry a substantial amount. We could steal every kilogram they have and they would still have enough to jump their fleets a dozen times."

    Jane said, "If we took out their Muhatha, they still have their Dauntless to jump and attack with."

    Jasper replied, "And word has it those ships have been upgraded as well."

    Mace shook his head. "Great. So now we have dozens of ships that can damage us."

    Jasper pointed with a single raised finger. "You know, we haven't talked about raiding ships lately. We're still facing the same squeamish aliens when it comes to hand-to-hand combat. What we need is a way to get aboard those ships."

    Johnny replied, "With those upgraded cannons we can't get close. They would fry a shuttle before we could get within a thousand kilometers. I know we talked about this before, but why can't we just open a wormhole portal inside those ships and walk through?"

    Jeff answered: "The portal generator can't establish and generate the tear in space-time if it's within a kilometer of a large mass. There are no such spaces within a Muhatha or any other ship. This is also why it cannot be opened to the surface of another planet. The best we could do would be high orbit, as the mass of an atmosphere, even though small compared to a solid object, is still significant enough to disrupt the process."

    Jeff turned to his arm pad. As the discussion continued he swiped at several displays, eventually moving over to a free console, where he typed feverishly. He stopped, scratched his head, rubbed his chin, and began typing again.

    Several minutes passed before Jeff turned back to the discussion. "I've just done a quick analysis … but I think I may have a new weapon of sorts for us to use … if it would work at all."

    Johnny waved his arm: "Spit it out."

    Jeff pushed an image of the sun to the wall display. "We all know what this is. It has a surface temperature of around ten thousand degrees Fahrenheit. That's fifty-six hundred degrees for you metric people. Anyway. You move two thousand kilometers away from the surface and you hit the corona. Five hundred kilometers into that, and the temperature rises above a million. We can't take our ships within a million kilometers without our shields and thin armor failing. But what if we could open a wormhole near the corona? And have the other end open a kilometer away from a Muhatha? I'll need further study, but we may be able to light one of those ships up using the power of the sun."

    Jeff stood, "Let me go consult with my team on the possibilities."

    As Jeff left, Jasper stared at the image of the sun. "Won't work. The wormhole is opened a kilometer in front of a ship for a couple reasons. The first is it has to be away from any mass. The second is any further requires more power. The generator struggles to create that tiny fracture at a kilometer and a half. I know because I already had my scientists looking into the possibility of moving the wormhole once it was established. They axed that idea fairly quickly."

    Johnny said, "Jeff was still talking about a kilometer."

    Jasper nodded. "He was. Which leaves the same problem of how do you keep your ship that's creating the wormhole from melting? Besides, the gatrellium would be useless for expanding the wormhole at those temperatures."

    Johnny laughed. "And how would you know that?"

    Jasper replied, "Ape-man... I know that because I am the King... and I ask a lot of questions. I've been searching for ways to weaponize the portal—without success, I might add. The best thermal material we had on Earth would be good to about two thousand degrees Celsius. The members of the Union have a few ceramic materials that are stable up to twenty-three hundred degrees. With our most powerful dampening field, we can push that to about three thousand, far short of what we would need when dealing with a million degree temperature."

    Johnny held up a hand. "Well, pardon me. I didn't know you were such an expert."

    Jeff returned shortly after with Gnaga, Heeb, and Hooba in tow. "We might have an experiment to try. Currently, the gatrellium is fed into the initial fracture where a reaction is used to push the sides of the wormhole outward. We still have to run some numbers, but it might be possible to instead expand that fracture in one direction without using any more gatrellium than we do now. Imagine a wormhole a nanometer wide, but a million kilometers long."

    Gnaga stepped up. "Yes, one end of the fracture would be opened a kilometer in front of the ship as is currently done. The gatrellium reaction is then used to push the expansion in a single direction. The limit to the distance would be a factor of the amount of gatrellium to be used. Theoretically, we could open a wormhole at a million kilometers from the corona, and a million kilometers from a Muhatha. As the fracture is pushed into the coronal area, the temperature at the corresponding other end of the wormhole would equal that of the coronal area. If we had the coordinates of the Muhatha, we could open this nanometer slit in space-time only a kilometer away from it."

    Jeff nodded. "As I said, we have to run some numbers, but we could be ready for a trial as early as this afternoon."

    After twelve hours of continuous testing, Jeff plopped down in a chair on the bridge. "We can't get it to work, Mr. Hardy. With every attempt the fracture has collapsed. We just don't have enough knowledge about how the whole process works. We know that it does. But beyond our standard use, we're like toddlers trying to operate an automobile."

    Johnny chuckled. "I'm guessing you are talking about Zax and Fina. Those two could figure out a car in ten minutes if you left them alone."

    The two toddlers raced onto the bridge, chasing one another as always.

    Vanessa followed with the three girls. "Sorry. They got away from me. Zax, Fina, come here. They're working."

    Zax stopped to look at the image of the sun. "Look! Solar flares!"

    Fina raced by to the exit. Zax chased after.

    Johnny shook his head. "How does a kid who's physically less than a full year old know about solar flares?"

    Jeff sat forward. "Hmm. Mr. Hardy, I might have one more experiment to run."

    Jeff stood and left the bridge, returning an hour later with a grin. "We might have a solution. Little Zax deserves the credit for mentioning the solar flare. We'll have to build a throwaway wormhole generator and a ship to carry it."

    A diagram was pushed to the wall display. "We position the ship and wait for a solar flare. When one of sufficient size and energy comes, we open a portal just before it arrives. The ship will only last a second, but during that time a stream of plasma at a million degrees would pass through the hole, obliterating anything on the other side for a good twenty kilometers in each direction, given a wormhole the size a Muhatha would make."

    Mace asked, "That sounds promising, but how do we get the Muhatha or other ship to sit still while a portal is opened next to them?"

    "We play dirty," said Jasper. "Open it for a comm and try to get them to accept a communication. We just have to keep them talking long enough for the hot plasma to reach our end."

    Mace nodded. "That could work... once. We roast one ship and they will move away from any other portals we try to open in the vicinity of one of their ships. We need a better plan if we're to use this effectively."

    Johnny said, "How about this: we build fifty of these throwaway ships, position them all for a flare, open them all at once, and bake every ship they have—the jump-capable ones that is."

    Gnaga Klept pointed at the display, moving his finger around as he thought. "Well thought out, Mr. Tretcher. With a single flare we could knock out the entire Quelli fleet of Muhatha and Dauntless ships."

    Jasper crossed his arms. "Let me contact my engineers about building the ships you speak of. They would only need power, a wormhole generator, and a single gravity drive for positioning during the event. I'll have an estimate for a buildout in a few hours."

    Jasper's comm closed.

    Johnny rocked his head in approval. "A ship full of geniuses we have."

    Mace laughed. "Maybe when all combined. This was definitely a group effort. And there's no guarantee that it will actually work."

    Johnny replied, "Of course it'll work. We're warriors, geniuses, and kings. The galaxy has unleashed the Humans. Now they'll have to pay the price."
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    Four weeks passed before the first wormhole portal ship was ready. It was moved into position where a solar flare was expected to break free into the corona. A drone with sensors was located outside of Earth's orbit. Two days passed before the expected flare lit up the surface of the sun. Six hours later, as it approached the portal ship, a micro-wormhole was opened and a comm link established. As the initial wave of plasma reached the ship, the portal was pushed wide, allowing the superheated plasma of the wave to pass through. The drone, heavily shielded, was destroyed in less than a second.

    High fives made their way around the bridge of the Rogers.

    Jeff said, "The test sensors place the temperature at eight million degrees Fahrenheit. That's over four million Celsius. I can't say I know of anything that would withstand that. The wormhole stayed open for just under half a second. That particular flare had a speed of six hundred kilometers per second. Any ship would have had less than two milliseconds to react. We should build as many of those portal ships as we can, and as fast as we can."

    Mace tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. "If we do this, it means we're declaring war on the Galactic Union."

    Jasper replied, "We're already at war with the Galactic Union. If you haven't forgotten, the Quelli killed several hundred thousand people and more than two hundred million embryos. If that doesn't justify this, I don't know what does."

    Mace held up a hand. "I'm just saying … officially we aren't at war with the Union. The Quelli? Maybe. The Union as a whole, no."

    Jasper scowled. "Fine. Then if you don't want to use these, I will. They attacked my people, too. And they're gonna pay."

    Mace sighed. "All I'm suggesting is we put this to a vote."

    Jasper huffed. "You vote all you want, but this is happening either way. This could be my only chance to defend my people from those savages and I'm taking it."

    Johnny chuckled. "The king has spoken. Besides, I don't see a vote coming down against this. I think everyone here would agree."

    The heads in the room nodded as Mace looked around. "Well, Mr. Collins, it looks like you've got your vote. How many of these ships do we need for the Quelli, and how many again for the Zinka?"

    Jasper looked over data floating in front of him. "The Quelli have nineteen ships capable of wormhole generation. The Zinka have twenty-one. If we take out those two, the rest of the Union will abandon them and eagerly sign whatever treaty we want. Remember, they have the Karthian threat to worry about."

    Jane said, "I have an additional suggestion. If we take out their jump-capable ships, we should also take out their wormhole generator manufacturing, and confiscate any gatrellium they have stockpiled. Basically, put them in a box they can't get out of."

    Jasper nodded. "I can make that happen with an immediate follow-up campaign. I'll smack 'em so hard their eyes'll be permanently looking to the left."

    Johnny grinned. "I do like the king."

    In the days that followed, production on Divinia was ramped up. The fortieth expendable ship rolled out of the Targarian shipyards five weeks later. All were delivered to Earth space.

    Jasper walked onto the bridge of the Rogers. "When do we make this happen?"

    Jeff said, "We're monitoring half a dozen spots right now. If they look promising we'll move the ships into place. We do have the issue of having to know the exact locations of the Quelli and Zinka fleets."

    Jasper grinned. "You let me take care of that. You just find us a flare."

    Johnny asked, "What you got planned?"

    "I've had my spies spread rumors of a possible attack on their capitals. Their fleets will be there. I have a shuttle ready to be sent to each with an offer of our wanting to rejoin the Union."

    Johnny shook his head. "You've got no qualms about playing dirty, do you?"

    Jasper turned on the holo-projectors of his suit, displaying the slimy green monster covered with skulls. "We're at war, ape-man."

    The following day, Jeff sat at a console on the bridge. "Looks as though this will happen today. Mr. Hobbs, I'm sending you initial positioning coordinates. From there we'll have as few as six minutes for final placement. Mr. Collins, you'll want to have your shuttles ready."

    "We're ready," said Jasper.

    Johnny sat back, crossing his arms. "I'm wishing I had some popcorn. Also wish I was there watching."

    Jasper pushed the video feeds of the two shuttles to the wall display, splitting the image of the sun and its activity. "We'll be watching. When the shuttles are through, I'll drop those wormholes to comm size so we can keep track of what's happening."

    Johnny said, "You sure seem calm and collected."

    Jasper scowled. "I'm more nervous than a long-tailed cat in a room full of rockers."

    Johnny chuckled. "Given the tiredness of that comeback, I'd have to agree with you. Usually you'd be carving me up with some sarcastic quip."

    "This is big-time serious. I just want it to go well, that's all."

    "That goes for all of us," added Mace.

    Jeff pushed an image of the sun's surface to the main display. "It's happening! I have the beginnings of a flare. Looks like a good one too."

    Jasper paced around the bridge. "I should be on my own ship."

    Jane shook her head. "Nonsense. This is your family. You're right where you should be."

    Jasper smiled. "I appreciate that, Miss Tretcher. Your words are always wise and comforting."

    Five minutes passed as the crew stared at the image.

    Jasper said, "Doc, you think you could speed that up a bit?"

    Jeff sat back. "I'm afraid it's not happening. I was expecting this loop to snap. We may have to reposition to site two."

    Jasper put his hands on his hips. "Well, crap. I thought this was gonna be fun."

    Jeff yelled, "Whoa! There she goes! Mr. Hobbs, I should have coordinates for you in fifteen seconds."

    Liam replied, "Send them when you're ready."

    The crew stared at the violent image on the display while the coordinates were being sent.

    Jeff said, "Mr. Collins. I'm passing the time estimate to your team. We should have shuttles moving in forty seconds."

    Jeff looked over the data. "This is a nice fat flare. Lots of plasma. The coordinates look to be perfectly centered. I'd say you can open your shuttle portals anytime you want now. This one's much faster than the last. I show twenty-two hundred kilometers per second. Eight minutes to impact. That will give you three minutes to keep the targets occupied."

    Jasper took a deep breath. "I can handle it."

    Orders were sent to launch the shuttles. Two wormhole portals opened from two Targarian Muhatha. Two shuttles moved through. One into Quelli space. The second to Zinka.

    An officer on the Revelation said, "Five minutes to comm range, Your Highness."

    Jeff sat back in his chair. "That is one nasty flare. Sensors indicate one hundred and four million Celsius. Those ships won't stand a chance."

    Mace sighed.

    Jane asked, "You bothered?"

    Mace slowly nodded. "Loss of life doesn't make me happy, if that's what you mean. The crewmen on those ships... they're just following orders. And probably because they have no other choice."

    Jasper said, "Don't be shedding any tears for them. They didn't shed any when they were wiping out our defenseless civilians or butchering those embryos with that gene splicing nonsense. They're getting what they deserve."

    Mace leaned back in his chair. "I'm not disagreeing with you, but I still don't like it. I'd rather be up close and personal where I'm pulling the trigger to defend my own life. I can buy that without having to think too deeply about the consequences. Being an armchair general just doesn't offer the same closure. In that instant I don't have a choice. Sitting here I always have a choice."

    Jasper's officer said, "Sir, we are sending a hail."

    "Bring the shuttles to a halt, Captain. Patch the hail through."

    Seconds later, dual images appeared on the wall display. Commodore Sumiomo of the Quelli fleet showed on the left, with Admiral Kakari of the Zinka on the right.

    Jasper smiled. "Gentlemen, I bring warm greetings from the Targarian Kingdom. As you both know, I am King Collins. Commodore, we've spoken before... under unfortunate terms. Admiral, I've heard nothing but admiration about you from those I have talked with."

    The commodore said, "What is the meaning of this violation of our space?"

    Jasper pursed his lips. "Gentlemen, I come to you today with an offer you will both want to hear. Before I leave, we will be having heated discussions on the subject."

    Johnny chuckled. Mace looked in his direction with a low brow.

    Jeff whispered, "Ninety seconds."

    Jasper clasped his hands behind his back. "I know the two of you have been planning an assault on my territories. After much consideration, I've decided to bring forth an offer I believe you will find interesting. You are interested in what I have to say, are you not?"

    The admiral replied, "Get on with it. Our time is valuable."

    Jasper began to pace slowly. Coming to a quick stop, he raised a finger and then spun back in the other direction.

    He took a deep breath. "Forgive me, Gentlemen. Given the current situation, I'm hot for a solution to our petty arguments. I'm prepared to send a stream of million-degree love in both of your directions."

    The commodore offered a confused look. "A what?"

    Jasper again walked, this time stopping center camera and again raising a finger. "Our tempers have flared and our warring has been half baked."

     He waved a hand. "Whew. I'm sorry. It's getting a little hot in here."

    The admiral banged his fist. "What do you want, Collins!"

    The admiral looked over at his sensor station. "What is it you are planning?"

    Jasper bowed. "My apologies. I've been thinking long and hard on this and my brain is feeling a little fried. I'm sure you gentlemen know what that's like. Anyway, I was thinking of offering a sort of truce."

    The commodore asked, "Truce? Why would we do that with a traitor to the Union?"

    Jeff whispered, "Thirty."

    The admiral stood. "What's he talking about?"

    Jasper looked around. "Who? What?"

    The admiral said, "I clearly heard someone say ‘thirty.’ I demand to know what that means! Is this a trap of some sort?"

    Jasper flipped on his holo-projector image of the green monster, followed by bellowing out a sinister laugh. A comm wormhole opened in front of forty ships.

    Two voices could be heard. "Sir! We have wormholes!"

    Seconds later, the forty tiny wormholes opened wide. For six tenths of a second, one hundred four million degree ionized plasma streamed through, annihilating every jump-capable ship in the two rival fleets.

    The holo-image over Jasper's battlesuit flipped off, revealing a very satisfied grin. "No war sweeter than the war that is never fought."

    Jasper sent orders to his fleet. "Move in. I want ship, reactor, and transducer factories demolished. I want the gatrellium stores confiscated. If any remaining ships resist... take them out. Otherwise, demand that if they stand down they will be allowed to live."

    Jasper looked back at Mace and smiled. "Fantastic! With those two out of the way, the Galactic Union will fall in line behind me."

    Mace winced. "You sure that's what you want? I thought you were going to leave them to themselves."

    Jasper nodded. "I was, but this opportunity may never present itself again. Knowing what we just accomplished, the other founders will be falling at my feet."

    Mace said, "You do realize the Karthians will be coming back, right? You willing to take on the defense of the entire Union?"

    Jasper replied, "I am. We'll build a fleet that will push the invaders back into their own territory."

    Mace gestured toward the two world images on the display. "You sure you want to destroy those factories, then? Won't you just be wasting time rebuilding?"

    Jasper thought for several seconds. "I suppose you are right, Mr. Hardy. Captain! Belay those orders. Focus on the complete surrender of the ruling families of those two species."

    Jasper looked over at the doorway. "I should get back to my ship. There is much to do before I meet with the other founders."

    Jasper took a step and then stopped as he looked up at the display. "Hmm. Humans might just end up running this whole galaxy if we're not careful. What we just did here—genius."

    Johnny grinned. "That's what I've been saying."

    Jasper left the bridge and was soon shuttling back to the Revelation. The Rogers returned to her normal spot at Organ Cave. The ramp lowered and the crew walked out into the warm sunshine of the cool November sky.

    Jenny sat next to Mace on the gift shop porch. "So what do we do with ourselves now?"

    Mace shrugged as he replied, "Enjoy the break in the chaos? Not really sure. I can't really see going back to bartending after all this."

    Jenny half smiled. "Yeah. I've been thinking about the military. The one we have at the moment isn't quite the same as what we used to have. Flying an Apache somehow seems less thrilling after all that mess we just went through."

    Mace nodded. "I don't think all that mess is over yet. We have the Karthian threat, we have ten thousand Australians still missing, and we have a world of people who are asking the same questions we are right here. I guess our first order of business is going to be to organize. From that we can lay out plans and set goals."

    Mace waved his hands around. "We have to get our agriculture back producing. And we have to start rebuilding our industries. I'm thinking we need Jasper's help to build ship and reactor factories here. At some point we'll need to go out looking for gatrellium, too. We have a long way to go to become self-sufficient. And after that, I'm sure we'll want to trade with other worlds."

    Jenny leaned back on her elbows. "Sounds like a lot of work."

    Mace looked out at the gold grass of the field as the late fall breeze rolled across it in waves. "You didn't seem to shy away from your duties on the ship."

    Jenny frowned. "The fighting I'm up for. The daily grind? I'll do my part, but otherwise you can keep it."

    Jenny took a sip of freshly made moonshine from Tres' old still. "Whew. That's some powerful stuff. You mentioned going out to search for gatrellium. Now, that might be something I'm interested in. I would assume any kind of science team would be in need of military type guards for protection?"

    Mace shrugged. "I suppose. Maybe when this is all over we can beef up the Gerty and go out exploring."

    Zax and Fina ran up to the porch, dragging Jenny out into the grass as Jane and Johnny came up. "Chillin' on the porch, I see."

    Mace replied, "Just enjoying the last bit of respectable weather before the next front drops the temps by twenty degrees. Looks like the kids are happy."

    Johnny said, "Just wish I could turn off turbo-mode every now and then. They've been wearing me out."

    Jane laughed. "He decided to show them how to play poker. They took all his cookies."

    Johnny nodded. "It's true. I'm still floored by how easy they pick up on the little nuances of just about everything. Sometimes I swear I'm dealing with someone my own age."

    Jane said, "We just started them reading and they are both already approaching the third grade level. They're a couple sponges when it comes to knowledge. The last two days Fina has adamantly stated that she wants to be a doctor. Of course, tomorrow she'll want to be a basketball player. It changes every time she encounters something new. I shudder to think what's gonna happen when I take them to the old library building in Ronceverte."

    Jane looked out at Jenny as she chased the toddlers around the field. "She likes kids."

    Mace shook his head. "Give it up. The subject came up earlier. She said she wanted one or two about a dozen years ago, but that ship has sailed."

    Jane pointed toward the town. "We have a hundred million embryos over there that will need parents. The equipment still works if she wants an implant."

    "It's not any of that. She doesn't want the worry that goes with being a parent. Right now she can pick up and go as needed. And if she has to go off to fight, she doesn't have to worry about who'll be taking care of them if she doesn't make it back."

    Jane nodded. "Exactly the way I felt before these two came along. Now I see them as being everything we're fighting for. They're the future, and it's our job to make sure the present doesn't swallow them up."

    As the kids ran circles around Jenny, Johnny stood. "Call me a glutton for punishment, but I'm going out there."

    Jane commented as Johnny jogged away: "At least they keep him active."

    Mace replied, "I think he's been looking for someone of his mental age to play with since I've known him. Guess they let me off the hook."
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    A month passed before the Revelation again dropped through the atmosphere in a ball of fire, slowing to a stop before sending a thunderous rush of air to the ground below. A shuttle departed, landing in the field by the cave. A shining black King Collins walked down the ramp with two armed guards at his sides. A short walk had him on the porch, while his men scouted around the small building that once housed his business.

    Jasper plopped down in his chair and began to slowly rock back and forth. "Well, it's done. The Quelli and the Zinka have joined my kingdom as subjects. The Sarkesians are asking to. That leaves the Dellus, Gorange, and Dunden Heap. They were all quick to sign a truce."

    Mace asked, "What came of the gatrellium?"

    Jasper relied, "The Zinka had the largest mine in their territory. It's now mine. I'm swimming in the stuff at the moment."

    "And the ship production?"

    Jasper nodded. "Thanks for saving those factories for me. We're already at full production. I'll soon be turning out one of those Muhatha ships every month."

    Mace waved his hand around. "Given any thought to my request to build factories here?"

    Jasper looked over with a leery eye. "I have. And I've decided against it."

    Mace pulled back. "What? Why?"

    Jasper stopped his rocking, leaning forward. "It's not you. Or any of the Rogers crew for that matter. It's others. There are more Starks out there. I don't favor them having enough ships to cause trouble."

    Mace said, "So that's it, then? We're to become part of your kingdom?"

    Jasper shook his head. "No. Earth will remain governed by Earth. You just won't have a military capable of causing a ruckus. Aside from your defense guns here, the kingdom will provide for your needs."

    Mace asked, "What about trade ships?"

    Jasper replied, "I've already thought that through with my advisory team. We'll sell you whatever trade ships you need, for a more than fair price."

    "What about repairs?"

    Jasper chuckled. "You are just full of questions today, aren't you?"

    "Repairs?"

    Jasper began to rock. "That one is under consideration. On the one hand, you can't really build a new ship with one, but you could modify one. And I don't favor heavily armed ore haulers flying around in my territories."

    "Your territories?"

    Jasper nodded. "Who else you gonna be doing trade with?"

    Mace shrugged. "Who knows? The United Front? Or maybe even the Karthians. With new leadership commanding the former Union colonies, they might be interested in dropping their aggression for a good trade deal."

    Jasper stopped. "Not sure if I would accept that or not. Might depend on the outcome of their next attack. If we kick their ass, I might be inclined to kick it until they're all done. Put an end to the whole threat."

    Mace spun his feet around, leaning back against a post. "You know, you're starting to sound like Stark. He was one of those people who always came across as thinking things couldn't be done right by anybody but himself. I'd say you might be starting to suffer from Stark syndrome."

    Jasper started rocking again. "Maybe. One thing I think you'd agree with, though, it's good to be the king."

    Mace offered a half smile. "Well, at least you've been fair in your dealings with everyone. I'll give you that. If you keep that attitude, I think we can get along."

    A shuttle docked in bay one of the Rogers. Several minutes later, Jeff Moskowitz and Gnaga Klept walked down the ramp. They joined Mace and Jasper on the porch.

    Jeff said, "Mr. Collins, good to see you."

    Jasper nodded. "Likewise."

    Jeff turned to Mace. "I just came from the cannon up on Spruce Knob. The guidance software has been updated. Everything is tracked and identified before it comes within firing range. You could have a thousand ships up there all swirling around and the system can now ID and pick off any individual ship you want. We took a drone up and tested a hundred different scenarios under low power. And the gunners that are sitting up there were very knowledgeable about use of the overall system. Any luck making contact with the UF?"

    Mace shook his head. "The Gerty's been at Canto for a week. They haven't received a response. I'm thinking Mr. Knuttin may have been there when the attack happened."

    Jasper stood.

    Mace asked, "Going somewhere?"

    Jasper pursed his lips. "Yep, I think I am. It's time my kingdom established a relationship with the UF."

    Mace winced. "Be careful. They aren't overly interested in conversation. And the weapons on that station are supposedly far more powerful than the microwave cannons we now have."

    Jasper replied, "I can handle this. I am the king, you know."

    Mace shook his head. "But you're not their king. From the brief discussions we've had with them, they have no interest in starting up dialogue with anyone."

    Jasper walked over, hopping off the porch on the way to his shuttle. "I'll let you know how it goes."

    Mace stood. "Hang on, I'll go with you."

    The Revelation lifted into space, where a wormhole to the Canto system was opened. After a quick check with the crew of the Gerty, the grand Muhatha flagship of the Targarian fleet made its way to the United Front warstation, slowing as it came within comm range.

    "This is King Jasper Collins of the... the Collins Kingdom. I'm here to establish relations with the United Front."

    An image of an officer replied, "You are in violation of United Front space. Withdraw or face destruction."

    Jasper huffed. "Now listen. Let me talk to someone in charge. Go fetch your boss!"

    The image leaned in to the comm camera. "I am in charge. As I said, withdraw or face the consequences. This is your final warning."

    Jasper stood from his command chair. "Listen … this is a friendly visit. How are we supposed to communicate with each other so we can come to an understanding about—"

    A microwave beam, lit with a laser, streaked through the void of space, narrowly missing the hull of the Revelation.

    The image said, "The next beam will be directed at your bridge. You have twenty seconds to give an indication that you are leaving United Front space."

    Mace stepped into the camera view. Could you pass a message forward to Frado Knuttin or his associates that we would like to speak to them?"

    The officer nodded. "The message will be passed. Now leave."

    A Targarian captain bowed before his king. "Sire, we placed the power of that beam into a simulation. Not only would it penetrate our shields and armor, it would burn through five or more bulkheads. We would lose a fight in a matter of minutes, if not seconds."

    Jasper growled, "Take us back to maximum sensor range, Captain."

    The Targarian bowed before turning to bark out an order. Jasper returned one final defiant stare before the Revelation began to move away.

    Mace shook his head. "You aren't making any friends."

    Jasper replied, "Nonsense. These people are just like everyone else. They respect confidence and strength."

    Mace frowned. "All well and good if you have something to be confident about. This ship won't stand up to their weapons."

    An extended comm came in from the warstation.

    Jasper said, "How's that possible? We're out of comm range."

    Mace shrugged as he accepted the incoming signal. "They have better technology that we do."

    Mace looked into the camera of his arm pad. "This is Hardy. With whom am I talking?"

    The image floating above his arm replied, "I am Leonis Kontin, Mr. Knuttin's Director of Strategic Partnerships. I've been instructed to inform you that Mr. Knuttin was critically injured in the assault on the colonies. He escaped, and will live, but his recovery will be slow, with numerous operations to be performed on him in the coming months. He asked that I inform you that he will be unable to fulfill the remainder of our contract with you and that a refund of your generous payment will be forthcoming."

    Mace held up a hand. "Tell Mr. Knuttin we wish him a speedy recovery, and that he can keep the payment so long as he makes an honest effort to fulfill the contract in the future. And you can tell him the threat to the Canto system has been taken care of. The species who attacked have been neutralized and are no longer a threat. The Mawga, who laid claim to this system, have withdrawn any claim. They won't be back."

    Kontin replied, "Thank you for the good wishes and the generous offer. The loss of the Canto and Fombry colonies was a substantial financial blow to the corporation. A number of our shareholders are demanding an ouster for Mr. Knuttin."

    Mace frowned. "Is there any way we can help, Mr. Kontin? Mr. Knuttin has been extremely helpful to us, and we wouldn't want to lose that relationship."

    Kontin scratched his ear as he sighed. "Unless you have untold riches to shower on the corporation, I'm afraid not."

    Mace held up his chin. "Would more diamond work? Could we buy out the unhappy investors?"

    Kontin slowly shook his head. "I'm afraid it would take a hundred times the amount of diamond you delivered last time, Mr. Hardy. And given the quality of those diamonds, I don't suppose you have such generous amounts lying about like so much sand."

    Mace said, "Give me a number. How much do you need?"

    Leonis Kontin looked up. "What?"

    Mace nodded. "How much would it take to get Mr. Knuttin out of trouble? How many tons?"

    Kontin gently rocked his head back and forth in thought. "I suppose if you were serious, a minimum of two hundred fifty tons would be sufficient."

    Mace smiled. "So would we receive shares in the corporation? We'd essentially be buying out the investors who are unhappy?"

    "That would be the gist of it. Are you saying you have the funds to possibly make this happen?"

    Mace grinned. "Is raw diamond adequate?"

    Kontin nodded. "Very."

    Mace said, "Mr. Kontin, please inform Mr. Knuttin he possibly has a new investor. We'll meet you back here in a week, if that works for you? You'll act as our agent for the exchange."

    An agreement was made and the comm closed. The Revelation was flown to 55 Cancri e. Several hundred Targarian engineers worked for four solid days at pulling Cancri diamonds from the planet's crust, four hundred tons in all.

    Mace said, "I'm thinking we build a little mining colony here and pull as much of that out of the ground as we can. That's a very tradable resource."

    Jasper replied, "Consider it done."

    Mace stood in an alcove on the hull of the Revelation, looking down at the most recent mining operation. Targarians were moving about like ants, their exosuits allowing heavy work where their small frames would normally collapse. A growing stack of raw diamond sat in a pile beside a shuttle.

    Jasper said, "When they bring that load up, we can jump back to Canto."

    The captain walked into the alcove. "Sire, I have something to report."

    Jasper slowly shook his head. "Well, then report it."

    The captain replied, "The shuttle we sent to do deep scans has located the remains of a downed ship. It is a vessel that appears to have a small amount of gatrellium aboard."

    "OK. Send a team to recover it. Thank you, Captain. Wonder who crashed out here?"

    Jasper looked at the captain, who remained in place. "Is there something else?"

    The captain nodded. "The ship is buried beneath half a kilometer of sediment, Your Majesty. It isn't a Union ship. At least not anything we show in our databases."

    Jasper tilted his head. "Hmm. This just got interesting. Captain, prepare a shuttle. Mr. Hardy and I will be going out to inspect."

    Mace said, "You do realize that's a very harsh environment out there, right?"

    Jasper waved his hand as he walked. "Our suits are adequate, at least for a short while. My people have been out there for hours."

    "And a handful have come in sick due to the high levels of electromagnetic radiation. These suits aren't the best for that. In fact, the older Mawga suits were better."

    Jasper huffed. "Then go put on your old suit."

    Mace took a deep breath. "OK. I see where this is going. So, a half kilometer of sediment. Your people have any idea how long it took to get that deep?"

    Jasper opened a comm. "Captain, do we have any estimates as to how long the ship has been down there?"

    The captain replied, "Given the sediment levels of the surrounding terrain and the weather on this planet, our initial guess is anywhere between five hundred and ten thousand years. Possibly longer."

    Jasper chuckled. "Ain't no ten thousand year old ships out here. The oldest Union species is the Sarkesians. They've only been out among the stars for a thousand. Still, I think gatrellium has only been around for a couple hundred."

    The shuttle pulled out of the bay, shooting across the landscape to the area in question, before settling in the base of an ancient crater. The ramp lowered. Mace and the king walked down to the surface.

    Mace said, "Scan puts us right on top of it."

    Jasper replied, "I have a team assembling to come and move dirt."

    Mace looked around at the barren landscape. "Half a kilometer down? Given the almost non-existent atmosphere, which means few storms, I would think that ten thousand estimate might be possible."

    Jasper pulled up the scan data on his holo-display. "This planet is volcanic. A few good eruptions could have produced that. And see... here, the dirt looks to be volcanic, so..."

    The Targarian team arrived in another shuttle and went immediately to work removing the sediment. An hour into their efforts, a square kilometer of earth two meters deep had been removed.

    Mace said, "They don't mess around, do they?"

    Jasper replied, "Not while the king's around, at least. Actually, I have nothing bad to say about their work ethic."

    Mace nodded. "Well, at least this is a good distraction. Kontin isn't expecting us for another couple days. You think we'll have it dug out by then?"

    Jasper nodded. "We will now."

    Jasper leaned into his comm, whispering several commands to his captain. Twenty minutes later, two additional shuttles landed with several hundred more personnel joining in the dig.

    Jasper crossed his arms. "We should have a good eighteen hours to look it over before we're due back."

    The captain came over the comm. "Sire, the diamond material has been loaded."

    "Excellent work, Captain. Have the men start on a new pile. We'll be here for a couple more days."

    The captain nodded. "Yes, Sire. And in the spirit of keeping you informed, our miners have uncovered a vein several meters thick and nearly a hundred meters long. Our sensors didn't peg it as so large due to its vertical nature. It runs almost straight up and down. We estimate it weighs nearly nine hundred tons on its own."

    Jasper closed the comm. "More is better, as they used to say."

    Mace asked, "Who used to say?"

    Jasper returned a momentary stare. "I don't know, they... they used to say."

    Mace patted Jasper on the back. "I guess I have no choice but to accept that answer."

    Mace glanced at the hole in front of them and then back at the shuttle. "Gonna be a while. We might as well go back and get some rest."

    Jasper nodded. "The king does like his rest."
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    The digging continued through the ultra-short Cancri night. The outer hull was reached several hours earlier than expected. Plasma torches struggled to cut the armor plating that covered the long-downed ship. Mace and Jasper returned to the site.

    The captain came over the comm. "Sire, our dating of the hull places it at fourteen thousand three hundred years old."

    Mace raised his eyebrows. "Wow. Definitely not anyone we know. You said the Karthians were in the five to seven thousand range, and only achieving space flight in last eight or nine hundred years. And the United Front people are only slightly older than that. Of course, I would guess it was odd that after billions of years, everyone emerges within a few thousand years of each other. What's the likelihood of that?"

    A worker turned. "Your Majesty, we've broken through."

    Jasper replied, "OK. Have everyone stay back. We're going in there alone."

    The worker bowed before turning to relay the order.

    Jasper flipped on the lights on his helmet before dropping through the opening in the hull. His boots clanked as they came in contact with the metal grating that covered the floor.

    Mace followed after. The two stood, looking around a room covered with various tools, pipes, and other maintenance materials.

    Mace said, "What's the first thing you noticed?"

    "Hand tools. Nothing I recognize, but they're definitely tools."

    Mace looked up at the ceiling and over at a chair. "Given the height of this room, I'd say we might be looking at aliens that were our size."

    Jasper walked over to a corner of the room, pulling a box away from what looked like a bunk. A dusty, mummified body lay on a bed.

    "Well, they definitely ain't us. Look at that v-shaped head and those pointed shoulders."

    Mace nodded. "The four arms is a dead giveaway too."

    Jasper winced. "This must have been one ugly sucker. Look at those eye sockets... eight eyes. Four on each of those... head posts. Looks like some kind of weird octopus bug."

    Mace laughed. "Quadropus. It only has four arms."

    "If you're being picky about it, it has two legs, too. That makes it a hexapus bug."

    Mace smiled. "I stand corrected."

    Jasper poked at the mummified carcass. "Look at those skinny, double-jointed legs. You know these other aliens, including my Targarians, are all strange looking, but this one definitely wins the weird prize."

    Jasper turned, walking to a workbench. "This looks like a grease gun. And this a set of wrenches. We have a hammer. A drill-press over here. Various nuts and bolts. A vise. Clamps. I have no idea what that is. Or that."

    Mace said, "Come on. Let's go explore."

    "Wait. Check out this closet. Here, I found its uniform or whatever. Got an insignia on the shoulder. And look at those weird boots. Hold on..."

    Jasper walked back to the mummy, pulling a sheet back from its feet. "Hooves... the thing had hooves."

    Mace stood at the door that led out of the room. "Hmm. Not sure how this opens. There's no knob or handle to grab. And no sign of a sensor."

    Jasper gently moved him to the side. "Let me have a look."

    A heavy boot was raised and jammed hard into the center of the door. The thin metal crunched and bent. A second kick pulled the bottom half from its frame. Three steps back and a short run with a shoulder saw the sliding door pulled free, banging loudly as it struck a wall on the far side of a hallway. A slow rush of stale air moved past them.

    Mace said, "That works. Can't believe this ship had any seal after this length of time."

    Jasper began to walk toward the farthest end of the hall. "It was probably buried for most of that."

    Mace shrugged. "I guess. That's more of a mystery for Jeff anyway. Speaking of Jeff, would you want to send a ship to bring him out here? We might need him, depending what we run into."

    Jasper raised his arm. "Captain, order a Dauntless to proceed to Earth. I'd like Jeff Moskowitz to join us. Oh, and have Gnaga Klept come as well."

    The captain's image bowed. "Consider it done, Sire."

    Jasper stopped at an open doorway. "We have a desk and chair. And I'd say that looks like some sort of computer interface on top. The colored touch panels might just be a keyboard."

    "Possibly."

    A drawer was opened. "Hmm. File cabinets."

    Mace pulled a translucent sheet from a holding sleeve. "Look at this. The colors on that desktop, they're arranged on this page. You think their alphabet was color based?"

    Jasper shrugged. "Now you're definitely talking Doc Jeff stuff."

    Mace said, "Yeah, let's keep moving. This is all the stuff that will have to be studied. What I'd like to see is the gatrellium that was detected."

    Jasper raised his arm turning on his sensors. "I show two hundred meters in that direction and sixty meters down."

    Mace asked, "How big is this ship?"

    Jasper said, "What were you doing the whole time we were watching them dig? Were you not paying attention?"

    Mace laughed. "I was. Guess I just missed that."

    Jasper gave his best straight face. "Well, start paying attention. This stuff is serious."

    Mace nodded. "I will."

    Jasper pushed a scan diagram to Mace's comm. "Main section's about three hundred meters long. It's eighty meters high by ninety meters wide. Antennae jut out from about every surface but the back. That's where we're headed."

    Mace asked, "How do you know it's the back?"

    Jasper replied, "Because it looks like the back. Hello? Earth to Hardy... come in."

    A turned corner led to a steep stairwell. Jasper slipped on the second step, almost losing his balance.

    "Well, this is a hazard. Wonder who approved the permitting on this thing?"

    Mace said, "Steps might be narrower because of their hoofed feet."

    Jasper shook his head. "Can you image the noise a herd of those things would make coming down the hall? Don't know if I could sleep on a ship like this."

    "Maybe they're quieter when they have socks on."

    Jasper turned back with a scowl. "Socks? Now you're just being Johnny-stupid."

    The adventure continued to a lower deck, and then on toward the detected gatrellium. They passed several bulkheads, Jasper commenting on the adequate doorway height, something the Revelation was lacking. A final corner turned into a docking bay. A small ship sat in the center of the bay area. Huge exterior doors covered the far wall.

    Mace said, "That little ship is the source. The sensors say it's the coating on its exterior. No bulk gatrellium."

    Jasper scowled. "Why would you cover a ship with that stuff?"

    Mace shrugged. "That's why we need Jeff and Gnaga here."

    A comm came in to Jasper. "Sire, the Human Doctor and the Kaachi have arrived."

    Jasper nodded. "Good. We'll be up in a few minutes to fetch them. Have them standing by the hole."

    Shortly after, the foursome returned to the hangar. "This is it, Doc. All we know is it has a gatrellium coating on the outside."

    Jeff leaned in as he looked over the data on his holo-display. "Interesting … there appear to be circuit traces running below the surface. Can we open it up?"

    Mace replied, "Uh, sure. Let me get the keys."

    Jeff looked on, waiting.

    Mace gestured toward the craft. "There aren't any keys, Doc. You want in, you'll have to figure it out."

    Gnaga tapped on the hull with his gloves. "It appears to be solid. I don't see any seams. Perhaps it's not a vessel to be gotten into."

    Jasper called over to the others. "I have more of those touch consoles over here. They have the same color-coding as that desk we saw. Tell you what, Doc, you and Mr. Klept work on getting that ship open. Mr. Hardy and I will continue with checking this place out."

    Jeff nodded as he turned back to look at the small ship. Mace joined Jasper as they walked toward the door to the hall.

    Jasper said, "Let's see if we can find an armory. They must have had weapons."

    "What if it was just a research vessel?"

    Jasper laughed. "Yeah well, you tell me we'd send out a ship of an official kind without some level of protection. If these were explorers, it doesn't do them much good to be dead explorers, now does it?"

    Mace agreed. "I suppose that's right."

    The search brought the two Humans to a storeroom with an open door. Four mummified alien bodies lay on the floor. Each wore a uniform and each was laid neatly in a row.

    Jasper frowned. "They were dead and then brought here."

    Mace nodded. "And they look emaciated like the one in the maintenance room. If they crashed here, they probably starved to death."

    Jasper scowled. "We know what that's like. Not how I'd like to go out."

    Mace let out a sigh as he thought back to the tragic events that had sent Earth into a sudden collapse.

    Jasper said, "I don't think I ever said it, but I'm truly grateful that the lot of you came along. I have no doubt I'd have been dead within the first six months of all that."

    Jasper chuckled.

    Mace asked, "What?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Was just thinking. My two nephews probably would have killed and eaten me just to stay alive. And I'd probably have volunteered myself for that, even though they wouldn't have waited for permission."

    "They're still in Ronceverte, right?"

    Jasper nodded. "Last I checked, they had joined Stark's army. Couldn't say if they're alive or dead now. And they don't seem to be interested in contacting me. To them, I was an alien sympathizer for not backing his cause."

    Mace laughed. "You? How'd they come to that conclusion?"

    Jasper shrugged. "Who knows? Probably just Stark propaganda. They weren't all that bright anyway."

    The search continued, with dozens of doors being kicked in. Storage, more bunks, and science labs were found, many with long dead animal and biological specimens in glass jars. After the investigation of a small dining facility, a door was kicked in by the king of the Targarians. Rows of what appeared to be weapons lined the far wall.

    Jasper grinned. "Now that's what I was looking for."

    The first of a dozen weapons was pulled from the rack, a long slender tube with a grip handle on one end and multi-ringed power head of sorts on the other.

    Jasper said, "Lightweight. Grip's a little off, but their hands were a different size than ours."

    Jasper held it at arm’s length, aimed at a side wall.

    Mace said, "Better be careful with—"

    The weapon fired. A concussion rocked the small room, almost knocking Mace from his feet. The targeted wall was severely dented, but didn't fail.

    Mace steadied himself before grabbing Jasper's outstretched arm. "Whoa there, Tex. Let's not do that again."

    Jasper replied, "Not even sure what I did. It just kinda went off."

    Mace said, "Well, just the same. Let's put it down until we have that figured out. I'd rather us not kill ourselves if possible."

    Jasper tilted his head. "Fourteen thousand years and it still has a charge. One heck of a power cell."

    Inspection of the room yielded two other weapons: a smaller, single-handed version of the concussion gun, and what looked like a grenade, likely with similar powers.

    Jasper took a grenade and attached it to a clip on his battlesuit beltline.

    Mace shook his head. "You sure you want to carry that around? If that goes off strapped to your hip I doubt that suit will save you."

    Jasper continued to look around the room. "It won't go off."

    The next room they entered was for power generation. Four large boxy items sat in the center of the room. Each had a single display screen on the side. The fourth screen had a tiny green flashing light.

    Mace looked at Jasper. "You see what I see?"

    Jasper nodded. "Ship must still have power. Let's flip it on and see what happens."

    Mace put his arm out as Jasper began to step forward. "How about we wait for Jeff and Gnaga on this one."

    Mace opened a comm. "Doc, could you and Mr. Klept come up here? We think we've found the generation room, and it looks like there may still be power. We're two decks up and down the hall to your left."

    Jeff replied, "Be right up."

    The one-time Human scientist looked over the display. "Only one thing to do... press the button."

    Jasper said, "That's what I was gonna do."

    The button was pressed and the display lit up with a short message written in a color coded alphabet. The message flashed five times before the display shut down, leaving the single flashing green light.

    Jeff said, "Likely some kind of warning. We'll be able to make more progress when we have a lock on the language."

    Mace replied, "We don't have any audio to listen to. How are we supposed to decipher their writing?"

    Jeff pointed at writing on the wall. "I suggest we walk around this ship, snapping images of the writing. The Galactic Union app does a good job at recognition of characters. Doesn't all have to be audio or video."

    The next half hour was spent moving from one room to another. Everywhere that had writing was entered into the language app. The first translated words began to appear.

    Jeff came over the comm. "We're showing success. Sixteen words is a good start. Looks like their alphabet has forty two of those colored characters."

    Jasper turned a corner. "Jackpot. I have the bridge. I see six, no... seven crew stations. And look at those crappy chairs that's like a single bar you had to sit on. Can't imagine that being comfortable during a long flight."

    "They have different bodies than we do," said Mace. "That might be what they liked."

    Jasper scowled. "Maybe, if you were a giant parakeet or something and liked a perch."

    Mace said, "Doc, I found a manual of sorts. Loads of writing, and images."

    Jeff replied, "Excellent. Get it scanned in. Having images is key to speeding this up."

    For ten minutes, Mace flipped through the manual. Ultra thin metallic pages held the colored text and images. Two minutes after completion, the language decoder kicked into high gear.

    Jeff said, "Up to four hundred words now. Won't be long."

    Jasper looked over a crewman's console. "This has to be environmental. And this one is ship's power. It has another one of those green lights. I peg this one as nav."

    Jeff said, "Snap an image and speak into the app if you're positive. Every little bit helps."

    Gnaga Klept joined the conversation. "I've found the infirmary. I have six bodies lying on tables and one slumped over a console from one of those perches. Their hooves appear to have a claw on back that they hook onto it."

    Jeff said, "I think that manual did the trick, Mr. Hardy. We're at 65 percent and rising rapidly. I think we should head back the generator room."

    The four stood looking at the display as Jeff again pressed the button. The message again flashed five times before turning off.

    Jeff looked at his holo-display. "It says 'Hydrogen Reserve Depleted.'"

    Jasper grinned. "We got hydrogen. Let's pump some in."

    Jasper opened a comm. "Major Toliok, as you uncover that exterior, tell me if you find any feed-in couplings or valves."

    Jeff said, "We have a full lock on their language. If you hold your holo-display up in front of any of those color symbols you should see a translation. Or, if you prefer, route it directly to your helmet display."

    The major replied, "We have a fueling port, Your Highness."

    Jasper replied, "Can we connect to it? Pass the information to our engineering team and then let me know."

    Jasper asked, "You sure that's hydrogen they had, Doc?"

    Jeff nodded. "Yes."

    Jasper said, "Major, when the team says they can connect, have them pump it a few hundred kilograms worth of H for us."

    Jeff looked at Jasper's belt. "What do you have there?"

    Jasper replied, "We think it's a grenade. I'm gonna have my boys look at it when I'm back aboard."

    Mace gestured toward the device. "I told him he's crazy for carrying it around. We found a small armory. He picked up a weapon and it went off. Practically knocked down a wall."

    Jasper tilted his head back. "Hmm. Excellent idea, Mr. Hardy."

    Jasper turned and left the room.

    Jeff asked, "Where's he going?"

    Mace replied, "Haven't a clue. Suppose I should go after him?"

    Seconds later a rumble could be felt. Mace raced out of the room and down the hall. After transiting two flights of stairs with single hops, he came into the hallway where a smiling Jasper Collins stood with a concussion weapon in his hand.

    "This is great!"

    Mace asked, "What are you doing?"

    "This thing works great as a door opener! Check this out."

    Jasper held the weapon at arm’s length, aiming at a nearby door. The blast was almost instantaneous. The result was a door blown completely from its frame.

    Jasper grinned. "No more kicking in."

    Jeff came over the comm. "We have hydrogen. Generators are coming online."

    Seconds later, all the doors in the hallway slid open.

    Jasper snarled. "Crap, that takes all the fun out of it."

    Mace patted him on the back. "Come on, I'm sure there'll be other things to destroy. Let's get back to the doc."
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    With the primary generator restarted, the ship began to come to life. Hallways lit, consoles showed a variety of the colored patterns. After a short investigation, Jeff Moskowitz called up the ship's logs, including a video by its last living crewman, the maintenance worker Mace and Jasper had originally found. Jeff enabled the log as the others stood and watched.

    This is Xavien. I'm the last alive. The others are all gone. If you're watching this, you know about the sabotage and the ejection of our captain and the stealing of the shuttle. The fools thought they could return home in that ship. The fuel will only take them a light year. The rift we traveled through is at least two. They doomed us all to die on this planet. A planet we had long searched for. A planet covered with vast stores of diamond. Unfortunately for us, it is a commodity that is worthless out in the dead of space.

    This planet is lifeless, its atmosphere toxic and thin, its temperatures unbearable without our suits, and even with suits for only a short time. Our emergency capsule sits useless in the bay. Our wormhole generator is destroyed, taking with it any chance for us to send for help. Our food stores have run out, along with our fuel. The reserves we had were stolen or spaced before the crash.

    The alien on the video looked around at the maintenance room where he lay.

    I'm too weak to move from this bed. Death will come soon. Vilamee and Curlee, take care of the horde. I love each of you equally. I will see each of you in Tomolai, when you join with the rest of us.

    The emaciated image lay back on his bunk, closing his eight, laser-green, catlike eyes. The video log ran for several additional minutes before shutting down.

    Mace said, "Just miners out looking for the mother lode. Looks like diamond is popular just about everywhere."

    Jeff replied, "It's a unique element, and generally rare. You have to admit, a find such as this would have made us all very wealthy back on Earth."

    "It paid for all those microwave cannons we have protecting us. If Mr. Knuttin recovers, I'm sure we can use it to trade for more."

    Jeff looked up from a console. "The gatrellium ship in the bay... it's a rescue vessel of sorts. It will carry one passenger in stasis into a micro-wormhole like the ones we use for comms. The gatrellium coating lets it slip into that tiny hole and through to the other side. It seems our wormhole generators are more advanced. Still, an interesting discovery. And the gatrellium is not destroyed in the process."

    Gnaga said, "Interesting indeed. I could envision a transport system where the small ships are sent through in a constant stream, thereby allowing inexpensive travel across vast distances."

    Jeff tilted his head. "Yes and no. The wormhole, even though tiny, does consume a small portion of gatrellium. That's what keeps the portal open. Mass transit would never cover the use of such a finite resource."

    Jeff turned back to face the console. "Let's see if we can find out where our visitors are from."

    Several images popped onto a display before a starmap appeared. Jeff snapped an image and passed it back to the nav system on the Revelation. No match was returned.

    Mace said, "Does that mean it's not in this area, or not in the galaxy?"

    Jeff replied, "Only means it's not in their current dataset. I believe their starmaps cover about 15 percent of the galaxy. And I would imagine opening a comm wormhole to another galaxy would be an expensive proposition. Those distances are millions of light years, not tens or hundreds."

    Mace said, "They did say there was a rift nearby. Might be worth exploring."

    Jeff nodded. "Two light years. We could jump right to it. We'll have to look into that once we're done here."

    Jeff continued typing away at the console. Seconds later, his manner changed. Several screens of data were pulled up and evaluated.

    Jeff stood from the perch he sat on. "This can't be possible."

    "What?"

    Jeff gestured toward the door. "It says a body is still in stasis in that emergency ship out there. And it says here it's still viable."

    Mace moved toward the door. "Let's go. This we have to check out."

    The foursome moved back down to the docking bay. Jeff again took up residence at a console where the design of the emergency ship was looked over.

    Jasper said, "Open her up. Let's see what we've got."

    Jeff replied, "We need to study this first, I think. If we bring them out, will they be hostile? Will they be hungry? And if so, what do they eat? I'll need some time to look this over."

    Mace said, "Take what time you need. We aren't in a rush."

    Jeff gestured toward a console. "Mr. Collins, you should connect and explore the options on this ship. Does it have weapons? Shields? What atmosphere did the aliens normally breathe? How many were aboard this ship?"

    Jasper moved to the console in question. "I'll surf through their systems to see what I can find."

    Gnaga moved to a third console, while Mace decided to explore. A trip back up to the bridge saw all consoles lit and functional. Six massive displays lit the walls above the duty stations. Colored bars flashed and moved around the display. English translations seemingly hovered above them on Mace's helmet display.

    Mace sat on a perch and began to type as he spoke to himself. "OK, mystery ship, tell me where this planet is in relation to your home system."

    The display above him swirled and zoomed out, revealing a system eight thousand light years away. On the starmap, the rift linking the two sections of the galaxy was highlighted in flashing yellow. Mace turned to his arm pad, working the sensors within to scan for possible links to the ship's systems. Two such links were identified. The first connected to the ship's comms, the second to its sensors. The second link icon was selected and enabled. Status showed a waiting connection.

    Mace mumbled to himself. "OK, Hardy, there must be an enable on the other end."

    A visual scan of the console in front of him showed a small flashing symbol. The English translation floating above it read: Accept.

    The icon was selected, and seconds later a file system began to appear on the holo-display just above Mace's arm pad.

    Mace said, "Select Menu, select Nav, select Starmaps. Copy."

    The transfer lasted fifteen seconds. A flashing indicator on the holo-display indicated the arm pad memory was now 75 percent full. Mace stood and walked back to the docking bay.

    "I have the starmaps. Their home world is just over eight thousand light years away. The rift they came through covers most of that. They call themselves the Hoorka. This ship belonged to a private group of miners."

    Gnaga replied, "The rift was newly discovered at the time. I found notes from the captain talking about possibly being the first ship through it."

    Jasper said, "That little armory we found was the extent of their weapons. This barge has no armaments and the drives only reach a quarter light-speed. Took them eight years to reach this planet from the rift. And another three years on the other side of the rift. That's a twenty-two year round trip. Sounds like a do or die type of mission. There was also an entire bottom section below this deck that was a cargo hold. It was crushed flat in the crash."

    Gnaga opened a connection to the medical database. "Interesting. I dare say in a few hours we may know all about the Hoorka and their anatomy. The average Hoorka was one-point-four meters tall and weighed in at a hundred sixty kilograms. They may have not been as emaciated as we thought."

    Jasper replied, "So they were skinny runts. Bet they folded up like a pretzel when hit by a pulse from one of their weapons."

    Gnaga said, "Mr. Moskowitz, I believe I found the procedure for awakening our friend in that emergency pod. The bio here says it was a young female of their species."

    Jeff nodded. "That's what I found as well. The logs say she was selected because at the time she was in the best health. They put her in stasis while hoping to find a way to send her home. She was the equivalent of sixteen Earth-years old."

    Gnaga added, "That is out of a sixty year average lifespan. A twenty-two year journey would have been a significant part of their lives."

    Jeff said, "Since you're in the medical records, see what it is they can eat. If we wake this one, we don't want it to be so she can starve to death."

    Jasper remarked, "Bah, it looks like most of their technology is behind ours. The drives, their onboard systems, even their computers. Other than that little concussion rifle, I'd say this ship is a bust."

    Jeff turned. "I would hardly call it that. We've discovered a new species. We identified a new rift. And we found it may be possible to send a small ship through a wormhole the size of a comm aperture. I'd say we hit a gold mine."

    Jasper sarcastically replied, "Doc, that's because you're a scientist and those nerdy things seem somehow important to you."

    Jeff laughed. "I bow to the king."

    Gnaga said, "I entered the nutritional information from our nutrient bars. They are compatible with the Hoorka digestive system, although not ideal. Their diets require a much higher intake of cholecalciferol, or your vitamin D3. I believe we can supplement the nutrient bars without issue."

    Mace replied, "So you're saying we can feed her if she's revived?"

    Gnaga nodded. "It would appear so."

    Mace turned. "Doc, think you can follow the procedure for reanimation?"

    Jeff pulled up the medical screen displaying the instructions. "I believe so. They appear to be straightforward."

    Mace crossed his arms. "I say we revive a fourteen thousand year old alien."

    Jasper replied, "Might as well. Low-tech'ers would hardly offer a challenge."

    Jeff shook his head. "You have to remember, they were low tech fourteen thousand years ago. We were living in caves and foraging back then."

    Mace laughed. "Heck, we're still living in caves today."

    Jasper scowled. "OK, then. We don't have to worry about this low-tech'er. And since she don't seem to have any friends around, I think we can safely bring her back."

    Gnaga said, "We will have to restrain her for our own safety. Those hooks on the back of her hoofs and the smaller ones on her wrists are used for ripping. And our flesh would be categorized as something she might rip."

    Mace nodded. "You bring her out. The king and I will restrain her."

    Jeff replied, "The full process takes fifteen minutes. If you are certain we want to do this, I'll initiate the procedure."

    Mace turned toward the emergency pod. "I'm sure. Jasper, wanna give me a hand?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Not now. But I will in about fifteen. Don't want to just stand there looking like a dork while we're waiting."

    Mace smiled and nodded. "You always have such a way with words."

    Jasper smiled. "That's what my people say."

    The team returned to their consoles as the process ran. They watched on a video feed as the chamber that housed the body slowly turned from a solid to a liquid. The fluid was then pumped out. The exterior of the ship, which before had no visible seams, opened like a clam shell, showing a translucent chamber within. When the chamber had drained, a low hum could be heard coming from the base. In succession, bright flashes from tiny lightning bolts illuminated the entire bay. At twelve minutes the flashes stopped and the chamber raised itself upright. A final shock saw two red lights activate on the left side of the chamber. As one of the lights flashed upward into a yellow color, the other slowly began to rise.

    Jeff said, "The near one is overall health and the other a heartbeat."

    As the final minute ticked off, the yellow bar on the right flashed higher, showing spikes of green. The bar on the left continued to rise. Red had turned to yellow and was now tipping into green. As the left health bar showed full green, the bar on the right flashed the signal of a solid, healthy heartbeat. The chamber door unsealed and slowly opened upward. Mace and Jasper each took hold of an arm and a leg.

    The Hoorka's eyes opened as it took in a strong breath of air. Its facial expression turned to one of panic that would be recognized by any living being.

    Mace yelled, "Seal off this bay! She can't breathe! This is the toxic air from outside!"

    Gnaga and Jeff scrambled to right the situation as the Hoorka closed its eyes and began to jerk violently. The bay door to the hall was closed and the environment enabled. Huge blowers vacuumed out the toxins, replacing it with what a Hoorka would normally breathe. Again, the Hoorka drew in a long breath, followed by another, this time settling into a more relaxed state.

    As she opened her eyes, she looked at the two Humans holding her in place. Her attempts at winning her freedom were ineffective.

    Mace said, "We aren't here to hurt you. We just found your ship."

    Jasper chuckled. "What, you think she suddenly speaks English?"

    Mace looked at his arm pad, using his voice to command it. "Display, on. Translate my words to those of the Hoorka."

    The holo-display above his arm flashed on.

    Mace repeated, "We aren't here to hurt you. We just found your ship."

    The series of colored patterns displayed the message.

    Mace asked, "If you understand this, look down and then up."

    Several seconds passed before the Hoorka followed his direction.

    Mace said, "We're here to help you."

    The Hoorka looked down at her arms, followed by making a series of guttural sounds and clicks.

    The translation algorithm logged the sounds but had no translation.

    Mace said, "We're going to release you. Please be calm."

    Jasper scowled. "What? Are you nuts? She could tear into us with those claws."

    Mace replied, "She's scared. And we have our battlesuits. She's not gonna hurt us."

    Mace spoke into his arm pad. "We're releasing you. Don't be scared. We aren't here to harm you."

    Mace looked at Jasper and said, "Let her go and step back on three... two... one."

    Jasper and Mace pulled back their hands. The Hoorka bounded out of the chamber, fleeing to a far corner, where she covered over her privates.

    Jasper chuckled. "OK. So she's naked and she knows it."

    Gnaga said, "Over here on this wall. There is clothing."

    Mace calmly walked over to the rack of hanging clothes, pulling a jumpsuit from a hook. He walked over, holding out the suit as he looked away. The Hoorka snatched it from his hand, turning quickly to pull it on. When complete, she looked back with slitted, laser-green eyes.

    Jasper said, "You should back away. That's a hostile gaze if I've ever seen on."

    Mace talked into his arm pad. "We are humans. You are Hoorka. We found your ship, buried on this planet. You have been in stasis for a very long time."

    The Hoorka again returned a series of guttural sounds.

    Mace looked at his display. "I've got nothing."

    Jeff said, "Give me a moment. I'll run the video logs through the translator. Not sure why we didn't do this before."

    Only a few seconds passed before the translations took hold.

    Jeff nodded. "We have a lock. You can speak now and your helmet audio will come out in her language."

    Mace smiled. "Can you understand me now? If so, tell me."

    The Hoorka girl replied, "Who are you and where are my family?"

    Mace sighed. "I'm afraid we have bad news for you. You are the only one left alive. We just uncovered this ship from under a half kilometer of sediment. The time that you knew happened fourteen thousand years ago. You've been in stasis ever since."

    The girl returned a distraught look before turning combative. "That can't be. I just went in there. You're lying!"

    Mace took a step back. "I'm sorry. I wish we were. This ship crashed on this planet. Do you remember that?"

    The girl replied, "There was an explosion. And the shuttle was stolen by the Rifrads."

    Mace asked, "The Rifrads?"

    The girl nodded. "They were late hires to the expedition. Mostly kept to themselves. When the planet scans returned... er..."

    Mace held up a hand. "We know. This planet is rich in diamond. We've been mining it, which is how we came across your ship. My name is Mace. Mace Hardy."

    The girl said, "My people. Where are you holding them? Let me see my parents!"

    Mace pursed his lips. "As I said, I'm sorry, the others on this ship all died long ago."

    The girl dove forward in a rage, knocking Mace to the deck before he could react. She flailed her arms, repeatedly striking his battlesuit as he tried to regain control. She was soon met with a punch to the side of her head by Jasper. Her unconscious body slumped to the floor.

    Mace looked up with a scowl. "What'd you do that for! She wasn't hurting me!"

    Jasper replied, "I just saved your life! She was tearing you apart!"

    Jasper pointed at Mace's suit. A series of gashes had penetrated the chest area.

    Mace frowned. "I never even felt those."

    Jasper said, "Well, you were about to. That little chiquita done gone crazy on ya."

    Mace sat up, looking over at the unconscious teen beside him. "Don't just stand there, find us some rope. We'll have to tie her up until she's calmed down."

    Jasper nodded. "Now you're talking like a sane person."

    A second jumpsuit was shredded and used as a restraint. The young Hoorka was moved over to the consoles and laid against a wall. She would be no further threat.
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    Twenty minutes passed before she regained consciousness.

    Jasper said, "She's up."

    Mace turned around on his perch. "Sorry my friend had to hit you. And I'm sorry about your crew. Some of them were family?"

    The girl looked on with hatred in her eyes. "Where are they? What have you done with them? Who are you?"

    Mace pulled up an image of the dead maintenance worker. "The ships logs show this guy was the last one alive."

    The Hoorka's eyes began to tear up. "Uncle Xavien? What did you do to him?"

    Mace sighed. "As I said, the crew is all dead. They died over fourteen thousand years ago. You were kept alive in stasis. We found the ship and revived you. From what we know, the Rifrads decided they wanted the diamond discovery for themselves. They sabotaged this ship, including the wormhole generator, and then took off in the shuttle. But not before they spaced most of the food and the fuel.

    "From what we can tell, your people put forth a valiant effort to get this ship down here to the surface, but they didn't have enough food to sustain them for more than a couple months. And the grow labs on decks three and four were in shambles."

    The girl looked down at the deck.

    Mace asked, "What's your name? I'm Mace. This is Jasper, the one who punched you. And these two are our scientists, Jeff Moskowitz and Gnaga Klept."

    The girl took a deep breath. "Favia... of the Higatheps of Jore."

    Mace said, "Favia, a pretty name."

    She replied, "A strong name. Pretty is for toddlers who don't know any better."

    Mace nodded. "My apologies."

    Mace looked at Jeff. "Can we breathe the air in here?"

    Jeff replied, "A nitrogen oxygen mix. Yes. At 20 percent oxygen it's close to ours. But—"

    Before Jeff could complete his sentence Mace had the snaps on his helmet undone and was pulling it off.

    Mace squished up his face. "Ugh. A bit too heavy in chlorine. Starting to burn my eyes a little."

    Jeff nodded. "Was just going to say, a little high in chlorine for us."

    Gnaga said, "Yes, I was just looking over their atmospheric requirements. The chlorine level matches their home world but is not necessary. I can adjust it down, if you like. Will take several minutes to refresh this room, but it will be tolerable by each of us then."

    Mace nodded as he pulled his helmet back on. "Do it. Please."

    As the levels equalized, Mace again removed his helmet. "Better. Smells like the swimming pool at the Y. At least what the Y used to smell like."

    Favia asked, "Who are you?"

    Mace smiled. "We're Humans. We came to this planet to mine the diamonds. We come from a planet forty light-years from here. We need the diamonds to help build the defenses of our planet. There are hostiles out there who want to kill or enslave us."

    Favia squinted. "Was it the Kolikans? My father didn't trust them."

    Gnaga said, "Give me a minute and I can look them up for you."

    Mace shook his head. "Not necessary. Favia, what can you tell us about that emergency pod? Was that supposed to take you home?"

    She nodded. "My uncle was working to repair the wormhole device when they put me in the pod. That is the last I remember. He assured me everything would be OK, that they could fix hydroponics and the generator."

    Mace half smiled. "Probably just trying to spare you from the anxiety. Every indication we have is that they knew they were doomed. You said Xavien was your uncle. What other family was aboard?"

    Favia replied, "My mother, father, and older sister. My uncle and his son, Clavia."

    "Were there twelve of you total, counting the four Rifrads?"

    Favia nodded. "The two other crewmen were Delia and Gorngh, of the house of Ladee, also of Jore."

    Jasper said, "That accounts for all the bodies we found."

    Favia looked up with pouty eyes. "May I see them?"

    Mace slowly shook his head. "Better that you don't. They were all mummified like your uncle. You should keep the images of them being alive in your head instead."

    Jeff asked, "What can you tell us about the wormhole device?"

    Favia shrugged. "I don't know anything about it. That was my uncle. He knew. And my father knew some of it."

    Jeff replied, "Where on the ship was it located? Can you tell us that?"

    Favia pointed down. "It was in the cargo bay."

    Jeff frowned. "So much for repairing it. I think we should just jump her over to the rift and send her through. We can put her back in stasis for her final leg."

    Gnaga said, "I'm afraid that is not possible. The solution in that chamber was for a one-time use. If we take her home, we will have to take her all the way home."

    Mace said, "I vote we give it a try. We'll jump over to the rift, scan the other side for any problems, and then go through. From there we can jump to her home planet and signal someone to come get her."

    Jasper said, "Not happening."

    Mace replied, "Why?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Well, A, it's a bad idea. And B, it's a bad idea. They might be fourteen thousand years ahead of us in tech. And they might be hostile. And C, they might be hostile."

    Mace chuckled. "I suppose your answer for D is the same... hostile?"

    Jasper nodded. "It is."

    Mace rubbed his temples. "We have to meet up with Mr. Kontin to deliver that diamond tomorrow. Looks like we'll have to take her with us."

    Mace looked down at the Hoorka, huddled up in a ball on the floor. "Look, we can't leave you here. This ship isn't safe and you have no food. You'll have to go with us until we can figure out how to get you home."

    Jasper said, "You know her people aren't there anymore. I mean her family. And for all we know, her people too. Fourteen thousand years... could have been wiped out between then and now."

    Mace scowled. "You aren't really helping, you know."

    Jasper looked at the shaking girl. "Hmm. Sorry. Being sensitive isn't one of my strong suits. I'll shut up now."

    A comm was placed up to the Revelation. A new battlesuit was ordered for Mace and a maintenance suit for Favia. Two hours later, the suits were delivered, put on, and the five returned to the Targarian Muhatha.

    As they walked the halls outside of the docking bay, Favia commented. "The ceilings, why are they so low?"

    Jasper replied, "This ship belonged to all the little flounder-heads you see running around. I took it. I'm their king now."

    Mace said, "They were plotting against our world. Mr. Collins got aboard this ship and managed to take over their whole kingdom. He's now their king, and they apparently love him."

    Jasper grinned. "They do. I treat them well and they do whatever I say."

    A wormhole jump was made back to WarStation 56. Leonis Kontin arrived in a small transport vessel, one just large enough to carry the load of raw diamond. He departed after the exchange, heading home to get the Knuttin Corporation back on firm footing. Mace Hardy and Jasper Collins were now 24 percent owners of a company they could not see or control. It was an investment of principle, and one they hoped would pay future dividends.

    With the exchange complete, a wormhole jump was made to the location of the rift that Favia's people had come through. The rift was gone, vanished like so many of the temporary rifts before it.

    Mace stroked his beard. "They tell us those form and last anywhere from a few years to many centuries. Jasper, this ship can make that jump, right? Eight thousand light-years?"

    Jasper nodded. "It can, but we can't. Our gatrellium store is down to about a third. And a jump that far into a system we don't know anything about... I'm not willing to risk my people for that. I'd like to send her home too, just not by risking my own life. You want to send her back, you'll have to figure something else out."

    Mace, Jeff, and Gnaga, along with the new addition, Favia, were dropped back at Earth. Jasper left to attend to business on his worlds. A new meeting with Leonis Kontin wasn't scheduled to happen for another three months. In the meantime, Humans pushed to continue their fight for self-reliance.

    Co-op farms were popping up everywhere. Trade between communities was growing. And in what was considered a major accomplishment, a new semiconductor factory was brought online. With the help of Targarian scientists, this time the product would no longer be vulnerable to the massive EMP blast that had shut down most of the world's transportation. Shortly after, the first resurrected automobiles were back on the roads.

    Mace met Johnny on the porch of the gift shop. "Glad to have that foundation finally in."

    Johnny replied, "You really think this is gonna work? A school for advanced science? Can't people get that knowledge from the Mawga virtual environments in the community centers?"

    Mace nodded. "Some of it, yes. Jeff thinks they need the addition of the practical side of it, actually doing it in the real world. If this lab works, he'll build a scaled-up version near D.C. After that, it would go worldwide."

    Johnny said, "I guess if you want to rebuild, you need engineers and scientists. You think we'll ever get back to what we had?"

    Mace frowned. "Probably not in our lifetimes. Too much has changed. And think about it—construction-wise, we couldn't even build a ship right now. When we get our industries to the point of being able to do that, to both design and build a spaceship, we'll be well on our way to that utopia we all want. By the way, I saw Zax and Fina yesterday. They're both getting big. That is some insane growth."

    Johnny nodded. "And then some. Jeff compared it to some of the animals we have here on Earth. Take a dog or a bear. They reach maturity after a couple years. Not that those kids are growing that fast, but it is accelerated. Jeff is wondering if that won't also lead to an accelerated lifespan. You know, instead of living eighty years, they would only make it forty."

    Mace winced. "Let's hope that's not the case."

    Johnny laughed to himself.

    "What?"

    "You. You've changed. You're bigger somehow. And I don't mean size-wise. I mean bigger in life. You... and Jasper too. You've both really stepped up. I guess what I'm trying to say is I'm proud to know you."

    Mace half smiled. "Well, if you're looking for any consolation, you and Jane built this. Without your help, I'd probably have gotten us all killed a hundred times by now."

    Johnny laughed. "Probably. But this is our reality. Stark is gone, Jasper’s running the Targarians, and the rest of the Galactic Union has been put back in their box. I'd say you have things running nicely now."

    Mace frowned. "We still have one big worry. The Karthians. They'll be back. And we aren't prepared to take them on."

    "That's initially a Galactic Union issue. We have time before they would ever reach Earth."

    Three months passed quickly. A trip to WarStation 56 saw a cargo hauler delivered with another twelve thousand domain reflectors. The buildout of Earth's defenses would soon be complete. The excess reflectors were immediately turned over to Jasper for use at Divinia. The Human position again grew stronger.

    With Jeff's lab finished, his first efforts were to assemble a team of renowned scientists and engineers. The world was scoured for those who had survived. A shuttle was dispatched, and the remaining brilliant minds of Earth were assembled. The first order of business was the study of gatrellium and its use with wormholes. Frequent visits were made by Jasper's Targarians, contributing all the knowledge they had on the subjects under study.

    With time on his hands, Johnny managed the construction of a warehouse across the street from the cave. It was turned into a small armory and weapons range. Assault rifles, plasma rifles, and the newest addition, concussion guns, were tested and refined. The newest weapon was quickly becoming Johnny's favorite.

    Mace walked into the warehouse, where he was greeted by Derwood.

    Johnny tossed him a weapon and gestured with his hand. "Come with me."

    "This the concussion pistol you've been working on?"

    Johnny nodded. "It is. It's a little bulky still, but we're working on it. Go ahead: over there, nail that target with it."

    Mace took careful aim. The trigger was gently squeezed and the pistol bucked. The concussion round it expelled struck a set of water barrels ten meters to the left.

    Mace looked up. "Wait. Did that just curve?"

    Johnny grinned. "Yep. See that dial on the left side... it controls the rate of curve. It has limits, but you could stand back at twenty meters and curve a shot around a corner. Of course you have to have the room to do that, as the arc is constant. Bet you could have used that when clearing houses in the Mideast."

    Mace frowned. "Not with that kind of arc. I mean sure, on occasion, but our bigger issue was coming into a room or turning down a narrow hall. Still, I could see where it would have its advantages."

    Johnny gestured toward the target. "Spin that dial straight up. And then spin the one on the other side all the way counter-clockwise. Give it another shot."

    Mace did as instructed, took aim and pulled the trigger. The pistol returned a lesser click, followed by what looked like a small bubble emerging from the gun's tip. The bubble took eight seconds to travel to the target ten meters away.

    Mace lowered the gun. "Now that is insane."

    Again Johnny grinned. "You could fire this weapon down a hall and then run past that bubble as it moves along."

    Mace replied, "That's just crazy."

    Johnny nodded. "It's got limitations too, though. That ten-meter stretch is reaching the limit of how long that round holds together. It stays intact for about ten seconds and then dissipates over a two second period. As it comes apart, it's no longer lethal, but it will knock you on your ass."

    Mace asked, "With the dial turned the other way, what's the velocity?"

    Johnny frowned. "About a quarter the speed of one of those AR-15 bullets. Which is about half the speed of a plasma round."

    "How does it work, exactly?"

    Johnny shrugged. "Something to do with a gravity wave that's folded in on itself about a million times. Takes about twelve seconds to unravel in the air. Unravels immediately if it comes in contact with anything. Then it's a single point of pressure that rapidly expands outward."

    Mace looked over the pistol. "What's it do in space?"

    Johnny chuckled. "Haven't a clue. And if you're gonna ask me how it's made, I can't tell you. I pulled the guts for that out of one of those tubes Jasper gave us. I'm actually surprised I was able to squeeze it into that pistol size."

    Mace moved his hand up, down, back and forth. "Not bad balance. And even though bulky, it's light. Could hold this up just as long as I could any .40 cal."

    "If I can slenderize it a bit, it would make a good sidearm for us to carry."

    Mace asked, "How's it do against a battlesuit?"

    Johnny pointed toward the other end of his range. "Doesn't penetrate, but it leaves one heckuva dent. Definitely lethal. Oh, and you can adjust the magnitude with this dial."

    Mace laughed. "Magnitude?"

    Johnny tilted his head. "Power? Yeah, power sounds better. You can dial it down to where if feels more like a punch if you want it non-lethal."

    Mace took aim at the target in front of him and squeezed off another slow round. "That is just bizarre. How many rounds does it shoot?"

    Johnny took the weapon back, popped open the grip and pulled out a small nano-reactor and reservoir. "This little puppy makes it all happen. The best I can tell, you can get thousands of full power shots from it. Jordan and Fatso have been working with me on how to refill it. At the moment, it's a closed system."

    "How rapidly can it be fired?"

    Johnny gestured toward the target. "Try it out."

    Mace aimed and squeezed the trigger rapidly. Eight gravity bubbles emerged in close succession, slowly traveling across the space between the Army Ranger and the target. In rapid succession, each bubble made contact and expanded.

    Mace looked down at the pistol and smiled. "I'm sure I could make use of that if needed. If you can bring down the width like you're talking about, I'd carry one of those in a heartbeat."

    Johnny grinned. "Coming from the boss, I'll take that as the highest of praise."

    Fatso Geerok walked over. "Mr. Hardy? What do you think?"

    "I like it."

    Fatso nodded. "I know you Humans like your firearms, but I think that weapon is going to replace them."

    Mace handed the pistol back to Johnny. "Maybe. Our weapons still have a few advantages, but I could see this as a possible replacement. Increase the velocity to match my AR and I'll happily trade it in."

    Mace looked around. "Any of you had lunch yet?"

    "I'm famished," Fatso replied.

    Mace pointed. "I'm heading over to Ronceverte. Anyone interested?"

    Fatso asked, "Human food?"

    Mace nodded. "Jenny put together a barbecue. Has a couple chickens cooking, if anyone's interested."

    Fatso raised a hand. "I'll go. Your barbecue is delicious. I don't know if I'll ever be able to eat a nutrition bar again."

    Mace replied, "If we have to go back out, the nutrient bars will be all we have."

    Fatso grinned. "Then I shall willingly stay behind."
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    Jenny stood over a grill. "Sorry for the electric, but propane or charcoal are almost impossible to find. And given that we don't have jobs, we don't really have any goods to trade. The chicken will taste the same, though. You have my guarantee. And for Favia we have an assortment of veggies."

    Jasper came over the comm. "A barbecue without me?"

    Johnny laughed. "No invite for the king?"

    Jenny replied, "We just put it on. You're free to join in."

    Johnny held his arm pad camera up so Jasper could see the grill.

    Jasper licked his lips. "Be right there."

    A Targarian officer walked up to Jasper, whispering to him.

    Jasper scowled before looking at the camera. "I'm afraid duty calls. Word is a Karthian scout ship was spotted near Harkoza. It's not my territory, but I want to know if they're coming back."

    Mace let out a sigh. "Jump here first. I'll join you."

    Jenny frowned. "You giving up on my chicken?"

    Mace shook his head. "Save me some for later. If the Karthians are coming, we'll want to get on top of any planning. The rest of you enjoy the day, though. They aren't attacking yet."

    The Revelation settled in the sky above Ronceverte. A shuttle was soon on the ground to collect Mace. Minutes later, a jump through another wormhole had the Targarian warship in the Harkoza system.

    A hail came over the comm to the Revelation. "This is Sarkesian space. State your reason for this intrusion."

    "This is King Collins. We got word a Karthian scout-ship was spotted."

    The Dellus officer on the comm replied, "You have been misinformed."

    Jasper leaned forward. "Listen, you little toad, put your commander on or I'll personally come over there and slap you into tomorrow."

    The officer bowed. "One moment."

    The Dellus commodore came on the display. "What do the Targarians want in Sarkesian space?"

    Jasper said, "Cut the crap. We know you saw a Karthian. Unless you're idiots, you'll tell us what you know. We all live in this area. If the Karthians come in and take Sarkesian space, we're next in line. Tell us what you have and stop playing politics."

    The commodore sat silent for several seconds. "Two days ago a Karthian scout ship was chased from the area. We've set up a network of listening posts between here and the rift. None of those posts sent an alert. We're concerned an attack could come from another direction."

    Jasper crossed his arms. "How good are your listening posts? Are they manned? Full set of sensors?"

    The commodore shook his head. "It's a series of passive sensors that only broadcast when a ship is detected. No such broadcast has happened."

    Mace said, "You say there are sensors near the rift?"

    The commodore nodded.

    Mace asked, "Jasper, you think we could jump out for a check?"

    "I think that's a good idea. Commodore, have you had any ships out to the rift?"

    The commodore shook his head. "No. We don't want to alert the enemy if they show. If they know we know they are here, it might limit our choices for response."

    Jasper chuckled to himself. "Thanks. We'll go check."

    The comm closed.

    Jasper said, "Idiots. Not sure how any of those species rose to be at the top of the Union."

    The order for a jump was given. Seconds later, the Revelation moved through to a new location on the edge of sensor range from the rift end.

    The captain said, "Sire, we have a series of ships detected on the sensors."

    Jasper replied, "Push the data to the main display."

    The data flashed onto the wall.

    Jasper said, "That's only about thirty ships."

    "And why aren't their sensors picking them up?"

    Jasper's captain stood beside his command chair. "Your Highness, we are detecting a jamming signal coming from one of the ships in that fleet. The Galactic Union probes would be ineffective."

    Mace said, "What would you think of a suggestion to attack that little fleet? We take out that jammer, the Union gets its alert."

    Jasper rubbed his chin. "What would you think about a dash through that rift? I wouldn't mind getting a scan of what's on the other side."

    Mace looked at his arm pad. "Did you ever load up the starmaps from the downed ship on Cancri?"

    "No. Those are fourteen thousand years old."

    Mace nodded. "True, but if they include the area on the other side of that rift, we would at least know what to expect."

    Jasper sighed. "Captain, Mr. Hardy has some starmap data. Collect it and integrate it with our own where applicable."

    The captain bowed before allowing a transfer to the Revelation's memory store. Most of a minute passed before the data was available.

    Jasper pushed it to the main screen. "Old data didn't show this rift. But it did have a star system where our data says the other end is."

    Mace said, "That's what I was wondering. If we go through... it could be right into a hot zone. I would suggest you just move up to it and perform a scan."

    Jasper turned to his assistant. "Make it happen. Take us right up to the rift and scan it, then back over to that jammer ship. And let's try out the microwave cannon. I've been itching for an actual target for that."

    The Revelation was soon in motion. The cadre of ships sitting there waiting began to race toward the rift.

    Jasper banged his gloved hand on his armrest. "Gaw. We should have gone out and jumped in. They're gonna slip through before we get there."

    As the minutes ticked away, one by one the Karthian ships moved back through the rift. The jammer ship was the last to leave. The Revelation stopped just short of the wide space-time anomaly before them.

    The scan returned bad news. Four large ships, equivalent in size to the Revelation, slipped through the opening. Laser cannon fire began almost immediately. The hull of the Muhatha rumbled as its dampener field dissipated the energy being forced upon it.

    The Revelation returned fire, ripping small cuts into the attacking ships with its microwave cannon. The overpowered plasma cannons did no harm.

    Mace said, "They've figured out how to shield against the plasma."

    Jasper replied, "That's OK, we're—"

    The Revelation shuddered as a bright green bolt came through the rift.

    An officer yelled out, "We have damage! Reports coming in from three decks!"

    The Revelation was jolted again as a second green bolt of energy came through.

    Jasper yelled, "Turn us around and jump out of here!"

    As the Revelation turned, another damage report came in. "Hull breach on deck four. Fire suppression teams responding to decks three and five!"

    Jasper banged his fist. "Why aren't we jumping?"

    The nav officer replied, "Sire, the wormhole generator won't engage. The enemy ships are too close. Their masses are disrupting the process."

    A third green bolt rocked the Revelation. More damage alarms sounded.

    Mace stepped up. "Take us around behind that wormhole!"

    Jasper yelled, "Do as he says! And captain, shake off those ships! We need to jump out of here!"

    The Muhatha sped around to a location beside and then behind the rift. The microwave cannon finally found its mark on one of the massive ships, cutting through the gravity funnels on its tail and sending it slowly spinning out of control. A green bolt came from the rift, again pounding the Revelation and causing damage.

    Jasper scowled. "Go around behind the rift. Right. Anyone notice it looks the same from all angles?"

    Mace shrugged as he held on to an armrest. "Didn't know."

    A second attacking ship was hit in the drive area, freeing up the Revelation just long enough for a fracture in space-time to be created. An injection of gatrellium opened a wormhole back to Harkoza. A final green bolt of energy knocked her gravity drive offline before the portal began to close. A Karthian ship slipped through behind her, continuing to blast away with her cannons. A Dellus and a Gorange Muhatha came to her rescue. The Karthian ship turned to flee, but was stopped dead by a microwave strike to her drives.

    The Dellus and Gorange ships moved in for the kill.

    Mace yelled, "No! We want the people on that ship for interrogation!"

    Jasper opened a comm to the Dellus ship. "Stop firing, you idiots! We need intel from that ship!"

    The barrage continued until a full hull breach set off the hydrogen storage tanks that fed her reactors. The Karthian ship exploded with a bright fury, partially damaging the Dellus Muhatha that had pulled within a kilometer.

    Mace plopped back in his chair. "What a waste. That ship might have told us attack strength and numbers. We would have had their newer shields and possibly data on whatever that energy weapon was."

    Jasper scolded the Dellus commodore. Another wormhole was opened and the Revelation moved through to Divinia, straight to the ship repair facilities.

    Mace asked, "What did the scan show?"

    Jasper pushed the data to the main display. "We have a star system within a few hours of that rift. Several hundred ships, but not the fleet they attacked with last time. And one that looks like a space station. It's too big to come through the rift. That was what soaked us with that green wave of death. You can see this dish start to glow green before that comes through."

    Mace nodded. "I see good news in this."

    Jasper replied, "How you figure?"

    Mace pointed. "That beast won't be coming through the rift. And there's no big fleet massing to attack. That looks defensive. Oh, and we know they've updated their shields. Our plasma weapons appear to be worthless now."

    Jasper scowled. "I still don't see that as good news."

    And officer addressed the king. "Sire, initial estimates are for two weeks to repair the Revelation."

    Jasper shook his head. "Tell the troops they have ten days."

    The officer bowed before scurrying away.

    Mace chuckled. "Aren't you the taskmaster."

    Jasper replied, "Maybe a little, but they can do it. And when they do, they get the praise and admiration of their king, which they thrive on."

    Jasper began to stand, then hesitated and sat back down.

    Mace asked, "You OK?"

    Jasper took a moment then nodded. "I'm eighty-nine, Mr. Hardy. I have my moments."

    Mace pressed. "How long has this been going on?"

    Jasper stood. "I'm fine. I'm just old. Now, I have duties to tend to. I suggest you download the data from that encounter. I'll have one of my other ships jump you back to Earth. Have the team look that over. I'll be there in ten days to discuss."

    Jasper walked toward one of his officers, barking orders in the usual harsh Jasper tone. Mace was soon on another ship. After settling in above the cave complex, a shuttle took him to the ground.

    A short walk had him in Jeff's lab, where the others had gathered. The data and images were pushed up to a holo-wall display and the discussions began.

    "Our plasma cannons did nothing but make sparks. The microwave cannon cut through their shields and armor, but not by much. We'd need ten of those cannons to be effective. And coming up in a second you'll see our biggest concern."

    The others watched a green bolt of energy come through the rift, striking the Revelation and causing damage.

    Mace said, "Jasper lost at least twenty crewmen with each of those strikes. The energy levels are far above anything we've encountered. You can see it was more of a wave than a beam. If they could focus that, we'd be in big trouble. Our only consolation at the moment is it comes from that station, which is too big to fit through that rift."

    Jeff took control of the display, winding it back several seconds. "Look, it's comparatively slow. The data says less than a hundredth light-speed. You could have outrun it."

    "We tried. The data must be wrong."

    Jeff moved the image back and forth, stopping it just before it struck the Revelation. "Interesting. It has sped up from the earlier data. It's like it locked on and went after you. I'm not aware of any energy wave that would do something like that. Physics doesn't support it."

    Mace frowned. "Well, you can see there it happened. Question is, how do we fight it?"

    Jeff nodded. "Will take some investigation. I'll get the team started on it when we're done here."

    Johnny said, "If that microwave cannon is our only weapon to use against them, we need to figure out how to beef it up. It needs more punch. Maybe Kontin would trade us the United Front’s secrets for more of that diamond."

    Mace shook his head. "Very much doubt that. They only sold us the domain reflectors they did because they were commercially approved for sale by their government. Anything more powerful is getting into their defense realm. He'd be risking his life for that, and neither he nor Knuttin gave me the impression they were only out for money."

    Liam said, "It would be worth the effort to see if he has any other tech he'd be willing to sell that was advanced over our own. Maybe something for shields? Or faster drives?"

    Mace nodded. "I'll set up a meeting. Before doing so, I want to see a list of possible questions to ask. If I go in there completely cold, he'll just think I'm fishing."

    When the meeting had come to an end, Jane stopped Mace. "Hey, I have a question. It's about Favia. Are we planning to try to get her home?"

    Mace sighed. "Jasper doesn't seem interested in expending that much of his gatrellium when we don't even know if there's a home for her to go back to. Fourteen thousand years is a long time."

    Jane asked, "Couldn't we make the jump with the Gerty?"

    Mace shook his head. "Her range is about half that distance. The Muhatha can go all the way."

    Jane half frowned. "Couldn't we just make two jumps?"

    Mace winced. "That would be four jumps. Two to get there and two coming back. That’s four full tanks of gatrellium. We have that in reserve right now, but that's cutting pretty deep for just getting someone home."

    Jane thought. "Well, what if we took a load of diamond with us to trade? If there's an advanced civilization there. We might be able to pick up some tech to help us fight the Karthians."

    Mace frowned. "Or we could run into hostiles that just kill us and take the diamond. I'd rather not lose our only gate-capable ship."

    Jane said, "How about this. Jasper's shipyards can install one of those wormhole generators. They have the factories to produce one. Maybe it's time we looked into upgrading the Rogers to have its own wormhole generator."

    Mace replied, "I suppose that's not a bad idea now that we have the cannons protecting Earth. Maybe I'll have Jeff draw up designs to integrate one into the Rogers. I know our issue before was size. Now that we have Jasper's repair docks and workers available, it might be worth exploring."

    Jane nodded. "And we have the Gerty to use if we need a generator or any of the other parts."

    Gnaga walked up. "I overheard you discussing possibly making the Rogers wormhole-capable. I've been thinking on this ever since we discovered the ship on Cancri. What if we applied a gatrellium coating to the Rogers? We could then use a comm wormhole generator like the ones they used on Rhombia."

    Mace said, "I've been wondering about that. I thought the wormhole wouldn't form if it was too close to a mass. Especially something the size of a planet."

    Gnaga replied, "As it turned out, the comm complexes were only relay points up to satellites, where the actual wormhole generation took place. The gear from one of those satellites would fit into one of our open shuttle bays."

    Mace crossed his arms. "You think a gatrellium coating would work?"

    Gnaga nodded. "I do. Perhaps we experiment with a shuttle first? The Gertrude could open a comm wormhole. Would only need be for a short distance. Once open, we attempt to send the shuttle through."

    Mace stroked his beard. "Talk to Jeff. See if that whole idea is feasible. If so, work up the designs that we can put together for a test. And, Gnaga, thanks for thinking outside the box."

    Gnaga returned a confused look. "Box, sir?"

    Mace laughed. "Just an expression. Means thinking about something in a different or unusual way."

    Gnaga turned away to find Jeff.

    Jane grabbed Mace's attention. "Hey, consider what we can do for Favia. She's taking in all this around her, but she needs to be back with her own people."

    Mace nodded as he strode off toward the exit. After a conversation with Jasper over the comm, Johnny joined Mace and the Gerty was taken to Cancri for an attempt to acquire more diamond.

    A Targarian Dauntless with a hold full of miners was waiting when they arrived. Two days of mining saw every available cubic meter of space on the Gerty filled with containers of raw diamond ore. A jump to WarStation 56 sent a request to Leonis Kontin. A reply was returned within hours. The discussion that followed left Mace and Johnny disappointed. A new order for domain reflectors was placed for Jasper, but no further assistance would be had from the Knuttin Corporation.
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    A jump was made to Divinia just as the Revelation was coming out of the repair dock. A discussion was held with Jasper after plans for an update of the Rogers was delivered. The first order was to coat a shuttle in the gatrellium-based compound as found on the Hoorka emergency pod. If the tests were successful, a comm-size wormhole generator would be added and evaluated. As a final effort, the gatrellium compound would be added to the exterior of the Rogers.

    Mace stood on an observation deck, watching as the final plates of gatrellium were added to a shuttle. "I hope this works. It would stretch out our supply of that stuff for years."

    Jasper nodded. "We'll have to see how it holds up under fire as well. I'll update my whole fleet if it can handle a hit."

    Johnny walked up with a smile. "Just got off the horn with Jeff. He says in their experiments the coating adds to the shield response."

    Mace turned to Jasper. "Well, there you go. Sounds like it's a bonus even if it doesn't work for a jump."

    Johnny held up a hand. "He cautioned, though, that it was only a lab test, and that we should do extensive testing for any benefit once it's installed."

    An assistant walked up to Jasper, whispering to his king.

    Jasper turned back. "Gentleman... and ape-man, if you'd like to follow me to the control room, the shuttle should be ready for testing any moment."

    A short walk had the three standing in front of a console where two Targarian technicians were seated.

    The tech sitting to the left glanced back. "Work crews are pulling back now, Your Highness."

    Seconds later the tech sitting to the right turned. "The shuttle is ready, Sire."

    Jasper nodded. "Begin."

    The docking clamps released the small ship. A short taxi had it stopped in front of a Targarian Muhatha. A comm wormhole was opened that only stretched out a hundred kilometers. The Targarian king gave a nod and the shuttle moved slowly forward. As it began to encounter the micro-size wormhole, the front of the shuttle began to disappear. The video feed of a ship sitting out at the hundred kilometer mark showed the missing front of the shuttle as it emerged.

    Johnny turned to Mace with his palm out. "High five!"

    As the tail of the shuttle neared the tiny fracture in space-time, it disappeared, leaving nothing but a wisp of debris coming from the other end.

    Jasper banged his fist on the leg of his battlesuit. "That should not have happened! Someone give me some answers!"

    The two technicians pored over screens of data.

    The tech on the left was the first to turn. "Sire, it appears the final plate was not properly seamed. The detector shows a status of 'passed.’ However, a recheck of the detector shows that it failed twenty-two minutes into the process. We've never had a failure of one of those units. And it failed to an 'on' or 'passed' condition."

    Jasper scowled. "Have the team work up a detector for the detector. We can't afford accidents like this."

    Mace said, "At least it was only a shuttle. That we can replace."

    Jasper shook his head. "No … we had seven techs, scientists, and engineers on that ship that were monitoring a slew of equipment. I just lost seven of my best people."

    Mace frowned. "Sorry. Thought this was an automated test."

    One of the techs turned. "Your Highness, the data we received regarding the failed plate came from the onboard instruments. Without the sacrifice just made, we wouldn't know what happened."

    Jasper stared at the tech for several seconds. "Thank you, Lieutenant. Have another shuttle brought around and plated. Call me when it's ready."

    Jasper put his hand on Mace and Johnny's shoulders. "Come on. I'll take you down on the planet while they work this out. I have a palace down there that I never use. And I can show off the blue city of Yentis, the crown jewel of Divinia."

    The king's shuttle met them in a nearby bay. As they walked aboard, Johnny nodded in approval.

    Jasper said, "I take it you like?"

    "Can't say I disapprove. And look, you've got your own throne to sit on. That's nicer than the one on the Revelation."

    Jasper waved it off. "Opulence left over from one of the prior Quartet rulers. I wanted the one on the Revelation to reflect that I was one of the people."

    Mace asked, "Where are the Quartet now?"

    "Executed—but not by me. That was done by one of my admirals when I first took over. He's no longer with us, either."

    Johnny winced. "Now you're sounding like Stark."

    Jasper shook his head. "Nope. He was given a fair trial and picked his own punishment. He had a beef with one of the ruling families, which is unusual because the Targarians aren't people who hold grudges. Not much, anyway."

    As the king's shuttle dropped though the atmosphere, Jasper pressed a button on his arm pad. The floor of the shuttle cabin turned transparent. White hot flames flickered along the shuttle’s surfaces as the ship cut into the thick air. After popping through a set of high clouds, the blue city of Yentis came into view.

    Johnny nodded. "Now that's blue."

    As they slowed and cruised over the city, the sea of blue from above turned into bubble-shaped buildings, one after another. Spheres were the predominantly favorite architecture of the Targarians. High speed trains zipped through the globe-like buildings, moving from one point in the city to another.

    Mace pointed. "The large bubbles over there. What are they?"

    Jasper replied, "Manufacturing. Look out that way. The long thin rows of bubbles are agriculture."

    Johnny pointed to the north. "Let me guess. The elevated domes are the palace?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Nope. Entertainment and shopping. My people like their shows."

    Mace asked, "They have any sports?"

    "Nope," Jasper replied. "They don't seem to be competitive with one another, and I guess sports stems from competition. So no sports."

    Jasper pointed at a single innocuous looking bubble as they approached. "That's the palace."

    Johnny chuckled. "Not very grand, is it?"

    "The Quartet families had big complexes. Those were in other cities and have been converted to attractions for the people to visit. Gives them a glimpse of the opulent lives the Quartet families lived. I picked this building because it was available, and I like the blue city."

    The shuttle dropped and slid into a docking bay. Mace and Johnny followed Jasper off, down a short hall and into a well furnished room.

    Jasper spread out his arms. "This is my place. I have a library over here stocked with several thousand books from back home. I like to read when I get the chance. And over here I have a large screen TV with several thousand movies. The Targarians were kind enough to get a TV working for me again. I don't watch much. Never did before. But they find it fascinating. In fact, those movies and a number of other ones are being broadcast all over this planet all day long. I've had more than one come up to me trying to speak English. It seems to be all the rage with the youths."

    Johnny pointed. "Tell me that's not what I think it is."

    Jasper nodded. "Yep. It's a replica of the cave. Goes back about half a kilometer too. I gave them an image of the mapped-out sections of it and I'm told they have plans to build it. So it shouldn't be long before I have my own Organ Cave right here on Divinia."

    "Where's the gift shop?" asked Johnny.

    Jasper gestured behind him. "Through those doors over there. And it's an exact replica, too. When they finish the cave, I'll open the palace to the people and daily tours will be given. If things settle down, I might even come back here to lead them. I'd get a kick out of seeing all those dopey-looking Targarian kids coming through here. Those fish-eyes would be twisting and turning in every direction."

    Jasper laughed. "Cracks me up just thinking about it."

    Johnny took a deep breath and let it out. "Well, I've gotta hand it to ya. You're running an empire and the people seem to love you. All in a galaxy that's gone mad."

    Jasper nodded. "Whenever you have somebody who has something that somebody else wants, or wants to control, you're gonna have wars. These people aren't warriors, but they're willing to fight for what they have. You know I also control the Bellia, the Antees and the Pojatta. I've made them all equal to the Targarians, but I did it without taking anything away from anyone. So they are all cool with it."

    Mace added, "He's right. You've managed something remarkable here."

    Jasper waved. "It was easy once I figured out the Targarians were givers. I have mixed crews working on modernizing the infrastructure on all colonies, and that seems to make them all happy with each other. Like I said, the Targarians are givers, and they worship power. The position of the other three has improved under my reign, so they are all happy as well. And thanks for that new order of domain reflectors. That will allow us to finish out the defense of this planet and get started on the next."

    Jasper grinned. "Only seventeen to go."

    Mace and Johnny followed Jasper through another set of doors into a modest dining hall. Samples of local foods that had been tested for human compatibility were brought out in a steady stream from a kitchen.

    Jasper pointed to a table. "Take a seat over there and I'll get us some drinks."

    Johnny sat. "All this is crazy. What can't the old buzzard do?"

    Mace shook his head. "I have to admit, just about everything I've seen from him has been unexpected. From a crotchety, old, retired tour guide to the ruler of an eighteen colony empire. At least someone has seen a positive out of all this."

    Johnny said, "Other than the obvious loss of your mom, you've come out of this pretty good."

    Mace laughed. "How you figure? I might command a small group of patriots, but I own nothing. I don't own any property. Got no bank account and no wealth whatsoever."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "You've got an extended family that would die for you. You eat every day. And you get to hang out with me. I'd say you have it pretty good, too."

    Jasper returned with three drams and a bottle marked "Bourbon." The glasses were filled and the bottle set aside.

    Jasper raised his glass. "To Humans who invented this stuff... and to my Targarians, who have meticulously replicated it."

    Mace took a sip, swishing it gently in his mouth before swallowing. "Mmm, that's good."

    Johnny looked at it for several seconds and then winced as he poured it down his throat all at once. "Burns."

    Jasper shook his head. "You know, you even drink like an ape-man."

    Johnny rubbed his watering eyes. "Not my fault. I'm a beer guy."

    After a long slow sip, Jasper pointed at the foods on the table. "Have at it. It's all good."

    Johnny pointed at a dish. "I think that one is still moving."

    Jasper reached over, taking the slimy slender tendril in his hand. "Just dip it in the malga butter and let it slide down. It's called a myope."

    He placed one end of the tendril in his mouth and slurped it in like a spaghetti noodle, to Johnny’s look of disgust.

    Mace picked up something that looked like a small pickled egg. "What's this?"

    Jasper gestured for him to try it. "Go on, it's kind of salty. That's a gangrit testicle. They call it metoopid."

    As Mace returned the item to its dish, Johnny chuckled. "I'd have to call that... youtoopid if you think I'm gonna try it."

    Jasper grabbed one, popping it in his mouth and chewing with his mouth open as a further disgusted Johnny looked on.

    Jasper swallowed and said, "I lied. It's exactly what it looks like, a pickled egg. Try one."

    Johnny shook his head. "After that story, I'm not willing to risk it. What's this over here?"

    Jasper grinned. "Oh, those are good. That's a valata. Kind of sweet like our plum."

    Johnny took a small bite, testing first to make sure it was indeed a fruit. "Hmm. Pretty good. What's this long yellow one?"

    Jasper nodded approval. "That's the private parts of a riander."

    Johnny moved his hand back as Jasper laughed. "I'm just having fun with ya. That's daado. It's a vegetable. Kind of a cross between a string bean and a yellow squash. I prefer the blue one just down from you, the bongia. It has a bit of a pineapple flavor to it, though maybe a little tangier."

    Johnny sampled the two vegetables with a suspicious eye.

    Mace picked up something on a bone, sniffing it. "What animal is this from?"

    "Ooh. That's a zerot rib. Has a baked-on dranga sauce. Very tasty."

    Mace asked, "What's a zerot?"

    Jasper answered with a straight face as Johnny sampled the bongia. "If I had to say, I'd say it was akin to our Dachshund."

    Johnny dropped his bongia as he looked away.

    Jasper laughed. "Tretcher, you are too easy to toy with. That's a bradack. I'd describe it as the Targarian version of a pig. And the bacon from that little beast is excellent."

    Johnny pushed the small plate in front of him away. "I think I've lost my appetite."

    Jasper waved his hand. "Oh come on, I was just having some fun with you. All of the stuff on this table is normal food. Except that tendril. I had trouble with that one at first. Now I just mostly taste the malga butter."

    Johnny replied, "It all looks great, but I think I'll stick with the nutrient bars."

    Jasper scowled. "Suit yourself. If you wanted to know, this is what's in those nutrient bars. Including that tendril."

    Johnny said, "Why do you torture me? What have I done to you."

    Jasper nodded. "Fine, then. I'll shut up."

    With the nutritional festivities at an end, Jasper took Mace and Johnny on a quick tour of the city. A high-speed train took them to a natural wonder that had been covered over with a large dome. The Fountains of Urana were said to have healing properties. Thousands of liters of water gushed from the ground in a constant stream, fed by an ancient underground river that came from the nearby Gastion Mountains.

    The Targarians, as with most Galactic Union members, rarely got sick. Centuries of genetic selection at birth had seen to it. The fountains were from a bygone era in the Targarian culture. And the Targarians loved their history.

    Next was a forty-meter stone image of the first emperor of Divinia, Targas the Magnificent, the leader from whom the Targarians drew their name. He was the first to unite all the previously-warring tribes under one banner. The later years of his reign saw the first of the Targarian industrial revolution. It was the beginnings of their current existence. Emperors had ruled until the families of the Quartet had taken power. Shortly after, the first Targarians made their way into space.

    The third stop was to a theater, where a play was being acted out. Johnny and Mace watched in fascination as the Targarian actors, dressed as Humans, performed a reenactment of an assault on Redalt IV.

    Jasper whispered as they watched: "The people love this one. It has been running four shows a day for four months and continues to be sold out. The little flounders love their Humans. See that one with the silver bar on his shoulder? That's Gomeric Thonsi, the premier actor on all of Divinia. He's playing Stark."

    Johnny chuckled. "Brother. Who would deify that knothead?"

    Jasper scowled. "My people would. They view it as a great victory."

    Johnny held up his hand. "Didn't mean to insult your minions."

    As the actors portraying Humans on stage declared victory, a comm came in from the Revelation. The next shuttle was ready for a test. As Jasper stood to leave, the crowd in the theater turned and began to applaud, including the actors on the stage. Jasper waved and bowed before walking behind a curtain and into an outer hall.

    Mace said, "They do love their king."

    A short ride had them back on a shuttle and up to the Targarian flagship. Minutes later, a micro-wormhole was opened, and a gatrellium coated shuttle successfully slipped through.

    Mace, Johnny, and Jasper looked over the results.

    Johnny said, "I don't see anything that looks out of whack. No changes at all on the inside of the ship. Vitals on your crew look good. No stray signals of any kind. I'd say it's time to plate the Rogers."

    Mace replied, "I think a few more tests might be in order. Such as, will that plating hold up under fire?"

    Jasper said, "Let's check it out. Captain, have our crew removed from the shuttle. We're gonna use it for some target practice. Before they leave, have them enable all sensors and pass the feeds for those to here."

    A low-power cannon pulse was fired and logged. With no evidence of damage, the power was increased and another plasma round sent out. The fourth shot went out at 50 percent of full strength.

    Mace said, "Remarkable. The dampener field was overwhelmed but the hull shows no evidence of a strike."

    Jasper said, "Captain, I want this next shot at full power."

    The captain bowed and turned to carry out the order of his king. The high-power plasma round penetrated the dampener field just as the previous had. And again, no evidence of a strike was recorded on the ship's hull sensors.

    "Remarkable," said Johnny.

    Mace replied, "That plating absorbs the plasma like it was never even there. Give it a shot from the microwave cannon."

    Jasper said, "Captain, hit her with the microwave."

    The captain complied. A full burst from the United Front weapon again left no evidence of damage.

    Jasper waved over his captain. "Send in the science team. I want to know what's happening here."

    The science officer in charge came and knelt before Jasper. "Sire, the gatrellium is absorbing and dispersing the received energy charges across its entirety. The plating energizes more with each hit, making it ever more effective."

    Johnny raised a hand. "I have a question. Could we pre-charge the plating? Maybe energize it before going into battle?"

    The scientist nodded. "That should be possible."

    Jasper smiled. "Mr. Galki, have your team work up a design that allows a pre-charge. Gentlemen, if this works, I think a rework of the Rogers is in order. We just may have found our equalizer for use against the Karthians."

    Pre-charge testing was successful, and the Rogers was brought to the Divinia repair docks for a retrofit. Testing on the shuttle continued, with results only further confirming what they had witnessed. Gatrellium as a hull plating offered not only remarkable protection against energy weapons, but the ability to slip through a wormhole that only used a thousandth as much of their precious gatrellium as before. The outlook for the Human species was markedly improved.
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    The plating of the Rogers took nearly a month. Joints were checked and triple-checked for a complete bond and seal. During that month, four new deliveries of domain reflectors arrived at the area outside WarStation 56. With the infusion of monies from the diamonds of Cancri, the Knuttin Corporation was now back on solid footing.

    Leonis Kontin was talking of a new colony on Canto, this time in cooperation with the Humans. It would be a colony for trade between the United Front worlds and the Humans and their allies. Microwave cannons would surround the planet, providing a deterrent to invasion. A small fleet of older UF dreadnoughts would patrol the space surrounding the colony. It was hoped to be used as a model for eventual Human - UF cooperation.

    Frado Knuttin remained in recovery, having almost succumbed to his injuries on several occasions. Complex, last minute operations had saved his life. He had proven himself to be a fighter.

    Mace stood on a platform overlooking the Rogers as it emerged from the repair dock.

    Jasper stood beside him. "I do like that color blue."

    Mace nodded. "I didn't notice it to be that shade on the shuttle."

    Jasper replied, "Sodium was added to the gatrellium compound at the last minute. My scientists say it could add as much as 20 percent to the charge dissipation abilities of that hull. And with that micro-wormhole generator you can now jump wherever you want. Instead of your gatrellium tank on the Gerty giving you the resources needed to make a dozen or so jumps, you can now make several thousand on that same tank. Of course, you won't be able to take non-coated ships with you. Neither can anyone else follow you, though."

    Mace smiled. "I'm anxious to take her out. And if what your scientists say is true, we'll be able to jump as much as twenty thousand light-years in a single hop. With the gatrellium we have aboard, we could travel clear across the galaxy and back without making a dent in our supply."

    Jasper gestured. "Follow me down to the shuttle and we'll take her out for a spin."

    Mace said as he walked, "You eager to get the Revelation in that dock?"

    Jasper nodded. "I am. We're putting together our plan for updating the entire fleet. Gonna take us a year. As long as the Karthians aren't attacking, we have the time. I plan on outfitting a shuttle for scout duty and then sending it out to the rift to wait and watch. Already have a long list of volunteers wanting to man it. Not an assignment I would want, personally."

    Mace chuckled. "Maybe you can load them up with an entertainment system and a few thousand of those Human movies."

    Jasper grinned. "Already in the plans."

    They moved aboard the shuttle and headed for bay one of the Rogers. The sky-blue cruiser glistened in the Divinia sunlight, the previous dull gray of the old hull now hidden. The shuttle docked and Mace and Jasper headed for the bridge.

    Liam nodded as Mace entered the room. "Mr. Hardy, we're all set for a destination."

    Johnny said, "You brought the king with you?"

    "Didn't want to miss the maiden voyage," said Jasper. "Gonna be two months before the Revelation is ready."

    Mace sat in his command chair. "Mr. Hobbs, take us back to Earth. We're picking up the others. From there we jump to the system Favia claims as her home world. If her people will have her, we can drop her there."

    Jasper said, "Still a risky move jumping into the unknown."

    Mace nodded. "It is, but we now have increased hull protection. And if needed, we can immediately jump away."

    Once returned, the Rogers settled in above the cave. The ramp was lowered and the remainder of her crew came aboard.

    Jane walked to the bridge with Zax, Fina and Favia. "Is it true? We're taking her home?"

    Mace replied, "We now have the means to do so."

    Zax and Fina made a beeline to Johnny, crawling up and on top of him. As usual, he held his arms out and the two toddlers shimmied out and dropped to the floor.

    The coordinates were entered and the wormhole brought online. Seconds later, the Rogers was slipping through to the other side, into a star system with eight planets showing on the sensors.

    Humphrey said, "Not registering any immediate threats, Mr. Hardy."

    "Any stray comm signals?"

    Humphrey replied, "Nothing showing. Sensors are clean."

    "Mr. Hobbs, according to the starmaps, that second planet should be her home. Take us in, but be prepared for a jump back out of here."

    Liam nodded. "I'll enter the coordinates to take us back to Earth. If we have to jump, we'll only need three to four seconds for an exit."

    As the Rogers approached the second planet, Favia commented: "It looks so brown."

    Jane asked, "When you last saw it, what did it look like?"

    "Similar to Earth. The water reflected blue. Not that brown. And there were clouds."

    Humphrey said, "Sensors are showing very little atmosphere, Mr. Hardy. Water vapor readings are low. It looks dry."

    Favia shook her head. "No. Laventor was a blue-green planet with vast oceans. Our cities lined the shores, trees covered most of the continental interiors. We had reached a balance with our available resources, having replanted most of those forests from an earlier blighted time."

    The Rogers entered the thin atmosphere and was soon hovering above what was at one time one of the great cities. It sat dry on the edge of what was once a great ocean, its tall buildings in ruin and decay.

    Favia sat with a saddened look on her face. Laventor had been destroyed or abandoned. Her people showed no sign of remaining. The Rogers settled on an old shoreline and the ramp deployed.

    Mace, Jasper, Johnny and Jeff walked down the ramp, hopping off onto the sand that had once been a beach. The foursome walked several hundred meters to reach the remains of the nearest building.

    Jeff said, "There's a lot of glass on this beach. I'd say this place saw some very high temperatures."

    Johnny said, "Steel beams like we use … but look how they're bent and twisted. Almost look melted."

    Jeff looked side to side. "Most of these buildings look as though they either burned or were hit with tremendous heat."

    Mace asked, "Any idea as to what might have happened?"

    Jeff replied, "Definitely heat. From what I couldn't yet say. Interesting the lack of water."

    Jasper said, "Maybe it got boiled off. Along with the air."

    Humphrey came over the comm. "Mr. Hardy, I'm showing very little oxygen in the atmosphere."

    Jeff replied, "We're seeing some evidence of burn, but not much. Everything has been baked though. The beach has a lot of melted glass on it."

    Humphrey said, "The sun is showing a lot of activity. Data from the first four planets shows them as barren. Little to no atmosphere. No water vapor in their spectrums to speak of. I'm showing a large CME coming from that sun."

    Mace asked, "Would a mass ejection burn off the water?"

    Jeff tilted his head to one side. "I don't see how a single one could. Perhaps their sun became unstable."

    Jeff asked, "Mr. Humphrey, could you do a complete workup on that sun for me?"

    "Certainly."

    As they approached the base of a near building, Favia covered her mouth in dismay. "I recognize that building! Momotac Towers. It was a residence building. That city in front of you... that was Jore. My home!"

    Jane wrapped her arm around the distraught Hoorka.

    Humphrey said, "Mr. Moskowitz, the sun is overactive as compared to ours. I ran a comparative simulation on it, and it appears as though it may have absorbed another body. Perhaps a large asteroid? Something just a bit smaller than our moon. Simulation places that event at about thirteen thousand years ago. That's a thousand years, give or take a few hundred, after Favia went into stasis."

    Jeff walked into the base of the Momotac building. "Very much has a lobby look to it. And it's been cleaned out."

    Jane asked, "Cleaned out?"

    "There's nothing on the counters or walls. Other than dust, this place was empty when whatever happened here happened."

    Mace said, "So our best initial guess is that an object struck that sun and the resultant outflow of plasma wiped out the atmosphere and boiled off the water?"

    Jeff nodded. "That's one plausible explanation. We've only just begun looking about, but I don't see any evidence of intentional destruction. This all looks natural."

    The comm chirped. "Mr. Hardy, a small satellite just came over the horizon. It's in orbit around this planet."

    "Man.. or Hoorka-made? I should say."

    "Appears to be. Would you like us to capture it?"

    "Please. We'll continue our investigation here."

    Johnny stood in the doorway watching as the Rogers lifted up to meet the orbiting mass.

    Several minutes passed before Humphrey returned status. "We have it aboard. It looks to have had arms extending out from it at one time, like our satellites with their solar panels used to have. It's probably two meters diameter, so not very big."

    Jeff said, "I don't see us gathering much else from down here. Have them come pick us up."

    Mace pressed his comm. "Mr. Hobbs, come on back for a pick-up. I think we're done here."

    The ramp closed when the foursome had come back aboard. The team walked straight to bay three, where the satellite was being held.

    Jane stood with Favia by her side. "Gonna open it up?"

    Mace nodded. "In a few minutes. Jeff would like to look it over first."

    Gnaga Klept followed Heeb and Hooba into the bay. The four scientists poked and prodded the exterior of the chrome catch for several minutes before a decision was made.

    Jeff turned. "Let's do it. Sensors haven't detected anything toxic or radioactive, but I would advise you to put on your helmets and seal up your suits."

    Gnaga said, "There are eight hex-type bolts circling the outside. I believe it will open if those are removed."

    The proper tools were brought in and the bolts removed. The four scientists, with the aid of the exo-units built into their battlesuits, lifted the top half of the circular satellite, setting it gently on the deck nearby.

    Jeff was the first to look into the Hoorka-made object. "That is definitely a fusion reactor. It's dead. Reservoir is empty. Probably burned through its fuel. These systems here are probably power conversion, or could be a computer of sorts. And this feed is to an antenna. It probably was broadcasting a signal of some sort. From the looks of that antenna it was plain old RF."

    Mace looked in. "And that box in the bottom?"

    Jeff shrugged. "That's a mystery we're about to solve. Mr. Heeb, I'm going to lift you over and inside. Undo the bolts holding down that box and then pass it up to me."

    The small chest, when set on the deck, took up half a cubic meter.

    Mace pointed. "Look at the ornate scroll on the outside of this. It was meant to be opened."

    Johnny laughed. "Well, do it then. You're killing us with the suspense."

    Jeff pressed two small buttons on the face of the chest. A click could be heard as a lock released. The lid was slowly lifted. Inside were several papers which immediately turned to dust when disturbed. Also, a small cylindrical device.

    Jeff picked it up, looking it over. "The base has a small reactor in it. Again, it's out of fuel. Mr. Hooba, could you bring me a small hydrogen store? And Mr. Hardy, could I borrow that everspark? We'll see if we can power this device up."

    Hooba returned with a pocket-size hydrogen pod. Jeff fit it in place. Using the everspark, the tiny reactor was again lit. Jeff set the device on the deck, flat side down, and pressed a small depression on top. A lid flipped back, revealing a spinning light-wheel. The life-size holo-image of a Hoorka showed above the device. The Hoorka-to-English translators were put to work.

    Greetings. If you are witnessing this image you have already been made aware of the destruction of our planet. The destruction was from an accident caused by our arrogance and ignorance. As a people, we attempted to push the third moon of Karaka into orbit around Laventor. The effort was a colossal failure, resulting in the moon falling into the gravitational pull of our sun. All efforts to stop it failed. The moon eventually found its mark, crashing into the sun's surface and causing an instability that is projected to last for a hundred thousand years.

    We expect coronal mass ejections to devastate the inner four planets of this system, burning off the oceans and atmospheres, making them uninhabitable. Our mistakes, our arrogance, cost us our world. But the Hoorka live on.

    We relocated to the coordinates provided in this holo-display. Our colony at Promexa was chosen as our new home. The demise of Laventor happened over a fifteen year period. This enabled us to construct housing, to plant farms, and to move our entire population. Come join us. We live in continued harmony.

    As a final request, we would ask that this message be repackaged and returned to orbit where our explorers and entrepreneurs who are out on long missions may find it, and find us. Good luck, and we hope to see you soon.

    The coordinates of the new colony flashed on and off.

    Jane hugged Favia. "They're alive. We can still return you to your people."

    Mace said, "Let's put the box back together and put it back out there."

    Jeff nodded. "I'll add a more significant store to it that should keep it functional for a few thousand more years. Not that it's needed. I'm sure those explorers and such have long ago returned."

    Jane said, "We have one right here who hasn't."

    Jeff held up a hand. "My apologies. We'll do our best to see that it stays functional for as long as possible."

    The satellite was repaired and placed back in a stable orbit.
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    The coordinates to the Promexa system were entered and a micro-wormhole opened. The bright-blue cruiser slipped through. Sensors on the other side detected five planets that matched the Hoorka starmaps.

    Seconds after arrival, a massive warship slipped through another wormhole, taking position between the Rogers and the planet Promexa. A hail came over the comm.

    The translator aboard the Rogers began to output English as an image of a Hoorka military officer showed on the wall display. "You have entered the dominion of the Hoorka. You will stand down all weapons and shields and prepare to be boarded."

    Jasper said, "Crap. Exactly why I didn't want to come here."

    Mace replied to the officer. "Sir, we are here to return one of your citizens. We found her in a stasis pod in a crashed Hoorka ship."

    Mace waved for Favia to come into camera view.

    The officer stated, "I am commander Dar Juppe. Regardless of your mission, your ship has entered our space uninvited. You will comply with my order or face the consequences."

    Jasper said, "Don't do it. Let's just leave."

    Liam turned and shook his head. "We can't. They're too close for us to open a portal."

    Mace said, "Mr. Hobbs, hold our position. Mr. Mueller, drop our shields."

    Mace turned back to the comm. "Commander, we're on a mission of peace and goodwill. Our shields should be down. We'll open a docking bay for a shuttle if you'd like to send a team over for an inspection."

    The commander gave a single nod. "A team will be there momentarily. I must warn—any action taken by you or your crew may be perceived as a threat and will be dealt with swiftly and fully."

    Mace nodded. "No sudden moves. Got it. Your team will be welcome on our ship, Commander. I hope this—"

    The comm closed.

    Johnny chuckled. "Don't you love when they do that?"

    "We did that to Stark a few times. I know he wasn't amused either."

    A heavily-armored shuttle settled on the deck of bay three. A side ramp lowered. Eight Hoorka soldiers marched down with a major behind them.

    The major snapped to attention in front of Mace, clicking his heels together twice.

    Jasper took a half a step back and murmured, "Nazis, just what we needed."

    Mace nodded to the major. "I'm Mace Hardy, captain of this vessel. This is Johnny Tretcher and this... Jasper Collins."

    Jasper stepped up. "King Jasper Collins, but you can call me King."

    The major looked at the three Humans with his bright-green catlike eyes. "What species are you? Where do you come from?"

    Mace replied, "Human. And we come from a system eight thousand light-years from here. We found one of—"

    The major held up a hand, exposing the sharp hook on his wrist. "I will ask the questions. You will give answers to those questions and those questions only."

    Mace sighed. "Fine."

    The major looked around the docking bay. "The exterior of this ship has weapons. It is a warship, no?"

    "It is. We like to defend—"

    The major yelled, "You will only answer my questions!"

    Mace slowly bowed his head in submission, keeping eye contact with the major.

    Jasper muttered, "I'd like to rip into this—"

    Mace shook his head. "Just keep quiet and we'll get through this."

    The major stepped in front of Jasper. "You have something you want to say?"

    "No, sir!" Jasper yelled in response, making the major take a step back.

    The major scowled, before turning his attention back to Mace.

    "Why have you entered Dominion space?"

    Mace replied, "We recently came across a crashed mining vessel. After investigating, we discovered a still-functioning stasis pod aboard with one of your citizens in it. Her name is Favia of the Higatheps of Jore."

    The major said, "One moment."

    After whispering into his comm he waited for a reply. It came in only seconds. "We have no record of such a person."

    Mace shook his head. "Probably not now. She's—"

    The major yelled. "Silence!"

    Jasper mumbled, "Getting real tired of this ass-hat."

    Mace held up his hand as the major glared at Jasper.

    Mace leaned into his arm pad. "Jane, could you bring her in."

    The major grabbed Mace's arm. "You are trying my patience."

    Jane turned the corner with a timid but excited Favia behind her. The major stared.

    Mace said, "We only wish to return her home, Major. She's been lost for a long time, trapped in a stasis pod on a crashed mining ship."

    "What was the name of the vessel?"

    The girl replied in Hoorka: "The Telemunde."

    The major whispered into his comm and awaited a response. Again it came back seconds later.

    "We have no record of a Telemunde registered under the Hoorka banner."

    The major pointed, "Place the girl aboard the shuttle. And you, Captain, you will come with me. You are under arrest for violating Dominion space without prior registration. Guards! Take him aboard!"

    Jasper began to step forward.

    Mace held out his hand. "Be patient. I'll get this straightened out."

    Mace looked at Johnny. "Just wait me out and we can all go home."

    Johnny nodded with an angry look. The soldiers disarmed Mace before marching him up the ramp into the shuttle. After the heavily-armored transport lifted, it slipped out into space and was soon docking on the Hoorka warship. Mace and Favia were taken to a well guarded hall and placed in separate isolation cells. The doors snapped shut and locked behind them.

    Another officer came into the room with Mace. Her uniform was not the polished black of the military men, but a dull gray with a high white collar that came up under her pronounced Hoorka chin.

    The female Hoorka gestured for Mace to sit. "I am Captain Hildaba of the Fletsen of Gawk. You call yourself Mace Hardy?"

    Mace nodded. "I do."

    The captain sat in a chair, crossing her legs and leaning forward. "You have a young Hoorka with you. How did that happen?"

    Mace answered, "We landed on a planet where we were mining minerals—a planet that is eight thousand light-years from here. While scanning the planet, we came across a crashed ship. The ship was buried under half a kilometer of sediment. We dug it up, only to find an emergency lifepod in it with the young girl inside. We managed to get the pod open and recover her from stasis. She had been in the pod in that conditions for fourteen thousand years."

    The captain huffed. "Not possible. Our bodies slowly decay. No one has lived longer than a few hundred years in a pod."

    Mace shrugged. "Well, somehow this one did. You might have to dig deep in your records, going all the way back to Laventor. Her family left on that ship before the accident with the moon."

    The captain sat back in her chair. "Interesting. You are familiar with Hoorka history. How did you come about that knowledge?"

    Mace replied, "We just came from Laventor. We got the short history lesson from a satellite that was left in orbit. Your people tried to move a small moon from an outer planet into orbit around Laventor and you messed up. The moon crashed into your sun and solar plasma blew away your oceans and atmosphere. Just before that happened, you packed up and came here."

    The captain scowled. "Every Hoorka schoolgirl knows that story. Tell me captain, what is your ploy? What are you trying to do? Are you an agent of the Dedrus?"

    Mace shook his head. "I'm no agent of anyone. We found the girl. She wanted to come home. We had the means to bring her. It really is as simple as that. Other than what she has told us, and the knowledge we were able to recover from that ship and your satellite, I don't know anything else about you. And I'm not asking. If the Hoorka have no interest in a peaceful relationship with Humans, we'll gladly leave Favia with you and be on our way."

    The captain continued her suspicious look. "Higatheps of Jore. Where did you come about that name?"

    "That's her name. The mining ship they were on discovered a planet rich in mine-able minerals. Another family that had hired on with hers betrayed them. They stole a shuttle, spaced their supply of food and fuel, and then damaged the Telemunde to the point where it crash-landed on that planet. They planned to come back for the minerals, but they had a two year journey to make back to a rift in a ship that was only capable of traveling for a year. The other miners on the ship died of starvation, but not before putting Favia in the pod."

    The captain shook her head. "You tell a fascinating story, captain. But the details are improbable, and not provable."

    "What do you mean? The girl is right there. You can question everyone on my ship. You'll get the exact same story. Wait... I could take you to where we found her. Is this ship capable of opening a gate that far? We know you have wormhole capability, we just witnessed that. Oh, and the gatrellium coating on our ship, we got that from you. The emergency pod on the Telemunde showed us how. I can provide coordinates to the planet where we found the ship if you want. It's still there."

    Mace held up his arm pad. A video log from his helmet camera was selected and began to play.

    "This is where we learned the language."

    The recording was moved forward. "And this is how we powered up the ship. It was amazing. Her reactors still functioned after that length of time."

    Another jump forward was made. "Here's where we brought her out of stasis. You can see those are genuine reactions on her part and ours."

    The captain scowled. "That, or you are all very good actors. Your pink skin is hideous, and your facial expressions tell of a deceitful nature. As I said, your story is fascinating, but not possible. The body begins to decay badly when left in stasis for extraordinarily long times. Our scientists have been researching that for many centuries."

    Mace shrugged. "I can't tell you why it worked, just that it did. The ship was buried under half a kilometer of undisturbed sediment. Maybe it's related to the high temperatures on that planet. Maybe your stasis pods back then were better. Who knows?"

    The captain stood and left the room. Minutes later a new officer, also wearing a dull gray, white-collared uniform, entered and sat in the chair across from Mace. He held a device in front of him with a screen that only he could see.

    The alien said, "Mr. Hardy, I am Doctor Higathep... of Candreus. I find it interesting that you used the Higathep name for a mining colony family. Our history shows we have exclusively held position in the medical profession for a thousand years."

    Mace replied, "Yeah, well, this girl goes back fourteen thousand years. Maybe your family roots are more humble than you think. Tell me, Doc, how can I prove to you that I'm telling the truth? Do the Hoorka have any kind of truth serum you can use?"

    The doctor pursed his lips. "I'm afraid your physiology would not respond well to it."

    Mace said, "We only wanted to bring the girl home to her people. She deserves to live out a normal life around people like herself. We can feed her, clothe her, and be her friends, but we aren't her people. Look, Doc, at least tell me you got the same story from her—you did just come from her cell, right?"

    The doctor nodded. "I did. And your stories are very tight. Your briefings from the Dredus are impressive, but not so impressive that we don't see through them."

    Mace sighed in frustration. "Look, if we were here on a mission from these Dredus people, whoever they are, why would we come up with such an unbelievable story? And what would our mission be?"

    The doctor leaned in. "That is what I'm here to figure out, Mr. Hardy. If I asked you what your mission was, would you tell me?"

    Mace laughed. "Yeah, well, I already told you our mission, to bring Favia back to her people. We can settle this whole thing with a jump to the Cancri system. You can do your own investigation of the ship and its logs. Otherwise, just let us go and we'll leave and never come back."

    A knock on the door had the doctor out in the hall. Several minutes passed before the captain returned. "Mr. Hardy, as unbelievable as your story is, it appears to be true."

    Mace replied, "What clued you in?"

    The captain sat. "We are in orbit above the planet at the coordinates you gave us. There is indeed an ancient Hoorka mining vessel down there. So either you are telling the truth, or this is the most elaborate ruse I have ever come across."

    Mace threw up his hands. "Finally. Look, we are fair and honest. We aren't looking to invade anyone. We just want to live in peace. That girl out there, she's lost everything she ever knew. Her family and friends and everyone she met are long dead. Heck, even her world is now dead. She doesn't need interrogation right now, she needs support. And if the Hoorka people won't give it to her, we will."

    The captain smiled. "You'll have to forgive us, Mr. Hardy, we are at war. Our very existence depends on our vigilance. The Dedrus will do anything they can to try to bring an end to our dominance of this region."

    Mace asked, "These Dredus, are they big, powerful? Do they have a lot of ships?"

    The captain replied, "A century ago we had star systems in the Dominion as much as a hundred light-years from here. All joined the Dominion willingly, and all benefited from the stability and security. That all changed when the Dedrus showed up at Welifaz. It was a thriving colony of a quarter billion people. They enslaved all those who were able-bodied to work in their factories and mines and on their farms. They have overrun sixteen of our twenty-six colonies since that first attack. Things have been quiet for months, so we are anticipating a new assault. Your arrival comes at a time of heightened security."

    Mace nodded. "That's understandable. We only just regained our freedom from other hostile species who wanted to rule us. Even now, we’re preparing for a coming war with a species who seeks our annihilation. From here we return to continue those preparations."

    Mace sat back in his chair. "What will happen to Favia?"

    "She will be turned over to the proper authorities and then placed in a home where she may continue her education. As a Higathep, she will eventually enjoy a rewarding career in the medical field."

    The captain said, "You may return to your ship."

    Mace stood, holding out a hand for a shake. The Hoorka officer eyed him suspiciously.

    Mace withdrew it. "Sorry, on our world shaking one’s hand is customary as a greeting or farewell."

    As they walked out of the room, Favia stepped into the hall. "Mr. Hardy, thank you. I won't forget what you did for me."

    Mace nodded. "I hope you find happiness in your life, Favia. Take care."

    The shuttle landed in docking bay three. Mace walked down the ramp. Jasper stood with a scowl, his hands on his hips. Jane had a smile.

    Johnny walked over. "You OK? What happened? That ship left for about fifteen minutes."

    "They jumped to Cancri to investigate the ship for themselves. They weren't buying my story."

    Johnny said, "Well, we aren't a threat. There's four of those monster ships sitting out there. I think I have to side with Jasper on this one. This whole thing could have gone very bad."

    Mace nodded. "It could have. But we got Favia home. And we at least have a small amount of trust built up now, should we ever come back."

    Jasper huffed. "Why would we want to?"

    Mace sighed. "Because they are living, breathing, sentient beings. And one day we may have to interact with them or need their help. They're at war with a hostile, too. The Dedrus have been conquering and enslaving colonies in their Dominion for a century now. And from the sound of it, they haven't been able to stop them."

    Jane shook her head. "Great, more friends with enemies. Just what we need."

    Johnny talked as they walked toward the bridge. "What is it about this galaxy? For every decent species we meet, there's another one trying to kick their ass. There's plenty of room out here."

    Mace replied, "Why can't we all just get along?"

    Johnny nodded. "Exactly. I mean, I know there will always be bad people. Some are just mis-wired from the get-go. But whole civilizations? I don't get how entire populations can go along willingly when these ruthless dictators or groups take control."

    Jasper laughed. "We just did. Look at Stark. Other than us, he had the whole planet following him. Heck, he had people so riled up they were willing to go off and fight someone else's war."

    Johnny said, "You mentioned trust. Would they be willing to share defense secrets with us in a technology swap? Maybe they have something that would help us, or us for them."

    Mace replied, "If we come back this way, I'll be sure to ask."

    The team walked onto the bridge. The order was given to return to Divinia. A tiny fracture in space-time was opened and the Rogers slipped through.
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    Jasper returned to a flurry of activity. A massive ship dock was under construction in orbit around Divinia. A new line of ships was to be christened as the Collins class. The first ship off the line would be titled Organ Cave and would be the new flagship of the Targarian fleet. It would sport four heavy plasma cannons, two microwave cannons, a maximum strength inertial dampening field, a metallic screen coating to help absorb hits from a microwave cannon, a micro-wormhole generator, and of course a gatrellium over-skin.

    The crew was being reduced from the nearly two thousand who were aboard a Muhatha to a team of sixty, split into three shifts of twenty persons each. Each shift would have six members for maintenance, a doctor and nurse, a cook, two security personnel, a captain, a commander, three permanent bridge crew and four cross-trained individuals who could take over any station. Of the cross-trained four, two would be the primary pilots for the two shuttles the Collinses would carry.

    The ship itself would be three-quarters the length of a cruiser. With the smaller crew requirements, a sizable cargo bay was added. Additional reactors would also be used to increase the top speed to 59 percent light-speed, more than twice that of the Mawga ships that had originally come to Earth.

    Mace stood on a balcony of the old repair dock with Fatso Geerok standing beside him. "What do you think, Mr. Geerok?"

    Geerok replied, "What do I think about what?"

    Mace laughed. "It was a generic question. What do you think about everything?"

    Geerok rolled his mouth from side to side in thought. "I think I have been out of my league for some time now. The things you and this crew have accomplished are astounding. Given what I've witnessed, the other species, including my own, were right to have feared Humans. You are resourceful, capable, highly adaptable, and determined. You can think, you can fight, you can organize, and you can plan. So what I think is … if I'm on your side, I'm on the right side."

    Mace nodded. "We are something. But you have to take all those traits along with the occasional arrogance, greed, and controlling aspects that many of us possess. Those can and should make one fearful of Humans. Now, to dial it back a bit, what do you think about the state of the union? And I don't mean that literally, I mean it about everyone. The Karthians, the UF, the Union, and now the Hoorka..."

    Geerok replied, "I think the galaxy can be a hostile place. For every benevolent, peaceful civilization we come across, a monster is also found. I do prefer the species you have chosen to align with. Although at this time, we don't know much about either one of the new ones. The United Front are secretive, and the Hoorka we have only just met."

    Mace nodded. "I know I've said it before, but thank you for the assistance you've given when dealing with your species. Without it, we wouldn't have made it as far as we have."

    Geerok smiled. "It has all been for a worthy cause."

    Johnny walked up. "When we leaving this dump? Jane's itching to get back to the kids."

    Mace said, "I want to have a talk with Jasper about Earth defense. I'm thinking we might want an air force. If a ship gets through those microwave cannons, we have nothing to stop them from reaching the ground. And maybe about tanks or something for if they do make it all the way to the ground."

    Johnny nodded. "Tanks and planes. What every boy dreams of. Which brings me to a question. Mr. Geerok, why is it we haven't seen any tanks or planes in anyone's army?"

    Geerok replied, "Largely due to Galactic Union rules. Tanks and planes were not used in battle with the Karthians because it was believed by both sides that doing so would only encourage use of ships, defeating the whole reason for not utilizing ships to begin with."

    Johnny chuckled as he shook his head. "That was one crazy set of rules you had going there. Anyway, without them, I think planes and tanks might be a good idea."

    Talk of tanks and planes continued for most of an hour before a shuttle was readied to take the team home. Mace stayed with Jasper as the rest of the crew ferried back to the Rogers for the jump to Earth. Mace and Jasper stood out on a balcony overlooking the partially-constructed shipyard.

    "I was just talking with Johnny. I think we should also lay out plans for fighter planes and tanks. If a big transport makes it through our planetary defenses, we don't have a good way of fighting a war on the ground. Our old gear would be inadequate against something a hostile species would bring. And at some point we're gonna want to have our own shipyards and repair facilities."

    "Tanks and planes? I like the sound of that," replied Jasper. "With these new technologies we might be able to cook up some badass toys."

    Mace frowned. "I wouldn't call them toys."

    Jasper scowled. "Fine, then, we'll call them implements of war for strategic defense... if that makes you feel better."

    "It does. Anyway, what would we even put in a tank for a gun?"

    Jasper thought. "Maybe a microwave cannon, although I can't see line-of-sight weapons being as useful on the ground as they are on a ship. I mean, almost all our old stuff was line-of-sight. What we need now are smart weapons."

    Mace tilted his head to one side. "I think we might have what we need. Johnny's been experimenting with the concussion weapons we found on that Hoorka ship. Given enough distance, he can literally shoot around a corner."

    "That could be fun."

    Mace chuckled. "Unless you're on the receiving end."

    Jasper rubbed his chin. "Don't get me wrong, I love tanks, but if we take one and add a reactor and then add a gravity drive, wouldn't we just have a plane, or craft, or whatever we wanted to call it."

    Mace nodded. "I guess we would. Hadn't thought about how to make it mobile. I guess there's no need for tracks or actually running on the ground when you can hover. It'd be more of a heavily armored plane, but not a plane."

    Mace laughed.

    Jasper asked, "What's so funny?"

    "How are we gonna build one of these if we can't even figure out what to call it?"

    Jasper shrugged. "How about we call it a thumper? That's the sound the concussion weapon makes. And it has a certain ring to it."

    Mace nodded. "OK, so it's a thumper. It has a reactor, a gravity drive, and a concussion cannon. What else?"

    "Armor... and a dampening field. We just make it a badass flying tank. Sort of a miniature Rogers without the wormhole drive."

    Mace crossed his arms. "You think your teams could draw that design up?"

    Jasper grinned. "I'll put them right on it."

    A quick conversation was had between Jasper and his engineering team. The basic necessities were passed to them along with the required purpose. The team was confident they would have initial concepts ready for further definition by the end of the Divinia day.

    Mace leaned on the balcony rail. "I was talking with Geerok earlier as to his thoughts on the state of the galaxy. What are your thoughts on that?"

    Jasper huffed. "Too many loons in charge. I have just about all my resources working on building up our defenses and our fleet. Imagine if that was used to make everyone's lives better instead?"

    Mace replied, "Something we all dream of, but you can't have that without first protecting yourself from hostiles. History tells us that time and again."

    "Well, you think about it, with the Galactic Union thugs under control, the Karthians are the only real threat. The UF doesn't seem hostile. And neither do the Hoorka. Of course they're both facing their own threats."

    Mace sighed. "Just seems like an endless game, doesn't it? That simple existence back on Earth, tending bar, seems like something I once dreamed... not something I actually lived."

    Jasper shook his head. "Not for me. This is as real as it gets. And it's all grounded in the life I grew up with. Your world is what you surround yourself with. You let others define it, then you have to live with what they give you."

    Mace laughed. "Johnny used to come in with his crazy conspiracies, all joking of course, but entertaining. Those things all seem so small now."

    A comm came in over Jasper's arm pad. "Sire, our scout at the Karthian rift is reporting a dozen ships coming through."

    Jasper frowned. "Thank you, Major. Have the Revelation prepared for a jump. We'll be right over."

    The comm closed.

    Jasper turned. "You want to go with or wait here?"

    "Go with. Whatever they are doing concerns us, too."

    Jasper's private shuttle carried the men to the Revelation. A short walk had them on the bridge and Jasper issuing commands.

    "Take us to the rift. And bring me something to drink. I don't care what. Mace, You thirsty?"

    "I'm good, thanks."

    The jump was made and the sensors lit up with data from the dozen ships. They remained at the entrance to the rift, safely out of reach of the Revelation.

    Mace said, "I've noticed you drinking a lot of fluids. You OK?"

    Jasper scowled. "I'm old. My docs tell me my time here is limited. That exosuit, and the wonders it did for my arthritis, was at a cost. That condition is usually a response by your body to an overactive immune system, which can be out of whack for any number of reasons. The suit helped to suppress the inflammation from the arthritis, but not the underlying cause. Docs say my cells are in rapid decline, but they can't tell me exactly what that means. I may have a year left, or it might be twenty."

    Mace shook his head. "So they're telling you you're probably gonna die of old age?"

    Jasper smirked. "I guess that would be it. Anyway, they have me on excess fluids right now, hoping to stall the process."

    "So they're wearing out your kidneys and bladder instead."

    Jasper nodded. "Don't have a choice. If I want to keep making use of the properties of the exosuit, the ones built into this suit, I have to keep up my liquids. And they give me a diuretic to keep me flushed out and thirsty. I'm telling you right here and now, this getting old ain't what it's cracked up to be. Just stay young like you are now."

    Mace chuckled. "Don't we all wish we could do that. What do you make of our friends out there?"

    Jasper pointed to the large display. "They ain't moving. And I don't see one of those jammer ships. Maybe they're testing the waters, seeing if we'll come in after them?"

    Mace gestured. "I can already see you want to go. Don't wait for my approval. Although I would ask that you stop short of the range of that weapon they have. I know we can take a few hits, but why risk any lives?"

    Jasper turned to the bridge. "Captain, take us halfway in at full speed. If the ships break and run, then bring us back. If they don't, we'll sit at that distance for a while."

    The captain nodded before giving the commands.

    Mace asked, "I thought you could control everything from your chair?"

    Jasper replied, "I can. I just like to pass orders through my staff so they feel useful."

    As the Revelation sped toward the Karthian ships, they turned and moved back through the rift. The Targarian flagship sat parked for most of an hour before returning to Divinia. Any grand invasion was not coming that day.

    The return to Divinia saw an initial design for a thumper ready for review. The craft, approximately the size of a bus, sported a concussion cannon with many times the power of the handheld version, along with six mini-guns that were equal in power to the handheld. The shields were a heavy screen steel covering for microwave reflection, and enough transducers to give a full strength dampening field. With the addition of a gravity drive, the thumper would be fast, agile, secure and powerful. The go-ahead was given for the first prototype to be built.

    With the thumper effort underway, Mace turned his thoughts toward Earth. "We have all this technology available to us. How can we use it to accelerate our rework back home?"

    Jasper replied, "What'd you have in mind?"

    Mace gestured down toward the planet. "You have those high speed trains running between your cities. Would it be a worth the effort to build those on Earth?"

    Jasper crossed his arms. "You know, I always fancied me a flying car. These trains run nice and smooth, but they're still slow compared to flying. Why don't we instead take that thumper design, strip out all the war stuff, and put in an autopilot and a bunch of seats? It would essentially be a shipping container, too. Leave out the seats and move most of your cargo around the same way."

    Mace stroked his beard. "Oh, I like that idea a lot. You could do a New York to LA type flight in what... fifteen minutes?"

    Jasper nodded. "We would have to build a terminal at every community center, which would be relatively easy. I bet we could have that whole system up and running in six months. And now that we're talking about it, I think I might just do that here on Divinia. No reason to take two hours to go from Port Vanna to Marbarac when it could be done in fifteen minutes."

    Jasper offered a grin.

    Mace laughed. "I guess you like that thought? OK, with that as stage one, what other enhancements can we do to make both our worlds more productive or efficient?"

    Jasper replied, "There's always terraforming. We have fairly efficient farms here, but the technology they use has been in place for centuries. Could be time for an upgrade. And all that could be automated, too. We have individuals running tractors, combines, and a variety of other farm equipment, when those jobs could be automated. They're simple and repetitive."

    "What about the displaced workers?"

    Jasper tilted his head back and forth for several seconds. "I can always find them something to do. Our military ranks are always in need of ground troops."

    Mace winced. "Your people would be OK with that?"

    Jasper shrugged. "They love me. I don't see it as an issue."

    Mace again stroked his beard. "How much trade do you think we'll be doing once things get settled? Is there benefit to be had by trading between Earth and the Collins Kingdom?"

    Jasper replied, "I don't see why not. We might start with trading foods or raw materials. Why do you ask?"

    Mace opened a drawing pad on his holo-display. "Let's say Divinia is here and Earth is over here. How do we move ships between them? Currently, you take that big hogging Muhatha and open a wormhole—takes a lot of gatrellium. Now that we're updating your fleet to ships that will have a gatrellium skin, why not do the same with a fleet of transports and cargo vessels? Have a couple dozen ships line up and open a gate and let them come through. How much gatrellium would it take to make a system like that work?"

    Jasper winced. "While the coating going on these ships is thin, it's still a sizable amount. For replacing my fleet out there I'm wanting at least five hundred ships to start. Our current supply will cover that but not leave much in our stockpile."

    Mace asked, "I thought you confiscated the ore from the Union members. Was I wrong on that?"

    "No. We did. That's what's being used on our ships. My engineering team thinks that after the build-out we could get by with maybe ten kilograms a day. Current supplies are averaging about fifty kilograms. We add daily cargo and transport jumps to the mix and that use average goes up substantially. My concern is, what happens if we have to fight a sustained war? I want kilotons of that stuff stockpiled, because if a war comes... we probably won't be mining it anymore. Those mines would be the first places I'd try to shut down if I were the Karthians. And with our friends in the Union knowing the locations of all the mines, our enemies would know them as well."

    Mace pursed his lips. "I might have an alternate source. We traded with the UF for a substantial load. They don't use it because they don't have the wormhole technology. We might be able to make a trade with Knuttin for it. They were enthusiastic about that last couple shipments of diamond we gave them. And we do own 24 percent of that company. At least I do anyway."

    Jasper said, "You want to make a hop out to the warstation?"

    Mace nodded. "I believe I do."

    The Revelation sat within comm distance of the powerful UF station. A message was accepted for delivery and a warning to leave the space followed. The Revelation was moved back to a safe distance.

    Two hours of waiting saw a reply come in. "Mr. Hardy, it is good to hear from you."

    Mace replied, "Is that a support mechanism behind you?"

    Frado Knuttin nodded. "It is. It's the only thing keeping me alive. My digestive tract was damaged in the attacks. This machine does my digestion for me. My doctors are currently growing me a new intestine. Unfortunately the process will take another six months. Until then, I'm tied to this contraption."

    Mace frowned. "Doesn't look all too comfortable."

    Frado shook his head. "It is quite uncomfortable. But such is the price I must pay for living. Just yesterday I received the artificial leg I've been waiting for. It's a good fit. I look forward to learning how to make proper use of it."

    Mace winced. "Didn't know you lost a leg too."

    "And a lung and kidney. Basically my right side was crushed during the attack. My crew did a remarkable job of extricating me from the wreckage, moving me to a shuttle to escape, and then with keeping me alive. I definitely owe them my life."

    Mace said, "Well, I'm glad to see you're able to at least talk now. We were worried. And Mr. Kontin was a good stand-in for you while you were out. He's been helpful in expediting our trades."

    "He's been my right hand—which was also damaged by the way."

    Mace asked, "I'm here to ask, would you have any more of the gatrellium for trade?"

    Frado was silent for several seconds. "I'm afraid not. That is now a restricted material. I believe my government suspects it is the material that allows your ships to create wormholes, a technology which we don't have but highly desire. I don't suppose there would be some technology trade we could put together in exchange for that knowledge? We have many items that may be of interest to you."

    Mace replied, "How about the shields and weapons on that warstation? Or access to your fleet of ships for study?"

    Frado frowned. "That would not be possible, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace nodded. "We can't give away the technology that keeps us alive, Mr. Knuttin. The only way I would entertain such a thing would be if our peoples were close allies. With that, we would share all secrets and all technologies. I understand that relationship would only come after a period where a high level of trust has been established. Perhaps we can start with smaller exchanges of technology? Maybe a trade of reactor designs or gravity drives? But before that can take place, of course we need some formal establishment of diplomatic relations."

    Knuttin agreed. "Allow me to make a few contacts, Mr. Hardy. I may be able to have a diplomatic liaison from the warstation come out to your ship for a face to face. Would you be willing to entertain that idea?"

    "We'll be here, Mr. Knuttin. Give us a comm back when you have word."

    Jasper gestured toward the dining hall. "Let's grab a bite while we wait."
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    A comm from Knuttin confirmed a meeting with the United Front diplomat. Shortly after, a shuttle from the warstation showed on the sensors. Mace and Jasper greeted the UF representative as he came down a ramp from his shuttle.

    "Mr. Plomas, I'm Mace Hardy, this is Jasper Collins. I'm the representative of the people of Earth. Mr. Collins is the king of the Targarian Empire."

    Hothid Plomas bowed. "It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Hardy, Mr. Collins. I look forward to our discussions."

    Jasper led them to a plush meeting room that had previously been used by the Targarians for just such a purpose, containing several seating areas with heavily padded couches and individual leather chairs. Crystal tables sat in the center of each. The UF diplomat was guided to one such area and invited to sit. Several Targarian assistants brought in food and beverages.

    Hothid said, "My apologies if I don't sample the cuisine. I've unfortunately had several instances where a food or drink did not agree with my physiology."

    Mace nodded. "Not an issue, Mr. Plomas. If you feel a thirst, the green pitcher and glasses are plain water. Now, on with our discussion. We have technologies and materials you want, and you have technologies and materials we want. The technologies are used in the defense of both our peoples and are therefore closely guarded secrets. How do your people and ours move to a level of trust where those technologies can be exchanged?"

    Hothid crossed his legs, placing an elbow on his knee with a fist up under his chin. "Hmm, such relationships normally take years to develop. It is not the way of the Front to partner with anyone that we don't intend to bring into the fold."

    Jasper asked, "How many different species are in the United Front?"

    Hothid replied, "One. We are the Kohamian."

    Mace pulled back. "Wait, you are all one species?"

    Hothid nodded. "Efforts to assimilate others have failed at every attempt. You see, Mr. Hardy, we are superior to other species. Those species prefer to not be secondary citizens. When encountered, and given the option to join, most have moved away."

    Jasper rolled his eyes. "So you think you're better than everyone else?"

    Hothid shook his head. "No, we are better. We have superior intellect and a system of government that always puts the people first."

    Mace said, "So you're telling us there have been other species who were offered the chance to join your... united-ness, but they mostly declined? And what happened to the ones who didn't move away?"

    "They were eliminated. You see, Mr. Hardy, we cannot bring in member species who will weaken the United Front, or who will cause division or derision. We have been successful using this methodology and will continue to do so. The first step of improving our relationship will be for you to accept our superiority."

    Jasper stood with a clinched fist. "I'll show you superiority."

    Mace stood and held out his hand. "I must apologize for wasting your time here today, Mr. Plomas. It seems we are at an impasse before we've even begun. I don't believe we have anything further to discuss here. We'll escort you back to your shuttle."

    The UF shuttle departed. Mace followed Jasper back to the bridge. Shortly after, a comm came in from Frado Knuttin.

    "I must apologize, Mr. Hardy. I should have prepared you for the standard superiority line given to all species."

    Mace asked, "Is it true, though? Do Kohamians believe themselves to be superior to all other species?"

    Frado nodded. "We do. Most of us do not have issue with that, as I'm certain you would understand. I, for one, believe it to be short-sighted. We are certainly successful, and powerful as a species and community, but superior? If so, why do you have a means to open a wormhole while our scientists struggle with understanding the concept?"

    Mace replied, "Exactly. We all have our strengths and weaknesses. I view your species' superior attitude as a weakness. I hope we are still able to conduct trade, and I hope our joint efforts with the Canto colony will continue."

    Frado raised his left hand. "This meeting will cause difficulties, Mr. Hardy. But those difficulties are diplomatic in nature. Whatever Mr. Plomas returns with, I will have to smooth over with the diplomatic corps and the politicians. However, that is nothing unusual in these situations. Part of the reason for my success has been my ability to navigate the government systems. I wouldn't worry about this setback. As to Canto, I intend to move ahead with those efforts full force."

    Mace sighed. "That's good to know, Mr. Knuttin. I look forward to our continued business dealings. And if you happen to come across any gatrellium, we are very interested in purchasing it from you."

    The comm was closed and a wormhole opened to Earth. A shuttle was taken down to the cave with Mace and Jasper aboard. A short walk had them standing on the gift shop porch with Johnny and Jane as Zax and Fina ran the property. Jasper took up position in his rocker.

    Johnny laughed. "Would you ever have thought this porch would somehow become the center of the universe?"

    Jasper nodded. "Always been the center of my universe."

    Mace said, "We just came from Canto. Tried to make a deal with Knuttin for gatrellium. His government has placed restrictions on its trade. They want the wormhole tech before releasing it."

    Jasper added, "They're a bunch of arrogant fools. They actually said they believe they are superior to all other species."

    Johnny winced. "That doesn't sound like Knuttin."

    Mace shook his head. "Wasn't him. We had a meeting with a diplomat from the warstation. That was one of the first things out of his mouth. He said they only establish formal relations with species they intend to fully bring into their system. Problem with that is those other species will be second class citizens. I told him that was a non-starter. He didn't seem to care."

    Johnny laughed. "It's a crazy galaxy out there. Hostile, arrogant, deceitful... seems they have all the Human qualities. I suppose that puts them on par with the Galactic Union founders. Those lower tiers were all second class citizens."

    Fatso Geerok joined in the conversation. "If it is run anything like the Union, it wasn't a bad existence. If you played by the rules you did well."

    Jasper said, "I ain't playing by nobody's rules but my own. They can keep their gatrellium. There's more out there."

    Mace said, "I'd be happy to share ours, but it's a limited supply and we don't have any available sources to augment it."

    Johnny raised a hand. "So why don't we go find some? We know how to scan for it. We can take the Rogers and jump to every system anywhere near us. It only takes a single orbit to know if any exists."

    "Not a bad idea," said Jane. "Especially since we aren't currently at war with anyone. And if we want to build our own fleet, we'll need a new supply for that anyway."

    Mace nodded. "I think we could go for that. Jasper, can your engineers deal directly with our government for the build-out?"

    "They could. Other than informing them of what we're doing, they really should just stay out of the way."

    Johnny asked, "What is it we're doing?"

    Mace pulled up an image on his holo-display. "We're gonna build a fleet of these flying buses. Strip out the seats and a few other items and we also have a cargo hauler. The Targarians will be building a terminal at every community center. When that's done, we can look at expanding it out into the communities.

    "We also have a replacement for the comm bracelets everyone has been wearing. It's time to rid ourselves of the Mawga technology that was used to spy on us. We'll be rolling this out to our fleet whenever we build one, and our arm pads, and helmets. It's basically a new system from the ground up that should make it difficult for any of the former Union members to eavesdrop on us."

    Geerok nodded. "I've been wondering when this would happen. Our current tech is the reason the Union founders were able to spy on us all. I'll sleep better knowing my conversations are secure."

    Johnny laughed. "Wait a minute, I thought you didn't care about getting caught or dying?"

    Geerok shrugged. "You people have showed me that I want to live. Maybe one day I can take the lessons I'm learning back to my own people."

    Johnny grinned. "You planning to unseat the Emperor?"

    Geerok sighed. "I only wish to make things better for my people. Now that they are no longer under the jurisdiction of the Dellus, perhaps we can consolidate and grow our colonies as we see fit."

    Mace stood. "So who's with me?"

    Jenny Taub came up the steps behind him. "Where we going?"

    Mace turned. "Exploring—for gatrellium. We're going to need our own supply once we start building ships."

    Jenny nodded. "Count me in. I'm up for a little adventure."

    Johnny laughed. "Well, this will be very little adventure, more just riding around and doing scans."

    "You know what we should do?" said Jane. "Since we'll be scanning anyway, we ought to perform deep scans and log the minerals on each of the planets we visit. A database of those materials might be useful for future needs."

    Mace opened a comm to the full crew of the Rogers. "This is Hardy. We'll be doing some exploring the next few days. I'm looking for enough volunteers that we can run three shifts. On this venture we'll be mapping out the mineral resources of as many local planets as we can. We'll start with all the planets and moons right here in our own system. If interested, report within the next hour. Can't promise much action on this trip, but it's something we need to do."

    As the reporting time closed, three quarters of the normal crew, including all of the senior members, walked up the ramp onto the Rogers. The ramp was lifted and the single, jump-capable, Earth-based fighting vessel lifted into the sky.

    A direct route was taken to the moon, where they performed a series of deep scans. Scans showed an abundance of aluminum in the form of anorthite, and titanium encased in ilmenite. Also, helium 3, an alternative reactor fuel, was present, and could be easily mined. No traces of gatrellium were found.

    A scan of each of the planets and each of their moons yielded a rich supply of common minerals. Gatrellium was not among them. Runs to Proxima Centauri, Alpha Centauri A and B, Barnard's Star, and Wolf359 gave similar results. Luyten A and B each held a trace detection, as did Sirius A and B. No other hits were recorded until a scan of the second planet orbiting Epsilon Eridani.

    Humphrey said, "We have a single field, Mr. Hardy. Likely from an asteroid. A quick estimate would be ten to fifteen tons of raw ore. Refined, that would be maybe twenty-five hundred kilograms?"

    Mace nodded. "Excellent. Log it. Mr. Hobbs, take us to number three."

    Liam replied, "There is no number three. Only two asteroid belts. I would suggest a scan of those since we found evidence here potentially from an asteroid strike."

    Mace gestured toward the display wall. "Make it happen, Mr. Hobbs."

    Seven hours were spent scanning the contents of the inner asteroid belt without finding a trace. Halfway through a scan of the outer belt, a hit came up in the data.

    Humphrey said, "I believe we have a substantial find, Mr. Hardy."

    Jeff followed, "We may have an entire asteroid made of gatrellium. And the purity appears to be high."

    Mace said, "Take us in closer, Mr. Hobbs. I want a full image of that rock."

    Humphrey pushed it to the wall display. "A kilometer long, nearly half a kilometer in diameter."

    Mace smiled. "Excellent. Now, how do we get it out of there and back to Earth?"

    Jeff said, "This may sound farfetched, but the asteroid is made out of gatrellium. The data on the display suggest it may be of high enough quality to pass through our wormhole if so directed."

    Mace replied, "You suggesting we just take it, create a micro-wormhole and push it through?"

    Jeff nodded. "That is exactly what I'm suggesting. Once back at Earth, we can determine how to process it."

    Mace smiled. "I have a better idea. What if we send it directly to Divinia? They could process it for us for say... a 20 percent cut? How much would this rock add to our stockpile?"

    Jeff replied, "If we follow your suggestion, it would quadruple it."

    Mace raised an eyebrow. "If we used it for ship construction, how many ships are we talking about being able to build?"

    Jeff leaned his head to one side and the other in thought. "A find of that size would potentially cover several thousand ships, with a bit left over."

    Mace stood with a grin. "Johnny, open a comm wormhole to Jasper."

    Johnny pressed several buttons. A comm link was established and an image of a sleepy Jasper Collins appeared on the display.

    "You woke me up. You find something?"

    Mace nodded. "We did. A single asteroid that is almost pure gatrellium. We want to send it through to you for final processing. We'll give you a 20 percent cut for your efforts."

    "What kind of a find are we talking? Big?"

    "Really big. Enough for us to cover a thousand ships with and to still have half left. After that, we have a smaller find that needs to be mined from a planet. Probably adds 15 percent to the size of this one."

    Jasper said, "Send her through. I'll get a few teams ready to deal with it. If it's as much as you say it is, this is a major find, equal in size to one of my three mines, if not bigger."

    Jeff added, "Should be enough for you to finish your fleet."

    "Send it through," said Jasper. "We'll handle it."

    The Rogers was carefully maneuvered into the asteroid field. After slowly bumping several large asteroids surrounding the gatrellium, the grappling arms were extended and the rock seized. A slow steady move had the piece moved up and out of the field. A release placed it in a slow roll. A micro-wormhole was opened in its path and the immense boulder slipped through. The Rogers followed after to the sound of cheers.

    Jasper came over the comm. "That's a big rock. I think you have managed to fuel our strategy with a single find."

    Mace pumped a fist in the air as Jeff congratulated himself on such a fine suggestion.

    Mace said, "And we're just getting started. We've only checked the ten stars closest to Earth. I'm thinking there must be more of this out there than we think."

    Jeff held up a finger. "Of that we can't be certain. The next thousand systems we search may have nothing."

    Mace replied, "Then we'll search a thousand more. Either way, this is potentially huge. Jasper, when do you think your people will be able to start on a repair yard for us?"

    Jasper scratched his chin. "That probably won't be for another year."

    Johnny turned. "A year? What gives?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Sorry. We only have so many resources. I have a second yard under construction here. That will take another six months all on its own. When complete, those resources will be used for ship construction. I'm maxing out my manpower right now."

    Johnny said, "I thought you had the Zinka and Quelli peoples under your rule?"

    Jasper waved. "I gave them their freedom. They were too much trouble."

    Geerok said, "Perhaps you should consider an expansion to your empire?"

    Jasper tilted his head. "Expansion? How so?"

    "There are any number of species who were previously ruled by the founders who might jump at the chance to align with a Human—especially one of such power. I talked before of the Mawga moving out from under the Emperor. I believe that to be possible, and I believe the Mawga people would relish being a part of a larger, benevolent empire or kingdom. We are quite capable as shipbuilders, being the primary workforce for the Dellus in that regard."

    Johnny said, "The Dellus would not be happy with that arrangement."

    Jasper replied, "The Dellus will do whatever I tell them. Mr. Geerok, who would we talk to in the Mawga government about such an act?"

    Geerok thought for a moment. "I could approach Commodore Vallintine. He has always been a man of reason."

    Jasper said, "I'll send over a shuttle. You and I will go have a talk with him. If the Mawga have no objections to becoming a part of the Targarian kingdom, I have no issue with bringing them aboard. I can't say I care for what they did in the past, but we need to move on if we're gonna grow."

    Gnaga Klept was summoned to the bridge.

    Mace asked, "What would be the likelihood of your Kaachi people leaving the Dellus and joining the Targarians?"

    Gnaga frowned. "Zero. The Targarians were the deciding no vote in every close issue before the Union when it came to solving territorial claims. They have been despised by the Kaachi for more than a century. The Kaachi territory would be nearly a third larger without those votes."

    Mace pushed it further. "Even with all that has happened of late? With the dissolution of the Union?"

    Gnaga shook his head. "Things change, but the Kaachi are a species who hold grudges. I just don't think they would be amenable to any such deal unless forced."

    Jasper scowled. "I'm not taking anyone who's forced. And if that's the way they feel about my people, then I don't want them. Let's just start with the Mawga and we'll see where that goes."

    The shuttle arrived and collected Fatso Geerok. The gatrellium asteroid was captured by the Targarians for processing, and the Rogers departed for a continued search. Soon after, the Revelation made a jump to the Mawga capital of Rhombia.
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    During the several days that followed, the Rogers toured and scanned seventy-nine planets in twenty-one star systems. Traces of gatrellium were nowhere to be found.

    Jeff walked onto the bridge. "I have to wonder if we've been going about this all wrong."

    Mace asked, "How so?"

    Jeff pushed a starmap up on the screen. "Gatrellium is formed in supernova explosions. This is the first mine of the Targarians, marked by the blue dot. Over to the left you see a red dot. That was the position of a supernova that was within eight light-years of that mine. This is a second mine. Here we have a nearby supernova that was sixteen light-years distance. And the third mine, has one at seven light-years. Gentlemen, if we focus our efforts on systems near prior supernovae, we may find a higher incidence of gatrellium."

    Johnny nodded. "David would have absolutely loved this stuff."

    The bridge was silent in reflective thought for a short time before Mace took the floor. "So can we assume you have identified target regions?"

    Jeff smiled. "I have an algorithm running as we speak. Surprisingly, the data on those events is almost all coming from the Hoorka starmaps. They really had a substantive grasp of what's out there."

    "They were miners," Mace replied.

    The Rogers jumped to a star system only five years from a prior supernova. No gatrellium was found. A spiral search leading outward to stars within twenty light-years again turned up empty scans. However, the first planet of the next candidate provided a strike of a hundred kilograms. The fifteenth planet to be searched near that target again yielded several hundred kilograms with a further planet having fifty.

    Word came back from Jasper and Geerok that the Mawga were interested in further talk. It was a promising development. Then, after two weeks of hearing nothing, word came of the execution of Commodore Vallintine for treason. The Mawga would not be joining the Targarians.

    The additional two weeks of search found no new gatrellium. The effort was halted to extend a break to the crew. Upon arrival back at Earth, the first of the community center flight terminals was about to be opened, along with a partner terminal in London. The Ronceverte to London trip would take nineteen minutes.

    The Revelation arrived, bringing with it the first two of many planned fast shuttles. Jasper, Johnny, Jane, and Jeff would be the first to take a flight. Mace stayed at the cave for a picnic lunch with Jenny.

    "Soon the skies will be filled with those things zipping back and forth. At least they're quiet."

    Jenny lay back on a blanket, looking up at the puffy white clouds in the otherwise blue sky. "My father used to tell me that if you spotted a cloud shaped like an animal you would one day own one."

    Jenny laughed. "Up until I turned seven, I thought I was gonna own me a giraffe one day."

    Mace smiled. "Well, that's better than the stories I got. I can't tell you how terrified I was of not eating my green beans. I was told my grandfather died because he didn't eat his. Who does that to a four year old?"

    Jenny said, "You grow up where you could ride bikes?"

    Mace nodded. "I did. Rode a lot of places I probably shouldn't have. Bad neighborhoods, almost slid off a cliff into an abandoned quarry. Railroad tracks was always a favorite."

    "My best friend and I, Pamela Powell, rode our bikes fifty-two miles one day. We went across town through heavy traffic, up and down ginormous hills all the way up to this big lake. When we got there, we rode straight down a boat ramp into the water. Man, that felt good. It was a roasting hot day. Anyway, we lay out on a dock drying out for a half hour, then pedaled the whole way home. Took us eight hours."

    Mace asked, "Was there a point to that story?"

    Jenny shrugged. "Not really. Just makes you think about how fearless you were when you were a kid. If something wasn't happening to you right then, it never really crossed your mind."

    "You seem pretty fearless now. There must be a lesson in there somewhere that stuck."

    Jenny laughed. "Pfft. I may exhibit this cool, calm exterior presence, but on the inside I'm quaking in my boots."

    Mace lay on his side, propping his head up with his hand. "Being scared is what keeps us alive. The thing you have to worry about is if it doesn't scare you when it should. That'll get you killed. I saw one too many cocky guys get it because they began to feel invincible. Fearing the bad is a good thing."

    Jenny giggled. "Look up there. One day I'll be the proud owner of a pig."

    Mace asked, "How old are you anyway."

    "Don't you know you're never supposed to ask that of a lady?"

    "Thirty-six?"

    Jenny shook her head. "Nope."

    Mace chuckled. "No, I'm thirty-six. At least I think I'm thirty-six. Been getting harder to keep track of time."

    Jenny huffed. "Tell me about it. Out there, there is no time... thirty-one."

    "Thirty-one what?"

    Jenny reached over, pushing Mace onto his back before pouncing on him. "Thirty-one years."

    The afternoon picnic turned make-out session was disrupted by a heavy rush of air when a shuttle settled next to the pair.

    Jeff Moskowitz walked halfway down the open ramp. "Let's go, lovebirds. We've got trouble."

    The blankets and supplies were quickly gathered and carried aboard. The shuttle lifted in a hurry, departing from Brasstown Bald in the North Georgia mountains where the couple had been dropped for their outing.

    Jeff said, "Jasper's been trying to comm you. He's already made a jump back to Divinia. The Karthians sent several hundred ships through the rift. He thinks they may be massing for an attack."

    Mace shook his head. "Don't think that was a pig you saw. Probably a Karthian."

    "I don't even know what a Karthian looks like. Have we ever seen them?"

    "You know, I don't know. I never thought to look. You get used to just thinking about ships. I know what their ships look like."

    Jeff pushed an image to the shuttle's display. "Bipeds like most of us. Opposable thumbs. Green skin, a fish face, and bright red hair. Kind of look like a cross between a giant guppy and a Martian."

    Jenny winced. "Poor things. No wonder they're angry."

    Mace laughed. "Well, might as well forget what I said about being scared. I don't know if I'll be able to stop laughing if I come face to face with that."

    Jenny pointed with a smirk. "Gonna get yourself killed."

    Mace nodded. "Noted."

    The shuttle docked with the Rogers as she was on her way up through the atmosphere. After donning his battlesuit, Mace made his way to the bridge, arriving just as Earth's lone defender passed through high orbit. As he buckled himself into his chair, a wormhole opened and the bright blue cruiser slipped through.

    The Rogers pulled up alongside the Revelation and the two ships watched from maximum sensor range.

    Mace opened a comm between the two. "Any more come through?"

    "Yes. A continuous stream. They're at two hundred twenty and climbing."

    "You have any of those nuke ships left?"

    "I do. Four are always at the ready."

    "Any way to get one of those in close?"

    Jasper turned to his staff. "Find me a space in the middle of that pack where I can open a wormhole."

    The first officer replied, "At once, Your Highness."

    Less than a minute passed before an answer was returned. "Sire, there are three such locations. What are your orders?"

    Jasper said, "Open a wormhole back to Divinia. Bring through three of the nuclear raiders. Once here, we'll send one through to each of those locations."

    Mace frowned. "I feel for all those who will be caught in this. Not a pleasant way to die."

    Jasper replied, "They're the ones preparing to attack us. They could just stay on their side of the rift. We have to protect our own."

    Mace nodded. "I'm not saying we don't do it. I think it's our best option right now. It's just a nasty way to go, that's all."

    The two ships watched as more Karthian warships came through the rift and assembled. A wormhole opened with three of the nuclear ships moving through. As soon as the wormhole to Divinia closed, another was opened in a far section of the Karthian formation. The first of the nukes moved through, detonating as the wormhole came to a close. The second and third ships were moved into position and set off.

    The Karthian fleet began to move, heading back through the rift. Four ships remained in place, with another five showing minor external damage. The real damage however, would be on the inside.

    Jasper's first officer came and knelt in front of the command chair. "It is done, Your Highness. We estimate 12 percent of the ships received a lethal or near-lethal dose of radiation. Another 26 percent will have longer term issues."

    Jasper let out a sigh. "Thank you, Captain. Maybe this will make them think twice about staying home. Take us in and we'll finish off those four they left behind."

    Mace said, "Wait. Shouldn't we take at least one of those for study? Those ships are still intact. I'd like to know what makes their shields impervious to our plasma cannons."

    "What do you propose?"

    "We have a grapple. Let's grab one and you open a wormhole back to Divinia. From there we can take our time looking it over."

    Jasper gestured with his hand. "Make it happen. And stay away from that rift or they'll rip into you with that green energy weapon they have."

    The Rogers raced in, snaring a silent cruiser of equal size. The Revelation obliterated the remaining three. A wormhole was opened and the team moved through.

    Johnny and Jeff joined Mace as they met up with Jasper in a docking bay.

    Jasper pointed to a dead Karthian. "Cooked. Check your suits. Radiation levels are still reading high."

    Jeff nodded. "This side of the ship was made radioactive by the neutron ionization. It may take as much as a week to dissipate. During that time make sure you keep your suits and helmets on."

    As the group moved through the ship, it became apparent that more than half the Karthians were still alive. Some cried out in agony as others convulsed or gave blank stares.

    Jeff turned back. "I can't take this. I'm going back to the shuttle."

    "Let's all go back," said Jasper. "I'll have a cleanup crew come through and take care of this. The Targarians won't mind it. They don't have much of a conscience when it comes to their enemies."

    The shuttle soon departed, landing in bay one of the Rogers. Jasper barked orders to his commanders as he followed the others to the bridge.

    Seven hours passed before the fallen Karthian ship was deemed clean of bodies. The group returned, along with several hundred Targarian engineers and scientists who were eager to investigate Karthian technologies.

    Mace stayed on the bridge of the Rogers.

    Johnny stood beside him. "Don't let it bother you. No worse than having some hot shrapnel tear into you from a plasma explosion."

    "I guess not. It's just another reminder of why one should not relish war. Don't get me wrong, I'll fight to defend what's right, but I don't have to like it."

    Johnny put his hand on Mace's shoulder. "You know how you told us your commanders would try to keep you soldiers busy so your minds were occupied? Well, I think we need to do some of that here. The Targarians will figure this out. Jasper will give us anything they discover. We should just head back to Earth and take care of our business there."

    A week passed with no further sign of activity at the rift. The potential Karthian attack had been thwarted and a ship captured. The Targarians wasted no time in identifying the advanced technologies the Karthians had been using. The standard field on the Karthian ships was nothing more than a deeper inertial dampening field. Modifications to the Targarian fleet were already underway. A team would be sent to do the same to the Rogers.

    Mace sat on the front porch with Jenny beside him. "I was thinking about the picnic."

    Jenny smirked. "The interrupted picnic. I've been thinking a lot about that, too."

    Mace sighed. "As much as I enjoyed it, and as much as I enjoy talking with you, I think you're becoming too much of a distraction. When we walked on that Karthian ship, other than the plight of the crew, all I could think about was protecting you—that you shouldn't be seeing any of that."

    Jenny placed her hand on Mace's forearm. "Not to burst your bubble or anything, but I was doing the same. All I could think about was how much it was tearing you up to see that. And I know you can handle it. It's just not a thought pattern I've had in a long time. I mean … it's great, but we're at war. I'd rather be focused on ending that first."

    Mace chuckled. "Well, aren't we two a kind? Both all twisted up about a relationship and using a war as an excuse not to have one."

    Jenny nodded. "How about this... we dial it back. We take it slow and easy. The occasional picnic won't hurt us. And if our fight for Earth slacks up, we'll make a go of it."

    Mace smiled. "I like the sound of that. Only problem for me is the genie might already be out of the bottle on this one."

    Jenny squeezed his arm. "Well, I guess we'll just have to deal with it then."

    Mace looked into her eyes. "Well, I guess we will."

    As he turned his head, Jane was standing in front of him with a grin. "This is so exciting!"

    Mace rolled his eyes as he stood. "Miss Taub, would you care to assist me on a run to Ronceverte? I'd like to take a ride on the bus over to London."

    Jenny stood. "Sounds like a plan."

    Jane frowned. "That's it? No dirt for me?"

    Mace replied, "You worked yourself into this frenzy, you'll have to work yourself out."

    The bus ride from Ronceverte over to London was swift and pleasant. After a quick tour of the main London community center, the couple returned to the States. A shuttle was then taken out and over the Midwest. Farms were booming, machinery had been repaired, and was once again making the breadbasket of America into the breadbasket for the world it had once been. People were slowly migrating out of the community centers the Mawga had built. Small towns that had been abandoned were beginning to see life. Mankind was reclaiming their freedom on Earth at an ever-increasing pace.

    The shuttle docked with the Rogers.

    Mace walked onto a near empty bridge. "Mr. Mallot, what are you doing here?"

    Humphrey replied, "Keeping watch. I know we have the manned stations up there doing the same, but I'd like to stay on top of it if I can."

    Mace nodded. "I know the feeling. Without having real family out there it's hard to let this place go."

    Humphrey spun his chair around, crossing his arms. "My hometown was wiped out during the starvation. Aunts, uncles, cousins... all gone. Essentially everyone I knew before all this started is dead."

    Mace frowned. "Other than Johnny, Jane, and Vanessa, the same holds for me as well. The crew of this ship is my new family."

    Mace sat in his command chair as Humphrey spun back to look at his display. "You think we'll ever have it like we had before?"

    Mace shrugged. "Who knows. I think we often take for granted what we have until it's gone. Oh, geez... now I sound like my mother. Anyway, the one thing that bothers me is... when will it be over? When will the rest of the galaxy just leave us alone?"

    "Those are the questions we'll probably be asking for the rest of our lives. It's a big galaxy out there, and we're like a babe in the woods."
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    A team of Targarian engineers finished the updates to the Rogers. Her dampening field would now handle a hit from the most powerful plasma cannon known. Tests with microwave cannons were run with a similar result. Jeff guessed the cannons on WarStation 56 might be blocked, but no one had interest in testing out that theory.

     A jump was made to the Canto colony to check on progress.

    "This is Mace Hardy with the Rogers. We'll be landing in a few minutes. Is Frado Knuttin or Leonis Kontin here?"

    The port operator replied, "Mr. Kontin is here. I'll let him know you're coming."

    The Rogers set down and the ramp lowered. A short walk had Mace and Johnny looking around a lounge area for new arrivals.

    Johnny looked around. "Nice setup. I like the ceiling height."

    Mace laughed. "Don't see too many ten foot ceilings anymore, do you?"

    Johnny shook his head. "Not with all these dwarf aliens running around. Was starting to think this galaxy wasn't designed for a big guy."

    Leonis Kontin walked into the room. "Excellent, our shareholders are here to see the work."

    Mace nodded. "From the air it looks like you've made a lot of progress. I saw you have several dozen of our microwave pods up there in orbit. At least you'll have some security this time."

    Kontin nodded. "The designs were quite good. My engineers were impressed. Only minor modifications were made before they were deployed."

    Mace asked, "That's it, then? That's all that go up?"

    Kontin replied, "That's the first forty-six of one hundred eighteen planned. I will have to say the system does add a deterrent for those who would attack."

    "Hopefully that issue has been taken care of. King Collins has seen to it that the species who attacked won't be doing it again. Anyway, what can you show me of our progress?"

    Kontin smiled. "It's coming along nicely. With the sky cannons, as we call them, in place, we have once again been able to find volunteer settlers. We have an iron and a bauxite mine taking shape again. I say again, because they were fully operational before the last attack. Progress shows them to each be producing at minimums now. We expect a short ramp-up where all our needs here can be sourced locally for those materials. Another sixteen mines are in the early excavation phase as well."

    "How are the farms coming?"

    Kontin walked to a window looking out over a plain. "Fields have been or are being plowed. Soils and irrigation are being readied. We expect crop planting to commence in the coming weeks. With its frequent rains and temperate climate, Canto should be a big producer. We are gearing up to have two hundred thousand square kilometers of farmland producing by next growing season."

    Johnny asked, "How long's the growing season?"

    Kontin replied, "Year round. I believe the year here on Canto is sixteen of your Earth months. That gives us four growing seasons per annum. We'll be a heavy exporter within eight months. Our processing plants and warehouses are under construction as we speak. You can see the beginnings of four large silos out there on the horizon."

    Mace said, "How are your people when it comes to exotic fruits and vegetables?"

    Kontin replied, "They have quite the appetite. We've identified six marketable species that are native to here. We expect them to sell well back in the main colonies."

    Mace pulled up an image of citrus fruits over his arm pad. "Could I suggest some groves of Earth fruits and nuts? And we have a slew of vegetables we could grow here."

    Kontin stepped back. "Mr. Hardy, I never took you for a capitalist. I would be delighted to have our marketing team look over samples. As I'm sure you would suspect, not every United Front plant would be suited for Human palates, and the same holds true for Kohamian palates. Samples would be wonderful. In exchange I could provide samples of Kohamian foods. Perhaps Earth would be a market for us as well."

    Johnny said, "You haven't said anything about ranching. We have cows, pigs, chickens, and turkeys that are popular."

    Kontin winced. "I'm afraid the Kohamian people don't eat other animals. Seems barbaric, don't you think?"

    Johnny laughed. "More like barbeque-ic."

    Kontin returned a stare.

    Johnny pursed his lips. "Sorry. Just trying to be funny."

    Mace chuckled. "You've lost your edge."

    Johnny shook his head. "It's a tough galaxy."

    Mace asked, "So other than mining and farming, what other activities do we have going?"

    Kontin walked to another window. "Over there you'll find the beginnings of a torus arena. The Kohamians love their sports."

    Johnny raised an eyebrow. "Torus?"

    Leonis Kontin turned his feet to the side as if riding a skateboard. "The torus arena is played in an enclosed oval. Teams of eight—three strikers, two defenders, and three goalies, take on an opposing team of the same. They ride hoverboards around the arena, going up and over the ceiling if they have enough speed, all the time passing the striker ball.

    "The ball is just over the size of my fist. The goals at either end of the arena have target holes arranged in concentric circles. The purpose of the game is to get your ball in the opponent's targets. The center hole in each of the three targets yields the highest point score. A total of one hundred points wins a game. Five games win a match."

    Johnny nodded. "Sounds like fun. I guess you have leagues that compete?"

    Kontin replied, "Goodness, no. The teams are made up of prisoners. The losers are executed. It gives incentive for the players to give it their all."

    Johnny's gaze grew wide with thought as the corners of his mouth turned down.

    Kontin gave off a snickering laugh. "I only tease you. Yes, we have leagues. Every young Kohamian, both male and female, dreams of one day playing in the elite league. Two or three seasons with a winning team will provide you with a comfortable retirement. It's tradition for fans of a player to send them support for the remainder of their lives. In return, players make themselves accessible for parties and conventions and whatnot."

    Johnny grinned. "A species with a sense of humor. I like 'em—except for that whole second class citizen thing. I can't say I care for that."

    Kontin replied, "We all have our strengths and weaknesses."

    "How about other industries?" asked Mace.

    Kontin turned to a third window, looking down on the spaceport surrounding the terminal building. "We encourage and help fund new industries that will make this colony self-sufficient. We'll soon have manufacturers of plastics and industries that harvest forests and form products. Within a year you will see a thriving city with banks, restaurants, shopping, and all the other normal activities one would find in a small city. And as a shareholder in Knuttin Corporation, you will be entitled to a cut of the profits."

    Johnny slapped Mace on the back. "Who's the wealthiest one of us now?"

    Mace returned a sarcastic look. "Yeah, I'm sure I'll be able to collect on that."

    Kontin pointed toward a bank under construction. "We can have your funds transferred directly to here if you like. You will be participating in our quarterly dividend next week. Mr. Knuttin had me create a holding account for you for those monies. I could have those funds transferred to here, but I'm afraid they won't be available for use until the bank down there is officially open."

    Mace replied, "Sure. I guess that'll work. About how much are we talking?"

    Kontin rubbed the uni-brow that crossed his forehead. "I may be off, but I would expect a number in the neighborhood of eighty-nine."

    Mace laughed. "Eighty-nine what? Pesos?"

    Leonis Kontin shook his head. "Credits. Million credits. It is a substantial sum and would buy any United Front citizen a lush retirement. The average wage is in the neighborhood of thirty thousand credits per annum."

    Johnny shook Mace by the shoulder. "Rich, I tell you. That's ultra-rich. You could have your own vault room and roll around on the money!"

    Kontin said, "Yes, well, all of our exchanges are electronic, so I'm afraid your vault room would be empty, although you could purchase and fill it with whatever you like."

    Johnny tilted his head to one side in thought. "This may be an opportunity for Jane and me to get back in the game. Maybe I could set up a little import-export business between here and Earth."

    Mace replied, "No need. A share of that eighty-nine million credits is yours. We'll be dividing that among everyone on the Rogers. All of us have earned it. Besides, if you really had your eye on the prize, you'd be setting up a mining operation on Cancri. Diamond is still in big demand."

    Kontin nodded. "Indeed it is. The materials you delivered have all been sold and rushed to market. There was a momentary price collapse, but that has since rebounded. Any more of those diamond materials you bring to me here I can sell back home. Just one of those loads you brought could easily fetch hundreds of millions of credits."

    Johnny was grinning. "And here I thought I was actually going to have to start working for a living. I could build my own little palace. Repair the Gertrude. No... wait... I'll have my own personal starship built."

    Mace shook his head. "You should make up a list. Whatever it is you want, you'll have to run by Jane first."

    Johnny frowned. "Thanks for knocking down my fantasy."

    Mace chuckled. "Not like you're doing anything without her anyway. And I bet she would love the adventure of having a personal spaceship. You could go back to Reddalt IV and try fishing for that sea monster Jeff saw."

    Johnny half winced. "I like the fishing part, and Jane would love the challenge of it being a sea monster. But... we've got two kids now and I don't see her doing anything that might be dangerous."

    Leonis Kontin took the two Humans on an air tour of the mines and farms. In addition, a second spaceport was under construction near one of the larger mines. Despite its history of disaster, the colony of Canto was thriving.

    As Mace and Johnny walked onto the bridge of the Rogers, Johnny held up his arms. "You're all rich! Rich I tell you!"

    Liam asked, "And how is that?"

    Mace replied, "We bought 24 percent of the Knuttin Corporation with those diamond hauls. In another week or two we'll be getting our first quarterly dividend. It's substantial. And even though it's in my name, I plan on sharing it with the crew. If things continue to go well on Canto, you could all retire there and live like kings."

    Hans Mueller nodded. "I've been wondering what we might do when this is all over. This is a bit of good news. Although, what if we want to live on Earth?"

    Johnny replied, "Simple. Cash out your account on Canto, purchase commodities and transport them back to Earth for sale there. I don't think it would be too difficult to ship a few thousand pounds of gold or jewels or whatever else is worth trading for."

    Mace said, "That's the good news. The bad news is we still need to protect Earth if we want our assets to be worth anything. Can't spend it if you're dead or a slave. And on that note, I say we make another trip out to Cancri for diamonds. According to Mr. Kontin, they are still in high demand. And whatever we mine and sell, we split."

    Johnny sat at his console. "Gentlemen, we're living in exciting times."

    The Rogers lifted through the atmosphere and was soon sliding through a portal to Cancri. After arrival, the ship was taken to an altitude of ten kilometers, where scans for new deposits would be performed.

    When the first was complete, Humphrey turned. "Mr. Hardy. I'm only picking up trace amounts."

    Mace nodded. "Mr. Hobbs, move us to a new location. Somewhere that previous scans showed as good."

    Several minutes passed before the Rogers slowed. "Scans are only showing trace deposits, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace sighed. "Take us down for a look at a site we had previously mapped, Mr. Hobbs."

    The Rogers hovered over an enormous hole in the surface of Cancri.

    Johnny said, "Looks like someone else has been here."

    Mace scowled. "Mr. Hobbs, circle the globe. Mr. Mallot, scan as we go."

    An hour later the Rogers again came to a stop.

    Humphrey shook his head. "Only traces, Mr. Hardy. Someone beat us to it."

    Mace winced. "Jasper's the only one who's been here. He wouldn't have done this."

    A jump to Divinia confirmed. "Nope. Haven't moved from here. Are you saying they took it all?"

    Mace nodded. "All of it. Had to have been a huge operation. There must be a hundred large open pit mines on that planet."

    Johnny said, "That leaves the Hoorka."

    Mace turned. "Mr. Hobbs, want to take us to Hoorka space?"

    Liam punched in the coordinates. A wormhole opened and the Rogers quietly slipped through.

    Once within the star system of the Hoorka capital, three large ships popped into existence.

    A hail came over the comm. "Mr. Hardy, state your business."

    Mace replied, "I have two questions. First, we would like to know the status of Favia. She's the girl we dropped here after our first visit."

    The captain of the Hoorka warship nodded. "She is being well cared for. Her status as a fourteen thousand year old, and her wealth, has made her somewhat of a celebrity."

    Mace continued: "Good. Now the second question. Have Hoorka ships been to the planet in the Cancri system?"

    "They have. The mining ship where you found the girl was recovered. As were the diamonds from her claim. As I said, she is a wealthy individual here on Promexa."

    Mace repeated, "Her claim?"

    The captain nodded. "Her family filed the claim fourteen thousand years ago. There was record of it in the data our ancestors brought from Laventor. And I'll have to say, her generosity and this influx of wealth could not have come at a better time. A substantial payment was made to another species we trade with, forming a protection alliance. Our attackers have seen fit to sign a temporary truce because of this. I suppose I should thank you for bringing her home. This may be our first taste of peace in hundreds of years."

    Mace returned a flat expression. "Thank you, Captain. I'm certain Favia is busy. We'll check back again at a later date."

    A micro-wormhole to Earth was opened and the Rogers moved through.

    Johnny was shaking his head. "Well, how do you like that. They skunked it from us fair and square."

    Mace nodded. "Billions of planets out there. Has to be more with diamonds to mine."

    Mace called Jeff to the bridge. "Doc, what are the chances we find another planet like that?"

    "Given the sheer number that are out there, there must be others. I'll talk with Gnaga about how we might search another one out."

    Mace frowned as the Rogers settled near the cave. "Do that. Until then, we'll just have to live off our dividends."
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    Mace opened a comm with Jasper Collins. "Your Majesty... just checking in on progress. We got the latest shipment of skybuses. Thanks. We have five new terminals opening in the next week, so they'll be put to immediate use."

    Jasper nodded. "Next shipment should be close to a hundred. Production is nearing full. The building of cargo haulers should be ramping up soon."

    "How goes the fleet?"

    "The Organ Cave is coming along nicely. She's being fitted for environmental now. We expect to be flight testing in two weeks. How goes everything there?"

    Mace leaned back in his command chair. "Everything's peachy. The Rogers is fully operational and fully stocked. The crew is happy. We had two new marriages in the last week. Hans Mueller tied it up with a Ronceverte girl and one of Jordan Crawford's men got hitched to his prior sweetheart. We've lost him as a crewman, but we have a long list of volunteers waiting to join us.

    "Community centers continue to see slow migration out to the surrounding areas. Most who have children born from the Mawga fertilizations are sticking close to the centers. Farms and ranching are coming along better than expected. And we're seeing the starts of manufacturing. People are busy, which is a good thing. Stark's government has mostly been settling disputes and not dictating rules.

    "Every community center has an elected council that sends recommendations for laws up the command chain. There have been calls for a constitutional convention. Each community center may be sending three elected delegates if it ever gets underway. As always, what comes out of that depends on whether delegates are statesmen or out for their own enrichment. So far it looks promising, although I'll have to say I envy you and your kingdom."

    Jasper scowled. "It's a lot more work than I thought. We have the same issues of people squabbling of who gets how much of what. The only good thing about it is I get to make the call if the two sides can't come to terms. The bad thing is one side goes away mad. I don't care for governing mad people. They're unstable."

    Mace tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. "Any issues with the former Union members?"

    Jasper waved a hand. "They're up to their usual. Unhappy and eager to show it. I've gotten word of a new species the Zinka have encountered. Haven't been able to get any details, which bothers me. When things get quiet, it's usually because something is being planned."

    Mace nodded. "You still have the Muhatha. How long until the new ships start rolling off the line?"

    "By the end of the month we should be at five per week. Within three months that should be at ten per week. I've given my teams the goal of having three hundred sixty ships complete and tested by the one year anniversary from when we began. They like being challenged."

    "Has there been any signs of Karthian activity?"

    Jasper shook his head. "All quiet. I doubt those nuke ships will be effective for another fight. Their ships are probably all getting heavy shielding applied about now."

    Mace asked, "How will your new fleet stack up for that?"

    Jasper smiled. "Well, it seems our gatrellium friend takes care of that for us. These blue hulls make for excellent blockers. The neutron ionization we saw on the Karthian hull hasn't happened in any of our test labs. And better still, from what we can tell, the initial burst of radiation won't make it through either. I tell ya, that stuff is a wonder material."

    Mace laughed. "Yeah, you have to wonder where we're gonna find more."

    "Well what are you doing right now?"

    Mace shrugged. "Everyone's enjoying their time on the planet."

    Jasper scowled. "Well, get you sorry asses in gear and get out there and find us some more gatrellium. The rest of the galaxy is moving forward. Get your team hitched up and pulling that wagon. We can rest when the work's all done."

    Mace gave a half smile. "I'll tell them it's an order from the king."

    Jasper replied, "You do what you gotta. We'll be needing that material. We're already a third of the way through processing that rock you found."

    "So you have some gatrellium to send us?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Nope. It's all being prepped as ship coatings. Some of that for your buses. I'll be replacing whatever we borrow with material from our mines. This is just the most efficient way to do this while maintaining our stockpiles for jumps. As soon as we reach the point of having excess we'll start sending it along to you. There's no immediate need for it, is there?"

    "No, I guess not. Do what you need to do with it, but keep me informed so I'm not caught off guard by my own expectations."

    Jasper nodded. "Will do."

    The comm closed. Mace sent word to his team that another exploration for gatrellium was in order. Jeff had identified twenty-six target areas for deep scans. Two were close to planets that had a high probability of having diamond. Two hours later, the volunteers were aboard.

    Jordan Crawford said, "Looks like we only have crew for two shifts this time. I'd be happy to lead up the second shift. After that we'll just have to park it for eight hours."

    Mace asked, "We can't split into three groups? We really only need the minimum on each shift. We're only conducting exploration here."

    Jordan shook his head. "We're already at the minimums, Mr. Hardy. Bontu Montak and his men will be filling in. Jeff and Gnaga are staying behind to work in their lab. Mrs. Tretcher is staying with the kids. Hans is with his new wife. People are starting to pick up their lives down here on the planet. If there's an emergency need, everyone would be here as soon as they could. This isn't an emergency."

    Mace crossed his arms. "What about other volunteers? I thought we had a growing list of people who wanted to join us."

    Jordan half scowled. "Sorry, Mr. Hardy. That list has evaporated in the last several weeks. With the way things are running out there, everyone wants to establish their bit of business, get their piece of the pie while they can. It's almost a like a gold rush environment."

    "Hmm. Maybe we limit the profits of any finds to the crew who shows."

    Jordan nodded. "Sounds fair to me. I don't think you'll get any arguments."

    Mace sighed. "OK, well, give us an assist at getting things going and then you and your team have eight hours to do whatever you like."

    The Rogers climbed up through the atmosphere. A wormhole was opened and the bright blue ship slipped through. Six planets saw no gatrellium, with the last having modest diamond deposits. Another forty-three were scanned before the first hit showed on the sensor display.

    Humphrey said, "It's a large field, but well dispersed. With the right equipment, maybe five tons are recoverable."

    Mace nodded. "Mark it. Mr. Hobbs, move us to the next target."

    Two additional planets in the system showed similar results. Three diamond prospects followed with little to show. However, a fourth promised a pittance of that which was lost on Cancri.

    The scans continued for several weeks. Fourteen tons of mine-able diamonds along with thirty tons of gatrellium were identified. The Rogers made a stop at Divinia before returning to Earth.

    Mace and Johnny met Jasper out on a catwalk overlooking his flagship. "She'll be ready in a couple days. Her initial flight showed a few minor issues. My crew says they got her up to 62 percent light-speed. And being about half the frontal diameter of the Rogers, she uses less gatrellium. The weapons testing returned results that were in line with projections. We also increased the hydrogen store. She can fight, run, and jump for up to a year under normal conditions... whatever those are."

    Mace said, "I look forward to when we can begin our fleet build-out. I love the Rogers, but she's a bit clunky."

    Johnny agreed. "You ain't kidding. I relish the day when I can walk the halls without ducking."

    Mace laughed. "There is that."

    Mace asked, "How's the defense build coming?"

    Jasper replied, "Excellent. The factory on Canto has been turning out domain reflectors non-stop for us. We're working on getting the last two colonies covered by next month."

    Johnny said, "You have full economies in those colonies already. How are they doing?"

    Jasper turned around to face Johnny, leaning his elbows back on the rail behind him. "Transformative."

    Johnny chuckled. "Exactly what is that supposed to mean?"

    Jasper grinned. "Don't really know, but I always liked the sound of it. The colonies are all converting over to the same bus system we're building for Earth. I've also directed a team to begin updates to all the factories for efficiency. And I've been thinking about contacting the Hoorka to set up a trade deal. For what? I don't know. I'm sure we've got something we could trade."

    Mace leaned forward on the rail. "We identified a few pockets of resources during our excursions. Now the question becomes, how do we mine them? We're in need of mining equipment."

    Jasper nodded. "I've been thinking about that. Would you be amenable to a fifty-fifty split? You find 'em, I'll send my people out to collect?"

    "My response to that would be why don't you have your own teams out surveying?"

    Jasper took a deep breath. "Because I'm trying to give you a break. I could send out a hundred scout ships tomorrow to do scans if I wanted. I know you need the wealth too. So I'm willing to go halves with you in this venture."

    Johnny said, "That means we need to get back out for more exploring."

    Jasper nodded. "Yep. Might just keep you out of trouble. Besides, what have you been working on back on Earth that's so important?"

    Johnny turned his head. "I've been working on weapons... like this sidearm."

    Johnny pulled what he had begun to call his thunder pistol. "This little pup will knock your opponent on his can or send him flying, along with everything else in between. The power-cell gives you about two thousand full power shots. More than enough to storm any ship."

    Jasper asked, "Can I see it?"

    Johnny held it out with pride. "Sure."

    Jasper took the thunder pistol, balancing it in his hand. Lightweight."

    Johnny nodded. "We worked hard at keeping the weight down."

    Jasper frowned. "It is kind of fat though."

    With a flip of his wrist the thunder pistol went over the rail. For several seconds it hovered in the gravity-wall that surrounded the catwalk before slipping through into the cold of space.

    Johnny was stunned. "What the... why'd you do that?"

    Jasper grinned. "Just trying to get a rise out of the ape-man. Relax, I'll have one of my crew fetch it for you."

    Johnny looked at Mace. "I'm holding back, but that really calls for a beating."

    Jasper scowled. "Don't be a baby. You'll get your little toy back."

    As the pistol drifted away, its thermal warmer overloaded, resulting in a bright flash as the power-cell and mini-reactor lost containment.

    Johnny's mouth dropped as his face became angry. "You destroyed my pistol!"

    Jasper stepped back. "No. I just saved your life."

    Johnny stepped forward with a clenched fist. "How you figure?"

    Jasper pointed at his hip. "That weapon would have been strapped to your person when it went off had you taken it out on a spacewalk. And if you hadn't noticed, you've been out there a lot lately."

    Mace stepped between them. "OK. We don't need any killings here today. Jasper, please don't pull any more stunts like that. I know you intended its recovery, but it was a little much. And Johnny, regardless of how it came about, he's right. That thing would have gone off and cut you in half on your first spacewalk. He did save your life."

    Jasper said, "I admit I might have gone too far. Sorry, it was an impulsive thing to do. Even if funny and worth it. And if you'd like, I'll have my engineers look over the thermal circuits for you. They may even be able to slim it down. If so, we could put it in production for you as well."

    Johnny took in a long deep breath as he ratcheted down his irritated mood. "Fine, I'll take your offer."

    Johnny rested his clenched fists on his hips. "I do have a backup for that pistol. I'll just have to keep it out of the cold."

    Mace stepped back from between them. "And we'll take your offer of the fifty-fifty split, which means we need to get our butts back out there to scrounge up some minerals. We have a world to rebuild."

    Jasper said, "While you're out there... the Zinka like gold. If you come across any, they will be more than happy to trade. And the Dellus are like that with emeralds and rubies."

    Mace replied, "All of those should be getting logged. I'll pass you the data and you can direct your teams to harvest the most valuable first."

    Johnny winced. "I guess this means we need to give the crew the bad news—we're going back out."

    Mace gestured toward the doorway leading off the catwalk. "After you."

    The next planet on the list was HD 7449 in the constellation Cetus. The second of its six planets sat in the middle of the habitable zone. As the Rogers approached, the sensors showed a blue-green planet with a reasonably thick atmosphere.

    "Now, that looks a lot like Earth," said Johnny.

    Humphrey replied, "Atmosphere is slightly thicker. A nitrogen-oxygen mix similar to Earth. Temperatures at the equator show twenty-four to forty degrees C. Polar temps are showing minus thirty to minus ten C. Very much Earth-like, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace nodded. "Take us down, Mr. Hobbs. Let's see what we have."

    Unlike Earth, the surface was made up of 60 percent land mass. Large continents were surrounded by deep but narrow, seas. Wispy clouds in one area transformed into violent thunderstorms in another. The continents were green with growth that turned a slight brown at the equators and flowed white with snow and ice in the polar regions.

    Humphrey said, "A 27.5-hour day. Two moons, smaller than Earth's. And a four hundred fifty day year. From every indication, we could easily live down there."

    "Let's get our scans running. We have another twelve targets for our shift today."

    As the data began to stream in, Humphrey turned. "Mr. Hardy, we have something unusual here."

    An image from the surface was pushed to the main display wall. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but does that look like the remains of a city? The overgrowth covers it, but the LIDAR image shows structures."

    "Mr. Hobbs, take us in closer."

    The Rogers dropped to within a few hundred meters of a coastal jungle.

    Johnny pointed. "There. You can see a long wall. Good eye, Mr. Mallot."

    Humphrey replied, "I don't normally look at the LIDAR images. Not sure why I chose to today."

    "You said the air is breathable?" asked Mace.

    Humphrey nodded. "Yes. Temperature is moderate at thirty-two degrees C. Humidity is high at close to 78 percent."

    Mace turned. "Johnny? Up for a walk?"

    "Absolutely. Anything that gets me out of this chair."

    Jordan Crawford was summoned to the bridge to take over. The ramp was lowered. Mace and Johnny, accompanied by Bontu Montak and Fatso Geerok, stepped out onto a grassy knoll on the planet's surface.

    Mace flipped open his faceshield. "Hmm. You can smell that ocean."

    Johnny followed suit. "Yep. Has that salty smell."

    Bontu said, "Thank you for allowing me to come, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace said, "You and your people are always hard workers. I thought you could use the break. And if everything checks out, we'll let everyone rotate out here to poke around. I know duty on the ship can be monotonous. Things like this at least add some small reward to our sacrifices."

    Geerok said, "I appreciate your efforts here as well."

    Fatso Geerok took a step, his right boot mushing into a soft spot on the ground.

     Then the former Mawga admiral lifted his boot.

    "What is it?" asked Johnny.

    "It would appear to be some kind of animal dung."

    Johnny busted out laughing. "Too funny. We travel across the cosmos only to step in a pile. Sorry, Mr. Geerok, but I'm glad it was you and not me."

    In an attempt to clear the matter from his boot, Fatso Geerok flipped his foot, launching a small sample of the surprise five feet to where it stuck to the side of Johnny's battlesuit leg.

    "What the..."

    Mace stepped up. "OK, let's not turn into a bunch of monkeys throwing feces. Our time is still precious here. Johnny, go with Bontu. Poke around, see what you can find. Mr. Geerok, you'll come with me."

    As they walked, Geerok said, "That mishap back there was unintentional."

    Mace laughed. "Don't worry about it. Nobody was hurt and Johnny had it coming. The sonic wash will take care of it when we get back aboard. Let's follow that low wall over there and see where it goes."

    "Do we know how long this has been here?"

    Mace opened a comm. "Mr., Mallot. You have any estimates as to how long these ruins have been around?"

    Humphrey replied, "Carbon dating places the city itself at twenty-one hundred years. It would appear at least twelve hundred years has passed since its demise. I ran several overgrowth simulations and they all showed the same twelve hundred year estimate."

    Mace nodded. "Any indicators that tell us what might have happened?"

    Humphrey shook his head. "We don't have enough information, Mr. Hardy. Although I think we can rule out tsunami. There are a number of walls that run parallel to the coastline. Had a large wave or series of waves come in, those would have been knocked over."

    Mace walked with Geerok for close to a kilometer. "Doesn't look like much to see."

    Geerok replied, "What do the scans say of underground?"

    Mace stopped, pulling a holo-display up over his arm pad. "Something surviving underground would make sense. Johnny, head to your left about two hundred meters. Looks like an underground building there. We'll meet you there."

    "Got it. See you in ten."

    Geerok struggled to move about the stone blocks that made up the rubble. "Curse these stubby Mawga legs. You Humans have such an advantage."

    "Try turning your exosuit up a couple notches. Should make it easy to hop up and over any obstacles."

    Geerok made the adjustment. "If you had not already gathered, Mr. Hardy, I do not have the best of coordination. I'm old and I don't move about much."

    Mace smiled. "Maybe I need to get you out more then."

    Geerok sighed. "Every now and again is more than enough, thank you."

    The four explorers converged on their target, imaginations running wild. Upon arrival, no door or entranceway could be found.
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    Mace again pulled up an image on his holo-display. "We have the hollowed-out foundation of a building leading this way. Any door that would have been here must be buried."

    Johnny pulled his newest thunder pistol and said, "Step back. I'll see if I can dig us a hole."

    The others moved back to a safe distance. Faceshields were closed. Johnny raised his pistol, firing the first of a dozen concussion rounds into the ground in front of him. On the last shot, a five-meter-wide hole opened to a room below.

    Johnny turned. "We're in. Might give it five minutes for the dust to settle."

    As the others approached, the roof over the space below collapsed, taking Johnny with it. A ten meter fall had the nearly three hundred pound Human lying on a pile of rubble.

    Mace yelled down: "You OK?"

    Johnny waved. "Just a bruised ego."

    The others, upping the response of their battlesuit-exosuit parameters, jumped down into the open room.

    Johnny pointed toward a corner. "Steps going up over there."

    Mace held out a hand, helping his friend to his feet. "Paintings and posters on the wall. Those are definitely ads. This all looks like something you'd find on Earth."

    Bontu called from an open doorway. "There are tunnels in here. I would guess it's from a transportation system. The tunnel is smooth bore. Possibly maglev?"

    Mace looked in. "There are settling marks here. And this deck isn't all that long."

    Johnny said, "Multiple small train cars?"

    Mace nodded. "That's what I'm thinking."

    Bontu said, "Over here. I believe this is where they came in from. The room we came through was an exit to above."

    Johnny walked over. "Wow. Looks like a shopping mall. That's a restaurant. This is spooky."

    "The counter heights suggest a species similar in stature to the Mawga," said Geerok.

    Bontu motioned to them. "Over here. I have an image. They are gray like us, with very sunken eyes, two nostrils where a nose or snout would be. And almost knuckle-draggers."

    Johnny laughed. "Knuckle-draggers?"

    Bontu pointed. "Long arms, or a short torso. And three fingers on their hands."

    Johnny chuckled. "Great, cartoon characters."

    Bontu replied, "What?"

    "Our cartoon characters on Earth only had three fingers, for whatever reason. Maybe those artists were abducted by the three-fingered knuckle-draggers from this planet. I'm almost wishing Jasper was here just so I could listen to his comments."

    Mace poked his head in the door of a store. "Clothing. And if we go by this store alone, they liked red."

    Johnny stopped at another doorway. "Ever seen a three-toed shoe?"

    Mace said, "There are definite differences, but these people remind me of us—the old us I mean."

    The mall went on for almost a kilometer before a collapsed section brought the investigation to an end.

    Mace stared at the rubble. "Not getting through there."

    A comm came in from Humphrey: "Mr. Hardy, we're seeing movement in the jungle outside the ruins. Something is heading this way."

    "What do you mean, something?"

    "Something big. Sensors won't give me a clear image. I would advise you to come back up. We'll move over and drop the ramp for you."

    Mace nodded. "We have a kilometer to cover. How close is it?"

    Humphrey shook his head. "You leave now and run, and you might have a shot."

    Mace said, "Move into position for a pick-up, and if something hostile comes your way, start blasting it."

    Humphrey replied, "I'll have to move stations. Remember, Mr. Mueller didn't come with us."

    Mace frowned. "OK. We're on our way. Alert Mr. Crawford to what we have going on."

    Mace turned to the others. "You all heard that. Something is coming through the jungle. Let's get to the opening for a pick-up."

    The group moved into a run. At the halfway point, something skittered from a store on one side of the mall to the other.

    Mace yelled as they passed: "Keep running!"

    Just as they reached the doorways back to the train tunnel. A six-legged beast resembling a large black spider moved into their path. Johnny pulled his pistol, blasting the small beast and sending it hard against the far tunnel wall.

    As Johnny turned the corner, a dozen such threats were standing in wait. Unlike arachnids, the creature had six legs and a body about half a meter in diameter. A fanged snout stuck out on a long thin neck. Four beady eyes sat atop protrusions on the upper side of its torso. Within seconds, the dozen grew into more than a hundred. The doorway out to the opening with the stairs was almost completely blocked.

    Mace said, "Mr. Humphrey. Give me some status..."

    The comm was silent.

    Johnny said, "You want me to make a hole through there, I will. I've got this pistol dialed all the way up."

    Mace held up a hand. "Give me a second to get status from the ship. Geerok, since you’re still out of their sight, scout one of those stores. We may need a place to retreat. In the meantime, the rest of us... if they don't move, we don't move."

    Mace again commed the ship. "This is Hardy. Can anyone answer me?"

    Jordan Crawford replied, "We're pinned down. There must be a million of those things outside. Several thousand started up the ramp before we could raise it. The ship is crawling with them."

    Mace asked, "Anyone fought with them?"

    Jordan nodded. "I hit a half dozen with a blaster before they forced me in here."

    "Where is here?"

    "Food storage. At least it's safe."

    "Where's everyone else?"

    Jordan shrugged. "I can only guess they have everyone cornered. Bio sensors show everyone as alive. Problem for me is I can't open this door. Hallway camera shows it as crammed full of them."

    Geerok came up from behind. "Two doors down on the right—it's a hallway that goes back to some offices. If they make it through we have about forty meters of hallway to defend. The door to the main mall is metal."

    "Make your way back," said Mace. "Check it and prepare for us to come your way. Signal Mr. Montak when you're ready for us."

    Geerok moved quietly away. Twenty seconds of standoff continued before Bontu Montak began taking steps backward. As he reached the door with Geerok, he signaled for the next to come.

    Mace said, "Move back slowly. Signal me when you're there."

    Johnny shook his head. "Not moving until you move. And don't try to argue with me."

    "OK then. We go together on three."

    Johnny nodded. "Deal."

    "One..."

    The spiders charged.

    Mace fired his plasma rifle as he turned to run.

    "Three! Three!"

    Johnny stumbled back as repeated rounds left his thunder pistol. Tens of the spider beasts splattered to pieces as he turned to run. Mace spun, firing at the horde rounding the corner as Johnny took big steps. Before he reached his destination, three of the black menaces latched onto his right leg, throwing him off balance and to the side of the door. Mace reached out for his hand but was pulled back by Geerok as the horde overtook a struggling Johnny. Repeated blasts from the concussion weapon could be heard as the metal door to the hall was pulled closed.

    Mace turned an angered face. "Open it!"

    Geerok replied, "Too late. You open that door and we're all dead."

    Johnny came over the comm. "Little suckers are strong. This suit won't even move ‘em. Crap. They're pulling at my arm pad."

    Johnny's comm went silent. His thunder pistol continued to expel death for most of a minute before falling silent. Mace leaned the forehead of his helmet against the door.

    Humphrey Mallot finally replied over the comm: "Mr. Hardy, they have me trapped in a closet. I talked with Jordan and I think we have a way to take the ship back."

    "Tell me."

    Humphrey passed an image over the comm. "That's the ship gravity level. We reverse it and they'll lose traction and fly to the ceiling. Might give us enough of an edge to mount an escape."

    Mace shook his head. "Where is it you think you're going?"

    "Out of this closet at least."

    Geerok said, "Perhaps they can fully solve the issue with use of the gravity generators."

    "How so?"

    Geerok moved his hand up and down. "Turn the gravity off and they float. Flip it on full and they fall to the deck. If timed properly this could be used as a weapon."

    Mace half smiled. "Mr. Mallot, broadcast to everyone to set the gravity on their boots to full. After that, do just what Mr. Geerok here suggests. Flip the gravity full on then off as many times as it takes to scramble the brains of your attackers."

    "I can do that one better, Mr. Hardy. The settings allow for plus or minus ten gees of pull. If I go rail to rail repeatedly I can slam them into the ceiling, followed by the deck, over and over."

    "Make it happen, Mr. Mallot. We've lost Johnny. The rest of us are holed up in a hallway, although I don't know for how long."

    Humphrey sent the word. The gravity rails were enabled and the artificial gees of the ship manipulated. Thousands of the black creatures were slammed to the ceiling and then reversed down to the floor and then back up again. Humphrey manipulated a dial, making the changes from one to another almost instantaneous. In less than a minute, the creatures that had invaded the Rogers were no longer moving.

    Jordan and the others emerged from their hiding places with their plasma rifles drawn and started disposing of the injured invaders.

    Ten minutes later, Jordan Crawford opened a comm: "The menace is gone."

    Mace replied, "Good, now focus your efforts on getting us out of here.

    Jordan nodded. "Give us a few minutes to organize."

    "Take your time. We're having a party down here."

    Bontu had his ear to the door. "I don't hear them anymore, Mr. Hardy. I believe they left."

    Mace reached for the door handle.

    Geerok grabbed his hand. "You sure you want to do that?"

    Mace nodded. "I'm sure."

    Jordan said, "Mr. Hardy. We have full control of the ship. They took Andrew Dixon down the ramp before we got it closed. They're moving back toward the jungle."

    Mace opened the door. A single spider jetted across the hall into a far store.

    Mace added, "They have Johnny."
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    A fast retreat was made back to the Rogers. Mace walked onto the bridge.

    "Where'd they go?"

    Humphrey said, "Into that jungle. Scanning for bios now... and they're disappearing. Have to be going underground."

    Mace asked, "How many were there?"

    Humphrey replied, "Sensor counts say ninety-eight thousand plus."

    "Open a comm to Jasper."

    Several seconds later, an image of Jasper Collins appeared on the wall display. "What ya got?"

    "Johnny's been captured. Some alien spider looking creatures grabbed him."

    "How'd that happen?"

    "We came across a planet with city ruins on it. We went down to investigate. We were overrun by hordes of those creatures. They took Johnny and another crewman. I'm talking with you because I need bodies on the ground. They moved into a jungle and we believe they went underground from there. And there's thousands of them."

    Humphrey said, "I can confirm the underground issue. Sensors are showing a mound with hundreds of openings. Has to be them."

    "Jasper, we need people with weapons. If we don't go now, we risk Johnny getting eaten."

    Jasper replied, "He's a big boy. Gonna take them a while. We have time."

    Mace yelled, "Stop screwing around!"

    Jasper held up a hand. "Send me the coordinates and I'll be right there."

    As the comm closed, Mace turned to the others. "We have to go after him. And we have to do it now."

    Jordan Crawford stood. "We can take our entire shift, Mr. Hardy. That will mean Montak and his men. Don't think they're the best of fighters but it's what we have available. I can bring eight Humans and ten Mawga."

    Mace sighed. "Leave Heeb and Hooba. Bring the rest. Mr. Hobbs? Mr. Humphrey? Care to join us?"

    Both men stood.

    Liam said, "Absolutely. I've been itching to get involved in some of the action."

    Mace half frowned. "I wouldn't get your hopes up of this being a positive experience. Especially if you fear spiders or tight places. We're looking at both."

    Liam smiled. "Not a problem, Mr. Hardy. As a kid my friends and I used to run around in the London sewers."

    "Were there thousands of alien spiders?"

    Liam laughed. "No, but I'll make do."

    The group of twenty, ten Humans and ten Mawga, made their way to the ramp. The flight to the jungle was just over a kilometer. The mound the spiders had disappeared into was two kilometers beyond. After descending the ramp, a short hike had the rescue party standing at the base of the southern end of the mound.

    Humphrey said, "Go up about five meters and along in either direction and we should see an entrance. Holes measured just under a meter and a half diameter. Gonna be a tight fit for us."

    Liam asked, "What did the scans show of the structure inside and under the mound?"

    Humphrey shook his head. "Can only see tunnels near the surface. The mound sits right in the middle of a large field of iron ore. That muddies everything from about ten meters down, and the ore field goes down a half kilometer and stretches out about two kilometers north and a kilometer east. The mound could make up any portion or all of that."

    Mace looked over at Bontu Montak. "You sure you're ready for this?"

    Bontu replied, "I am not. But we will do as we are asked."

    Mace said, "OK, we're breaking into teams of four. I want two Humans and two Mawga in each group. Bontu, you come with Jenny and me, pick one of your crew to bring with. The four of us will take the first hole. The rest of you keep moving around this end of the mound until you find another. Split off as one team per entrance. If you get in trouble, just try to make your way back to the surface.

    "Oh, and one other thing. You all have plasma rifles. Set them on level two, and only shoot if you have a direct shot at one of those creatures. We don't want to be caving this place in on us. For close combat, use your stickers. You're all trained to use those swords in close quarters, so, well, this will be the time to make use of that training. Good luck to you all."

    Mace walked to the first entrance with his team close behind. He crouched over as he took a step into a spider tunnel. The first corner was six meters in. Before a second step was taken, the first of the creatures stood in his way.

    Mace drew his short sword, charging ahead with a thrust. The black beast leaped forward, impaling itself on his blade. A second spider appeared behind the first as Mace fought to clear the first from his sword.

    He waved his hand behind him. "Pull back!"

    The team of four stepped back into the light as the second spider disappeared behind the corner. Mace set the dead spider on the ground, taking his boot to stand on it for leverage as he slowly withdrew his sword. The other teams stood several meters away.

    "We have a problem," Mace said. "Using swords might be an issue. Leave your blasters at level one. You'll just have to be careful to not hit the sides of those tunnels."

    The adjustment was made and team one moved back into the tunnel. As Mace stepped inside, a spider once again rounded the corner. A round from his plasma rifle stopped it dead before the creature exploded. Two more followed, leaving the tunnel walls covered in a slimy black mess of blood and guts.

    Mace glanced back. "Jenny, you cover our rear. The moment they come in from behind I want you yelling in my ear."

    Jenny nodded. "Got your six."

    Mace took another step forward as the next spider came from around the corner. A light plasma round splattered the beast on the tunnel walls with the others.

    Mace sighed. "This is gonna be one nasty expedition."

    Another three bursts were let out before the team lead reached the corner. "Crap. It goes down."

    Four blasts followed. The tunnel floor ran black with blood.

    The first step forward saw Mace sliding out of control. His bent over stance was quickly replaced by a slip and fall onto his back, with an accelerating slide down the sinking tunnel. Two blasts slickened the floor further, his progress only coming to a stop as his boots contacted a far wall. Bontu Montak and Gravul Formas rammed into Mace's back.

    Jenny called from the top: "Should I wait or come down?"

    Mace glanced back after blasting another spider. "Mr. Formas, see if you can climb back up to her."

    The Mawga crewman turned to make the effort.

    After a third attempt only made it two meters of the eight meter expanse, he turned back. "The floor of the tunnel is hard, Mr. Hardy. I can't get traction."

    Mace killed another six-legged menace before looking back. "Set your blaster to level two. Hit that floor about four meters up. See if we can dig a hole for a step."

    Jenny replied, "Wouldn't do that. You might collapse a tunnel below us. Could cut off our forward progress from there."

    Mace growled. "This is impossible."

    Jenny said, "At this point, our only choice is forward."

    "You still have contact with the Rogers?"

    Jenny nodded. "I do. Yours gone?"

    Mace scowled. "Yep. What's Jasper's status?"

    Jenny replied, "Give me a sec... jumping now. Ten thousand soldiers. They'll be attacking from the north and west sides."

    Mace looked down the next expanse of the tunnel, now covered with the guts a half a dozen alien insects. "Pass back the level one requirement and come on down."

    Jenny said, "You ever done tunnels before?"

    Mace frowned. "Several. Can't say it was enjoyable. View in front and back is always limited. Every encounter could be your last. And collapse is always in the back of your mind."

    Mace looked back down the tunnel in front of him before blasting the next two attackers. "Anyone who pretends they aren't terrified right now is lying through their teeth."

    Mace stood from his crouched position, moving up to the next corner. The next leg again led downwards. Seconds later, a blood-soaked tunnel floor offered another slide deeper into the mound. An errant shot hit the tunnel ceiling, sending a spray of dirt into Mace's face as he slid by. Around the next corner the tunnel split into three.

    Mace said, "We take the center or one right of center. Everyone keep that in mind. And if we have to go back, look for the blood trails."

    The center run led on for ten meters before a steep, five meter drop was encountered. At the bottom, the tunnel opened into a wide room. The right side of the room was filled with branches, palm fronds, and tufts of grasses, the left side with the small discarded bones of other animals.

    Mace turned back to Jenny. You three, see if you can dig steps into that tunnel going back up. Use your swords, your boots, whatever, just give us a way out of here."

    Jenny said, "Where are you going?"

    "Down that left tunnel. I want to look around the corner before we proceed. When I get back, I'll check the right. If it looks clear, we go down the middle. And everyone, I'm sending you my video feed. Let your system record it so you can recall it later. I get the feeling we're gonna need the video mappings if we ever want to find our way out. The recording tech in these suits might be what saves us."

    Bontu asked, "Where are the spiders?"

    Mace shrugged. "Couldn't say. I was expecting to be getting mauled by them about now. Keep an eye on those other two tunnels. I'll be right back."

    A quick jog down the left tunnel showed another downward ramp, this one going down fifteen meters. The tunnel to the right was explored next, yielding an upward trek of eight meters length. Mace carefully moved up the gradual slope. At the top was another room with items similar to the one they currently held. A short run down the shaft and through the tunnel had Mace back in the room with the others.

    Mace looked over his shoulder before entering the center tunnel. "Jenny, our back is all yours now. They have multiple paths to us. Take out anything that moves back there."

    Jenny nodded. "Not to worry. Just keep us moving."

    The group traversed two additional levels with more split-off tunnels and storage rooms. As they began down a ramp into a further level, the spiders began an advance. Mace blasted two, followed by another two, before the tunnel in front of him filled up four wide.

    "This is it!"

    Mace pulled the trigger on his plasma rifle as fast as he could. Five meters away, the onslaught of spider-like creatures continued to spew forth.

    Mace began to push back on Bontu and Gravul behind him. "I need room!"

    Jenny yelled back, "Coming in from behind! Holy Moses, that's a lot of bugs! Gravul! Lie over here. Hit everything coming our way!"

    Bontu Montak flopped onto the tunnel floor beside where Mace was squatting, firing repeated plasma rounds as the stream of spiders continued their push forward, closing enough that the back-splatter from the explosions began spattering over their battlesuits. Montak repeatedly wiped the black blood from his faceshield.

    The onslaught continued, the spiders slowly closing the distance as one after another exploded with a violent rage, the plasma charges expanding within their torsos. Then, as quickly as it had begun, the assault came to an end.

    Jenny said, "They just turned back!"

    Mace replied, "Same up here."

    Bontu stood, using an air-jet from his right glove to clear away the blood from his faceshield. "If possible, I should choose to stand erect next time. The splatter up here appears to be far less cumbersome."

    Mace nodded. "I saw what you were running into there. Everyone, if you can help it, keep your head high in the tunnel. Bontu almost lost his vision during that due to the back-splatter."

    Jenny said, "Battle results show one hundred sixteen spiders dead during that encounter. That means we only have to face another eight hundred forty-four assaults like that one."

    Mace shook his head. "We won't have enough ammo for that. My power-cell for this rifle is already down 10 percent. I only have one spare. Speaking of that, who has what?"

    Jenny replied, "One spare here."

    Bontu and Gravel each added, "No spare."

    Mace grimaced. "Poor planning on my part. I should have insisted and then checked."

    Jenny asked, "Do we go back?"

    Mace took a deep breath. "If we haven't found him at the halfway mark of our power-cells, we turn back. Hand-to-hand against those things in here isn't gonna cut it."

    "Tell us what you want," said Jenny.

    Mace turned to face the slowly flowing mound of exploded spider ooze. "Let's keep moving. This time keep five meters of space between us. If any of us needs to take a step back, we do it. And no fighting on an incline. We battle it out on the flats. Otherwise we'll end up sliding right to them."

    The next firefight was more intense that the last. The five meter rule kept the foursome in the game as the spiders crept ever closer. When the fight came to an end, as abruptly as it had begun, one hundred seventy-six of the black creatures were dead. A check saw another 10 percent decrease in power-cell capacity. The five meter rule was expanded to cover the full expanse of each traverse.

    Mace reached a new corner. "We go down and into another room. Can't see how big it is from here. Bontu, you stay here. Jenny, you and Gravul head back to the previous corner and wait for my signal."

    Jenny turned back up the tunnel. "Call us when you're ready."

    Mace slid down the five meter section into the room below. An area twenty meters in diameter made up the room surrounding him. Two passages moved out of the room on the far wall. To the left were stacks of the carcass shells of the spiders.

    Jenny slid into the room. "Looks like they're more like crabs than spiders. That exoskeleton might be something they outgrow or shed."

    Bontu nodded. "Or it may be they eat their dead. We have seen that behavior on Rhombus with the Larios. They are a crab-like species with four legs and an exoskeleton, as you just mentioned."

    Jenny replied, "Did they have the nasty-looking fangs these guys have?"

    Bontu shook his head. "Short-armed pincers. They are desert dwellers. Their shells are highly reflective. At one time they were almost hunted to extinction for those shells, as it was a popular item in jewelry and other adornments."

    Jenny replied, "People have to have their bling, I guess."

    Mace pointed to the passage to the left. "Let me map that one and we'll head to the right."

    As Mace took his first step, the two passages in front filled with the creatures. Round after round of plasma charges were pumped into the tunnels. The exoskeletons popped, spewing guts and blood in every direction. Jenny turned as the first of the spiders spilled down the chute behind her.

    "Coming from behind!"

    The battle raged for fifteen minutes; the foursome were backed into the center of the room. When the assault came to an end, they were standing ankle-deep in the fluids and innards of the spider beasts.

    Jenny took a deep breath. "Two hundred sixty-six. The further we go down, the more that are involved."

    Mace looked down at the meter for his power-cell. "I'm at 54 percent. We're only sixty meters down out of a possible five hundred."

    Jenny said, "The way I see it, we have three choices. We keep doing what we're doing, we turn back and fight our way to the surface, or... we pick one of those tunnels and just charge forward. And we keep running until they stop us."

    Mace half frowned. "Sounds a bit like a do or die strategy to me."

    Jenny slowly nodded. "We do have two other options."

    Bontu said, "Perhaps a trip back to the surface is in order. If King Collins is bringing soldiers, he could flood these tunnels and drive the beasts downward."

    Mace scowled. "And all the while their queen could be eating Johnny's face."

    Mace turned to Jenny. "You sure you want to do this?"

    Jenny shrugged. "Nobody lives forever."

    Mace turned to Gravul. "Mr. Formas?"

    Gravul replied, "I am here to follow. Lead the way."

    "Bontu?"

    Montak nodded. "I too will follow. My life would have been over long ago if not for your generosity. I am pleased to have made it this far."

    Mace looked back at Jenny. "Looks like option three. Since we'll be moving forward, you come up with me. Bontu, you and Gravul cover our backs."

    Mace looked over at the passages. "Right or left?"

    Jenny replied, "We've been picking right. So long as it goes forward or down, we should keep at it."

    Mace took a step toward the tunnel on the right and then stopped. "Heck. We had one to the right that went up. Let's go left this time. Bontu, you and Gravul make sure you keep up. We can't be turning back for you."

    Mace jogged to the left tunnel before breaking into a full, hunched-over run. The first turn again went left, followed by a drop and another left. A twenty meter drop brought the first sight of a dozen of the creatures. Mace and Jenny killed them off. A center tunnel again went down before entering another large room. A dozen worker spiders carried pods as they skittered for side tunnels. Most didn't clear the room.

    Another long downward traverse ended in a hard left turn. Two additional rooms were passed, with spiders exploding as the plasma rounds found their marks. A right followed by a left jog found the foursome sliding forty meters down a nearly vertical tunnel. They emerged into a room with a tight pack of the black menaces covering an item in a corner.

    Mace didn’t have to aim as he pulled the trigger.

    The first of the spiders exploded and the others charged. Ten were dead before the invaders were reached. Bontu was knocked to the floor as three of the creatures rushed past Mace and Jenny. The spider chewed at his battlesuit and faceshield with its fangs, its abdomen secreting a sticky resin. As the other spiders were killed off, swords were pulled to free Bontu from his attackers. Seconds later, the battle was over.

    Bontu was unable to pull himself from the floor. "A hand, if you would, please."

    Jenny took his hand for a pull. "Crap! That stuff is already hardening!"

    Mace reached in. With a heave, the twenty-five kilogram Mawga diplomat was free. Large chunks of earth and spider resin hung from his arms and legs.

    Gravul said, "Over here. We have found Mr. Dixon."

    The Human captive was encased in a hardened shell of resin. Only a shoulder was visible.
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    Mace brought his sword down against the resin on Dixon's leg, and a small piece chipped off. "We gotta clean him up if we wanna get out of here."

    Jenny turned to Bontu. "Hold out your arm."

    Bontu complied. A swift swing of her blade saw a large chunk fly to the ground.

    Mace said, "Gravul, over here. Get to work on chipping away. I'll cover the entries... wait... this is a dead end. If we want out we have to go up."

    Several minutes passed before Bontu was free of the resin. He and Jenny joined Gravul at the task of freeing Andrew Dixon. Two of the spider creatures ventured into the only tunnel leading into the room. Mace saw to it they were no longer a threat.

    Jenny chipped away at Dixon's helmet. A large piece of resin popped off, uncovering his faceshield.

    Jenny grinned. "I got a live one! Looks like they got into his comm gear, but he still has suit power."

    Mace nodded as he kept a watchful eye on the tunnel. "Get him free. Our time here is limited."

    Andrew Dixon could soon move his arms.

    Mace said, "Crap, I got lots of movement at the other end of this tunnel! Jenny, get over here!"

    Jenny slung her plasma rifle around front. "Shh. Quiet."

    Bontu and Gravul stopped their chipping efforts. Scratching and grinding noises could be heard through the back wall.

    Jenny shook her head. "They're coming through."

    Mace took a deep breath. "The end of that passage is filling up."

    Mace fired off several plasma rounds. Three of the small black creatures exploded, the others scattered.

    Bontu said, "One leg left to free."

    Jenny tossed down her sword. "Dixon, drag your ass over against that wall and keep working. Bontu, get with Mace, stop anything coming down that tunnel. Gravul, over here with me. The moment we see them breaking through that wall, cut loose."

    Gravul Formas nodded.

    Mace said, "Bontu and I are going up to that next level. If we let them slick up that passage we'll never get up there."

    Andrew Dixon stood. His faceshield flipped open. "Finally! What a nightmare!"

    He stepped over to Jenny, turning his back. "I have my plasma rifle if you can get it unglued from my back."

    Jenny looked. "Bring me the sword."

    As Andrew reached over and picked up the sword, the wall in front of them began to crumble. "Here they come!"

    Gravul and Jenny opened up. At the same moment the full scale assault from the passage began.

    Mace yelled, "Make it count, people!"

    Black masses splattered as the plasma charges expanded inside them. The passage above soon ran black with blood and guts as three to four spiders at a time ruptured and drenched the passage walls, pushing forward in a relentless torrent. More poured into the room as the hole in the wall was widened. The beasts exploded in a seemingly endless parade. The slaughter continued for ten minutes before the remaining spiders turned and retreated.

    Jenny let out a breath. "That was insane! Counter says four hundred sixty-five!"

    Mace looked up the passageway. "We can't go up."

    Jenny stepped over. "Yep. No way we could climb through that cesspool."

    Mace dialed up the level on his rifle. Three well placed rounds collapsed the passage.

    Jenny made a noise like she was about to argue, and then stopped herself. "That'll work."

    Mace gestured toward the hole the spiders had created. "We go through there."

    Andrew turned his back. "I can help if someone can free my rifle."

    Bontu said, "Mr. Hardy, you lead. Gravul and I will work on his rifle."

    Mace nodded. "I like that plan."

    The group traversed the dug-out wall into an adjacent room. Two spiders were splattered before they could vacate. Again, the room had a single passage leading up.

    "I got activity up there. Follow close behind. If we don't take that level we're as a good as stuck here."

    Jenny grabbed Mace by the arm. "Might want to swap out that cell. You're flashing."

    Mace pulled the power-cell, slapping in the spare. "Oh great. This one's only at 40 percent."

    Bontu said, "That is standard for a replacement that has not recently been charged."

    Mace said, "And why didn't you mention this earlier while we were talking about it?"

    Bontu shrugged. "I assumed since you brought a spare you were fully prepared."

    Jenny swapped her power-cell. "Mine's the same. I show 40 percent."

    Bontu said, "If you remove the cell and hold it against the other, the dominant cell will draw the remaining power from the depleted one."

    Mace followed Bontu's suggestion. "Great. Looks like 42 percent is it for me. How much you got?"

    Bontu replied, "I show 38 percent. Mr. Formas has 45 percent."

    Jenny combined cells. "I have 51 percent."

    "OK. Here's what we do—we're fighting our way up now. Let Jenny and me do the dishing out. When either of us reaches 15 percent we'll swap out with one of you. In the meantime, you two keep working on freeing Mr. Dixon's rifle."

    Bontu nodded. "It will be our pleasure."

    Mace chuckled. "Sometimes you are just too polite for your own good."

    "I'll take polite every time," said Jenny.

    Mace drew a deep breath. "Follow me up."

    The Army Ranger, with a running start, rammed his way up the passage and into the next room. Half a dozen spiders were waiting. Mace hit the first three as Jenny popped the next two. The final beast was caught while trying to flee, bursting like an overfilled water-balloon.

    Including the tunnel they had come up through, the room contained three passages. The other two led downward.

    "Which one?" asked Jenny.

    Mace scowled. "We go left."

    The team of five raced down the left passageway, this time angling for another tunnel to the right. The next room they encountered again had two exits that angled downward.

    Mace said, "I get the feeling we're going the wrong way."

    At the bottom of the next passage, several spiders were blasted as they kept on the run. A tunnel to the right was selected. After a hard left turn, the tunnel came to an end.

    Mace growled, "Go back. Dixon? How's it coming with that rifle?"

    Bontu replied, "We have the stock partially uncovered. The work is difficult while we are constantly moving."

    Mace replied, "When we get back into this room we'll take a break to see if you can free it. We need that weapon online."

    As Mace stepped around the others, the far end of the passage began to fill with spiders. "Jenny, keep close. I get the feeling this may be the worst we've seen."

    Once the passage into the room was completely blocked, the spider-like creatures began to rush forward. Mace and Jenny fired off plasma rounds continuously. The half meter wide torsos exploded, sending shell bits and legs hurtling into the tunnel walls, ceiling and floor. Five minutes into the effort, the blood and fluid from the plasma-round victims reached Mace's and Jenny's boots as the tube full of attackers continued to push forward.

    Eight meters away became seven, then six. At five meters, debris from the exploding creatures was painting the defenders.

    Mace edged back. "Move back around that corner! We need space!"

    Seconds later, they were forced to retreat. The end of the tunnel was now at their backs, with another five meters of gap remaining. After another seven minutes of relentless onslaught, Mace bumped into Andrew Dixon. "I need space!"

    Andrew replied, "We've got none to give, Mr. Hardy."

    Jenny said, "How's the charge on your weapon?"

    Mace replied, "I'm down to 8 percent."

    Jenny shook her head. "I'm at twelve. I'm swapping with Bontu. Then I'll swap with you."

    Mace continued to fire. "Better make it quick. I'm at seven."

    The exchange was made. Bontu Montak quickly attached the depleted rifle to his strap and slung it behind him as he worked to chip away at Andrew Dixon's resin-covered assault rifle. A second rifle exchange was made between Gravul and Jenny. The spiders continued in a relentless assault.

    The black blood and gut were soon ankle deep, splatter from exploding spiders covering the lower halves of Mace and Jenny. After ten minutes straight of killing alien creatures and the chip-chip short swings of Mawga swords working frantically to free a much-needed weapon, Mace glanced down at his rifle.

    "I'm at 16 percent."

    "Fourteen for me," said Jenny.

    Spider gore was halfway up their calves. The 16 percent charge on Mace's rifle was soon at twelve, then eight, then four. At 2 percent another exchange was made.

    Mace said, "Tell me you're making progress on that rifle!"

    Bontu said, "The stock is completely uncovered. However, we are having difficulty with the barrel."

    Jenny swapped rifles with Gravul. "Can you get to the power cell?"

    Bontu replied, "One moment."

    Several seconds of plasma rounds exploding covered what seemed like a long pause. "I'll need a few minutes."

    Jenny scowled, "You probably have half that. Make it happen, Mr. Montak!"

    At 1 percent charge left, Mace drew his sword. "This is gonna get nasty."

    Jenny popped another two spiders. "I'm at 3 percent. Couple more minutes of this and I'll be dry."

    Mace's rifle stopped firing. "Crap. I'm out."

    A hasty exchange was made for the remaining 2 percent in the rifle Gravul held. Jenny's final exchange came with no more than a dozen rounds. The spider assault grew ever closer.

    Bontu yelled out. "I have it!"

    He held up the power cell. An attack toward Mace saw him thrust his sword forward into a creature. As he pulled back, his elbow jarred Bontu, causing the now loose power-cell to fall into the deepening black muck around their feet. Bontu scrambled to recover their best hope.

    Jenny dropped her empty rifle, pulling her sword and thrusting it forward. "Hack off their eye stalks!"

    Gravul felt about in the black ooze, recovering the lost power-cell. With a slap, it was in a rifle, and the weapon powered on. Gravul squeezed up between the two fighting Humans. A continuous stream of plasma rounds had the nearest beasts burst, splattering their blood and guts on Mace and Jenny.

    Mace grabbed the weapon, firing off rounds as he took an aggressive step forward. The final push lasted another three minutes before the spiders in front of them turned and skittered out of passageway. Left behind was a pile of shell parts, fluids, guts and legs that stood over half a meter deep.

    Mace glanced back at Bontu and Gravel. The black ooze was halfway up their torsos.

    "Let's get out of this hole."

    Several minutes were needed to push through the aftermath back out into the room beyond. The floor of the room ran several inches deep with the black blood coming from the passageway.

    Mace gestured toward an exit. "We push on through there."

    As they moved down a tunnel toward another junction, rumbles could be felt reverberating through the mound.

    "You think that's Jasper?" asked Jenny.

    Mace replied, "Has to be."

    The junction point split into two passages, both again leading down.

    Mace sighed. "We go right."

    The short traverse placed the team of five in another broad room. Two dozen spiders were huddled in a far corner. Blasts from Mace's plasma rifle sent them leaping in every direction. The others advanced with swords. After the short battle, attention was turned to the corner. Another resin covered cocoon, much like what Andrew Dixon had been freed from, sat on the floor. Only this one was a fair bit larger.

    Jenny took a deep breath. "Gotta be Johnny."

    Mace nodded. "Let's get him out of there."

    Four of them began chipping away at the resin sarcophagus as Mace covered the entryway. Several minutes passed before the outer portion of a gloved hand was uncovered.

    Intricate work by Bontu freed an individual finger. It moved. The chipping continued as several spiders could be seen jetting across the junction they had come through moments before.

    Mace said, "We're getting activity!"

    The rumbles of battles elsewhere in the mound reached them. A full hand was freed, followed by a leg and then Johnny’s faceshield. Johnny motioned with his eyes to flip the shield open.

    Seconds later, he growled, "Get me out of this!"

    Jenny smiled. "You'll have to be patient. This takes time."

    Johnny motioned with his eyes toward his right hand, which was cemented to his chest. "I still have my pistol. Chip it out so I can at least defend myself."

    Efforts were turned to chipping at Johnny's chest.

    Mace repeated, "I'm seeing more bugs out there."

    Jenny asked, "What's your power-cell say?"

    Mace scowled. "I got 44 percent. Not enough to defend against a wave like that last one."

    Jenny shook her head as she chipped away at Johnny's pistol. "Eleven hundred fifty-three."

    "What about it?"

    Jenny replied, "That's the count from their last assault. All told we're at about forty-two hundred."

    Bontu cringed. "All that effort and less than 5 percent of the known population of this mound?"

    Mace glanced back. "This power-cell will probably only last for four or five hundred. Free up Johnny's pistol and we might just have a chance against one more assault."

    "We need at least ten minutes."

    Mace looked back up the passageway. "We'll be lucky if we get five."

    The team worked at a feverish pace. First the handle, and then the tip of the barrel were uncovered.

    Mace squatted at the base of the tunnel. "They're forming up."

    Jenny said, "Send them a message. Anything that will delay an assault. We need more time."

    Mace fired several rounds up through the passageway. Spiders exploded as they began to stack atop one another.

    Mace took a deep breath as he flipped his faceshield down. "It's starting."

    Johnny glanced up at Jenny. "If it's not too much to ask, you think you could close me up? I'd rather not have them put that resin directly on my face."

    Andrew Dixon reached up, flipping it down. "I have to agree with him on that. Being immobilized was bad enough."

    The next wave began. Mace fired relentlessly as the others chipped away at Johnny's pistol. Black ooze began to run down the tunnel as the beasts exploded one after another. The top of the tunnel refilled as quickly as the spider-like creatures could be blasted away. For ten minutes Mace squeezed the trigger on his plasma rifle. For ten minutes the threat was held at ten meter's distance.

    Mace yelled back. "Tell me we're close!"

    "It's not coming free," replied Jenny. "The resin has the whole thing encased. No pockets of air even. What percentage you at?"

    Mace glanced down. "Eighteen. You've got five minutes—six tops."

    "Buy us every second you can."

    Two minutes passed before Mace yelled, "They're pushing! And I'm at 11 percent!"

    The thunder pistol was freed from Johnny's chest, but the resin still encased the trigger.

    Mace said, "I need help!"

    Jenny and Andrew moved to either side of the passage. Swords pierced spiders as they made it to the entrance. A boot and a hard pull recovered the sword for the next thrust.

    Mace yelled, "Four percent!"

    Bontu was panting. "Almost there!"

    Another minute passed and the spider creatures continued to fill the passageway. Guts, blood, ooze and legs were piling up at the bottom.

    Mace yelled, "One percent!"

    Jenny stuck her sword in a spider just before a hard pull on her arm sent her flying backwards. Andrew was pushed to the side as Mace moved to the front of the passage. Two plasma rounds into the sides of the tunnel, followed by another two to the ceiling, saw the center of the passage collapse. A final spider skittered into the room and Jenny Taub rammed her sword through its torso.

    Mace fell back onto his elbows in exhaustion.

    Bontu stood. "The weapon is free!"
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    The others turned their efforts toward freeing Johnny. Mace took the pistol, testing it on a low setting on a far wall. It was functional. Every now and then, rumbling could be heard from elsewhere in the mound.

    Jenny flipped the faceshield up on Johnny's helmet.

    "Thank you. Not sure what happened to my comm, but it hasn't worked since they first jumped me."

    Bontu said, "The comm unit has an external switch on your chest that allows for turning it on and off for maintenance. The switch is covered, but they managed to defeat the cover. Mr. Dixon had the same issue."

    Mace stood over the still immobile Johnny. "Wasn't sure we'd find you."

    Johnny glanced to either side of the room. "Where are we exactly?"

    Jenny grinned. "About a half kilometer underground in a giant spider mound."

    Johnny raised an eyebrow as he looked at Dixon. "That true?"

    Andrew replied, "Yes, sir. They grabbed me right off the ship."

    "They have the Rogers?"

    Jenny chipped away at the resin on his shoulder. "Relax. We got it back. They rushed the ramp. Couldn't be stopped. Crew managed to get her off the ground, but not before several thousand of those things got aboard."

    Johnny asked, "How'd you get free?"

    Mace said, "Humphrey used the ship's gravity to take them out, flipping it from full on to full reverse. The spiders slammed the ceiling, then the floor. That happened a few dozen times until they were incapacitated."

    Johnny smiled. "We'll have to remember that one if we get invaded again."

    Jenny nodded. "We might also try to incorporate something like that into a ship assault. If we could get control of their gravity system, we could slam their entire crew before they knew what was happening."

    Johnny grinned. "I do like the sound of that. Where is this place? Where are we in relation to the city?"

    "They carried you and Dixon out into the jungle about two kilometers outside the city, then disappeared off the sensors. We found this mound and came in after you. Our one blunder was a lack of preparation. I'm at 1 percent on this plasma rifle. The others are all empty. And these swords aren't that effective. They tend to get stuck in their torsos."

    "So how do we get out of here?"

    Mace sighed. "That's the big question. Once we have you mobile, I might try blasting open that tunnel with this pistol."

    Johnny nodded. "Might just work. That's concussion-based. Only problem I see is when you push any slag out of that passage, how we gonna fight those creatures? That gun might only serve to throw them around. They'd pile up on us in a hurry."

    Mace said, "I guess we'll find out when the time comes. The alternative is to sit tight and wait on a rescue."

    Johnny chuckled. "I think I'll go with option one. With all the rumbling going on around us, don't know if you noticed or not, but there's a huge crack forming in the ceiling of this room."

    Mace looked up. "That can't be good."

    Johnny gestured with his eyes. "I've been watching it widen. Every big rumble we feel, it moves a bit farther."

    Mace knelt with his sword. "Just means we need to free you up sooner rather than later."

    The team worked for another fifteen minutes before Johnny's legs were free. A clump of ceiling fell to the floor, followed by a pile of dirt.

    Mace said, "Can you stand?"

    "Pull me up."

    The hulking Human was helped to his feet. His hands were free, but both arms remained pinned to his sides.

    Mace moved over to the passage. A half dozen low-power pulses pushed some of the dirt up the passage. New dirt fell into the opened space. Another attempt saw a small opening.

    Mace said, "We need to hand dig that out. I'll go in and push the dirt back. The rest of you pull it from behind me. Once I'm through, you push Johnny up to me."

    Jenny nodded. "Let's get started."

    Mace moved into the tunnel and began pulling dirt back behind him. The black ooze from the spiders was beginning to harden. The small hole was soon widened enough for Mace to squeeze through. He turned, kicking earth from above in an attempt to broaden the opening. Just as the way appeared clear, another collapse occurred, completely cutting off the lower room.

    Jenny began to dig. "Mace? Can you hear me?"

    Mace replied, "I'm here. But my legs are pinned. And I can hear a couple of those spiders moving in the junction up there."

    Jenny scowled as she dug handfuls of dirt from the passage. "Just hang on. We're coming!"

    The team dug frantically. "I have a foot. Can you pull it to you?"

    Mace replied, "I have dirt up to my abs. My legs aren't going anywhere."

    The comm was silent for several seconds before Mace said, "They've spotted me."

    A rumble could be heard through the dirt in the passage. "I took one out, but I hear others."

    "I have ankles," said Jenny. "Just keep them off you for a few more minutes."

    Mace blasted another spider. "Don't think I have a couple minutes. Oh crap, here they come."

    Several rumbles could be heard through the collapse. As Jenny furiously dug, Mace's boots were pulled further into the dirt.

    Jenny yelled, "Gaw! They got him! Someone help!"

    Before Andrew Dixon could jump forward, the boots of Mace Hardy were pulled fully into the dirt.

    Mace said, "They have me! Pistol is out of my grasp! Stay where you are. Free Johnny!"

    Seconds passed before Mace's comm fell silent. Jenny turned back, facing the others.

    Johnny waved. "You heard him. Get me loose."

    The remaining four turned their swords to chipping away the spider resin. Johnny's arms were soon free.

    "OK, back off. I'm good."

    Jenny turned back to digging the dirt in the tunnel. Johnny stood, looking around at the room.

    "Anyone have a mapping of the tunnels leading out?"

    Bontu replied, "We only have where we have been."

    A holo-image floated above Bontu's arm. "This is us here. This is where we came from. Over here is where we found Mr. Dixon."

    Johnny studied the diagram. "OK, I'd say we have about three meters of dirt between here and another room just like this. Should be straight through this wall. I say we try to cut through there and work our way around to Mace."

    Jenny half frowned. "All we have are these swords."

    Johnny picked up Mace's plasma rifle. "He's got half a percent. I say we use that to get a start on that wall."

    Jenny shook her head. "Even if we make it through, what are we gonna do? We can't fight them off with these swords."

    Johnny replied, "What we're not gonna do is just sit here. We can't go through that tunnel, and the ceiling in this place is not looking too hot. We need to move."

    Johnny aimed the rifle at the wall. A low-power pulse knocked a bucketful of dirt from the wall. And increased level dug a hole. Another ten shots had the hole two meters deep before Johnny pulled the trigger and nothing happened; the power-cell of the rifle was empty. A large pile of dirt had fallen to cover the center of the room.

    Johnny took a sword. "That roof is coming down any second. Let's get to digging."

    Five minutes of thrusts and pulls saw a small opening in the wall beyond. Further work had the new tunnel widened. After a final push, Johnny fell through to the other side. As he pulled himself to his feet, the others behind him came through. Seconds later, the ceiling of the old room collapsed, dirt filling the passage they had just completed.

    Johnny pointed to the exit. "Come on. Up here."

    A move up through the tunnel had the group in a room they had been in before.

    Jenny said, "Down this one. Mace is down here."

    A quick run led to the junction room. Mace was nowhere to be found.

    Jenny scowled. "Come on, they had to take him this way."

    Johnny inspected the room. "Hold up. Sweet! They left my pistol!"

    Johnny dialed up the emitter charge to level two. "Jenny, lead the way. I'll follow. If we come across any of the spiders, let me do the negotiating."

    "Negotiating?"

    Johnny waved the pistol. "You know what I mean. Just get out of the way."

    The team traversed five passages and three rooms before catching up to the tail end of a group of the creatures. Johnny took aim, sending three pulses from the pistol down a passage and into a far room. The spiders turned almost immediately. Johnny dialed the pistol back to level one and took aim.

    The spider-like creatures were slammed backwards, often breaking legs, and always being incapacitated. Jenny, Andrew, Bontu, and Gravul followed up with their swords. A rush of several hundred spiders met with a violent end. When the last was silenced, the team sprinted forward after a still-retreating column. Johnny cursed at every tunnel as his helmet caught every knob or rock sticking down from the ceiling, despite being hunched over.

    The big Human was relentless, hitting the spiders at the rear of the column. Jenny and the others would follow with a stab as they passed them by. After chasing them down another three levels, Jenny stopped as the passageway emptied into an enormous natural cavern.

    Johnny stopped. "Whoa, I'd say this is it."

    Jenny grimaced. "That has to be fifty thousand at least."

    Bontu pointed. "Over there, that's Mr. Hardy. They're passing him forward."

    Johnny motioned. "Out there on that rock in the middle, I bet that fat sack of crap is their queen."

    Jenny nodded. "And they’re bringing Mace right toward her."

    Johnny felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned to see a grinning Jasper Collins. "They let you loose, ape-man?"

    Johnny pointed. "They have Mace."

    Jasper said, "Step aside."

    "What?"

    Jasper prodded. "Out of the way. Let me show you how royalty does it."

    Johnny said, "You... you’re not going out there, are you?"

    Jasper stepped out from the passageway. "Watch and learn from the king."

    Jasper hopped down onto the floor of the cavern. He calmly walked out into the sea of spider creatures. None turned to confront him. None moved into his way. The sea of black slowly parted as Jasper walked toward the queen, and closed once again behind him.

    "This is nuts," said Jenny.

    Johnny nodded. "He's gone insane."

    Jasper made his way out to the center rock, where the queen alien creature sat. Using his built-in exosuit, he sprang from the cavern floor, landing almost ten meters above on the rock platform. He turned, his back facing the beast, watching as a resin-covered Mace Hardy was brought forward.

    As the Human prize was passed along, a group of the creatures formed together to make a ramp. Their offering to their queen was carried up and placed before her. The queen stood, moving slowly about the top of the rock, inspecting the gift. Several minutes passed before she settled, directly facing Mace. A shiny black proboscis emerged from between a pair of mandibles.

    The projection probed the exterior of the encased Human, as if testing it for taste. The proboscis then raised straight up into a striking position.

    Jasper shook his head. He raised his plasma rife and a level five round struck the queen with a loud crack. An explosion of guts, shell, and legs, flew in every direction. Seconds later, the remaining spiders laid down, offering no fight as they received no orders. Jasper hoisted Mace up onto his right shoulder, turned, and jumped down from the rock.

    A short walk had him standing in front of Johnny. "As I've said repeatedly, it's good to be the king."

    Johnny laughed. "Hey, I'll bow down to you for that performance. How'd you know they wouldn't attack?"

    "Our whole way down into this pit they kept acting as if I wasn't even there. I wanted to think it was out of respect for the king, but I realized it was the black suit."

    Jenny chipped away the resin from Mace's faceshield, popping it open once it was free.

    Mace looked up. "The king is here?"

    Jasper nodded. "And he saved the day... once again."

    Johnny grabbed his resin-covered friend, standing him up so he could see the expanse of the cavern and its contents. "This guy walked out in the middle of all that and blew away their queen. They all collapsed after."

    Mace said, "Yeah, well, that's a lovely story, but you think you can get me out of this?"

    Jasper clapped his gloved hands together. "Boys, clean this man up."

    A dozen Targarians came forward with swords and picks and set into Mace with a cacophony of taps.

    Mace asked, "Mallot and Hobbs? And the others?"

    "All safe," said Jasper. "Should be back at the ships by now. They had all been captured, just like you."

    Jenny said, "We managed to free Mr. Dixon and Johnny, only to lose Mace."

    Jasper nodded. "We had to follow your trail of destruction coming down. The others didn't make it past the third level."

    Mace said, "We tried to keep moving."

    Jasper grinned. "Well, you make good tunnel rats."

    Jenny scowled. "I think I'll pass on it next time. A little too intense for my taste."

    Mace laughed. "I know you must be joking. You were much more together than I was."

    Jenny frowned. "Only on the inside. But I will have to say our two friends here did an excellent job. They kept up and followed orders to a T. I'd take these two Mawga into combat with me anytime."

    Bontu bowed. "Your assessment is gracious. We only did as told."

    When Mace had been sufficiently cleaned, the group made their way back to the surface.

    On top, Mace again raised his faceshield. "Beautiful planet, if you take away that nightmare we just went through. I wonder what happened to the prior inhabitants?"

    Jasper said, "I have a couple archaeological teams working over those ruins. Let me ask if they have anything."

    Jasper began talking into his arm pad in perfect Targarian.

    Johnny shook his head. "When'd he learn that?"

    "In my sleep," said Jasper. "They've been piping it through headphones and giving me two hours a day of language immersion. It's an elegant language. Not quite as efficient as ours, but not bad."

    A comm came back to Jasper. "OK, we have some preliminary findings. Seems they were pre-spaceflight and suffered some kind of societal collapse after the populace became ill. An alien visitor showed with a partial cure and the ill people were taken away to receive treatment. After that, these hildabrigs showed up and preyed on those who remained until everyone was gone. There were a handful of survivor pods, mostly in the cities."

    Johnny asked, "Hildabrigs? How'd you find all that out so fast?"

    "That's what they called these critters. And luck. My guys found a sealed building in that city center. They broke in, found skeletons and writing that were easily translated. Anyway, we don't have information on what spread the disease that knocked 'em down in the first place, but it came about the same time as the loss of power. If there's a disease here, I would suggest we vacate as soon as possible. I'll leave a team to give this place a good going over. If it checks out safe, maybe we can claim it as a new Earth colony. It's about time you Humans had one."

    Mace shook his head. "I can't say expansion is a good idea until we have our own destiny back under control."

    A large red bee flew in, stinging Johnny on the nose. "What the heck!"

    Jasper chuckled. "We need to get you off this planet, ape-man. You are just one big target."

    The Rogers and the Revelation soon departed.
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    The crew returned to Earth for more rest and recuperation. Farms were springing up in all the old places. New industries were taking hold, producing the everyday products the new Earth society was in need of. Cities once again began to grow and local governments were firmly established.

    The fall harvest had been collected as winter fully set in. Mace spent his days on the Rogers, always at the ready should trouble come. The planet at HD 7449 had been claimed by Earth's emerging government. It was given the name of Hardy after the captain who led the first Human expedition there. Mace protested, stating he wasn't worthy. His protests were ignored.

    The Targarians under the leadership of Jasper Collins were having a renaissance of their own. The Zinka, Dellus, Quelli and Dunden Heap had once again formed trading partnerships. Jasper kept his teams of spies active and well paid, while at the same time purging the last remnants of the old Galactic Union from Targarian society. A trading partnership with the strange and mostly quiet aquatics, the Gorange, was moving into its second year. Fish, and a variety of products from their three ocean worlds, were traded for microwave cannon stations placed in orbit around their worlds, operated by Targarians so as not to reveal the technology.

    The Knuttin Corporation colony at Canto was also thriving. The trade for domain reflectors had been a boon to the local industries. Raw materials were mined and food grown for trade with the United Front. Trade with Earth and Divinia had also brought goods to be swapped with the worlds beyond WarStation 56.

    Mace walked down the ramp, hopping onto the snow-covered ground. A short walk had him standing in a lab with Jeff Moskowitz and Gnaga Klept.

    Mace plopped in a chair behind the scientists, kicking the snow from his boots. "So what discoveries have we made today?"

    Jeff replied, "We've gathered wormhole equipment and knowledge from each of the species we know, and not a single one has an understanding of how they work. They only know that it does and how to make it happen."

    "Well, someone must have a record of it somewhere."

    Jeff shook his head. "We've looked through everything we had. Mr. Collins was even kind enough to offer us a team of research students. I believe their work to have been thorough."

    Mace held up his hands. "I thought these other species were supposed to turn over everything they had on the subject as part of their peace settlement with Jasper?"

    Jeff nodded. "They did. Their records were all recorded and brought back. Their scientists were interviewed. No stone was left unturned."

    Mace gave a half laugh. "It doesn't make any sense. Somebody must know something."

    Jeff sighed. "Apparently the Union thought it best to ban research into and surrounding the subject. They knew how to replicate a generator. And they knew how to fuel the process. And they didn't want that information spreading to the lower species, so study of the subject, and more than likely the research that initially led to its discovery, was destroyed and banned."

    "Have you been able to piece anything together?"

    Gnaga answered: "We have. However, any actual experimentation is quite a ways away."

    Jeff said, "We're working over the formulas and how they tie in with what we had before, namely relativity. It's the old problem of a unified field theory that still escapes us. We do have a few significant formulaic ideas to study, though. And we have a good team assembled for that task."

    Mace nodded. "What are you up to now, twenty-five scientists?"

    "We have thirty-two of the most brilliant minds on this planet working with us. These are people who survived the Great Deception."

    Mace crossed his arms. "The what?"

    Jeff leaned against a counter. "The world bodies have designated the assault on Earth with the electromagnetic waves as the Great Deception."

    Mace chuckled. "Well, I guess it had to have a name, and that's as good as any. We still don't know who the originator of those waves was, do we?"

    Jeff frowned. "I'm afraid not. No one has or wants to accept responsibility for it. We haven't been able to identify any of the species who would have had the ability to conduct such an attack. Those waves were far more powerful than anything the members of Galactic Union were capable of generating."

    Mace half scowled. "Interesting. Tell me this: if it were to happen again, would we be able to handle it?"

    Jeff pursed his lips. "Yes and no. The reactors that now bring us power would remain functional, but the electronics we are rebuilding would remain susceptible. As would most of our communications."

    Mace pulled back slightly. "Comm? I didn't think our comms relied on any of our old tech. You're saying they do?"

    "We rely on a hybrid system here on Earth. It makes us unique and extremely difficult for the other Union members to tap into or decode. It also makes our channels susceptible to blocking."

    Mace stroked his newly-grown goatee. "Hmm. You are just full of good news today, Doc. Has any progress been made with reversing the sterilization of our womenfolk?"

    Jeff frowned. "I'm afraid not. Had they only harvested late stage egg cells, we would have been in good shape. However, as it stands we have a system going worldwide in a few months that will hopefully resolve much of this. And I say resolve only with meaning how we plan to deal with this issue."

    "What do we have? Something like four hundred million embryos?"

    Jeff frowned. "That number is down to two hundred fifty million and dropping. Even frozen, most are only viable for another five years at most. What we've done is set up a sort of lottery system. For those individuals who are the natural parents and plan to make use of their embryos, they of course get first crack. However, unless they choose to make use of all of those created from them, the excess go into a pool for those who have no embryos available. Anyway, we expect to have another two hundred fifty million births over the next five years. Those individuals will be fully capable of having offspring of their own."

    Mace winced. "Gonna be a strange world going forward, Doc."

    Jeff replied, "Genetically, yes. However, I believe our system will alleviate any issues of perceived adoption. Embryonic parental records will be discarded once they go in the pool. And once in the pool, matches will be made that are as close as possible to the new parents. In fact, we expect to inject a significant portion of DNA from the new father using methods Jasper's Targarians have provided. This process will also allow a very limited set to come from the new mother, such as eye color, hair color, or skin tone. The child will be as close to the new birth parents as can be done given the current science."

    The discussions continued for several hours before Mace made his way to Johnny's weapons lab.

    Mace stood in the doorway. "What's new in the land of Johnny?"

    "It's cold, that's what. Close that door!"

    Mace laughed as he stepped through into the room, allowing the door to quickly close. "Got it. Just came from over at Jeff's."

    "Oh yeah? He tell you he and Nancy were taking one of the embryos?"

    "Nancy? I didn't even know they were still together."

    Johnny nodded. "Tied the knot last month in a private ceremony."

    Mace frowned. "You'd have thought they might have invited me."

    Johnny shrugged. "Who knows. Some people just like being private. Not me of course, but some. And of course there was some talk of you and Nancy."

    Mace frowned. "We never even went out. We only ever talked a few times. She seemed taken with Jeff from the get-go. Don't know why she and I would have been an issue."

    Johnny picked up a pistol. "Wanna try out the latest?"

    Mace smiled. "That's why I'm here."

    "This is the Thunder II. We managed to increase efficiency by 12 percent and finally... it lost its fatness. Check it out. Now that's a slick little firearm."

    Mace held it at arm’s length. "Still light. Good balance. Anything else new?"

    Johnny grinned. "We added an electronic mode to it that offers the slightest of kickbacks. It's great without it, but I felt it needed something other than the visual impact at the end to let you know it fired. I've been playing with it all week, making adjustments, and I think I’ve found the sweet-spot. I even picked up Jane's approval with it. It now shoots as fast as a semi-auto, and a power-cell gives over twenty-two hundred full power bursts."

    Johnny walked over to the small indoor target range. "Come take a few shots."

    Mace followed. "Kind of hard to miss with this thing, isn't it?"

    Johnny nodded. "We tightened the impact area a bit, but still, if you can hit something with a shotgun you can hit it with this. Your spread at about fifteen meters can be as wide as half a meter. And it's adjustable."

    Mace said, "Wait, we aren't shooting at a point?"

    Johnny shook his head. "With this you have options. Set the field wide and, as I said, your impact area widens to about a half meter. You lose some of the punch, but you'll still be taking the target down. I would recommend that setting for close combat. If you're going out to fifty meters, set the little dial to position two. That will give you a spread of about 10 centimeters at the target. Set it to three if you want a distance shot. It will hold to two centimeters at a kilometer. Of course it's a pistol and you won't be hitting jack at that range."

    Mace fired off a couple rounds. "Hmm. I see what you're talking about with the feedback. Anyone who's shot firearms will like this."

    Johnny moved over to a table, picking up a glove and pulling it onto his right hand. "This one I've been working on with the king. It essentially takes that pistol and molds it into a battlesuit glove."

    Johnny held out the glove, squeezing off a round. A target at twenty meters rumbled from the impact.

    "I have a few kinks to work out with the triggering, but I should have those ironed out in the next few weeks. Adds about a quarter kilogram weight to the glove."

    Mace asked, "How'd you manage that?"

    Johnny again grinned. "We wired the power for it into the suit. No power-cell needed."

    Mace frowned. "That gonna drain your suit power faster?"

    Johnny nodded. "It will. But I don't think it's significant. I ran the numbers and that firefight you had with the hildabrigs on Hardy, well, it would have knocked about 35 percent off your suit power. I know that sounds significant, but you have to admit, even if storming a ship, you wouldn't be using that many shots. That was a unique situation.

    "And besides, I'm working on a solution. At the moment, that solution would be a slot in your suit that's just up under your arm. It's a space that isn't used at the moment. You slip in a power-cell and bang, you have the same power you did before. We could even add a second slot under the other arm for a second power-cell."

    Mace thought for a moment. "Spare cells are a plus. Learned that first hand on... Hardy."

    Johnny laughed. "So how's it feel to have your own planet?"

    Mace shook his head. "They could have come up with something better than that."

    Johnny scratched the side of his face. "I suggested Tretcher, but the committee would have none of it."

    Mace slapped him on the back. "Buck up. There's still time for a Johnny planet. Lots of galaxy still to be explored."

    Mace glanced over toward a crumpled metal table. "What happened over there?"

    Johnny chuckled. "That's the triggering problem I said I still needed to work out. Thing went off when I wasn't expecting it to. Just about gave me a heart attack. Geerok went running out the front door."

    Johnny removed the glove. "What are you doing for lunch? You eaten yet?"

    Mace shook his head. "Nope."

    Johnny put his hand on Mace's shoulder. "Then I'm buying. Tres opened a restaurant in Ronceverte. Has traditional meals as well as a few he cooked up while on the Rogers. Also has some interesting fare from Canto that he's been trading for."

    Mace nodded. "Sounds good. I've been wanting to see him and Vanessa."

    Johnny headed for the door. "What you been doing up on that ship anyway?"

    Mace shrugged. "Just some reading. It's a habit Jasper has fallen into as well. Our universe has gotten a lot bigger of late. There's a wealth of knowledge out there that needs to be absorbed. I was always a slacker in school, but now I find it all too fascinating."

    Johnny replied, "I know what you mean. I've been doing a lot of that myself. Kind of scary when you get out there in a fight or exploring a world, and you have to rely on the smarts of others."

    Mace sighed. "That's my issue exactly. My problem is I have a single core processor and limited memory. I can understand well enough, so the programming is good, but I can't multitask. And on the memory side, I say limited, because it seems if I pick up something new I gotta dump out something old in order to make room."

    Johnny laughed. "Mace Hardy using a PC metaphor... that's you and me both, by the way. Only that forgetting the old stuff, that's more a function of getting old."

    Mace frowned. "Can't buy that one. We're still a couple a spring chickens on the Human age scale. Give it twenty years and we can use that excuse. Nobody's gonna buy that today."

    Mace and Johnny walked into the newly renovated building just across from the community center. Three people were seated for lunch.

    Tres came up with a grin. "Awesome. My first intergalactic travelers of the day."

    "I believe that's intragalactic," said Johnny. "We haven't left this galaxy yet."

    Tres replied, "Well, I guess that'll have to do. How's this table?"

    Johnny asked, "What's wrong with that table?"

    Tres gestured: "Would you like to sit over there?"

    Johnny shook his head. "Nope. Just wanted to know what was wrong with that table."

    Tres faked a smile. "Same old Johnny. Anyway, here are the new menus. We have cuisines from Canto, a Mawga page, a Targarian page in honor of King Collins, and then plain old Human food on the last two pages. I'll give you a minute to make a decision. In the meantime, can I get you gentlemen a drink?"

    Johnny said, "A Mangrove Dark Ale, please."

    Tres half frowned. "Sorry, fresh out. Hoping for that delivery truck any day now."

    Johnny nodded. "You and me both. I see you have beer on the Canto page. I'll have one of those."

    "Excellent choice. Mr. Hardy…?"

    Mace glanced over the menu. "Milk sounds good. Chocolate milk."

    Tres scowled. "You sure you don't want to sample something else. Maybe one of the Targarian wines?"

    Mace shook his head. "Nope. Chocolate milk."

    Tres smiled. "I'll be right back."

    Johnny laughed. "Adventurous, aren't you?"

    Mace replied, "I saw it and for whatever reason that's what I want. I haven't had that in a long time, so I'm gonna enjoy it."

    Johnny turned to the menu. "OK, well, there's always the food. Hmm. The Targarian squalor sounds good. Or maybe the Canto diagra and beans... soft shell of course."

    Tres returned with the drinks.

    Johnny asked, "How’s the squalor?"

    Tres smiled. "Excellent. It's similar to gator tail and comes in a brown sauce that has just a little kick to it. And it will match up well with your beer."

    Johnny nodded. "Sounds like the plan."

    Tres turned to Mace. "And you, sir?"

    Mace stroked his goatee. "I'll try the chicken fingers with a honey mustard. Mashed potatoes and broccoli for the sides."

    The air went out of Tres' smile. "Really? Out of all the treats I've lined up, you're going with that?"

    Mace said, "If you didn't want to serve it, why'd you put it on the menu?"

    Tres rolled his eyes. "Chicken tender platter it is."

    Mace chuckled as Tres walked away. "Some of that does look pretty good."

    Johnny squinted his eyes. "Then why'd you order the same ol’ stuff?"

    Mace shrugged. "Don't know. Maybe I've been around you too long."

    Johnny laughed. "That does sound like me."

    Johnny sampled the beer. "Hmm. Canto needs to work on their brewing skills. Tastes kind of chalky."

    Mace sipped his chocolate milk. "Ah. I'd forgot how much I loved that."

    Johnny looked at the chocolaty drink. "Don't suppose you'd want to try a Canto beer, would you?"

    Mace smiled. "Not a chance."

    Lunch was had with kudos going to the chef. Vanessa stopped by with the girls. At only a year of age they were the size of an average three year old, with the intelligence of a kid twice that age. And as triplets who were all born at the same time, like thousands of others at the Ronceverte center, there was no shortage of friends to play with. It was one more item on a long list of items that said Earth was fully recovering. It seemed mankind was not on the way out.
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    They sat in conference room C on the Rogers. Jasper had lifted his ban on starships.

    "This is the design of our latest ship factory. The components will all be manufactured on planet, with the assembly done at this factory in space. I'll be sending through the assemblies needed for the component factories first. You'll be making your own reactors, weapons, and gravity drives. I would suggest following the design of our new Collins class ship, but you can build whatever you like. Just tell me where you want it all dropped."

    Mace nodded. "I was thinking right here in the valley. We have the land. Most of the people are gone. Some will have to be relocated, but I don't see that as a big issue right now. There's plenty of property to go round."

    Jasper said, "These component factories are only partially automated. You'll need eight to ten thousand workers when you have them all up and running. The space dock will take another two thousand. If the Ronceverte building has room, I'd suggest putting out the word for manufacturing laborers. Now, have you thought about how you'll pay them?"

    Mace shrugged. "That's all the minutia we have to work out. We may have to do a delayed credit system or something where we provide food and housing and a small amount of pay with a promised pay coming once trade income starts flowing in. I almost want to build transports first and warships later, but with the number of hostiles still out there, we can't chance it."

    "A wise move," said Jasper. "I do have a suggestion for you that might help bridge the gap. If you took the Collins design and lengthened it with a cargo section in the middle, you could get dual use out of your first tranche of ships. When you're ready to build transports, you could have those sections removed."

    Mace stroked his goatee. "I like that idea. Gives us built-in pirate protection as well."

    Jasper pulled up an image of a Collins. "Of course, you may run into trade issues, as most colonies aren't gonna want warships from another empire docking at their worlds. Wouldn't be a problem between here and my kingdom. Or to Canto. The other old Union species... they won't like it one bit. And neither will the UF or the Hoorka."

    "Well, we'll just have to ramp up any deals with them later. At the moment, trade between your worlds, Canto, and Earth is about all we can handle."

    The first factory parts arrived two days later. A hundred acres of farmland was cleared. Two hundred workers were hired. With the exosuits, both men and women were well suited to the physical labor of construction. The Ronceverte community provided all the workers initially needed.

    The first section of the foundation for the forty-acre reactor production building was laid in an afternoon, with the full outline ready in three days' time. Over the next week, walls were erected and a roof put on. Following that, water and power were plumbed. Two weeks after the land clearing, the forty-acre building was ready for the guts that would give it purpose.

    Milling machines, drill presses, and lathes soon populated the machinists' lab. Next came the assembly stations, where the smaller components would take shape. The assembly lines were then put in place where the minor components would be pieced together. The last stage, the testing lab, received the jigs, computers, and other equipment needed to test out the major components. Full assembly would take place at the installation site.

    Mace stood on the raised deck of a supervisor's station, overlooking the assembly floor. "I can't believe how quickly this has come together."

    Johnny replied, "Gonna be nice to be producing our own reactors. When does phase two start?"

    Mace half frowned. "At least two months. I'd almost like to move that up, but Jasper's people don't have the components yet. When that comes online, we'll be able to cover the full gambit of reactors, excluding power-cells and the like. Those come with phase three."

    Johnny said, "I went by the drive building this morning. The walls are going up already. We get this, that, and the weapons factory up and running, we can start making upgrades to our little fleet of cruisers. Should make the Earth Force people happy. You knew they came up with a name, right?"

    Mace shook his head. "Yep. Earth Force. I guess it's not bad."

    Johnny chuckled. "Beats the Rift, doesn't it?"

    Mace smiled. "I believe that was your idea, was it not?"

    Johnny shrugged. "Might have been. I don't remember. Earth Force sounds good, though. So who gets the first ship off the line?"

    Mace replied, "I guess it would be Earth Force. We could take it, but what would we do with it? The Rogers already has just about everything it will."

    Johnny frowned. "They'll have tall ceilings. That's something we don't have."

    Mace laughed. "That's true, but after all we've been through, I'd rather keep the Rogers. She's been a good ship."

    Johnny replied, "Easy for you to say. You're not the one with all the knots on your head from bumping into every doorway."

    Johnny stood from the railing he leaned on. "Have you given any thought as to how to protect these vital buildings?"

    Mace asked, "What do you mean?"

    Johnny pointed up. "We have the microwave stations in orbit. And we have the ground-based systems down here. Should we add a couple extra guns to this valley? I mean, this is becoming crucial real estate. A bit of extra coverage might be in order."

    Mace nodded. "That's probably not a bad idea. You wanna take on that task?"

    Johnny shrugged. "Sure. All I do is fart around with those hand weapons all day. Taking on a bigger project might be a good break for me. Do I have a budget?"

    Mace laughed. "Budget? Yeah, whatever you can scrape together, beg, borrow, or steal. Use your resources and see what you can come up with."

    Johnny scowled. "My resources... that pretty much means I have to go begging to Jasper."

    Mace shook his head. "Not necessarily. You might scrounge around and see what Earth defenses you can come up with. Lots of tanks, howitzers and missiles left over from before."

    Johnny scratched the side of his head. "Hmm. That could make it fun."

    Mace added, "Enlist Jordan's help. He still has a lot of his old connections."

    The two men made their way back to Ronceverte to check out a new addition to the skybus terminal. They were now connected with twelve cities.

    A comm came in from Jasper. "How about you two clowns stepping outside."

    "What's up?"

    Jasper leaned in. "Just step outside, please."

    Johnny followed Mace down a ramp. "What's he got going on?"

    Mace shook his head. "Haven't a clue."

    As the two approached the doorway out into the skybus terminal lot, a shadow blocked the sun.

    Mace glanced up. "Wow. That has to be the first Collins."

    Johnny smiled. "The Organ Cave is in service. That is one fine-looking ship. Sleek, bold—"

    Mace cut in, "And bright blue."

    Johnny pointed. "Those the microwave guns?"

    A ramp began to lower. Jasper Collins, in his pitch black battlesuit, was standing at the base as it came down.

    Johnny chuckled. "He does know how to make an entrance."

    When the ramp came to a stop, Jasper stepped off onto the ground. "Gentlemen, meet the Organ Cave, the first fully operational Collins class warship of the Collins Kingdom."

    Johnny replied, "She's boss."

    Jasper laughed. "Boss? Who says that? You go back to junior high or something?"

    "Beautiful ship. Elegant and yet menacing. You've outdone yourself."

    Jasper replied, "Thanks. When I was a kid I used to draw spaceships as doodles. This looks nothing like what I came up with back then."

    Mace said, "Could easily have graced the screen for any science fiction movie. What's she got, two microwave and a dozen plasma cannons?"

    Jasper crossed his arms as he looked up. "Sixteen plasma. She has enough gatrellium for fifteen hundred jumps. And her gravity drives top out at 63 percent light-speed."

    Jasper pointed to a set of antennae on the front of the sleek blue ship. "We added signal inhibitors to her as well. From up front she now only has 1 percent of her previous signature. My engineers are confident they can halve that within a few months."

    Johnny asked, "What's it gonna do for you? Besides the obvious, I mean."

    Jasper replied, "Under initial testing, we've been able to sit at maximum sensor range without being detected. At least, not at first. My teams were able to work the sensor data enough to finally pull us out of the void, which is why we want that next half percent. We knock that down by half again and we could sit within comm range without being detected. Of course, that's just against the old Galactic Union sensors. We won't know what anyone else has until we can test it out."

    Johnny put his hands on his hips. "Test it out? How you gonna test out something you don't know if the other guy has?"

    Jasper smiled. "Our first test will be a jump to Canto and a venture out to WarStation 56 space. We'll slowly move in until we get notice from them to back off. We plan on doing something similar with the Hoorka."

    Mace asked, "Will the new designs you'll be passing us include the inhibitors?"

    Jasper nodded. "I have every intention of protecting Earth where I can—though I may hold tech like that back from Earth Force for a bit … at least until I feel I can trust 'em."

    Mace replied, "Probably not a bad idea. Would you have any issue with adding that to the Rogers?"

    Jasper smiled. "You bring her out, I'll hook you up."

    Derwood rocketed out the terminal door, making a wide arc as he circled around, coming to a stop in front of the king.

    Jasper bent down. "Hello, Mr. Derwood."

    The excited Dachshund stepped back, barked, and then leaped forward, taking up position on Jasper's battlesuit leg, where he began to hump.

    Jasper laughed. "Not getting enough action here on Earth, boy?"

    Johnny shook his head. "Not sure what's gotten into him lately. He's been frisky with just about everyone since we've been back."

    Jasper reached down, gently removing the excited Dachshund from his leg. "I know you're just trying to show you gratitude to the king. It's all right, I know you love me."

    Johnny laughed. "Hope you don't have that issue with the Targarians."

    Jasper smiled. "Thankfully, they aren't much for leg humping."

    Jasper gestured toward the ramp. "Wanna go for a ride?"

    Johnny stepped forward. "I do. I wanna see what a ship with normal ceiling heights is like."

    Mace laughed. "We were just talking about whether or not to keep the Rogers versus upgrading to one of these. He's tired of bumping his head on the doorways."

    Jasper turned as they walked up the ramp: "He's gonna like what we have. Halls and doors are wider as well. Most ceilings are two and a half meters. Rooms where we spend a lot of time are three or four. The bridge is six because of the main viewscreen."

    Johnny grinned as he stood in the first doorway he encountered. The clearance allowed him to stand up fully.

    Mace chuckled. "You like that, huh?"

    Johnny turned. "I like it a lot."

    They stopped at a dining hall. "You still have the low tables."

    Jasper replied, "Yep. I still have a short crew. Tables are easily replaced. You'll find most of the furniture on here, except for my own, is made for the shorties."

    A quick tour of the facilities ended on the bridge. A jet black throne chair sat in the center of the room. Consoles and screens covered all the walls except for directly behind the king's chair.

    Johnny asked, "What's the green wall back there for?"

    Jasper stepped up, taking position on his throne. A huge holo-screen illuminated directly in front of the chair, displaying Jasper's image.

    "It's a green screen. Check the holo-display."

    The image of Jasper sitting on his throne was surrounded by an image of tigers as they lounged about. "If I'm in a comm with some other species, they're gonna get the full Jasper experience."

    Johnny asked, "Can't you just do that with the holo-generator on your suit?"

    Jasper replied, "Not with that kind of a background."

    Jasper typed away on his arm pad. His image turned to that of a gorilla. The image on the display was now of a gorilla sitting on a throne with tigers lounging around it.

    Jasper shut off the holo-image. "I can present myself over the comm however I want. If we come across a timid species, a strong figure might be in order. Or with a species like the Hoorka, a feeble presence might be in order. Something to keep them off-guard."

    Mace said, "You dig some of this up from all those books you've been reading?"

    Jasper nodded. "Exactly. In negotiations, or war, or even when making a trade deal, psychology can have a huge impact on the outcome. I may not have the best technology out there, or it might just be bad timing. Whatever my issue, I plan on making use of every edge I can. We only live once."

    Johnny walked over to the weapons console. "You been able to make any improvements over here?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Unfortunately that's an area of research we are very lacking in. I'm working to change that, but those types of developments usually take years, or even lifetimes."

    Jasper looked down. "I see you're not wearing your pistol anymore."

    Johnny held out his glove, "Yep. I have the glove now. Thanks for your help. And I have a slot for a spare power-cell up under each arm. Each cell will give me about twenty-two hundred full-power rounds, and the trigger mechanism is now thought-based. If someone swipes my glove and tries to use it against me, it won't respond. All adjustments are thought-controlled. All I have to do is to point and think about it."

    Jasper said, "When can we put it in production?"

    "Almost done testing it. I'll give you a comm when it's ready."

    Jasper smiled. "Excellent."

    Jasper turned to the bridge. "Captain, take us out and around Mars. I want a full attack profile used on the plains of Arcadia. Gentlemen, watch and learn how a war machine can be run in an efficient and ordered manner."

    Johnny laughed. "You've been saving that one up for us, haven't you?"

    Jasper grinned. "Well, yeah. It sounded good, didn't it?"

    Mace looked down at the floor. "Is that real marble?"

    Jasper nodded. "You like it? I had this entire level covered with it. It's called something like Targarian blood rose. Those little flecks of red look just like Targarian blood, which is almost identical in color to ours."

    "I noticed all the walls are white," said Johnny. "With different color stripes?"

    "Let's think about it. You might be in space, stuck on this ship for a very long time. Why have something that's dull gray or blue or whatever. Keep it bright. Each level has a different color-coded accent stripe on the walls. Makes it easier to know where things are. This ship has seven decks, so the color-coding matches the visual colors in order of the spectrum. Bridge deck is the top deck and is red. Decks two through seven are orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet."

    "Seems organized and with purpose," said Mace.

    Jasper half frowned. "Only problem is, my Targarians are mostly color blind in the blue spectrum. They equate everything there to shades of brown, but the decks are all numbered, so nobody gets lost."

    Johnny said, "I noticed the furniture in the conference room was all woodgrain."

    Jasper nodded. "Divinia has some nice woods. I thought it might remind them of home a little, so I went with it."

    Johnny replied, "Well, sir, you have a fine ship."

    The captain said, "Coming up on target run in three... two... one. Firing sequence engaged."

    Light rumbles could be felt as the two microwave and sixteen plasma cannons all fired at once. The main bridge display showed a grassy field with giraffes galloping along before explosions devastated everything for half a kilometer wide by nearly a kilometer long.

    Johnny laughed. "Giraffes on Mars... right."

    Jasper grinned. "I thought you might find that amusing. Here, let me run the actual footage."

    Clouds of red dust flew into the air down a kilometer-long swath of Martian plain.

    Jasper frowned. "Not quite as pretty, but you can see the result. Had anything been in that target area, it would easily have been destroyed."

    Johnny said, "Well, if we ever get invaded by a species of galloping giraffes, we know who to call."

    The Organ Cave returned to Earth, settling in the same position they had left from. The ramp lowered and Mace and Johnny stepped onto the ground.

    Mace was the first to speak. "Nice job. She looks great. Love what you've done on the inside and out. She's a force to be reckoned with."

    Johnny nodded. "I'm impressed. When do I get one for myself?"

    Jasper smiled. "When you get your own kingdom."

    The ramp lifted with Jasper standing on the end. The Organ Cave quickly disappeared into the few white, puffy clouds that inhabited the January sky. Mace returned to the Rogers as Johnny made his way back to his lab.
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    The main crew was called in for a trip out to Canto. A supply of Earth spices were dropped off in exchange for two dozen domain reflectors. Frado Knuttin made a special trip out to visit with his partner. His wheeled chair had been replaced with a pair of experimental mechanical legs. An awkward belied the difficulty his engineers were having with a control system.

    Frado said, "We fix one issue only to discover another. It's a work in progress. They do allow me to move around freely, though."

    Mace replied, "Humans were just at the point of experimenting with powered prosthetics. Ours were very limited in their abilities. You seem to be walking about quite well."

    Frado frowned. "More of a waddle than a walk, but I get where I'm going."

    Mace said, "Trade has been going well. No complaints from our end."

    Frado nodded. "Same here. We've been raking in a substantial profit from the spice trade. Earth spices have become all the rage in the United Front."

    "Any room for an increase?"

    Frado hesitated to answer. "Remember I told you of our defensive build-out? Well, we've now moved into an offensive phase. I feared this might happen when the initial build-up was begun. Our leaders now feel safe from the threat of attack and are now wanting to flex some muscle. The first maneuvers are expected in the coming months. I told you of our pirate problems in the outer colonies. Those will be the first to feel the heat."

    Mace said, "What's that mean for Canto?"

    Frado winced. "They have been pressuring me to accept patrol ships. I told them our issues with the Galactic Union were resolved, but they are insisting I accept their offer and their terms."

    Mace frowned. "Their terms?"

    Frado nodded. "That means we pay a protection tax. We would be liable to pay for the crew salaries of up to a dozen warships as well as any maintenance costs, food and the like."

    "How many crewmen on those ships?"

    Frado sighed. "One hundred twenty. However, each ship comes with a contingent of a thousand Marines. While we are only at most talking thirteen to fourteen thousand salaries to pay and mouths to feed, that comes at a time when the colony is still quite young. We only have a hundred fifty thousand residents at the moment. That is an expensive bill for that small a colony."

    "Any process of appeals we can go through?"

    Frado shook his head. "I'm afraid not. I've exhausted all that are available. We can expect a decision on this in the next month."

    "Why would they insist on something like this?"

    Frado pursed his lips. "Our military is about to go to war, Mr. Hardy. This is how they help cover their costs. There are colonies that are not targeted for the tax, but those are ultra poor. I suppose our current level of success is partially to blame."

    "What do you think this will mean to our bottom line?"

    Frado took a moment to answer. "For the company, I suppose it will be a wash. What we lose here, we'll more than make up for with our military sales. For this colony itself? At its worst it could be a heavy burden, possibly taking up all profits and stifling all growth."

    Mace scratched the side of his face. "What percentage of the business is this colony worth?"

    Frado tilted his head from one side to the other in thought. "In the vicinity of 8 percent of assets."

    Mace said, "What if I was the majority owner of the colony? Maybe we could work out a deal for part of my share of the corporation."

    Frado replied, "Hmm. I hadn't thought about that. I would have to be willing to part with my share of the colony. That would be the only way the military council would lose their claim for protection. However, they would take it as a slap in the face and would pressure the trade ministers to end all trade between the colony and the United Front. Essentially they would be shutting down our business and all our profits, which is what makes this colony viable."

    Mace frowned. "Well, this wasn't the news I was hoping to hear today. If the UF is taking up a war footing, they are likely to be even less interested in establishing relations with Earth."

    Frado nodded. "That would be a good assumption. We really are an introverted species. Perhaps one day that will change, but I don't see that happening in the immediate future."

    "What will this mean for our dividend payments?"

    Frado smiled. "The good news is those should continue. With our military production, we should easily make up for any losses here on Canto. The bad news is your bank accounts will now be restricted. Very little of that wealth can be transferred off-colony. So you will be ultra-rich while here and a pauper while elsewhere."

    The conversation ended on the sour note. Trade efforts with the old Galactic Union colonies would have to be stepped up. Earth's rebuilding would have to be funded from somewhere, and the Targarians, while supportive of their king, would be much less so with the continued burden of a taxed economy.

    Johnny said, "Looks like our free ride is over."

    Mace nodded. "I think we have to go out exploring again. Trade with the Union colonies has to be about mineral resources. They don't need food."

    Johnny rubbed his chin. "You know, the defense business is big business. What would you think about leasing manned microwave cannon stations to the Union worlds?"

    Mace replied, "I think they would turn on us and steal whatever they could from that. Think of it like this: the UF wants to provide security for Canto for a fee. Other than being forced, the people of Canto would reject it. The Dellus and the Zinka? They would look to steal it. Other than for straight-up commercial trade, I don't want anything to do with them."

    Johnny nodded. "Sounds like you have it figured out, then."

    Mace frowned. "If I thought we could do that without them trying to use those against us somehow, I'd be all for it. For right now, though, until we get our own fleet of ships going, I'd just as soon keep them in their box."

    The return to Earth saw another minimal crew enlisted for resource exploration. The first jump was to the planet named Hardy, previously known as HD 7449. The previous scans had yet to be completed. After several low orbit runs around the planet, it was determined that it was rich in emeralds, a resource the former Union members would eagerly trade for. The information was passed to Jasper for his crews to begin mining.

    Another twelve planets were checked, with moderate to poor results. The thirteenth planet was again littered with ruins from a prior civilization.

    Mace ordered the Rogers down and a small crew readied. "Mr. Mallot, before we step foot down there, I want you to do a thorough scan for bios. I don't want another attack catching us off-guard like last time."

    Humphrey nodded. "Consider it done. Mr. Hobbs, could you take us up to ten kilometers and make a fifty kilometer circle around this city?"

    Liam nodded. "Setting coordinates now."

    When the scans were complete, Humphrey Mallot pushed the data to the main display. "Picked up about forty-five hundred bios. Most about the size of a small dog. There were several hundred about the size of those hildabrigs."

    "Good. Doesn't sound too bad."

    Humphrey raised a hand. "I do have something to add. On a lark, I checked for iron formations similar to the one the hildabrigs used for their mound. Bad news is there's one just west of these ruins. Again, it's about two kilometers out, and again, it has a raised surface."

    Johnny said, "I wonder if this planet had the same visitor as Hardy. I say we go pound that mound and see what runs out."

    Mace replied, "I think that's a good idea. Mr. Hobbs, take us over that area. Mr. Mueller, send a couple plasma bursts into the center of it. Mr. Mallot, monitor for signs of any bios."

    Minutes later, the rumble from two plasma rounds leaving the power heads pulsed through the deck. Scans returned minimal results for several minutes, then the ground below erupted with movement. Visual sensor data was pushed to the display. Thousands of hildabrigs were moving about the mound, looking for an unknown attacker.

    Mace shook his head. "Not what I was hoping to see."

    Johnny scowled. "I say we pulverize that mound."

    Mace nodded. "Agreed. Mr. Mueller, do your worst."

    An hour was spent turning the kilometer-wide mound into a deep crater. After, the Rogers was positioned over the tallest building remnant in the city center, the ramp was lowered and a team consisting of Mace, Johnny, Jenny and Jordan Crawford hopped out onto the building’s top. The ramp remained lowered and the Rogers was taken up by several hundred meters.

    Johnny gestured toward an open stairwell. "Captain."

    Mace replied, "Hey, you wanted a planet named after you, this is your opportunity."

    Johnny raised an eyebrow. "Seriously?"

    Mace nodded. "I'll push for it myself. The only question is... will it be called Tretcher or Johnny?"

    Johnny smiled as he stepped forward. "I was thinking Derwood."

    Mace laughed. "An opportunity to name a planet after yourself and you want to name it after your dog?"

    Johnny grinned. "First Dachshund in space."

    Johnny led the way into the half collapsed stairwell. "Not so sure this thing is stable."

    Humphrey came over the comm: "Scan shows it as structurally sound."

    Johnny eased onto the first step. "Well, it looks like crap."

    As they made their way down the first two flights, Mace said, "Notice anything in particular?"

    Johnny glanced up. "Yep. Normal ceiling heights. Looks like they're right at three meters per floor."

    Mace nodded. "This could be evidence of our first Human-sized aliens."

    Jenny said, "Could have at one time been a whole world of Johnnies."

    "Now that's a scary thought," said Mace.

    "That even scares me," added Johnny.

    On the fifth level down, they forced open a half-rusted door and Johnny walked out onto a concrete slab. Wind blew through openings where glass windows would have one time been.

    Johnny said, "This is creepy. This could be any office building in any downtown back on Earth. Do we have a reading on the age of any of this?"

    Humphrey replied: "Twelve hundred Earth years."

    Mace said, "That's about the same as the other one. And given those hildabugs, I'd have to say we're looking at a repeat."

    Johnny said, "Hildabrigs."

    Mace replied, "What?"

    "They're called hildabrigs, not hildabugs."

    Mace stared for several seconds. "Who cares? All I'm saying is, I bet we find the same thing happened here as on Hardy. Ruined cities and those bugs. And about the same timeframe. Way too many coincidences to not be."

    Humphrey said, "Mr. Hardy, I have bio movement about a half kilometer from there."

    Johnny laughed. "Bio movement."

    Jenny frowned. "You just can't get out of seventh grade, can you?"

    "I'm sorry, but that was funny."

    Humphrey continued: "Two bipeds, approximately a meter and a half tall. Hold on... I'll see if we caught them on visual."

    Mace pulled a holo-image of the main display up over his arm pad. Two human-like bipeds, carrying long poles, scurried down an overgrown street and into the base of a collapsed building.

    Mace gestured toward the stairs. "Mr. Tretcher, looks like Derwood might be inhabited. We have eight floors down and then we head east."

    Johnny scowled as he walked toward the stairs. "Inhabitants... pfft. Probably gonna contest my naming rights."

    "If so, we'll find you another one."

    The foursome exited the building, heading down the once paved road toward the building in question.

    Jenny pointed as they walked. "Look at those slots in the road. They must have had transportation similar to ours."

    Humphrey said, "Sensors have detected a number of underground tunnels beneath the city. Possibly a train system?"

    Mace nodded. "Thanks. We'll add that to our list of things to check out."

    Johnny held up a hand as they came within eyeshot of the building. "They entered that pile of rubble. How do we want to approach this?"

    Jenny joked: "Well, if Jasper were here, he would walk right up to it."

    Johnny shrugged. "We do have on battlesuits. And we have weapons."

    Johnny mentally dialed the thunder pistol in his glove down to its lowest level, also giving it a wide spread. "Anyone messes with me will get knocked on their ass."

    Mace said, "Keep in mind, we aren't here to fight anyone. These people may need help."

    Johnny sighed. "Always gotta take the fun out of it, don't you."

    Johnny stood straight and walked out into the middle of the street. Mace shook his head. Seconds later, a black streak zipped through the air, struck the chest of his battlesuit and ricocheted off to the side.

    Johnny grabbed the area of the strike, turned and ran back. "Gaw! That hurt!"

    Jenny looked it over. "No puncture, but I'll bet he's due for a nice bruise."

    Mace chuckled. "Come on, let's all just walk down the street with our tail-feathers up. You know, for someone who at one time earned a chemical engineering degree, your decision-making sometimes baffles me."

    Johnny chuckled as he attempted to rub his chest. "You aren't the only one. That's the sort of thing I normally have Jane around to talk me out of."

    Mace said, "How about this: Jordan, you and Jenny cross the street into that building. Make your way down until you're directly across from the rubble pile. Mr. Target and I will move down this side."

    The teams split. Mace hustled across a side street, with Johnny close behind. They crouched as they made their way along a wall covered with overgrowth.

    Johnny said, "Reminds me of following you up to the Simpsons’ when this all started. Seems like that was a lifetime ago."

    Mace nodded. "It was. What did we just pass, three years or four?"

    Johnny shook his head. "Don't know. I lose track what day and what month it is all the time now. Strange how those things don't seem to matter so much anymore."

    Mace hopped over the short wall, sprinting for the side of the building the locals had gone into. Johnny followed, holding his chest. Jordan and Jenny signaled from a position across the street.

    Mace said, "Take aim at that entryway. If you see movement, take a shot."

    "What are you planning?" asked Johnny.

    "I'm gonna run across that opening to see if I can draw one of them out."

    Johnny scowled. "And that's a better plan than mine?"

    Mace nodded. "Yep. I won't get shot."

    Johnny sighed. "OK. Make it happen. Anything moves in there, I'll take it down."

    Mace moved down the front of the building as Jenny, Jordan, and Johnny watched. As he reached the edge of the opening, he again sprinted, this time running diagonally across. Another black arrow bolt flew out, just missing its target. A being stepped into view, wielding what could only be described as a crossbow. Johnny took aim and mentally pulled the trigger.

    With a whump, the target fell back onto the pile of debris. A second being ran out and grabbed the first. Another well placed spread-shot knocked it down as well.

    Mace came from behind his hiding place with his weapon drawn. The two shaken assailants offered no resistance.
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    Mace called in a shuttle. It set down in the middle of the street with its ramp down. The two locals were taken aboard.

    Johnny stood in the hall outside the conference room where the two were being held. "Other than that knobby skin, they almost look Human."

    "I was thinking the same. Significant differences, likenesses as well. Did you notice their clothes?"

    Johnny nodded. "Homemade. And they appear to be two males, maybe even teens, which tells me there's a colony around here."

    "Could be in those tunnels Mr. Mallot was talking about."

    "Why didn't anyone show on the bio scans?"

    Mace held up his arm pad. "Good question. Mr. Mallot, the scans you did that showed tunnels, there weren't any bios down there?"

    Humphrey replied, "Can't see that deep. I could see the entrances and exits and going back into them maybe fifty meters. After that it was just a guess."

    Johnny said, "Can't say I would want to take refuge in tunnels with those hildabrigs out there."

    Mace replied, "They might have them sealed off well or something. For now, we just need to learn their language."

    Johnny frowned. "Let me guess, the old-fashioned way of point and talk?"

    Mace laughed. "Old-fashioned?"

    Johnny nodded. "Yeah. Old-fashioned... you know what I mean."

    Mace took a deep breath. "There's two of them. We might as well get started. This is gonna take a few hours."

    The two Humans, after removing their helmets, began the process of getting the locals to talk. Five minutes into the effort, the first of them repeated the word chair.

    Mace nodded as he pointed at himself and then the chair. "Chair."

    The local pointed and replied, "Chair."

    Johnny laughed. "Who's learning whose language over there?"

    Mace replied, "Shut up and keep going."

    Another ten minutes passed before the two locals caught on. Twenty minutes later, the first word was locked. An hour followed before 20 percent translation was reached. Another hour later the number hit seventy. Broken sentences then sped the process. At 95 percent an alert chimed.

    Johnny smiled. "Magic to my ears."

    Mace put his helmet back on, enabling the translation. "My name is Mace Hardy. We are Humans, coming from a far planet. We aren't your enemies. We want to help you if we can."

    One of the locals began to speak. The other grabbed his arm, shaking his head.

    Mace said, "I understand your hesitation, but like I said, we're here to help. We killed off that mound of hildabrigs out there. You don't have to worry about them anymore. Your people, you live in the tunnels under the old city?"

    The first local replied as he had a short slap fight with the other. "Yes. We are Lorbans. This is our city. You are invaders. Now that the bracka are dead, the others will attack."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "Bracka? Are those the little beasts with six legs?"

    The first local nodded. "Yes, they keep the other cities from attacking. Now we are defenseless. When they find out the bracka are dead, they will come."

    Mace asked, "What is your name?"

    The first puffed up his chest. "I am Dragga. This is Merti. We are Lorbans."

    Mace gestured around him. "This city, is it called Lorba, or something like that?"

    Dragga nodded. "Lorban. This is our home."

    Mace nodded. "There are other cities that war with you?"

    "Yes. If we venture out of our territory, we are captured and enslaved."

    Johnny scowled. "Doesn't sound like much of a life. Hide from the bugs or your neighbors... or both."

    Mace asked, "How many of you Lorbans are there?"

    Dragga was silent.

    Mace pulled up an image of the building entrance where they had been captured. The youth named Merti held out his hand, waving it through the image in fascination.

    Mace said, "If you Lorbans help us to understand your world, we'll protect you from the others."

    Dragga looked at his friend. "Perhaps they should talk to Meggala."

    Merti shrugged. "We are already in trouble. They know our names."

    Mace gestured toward the door. "If you lead us to your people, we'll make sure the others do not attack."

    Dragga stood. "I will lead."

    Merti hopped up to follow. Johnny, Jordan, and Jenny walked behind.

    Mace held up his hand. "Johnny, you and Jordan stay here. I don't want to scare them with a big crowd."

    Johnny frowned. "Well, that seals it. This planet is not gonna be called Derwood."

    Jenny smiled. "Keep up your spirits. There'll be another one."

    Mace and Jenny walked down the ramp, following the two Lorban youths into the pile of rubble. Ten meters in, around a double corner, a steel door blocked their way. Dragga rapped three times and a metal latch slid open, followed by the door being pulled open. A startled girl on the other side took two stumbling steps back.

    Dragga said, "They are with us."

    Two flights of stairs took the foursome down. Another door was passed as yet another keeper stood with eyes wide. As they proceeded to walk deeper into the underground, a gathering of Lorban youths began following.

    Jenny turned when one of the followers poked the back of her leg with a stick. "Hey!"

    The kids scattered.

    Mace laughed. "Really?"

    Jenny giggled. "He poked me with a stick! I'm not some animal."

    The foursome turned a corner into a large room where a group of adults was gathered. Weapons were hastily drawn and defensive postures taken.

    Mace held up his hand. "We come in peace."

    Jenny laughed.

    Mace sighed. "Please shut up for a minute."

    Mace repeated: "We come in peace. We're not from this planet."

    Dragga said, "It's true. We watched them ride down from the sky."

    Merti blurted out, "And they killed the bracka. All of them."

    A leader of the group stepped forward. "Who are you and how is it you speak Lorban?"

    Mace replied, "I'm Mace Hardy. This is Jenny Taub. We are explorers. We come from a planet called Earth. It orbits one of the stars in your sky."

    Skeptical looks greeted them.

    Dragga said, "They need to speak to Meggala. He can answer their questions."

    "Meggala, who is he?"

    Dragga replied, "The keeper of the archives and our grand schoolmaster."

    Jenny nodded. "Sounds like someone we want to talk to."

    Mace said, "We would like to meet Meggala."

    The leader of the group scowled at the teen for several seconds. "Go fetch him."

    Several minutes of suspicious stares passed before the keeper of the archives walked into the room. "Visitors?"

    Mace nodded. "From far away. We come in peace."

    Jenny giggled. Mace offered a glare.

    "I can't help it."

    Mace said, "The boy tells us we killed off the only thing protecting you from being attacked. The bracka?"

    Meggala was unsteady for a second. "The bracka are dead?"

    Mace nodded. "We encountered the same creatures on another planet. We thought we were doing anyone who was here a favor. If we've put you in danger, we'll help to remedy that."

    Meggala sat. "The texts speak of the visitors’ return. Are the rest of the Phobali with you?"

    Mace asked, "Phobali?"

    Meggala nodded. "We are Phobali. Are they coming home? Were you sent for us?"

    Mace slowly shook his head. "I don't think so. We just came across this planet while exploring. We saw the ruins of this city and came down to investigate. That's when we saw and killed off the bracka. So this planet is called Phobal or something like that?"

    "Phobas. These were once great cities."

    Mace asked, "What happened?"

    Meggala stood. "Come with me. I'll show you."

    Mace and Jenny followed the keeper into the archives. It was a large room stacked high with books and maps.

    Meggala stopped in front of a yellowed wall map of the globe. "We were once six nations at peace. The cities thrived, the people were happy and well cared for. Industries were growing and life was improving for everyone."

    Mace asked, "You said there was a collapse?"

    Meggala nodded. "Our great cities, businesses, and homes, were once all powered. Vehicles carried us on the ground and in the air. Travel between cities and nations was frequent and encouraged—unlike now, where you will be executed if found in another's claimed territory. Either the collapse brought the loss of power or the loss of power brought the collapse. The record of that is unclear.

    "What we know is that without transportation, foods were no longer distributed and a great panic set in. Shortly after, millions became ill. Many died before the visitors arrived. They brought food and medicine, but could not stop the plague that subdued us. We were given a choice, go with them for treatment or remain and perish. Most went willingly, but a few, our direct ancestors, stayed hidden from the glorious fleet of transports that were sent on our behalf. The people boarded those ships and were swept away. The people here are born of those who were left behind.

    "When the great ships departed, the illness disappeared but the bracka came. We hid here in the tunnels beneath Lorban. The mound was established and many of those who had remained perished from the black death of the bracka. Our people fought back. They adapted. They learned the patterns of the beasts. Over the years we came to know how to live with the threat nearby. We learned the bracka were territorial and with that knowledge we began to use them for our defense. Those who survived in the cities surrounding us became our enemies. The bracka have kept them away."

    Mace frowned. "How is it you can live with the bracka but they can't? Aren't there other mounds?"

    Meggala took a deep breath. "Yes. But the patterns the bracka develop are unique to each mound. Should we attempt to invade the territory of another mound, it would be disastrous for us."

    Jenny shook her head. "So you've lived here for twelve hundred years with those things out there? And the others on this planet want you dead? How many of you are there in Lorban?"

    "Seventeen hundred and four."

    Mace said, "That's a lot of people to keep fed."

    Meggala nodded. "The bracka provide."

    Jenny grimaced. "Wait, you eat those things?"

    "No. They leave secretions about that stay in a gel form until disturbed. Aside from fruits, nuts, and berries, we survive by raiding the hardened secretion traps of any animals who fall prey to them. And the secretion itself burns well to provide light."

    Mace said, "We've had a few experiences with that stuff. There's no escape for the individual. Meggala, how would you like to once again have power?"

    The keeper shrugged. "We've never known it. What would we do?"

    Mace replied, "For one, you can get rid of those candles. Second, you could power machines and begin to rebuild your city... and defend it. We would be willing to help you get started, but I would ask that you use your new strength for peace. It's time to reunite the Phobali and to rid your world of the bracka."

    Meggala thought for a moment. "Such a mission would have to be put before the council."

    Mace smiled. "Have your council meet. If they're interested in a new life, we will help you get started. I'll need to visit my ship in the meantime."

    Meggala scurried away to assemble the Lorban council. Mace and Jenny made their way to the surface and then up to the Rogers.

    Johnny was waiting to discuss what had transpired. "You're giving them a reactor?"

    Mace nodded. "Just one. We'll show them how to use it. Maybe hook up a few lights for them. And we can revisit in a couple months."

    Johnny asked, "Why are you doing this? They were surviving on their own."

    "Three reasons. The first is because we killed off the bracka they used to defend their city. The second because we killed off the bracka that kept them in food."

    "And the third?"

    Mace stopped, looking Johnny in the eye. "And the third is because I believe their world was attacked and their people enslaved. Think about it. Great cities. A thriving populace. And all of the sudden you have a complete collapse because of loss of power. Sound familiar? I'm wondering if they lost communications at the same time."

    Johnny shook his head. "You're not comparing this place to what happened on Earth, are you?"

    Mace shrugged. "Maybe. Aren't you curious how two other planets that were at evolutionary levels similar to our own suddenly collapsed, followed by aliens showing up? The Galactic Union members have all denied being responsible for Earth's demise. What if they weren't responsible? What if there's another species out there who goes around and does this and then enslaves the people?"

    Johnny half winced. "That's a big stretch, don't you think?"

    "Is it? Jasper has been through all the technology the Galactic Union members had available. None of them had anything like what was used to hit Earth."

    Johnny crossed his arms. "I'm not sold. The Union members already admitted to invading because we discovered dark matter. If this other invasion was about to happen at the same time, that would be a galactic coincidence."

    Jenny joined the conversation. "I have to side with Mace on this one. Too many similarities for us not to investigate further."

    Mace nodded. "I think we return to Earth and grab Jeff and his team. And contact Jasper to bring out his team. I also think we may want to go back to Hardy to see what we can dig up there. If those electromagnetic storms did come from another species, who's to say they won't be back? While our main power is now coming from the fusion reactors, practically all of our industry is reliant on electricity. Another event like before could send us back to the stone age again."

    Johnny said, "Well, this time we have the Rogers to put a stop to it."

    Mace grimaced as he shook his head. "They could set up their bombardment half a light-year away, start it up, then leave five months later. By the time it reached Earth, they would have been gone for a month. We'd be stuck with five months of chaos after that. And if they just kept moving around doing the same thing, they could keep it going continuously and we wouldn't have a way to stop it."

    Johnny took a deep breath. "That must have taken some deep thinking to come up with that."

    Mace nodded. "It did. Jeff proposed it to me about six months ago. Said if we could duplicate whatever they did to create those storms, we would have a much-needed deterrent to anyone attacking us. It would be the ultimate stand-off weapon."

    Johnny stood silent in thought for several seconds. "Wow. If that's what happened, you're right. Someone is sitting out there and they will do this again."

    The transfer of investigators to Phobas only took hours. They found a single stack of journals that outlined the events surrounding the collapse. Electromagnetic storms had arrived. Power and communications were lost. Transportation followed. Then the great panic ensued, just as it had on Earth, where everyone was scrambling to live, often doing things to their fellow Phobali they never thought possible, all in the name of survival.

    Jasper's teams on Hardy uncovered similar materials, the writings of the last of the survivors, who’d eventually succumbed to the colonies of the spider beasts that had been left behind.

    Somehow, the small groups of Phobali had persevered. For twelve hundred years they had followed a daily routine that consisted of little more than following schedules and gathering food. All the while, the great cities surrounding them continued to crumble.

    In the months that followed, reactors were brought in and the bracka annihilated. Treaties were signed between the cities, and a global council was established to begin the reclamation and rebuilding of the Phobali world.

    The Rogers returned to Earth, where life was beginning to boom. Embryo implantations were taking place at increased levels. A third of the women of child-bearing age were now pregnant or in the initial planning stages of being so. The farms were producing an abundance of produce. Factories made machines that were used to build more factories. And the first ships of the new Human fleet were beginning to take shape.

    Trade with the old Union worlds was on the increase. On Canto, the protection tax was enacted. All progress at growing the colony, and with it the profits of the Knuttin Corporation, had come to a halt. Further attempts at trade with the Hoorka had hit a wall. With their war at an end, their efforts were focused on strengthening their worlds. The Hoorka mistrusted other species, and thus new relations were unwelcome.

    Jasper's fleets had kept a close eye on the rift leading to the Karthian worlds. Activity through the wormhole was detected, but ships had not come through since the nuclear ships had been used.

    The old Union species, without the power and might supplied by Muhatha ships, squabbled among themselves over trade. Minor skirmishes developed over disputed territories as their underling species broke off relations to strike out on their own. The loose trade union that evolved consisted of twenty-two species, now all of equal stature.

    Tres and Vanessa expanded their restaurant into a chain. Johnny had his hands full of chores while following Jane's orders in raising their two adopted children. Zax and Fina continued to grown rapidly, each of them reading at the fifth grade level while just under two years of age. Zax, being the only male of his age, received constant attention from a multitude of mothers who had triplet girls. There was no end to his scheduled playdates. Derwood and Molly were happy to stay out of their way.

    Jeff and Nancy joined the ranks of the parents-to-be. Liam, Humphrey, and Hans had found spouses of their own. Jordan Crawford returned to an old girlfriend. Gnaga Klept, after reuniting with his family, moved them to Earth. Bontu Montak and Fatso Geerok became Earth Ambassadors to the Mawga while Heeb, Hooba, and the others took jobs in Jeff's science lab.

    Mace Hardy continued to enjoy the company of Jenny Taub, going on secluded picnics and taking long walks. Jane insisted on knowing all the details.

    Life on Earth had come full circle. What had once seemed an impossibility was again beginning to take shape. Even with all their daily problems, Humans were happy and thriving as a species. By all accounts and measures, the Earth and her Human population were resurgent. However, it was a big galaxy, largely still unexplored. And with hostile species known to be out there, the Humans of Earth would have to keep an ever watchful eye.
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    Jenny rolled over on the blanket. "You've got moss all over your back."

    Mace lay on his belly, hands up under his chin, eyes gazing at the rushing stream that roiled and dove over round rocks on its way down the mountain.

    "Moss doesn't grow on a rolling stone."

    Jenny rolled him over, pulling herself over atop him for a kiss. Several long, joyous seconds of passion were interrupted by the chime of a comm device.

    Jenny sighed as she reached for it. "It's Johnny this time."

    "Don't answer it."

    Jenny smiled. "He looks concerned."

    Mace let out a deep breath before sitting up and gesturing. "Hand it to me."

    Johnny's image floated over the device. "Sorry to disturb the party, but Jasper says he's been trying to reach you for twenty minutes."

    "What's he need?"

    "There's been activity at the Karthian rift."

    Mace frowned. "What kind of activity?"

    Johnny chuckled. "Well, I would suppose it's the bad kind. He didn't say, but he looked unhappy."

    Mace nodded. "Thanks. I'll comm him."

    Jane stuck her head around Johnny and grinned. "Hey, Jenny."

    Jenny smiled. "Hey, Jane."

    Mace closed the comm.

    Jenny laughed. "They are the nosiest people."

    Mace placed a comm to the Rogers.

    A new face answered. "Lieutenant French. How can I assist, Mr. Hardy?"

    "What happened to Clive?"

    The lieutenant answered: "Clive decided to move to London, sir. I'm his replacement."

    Mace stood. "When did that happen? Oh never mind. I need you to open a wormhole comm to King Collins for me."

    The lieutenant replied, "He's been trying to contact you for a while now, sir."

    Mace nodded. "So I hear. And please stop calling me ‘sir.’ Mace or Mr. Hardy is fine."

    The lieutenant smiled. "Yes, Mr. Hardy. Comm is coming through now."

    An image of Jasper Collins in his black battlesuit hovered in the air as Jenny brushed moss from Mace's back.

    "Trouble at the rift?"

    Jasper scowled. "It's those dumbass Union members. They've been busy building cruisers and nuke ships. My spies were watching, but they somehow missed the numbers they were putting together. A fleet of fifteen hundred ships just showed up at the rift. We think they're waiting for several hundred more, after which they plan to attack."

    Mace winced. "In those cruisers? They'll get slaughtered."

    Jasper nodded. "Exactly. I've attempted to hail their command ships, but they aren't returning my calls."

    "Well, if they go in and get their asses kicked, it shouldn't affect us."

    Jasper shook his head. "Not necessarily true. If the Karthians sense an overwhelming victory, they might think they have a clear shot at the colonies over here. This could bring them through before I have my new fleet at any kind of decent strength."

    "How's the build-up coming?"

    "We'll be at sixty-eight by the end of this week. Fifty-six have been flight tested and crewed. I think they can hold their own against the Karthian ships, but not against that station and whatever that green energy beam is."

    Mace said, "Well, at least they have to leave that station on the other side."

    Jasper scowled. "I'm just concerned they'll figure out how to package that in something smaller that will fit through there."

    "Well, we haven't seen any evidence of that yet. What exactly would you like me to do about the situation?"

    Jasper leaned his head to one side. "I don't know, maybe get your fanny in gear and come out to support us? I know you're busy with the little lady and all, but I think this needs your attention."

    Mace nodded. "Fine. I'll assemble a crew and we'll head your way. You want us to meet you there or at the rift?"

    "I'm at the rift. Come here directly when you're ready."

    "Got it. Will probably need a couple hours to call everyone in."

    Jasper leaned toward the comm camera. "Do it fast. We may not have a couple hours."

    The comms went out to the crew of the Rogers. Liam Hobbs was the last to arrive, having to come by skybus from the community center in London. Mace sat in his command chair on the bridge as his senior staff took to their consoles or stood waiting.

    "It seems the old Galactic Union members have assembled a sizable fleet. They're taking up position at the Karthian rift, massing for an invasion. Our problem is we don't think they will win. And with the resounding beating that will be coming their way, Jasper and I presume the Karthians may decide to come through the rift, believing they now hold the upper hand.

    "The Targarians have just over five hundred ships now, including about sixty of the Collins class—not nearly as much as we want. So what are we doing with the Rogers, you ask? We're going to offer whatever assistance we can if the Karthians do decide to come through. If we muster enough ships, we might just dissuade them from following up with an invasion of our space.

    "So I hope you've all said goodbye to your spouses and children. This could be a false alarm, or it could be all-out fighting for our survival."

    The staff of the second and third shifts left the bridge.

    Mace looked around. "Good to see you all here. Wish it was under better circumstances. I hope you all remember how to work those stations. I know it's been several months for a number of you."

    Hans replied, "We'll do our best, Mr. Hardy. Our lives count on it too."

    Mace gave a nod. "Mr. Hobbs, jump us to the rift. Mr. Mallot, prepare for a full scan. Mr. Mueller, make sure all weapons are charged and ready to fire."

    Johnny chuckled. "What about me?"

    "I don't know... make sure you're ready to talk?"

    Johnny grinned. "Always ready to talk."

    Seconds later, the Rogers moved into the area of the rift. A ten minute ride had them within comm range of the Organ Cave.

    Mace asked, "Anything different since we talked?"

    Jasper shook his head. "They haven't moved. Another two hundred ships have joined up."

    "Wait. I thought you took all their wormhole generators."

    Jasper sighed. "I did. Looks as though someone held out. Wouldn't be the first time with this lot."

    "Any scans through the rift?"

    Jasper nodded. "Twelve hundred ships at least, from what we can detect."

    "If they have that many ships at the ready, the Union members might have just done us a favor."

    "How so?"

    Mace stroked his goatee. "We now know they have at least that. They could invade with that force alone and I'm not sure we could stop them."

    Jasper turned to one of his aides. "Another two hundred ships are on their way in. The others look to be moving into a formation for attack."

    Johnny shook his head. "Suicide. They think they're gonna march that column right past that station? Fat chance."

    Jane came onto the bridge. "When's this show getting started?"

    Mace asked, "You got a cake in the oven or what?"

    Jane laughed. "I might. Just wanted to report the reactors are all working at optimum. No maintenance issues to report, which is a first. As far as power goes, this ship is as ready as it could be."

    Jenny came over the comm: "Drives all at 100 percent."

    "Sensors are all reporting," said Humphrey. "No anomalies."

    Hans finished the report: "Storage wells are all charged and circuits functional."

    Mace drew a deep breath. "I just want to say that no ship could have a finer crew. And no crew could have a finer ship. If we do go into action, I'm glad you are all on my team."

    Johnny said, "So you want to take us down with you, is that what you're saying?"

    Mace nodded as he smiled. "Well, some of you."

    Jasper said, "Another hundred ships coming in. This gives them two thousand even. Hmm."

    "What is it?"

    "These latest ships, they don't look like any of the others. I've never seen any like them."

    Humphrey pushed a visual image to the main display.

    Johnny said, "What do you think that dome on the front is?"

    Mace shook his head. "Haven't a clue. Jeff? Opinion?"

    Jeff shrugged. "Looks like a big radar dome. Although I don't know what purpose that would serve."

    Humphrey said, "The sensors are reporting strange energy readings, Mr. Hardy. It's like nothing I've seen."

    Humphrey passed another image to the main display. "This is the energy profile for the space surrounding one of those ships. The gravity drives and the remainder of the ship look normal, but that dome is putting out some serious spikes."

    Jeff nodded. "Some type of shield?"

    Jasper said, "They're moving to the front of that column. This may be it."

    Jasper turned to one of his officers. "Admiral Bellok, pass word for all ships to be ready. If anything Karthian comes through that rift, I want it taken out. If the Union pukes want to kill themselves they are welcome. We don't want the Karthians thinking we are weakened in any way, so we'll take up the fight on this side."

    Humphrey said, "The dome ships are in position. The entire column is moving toward the rift. First ships will be passing through in approximately three minutes."

    Gnaga came onto the bridge. "I believe I know what that is."

    "Tell us," said Mace.

    Gnaga zoomed the display in on one of the domes. "I had heard rumors of experiments with dark matter. To date, its only use was to be combined with gatrellium during the formation of wormholes, or in the amplifier plates of gravity drives. Since experimentation other than at Galactic Union labs was prohibited, our scientists conducted all of their work using theoretical properties and formulas. One such theory promised an energy reflector. This may be a result of that."

    "Aren't the dampening fields energy reflectors?"

    Gnaga shook his head. "Not at all. The inertial dampening field absorbs energy, dissipating it across the entirety of the field. If this is what I believe it to be, energy weapons—including that green monstrosity coming from the Karthian station—would be reflected back at the source."

    Johnny smiled. "Now this I wanna see."

    As the Union fleet approached the rift, several dozen plasma rounds shot through the opening. Bright, fierce looking bolts of lightning shot out from the domes as the plasma made contact. With part of the plasma energy annihilated, the remainder returned toward the firing ships. Without the gravitational containment that held the plasma in a tight sphere, electricity sloughed away from the receding plasma rounds, reducing their power and rendering them inert.

    Johnny raised an eyebrow. "That is one spectacular lightshow."

    Seconds later, the plasma rounds began to come through in a steady stream. All were reflected, and the heavens were lit with a continuous show of lightning flashes as the Union ships moved forward, the lightning itself seemingly traveling toward the edges of the rift.

    As the first of the domed ships reached the opening, the green energy wave from the Karthian station ripped into the front ships. The green energy turned into bright orange lighting as the majority of the wave was reflected back. Two dozen Karthian cruisers raced forward, holding their weapons fire as they moved toward the domed ships. Hundreds of Union ships opened up at once, first overwhelming the Karthians' shields and then shredding their hulls. The attacking Karthian ships were obliterated before firing a shot.

    Johnny said, "This is going a bit differently than I imagined."

    Mace replied, "Give it time. The Karthians just have to figure out a way past those domes."

    Fifty Karthian cruisers and a dozen dreadnoughts moved into the path of the oncoming column. A thousand small fighter craft were released at once. A gray cloud of fighters moved to intercept the Union vessels. Hundreds of Union ships fired at once, decimating the fighter assault but failing to slow it.

    The fighters reached the Union column just as the second and third row of ships began passing through the rift. The fighters circled in and around the domed ships, attacking at will. Most of a minute passed before the first of the domed ships exploded. Then another set of Karthian ships advanced, releasing another tranche of the small fighter craft. Energy bolts and impact flashes burned brighter than the nearest star as the column pushed forward through the rift.

    Jasper came over the comm. "No fireworks display I've ever seen could do this justice. Watching this is both thrilling and terrifying."

    As the column reached a third of the way through, the Union cruisers following the domes dispersed, engaging the enemy fully. Karthian and Union ships circled each other in a relentless exchange of plasma and laser fire. Because of the close interaction, the great green energy weapon of the Karthians could not be used.

    Humphrey said, "I'm detecting shuttle launches, Mr. Hardy. It seems they've adopted our boarding party technique. I count seventy-five Karthian ships already with shuttles attached."

    Mace sat in awe with his mouth open. "I almost want to join in, but I have a bad feeling about what's coming. The Karthians have yet to commit all their ships."

    Jasper said, "Hang tight. We're moving in for a closer look."

    "I wouldn't advise that."

    Jasper smiled. "Well, you aren't the king, so you don't get the final decision."

    The Organ Cave zipped away, closing rapidly on the tail end of the Union column. Just on the other side, half the known Karthian fleet were fighting for their lives. As Jasper and his flagship flew closer, the Karthian station blasted out a green energy wave. The bright blue Collins class vessel attempted to evade but was unsuccessful. The energy wave impacted their dampening field, frying the transducers and blistering their gatrellium skin.

    "Crap," said Jasper. "Admiral! Take us home!"

    Mace yelled, "Mr. Hobbs! Take us in! Draw fire from that weapon! They can't take another hit!"

    The Rogers shot forward as the Organ Cave came back their way.

    Jasper said, "Mace, we've got a problem. Our wormhole generator took damage. We can't jump... or turn... or accelerate of decelerate. Our inertial dampening field is non-existent."

    Mace said, "Just keep coming. Mr. Hobbs, slip us in behind them and open a wormhole to Divinia."

    Jeff winced. "What about the green wave?"

    "If it comes, we'll just have to suck it up. Have everyone move in from the outer compartments."

    Jeff nodded. "On it."

    "Mr. Hobbs, what's our ETA?"

    Liam replied, "Twenty seconds."

    Humphrey yelled, "Detecting an energy buildup! That station is about to fire!"

    Mace squeezed the armrest of his command chair. "Come on! Get us there!"

    An eternity seemingly passed as the ships closed. A bright green ball of energy blasted from the Karthian station on the other side of the rift. The Rogers spun, slowing at first, and then matching and surpassing the speed of the Organ Cave.

    Mace yelled, "Open a wormhole to Divinia! Now!"

    The generator engaged. A tiny tear in space-time opened. The Targarian flagship slipped through just as the green wave caught up to the Rogers. The hull jerked and rumbled, displays flashed and sparked. Power flashed on and off before restarting. The wave dissipated as it moved across the retreating ship.

    Humphrey said, "We have damage reports coming in... and casualties. Gravity drives are at 30 percent. Sixty percent of our reactors are showing instabilities and are shutting down. Dampening field has held, but the wormhole generator is gone."

    Mace grimaced. "Injuries? Casualties?"

    "Two moderate injuries, the rest minor. Oh, and we're out of range of that weapon."

    A new Targarian ship jumped into space near the Rogers.

    Johnny grinned. "It's Jasper on the comm. He's already made a transfer to another ship."

    Jasper said, "OK, the Cave is headed for the repair docks. I suggest you take the Rogers there as well. I have crews waiting. And thanks for saving my ass back there."

    Mace nodded. "Open a portal for us. Ours is dead."

    "You'll find a new Collins when you get there if you want to come back. Those repairs are gonna take a while."

    A micro-wormhole was opened to Divinia and the Rogers slipped through. After they had passed, the wormhole was kept open for a sensor feed from Jasper's new ship.

    The battle at the rift raged on. The Union ships appeared to be dominating. Karthian ships were being destroyed or leaving the field of battle in tatters. Because of the close proximity of the ships, the massive Karthian station remained out of the fight. Again the Karthian threat was being thwarted.
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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.
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