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    Humphrey Mallot was greeted with hugs from most of the old crew.

    Mace asked, "How was it you made it back to Earth? And Mr. Fourier?"

    Humphrey frowned. "I had hoped he made it on his own. I was trapped on a vessel when it jumped back to Earth. I had to sneak food and water for nearly two weeks before I caught a shuttle down to the surface. Doc and the others were gone before I got there. The compound had plenty to eat and drink so I just waited, hoping you would send a shuttle for whatever reason. I didn't realize Stark had everyone. I thought you had all just left."

    Mace placed his hand on Humphrey's shoulder. "We never found Mr. Fourier. We lost fifty-one others besides the two of you, all Targarians."

    Humphrey offered a sad face. "I was afraid of that. Were we successful in getting ships? And what is this place? It's new."

    "We brought home two hundred twelve of their Vendetta class ships. And this place is our new home. Both the cave and the Alpha site were compromised to Stark. We should have made this move sooner. Almost cost us Doc and the others."

    Jeff Moskowitz replied, "Glad to see you safe, Mr. Mallot."

    Humphrey nodded. "Glad to be safe. What else have I missed?"

    Mace said, "The UF attacked and took Terrex. They’re running short of gatrellium, so we traded fifty tons of it to Stark for Doc and the others. We expect the hostilities with the Karthians will pick back up in a couple days. Stark is eager to finish them off. Oh, and we managed to destroy all ship production in the UF. When the Karthians look to be done, we plan to go after the UF ships. We just have to figure out how to do that without having them retaliating against Earth. And we have a couple new guests, Frado Knuttin and his aide. They learned about our stealth tech so we had to grab them. We also brought Roge along. He's been working with Doc, Gnaga, and the others as a sort of assistant. It’s the least we could do for him seeing we separated him from his people."

    Humphrey half smiled. "Glad to see you haven't slowed down. I like the new base. Much brighter than Alpha."

    "Looking at all that gray rock got tiring, didn't it?" said Johnny. "The people who built this place had living in it in mind."

    Mace said, "Well, we're genuinely glad to have you back, Mr. Mallot. If you want to go with Mr. Hobbs, he can show you to your quarters and fill you in on the tasks we have at hand."

    The others left, and Mace took Jeff by the shoulder. "Stark treat you OK?"

    Jeff nodded. "He tried to use his psychological threats on me. I didn't bite."

    Mace smiled. "He bought into your tainted data. I guess his teams took it as where you really were. Glad you had that planned out."

    Jeff pointed. "Thank Mr. Klept. It was his idea. I'm told you have a lab waiting for me?"

    "This way. Through these doors to the end of the hall and turn right. Jasper's teams have been working around the clock to replicate what you had."

    Jeff sighed. "I do not relish the thought of going through all that tuning again, but I suppose it's inevitable."

    Johnny joined them as they walked. "Doc, can't say how happy we are to have you back. And I have a favor to ask."

    Jeff smiled. "Just say it."

    Johnny waved back down the hall. Zax came running up beside him.

    "You know Zax, Fina, and the others have... well, they're smarter than us. Anyway, Zax has been looking over your data and he has a few questions he'd like to ask."

    Jeff stopped and looked down, patting Zax on the top of his head. "I guess it wouldn't hurt. I haven't started back into my efforts yet. What would you like to know, Mr. Tretcher?"

    Zax replied, "I think your feedback problem might have been coming from the gravitational fluctuation of the Earth or your surroundings."

    Jeff smiled. "Is that so? Well, I suppose you must also have a solution waiting?"

    Zax nodded. "I do. The feedback loop has a frequency of forty-two hertz. If you filter out the main pull, and then add filters for the pull of the surrounding structures, the forty-two hertz signal begins to emerge. I couldn't run any tests to prove my theory because I don't have a lab. The Targarians have been letting me take measurements in your new lab and I think I can solve for the gravitational effect of our surroundings here as well. If we compensate for that, the feedback should go away."

    Jeff stood with a puzzled look on his face for several seconds. "And you deduced this by looking over my data?"

    Zax frowned. "I kind of cheated. I skimmed over most of what you had already solved and went right for the problem area. I hope that doesn't bother you."

    Johnny grinned. "Well?"

    Jeff returned an apprehensive look. "I suppose that's possible... the cause of the feedback I mean. I did take into account the gravitational pull of the Earth, but not the microgravities of that which surrounds us. Given the sensitivity of the circuits in question, I suppose it's possible that could have an effect."

    Johnny pushed Zax forward. "Doc, meet your newest prodigy student. He's fascinated with physics. Anything you can give him to do or just allow him to watch, I'm sure he'd be grateful for."

    Jeff nodded. "Young, Mr. Tretcher... let's go see if we can find you a lab coat. I suppose you might already fit into one the ones the Targarians are wearing."

    Jeff turned, walking through the double doors to his new lab with Zax at his heels. A team of Targarian workers were busy assembling parts of the newest model of the wormhole weapon.

    Johnny stood with a sigh and a grin.

    Mace chuckled. "You are just beaming with pride."

    Johnny nodded. "Imagine how I'll feel if he has the solution to Doc's problem."

    Mace patted him on the shoulder. "I think we'll all be grinning then."

    Word soon came in from the command center: the United Front was moving ships toward their new target. Two stealth shuttles parked nearby sent back data feeds of the planet's surroundings. Three of the great Karthian stations were still fully operational. The fourth, pockmarked, and with evidence of collapsed decks, sat ready to give out whatever it had left. Nine hundred eighty-eight Karthian cruisers and several hundred support ships rounded out the Karthian defense.

    Jordan Crawford was looking over a holo-display of the situation. "The Karthians are outgunned. I hate to say it, but they would do better if they just pulled up and left."

    Mace said, "That's a hard thing to do when it's your people. We wouldn't do it to ours. We'd stay and we'd fight. Looks like the Karthians are doing the same."

    Jane came into the room at the tail-end of the conversation. "Anything we can do to make it painful for both sides?"

    Mace shook his head. "If we help the Karthians, it only endangers the troops Stark is sending in for the ground-based portion of this fight. If we help the UF, it only puts the UF in a stronger position over us. I'm thinking we just have to sit this fight out."

    Jane pointed at the display. "Looks like you were wrong about the Karthians. They're jumping."

    Jordan added. "That makes Stark's job easier. His transports are on the way to the surface."

    The trio watched as the Human fleet settled on the outskirts of two dozen major cities. Within minutes, Stark's troops were heavily engaged with the defenders.

    Word came in from a scout ship that had been assigned to Earth. "We have multiple wormholes opening. It's the Karthian fleet!"

    Mace opened a comm. "Mr. Collins! The Karthians are attacking Earth! We need all your ships there immediately!"

    Jasper replied, "On my way to a shuttle. I'm pushing through the data feed to my command. Check with me before you jump and we can coordinate."

    The teams raced around the compound, gathering helmets and getting into battlesuits. Eight minutes later, the Royal Fortune was in the air and heading for high orbit. They jumped as soon as the Fortune reached free space.

    Jasper said, "I count four hundred transports already hitting the surface. That fleet blew right through the twenty-ships the UF left there. Totally inadequate for a defense."

    A comm came in from Stark. "Mr. Hardy, most of our population is defenseless. Only our third-line troops are there. The bulk of our fighters are here at the Karthian world."

    "Are you expecting me to be able to do something? I have a shuttle and a handful of crew."

    Stark replied, "The Targarians have ships. And you have the ships you recently stole from the UF. Certainly you can mount some kind of defense?"

    Mace scowled. "It's you who left the Earth defenseless. Now we're going to pay for another one of your blunders."

    Jasper joined in the comm. "My ships are on the way. We'll do what we can. And, Stark, when this is over, you are finished. Your deals have put us in enough danger. When you finish what you're doing out there, you can send our people home, but you might as well keep on going. Your time is over."

    A dozen wormholes opened with the almost sixty Collins-class ships coming through. Immediately following were the two hundred twelve UF dreadnoughts that had been captured, now piloted by Jasper Collins' crews. Three minutes later, the fleets were fully engaged.

    The Targarian ships released their stealth shuttles with assault crews. The dreadnoughts and Collins ships engaged the enemy directly. Bright flashes filled the dark skies high above the Earth as laser pulses, plasma rounds, and microwave beams were traded. The Karthian ships took immediate casualties.

    The Royal Fortune targeted a massive Karthian station, sliding through a gravity wall and into an open docking bay.

    Mace grabbed Jane by the shoulder. "You sure you're up for this?"

    Jane half shrugged. "We're gonna find out. Some things are still a bit shaky. My aim isn't one of them."

    Johnny said, "I'll be sticking to her like glue."

    Mace asked, "Your shoulder good enough for this fight?"

    Johnny nodded. "Tender, but that's not gonna stop me from kicking some ass. Let's go get this done."

    Jenny stood beside them as the ramp lowered.

    Mace said, "Where you going?"

    Jenny scowled. "You think I'm sitting on the bus while you have all the fun? Not a chance. Now stop babbling and let's go... we have a lot of work to get done."

    Mace looked around. "Teams of two. And I want two of those teams watching each other’s backs. Jenny, myself, Johnny, and Jane will be heading for the power reactors on this level. If we can get them rigged, we'll let you know. If that happens, I want everyone back to the shuttle immediately. We have four sets of teams here. Somebody search out a command center; the other two find reactors. If you get in trouble, don't hesitate to make use of your comms. We aren't trying to hide ourselves today... we just want this ship disabled."

    The teams jumped down to the deck and headed out into a nearby hallway.

    Jenny said, "Sensors point this way for reactors. Two hundred meters ahead."

    Two plasma rounds emerged from what appeared to be thin air as the team ran toward their target. Two unsuspecting Karthian crewmen exploded, their guts and blood dripping from the walls as the teams ran by.

    Jenny turned into a large room. "This should be it."

    Four standard reactors sat before them, powering the levels just above and below. Another crewman was dispatched as he stood looking at several sensor readouts.

    Mace said, "Let's have a couple of those charges."

    "I thought you brought them?" said Johnny.

    Mace turned. "Anyone bring the satchel?"

    Three replies came back. "No."

    Mace growled. "Then we improvise. Each of you take a reactor and do what you can to power it down. We're just looking to stop it, we don't want it going critical on us. When you're done, assemble at the door. We head back to the shuttle together."

    Mace moved to a reactor, raising his foot and kicking hard at a handle to a maintenance panel. The handle bent and snapped off, opening the panel and exposing the circuits within. Four circuit boards were removed, dropped to the deck, and then stomped on with a heavy boot.

    The reactor sensors signaled red, initiating an emergency shutdown. Within seconds the plasma feed went dry. Mace stepped back, firing two plasma rounds into the remaining circuits. Parts flew and smoke billowed. The lighting on that level of the great station switched to emergency backup.

    Mace moved back to the door. "Who's here?"

    Jenny replied, "What took you so long?"

    Johnny laughed. "Was starting to think you got lost."

    "Let's just go," said Jane. "We have work to do."

    The foursome made the run back to the shuttle bay. The satchel was retrieved and a stairwell to lower levels searched.

    Mace opened a comm. "Let's have a status."

    Jordan Crawford replied, "Almost to what we think will be command."

    Liam Hobbs replied next: "The containment circuits of this reactor are different. Will take a few minutes to figure them out."

    Hans Mueller reported: "We're three levels up. The room here has half a dozen crewmen standing at the door."

    "Blast them and move on to your target. We don't have time to waste at being neat on this one."

    The thumps of plasma rounds exploding could be heard over the comm channel as it closed.

    Jordan Crawford came back. "At the command center. Should I just open up on them? Wait... I'm pushing an image through to you. Does that look right? I'm seeing the UF ships that were here are still in this system. They didn't defend... they just moved. And they weren't and aren't being pursued."

    Mace stopped his column of four, pulling the image up on his HUD. "Looks like they're waiting for something."

    Jordan replied, "Same thing I thought. We might have UF ships on the way."

    "Pass that info to Jasper. When the UF arrives, which they will, we should be ready to move our support down to the surface."

    "I would agree. You have any further thoughts before I rip this place apart?"

    Mace replied, "Do your worst."

    Moments before the next reactor room was reached, Liam Hobbs opened a comm. "All teams... we have two reactors set to blow. Time for an evac. See you all back at the shuttle."

    Mace stopped his group. "Back to the stairs."

    A quick jog back up to the docking bay level had the last of the teams boarding the Royal Fortune.

    Word came from Jasper as Jenny strapped herself into the pilot's chair: "We have wormholes opening all over. The UF is bringing their fleet. Scouts are reporting they abandoned their assault of the Karthian planet. Nobody there now but Stark's troops."

    Mace said, "Move all our ships to the surface to support our people down there."

    Mace looked at Jenny. "Put us down near Ronceverte. We'll do whatever damage we can to their back lines."

    Jenny nodded. "Consider it done."

    As the shuttle emerged from the docking bay, two UF dreadnoughts were approaching. A powerful microwave beam skirted the outside of the hull as Jenny turned hard away. The beam dug a deep hole into the side of the Karthian station.

    Jenny pushed a button on her console and the explosive charges rigged up by Liam Hobbs’ team did their intended duty. Two reactors went critical at the same moment. Bright explosions, full of flame from the burning oxygen and hydrogen, shot outward from five decks. Further evidence of damage emerged from the station’s hull as the reactors’ destruction spread.

    Johnny said, "Now that's a beautiful sight."

    Jenny followed. "We have a problem. Those dreadnoughts are shooting at us."

    Mace looked over the console displays. "Can't be. The projectors are on and we aren't emitting any signals."

    Jenny replied, "All I know is I've turned three times now and they've turned with me each time."

    Mace pulled up a camera image from the outer hull. "Jump us out of here!"

    Jenny shook her head as she turned the shuttle hard to port. "Can't do it. We're in too close to the planet!"

    Jasper came over the come. "They've sniffed us out! The UF ships are attacking us, including our Collins. They took out thirty-two of the captured dreadnoughts straight away. And I've lost a dozen of my own!"

    Mace said, "Something's wrong here. They aren't attacking the Karthians!"

    Malcom Stark opened a comm. "Mr. Hardy, I take it by now you have an understanding of what's going on?"

    Jasper yelled, "We're being crushed! I'm ordering a full retreat! We're down half our ships! This was a trap! That snake Stark just played us again!"

    Mace connected to Stark's channel. "You think you strengthen your position by weakening us?"

    Stark nodded. "Precisely. You are all too predictable, Mr. Hardy. Now, it is still possible for us to come to an understanding here. You turn over all the gatrellium stolen from the Karthians... and we cease hostilities against you. Give me your word that it will be returned and all this mayhem ends with the press of a button."

    Jasper yelled, "Get out while you can, Mr. Hardy!"

    The comm to Jasper closed.

    Johnny asked, "Did we just lose him, or was that the wormhole cutting that off?"

    Mace shook his head. "We won't know until we can get out of here ourselves."

    Jenny moved the shuttle to within a few meters of one of the Karthian stations, skimming its surface as she attempted to put distance between the Royal Fortune and her pursuers.

     A heavy microwave beam delivered a glancing blow, knocking out several of the inertial dampening field transducers as the shuttle screamed away from the cover of the station.

    Jenny punched in the coordinates for a wormhole. "Let's hope that didn't damage our gatrellium hull!"

    The micro-wormhole opened with the Royal Fortune beginning to slip inside. At the same moment, a second microwave beam struck the tail of the shuttle.

  


  
    [image: collide]   Chapter 2

    
    
    

    


    

    Smoke filled the cabin as the environmental unit at the rear of the shuttle took damage and the wormhole device shut down.

    Jenny yelled, "Hull is damaged! Generator is offline! We can't jump!"

    An incoming wormhole opened in close proximity. Jenny turned hard right, heading for the opening. The pursuing UF dreadnought never had a chance to fire. The shuttle raced past and through the full-size wormhole as it closed.

    Jenny turned the shuttle again, this time away from the fighting. A dreadnought came in pursuit, but was not gaining ground. The Royal Fortune was steered toward the Moon. As it approached, the veteran pilot took the small ship in at a shallow angle down close to the surface, using the gravitational force of the Moon for a slingshot maneuver, and emerged on the other side at a slightly faster speed than its pursuer.

    Jenny said, "That's all the edge we'll get. If they have anything faster they have us."

    Several microwave beams came in their direction. Jenny was able to steer away from each. The dreadnought slowly fell back.

    Jenny yelled, "They're opening a wormhole in front of us! Trying to cut us off!"

    Again the pilot steered the shuttle into the opening. As the Royal Fortune disappeared into one side, the dreadnought came out the other. The result was a shuttle that was speeding away in the opposite direction. Seconds later the dreadnought broke off pursuit to return to the main battle.

    Jenny looked at Mace. "What do we do now? We can't jump without a wormhole. And even if we get that generator back online, we can't go through a micro-wormhole with a damaged hull."

    Jane stepped forward. "Do we still have anything at Enceladus or Proteus?"

    Johnny said, "Wait... do you think the repair dock we left for Stark is still out here? I know that was a long while back. You think he kept it going?"

    "We did leave a few supplies on Enceladus," said Mace. "That dock is on the way. Jenny, set coordinates to its last known location. If it's not there we continue to the old base at Enceladus."

    A four-hour ride found the repair station right where they had left it. After docking and going aboard, the hard truth about the facility was discovered.

    Jane looked on with a scowl. "I can't believe Stark just abandoned them like this. This is horrendous."

    Hundreds of mummified bodies lay about. Their already thin Mawga frames showed hard evidence of starvation. Malcom Stark, for whatever reason, had left the two thousand inhabitants to die.

    Johnny logged into a console. "The last entry was about two years ago, long after we left it. He at least kept them going for a while."

    Mace said, "Could be they were casualties of the Karthians coming in. Stark lost his fleet. Would have had no way to resupply them."

    Johnny replied, "Actually, the last entry date lines up with that time. Not that Stark wouldn't have done something like this anyway, just not this time."

    "Looks like we still have power," said Jenny.

    Liam Hobbs stepped forward. "Mr. Hardy. Perhaps we should leave a crew here to see if this station is useful while someone goes to Enceladus."

    Mace nodded. "Good idea, Mr. Hobbs. Take the shuttle, we'll look around and see what capabilities we have. Oh... and bring back as much food as you can stuff in the cabin. Those nutrient bars should still be good."

    Jenny said, "That's about six hours out. Try not to be too long. I don't fancy ending up like these poor Mawga."

    The Royal Fortune departed with six of the crew. Mace, Jenny, Johnny and Jane began a tour of the station.

    Johnny said, "Do we want to start moving these bodies out of here?"

    Mace replied, "There's probably two thousand of them. Would take us days to even make a dent. Let's focus on seeing if we can make use of this dock."

    The next several hours were spent checking systems. All were operational. Jane and Jenny sat at a console, looking for tutorials on how to make the best use of the station’s resources while Mace and Johnny scouted a machine shop.

    Johnny said, "Presses, lathes, a stamping machine, cutting and welding tools. If we can't make repairs using all this, it has to be a fault of our own."

    "We'll make it work," said Mace. "If anything, we only need to get that wormhole generator running. We can comm for help with that."

    Jenny opened a comm. "We think we found the controls for an automated bot that could do our plating work. Which brings up a new problem. What if we don't have the gatrellium to make any patches?"

    Mace replied, "If it comes to it, we make a run back to Earth. If Stark hasn't taken it over, we might even be able to hide out in the cave."

    Jane replied, "No way he would leave that place intact."

    Mace shook his head. "I wouldn't say that. Stark likes having options. That's probably one reason this repair dock is still sitting out here. No one else knows about that cave. He might even be making use of it right now."

    Jenny pulled up an image of the automated bot. "Our stealth was compromised. That place isn't exactly hidden anymore."

    Johnny jumped into the conversation. "We don't know how they were able to sense us. Could be our ships being in motion or putting out some other signature. That cave might not have the same issue. At the moment we can't say one way or the other."

    Mace held up a hand. "We're not heading there right now, anyway. Let's try to keep our focus on making use of this place."

    The Royal Fortune returned after fourteen hours. The foursome met the shuttle in the docking bay.

    Liam Hobbs was first down the ramp. "We have enough food to last us here for months. Probably enough buried back there for a year or two."

    Mace said, "Let's get it unloaded and then get this ship back around into the dock. That will give us fast access to all the tools or parts we might need."

    Liam replied, "Everything is in the packing crates. One-man carries. Where would you like them?"

    Mace pointed. "Just over against that wall is fine."

    The shuttle was moved into a work bay and the gravity wall closed behind it. When the space had filled with air, the access doors unsealed and the group entered.

    Mace walked around to the back of the shuttle. "Wow. I count five transducers that just melted. Not sure how we didn't have a hull breach from that."

    Johnny said, "We could pull that plating, but we don't have anything to replace it with."

    Mace replied, "Not sure I want to open her up like that. Might not get that hull sealed back properly. I'd rather we just try to cover it over."

    Jane came over the comm. "We have three transducers still sitting in stock. I typed a question into the repair system computer and it came back with recommended positioning. We don't have enough gatrellium in our store to make into a plate to patch that burned area. I say we just slap on the transducers and focus on the wormhole generator."

    Mace said, "You managed a fix on one of those last time. Want to give it a look?"

    Jane nodded. "Be there in a sec."

    Mace walked up the shuttle ramp with Johnny following.

    Johnny said, "It wasn't even getting power before. Maybe restoring that is all we need."

    Mace removed an access panel to the power feed. "Fried. That must be where all the smoke came from."

    Jane came up from behind. "Help me with this panel over here. That feed runs directly into this one. Definitely got hot."

    Mace pulled on the panel slide. The handle snapped off in his hand.

    "Gonna have to cut it out."

    Jane pointed. "Go out there and see if you can find us a saw. And no plasma cutters, I don't want to damage anything behind there further."

    Mace returned after a short search. "Small blade on this but I assume you're only cutting us access?"

    Jane nodded. "Perfect."

    The blade spun when Jane pulled a trigger. Forty seconds later the central portion of the panel cover fell to the floor.

    "Go get me something with a handle and a hook. We're gonna grab the rest of that panel and pull it out."

    Mace returned several minutes later. "Here. Let me."

    A heavy heave dislodged the remaining metal, almost sending Mace backward into the wall as it broke free.

    Jane chuckled. "Easy there, Hoss. Don't need any injuries."

    After a quick look over the power interface, she said, "I think we're OK. Some heat damage, but it looks like that junction back there took the brunt of it. We repair that feed and we might just be back in business. Johnny, I need you to be my tool boy. Mace, go have a picnic or something. We've got this covered."

    Mace stepped back. "I am a bit hungry, now that you mention it."

    A short walk had Mace standing behind Jenny as she looked over a console display. "You hungry?"

    Jenny nodded. "Yep. I placed an order for a bot to attach the new transducers. Gonna be a half hour before we get status back."

    Mace laughed. "A half hour? Jasper's people could have that done in ten minutes."

    Jenny smiled. "They could. The bots on here are slow. Better than anything we ever had on Earth, but far from lightning fast. Your offer of dinner... you have a spot picked out?"

    Mace nodded. "Over by the gravity wall. We can dine on a couple nutrient bars while looking out at the starlight."

    Jenny laughed. "Aren't you the romantic one!"

    Mace nodded. "I'm the best date you'll have on this entire station."

    A short walk had the two veterans sitting on the deck by the transparent wall. A bright red crescent-shaped view of Mars was the brightest nearby object. Mace sat, freeing the latches on his helmet before lifting it off.

    A horrified look came over his face as he squinched it up. "Ugh! Wait... don't take that off! The smell in here is awful!"

    Jenny laughed at the amusing sight. "I take it our Mawga friends aren't very fresh?"

    Mace pulled his helmet back on, latching it in place. "You got that right. Come on... filters... do your work."

    Jenny stood, holding out a hand. "Come on, let's find a room with no bodies. We can set the environment in there to filter out any smell."

    Mace accepted the outstretched offer. The romantic picnic was moved to a nearly empty storeroom. The door was shut and sealed, and the environmental controls set to clean the air. Five minutes after entering, Mace bravely removed his helmet, taking in a whiff.

    "Wow. Huge difference. A little musty but not bad."

    Jenny followed, setting her helmet down on the deck. "I've smelled worse."

    Mace pushed two crates together. They sat and Mace pulled nutrient bars from a satchel.

    Mace held two out.

    "Would you like three-year-old processed complex fiber or three-year-old processed complex fiber?"

    Jenny took a bar. "I think I'll try the perfectly aged one this time."

    Mace laughed as he glanced around at the storeroom. "Not much to look at in here. Romantic-wise, I mean."

    Jenny smiled. "Fine dining... a quiet space... doesn't smell of corpse. I think you're doing pretty well."

    Bites of the nutrient bars were taken as chewing smiles were exchanged.

    Johnny opened the door. "I think we got it working."

    Jenny dropped her food bar as she reached for her helmet with a contorted face. "Gah! That is disgusting!"

    Mace calmly picked up his helmet, latching it in place. "Thanks for the invasion of privacy, Mr. Picnic Crasher."

    Johnny laughed. "Just don't tell Jane I interrupted again. She's been harassing me about the last one with you two in the field."

    A quick walk was made back to the shuttle. Jane was looking over the controls on the console.

    Mace asked, "Verdict?"

    "So far, everything checks out," said Jane. "We'll have to put a little distance between us and this station to try it."

    Mace gestured toward the ramp. "Bring it up and let's give it a shot."

    The shuttle taxied out to free space. The wormhole generator was engaged. A micro-wormhole opened to the Gellos colony.

    Mace connected a comm. "This is Hardy. Can anyone hear me?"

    Jasper replied: "You made it! Where are you?"

    "We're holed up at the old repair dock we turned over to Stark a few years ago. It's still in the same place but all the crewmen are dead. Starved to death. How bad were our losses at Earth?"

    Jasper scowled. "Out of two hundred twelve dreadnoughts, only one is left. As to my ships, counting the Cave we only have eleven that are still flyable. And only five shuttles. They nearly wiped us out."

    Mace sighed. "We had no choice. Their ruse of attacking the Karthian planet was something we could not have foreseen—Stark at his best, or worst, however you want to look at it. What I don't get is how Stark convinced them to do it... the Karthians, I mean. They had to leave that planet virtually unguarded."

    "Guess we won't know that unless Stark decides to tell us. And I don't plan on getting close enough for that to happen until I'm close enough where I can snap his neck."

    Mace said, "Just make sure you invite us all to that party. And we're gonna need a full wormhole opened to here. Our plating's been damaged."

    Jasper gave a command via his arm pad. Seconds later a portal opened fifty kilometers from their position. Jenny piloted through to the Gellos colony, and the group was soon inside the protected halls of their underground fortress.

    Jasper was waiting on the deck as the others came down the ramp. "You all made it. Good. I'll get my people working on that hull."

    Mace put his hand on Jasper's shoulder as they turned toward the living quarters. "We'll recover from this. We always do."

    Jasper frowned. "Lost a lot of good people out there. What a backstabbing snake!"

    Mace nodded. "I finally have to agree with you. That's the first time he's attacked us directly."

    A comm came in to Jasper: "Sire, we have an evaluation of the current situation."

    Jasper nodded. "Spit it out."

    The Targarian captain said, "We visited the Karthian planet. The Humans were still fighting on the ground with the Karthian soldiers. The fight itself is 70 percent over with the Humans clearly annihilating any resistance. It will be over in a matter of hours."

    Jasper asked, "And Earth?"

    The captain replied, "When our ships fled, the United Front turned their wrath on the Karthians there as well. I would place their losses at 90 percent, with the remainder surrendering. Our scout says the Karthian crews are being spaced and the ships preserved."

    Mace asked, "What about the UF losses?"

    "The UF lost six hundred twenty ships. Defeating those stations was costly. However, just over a thousand ships remain. They brought in the bulk of their fleet."

    "Good," said Jasper. "That's six hundred less we have to kill."

    Mace replied, "This means the Karthians are finished. They threw everything they had at this."

    Jasper asked, "Anything else?"

    The captain looked over his shoulder and back. "That is all we have at this time, Your Highness."

    Jasper nodded. "Keep me informed."

    Mace said, "I guess we need to assemble everyone to plan our next move."

    Jasper huffed. "Planning isn't needed. My team and I will be heading out to kill every UF ship we can. Just give us a few days to patch up our ships."

    Mace winced, "You aren't exactly stealth anymore."

    Jasper shrugged. "Just a minor detail we'll have to figure out. If anything, we'll just prey on lone cargo vessels."

    Mace frowned. "Just keep in mind what Stark just said. They'll be looking for you to come. That lone freighter might just have a nuke sitting on it waiting to take you out."

    Jasper replied as Johnny walked up. "Well, then we'll just have to send the ape-man in first."

    Johnny asked, "Ape-man first what? What'd I miss?"
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    The Targarian captain again contacted Jasper: "Sire, our ship near Earth is receiving a comm request from Malcom Stark."

    Mace replied, "Patch him through."

    Jasper scowled. "Scum has nothing to say that I want to hear."

    "Well, I do," said Mace. "Please have him patched through."

    Jasper half frowned. "Accept."

    An image of Malcom Stark displayed above Jasper's arm. "You two just refuse to die, don't you?"

    Mace said, "We've had enough from you. You're now the enemy as far as we're concerned."

    Stark huffed. "I've always been the enemy. And your meddling had to come to an end. I'm sorry it had to end this way. Although I'm guessing you still have a dozen ships remaining. I suppose we should be looking forward to dealing with pirate raids now? Keep in mind, we will be setting traps for you. And your stealth suits and ships... well, they aren't quite as stealthy as they once were."

    Mace replied, "So you gave us up?"

    Stark smiled. "You showed me the way. The projectors at the cave... we determined how to defeat them with a simple EM pulse. It seems the projector gives off an afterglow when a pulse is encountered. That little discovery allowed us to search the logs of the UF ship factories. It took some doing, but we managed to gather the video evidence of you taking control of the CEO of the Knuttin Corporation. I take it Mr. Knuttin is no longer with us? You turned on your friend?"

    Mace shook his head. "Whether he's still around or not is not your concern. And talking of turning, you must have done a number on the Karthians to get them to commit to that slaughter."

    Stark nodded. "The Karthians were fools. They were desperate and refused to heed my warnings about the UF. They are now finished as an empire and a species. Their remaining colonies will be used for mining raw materials from their worlds until there is nothing left to take. They will then be moved to new mines or disposed of. I don't particularly care either way."

    "And I suppose you've come out of this smelling rosy?"

    Stark sighed. "It will be a long slow road to our salvation, I'm afraid. The Kohamians are not as easily manipulated as the others. I've been given control of several hundred older model cruisers and dreadnoughts. And a dozen Karthian support ships that surrendered. The value of those will only be useful as escorts for the transport fleet I have also been given.

    "We are now the soldier army for all external United Front engagements. Since they are currently not at war with anyone, I look at it as a time for peace and for continued growth here at home."

    Jasper said, "Well, you better keep your sorry ass hidden. If I ever find out where you are I'm taking you out personally."

    Stark slowly shook his head. "You won't find me, Mr. Collins. I have teams of people keeping my identity hidden. And after my encounter with you at Terrex, being snatched away, I now employ a lookalike for most of my face-to-face meetings. It turns out the Karthians had some fantastic automated surgical equipment. I now have three associates who look identical to me in every way, with more to be added. They can even fool most DNA tests, although I won't go into that here. Needless to say, Mr. Collins, you can kill me all you want now. Chances are high though that it will not be me."

    Jasper scowled. "I have no problem killing off your flunkies as well."

    Mace intervened: "OK, this conversation is going nowhere. Stark, did you just call to gloat or what?"

    Malcom Stark smiled. "There is undoubtedly some of that. I would rather say that I was merely sizing up the competition. The fact that the two of you remain breathing and functioning is both rewarding and frustrating at the same time.

    "On one hand, it shows the adaptability and determination of Humans, but on the other it shows my lack of ability to kill you off. My planning for this was superb, with every required piece firmly in place, and yet you still managed to somehow slip away. I would advise against giving me another opportunity, as I won't miss again."

    Johnny cut in: "You're like a septic tank, Stark. You can put a lid on it, but the stuff inside still smells like—"

    Mace raised a hand. "I think this conversation is over. Stark, we will be gunning for you from now on. And as you said, we're both adaptive and determined."

    Stark again smiled. "I'll be counting on it."

    The comm closed.

    Jasper spit on the ground. "If I ever get my hands on him, there won't be much left when I'm done."

    "I think that's the last comm we'll be accepting from him," said Mace. "While fascinating to know what he did and how, his goal was to see if we were still alive. We can't allow him that information going forward."

    Johnny nodded. "Keep him wondering. I like that plan."

    Mace said, "Come on, let's get everyone together."

    A status was given as to where everything stood. The ship numbers and trained crews were far below what they had been. And their technology had lost its edge. A full accounting of everything Stark had told them was given.

    Mace said, "Now we have to figure out what comes next. Our people on Earth are out of danger for the moment. What does that mean for us? It means we can focus on our needs right here for a while. We can build those underground facilities we need.

    "And while the holo-projectors are now useless, our gatrellium copper paint is still effective against scanners, thanks to some trickery by Doc and Mr. Klept. Each of our ships was equipped with a nitric acid fogger. When a hull was compromised, the fogger filled the ship with the acid, which subsequently caused the copper to leach out of the paint applied to the interiors of our ships and to our battlesuits.

    The result was a pure gatrellium coating that was covered in an ultrathin layer of copper nitrate crystals. This still provides signal blockage when scanner signals are concerned, but there are key frequencies that are not blocked as a result."

    Mace continued, "So what does this mean? It means we still have one advantage. Our bio-signatures aren't visible, and our underground facilities here are still safe. All we will need to do is cover our entranceway. That still gives us a significant advantage for moving about. We'll be visible to the eye and to the camera, but not through walls or by sensors. What I'm trying to say here is that we're safe here, once we cover that cave entrance."

    Jeff stood. "Well done, Mr. Hardy. An excellent layman's explanation of the remaining technology."

    Mace held up a hand. "Thank you, Doc. I have one more item to cover. If any of you at any time receive a comm request from Stark, ignore it. He's only trying to gather intel on us. Log where it was that you received it and let us know. Maybe he slips up and we get lucky and can trace the comm back. Doubtful, but do it just the same. Doc... they're all yours."

    Jeff nodded. "I just wanted to report on our science and engineering progress. We are now entering the manufacturing phase for our thunder glove production. We should be turning out a dozen units per day by week's end.

    "Also, there have been a number of complaints about the musty smell coming from our environmental systems. A solution for that should be coming online in the next day or two. It seems the prior inhabitants intentionally added that characteristic to the system, probably to mimic the odors of their home world. Anyway, that issue is being resolved."

    Jeff sat.

    Mace said, "Doc? One more item?"

    Jeff stood and bowed. "My apologies. The wormhole device we have been working on for months remains in the testing phase. Young Zax Tretcher has been assisting me with a feedback issue that has been standing in the way of progress. We hope to have this issue resolved in the coming days as well."

    Jeff again sat.

    Mace said, "Mr. Collins and his team will be focused on ship repair for the time being. When all ships are deemed to be back at full strength, we'll have another meeting to discuss our next move. So go out and just keep doing the best at what you're doing. That is all."

    As the group dispersed to go about their given tasks, Mace pulled Jasper aside. "I need to borrow one of your shuttles. I want to head out to Promexa to fill Favia in on what's transpired. If Stark has his way, he'll be pushing for the UF to find where the Hoorka are and attack. If they can be prepared and show strength, that’s less likely to happen."

    Jasper pointed to the landing bay. "Take number five. It's in good shape and fully stocked."

    Mace nodded thanks as he turned to face Jenny. "Want to go for a ride?"

    Jenny smiled. "With you? Always."

    The shuttle departed and was soon in Hoorka space. After a quick inspection they were allowed to proceed to the palace. Mace walked into the throne room with Jenny just behind.

    Jenny looked around. "This is spectacular."

    Favia met Mace at the bottom of the steps. "I've been hoping to see you. After our last engagement with the Karthians, I've been given full command of the military. No longer do I have to go through a committee to present a case for either war or defense."

    Mace bowed before joining her, taking a seat on a step. "You don't have to worry about the Karthians. They've been wiped out. But before you celebrate... I'm here to tell you of a new threat. The United Front now controls Earth and they are in the process of taking over the Karthian worlds. The Karthian fleet was destroyed, leaving them virtually defenseless. The UF will be making them all slaves until the resources of their worlds are used up. After that they will be disposed of."

    Favia sat in thought for several seconds before responding. "I've recently come across some intelligence information about the Karthian Empire. They were said to be rich in gatrellium. Our spies were able to locate the sources of their supplies. I've had my war room planning out how we might take possession of those abundant assets, possibly curtailing their ability to fight."

    Mace said, "If you know where those mines are and you have the ability to take control of them, I would do so. Gatrellium is the one thing the UF is in short supply of. We captured most of the Karthian supply just before their defeat. The UF fleets are desperately looking for those mines or wherever that supply was coming from."

    Favia stood, clapping her hands. Her advisors scurried into the room.

    Favia said, "I want every ship we can spare sent to the Karthian mines, and I want every bit of ore that can be found removed immediately. We may only have days to make this happen."

    The advisors turned and hurried out of the room, each speaking into their comms.

    Mace said, "I was thinking about something maybe a little more quiet. Like go in and take what we can before they get there."

    Favia shook her head. "The Karthians knowingly attacked our territory. Lives were lost and property destroyed. This will be their payment for their transgressions. And if it deprives another hostile race of a mechanism for war, then all the more reason to do this."

    Mace removed his helmet, rubbing his temples. "The problem gets more complex this time. The UF are in control of our people and they will be using them as their ground fighters for any engagements. I want desperately to not have my people killed. Unfortunately, we have a leader at the moment who has ambitions. And one of those ambitions is to grab power and control from those who have it. He wants to build the trust of the UF to the point where he can overthrow them."

    Favia replied, "Yes, you've made me fully aware of your Mr. Stark. I will attempt to avoid ground confrontations. However, I cannot make promises. If I find it in our best interest to take action, I will do so."

    Mace nodded. "That's all I could ask."

    The advisors returned to the room. "The admirals are preparing the fleet. A raid on the first gatrellium mining planet will begin in approximately five hours. The admirals estimate no more than an hour to overtake the defenses there. Our mining ships and crews will follow just behind. If our intel is correct, we believe the mine can be cleared in as few as five days."

    Mace said, "Might I suggest multiple operations? If the UF learns what you’re doing they will send their entire fleet. As I said, they are desperate for gatrellium."

    Favia turned to her advisors. "Have you planned for simultaneous operations? I'd like these mines cleaned out all at once if possible. Precisely how many are we talking of liberating?"

    One of the advisors replied, "Three major mines, one minor, and one asteroid."

    Mace asked, "Can the asteroid be moved? Could you open a wormhole large enough to push it through to your space?"

    The advisor nodded. "It is possible."

    Favia said, "Make that happen, Mr. Rieko. It can be mined later. Divert any resources that would have been used for that location to the others. Speed is of the essence here."

    Mace smiled. "I wasn't expecting this. You continue to shine as a leader of your people. You take away their gatrellium and the UF will be unable to conduct war. If I had ships I would attempt a raid on their current supplies. We could bring them to their knees."

    Favia said, "Do you have the intel of where their supplies are kept?"

    Mace frowned. "We've looked. It didn't show on any of our scans. Those were of their colonies. They must have a secret base or maybe a space-based facility that isn't near a colony."

    Favia said, "Then we will have to send spies to determine its whereabouts."

    Mace shook his head. "Doubt you would find anything out. The Kohamians are a united people. Very patriotic. There are no other species mingling among them that are made to feel inferior."

    Favia replied, "Then we will have to capture a few high ranking officials to interrogate. We have very effective methods for that."

    Mace winced. "You'd have to grab someone from near the top of their command to—"

    Mace stopped and stood. "These techniques… would the individual be harmed?"

    Favia replied, "Not necessarily, although that negates some of our more effective techniques."

    Mace smiled. "If you can promise me that no harm will come to a person under interrogation, I may just have the person we need. He's a powerful businessman and very likely is involved in the mining or processing of this material, if not in the building of a storage structure for it. Chances are high that he would know."

    Favia said, "If you can bring this individual to me, I will see to it that he is not harmed."

    Mace walked toward the doorway where Jenny was waiting. "I'll be back shortly, Favia... I mean, Your Highness."

    Favia smiled. "No need for formalities when it is just us, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace stopped and replied, "If that's the case, then please call me Mace."

    Favia gestured toward the door. "Hurry along, Mace."

    Half an hour later the shuttle was setting down in the queen's courtyard. Frado Knuttin was escorted into the queen's throne room.

    "Your Highness, may I present Frado Knuttin. He's a powerful and important businessman in the United Front Empire. I ask that your people treat him with respect during this process."

    Frado said, "You haven't told me... what is the meaning of this?"

    Mace replied, "I believe you know the whereabouts of the gatrellium stores of your people. The queen and her associates would like to liberate your people of their gatrellium burden. It's only bringing you war and we'd like to end that for you."

    Frado scowled. "Mr. Hardy, you expect me to give up state secrets? Even if I knew I would not divulge those. That would be traitorous."

    Mace nodded. "I know that and you know that. Unfortunately that’s information we need. Your people are short on gatrellium. If we were able to cut your supply, perhaps your leaders would be interested in returning to a peaceful path forward. So you can do this the easy way and just tell us, or the hard way, during which you will tell us anyway."

    Frado returned an indignant look. "I'll take the hard way."

    Mace gestured toward two soldiers standing by the throne room doorway. "I thought you would say that. These gentlemen will escort you to where several others will be extracting the information. I'm sorry for all this, Mr. Knuttin. But our people are at war."

    Word of the location of two lone facilities came back in less than an hour. The information was passed to the Hoorka war council, where a liberation plan was put forth and voted into action. A hundred twenty Hoorka warships fell on the unsuspecting handful of UF dreadnoughts that guarded the UF gatrellium bays. Their defenses were quickly eliminated and the storage bays containing the bulk of the UF's gatrellium supply were sent through wormholes back to Hoorka space.

    Word soon came back of the successful raids on the Karthian mines. The remaining Karthian defenses were weak and quickly overpowered. The large asteroid being mined was stolen and pushed through a wormhole to a safe location.

    Favia said, "Outstanding, Mace. These finds will increase our holdings by almost 50 percent. And if what you say of the UF supplies holds true, this will go a long way toward stopping any major conflict between us before it starts."

    Mace nodded. "I'm just glad you've been such a good friend and ally to the Humans. I'm hoping these losses will persuade the UF to release my people."

    Favia clapped her hands. "Bring the Kohamian back."

    Mace said, "Thank you for not harming him."

    Favia smiled. "He will be returning to you without the knowledge of what transpired. As far as he knows, he was given a tour of the palace as a diplomatic gesture. He's coming back to you without knowledge of what it was he gave up."

    "Excellent. Thank you for that as well. He's actually a friend and I'd rather he not feel he sold out his people."

    "His secrets are safe."

    Mace stood. "I should head back just to let the others know what's transpiring. I'll probably be back in a few days to see how things have gone."

    Favia nodded. "I look forward to our continued friendship, Mace. You have been a man of honor and a man of your word."

    Half an hour later, shuttle number five was settling on the stone floor of the landing bay at Gellos.
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    Jasper Collins was making his way to a shuttle.

    Mace asked, "Where you headed?"

    "To UF space. My scout has identified a cargo ship that we believe is loaded with hand weapons. They’re moving them from a depot deep inside their colonies. I'm guessing they’re either going to Stark or the Mawga on Earth."

    Mace said, "I'd have thought the Mawga would be getting removed from there."

    Jasper shook his head. "Nope. We think they're being placed under Stark's command. And that the UF wants them all in one place so they can keep an eye on them. I can't say I like the idea of more than four million Mawga soldiers being stationed on Earth. Stark's entire army is just over a million, including support."

    "You have a scout at Rhombia?"

    Jasper nodded. "I do. They’re training more soldiers there. Probably another two to three million. The transports are already lining up to probably bring them to Earth. If we can grab these weapons it might slow down their ability to arm them."

    "Sounds like a good plan. Let me know if there's anything I can do."

    "How'd the interrogation of Knuttin go?"

    Mace grinned. "Excellent. And please don't mention it again. He doesn't know he was interrogated. The Hoorka raided two gatrellium storage facilities and made off with everything there. As we speak they are cleaning out the mines of the Karthians. If this plays out the UF will be in dire straits when it comes to creating wormholes."

    Jasper scowled. "How long before Stark gives them the gatrellium plating secret?"

    "They might already have it. They just don't have the gatrellium needed for the plating. Anyway, if the Karthian supplies are totally denied them, they will be almost dead in the water when it comes to being able to conduct a long range campaign. And that will crush Stark's plans."

    Jasper crossed his arms. "You sure we can trust the Hoorka to not get involved? All we need is one more species coming in to dominate us."

    Mace shook his head. "They haven't given me any indication of desiring that. They just came off their centuries-long war. A new one is the last thing they want."

    Jasper boarded the shuttle and was soon in the air.

    Mace bumped into Jeff as he came out of the lab. "You don't look happy."

    Jeff replied, "Just frustrated. Little Zax had the feedback issue pegged. Once the surrounding micro-gravities were taken into account, the circuit settled and behaved as expected. Unfortunately the section that followed is now acting up. It seems the distorted feedback was working to stabilize this new section. Now the field created either begins to run wild or completely collapses. It's a maddening cycle of endless errors."

    Mace laughed. "Good thing you have infinite patience, huh."

    Jeff stopped and looked up. "Yes. That is a very good thing. Thank you for giving me perspective, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace patted him on the back as he continued forward. "We all have our limits, Doc. Knowing when to not cross them is what keeps us sane."

    Jane stepped in front of Mace with a box, shoving it into his hands.

    "What's this?"

    Jane replied, "Take it and go to shuttle three."

    Mace looked at the lid.

    "It's wine and cheese, OK? We have this big beautiful planet out here. Take that box, take Jenny, and go on your own little adventure. Find a nice private spot where you can spend some quality time. Now go. She'll be there shortly."

    Mace turned and proceeded as directed. Ten minutes later Jenny Taub walked up the ramp.

    Mace said, "Sad that we have to be bullied into this."

    Jenny smirked. "Not like we've had time. I have been wanting to check out this planet, though. It's striking from the air. I've been wanting to check out those twin waterfalls just south of here."

    Mace smiled. "Sounds like we have a location to scout. I'll even let you drive."

    Jenny laughed. "Driving I don't mind. Just don't ask me to stay aboard when we get there."

    Mace nodded. "Deal."

    Shuttle three circled the falls from a kilometer above. "How about by that pool at the bottom?"

    Mace returned a lukewarm smile. "Those falls are putting off a lot of mist. How about that outcropping over there? It overlooks that pool and the falls. And those trees look to offer some good shade. Sensors show it to be a bit warm out there today."

    Jenny smiled. "Looks perfect."

    The shuttle touched down and the ramp lowered. Mace carried the box of wine and cheeses as Jenny identified the perfect spot. Just under the trees was a patch of short, ultra-green grass. A cool breeze blew up from the valley, keeping the warm temperatures of the rock outcropping at bay. They spread out a blanket on the grass and set the box down.

    Jenny sat Indian-style, the legs of her battlesuit crossing each other. Mace sat, stretching out his legs before him.

    "This is nice," Mace said.

    Jenny smiled. "Would be nicer with a little wine."

    Mace reached into the box, pulling out the first of three bottles. "Looks like Jane wants us to get drunk."

    Jenny nodded. "Has been a while. And we couldn't have a better view. May I have a glass?"

    Mace looked in the box and chuckled. "No glasses. Looks like we get to go hobo-style."

    Jenny picked at the cork. "I don't suppose there's a corkscrew in there, is there?"

    Mace glanced back in the box. "Nope. And no plates for the cheese and no utensils."

    Jenny laughed. "Hobos have it better than that. That's just savage."

    Mace joined in the laugh. "Barbaric I say. Here... the little toolkit with the battlesuit has a spike tool. Similar to an ice pick. Let me see if I can make an adjustment to it."

    Mace set the tool on a rock. Pulling his blaster rifle and setting the level to the minimum, he proceeded to use the weapon to heat the tool. As it glowed red, the tip was bent over and back, making a steep hook.

    "Inventive. You think it will work?"

    Mace waved it in the air to speed its cooling. "Only one way to find out."

    The modified pick was jammed into the cork and twisted. A slow pull saw the stopper lift with a resulting suction sound as it came free.

    Jenny said, "I'm eager now to see you cut the cheese."

    Mace chuckled. "I'm glad Johnny wasn't here to hear you say that."

    Jenny half smiled. "Don't spoil the moment."

    A blade was pulled from the same toolkit and a portion of the cheese block was sliced into a dozen wedges, suitable for consumption. Mace held out a wedge with a smile.

    Jenny held up her hand. "Hold that thought."

    "What are you doing?"

    Jenny held up her arm pad as she typed away on it. "We didn't think to check for bios. I'd rather not have some strange tiger pounce on me while I'm eating my cheese."

    "And…?"

    Jenny smiled. "Looks clear. Nothing but small creatures for more than a kilometer."

    "Anyone done a study of the nature on this planet?"

    Jenny nodded. "They did. And there's lots of it. At least a half dozen species were identified that were bigger than us. Two were seagoing. One similar to a whale and the other looked way nastier than a great-white. Remind me to keep my swimming to fresh water only."

    Mace opened a second bottle of wine, tapping it gently into the one in Jenny's hand. "Here's to our first picnic on Gellos…"

    Jenny winked as she turned the bottle up, quickly squenching up her face. "Ugh. It's sour and it's warm."

    Mace took a sip, wanting to spit his out, but instead swallowing to be polite. "I'd say Jane missed on one."

    Jenny took a nibble of the cheese. "This is good though."

    Jenny stood.

    Mace asked, "Where you going?"

    Jenny walked toward the shuttle. "To see if I can scrounge us a couple waters from the supplies."

    She returned several seconds later, holding up two tubular containers. "Got it."

    The two exchanged enamored looks while eating their cheese wedges and water.

    "I could get used to this," Jenny said. "The foliage is bright green. The water and sky blue. And the floral smell... has a kind of blossomy coconut smell to it, don't you think?"

    As Mace began to respond, a comm came in from Johnny.

    Jenny rolled her eyes. "Take it. He wouldn't do this without good purpose."

    The comm was accepted. "What is it?"

    Johnny said, "Just thought you would want to know: the Hoorka are invading Karthian space."

    Mace nodded. "Yep. They are taking gatrellium. Gonna strip it away before the UF can get to it."

    Johnny shook his head. "No, I’m talking a full invasion. Thousands of ships. They've already taken a half dozen colonies besides the gatrellium mines. Looks like they decided to take advantage of a greatly weakened enemy."

    Mace sighed. "I wish they hadn't made that move, but I can hardly blame them. This is a chance to put a government in place that isn't hostile toward them."

    Johnny frowned. "One big problem with that: they're destroying cities. And those are defenseless cities. It seems your Hoorka might be genocidal like the rest of them."

    Mace rubbed his temples.

    Jenny said, "Picnic's over, huh?"

    Mace nodded. "I need to talk to Favia. This doesn't seem like her."

    The shuttle was soon rocketing up through the atmosphere. As they entered Hoorka space, they were met by two Hoorka dreadnoughts.

    "Mr. Hardy, the Hoorka Dominion is now in a state of war. Non-Hoorka travelers are not allowed access to Hoorka space. You will depart at once."

    "I would like a word with your queen. She will accept my comm if you would be so kind as to forward it."

    The Hoorka captain shook his head. "All communications are restricted by action of the war council. Command has instructed us to give you the opportunity to leave. Other ships are being boarded and confiscated. If you would prefer that treatment, I can make it happen."

    Mace held up a hand. "My apologies, Captain. We will leave."

    The comm closed.

    Mace said, "Take us somewhere distant, then bring us back a few hours away."

    Jenny smirked. "I thought you might say that. You're going to see her, aren't you?"

    Mace nodded. "I don't think she would have given that order. Something's not right."

    The jumps were made and the shuttle brought back to Promexa using stealth technologies. A slow descent through the thick atmosphere had the shuttle once again settling in the palace courtyard, hovering just above the ground. After an inspection of the area, the ramp was lowered enough for Mace Hardy to jump to the ground. A short walk had him standing in the throne room.

    Queen Favia sat on her throne at the top of the steps, speaking into a comm camera. A general was standing by her side. "... and for that reason, we chose to invade the Karthian Empire. No longer will we live in fear of their reprisals, as we have already claimed dominance over eight of their thirty-two known colonies. The Karthian fleet is nowhere to be found, running like glantha from our powerful ships. Already our raids have yielded stockpiles of gatrellium, a valuable asset that will not fall into the hands of our enemies.

    "My people... know that war is not something that we have chosen lightly. It is necessary in this instance for our continued security. Already the threat from a new species lurks on the horizon. With the Karthian threat annihilated, we will be in a better position to deal with what may come.

    "I finally ask that you honor your duty to our kingdom. Support this effort and our troops and the war council fully. In doing so, you help to ensure victory, and from that victory the lasting peace we desire."

    The queen bowed as the comm was closed.

    Mace approached with his holo-projector still on.

    The queen said, "How was that?"

    The general replied, "Wonderful. You were stern and succinct. The added touch of patriotism at the end was superb. There will be no denying that you are the true queen."

    Mace froze three steps below. After a moment's hesitation, he began to move back to the floor.

    The queen removed a wig. "Uh… this thing was stabbing me in the back of the neck the entire time. Must I wear it constantly?"

    The general scowled. "Put that back on until the crew has left. I will send someone in to modify whatever issue you are having with it. You must play this part for every moment of the day from now until this conflict is over."

    The queen gestured around at the room before her. "So what am I supposed to do all day?"

    The general pointed. "You sit in that chair and be the queen. Should anyone bring a question to you... you defer it to your new advisors. You don't speak with anyone else. Just remember, we have another that can replace you. And this is not a position that you will lightly step away from. So play your part and you will not only live, but you will be fabulously wealthy when it is done... an inheritance from a long lost great uncle that you never knew you had."

    The queen slowly nodded with a smile as the general turned to head off to his other duties.

    "Wait!" the impostor yelled out. "The gala tomorrow night. Will I be given further instruction on what to expect?"

    The general huffed. "You'll arrive in the royal shuttle. You'll give a short speech and you'll then be surrounded by our people where you won't have to answer any questions. Shortly after the festivities have begun, you will be whisked away to tend to your war duties. You'll receive a full briefing on it tomorrow."

    The general hurried down the stairs. Mace followed.

    A comm came in for the general. "What?"

    "Sir, just wanted to relay that the package has been secured."

    The general scowled. "I told you that comms were not to be used, Major. Delivery of any messages should be in person."

    The comm was closed.

    The general muttered under his breath as he walked, "Incompetence."

    The general boarded a shuttle, Mace at his heels. After lifting off, the palace dropped away, replaced by the towers of the nearby city and then the domed buildings of a military base. The ramp lowered and the general hurried into a building and onto a tram that ran between buildings. An elevator took him to a top floor, where his administrative assistant guarded the door to his office.

    The assistant said, "Admiral Blogue is waiting."

    The general nodded as he entered the room and closed the door.

    Blogue said, "Magnificent speech. I could not tell the difference. And I watched while seated beside her old advisors. They gave no indication of anything amiss other than wondering why they had been dismissed. She does have a slight temper, which has left them clueless."

    The general sat behind a giant black marble desk with bright blue streaks running through it. "We have another three previously scheduled outings to manage before we're off the hook. Anything after will only be done with our approval. And I'm not certain of this performer we hired. She seems a bit uppity, which plays well on camera but not well with me. Make certain our fallback is continuously briefed and ready to bring out should the need arise."

    The admiral nodded. "She will be ready. And for what it's worth, General, I think your plan was and is genius. By grabbing the Karthian territories we strengthen our position. Leaving them to be taken by the United Front was ludicrous."

    The general replied, "We will have to deal with the United Front in time. However, if what this Human tells us is true, they will not be able to defend their territories either. What good is a fleet if you are forced to keep it spread out? We can move our entire force at will. If our opponents cannot, our job becomes that much easier."

    The admiral grinned. "You eventually plan to go after the Dedrus. I can see it in your eyes."

    The general scowled. "Those cretins tormented us for centuries. Billions of our citizens were slaughtered. And what is our solution? To buy peace with half a planet's worth of diamonds? This queen is not a peacemaker... she's an appeaser. I'll see to it the Dedrus are punished for what they did."

    The admiral was giddy. "We will invade their territory?"

    The general nodded. "And we'll use the Humans to do so. This Human king who contacted us, we'll want to secure him before taking Earth from the Kohamians."

    The conversation between the two Hoorka leaders ran on for another hour before the admiral was sent on his way. Mace left the office, riding atop local transportation for most of five hours before finding himself back at the palace. After walking into the courtyard and reaching up, five raps from his knuckled glove had the ramp opening enough for him to board.

    "Was starting to get worried," said Jenny.

    Mace sat in the copilot's chair and removed his helmet. "We've got problems. It’s happening again."
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    "I'm gonna need more information than that. What's happening?"

    Mace sighed. "Stark selling our services. He's somehow made contact with the Hoorka and is working up a deal with them to invade some other empire called the Dedrus. I can only guess he's willing to turn on the UF, which the Hoorka are planning to invade after the Karthian worlds. Favia has been replaced with an impostor."

    Jenny sat back in her chair. "How'd that happen?"

    Mace shook his head. "Best I can tell, a General Keona and an Admiral Blogue have taken control by placing their fake queen in the palace. Could be their entire war council is behind this. I don't have enough info yet. And before you ask, no, I don't know where they are holding Favia, but I believe she's still alive."

    Jenny drew in a long breath as she crossed her arms. "So what do we do now?"

    Mace shrugged. "I think we have to go back and consult with the others. I could stay here and try to find her, I suppose. But what do I do when I do? Do we try to free her? Do we let her sit where she is and try to expose the conspiracy? Do we instead grab the general and admiral or maybe even the entire war council? And how do we stop Stark without getting Earth in trouble?"

    Jenny half smiled. "You sure are asking me a lot of questions. If it was up to me, I think I'd find where she is and I'd just grab her. At least then she would be safe."

    Mace again shook his head. "We do that and those in charge of all this might take some other action. I think we go back and get the counsel of the others. It's gonna take time for the Hoorka to work their way through the Karthian worlds. We should at least have a few days to decide."

    Jenny frowned. "Not that I have any love for them, but isn't that at the expense of the Karthians? They can't all be bad, and genocide is irreversible once it's been done."

    Mace winced. "It is. And I can't say that I like it. But I don't think we have a choice. If I went in and found where she was, freed her, and exposed the conspiracy, who's to say the Hoorka people wouldn't approve of it?

    "They stand to benefit from this tremendously. The Karthian Empire, the United Front, and the former Galactic Union would all fall under their control. And who knows how many systems the Dedrus have? The Hoorka Dominion would span hundreds of star systems. If Favia was in control of that, I might not worry. But these others... I have a feeling they would want to wipe out all potential competition."

    The shuttle began the climb up through the atmosphere.

    Mace said, "Where are you going?"

    Jenny smiled. "Back to Gellos. You just said we have to go."

    Mace replied, "I'm just thinking out loud."

    Jenny said, "Well, in a bit you can think out loud with the others."

    The shuttle settled and the ramp lowered. The others were waiting in the conference room.

    Mace stood at the head of the conference table. "We need ideas... and from that... decisions. We can't let this stand. Our people will again be used as soldiers to fight someone else's war. Now… the Karthians are no longer a threat. They have no fleets. The UF... they've been hurt. With pressure from the Hoorka I would bet they could be persuaded to back away and focus their energies elsewhere. The Hoorka themselves... I don't think they want war, but the people in charge at the moment do.

    "So what are our options? Do we try to restore Favia and stop the wars? Do we just capture the Hoorka war council and stop the war? Do we let this play out until the Hoorka have the UF on the ropes?"

    Johnny said, "Option one. We get Favia. That at least gives us some leverage with these people. We can always take the war council hostage if need be."

    Jane nodded. "I'd go with that one as well. She has been nothing but an ally to us. It's time we returned the favor."

    The remainder of the room agreed, except for Jasper. "I say we let them continue on their run. As soon as they're done mopping up the UF fleets, we go in and kill Stark. Then we grab Favia and expose the rest of them. That solves our Stark problem right along with the others."

    Jenny said, "I think the one big unknown for that scenario is what will the UF and Stark do when the Hoorka attack the UF. They might load everyone up on transports and ship them to Promexa. They would get slaughtered, but if some made it through they could devastate that planet. And the Hoorka people wouldn't be all too happy about that. I think option one offers the least risk for Earth."

    Johnny said, "The only problem I see with it is... will Stark be giving them the means to see through our holo-projectors? If he's already negotiating he might be doing that right now."

    Jane said, "I would agree. If we do this, we need to do it now."

    "OK," said Mace. "I'll take General Keona. Johnny, you take Blogue. The rest of you will work to find the war council. Infiltrate and listen for signs of the conspiracy. One of these people will lead us to Favia."

    Jenny said, "If we find her and free her, what's the plan from there?"

    Jasper said, "Since I got overruled, I say we then grab the impostor and make a swap. We can handle her safety as the others are exposed and rounded up."

    A comm came into Jasper. "What do you have, Lieutenant?"

    The lieutenant replied, "The Hoorka fleet has jumped to UF space. A fierce fight is going on around the UF world called Bonnihue. Two of the warstations and the bulk of the remaining UF fleet is defending. It appears the Hoorka have a slight advantage."

    Jasper nodded. "Thank you, Lieutenant. Keep me informed."

    Mace said, "They must have accomplished what they wanted to do in the Karthian territories. They're going after the one threat they have left."

    Jane said, "Let's pack up and move, then. Is the Royal back in operation?"

    Jasper replied, "I've been informed it will take another week. Take shuttles three and five. I'll park our remaining ships in high orbit above Promexa. Call us in if we're needed."

    The shuttles were packed with supplies and headed for Promexa. Jenny piloted shuttle three. Jordan Crawford, Jane, and Fatso Geerok were dropped in the courtyard to keep an eye on the false queen. Any visitors she might have that would be worth tailing would take Jordan's or Fatso's attention.

    Liam Hobbs took the controls of shuttle five. Humphrey Mallot, Hans Mueller, and two others were dropped at the military base to search out the war council. Johnny and Mace hopped out at the offices of the general and admiral.

    Mace released Johnny's shoulder as he whispered, "This is it. You know where the shuttle is. If you have any news, take it there. Rap on the hull three times, and if it’s clear, the ramp will open. Let Liam know what you know and what you're planning. We might be sitting here for days, so be patient. If you hear anything unusual or important, go tell Liam. And if you don't, well, it won't hurt to check in periodically, maybe every three or four hours. That way we each stay as informed as possible."

    Johnny replied, "Got it."

    The hallway outside the general's office went silent as Johnny moved down around a corner. Mace turned to face the door going into the general's reception area. He turned the handle and opened it slowly. As Mace slipped inside, an administrative assistant stared at the mysterious happening in front of him.

    "Torvil? Did you just see that? The door opened by itself."

    Torvil never looked up from his work, but replied, "Probably wasn't closed all the way. Get back to work, Glenni. There is too much to do. The general needs this finished by this evening."

    Glenni stood, walking to the door and closing it, checking the handle to be certain it latched. The general came over an office comm. "Major... where is that system report?"

    Glenni reached for a paper on his desk. "Right here, sir. And can I ask why we aren't doing this in electronic form? Paper is archaic."

    The general sighed. "Paper can easily be destroyed. When entered into the system, everything is redundantly backed up. It's nearly impossible to have any communication that is private. These reports are meant for the war council's eyes only. We can't allow it to fall into the hands of spies."

    Glenni bowed as he laid the paper on the general's desk. "Has there been a spy problem, sir?"

    Keona shook his head. "No, and if you follow my orders precisely, there won't be one."

    Mace moved over to the desk, looking down at the report to get it recorded with his helmet camera. The assistant walked back to the office door, closing it behind as he returned to his station.

    The general browsed through a number of papers as Mace looked over his shoulder. A comm came in from the impostor.

    "General, is this a secure channel?"

    "It is. And I asked you not to contact me today. General Agok and Admiral Pran are starting to sniff around. They'll be expecting to talk to you this evening at the gala. You won't have time."

    The fake queen replied, "They have been insisting. I don't know how much longer I can refuse. Not talking to two of my most trusted war council members will raise suspicion. They have been quizzing my new advisors constantly. I don't have anything to report that concerns me other than they are asking questions about my health."

    Keona scowled. "Ceola, we only need to make this work for another two days. Our fleets are in UF space. We expect their capital to fall overnight. And you and I better hope it does. Our losses today have been horrendous. We need the momentum to push this to completion."

    "Halfus... you've been training me for this for a year. I know what to say to Agok, Pran, and the others. You've taught me... intimately. Even as prying as Blogue is, he doesn't have a clue about us."

    Keona replied, "And he shouldn't. It would only make us look weak. He thinks the real queen will be returned to the throne when this is over. That won't happen. You will be our queen... my queen. And together we will make the Dominion more powerful and wealthier than ever before. Our people will worship us for our accomplishments. History will define us as the greatest Hoorka leaders of all time."

    The two Hoorka rapidly blinked their eyes at one another for several seconds before the comm ended.

    The general signaled his assistants. "Ready my shuttle. I'll be having lunch with Admiral Blogue."

    The general completed work at his desk. Papers were placed in a folder, which was then shut. The general walked with the folder into the outer office.

    "The shuttle will be waiting downstairs, sir."

    A short walk had Mace following the general onto the shuttle. Several minutes later, the Hoorka admiral joined them. Johnny, following the admiral aboard, stepped on Mace's boot, falling forward onto an open couch seat.

    The admiral looked down toward the noise with curiosity.

    The general held out the folder. "Guard these with your life. They outline our short term plan. When you've read through them completely, make certain they are fully destroyed. This is the type of evidence that would certainly convict us."

    As the admiral reached out for the folder, Johnny rolled onto the floor and out of the admiral's way. As the admiral sat, he ran his hand over the still open expanse of the couch, feeling for whatever had made the noise.

    The general asked, "What are you doing?"

    The admiral looked up. "Going crazy, I suppose. I heard a noise."

    Keona scowled. "You better get it together, Admiral. This next week or two is crucial. Should we manage to control all the known systems except the Dedrus, we will be well on our way to cementing our rule."

    Blogue replied, "Convince me again that the queen will follow our lead once she is returned."

    Keona smiled. "Simple. Her popularity with the people will be stronger than ever. The victories will have already happened and the benefits will be easily apparent. She would be a fool to not accept the result and move on. Besides, the threat of another kidnapping will remain. And she has no idea of who is behind any of this."

    "Her new advisors... they know who we are."

    Keona nodded. "And they are well paid and will disappear as soon as she comes back. Our tracks have been well covered, Admiral. In a few weeks we’ll be riding in parades and giving speeches in celebration of our great victories."

    Blogue looked over the contents of the folder. "The queen, where are you keeping her? Are you certain it is safe and secure?"

    The general pointed at the folder. "Just look over the information. The queen is in good hands and safe. And it's better that you not know where. The fewer possibilities of a leak, the better off we are."

    The shuttle landed on the roof of an exclusive dining hall. After a quick meal, the two Hoorka leaders returned to the command building and their respective offices. Blogue set the folder on his desk and took a seat in his private restroom.

    Opening the folder, Johnny recorded its information as he flipped through the pages. The folder was returned to its original position and format just before the admiral returned to the room, collected it, and dropped it into a machine in the corner of the office, incinerating it.

    After an hour of sitting in wait, the admiral's assistant knocked on the door. "Sir, you have a visitor. It's Admiral Pran."

    Blogue took a deep breath. "Let him in."

    Admiral Matia Pran, the oldest veteran on the war council, walked into the room bobbing from side to side as his hip joints lacked the flexibility they had once had. "Blogue... have you been able to talk to the queen?"

    Blogue shook his head. "She doesn't want an audience, Matia. I believe she is waiting for the results of our first engagement with the UF ships. She indicated such to my assistants when they requested a conversation."

    Pran placed his fists knuckle-down on Blogue's desk. "Same runaround she gave me. It's not like her. She generally demands counsel during events like this."

    Blogue shrugged. "This is an unusual path she has chosen, Matia. Perhaps she fears we will talk her out of achieving the goals she set forth."

    Pran scowled. "Just not her usual operating mode, that's all. You have actually seen her, right?"

    Blogue nodded. "This morning, at the palace, when she told me she did not want to be bothered. She said she had her reasons. Frankly, I believe she may have some on the council who are helping her. Of whom, I could not be certain."

    Pran sniffed. "Is that the incinerator?"

    Blogue pursed his lips and nodded. "I'm afraid I had a personal note given to me by an admirer. Not the sort of thing you want others to read, if you understand what I mean. Some females will stop at nothing to climb the ladder to leadership. Not to knock myself, but I am getting old. My skin is already getting that greenish hue like yours and I'm thirty cycles your junior. I say that because I fully realize it is power that she is after and not this aging mess I call my body."

    Pran chuckled. "Yes, I've had a few of those offers over the years. Aggressive, cunning females can find a good home in the intelligence corps. The regular service does not benefit from their relational prowess. They tend to seek self-justice if they feel they have been wronged, rather than allowing the system to handle those matters."

    Blogue replied, "Perhaps our lack of aggression is detrimental to the regular service in its own way. An aggressive female might just be helpful during a time of war."

    Pran sighed. "You are talking of the queen now. Her leadership and decisiveness should not be confused with aggression. Up until now she has relied heavily on our counsel."

    Blogue nodded. "Perhaps that counsel has been heeded and this war is the result of it. If all goes well against the UF, we will be far better off and safer than we have been in centuries. Our full efforts could once again be turned toward the Dedrus, ensuring they cannot harm us."

    Pran tapped his knuckles on the desktop before standing up straight. "Continue to ask for an audience, Blogue. I don't like being kept in the dark."

    The veteran admiral turned and walked back to the doorway, again bobbing from side to side as he moved. After the door closed, Blogue slumped in his chair with a sigh of relief, proud of his response.

    The admiral opened a comm to his outer office. "Lieutenant, prepare my shuttle. I will be heading home for the afternoon to prepare for the gala tonight."

    As the admiral left, Johnny followed him out into the hall. After hurrying down the stairs to the main floor, he slipped out into the landing lot beside the building and then behind a wooded area where shuttle three was hovering. A rap with his knuckles had the ramp lowering and Johnny quickly aboard.

    Mace Hardy was sitting in the copilot's seat. "You pick up anything?"

    Johnny nodded. "I think those two are the leaders of this coup. If there's anyone else beside the general, the phony queen, and her advisors involved, Blogue doesn't know anything about them. He just got a visit from Admiral Pran. The old guy looks like a straight shooter. Blogue was lying to him up and down with a straight face. Pran knows something is going on but I don't think he suspects Blogue of being a part of it."

    Mace said, "Keona and the fake are intimate. They plan on never returning Favia to the throne. We need to find her, and soon. If the UF campaign goes well I think Keona plans on doing away with her. He would then become the queen's most trusted advisor. My guess is that Blogue would not be long for this world if that happens. He seems concerned that Favia may not accept just being placed back in power. I think his concern is for her actual safety. The general appears to be the leader in this whole affair."

    Johnny said, "The admiral just left to get prepared for tonight's gala."

    Mace nodded. "Keona did the same about a half hour ago."

    "What do we do now?"

    "We get ready for the gala. You bring a tie?"

    Johnny chuckled. "A tie... haven't even thought about a tie for years now. The old Human tie might have finally seen its last days."

    Mace half smiled. "Can't say I'll miss it."

    Liam shook his head. "You chaps just don't have much refinement, do you?"

    Johnny laughed. "Hey, I keep my battlesuit clean. What else is there? We know you Brits still carry on about your royalty."

    Liam shook his head. "Still the crown's rebellious children."

    Johnny half frowned. "I'd be happy to go back to that if we could. Sad, all that history will likely die off with the next generation or two. Our kids’ kids will be trying to run translators on us to figure out what we're talking about."

    Mace said, "Let's just hope they're free to do so."
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    Shuttle five was moved to a location near shuttle three. Mace walked around, feeling about in the air for the hidden craft, locating it after a fifteen minute search. A rap of his gloved knuckles on the hull had the ramp open. Johnny was following.

    Jane was sitting with her arms crossed. "The queen is preparing for the gala. Her advisors are sitting in a room nearby. No talk of Favia."

    Mace replied, "We think this operation is being run by two people. A General Keona and an Admiral Blogue. The advisors would be working for those two. The impostor will be making a speech about this war tonight and will leave immediately afterward. We need to find Favia, as the general wants her done away with once this war is over. Not sure how we're gonna find her. I don't think the general is planning a visit."

    Fatso Geerok said, "I may have an idea. Do you have enough of Keona's conversations recorded to run them through the translator?"

    Mace nodded. "I should."

    Geerok smiled. "So... we grab Keona. We use his comm to connect to his associates that have Favia, and we tell them to bring her to us, using his voice. That would be coming from his comm and in his voice... they won't refuse his order."

    Johnny said, "You're getting good at these Human games, Geerok."

    The former Mawga Admiral nodded. "I'll take that as praise."

    Mace added: "That sounds like a plan we could implement… if we knew the comm to call."

    "So we make him give it to us," said Johnny. "I'll grab and hold him, you interrogate him as a Harpoonian, threatening his life."

    Jane cut in. "How about this... grab him and tell him you want Favia for crimes committed against your friends the Karthians. He might just view that as a way to get rid of her without having to do it himself."

    "That would pose a problem with the new queen still being here," said Mace. "The Harpoonians might think they were being given an impostor."

    Jane laughed. "So he would worry about a fictitious monster being upset later that he gave them a bum deal? Don't you think that might be over-thinking it a bit?"

    Jenny said, "I like Mr. Geerok's original plan. Doesn't leave any guesswork. We just have to hold Keona until we have Favia."

    Mace nodded. "I agree. Jane?"

    "I could get behind that as well."

    Mace stood. "Good. Johnny and I will make the grab after the gala. Hopefully we can have Favia back in power before the night is over here."

    "So what do we do?" asked Jane.

    Mace replied, "You tail the impostor and her phony advisors. We might want you to grab them at some point."

    Johnny stopped in front of the ramp. "What about Blogue?"

    Mace shook his head. "I don't see Blogue going anywhere. He'll be easy for them to pick up. We can send him a comm from Keona telling him to just sit tight."

    The ramp opened and the two Humans hopped to the ground. A short walk and a rap of knuckles had them back aboard shuttle five.

    Mace said, "Take us back. The gala is being held at the palace. You can drop us in the courtyard. We'll make our way from there."

    The gala was being held in the Grand Hall. White marble floors stretched forty meters across and a hundred meters back. Massive entry doors stood at one end, with a low balcony at the other. The guests would fill the hall and the queen would make an appearance on the balcony.

    Afterward, the guests would disperse, moving into separate venues being held in halls that bordered the Grand Hall. Of the four side halls, one would hold a buffet of finger foods and drinks, one civic entertainment with bands and celebrities; one was business-oriented, where many of the business CEOs networked with their government counterparts; and the final hall was military related, and was expected to be filled to capacity, given the current state of war of the Hoorka Dominion.

    Johnny walked invisibly behind Mace with his hand on his shoulder as they entered the hall before the event was to begin. "Wow. Now this is a place worthy of giving a speech."

    Mace replied, "We need to scout the balcony entrances and exits. If the impostor is up there speaking, Keona will be right there with her. We let her give the speech and we then look for an opportunity to grab him."

    The duo walked the balcony and the area behind it, which held a dozen different changing and meeting rooms.

    Mace walked into an empty conference room. "I think this is our spot. Doesn't look like it's being set up for anything, and the door has a lock on it. We grab Keona, shove him in here and get to business."

    Johnny said, "And if he doesn't cooperate?"

    "We make him."

    The grand doors of the hall were opened and guests started streaming through, moving quickly to the front to be close to their queen.

    Mace and Johnny stood out of the way to the side as two guards took position nearby.

    The first guard said, "Did you see the size of the crowd outside? This might be bigger than the coronation event. Looks like it will be a long night."

    The second guard replied, "Just keep your eyes peeled for suspicious activity. The queen is a politician. The people love her, but that doesn't mean everyone does. There are always winners and losers when it comes to policy decisions. She's stepped on a few toes of the old guard."

    The first shook his head. "Things are so much better since she came to power. People seem more relaxed in general."

    The second frowned. "That may be changing tonight. I hear the speech will be about a new war we are involved in."

    The first pulled back. "The Dedrus? I thought that had been settled?"

    "Just wait and listen," said the second. "Might even be two wars this time."

    The first guard's eyes widened to give a bug-eyed appearance before moving back to little more than slits. He repeated the movement several times.

    Johnny chuckled and whispered. "Please tell me he's not gonna be doing that all night. I won't be able to hold it back."

    Mace whispered back in anger. "Shut your hole."

    As the hall reached capacity, the queen's guard marched onto the balcony, standing at attention in their high dress and extravagant uniforms. The crowd quieted, going completely silent as the queen emerged from the back of the balcony. The hall was soon full of guttural clicks and clapping as the queen took position, center rail. As expected, Keona and Blogue entered behind her, standing with a group of other military leaders.

    The impostor queen spread her arms out wide. The crowd quieted.

    "My people … my precious Hoorka. I stand before you today with incredible news. News of war. Our forces have defeated the vile Karthians. Their fleets and their defenses have been crushed. We are only at the beginning of bringing much of their great wealth back here to Promexa.

    "As you know, not long ago the Karthians, unprovoked, attacked one of our territories. After a quick peace accord, their treachery showed as they again violated our space. I am here to tell you this evening that their threat is no more. The remaining Karthians are now subjects of the Hoorka Dominion!"

    The crowd responded with more clicks, grunts, and hand claps.

    Favia held up a hand. "My people … there is more that I am here to tell you about tonight. A second species, both hostile and foul, chose to take up arms against us as a result of our victory over the Karthians. This other empire, calling itself the United Front, has been an aggressor, attacking and subjugating other species as they seek to expand their territories.

    "After being advised by my war council, I made the decision to take action to protect my people. War was declared against the United Front only days ago. I am here tonight to give you status. We're winning..."

    The queen paused for applause as she smiled and looked over the crowd. "Only this morning... I received word... the capital planet of the United Front has fallen. Also... much of their once formidable fleet... has been destroyed. The fight with the UF is far from over, but we've taken the first steps and expect to have more victories, substantial victories, in the coming weeks."

    The impostor held both arms out to her sides. "We will crush this aggressor as well as any others that obstruct our path to peace and prosperity. Our empire, the Hoorka Dominion, following these conflicts, will see a period of peace and prosperity like none before. With the overthrow and capture of these two empires, we will add well over a hundred colonizable worlds.

    "So you would ask, aside from peace, what will this mean for the common citizen? I am putting together a plan that would give property rights on some of these worlds to each and every Hoorka citizen. How one makes use of that property will be entirely up to the individual. Sell it, homestead it... whatever your heart desires. We will all benefit from these wars!

    "A lasting result of this approaching period of peace and prosperity will be our ability to defend ourselves from the Dedrus. No longer will they hold threat over us. We will become powerful beyond their belief, and with that power comes security. All of you standing here tonight should make note of this event, remembering that you were here when the Dominion renaissance began. A moment of true greatness for our people!

    "In the coming days and weeks you will hear more about our efforts. There may be setbacks and struggles. Our forces will take losses. But know that they fight for us all. They fight for our freedom. They fight for the Hoorka Dominion. They fight for our future... a future that will bring peace and prosperity to us all!"

    The queen bowed and turned. The grand hall roared with thunderous applause. The impostor soon left the balcony, followed by her military chiefs. Mace and Johnny slipped out into the back halls. Keona was standing with Blogue in front of the door of the very room Mace had scouted. The door opened with Keona clumsily stepping backward as if to keep from falling. Blogue stepped forward only to have the door slammed in his face. Confused and frustrated by the rude behavior, the Hoorka admiral turned and slowly walked away.

    Keona was pushed into a chair by an invisible force. An image of a Harpoonian appeared in front of him.

    Mace said, "Cry for help and I will end your life."

    An indignant general replied, "Who are you and what is the meaning of this?"

    Mace leaned in. "You are holding the queen against her will. You will call your associates and order them to bring her to you."

    Keona scowled. "I don't know what you are talking about. Release me now and I will see to it that you go free."

    Mace shook his head. "No, you will give the order as asked or I will devour you. Starting with your head. I like the taste of Hoorka."

    Keona's expression changed from one of defiance to one of concern. "I cannot order her release. I gave the command that she be disposed of just before the queen's speech. She is probably dead by now."

    Mace reached out, grabbing the general's fat cheeks with his right hand. "You will open a comm to your associates and give the order. If the queen should already be dead, you will suffer a far worse fate. As I said, I enjoy the taste of Hoorka. And I am a slow eater. Perhaps I will start with one of your hands so that you may watch."

    Keona slowly nodded. "I suppose it wouldn't hurt to comm. She may still be alive."

    Johnny released the general's arms, allowing him to open a comm.

    As the comm channel was selected, Mace placed his hand over the general's, forcing it against the arm of the chair he was seated in. "Should this comm not be to the proper associates, I will begin my meal immediately. Make this comm a voice-only conversation."

    Keona nodded. "OK. And it's to the right people. I just hope we aren't too late."

    The comm opened to a reply. "General, the subject has been removed."

    Johnny clasped his hand over the general's mouth. Mace, in the general’s voice, said, "I have new orders for you. The queen is to be taken to the following coordinates immediately and without hesitation. Our plans rely fully on this action taking place."

    The voice was silent for several seconds. "General, you ordered that she be disposed of. That order may be irreversible."

    Mace replied using the general's voice. "The plan has changed. We need her. See to it that she is secure. We need her for the next part of this plan or our lives will come to a swift and brutal end. Comm me back when you have knowledge of her current standing."

    The comm closed. Johnny released the general's face.

    Keona narrowed his already slitted eyes. "Who are you and why do you want the queen?"

    Mace thought and replied: "She wronged my people. We had a deal that she has broken. The Karthian gatrellium mines were supposed to be ours. We want justice."

    The general perked up. "Gatrellium? What if I could provide you with gatrellium?"

    Mace's monstrous image returned a scowl. "And why would we trust another Hoorka?"

    The general smiled. "Because I have the connections to make it happen. The rest of the government will not even know. And this alleviates our issue of the queen possibly already being dead. She no longer matters."

    Mace growled. "She does matter. We are a vengeful people. We want our pound of flesh. She must be alive to face the justice she deserves. The gatrellium... that we can take at will if needed. Your defenses cannot stop us."

    "Yes, but—"

    Mace reached for the general's hand. "The queen is turned over to us alive or I will have my fill of you."

    The general's comm sounded.

    Mace answered with the general's voice. "Yes?"

    "Sir, I found her. She was to be hunted for sport and then slaughtered and disposed of. She will be delivered to the coordinates you have given at the time requested."

    Mace said, "See to it she is or I will personally shove your head into a container of maggi worms."

    The voice was silent for several seconds before giving a reply. "Yes... yes, sir. She will be there."

    Johnny lifted the general from his chair.

    Mace moved close to his face, his monstrous image licking its lips. "You will be going with us for the exchange, General. You will not talk to anyone along the way or I will be forced to take unpleasant action, the result of which will still be you being eaten by me. Any bold or subtle moves and your time in this life will come to an end."

    The door opened to a nearly empty back balcony area. The general stepped into the hall with the feeling of strong hands wrapped around his thin neck. Two guards watched as the general moved with an unusual gait. A quick determination was made by both that a drunken general was not their concern. A short walk had the threesome moving through the palace and stopping in the courtyard.

    Mace asked, "How long would you estimate it will take for them to arrive?"

    The general replied, "Fifteen minutes. They will be coming from the landing pad."

    Mace winced. "There are a number of people coming and going there. How will they get her here without being seen?"

    The general sighed. "She is sealed in a container. It has a gravity lift. It can be pushed here from the landing. My men have the clearances to move about as they like. They will be here on time."

    Mace pointed at the general's arm. "Your pad. Give it to me."

    "It will do you no good. It will only attach to its owner."

    "You will do well to not attempt any bold moves, General. Give me the pad or I will remove your arm with it."

    The arm pad was shut down and detached. Several minutes later, two Hoorka came into the courtyard pushing the floating container.

    The first guard said, "Here she is, General. Safe and sound. I must apologize for my men having already taken a few liberties with her. She is bruised but in otherwise good condition. They were in the process of giving her a good beating when I commed. May I ask what our new plans for her are?"

    The general stood. "No, you may not."

    The container was opened and the Hoorka queen helped out to the ground.

    Favia said, "General Keona? What are you doing here? What is happening?"

    The general said, "Take the container and leave. I will call you back if needed."

    Favia said, "What is happening? Why am I here?"

    The general replied, "Please be patient. I will explain it once my associates have gone. I must apologize for the heavy-handedness of my men. They were not acting under my orders."

    As the men exited the courtyard, Favia said, "I don't understand. Please explain to me what is happening."

    Mace said, "General, if you care to live you will leave immediately without another word said."

    The general stood and walked in the direction of the landing pad. As soon as he was out of sight, Mace reached up and rapped on the hull of shuttle five with his knuckles. The ramp lowered, Favia was taken by the arms and assisted up the ramp. When the ramp had closed, Mace and Johnny turned off their holo-projectors.

    Favia returned a shocked expression. "Please explain to me what is and has been happening."

    "Have a seat," Mace said. "We just saved your life. We have a lot to discuss."
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    Shuttle five landed in the docking bay of the Organ Cave. Favia was escorted to the med bay where the bruises from her beating were looked after. From there, Mace escorted her into a conference room. An image of the UF capital world was displayed.

    Mace said, "You were taken hostage and replaced with an impostor. So far as we know, this was set up by General Keona and Admiral Blogue. With your replacement in position, an attack was ordered against the Karthian worlds. Your fleet took possession of about a third of their colonies, including their gatrellium mines. Once those had been taken and sufficiently stripped, the impostor queen ordered a second attack on the United Front. This image is of their capital world, which your forces took control of today."

    Favia was silent for most of a minute as she took in the information. "Keona did this?"

    Mace nodded. "So far as we know. We aren't certain how far the conspiracy stretches, but I believe he's the ringleader. His plan, so far as we know it, was to defeat the UF in the next few weeks. After that, they would be robbed of their assets and wealth, which would in turn be used to build a force to attack the Dedrus. The general wants revenge. And just so you know he was serious, we rescued you as you were on your way to be ‘disposed of.’ His words."

    Favia rubbed the cleft in her forehead. "This has to be stopped. We have no conflict with the United Front."

    Mace winced. "Actually you did... or would have. They defeated the Karthians. Had they gotten their hands on those gatrellium mines, it would have strengthened their ability to conduct war. Eventually they would have come after you. They are expansionists."

    Favia said, "You must return me to the palace immediately."

    Mace shook his head. "I think that's a bad idea. We don't know the full extent of this conspiracy. We have you safe. We now have to figure out how to get you safely back. You don't know whom you can trust. I take it from your reaction down there you trusted Keona?"

    "He has been one of my strongest proponents with the military."

    Mace frowned. "Sorry to hear that. He is also the one who ordered your death. He has a relationship with the impostor queen, and planned to rule the Dominion through her. He found an actress that both looks and sounds almost like you. With the makeup and outfits you wear as queen, no one can tell the difference."

    Favia scowled. "I should like to meet her alone. It would give me great pleasure to rip her to shreds."

    Mace held up a hand. "All in due time. We have Jane and several others watching her and your supposed new advisors."

    "And what of my old advisors?"

    Mace shrugged. "They quietly resigned and haven't been heard from since. My guess is Keona is either sitting on them as well... or he could have ordered their deaths. We don't know as of yet."

    "Tell me your plans. How am I to be returned?"

    Mace sighed. "We don't know yet. Johnny and I will be heading back down to follow Keona and Blogue. Since Keona thinks you’re now in the hands of the Harpoonians, he may relax his guard and spend more time with the impostor. He tells her everything. We can best craft a strategy once we have more information.

    "If the conspiracy is confined to Keona and Blogue, your return should be easy. If not... well... we need to know how deep it goes. Aside from being a friend, you are a critical ally. Oh... and one more thing... I think our King Stark is involved. He's been in secret talks with Keona, which is why Keona is attacking the UF. If he wins freedom for Earth, Stark has promised him all the ground troops he wants in a fight against the Dedrus."

    Favia scowled. "Keona is a fool. As is your Stark. The Dedrus are far more powerful than either realize. We were nothing but a trapped animal for them to poke with a stick for their own enjoyment. Keona was on the back-lines of that war, having climbed through the ranks as a supply officer. He was efficient in his role, but had no combat experience.

    "The Dedrus are almost equal in size, strength, and intelligence to Humans. Their empire, from what we know, is three times the size of ours. Their colonies are highly industrialized. Their fleets are large and offer adequate protection for the Dedrus to land ground troops. That is what they do. They prefer to attack on the ground. They drop in troops and throw up some seemingly impenetrable gravity dome to protect them while they ravage everything below. Had they decided to overrun us, they could have done so at any time."

    "Why didn't they?"

    Favia sighed. "We don't know. For years the Dedrus were demanding payment for them to leave us alone. Until my diamond planet came along, we had no means to pay them. Our colonies were struggling to stay afloat because our defense costs were so high. We paid them... they went away."

    Mace said, "We have our own issues. We need to remove Stark from power, but we can't do it until all external threats are gone. His deal-making has kept us alive to date, but the species left to make deals with are running out. My concern is we will at some point be looked at as a liability rather than an asset, at which point someone will just come in and wipe us out. I'm concerned at the moment that the UF may do that if they feel we'll be used by the Hoorka. Without having our own means of protecting ourselves, we're under constant threat of annihilation."

    Favia half smiled. "Indeed that is no way to live, as I've been repeatedly told by my people. When I am restored to power I will see to it that you Humans have your freedom. As to Stark, I don't think it proper that I be involved in what others would consider your internal affairs. You will have to solve that issue on your own."

    Mace nodded. "That's as much as we could ask. Now... we have to be getting some sleep before heading back down to the surface. Mr. Collins and his crew will see to any needs you may have. We'll report back when we have more to say."

    Favia stood and bowed. "You are a man of honor, Mr. Hardy. And a trusted friend. I now owe you my life twice over. When this clears, I will make sure the Hoorka people know of your actions."

    Mace held up a hand as he headed for the door. "I think I'd rather remain anonymous, if that's OK. You make me famous and I won't be able to go anywhere without being recognized."

    Favia smiled. "It's not so bad. Most people will wish you well."

    Mace stopped and looked back. "Exactly... it's those not-most people I'd rather not have to deal with."

    After nine hours of sleep, shuttle five settled in the field on the military base. Mace proceeded to General Keona's office and Johnny headed to Admiral Blogue’s. The admiral came in early and immediately got to work looking over plans for the next phase of the Hoorka-UF invasion. The UF had retreated to the planet of their military command. Three warstations sat in high orbit, guarded by just over a thousand warships.

    General Keona arrived two hours later. "Lieutenant Torvil, hold all my comms this morning. I have work I need to get done without disturbance."

    The lieutenant nodded as he pressed the button on his arm pad that unlocked the general's door. Mace followed the general into his office, taking position behind his chair as he sat at his desk.

    As a holo-display appeared above the desk, a chime came over his comm.

    Keona answered, "Torvil, what did I just say?"

    The lieutenant nodded. "I am sorry, General. Admiral Pran is here and has asked to see you."

    Keona scowled. "Very well, let him in."

    "General."

    "Admiral Pran. To what do I owe this visit?"

    The admiral pulled up a chair. "The queen. Does she seem in a good state to you? She has been abrupt and very off-putting for most of a week now. We are the war council, and yet she is dictating this war to us after orders have already been sent out. It seems we are being pushed aside, and I find that quite disconcerting."

    Keona rolled his head to one side as he stood from his chair, giving him superior position over his rival. "The results are difficult to argue with, Admiral. Her strategy and tactics have been highly successful. The war council seems indecisive of late, which may be why she has taken command herself."

    Pran shook his head. "That is not how our government is set up to work. The monarchy has not controlled the military for centuries, and rightly so. Decisions then are made from a political standpoint instead of a military one. A rogue monarch is exactly why the war council was created in the first place... to prevent a monarch from declaring war on their own. Do you not see the danger in that? The old council would have never allowed it."

    Keona huffed. "The old council was senile. If not for the queen's payment to the Dedrus, we would still be at war and would be as broke as ever. Now, we fight for the Dominion... and we win."

    Pran scowled. "The old council were combat veterans. This new council is filled with imbeciles who don't know which direction to point a concussion stick. You yourself came up through supply, did you not?"

    Keona returned an angry stare. "I won't take your insults, Admiral. My supply efforts are what kept your ships running and your soldiers fed. And I was good at what I did."

    Pran sighed. "My apologies, General. I didn't intend to come here to demean your service. I'm concerned for our people, for our resources. We are not being allowed access to the war plans. What if the queen puts us in over our heads? The lives of our military men and women are being put in harm’s way, and for what purpose? Conquest?"

    The general returned to his chair. "For security, Admiral. We will not be threatened by these expansionists any longer. The Karthian threat has been dealt with. When the UF threat has been silenced, we only have to worry about the Dedrus."

    Pran pulled back. "The Dedrus? They have pledged to leave us be. And there has been no indication of their reneging on that pledge. Have you heard or seen evidence of any such threat?"

    Keona waved his hand. "No. Only the implied threat of the Dedrus still being out there. Regardless, if the queen can defeat the United Front, as I expect she can, we will truly be at the beginning of a period of peace and prosperity, a period without threat and worry. That is a future I look forward to. And for that reason I will continue to support our queen."

    Pran stood. "I am sorry, General. I wholeheartedly disagree. Should this be allowed to go forward, what's to stop her from dissolving the war council? Why are we here if she doesn't need our advice? Do you not see the danger of where these unilateral actions will lead?"

    Keona shook his head. "I do not. As I stated before... I support the queen."

    Pran growled as he turned toward the door. "One day you will regret your inaction, Halfus. We all will."

    Pran left the room. As the door closed, Keona's stern look of support turned into a giddy smile. A comm was opened to the impostor queen.

    Keona said, "Our most difficult and influential critic just left my office."

    The queen replied, "And?"

    Keona grinned. "And he is frustrated, but not to the point of taking action. I was certain he would have called for a special meeting of the council by now. His indecision to do so may give us the extra day or two we need to cement our strategy. If we can soundly defeat the UF at their military stronghold, the rest of their colonies will capitulate and fall in line with a surrender. From there, we strip those colonies of their wealth and begin to make use of their labor for our means."

    The queen scowled. "You had better be right, Halfus. I am beginning to get stares from my guard. As if they recognize that I am not their true queen."

    Keona smiled. "That is just your nerves, Ceola. Those stares are more likely in awe of their queen rather than suspicion. Your appearance, your voice, even your gait as you walk... you are playing this role perfectly. And I have news for you. The queen is gone. Done away with. She will not be coming back. The throne is now yours and mine to lose. If we stick to our plan there is nothing left that can stop us."

    The queen half frowned. "And what of us, Halfus? When do we get to be together? I find myself longing for your company."

    The Hoorka general gushed with pride and desire. "Soon, Ceola. Soon."

    The comm closed. Keona was once again sporting a grin. "Foolish woman. In three months’ time you will be replaced by another. One who is not so ambitious and understands that her role is just that... a role."

    The general spent the next several hours looking over the results of the ongoing battle. The Hoorka had destroyed two of the three warstations, but at the cost of almost half of their fleet. The UF had lost only a quarter of their ships.

    A comm came in from Admiral Blogue. "Halfus, I'm worried. These are huge losses. We should either withdraw or commit the reserves now."

    "Yes, our losses have been on the extreme end of our expectations, but we are winning. Should that last warstation fall, I will commit the reserves. Remember, Admiral, this is the one fight we have to win. Once we have victory here, the rest of the United Front will fold."

    Blogue scoffed. "Commit the reserves now and ensure a victory. Are you worried about leaving our defenses thin at home? We have no enemies. The Dedrus have not threatened our borders since the treaty was signed. Commit these ships, Keona. Make this victory happen."

    The Hoorka general shifted in his chair. "We must have patience, Admiral. We have a plan and that plan has been followed. However... if we have not made significant progress toward ending this assault in the next day, I will authorize the reserves."

    Blogue slowly nodded. "Consideration is all I ask, Halfus. Those are our fighters and our ships. They deserve all the support we can give them. Now... I would like to discuss when the queen will be brought back to the palace. I understood our need to temporarily replace her at the onset of this conflict. When will we be bringing her back?"

    Keona sighed. "You must have patience. I will not discuss this with you while this conflict is ongoing. When the time is right, I will inform you of my plan."

    The admiral leaned toward his camera. "Just don't take too long, General. Every day we hold her we risk losing control of this. Pran and Agok have both been by my office today. They were each hinting at a war council meeting to discuss the queen's overreach. We need Queen Favia back in control. The erratic statements by your actress are making everyone nervous."

    Keona nodded. "As I said, you must have patience, Admiral. The next few days are critical. When this victory comes... and it will… you will see a changed Dominion. There will be a surge in patriotism, wealth and prosperity like never before. Our people will be proud to be Hoorka. We will be the greatest civilization this galaxy has ever known!"

    Blogue sat silent. "Sometimes you scare me, General. Your dreams may be obscuring reality. We are a strong, happy, and resilient people already. To want much more begs to invite disappointment."

    Keona looked at his display. "Yes! Are you watching the battle, Admiral?"

    "I am."

    "Did you just witness the strike on that warstation?"

    "I did. I also witnessed the loss of two of our ships along with all those who crewed them."

    The general leaned back in his chair. "Another strike as such and their main weapon will be offline. I may be able to commit those reserves sooner than planned. This is exciting, Blogue. We are on the cusp of glory, the onset of a new Dominion age. Be prepared to be a major part of our history, Admiral. Victory is coming!"

    Blogue asked, "General, about last night… just after the speech. Why did you shut me from that room? And why weren't you at the event after in the military hall? I was surrounded by grumpy war council members who were all second-guessing the queen's speech. I could have used your support."

    Keona sighed. "I received a comm. It was personal business that had to be dealt with. I apologize for my behavior, but it couldn't be helped."

    Blogue smiled. "Sounds like you are having trouble with a female. Is there someone new in your life?"

    Keona nodded. "Something like that. It's personal at the moment, and I'd rather keep it that way for now. And, Blogue, thank you for your support in all this. It helps to have someone to share my plans and concerns with. I will enjoy sharing this victory with you."

    "We will all enjoy this victory, Halfus. A victory given to us by your plans and actions."

    Keona smiled as the comm closed.
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    Later that day the third United Front warstation was taken out of the fight. With its main weapon unable to fire, the Hoorka ships descended on it like a swarm of angry bees. Decks burned and collapsed as the internal gravity systems remained operational. In a final move, boarding parties were sent in to end any chance of repairs.

    Before the sun set on the Hoorka capital city, General Halfus Keona, much to Admiral Blogue's delight, ordered in the reserve fleet. Eighteen hundred Dominion warships engaged the five hundred remaining UF dreadnoughts and cruisers. It was anything but an equal matchup.

    Keona accepted a comm from the impostor queen. "My dear Ceola, the United Front defenses are collapsing. We may have our victory within the day."

    "Excellent news. When can I expect the script of the speech I am to give at the conclusion of this conflict? I would like to get in as much practice as I can. I want to appear both genuine and spontaneous."

    "I have a team working on it today. It appears our victory may come sooner than we planned. But do not worry, you will have ample time to study. This is to be the first of many speeches you will give about our great victory. You will inspire all of the citizens of the Dominion to be proud of their empire and their leadership."

    "And when this fighting ends... we will be together?"

    Keona offered a broad smile. "It is a time that is fast approaching. It will be our time to bask in our glory as well as our love. Fate is smiling on us, Ceola, and we shall smile back."

    The impostor fluffed the tendrils on her head as her laser-green eyes widened from their slits. Have you ever wanted children, Halfus?"

    The general sat in silence for several seconds. "Is that something you desire?"

    Ceola's eyes narrowed. "Would it not be wise for me to have a child to one day inherit my throne?"

    The general rubbed the fold in his forehead. "I suppose that would be wise. It would mean that you will have to publicly take a king."

    Ceola grinned. "I have someone in mind."

    The general returned a smile. "I would like to save this discussion for later, my love. Being laden with such talk now is a distraction from the important tasks at hand. Once this war is settled and peace established, we can have our fill of it. Now, if you will excuse me... I have a war to get back to."

    "Before you go... who is aware of our little game? Blogue... my advisors... who else?"

    "Only two others. They are writing your speech. All are sworn to secrecy. And once this victory is in hand the other players will be silenced. Other than Blogue, they will not be missed."

    Ceola smiled. "How will it be done?"

    "The admiral's avenue of demise... I have yet to determine. The others will be executed and incinerated. I'll be seeing to those myself. Now... I really must go. I will comm you when I have the speech ready."

    The comm closed and the general's face quickly turned to a scowl, followed by a sinister laugh. "The incinerator will be waiting for you as well... my dear."

    A comm came from the general's assistant. "Sir, would you like us to bring you lunch or will you be going out?"

    The general sat back. "Bring it, Mr. Glenni. And surprise me. Make it something festive."

    A short while passed before the door to the general's office opened. Three plates and a carafe of wine were brought in and placed on the desk.

    Glenni said, "We have strips of torvaka, prepared the way you like, permanga root, and mashed pokintle with a nawna drizzle on the half shell."

    The general grinned as he looked at the small feast. "Well done, Lieutenant. A feast fit for a celebration. And please do not pass this word to anyone but Torvil, and he is to hold his tongue as well. The war is going splendidly. We may soon have our victory."

    Glenni bowed as he backed toward the door. "Thank you, sir. I shall let Torvil know."

    Mace slipped out through the door with the lieutenant. A short jog had him standing beneath the shuttle and rapping on its hull. The ramp opened and Mace climbed aboard.

    Johnny was sitting in a seat with his helmet by his side. "How'd it go? You get a visit from the other war council members? Ah... Agok and Pran?"

    Mace removed his helmet and returned a nod. "Let's take this up for Favia to hear."

    Fifteen minutes later the shuttle was landing in the docking bay of the Organ Cave.

    Mace stood in front of the others in the conference room. "Pran was the only visitor to see Keona. I expect Agok will follow after lunch. The war with the UF is going well. They've lost a substantial number of ships but are clearly winning. Could have their victory as early as tomorrow.

    "As to how deep this conspiracy goes... I think we have our answer. It's actually very shallow. Keona, Blogue, the impostor and her three advisors, and two others that are unknown but junior. Keona plans to do away with them all when this is done, including his impostor."

    Favia said, "If Keona gets his victory, a conviction will be hard to achieve. Even with all the evidence we have, he will be a favorite of the people for bringing this about."

    Johnny said, "I don't think we're contemplating a trial here. He can be grabbed and dealt with outside of the public's knowledge. Not that I've ever been for vigilantism, but we are at war."

    Jasper walked into the room. "The UF ships are leaving Earth. The Mawga forces are still camped out on the ground. Looks like they're being abandoned. Scan showed the UF ships heading back to the fight."

    Johnny grinned. "Could this mean Earth is finally free?"

    Mace shook his head. "Not with Keona running things. Won't be long before he has us fighting the Dedrus."

    Johnny said, "We can take care of Keona. In fact, why don't we do that right now?"

    "We have to find out where the other two are first. Could be the conspiracy runs deeper from them."

    Favia said, "We should move immediately. We know where to find Keona, Blogue, and this Ceola impostor. Bring them to me and I will give you any other related names."

    Mace sighed. "Don't hate me for this, but I think it best we let this play out in the UF territories. Those ships left Earth to defend their worlds. If we stop the fight, those ships might return. Worse yet, they could decide the Human threat is too great and decide to kill us all. We don't have any defense against them."

    Favia said, "I will provide that defense."

    Mace winced. "Are you certain that you can? The war council will want their power back, and any such decision might be left up to them. I'd rather not take the chance. Another day or two might make a big difference in the outcome for us. You are safe here and now."

    Favia gestured toward an image of the war on the holo-display. "Those are my people. They are out there dying as we speak. I cannot stand by in good conscience and allow this to continue. It must be stopped. The UF would happily accept peace today if all they had to give up was claim to Earth. I can make that offer to them."

    "And what if your war council says no?"

    Favia clenched a fist. "I think of you as family, and I respect your opinions and motivations, but this war must stop. We can stop it now. We must take action. Lives are being lost."

    Mace looked at the others. "Anyone else want to weigh in?"

    "Both arguments have merit," said Johnny. "Favia has always done right by us. I have to think that will continue."

    Liam nodded. "This may be our only opportunity to end the fighting. I believe we should take it."

    Mace looked at Jasper Collins, who had been quietly watching the discussion. "We need to take Stark into consideration. We can end this war by taking up with these clowns, but how do we rid ourselves of Stark?"

    Favia said, "I will demand your king step down for being a part of this conspiracy."

    Jasper pointed. "If she can promise that, I say we go with her. I could care less about the UF if they're leaving us alone."

    Mace said, "At least allow us to get word from the other shuttle. We'll need to coordinate a grab with them anyway."

    Johnny half smiled. "So we're gonna do this?"

    "Depending on the what the rest of the team has to say… yes."

    Jasper received a comm from his bridge. "Sire! Hundreds of wormholes are opening only a short distance from here."

    Jasper asked, "Do we know whose ships they are?"

    The officer shook his head. "Unidentified. Not in our database. I'm passing the images to you now."

    The image of a sleek black warship popped into view. Long spines swept forward from the back of the hull, as if pincers on an insect that was preparing to strike. As it approached orbit, a cloud of small black fighters emerged from docking bays on either side.

    Favia slowly stood. "Dedrus... those are Dedrus ships."

    The officer said, "Wormholes are still opening! More than two thousand so far! Multiple ships coming through each!"

    Favia flopped down in her chair. "This cannot be happening. Our defenses won't withstand such an assault. And our main fleet is away!"

    The officer continued: "Sire, word must have reached the Hoorka ships in the UF. They are breaking off and beginning to jump."

    Favia looked at Mace. "You must take me down to my people. They need me."

    Mice winced. "I don't think dropping you down there is the best of ideas. Jasper, take us down to the palace courtyard. We need to get the others out of there. If they start any kind of bombardment, Jane and the others will be sitting ducks."

    Jasper gave the order. Minutes later, a fireball fell through the late evening sky above the Hoorka capital. The Organ Cave slowed and turned, flying in close to the ground as it moved above the palace buildings. It settled just off the landing pad. Its ramp remained up.

    Jasper took control of the comm. "This is Jasper. We need everyone back to the shuttle immediately. If you can't make it in the next few minutes, comm us back. This may be our only broadcast."

    Johnny said, "Was that smart?"

    Mace replied, "The Hoorka have to be in panic mode right now. They may not have even noticed."

    A signal from the approaching Dedrus ships came over the general comm. "Dominion authorities, by order of King Solololomi, we have been sent to arrest your leadership. Plots have been uncovered that show intent to violate the treaty we signed... and to assault Dedrus colonies. This order will be carried out immediately and with completeness. A list of the names of those being held responsible for this plot are embedded in this message. You have one hour to comply or you will face the consequences."

    The list included the queen, her advisors, the members of the war council, and a handful of other high ranking officials.

    "Mr. Hardy, we can't allow this," said Favia. "Most of those are innocent people... good people."

    Mace replied, "Give us a chance to get our people out and we'll attempt to contact the Dedrus."

    Five minutes passed before Jenny replied, "We're out. Heading up."

    Mace connected to the comm. "Just go home. We'll fill you in later."

    Liam said, "I'm detecting a ship coming this way. They may have picked us up."

    Mace shook his head. "Sit tight. Could be coming to grab the queen."

    An image of the landing pad showed on the display.

    Favia pointed. "There's Agok and Pran. Please... I need to talk to them."

    Jasper looked at Mace. "Say the word and I'll have the ramp dropped. Miss Favia needs her advisors right now."

    Mace half frowned. "Do it. Then take us to high orbit."

    The ramp to the Collins class ship lowered, coming down only meters from the two Hoorka officers. Both stood in stunned silence, looking at the ramp that led up to empty sky.

    Mace Hardy walked down with his holo-projector turned off. "General, Admiral, the Queen is requesting your presence. Please come with me."

    Agok said, "What is this? Who are you? We are on our way to see the queen."

    Favia moved to the top of the ramp. "Gentlemen, please, I need your help."

    As the Hoorka military leaders stepped onto the ramp, it began to lift. Seconds later they were standing in front of the true queen.

    Favia said, "Please, come with me. We have much to discuss."

    Pran asked, "What is this place? Mr. Hardy? Is this Human technology?"

    Mace gestured toward the doorway. "Please, Admiral, it will all be explained to you in a few moments."

    The veteran general and admiral were guided to chairs at the conference table. Favia remained standing at the table's end.

    "Gentlemen, I have much to say and a short time to say it. The queen in the palace is an impostor. She was put into power by General Keona and Admiral Blogue. I was being held captive until only a short time ago when Mr. Hardy freed me from certain death.

    "Keona has made a deal with the Human king. In return for the Dominion wiping out the United Front, he would pledge as many soldiers as would be needed to assault the Dedrus. I believe this plot was uncovered and is why the Dedrus have come. I need your help and advice as to how we get the Hoorka people out of this predicament."

    Pran spoke first. "What is this ship? How are we here?"

    Mace replied, "Our technologies are not important at the moment, Admiral. What we need are solutions for dealing with the Dedrus."

    The admiral let out a long breath. "The Dedrus won't be satisfied until they get exactly what they want. The Queen, myself and the others on the war council... turning ourselves over is the only way to end this. When the Dedrus make a demand they want nothing but that demand to be honored."

    Favia said, "What if we gave them the impostor, Keona, and Blogue? The ones who are responsible for this."

    Pran shook his head. "They have demanded the real queen. If we give them the impostor they will know. They will want everyone who is or was involved. The rest of us will be collateral damage."

    Johnny raised a hand. "Did you say everyone who's involved?"

    The admiral nodded.

    Johnny looked at Mace. "I ask because there is a certain Human who was in on the planning of this. Malcom Stark. He's probably the mastermind of this whole thing. If what you say about them wanting everyone who is involved is true, they will be going to Earth."

    Mace looked at Jasper. "Take us back to Earth. If the Dedrus are there we will have no choice but to comply."

    "What?" said Favia. "We can't leave!"

    Mace replied, "It will only take a few minutes. We'll come right back. If the Dedrus are at Earth, it complicates everything."

    Ten minutes later, the Organ Cave was jumping into Earth space. A short run had the ship within sensor range. Five hundred of the sleek black Dedrus warships, and thousands of the small fighter craft, were parked in high orbit.

    Liam said, "Mr. Hardy, we have another problem. I'm counting an equal number of very large transports sitting on the ground. Let me get a bit closer and I can tell you if they contain troops or not."

    Mace nodded. "Take us in."

    Favia protested. "We must get back to Promexa. I demand it!"

    Mace held up a hand. "One more minute."

    Liam turned. "I'm counting three million bios in and around those transports."

    Mace shook his head. "Rid of one master only to pick up another. Take us back out so we can comm Gellos. We need to inform the others."

    A comm was opened. Jane replied, "What's the word? Who are they?"

    Mace winced. "Dedrus. And they're at Earth as well."

    Jane sighed. "They showed up in the UF territory too. Half a dozen dreadnoughts attempted to engage them and were immediately destroyed. They have a beam weapon that chops right through the shields and hulls of those ships. Would do the same to us."

    Mace said, "They're demanding the surrender of the Hoorka and for them to turn over their leadership. I would imagine they showed up at Earth to demand the same of Stark. They have several million troops on the ground."

    "What do we do next?"

    "We go back to Promexa," said Mace. "Favia wants to talk with them. There may be an outside shot at ending this before it goes any further."

    Jeff joined in the comm. "Mr. Hardy, we've made real progress on the wormhole device with young Zax. His fresh insight has helped me to resolve several weaknesses in my design."

    "Is it ready to use?"

    Jeff half smiled. "We're close... but not quite there. I have Roge working over a circuit for me. He thinks he can improve stability."

    Mace pulled his head back. "Roge? What does he know about wormholes? I didn't think the Consortium even had that tech."

    "They don't. But they do know circuits. He has extensive training and experience as a technician. He was mostly standing around and watching so I offered him the opportunity to review some of my work. He's making a few upgrades that we can hopefully test later today. His work is not interfering with ours. Oh, and when you return, we have a dozen of the thunder gloves waiting. They should enhance your ability to fight."

    "Thanks... we could use them. And keep hammering on that weapon. We might need it now more than ever."

    A wormhole to Promexa was opened and the Organ Cave slipped through.
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    Jasper's navigator piloted the ship to within sensor range. "Sire, the Dedrus appear to have landed transports on the surface of Promexa. At least double the number of bios that we saw on Earth."

    "You must return me," said Favia. "I will willingly turn myself over if it rids my people of this threat."

    Mace said, "At least give us one opportunity to try to reason with them."

    "Our time is running out."

    Mace nodded as he opened a general comm. "I wish to speak with whoever is in command of the invading force. I would like to discuss terms."

    Several seconds of silence lapsed before a reply was made. -"Who is this and what authority do you have to ask such?"

    "My name is Mace Hardy. I'm Human. I have Queen Favia and several of her military leaders here with me. The plot you spoke of is real, but it was not hatched or planned by the real queen or her war council. There is an impostor queen in the palace... and two rogue military officers who are responsible for this plot."

    The Dedrus officer on the comm replied, "The Dominion has once again become aggressive. This can be seen with their attack on the United Front colonies. The queen and the war council have been in control of this action. Therefore the Dominion had been placed under observation by the king's watchmen. The plot to ally with the Humans to attack Dedrus space was approved by this queen and members of the war council."

    "It was approved by an impostor queen and two rogue members of the council. The real queen and the other members have no designs on Dedrus territories, and in fact had no desire to attack the United Front. If you can give us a little more time, we will gladly turn the responsible individuals over to you."

    The officer replied, "Does that include the Human named Stark?"

    Mace half frowned. "I'm afraid not. We don't have access to Stark. Although we would be quite happy if you took him off our hands. He is an aggressor, and this whole plot was probably of his design."

    The Dedrus scowled. "Then the Humans will pay."

    Mace held up a hand. "No, no, no, not the Humans. Just Stark. The Humans are a peaceful people and only wish to be left alone. Stark is the aggressor."

    The officer returned a stern expression. "You have until the previously scheduled time to turn over the required individuals. If this does not happen, these territories will be marked as Dedrus sub-colonies. We will install our own governors to oversee the transition and those who are sought will be found and punished. Your choice is subservience to the king or free governance. You have been given this as a one-time option to prove your sincerity. Our troops are waiting at the palace and the main military base at the capital city."

    Johnny said, "That's sixteen minutes."

    "Take me to the palace," said Favia. "I will turn myself in."

    Agok and Pern followed with the same request.

    Mace shook his head. "Mr. Hobbs, take them down. We have no way of stopping this."

    The shuttle exited the docking bay and landed with five minutes to spare. The ramp lowered and the queen and her officer stepped down to the tarmac of the landing pad. A short walk had them standing in the throne room before a squad of Dedrus soldiers. Mace and Johnny stood behind the trio with their holo-projectors on.

    Favia said, "We are here to surrender ourselves. I have given orders for my other officers to do the same. They should be meeting with your other teams momentarily."

    The high ranking Dedrus officer replied, "Eight of your war council have reported in at that location. The five other government officials we seek have also been taken into custody. The three of you leave only two others."

    Favia asked, "Who is missing?"

    The officer replied, "My list shows a General Keona and an Admiral Blogue. Our terms were strict. Those officers have only moments to surrender themselves."

    Johnny whispered, "I'm not liking this."

    Mace replied, "I'm wishing we had kept her aboard."

    Johnny huffed. "I bet Stark is a no-show as well."

    The officer checked his comm. "Our terms have not been met. Your kingdom has been forfeited. You are now subjects of King Solololomi. A tribunal will be conducted to address the charges against you. If found guilty you will be terminated without appeal. In the coming days a colonial government will be set up on all the former Dominion colonies. Any resistance to this rule will be met and dealt with using extreme force."

    Favia asked, "What happens now?"

    The officer replied, "You may remain here in your palace until the tribunal convenes. I would expect that to be at most two of your days from now."

    The officer turned and marched with his squad back to a Dedrus ship parked on the landing pad.

    Johnny said, "Not overly friendly, are they? And what's with those antennae? They kept flipping around the whole time he was talking. And they were in uniforms, not battlesuits."

    Mace replied, "I think we should pay another visit to Earth. They will be hunting for Stark."

    Mace stepped close to Favia. "We'll be back. If it comes to the tribunal and it looks like you're being railroaded, we might just have to make you disappear."

    "Only if the war council goes with us."

    Mace drew in a long breath. "We'll do what we can."

    The Organ Cave arrived back at Earth. After a check with the sensors, it was determined the cave complex remained in operation. The holo-projectors still showed the heavily treed rolling hills of West Virginia, shielding the buildings that were on the site. A shuttle was taken to the surface, landing under the projected image.

    Mace walked down the ramp. "I was sure Stark would make use of this place."

    "Why?" asked Johnny. "He knows that we know where it is. And those projectors, he probably has them running on all his facilities now."

    Liam said, "The Dedrus are still here. Stark did not turn himself in."

    Mace nodded. "I think we need a visit to town to see what they know. If the Dedrus are taking over, word has already been put out. The message they sent on Promexa was broadcast to everyone."

    Johnny clicked his helmet in place. "What's the plan?"

    Mace followed with his own helmet. "Go to town. Poke around. See what you can hear. We'll meet back here in an hour. If we need more info we'll go back out again."

    Johnny set an alarm on his arm pad. "One hour. Got it."

    Turning his back to the others, Johnny said, "See you then."

    The near-three-hundred-pound Human disappeared from view.

    Mace said, "Stay on the ship. If anyone comes through here, lift her off the ground until they leave. We'll be back soon enough."

    In the blink of an eye, the former Army Ranger vanished. A five minute run had him crossing the river into Ronceverte and entering the community center. With a short walk he was standing in the dining hall.

    A middle-aged man and woman were sitting and eating a pair of nutrient bars. "Again we're someone's slaves. And where is the king?"

    "Probably off-world on some plush ship," the woman replied. "Every plan he's hatched for us has ended in disaster."

    The man sat back, sipping on a beverage. "Yeah. I do give him credit for keeping us alive, though. Don't see these new people being good for us. They aren't weak-looking like the others. Heck, I saw one of them that was at least my height. What I don't get is they aren't wearing any battlegear. They're just carrying simple weapons. Our own troops in those battlesuits at least look intimidating. These people look like low-grade security guards."

    The woman frowned. "Doesn't matter, we don't have air-power to back us up. Those black ships will rule our skies. And with their sensors there's no place to hide. They can count how many of us are in this building from space."

    The man replied, "That's why we aren't fighting this. We'd get slaughtered."

    The man took another sip from his beverage. "Have you heard from your brother?"

    The woman shook her head. "They shut down comms except for the general channel. Only they can broadcast on it. He did say DC was crowded with Deadless soldiers, or whatever they call themselves. That was just before the comms went dead."

    The man laughed. "I think they're called Dedrus. Deadless makes them sound like an army of zombies."

    The woman frowned. "Whatever. They might as well be zombies. You still have that rifle in your room?"

    The man nodded. "And a couple boxes of ammo. I traded a deer I hit with my transport for it. The old man I got it from had a garage full of them. Enough to start his own war."

    The woman leaned forward. "You think you can get me one?"

    The man nodded. "I suppose. I would expect them to be announcing a weapons ban any time now though. If we can get you one, we'll need a good place to hide it. Won't be inside this building though. This will be the first place they look. If you want, we can go over there once we finish here."

    The woman said, "I'm done. Let's go."

    The man laughed. "I'm not. You're just gonna have to cool your jets for a few more minutes."

    The woman grabbed him by the knee, pinching hard with all the grip she could muster. "Hurry."

    The beverage was turned up and downed. The plastic style bottle was thrown into a recycling receptacle. The ambitious couple left the room.

    Mace walked to a new corner. Three older men sat watching a holo-display.

    One of the men remarked, "Anyone think those grey-green uniforms with all the badges make them look like Nazis?"

    The man to his left replied, "I was thinking the same thing. Can't say that reptilian skin helps. They're almost our size. If we have to fight it won't be like jacking around with all these midgets."

    The third said, "Don't let the size of the fighter fool you. Having size might help you in a fistfight, but it's a detriment in a gun battle. It pays to be a small target."

    The second old man coughed several times as he nodded. "I guess I never thought of it that way."

    The first asked, "You gonna get that cough looked at?"

    The man waved his hand. "Already have. Too many years of smoking. They claim to have a treatment for it, but I have to go to D.C. to get it done. That's not gonna happen now."

    The conversation about health continued for several minutes before Mace moved to the next group of individuals. The additional spy sessions revealed nothing new. A quick run had the Ranger back at the cave with less than a minute to spare. A look inside told him that Stark had left everything, except the stockpiled gatrellium, as it was. The shuttle ramp lowered and he was soon inside.

    Johnny was sitting with his helmet off. "Stark didn't show for the deadline. Martial law has been declared. The Dedrus will begin collecting weapons in a few days. The people are being told to cooperate and to expect fair treatment if they do. They are also being warned to expect swift and harsh treatment if they don't. Comms have been closed off, as well as all travel. If you were out of town for whatever reason, you’re stuck. Until the disarming of Stark's army and the populace is near complete, travel will be restricted.

    "The Mawga are being repatriated. Those big shuttles have been busy ferrying them home. Without their weapons, of course."

    Liam added, "I've been looking over the sensor logs. As we were coming down we had indications of three Dedrus bases here in the U.S. One near D.C., one just east of Denver, and one near Sacramento. Toronto and Mexico City were two others. I'm certain there are more. Each of those showed about a hundred fifty thousand bios."

    Mace said, "I didn't see any Dedrus in or around Ronceverte. They haven't begun their disarmament efforts yet. Probably still looking for Stark."

    Johnny nodded. "Too bad we ruined our gatrellium copper paint in Doc's building and the cave. They might have come in handy."

    Mace replied, "When we get back to Gellos, we'll make it a priority to come back out here to repaint. If we're gonna work to free Earth, that will be as good a place as any to start."

    Johnny chuckled and sighed. "Free Earth. That might be too big of a job for us now. We don't have anything that will match up with those Dedrus ships. And somehow I think our strategy of sneaking into their territory to destroy their ship factories might be more difficult. These guys seem a lot more organized than the others."

    Mace looked over at Liam. "Mr. Hobbs, take us home. The sooner we get this place back up and running, the sooner, well, the sooner we can do whatever we do next."

    The shuttle set down on the hard stone ground of the Gellos landing area. Mace, Johnny, and Liam joined the others in a conference room. The status of Earth was relayed to the others.

    Jane said, "I think re-enabling the cave is a good move. It gives us a familiar place to base our efforts."

    Mace added, "Other than needing the coating paint, everything else is still there. Stark took the gatrellium but he left the food and all the spares. The reactors are all still chugging along."

    Johnny followed, "Slap on some paint and we're back in business."

    Jeff said, "You aren't expecting me to move again, are you?"

    Mace shook his head. "No, you stay where you are and get that device working. By the way, is the Royal Fortune back in working order?"

    Jeff nodded. "It's close. The last of the plating should be installed tomorrow. We can begin testing for holes once that's done. Oh, and not that it matters, but I've been letting Roge and Zax run some extra tuning on your wormhole generator. Roge will be applying the same circuit updates he has done here. You probably won't notice much difference. The changes to what happens with creating a wormhole may be faster by a few microseconds, which in turn saves a tiny bit of fuel."

    "Every improvement is a plus, Doc. I look forward to getting our old shuttle back."

    Mace looked across the table at Jasper sitting with his arms crossed. "Mr. Collins, anything new from your scouts?"

    Jasper scowled. "Not that it matters, but the Dedrus landed troops on all the UF colonies, not just the one where the latest battle was being fought. Their excuse for taking over there was because the UF ships attacked them when they first arrived. My guess is they were just looking for an excuse. The Dedrus didn't suffer any losses from it. They have ships lurking about in the Karthian colonies, too."

    Jenny said, "This plot by Stark and the others has only been going on for days. There's no way the Dedrus were ready to move that many ships and men in that time. This was a planned invasion. That plot just gave it justification. And I hate to say it, but it probably saved a lot of lives. Had the Hoorka fleet been protecting Promexa when they showed, there would have been a fight. The Hoorka were down half their ships and half of the half that remained were fighting the UF fleet. The timing for a Dedrus invasion was perfect."

    Mace stood and walked to the front of the table, placing his fists on top, knuckles down. "So we restore the cave. What do we do from there? Once they start disarming Earth, any mutiny gets infinitely tougher. Jeff? You said thunder glove production was ready... how many of those can we turn out a month if we need to rearm forces on Earth?"

    Jeff frowned. "Fifty, tops. I wasn't expecting to have any sizable volume running through there. Several of those parts are quite difficult to produce. Some of those parts are more than 80 percent scrap. We aren't highly efficient, given our current situation."

    Jane said, "What if we set up a few lines to produce some of our good ol’ Earth firearms? This planet should have all the resources we need to produce ammo."

    Jasper said, "Those are metal parts. My boys can fabricate machines to stamp those out. Metalwork is something they're really good at. If you want, I can have an evaluation team together in an hour. You bring me a copy of what you want them to build and we'll get to work on it."

    Jane smiled. "I'll do exactly that."

    Jenny said, "Tell me the natural resources you need and I'll take a shuttle out to find them."

    Johnny said, "I can work with Jasper's engineers on the ammo loads. I've experimented with those enough to know what the best combinations are."

    Mace shook his head. "Seriously... you think we can rearm Earth with rifles? I'm assuming you'll be building more AR-15s. How many do you think you can produce in a month?"

    Jasper said, "For the guns themselves... I would bet a couple thousand in a month, with ten to twenty thousand the month after. I have the workers, and they know how to build stamps and presses. Give them three months and they could be turning out fifty thousand a month. I'm confident of that number. The ammo casings and slugs are even easier."

    Mace looked around the table. "Well, at least we have spirit left. Mr. Collins, have your people get to work on that ASAP. Jenny, Johnny, and Jane, do whatever you can to support this effort."

    Jenny asked, "What are you planning to do?"

    "I'm heading back to Promexa. If they start up a tribunal I want to be there to pull Favia out if need be."

    Jenny held up a hand. "Mr. Hobbs, would you mind scouting out the resources? I'd like to pilot my man to Promexa."

    Liam laughed. "I'd be delighted to swap with you. Your task there is likely to be a lot of sitting in the shuttle and waiting."

    Jenny nodded. "I realize that, but I'd prefer it just the same."

    Liam smiled. "Consider it yours."

    The shuttle lifted out through the cave, accelerating up through the atmosphere and into the darkness of space. A micro-wormhole opened and the ship slipped through to the Promexa system.

    Jenny brought the shuttle to a stop in high orbit. "Where to, Hoss?"

    Mace pulled up the nav logs on a holo-display. "Two thousand Dedrus ships. Nine hundred Hoorka ships. Two orbital battlestations. The Hoorka are outgunned. Take us down to the palace courtyard. If Favia is still there I want to get her take on all this. I'm curious as to why the Dedrus haven't landed more troops here. They have five times this many on Earth."

    "Same with the UF worlds. They’re loaded up with soldiers. Maybe they know the Hoorka won't fight. Humans and the UF are unknowns to them."

    Mace nodded. "Could be. Take us down. I'm curious as to whether or not they found Keona and Blogue."

    The shuttle settled in the courtyard. Mace hopped to the ground as the ramp closed up, making the small ship once again invisible. A short walk had Mace standing in the throne room. Two queens were on the steps leading up to the throne. One was badly beaten, bruised, and bleeding. The other sat two steps above her with her elbows on her knees.

    Admiral Pran walked into the room and up the steps. "My Lady, Keona has confessed to everything. Were you able to get anything from the impostor?"

    Favia typed away on her arm pad. "Just transferred her recorded confession. She didn't put up much of a fight. Would have been a weak ruler."

    Pran took one of Favia's hands in his own, looking over her knuckles. "I can get you something for the pain."

    Favia smiled. "Not necessary. They are sore, but it's a satisfying sore. This one is soft... she didn't even land a punch. Had I used my talons she would have been dead in seconds."

    Pran sat. "I'm afraid many of our people have grown soft, and the Dedrus know this. I haven't received notice of any resistance."

    "What would they do? Our fleet was our strength. We wasted all those ships attacking the UF, leaving ourselves vulnerable."

    Pran placed his hand on her shoulder. "We could not have stopped this invasion... even with the full fleet. They are too powerful. Our centuries of war was just them toying with us."

    Favia frowned. "Or we were evenly matched, and they used the diamonds we paid them to build up this fleet. Were we so naive as to pay their ransom with the hope that they would just leave us alone? Did we fund this invasion?"

    Mace sat behind them, still cloaked by his holo-projector. "Favia, has there been word of the tribunal?"

    A startled queen turned to look behind herself. "Mr. Hardy, your sneaking about is disconcerting. And no, there has been no further word of a trial. They did capture Keona and Blogue. They were attempting to flee in a shuttle. Ceola here walked up to me and demanded I be the one thought of as an impostor. As you can see, that didn't sit well with me."

    Mace replied, "I've witnessed your ability to fight. You nearly tore open my chest when we first met."

    Favia smiled. "I am glad I was unsuccessful, Mace Hardy. You have been a true friend. We have been told the tribunal will be meeting this afternoon. Even with the confessions of Keona and Blogue, I do not see a positive outcome for my people. We have no means of ejecting the Dedrus from our territory. Resistance now would not be helpful. Those ships up there... we have no defense against them."

    Mace asked, "What are they doing with your crews?"

    Favia shrugged. "We do not know. I have asked and my requests to know have been denied."

    Pran said, "I can only guess they are being done away with. They are questioning to find anyone with military ties. Already, many of those people are being separated from their families."

    Mace replied, "They are definitely planning for the long term. Have they given you any expectations as to their intentions? Slaves? Workers? Just a lower class of citizen?"

    Pran sighed. "They have given no indication, Mr. Hardy. And we have no spies from their territories that can tell us anything about them. Other than fights on the battlefield, the Dedrus are an unknown."

    Mace stood. "Do you have the coordinates to their nearest colony? I could pay them a visit."

    The Hoorka admiral lifted his arm pad. "I'm passing you what we know. I'm certain they will be coming to collect our comm devices in the near future. Without communications, any type of uprising will be unthinkable."

    The information was taken back to the shuttle. A short run up into space had a wormhole opened to the nearest known Dedrus colony. As Jenny piloted the shuttle within sensor range, it became apparent the colony was no more.

    Mace said, "Last info the Hoorka had says this colony was ten to twenty million people in size. It looks scorched."

    Jenny replied, "Give me a sec and we can scan for bios."

    Mace shook his head. "I can tell you now there aren't any bios down there."

    "Not true. I count five... and a small ship."

    "Take us in. Are they Dedrus?"

    The shuttle dropped slowly through the atmosphere as to not attract attention. Jenny brought it to a stop only a kilometer above where the small ship was parked.

    "They look just like those who invaded, only not uniformed. See that table and those boxes? Instruments. They are studying something."

    Mace said, "Put us on the ground. I'm going aboard their ship."

    "Why?"

    Mace smiled. "They have to have starmaps of their territories. I want those. We need those."

    Jenny nodded. "I'll set us just on the other side of that hill. You know the drill for coming back. Rap on the hull, and if all looks clear I'll let you in."

    Mace hopped down onto the charred, rocky soil of the surface. A short jog had him standing just behind four Dedrus citizens, likely scientists. A ten meter walk had him ascending the ramp into their ship. The fifth bio lay on a bunk in the cabin, asleep.

    Five minutes of fumbling with controls later, he had a starmap showing on a console. Mace zoomed in and scrolled around. The Dedrus empire covered more than two hundred star systems, listing three hundred twenty-two colonies. The territories covered three times the space of the UF, Hoorka, Karthians, and Galactic Union combined.

    When the nav map recording had come to an end, Mace turned to review the remainder of the cockpit. As he studied his surroundings he was suddenly bumped in the back. The sleeping crewman had awakened. Before he could react, the now curious crewman began reaching out, touching his unseen torso. A compressed wave of energy from Mace's thunder glove sent the crewman flying back and away, slamming his body into a far wall before it slumped to the floor.

    Five quick steps got him to the top of the ramp. As the other Dedrus crewmen moved to check what the noise was about, they were met with multiple rounds from Mace's thunder glove. Before any signals could be sent or any alarm sounded, the enemy crew was dead.

    Mace opened a comm. "We had an incident. I had to take them out. Go up and open a wormhole comm back to Gellos. Tell Jasper to bring the Organ Cave. We're loading this ship up and taking it with us. Including the bodies. As far as the Dedrus will know, they all disappeared."

    "On my way. What happened?"

    "One of them made contact and I had no way of moving away from him. I blasted him and his buddies came running. We can't risk the Dedrus knowing we're out there. They'll ask questions and the UF will turn over whatever mechanism they used to detect us. That might happen anyway, but we shouldn't force it."

    A comm was opened and Jasper Collins was on his way. The research ship was loaded into an empty docking bay and the Organ Cave departed.

    Jenny stood on the planet's surface looking around. "What do you think happened here?"

    "Not sure. Everything got scorched. Was that from an attack or from a natural phenomenon?"

    Jenny gestured toward the shuttle ramp. "Well, let's get back and see. That ship and her logs should give us a clue."

    The shuttle landed back at Gellos. Johnny was waiting as the ramp lowered.

    "Heard you got in a firefight."

    Mace shook his head. "No, just me shooting. They never had a chance. One discovered me. I took care of him and his buddies came to see what was going on. I took them out before any other shots were fired or comms opened."

    Johnny nodded. "What'd you find?"

    "That colony was destroyed, the whole planet scorched. Or at least it looks that way. The atmosphere showed no indication of such. We have their research ship. Maybe the logs will show us."

    "Starmaps?"

    Mace nodded. "Yep. How's the ammo designs coming?"

    Johnny smiled. "Good. We have the casings and slugs mapped. The Targarians are building a machine. Should be the first of many. One line will stamp slugs while the other does cartridge shells. They're already working on a section that will stuff the load and shove in the slug. They say that one machine will be able to produce ten thousand rounds a day if its hoppers are kept fed. With a dozen of those running we'd be able to conduct a decent sized war."

    "How's Jane doing with her AR’s?"

    "They already have 3D models of all the parts. Starting to build the stamps and presses to produce them. She says they’re confident that within a month we can be producing ten thousand units a day."

    "A day? I thought we were talking more like a month for that?"

    Johnny shrugged. "I guess Jasper was right. They're good at all things mechanical. She also said they thought they could double than number two weeks after, and again two weeks after that."

    Mace half smiled. "At that rate we'll be able to outfit Stark's whole army in about two months. That's great news."

    Jeff approached, gesturing toward the Royal Fortune. She's ready for testing. I did a thorough investigation of the hull. You should be clear to jump with her. And I have to say I’m eager to get the data back from the upgrades Roge and Zax performed. That data may help to clear up a few of our issues."

    Jenny walked down the ramp.

    Mace turned. "Ready for another run?"

    Jenny turned back toward the cabin. "OK."

    Mace laughed. "Not in there. The Fortune. Doc says she's ready to roll."

    "Mind if I tag along?" asked Johnny. "The Targs don't need me until we start mixing the loads for testing."

    Mace gestured. "Sure, come on. I think we make a few hops to see that she performs OK and then maybe make a jump to another Dedrus colony for more intel."

    Johnny opened a comm to Jane: "Hey, I'm going on a beer run with Mace. Be back in a bit."

    Jane offered a confused look. "Beer run?"

    Johnny shook his head. "Nobody gets my jokes anymore. We're heading out to test the Royal Fortune. She's up and running again. If all looks good, we'll make a swing out to Dedrus territory to gather more info on them. I'll be back when that's done."

    Jane nodded. "OK. Well, if you happen to come in contact with any Dedrus, please don't tell them any of your jokes. They already don't seem to like us."

    Johnny chuckled. "When did you become so harsh? Is the old man there with you? You trying to impress him?"

    Jane smiled. "Nope... it's all you. See you when you get back."

    Jenny laughed as they walked. "Somebody has your number."

    Johnny smiled. "That somebody has had my number for a long time. And I hope it stays that way."

    Three local portal jumps were made. Other than a slight increase in circuit temperature, all other monitored parameters returned green. A fourth jump was made to a colony on the starmap Mace had recorded.

    Mace said, "Dedrus data says this is a major colony. Six hundred million people."

    Jenny replied, "We have what looks like a ship factory and a spaceport. Twenty-seven warships parked nearby. A couple dozen freighters heading off in different directions. Multitudes of smaller ships."

    Mace nodded. "Take us into orbit and scan for bios. I want to know if the numbers match to what we found on that research ship."

    Johnny said, "Should we scout that shipyard? Might be we'll want to blow it just like the others."

    "Let's just observe for a bit. If the bio numbers check out, the info we grabbed from the research vessel should be accurate. We now have the ID of that shipyard. If it shows in the database, we'll be able to locate any others like it."

    Johnny looked over Mace's shoulder at the data coming in. "This is what I like. Being in the game. We're actually trying to do something other than just survive."

    Jenny smiled. "Surviving might not be sexy, but it's a heckuva lot better than dying."

    A full orbit of the globe was conducted. The number of bios matched within a few thousand. A flight was taken close to the shipyard. The sensors gathered the maximum resolution of the available passive data. A short run had the shuttle out of sensor range. A micro-wormhole was opened and the ship passed through to Gellos.

    Jeff Moskowitz was waiting as the ramp lowered. "I just downloaded the data. Excellent! This should be a tremendous help."

    Mace said, "We did get a warning after our third jump in a row. Looked like some kind of temperature warning. Wasn't in the red so I wasn't too worried."

    Jeff nodded. "Yes, I saw that. I'll have Roge look into it. What did you see at the Dedrus colony?"

    "It was sizable. Maybe six hundred million? The numbers matched the data from the research ship."

    Jeff pointed. "Excellent. As you can see, we brought it inside."

    "I was actually wondering if it was safe to bring here at all. What kind of signals does that thing give off?"

    "Minimal. We have no worries from inside this space. This entire complex has the gatrellium copper paint. We've conducted every test we know how from outside and received no indication that this operation was down here. We're safe."

    Jeff looked over at the small ship. "Jasper's engineers are poring over it as we speak, looking for anything new or anything we might be able to exploit on the Dedrus warships."

    Mace crossed his arms. "Any luck?"

    Jeff shook his head. "Only the starmaps so far. Which tell us the location of every shipyard they have. Nearly a hundred smaller yards."

    Mace thought for a moment before asking. "Do they use similar reactors for power?"

    "No," replied Jeff. "They have a more compact design and they are sealed. I don't think the tactic of making them critical will work. We don't have access to the inner workings. I'll have a better evaluation for you in a few days. At best, we could knock out their power until they were replaced. Now... I should be getting back to my work. If you could excuse me..."

    Mace nodded. "Thanks for all you do, Doc. And get that wormhole device working. We need it now more than ever."

    Jenny placed her hand on Mace's shoulder. "What's next, Chief? You up for some lunch?"

    Mace smirked. "You reading my thoughts?"

    Jenny smiled as she took his arm. "Nope. My stomach is growling and we've been together all morning. Just thought you might be hungry."

    Mace nodded. "I am. You buying?"

    Johnny walked up behind them. "You aren't going on a picnic, are you?"

    Mace laughed. "Why? You planning on ruining it?"

    Johnny frowned. "Wasn't my fault before. Anyway... I'm hungry and I'd rather not eat alone."

    The trio walked into the dining facility. Tres Dowda was standing over a table covered with red fruit.

    Johnny asked, "What's this?"

    "It's a local fruit. Kind of a small peachy apple."

    "They ready to eat?"

    "Have one."

    Johnny picked up a sample. "Not much bigger than a golf ball. Closer to a plum than a peach or apple."

    Tres said, "I was referring to the taste."

    Johnny took a bite. "Juicy. Not bad... whoa... that's hot!"

    Tres placed a small sign on the front of the table. It read "Spicy... beware!"

    Johnny walked quickly to a beverage dispenser, turning up a glass as soon as it was filled.

    Teary eyed, he turned back toward the others. "That burns!"

    Jasper walked in behind them. "Aw... look at the big crybaby."

    Johnny pointed. "You tried one?"

    Jasper scowled. "I don't fear heat."

    Johnny opened his eyes wide, blinking them several times. "Whew. You should fear that. Tell you what... you eat one and I'll have another."

    Jenny half laughed. "You just said it burned."

    Johnny nodded. "It did. It does. Doesn't mean I don't like it."

    Jasper picked up the small red fruit and defiantly took a bite. Despite his best effort to not react, his forehead began to sweat and the tears began to flow.

    Jenny stepped up to the table. "Mace, you gonna give it a try if I do?"

    Mace shook his head. "No. Call me a baby or a wimp or whatever you want. Me and hot don't mix."

    Jenny soon joined the watery eyes group. When each had consumed their hot fruit, they settled at a table with beverages and nutrient bars. Jokes were made and laughs were had. It was a rare moment of levity in a galaxy condemned to subservience.
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    The following morning on Promexa, the tribunal was organized and the defendants brought before them. Each accused argued their case, with Keona and Blogue denying any undue actions. The impostor queen was brought forward. Her testimony was a repeat of Keona and Blogue’s. Her claim of involvement was to be a stand-in for the queen for smaller media events where all she had to do was appear and wave. Twice Favia had to have her restraints tightened. By the end of the testimonies, it was obvious the tribunal members would elect to convict the lot of them.

    Standing invisible, with his hand on Mace's shoulder, Johnny said, "We have to pull them out of this."

    The leader of the tribunal stood. "It is the judgment of this panel that Queen Favia of the Hoorka Dominion, and her war council, numbering a dozen members, and the actress named Ceola, along with the five provincial governors, are guilty of violating the Melican Treaty and of plotting to attack the Dedrus Empire of King Solololomi. Also included in this judgment is a verdict of guilty in absentia of Malcom Stark, King of the Humans. It is the determination of this panel that said guilty parties be executed upon transmission to and acceptance of this judgment by the king."

    An officer of the court stood. "The request has been delivered and accepted. The execution may proceed."

    Mace whispered, "Go into the hallway behind us. When you hear noise coming from this room, clear the hall going out to where Jenny's parked. We'll be coming behind you at a run."

    Johnny moved into the hall. Four guards stood at the door to the tribunal chambers; another two stood at the exit from the building. Johnny took aim, awaiting the signal.

    Inside, Mace moved into position for action against the guards. The members of the tribunal left the room. The guards began to gather the prisoners for their execution walk.

    Favia was lined up behind Keona. "You have cost us all our lives and our people their freedom."

    Keona replied, "Do you think the Dedrus came because of a simple plot? That was merely their excuse. They have been preparing for this raid for some time. You and the other fools on this council were just too blind to see it. I took action. My only shame is in not having taken it soon enough."

    Favia said, "Did you have evidence they were massing for an attack?"

    Keona huffed. "No. But as we see... they were. My actions were justified."

    Favia scowled. "You're actions were nothing more than selfish. It's you that has gotten us killed."

    Keona turned with a wry smile. "I would suggest you make arrangements to flee. In about thirty seconds I will be liberated. You were always a poor excuse for a queen. And your advisors are fools."

    Seconds later a far door burst open. The guards were quickly eliminated and the conspirator leader freed.

    Admiral Blogue held up his bindings. "Halfus? Am I not going with you?"

    Keona laughed as his own bindings were cut away. "You continue to be a fool, Blogue. Why would I take such an idiot with me. You offer no further value."

    The small group of attackers hustled out the door they had come in through, taking Halfus Keona with them. Mace reached out with a blade, cutting the bindings on Favia's hands, and then was doing the same for the others as the guards from the hallway entered the room.

    Johnny unloaded on them from behind with his thunder glove and all four were vaulted into the air, slamming against a far wall.

    Mace said, "Hit those other two guards. We'll be right behind you."

    Two thuds could be heard from the far end of the hall as Mace pushed Favia forward. "We're getting you all out. You need to run."

    Favia commanded, "Run! If you want to live, do just as I say!"

    Mace stayed at the door to the tribunal room as Johnny and Favia led the others out to a waiting shuttle. He fired two rounds at the first guards to arrive, knocking them backward out into a hallway for any others approaching to see. He turned and sprinted the length of the hall, emerging seconds later and running up the ramp as it began to close. The invisible shuttle lifted up through the atmosphere.

    Mace turned off his holo-projector. "Jenny? Was there another shuttle? Did anyone come outside?"

    Jenny nodded. "Through those doors at the other end of the building. And guess what... they ran up into thin air and vanished. Someone else is using the projector tech."

    Johnny said, "Stark... has to be. He knew about it. Was only a matter of time before he began to make use of it. He came in to rescue his co-conspirator."

    Mace replied, "Might be why they haven't found him back on Earth. He's copied our tech."

    Johnny shook his head. "Great. That means his ass will be even harder to find once we finally go looking for him."

    The Royal Fortune lifted into the heavens, soon breaking free of the gravitational pull of Promexa. As they sped toward open space, two Dedrus warships raced after them.

    "Somebody has our number!" said Jenny.

    Mace sat in the copilot's chair. "I'll hit them with a few wormholes. Maybe we get lucky and we slow them down."

    The device was powered up, coordinates were entered, and Mace fired. The first two attempts just missed as the ships began evasive maneuvers. Out of instinct, and with wishful thinking, Mace pushed the joystick to one side in an attempt to make the wormhole opening follow the side-moving ship he had targeted. To his shock, the wormhole moved to the right, cutting a two centimeter hole through the forward hull of the attacking ship. At almost the same moment, after doing untold damage to the ship's interior, an identical hole formed in the rear of the hull.

    Mace released the joystick he had taken hold of. "What just happened?"

    Johnny said, "You just pierced that ship. How'd you do that?"

    Mace shrugged. "I don't know. I kind of wished that wormhole to change directions and it did."

    Johnny looked over the console. "You think the mods they made enabled that?"

    Mace grabbed the joystick. "Let's find out."

    Another portal was opened and then steered into one of the ships that followed. A second portal opening followed.

    Johnny said, "What about the diameter? Can we adjust that also?"

    The opening of the next wormhole spanned a meter in diameter. A hole of identical size formed on the target ship's outer hull. The meter wide emptiness cut from the initial impact point on the front to an exit point on the rear. The affected ship dropped from the chase.

    Johnny said, "Can you make it bigger?"

    Mace shook his head. "That was max."

    The second ship was quickly knocked from pursuit as a hole formed in its center, running the length of the ship.

    Jenny said, "Looks like we might finally have our weapon."

    Jenny brought the shuttle to a stop. "Open one end on the surface of that sun. See if you can steer the other end into one of those ships."

    Mace gathered and entered the coordinates. The wormhole would not open inside the intense gravity field of the sun. An attempt was made farther out, followed by moving it in close.

    A huge fireball appeared to travel through open space toward one of the Dedrus warships. After two attempts at maneuvering away from the fireball failed, the cruiser class warship was consumed in flame. The million degree heat incinerated everything in close proximity to the wormhole's opening. A second fireball was opened and the second ship burned from the interior going outward.

    Johnny said, "That... was... awesome."

    Jenny said, "We've got problems. That flashing light on your console... is the device overheating? We need to be able to jump home."

    Mace replied, "Yes. It's that same circuit Roge modified. Had we used that another time we might have burned it out. You said two problems?"

    Jenny nodded. "Those two shots used a quarter of our gatrellium. That weapon is a hog."

    Mace said, "Take us away from this area. Once the circuit cools we'll jump back to Gellos and have Jeff look it over."

    Johnny was grinning. "You know what this means? It means we're back in the game. Technically, we could open a wormhole from the sun around Gellos and fire on the enemy ships from there. All we need is a scout to tell us where to aim."

    Jenny said, "Mace... if this works... this might solve all our problems. We could destroy any ship, anywhere, at any time. They would have no defense against us. We send Jasper's teams out to scout and we just sit back and fry the enemy.

    Mace replied, "Circuit's cool. Jump us back to Gellos."

    The shuttle dropped through the atmosphere and landed inside the underground complex. Jeff Moskowitz and his team were waiting outside.

    As the ramp lowered, Jeff came running up. "Let me look at the unit."

    Mace raised a hand. "Wait a sec. Let us get everyone out of your way first."

    The Hoorka Queen and most of her war council walked down the ramp onto the stone floor of the shuttle bay.

    Mace said, "Johnny, take them to the lounge. Get them some food and drink. Let them relax while we look this over."

    Favia insisted on staying. "I must know what you are planning, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace replied, "I'm planning on destroying every hostile ship out there if it's possible. I'll be starting with those at Earth and following up with clearing them away from Promexa. Then we move on to the UF and Karthian worlds if needed. Hopefully... long before we have to go to those lengths... the Dedrus will get the message and pull back on their own."

    "My species would be willing to trade you whatever wealth you desire for such a weapon."

    Mace chuckled. "Not for sale. Ever. In the wrong hands this could easily be the destroyer of worlds. I don't think there ever needs to be more than one. And one may be too many. Just given what we've seen, it's far too powerful."

    Jeff came out a half hour later, scratching his head. "I don't understand how that's working. I mean... it's supposed to work... but this is the first time it has."

    Mace said, "I need two things from you, Doc. I need a method to keep that circuit cool. And I need a bigger gatrellium store. This thing gobbles up the gatrellium."

    Jeff nodded as he looked up the ramp to the shuttle. "The store won't be a problem. You'll lose a bit of room, but I would guess you'd be more than happy to do so. The cooling is a different issue. That circuit is tightly enclosed. And it's working. By opening up that enclosure we may risk losing the very thing that allows that to function. At best I believe we should cool the exterior of the enclosure. It won't achieve what you desire, but it will allow faster use of the device."

    Mace nodded. "OK. How long to outfit the new storage unit?"

    Jeff glanced upward in thought. "Two hours?"

    Mace placed his hand on Jeff's shoulder. "Get to work on it, Doc. After that, we'll start liberating our planet."

    Jeff Moskowitz walked back up the ramp, giving orders to his team as he went. Jane walked across the stone tarmac with Zax and Fina running circles around her.

    Mace knelt down for a hug as the two hybrid Humans came running up. "Zax... your updates to our wormhole generator worked. It works better than ever."

    Zax nodded. "It should. We reduced the ambient gravitational noise by 40 percent. You now have a stable threshold when the portal is open. The feedback Doc was getting should be non-existent."

    Mace laughed. "OK. If you say so. All I know is that it works. It does everything we needed it for. And the next time you see Roge, you can give him my thanks as well."

    Zax's attention was suddenly diverted toward a taffa, the Gallos equivalent of Earth's rat. It scurried from a far opening in the cave's mouth toward the back where the living quarters and labs were located. In a flash the three-year-old sped off in pursuit of the now fleeing vermin. Fina was hot on his heels.

    Jane was smiling. "The two of them are like cats when it comes to those taffa. They have dozens already that they have been keeping in a pit back there. I just wish they had a little more fear of wildlife."

    Mace said, "You heard about the great news on the device?"

    Jane nodded. "I did. When do we start making use of it?"

    "Doc needs a couple hours to increase the size of the fuel store. When you open that wormhole a meter wide and move it around it really consumes the gatrellium."

    Jane asked, "Can't you keep it at the micro-wormhole size until contact with the target?"

    Mace replied, "That's what I'd like to do, but so far we haven't had the chance to try that. I'll have to ask Doc, though. I'm not certain that little generator has the ability to resize built in."

    Jasper Collins walked up. "We should move that device to the Cave. We need to protect it."

    Mace looked back at the ship. "We can't risk removing it from that hull. We don't know how it works. Could be the shuttle's surroundings are what enable it to function."

    Jasper said, "Then we pull it and try it out. If it doesn't work we put it back."

    Mace shook his head. "Not gonna risk it. What I need from you now is scouting. Get your ships in position where you can feed us live coordinates. You spot 'em, we'll take them down."

    Jasper scowled as he replied sarcastically, "Again you're taking all the fun out of it. And you'll be getting all the glory, I suppose."

    Mace chuckled. "You can have all the glory if you want it. I'd be happy to tell everyone on Earth one day that Jasper Collins made this happen."

    Jasper waved a hand. "Jasper Collins doesn't really care about that. Just kill off those Dedrus ships and you'll make me a happy man."

    Jane said, "If you haven't eaten you might want to take the opportunity to fill your belly. Once this starts, I have the feeling you're gonna want to see it to the end. We're talking thousands of ships."

    Mace patted Jane on the shoulder. "Let me round up Jenny. You get Johnny. I'll meet you in the dining hall."

    Johnny chewed away at a nutrient bar. "I get tired of the taste of these, but never the convenience."

    Jane replied, "Well, you need to stay on them. You've gained back ten pounds of the forty you lost. Only thing I see you doing differently is drinking the beer Tres' been brewing."

    Johnny grinned. "He's turning out some good brew. I can't help if it needs to be continuously tested for quality. Or that he selected me as his primary tester. After all, who on this planet is more qualified?"

    Jane sighed. "Just keep at it and we're gonna have to let your battlesuit out."

    Jenny said, "Jane, you should come with us when we go back out."

    "I think I'd rather stay here. I can watch on a display while I keep an eye on my kids."

    Jenny smiled. "Those two don't seem to be tiring of their constant activity. Tres and Vanessa's three are just calm, cool and collected. Kind of like what you would expect from young girls."

    Jane huffed. "They're no angels. They might be three years old, but their bodies say eight or nine and their brains say twenty. They hate it when I talk to them in my friendly-child voice. They want to be talked to as adults. The whole thing can sometimes be confusing."

    Jenny said, "You give them love and firm guidance. That's all any kid could ask for. Both will grow up to be good individuals."

    "Just keep telling me that. I need the reinforcement."

    Mace looked at Johnny. "You two ever discuss what you would do if this was all over? Would you stay here? Go back to Earth?"

    Johnny replied, "Earth. At least for a while. I'd like the kids to spend some time with kids their age... their intelligence age anyway. Out here they only have Tres and Vanessa's three to interact with. Not that they’re bad in any way, I'd just like for them to have more experience when dealing with others. That, and I feel guilty they haven't been able to enjoy the same childhood that we did. Would be great if they could ride a bike to a convenience store or build a fort in the woods. Play in a creek... you know, the things you treasured as a kid."

    Mace laughed. "I know what you mean. When I was eight my friends and I dug a big hole in my friend’s backyard. His mom kept a hawk-eye watch on us from the kitchen window. Anyway, when we finished the hole, my friend Angus jumped in. We pulled a piece of plywood over the top of it and began covering it with dirt.

    "Angus' mom saw us shoveling and counted kids. Seeing we were one short, she sprinted out into the yard screaming. She dove on her knees and began digging frantically with her hands. When she hit the plywood she looked up with a confused expression for only a moment before she cut loose yelling at us. It was one of those moments you always remember."

    Johnny chuckled. "You had a friend named Angus?"

    Mace nodded. "He was beefy kid, too. We had to drop a ladder into the hole because the three of us didn't have the horsepower to pull him out."

    Johnny nodded. "An underground fort. That's exactly what I'm talking about. I bet that was the hangout after that."

    Mace frowned. "She made us fill it in as soon as we had him out. Best fort we managed after that was an old refrigerator box."

    "Are you two finished going down memory lane?" asked Jane.

    Johnny crossed his arms. "And what if we aren't?"

    Jane pointed over his shoulder. "If you aren't, then I guess you don't want to hear what Doc has to say."

    Jeff said, "The expanded store will be operational, filled, and ready for use in about twenty minutes. If you need me for anything else, I'll be looking over the data from your logs. Maybe we're missing something simple with the full-sized device."

    "Just keep doing what you're doing, Doc," said Mace. "Having a single working unit should be all we need."

    The meal continued as Jeff made his way back to his lab.
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    Jasper Collins ordered scout ships to locations where at least fifty Dedrus warships were deployed. The eleven remaining Collins class ships were soon returning live data feeds. Two were chased off after their comm micro-wormholes were detected, only to return to a new location.

    Jenny parked the Royal Fortune in high orbit above Gellos, just far enough out to manage opening a wormhole. Johnny stood looking over her shoulder at the console display.

    Mace said, "Are we ready to do this?"

    Johnny replied, "I've been ready for … wait, aren't we exposing ourselves?"

    Jenny asked, "How so?"

    Johnny pointed at the coordinates on the display. "Anyone who scans our wormhole is gonna see coordinates for this star system. Shouldn't we be using a different star for our origination point?"

    Mace nodded. "Good point. I'll switch over to the Promexa star."

    Johnny leaned in. "Are you sure we can do that? I mean... open a wormhole from that far off?"

    Mace replied, "According to Doc we can open one wherever we want, given of course that the farther away the more gatrellium we use. Kind of why I wanted to do it from here. But I agree, we don't need to lead anyone back here."

    Johnny pointed at the comm feeds coming in from Jasper's ships. "What about those?"

    Jenny piped up. "Those are going to a remote ship and then to here."

    "Isn't that still a problem? Can't they scan the wormhole and see the other wormhole? I can see where it works for jumping a ship around, but for comms where you're chaining them together... I would think we're exposing ourselves."

    A check with Jeff Moskowitz confirmed Johnny's fears. A jump was made to Earth space and a direct comm established with the Collins ship that was currently deployed as a scout.

    Coordinates for an active region of the sun were entered and a micro-wormhole opened. A tiny ball of superheated plasma shot from the destination end, four kilometers from a parked Dedrus ship. Before the pilot of the ship could move her, the glowing ball of plasma dashed in its direction.

    Upon impact with the hull, the wormhole opened to a meter in diameter. The superheated plasma melted through all decks, only diminishing as the wormhole exited the hull on the opposite side. The result was a ship whose interior was incinerated throughout all decks, leaving a burned out, flaming hull.

    A second ship was quickly targeted and the wormhole returned to its micro-size for the chase. Again, before the ship's pilot could react, the insides of his vessel were vaporized by the superheated plasma of Earth's sun. Another four ships were struck before the Dedrus fleet became active. The next four ships to die spent their effort firing their weapons at the suspicious fireball chasing them. All perished with the same fiery death.

    "I am loving this," said Johnny. "They don't have a clue as to what's happening. Some little fireball chasing them around, immune to their weapons. Their shields have no defense against it."

    More than a thousand ships sat in high orbit above Earth. The entire fleet began to stir as efforts were made to stop the weapon of death. The carnage continued with another fifty ships flaming out before orders were given to disperse and pull back. Another fifty ships succumbed to the incredible heat before a new order was given. Without a clear enemy to fight, the ships in orbit above Earth began to jump away.

    Jenny said, "I have a location back in the Dedrus territories. What should we do?"

    Mace signaled the nearby Collins ship. "Follow them to their destination. We'll set up for another run at them there. And keep your distance. We don't want them zeroing in on our comm wormhole."

    The Collins class cruiser made a jump to Dedrus space. The Royal Fortune followed. Ten minutes later the flaming ball of death reappeared. The Dedrus warships fought valiantly against their new nemesis, but to no avail. Each ship that was targeted met its fate, leaving nothing but a burned-out hull that moved in the last direction and at the final speed it had been ordered.

    The butchering of the Dedrus fleet continued for another hour with several hundred ships joining the unwinnable fight. The fleet again jumped to a new location. The Royal Fortune and her scout followed. Three hundred forty-seven ships perished before the Human-piloted shuttle began to run low on gatrellium fuel.

    Mace gave an order: "We're heading back to Gellos to refuel. Keep position here. If the fleet jumps, follow it and signal us."

    Fifteen minutes later the shuttle landed on the stone floor at the Gellos cave. A team of Targarians was waiting with a gatrellium reload.

    Jeff walked up the ramp and into the cabin. "We've been watching. Remarkable results. Anyway, I've been monitoring the temperature of that circuit. Several times you ran it into the red. You have to be careful. If we burn it out, it may never work again. We have the winning combination at the moment and I'd rather we not lose it."

    Jasper came over the comm. "I've got the Organ Cave at Earth. They have new ships coming in."

    Mace replied, "We'll deal with them soon enough. Have your scouts pull back to a safe distance. No sense in risking our ships when they aren't in a fight."

    The gatrellium fuel was topped off and the shuttle again deployed. After a jump into Dedrus space, the prior fleet was again engaged. The Royal Fortune, sitting at a safe distance, guided the fireball of death from one warship to another. Three additional jumps were made before the Dedrus crewmen began abandoning their ships. Shuttles were filled and immediately headed to the surface of a nearby colony.

    Johnny said, "Roast them or they'll be back fighting us as soon as they're given a new ship."

    Mace shook his head. "I'm not one to fire on a retreating soldier who has abandoned his weapons. Leaving those ships just makes our job easier. I'm happy to return the courtesy by allowing them to live."

    Another three hundred fifty-six Dedrus warships were incinerated from within before the Royal Fortune again returned to refuel. Half an hour later the barbecue was resumed. The final twenty ships of the formerly Earth-based fleet fought to the bitter end. Another refueling stop was made before a jump to Hoorka space around Promexa was made. After a short setup, the fireball of destruction continued to move freely about.

    The day of death saw twenty-four hundred Dedrus ships ravaged. After sixteen hours, Johnny took over the joystick control. Mace collapsed on a row of seats in the back and was quickly asleep. Jenny joined him until time for a new refueling arrived.

    Once back at Gellos, Jordan Crawford, Liam Hobbs, Humphrey Mallot, and Hans Mueller joined the crew, bringing aboard new supplies, including two reloads of gatrellium and the device used to fill the store. A rotation of three hour shifts was put in place and the new weapon redeployed. After pursuing a fleeing Dedrus fleet to four locations, the remaining ships were again abandoned. On the second day of fighting, the last ship of the Promexa fleet met its end.

    A general comm came up from the Dedrus colony at which they were last based.

    "I am King Solololomi of the Dedrus Empire. Whoever you are, you have proven to be a more than worthy adversary. I am here to ask for terms of peace."

    Johnny said, "Tell him what he can do with his terms."

    Mace replied, "No, what we need to do is to tell him to remove all ground troops and all ships from Galactic Union, Karthian, United Front, and Dominion space. Once those are back in Dedrus territory, we'll open discussions."

    Jenny nodded. "Good move. Make them clear out first."

    Mace connected to the comm. "All troops and ships must first be removed from all territories the Dedrus Empire was not in possession of before the invasion of Promexa. Only then will we be willing to talk."

    The king replied, "I would ask for a ceasefire until our transport fleet can be readied and sent out. All warships will be immediately removed."

    Mace looked at the others and received nods. "Those terms are acceptable. All warships will return to Dedrus space and your transports will be allowed to remove ground troops. If at any time it is determined that these actions are not proceeding at the fastest possible pace, the destruction of your forces will continue. I would suggest you give the order for this to begin immediately. Our patience is very thin and our desire to see this conflict end is strong."

    The king bowed to an imageless display. "Very well."

    The comm closed.

    Jenny sighed. "Wow. Could this possibly be it?"

    Johnny shook his head. "We still have Stark to deal with."

    Mace replied, "That one will be tricky. We have to also convince the people to dump him. And with this victory, I'm sure his popularity will rise."

    Johnny laughed. "We should go back to Earth and broadcast a message to the masses giving the old man credit for this. We’d need an additional message that portrays Stark in a bad light. The people need to be convinced that dumping him is the right thing to do."

    Mace slowly nodded. "Once this withdrawal is underway, we'll return to Gellos and talk about our options."

    One of Jasper's crews came on the comm. "We have transports arriving at the UF colonies. Hundreds of them."

    Mace turned to Jenny. "Take us back to Gellos. I think we're done here."

    Jenny took a deep breath. "I have to wonder if we're letting them off the hook too soon. They still have a substantial fleet out there. If they ever determine who we are, they could attack and destroy Earth before we could stop them."

    "I don't see that happening. They would have to know we would attack their colonies in retaliation. They're about expansion, not mutual destruction. Besides... we can always handle that at whatever negotiations we have. Maybe we demand all their warships are to be turned over to us or something. We at least have enough time where we can discuss the details of all this."

    Jenny smiled. "Fair enough."

    The shuttle turned and slipped through a wormhole, settling down on the stone floor of the docking bay. Jeff, Gnaga, and their team, along with Jasper Collins, Tres, Vanessa, and Jane were waiting as the ramp lowered. Cheers rang out as the heroes of the Royal Fortune emerged. The others were joined by hordes of celebrating Targarians.

    Mace stopped next to Jasper. "I didn't know your people had it in them."

    Jasper looked back. "They can be subdued when need be. Right now, they’re getting their first glimpse at a possible future... a future where they aren't on the run. What you've accomplished with that single weapon... it's simply amazing. That's a galaxy ruling weapon right there."

    Mace replied, "I'd be happy with just peacefully ruling our space. And I don't say that as me doing the ruling. I just want to live in peace. You still have any interest in being the elected king of the Humans?"

    Jasper shrugged. "If they'd have me. If not, I'll be more than happy to just keep ruling my Targarians."

    Jeff and Gnaga moved up the ramp to inspect the device. "Mr. Hardy. Did you notice a smell?"

    Mace replied, "Yep. I tried to keep the temperature of that circuit in the yellow, but it was hard to just sit to let it cool while those ships were running around."

    Jeff shook his head. "The logs show another four instances of the maximum temp being exceeded. At one stretch near the end you kept it red for over three minutes. I smell circuits."

    "Well, it obviously held together. It's cooled down now."

    Gnaga said, "Were you having difficulty targeting the ships near the end of the last fight."

    Mace thought. "Maybe for a few minutes. I chalked that up to my own fatigue. Was getting ready to change shifts."

    Jeff frowned. "It's possible the circuit was damaged. If so, further use would only make it worse. I would like to evaluate it while we have some downtime."

    Mace nodded. "You can evaluate all you want so long as you don't open it up. I don't want to risk losing it while it's working. The Dedrus could change their minds at any time."

    Jeff sighed. "We're risking its loss either way. If you prefer, I will wait until a better time."

    Mace smiled. "I prefer."

    The two men walked down the ramp to join in the celebration. The dining hall was soon overrun with Gellos citizens demanding beer from Tres. It was a beverage the Targarians, much to Johnny's concern, had taken a liking to.

    Mace joined Johnny at the door to the hall. "Can't even get in there. All the munchkins are stealing my brews. Not gonna be any left by the time I get in."

    Mace looked around. "You know what I see? I see thousands of new beer buddies for Johnny Tretcher. I bet you have a story to tell every one of them. You could be like their celebrity Human storyteller."

    Johnny half winced and half grinned at the thought. "I could get into that if I could get a beer in my hand. Right now I don't think that's happening."

    A comm came in to Johnny from Tres. "Meet me down the hall at the kitchen door. I have a surprise waiting for you."

    Johnny shoved Mace to the side. "Excuse me. Have to go."

    Jenny placed her hand on Mace's shoulder. "Shows where you rank on the friendship versus beer scale. I'd say you're a distant second."

    Mace chuckled. "The man does like his beer. What do you say you and I go for a walk?"

    Jenny smiled. "It is a bit crowded here."

    The Targarian horde thinned as they moved further from the dining hall. A short walk had Mace and Jenny across the stone tarmac. Up the elevator, they stopped at the opening to the cave and followed the walkway, which led to an outcropping where a person or persons could sit and enjoy the view of the valley coming up to the precipice that dropped away from the cave.

    Mace helped Jenny to a seat on a rock. Two meters in front of them was a four hundred meter drop to the valley floor.

    Mace put his arm around her shoulder. "We might finally be getting near our permanent picnic time, and I'd like to know that you're gonna be there with me when that time comes."

    Jenny gave a short laugh, followed by a serious look. "Are you doing what I think you're doing?"

    Mace nodded. "If you mean asking you to marry me, if there is still such a thing, then yes."

    Jenny pulled him close for a kiss. "Well, that was certainly an unconventional way of asking. Is there a ring involved?"

    Mace sighed. "No. Should there be?"

    Jenny frowned. "Just how long have you been thinking about this? Ten minutes? For someone who likes to have plans on the table, doesn't look like you spent a lot of time on this."

    Mace replied, "I'm sorry. We've just been going almost nonstop for so long. I never thought the time was right to even consider it. After today, it suddenly looks like the time is finally here. I can work on a ring and a more formal offering if you'd like."

    Jenny laughed. "Well, that's just too romantic. If I like... I'll have to think on that."

    Mace's expression turned to one of concern. "Wait... did I offend you in some way? If so, I'm extremely sorry. I didn't come up here having a proposal in mind. It's just that when I look at you now, I no longer see my coworker and buddy. I see the woman I love and the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. And as far as botching this proposal, I can only ask your forgiveness. Maybe with all that is still going on... this wasn't the best of times to ask."

    Jenny sighed as she looked at Mace's authentically sad expression. "Why is it you’re so hard to be mad at? Don't you know a girl needs her guy to have a few problems that she can complain to her friends about? You're making the prospect of this difficult."

    Mace offered half a smile. "Does that mean my offer is still in consideration?"

    Jenny leaned in close. "It was never out of consideration. It's I who should apologize. You caught me a little off-guard and I reacted with uncertainty. We've just been so casual up until now, you might as well have just tossed me over that cliff."

    Mace smiled. "I'd do that if it would help."

    Jenny took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "The answer is yes."

    Mace pointed. "Over the cliff?"

    Jenny giggled as she pulled him in for a kiss. "If that's what you want to call it... sure. I'm in."
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    The newly engaged couple returned to the celebration.

    Jane was standing with a grin on her face as they approached. "Holding hands? That's a good sign. Could this relationship be leading somewhere?"

    Mace replied, "Yeah... over a cliff."

    Jenny laughed.

    Jane asked as they continued walking past her: "What does that mean? Hey, if you see Johnny, tell him I'm looking for him and to turn his comm back on."

    Jenny turned back and smiled. "I'll tell you about it later."

    Jasper Collins placed his hand on Mace's shoulder. "I'm sending all my ships to Earth. Gonna begin a search for Stark. I left a shuttle at the UF colony. The Dedrus are still pulling out. Should be gone in a few hours."

    Mace nodded. "Good call. Give us a bit to relax and we'll join you."

    The eleven warships of Jasper's fleet converged on Earth. Deep scans were performed in search of Malcom Stark. Mace and Jenny joined Johnny in the kitchen where Tres had kept a case of beer in a back cooler.

    Johnny held up a bottle. "Did I ever tell you I liked this guy?"

    Mace laughed. "How many have you had already?"

    Johnny replied, "Are you suggesting I can't hold my brewskies?"

    Mace shook his head. "No. Just that you look like a Johnny I haven't seen in quite a while. You have 'Wednesday night Johnny' written all over your face."

    Johnny grinned. "Wednesday was my unlimited day. And if you go by Earth's calendar, at the cave it's Wednesday evening there right now. And don't worry, I worked it all out. It's legit."

    Tres said, "He's been talking nonstop since I let him in here. I've got other things to do. If you need it, there's one more case in reserve back in the cooler."

    Mace nodded as Tres left.

    Johnny pointed Mace and Jenny at a pair of chairs at the small table he occupied. "You two, join me for a beer. Take a load off. Sit a spell. Rest your fannies."

    Jenny chuckled. "Wow. You really have your own little celebration going on here. You couldn't talk Liam or Hans into joining you?"

    Johnny leaned forward. "Shhh. I have a limited supply of beer. Those guys drink like fish. If they knew I was back here, Johnny would be out of beer, and Johnny doesn't want to be out of beer."

    Jenny glanced down at the case. "Seven beers left. Tell me Tres had half of those."

    Johnny shook his head. "Little man could only handle two. I told him he was a disgrace to his beer family. I don't think he took that well. Anyway... where've you been?"

    Jenny replied, "We jumped off a cliff together."

    Johnny nodded. "Sounds like fun. Have a beer."

    Mace opened a comm to Jane. "We found your hubby. He's been celebrating that it's Wednesday night."

    Jane rolled her eyes. "Any way you can bring him back to our room? I'd rather not have him interacting with the kids in that condition. He'd start tossing them in the air or something and they'd enjoy it too much."

    Mace nodded. "We're on our way."

    Mace put a hand under Johnny's arm. "Time to go home, big boy. The wife has pulled your kitchen pass."

    Johnny stood, shakily. "But it's Wednesday. I told you it was Wednesday, right?"

    Mace grunted as he threw Johnny's arm over his shoulder. "Wednesday is over. Bar is closing. Time for you to rest up for tomorrow."

    Johnny grabbed Jenny, pulling her in close. "Did I ever tell you two how much I like you?"

    The assisted stumble back to the living quarters area took five minutes. Johnny was helped to his bed, where he was deposited with his battlesuit still on. Jenny set his helmet on a nearby chest. The celebration of the Dedrus capitulation lasted for several more hours before things began to settle down.

    A comm came in from Jasper. "Mr. Hardy, the last of the transports have left UF space. I have reports of the first of them arriving at Promexa. Looks like Earth will be last. We should have demanded that we be cleared first."

    "I didn't want them to know who attacked. If they had decided on retribution, Earth would have paid the price. Besides, if the UF withdrawal is any indication of what to expect, they'll be cleared away from Promexa in four or five hours. Any sign of Stark yet?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Not a hint. We identified two shuttles that are sitting in hangars, but I don't think either one is airworthy. They might have been in the process of converting them when the Dedrus showed up. Anyway, we'll have deep scans done in about twenty minutes. Once we dig into that data something should show."

    Mace nodded. "Keep us informed."

    Jenny took her man by the arm. "So... looks like everything is squared away. What do we do with ourselves now?"

    Mace smiled. "I have—"

    Jasper reopened the comm. "UF ships are everywhere! We're taking a beating here!"

    Mace pulled Jenny toward the shuttle. "Come on!"

    Jasper was yelling commands to his captains. "Four ships down! They're murdering us!"

    Mace replied, "We're on our way! Just hold out as long as you can!"

    Jasper said, "We're heading down into the atmosphere! We can't shake them out here!"

    The Royal Fortune lifted and sped out through the cave opening. Five minutes later, a jump was complete to Earth space. Coordinates for the closest UF ship were entered and a wormhole generated. A small fireball raced toward the ship, catching it as it turned. Bright flames emerged through exterior spaces as the interior of the ship melted from the superheated plasma of the sun.

    Jasper yelled, "Only three of us left!"

    Mace targeted the next ship. Seconds later it was nothing more than a smoldering hull. Five more were targeted and destroyed, leaving another five chasing Jasper Collins and his remaining two other ships.

    Mace selected a target. The wormhole, with its fireball interrupting the blackness of space, raced in... and fizzled out as it reached the atmosphere.

    Jenny asked, "What's wrong?"

    Mace replied, "I think we're too close to the Earth. The wormhole is shutting down. Mr. Collins! Bring your ships back to high orbit! I can't make the wormhole function in that gravity field!"

    Jasper growled, "Lost another one! OK, we're coming up! Gah! They got the Morgella!"

    Jasper's image shook, the bridge behind him filled with smoke and debris.

    The king of the Targarians scowled. "We're going down, Mr. Hardy! Finish this job!"

    The comm to Jasper Collins was lost.

    Jenny zoomed in with a visual from the location of the last signal. The Organ Cave was trailing flames and smoke. Debris burst away as internal explosions ripped through her hull. As a last effort to survive, the ship pulled up slow, dropping several hundred meters to a splashdown in Lake Erie.

    The first three decks were underwater, with the remainder jutting from the shallow lake. A weapons pass by two UF warships ripped into her upper hull. Metal shards covered with bright blue gatrellium scattered into the surrounding air. The capital ship of the once mighty Targarian fleet was finished, two thirds of the remainder of her hull in flame. Smoke billowed upward into an otherwise clear blue sky.

    Mace and Jenny were waiting for the United Front ships as they came up through the atmosphere. A small fireball charged after each, incinerating their insides before they could jump back to UF space.

    A comm came in from a Targarian shuttle parked at Promexa. "Mr. Hardy, the Dedrus transports are under attack! UF dreadnoughts are destroying them outright. Many are fully loaded with troops."

    Mace looked at Jenny. "Take us there. This has to stop."

    The Royal Fortune made the jump. A wormhole was opened from the surface of the Promexa star, and Mace Hardy guided the destination end sped about as a fireball, burning it through one dreadnought hull after another. Fifteen minutes after its arrival, the last of the UF ships was destroyed. A jump to the UF military colony found another five ships in orbit. All were targeted and scorched from the inside out.

    They then returned to Earth.

    Mace said, "Japser’s not responding to his comm. Take us down there."

    Jenny piloted the shuttle to the surface. It hovered several hundred meters above the still-burning hull of the Organ Cave.

    "Take us down. I'm going aboard."

    The ramp lowered as the shuttle moved in close. Mace jumped from the ramp onto a flat portion of the hull, soon disappearing into the smoke of an open bulkhead.

    Jenny opened a comm. "I'm showing two bios. Almost where you are but two decks below. That's all we have."

    Mace found a stairwell and was quickly down two flights. Dark smoke filled much of the air in the hallway. Two Targarians were found in a nearby room, one bleeding and unconscious from traumatic wounds, the other with third degree burns on his comm arm, his comm unit melted into his battlesuit. The two were brought up through the hull and onto the shuttle.

    "Take us back to Gellos. They need immediate care. We'll come back and look for others."

    The Targarian shuttle at Promexa came over the comm. "Mr. Hardy, hundreds of wormholes opened only moments ago. There are a thousand Dedrus warships here."

    Mace asked, "Are they attacking?"

    The Targarian replied, "No, they look to be assisting with the transfer of troops off the planet."

    "Thank you, Captain. Keep us informed."

    Back at Gellos, Mace assembled the others in the main conference room. "The UF attacked Jasper's ships. Other than the shuttle at the UF colony and the one at Promexa... all ships are down. I need volunteers to come and help search for survivors. We pulled the only two bios from the Organ Cave, but others may be there. They could still be suited."

    Crawford, Hobbs, Mueller, Mallot, and Fatso Geerok immediately volunteered.

    Jane caught Mace as he was heading for the door. "You know Johnny would have been here, right?"

    Mace nodded. "Given how much he drank, he's probably gonna be out for a day. He needs the rest and we have plenty of searchers."

    A jump was made back to Earth and a run down to the crash site followed. The ramp lowered and the search volunteers flooded the remaining decks of the once great ship. The forward decks, including the bridge, had burned through and collapsed. No other survivors were found in the wreckage.

    A tired and dejected Mace plopped down in the copilot's chair. "We searched everywhere that's still together. Jasper wasn't there. I think we lost him."

    Jenny placed her hand on his shoulder. "He went out fighting, just like he would have wanted."

    Mace replied, "This has to be the work of Stark. The UF would not have attacked given their current weakness. Stark has to have been behind this."

    "We'll find him. He can't hide forever," Jenny said.

    Mace unlatched his helmet, letting it drop to the floor. "We were so close… our team. With all the losses around us, we almost made it out... all of us. Just a couple more days and this could all have been over."

    Jenny said, "I'm detecting a wormhole... it's a single ship. It's Dedrus."

    Mace asked, "No transports?"

    Jenny shook her head. "Just the one ship. Wait. A wormhole is opening. The ship is leaving."

    Mace said, "Just a scout I guess. Looking to see if their troops were still here."

    A comm opened from Promexa. "Mr. Hardy, the last of the Dedrus troops are leaving now."

    "What about the warships?"

    "They are forming up. One moment... it's an attack! They are moving toward the surface!"

    Mace reached for his helmet. "Take us there. Now!"

    A comm was opened to the other searchers. "We have to leave. The Dedrus are attacking Promexa. Keep looking. We'll be back when we can."

    A fireball appeared high above the lake as the Royal Fortune sped up through the atmosphere. A jump had her in Hoorka space, where she quickly engaged the Dedrus fleet.

    The opposing warships rained down destruction and mayhem on the defenseless populations of the Promexa cities. As the twentieth of their ships in orbit caught fire and burned out, the order was given for another retreat. Ships raced up through the atmosphere as wormholes were opened for them to jump home. Mace continued with his carnage, destroying another seventeen before their fleet had fully departed. Columns of black smoke rose from several dozen Hoorka cities.

    The Royal Fortune landed at Gellos, collecting the Hoorka leadership before returning to Promexa. Favia offered a quick thank you and goodbye as she hurried off into her palace to once again assume command of her people. The Fortune returned to Earth.

    Crawford, Hobbs, and the others were brought back aboard.

    Liam said, "We tried to get to the forward decks. There’s just nothing left. It's not possible that anyone survived up there. We did notice that the shuttle bays were empty. Any chance he escaped in one of those? We found one of them. It looks to have managed to get halfway out of the bay on impact. It took a hit, split in half, and sank. The other one is nowhere around."

    Mace frowned. "I think the other is one of the scouts we have at Promexa or the UF colonies. No bio signals coming from the shuttle on the bottom?"

    Liam shook his head. "Nothing. Mallot dove down. Two deceased Targarians were in what was left of the cockpit."

    Mace said, "Jenny, take us back to Gellos. We'll figure out what we do next from there."

    A comm came in from Malcom Stark. "You have doomed us once again, Mr. Hardy."

    "How you figure that? This has your name written all over it."

    Stark scowled. "I had nothing to do with this. I don't know what weapon you used to destroy the Dedrus, but you should have destroyed them all."

    Mace shook his head. "They were pulling out. From everywhere. This war was over. You called in the UF."

    "Stark growled. "I did no such thing. And they are still here, are they not? They are now forming up for an attack. I can give you coordinates to their main bases if you'd care to use your solar weapon against them. I ask this because, as you probably know, we have been mostly disarmed. We're virtually defenseless."

    Mace sighed. "Then you've doomed yourself, Stark. Our weapon doesn't work in atmosphere. The wormhole won't stay open in Earth's gravitational field. We can fight in space but that's it."

    Stark asked, "Do you have any weapons or any other troops?"

    Jenny looked at Mace. "We have the guns we've been building at Gellos. I don't like arming Stark, but we don't want the rest of our people slaughtered. We should have tens of thousands of rifles now and plenty of ammo."

    Mace offered a sour expression. "We just can't win, can we? Stark keeps showing up at the worst time with another new crisis that he created. When this is over... we make it a priority to be rid of him."

    Jenny nodded. "Agreed."

    Mace sighed. "Take us to Gellos. I'll contact the other shuttles to meet us there so we can start deliveries of rifles."

    "Stark... we have weapons. Send me a prioritized list of locations and amounts of how many you want dropped. We can start deliveries in maybe... a half hour."

    Stark replied, "I'll have that for you by the time you return. And, Mr. Hardy... I can only hope this will bring us both back to the same side."

    Mace scowled. "Don't get your hopes up."

    Again the Royal Fortune rocketed skyward. A fireball zipped up through the atmosphere and out into space. Minutes later a micro-wormhole was opened and the shuttle slipped through. Sixty-seven thousand AR-15 clones had been manufactured, tested, and crated. The crates were loaded on each of the three shuttles that now made up the Human-Targarian fleet. Five million rounds of ammunition was readied as well.

    Each shuttle trip saw two thousand guns and a hundred thousand rounds of ammo delivered. The community center at Washington, D.C., was the first to receive a load. The New York, Boston, Chicago, Atlanta, Denver and Los Angeles centers followed. The two Targarian shuttles were diverted to the major international cities of London, Paris, Berlin, and Sydney, Australia. The Royal Fortune remained in North America, arming community centers from Toronto down to Miami.

    On the sixteenth trip for the Human-piloted shuttle, she settled in a field near San Diego.

    Mace said, "That leaves us ten thousand guns. We're keeping those on Gellos for the time being... for defense there."

    Stark came over the comm. "Is there any way to bring more ammunition? The supply is short. The Dedrus troops are almost to Alexandria. We've evacuated the community center and have taken position across the river at the Lincoln and Jefferson memorials."

    "We have ammo. Are there any other locations you would like dropped to as priority?"

    Stark nodded. "D.C. first. I'll provide you with a list for after."

    Ammo supply runs were made. The Dedrus troop advance stopped just short of the community center building in D.C. Similar stops were made at the other cities where the Dedrus had advanced. The Royal Fortune collected the others from Jasper's downed ship and returned to Gellos.

    As more ammo was brought aboard, Mace turned to Jenny. "I've been thinking. We still have Frado Knuttin captive here. What if we returned him to his people? Maybe in exchange for some hand weapons?"

    Jenny returned a confused look. "They just attacked us. Why would they make that trade?"

    Mace replied, "For peace?"

    Jenny said, "I guess our secrets no longer matter with them. The UF can detect us, even if they no longer have any ships to attack us with. If we can turn that relationship around, maybe they would trade us a few blaster rifles."

    Mace was soon standing before his former business associate. "I have a proposal for you."

    Frado shrugged. "I'm here. All I can do is listen."

    "How would you like to be returned to your colonies?"

    Frado nodded. "I would like that very much."

    "There are strings attached…"

    Frado nodded. "As would be expected. What is it you desire from me?"

    Mace sat in a chair beside him. "A lot has happened since we grabbed you. Malcom Stark had made a deal with you. He then stabbed you in the back by making a new deal with the Hoorka. They overran your colonies... had your fleet down to a few hundred ships. Your leadership was just at the point of surrender. Your capital planet was overrun and your military command colony was on the verge of the same. That's when the deal came apart.

    "The Hoorka had previously been at war with the Dedrus. A treaty had recently been signed after centuries of war. Stark's deal with the Hoorka left their territories open for an invasion by the Dedrus. They took the Hoorka colonies, the Karthian colonies, your United Front colonies, and the old Galactic Union colonies, including Earth. We were all beaten. The Dedrus had complete control."

    Frado offered a confused look. "This all happened since I've been here?"

    Mace nodded. "Yes. And there's more. A weapon was developed. This weapon was used to drive the Dedrus from this region of space. Your colonies are free. As are the Hoorka and Karthian colonies.

    "Unfortunately, the Dedrus were still engaged with the withdrawal of their ground troops when Stark made another deal with your people. Your remaining ships were used to attack the Dedrus withdrawal before it was complete. Those ships have since been destroyed by the weapon, but not before the Dedrus had withdrawn all troops except for those on Earth. Those troops are now threatening our population. We need weapons. I need you to provide those weapons. Not ships. Just hand weapons. If you are willing to do this, I will take you home right now."

    "You do realize that all I can promise is that I will try, correct?"

    Mace nodded. "I know. And what I need you to also relay to your people is that the weapon that took down their remaining ships is still out there. Any attempt at re-arming and any aggression will be met with swift action. Pitch this as a chance for the UF and Humans to get back on a peaceful footing. We need your help. If you can deliver, past transgressions can be forgotten."

    Frado held out a hand for a shake. "I will promise to do my best, Mr. Hardy. Thank you for coming to me with this opportunity."

    The Kohamian businessman was delivered. An hour passed in high orbit before word came back. The United Front would not be getting involved. They were tired of dealing with Humans and the problems they brought with them. They wished to be left alone to rebuild their defenses.

    Mace relayed a message. Any warships built and deployed by the UF would immediately be destroyed upon their discovery. And for each infraction, some additional punishment would be rendered.

    The Royal Fortune jumped back to Gellos without her deal.

  


  
    [image: collide]   Chapter 13

    
    
    

    


    

    Jeff found Mace resting in the lounge. "I've done an evaluation of your latest logs. The circuit in that weapon is on the verge of failing. Your last outing ran the temperature in the red for nearly its entire use. It may last for one more use or maybe a hundred, but it will fail. And when it does there is no guarantee of a repair."

    Mace replied, "Well, there's no guarantee of a repair right now either is there? Didn't you say you risk damaging the delicate balance that circuit provides just by removing it?"

    Jeff sighed. "Yes. But the risk of loss from allowing it to continue to degrade may be much worse. That identical circuit in our test rig does not function the same. I can't guarantee that a fix will repair it, but I can guarantee that it will fail and that failure will be soon."

    Mace stared at the floor for several seconds in thought before looking up. "Let's put it to a vote. If the others say yes, you can have your way with it."

    The surviving senior members of the Human rebels were assembled. A vote was cast and the repair ordered. Jeff and Gnaga opened the affected unit for an inspection.

    Gnaga looked over the circuit in question with a magnifier. "Traces of heat damage. I'm surprised it hasn't already failed."

    Jeff turned to Zax, who was standing on his tiptoes behind him. "Mr. Tretcher, I would like you to return to the lab for me. Pull the circuit board from the unit in the lab and bring it here."

    Zax spun and was quickly out the door.

    Mace said, "He doesn't waste any time, does he?"

    Jeff smiled. "He makes an excellent assistant. Always paying attention and always quiet unless asked for his opinion."

    "What are you going to do with the other board?"

    Jeff replied, "We're going to replace this one and you are going to take it out for a test. If it works, you are good to go. If not, we'll evaluate the log data before touching anything on this board. I'm going to attempt every evaluation I can to determine exactly why this board works the way it does. If a fix can be found for the other before disassembly, we won't have to risk damaging this one."

    Mace gave an easy nod. "I do like your approach, Doc."

    Jeff carefully pulled the working board from the unit. "Let's hope this simple act doesn't prove fruitless."

    A comm came in from Stark. "Mr. Hardy, the assaults have begun. The Chicago center is partly in flames. The Dedrus weapons are handheld lasers. They are highly focused, meaning our battlesuits fair poorly against them."

    "And our rifles against their suits?"

    Stark replied. "They aren't wearing suits of any sort. They have uniforms. And they march around in ordered columns. We’re severally outnumbered and their weapons are superior. However, their tactics seem to come from the Middle Ages. Let's hope they’re not fast learners. Oh, and we will be needing more ammunition."

    Mace said, "You better have your men use it sparingly. We're currently producing that on demand, and our production lines aren't yet fully up to speed. I can deliver ten thousand rounds a day for the next few weeks, but that's all. We should be able to double that number for each week after."

    Stark was silent for several seconds. "We could blast through what you've given us in a day. We have to have more."

    Mace shook his head. "Sorry, this is all we have. I tried to cut a deal with the UF for more hand weapons, but they didn't bite."

    Stark huffed. "I wish you had left that negotiation to me, Mr. Hardy. I could have worked that deal."

    Mace scowled. "No thanks. I'm not interested in giving away our freedom again. You have ammo, Stark. Tell your men to make the best use of it."

    The comm closed as Zax returned with the board. Jeff removed it from its anti-static sleeve before slipping it into place. The prior board was placed into the bag and handed back to the assistant. "Place this gently on my desk. Do not put it in the other unit."

    Zax nodded, turned, and was off with his new mission. The board was secured and the cover put back in place.

    Jeff stood as he gestured toward the pilot chair. "Take us out and we'll see what she does."

    Mace motioned to Jenny. "Want to do the honors?"

    The Royal Fortune was quickly out of the cave and zooming up through the atmosphere. Two minutes into the dead of space the clear zone was entered.

    "We're free," said Jenny.

    Mace sat in the copilot's chair, taking control of the wormhole generator.

    Jeff said, "Let's just power it up. I'd like to look over the logs as we conduct each step."

    Mace nodded. "Power is on."

    Jeff and Gnaga poked at holo-displays showing over their arm pads. "Do you see this? Totally different than the number we were seeing before."

    Gnaga replied, "By a factor of two. We will have to make a few major adjustments to the environment circuit. Could our gravity calculations be all wrong?"

    Jeff frowned. "I don't see how that's possible. We've been over them numerous times."

    Mace asked, "You want a wormhole?"

    Jeff shook his head. "No. Please don't do anything before specifically being asked to. We are already seeing areas where adjustments have to be made."

    Gnaga said, "We have the prior parameters from the log files. Should we attempt the adjustments?"

    Jeff sat back. "While we're live? I don't know that I'm comfortable with that."

    Gnaga replied, "There are only two instances that should be of concern. You know those areas. It might greatly speed our effort if we limit the non-live adjustments to those individual items."

    Jeff slowly nodded. "I suppose that is a reasonable process. OK, let's get to tuning."

    An hour was spent tweaking adjustments until the numbers of the affected circuits lined up with the previous board.

    Jeff said, "You may power her down, Mr. Hardy. I'll begin with the adjustment of the second tier amplifier. We'll try a quarter turn left each time."

    Gnaga asked, "Why not a quarter turn to the right?"

    Jeff rolled his eyes back and forth for several seconds. "I suppose we can try that first. My choice of left was an arbitrary one. Just giving us a starting point to work from."

    Gnaga chuckled. "As was my suggestion. I wasn't implying that it was better, only asking why you selected left."

    Jeff nodded. "I suppose we could—"

    Mace held up a hand. "Can you just make the adjustment rather than analyzing whose suggestion is better?"

    Jeff stared back in silence for several seconds. The adjustment was made and the board re-inserted.

    Jeff said, "Apply power please."

    Mace nodded. "Generator is active."

    The Kaachi scientist pored over the numbers on his display. "It seems you were correct. We should have adjusted to the left."

    Jeff smiled. "That was to the left. It was you who was correct."

    Mace rolled his eyes as he powered the unit down. "Just make your adjustment please."

    Five additional turns saw the signal level equal to that of the original card. The unit was powered down for the final tweak. Another potentiometer saw a quarter turn adjustment. Mace powered up the unit.

    Jeff grinned. "That's it! The numbers match!"

    Mace asked, "We ready for a test?"

    Jeff nodded. "Open a simple wormhole, Mr. Hardy. Let's see if we get stable readings."

    Mace opened the wormhole and the data was evaluated for several minutes.

    Jeff took a deep breath. "Program in a moving wormhole, Mr. Hardy."

    "Can I position it against the sun as I do with the weapon? That will allow us to track the fireball as I move it around."

    Jeff gestured toward the controls. "Excellent suggestion. Let's see what happens."

    Mace punched in coordinates for near the surface of the nearby star. A destination was given that was five hundred kilometers, a safe distance, from their location. The initiate button was pressed and the results waited for. The expected wormhole never opened.

    Jeff scratched his head. "That should have worked. The readings are identical. How is this possible?"

    Gnaga placed his hand on Jeff's shoulder. "We have the data. Let's return to the lab, where it can better be analyzed. Perhaps we are again overlooking something simple."

    Jeff frowned. "Mr. Hardy, take us back."

    Mace winced. "If that was our best test, I'd like to have the original card back. I think taking a risk with it now is foolish. We have no other way of defending Earth without that weapon. The Dedrus still have thousands of ships. They can be on our doorstep in minutes."

    Jeff sighed. "I would agree, Mr. Hardy. Comm forward to the lab and have Zax meet us."

    The original circuit board was placed back in the holder. The unit was sealed and Mace was sent up for another test. Fifteen minutes later he returned with a dejected look on his face.

    "The console says critical failure. I can't even get a standard wormhole out of it."

    Jeff shook his head. "I should never have removed it."

    Mace replied, "Maybe. But we'll never know for sure. As you said before, it could have failed at any time. I would ask to at least get that other board back so that jumps can be made. We only have the three shuttles and I'd like to keep all three flying."

    Jeff nodded. "I'll have that done pronto. And again, I apologize for pressuring you into allowing this. I should have left well enough alone."

    Mace grabbed Jeff by the shoulder and squeezed. "Fretting about it now won't move us forward, Doc. Just keep digging. We found the answer once, we can find it again."

    A comm came in from Malcom Stark. "Mr. Hardy, you must find a way to manufacture more ammunition. Our troops are being steadily pushed back. The Chicago and Denver community centers have already fallen. Paris is nearing the same. We can't counter their offensives if we don't have the means."

    Mace frowned. "Sorry, Stark. I gave you what we had. From here on you'll have to tell me the point of your most critical need. I can make a drop after the slugs come off the line, but we’re probably only talking five thousand rounds or so per trip."

    Stark huffed. "I wish you had planned for a more robust production cycle."

    Mace scowled. "Maybe if you would stop making deals to attack us we could. I'll agree that some of what you've done may have saved lives up until now, but it's also what put us in this situation. Those are our people being killed out there now because of your screw-ups. I look forward to the day when you crawl back under the rock you came out from."

    Stark returned a nasty expression. "You may get your wish, Mr. Hardy. Only it will be me and every other Human on this planet at the same time."

    The comm closed. Johnny walked up behind Mace with a beer in his hand.

    "You back on the sauce already?"

    Johnny frowned. "My head is pounding. I'm hoping this will take the edge off."

    "Has that ever worked for you before?"

    Johnny winced as he took a swig. "Only after five or six in a row. This is my limit for today though. Jane's putting the kibosh on my celebrating until this is all over. Was that Stark?"

    Mace nodded. "He's begging for more ammo. The Dedrus soldiers are pushing them around because they are having to conserve. Conservation is not something his assault troops ever trained for. And I have bad news for you… Jasper is dead. They shot the Organ Cave down at Earth. It crashed into Lake Erie. We searched. Only two Targarians survived."

    Johnny let out a deep sigh. "I knew this time would come. And I slept through it while the old man was fighting."

    Johnny looked at the beer and set it aside. "Maybe it is time to give that stuff up."

    Mace replied, "You couldn't have stopped it. Stark made another deal with the UF that went sour. He denies it, but it’s got his signature all over it."

    "You think Favia or the Hoorka could offer any help?"

    Mace frowned. "The Dedrus had been disarming them as well. But I guess it's worth a check. Up for a ride to Promexa?"

    Johnny sat in the copilot's chair. "So long as you don't do a lot of swerving or rapid starts and stops."

    Mace chuckled. "Those were tough days, weren't they? Where every little move or noise felt or sounded atomic. I'm glad to have put them behind me."

    Johnny slowly nodded. "I'll be glad to put this one behind me."

    The shuttle was soon settling in the palace courtyard at Promexa.

    Mace opened a comm and Favia answered, "Mr. Hardy, I was wondering when we would hear from you again."

    Mace asked, "How's the recovery coming?"

    Favia frowned. "Devastating. Millions dead and injured from that short attack. It tells us just how vulnerable we are without our fleet to protect us. How did the retreat of the Dedrus from Earth go?"

    Mace scowled. "They're still there. Which is why I'm here. We need help."

    "Anything... just ask."

    "We need hand weapons. Anything you can spare. The Dedrus are moving in on our cities. We have weapons but very little ammo. They are beating us back pretty badly."

    Favia let out a long breath. "The Dedrus confiscated most of our arms. We have only a few small stockpiles remaining."

    Mace asked, "What are they and how many do you have? We're desperate for anything right now."

    Favia opened a comm to General Agok. "Our hand weapons... outline for me exactly what we have."

    The general replied, "Maybe twenty-two thousand rifles. Fifty thousand reloads if we're lucky."

    "How long would it take you to move those to the palace?"

    The general asked, "Why? For what purpose?"

    Favia said, "For my purpose. How long?"

    "Four hours. I would have to round up a working shuttle. Those are being used for transporting the injured and feeding our people at the moment."

    "Are there one or two locations that possess a substantial portion of those weapons?"

    "Yes. Three sites would cover probably two thirds of what we have. Why?"

    "Send me those locations, General. If you'd like to meet me at the first on the list I will explain my needs to you then."

    Favia closed the comm. "Fifteen thousand laser rifles, Mr. Hardy. I can give five loads of two hundred bursts each for each weapon. That is the best I can do. The general will not be pleased, but I can handle his wrath. Is your shuttle in the courtyard as usual?"

    Mace nodded. "It's the closest landing spot to your throne room... and I'm lazy. Yes. The courtyard."

    The first location was a bunker location in the middle of a farming community. Covered over with grain silos, it was not easily seen from above.

    Agok was waiting as the ramp of the Royal Fortune lowered from thin air only meters from where he stood. "Mr. Hardy, I should have known."

    Favia said, "We don't have time to bicker, General. Have your men move as many of those weapons aboard this shuttle as can be fit. I promised five reloads per rifle. See to it that those are included."

    The general held up a hand. "These are our reserves. Most of our soldiers don't even have a weapon right now. The Dedrus destroyed them."

    Favia said, "I'm aware of the situation, General. This Human saved our planet from those thugs. We owe him whatever we can supply. The Dedrus didn't leave Earth. They are assaulting their cities right now."

    Agok scowled. "So you want to involve us with the Dedrus again after they just left? I don't think you've thought this through."

    Favia stepped to just in front of the Hoorka general. "We aren't discussing this, General. Just give the order and get moving. The same weapon that chased the Dedrus away is operated by this Human. Would you have him deny our needs should the Dedrus return?"

    A second shuttle landed beside them. "The ramp lowered and admiral Pran walked down. "Agok! Give them whatever they want!"

    The general returned another scowl before giving the order. Minutes later the first of the Hoorka laser rifles were being stacked on the cabin deck of the Royal Fortune.

    Mace said, "I thank you for all of this. The Human race thanks you. And as soon as I can I'll have a ship with a comm wormhole delivered so we can communicate without having to go to each other."

    Pran stepped forward with an outstretched hand. "A shake is the Human protocol, is it not?"

    Mace took the admiral's hand. "It is, and thank you, Admiral. I just hope this will be enough."

    Agok said, "It will have to be. Our factories are months away from coming back online."

    An officer said, "Shuttle is full, Your Highness."

    Mace walked up the ramp. "Expect me back within the hour."

    The ramp closed and the shuttle lifted away.
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    The Hoorka weapons were delivered over four runs. A fifth brought more ammo from Gellos. On most fronts, the Human defenders were holding the Dedrus in check. Mexico City, Denver, and Seattle had seen their community centers overrun and burned to the ground. The troops at Chicago had managed to retake the heavily damaged center there. Mace returned to Gellos.

    Liam Hobbs and the others were waiting. "Mr. Hardy, we'd like to go home... to join the fight. We don't feel right just sitting here while our world is under attack. We have our thunder glove weapons. We'd like to go put them to use."

    Mace nodded. "I've had the same thoughts. I'll take you on the next run if you like. Just tell me where you want to be dropped and we'll make that stop for each of you."

    Johnny walked up. "I think it might be a good idea to make use of the cave as a home base. Put a stockpile of weapons and food in there... fix up some defenses, maybe start to look for ways we can help. Other than delivering weapons and ammo, I don't see where we're doing much for the cause out here now. Only takes one person to pilot that shuttle."

    Mace stroked his goatee. "I know each of us wants to go home and help defend our cities. Well, what if we did this instead... what if we take the shuttle in, land behind the Dedrus troops, and then the lot of us go on a rampage of their back lines. We have our holo-projectors and thunder gloves. We could be in and out of a city it ten minutes and cause major havoc for the Dedrus. Then we move to the next one. We could start with each of our home cities."

    Liam nodded. "I could get behind that, sort of an invisible death squad. And since their leadership is probably going to be sitting on their back lines, it might completely disrupt any plans if we could take them out."

    Mace said, "OK. I think we have a plan. We'll have Jasper's last two ships shuttling food and ammo as needed. They can coordinate directly with Stark. We'll get camp set up at the cave and then start out on our city tour. London as a first stop OK with you, Mr. Hobbs?"

    Liam nodded. "London would be fantastic."

    Mace said, "Johnny, let Jane know what we're planning. She can stay here or come with... whichever suits her."

    Jenny sighed. "I suppose I have to be the bus driver again?"

    Mace smiled. "You are the most experienced. And you're always on time for a pick-up."

    Jenny laughed. "I suppose. When do we leave?"

    Mace said, "Let's all meet back here in an hour. We'll take a load of food and other supplies to the cave. Afterwards we operate from there."

    The shuttle slipped through the projected holo-images, landing in the field beside the cave. The ramp lowered and each of the crew grabbed an armload of supplies.

    Mace walked down the ramp and through the second holo-image. Jasper Collins appeared, sitting in his rocking chair.

    "It's about time you showed up. I'm gonna need some help."

    Mace dropped the boxes he was carrying and rushed up onto the porch. "How?"

    Jasper looked down at his arm. "An explosion happened as we were taking the shuttle out. Next thing I know I was flying through the air and then sinking to the lake bottom. My arm and my comm were crushed. I was kind of in a daze, so I just started walking."

    Mace asked. "We looked for bios. Only two of your crew made it out. How'd you make it back here?"

    Jasper shrugged. "I just kept walking. I came up on shore, turned on the holo-projecter, and made my way here. I figured someone would come back at some point. Just didn't think it would take so long."

    Mace helped him from the rocker as the others came through the projected image. "Help me get him aboard!"

    Johnny ran up first. "No way! The old man lives!"

    Jasper scowled. "Give us a hand, ape-man. I ain't doing so well at the moment."

    The group scrambled, gently moving their injured friend onto the ship. Half an hour later a team of Targarian surgeons was hard at work on his arm.

    Johnny looked through a glass wall at the operation. "This is just awesome news."

    Mace nodded. "Glad to have him back. He was a big loss to our family."

    Johnny grinned. "Not only that... this means I don't have to give up my beer anymore."

    Mace shook his head.

    Johnny smirked. "They just can't kill that old coot, can they? He just keeps coming back."

    Mace frowned. "That arm didn't look good at all."

    "Those Targarians are crack at medicine. They can save it."

    Mace winced as he pointed. "I don't think so. That bonesaw says otherwise."

    Johnny shuddered as he looked away. "Wish I hadn't seen that."

    Mace sighed. "At least we have him alive. He's just going to have to adapt. Let's hope it doesn't take down his spirit having to be stuck here on the back lines."

    The shuttle again departed for Earth. The base at Organ Cave was soon stocked and ready for use.

    Mace stood in front of the others. "We start with London. From there we come back to D.C, then up to Toronto, over to Berlin, and down to Sydney. After that we ask Stark where the most critical need is."

    Johnny pulled Mace to the side as the others began to discuss. "I just had a thought. We have those electromagnetic wave ships just sitting parked out there. What if we took those out to Dedrus space and start hammering their colonies with them? We could sit ten days out, fire the beams for that ten days, and then move before they come out to find us. Might be a way to force them into coming back here to remove their troops."

    Mace thought for a moment. "If we still had the wormhole weapon I would be all for that. As it stands, if they bring ships back here, we can't defend against them. Is it worth the risk?"

    Johnny shrugged. "I say we throw it to the wolves here and find out."

    Mace raised a hand. "We might have an additional option. The EM ships we have mothballed. We could turn those over to the Targarians for use against the Dedrus. We might be able to persuade them to withdraw their troops. Our only problem is we don't want their warships showing up here. Only transports. Given they were attacked last time, they might not be willing to do that. And there's always the chance they just come at us full force. We have no way to defend against that anymore."

    Liam said, "I don't think we should risk it. We should give our current strategy a go first. If it works, we won't need to engage those ships at all."

    The others followed Liam's lead. A vote was taken with only Johnny supporting his suggestion.

    Mace said, "Sorry, was a good thought. I think we're just all paranoid about any Dedrus ships returning here."

    Johnny shook his head. "They're going to come back. These are their troops. They aren't gonna just leave them here to die."

    Mace winced. "It looks like that's exactly what they did. Although, I'm sure they weren't counting on us being here to help with weapons and ammo."

    The discussions came to an end a short time later. Mace, Jenny, Johnny, Jordan, Liam, Hans, Humphrey, and Fatso Geerok boarded the shuttle.

    Johnny sat next to Fatso. "You sure you're up for this?"

    Geerok nodded. "With this battlesuit I'm up for just about anything. I often just wear it straight through the night. As with Mr. Collins, I believe it helps tremendously with old joints like my own. I can maneuver and run like someone a third my age. So yes, I'm up for this. You?"

    Johnny chuckled. "I'm always up for this. These are invaders on my home soil. Of course I'm sure you realize what that means, seeing as how you were once an invader here."

    Geerok nodded. "Indeed. It means you won't hesitate to kill, maim, or otherwise incapacitate anyone who is not of your species."

    Johnny smiled as he held his glove out as if taking aim. "And including a few who are. Take Stark... I wouldn't mind incapacitating that loser. Especially given what he just cost the old man. I just hope he can recover from the loss of an arm."

    "I believe Mr. Collins to be a resilient person," said Geerok. "He will find a way to contribute."

    Johnny patted the former Mawga admiral on the back. "Let's hope so."

    The shuttle approached the D.C. area at a kilometer of altitude. Jenny performed a bioscan as she circled once around the former Washington Mall. The four sets of bridges connecting the Arlington area to the prior capital of the United States were all down. The Dedrus troops, a hundred seventy thousand strong, lined the Arlington side of the Potomac. Fifteen thousand Human bio signatures could be seen stretching from Hains Point up to the former Georgetown University.

    Jenny set the Royal Fortune down on the back side of Arlington Cemetery near the Robert E. Lee memorial. The ramp lowered, facing west, and the eight fighters emerged with their holo-projectors activated.

    "Remember where we parked," said Mace. "If you get separated, call out before taking a shot. If you find you're the only one shooting in an area, take a break. Come back here to regroup. There are Dedrus soldiers just the other side of the Lee memorial. However, I think it best if we hustle up to just across from the University and then work our way south. And buddy up. Always stay within earshot of your buddy. Work as teams. And expect chaos on their part, so don't fret about using your voice. Somebody looks your way... take them out.

    "Now... I'll be calling cadence as we hustle up to our first action. Just listen for my voice and follow. I'm sure we'll be bumping each other. If you get knocked over, just get up and keep going. Understand?"

    The question was followed by silence. "Tell me you people are not all nodding."

    Laughs were followed with, "Understood."

    Mace started chanting the cadence of Momma Momma. The others jogged along at what would have been a full-out run without the help of the built-in exosuit skeleton. The jaunt took just under five minutes.

    The Dedrus troops were lined up twenty deep along the shore. The occasional laser burst shot across the water, usually leaving a smoldering wall upon impact.

    Mace stopped the others. "Up there... we go on top of the hotel. When we get up top, let me handle any troops that are up there. After that we line the roof and we should have clear shots at the lot of them. Give them everything you have for three minutes. Then we come back and start moving south."

    Liam said, "Looks like we might be here longer than ten minutes."

    Mace replied, "It does. But we'll use our results here as a template. Maybe from here on we just drop in a team of two for a half hour."

    Hans Mueller stepped up with a suggestion. "Why not split into teams of two right now? Place units a kilometer apart. Give fifteen minutes for the others to get into place and then we all attack at once. We give ten minutes of fire and then return to the shuttle."

    Johnny added. "I think we do more damage that way. We start ravaging this one spot and they are gonna scatter. We catch four sections at once and we might just knock out their command. Stark's boys could then finish the job."

    Mace asked, "Everyone good with that plan?"

    The group replied with yeses.

    "OK, Jenny and I will stay here. Johnny, you go with Geerok to the first station. Mr. Mueller, you and Mallot take the second. Crawford and Hobbs get the third.

    "And just so there are no issues... you have twenty minutes to get to your posts. And remember... always within earshot of each other. Start your timers... now."

    Boots could be heard as they hustled away.

    Mace said, "Miss Taub, can I invite you up to the sky-deck for a beverage and a game of turkey-shoot?"

    Jenny replied, "I believe you can. Lead the way."

    The two entered the lobby of the hotel building through the blown-out front doors. A stairwell was located and the twelve stories to the top climbed. The door to the rooftop was open.

    Mace peered out. "We have two groups."

    Jenny replied, "Check out the two bodies. That look like standard head wounds to you?"

    Mace said, "Snipers. Let's hope they don't decide now is a good time to pick anyone off."

    "Jenny stared at the bodies for several seconds. "I think we're OK. They aren't fresh."

    Fifteen Dedrus soldiers and five officers stood atop the roof. Some looking through binoculars as others pored over holo-images, reviewing possible strategies.

    Mace felt for Jenny, taking her arm and pulling her to just behind a wall enclosing various utility needs. "We have sixteen minutes. You take these guys over to the left. I'll take the ones down to this end. Then we sweep around and hit that east side. Should only take us thirty to forty seconds to clear this roof top. After that we just cut loose on the troops below. If you see any that look like officers, target them first. You ready for this?"

    Jenny laughed. "After driving the bus for so long... wouldn't miss it for anything. Time to turn some of these pointy-heads inside out."

    Mace chuckled. "If these were blasters, maybe. You're more likely to flatten them and send them flying. Pick your angles right and you might even be able to take out a few of the ones down below with the falling bodies."

    "Aren't we a couple sickos."

    "War is a sick job. You do what it takes to keep your sanity."

    The next minutes passed without talk. The countdown timer ticked down to thirty seconds.

    "We go on thirty," said Mace. "Miss Taub, good shooting and God bless."

    "Let's just hope this whole effort bears fruit. Too many lives at stake out there."

    "Ten... five... let 'em rip."

    Jenny was the first to get off a shot, sending two unsuspecting Dedrus soldiers flying off the building's edge into the open air. Mace followed with a triple. Jenny's next hit saw four taken out as they looked curiously at their flying friends. Two more shots from each and the western top of the building was cleared. Jenny felt forward, placing her hand on Mace's shoulder as he sprinted around to the other side. Multiple blasts from each attacker saw the rooftop cleared in under thirty-five seconds.

    Mace said, "Up to that edge and then target everything you can. Officers first, clusters second."

    Jenny was again the first to fire. The invisible concussion wave left the tip of her glove as a roiling ball of air. As the ball made contact with an officer who was looking up, his body crumpled and twisted as it was driven into the ground.

    Mace said, "Adjust your spread for wider. You want about five meters wide from this distance. That will take out anyone within that radius."

    "Adjusted."

    The carnage lasted for five minutes. Half a dozen laser blasts impacted various windows of the building as the soldiers under attack took shots at anything they found suspicious. Most who fired were dispatched with the next outgoing blast from the thunder gloves. The ground between the hotel building and the riverbank shook and rumbled with the continuous barrage.

    Jenny said, "I'm running thin on targets over here. Moving around behind you to the corner over there."

    "Roger that. Keep the occasional eye on our backs. Someone is bound to come up here looking."

    Jenny yelled back as a stiff breeze blew up from the Potomac. "Got it."

    Two minutes later, Mace said, "Coming around to your side."

    Jenny replied, "I'm running out here as well. The concentrations are on the other side of that bridge abutment."

    Mace adjusted the dispersion range. "Add seventy-five meters to your range. Focus on the ones closer to the bridge and then moving away down the parkway. I'll be cleaning the streets back here behind us for our exit."

    Jenny yelled, "We still have five minutes to kill. Ten might have been too long."

    Mace replied, "I agree. Just keep picking off strays if that's all you can manage. Meet me at the door when the time is up."

    As Mace approached the doorway the steel door was flung open. Three crouched Dedrus soldiers were looking out onto the building's roof. A quick shot from Mace blasted the three down the stairs, slamming into the back wall. Jenny was right behind him.

    "Ready when you are," she said.

    Mace replied, "We keep blasting all the way to the ship."

    The Dedrus soldiers were running about without direction. Their leadership had been wiped out along with at least half the troops in close proximity to the hotel. Mace and Jenny exited the stairwell and emerged from the lobby back into the parking lot. As they entered the street in front of the hotel, gunshots could be heard coming from the riverfront.

    Jenny said, "Sounds like Stark's people are unloading on them."

    Mace blasted two groups of two soldiers each as they ran. "Pick off any behind us if you can."

    The jog back to the ship took seven minutes. A large group of nearly a hundred had gathered on the grounds just below where the shuttle was parked.

    Mace came to a stop. "We have to clear them out before the others arrive. Let's hope the order hasn't been given to assemble right here."

    Jenny said, "I'll work my way around to the ship. When you start blasting I'll use the distraction to slip aboard. I'll take her up to five meters and hover. When you have the area clear, I'll set back down. Just don't get up under me."

    Mace replied, "You'll see bodies flying in about a minute."

    The Dedrus soldiers were assembling in a neat line as a sergeant barked orders at them. Mace took position at the end of a row. Seconds later, the chaos began. The closer bodies flew up while those behind were hurled back into the other soldiers beyond. From the corner of his eye Mace could see the ramp of the shuttle lower and then lift. The blasts from his thunder glove continued to pour out.

    Fifty seconds after it had begun, the savage assault on the assembling troops came to an end. Two groups that had topped the hill on their way to the designated point reversed their directions, fleeing back toward where they had come from. The team of Crawford and Hobbs was the last to arrive. The shuttle lifted back up to the one kilometer mark.

    Mace said, "We were highly successful. I estimate we just took out half the soldiers in our section. And most of their leadership."

    Liam replied, "We had similar results. I don't think they will have an issue defending D.C. anymore."

    Hans added. "I think we took out as many on the run back as we did during the fight."

    Johnny said, "Mr. Geerok here was an animal. We managed to keep them pinned down near the river's edge. Stark's people opened up from the other side."

    Geerok smiled. "Was a bad day to be Dedrus."

    Jenny asked, "Where to?"

    A comm came in from Stark. "Excellent work. I won't ask for a reply because I'd prefer you not give yourselves away. Our boys at D.C. should be able to handle cleaning up the mess you made of our opponents. I'd like to tackle New York next. If possible, we might start considering ways to coordinate our attacks. It would be negligent of us to not do so."

    Mace said, "I think we head back to Gellos to pick up a pilot and a couple more teams. Then we move on with our prior strategy. We drop teams of two and come back a short time later for a pick-up. We can cover more cities that way."

    Nods moved around the cabin. After a short flight to free space, Jenny punched in the coordinates for Gellos. The shuttle slipped through a micro-wormhole and was soon settling on the stone floor of the main base.
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    Two new assault teams and a pilot were asked for. The conference room was flooded with volunteers.

    Jasper Collins stepped into the doorway. "I'd like to throw my hat in the ring."

    Johnny chuckled. "No stumps allowed on this mission."

    Jasper scowled. "I'll beat you senseless with this stump, Johnny Tretcher. Seriously, I understand that I'm not in fighting shape yet, but I could be your pilot. I lost a lot of good people back there. Let me do this. I'm losing my mind just sitting here. I can still enter coordinates and fly."

    Mace glanced around at the others. "It's hard to say no to that pouty face, but you still need time for rehab. Sorry, Mr. Collins. You aren't gonna make this run."

    Johnny said, "I could say no to that mug all day long."

    Jasper growled. "Nobody cares what you say, ape-man. Just keep you trap shut or I might pop you with one of those concussion blasts."

    Johnny shook his head. "You know you're really too sensitive sometimes for a crotchety old man."

    Jasper replied, "And you're too overgrown and dumb for an ape-man."

    Mace stood. "OK, I think we're done here. Everyone meet up at the shuttle in ten minutes. We're about to do a multi-city tour the likes of which have never been seen before. It's time to end the Dedrus ground threat."

    A comm came in from Stark. "We need help here! The Dedrus just rolled out some kind of mortar on us. We're already having to pull back from our assault at D.C. Other cities are faring worse. If they manage to get us on the run, we're gonna be far less effective."

    Mace replied, "We're on our way. If you have the coordinates of where they're launching any of those from, have them ready for us. We'll be there in fifteen minutes."

    Jane met them at the shuttle.

    Johnny said, "You don't have to do this. We have plenty of people."

    Jane replied, "I want to do my part. Besides, I don't want you getting yourself in trouble. If I'm there, I can supervise."

    Johnny looked at Fatso Geerok. "Sorry, Mr. Geerok, looks like you'll be getting a new partner."

    Geerok nodded. "Understandable."

    The shuttle touched down in D.C. and Johnny and Jane hopped to the ground. Next stop was New York. Fatso Geerok exited with Randall Mabrey, one of Jordan Crawford’s few remaining cohorts. At Boston, Mace and Jenny jumped out. The next stop was London, where Liam Hobbs and Jordan Crawford were dropped. Hans Mueller and Humphrey Mallot were positioned near the Berlin community center. Each two-person team got immediately to work on subduing the enemy.

    The Dedrus troops near Boston had taken position in Cambridge and Somerville. The Washington Street bridge was the only crossing that remained intact. Troops from each camp lined either side of the Charles River. Five thousand armed Humans stood in defiance of nearly fifty thousand Dedrus soldiers, standing neatly at attention. The fields of Paul Revere Park were covered with green-gray uniforms with the red lightning symbol of the Dedrus emblazoned on the flats of their left shoulders. Laser snipers were lying about the failed abutment of the Bunker Hill bridge, keeping their Human counterparts from taking a toll.

    The shuttle had dropped Mace and Jenny at the Bunker Hill memorial. A short jog had them standing across the street from the Constitution Marina.

    Jenny said, "We have another roof sitting right here. Do we do as we did last time?"

    Mace replied, "I think we have to. It's the high ground. My concern this time is there must be a hundred fifty soldiers up there."

    "Yeah, but we have those utility walls up there that are laid out perfectly for a running assault."

    Mace winced. "That crossover is a problem. We start clearing one end and we may have trouble getting past that."

    Jenny replied, "They can't see us. Other than a little roiling of the air, you can't tell where we're firing from. Doubtful they would just start to randomly shoot at the other side."

    Mace said, "When clearing out an area it's imperative that you have minimal exposure. That span going across doesn't offer any cover whatsoever. I'm just saying... I've done this enough to know I don't like it."

    Jenny patted him on the shoulder. "What options do we have?"

    Mace said, "We'll have to split up. When we get up there, you go behind that far utility wall. When you hear me start things up, take out anyone inside there. When I have the other top cleared, you move out from your side. Make your way north and then around. I'll keep anyone from getting behind that wall from my side. When you're done I'll seal my door. After that, we start on the troops down on the deck. We clear everything around the base of that building. Then we focus on the park."

    "Lead the way."

    They crossed Chelsea Street and entered the building. Mace used his fist to subdue the two guards standing beside the stairwell. A quick sprint up the four flights of stairs had them at the door to the roof, where another guard was taken out by hand. Jenny slipped onto the roof and quietly across the overwalk to the other half of the building.

    Mace began his assault.

     Dedrus bodies flew in the air, dropping over the edge and falling four stories to the ground below. The soldiers under attack scrambled to make sense of what was happening. Mace adjusted the impact area of the roil to a wide spread. Each burst pushed five new soldiers over the building's side. The soldiers began firing random laser bursts toward the cleared area, nearly hitting the Army Ranger on two occasions. Quick work was made of the transgressors.

    As he made his way around the wall that encircled the utilities on his side of the building, Dedrus bodies could be seen flying off the roof near Jenny. When the overwalk came into full view, Mace turned, blasting the steel doors that led onto the roof. Instead of crumpling inward, they burst from their hinges, bouncing outward and leaving the stairwell coming up fully exposed. His impact area adjustment had been left at the wide setting.

    In a push by the Dedrus, Jenny's advantage was quickly overtaken. Multiple laser strikes forced her back into the utility enclosure. Mace took a single step her way before sliding to a stop as the sound of boots could be heard coming up the stairwell behind him. To go forward he would risk being trapped on the overwalk. Instead, he lay flat on the roof with his glove pointing into the stairwell. When the first faces became visible, Mace unloaded on them.

    As the situation on the roof deteriorated, the one on the ground became active. Mortar blasts began impacting the area in and around the downtown end of the Washington Street Bridge. The strong positions held by the Human fighters were quickly compromised. The order was given to fall back.

    The stairwell was filled with rumbles and screams as Mace cut loose on the onrushing soldiers. Impacted bodies stacked high, blocking off the stairs from below. Mac turned, hustling across the overwalk as laser pulses impacted around and whizzed by him. Two well-placed bursts by Jenny had him into the utility area and behind the wall.

    Jenny asked, "What do we do now, Chief? We charge out of here and we risk getting fried."

    Mace said, "We have more than that to worry about. The Dedrus have begun their assault of the city. They're in the process of clearing out the other end of the bridge. I think we're about to see a blitz of the downtown area."

    "We can't have that. We need to bust out of here."

    Mace turned toward the back wall of the enclosure. "If there's not a door, we'll make a door."

    He narrowed the spread of his concussion weapon. A blast into the back wall sent wood and stucco flying. Mace stepped through, violently ending the lives of a dozen Dedrus soldiers on the other side. Jenny used the opportunity to move out from her position, hammering another half dozen as they looked to their backs. Twenty seconds later, the remaining soldiers on the roof were pushed over the edge.

    Mace said, "Time to stop this advance."

    Looking down from the rooftop at the two columns of Dedrus troops that marched in quick-time toward the center of the bridge, Mace opened up with his thunder glove. Jenny hurried to the side, selecting the column in the opposite lane of the bridge. A massacre of thousands began as Human snipers opened up from buildings across the river. The rapidly moving assault ground to a halt. Bodies flew as mortar rounds from the Dedrus continued to pound the area around the far end of the bridge.

    Jenny said, "I see the mortars! They're being launched from the Navy yard!"

    She turned and began to move toward that end of the roof.

    Mace yelled, "You won't be able to hit them from this distance."

    Jenny looked over the building's edge down at the courtyard below. "I know. I have to get down there."

    Mace moved in her direction as he continued to fire onto the bridge. "That's four stories. Don't even think about it."

    Jenny nodded. "Not even a decent tree or anything down there to break my fall."

    She took five steps back. A narrow setting on her glove was used to punch a meter-wide hole into the roof in front of her.

    Mace asked, "What are you doing?"

    Jenny replied, "Like you said, if there's not a door... we make a door."

    She dropped down through the hole to the next floor. Three quick rumbles saw the next way down. The remaining windows in that office were blown out as the former Apache pilot jumped the two stories down to the deck below. Several Dedrus soldiers, looking around for the attackers, were blasted into oblivion as Jenny began her sprint toward the Navy yard.

    Mace turned his focus back to the bridge, where the Dedrus were attempting to regroup. The frontline soldiers were now three quarters of the way to the downtown side. A narrow blast from that distance knocked the forward dozen down to the pavement. The soldiers immediately behind scrambled for the edges of the bridge.

    Jenny reached the Navy yard, where five mortar stations were sending continuous fire toward the far side of the bridge. Five quick blasts had the stations down and the equipment in shambles. With a quick turn she was headed back toward the building Mace occupied. Soldiers running along the way were targeted and picked off in small groups.

    As she reached the deck of the building, she blasted out a large glass window going in. A stairwell going up was found and cleared of the Dedrus soldier standing guard. Once on the third floor, she made her way to the hole she had originally punched through the ceiling of the top floor. A hard leap up had her through the hole and onto the roof.

    Jenny shouted as she ran back toward the west edge of the building. "I'm back! Mortars are down!"

    Mace replied, "Excellent work! Our forces are already starting to move back into the area. We might just get lucky and trap a couple thousand Dedrus out there. They have nowhere to go."

    Jenny opened up with her glove. "They're coming back!"

    Mace said, "Focus on those retreating who are closest to us. Let them come to you!"

    It was a slaughter. For the next eight minutes the bodies in and around the Charleston end of the bridge piled up. The Dedrus commanders at the scene were unable to place the location of the attackers. Laser pulses going across the river to the other side were scattered and ineffective. The sniper slugs coming back across were deadly accurate. Focus was next turned to the thousands of soldiers massed in Paul Revere Park. The rooftop again gave a perfect vantage point.

    Jenny yelled, "We have troops crossing at the locks! I can't see where from here, but they're on the other side!"

    Mace replied, "They must have built something to cross on. I'll take this one. You focus on stirring up trouble in the park. That's where they're starting from."

    Mace moved over to the hole and dropped through. A blast from his glove sent two soldiers who were looking up toward the hole into an interior wall. A second hop had him on the second floor. With a leap down to the deck, he was on the street and sprinting toward the locks. The thuds from Jenny's blasts could be heard and felt as he crossed the pathway heading down into the park.

    He continued his sprint past hundreds of soldiers waiting for their command to move out. The occasional blast saw to it they had difficulty forming up. Once down at the locks, the path across was evident. Two steel buttressed walkways carried the troops across the side of one lock to the next. Two blasts destroyed the far walkway. It fell into the river with twenty Dedrus aboard. Two more blasts cleared the near walk, ending the secondary advance of the enemy soldiers.

    In the distance, Mace could see Humans coming out from hidden positions as they raked over the Dedrus now trapped on their side. Mace turned, cutting loose on the hundreds of soldiers that surrounded him as they began to turn back toward the park.

    As he released his rage on the retreating horde, a hot flash of pain ripped into his lower back. As he rocked forward and doubled over, several spots of blood appeared on ground. He was hit. The pain filled his eyes with tears. He hobbled over to a disabled truck, sliding down to the ground.

    A straggling Dedrus soldier stopped to look at the droplets of red stain that were appearing on the ground from nowhere. A blast from a thunder glove sent him flying fifteen meters backward and into the river.

    Mace said to himself. "Got yourself shot again, Hardy. Sloppy."

    A glance to his left, he saw a door opening into the building next to the locks. He slowly stood and stumbled through, quickly dispatching the four Dedrus soldiers who waited inside. He then slammed the door to the outside shut before flipping off his holo-projector.

    Mace grimaced. "Way to go, Hardy. Got yourself shot in the back where you can't get to it. And you're bleeding like a stuck pig."

    A comm was opened. "This is Hardy. I'm hit."

    A reply came back from the Royal Fortune. "I'm on the other side of the world from you. Will be at the coordinates of your comm in twenty minutes."

    Mace winced. "Pick-up where you dropped us."

    "Roger."

    Mace stood slowly, wincing as he straightened up, and opened the door. Most of the Dedrus had fled the lock area. The injured Human slowly crept his way back toward the building from which Jenny continued to rain down terror.

    He opened a second comm. "Back to the pick-up. I'm injured. Meet you there. Don't respond."

    Mace continued to stumble in pain, slowly dripping blood. He first moved back into the park, where bodies lay strewn about, groaning from the horror unleashed by Jenny Taub. His footsteps left impressions in the grass as he walked, but he no longer cared. He crossed North Washington Street into the small park at the corner of Chelsea.

    Park Street came next as he exited City Square. Each step found a pain that was deeper and more pronounced. As he entered Winthrop Square, only a hundred meters from the pick-up, he dropped to his knees. His vision was becoming blurred and his thoughts scrambled.

    "Jenny… I'm a hundred meters to your south. Look for the blood..."

    Mace opened his eyes to a white ceiling. A Targarian doctor was standing over him.

    "Mr. Hardy. Welcome back."

    Mace went to talk but nothing came from his mouth.

    The doctor held up an open palm. "Please, no need to talk. Just rest. Miss Taub brought you in. And almost not soon enough. The bullet entered through your longissimus dorsi... puncturing your right lung. But do not worry, the necessary repairs have been made. You will be up and walking about in a week. Give it three weeks and we'll have you back pulling Ranger duty."

    Again Mace wanted to speak, but nothing came out.

    The Targarian smiled. "Just rest, please. Tomorrow you can tell us all about it."
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    Mace opened his eyes. Vanessa Dowda was sitting in a chair nearby, her three daughters studiously reading through their daily lessons. Mace tilted his head slightly to the left to get a better look at the foursome.

    Vanessa smiled. "Glad to see you awake. Was starting to think you'd sleep all day."

    "Is everyone else all right?"

    Vanessa nodded. "All good. You managed to stall a major assault on Boston. Jenny said they would have been overrun. At the moment both sides are at a standstill."

    Mace asked, "News from any other cities?"

    Vanessa frowned. "Berlin was overrun. They burned everything. Same with Mexico City, Denver, San Diego, and a half dozen other places. They've made substantial progress in about two thirds of our cities. We just can't get Stark's forces enough ammunition to keep them going. Everyone has been considering abandoning about half our drops to better focus on the others."

    Jasper walked into the room. "Well, well, if it ain't Lame Duck Hardy, the former Ranger who would rather take a bullet in the back from his own troops than keep fighting."

    Mace half smiled. "How’s the arm?"

    Jasper nodded as he looked it over. "Stump is good. Doc Jeff is working on a minimalist prosthetic. I think it's just gonna have a hook on the end."

    Mace said, "I hope he's still focused on the wormhole device. We need that. If the Dedrus bring even a single ship to Earth, they're going to overrun us."

    "He's still working on it. I think that little Tretcher boy might even figure it out for him. The kid has brains."

    Mace attempted to nod but his head barely moved. "What's my prognosis? The Targarians tell you anything?"

    Jasper nodded. "You took one of our own slugs through the right side breather. They were able to patch it. Muscle is in worse shape than the lung. You got a week of just lying here on your ass. You might as well enjoy it."

    Mace half chuckled. "Just like you enjoyed your rest?"

    Jasper scowled. "A king doesn't need rest. It's a twenty-four hour job. I can't take a week of vacation like you."

    "Vacation, right... where's everyone else?"

    "Out. On Earth. Blasting away at the enemy. This is their fourth run. That's thirty-one cities they've managed to save or secure. But we're losing. They can get a couple thousand rounds out of their lasers while we get twenty or thirty out of our ARs. Given our ammo shortage, that puts us at a huge disadvantage."

    "How about our casualties?"

    Jasper replied, "Aside from you, everyone is OK."

    Mace shook his head. "Not what I'm asking. What about Human casualties?"

    Jasper frowned. "Heavy. We've lost at least 15 percent of those we've armed. We have the people and weapons to back them up but we don't have the ammo. Stark's new strategy is to hold until we've had 10 percent losses and then to pull back. They don't seem to be in a rush to pursue, so everyone has been willing to trade land instead of lives. You can get land back, but not lives."

    Mace attempted to sit up, which brought a sharp pain running down through his back.

    Jasper held out his stump. "Hold up there, Hoss. You aren't supposed to be moving."

    Mace settled back. "I don't remember being in this much pain the last time I got shot."

    "Probably weren't. We used to have the best of drugs for that. Now we have a cheap substitute the Targarians brought with them. Doesn't help as much and doesn't last as long. The old stuff was good. Probably why you babies didn't cry so much."

    Mace chuckled, which brought pain. "Vanessa? Any way to kick him in the shin?"

    Vanessa laughed. "I could, but he insists on wearing that battlesuit everywhere. Wouldn't do either of us much good."

    Jasper said, "I take this suit off and I'll be feeling like I'm ninety in about two days."

    Mace chuckled with a wince. "You are about ninety."

    Jasper winked. "But I don't want to feel like it. So the suit stays on. Keeps me young and spry. I can still chase after the girlies."

    A creepy smile and a hand gesture was made toward Vanessa's three. They jumped up and ran screaming from the room.

    Jasper grinned. "I just need to work on my technique."

    The shuttle landed in the docking bay. Jenny hurried to the infirmary to see Mace. A warm and gentle greeting was exchanged before Jenny's expression turned to one of sadness.

    Mace asked, "What is it?"

    Jenny frowned. "Jordan and Liam never showed for their pick-up. We left them in Dallas. It's been overrun. Stark's forces are scattered in the suburbs and fleeing. We waited for the pick-up through four scheduled times. There wasn't any activity around to suggest they were still in the area. Our bioscans didn't pick up any matches. Could be they fled with the others. I'll be going back out in a few minutes for another few attempts."

    Mace said, "Send someone else. You need to rest. You've been at it for thirty hours straight. We have plenty of other people that can fly for a pick-up."

    Jasper raised his stump, then his hand. "I could do it. I'm rested and ready."

    Mace half smiled. "Tell them I said you could. And this is just a pick-up. You go to the coordinates they give you and you sit and wait for as many time periods as they tell you to. Can you do that?"

    Jasper grinned. "I can do that and then some."

    "The and then some, drop it or I'll send someone else."

    Jasper scowled. "Fine, I'll behave. I'll just be glad to get out of this place for a while. Jenny, have someone send the parameters to my comm. I'll be waiting at the shuttle."

    Jasper hurried out of the room before any minds were changed.

    "How you feeling?" asked Jenny.

    Mace half smiled. "Like I got shot in the back. The pain meds here aren't the best."

    Jenny smiled. "I hear if you're Targarian they're super."

    Mace winced. "Yeah, well, I'm about a meter too tall for that. Seriously, though, I feel fine considering."

    "The doc said you'd be laid-up for a week. Gonna miss a lot of action."

    Mace frowned. "And a couple weeks after that... rehabbing. I was kind of hoping the Targarians had some miracle drugs they could use on me. I'll be laid-up longer than Mr. Collins. Will drive me just as nuts I'm sure."

    Jenny returned a big yawn. "Sorry. Guess I am a little beat."

    Mace nodded toward the door. "Go get some sleep. I'll be here when you wake. And while I'd love the company, I'd rather know you were well rested the next time you go out."

    Jenny leaned over, giving Mace a long, warm, soft kiss. "Heal up. I'll be back in eight for another one of those."

    Mace smiled. "I'll be here and looking forward to it."

    Jasper returned an hour after his scheduled time. The Royal Fortune had the remains of a partially destroyed shuttle held in its grapple. The defunct ship was released and the Fortune maneuvered back up and out the cave entrance. A second hour passed before Jasper again returned with another remnant. The shuttle was loaded with fresh teams of fighters for the return to Earth. Jasper walked into the infirmary with a grin.

    Mace shook his head. "Had to do the extra, huh?"

    Jasper nodded. "I did. And I returned Mr. Hobbs and Mr. Crawford after moving north out of town. I chanced a comm and got a response. We were out of there before the bad guys showed up. I'm wondering if they don't have any comm detection gear with them."

    "We can't risk communications unless it's critical. You were fine in this instance. Just make sure to keep them limited."

    Jasper continued with his grin.

    Mace asked, "What else you got? I know it's not a secret because you're about to burst."

    "I brought back two shuttle halves with me. And a couple plasma cannons. I've got my engineers working them over right now to see if we can build a simple gunboat. We get that flying and back to Earth and those Dedrus Nazis will be toast."

    "Good move. I hope you can pull this off. From what Jenny was telling me, we're losing on most fronts. The places we've landed... we've just been equalizers."

    Jasper nodded. "If you haven't heard, I've been directing my teams who are manufacturing ammo. We should have a hundred new machines coming online tomorrow. In a couple days we'll be at fifty thousand rounds a day. In a week I can have that number doubled again."

    Mace frowned. "I just hope we can last another week."

    Twenty-four hours passed before the Royal Fortune returned.

    Jenny dragged herself into the infirmary. "That is exhausting. I may need a break."

    Mace replied, "We have a long list of volunteers willing to take this on. Hundreds of Targarians have stepped up and offered."

    Jenny winced. "I wouldn't feel right asking. This is our planet. It should be Humans taking care of it."

    "What's the status?"

    Jenny replied, "There's good and bad. We didn't lose anyone this time. And we managed to take back Phoenix, Knoxville, and Bern. Bad news is we lost a dozen others."

    "Jasper was in here yesterday. He said we should have double the ammo for our shuttles to take back starting later today."

    Jenny nodded. "That would help for sure. I just don't know by how much. Whoever said there were five million Dedrus down there were way off. It's more like double that."

    Mace furrowed his brow. "I thought the sensor computer gave us that count?"

    Jenny shrugged. "It must have misidentified them. Might have counted some as Human or something. Whatever... there are more than five million. How's Mr. Collins' gunboat coming? We could use it."

    "He thinks they have a shot at getting it flying in a couple days. They've been working on it nonstop since he brought those pieces in. They basically cut them both in half and have welded the two halves together. One team is working on all the internals... wiring and such, the other on the gatrellium plating. He thinks the engines and reactor are in good shape. Hope he's right. Their final effort will be mounting one or both of those plasma cannons he brought back."

    "I guess there's no progress been made on the wormhole device?"

    Mace shook his head. "They keep tweaking around the edges but don't yet have anything solid. Doc says he has one number that he thinks is low. If they can get that up, he wants to try another swap."

    Jenny looked at the bandage on Mace's wound. "They just change this out?"

    Mace nodded. "About an hour ago. Feels a lot better today than it did yesterday. Still gives that intense twinge when I move though. Really getting sick of lying on my side all the time. Good thing I'm a side sleeper or I'd be miserable. And my Targarian doc says he might let me up in two days instead of four. All depends on what his scans say I look like internally."

    Jenny leaned in for a long soft kiss.

    Mace grimaced as she withdrew. "Hmm. Somebody needs a shower."

    Jenny returned a tired, half laugh. "Forgot my smell-good last time out. I'm down to one last scavenged applicator of that, too. Need to get the Targs working on a substitute. A world without deodorant is not a place I want to live in."

    Mace smiled. "I still have half a case of my stuff if you want to borrow some."

    Jenny laughed. "As un-ladylike as it sounds, I'm sure I'd be happy to take you up on that when the time comes."

    Mace grinned. "Will give you some swagger."

    Jenny slid her feet out into the hallway and was soon out of sight. Jeff Moskowitz was next in the door.

    "Miss Taub doing OK?"

    Mace nodded. "Just tired. They just got back from another twenty-four hours of nonstop fighting. While you may have less of an adrenaline rush with each time out, mentally it doesn't get any easier."

    Jeff frowned. "Yes, well, I at least have some good news."

    Mace perked up. "The wormhole device?"

    Jeff shook his head. "No, we're still beating our heads against the wall on that. I was referring to having more thunder gloves. Jasper would like us to outfit one of the shuttles with another team of fighters. He wanted to lead up a force of two dozen Targarians to be dropped off and picked up just as your team does now. He would not be joining them, just supervising the effort."

    "Can we do that without slowing our ammo deliveries?" Mace asked.

    Jeff nodded. "We think so. The ammo shuttles spend a lot of time waiting at the moment."

    Mace smiled. "A dozen teams would be a huge help. We could run operations around the clock then. Hey... anyone heard from Stark today?"

    Jeff frowned. "I'm afraid not. The team was hoping to have a new list of priority cities. That information was not passed to us for whatever reason. Well, you'll have to excuse me. I need to get back to the lab. Young Zax has been waiting on my evaluation of a test I gave him. Quite brilliant that one. With some experience and confidence he will far surpass anything I've been able to accomplish."

    Mace replied, "Don't cut yourself short, Doc. You've been a rock solid performer. We wouldn't have made it here without you."

    Jeff smiled as he walked toward the door. "Let's just hope I can keep that record going."

    Mace browsed through the video streams available from the cave complex in an attempt to keep himself entertained. An extended period of time was spent watching the video out the cave entrance showing native birds floating on the air currents near a high, small waterfall.

    Several hours passed before Jasper Collins again came to see him. "Tomorrow my new shuttle will be ready for a test flight."

    Mace said, "I've been watching your teams on the video feeds. They’re in constant motion down there. What you've managed to do without a repair dock is incredible. Your people have worked so hard since we've gotten here. This whole complex functioning like it does is their doing."

    Jasper nodded. "They're tireless workers. My excavation team is almost done carving out our next expansion."

    Mace asked, "This the one where they won't have to double up with their bunking anymore?"

    Jasper chuckled. "No, we're a long way from that. This a new manufacturing bay. It should streamline our building of whatever we like, including ship parts. After that will come a new warehouse for storage, then a complete hydroponics area that can grow enough to feed us all should someone start scouting this planet before we have a fleet. After that will be a second manufacturing bay. Then new quarters. That's the two year plan."

    Mace huffed. "Two years of planning. I can only dream of that day coming. For us, that won't happen until we have a fleet capable of defending the Earth."

    Jasper nodded. "It's just one foot in front of the other. That's the best you can do. Keep going so long as you can keep going."

    "I saw your teams stripping one of those cannons down. Everything OK?"

    Jasper scowled. "Nope. The one you saw being stripped has a cracked frame. It's useless, so we're taking all the parts off it to be put into spares storage."

    "Well I appreciate you stopping by here. I've been going stir crazy today."

    Jasper grinned. "Fun, ain't it? Same issue I was having waiting for this stump to heal. By the way, I know you don't want me participating in those shuttle runs, but I do have a prosthetic for this hand that includes one of the thunder gloves. It's rigged to sense the nerve endings in what's left of my forearm. I'm getting pretty good at aiming it, too."

    Mace sighed. "Keep at it. If we make it a couple more weeks, I might go out there with you—on a shuttle run that is. I think our people are starting to burn out a little. We get your crew out there it might be a huge help just by giving them a bit more rest."

    Jasper stood. "I'll be happy to take you up on that offer."

    Mace asked. "You standing mean you’re heading for the exit?"

    Jasper laughed. "Never knew you liked my company so much."

    "I might even be entertained by having a couple Karthians visit me at this stage."

    Jasper shook his head as he walked to the door. "Boy, you are desperate."

    Another shuttle run with the Royal Fortune was made, with a similar result. For every city retaken, two or three were lost. Malcom Stark had been silent for two full days. The increased ammo runs had begun, and Jasper's new shuttle saw its maiden flight. It was named the Halfbreed as one of the shuttle halves was Targarian while the other was salvaged from near the former Dellus capital of Nineka. Given that both had been manufactured by Galactic Union members, their frames and inner workings were much the same. According to Jasper's report, the flight went well.
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    The Targarian doctor gave Mace a green light to leave his bed. Walking brought pain, but was tolerable when compared to spending another day of rest and healing. Mace made a straight walk down to the docking bay, where Jasper's team was working on the Halfbreed.

    Jasper said, "You made bail? Good for you."

    "How's she looking?"

    Jasper crossed his arms. "Cannon is in. They're sealing up the plating on the outside and rigging her to the main console inside. I expect to have her ready for a test firing later today."

    Mace shook his head in disbelief. "Incredible the work your people can get done. What do you have – two hundred working this project? And they're all highly organized. Good luck getting that kind of production out of us Humans."

    "They're great at taking orders and carrying them out. They don't get distracted. We get distracted. They are all committed and focused. They care about the end-product. For us... a third are that way, a third are just there to pass the time or get a paycheck, and a third could give a flip about what they do. Other than for tasks like this, though, I'll still take Humans. These guys are a bit too one-dimensional."

    Mace laughed. "I think we all have some of that, too. Any word from Stark today?"

    "Not a peep. Not like him to not have his nose in your business. My guess is either his own people finally did away with him, or he's off trying to make a deal with the Dedrus."

    Mace rolled his eyes. "Please don't even suggest that. We've had enough of his sour deals."

    Jasper huffed. "That's what I've been telling you now for like a year. Glad to see it's finally sinking in."

    The Royal Fortune popped into view as it came through the cave entrance, swooped around, and landed only meters away. The ramp lowered and the teams of defenders walked out.

    Jenny, Johnny and Jane came immediately to Mace's side.

    Jenny gave him a quick hug and a kiss. "They let you out early?"

    Mace nodded. "Got tired of my begging. I've got strict orders for no lifting or anything else other than light activity... basically walking and talking."

    Jane smiled. "Glad to have you back on your feet."

    Johnny said, "Was gonna slap you on the back, but you don't quite look stable enough for that."

    Mace asked, "What's our status?"

    "We had a good day," said Johnny. "Retook six cities and lost the same. Those new ammo deliveries are really helping."

    Liam Hobbs stood behind Johnny. "I think we may be in for a tougher time. They're finally figuring out they need to shoot in the direction the roils are coming from... if they see one. I had several near misses today that I don't think were coincidence. If they nail down how to capitalize on that vulnerability, our efforts will be a lot less productive."

    Mace nodded. "Maybe we take up a shoot then move strategy."

    Johnny asked, "How's the gunship coming?"

    Jasper replied, "Should be ready to go by end of day today."

    Johnny walked over, closely observing the Targarian workers as they sealed the outer hull. "This thing will be a major turning point in this effort. We could finally put the Dedrus on the defensive."

    Mace said, "You all look worn out. Go get cleaned up and get some rest. We need you fresh for the next outing."

    Jenny stayed as the others left. "How's the pain?"

    "Tolerable," Mace replied. "What cities were saved today?"

    "In the U.K. we managed to take back Leeds, but we lost Liverpool. We pulled out Athens and lost Istanbul. We liberated Anchorage. Fighting in the snow was ridiculous. Every shot saw a huge plume of snowdrift shot into the air. We had to keep moving on that one or they would have known right where we were. We freed the Osaka community center, and Manila, and Bogota in Colombia."

    "Did we lose any cities in the U.S.?"

    Jenny nodded. "Vegas, Tuscon, and Tampa. What I've been surprised about is there doesn't seem to be any overriding strategy. No coordination between field commanders in the different cities. Each one is like its own little war. With the weapons they have and the number of soldiers, I would be establishing a base and then coordinating attacks going outward. At a minimum, focus on one continent at a time. Sweep it clean and move to the next.

    "And another thing. They don't have shuttles or warships, but they do have these small armored transports. They carry about a two dozen troops. They could be using those in these assaults to cut off retreats and such. Instead they only seem to be used to ferry around the occasional officer. I'm guessing their leadership never made it to the ground and these individuals are just acting on the last set of orders."

    Jenny soon made her way to her quarters for some sleep. Mace attempted to keep himself busy with a visit to the science lab. Another circuit had seen improvements made, but the critical signals and feedback needed for a moving wormhole were still not present.

    Several hours later, Jasper came over the comm to Mace. "Mr. Hardy, I know you aren't supposed to be leaving or doing anything, but I thought you might want to take a ride on the Halfbreed. Her cannon is ready to be tested."

    Minutes later Mace walked up the ramp and into the cockpit.

    "You put on the battlesuit, huh?" said Jasper.

    Mace winced. "Wasn't easy. And yes, I have no compulsion to go out into space without it on. Too many things can happen."

    The Halfbreed lifted off, going up and out through the cave opening before vaulting skyward.

    Jasper said, "Surprised you haven't commented on the ship's name."

    Mace half smiled. "Halfbreed? Not like we have to be sensitive to those things anymore. We're all just Humans now. Countries, races, none of that matters anymore. You know, it looked like we were on the road to globalization anyway. The aliens just sped us along our way."

    Jasper shook his head. "People are people. If this all settles out you'll see some of the same old groups and tendencies coming back. It's what we do. We're all unique and we tend to group together with like-minded people or with groups for security. Won't be any different when we kick these vermin out of here."

    Mace laughed. "Jasper Collins, the Human cynic."

    Minutes later, the Halfbreed was rapidly approaching the nearer of the two Gellos moons. A small, rock outcropping was selected and targeted and the blue ball of plasma energy sped to the target, obliterating the outcropping and leaving a three-meter-deep divot where it had once stood. Another dozen test firings were conducted with similar result.

    Jasper said, "All sensors are green. She's ready for a the real thing. Wanna go for a run with me?"

    Mace shook his head. "I should go back. If for some reason you were to go down I don't want to be a hindrance to you when you're trying to keep yourself alive."

    Jasper nodded. "Your choice."

    Mace walked down the ramp and Jasper was away. The next eight hours made Mace a man with boredom written all over his face, wandering from one room or activity to the next. The science lab was busy looking for the next breakthrough that would bring back a moving wormhole. The Targarian excavation project offered little more than fifteen minutes of interest. Mace walked into the ammunition manufacturing area and was surprised to see Bontu Montak walking about.

    After a short walk to catch up, Mace said, "How's it going, Mr. Montak?"

    Bontu replied, "Just trying to keep these machines supplied with resources. Glad to see you up and about."

    Mace nodded. "Moving slow, though. I see your crewmen are in here with you."

    Bontu stopped. "I don't refer to them in that manner anymore, Mr. Hardy. They are now all my brothers. Is there something you are in need of? We have a lot of work to do here to keep these lines running."

    Mace held up a hand. "Nope. Was just saying hi. I've got a couple weeks of convalescing to get through before I can go back out, so I'm just burning time. Keep doing what you're doing."

    Mace headed for the dining hall kitchen. Tres Dowda was busy testing the taste of a big pot of gravy.

    An order was given to a Targarian helper. "Another cup of number sixty-seven in there, Fred."

    Mace asked, "Fred? Didn't know there were any Freds among the Targarians."

    "Freddalk. I just call him Fred. Is there something you need?"

    Mace laughed. "Yeah, about two weeks of rehab. Got that in a pot around here anywhere?"

    Tres smiled. "Bored, huh? Last week it was Mr. Collins. He was in here two or three times a day wanting to make conversation."

    Mace frowned. "Sorry if I'm interrupting. I'll leave."

    Tres shook his head. "Not at all. I like having the company. Gives me something to talk about with Vanessa other than running this kitchen all day."

    Mace said, "You could always volunteer for Earth duty. That would give you something to talk about."

    Tres huffed. "Not the conversations I want to have. Besides, that fighting just isn't for me. I'll do it if forced to, but I otherwise don't have the stomach or the nerve for it. I'm more than happy to keep things running here."

    Mace nodded. "An army marches on its stomach. That was a supposed Napoleon quote. And it's right. A well provisioned army will keep fighting and fight harder for longer. You've been keeping us well provisioned for several years now, and I for one am extremely grateful for it. The machine performs best when all the gears are meshed together and working. You can make that a Mace Hardy quote.

    "How are the girls adjusting to all this?" Mace asked.

    "There's no adjusting for them. This is all they know. It's scary sometimes how smart they are. And healthy, too. Never sick. I used to catch everything that came my way. They get nothing."

    Mace frowned. "Could be because they aren't being introduced to anything. We only have a few dozen Humans here. The bacteria, pollen, and viruses on this planet may not have the same impacts on Humans as those back on Earth."

    Tres shook his head. "Doc doesn't think that's the case. He's had a team researching outside should we one day want to live above ground again. This planet has its share of toxins, viruses, and bacteria... some of which our immune system might not be equipped to handle."

    Mace slowly sat at a table. "Well, that doesn't sound all that promising."

    "That's why they’re doing the research. He wants to get a leg up on any potential problems we might be facing."

    "The doc is a good man. Not sure how he keeps all that straight."

    Tres retrieved a glass. Setting it on the table in front of Mace, he next pulled a bottle from a cabinet. A glass was poured a quarter full from the bottle.

    Tres said, "Give it a try. It's my attempt at whiskey. I've been told I did well."

    Mace took a swig, swirling it in his mouth before swallowing. "Hmm."

    Tres sat in front of him. "Well?"

    Mace took another swig. "You did good. How'd you get that wood note in there?"

    Tres grinned. "I took a sample from a local tree, dried it, pulverized it, and turned it into a powder. I took that and put it in a teabag-like filter and soaked it in my container for a couple hours. Took me a dozen tries to get to that particular taste. You like it?"

    Mace nodded. "I could have sold that as top shelf. Wouldn't mind having a few bottles of that for the right occasions."

    Tres frowned. "Yeah, unfortunately I have a major issue to overcome. It doesn't age well. I made that bottle just yesterday. In two weeks’ time it will have a harsh taste to it. Some of the ingredients from this planet add flavor at first, but the microbes they contain begin to eat away at some of the other flavors. Doc says I need a way to keep those microbes at a set level or do away with them altogether. Not really sure where to start on that."

    Mace said, "You've got an assistant for a couple weeks if you want one."

    Tres grinned again. "That would be awesome. You just got yourself a job. When can you start?"

    "Right now. I've got nothing else on the radar."

    The next four hours were spent in a back room of the kitchen, learning the makeup of the ingredients that Tres used during his distilling process.

    A comm came in from Jasper Collins. "Mr. Hardy, just thought I'd give you an update. I just cleaned out Daytona Beach, St. Augustine, and Jacksonville on Florida's east coast. Our troops there are mopping up. Unless you have specific targets you want me to hit, I'll just keep working my way up the coast. First one took a bit of work to figure out how to best use this cannon. I had Jacksonville cleared in twenty minutes."

    "We haven't heard from Stark in days. Keep going up the coast. When the Royal Fortune gets back we'll see if they can coordinate with you."

    "Sounds like a plan."

    Mace asked, "You have anyone else with you?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Nah. Figured I could handle this on my own."

    Mace replied, "I think you should come back and get one or more of your people. Always good to have an objective opinion-giver with you. And someone to take over when you're getting tired. Or to tell you when you're getting tired."

    Jasper scowled. "Don't need the help. Anyway, thought I'd let you know how things are working. I'll check back in after a bit. Gonna go kick a little Dedrus ass for a while."

    The comm closed before Mace could reply.

    Tres said, "He's a stubborn one, isn't he?"

    Mace chuckled. "Stubborn doesn't cover it."

    A short time later the volunteer crew of the Royal Fortune returned to continue their fight. Two additional runs were made with the city count finally swinging back in the favor of Humans. Jasper's gunboat was ending the threat for twenty new cities per day.

    A frantic and agitated comm came in from Jasper. "I've got four warships on my ass! Can't shake them! I gave the first one a good beating but it's still coming!"

    "Dedrus?" Mace asked.

    Jasper shook his head as he turned hard left, skimming the treetops between two hills. "Can't say! I'm about fifty kilometers from Blacksburg. Trying to make it to the cave!"

    Mace said, "Can you comm the others?"

    Jasper nodded. "Already did. They're getting collected right now... crap! Just lost my back armor. Have to ditch!"

    The comm went silent.

    Mace opened a channel to Jeff. "Jasper's down. Check these logs from our comm. See if you can determine who was after him."

    Jeff replied, "Will do."

    Mace stood. "Gotta go. We'll pick up on the whiskey later."

    Tres nodded. "Absolutely."

    Mace moved at his quickest pace since being shot. He walked into Jeff's lab three minutes later.

    "Haven't seen those ships before," Mace said.

    "Actually, I think we have. Those are pieced together, similar to what Mr. Collins did with his shuttle, the Halfbreed."

    Their makeup looks largely UF with a bit of Hoorka and some Karthian mixed in. Could be from any of them."

    Mace huffed. "Has to be UF. They had the tech that could see us."

    Jeff winced. "Malcom Stark had that ability as well."

    Mace shook his head. "We haven't heard from Stark in days."

    Jeff shrugged. "Maybe it's because he was off building those ships?"

    A comm from Stark came in to Mace. "I'm certain you are aware of Mr. Collins’ crash. I just wanted to tell you that he survived. I would suggest you keep your other crew away for a while. I'm in negotiations with the Dedrus for the removal of their troops. Your interference, particularly that of Mr. Collins, is making that difficult."

    Mace sighed. "Another deal, Stark? What is it this time? Another ten years as a branch of their military?"

    Stark replied, "Not at all. I've spent the last four days at the Dedrus capital. The negotiation is for a peaceful removal of their troops. I'm trying to convince them that they have exacted their pound of flesh for the loss of troops at Promexa. This war does neither of our peoples any good. And if they were willing to peacefully remove their troops, we would allow it. Mr. Collins was once again interfering with my plans."

    Mace asked, "Who’s flying the ships?"

    "My people. It has taken considerable effort, but we were able to piece those ships together from salvaged hulls. Quite the remarkable feat considering our resources. We wouldn't have been able to do it without use of the massive hangar on Hardy. An impressive structure the Targarians built. I've made that and your Alpha Centauri complex my first two interstellar bases."

    Mace said, "What are you expecting from us, Stark?"

    Malcom Stark smiled. "Exactly nothing. Give me two weeks to negotiate the Dedrus exit and we will have peace. It will be a peace with no strings attached. Earth will finally be without threat."

    Mace scowled. "We'll still be sitting ducks. We have no way to protect ourselves."

    Stark shifted in his chair, leaning forward. "You have your solar ship, Mr. Hardy. That should be enough to keep any threatening species away. Unless..."

    Mace said, "Just be careful with whatever deals you're planning. We're vulnerable right now."

    Stark smiled. "Our fates are resting in my hands, Mr. Hardy. The elected king's hands. If I can't negotiate a peaceful exit within the next two weeks, you are free to do as you will. Any interference between now and then will be dealt with swiftly."

    The comm closed on a smug and confident Malcom Stark.

    Jeff said, "If he can achieve peace, it's worth taking the chance. We can square our beef with him anytime afterward."

    Mace returned a half scowl. "As much as it pains me to say so, I agree. If he can pull this off, we're at least better off than we were. He'll have his two weeks. Gives me time to get back on my feet, anyway."
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    Mace looked over the frame of the wormhole device Jeff Moskowitz was working on. "Anything new today?"

    Jeff nodded. "Mr. Klept was able to modify the structure of a containment field. We’re hoping that leads to the stable output we seek from the gain circuits. We may be prepared to try a new board swap in the coming days."

    Mace replied, "We have the shuttle available. We've been doing nothing but ammo runs for the past three days."

    "No word from Mr. Stark on his negotiations?" Jeff asked.

    Mace shook his head. "Haven't heard a word. The Dedrus attacks have all stopped. And our people aren't trying to take any cities back. So I'd have to say at least a ceasefire appears to be in place and holding."

    A comm came in from Malcom Stark. "Mr. Hardy... it is done. The Dedrus will be bringing in transports to fly out their troops. I expect the process to begin in the next few days. They will give notice, and will be done within three days after. They have promised to not violate Earth space, former Galactic Union space, Karthian space, or United Front space. As to the Hoorka... the Dedrus have agreed to refrain from taking action there for a period of at least two years so long as they are not provoked by the Hoorka in any manner. I attempted full peace with them as well, but the Dedrus held firm."

    Mace replied, "You wouldn't mind if I hold my congratulations until the Dedrus are gone, would you?"

    Stark smiled. "We are approaching a moment of greatness, Mr. Hardy. A new beginning for man. We will have the knowledge we need to build and to grow. This entire sector has habitable worlds sitting empty, waiting to be colonized. Our new generation of citizens are enhanced. For most, their intelligence equals that of some of our greatest minds. I see a bright future for Man where we can grow and spread into the heavens like never before imagined."

    Mace crossed his arms. "Other than recovering from the Dedrus attacks, our first order of business should be our security. If we can't protect ourselves, the first nasty species to come along is gonna bowl us over. You do realize there are other hostiles out there besides the Dedrus, right?"

    Stark sighed. "I am fully aware of the threat and of the need for security. I was merely attempting to instill a sense of hope with you. When peace has arrived, you and I will discuss reconciliation between us. I know your actions have been taken in an attempt to protect us all. While commendable, they have interfered with our plans time and again, probably setting our progress back dozens of years. However... your intentions were good and honorable, so I will be wanting to bring you back into the fold."

    Mace scowled. "We just want what's best for Mankind, Stark. The Dedrus leaving is a good start. Our path from there? Well, I think we have a few major differences to overcome. Expect a tough negotiation when that time comes."

    Stark smiled. "I look forward to it."

    Johnny was standing behind Mace. "Those narrow eyes... he was making plans as he was talking to you. You could see it in his face."

    Mace nodded. "He's gonna be Stark. Always scheming."

    Johnny asked, "Any word from Jasper?"

    Mace shook his head. "We left a note at the cave for him with a way to contact our shuttles while they're dropping ammo. Haven't heard from him yet. Would have expected him back there by now. Hope he wasn't injured."

    Johnny said, "Or captured or killed. I could see Stark lying to us about those things."

    Three days passed with no activity from the Dedrus. The ceasefire was holding. Johnny had begun to speculate the Dedrus were backing out of the deal.

    "I'm just saying. How long does it take to send transports?"

    Mace replied, "The fighting has stopped. Let's take that as a win. We're still making ammo deliveries. If the fighting does pick up again we at least have that bit of advantage."

    Johnny said, "I still think we should check out the wreckage of Jasper's ship. I don't trust Stark's word that he lived."

    Mace shook his head. "We've done several bio-scans. There was no sign of anyone in or around the wreckage. But if it makes you feel better, we'll give it a check on our next visit. Doc has an update he wants data from that he'll be putting in the shuttle today."

    A comm came in from one of Jasper's ships that was delivering ammo. "We have wormholes opening, Mr. Hardy. Initial data shows transports."

    Mace replied, "Thank you, Captain. Keep us informed."

    The captain cautioned: "Wait, sir. We have more... warships. Data says sixty-six."

    Mace took a deep breath. "Let's go prep the shuttle. This can't be good."

    Johnny said, "You're still a couple days from your medical release, aren't you?"

    Mace scowled. "Like that matters. Come on, let's get out there. I want to see what they've planned with Stark."

    Mace put on the battlesuit and met Johnny at the Royal Fortune. Jeff was coming down the ramp.

    Mace said, "Did you just swap circuit boards?"

    Jeff nodded. "I did. And I updated the sensor software to give us three extra data points."

    "We'll still be able to jump, won't we? The Dedrus just rolled a bunch of warships into Earth space along with their transports. I'm hoping those were just sent to protect their transports as they're leaving."

    Jeff replied, "The indications in the lab are the wormhole will properly initialize and should stay open. I would take a moment for evaluation before proceeding through."

    Johnny asked, "Jenny coming?"

    Mace nodded. "And Jane, Crawford, and Geerok."

    Derwood raced up the ramp just ahead of Jane.

    Johnny reached down, petting the Dachshund on the head before scratching his sides. "You coming to help us fight the Dedrus, Der-der?"

    Jane said, "He shot out the door before I could stop him. And no, he doesn't need to go along. We don't know what we'll be up against."

    Johnny laughed. "If we ever catch up to Stark, he can sniff him out. I can turn on my holo-projector and he still knows right where I am."

    Jane said, "That's because he knows your stink."

    "I believe the term you were looking for is smell. He knows my smell."

    Jane shook her head. "He has a nose. He smells... you stink."

    Jane got the dog's attention by holding its face in her hands. "Tres has a treat waiting for you, boy. Go see Tres for your treat!"

    The Dachshund barked and bolted for the door. He was down the ramp and across the tarmac before Jane could open her comm.

    "Tres, you have a visitor coming. You'll know what he wants when he gets there. Take care of his needs. We're heading to Earth to check the situation."

    Tres replied, "I'll have it ready when he—"

    Continuous barking could be heard over the comm.

    Mace laughed. "Demanding, isn't he?"

    Jane nodded. "Very. And he won't give up once he's got his mind set to something. He'll jump around, bark and nudge you for attention for an hour if that's what it takes to get what he wants."

    Mace said, "Sounds just like Johnny."

    Johnny chuckled. "Tres's been fashioning treats that look like the heads of each of the aliens who've taken over Earth. He really likes the Dedrus heads. I just hope he never gets close to an actual Dedrus. He would rip into it like there was no tomorrow."

    Geerok said, "That dog still doesn't like me."

    Jane said, "That dog only likes Johnny, Mace, and Tres. He only tolerates me."

    Johnny replied, "He's just a good judge of character, that's all."

    The ramp closed and the shuttle lifted out of the bay. Minutes later it was rushing into the blackness of space. A micro-wormhole opened.

    Mace said, "Say your prayers. Parameters look clean. We're going through."

    The shuttle passed through the tear in space without incident. The Dedrus fleet was soon on the sensor display. The transports sat waiting as the warships caught up to them.

    Johnny stood behind Mace as they looked over the data. "What do you make of it?"

    Mace shrugged. "Not sure. I can't fault them for wanting to protect their troops this time."

    Jane said, "They aren't stopping. The warships are heading in."

    The shuttle crew sat in silence as the Dedrus warships stopped just short of the atmosphere. The handful of ships Malcom Stark had assembled came up to meet them. Several minutes of inactivity passed before the transports began to move forward.

    As the Dedrus troop carriers reached high orbit, the Dedrus warships opened fire. Stark's mini-fleet was cut to pieces without getting off a shot. The transports dropped through the atmosphere as hundreds of fireballs lit up the sky.

    Mace said, "Can't say I like the looks of this."

    Stark came over the comm passed through one of Jasper's shuttles as to not reveal the location of Gellos. "It was a trap! They're bringing more troops! Tell me you have some way to stop them!"

    Mace closed his eyes. "You've screwed us again, Stark."

    The comm was closed.

    Jane said, "Doc swapped out the board. Have you tried moving a wormhole yet?"

    Mace shook his head. "He didn't say anything about it possibly working. He just wanted to gather more data."

    Jane stood behind Jenny. "Fire that thing up and give it a test!"

    Coordinates to the surface of the sun were entered and a wormhole initiated.

    Mace said, "We have... intermittents. It's attempting to form but not quite completing."

    Jane scowled. "If we don't get that weapon back they'll have us overrun down there in a few weeks. What is that... another million soldiers?"

    "Probably three," answered Jenny. "And some of those were cargo haulers. They might be bringing some heavier equipment with them this time."

    Jane pounded her fist on the top of Jenny's chair. "Come on, you alien piece of crap! Come to life for just this once!"

    Johnny walked over to the casing that held the wormhole generator. A swift kick from his boot shut the system down.

    Jane turned with an angry expression. "What'd you do that for? Now we've got nothing!"

    Johnny pointed back at the screen. "Give it another shot. Always works in the movies."

    Jane sighed as Jenny once again powered up the wormhole system. Coordinates to the sun's surface were entered. The data for the wormhole shifted several times before falling into the previous pattern.

    Jenny said, "Just doesn't want to form."

    Johnny gave the device another swift kick. The generator again shut down.

    "Please stop doing that!" Jane yelled.

    Johnny pointed at the data on the display. "Hey... it almost worked. I'll kick the crap out of it ten times if it makes a difference."

    The generator was again powered up. For only a brief moment, a micro-wormhole opened and a short-lived ball of flame appeared a few kilometers in front of the Royal Fortune.

    Mace said, "Kick it again."

    The process was repeated four additional times with no further progress.

    Mace took control of the wormhole console, opening a comm wormhole back to Gellos. Jeff Moskowitz appeared on the display.

    Mace said, "We're passing you back some interesting data. We were able to briefly open the moving wormhole. This was after Johnny repeatedly kicked the generator. And, Doc... just so you know our urgency on this, the Dedrus transports didn't come to take their troops. They brought more."

    Jeff returned a look of concern. "I have the data. I'll assemble the team and look this over. Will you be at these same coordinates should I need to comm you back?"

    Mace said, "We'll keep this comm running until you or the Dedrus say otherwise. Do what you can, Doc. We're desperate."

    Johnny said, "So if we get the weapon working again... do we all just hang out here while you smoke their ships?"

    Mace replied, "What'd you have in mind?"

    Johnny looked at the others around him. Only takes one person to run that device. The rest of us could be down on the surface kicking the crap out of their new forces."

    Mace winced. "I don't think we have a choice. We can't waste time with a run down to the surface for a drop. Every minute those warships are in orbit is one more minute we run the risk of them attacking the surface."

    Several minutes of tense observation passed.

    A comm opened from Stark. "The freighters are unloading fighter craft. We have to do something."

    Johnny said, "You sound rattled, Stark. Maybe it's time you strapped on a sidearm and put yourself in the action. Or are you hiding out in your shuttle somewhere?"

    Stark replied, "I'm parked about a kilometer away from you at the moment. Perhaps you should be down there fighting instead of being up here running your mouth."

    Jane put her hand on Mace's shoulder. "You don't think him sitting that close to us had an effect on the wormhole, do you?"

    Mace returned a half scowl. "How could it have? We were still able to open a comm wormhole back to Gellos."

    Jane nodded. "True, but we know this unit is temperamental. Maybe we need to back away and try again."

    Jeff came over the comm. "Mr. Hardy, it appears that cycling the power to that unit has allowed a residual buildup of energy fields surrounding the circuit board we replaced. All indicators say that moving wormhole should have opened. Are you in free space?"

    Mace replied, "We are… but we just found out Stark was parked nearby."

    Jeff nodded. "Proximity. The data points to that as an issue."

    Mace moved the joystick, speeding away from Stark. Another attempt was made to open a wormhole near the surface of the sun. This time, a bright stream of superheated plasma shot through it into space a few kilometers in front of them.

    The destination end of the wormhole was quickly guided toward the stationary Dedrus warships. The warships began to move as a fireball consumed the first vessel it encountered, incinerating the deadly ship from the inside out. Four others met their fate before the remaining ships fled. Sixty-two wormholes opened and the Dedrus fleet began quietly slipping away. Three more burst into flame before their jump away was made.

    Johnny shook his fist in the air. "Roast those pigs!"

    Putting his hand on Mace's shoulder, Johnny pointed. "Now take us down there where the rest of us can do some good."

    Mace nodded. "Mr. Crawford, I have a job for you."

    "Name it."

    Mace pushed the joystick in the direction of Earth. "I want you to fly this ship out to Dedrus space. Chase down those other warships and do away with them. After that, use the starmaps to jump to every Dedrus colony out there. I don't want them to have a single ship left flying. And burn every orbiting ship factory you can find. The Dedrus wanted war... we're gonna give it to them."

    Mace opened a comm to Gellos. "Mr. Montak, I have a job for you. I need for you to take the EM ships to Dedrus space. Mr. Crawford will guide you on what colonies to target there. Park at least six days’ distance from a colony. Bombard them for five days and then move to another one. I want all four of those ships running continuously."

    Bontu nodded. "An excellent mission for us, Mr. Hardy. We will do our best."

    The shuttle dropped Liam Hobbs in Manchester, Hans Mueller in Berlin, and Humphrey Mallot in Montreal, before landing in the field beside the cave.

    Mace stood. "Mr. Crawford, do your worst out there. Work with Mr. Montak and those EM ships. I want the Dedrus brought to their knees."

    Jordan replied, "They won't be bothering us again, Mr. Hardy. Should I stop by Gellos? I could use the assistance of a couple others to keep the mission running continuously."

    Mace nodded. "Do what you need to do."

    The ramp lifted and the shuttle disappeared.

    Johnny said, "How are we supposed to get to the fight?"

    Mace replied, "Our supply shuttles are coming and going. We can use them to move us around."

    "We could be at this for a while," Jenny said. "The fighting hasn't started. Might be a good time to review strategies, feed ourselves..."

    Mace gestured toward the cave mouth. "Excellent suggestion, Miss Taub. Lead the way."
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    Johnny paced back and forth. "We should scout the wreckage of the Halfbreed for Jasper before getting dropped at any of these cities. The fighting has yet to start. We have the time."

    Mace replied, "We have a shuttle coming in a few minutes."

    The group walked down the open ramp, hopping onto the overgrown field beside McDaniel's Lake, just outside the tiny enclave of Captain, West Virginia. There, on the opposite edge of the lake, half in the trees and half submerged in the water, was the remains of the Halfbreed. A short hike around the water had the team standing beside the wreckage.

    Johnny said, "No evidence of any fight happening here. Ramp's not even down."

    Mace attempted to connect to the ship's comm system. "Won't let me in. Comm must be down. I get no response."

    Johnny pulled up a plasma cutter. "I'm going in."

    Jane added. "Except for the obvious hits to the ass-end, she looks intact. Given the crevasse in the bank over there, I'd say she hit hard just short and skipped across to here. Probably the only reason the ship is still together."

    Johnny got to work cutting a new doorway. Geerok climbed up on the hull.

    Jenny asked, "See anything up there?"

    "No, just admiring the beauty of the area. I could see myself one day living in such a place. Forests, water, privacy... and a temperate climate."

    Jane said, "Temperate? Gets cold here in the winter."

    Geerok nodded. "Yes. Temperate for Rhombia. Our temperatures at this latitude average about five degrees cooler than those similar latitudes here on Earth. Our planets are within half a percentage point of each other in size. The orbit of Rhombia is further from our sun, but that sun is larger than your Sun."

    Mace said, "The conditions for life seem to be similar everywhere."

    Geerok replied, "As we have seen, there is no shortage of habitable planets in this galaxy. With upwards of a hundred billion stars, it is likely teeming with life."

    Mace frowned. "Too bad half of them are hostile."

    Johnny pulled a chunk of hull away from the side of the shuttle. "We're in."

    Stepping through into the cabin, he looked toward the cockpit. "He's here!"

    Jasper coughed. "You about killed me with those cutting fumes! Get me my helmet!"

    Johnny retrieved Jasper’s gear from a puddle of water at the back of the cabin. "What happened?"

    Jasper scowled. "What's it look like happened, you idiot! I crashed! Stupid chair broke loose from the hull and jammed me up under the console. I'm pinned in."

    "We have shuttles in the area," said Johnny. "Why didn't you answer their comms?"

    Jasper snatched the helmet from Johnny's hand. "Because my helmet was back there and the console lost power when the chair went up under. Gah!"

    Water poured from the soaked helmet as he tipped it up. Johnny chuckled.

    Jasper coughed as he snapped the wet helmet back in place. Its environmental filters quickly cleaned the air he was breathing; humidity control began the process of drying it.

    Johnny asked, "What was your helmet doing back there? You not have it on?"

    Jasper half scowled. "No, I dropped it when I took it off. It rolled away before I could grab it."

    Johnny laughed. "Who's the idiot here?"

    Jasper returned a nasty look. "You gonna sit there and jabber or cut me out of here?"

    "That depends."

    Jasper huffed. "On what?"

    "On you apologizing for calling me an idiot."

    Jasper scowled. "Fine... you're not always an idiot."

    Johnny chuckled. "I take it that's probably the best I'll get from the likes of you. Hang on."

    Two supports were cut and the console lifted away. The chair immediately slid backwards, depositing Jasper in the small pond of water. Johnny again laughed.

    Mace helped Jasper Collins to his feet. "You thirsty?"

    Jasper replied, "Please. Ran out yesterday."

    Mace unsnapped a contoured canteen from his thigh. "Drink it slow."

    Jasper snatched it with a scowl, and as he lifted his faceshield the smoke in the cabin elicited another cough.

    Johnny chuckled. "Maybe we should take the old man outside before he chokes to death."

    After an initial sip, Jasper chugged the remainder of the canteen's contents, handing it back to Mace as he flipped his faceshield back down. "Thanks."

    The group moved out onto the lake's edge.

    Jasper asked. "What happened to those ships? Who were they?"

    Johnny said, "Stark's thugs. He made a deal with the Dedrus. Or at least tried to. Got those crews killed and the Earth re-invaded is what he did."

    Mace added, "He attempted to get them to come and remove their troops. They brought more instead. About two million more. With advanced weapons. They have fighter aircraft and who knows what else."

    Jasper flipped open his faceshield. "I am so gonna gut that imbecile when I find him."

    Johnny said, "If we aren't there when that happens, make sure you have it recorded."

    Jane said, "We walking back, or we have a pick-up coming?"

    "Pick-up in about twenty minutes," said Mace. "They should have their load of ammo distributed by then."

    "We going straight to our designated cities then?"

    Mace nodded. "Make contact with the local commander when you get there. See if you can somehow coordinate with their defense if possible. We'll be hitting the five sites the Dedrus transports set down at. You'll be on your own, so just try to do as much damage as you can. Ten minutes after the last of us are dropped, we start shooting."

    Jenny said, "Everybody check your packs. Mace, you'll need to refill that canteen."

    Jasper crossed his arms. "So what am I doing?"

    Mace said, "You've been stuck in there for days. You're heading back to Gellos to be checked out. If Doc says you're good to go, you can catch the next shuttle coming back."

    "I'm fine."

    Mace shook his head. "Get the checkup. Get yourself fed and fully hydrated, then come back with a full load of supplies. We could easily be at it for days without relief. If Doc says you're good, you could be back in just a few hours."

    Jasper scowled as the shuttle landed nearby and the ramp lowered. "I feel fine but I'll do as you ask. Just know that I'm coming right back."

    Mace walked up the ramp. "I'd expect nothing less."

    Jenny pointed the shuttle for the first drop. "Assuming each of these five camps has ample targets, would we be better off all hitting one and then moving to the next as a group?"

    Mace thought for several seconds. "I'd say no. If we're operating alone we can fire at will without worrying about where anyone is. And I'd like to cause confusion in all five camps at once."

    Jane said, "I wonder it would be worthwhile to swipe one of their fighters."

    Jenny shook her head. "Not unless you want to get in a dogfight with an experienced pilot. We're not even sure about how to control one. I'd say we'd do best to just take out as many on the ground as we can."

    Mace said, "I wonder if Stark's people have any stingers left?"

    "I'd have to guess no on that one," said Johnny. "Those transports came down unscathed. We didn't have any reports of fire coming up at them."

    Jasper stood as the shuttle neared its first Dedrus encampment.

    Johnny said, "Where you going?"

    Jasper said, "I'm taking the copilot's seat. I'd like to look over the data for what's going on from a console if you don't mind."

    Johnny chuckled as he held up his hands. "Sorry, didn't mean to offend your tender feelings. Should we designate the copilot's chair as a 'safe space' for you?"

    Jasper stopped. "That was actually a decent slight. You been working on your material like I suggested?"

    Jane scowled. "Don't get him started. It only goes downhill from the first comment."

    The ramp opened into a private space behind an abandoned building.

    Mace said, "Jane... this is your stop."

    Jane stood. "Good luck to you all. I'm setting my alarm for twenty-seven minutes. After that, they will be dealing with nonstop Jane."

    Mace replied, "If you need a pick-up, expect a shuttle here at the regular intervals we set up. Take care out there."

    Johnny walked her out onto the ramp. "Keep your head down, OK?"

    Jane smiled as she received an awkward hug from her battlesuited husband. "Always."

    The shuttle dropped off Johnny, Geerok, and Jenny before stopping at the old Gatwick Airport just outside Crawley, England. Settling behind a clump of trees six hundred meters off the west end of the runway, Mace was quickly off the ramp and into the woods. A short jog had him standing on the end of the runway. A second run left him just short of the former control tower.

    Four Dedrus fighter aircraft formed a line on the tarmac to his left. The sleek black single-occupant vessels had a traditional V-shape, with large swooping pincers protruding from the front. A gun mount sat on a turret just up and behind the cockpit. A pilot sat in the nearest of the craft while what appeared to be two techs stood out on the fuselage. The gun turret spun, aimed up and back, then forward, following the movements of the pilot's head.

    Mace walked slowly toward the fighter, checking the timer for his alarm. The count was just below a minute. As he closed the distance the language application for his interpreter recognized the Dedrus language and switched.

    The pilot said, "There's a kink when I turn to the left. A bubble where the aim moves just past my line of sight. The lock circle of the display shows just to the left of my vision circle."

    One of the techs replied, "Enter four-four-six-one-five and select 'Set.'"

    The pilot nodded. "Excellent. They overlap now. Is there anything we can do for the initial hesitation?"

    The tech shook his head. "Not with this unit. It's old. They sent us their junk. The new fighters are all up at the Rigori front."

    The second tech added, "Think of it as a challenge. You have no opposition in the air. This will require you to work for each kill."

    The first tech huffed. "Work, he might as well be targeting punder fowl."

    The pilot said, "They do have ground weapons."

    The first tech laughed. "Nothing that will penetrate your hull. You're lucky you weren't with the reserve infantry that was originally sent. They only had uniforms. The regulars who just came in at least have the old battlesuits. Against the weapons of these Humans their only vulnerability will be the chest right up under the chin. Take a projectile in that area and it bounces right up into the soft pad under the base of the helmet. I've seen some of the casualties struck by these weapons. It would be a painful way to die."

    The second tech said, "And they take no prisoners."

    The pilot laughed. "Neither do we."

    The first tech asked, "Have you seen one up close? They're enormous. And quite strong."

    The pilot returned a smug look. "I have advanced hand-to-hand training."

    The second tech laughed. "Won't do you any good when they crush you in their grip and snap your spine. I've been told their reflexes are quite fast."

    The pilot stated, "I don't fear them. They are nothing more than brutish, simpleton aliens. And their soft flesh is easily cut."

    The first tech shook his head. "Big talk coming from a pilot wrapped in an armored Jespun fighter."

    The pilot sighed. "Had they given us a single Tauntin I could have conquered this entire planet myself."

    The alarm on Mace's timer went off. With a single leap he was up on fuselage beside the two techs. The second tech looked down at the sound of boots clunking on the armored wing.

    Mace said, "Welcome to Earth, scumbags."

    Three sets of eyes stared into empty space. A concussion round from the thunder glove entered the cockpit, crushing the pilot down into his seat and destroying the instruments. A single quick, wide blast flipped the two techs backward off the fighter, their broken bodies flopping down and skidding to a stop on the tarmac. A second round into the fighter's crushed the remains of the instrument panels down into the depths of the craft.

    Mace hopped down, jogging to the second fighter. A blast toward the cockpit bounced off and up into the air. He adjusted, focusing the energy of the concussion into a point at two meter's distance. A first shot chipped the transparent material of the cockpit canopy. Another half dozen rounds saw a hole develop. Mace inserted the tip of the glove into the opening and fired. Parts shattered and flew, savaging the interior and turning the glass opaque as debris bounced around inside. He then fired two additional rounds for good measure.

    As Mace hopped to the ground, a contingent of Dedrus soldiers ran his way. He fired repeated rounds into the oncoming squad as he moved toward the third craft. Bodies spun, flew, or slammed backward into the ground. With the thunder glove again adjusted to an impact point, he drilled through the third canopy and destroyed the cockpit.

    Mace jogged toward the fourth fighter, stopping to frown at the unfortunate Dedrus pilot running his way. Standing on the outer hull, he waited for the canopy to open. The pilot hopped in and was followed by a concussion wave that crushed his body and mangled the controls, permanently grounding the fighter.

    Dedrus soldiers began streaming into the area, some taking firing positions while other moved closer to inspect the damaged craft. Five minutes of quiet was followed by sweeping blasts. Bodies flew in every direction as Mace changed positions. The infantry, many in rudimentary battlesuits, were soon backed by ground vehicles not dissimilar to light tanks.

    Mace closed in on the first. Placing his glove tip up to a slotted hole used for the sheltered firing of a laser rifle, Mace fired off a blast into the slot. The vehicle rumbled as debris shot from several other slots on its exterior. A second light tank soon met the same fate. The intense beams from the infantry's laser rifles were not put to use as no target could be identified.

    After fifteen minutes of mayhem and complete chaos, the Dedrus troops retreated. Mace followed along, running with the pack until they began to regroup behind a former hangar. There he unleashed a new barrage of unforgiving concussion waves. Bodies flew, soldiers screamed and ran in panic. The bulk of the force ran towards a long building that had once been a cargo terminal.

    Two new light tanks rounded a far corner and raced toward the fleeing fighters. Each was dispatched in a manner similar to the first couple. The thunder glove then fell silent for the second time as Mace ran with the fleeing crowd. As he reached the end of the cargo terminal and rounded the corner, he slowed to a stop. There, standing before him was a force of a hundred thousand soldiers, all wearing a more advanced battlesuit than what he had so far encountered. The fleeing troops passed their more well defended comrades.

    As Mace walked closer, one feature became apparent. The advanced fighters were female. Their commanders stood unshaken by the running hordes who had seen quick defeat. In unison, on command, the brigades of Dedrus warriors turned to face the south.

    The nearest Dedrus commander yelled out, "Forward!"

    As the soldiers marched south, Mace moved to the side, out of their way. Circling behind the burned out hulks of what had once been the airport's fuel farm, he found himself standing in front of a Dedrus transport. A rampway was open with four guards standing at the ready. Mace strolled past without effort, falling in behind two Dedrus officers as they hurried down a hall.

    The higher ranking officer, a major, said, "The attack is similar to those experienced at other cities. We don't know where the weapons are being fired from. Perhaps they have mastered a localized wormhole."

    The major scowled, "A what? There's no such thing. It's physically impossible. They are governed by the same laws of the universe as we are."

    The lieutenant replied, "And yet we cannot see them."

    The major stopped. "There have been several reports stating they can be seen. At least partially. Motion of a weapon coming in from a direction has been reported twice during an assault during a foggy evening, and one other incident involving a light mist of precipitation. What we need is a way to fog an area once their presence is suspected. We then watch for movement of the fog."

    The lieutenant nodded as they continued to walk at a brisk pace. "If such a strategy is accepted by the general, and successful, you would get that promotion you seek. And possibly a choice position on the general's staff."

    "Not today," said Mace.

    The two officers stopped and turned to see who had spoken. A wide blast from his thunder glove bounced their broken bodies off the walls and the floor. Mace walked past the fallen, never-to-be heroes, as he continued toward his destination.

    Around a corner, he followed two officers into a large conference room. A Dedrus general stood in front of a wall display.

    An officer said, "Sorry we are late, General. The personnel transports are all in use. We had to run from the terminal."

    The general snarled: "Our fighters have been sabotaged! Our security troops trounced. The base, and all who are in this room are being made a mockery of. How are we to take control of this planet if we cannot even secure our base with three hundred thousand men?"

    An officer replied, "The assault that had been underway has stopped, General. There's no further sign of attack anywhere on the base. It is believed they have gone."

    A crewman ran into the door of the room. "Major Shmed and Lieutenant Guthha are dead right out here in the hallway!"

    Nervous looks darted about the room.

    The general banged a fist on the table in front of him. "Someone give me a solution! A promotion for the first officer who has a successful suggestion! And for those of you who don't have one... expect to soon be mopping cells on a prison barge!"

    Six sets of blank stares were returned.

    The general growled, "Go! Find me something! Anything!"

    The room cleared as the general's staff hurried off to look for the impossible, a solution to a problem that they only had symptoms of.

    The general turned to look at the display wall. "Such a force and yet we are being pushed around like dolls."

    Mace said, "I've always found that people respond better to positive motivation."

    The general slowly turned to face a seemingly empty room. "We will find you."

    "They might... you won't."

    A concussion wave slammed the Dedrus general against the display wall. Mace took a seat in the back of the room, waiting to observe the response of the staff members who had departed only moments before. The general's smashed and crumpled body lay dead on the floor.
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    "An assassin is here!" remarked the first officer in the room. "Close off the ship! Take us back to orbit! Get us off this beastly planet!"

    Mace stood. Taking aim at the front of the room, he blasted the officers. They scurried away and he sprinted for the door, placing him in a hallway that was beginning to fill with soldiers. After dodging contact with three officers, another sprint took the Ranger to the ship's bridge. Preparations for liftoff were underway.

    Repeated blasts from the thunder glove killed the bridge crew in chaos. Duty stations were smashed as crewmen were killed or ran about. Seconds later, a squad of soldiers entered the room. Four rounds from the thunder glove saw slammed them against a far wall. Mace made his way back into the hall and back down the ramp to outside, now in the process of closing. With a dive and a roll, he was off the ship and firmly on the ground.

    After several minutes of observation, the invisible invader jogged back toward the cargo terminal. Thousands of battlesuited troops were standing at attention as he passed the terminal and neared the control tower. Crews were still scrambling over the damaged fighter crafts. Rather than adding further chaos, he chose to continue on to the runway and back across the field. He was soon standing behind the clump of trees where he had originally been dropped.

    Four minutes later a ramp came into view, lowered from the shuttle.

    Mace ran aboard. "Get me back to Gellos now!"

    The Targarian captain nodded. "You have news?"

    Mace replied, "There are three hundred thousand assault troops standing in formation at this side of the airfield. Take me back to Gellos. I have an idea of how to eliminate them."

    Mace looked around. "Where's Mr. Collins?"

    "He asked to be dropped at the cave. He said to collect him from there if he was needed."

    A ten minute ride up through the atmosphere was followed with a wormhole out into the middle of nowhere. A second jump followed, taking the shuttle to Gellos.

    Mace got on the comm on the ride down. "Doc, we have loads of those mini-reactors Mr. Collins and his crews captured from the Karthians. I need you to rig me up a dozen of those with holo-projectors and the detonators that will take them supercritical. How long will it take you to get those together for me?"

    Jeff thought for a moment. "Only a dozen? Perhaps an hour. We have the parts at the ready. Are there ships at Earth that require destruction?"

    Mace replied, "Not ships... troops. What kind of blast radius will I get from one of these?"

    Jeff rubbed his chin. "Instant incineration out to fifty meters or so. After that another hundred meters of death followed by another hundred of severe damage."

    Mace grinned. "Perfect. Get started on those immediately."

    The second shuttle was lifting off with a load of ammo. Mace gave orders for the pilot to visit each of the rendezvous points to deliver a message to the others. They were to wait for delivery of one to two reactor bombs, which they would place and then detonate. With luck, most of the new troops would never see the battlefield.

    Mace walked into the science lab. "We need help desperately, Doc. The new troops won't be the easy pickings we've been dealing with. The uniformed troops are like their second tier of reserves. They have what are supposed to be the policing jobs. These new troops are fighters, battlesuits and all. I suspect our AR’s are gonna lose a lot of their effectiveness. Any ideas of what we might do?"

    Jeff took a deep breath as he contemplated the situation. "If you could bring us one of those suits, we could evaluate how best to defeat them."

    Mace scowled at himself. "I could have brought you half a dozen. Wasn't thinking. Will have to be next trip."

    A Targarian officer came over the comm to Jeff. "Sir, the assembly of the reactor units has begun. Where would you like them delivered?"

    "To the shuttle in the docking bay," Mace replied. "When can I expect them to be ready?"

    The officer replied, "The assembly is quite simple. I would expect to have them delivered to the shuttle in the next ten minutes."

    Mace raised his eyebrows. "Wow, that’s much faster than I expected. Move them there as soon as you can. And load them aboard when you get there. I'm on my way back."

    A comm came in from Jordan Crawford. "Just leaving status: I've taken down an additional one hundred fifty ships. As soon as the first few light up, the others begin to run. Most of my time is being spent in pursuit. Clearing them out is going to take a while."

    "Just keep at it," said Mace. "And don't take risks. Slow and steady will do the job. We need to preserve that ship. How's the temperature of that circuit holding up?"

    Jordan passed the data over the comm. "We're using it so sparsely at the moment the temperature doesn't appear to be an issue. We have plenty of time for cooling down between uses."

    "Are the EM ships in place yet?" Mace asked.

    Jordan nodded. "They are. All five are emitting those electromagnetic storms. In five days the first five Dedrus colonies are gonna get walloped. Mr. Montak and the others are in control, and unless a ship happens across them they shouldn't be in any danger. This will not be a good time to be a Dedrus citizen, Mr. Hardy. From what my scans have shown of their infrastructure, this is gonna hit them hard."

    Mace returned a nod. "Keep us informed, Mr. Crawford. And stay safe."

    The shuttle was loaded and lifted off. Four extra Targarian crewmen had come along to assist with placing the reactor-bombs. Ten minutes later, they were hovering a kilometer above Gatwick airfield.

    Mace said, "We need to place one halfway between the cargo terminal and that north terminal. And the other between the north and south terminals."

    The lead Targarian replied, "This northwest parking lot is obscured with trees. Perhaps we set down there and carry one to the first destination?"

    Mace nodded. "Perfect. We can bring it right down this road and drop it in the grassy area in the middle of that tarmac. We just have to avoid any Dedrus who are marching around."

    The Targarian pointed at a display. "I would also suggest a drop behind this section of the south terminal. That should leave a clear path out to the center here."

    Mace smiled. "Have you done this before?"

    The Targarian returned a confused look.

    Mace laughed. "Relax. It was meant as a compliment. Both suggestions are excellent."

    Mace turned to the pilot. "Take us down here to the parking lot. We'll lay that one out first."

    The shuttle settled, hovering just above the grassy center of a roundabout. Three of the Targarians assisted Mace as they carried the bulky reactor past the fuel farm to its final resting place. Nearly a minute of pause was taken as a brigade of Dedrus soldiers marched past. With the reactor placed, the team hurried back to the shuttle.

    The shuttle lifted and quickly settled behind the southernmost terminal building.

    The Targarian pilot said. "Sir, the troops here are beginning to board the transport. I would suggest you may want to hurry."

    Mace nodded. "You heard him. Let's roll. We can't let that ship get in the air."

    Mace fussed at himself. "I should have disabled that ship while I had the chance."

    The team moved the reactor-bomb down the ramp and hurried toward the open tarmac between the two main terminals. The six hundred meter jaunt from their touchdown point seemed to take an eternity.

    Mace grumbled. "Can't we go any faster?"

    The lead Targarian replied, "It is you who is out of step with us, Mr. Hardy. Synchronize with us and we can indeed move faster."

    Mace stuttered his step and the team began to move as if one.

    Mace looked across the tarmac as they ran. "The last of them are on. They're closing it up! Just drop it here and let’s go!"

    The reactor-bomb was set short of its goal, but closer to the now fully loaded transport. The team hustled back to the shuttle and Mace demanded an immediate liftoff. The loaded transport slowly left the ground at the same moment. The Targarian pushed the shuttle to max speed, Mace pressed the detonate button, and within seconds a fireball rose from Gatwick field.

    The unit on the north tarmac was the first to go. The shuttle rumbled from the shock as the mini-reactor went critical and exploded. The unsuspecting troops nearby were either incinerated or thrown violently away from the blast. The northernmost wing of the terminal building collapsed and burst into flames. The previously damaged transport was knocked from its landing skids and rolled up on its side.

    The second reactor bomb detonated a moment later. This time the tarmac was almost void of Dedrus troops. The blast however was powerful enough to damage the nearby transport, which quickly settled back to the ground.

    Mace pointed. "Set us down right on top of her hull!"

    The shuttle landed. The Targarians assisted with moving another reactor out and onto the Dedrus troop hauler. The bomb was enabled as the shuttle lifted away. At two kilometers’ distance the reactor sitting atop the Dedrus ship went supercritical. The resulting explosion tore through the hull, cutting the downed ship in half and surely killing all aboard.

    Mace nodded in acceptance of their accomplishment. "That's what we're looking for. Let's find the others and do this again."

    The next stop was to the Ben Gurion airport near Tel-Aviv. Fatso Geerok had taken to a constant series of hit and run attacks. He would wait for units to gather before cutting loose with a barrage of concussion waves, devastating the ranks of smaller units before moving to a new set of victims. All told, more than three thousand had been killed, but they were only a handful of the more than three hundred thousand Dedrus who had landed there.

    The shuttle dropped Mace a half kilometer away. After a quick run, he pinpointed from where Fatso Geerok was unleashing his fury.

    Mace drew close and yelled. Geerok replied and was led back to the shuttle.

    As they hurried up the ramp, Mace said. "We have a couple of reactor bombs with us."

    Geerok drew a deep breath. "Good. I've been firing almost nonstop and I've just begun to make any progress at all. I'd have been here for a month working this. The troops at the other end of the runway don't even seem to care."

    Mace lifted one end of a reactor before switching his holo-projector back on. "Have a seat. We'll have these placed in the next few minutes and we can then be on our way."

    Twenty minutes passed before the team returned for a second reactor. Once that was placed, the shuttle again lifted into the air.

    When at a safe distance, Mace asked, "Would you like to have the honors?"

    Geerok shook his head. "Please, you take them. I'd just as soon sit here."

    Mace pressed the button. Two detonations leveled the terminal buildings surrounding the runway and half the waiting troops went up in flame. Two thirds of those remaining were scattered among fields surrounding the complex. A small contingent at the north end of the runway had been knocked to the ground by the concussion, but survived.

    Geerok said, "Drop me over by the remains of that building and I'll see to it they join their friends. You can pick me up on the next scheduled run through here."

    Mace nodded. "It may be a while. We have three more of these camps to destroy."

    "Then I guess I'll enjoy the beautiful countryside."

    The drop was made and the shuttle continued to the next Dedrus base. Jane had been given the task of eliminating the four hundred thousand troops stationed around the Summer Palace just outside Beijing. The forest surrounding the complex had been cut down and the palace buildings flattened. Again the Dedrus soldiers stood in neat formations.

    Jane was collected, two reactor bombs were set out and detonated. The annihilation was complete.

    Jane sat in the cabin. "They had six fighters stationed there. I took them out first. They made it easy, as all the canopies were open."

    Mace replied, "I had the same at Gatwick. One was closed and a pilot came out to oblige me. We left a few thousand soldiers there, not a force they will be able to easily field. Tel-Aviv had no fighters."

    Next was a run down to Sydney, Australia. Jenny was brought aboard and the four hundred thousand Dedrus soldier force was eliminated. Four fighter craft and three transports perished in the fusion reaction infernos. The initial dozen reactor-bombs had been used. The fights had been anything but difficult. That was all about to change.

    The final run was to Washington, D.C., where the former Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport was being used as a base for six hundred thousand Dedrus regulars. A contingent of a dozen fighters sat at one end of the runway. Eight were parked on the ground as four others hovered several hundred meters up in the air.

    Mace scowled. "Johnny wasn't able to get all their fighters. That's bad news."

    Jenny said, "They stay where they are and we can knock them down with one of the bombs."

    Mace said, "If they stay low like that, we have a good chance. The other shuttle should be here in a few minutes. We need to locate Johnny before they arrive."

    "I think I have him. And we have a problem. Those transports are full. This one is lifting off right now... and there go the other two."

    Mace clenched a fist. "We're too late. Those formations are starting to move."

    Jenny said, "They had those same personnel transports in Sydney."

    Mace replied, "Easily defeated. Step up and fire a blast through any of the slots. With the armored outside and the confined space, none of them make it out alive."

    The shuttle settled near where Johnny was causing damage. Dedrus soldiers, as they marched in quick time, were being blown through the air and scattered about. The sheer number of fighters meant Johnny's effort would have little effect.

    Mace ran to the area of destruction, calling out to where he thought Johnny might be. Several yells did not earn a reply.

    After a moment’s pause, Mace called out again as he continued to move around. "Johnny! Answer me!"

    Johnny said in a quiet voice. "I'm right here. Why are you yelling?"

    Mace sighed. "Follow me. We're heading behind the terminal building."

    After a short run, Mace rapped on the invisible hull and the ramp lowered.

    Johnny asked. "I've been killing nonstop since I was dropped off. Don't think it made much of a difference. They don't die as easy as the uniformed ones and there's like a billion of them. You have a plan where we can be more effective?"

    Jane replied, "We had reactor bombs coming. Managed to take out the other four landing bases. This was the last one."

    Johnny said, "I took out eight of the fighters before the other four got off the ground. I took a couple shots at them. Other than bouncing them around a bit, it had no effect. If you go upriver a little you'll see they’re constructing a bridge across Roosevelt Island. It's already flooded with those light tanks. Stark's people on the other side have been forced back almost half a kilometer."

    Mace gave the command for the pilot to take them higher. "We can take out the bridge when the other shuttle gets here. If enough of those reactors are ready we could place them all along that bank of the river. We'll need at least eight to get decent coverage.

    A comm came in from above. "There's been an accident at the lab. No one was injured, but a portion of the parts storage has been destroyed. A micro-reactor lost containment and started a fire. There are only three reactor bombs available until more circuits can be constructed. Doctor Moskowitz offers his apologies."

    Mace growled. "Figures. When we need them most we can't access them. Take us up and we'll bring them over. I would assume with a single shuttle running the ammo drops are piling up. Let's get those aboard and stop as much of this as we can."

    The shuttle rose for a rendezvous with its surviving other.
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    The shuttles docked in high orbit and the reactor-bombs were transferred. A run back to the surface had Mace and the Targarians putting the first bomb in place at Gravely Point. The second was placed at the western abutment remains of the 14th Street bridge. The final bomb was moved into place at the Marine Corps Memorial, a position as close to the newly constructed bridge as they could safely find. The shuttle lifted up two kilometers.

    Mace said, "The forces are assembling for a crossing. This might be our most effective time to set those off."

    Johnny said, "Just do it. Every minute we wait we risk failing to do anything."

    Jane and Jenny nodded.

    Geerok replied, "If you'd like me to do the honors, I would be happy to do so."

    Mace shook his head. "No thanks. This is my country. I swore to defend it. Here goes..."

    The first blast on Gravely Point was almost centered in a long column of Dedrus soldiers. Thousands perished in an instant and thousands more were knocked backward, tumbling over each other as if a crashing wave. The second blast created equal carnage. The bodies that weren't incinerated were thrown like so many rag dolls. Thousands lay dead or injured.

    The third blast reached out to catch several brigades as they were forming up for a crossing. Again thousands were dead, including many who had gone out onto the hastily constructed bridge. The bridge itself remained undamaged. The soldiers next in line moved forward, passing the screaming and injured, not stopping to lend comfort or care.

    Johnny scowled. "They're crossing. Stark's people won't be able to stop that mass."

    Jenny pointed to a bioscan. "Look... here. The Dedrus... they're pouring out of the Metro tunnel by the L’Enfant Plaza Station. I thought they had that barricaded."

    Mace shook his head. "They must have broken through. D.C. is lost. Over here on the scan, Stark's troops are pulling back."

    Johnny pointed. "And back over here... there's a column heading for Falls Church. And south toward Fredericksburg."

    Two of the fighters screeched past their position, moving across the Washington Mall and the White House before pounding the retreating Humans.

    Johnny said, "This is sickening. We have to do something."

    Mace sighed. "Other than being down there on the ground, there's not much else we can do."

    As Stark's men hastily retreated, the trail from a missile shot up from below. The closest fighter pulled up hard, attempting to bank away before taking a direct hit from the shoulder-fired unit. The explosive warhead penetrated the armored ship's hull, knocking out its engine. The fighter, now without power, spiraled upward for several seconds before losing speed. As it came to a stop the force of gravity took over. The alien fighter with its heavy armor fell like a stone.

    Another missile offered a similar violent end to the second fighter. The third and fourth broke away from their approach, turning instead directly toward the shuttle. The Targarian pilot had little time to react as the closest ship again made a random maneuver, crashing into the bottom of the invisible shuttle. The damaged fighter spun out of control, arching over and crashing down a kilometer away.

    The fourth fighter now had a new target as the protective holo-image that shielded the shuttle's location had been knocked offline. Two quick bursts of laser fire from the remaining fighter cut deep into the ship's hull. Smoke and flame billowed into the cabin.

    The Targarian pilot yelled, "Brace for impact!"

    The shuttle dropped from the sky as its systems began to fail. Last-second maneuvering by the Targarian in control saw a reduced impact as the shuttle splashed down in the tidal basin in front of the Jefferson Memorial. The ramp opened and water flooded in, dousing the flames.

    Mace opened a comm. "Move out! That fighter will be targeting the wreckage!"

    The group moved into the murky water of the basin as several laser bolts impacted parts of the upper hull that remained out of the water. As Mace and the others came ashore, another missile trail reached up from the north lawn of the White House, this time missing its target as the Dedrus fighter banked hard away. The craft's attention then returned to Stark's Humans as they fled north. No further missile trails were seen as the fighter blasted positions in and around what had once been considered downtown Washington, D.C.

    Jane led as they moved up under the dome of the Jefferson Memorial. "So what do we do now, Mace?"

    Johnny said, "We could go take back the Metro tunnels, but it wouldn't do us much good with that bridge up there. We need to destroy it if we want to stop this horde."

    Mace replied, "I'd have to guess they are moving two hundred thousand across the river. Those other two forces look to be about equal. That means we have two hundred thousand moving toward Falls Church and another two hundred thousand towards Richmond. I think we just have to pick one force and then focus on stopping it."

    A shuttle ramp lowered just on the south side of the memorial. A Targarian was standing in the doorway. "Please hurry. We cannot risk that fighter seeing us."

    The group hustled up the ramp and the shuttle was away.

    Mace said, "Take us back to Gellos. We'll re-plan from there."

    "Those troops are moving now," said Jenny. "We could be down there at least slowing their progress."

    Mace shook his head. "We need rest. You've all been at this for hours. We'll come back when we have a strategy that's more than just taking potshots."

    A micro-wormhole opened and the shuttle slipped through to open space. A second jump was made to Gellos.

    As they walked down the ramp to the deck, Johnny said, "We should have destroyed that shuttle."

    Mace winced. "It doesn't have the self-destruct our warships had. We never had a chance to build it in. I'll see if Jeff can rig something up to take back with us. If so, I'll have him make four. One for the Fortune, one for Jasper's gunboat, one for this shuttle, and one for the shuttle we just lost."

    Mace and Johnny walked to the science lab.

    Jeff said, "Sad to hear we lost another ship."

    Mace replied, "We need a self-destruct for the shuttles. Our technology is on there and we can't leave it for the Dedrus to find."

    Jeff nodded. "It’s on the list. We've just had a shortage of time to implement these things."

    Johnny said, "Well, the time has come. We lost a shuttle today and it's sitting right where the Dedrus can get at it. These battlesuits and those shuttles are the only advantages we have. We lose those and this fight is lost."

    Mace asked, "Any progress in the last few hours on rebuilding our parts stock? We could use more of the reactor-bombs."

    Johnny said, "The enemy is already on the move. Unless we have them grouped up, those aren't very effective."

    Mace shook his head. "I don't think that's true. We could make efforts to bunch them up. I was thinking… why couldn't we just drop them from the shuttle. Add an altimeter switch to the trigger and just push them out the door. No carrying them around or having to place them to the side. Doc? Could we build something like that?"

    Jeff nodded. "We could. I'll put a team on it if you like."

    Mace nodded. "I like. And if your team can conjure up any other bombs we could drop, I'd like to hear about it."

    Mace and Johnny headed for the dining hall.

    Johnny said, "So we're gonna turn our shuttle into a bomber?"

    "If we can. We don't have any other effective weapons."

    A comm came in from Jordan Crawford. "Just checking in. How are things on Earth?"

    Mace replied, "We lost a shuttle. What's your status out there?"

    "Same as before. I catch up to a horde of ships, scorch a few, and the rest jump away."

    Mace asked, "Have you made any attempt to contact them?"

    Jordan nodded. "With every jump. I make my plea over the general comm and it gets ignored. The EM waves from our ships should be having impact soon. I'm hoping for a response once that happens."

    Johnny said, "What are the chances of you coming across a freighter or two loaded with munitions during your travels?"

    Jordan replied, "Actually I've roasted a few dozen freighters. If you like, I'll start checking them for content before doing so. Which is not a bad idea anyway. We might do well out here being back in the pirate business."

    Johnny looked at Mace. "We should have been doing that all along. Let the Dedrus supply us with weapons or any other resources we need."

    "Mr. Crawford, you have two Targarians there with you. What are the chances you could hijack a Dedrus warship and fly it back here for us to make use of? I can't believe we didn't think of this before. We're burning ships that we could be capturing and using to build a new fleet. With a single ship we could annihilate the Dedrus on Earth. They would have no defense against it."

    "I'll see what I can do, Mr. Hardy. I think we could all use a break from the chase."

    A half dozen small bombs were put together by Jeff Moskowitz and the Targarian engineers. The shuttle was loaded and traveled back to Earth. After a flyover to get the locations of the Dedrus troops, they stopped at the downed shuttle. Dedrus personnel were crawling all over the portion of the hull that jutted from the tidal basin.

    Johnny shook his head. "I knew we screwed up by leaving it."

    "We don't know if they have anything yet."

    Mace turned to the pilot. "Take us in close and open the ramp. Johnny, Jenny, Jane, when that opens we hit that hull with everything we have. Clean them all off there. I'll jump down and deposit the bomb. Collect me over by the memorial and we'll set it off. Other than those three officers standing on the shore, there doesn't appear to be anyone else around."

    Seconds later, the ramp opened and concussion waves blasted the downed shuttle's hull. The bodies of the Dedrus investigators splashed down in the basin. None survived.

    Mace hopped down to the hull and stepped off into the cabin. After placing the bomb, a short walk across the basin bottom had him exiting by the Jefferson Memorial. The three officers looking out at the shuttle were sent flipping and rolling across the grass. Mace hopped onto a lowered ramp and walked back into the cabin.

    "Give us some separation and I'll do the deed."

    A white hot explosion scattered bits of the gatrellium-covered hull in a thousand directions.

    Mace said, "Find the force that crossed the Potomac. We have a few extra of these. I want to see what they'll do if dropped from this ship."

    Johnny said, "They won't survive hitting the ground."

    Mace nodded. "I know. I plan on setting them off a few meters above the ground."

    "Think you can be accurate enough with that strategy?"

    Mace replied, "If I'm not, then we've only wasted one bomb. Jeff plans on having more of these once we get back."

    The horde of Dedrus fighters that had gone north were closing in on the outskirts of Baltimore. Stark's men were making a stand in the woods surrounding the old Baltimore-Washington Parkway. It looked their fallback would be a final stand at the interchange with I-195. Twenty thousand Humans were dug in and waiting, having soundly defeated the Dedrus force at Baltimore-Washington International the week before.

    Fighting erupted as the Dedrus troops advanced on the interchange at Pitcher Memorial Highway. A thousand rifles opened up on the first of the kilometers-long column to arrive. Soldiers jerked and fell, stunned and bruised, but their battlesuits held. A second volley less than a minute later saw several hundred more fall. As the third group of Dedrus regulars came forward, the first two sets began collecting themselves. Instead of moving toward the rear, they fanned out to the sides to continue the advance.

    Mace said, "Place us directly above that pack and open the ramp facing toward our troops."

    As the ramp lowered, Mace walked down to the end.

    Johnny said, "Man, you need to come back for a tether. That is senseless."

    Mace held out a bomb as he stared straight downward. After several seconds of judging his position to be good, the bomb was released. Eight seconds later it approached the ground and detonated. Fifty Dedrus soldiers fell under the concussion wave that was created. Mace walked back up the ramp as it closed.

    Johnny commented. "Unless we have a thousand of those it's not gonna do us much good."

    Mace nodded. "We don't have any good alternatives."

    The Targarian pilot offered a suggestion. "Mr. Hardy? What if we use the ship as a ram?"

    Mace replied, "I don't follow."

    The pilot continued, "I fly in along the highway at a meter off the surface. Any soldiers standing in the way will be decapitated."

    Johnny asked, "Will our shields hold up to hitting that much mass?"

    The pilot replied, "At these atmospheric speeds, certainly."

    Johnny frowned. "How was it that other fighter that rammed us did damage?"

    The pilot shrugged. "Perhaps with its mass and speed? Perhaps because it was a hard mass where those soldiers will be soft?"

    Mace said, "It's worth a shot. Take us back ten kilometers and come at them from behind."

    Johnny said, "The back of that column is made up of those light tanks. We hit those and we take damage."

    The pilot replied, "I can lift just over those before impacting the column."

    Mace nodded. "Make it happen, Captain. What is your name, by the way?"

    "Durrok Furke," replied the Targarian pilot.

    "Captain Furke, take us around. Let's see what kind of damage we can do."

    The shuttle sped back to just south of Laurel before sweeping around and cruising along at five meters above the ground at four hundred kilometers per hour. The light tanks at the rear of the column quickly came into view. As the shuttle slid past, a strong wash of air followed, rocking the vehicles as they rolled along.

    Durrok Furke pushed down ever so slightly on the joystick in his right hand. The shuttle dipped into the column of marching soldiers; bodies were ripped in half and scattered. The sensor cameras went green with Dedrus blood.

    The Targarian pilot pulled up on the stick.

    "What happened?" Johnny asked.

    The Targarian sighed. "I cannot safely fly without visual."

    The back-facing camera told of the effectiveness of the strategy. Fifteen hundred Dedrus regulars had been wiped out in only a second.

    Johnny said, "We need windshield wipers or what?"

    Mace nodded. "The Pawtuxet River is over to our left. Take us in for a dip. See if we can clear up those cameras."

    The shuttle banked left, dropping to a few hundred meters before taking a slow run down into the waiting water. When she emerged, the forward camera views had cleared.

    Mace pointed. "Take us back around for another run. If they're dumb enough to stay on the road they deserve what's coming."

    A second run provided results similar to the first. Nearly two thousand Dedrus soldiers were taken from the fight. A third run using the same strategy would not present itself. The soldiers marching on the roadway moved down into the tree line on either side of the parkway.

    Durrok Furke moved back to the front of the column. where the fight could be observed from a kilometer up.

    "Wow," said Mace. "They are pushing right through that interchange. Stark's men are already pulling back from both sides."

    Johnny said, "What bothers me is they haven't even used their weapons. They're just taking their beating and continuing on."

    Durrok said, "Mr. Hardy, the light tanks are advancing."

    Mace flipped the display over his arm pad until it faced down the highway going south. "Two minutes until they arrive. What can we do?"

    Johnny said, "We could go in slow and push them off the road."

    Durrok turned the shuttle to face the onrushing light tanks. Ahead of them, bodies on the roadway were flying into the air for no apparent reason.

    "Mr. Hardy... behind the tanks... I think it may be Mr. Stark."

    Mace yelled, "Take us up!"

    Durrok's reaction was too slow. They jerked wildly as a second shuttle collided with them and they spun out of control. Mace and the others were thrown violently around the cockpit. Warning lights flashed and alarms buzzed as the cabin began to fill with smoke. Durrok Furke did his best to right the ship just before it crashed into the roof of a former soda bottling company that sat just off the highway.

    The ramp opened upward and dust and debris fell into the cabin. The shuttle was upside down.

    Durrok Furke was the first to move, unlatching his belt and dropping to the ceiling. A rattled and confused Jane was helped to her feet and led to the open ramp. A five meter jump had her on the concrete floor of the facility, her battlesuit making the long drop possible. Twisted metal trusses and sheet steel showed a hole above into the bright sunny sky.

    Durrok returned, assisting Jenny, then Johnny, and then Mace.

    After hopping down to the ground, he said, "We should go."

    Mace nodded as he nursed a bruised and bleeding leg.
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    Jane said, "Johnny... your holo-projector, is it off?"

    Johnny checked on his arm pad. "It is now. Permanently.

    Mace said, "We need to make our way back to the cave."

    Johnny glanced back at the shuttle. "We need to blow her. And we should take those other bombs and any supplies we can carry with us."

    Mace looked up as smoke poured out of the open ramp. "Can you make that jump?"

    Durrok Furke stepped forward. Using the added abilities built into his battlesuit, he leapt perfectly up and into the doorway of the shuttle.

    Johnny shook his head. "The boy's gonna take all the glory."

    Durrok appeared back in the door. "Four of the five remaining bombs are intact. The fifth is damaged."

    Mace said, "Toss it down with the others. Activate one of the good ones and leave it."

    Johnny patted Fatso Geerok on the shoulder. "For an old man you just keep on going. No bumps or bruises?"

    Geerok replied, "We teach our soldiers to relax. You are more likely to sustain injury if you remain rigid."

    Johnny chuckled. "Hardly had time to think about it."

    Geerok nodded. "Hence the need for training."

    Several minutes later, the group walked away from their transport.

    Johnny looked around at the machinery as they headed for an exit. "Wish this line was running. I could use a little caffeine boost."

    Jane laughed. "Caffeine? Why? This action not exiting enough to keep you awake?"

    Johnny smiled. "Well, I guess I would have to say it is."

    A short walk had the group through a parking lot and looking at a high fence. Mace lifted his glove. The chain link clanged and rattled as two poles were forced over to the ground. The five survivors walked across and into the woods as the bomb in the shuttle was detonated.

    Four of Stark's men stepped out in front of them. "You'll want to come with us."

    A lieutenant raised an old military radio to his mouth. "We have them."

    A voice replied, "How many?"

    "Six. Four Humans, and I believe the others are Targarian and Mawga."

    The voice replied, "Bring them to the interchange as quickly as possible."

    "Can you run? Barns, Wier... get over here. Bring me five bodies to carry their gear."

    Mace shook his head. "We'll hang onto it if it's all the same to you, Lieutenant."

    The lieutenant replied, "Gonna be a fast march for two miles."

    Mace nodded. "We'll keep up."

    The lieutenant and three escorts moved through the woods out onto the grassy shoulder of the parkway before hustling up to the pavement. A fast jog was undertaken to the sound of gunfire and laser bursts flickering overhead.

    Johnny glanced at Mace as they ran. "Wonder why they're just now using those?"

    A burst came over the lieutenant's radio as he jogged. "The tanks are pushing forward."

    A second voice replied, "Deploy the TOW’s."

    Mace asked, "You have TOW missiles?"

    The lieutenant nodded. "TOW’s, Javelins, RPG’s. We have a full range of munitions available, but supplies are limited. They aren't making any more of them."

    "You have any Stingers?"

    The lieutenant nodded. "About half a dozen."

    Mace said, "They have a single fighter left. We destroyed the others. Take out that fighter and the skies are clear."

    The lieutenant passed the information along. The group approached a checkpoint just short of the interchange and were waved through. The contingent stopped short of a rise that went up and over a rail line. An engine and five cars were parked under the bridge.

    Mace asked as they left the roadway, "You have a functioning train?"

    The lieutenant nodded. "One of many. If there are ships in the sky we don't move. You'll also find several thousand ATV’s, motorcycles, and trailers in the woods surrounding here. Most of the vehicles in the complex just over the trees there are functional. If we can hold them on their approach to here, that's our way out."

    "You fall back to Baltimore?"

    "No, sir. We head up I-695 and then east on I-70. After that it's down I-81. The king has decreed that your cave complex in West Virginia will be our new headquarters. We'll be staging all operations out of there."

    Johnny said, "Nice of him to ask."

    The group came to a stop beside the train tracks. Malcom Stark stood in the doorway to a passenger car, his right arm heavily bandaged.

    Mace sighed, "You nearly killed us all back there."

    Stark replied, "What were the odds of the two invisible craft on this planet being in that location? Anyway, I'm glad you survived. We'll need your help to fight this war."

    "How bad is the arm?"

    Stark frowned. "Broken in three places. Now if you'll come aboard we can get moving. I have a convoy waiting to take us back to the cave."

    As Mace stepped aboard the train he took note of the only other passenger in the car. A tall, dark-skinned man sat in the first row of seats. The man stared intently at the new passengers as they each walked by to take up a seat.

    Stark stopped next to the dark man. "Mr. Hardy... others... I'd like to introduce you to George Stanislaw."

    Stark took a deep breath. "He’s the brains behind all our operations. All the planning, the negotiations, every action we take. Mr. Stanislaw is the true king. I am but a figurehead, a spokesman. And I must insist for security purposes that this information stays on this train. You will not speak of Mr. Stanislaw or of anything you learn here today."

    "Wait..." said Johnny. "You're saying you aren't even in charge?"

    Stark nodded. "As I said, I am the spokesman. I am the face of the kingdom. Mr. Stanislaw designs our strategies and gives me the orders to disseminate."

    Johnny shook his head. "Well, I give you credit for keeping the lid on that little secret."

    Mace said, "We may have a problem when we reach the cave. Jasper Collins is there. He's not very fond of you."

    Stark replied, "I will deal with Mr. Collins directly. He will see the need for cooperation."

    Stark sat, gesturing toward Stanislaw. "George will take all questions or comments from here. The pain medications I have been given are beginning to take their toll."

    George Stanislaw stood as the train began to slowly move forward. "We have much to discuss, Mr. Hardy. In fourteen minutes we will be making another stop. You will be changing modes of transportation to a caravan of armored personnel carriers and Abrams tanks."

    Johnny said, "You have tanks? Why haven't we seen them in use?"

    George grasped the edge of the seat beside him to maintain his balance. "What good are they against an enemy with warships? They’re deathtraps if the enemy controls the air."

    "How many do you have?"

    George leaned against a seatback. "Nearly four hundred."

    Jenny said, "I don't suppose you have any Apaches, do you?"

    George nodded. "Fourteen that are airworthy."

    "Why aren't you putting them to use?" Johnny asked.

    George Stanislaw stepped into the aisle. "Up until now we didn't know the enemy’s strength in the air. Their single fighter is vastly superior to what we have. Our Stingers are only handheld. The air-to-air units were all used up much earlier. I won't order an Apache up unless we have Stinger support on the ground."

    Johnny said, "Why aren't you engaging that column with tanks?"

    George slowly walked up and down the aisle. "The column advancing behind us is about to be introduced to our Abrams force. There are twenty-four M1A2’s waiting in those woods. When they’re halfway to the interchange we just left, those tanks, along with our TOW and Javelin forces, will engage. I expect it to be a hard fight, but one that will cost the Dedrus dearly. I anticipate they will prevail, but the cost will be such that it severely slows any future operations.

    "What about the other two columns of Dedrus?"

    George stopped, placing his long slender fingers atop Mace's seatback. "We have a force assembling just north of Richmond. Again, my hope is to slow their progress until such time as we can assemble the forces needed for an assault. Garrisons across the south are assembling in Atlanta for a push north to meet the Richmond column.

    "As to the third column, that will be met by us. The Philadelphia garrison is en route to Harrisburg, where they will be turning south on I-81 to join us in Strasburg, where I hope to meet and annihilate that column. Our garrisons from Pittsburgh to Columbus to Cincinnati will be sending relief to Charleston. If our efforts at Strasburg fail, Charleston, West Virginia will be our next stand. Beyond that will be Cincinnati."

    Mace gestured back toward where they had left from. "That column... you have enough forces here in the Northeast to defeat it?"

    "The remainder of our northeast contingent will make a stand at New York, and a final stand at Boston if necessary. I'm afraid both cities may have to be sacrificed as the other two columns are dealt with. If we fail in the northeast, our southern and Midwest forces, should they survive, will be brought in to deal with them."

    Johnny said, "You have two dozen M1’s back there. Those are foot soldiers. You should be able to mop the highway with them."

    George shook his head. "Unfortunately our armor is not effective against their laser weapons. A handful of strikes will penetrate a hull. Once the cockpit is exposed, a single strike cooks the entire crew."

    Mace asked, "What happened to the laser weapons we provided you with that came from the Hoorka?"

    "They have been deployed and the charges for them used. They were only mildly effective against the battlesuits we’re seeing out here. The defense of the Dedrus units far exceeds the power of the Hoorka weapons."

    Mace sighed. "We overheard some of the Dedrus talking. These aren't even their elite troops. Those are off fighting some other war. This is their second line, the regular troops. The originals were their reserves, almost more policemen than warriors."

    George asked, "Your method of defeating their ships... does it remain operational?"

    Mace hesitated before offering a response. "Yes. It's currently in use back in the Dedrus colonies, seeing to it that they don't send any more ships or troops. And if you are wondering if it could be used here, it can't. As with all wormholes, they don't function well in a gravitational field."

    George nodded. "I would be interested to hear more about this weapon."

    Mace huffed. "Yeah, well, you've just heard all you're going to hear. It won't be used by anyone else. And when we're done with it we will likely destroy it, as it's too dangerous. Don't want it to fall into the hands of anyone looking to conquer the galaxy."

    George returned to his seat. "Yes... about that. I believe we have one of two options. Either we take steps to be in control, or we will be controlled."

    Mace scowled. "Or we control ourselves and let others control themselves."

    George slowly shook his head. "In an ideal universe, yes. We, however, do not live in an ideal universe. As I said—"

    Mace raised a hand. "Save it."

    The train began to slow.

    George stood and moved to the door as the train came to a stop. "If you would care to follow me, we'll be continuing from here in an APC."

    "You don't have a bus or something a bit more comfortable?" Johnny asked.

    George replied, "We do. If you would prefer to ride with less security, you may do so."

    Johnny half smiled. "I would. Jane?"

    Jane nodded. "I'd prefer that as well."

    Mace looked at Jenny. "Preference?"

    Jenny smiled. "I'll take the bus. Being in an APC with the Dedrus fighter out there won't make a difference."

    Mace turned to face George Stanislaw. "I think we've made our decision."

    George stepped off the train and gestured toward a trail leading up to the roadway. "You'll find a bus up top. Tell the driver if you would prefer it to be private. I'm certain you would like to talk among yourselves. And here, take this radio. Communication is key to conducting a war."

    Mace nodded as he hopped onto the gravel at the edge of the tracks. "We would prefer private. And thanks for the radio. And speaking of which... you aren't worried about the Dedrus tracking you?"

    George replied, "The Dedrus don't know they are in use. Just as you didn't. This was the latest tech out of our industries, with an added bit of United Front circuitry. Standard sensors only see it as natural atmospheric noise. Guard this radio as you would your most prized technology. Currently it is exactly that for us."

    As the others stepped down, George climbed back aboard the train. "I'll be seeing to the care of Mr. Stark. Once he's been taken care of, we'll be joining you at the cave. Take care."

    George Stanislaw turned and disappeared back into the train car. A short walk had the others standing beside a bus.

    Jane gestured to the elderly driver. "You can come down. I'll be driving."

    The older man nodded, stood, and stepped down onto the pavement, disappearing behind the back of the bus as he moved to another.

    Johnny kissed Jane on the top of her helmet as she took her place in the driver's seat. When the others were aboard, she closed the door and started the engine. A handful of Stark's men boarded the bus behind theirs, and the caravan of buses and APC’s began to roll.

    Mace said, "I want to say I've seen Mr. Stanislaw before. His face is sticking with me."

    "He's even creepier than Stark," said Johnny. "Ever calm. As if he's plotting his every word or move."

    Jenny said, "Yeah, a complete lack of a sense of humor or emotion. Stark... you can at least get a smile out of him."

    Johnny turned to Mace. "What do you think of his strategy?"

    "Hard to say. He at least has one."

    Jane glanced over her shoulder. "You have any ideas?"

    Mace shrugged. "We either attack or defend. Looks like Stanislaw is preparing to play defense."

    Jenny said, "If he has Apaches, tanks, and Stingers, he must have mortars and howitzers. Our forces never engaged the aliens here. There have to be huge stockpiles of weapons remaining."

    Mace shook his head. "I think the Mawga saw to it that a large portion of those were disposed of. When Stark took control, a silent disarmament had been underway. So whatever he's gotten his hands on, it was likely because he rescued it back then."

    Jenny replied, "I never heard about that."

    Fatso Geerok said, "It was a program I instituted as soon as I arrived. I was diligent about destroying all aircraft. If Mr. Stanislaw and Mr. Stark were able to hide away a dozen or so Apaches, they did well. We were in the process of eliminating tanks and artillery pieces when Mr. Stark came to power. The program continued for months after that point. As you suggest, whatever weapons they saved are because of their own diligence."
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    The radio in Mace's hand chirped. "Mr. Hardy. I've been asked to inform you about the fight along the parkway. We engaged with our tanks, mortars, and anti-armor weapons. Our current counts place Dedrus casualties at close to three thousand. A third of their armored force was destroyed. We lost six hundred forty-eight fighters as well as all twenty-four tanks. A highly successful assault. We're hoping for even better results from our coming stand near Strasburg. And we've had reports of the Dedrus fighter being seen near Richmond. Your caravan should be secure for your journey."

    "Thank you for keeping us informed."

    The caravan quickly transitioned from I-695 to I70, heading west. An hour and a half later they reached their goal of Hagerstown and changed direction onto I-81, heading southwest. The ride down to Strasburg, depending on a clear roadway, would take another hour.

    Johnny peered out the window beside his seat as they rolled. "Other than the overgrowth, you wouldn't think it was any other day than a normal day here on Earth. I mean from back when it was normal."

    Jane said, "You saying the abandoned cars aren't a big clue that something is different?"

    Johnny chuckled. "No. I'm talking about the Earth. Had we all still been here and had decided not to maintain this growth, it would look the same. You just have this picture of the interstates in your mind that have nice neat manicured shoulders. Now you have trees coming up only a couple feet away. I actually like the more natural feel of it. It's mostly green instead of nothing but billboards and signs."

    Geerok said, "In our culture, signs were frowned upon. Digital maps and searches were available to find the business service or product you desired. I've always found your signage here fascinating, but not very pleasing to the eye."

    Jenny replied, "We were just transitioning to those technologies. If you had given us another fifty years I think you'd have seen a lot of that starting to come down."

    The caravan pulled to a stop near Strasburg, on schedule.

    An officer of Earth's defense force was waiting as they stepped off the bus. "Please come with me to the briefing room. General Tibbet will fill you in on our actions and plans.

    Mace asked, "What is this place?"

    The major replied, "This is our local HQ. Used to be a paintball sports field. The woods are littered with bunkers, trenches, and spider-holes. Advisers thought it a defensible location."

    The general paced back and forth in front of his officers as the group entered the back of a camo tent.

    "The column coming this way is being bolstered by eighty-six of those armored carriers. We've collapsed the bridge at Old Valley Pike and have fortified the area between there and the quarry going south. If we work this right, we should be able to force them off the roadway and up through this area by Cedar Creek called Stickley Run. If we can maneuver them across this land-bridge through the center of the quarry, we'll have them pinned in a good kill-zone.

    "While they're occupied with that crossing, our Abrams will come through the woods here at Cedar Creek, striking the un-armored soft underbelly of their column. They'll also be taking fire from the two thousand men of Colonel Viper's brigade. Those men will flow from these woods, following the creek bed, and then attack the rear of the column from the north side of the road. The fallback will be a return to the creek and then back to the woods. If they take the bait and follow, we have two dozen howitzers zeroed in on this field.

    "The Battle of Cedar Creek was a decisive victory for the Union during the Civil War. After taking a beating and being driven back repeatedly by the Confederate General, Jubal Early, General Sheridan rallied his troops and soundly defeated their adversary. It was the last fight the Rebs were able to muster in the Shenandoah Valley.

    "I don't think this will be the last fight for our adversaries here, though. That force is too powerful. When they break through our defenses here, we fall back to Harrisonburg, where General Wallace will be leading up the effort. You'll be briefed again at that point."

    An officer raised his hand. "Sir, Major Briggs, I was discussing this with Major Donaldson. What if we place a battalion in the woods south of I-81? We could move on that roadway after the howitzer rounds start falling. Give us ten minutes with mortars followed by rifles and we might be able to take out the entire rear of that column. Could be a real blow to their numbers."

    The general nodded. "Had you presented that two hours ago I may have considered it, Major. That force will be here within the hour. We just don't have time to safely move those fighters in place before they arrive. As it stands, this should be somewhat of a surprise. I'm counting on that to effect maximum casualties with minimal risk to our own."

    The major continued: "Sir, we have the 80th Field Artillery, who had their guns destroyed. They've been reassigned as a mortar company under Colonel Byers. Can I request we move them forward and put them in the fight? They are sitting in reserve at the moment. We also have C-Company of the 197th, thirty-two of our best snipers, easily deployed. We might do well to place them along this ridge just south of the interstate. If you approve the mortar barrage, they could keep those troops pinned up on the highway."

    The general turned and looked over the map behind him. "Here's what we'll do—a commander is nothing if he can't make adjustments. Deploy your mortars here and take half of C-Company to the ridge. The remainder will be deploying along the valley. We want to keep constant pressure on this column."

    The general gestured toward Mace. "Mr. Hardy, your group comes with me."

    Mace moved to the front of the room. "If you'd like us involved, General, we can fight. We each have stealth battlesuits... except Johnny. His is out of service."

    The general shook his head. "Not today, Mr. Hardy. You six will be transitioning to Harrisonburg with me. Colonel Anderson will be taking over from here. We expect this battle to last less than an hour."

    Mace asked, "What comes after Harrisonburg?"

    The general replied as he walked. "Lexington, and then over to White Sulfur Springs. We hope to meet up with our reinforcements from Pittsburgh, Columbus, Cincinnati, and Louisville. They should all be converging on Charleston tomorrow. That will give us two Apache helicopters, an additional thirty tanks, and eighteen thousand more soldiers."

    "No new artillery? How many pieces do you have?"

    The general replied, "Twenty-four. And they're highly mobile. And no, nothing new. The city commanders wanted to keep what they had. The king gave autonomous command to each of those commanders when it came to sharing their resources. A mistake if you ask me, but he claims it keeps them cooperating. And in the event of a critical need we know where to find those resources."

    Johnny chuckled. "You don't call this a critical need?"

    The general paused. "That's a debatable point. However, we aren't on a pure defensive here. We're calling the shots, trying to lead them into the fights we want to have. So long as that scenario holds, the king has decided it's not critical."

    The general led the group to an APC.

    Jane sighed. "What's wrong with our bus?"

    The general shook his head. "Five sets of bridges are down between here and Harrisonburg. We haven't had the time or resources to rebuild them. The ride is just over an hour. Will be a bit bumpy at the bridge crossings, but not bad. You'll survive."

    At the halfway point, the APC pulled to a stop.

    The general asked, "Any way you can link that arm pad to your radio?"

    Mace nodded. "I can give it a shot. Hold on... interesting."

    Johnny asked, "What?"

    Mace typed away on the holo-keyboard floating above his right forearm. "The radio doesn't show on the sensors."

    Johnny took the radio.

    The general said, "Press that button twice and then the down arrow. Enter in the frequency that displays."

    Johnny followed the instruction. Seconds later, a single radio channel displayed on a list on his display.

    The general said, "Have your comm broadcast on that frequency."

    Johnny nodded. "Got it. I'm out of the action, so I might as well be the radio man."

    The general pointed. "The radio should signal that a request is coming in. Accept it."

    Johnny complied.

    The general sat back. "You should be receiving a video feed any second now. When it arrives, pipe it to your display so we can all see it."

    An aerial image of the Cedar Creek battlefield site came into view, with symbols representing the friendly and enemy troops displayed.

    The general pointed. "Green triangles are our armor forces. Here and here are the infantry. Mortars here. Major Briggs' snipers… and back here are the howitzers."

    Johnny asked, "I don't suppose you have a drone in the sky that will allow us to watch?"

    The general smiled. "We don't. But we managed to get a camera up on a nearby cell tower. It has a near full view of the battlefield. We have three cameras that can be controlled from the HQ we just left. Select the right-hand sector of that display and select 'Live Feed.'"

    An image of I-81 coming down to the Cedar Creek bridge came into view.

    Jenny asked, "You mentioned you have Apaches... why aren't they being engaged?"

    The general scowled. "Those laser weapons burn right through our armor. Only takes a couple well-placed hits to bring one down. Unless we can engage with a minimum of risk to our pilots, we don't send them in. We have a small stockpile of Hellfire missiles, but those are in limited quantity, so we only make use of them as a last resort."

    Johnny pointed at the display above his arm. "Here they come."

    Two columns of armored Dedrus vehicles moved over a hilltop. Following close behind were brigade after brigade of Dedrus soldiers, including a mix of regulars and the advanced warfighters seen near Baltimore.

    The general gave the order to his field commander. "Colonel Anderson... do your worst."

    The colonel replied, "All forces are in place, General. The men are ready for this fight."

    The advancing column stopped at the collapsed interstate bridges over Cedar Creek.

    The general said, "Now we see if they take the bait. We built that bypass road to lead them right to the run between the quarries."

    The general took a deep breath and held it. Two of the armored vehicles moved off the interstate and onto the makeshift road, taking them a few hundred meters to the bridge of Highway 11. The scouts proceeded slowly across the bridge, moving out into a roadway cleared into a field that led to the path between the quarries. After a short pause in the fields, the two armored vehicles moved up to Stickley Run. Again time was taken to evaluate the route before proceeding. Once the Dedrus scouts had crossed between the quarries, the remainder of the column began to move.

    The general smiled. "Excellent. If we can separate that armor from those ground troops, that would be a decisive blow to their capabilities."

    The advancing column came to a stop at the mouth of Stickley Run.

    A voice came over the comm. "Colonel Anderson! We have a second column approaching from the Southeast along Highway 55!"

    The colonel growled. "How's that possible? Give me some numbers, Lieutenant!"

    The lieutenant spoke into another comm channel before replying: "The column stretches back more than eight kilometers, sir. Initial estimate is more than thirty thousand foot soldiers, Colonel. They must have come from the Richmond force."

    The colonel banged a fist on a map covered table. "Why are we just now seeing this?"

    The lieutenant slowly shook his head. "We have scouts watching I-66, sir. They've been moving along here... south of the river."

    The colonel looked into his comm. "General, we have one shot at making this work. We have to stop that column at the river bridge. Requesting permission to take that out with our artillery, sir."

    The general shook his head. "Denied, we shoot one of those guns and we give away our positions."

    The general grimaced in thought as he mulled over his options.

    Mace said, "General, you take us back and we'll keep them from crossing that bridge. At least for a while."

    The general opened a comm to one of his cohorts. "Derrick, I need one of your Apaches. There are two bridges crossing the north fork of the Shenandoah going into Strasburg from the southeast. One is Highway 11 and the other a train bridge about two hundred meters south. We need both of those down in the next ten minutes. Can you spare one of your birds? This is likely a one way trip."

    The army colonel, Amand Derrick, replied, "Just got the bad word, General. I'm putting her in the air now. You'll have to give me a minute before I fully commit. Could you spare another five? I'd like to bring her home if possible."

    The general nodded. "No more than that. The Dedrus will be crossing by then. If we can keep the numbers making it over to a minimum, we might be able to salvage this operation. And sorry I can't provide you with a laser designator, Colonel. We can't get one in position in time."

    The colonel came back several minutes later. "You should have your strikes in seven minutes, General. I hope this is worth burning those missiles over."

    The general replied, "The whole operation here depends on it."

    The colonel said, "We'll be firing from the hills straight south of town. You have any personnel there for a possible evac should my pilot go down?"

    The general nodded. "We'll take care of him."

    As the Dedrus troops approached the Highway 11 bridge, the armored column to the north began moving through Stickley Run. The rotors of an Apache thumped over the heads of Mace and others as it hurried toward its targets.

    Jenny remarked. "I do miss that sound."

    A scout said, "General, the Dedrus are crossing."

    A voice joined the general channel. "This is Major Delorme. I have targeting on the roadway bridge. Should have my firing position in about thirty seconds."

    The colonel in charge of the main operation said, "General, we have our target number of vehicles through the quarries, sir."

    The general replied, "Hold your fire, Colonel. If those bridges don't fall we're signaling a full retreat."

    The scout said, "Hellfire on the way... scratch one bridge! Dedrus are scattering!"

    Several laser bolts zipped past the hillside where the Apache had taken cover.

    The pilot said, "Wish me luck, sirs. I'll have to fully expose myself for this next shot."

    A video feed from the Apache flashed up on Johnny's holo-display. For several seconds an image of the railroad bridge was shown. A bright flash signaled its end. Then the camera view of the Apache went black as a Dedrus laser impacted the FLIR module.

    The pilot yelled, "Going down!"

    The general replied, "Go west if you can, Major. Help is on the way."

    Seconds later the major replied, "On the ground. Bird is shot. I have one Hellfire remaining. Sure would like to carry it out of here if I can get some help."

    The colonel cut in. "Four-man team coming your way, Major. Do what you can to have it ready. General, two-thirds of the armor has crossed through."

    The general replied, "You have the green light, Mr. Anderson. This is your show now."

    The units manning the Javelin and TOW missiles began their operations. Eight Dedrus APC’s exploded within several seconds. Laser fire erupted, blanketing the positions the missiles had come from. The remaining vehicles opened their hatches and the troops they carried streamed out. Weapons fire by the engaging Humans did little more than knock the Dedrus off balance. The occasional 50 cal round from a sniper rifle found its mark up under the chin, where a deflected round could find a soft spot in the battlesuit armor.

    As the Dedrus troops dispersed, the Abrams tanks emerged from the woods. Twelve Dedrus APC’s caught rounds from their 120mm smooth-bore cannons as the first volley was released. At the same moment, shells from the 155mm howitzers began to fall on the infantry troops who covered the field going back toward the interstate. The Abrams managed another two volleys, taking out twenty-seven Dedrus APC’s before being forced back into the woods by the laser fire from the ground troops.

    Eight of the sixteen tanks were immobilized and abandoned before reaching the cover from where they had emerged. Four of the remaining eight took heavy damage.

    Shells from the howitzers rained down on the open fields. Mortar rounds fell on the interstate. Snipers did their best to eliminate as many of the battlesuited infantry as they could. The newly arrived Dedrus troops began to ford the Shenandoah River just upstream from the downed bridges.

    Fourteen minutes after the operation had begun, the colonel in charge called for a retreat. Nothing was to be gained with a continued fight. The opposing force was too large and too powerful. The Human force moved out with haste.

  


  
    [image: collide]   Chapter 24

    
    
    

    


    

    A lieutenant approached the general's APC. "Sir, we should have casualty estimates in about four minutes."

    The general nodded. "Thank you, Lieutenant. Bring them when you have them."

    As the howitzer shells stopped falling, the video image of the battlefield came to life. Thousands of Dedrus fighters were reforming their lines.

    Johnny shook his head. "All that and they're still getting up. Hard to believe anyone would come through that."

    The lieutenant returned. "Sir, we count thirty-one APC’s destroyed... and ninety-four hundred troops killed or disabled. We lost twelve of our Abrams, the Apache, and have accounted for four hundred eighty-six of our men lost."

    The general scowled as he looked over at Mace. "All that planning and we still lost good men."

    Mace replied, "A twenty to one ratio is nothing to sneeze at, General. We could easily sustain those numbers. Not that we want to sustain any loss, but I'd say your planning paid off."

    The general shook his head. "Those are early numbers, Mr. Hardy. Our counts have been coming in much higher than initial reports for our own troops. And lower for the Dedrus. They just keep getting up.

    "And as far as the outcome of this battle, even with their losses, they have another twenty-five thousand or more troops than they had when we planned this. And we were hoping for at least fifty kills on those APC’s. Harrisonburg is now a crucial battle for us. We have to knock their numbers down. If that column makes it to Charleston before our reserves do, we'll have a tough time stopping them anywhere."

    As the general's APC began to move toward Harrisonburg, word came in from the squad sent to rescue the Apache pilot. "Sir, the rescue team reports the major is safe and the Hellfire missile has been recovered. They're moving down Highway 11 toward Woodstock, where they'll be connecting with our artillery unit."

    The general nodded. "Thank you, Lieutenant."

    The general's aide then held up a hand as a new message came in. "Sir, our sniper and mortar teams that were positioned to the west of I-81 have been captured and executed."

    The general growled before lowering and shaking his head. "That's my fault. I shouldn't have allowed a change that late. We had no emergency egress set up for those boys."

    Mace said, "No way you could have guessed that other column was gonna show, General."

    The general frowned. "I shouldn't have allowed it, Mr. Hardy. They entrusted me with this position so that mistakes like that would not happen. We needed those mortars in Lexington. Now we'll have to adjust our projections to account for their loss. This fight just got tougher. Lieutenant, where does that put the latest counts?"

    The lieutenant contacted the staff. "New estimates are... twenty-eight APC’s destroyed... sixty-five hundred Dedrus killed or incapacitated—as you said, they just keep getting up. We lost the Apache... fourteen of our sixteen Abrams, and... six hundred twelve men, sir. The Javelin and TOW teams took it hard as well. We lost eighteen launchers and thirty-two missiles."

    The general took a deep breath. "Connect me with the colonel."

    "This is Derrick."

    "Tell me about the missile teams."

    The colonel replied, "Major Conrad thought it best to give one more salvo. That turned out to be a mistake. We gave him the leeway to make that call if he thought it would be effective. It did account for six of our APC kills."

    The general scowled. "His leeway was intended to only be allowed if the risk was minimal. Put the major on the channel, Colonel."

    "Sorry, General, the major's position was overrun. He was lost. We need to adjust our metrics for those Dedrus fighters. They moved up from their positions at double the speed we projected. Their battlesuits must have some muscular assistance built in."

    Mace said, "Our suits have the same. On a flat surface I can hit more than double the speed running as I can without it. Those hardened troops must have the assistance built into their suits."

    Shortly after, the APC arrived in Harrisonburg.

    The general stepped out onto a concrete parking pad. "Mr. Hardy, I can have another transport take you ahead to Lexington or you can wait here. I have a briefing that will take at least twenty-five minutes before I'll be heading out. I'd invite you to listen in, but this isn't my briefing. General Wallace is a stickler for security."

    Mace stood. "We'll wait here if it's all the same."

    The general nodded, turned and walked off.

    Johnny and the others followed Mace out onto the concrete parking area where the APC had come to a stop.

    Mace turned to Durrok Furke. "Mr. Furke, would you be willing to run ahead to the cave to brief Mr. Collins?"

    "You only need ask."

    Mace nodded. "Please do."

    The Targarian turned and sprinted toward the southwest.

    Johnny said, "How many Dedrus are coming this way?"

    "Just over two hundred thousand," said Mace.

    Johnny winced. "And all that firepower they unleashed at Strasburg barely put a dent in their numbers. Did the general say what size force we have here?"

    "Six thousand. About double what Tibbet had at Strasburg."

    Jane placed her hands on her hips. "We need to be a part of this defense. It's silly for us to be standing by and watching when we could have effect."

    Mace nodded. "I agree. Maybe we go back up the road and take a toll as they come this way. If we just sit and wait they will be passing us by. We could harass at-will."

    Johnny scowled. "I guess I get left out of this operation."

    Jane replied, "Nothing we can do about that."

    Johnny said, "I could run and gun... or gun and run, whichever."

    Jane shook her head. "You'd just be a big target out there."

    Jenny crossed her arms. "How much damage can the four of us do?"

    Fatso Geerok stepped forward. "As much as we can. A battle is won or lost when the fighting ends. A war ends with the last battle. We are willing and able to fight. If we inflict a hundred or a thousand or five thousand casualties, it all applies to the war effort."

    Jenny stared at Geerok for several seconds, before returning a half laugh. "I know how it works. I was just making a rhetorical statement."

    Geerok bowed. "My apologies."

    Mace said, "Johnny, you'll have to hang out with General Tibbet. I'll inform him of our plans."

    Johnny replied, "I'll try to keep you informed on a comm. I can broadcast from behind the lines. You just can't respond."

    Mace patted him on the shoulder. "That would be helpful. Let us know when they're giving up the fight here or if something changes."

    Mace turned toward the building being used as the command center for Harrisonburg.

    Johnny said, "Where you going? The briefing still has fifteen to twenty minutes."

    Mace smiled just before his holo-projector kicked on. "General Wallace won't even know I'm there."

    Five minutes passed before Mace reappeared. "We have the nod from Tibbet and Wallace. It will be up to us to look after our own safety and not to interfere with their operations. Johnny, you'll stick with General Wallace and inform us if and when artillery or mortars are coming down. We'll be working on the tail end of that column so as to stay out of their way."

    Mace gestured toward the tent. "Wallace said you could join them, but you have to remain silent and out of the way. He's promised to keep you informed."

    Johnny replied, "All of you take care out there. And don't let Jane steal all the glory from the rest of you."

    Jane shook her head. "Glory is the last thing I'm looking for."

    Mace said, "We'll keep close. Tibbet gave me the current coordinates of the back of that column. They have troops coming down both I-81 and Highway 11. We'll be going out here to Highway 42 to work our way up and around them. We should be catching the tail end as they're approaching Woodstock. That's where we make our hit.

    "Jenny and I will take the interstate as that has the bulk of their force. Jane, you and Geerok hit Highway 11 at the bridge going over Pughs Run. We'll be doing the same on the interstate. And our strategy here is simple... fire and run. And keep changing directions so they can't pick up on any pattern. And each of us needs to stay within earshot of our partner. Talk to each other. As Mr. Geerok said, maybe we get a hundred, maybe a thousand. Either way, we're at least doing something."

    The fifty kilometer run to Woodstock took nearly an hour. Another ten minutes saw the two teams in position at the target bridges.

    Mace stood in the center of the interstate, looking down on the creek called Pughs Run. "I'll take the northbound, you take south. We stay here in the median. If you cross over to the outside, make sure your aim doesn't come in my direction."

    Jenny smirked. "I'll race you up to the next bridge."

    Mace replied, "Just don't give them any patterns to zero in on. For the moment, we keep between here and that next bridge. If we get this area cleaned out, we move toward the back of the column. Looks like we have at least a kilometer or two of troops making their way toward us."

    The marching columns were three-wide in each of the four directional lanes. Mace was the first to fire, sending two Dedrus soldiers flying as two others were knocked to the ground. Jenny followed with an identical shot. The marching columns of soldiers were soon scattering. The occasional laser bolt impacted the ground where Mace or Jenny had been. Jane and Fatso Geerok were following a similar strategy.

    Fifteen minutes after the melee began, Johnny broadcast a message. "Just a heads-up: the front of the column has reached New Market. That's about thirty kilometers and three hours from the Harrisonburg defense line. The artillery units are about to drop a nightmare on the interstate between New Market and Mt. Jackson. Barrage will last about six minutes. I'm sure you aren't near that area, and if so, then keep it that way. Depending on the effectiveness of this attack, they have one more like it planned. Unfortunately, that will expend the artillery stockpile for this force.

    "And just so you know... the first reports are coming in about you from the spotting scouts positioned along the way. The generals were both impressed with what they heard. Not that it's a competition or anything, but the report was approximately a hundred forty-seven dead or incapacitated on the interstate and a hundred eighty-two along Highway 11. I don't know who took which one, but keep up the good work."

    More than three hundred 155mm shells rained down on the Dedrus as they marched on New Market, West Virginia. An immediate dispersal order went out, emptying the roadways as repeated explosions tore through the pot-holed interstate and the concrete substrate beneath. Chunks of rock and tar flew in all directions. When the barrage had come to an end, another three thousand Dedrus fighters had perished, along with eight of the remaining APC’s.

    The tail end of the column was in disarray as the Dedrus soldiers under assault scattered and sought cover in the woods surrounding the roadway, always moving ever forward. The progress of the column had slowed only slightly. The bulk of the force continued to close on Harrisonburg.

    Mace found Jenny. "I think we're done here for now."

    Johnny came over the comm. "Howitzer shelling is complete. Latest count is seven APC’s and about three thousand fighters. The scouts place your numbers at about three-seventy and four-fifty. The latest report puts effort right along Saumsville Road. If you're looking for one another, that might be the place."

    Jenny said, "That's Saumsville. Should we go get them or wait for them to come to us?"

    Mace replied, "We'll go."

    After half an hour of yells, Jane and her Mawga partner were located. The foursome made their way back to Harrisonburg and to the command building where Johnny was waiting.

    "Tibbet just left a few minutes ago. He left me with a Humvee. The Dedrus have picked up their pace and are now approaching the town of Tenth Legion. They're expecting the front of that force to reach here in about forty-five minutes. You probably came across the trench-rows they plan on using. They have five sets of them that stretch out a half kilometer from either side of the interstate.

    "The first two are filled with jugs of oil sludge that will be set afire once the first troops have crossed over. As the sludge pots burn down they each have a batch of poor-mans C4 explosive packed beneath a stack of gravel. Our boys will be fighting from the next three rows of trenches with their rifles and hand grenades. Each man has four grenades.

    "When the grenades are gone, the rifles are to used to assist with their retreats. Just after the trenches is a field where mortars and snipers will rain down their terror. Next will be a dug-in line of twenty-four Abrams. When those fall, howitzers will unleash another barrage of three hundred shells. Before those start, General Wallace's army will be in full retreat. They will turn at Lexington and head over to White Sulfur Springs."

    Jane said, "White Sulfur Springs is almost to the cave."

    Johnny nodded. "Stanislaw has the generals planning to use the cave as the HQ for after Sulfur Springs. Mr. Collins will not be happy about that."

    Mace asked, "Any word from the other forces?"

    Johnny frowned. "Similar to here. The northern force has pushed through Philly and is approaching New York. After that, fighting will fall to Hartford and then to Boston. The southern group plowed through the defenses at Richmond and are now converging on Norfolk. Reports from there say the Dedrus tactics are slowly changing. They're getting harder to kill as they adapt to our strategies. The generals expect them to reach parity with our forces in about a week, which is bad news. We have about four hundred thousand fighters trained but spread across North America. At the moment they have closer to six hundred thousand. And they have better weapons."

    Jenny said, "Sounds like we could improve our odds if we had some of their laser weapons."

    Johnny shook his head. "The stock of those laser rifles has a sensor built in. They will only recognize Dedrus soldiers. We're stuck with what we have."
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    Jenny said, "This is our planet, we must have some other advantages. Maybe the generals need a few captives to interrogate."

    Johnny slowly shook his head. "They've tried. None of them will say a peep. Shock 'em, stick 'em with needles, whatever... not a whisper."

    Jenny asked, "Does that include commanders? We could round up a few if it would help."

    Johnny replied, "They haven't cracked either. What we know so far is they have quick reflexes, tough bodies, and they can adapt. They have no issue with our air or water, or our temperatures or humidity. And other than the sniper rifle hit just up under the chin, those battlesuits don't seem to have many vulnerabilities. The little goblins are just tough to kill."

    Jane remarked, "Compared to the other species we've encountered, they aren't so little. The ones we've been fighting are all at least my size. Mr. Geerok and I were knocking them down right and left, but unless you smacked them with a direct hit, they kept getting back up. I must have sent three or four thousand flying. And we got what... four hundred fifty? We need a new advantage. These gloves are great, but limited to almost one shot one kill."

    Jenny said, What we need here is a ship with a plasma cannon. Heck, even a plasma cannon mounted on a pickup would do."

    Johnny smiled. "Maybe we could resurrect Gerty and mount a cannon to her. Might even be able to salvage one from the Rogers."

    Jane smirked at the thought. "As entertaining as that would be, we would want something that was a bit better at off-roading."

    Johnny pointed to the Humvee. "Maybe we use that. Anyone think we can fit a reactor and a cannon on one of those?"

    Geerok said, "A mini-reactor could be mounted on the back. I don't know that any cannons survived the Rogers' crash, however."

    Jenny said, "Plenty of other downed craft on this planet. We just need to find one."

    Mace frowned. "Stark's men must have gone through this same train of thought a few dozen times by now. If they don't have one, it is most likely because none are available. If we had the shuttles running back to Gellos we might be able to bring a healthy supply of weapons from Promexa, or even new thunder gloves from Gellos."

    Johnny opened the door to the Humvee. "Pile in. We can discuss this as we drive to Lexington."

    Minutes later the Humvee was heading south on I-81. The right front wheel wobbled and vibrated at speeds above twenty-five kilometers-per-hour.

    Jenny laughed. "This was the best you could get? We could run faster than this with our suits."

    Johnny shrugged. "This is what the general offered. I'm guessing the motor pool is running short of vehicles these days. Anyway, just sit back and pretend you're getting a massage."

    Jenny shook her head. "Only thing that vibration is doing is making my butt numb."

    Johnny gestured out his window. "If you'd like I'll pull over and you can run alongside us."

    A loud clang was met with a lurch as the right front suspension failed, spinning the vehicle clockwise as it skidded to a stop.

    Jenny laughed. "Well, that was fun."

    Johnny walked around to survey the damage. "Looks like one of the A-arms snapped. Someone did a crappy job of welding it from prior damage."

    Mace climbed out and stared down the road. "Jenny, you thought running would be faster. Care to lead the way?"

    Jenny looked at the others. "Lexington is about sixty-five kilometers. We should be there in a couple hours... unless anyone has trouble keeping up?"

    Mace nodded. "Set the pace. We'll follow."

    An hour after the run had begun, word came in from the Harrisonburg defense. A small offensive aimed at the roadway had the Dedrus fighters spreading out into the trenched fields on either side. As planned, fire-pots were lit and the back trenches filled with grenade throwers. Snipers fired endlessly as mortar rounds fell. The fire-pots burned down and as expected the gravel covered C4 explosives detonated, but the Dedrus soldiers continued to move forward as a nearly unstoppable force.

    As the third row of trenches was breached, the Human defenders began to take heavy casualties. A complete retreat and relinquishment of the former city of Harrisonburg was ordered. A last effort was made by bombarding the fields with the artillery. After losing nearly a third of the troops in the conflict, General Daniel Wallace and his fighters limped toward Lexington. Estimates placed the Dedrus losses at just over two thousand... only a few hundred more than the Human toll.

    In a surprise move, the fifty-six remaining Dedrus APC’s roared forward, catching the retreating Humans by surprise. Before the carnage had come to an end, another eight hundred fifty Human fighters had perished. The Dedrus had lost only eighty-six. Mace and the others arrived at the Lexington HQ to a somber but hectic atmosphere.

    Mace met the general as he came from a meeting. "Heard about the latest attack. If you want, we can go back and see if there's anything we can do to those APC’s."

    The general replied, "They've already rejoined their column. We should have planned for that eventuality. They continue to adapt. They caught us flat-footed."

    Mace offered a suggestion. "After whatever battle you have planned here, we could retreat with the troops. If those APC’s show up again, we might be able to stop them. Once they are unloaded and open, we could go in and smash their controls."

    The general replied, "That move would be up to you, Mr. Hardy. If our reinforcements make it to White Sulfur Springs on time, those APC’s won't be an issue. When we leave Lexington, which I fully expect to do, we'll be blowing the I-64 bridges over the Maury River. Forcing them to cross that river will be our biggest opportunity to inflict casualties. We have teams who have four of those Mawga reactors set up to provide power. We plan to electrify that river. My engineers tell me the reactors can handle the output we need, but the transformers we're using to step up that voltage may not hold."

    Mace nodded. "Have you conducted any tests to see if it will have an effect?"

    The general replied, "Several. The captured Dedrus we used didn't walk away from it."

    Mace asked, "Would it be possible to maybe flood a roadway they are marching on and do the same?"

    The general frowned. "Not going to happen. It's taken us most of two weeks to bring this equipment in and set it up. They only finished testing it this morning."

    "How did you even know the Dedrus would come this way?"

    The general sighed. "We didn't. A major part of our strategy to date has relied on them pursuing our forces as we retreat. Getting them to turn northwest at Lexington along I-64 is crucial to us having any chance at stopping them. If we fail there, we'll be left with nothing but guerilla tactics as they march from city to city. Our biggest concern is for them to totally change strategy to a scorched Earth type tactic. They could leave the roadway and begin destroying our food production. Before the summer was out, they could have the entire North American continent begging for food or dying."

    "How long before you expect the Dedrus to arrive here?"

    "Our first defense for Lexington is at the crossing of I-84 and Highway 11. The effort there will mostly be sniping and general harassment. It's also designed to make them follow us onto I-64. The Maury River fight will be our biggest effort to date. We're hoping to inflict close to 15 percent casualties. We have eighty-five hundred men waiting to fire on them as they cross the river. As to your question... three hours. We expect them to hit the Highway 11 crossing at that time. Maury River a half hour later."

    Mace returned to the others. "They have two lines of defense here. The first at the Highway 11 interchange we just passed. The second at the I-64 Maury River crossing. That second one is the major stop. Anyway, I think I know what I'd like us to do. When the interchange fight ends, we engage. Our job will be to slow their progress until those retreating troops are safely away."

    Mace gestured toward a mess tent. "We have a few hours before they arrive. I suggest we take advantage of any food they can offer. This whole HQ will be getting torn down in about twenty minutes."

    The group settled in for a feast of nutrient bars and filtered water. The short rest was used to discuss options for defending the upcoming retreat. Each suggested idea ended with a return to the tried and true. Run and gun would once again be their method of stalling the Dedrus troops.

    The advancing column moved through the Highway 11 crossing without slowing. Sniper kills numbered close to three hundred. Human losses—seventy-six. Mace, Jenny, Jane and Geerok covered the retreat. The I-64 bridge over the Maury River was crossed and the supports blown. The collapse left only a water crossing. General Tibbett's troops were dug in and waiting.

    Mace walked into the HQ tent located in a field beside Kerr's Creek. "General, is there a position we can take as backup to anyone?"

    "We're expecting the bulk of the crossing to occur on the west side of the bridge. See Captain Holt, she'll point you to where she most needs you."

    The group, including Johnny, jogged the short distance to the farm that bordered the river. The captain was found in the barn, briefing her officers.

    "We need results. You men have been told of the one vulnerability on their battlesuit. See to it that they take advantage of it. We have five layers of berms with gaps for retreating. Positions must be held as long as possible. I know some of you men drew the short straw and go to the first berm. Tell them to hold fast until breach is imminent. Do your best to keep their troops in that water for as long as possible. The shocks from those reactors will be coming about every thirty seconds. Keep them wet and we just might reach our goals."

    Mace raised his hand. "Captain, we just came from Tibbet. I'm Mace Hardy. My squad is here for your use. Tell us where you'd like us to be. Our weapons are ideal for knocking the Dedrus back into the water. We can even replace some of those front-liners if you want."

    The captain nodded. "Sergeant Visoc, pick five lucky men right along this berm. Move them to berm four. Mr. Hardy, place your people here. Use the gaps in the berms behind you for retreats. And don't linger too long at that front berm, it's set to blow once they reach it. You want to play hero, you might just go up with it. Understand?"

    Mace nodded. "We don't have a death-wish, Captain. Expect us to fall back with your other forces."

    The captain rolled up the map she had laid out on a workbench. "Good. You can take your positions. If needed, you have about fifteen minutes to go down to scout the river's edge. That will give you some perspective as to what the enemy will be looking up at. And I'd advise you to keep your heads down behind those berms as much as possible. One strike from those lasers and you're finished."

    A short walk had the group standing on the river's edge, looking back toward the defenses.

    Jane offered a sarcastic thought. "Piles of dirt to protect us. I feel better already."

    Johnny pointed. "That berm to the left of the tree gives the best view of this bank."

    Jane replied, "It does, but you won't be there."

    Johnny turned. "Why?"

    Jane made a hump shape with an extended glove finger. "Because you'll be behind the second row. They can see you, which makes you a big fat target. And you have the link to the general's command channel. Take what shots you can safely take, but otherwise keep your head down and keep us informed."

    Johnny's protests fell on deaf ears. The group moved up to the most vulnerable berm, laying on their bellies as they discussed the fields of fire. Johnny sulked as he walked to behind the second row of berms.

    A handful of scout vehicles pulled to a stop at the edge of the downed bridge. The Human force waited patiently for any attack order. Fifteen minutes passed before anyone spoke.

    Mace said, "Hold all fire until they reach this side of the riverbank."

    Johnny comm forwarded a call for the HQ tent. "This is Tibbet. Abandon all posts. I repeat... abandon all posts. Fall back. The Dedrus have ignored our invitation and bypassed the Maury. The bulk of that column is now approaching us from the south along Highway 60. They crossed the Maury in town. Drop back to our fortifications at Longdale Furnace. We'll make our stand there. This is complete and immediate force pullback. Drag your feet and you'll be swimming in Dedrus."

    The soldiers surrounding the group turned and jogged back uphill toward the farmhouse and barn. Laser bolts rained down from the far side of the river as the troops retreated.

    Mace yelled, "Do what you can to stop those lasers. Johnny, get your ass back with the others! We'll catch up at Longdale."

    Johnny replied, "Already on my way."

    Several dozen pulses from the group’s thunder gloves brought the laser fire to an end. The Dedrus troops retreated to their APC’s and were off to rejoin the column.

    Jenny said, "That bridge in town they are crossing... what are the chances we could knock out its support columns with these gloves?"

    Jane replied, "Only one way to find out."

    Mace said as he looked over a holo-map, "We cross just south of here at the downed local bridge. From there it's a three kilometer run to where they are crossing. We'll see what we can do to those columns when we get there."

    After a ten minute run, the team stood under the east end of the bridge as the Dedrus crossed overhead.

    Jane shook her head. "Don't think this is gonna do much. Look how shallow that water is. They can ford right across without blinking an eye. What do we gain... five minutes of disruption?"

    Mace replied, "That's five minutes Tibbet's men don't have right now."

    Jenny nodded. "I say we give it to them."

    Johnny broadcast on the comm. "The Dedrus APC’s are attempting to cut off the retreat. They'll be hitting the bulk of our soldiers in about four minutes."

    Mace turned to face the closest bridge piling. A tight spread adjustment was made to the output of his thunder glove and a test round fired, liberating a chunk of concrete from the piling.

    "Jane, you and Geerok continue here. Tight spread. Jenny and I will take the other piling."

    The bridge began to shake as each round pounded into a piling. Curious scouts came to the bridge abutment edge to report on what they were seeing. Chunks of concrete were being blown away from the bridge supports. However, there was no indication of where the destruction was coming from.

    The piling supporting the inbound lanes gave way first. The lanes it held up tumbled ten meters as the other piling split and folded, causing a complete collapse of all lanes. In the aftermath, the Dedrus soldiers began to slowly pick themselves up.

    Johnny called out: "The APC’s have stopped and are turning! Hope that was from you guys! If so, keep doing whatever it is you're doing."

    Mace and Jenny joined Jane and Geerok on the roadway back to the farmhouse.
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    Johnny again called out. "APC’s have stopped... they are turning back this way. We might need your help up here to deal with them."

    Jane said, "We should run, and run fast. That idiot will put himself right in the middle of that mix."

    A sprint had the foursome back across the river and back onto I-64. They reached the retreating column of Human fighters just as the APC’s were closing in.

    Jane said, "Johnny Tretcher, you get your ass back away from those vehicles. If you want to help, you better be doing it from a distance."

    Johnny replied, "I'm on the interstate just to the south of them. I'm taking cover with the others here."

    Mace said, "Good. We should be passing you any second. Pass it on for the men there to not take shots at the Dedrus. We don't need to get shot in the back. Let us take care of them."

    Johnny was quiet for several seconds. "The general just passed out that order. I would proceed with caution though. The temptation will be there for the snipers to get into position and to take shots."

    Mace replied, "Tell the general to reiterate that order. We need that order to be clear or we aren't going in."

    Johnny came back several seconds later. "The order just went out. He added a few thoughts about what he might do should anyone get a happy finger. You should be good to go."

    The APC’s drove into the scattered groups of retreating soldiers. As the hatches opened and the Dedrus troops began pouring out, concussion waves were waiting. Bodies flew, some slamming back into the vehicles from whence they emerged.

    At each vehicle, they pounded several rounds up into the control console inside. As the eighth vehicle pulled to a stop and the door lowered, four rounds caught the soldiers inside before they could make the hatch. The two dozen Dedrus fighters inside were pushed and compacted into the front portion of the cabin. None would fight again. The remaining vehicles turned, heading back toward the approaching Dedrus main column.

    The retreat order went out to the Humans and the soldiers again filled all lanes of the interstate, heading northwest toward Longdale Furnace. Mace and the others caught up to Johnny as he ran along with the others.

    Johnny chuckled as they appeared beside him. "Now that was perfect timing if I've ever seen it. Just mad I wasn't able to participate."

    Jane said, "You don't have the projector, you don't fight unless you have to."

    Johnny frowned. "Can't say that to the rest of these guys. Makes me feel kind of like a heel."

    Jane said, "You're too vital to this team and too vital to me. There will be plenty of fighting coming up. So you aren't missing out on anything."

    Mace said, "When we get back to the cave, we'll see if there are any of those projector heads available. Until then we need you to keep your head down and be our eyes and ears with this force. The info you just gave us helped to keep them from slaughtering the remainder of this retreat. I'm sure the men here will be thanking you a-plenty for that."

    Johnny sighed. "Not necessary."

    Mace said, "This Longdale Furnace we're heading to... it's essentially a long mountain pass. We'll have firing angles down onto the roadway from either side."

    Jenny replied, "Our job here is just to slow them down. Any word on the relief troops?"

    Mace pulled up a holo-map. "They are supposedly at Beckly and heading this way. At the moment it's a race to see who reaches White Sulfur Springs first. Wallace and Tibbet are here with us. General Jarvis is setting the stage in Sulfur Springs."

    Jane shook her head. "Even with those relief troops we only have a combined force of twenty-five thousand. We'll be going up against a force of two hundred thousand that are better armed. Who doesn't see that as a major problem?"

    Johnny replied, "We'll have three times the artillery, more mortars, more snipers, grenades, you name it. They are bringing supplies. We should have enough tanks, Javelins, and TOW’s to finish those APC’s. We'll have the superior fighting position, and we're fighting on our own turf. I'd say we have a shot at this."

    Mace glanced over his shoulder looking back down the interstate. "This is a numbers game we're playing. If we cut them down by half it will give Stanislaw reason to put together another large force. So far they haven't been destroying infrastructure or crops. Like the general said, they keep that up and we have a fighting chance."

    Johnny said, "Hold on... new message... they downed that last Dedrus fighter craft over Norfolk... the skies are now clear."

    "Well, at least that's one good bit of news today," said Jane.

    The battle just west of Longdale Furnace lasted just over an hour. The high ground and the previously dug-in positions served to slow the Dedrus forces for most of two hours. Another dozen Dedrus APC’s were destroyed along with seven thousand troops. It was far short of the thirty thousand they had hoped to annihilate before joining up with General Jarvis.

    As the Human troops retreated, explosives strapped to the bridges over the Cowpasture River were detonated and the bridges collapsed. Again, only buying time for the defending force to move toward their destination. Each bridge crossing along the westward I-64 route was brought to the ground by the last of the retreating force. Countless trees had been cut and moved into the roadway between Clifton Forge and Callaghan.

    The retreat march ran through the night and into the next morning, ending as former homes and business on the eastern edge of town came into view. As the interstate turned to head into the downtown area, a huge mound of dirt became visible. A five-meter concrete wall had been positioned across the road and back-filled with a fifteen meter mound of earth.

    The approaching horde was to be steered back onto Highway 60 and through the myriad of golf course greens before coming to the defenses on the west end of town. A similar concrete-earth wall had been constructed there, cutting off the mountain pass between White Sulfur Springs and the town of Caldwell.

    Mace entered the HQ tent sitting on property that had previously housed a nursery.

    General Shane Jarvis was standing in front of a map. "The reinforcements are two hours out. Plans for deployments are being passed around and reviewed as they approach. They should be moving into position as soon as they arrive."

    Tibbet replied, "We may not have two hours."

    Jarvis scowled. "Then we make it. My bigger concern is a decision by them to not fight. They could just walk up and over any of those mountains and we'd have no way of stopping them. I'm sending in a brigade to ensure that force keeps moving this way. If you have any way to slow their progress I will consider it. We can fight here. This is our best opportunity to knock them down to size.

    "Now I haven't told anyone this, but we should be closer to thirty-five thousand strong when they arrive. We will have more artillery, mortars, snipers, and tanks than our plans call for. I've had a contingency deployment in place for three days now. When that force arrives, we will be giving the Dedrus a decent fight."

    Mace stepped forward. "General, I'd like to offer my team as a possible means to slow them down, sir."

    The general looked Mace up and down. "Who are you and how many men do you have?"

    "Well sir, there are only four of us. I'm Mace Hardy, sir."

    Shane Jarvis looked at Tibbet. "This is the man that has continuously fouled up the king's plans?"

    Tibbet replied, "It is. And he's a patriot. Has been instrumental in my and Wallace's forces making it here. I will personally vouch for him."

    Wallace added, "That goes for me also, Shane. He's 100 percent on our team."

    Jarvis gestured toward the tent door. "Go then. Do what you can. Just keep in mind we are only interested in slowing their progress."

    The general grabbed the hair on the sides of his head. "What am I saying, you are four people... do your best, Mr. Hardy. Whatever that may be."

    In an instant Mace Hardy disappeared from view. General Shane Jarvis squinted his eyes with a suspicious look before returning to his map.

    Mace popped into view in front of the others. "We have a new mission. The Dedrus must be slowed. Our forces are still two hours out. We either buy the men here extra time or they will be sacrificed to hold this line."

    Jane nodded. "Let's get to it then."

    A Blackhawk helicopter came into view, and landed in a field beside Mace and the others.

    A crewman jumped out. "You Hardy?"

    Mace nodded. "Yes."

    The crewman gestured. "Hop on. General Tibbet ordered you a ride. We'll be dropping you in Callaghan. Should give you about ten minutes before the Dedrus get there."

    The Blackhawk flew low and fast, settling in the parking lot of a former elementary school. A minute later it disappeared behind the surrounding hilltops.

    Mace said, "Let's hustle. There's a rail line just south of here. The bridge over it was collapsed during the retreat. We should be able to create chaos at that crossing."

    A fast sprint had the foursome in position as the first Dedrus units were coming into view. Six APC’s pulled to a stop and their crews exited. Trees were cleared from the banks leading down to, across the tracks, and up the other side. Mace, Jenny, Jane, and Geerok took the opportunity move in behind the workers and to destroy the vehicles before turning their wrath on the soldiers below. A flood of foot soldiers came forward.

    The tracks saw hundreds die as their bodies were thrown in every direction. The Dedrus fighters, searching for whatever mayhem was causing their demise, suddenly turned and ran up the bank which they had come down from. Laser pulses flooded the area as Mace, Jenny, Jane and Fatso Geerok fled.

    As they took cover in the woods, Mace said, "We fall back to the next collapsed bridge over Dunlap Creek. We can take up firing positions to the north and south, up and down the creek."

    Jenny shook her head as she tried to stand and instead went down on one knee. "Sorry, Hoss. I'm out."

    Jane said, "You're hit!"

    Jenny held up a hand. "It's not critical. Burns like heck but I'll live. I have to get it tended to though. I won't have the concentration needed to fight."

    Mace knelt beside her. "One of us will take you back."

    Jenny shook her head. "Nope, you have work to do. I can manage."

    Jane winced. "On one leg?"

    "We're at war. You need to delay that column. Don't worry about me. When I get a couple kilometers back I'll comm Johnny to send help."

    Mace stood as he let out a long breath. "Here's what's happening: I'll carry you to a safe location. Jane, you and Geerok take position at Dunlap. If they reach it before I get back, do your best to cause confusion and then fall back to the next bridge. I'll meet you there."

    Jenny grabbed Mace on the arm. "You need to be here. I can manage."

    As she attempted to stand, again she fell back on one knee. Mace reached down, scooping her up into his arms. A head gesture had Jane and Geerok moving toward the former Dunlap Creek bridge. Mace ran alongside carrying Jenny.

    Mace asked, "You gonna be able to move once I set you down? I'm not just leaving you in the roadway."

    "I'll manage. Get me on even ground and I'll hop on one leg if I have to. They trained us to be tough. This is my call. You get me up to that bend in the interstate and I only have one collapsed bridge to navigate. After that, it's ten or more kilometers of flat road. I should hit the other troops they’re sending this way long before that stretch runs out. Somebody will be there to help. You just do what you can to slow those Dedrus down."

    Mace dropped Jenny several kilometers up the road, then turned and sprinted back toward the others. The delay at Dunlop Creek was short-lived. The column was beginning to spread out to either side of the interstate as it advanced. Jane caught Mace's attention, yelling out as they retreated to the next bridge at Indian Draft Road.

    "They plowed right through us... just kept moving."

    "We just keep doing what we can."

    Geerok offered a suggestion: "Perhaps we would do better by moving further back in the column. If we place ourselves in the middle and then fight going back through the column, those in front might turn back to assist."

    Mace shook his head. "We can't put ourselves in that situation. Out front we can always punch and run. We get in the middle and if any of us get caught we compromise the others and these suits."

    Johnny came over the comm. "The force following you has set themselves up about four kilometers back. They'll be positioned on top of a set of dirt embankments. If they have to fall back, it will be up and into the mountain woods. I'm sending the coordinates."

    The fight at Indian Draft Road was also brief.

    As Mace, Jane, and Geerok moved back along the interstate, Johnny broadcast a comm. "They just picked up Jenny and are sending her back. They have another assault being readied at a place called Jerry's Run. Then the Virginia–West Virginia border. After that they'll be here. The general says the reinforcements are still over an hour away."

    A stand was made at the dirt banks. The mammoth Dedrus column was only slowed for minutes. The Human fighters scattered up into the woods as hundreds of Dedrus regulars followed in pursuit. Small fires, kicked up from laser blasts, dotted the hillsides.

    The next fight at Jerry's Run went off with even less effect. The column continued to push forward. Then the final fight at the state border proved equally as fruitless. Mace, Jane, and Geerok hustled back to the main defenses at White Sulfur Springs. Mace opened a comm to Johnny at the general's HQ. Johnny patched the comm through to the generals.

    Mace said, "We only bought us a few minutes."

    Tibbet replied, "You did what you could. We'll have to hold here on our own for fifteen minutes. You can join any of our lines, move back here, or if you want to position yourselves down the road at Thacker Draft, you could possibly disrupt their final advance on us while staying out of our line of fire."

    Mace nodded. "We'll do that. And when you say hold for fifteen minutes, are you saying fifteen from now or fifteen from when the Dedrus reach us?"

    Tibbet scowled. "The latter. We're on our own for that period of the fight. We have to stop that column. They take our pre-dug positions here and there's nothing left for us to do but run."

    Mace exited the forward defenses. "Come on, we're going back to about three kilometers south of town. We'll just have to do as much damage as we can."

    Twenty minutes later the Dedrus APC’s moved past their position. The thunder gloves were used against the first of the marching troops that followed. A retreat was made when random laser pulses began to blanket the hillside around them, setting the trees ablaze. A sprint down onto the interstate had the trio moving north past the advancing APC’s.

    They reached the defenses at the southern end of White Sulfur Springs before the first shots were fired. As Mace and the others took position in the first available trench, the Dedrus APC’s came into view.

    A nearby captain held up his hand. "Don't waste ammunition on those carriers. Target individuals. And make those shots count. Right up under the chin is optimal. If you don't have the shot, your secondary target is a foot. That knocks them down, and right now we are all about slowing their progress."

    Seconds later, a barrage of artillery rounds fell on the APC’s. Fifteen were destroyed as the others raced forward. A string of IED’s laid by the roadside brought the remaining number of APC’s down to a dozen. Those vehicles came to a stop in front of the concrete wall and emptied, their troops scrambling to the sides of the road only seconds before a second artillery barrage destroyed the empty vehicles.

    The Dedrus troops following switched from a slow jog to a sprint as the Human positions in the hills became apparent. Additional IED’s and other boobytraps were set off, taking out hundreds of the initial groups of Dedrus fighters. Five minutes of fighting saw the frontline positions quickly overrun. Mace and the others retreated, hustling around the built-up wall, through the town of White Sulfur Springs, past the famed Greenbriar Hotel, and onto the golf courses that had once offered sport to the guests and dignitaries.

    Ten minutes later, Mace walked into the general's HQ. "They're right behind us. How far back are the reinforcements?"

    Tibbet replied, "Twenty minutes. They've almost reached Alta."

    Mace said, "Twenty? The Dedrus will be all over us in ten. You have anywhere our weapons might be effective?"

    Tibbet pointed at a wall map. "This ridge beside the tracks. We have all our sniper force up on that hillside. If you can offer them any protection it would be a help."

    Rumbles could be heard in the distance.

    Tibbet sighed. "They've reached the old golf course area. We have enough rounds to lightly blanket that space for another five or six minutes. You'll need to hustle if you want to make it to the snipers before they do."

    A dozen staffers began to disassemble the equipment in the HQ as the generals began their move to the next fallback. It would be a short move to Lewisburg, where a new HQ was being put together. The space at Organ Cave would not be used.

    Mace, Jane, and Fatso Geerok sprinted toward the sniper position, reaching it only moments before the first of the Dedrus. The enemy soldiers fell in position for most of a minute, hundreds dying before a thousand laser pulses impacted the hillsides where the snipers were dug in. Trees split, fell, and burned all around as the snipers continued to fire. There would be no retreat from their positions. White Sulfur Springs would be a fight to the death.

    During those few minutes, two hundred twelve of the two hundred forty-eight man sniper force gave their lives in defense of Earth. It was a sacrifice that would be repeated over and over for the ten minutes that followed as the Dedrus column reached the built-up earth wall. Mortar rounds fell, hand grenades were tossed, and mayhem ensued. None of it was enough to stop the onslaught of Dedrus soldiers.

    Hundreds of Dedrus marched through a dammed-up Howard Creek. A powerful electric shock was administered, knocking down close to a thousand. Most rose again to continue the fight.

    Laser fire bombarded the trench-lined, man-made hill that blocked the valley. Rows of trenches, dug into the surrounding hillsides, offered firing positions down onto the Dedrus as they filled the small valley. Bodies in dark gray battlesuits soon littered the valley floor. But thousands more took their place.

    Mace, Jane, and Geerok moved back and forth along the burning hillside, continuing to rain down death on the invaders as the Dedrus troops began to climb. Fires burned, explosions and weapons fire echoed, but the Dedrus kept coming. The first and second trench rows were quickly overrun. Suddenly, four Apache gunships appeared, spraying the hillsides with their M230 chain-guns, the powerful 30mm rounds penetrating the battlesuits of the attackers. The counter-assault was short lived however, as Dedrus lasers ripped into their hulls. Three of the four ships retreated; the fourth dropped to the valley floor, consumed in laser fire.

    Johnny came over the comm. "Reinforcements are here! And there are a lot of them! Abrams will be in firing positions in less than a minute. If you're down in that valley, you will want to be leaving now!"

    Hundreds of howitzer rounds fell onto the valley floor, obliterating the forward troops. Snipers, mortars, and hand grenades soon pushed the Dedrus fighters from the trenches as they back-filled with Human reinforcements. For a handful of minutes, the Dedrus column had been stopped and was being pushed back. The Humans were getting the upper hand. The defense had held and the new troops and weapons were proving to be more than a match for the invaders.

    Without warning, fireballs fell from the sky. In the distance, a hundred new Dedrus transports settled on the valley floor. Thousands of troops poured out, totaling more than half a million strong.

    Mace took in a deep breath. "This is lost. Mr. Crawford must have failed."

    Jane shook her head. "That is nothing but bad news down there."

    Geerok said, "One battle does not necessarily end a war."

    Mace frowned. "In this case it just might."

    After falling back to the golf course area to regroup, the forward Dedrus fighters moved from the valley floor up into the surrounding hills. Fifteen minutes later, the head of the column stretched out more than two kilometers.

    Fatso Geerok stood beside Mace. "Indeed. This is a grim development."

    The Dedrus force again pushed forward. Trenches were overrun as the cover advantage they offered from below was lost to the attacking troops coming in from above. Three hours after the fight for White Sulfur Springs had begun, the Human defense force began to retreat. Nearly two thousand Humans perished in the minutes that followed as they stayed to fight, giving their fellow soldiers time to flee.

    In the short but fierce battle that ensued, two thirds of the Human force was annihilated. Seventeen thousand men and women gave their all in a last effort to stop the invading horde. The Dedrus had paid a price, losing twenty-one thousand of their own, but their numbers were now far superior. Close to seven hundred thousand invading soldiers had left no option but full retreat.

    White Sulfur Springs had fallen, and with it Earth's best chance of stopping the overwhelming Dedrus force. Similar battles had raged just south of Boston and at Norfolk. Both stands had failed as the enemy had been reinforced, leaving only smaller city-based militias to deal with the massive hordes approaching them. North America's defenses were in shambles.
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    Mace, Jane, and Geerok returned to the now emptying HQ at Lewisburg, where they rejoined with Johnny and Jenny.

    "How's your leg?" Mace asked Jenny.

    "Burn went deep. They gave me a shot. Hardly feeling it now, but I won't be walking on it for a while."

    Johnny said, "What's next?"

    "The generals are heading to Charleston to try to regroup. I was thinking we head to the cave to check on Jasper."

    Jane nodded. "We need some rest. I'm been fading fast."

    Mace asked, "You think you have twenty minutes of run left in you?"

    Jane sighed. "I do. But not much more."

    Mace scooped up Jenny. "We go to the cave for some rest. That column won't be hard to find when we're ready to get back in the fight."

    Jenny reached up to her shoulder, removing the transducer for the holo-projector. "Johnny, take this. I have no use for it. It at least puts you back in fighting condition."

    Johnny began to hold out his hand and stopped. "You sure? That leaves you visible."

    "Take it. No sense in both of us being on the sidelines."

    Johnny snapped the transducer in place. Flipping on the projector, he disappeared from view. When he again became visible, a grin was on his face.

    Mace gestured by swinging Jenny in the direction of the cave. "Let's move. Every minute still counts."

    On the roadways they passed families fleeing the oncoming invaders. As they reached the cave and passed through the holo-images surrounding it, they saw a grinning Jasper Collins sitting on the gift shop porch, rocking back and forth in his favorite chair.

    "Thanks for keeping me informed."

    Mace replied, "We couldn't use the comm without giving up our locations."

    Johnny said, "I opened a comm when that last fighter craft went down. He knows what we know."

    Mace set Jenny on the steps. "Sorry we couldn't talk sooner. Have you heard anything from anyone else?"

    Jasper shook his head. "Nope. We're stuck on this planet with those goons. I would have joined you, but I didn't know where you were, and didn't want to risk giving away my location."

    Mace sat on the wood floorboards beside him. "We could have used your help, but I don't think it would have mattered. There are too many of them. This is gonna turn into a guerilla war. That's the only way we can fight them. And I don't place our chances of prevailing being good. They have bio sensors that tell them right where every man is. I don't know why they've been fighting the way they have been, but they're adapting as they go. Their suits and their weapons are superior. Just wish I knew what their current goals were."

    Johnny said, "If they start hunting Humans, we're all in trouble. The generals are having a hard time bringing a big fighting force together. Everyone wants to stay put and protect their own."

    Jane said, "Maybe this defeat will be a wake-up call."

    "I doubt it," replied Jenny. "I mean, think about it. We lost 85 percent of our population to starvation. Probably half of our military forces. Of those, a large portion has been killed in all the fights we've been involved with. I would bet we have as few as a hundred thousand trained military left. The rest are those who have joined their local militias. Spread those troops out over a thousand cities and you can see how thin the numbers become. Even if we could get the word out, I doubt we could raise a fifty thousand man army to fight in one place. Heck, most of our people are focused on farming right now just to keep their families fed."

    Mace said, "If we want to have a chance we have to come up with a new strategy. We need something that will not only stop them but drive them back."

    Mace stood. "Wait... you made contact with Jasper while he was here?"

    Johnny nodded. "Yeah, that last fighter went down. We should be in the clear."

    Mace shook his head. "Those ground troops have sensors. When you made contact, they may have pegged this location as the receiving end of that comm."

    Johnny took a deep breath. "OK, I screwed up. Hang out here. I'll go up the road to see where that column is heading. If it's toward Charleston we should be good. Give me twenty minutes, but be prepared to move if needed."

    Johnny stepped of the porch and sprinted toward the town of Caldwell, returning only minutes later. "Several thousand of them just up the road! We have maybe a minute!"

    Mace picked Jenny up.

    After looking toward the cave, he said, "We make our stand here. With those projectors, hopefully they just pass us by. Jenny, I'll drop you in the cave. Jasper, you come with her. Put yourselves in position to defend that entrance. Johnny, Jane, Geerok, head out and meet those fighters. Do what you can to stop them and lead them away. I'll be right with you."

    Mace hopped off the porch, carrying Jenny Taub to the cave mouth. "Leave yourself an out in there. You have a map of those caverns. Make sure you give yourself a chance to use them if needed."

    Jasper was standing beside her. "We got this covered. Go help the others."

    Mace looked Jenny in the eye, winked and turned toward Johnny, Jane, and Geerok. As he arrived, Dedrus soldiers were taking the brunt of the initial defense. Laser pulses sizzled past, aimed in the direction from where the concussion waves were originating. Jane was the first to turn and run, a tree behind her splitting apart in flame as a Dedrus laser blast struck it dead center.

    Mace dropped into a creek bed beside Geerok as Johnny ran after his wife.

    Geerok said, "Never a dull moment with you, Mr. Hardy."

    Mace fired several rounds from his thunder glove. "Glad I could keep you entertained, Admiral."

    Geerok replied, "I want to thank you... for opening my eyes to what living life really means. You Humans are sometimes difficult to follow. Your motivations are complex. My life as a Mawga was always simple—eat, drink, and don't piss off those above you. Following that plan with only a few timely decisions landed me in that admiralty. But I was never alive. My emotions have always been muted, as living only required minimal effort and thought."

    Mace huffed, "I'd trade this life for that right about now. No big worries, threats that were minimal... that sounds like paradise to me. I guess just about any life where I'm not ducking laser pulses would be preferred."

    Geerok chuckled. "Not for me. This is living we are doing right here and right now. I wouldn't trade all the wealth on Rhombia for this."

    Mace replied with a half smile. "You're a nutcase, Mr. Geerok."

    Two dozen Dedrus rushed in their direction, firing blindly. Mace fired from the ditch as Fatso Geerok stood. One by one the Dedrus soldiers flew backward as their bodies were struck by the output of a thunder glove.

    As the last of the attacking group fell, Mace stood up from his squatted position. "We should fall back. Another rush like that and we’re finished."

    Geerok looked toward his left, firing his glove as he stepped in front of Mace.

    A stream of smoke rose from the front of Fatso Geerok's battlesuit. He collapsed and Mace grabbed his right arm. A laser bolt had knocked out his holo-projector. A second pulse had penetrated his chest plate.

    The Mawga admiral looked up. "It has been an honor, Mr. Hardy. I feel my debt to Humans has been paid. See to it that it wasn't for naught."

    The chubby Mawga commander slumped over. A dozen Dedrus ran through the woods in their direction. Mace stepped back, crouching in the ditch, still hidden by his holo-projector.

    One of the Dedrus said, "Collect him. Bring him to the science officer."

    Mace opened up, sending two soldiers at a time flipping backward. A rush of several dozen more came his way, forcing the Army Ranger to leave his fallen comrade. Another thousand soldiers could be seen coming down the roadway. Mace turned, running backward down the creek bed before turning toward the cave, firing as he ran.

    As he sprinted through the yards of the homes along the roadway in front of the cave, each burst into flame as a hundred laser pulses impacted their northeast-facing sides.

    Mace could hear Jane yelling, "Tell me you're out there, Mace Hardy!"

    "I'm here! Go to the cave! We make our stand there!"

    With their final retreat, they entered the outer holo-projection that shielded Jeff Moskowitz' lab from the outer world. Seconds later the gift shop came into view. Their holo-projectors were switched off as they reached the cave entrance.

    A smoking Blackhawk helicopter came in low over the trees, landing hard and flipping up on its side as it came to a rest, its blades fracturing and flying off in different directions. A redheaded woman with a child was the first to appear. Next, Malcom Stark pulled himself up. Nursing his injuries, he did his best to help the woman and child to the ground. George Stanislaw was the last to climb up.

    Mace met them at the edge of the field. "What are you doing here?"

    Stark replied, "We seek shelter. Boston has been sacked and burned. We barely escaped."

    Stanislaw said, "Take us into the cave. The roadway is crawling with Dedrus."

    Mace gestured toward the cave entrance as he reached out to help the injured Malcom Stark. "Go. We only have seconds."

    As they neared the cave entrance, Mace came to a sudden realization, stopping only meters from its entrance.

    Jasper Collins stood in defiance. "That puke is not coming into my cave!"

    Mace said, "You... I know who you are now. You three and the boy. You were in a vehicle going into Caldwell just after the raid here from the marauders, back when this all began."

    Malcom Stark returned an uncomfortable look.

    Mace said, "It was you... you slaughtered all those people fleeing from Union and down in Peterstown. You'd have killed us if the National Guard hadn't shown up. I know it's you... I remember the description of the four of you in a van!"

    George Stanislaw pulled a .45 from his waist, holding it up to the open faceshield on Mace's helmet. "You would have done better to forget about that, Mr. Hardy. Now, we're going to move inside, and you're going to take off that battlesuit. In fact, you're all going to do the same. And hurry, we don't have much time."

    Malcom Stark pulled his own .45, aiming it at the chest of Stanislaw as he pushed his wife and child behind himself. "No, George. You are going to drop your weapon. This has gone on too far for too long. We've wronged these people enough."

    George slowly turned to face Stark as he brought his weapon down toward his side. "You're right, Malcom. It has gone far enough."

    George Stanislaw quickly stepped to his side, raising his weapon, firing into Malcom Stark's chest before he could squeeze off a round of his own. Jasper Collins didn't hesitate. A blast from his thunder glove sent a bent and twisting George Stanislaw five meters backward, his body wrapping around a small tree, his back snapped.

    Jasper turned his glove toward Malcom Stark. "Your time has finally come, scumbag."

    Mace stepped in front of him. "Not here and now, Mr. Collins. Johnny, Jane, let's help them into the cave."

    Malcom Stark held up a hand. "Leave me. Just take my wife and son. They are innocent in all this."

    Mace reached down, helping Stark to his feet. "You can plead your case when we're inside."

    Jenny looked past the gift shop. "This can't be good."

    Jane glanced back as she moved into the cave. "Where's Geerok?"

    Mace slowly shook his head. "He went out exactly as he wanted. Fighting. Took a laser bolt to the chest. I couldn't stop them from taking his body."

    Johnny made the sign of a cross from his forehead down across his chest.

    "Thought you didn't believe in any of that," said Mace.

    "You ever know of a better time to start?"

    Jane followed with the same.

    Mace asked, "You too?"

    "I'm going wherever he's going."

    Jenny stepped up beside the others, making the same sign. Mace glanced over at Jasper Collins.

    Jasper said, "Don't look at me. I'm Jewish."

    Johnny chuckled. "Jewish? When did that happen?"

    "I believe my parents once told me that it happened at birth. Now move away from that entrance or you're gonna be able to ask them in person. One of those thugs just stepped up on my porch."

    Jasper yelled, "Oh no you don't!"

    He stepped into the entrance of the cave, firing off several rounds from his thunder glove as a Dedrus fighter was about to sit in his rocker. The chair splintered and the trespassing soldier flew backward off the porch. A dozen laser pulses impacted the rock walls around the mouth of the cave. Mace grabbed Jasper by the shoulder, pulling him back.

    The mouth of the cave was soon surrounded with Dedrus fighters. The rock walls glowed red and cracked as repeated laser pulses found their mark. Mace ordered the others to the back as he and Johnny flooded the area just outside with concussion waves. Screams came from bent and twisted Dedrus bodies. Yet the invaders moved ever closer.

    Mace said, "Get ready to run. Take everyone back through the caverns to the furthest exit. If I'm not there in two minutes, all of you have to leave."

    Johnny gestured up toward the only bit of sky they could see.

    "More fireballs! Can it get any worse?"

    Mace said, "It still could be good news. Maybe Crawford survived."

    The first of the ships slowed.

    Johnny frowned. "Dedrus warship. And it's headed this way."

    Mace stood, pulling on Johnny's shoulder. "Come on, we can still get away. They can't scan us with these suits."

    A laser bolt glanced Mace's shoulder. The smell of burnt flesh filled the air as Mace fell to a knee.

    Johnny said, "Come on, we have to go. They can see Stark, his wife and kid."

    Mace replied, "We take them to the exit. He saved my life back there. I owe him at least that."

    The two joined the others at the back of the cave. They headed through the myriad of passages that led deeper into the underground structure and toward an exit. The ground began to shake as it became evident that heavy weapons had joined the fight. Loose rocks fell from the ceiling as the group reached the far exit. Mace was the first to climb a ladder to a higher space.

    As they emerged from the cave exit, Mace looked at an ailing Stark. "This is as far we take you. They'll be able to see you and your family. You can't stay with us."

    Stark grabbed Mace by the forearm. "I'm truly sorry for all I've done. When George first started our group I was enamored with his leadership and his ability to convince others to follow him. That leadership quickly devolved into his evil acts of murder and pillaging. He held my wife and son close, keeping me from challenging his orders. After our defeat here, I was ready to leave him. But he convinced me to stay on for the fight against the Mawga. I was a fool, and all of Earth has paid the price."

    "Who knows how it would all have worked out. Had he not taken charge we might all be speaking Mawga and fighting the Karthians right now. Anyway, with that act back there, you and I are square. Stanislaw got just what he deserved."

    Stark pulled hard on Mace's arm while looking down at his bleeding chest. "Do what you can for my wife and boy. My travels stop here. You're a good man, Mace Hardy. I only wish I had met you and your team first."

    Stark clutched his chest with his free hand, grabbing his wife's hand with his other, before slumping over.

    Johnny was the first to glance up as a shadow came over them. A Dedrus warship stopped, hovering only a half kilometer above, blocking out the sun and sending a chill over the fleeing defenders.

    The great warship dropped closer. A long ramp lowered to the ground just in front of them. Standing at the top was the smiling face of Jordan Crawford.

    Mace flipped off his holo-projector and removed his helmet as he walked up the ramp, meeting Jordan Crawford halfway down. "How? Those other Dedrus troops? Where'd they come from?"

    Jordan replied, "We only captured this ship a few days ago. We destroyed the rest of them, but not before they left with that bulk of transports filled and ready. Sorry I couldn't get here sooner. We just fought a fierce battle up above against the last of their cruisers. They dropped in those transports before we could stop them."

    Johnny asked, "All those fireballs... you have that many warships?"

    Jordan shook his head. "Only this one. Those are transports we captured. They're full of Targarians armed with holo-suits and thunder gloves. Three hundred thousand of Mr. Collins' people volunteered their service."

    Jasper let out a hoot. "That's my boys!"

    "The Dedrus won't last long," said Jordan. "I have the chief of their armed forced aboard. They're getting word to stop all hostilities immediately. The Dedrus empire has surrendered. It is now a holding of the Targarian Kingdom under King Jasper Collins. As is Earth. I'm sure we can negotiate our freedom and a peaceful coexistence. What say you, Mr. Collins?"

    Jasper grinned. "I think we could work that out."

    Jordan looked over at the cave entrance. "You have Stark?"

    "Stark is dead. You have a med crew?"

    Jordan opened a comm. A team rushed down the ramp to the injured leader of the Human resistance. All were helped up into the great Dedrus warship by a team of Targarians. Mace stopped to glance back down at the body of his prior nemesis lying on the ground. Johnny stopped by his side, placing his hand on Mace's uninjured shoulder.

    Mace said, "He could have been a great leader. An inspirer for us all."

    Johnny shook his head. "He chose his own path. Wasn't cut out to be a hero."

    "Still though," Mace replied. "You can't help but wonder."

    As they continued up the ramp, Johnny pulled him to a stop."Wait... listen... you hear that?"

    Mace tilted his head. "Sounds like peace, freedom, and tranquility. I have to say I like it."

    Johnny chuckled. "Sounds like wedding bells to me. You've got a new war coming, one that involves giving up the peace, freedom and tranquility."

    Mace smiled as he looked over at a grinning Jane and Jenny. "It seems to have worked out for you two. If you've survived it for so long, I'm more than willing to give it a try."

    Johnny shook his head. "All I can say is that... it's more than worth it. Every day I'm thankful for having her by my side. My advice... surrender now and submit. You won't be sorry."

    The screams of kids and the barking of two dogs greeted the group as they entered the ship. Zax and Fina raced to greet Jane and Johnny. They were excited about their first real trip to a free Earth. Derwood and Molly, the first dogs to leave orbit, were ready to come home.

    In the days that followed, Jasper Collins returned to Gellos to begin preparations for leading up his new kingdom. Jeff Moskowitz, Gnaga Klept, and Rogelar 4147 returned to Earth with the mission of bringing Earth's technology and manufacturing up to what was available. Liam Hobbs, Humphrey Mallot, and Hans Mueller stayed where they were to assist with the rebuilding of their homelands. Bontu Montak and the other Mawga returned to Rhombia with Fatso Geerok's remains. He would be given a hero's burial, with a large stone monument and historical museum, chronicling his life. His name would live forever in Mawga history.

    Under Jasper's rule, Gellos would become the capital world of this sector of the galaxy. Hundreds of new worlds were open to colonization and exploit. One military force, controlled by the Targarians and the king, would rule all that was known. The Kohamians submitted to the rule of the kingdom, as did the remaining Karthians and the Hoorka. The prior Dedrus war with the Rigori was brought to an end.

    Mace sat on a blanket in the tall grass of a field near Organ Cave. "Did you enjoy the chicken, Miz Hardy?"

    Jenny smiled. "Was kind of dry. You need to put more sauce on and not overcook it so much."

    Mace leaned in for a kiss, receiving the fat end of a drumstick instead.

    Pulling it out of his mouth, he said, "Is that the kind of respect I deserve after fighting beside you all these months to save the world?"

    Jenny replied, "You'll get respect when you learn to not butcher the chicken. I'm the boss now and you'll do as I say or spend time in the stockade."

    Mace smiled. "Johnny warned me about this marriage thing. Said I would be giving up my peace, freedom, and tranquility."

    Mace leaned in for his kiss. "He couldn't be more wrong."

    Jenny rolled away with a smirk. "Keep dreaming, chicken killer."

    His continued advances were soon accepted.

    


    ~~~~~
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    This Human is asking for your help!

    If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review on the site where it was purchased. And by all means, please tell your friends! Any help with spreading the word is highly appreciated!

    Also, I have a free science fiction eBook short story, titled "THE SQUAD", waiting for anyone who joins my email list. Find out when the next exciting release is available by joining the email list at comments@arsenex.com. I like feedback!

    


    The following preview is of the first book in the ARMS series and is provided for your reading pleasure. It is unrelated to HADRON and set in the future a hundred generations after man has fled from a failing Earth. There are two colony planets that have become hated enemies. A universal form of English is spoken by both. Being able to communicate has not worked to resolve their issues. Years of warring has lead to a short truce and a few years of peace -- a peace that is dependent on both sides being equally armed. I hope you enjoy!

    


    Stephen
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    "I take precautions, because you can't earn a living if you're dead," he said as he stood blocking the open airlock.

    Bax huffed. "You have the credits or not?"

    Bryce Porter, the buyer of the weapons, wore a clean pressed tunic. The docking hatch and the surrounding cabin of his ship, the Blazer, a small cargo shuttle, were bright and clean. He stood in a defiant pose, his feet positioned shoulder-width apart, his arms crossed, his chin held high in the air.

    "Where are the goods?"

    Baxter Rumford's fists dug into her hips as she took an aggressive stance. Her blaster pistol and short deck-sword hung on the belt-clips to her sides, the sword also strapped to her thigh. Her left eye twitched.

    Bryce maintained his blocking position.

    The tall, thin redhead, sporting the face and body of a model, far from a typical ship's captain, spat on the deck. "Show... me... the... credits."

    Bryce returned an angry glare as he raised his voice. "What the... you just spit? This is my ship! My home!"

    Bax scoffed. "Don't care. Now show me the credits so we can get this disaster of a deal over with. I have better things to do than argue with some obsessively hygienic moron."

    Bryce took a step back and opened a cabinet. A cleaning cloth was retrieved. He knelt and began the process of wiping up the affront to his property. "You're an abomination to all things civil, Miss Rumford. Bring the merchandise over and I'll transfer your precious credits to your account. But until that freight is in my hold you aren't seeing anything. I don't trust bimbos."

    "Bimbo?" Bax again spat. She glared at the kneeling Bryce Porter, her face flushed red with anger. With her right hand, she reached down to grasp the handle of the blade strapped to her thigh. "You're lucky I don't pull this pig sticker and gut you right here and now."

    Bryce shook his head as he wiped. "Again with the barbaric behavior. The recorders on this ship say you aren't going to gut anyone."

    Bax looked over her shoulder as she yelled down the docking tube. "Slug! Drag those containers over here!"

    Bryce huffed as he continued to polish his floor, obsessed with its cleanliness.

    As Bax stared down, the corner of the cloth was pinned to the floor with the glossy, red heel of her high-legged boot. "Look Porter— I don't like you. This will be our last deal. You ever wanna buy from me again— you need to show respect."

    Jerking the cloth from her hold, Bryce Porter stood and walked to the cabinet with a scowl. The cloth was neatly folded and dropped into a dirty-clothes bin. "Fine by me. There are plenty of other suppliers out here selling your numbers."

    Tawnish Freely, a former Biomarine and Baxter Rumford's new hire, dragged three containers of weapons across the docking tube, returning for a fourth marked "Plasma Charges".

    A proximity alarm sounded on the trader's ship. "Alert. Alert. Vessel approaching."

    Bryce glanced back at his console display before turning again to face Bax. "What is this? You brought others? Get me those charges!"

    "What the... that's a New Earth ship, not mine!" Bax grabbed his forearm, reaching for the account store on his wrist. "Give me my credits!"

    Bryce jerked away. "You brought Earthers? Give me my merchandise!"

    The struggle momentarily stopped as a voice came over the general comm. "This is the New Earth Destroyer Hemlock. Power down your drives and prepare to be boarded."

    Tawn dropped the container of charges in the buyer's hold. "Two more boxes of residuals. What do I do?"

    Bax again reached for the account bracelet on Bryce's wrist. "Give me my payment!"

    Bryce covered it with his other hand. "I want those boxes!"

    Bax spun, grabbing her assistant by the shoulder. She shoved her toward the docking tube before breaking into a run. As they entered her ship, she slapped the airlock button to close the hatch. A sharp cut to the right and a further sprint had the nervous dealer at the pilot's console.

    The docking tube retracted. The Fargo began to speed away. Bryce Porter turned his ship in the opposite direction. The New Earth destroyer continued to close.

    An angry Bryce came over a comm. "You will pay for this Rumford. No trader on the station will do business with you once this gets out."

    As the Blazer accelerated, four pulses from a plasma cannon saw to the end of the Geldon trader, Bryce Porter. His ship— half disintegrated. The remainder shattered into a thousand pieces. Tawn took the seat beside her boss.

    Bax slowly shook her head.  "Can't outrun those."

    "What do we do?"

    Baxter Rumford brought her ship to a stop. "We do whatever they want."

    Seconds later, the Hemlock pulled alongside. A docking tube extended with a boarding party of New Earth Marines moving onto the Fargo. The sale of illegal arms was over.

    


    ***

    


    Seven weeks later

    Bax spat on the deck.

    Tawn Freely frowned. "You know, some wouldn't consider that a very lady-like act."

    Bax huffed. "They teach you that in warfare charm school?"

    Tawn smirked and shook her head. "Nope. Just saying. You get drunk and talk about meeting a good man and then you act like an orangutan— scratching your ass and smelling your finger. Not very attractive."

    Bax flipped her head from side to side. Her relatively short, bright red hair whirled out to the sides as if from a televised shampoo commercial. "If my butt itches, I scratch it, OK? Why should a slug care?"

    Tawn sighed. "I care because I have to see it. Look, you've got the body and the face to make a play on just about any guy on the station. Why do you keep picking those seedy losers at the bar? You know, a guy with credits isn't everything."

    Bax huffed. "Says the crewman who can't even breed. And she can't pay her bills, so she spends her time off-world, helping her captain sell illegal arms to scum eking out a living in the outer colonies. Taking love advice from a slug is about the last thing I'll be doing."

    Tawn sighed. "Can't argue with any of that. Only job I could get after the war. And I'm thankful— at least I will be if I ever get paid. And you should be glad to have me. Who else has fired and can handle half the weapons you're pushing out here?"

    Bax tilted her head and scoffed at her first mate. "Wasn't me who called an end to the war with the New Earthers. What a dumb name— New Earth. What moron came up with that?"

    "Like ours is much better?" Tawn said as she snorted a laugh. "Domicile. Why not just call it House?"

    Bax checked the nav display for approaching ships. "You have that manifest ready?"

    Tawn nodded as she looked over the info on her console. "Fifteen repeating plasma rifles. You do know those are highly illegal, right? We get caught and it's execution time. Not like the standard plasma unit, which is illegal enough."

    "And the twenty-six zappers?" Bax asked.

    Tawn shook her head. "I wish you wouldn't call 'em that. It's not good for business. Anyone who knows weapons calls them by their name, Fox-40s, not the sound they make when fired."

    Bax scowled. "Fox-40. Another dumb name. Who came up with that? Some zookeeper?"

    Tawn took a deep breath. "No. The F designation is for firearm. The 40 is the unit number. It's the standard issue sidearm for—"

    Bax raised her hand. "Yada, yada, for the Domicile Defense Force and you Biomarines. I know the story. You've told me at least twenty times now."

    "Yet you still call them zappers." Tawn sniped.

    "They are what they are."

    The short, tank-like first mate turned to face her console display. "Here we go. We have an inbound ship on the sensor array. Ten minutes and we'll be docked."

    Bax smiled. "Good. Now— read off the rest of that manifest to me..."

    


    ***

    


    Tawn edged the Fargo in close, pressing the console button that allowed the auto-docking computer to take charge. "We'll connect with the Gulward in thirty seconds."

    "I've got a good feeling about this one." Bax leaned back in her seat with a smile.

    Tawn scowled at the rickety ship on her display. "Why is every other vessel we dock with such a turd?"

    "If you haven't guessed it already, we're mostly dealing with maggots in this business. Bryce Porter, even though an idiot, was an anomaly."

    Tawn stood and walked toward the cargo hold hatch. "Cletus Dodger. That name sound legit to you? I'll bet he hasn't had a bath in a month."

    Bax followed and reached for the airlock door button. "Don't care what his name is or what he looks or smells like so long as he has the credits. You know this buy lets me pay you for last month, right?"

    Tawn smiled as she moved behind a transparent blast wall. "I know it. And I hope this goes as smoothly as our last two. And just so you know, if it's anything like that Geldon deal, you best be getting your ass back here without arguing over credits. This slug wants to keep breathing. We lucked out with all that contraband having been moved to the Blazer. They probably only let us go because there was no evidence of arms dealing."

    Bax pressed the airlock button. "Yeah, well, you can't win them all. Just follow my lead and we'll be in and out of here."

    "Got it."

    Bax stood five meters across a docking through-way from her buyer. "You Cletus?"

    The heavyweight man in his tattered trenchcoat replied, "You don't look like a Baxter."

    "You got a problem with it, track down my derelict parents and take it up with them."

    Cletus looked down the tube at a ready and armed Tawn. "You can tell your slug to relax. I'm unarmed. But Farker has a nasty bite if he feels I'm being threatened."

    A mechanical pet trotted into view behind its owner.

    Bax laughed. "Farker? What is that, a robotic dog? And who named him that?"

    Cletus shrugged as he clomped forward. "Real ones kept dying on me. When Farker dies, I just plug him in for a bit and he's good as new. Ain't that right, boy? And I call him Farker because his bark sounds more like a fark than a bark. Even if I knew how to fix his programming for that I wouldn't. I like his— fark."

    The unusual pet offered a very mechanical wag of its short tail.

    Bax frowned as she checked the time on her bracelet. "Pathetic. OK then. Let's get this deal done. You have the fifty-six hundred forty-two credits?"

    Cletus nodded. "After I see the goods I'll be happy to make the transfer."

    Bax held up her hand, stopping Cletus at the end of the docking tube. "Show me— before you step on this ship. I need to see proof."

    Cletus held up a wrist bracelet displaying a universal account and the credits waiting to be transferred. "Happy?"

    Bax nodded. "Right through here, Mr. Dodger. Your purchases await." She flipped a latch and opened a container.

    Cletus picked up a plasma rifle. "Charges?"

    Bax pointed at another case. "Four hundred, as ordered. And we won't be bringing them close to any of these rifles while we're docked. I don't like it when things get messy. And a loaded plasma rifle has messy written all over it."

    Cletus replied, "I must insist that you open the container so I can inspect its contents."

    Bax huffed. "Fine. Put the rifle back and I'll be happy to open her up."

    Cletus looked Bax up and down as he placed the weapon back in its case. "I would never have taken you for an arms dealer, Miss Rumford. That goon behind the blast wall— she's more what I'd expect."

    Tawn scowled. "Can I frag him now?"

    Bax shook her head. "Not 'til after the credit transfer's complete."

    Cletus stared at Tawn as Bax opened the case full of plasma charges. "I like her spunk. Would you be willing to trade her for Farker?"

    Bax smirked. "Does he moan and complain all the time?"

    "Never." Cletus smiled as Tawn returned an angry glare.

    Bax looked at Farker who was now sniffing around Tawn's feet. "Yeah... no. I think I'll keep her. Sometimes you get attached and they're hard to part with, you know?"

    The robotic dog went flying against the docking tube wall as Tawn kicked it with a heavy boot. Following several simulated yelps, the companion of Cletus Dodger scampered back to its own ship.

    Cletus gave his own angry glare. "What was that for? You always abuse innocent animals? He's only following his friendship programming."

    Tawn spat on the deck. "Contraption tried to hump my leg. Nobody humps my leg without my consent!"

    "I'll bet." Cletus replied. "And that spitting... not very lady-like... even for a slug."

    Bax chuckled before looking at the time on her bracelet. "OK. Let's get this finished before a new war gets started. Satisfied with the charges? We have other business to get to."

    Cletus nodded. "They appear to be in order."

    Bax cracked open another container as Tawn scowled at a robotic dog that was now poking its head back into the far end of the docking tube. "Here's your zappers."

    Cletus looked up. "Zappers? I'll have to advise you to not call them that. These are weapons... powerful and deadly weapons. Many a colonist would grimace at their only means of defense against a wild bogler being called a zapper. It's called the Fox-40 and is revered by its owners. Each of these will fetch a premium price."

    "Premium, you say?" Bax grinned.

    Cletus sighed. "Our terms are not open for negotiation, if that's what you are implying."

    Bax smacked the heavy buyer on the back of his stained overcoat, pulling her hand back in regret as something gooey clung to her palm. "Hmm. Not a problem. The 40s are all here."

    The container was further opened, revealing the preferred defensive weapon of the outer colonies.

    Bax frowned as she swung her hand in an attempt to liberate the goo. "These two crates have the other items you requested. I threw in an extra shock stick as a bonus. Something to keep you motivated for doing business with me. What is this?"

    Bax stared at the glob in the center of her palm before attempting to wipe it off on a nearby wall. "Slug. Help the man load his goods. Mr. Dodger, I believe payment is due."

    Tawn slapped her Fox-40 onto her hip-clip and stepped out from behind the blast wall. Picking up the first crate of residual items, she began to muscle it through the docking tube to the Gulward.

    Cletus Dodger transferred the credits to a grinning Baxter Rumford.

    As Tawn reached the hold of the trader's ship, a loud voice could be heard coming through the docking tube. "Somebody better get their robotic menace off my leg before it gets disintegrated!"

    Cletus scurried into the tube to rescue his pet.

    An alert came on the Fargo's comm system. Approaching vessel. Approaching vessel.

    Bax raced toward the Fargo's cockpit as she yelled. "Dump the crate and get your ass moving, Slug! Mr. Dodger, I'll meet you here same time tomorrow to deliver the rest!"

    Cletus yelled back as he hurried toward his own controls. "Agreed! Nice doing business with you!"

    Tawn hustled back through the tube, slapping the button that closed the airlock. The robotic dog Farker chased his new friend onto the Fargo.

    As the docking tube collapsed into the Fargo's hull, a voice came over the general comm. "This is the New Earth Destroyer Hemlock. Power down your engines and prepare to be boarded."

    Tawn sat in the copilot's chair, flipping her display to the defensive console. "Shields are online... crap! We have weapons fire!"

    Powerful plasma beams shot past as the Fargo's engines pushed her toward her one-sixteenth light-speed maximum. Bax piloted the small ship into a nearby asteroid field, their safe-lane for an escape should something go wrong. The jump engine worked to come online.

    Tawn said, "Thirty seconds to jump!"

    Bax maneuvered the Fargo behind a large asteroid as they continued to speed away.

    Tawn zoomed in on the Gulward as it remained in place. "Fool isn't moving!"

    Bax asked her first mate, "What's a NE destroyer doing out here again? This whole system is supposed to be off limits."

    Tawn replied, "Probably up to no good just like we are. We aren't exactly being legal here. I'm sure they take violations of the truce seriously. Can't say I want the outer colonies armed either."

    Tawn glanced down to her left. "What the... that stupid dog followed me over!"

    Two more plasma beams slipped past the fleeing craft as a third was targeted at the Gulward. A violent explosion saw the end of Cletus Dodger.

    Tawn said, "They mean business... hit that button!"

    "One sec." Bax replied. "We jump now and we pull half those rocks out of their orbit. I'd rather not move around in junked up space if it's all the same to you, Miss Leg-Humpee."

    "Nice." Tawn sighed. "Thanks for bringing that up just before we die."

    Bax laughed as her hand hovered over the jump button. "First... we aren't gonna die. And second... I'm gonna bring that up every chance I get. That's like the most action you've had since you started with me, isn't it? Hahaha!"

    "Why did I know this was going to be a bad day?" Tawn shook her head.

    The button was pressed and the Fargo slipped through a wormhole to empty space, two hours' travel from Domicile.

    "Relax." Bax said. "We just made a big haul."

    "How you figure?"

    Bax held up her bracelet and grinned. "The credit transfer cleared, and Mr. Dodger is no longer in need of his merchandise. You will be the recipient of double your expected pay when we sell this cargo. I told you this gig was gonna pay you for last month. Bada-bing, bada-boom."

    Tawn returned an uneasy look. "He must have next of kin or something the cargo would go to."

    Bax laughed. "Right. Next of kin. It's illegal. This is the real world, Freely. We're keeping it. And it looks like you just picked up a new pet."

    Tawn scowled as she looked down at the mechanical menace which was now wagging its tail. "We still have to find another buyer."

    Bax grinned. "Already taken care of. I have a buyer waiting in Chicago Port. And he has 5 percent more credits than poor old Cletus back there."

    Bax stared at her still sticky palm. "What is this?"

    "What is what?" Tawn asked.

    Bax held up her hand. "I touched Cletus' coat and came back with this."

    Tawn laughed. "Aren't you the one who said to never touch the clients?"

    Bax smirked. "Probably. And here's hard evidence as to why."

    Tawn powered down the defensive shields. "Who's this prearranged buyer?"

    Bax frowned in disgust as she wiped her palm with an alcohol towelette. "His name's Harris Gruberg. I call him Goober. He's one of you... a stump... a Biomarine. He served in the DD as a lifer like you. Got discharged about the same time you did.

    "Flies a bucket of bolts that I wouldn't fly planetside, much less out here. Cletus is... was... a better potential client. Sad he had to go like that. This guy is making deep runs to the newest colonies on Grendig and Farmingdale. Probably uses all his profits just to pay for fuel. You see, that's why I only take the near runs. Much better margins and I don't deal directly with colonists."

    Tawn looked out the viewport at the approaching Chicago Port Station. "A DD lifer and a stump. I like him already."

    Bax scowled. "Don't show him that face, he'll be humping your leg."

    Tawn shook her head as she made a nasty face at Farker, whose mechanical jowls turned up at each corner offering an unnatural smile. "Humped by a robotic dog. That must make you all giddy inside."

    Bax grinned, "It does. And I'll be bringing it up every chance I get so long as I still have oxygen in my lungs."

    


    ~~~~~

    

    


    

    Once again, this Human is asking for your help! If you enjoyed the book, please leave a review on the site where it was purchased. And by all means, please tell your friends! Any help with spreading the word is highly appreciated! I have a free science fiction eBook short story, titled "THE SQUAD", waiting for anyone who joins my email list. Also, find out when the next exciting release is available by joining the email list at comments@arsenex.com. Visit the author's website at www.arsenex.com for the rest of the series and other works!
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SODIUM-AMP-OMEGA trilogy series

SODIUM - A six-book series that takes Man from his first encounter with aliens all the way to a fight for our all-out survival. Do we have what it takes to rule the galaxy?

AMP - Cast a thousand years into the future beyond SODIUM. This eight-book series chronicles the struggles of Don Grange, a simple package deliveryman, who is thrust into an unimaginable role in the fight against our enemies. Can we win peace and freedom after a thousand years of war?

OMEGA - An eight book series cast a thousand years into the future beyond AMP. The Alliance is crumbling. When corruption and politics threaten to throw the allied galaxies into chaos, Knog Beutcher gets caught in the middle. Follow along as our hero is thrust into roles that he never expected nor sought. Espionage, intrigue, political assassinations, rebellions and full-on revolutions, they are all coming to Knog Beutcher's world!

HADRON Series

HADRON is an eight book modern day Human survival story. After scientists using the Large Hadron Collider discover dark matter, the world is plunged into chaos. Massive waves of electromagnetic interference take out all grid power and forms of communication the world over. Cities go dark, food and clean-water supplies are quickly used up. Marauders rule the highways. One group of citizens takes a stand. Can they make a difference? And the devastating EM waves, where are they coming from? A benevolent species will arrive in their spaceships to rescue the Human race. Only, are they really so benevolent? Is our little corner of the Milky Way a hostile place? With HADRON we're about to find out.

ARMS Series

ARMS is an eight book series set in the future. Earth was nearing an apocalyptic event. Two competing colony ships were built, taking five million inhabitants each through a wormhole to a pair of newly discovered planets. The planets were settled and soon after the burgeoning colonies looked to the surrounding star systems for ownership and expansion, an expansion that led to a centuries long war between them. A truce was declared after the aggressor side began to lose ground. The competing worlds are two years into that truce.

Tawnish Freely and Harris Gruberg are genetically engineered Biomarines. They we made and trained for fighting in the Great War. With the war halted and their service commitments ended, they find themselves struggling to live among a population that fears them. Work is found with the delivery of illegal arms to the outer colonies. Things go awry when they discover their illicit and yet lucrative dealings may just be the catalyst that brings back the Great War. They are determined to prevent that outcome from happening.
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