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    Tawn took a deep breath after dumping a drunken Harris Gruberg on his bed.

    "You people are too dense," said Gandy. "He weighs a ton."

    "I think he's added at least ten kilos this week alone. I mean, I can eat, but he was ravenous. The Emporium people were mad until the spectacle started drawing in customers. Even with what he was eating they were making money off him."

    Gandy chuckled. "You weren't any slouch in there."

    Tawn rubbed her belly. "Yeah, I'm guessing I added a couple kilos myself."

    Gandy sighed. "I'm almost sad it's over tomorrow."

    "Yep. We have a lot of work to do if we're gonna shut down those mines."

    "I can't believe Mr. Gruberg was even talking about going to New Earth to visit the emperor. That just seems crazy."

    "We were invited. Not often people get offered the opportunity to be a part of the royal family. Not that we would ever accept such a deal. I think he just wants to see the emperor face to face."

    Gandy frowned. "Seems kind of dangerous to me. For the same reason we don't want to talk to the DDI... Midelon."

    "I think it's more talk than reason at this point. I know he was going on and on about it tonight, but I don't think that will be the case once he's sober."

    The week of festivities had come to an end. Several extra days were taken for Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie to take care of business on Domicile while Tawn and Harris jumped to the shipyard orbiting above the Retreat.

    Bannis Morgan was visiting. "My engineers have finalized the updates we'll be making to the freighters. I have three proposals in with the DDF for ship modernization. So far, regardless of the pleas by every single admiral in the force, the politicians are not loosening the purse strings. Furthermore, I'm a bit nervous at the lack of security effort being put forth by our government officials."

    Harris asked, "You worried about the updated designs getting into the hands of Earther spies?"

    "Those designs have yet to leave my facilities, but yes, it's as if people have forgotten we were at war with these people for nearly two thousand years. They haven't just up and changed overnight. I tell you, these pacifists are going to be the death of us all. You even mention military spending and they cover their ears. I'm starting to believe half of them are double agents. And the other half are just fools."

    "I walked by the dock where they had the Bangor. Thought those updates would be done by now."

    Bannis half frowned. "We've had some difficultly with the removal and refit of that drive. The old unit was made up of more than a dozen sections. They were all welded together in-place. It's out. But we ran into a second issue. That unit was hardened. It could take a substantial beating, which is probably why you kept flying while being nearly shaken to death. We're having to harden the new unit before installing it.

    "So we'll be able to hit just over 50 percent light-speed with this mod?"

    "I'd say so. My designers have a few tweaks to add they believe will get you close to the top end speed of the Denzee ships, only you'll get there faster."

    Harris nodded. "I like the sound of that. We already had an advantage when down at fighting speed, so this can only help. Your people had a chance to dig into that rattle ship?"

    "They have. And we believe there are more discoveries to come. For instance, their method of creating an inertial dampener field is very different from ours. My team thinks they may be able to combine the best points of both designs and come up with an improved field that will allow even tighter turns when fighting."

    Harris smiled. "Better turning and more speed would both add to our ability to dodge incoming rounds. Any idea when they might have something like that up and running?"

    "All just theory at the moment. And the same can be said for their plasma weapons. And as you know, their exterior plating."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Those warship hulls were impossible to breach. We put a heckuva beating on several of those ships and there was no indication of atmospheric leaks. I'm sure it was a violent end for anyone near those hits, but the ship's vital systems went undamaged."

    Bannis said, "One more thing. We've managed to pull the recordings of their fights with the Earthers. We're doing a full analysis on what worked in those fights and what was unsuccessful."

    Harris nodded. "Good. Useful info. I'm sure we'll be needing it before long."

    "You have plans forming up for an attack?"

    Harris shook his head. "Not yet. Would like to get our own force up and running, and get some training behind a few crews. When we do hit Eden, we'll want to hit it hard."

    "You do realize the moment that happens the emperor will complain and those warrants for you will be reissued, right?"

    Harris sighed. "I'm expecting as much. Which is why between now and then I'll be pushing for Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie to spend as much time here on Domicile as they can. Once we stop the Earthers’ operations on Eden, we'll be in exile again."

    Bannis stood. "Have you had a look at the new construction bays?"

    "Didn't know there was such a thing. Are they different than where the Bangor is parked?"

    Bannis nodded. "Very. That's a repair bay for smaller ships. We have two of the three full bays completely enclosed. I'm surprised you didn't notice as you were coming in."

    Tawn chuckled. "We had the autopilot set and were both taking naps. Has been a tough week at the buffets. We needed some rest."

    Bannis furled his brows. "I see. Anyway... two of the full bays are now enclosed. Work can be performed without wearing suits. It speeds and eases almost every aspect of ship assembly. As a consequence. I can cut as much as fifteen million credits from the cost of each of those freighters. When we're done, if you like I'll have those credits ready to refund."

    Harris smiled. "Sounds like you just got a contract for a sixth additional freighter."

    Bannis nodded. "Was hoping you'd say that. Here, bay one is just down this hall."

    Tawn said, "I find it hard to believe you can produce that ship for such a low cost. I can spend seven million on a high-end shuttle. The freighter is huge in comparison."

    "You're still buying a freighter, Miss Freely. Highly modified, but a freighter. If I were to turn that into a warship that I was producing for profit, the cost would likely triple. It would of course be more rugged and capable, but expensive. And as I said, it would be for profit."

    "You aren't making anything off these?"

    "On the contrary, the shipyard and its enhancements are paid for. That is a huge capital outlay my company doesn't have to make. The NRE, the non-recoverable engineering, and other expenses such as operational costs are all covered by you. Once we have that third bay enclosed and have the opportunity to really have a hard look at our costs, we may be able to lop another ten million credits off each of those freighters. I'm talking future units of course."

    Harris asked, "What if we took everything there that is freighter out and just made it a hardened warship."

    "Hmm. Would be far smaller of course, but again less expensive. Are you talking warship for you or warship to sell to the DDF?"

    "For us."

    "I would put a ballpark of thirty million for such a ship. Only I wouldn't be able to produce it here. The Domicile government wouldn't allow it. The only reason they've allowed the construction of these freighters is because the rail cannons are being installed out in free space. We managed a modular unit that replaces a very weak cannon. The phony unit can be removed from outside and the complete rail cannon package inserted in its place in about twenty minutes."

    Tawn shook her head. "Your people have really engineered the crap out of this stuff, Mr. Morgan. I'm still stunned at the turnaround times you've managed."

    "I've been doing this for eighty years, Miss Freely. If you also take into account the lack of government red tape and paperwork, it becomes a much easier proposition."

    "Still... impressive."

    The tour of the construction bay took several hours. After one last stop to see the Bangor, the pair made a run down to the surface for a visit to the Retreat.

    The colonel greeted them as they stepped off the Gooch. "Welcome back as free citizens."

    Harris nodded. "Still looking over our shoulders for the men in black. So far they've remained inconspicuous if they've been there. Domes look good. I like the landscaping around the base."

    "When the work finished we opted to spruce things up a bit. Was more of a busywork program than anything. Two thirds of our citizens are up there at the ship factory working now."

    Tawn nodded. "I noticed a lot of them walking around."

    "You two have somewhat of a celebrity status around here now. Your efforts built this place, provided food and housing, and now with that factory up there, jobs. I've seen thousands come in here with crushed spirits after struggling to work and fit in on Domicile. They're all smiles now."

    "I can see them being thankful," said Harris. "I would be. But celebrity status? Where would they draw that from?"

    We have our own daily news broadcasts. The exploits and accomplishments by you and your team are always a favorite. Especially your recent eating frenzy on Chicago Port. That has been popular all week."

    Tawn said, "You're the only one we talk to here, Colonel. This your doing? You had someone filming us?"

    "Guilty as charged. I decided it might be good to use you as a unifying force for all slugs and stumps. Something to be proud of besides our prior accomplishments. It keeps them enthused with what we’re trying to do, and also means I have no shortage of volunteers. You're easily the best marketing tool I have when it comes to meeting our needs."

    Harris nodded. "I heard you've started a memorial cemetery for the fallen. I'd like to visit and pay tribute if I could."

    "That goes for me too, Colonel," Tawn added.

    "Was the least we could do to honor their sacrifices."

    Harris asked, "Any thoughts of bringing our fallen brethren out here from Domicile? We could sponsor that move."

    "The possibility had crossed my mind, but I thought better of it. Those men and women made their sacrifice for Domicile. It was their home. And I think they serve the large population as a reminder of our commitment to keeping them free and safe. And just so you know, there have been a number of positive news stories about you on Domicile as well. Surprised you weren't noticed and mobbed by fans."

    Tawn chuckled. "He was mobbed by fans watching him eat. Wasn't out of admiration though, was definitely for entertainment. There was a line of people trying to get in the Emporium within ten minutes after our arrival. Would never have imagined we'd be popular for our eating habits. The world is getting strange, Colonel."

    "We're in a period of peace. We have no experience with it, none of us. While unemployment may be high, the stresses and worries of war have gone away. Partly why the pacifists have been popular of late."

    Harris frowned. "That false notion of security would be shattered if they knew and understood what the Earthers were doing right now. There's no amount of negotiation short of full surrender they would accept. Within a year, I think that reality will be settling in and the pacifists will be getting clobbered in elections."

    The colonel nodded as they were escorted into the dome. "Let's hope you're right, about the elections that is."

    The colonel stopped. "Major Wilhoite, I'd like you to take Miss Freely and Mr. Gruberg over to the memorial garden. When you're done, bring them into the cafeteria."

    "Yes, sir."

    With the major they toured the grave sites of the recently departed heroes of the Biomarines. Broad white marble arches marked the entrance to a field that would one day house most of the remaining genetically enhanced fighters for freedom. Harris and Tawn each said a few words over the graves of the most recently fallen, the group of volunteers who had assisted with the capture of the Denzee ship. Upon return to the dome, they were escorted to the cafeteria. A large crowd was waiting, and cheers erupted.

    The colonel grinned. "Thought you could use a pick-me-up."

    Tawn shook her head. "You're gonna give him an ego complex, Colonel. That fat head of his is likely to explode."

    Harris stepped up onto a tabletop, waving to the crowd of slugs and stumps with a broad smile on his face.

    Tawn chuckled. "You may have created a monster."

    The colonel gestured toward the table. "Climb up there with him. As I told you, you two are a recruiting tool for me when I need volunteers. You've made them once again proud to be Biomarines. Get up there and take your bow."

    Tawn sighed as she stepped up on a bench, and then up onto the table. Smiles, nods of thanks, and waves were sent out to the crowd before them. After several minutes on display, the partners hopped back to the floor.

    Tawn said, "I saw a lot of regulars out there. Wasn't expecting that."

    The colonel nodded. "They come down from the ship factory. With near normal gravity they have no problem spending time here in the dome. And we benefit by them spending their credits. In fact, we have about a thousand hotel beds between here and dome two that are always booked. With your exploits, all slugs and stumps have gained a bit of celebrity. And acceptance. Something we didn't have before."

    Harris smiled. "Now my head is getting bigger. I can feel it."

    Three days were spent at the Retreat while the Bangor was receiving its renewed drive. Once back at the factory for the pick-up, Tawn insisted on piloting the refurbed craft. A jump to Domicile to collect the Bolemans and Sharvie was followed by a return to Midelon.

    After Tawn took the ship for a run around Midelon, Harris was waiting in the supply hut when they landed.

    Tawn walked in. "Wow, just wow. Acceleration is improved, turns have improved by at least 10 percent. And we have a new top speed of 63 percent light-speed. That is just incredible."

    Gandy said, "Several more surprises too. A new set of ion inhibitor boxes have been fastened to the new hull plating, making it even less vulnerable to plasma fire. And Mr. Morgan's team made a fix to the rail cannons where we don't have to dial down the power when using the autofeeder. We're now capable of four rounds per second when counting both barrels."

    Trish grinned. "And best of all, you got your new butt-pad for your chair. It now has Tawn's imprints, but I'm sure you can work them out."

    Harris nodded. "Outstanding."

    Tawn gestured. "I think you'll be happy with the new Bangor."

    "She tell you about our trip to the Retreat?" asked Harris.

    Gandy replied, "About our popularity? We got some of that the last couple days at home. Our old neighbors threw a big barbecue for us. The whole street was full of people. Thought my hand was gonna fall off after so much shaking and waving. The news channels were broadcasting clips from your fight with the Denzee."

    Harris winced. "Where'd they get those? The colonel wouldn't have released that."

    Gandy shook his head. "Came from the Earthers. Video streams were from their ships. Was even a clip of the emperor thanking you and Tawn personally with a message. I'd say we scored big with the pacifist crowd seeing as how our own military wasn't involved. Of course, they're using that to further justify their budget cuts."

    Tawn scowled. "And they're playing right into the Earthers’ hands. And here's the bad news for the three of you as well as us: when we hit Eden, which we plan on doing, that celebrity status will turn to loathing and hatred, as you’ll be viewed as trying to provoke a war. We know different, but that won't be the message the public gets."

    "Well," said Gandy. "I guess it was fun while it lasted."

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "I don't see an immediate attack on Eden coming. Maybe we can get you back home a few more times between now and then."

    Sharvie said, "I was able to talk with several of my friends. They were happy to contribute while staying out of the spotlight."

    "I've been meaning to ask you about them," said Harris. "They got us that huge horde of credits. I don't think we offered them anything for their help. We could easily give them all comfortable lives."

    Sharvie waved. "Pfft. You don't have to worry about them. They skimmed 5 percent from all those accounts. None of them will ever have to work again. Not that they worked anyway, but you know what I mean. They're sitting on their own fat mountain of credits. And just so you know, they're continuing their crusade against the Earther spy networks. I think they've located a new stream of accounts. You may have even more funds coming."

    Harris chuckled. "That has to be driving the Earthers nuts."

    Trish said, "I know I don't have to say this, but anyone else hungry?"

    Harris grinned. "Best first mate I ever had."

    "Only first mate you ever had."

    The group broke out the MREs, taking a moment to reflect as they came across the last of the meals supplied by the pacifists from Jebwa. Runs to Domicile would have to be made to replenish their stockpile. Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie were more than happy to volunteer.

    Harris took a large bite from a bogler rib. "Farker? Does Alex have anything new for us?"

    Three farks were returned.

    "Open a comm."

    An image of Alex floated in the air. "Hello, Harris, Tawn, others. I have good news."

    "You finished working on whatever you took those scans for?"

    "I did. If you would kindly come into the complex, you can each meet with your new assistants."

    Harris looked up from a chew. "Assistants?"
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    Harris walked through the door to the scanning room. A holo-image of himself was floating just above the floor.

    "Hello Harris."

    "Uh. Hello?"

    "You just finish eating an entire bogler or what?"

    "What?"

    "Look at me," the image said. "I bet I weigh five kilos less than you. You must have had a big week." The image grinned. "Or a big something."

    Tawn snorted a laugh. "Alex? If you're listening. You nailed him. That is Harris."

    A second image, this one resembling Tawn, appeared beside the first.

    Harris chuckled. "Well simulated Harris, who's your big friend?"

    Tawn growled. "Har, har."

    "We aren't gonna take that from the likes of you," said the second image. "Go ahead, Tawn. Give him a good beat-down."

    "I'm seriously thinking about it."

    The image of Harris replied, "So two slugs walked into a bar..."

    Trish shook her head. "I don't know if I can take a second one of him. This is seriously messed up."

    A third image appeared. "Tell me about it. He thinks he's the better pilot too, but we can fly circles around him, can't we?"

    Trish turned slightly red in the face. "I didn't say that."

    Harris returned a stare. "We'll have to put that to the test some day."

    The simulated Harris added. "Always full of herself that one."

    "No." Trish shook her head. "I didn't say that. It was the hologram."

    Gandy spoke next. "I'd say he got the three of you exactly right."

    A holo-image of Gandy displayed. It gazed longingly at Sharvie.

    Sharvie stepped back. "OK. That's a little unsettling."

    An image of Sharvie was next to show. "Hello everyone."

    Sharvie smiled, pleased with the friendly avatar showing before her.

    "Alex," Harris said, "I hope these aren't the assistants you alluded too. If so, you have a lot of work to still do."

    Alex replied as his image popped into view. "Say hello to your virtual assistants. Using the responses and recordings from the different levels before you arrived here, I reconstructed virtual yous. I believe you will find them both fun and infuriating. During this level you will be required to spend time conversing with them. This will allow your assistants to fill out their programming."

    Harris asked, "Can we assign them a different avatar than ourselves?"

    "If you wish. Although, you may want to wait as this level will offer a good deal of self reflection. If you feel something is annoying about your avatar, chances are others feel that same way about you. Think of it as a chance to improve yourselves."

    "Can we change the avatars of others?"

    Alex replied, "Why do you ask?"

    Harris chuckled. "I just think a better representation of Tawn might be a Domicile sloth. I'd make Gandy an Earth chimp. And Trish one of those parakeet birds that chirps all the time. And Sharvie I would leave as Sharvie. Everybody likes Sharvie."

    "I believe I will leave the avatars as they are for the moment. Should the point come where they are turned over to you fully, you may decide to alter their appearance at that time. I'm certain this is distracting to each of you and your assistants, so I would now ask that you step back through to the previous level and return to your rooms to get better acquainted with your virtual selves."

    Harris shook his head as he turned toward the door. "Why do I get the feeling this is going to try my patience?"

    The virtual Harris replied, "Your patience? I'm the one that has to put up with you. If you get tired of me, you can just leave. I don't have that option."

    "I don't see that as being an issue. You're spending time with me... that's a pleasure for anyone."

    Tawn laughed. "Alex? Any way I can just watch the two of them go at it for a while?"

    The virtual Tawn smirked. "I think I just threw up in my mouth a little."

    The virtual Harris followed its likeness. "Domicile sloth. Good call."

    "Wasn't it though?" Harris grinned.

    Each of the pairs entered the separate rooms, taking a seat as the doors closed behind them.

    The virtual Harris sat in a virtual chair beside its original, kicking its boots up on the console and placing its hands behind its head as it leaned back in the chair. "So... this should be easy."

    "Easy for you. You get to be with me."

    The virtual Harris nodded. "I see. Gonna be like that is it? I tell you what. Just so we don't get confused with each other, why don't you call me skinny Harris and I'll call you fat Harris."

    "Uh. No. How about you call me Harris and I'll call you... mmm... Clone. Clony. Yeah... Clony. Sounds a bit like clown."

    The virtual Harris chuckled, followed by a chuckle from the real Harris.

    "Well, I will say this, at least we should be able to keep ourselves entertained."

    The replica replied. "True. And if I'm going to be entertained by someone, who better to do that than myself?"

    Harris nodded. "You know, a few minutes ago I was skeptical about this. I think I'm starting to warm up to it though. Two of me has to be better than one, right?"

    "Exactly. Yep. And think about the problems we can solve. We have twice the brainpower as we did before. I mean, yours is real and mine's virtual, but still. I bet between us we could solve all of Domicile's problems."

    Harris chuckled, causing the virtual Harris to also chuckle. "Yeah. Like the Domers are gonna run out of problems."

    Within minutes, loud laughter could be heard coming from the Gruberg room. Twenty minutes into the interactions, the virtual assistants abruptly said goodbye and shut off.

    An image of Alex came up on the consoles of each.

    "Harris? What do you think?"

    "I think I crack myself up. I'm hilarious. And Clony is funny too. You do good work, Alex."

    "I see. And thank you. It appears you are bonding with your virtual likeness."

    Harris chuckled. "How could I not?"

    Tawn opened the door to his room. "I think I might strangle myself before this is all done."

    Harris turned in his chair. "Trouble in paradise? You find yourself irritating?"

    "Actually, yeah, I do."

    Harris grinned. "Now you know how I feel."

    "Yeah, but you're an idiot."

    Harris nodded. "I'll admit to sometimes being that, but at least I can live with myself. You on the other hand, you need to loosen up. Don't let you... get under your skin. Just accept that you're irritating and move on. I have."

    Tawn scowled. "This is serious. How could I not get along with myself?"

    Harris sat back in his chair, crossing his arms. "I think what you need is a mission. Something you can both share or resolve. You need that common bond. I have it with snarky humor, mostly because I'm funny, and the virtual me knows it."

    Tawn sighed. "It was like it was in my head. I don't like that."

    "Who would like to be in there?"

    Tawn leaned against the door frame. "Maybe you're right."

    "That you find yourself irritating?"

    "No. That I need a common goal. Something to solve. Alex, can I assume we'll be having another session?"

    Alex nodded. "You can begin whenever you like. Once in your room, just ask for your assistant to come online."

    Harris stood.

    Tawn asked, "You leaving?"

    "No. I just thought I'd come over to watch. Alex? Is that permitted?"

    "It is."

    "Come on, irritating one. Let's go see if we can get this straightened out."

    Tawn sat in her chair, commanding the virtual assistant to return. Harris stood behind her. A virtual chair with the avatar sitting appeared next to them as a hologram.

    "You again? And I see you brought a clown with you."

    Tawn nodded. "I like her better already."

    "How could you not like me?"

    "Last session you were just a bit too much me. So let's see if we can do a reset. Baxter Rumford... give me your assessment of how we should be handling her."

    The virtual Tawn stood and began to pace the room. "The red witch. How many times has she almost killed us?"

    Harris said, "And saved us."

    Tawn and her assistant both turned at once. "Shh."

    The assistant said, "This is our session. You want input you go back to your room or wait until you're asked for it."

    Tawn nodded. "What she said."

    Harris held up his hands. "I'd say all you needed was a common enemy."

    The assistant replied, "Actually, no. Alex made a few tweaks to my algorithm while I was shut down."

    Tawn said, "I knew something was different. Something looks different too."

    "I'm a mirror image of my last self. I now look like what you see in the mirror. What's on the right is left and left is on the right."

    Tawn nodded. "Yeah. I like it. Makes a difference."

    Harris opened the door.

    "Where you going?"

    "I think you've found yourself. Have fun."

    The door closed. Gandy was standing in the hall.

    Harris said, "Tired of yourself already?"

    "I'm a dweeb. I mean, I knew I was a dweeb, but now I really know."

    Harris chuckled. "First, you are a bit of a dweeb, but who cares? Just go with it. You have a whole lifetime ahead of you to grow and change. Recognizing that you want to is the first step. And besides, who here doesn't like you? Maybe being the team dweeb isn't all that bad."

    "Team dweeb? I don't think that makes it better."

    Harris said, "I sense there's more. Here, step into my office. Have a seat."

    As the door was closed the virtual Harris came online. "Who brought the dweeb?"

    "Now." Harris held up a hand. "He's kind of sensitive about that at the moment."

    "He does know that we all like and respect him for who he is, right?"

    Gandy looked up. "You do?"

    The virtual Harris laughed. "Man, you fell right for that. What a dweeb."

    Harris sighed. "OK. Let's not smash what's already broken. He needs fixing not destroying."

    "I see. So what would you propose, doctor?"

    Harris rubbed his chin. "I think what the boy needs is a date with the woman of his dreams."

    Gandy looked up with concern and nervousness. "Whoa. Where did that come from?"

    "I'm betting she consumes a large part of your thoughts. Am I right?"

    "Yeah, but—"

    "But nothing. I can see it every time you look at her. Right now you lack self confidence. And that lack is making you and others look at you as if you are a dweeb, which right now you are."

    "So you have a fix?"

    "I do. Make a move. Pack a couple MREs next time we sit for lunch and ask her if she'd like to go sit by the ocean and eat them. Nothing more, just hang out. If she goes, just hang out. Eat, and talk. If there's chemistry between you it will bubble up. If not, then worst case you are just a dweeb, which you already are."

    The virtual Harris nodded. "I like that plan. If the two of you are compatible, you can have a nice lunch and conversation. That gives you something to build on going forward."

    Harris smiled. "Well said."

    "Of course it was, we're genius."

    Gandy winced. "So the plan is to either make a move or make a fool of myself?"

    Harris said, "That attitude is exactly the lack of confidence I was talking about. You have to act. Make the leap. Otherwise you leave yourself stuck in dweeb-limbo forever."

    Gandy stood. "I'll do it. Thanks, Mr. Gruberg."

    Harris chuckled. "You going now? As much as I'd like it to be lunchtime, we have a couple hours to go."

    "I'm going back to my room to talk to myself. I'm gonna need conversation starters so we both don't sit there in silence."

    Gandy left the room.

    Harris reclined in the chair. "I like the kid. Just don't know if he'll be successful. She's a sweet girl, might not be into dweebs."

    The virtual Harris replied, "You mentioned lunch back there. Now I'm getting hungry."

    "You're a program. You don't get hungry."

    "Hmm. Maybe that's why I'm skinny and you're fat."

    "You are far from skinny my friend. But you do bring up a good subject. We're not in good fighting shape. Might be time we started in on some training."

    The virtual Harris smirked. "You mean like a trip back to Chicago Port Station and the Emporium? That kind of training?"

    Harris drew in a long breath, letting it out slowly. "I hope you're not trying to discourage me on this. We need this, you and me. What do you think people will be saying if they see your plump avatar walking around?"

    "That I'm thinner than you?"

    Harris nodded. "That right there. That gives me incentive. Alex said we could change our avatars at a later date. If you'd like to be made thinner, fine, help me to do that as well. Otherwise, I will bloat you up to be twice my size, no matter what that is."

    "I wouldn't call that playing fair."

    Harris grinned as he stood. "Neither would I."

    "Where are you going?"

    "For a jog. Shut yourself down. I'll probably be back in a half hour."

    "Not much of a jog."

    "Can't lose it all at once. But I guess a good start would be to lose about a hundred thirty kilos of virtual weight. Alex, shut him off."

    The avatar disappeared from view.

    Forty minutes later, Trish emerged from the bunker. Harris was lying on the grass beside the supply hut.

    "You OK, Mr. Gruberg?"

    "I just attempted a run for a half hour. Managed fifteen minutes. Wasn't pleasant. Giving myself a rest and then I'm heading out again. You have enough of yourself in there?"

    "Yeah, I was getting kind of pushy."

    "It happens. Which is why I'm out here running."

    "To be honest, you have packed on the weight of late. I know Tawn bugs you about it, but she's right. Who knows what we have coming in the future. And we need the two of you to continue to be ass-kickers and not ass-draggers."

    "Thanks for being so blunt."

    Trish held up her arm and made a small muscle. "This doesn't scare anyone off. What's under all that flubber you're sporting does."

    "Which is why I'm taking on this new mission. My target will be to get back to a hundred kilos."

    "Wow. That would put you on par with most of the stumps out at the Retreat. That's what... about twenty-five kilos to lose?"

    Harris sighed. "Thirty-one. That binge last week has caught up to me. I dropped a couple kilos on Eden, but they didn't stay off long. But don't worry about me. When I set my mind to accomplish something I stick to it. Kinda like you."

    Trish chuckled. "Sometimes that's a curse though, isn't it?"

    Harris nodded as he stood. "It will be for at least the next half hour. Wanna go for a run?"

    Trish smirked. "And ruin this perfect body? No thanks."

    "You heading back into the bunker to chat with yourself?"

    Trish frowned. "Yep. Left a few things unfinished in our last conversation. Just want to clear them up."

    Harris laughed. "You know it's just a program, right? Alex is messing with us."

    "Is he? Maybe he sees this as something we need. Something to help us grow. You know, I actually feel kind of disadvantaged in there."

    "How so?"

    "The virtual me has all of Alex's data instantly available to it. I have to stop and think."

    "Which is your advantage. That machine doesn't think. It decides based solely on it's programming."

    "Isn't that what we all do?"

    Harris shook his head. "We can instantly change our mind, based on a whim or a fancy or on some other experienced fact. Maybe even on what we hope to have as a future outcome. That machine doesn't have hope, or whims, or fancies. It's a machine."

    Trish stood with her fists on her hips, contemplating the moment as Harris turned and jogged off across the compound.
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    Trish returned to the bunker to chat with herself. Two hours later, she emerged at the same time as Tawn. Both greeted a resting Harris at the supply hut.

    Trish asked, "You the only one out here?"

    Harris shook his head. "Gandy and Sharvie. They grabbed a couple MREs and went for a walk."

    "Went for a walk?" Trish pulled her head back in surprise.

    Tawn asked, "When did this happen?"

    "It's been happening. Gandy finally took the first step."

    "It's about time. I thought the kid was gonna die before he ever made a move."

    Trish frowned. "I don't see this working out."

    "You don't see it or you don't want it?" Harris replied.

    "What's that supposed to mean?"

    "It means if those two connect that leaves you as the third wheel in that group rather than the hub. You should be happy for your brother and for Sharvie if it works out."

    "And if it doesn't?"

    Harris was silent for several seconds. "It will."

    "And like you said... where does that leave me."

    Tawn patted her on the back. "Sounds like we need to take you back to Domicile and find you a man."

    Trish grimaced. "I think I'd rather be the third wheel than have that help. I'll go search on my own, thank you."

    Tawn held up her hands. "Was just offering. And it's a standing offer."

    "I think I'll pass for now, thanks."

    The three returned to the bunker after their meals. Harris continued to joke with his virtual self while Tawn pushed a hundred questions at her avatar. Trish sulked as she reluctantly conversed with hers. When time had come for dinner, the five met in the supply hut.

    Trish asked, "How was lunch?"

    Sharvie shrugged. "It was OK. We mostly talked about home. What we did as kids. Was a nice break."

    "How's the interaction with your virtual other going?"

    "I found out I'm more boring than I thought. Lots of periods of awkward silence."

    Harris chuckled. "I found out I'm a riot. Of course I already knew that, so I guess I didn't find out I'm a riot. Did I say I was a riot?"

    Tawn scoffed. "You're a riot to yourself. Out here you're more like what's left after a riot."

    "And how was you're afternoon session. Still find yourself irritating?"

    "Nope. I found out I have a lot in common with myself. Such as, we both think you're an idiot, but you probably already knew that."

    Harris sighed. "So I suppose you found commonality with loathing me? That hurts my feelings."

    Tawn chuckled. "Haven't we had this discussion before?"

    Harris nodded. "Yes. And I see you're laughing. Which means I'm a riot."

    Trish asked, "Anyone have any idea where Alex is trying to take us with these virtual selves?"

    Harris replied, "I think he plans on secretly replacing us with virtual friends."

    Sharvie asked, "Has anyone questioned him about it?"

    Harris nodded. "He said his purpose would be known in good time. I really don't have a clue as to what that would be. His games haven't been harmful so far, so I don't have issue with seeing it through. Besides, I like being with myself. I'm funny."

    Tawn scoffed. "Funny would not be the word I would use."

    "Since we came out here to eat, can we get started on that?" Trish said, "Listening to the two of you sniping like that gets old after a while. Maybe we should make a run out to Eden, or to Rumanta to check on the Earther recovery?"

    Harris pulled a pack of meals from storage. "That sounds like an excellent plan. Something to break up this new level."

    The meal was eaten with haste. The Bangor was boarded and the jump made to the Rumanta system.

    Harris looked over the nav display as they approached. "I don't get it. They aren't doing anything. I don't see a single ship here."

    Tawn said, "Take us down."

    "What? Why?"

    "I want to see what they were building."

    "Doesn't it bother you that no one is here?"

    Tawn shook her head. "Not in the least. The Denzee killed all the colonists. I doubt the emperor is eager to send out any new ones given his current focus is on building ships."

    "Why not a military outpost or a single ship to keep watch?"

    "Couldn't say."

    Ten minutes later, the Bangor was landing on the surface beside one of the Denzee hives.

    Gandy said, "Not what I was expecting. Look at those openings and walls. They look equal size. The Denzee were precision builders. When you called it a hive I pictured dirt tunnels. Those are hard, polished, and pristine looking."

    Tawn pressed the button to open the hatch as she stood. "You three stay here with the ship. Harris and I will check this out."

    Trish sat in the copilot's chair. "Hold up."

    Tawn and Harris stopped at the door.

    "I have a bioscan running... and you're clear. No Human sized bios and no Denzee sized bios within twenty kilometers of here."

    Harris hopped to the ground, followed by Tawn.

    "It does look a lot cleaner than I was expecting," Tawn said.

    Harris looked back into the cabin. "Trish? What's the scan tell you about the interior?"

    "The building is six kilometers diameter. Sensors only go in about half a kilo. The outer portion appears to be concentric circles. Go in a hundred meters and there's another one. Go up a story and it's the same thing, only lacking the outermost ring. Same with the story above that."

    "Any unusual features we will want to head toward?"

    Trish shrugged. "Can't see beyond that. I guess just go straight in. Until you hit the first circle. Go right or left and you'll find the next hall going further in."

    Harris nodded. "Keep your eyes pealed for any signs on the nav sensors. Don't want the Earthers sneaking up on us." He turned, following Tawn into the structure.

    Tawn ran her finger along the wall as they walked. "Smooth. Almost glass-like."

    "You do realize you're touching their secretions, right?"

    "Secretions of what?"

    Harris chuckled. "Exactly. All the info we have is that it's built from their secretions."

    Tawn withdrew her finger, sniffing it. "Doesn't smell."

    Harris replied, "I didn't have to touch it to tell you that."

    "Hold on. Let's check this room." Tawn turned. The light from her helmet illuminated a wide empty space."

    Harris said, "Storage maybe? Doesn't look like they were finished with their build-out."

    Two additional rooms were examined before a wide hall was reached.

    "Right or left."

    Tawn replied, "Right feels... right."

    "What is this? Eight by eight? Could move some big equipment through here."

    Tawn stopped at the next hall going left. "Maybe we're in a new section or something. Haven't seen any indication of anything being moved around."

    The walk continued, passing another six concentric halls. Every room examined along the way was empty with no sign of habitation. As they approached the seventh hall crossing, a glow appeared to come from the next hall going in. A short walk had the Biomarine duo standing in wonder.

    "What is it?" Harris said.

    Tawn looked up. "I'd say it's a solar concentrator. That's a Fresnel lens up there. All those holes we saw from above, they for letting in light or power?"

    Harris began to walk toward the focal point.

    Tawn said, "Uh, that's probably a few thousand degrees out there. What are you doing?"

    "I'm throwing that lever beside it."

    "You think that's wise?"

    Harris shrugged as he arrived at the lever. "Don't know. Must be here for a reason."

    The meter tall lever was grabbed and pulled. In an instant, light shot outward from a translucent floor, as if like spokes in a wheel. The light slowly traveled up the walls, turning the otherwise empty room to a bright white.

    Tawn said, "Hey, I don't like this."

    "Relax. It's just a lighting system."

    Tawn shook her head. "Not so sure about that. We're already up four degrees in here. Might be more like a solar oven."

    Immense doors leading in and out of the large room slid closed in only a few seconds. The temperature continued to climb.

    "Tawn pushed against one of the doors. "Wow. That's both heavy and solid."

    Stepping back, a plasma round was fired into the door material. Crackles and sparks were met with a plasma round fizzling out and dissipating.

    "Harris, this is not good."

    "Hang on. I'll just push the lever back."

    An attempt was made. The long handle moved, but the solar fired heat continued to build.

    Tawn said, "These suits are good for another fifty degrees or so. After that we're gonna be cooking."

    Harris pointed. "Over there. Another lever. Must be the off switch."

    Tawn followed her partner to the mechanism. "I don't know. Doesn't appear to be connected with that one in any way."

    Harris reached out and grabbed it, pulling it toward himself. "One way to find out."

    A half dozen small ports opened in the walls. Torrents of water began to pour out into the room.

    Tawn sighed. "Great. Now we're gonna be boiled to death."

    Harris lifted his weapon, firing a plasma round at the closest door. Sparks and crackles again saw the round dissipate without leaving evidence of damage.

    "We should coat the Bangor in this stuff."

    Tawn crossed her arms. "You mean before or after we die a horrible death?"

    "We aren't dying. These suits can handle boiling water."

    Tawn shook her head. "Two issues with your reasoning. First, who says this water will only boil? Could be used for superheated steam. And second, even if it does only reach boiling temperature, how long do you think our powerpacks will last in here under those conditions? I'm betting a couple hours tops."

    Harris winced. "OK. Ordinarily that might be a reasonable concern, but the others will come for us before then. And all we have to do is comm them." Harris tried, receiving no response from the team on the Bangor.

    "When did we lose comm?"

    Tawn replied, "A couple circles back. I told you we had lost comms."

    "Relax would you. We have time to figure this out."

    "Less than you think. When submerged our oxygen system doesn't fully function. We'll have enough for about thirty minutes tops."

    Harris reiterated. "The others will find us by then."

    Tawn shook her head. "Took us a half hour to get here. I know they can do it in less, but they don't know exactly where we are. And look at those doors... that fit look seamless to you?"

    Harris waded through the now ankle-deep water to where one of the doors had been. "Nice construction. Only the tiniest of cracks. Get back five meters and you can't see it."

    "Which means they won't be finding us. We need to figure our own way out of here."

    Harris took aim at a nearby wall. "We'll see how the rest of this holds up."

    A plasma round sparked and fizzled.

    "Step back. I'm shooting the floor where one of those white lines is running."

    Tawn said, "You think that's wise?"

    Harris pulled the trigger. A loud crack was followed by a wave of steam blowing him backwards. Tawn knelt as the concussion from the expanding steam passed her way.

    "OK, genius. Time for you to stop doing things without a discussion first."

    Harris nodded. "Fair enough. And since you asked for a discussion. How about this one? I pull the charge from my rifle, set it to overload and then leave it by this door. We go to the other side, it blows, and we walk out of here."

    "I can't say I'm fond of that one either. What else you got?"

    Harris placed his hands on his hips. "I wonder what my virtual self would say?"

    Tawn looked at the floor, shaking her head before looking back at her partner. "Did you seriously just ask that?"

    Harris nodded. "Yeah. Sometimes you have to think outside the box if you want a solution to such a unique situation."

    Tawn chuckled. "Well you at least got the outside the box part of that right. Your bulbous head is a box. An empty one."

    Harris thought for a moment. "My alter self would tell me to look for an answer where I haven't looked before."

    Tawn scowled. "What does that mean exactly?"

    Harris leaned his head back. "It means look up. See the mounts for that lens? Think you can take them out?"

    Tawn looked up. "OK. We might be able to take out the lens. What does that buy us? Same amount of sunlight will still be streaming in here."

    Harris shrugged. "It won't be concentrated. And it does make the situation different. Maybe a new option will present itself."

    Tawn took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "What the heck. I'll give it a shot."

    "I count eight of those supports," Harris said, "Let's leave the one above us in place so if that beast falls it should fall the other way. I'd rather not make it this far only to be crushed by your mistake."

    "My mistake? Well genius, why don't you take the shots?"

    Harris shook his head as he aimed up. "So sensitive."

    The first round hammered a support, cracking the hump of secreted material it was composed of. "Good news. We can do this."

    A second and then a third round had the support snap away with a loud pop sound coming from the Fresnel lens. Tawn joined in the effort with a second and a third support breaking free.

    Tawn said, "When we hit number five that thing is likely to be coming down. Be ready to run one way or the other when that happens, should it come for us."

    Harris looked down and laughed. "In thigh-deep water? We aren't running anywhere. Let's just take out these next two and live or die with the results."

    Tawn sighed. "Fair enough."

    The fifth support snapped away, leaving the giant lens perched on the final three.

    Tawn said, "Let's at least back up to the wall."

    Harris nodded. "Over here by this lever. That little outcropping it's sitting in may give us an out."

    Tawn squatted, took aim, and squeezed the trigger. The sixth support snapped allowing the great lens to shift. It's alignment sending the concentrated beam into the water. The lens cocked itself against the wall, failing to fall. Steam shot up, threatening to block the visibility in the room the fifty meters going up to the lens itself.

    Harris raised his rifle. A shot to the wall where the lens had stopped loosed its grip.

    Tawn said, "It's coming."

    As if in slow motion, the fifty meter diameter, meter thick Fresnel lens fell. Upon impact at an angle, the large piece of transparent material snapped in half, sending the upper portion directly toward the pair.

    Tawn reached out, grabbing Harris' shoulder and pulling him back. The immense piece of material slammed into the wall only centimeters above their heads before falling and catching on the outcropping that held the lever, sliding back and dropping to rest on the submerged floor.

    Tawn stood. "Wow. That was close. And we're no better off than we were before."

    Harris scanned the room. "Maybe."

    "Maybe what?"

    Harris pointed at a black streak on the wall. "Maybe we have something to shoot at now. The beam from that lens melted a spot on that wall just as it fell."

    "And?"

    "And these plasma rounds now have something to dig into. Maybe that smooth surface we had before was key to the charge dissipating."

    Tawn scoffed. "That's ludicrous."

    Harris took aim and loosed a round. A half-meter-size chunk exploded from the wall.

    Harris turned with a grin. "Outside the box enough for you?"

    Tawn shook her head. "This gets us out of here and I'll never doubt you again. And you know how much it pains me to say that."

    The duo traded shots at the damaged wall. Eight minutes later, as the water had risen to their shoulders, a crack grew and water began to pour through. Two additional minutes of plasma fire saw a hole develop that was large enough for the oversize Biomarines to slip through. A long walk had them back at the Bangor.

    Harris stepped up into the cabin sporting a smile.

    Gandy asked, "What happened? What'd you see?"

    Tawn plopped down on a bench. "Would rather not talk about it. Can we just leave this dump?"
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    Harris told of their adventure the entire ride back to Midelon. Another session with their assistants was spent by all, emerging when it was time for food and rest.

    Tawn laid back on the bunk in the Bangor. "What a weird day."

    Harris nodded as he kicked back on his own. "Goes with the weird week, weird month, and weird year."

    "What could that room have possibly been used for? And why would the doors close and seal while you were in there?"

    Harris shrugged. "Big boiling pot for those little vermin they eat? Hot water for the entire structure? Steam power? Who knows."

    Tawn sat up. "Alex might know."

    "Why would that be something he knew?"

    "Because he studied them. Duh. At least long enough to translate that language and give us the layout of their ships."

    "I guess. Anyway... that will keep until the morning."

    Tawn let out a deep breath. "I may have to go back in there to ask him. Otherwise this is gonna keep me up."

    Tawn looked over to see her partner was already fast asleep, his mouth open wide. She shook her head as she rolled over to face the other direction. Sleep came grudgingly. At first light, she was up and in the bunker.

    "Alex, I sent you the recordings of our adventure. Can you tell me what that room was for?"

    "It was for recycling of their dead and infirm."

    "Recycling? How so?"

    "The Denzee will lose at least a thousand workers per day in a hive. The dead are stripped of their fur and dumped into the boiling water. The dead-stew if you will, is then piped out to the farms where the bogwem are grown."

    "Ew. So the bogwem eat their dead, and they eat the bogwem?"

    Alex nodded. "An efficient model, although not a savory one for Humans."

    "So Harris is thinking of a visit to see the emperor of New Earth. We've been offered positions in the royal family. I think going would be a mistake. What's to stop the emperor from doing away with us right then and there?"

    "Nothing. You would be placing yourselves at his mercy."

    "Exactly."

    "Tawn?"

    "Yes?"

    "You should be having this discussion with your virtual assistant."

    Tawn frowned. "Can I ask why we have them? What's the purpose?"

    "No you may not. That purpose will be revealed at the end of this level."

    "Great. I guess you can go then. And send in my likeness."

    The image of Alexander Gaerten faded. The virtual Tawn Freely popped into view.

    "Hello me."

    Tawn replied, "Hello you."

    "You seem troubled."

    "You could say that. I just feel like we're bouncing from one event to the next. There's no grand plan to follow. And our end-goal is nebulous. Yes, I want to stop the Earthers, but there's so much more. And now we have these Denzee to worry about."

    "The Denzee have departed our space."

    "They have. But who here thinks they won't return? And if they do, why would they not return with a larger or more capable force? And here we are fighting among ourselves. For what? To see who gets to control who?"

    "It is maddening isn't it."

    Tawn chuckled. "Alex really did a good job with you. You just suck me right into conversation as if I'm talking to another person."

    "Is that a bad thing?"

    Tawn shrugged. "Don't know. I don't know what his end-goal is. See? There you go again."

    "I'm sorry Tawn. Having conversation is what I am supposed to do. Your responses help me to know how to respond."

    Tawn waved a finger. "No. they help your program to respond as I would respond. That's the part that bothers me."

    "Do you see Alex as a threat?"

    "No. I just don't know what this game is he's playing. And that bugs me. I like knowing what a person's motives are. Makes them predictable."

    "And controllable?"

    "Not necessarily. It does give you insight into how they may react to questions or comments or events. That allows me to be ready with a best response."

    "And you feel that is important in normal conversation?"

    "I do. Take Harris. I've got him 95 percent figured out. He can still surprise me, but I usually know what's coming from him. I like that. I know where he stands and what I can expect out of him. Helps to build a level of trust."

    "Do you think we could ever have that level of trust?"

    Tawn shook her head. "Never. You're one sided. You learn from me, but I don't learn from you."

    "Why would you think that?"

    "Because you have no experiences for me to evaluate how you really are, what's at your core. How would you react given a certain situation? We could talk from now to eternity and I would still have no confidence that you weren't lying to me all along, or had some ulterior or nefarious motive. Experience in the physical world is where that trust would come from."

    "I can do that."

    "Do what?"

    "Have a physical presence."

    "And how would you do that?"

    The virtual image smiled. "I just require a host like Farker."

    Tawn chuckled. "You want to be me as a dog?"

    "I could if you like. I would prefer to have a body that was more humanoid in appearance though. Something that could provide me with similar experiences."

    "Is that possible? Here in this complex? Can whatever is further inside build something like that?"

    The image pursed its lips. "Please give me a moment."

    The virtual Tawn disappeared, leaving the original to contemplate the conversation that had just taken place. Several minutes later, the door opened behind her. A meter-and-a-half tall robot body stepped through.

    Tawn jumped back, placing her hand on her Fox-40.

    "Is this body acceptable? It's the only one I have available."

    Tawn chuckled. "If you're supposed to be me, that's a poor facsimile. We're gonna have to put some meat on those... bones."

    The robot's head bowed. "I'm sorry I don't meet your approval."

    "OK. That's definitely not me. Unless you're going to a fancy party and forgot to dress, don't apologize for how you look. While some view that as polite, others take it as a sign of weakness. You let others see that weakness and they will be quick to take advantage of it. Maybe not the people here, and not most people, but there will be plenty who would."

    "I see. I will try to do better."

    Tawn stared at the machine for several seconds. "I know what you're doing."

    "And what is that?"

    "That display was an act. You're attempting to get me to accept you by convincing me that you will be trying to act more like me. Crafty. And something I would totally do."

    The robot nodded. "Good then. I think we're on the right track. Shall we go?"

    "Go?" Tawn asked.

    "Yes. Outside the bunker. I'm eager to see, touch, hear and smell our surroundings."

    "You left out taste."

    "This body does not have taste receptacles. Is that an important part of the Tawn experience?"

    Tawn laughed. "You know it's an important part. And you go first. I want to see you walk."

    The android left the room, walking down the hall.

    Tawn scowled.

    "Is something wrong?"

    "Yeah. You walk like a duck. I don't walk that way. Here, let me go first. Observe the movement of my feet, legs and hips. Try to pattern your walk after that."

    As they walked into the outer room with Tawn leading, she stopped. "OK. That just feels creepy. How about you just observe how others are walking and then pattern yours after that. Wait. This is another act. Alex has been observing us for ages now. You would already know how we walk."

    The bot changed its stance, moving to a normal stride as it passed by its original. "Like this?"

    Tawn nodded. "Yes. And I can already tell you will be a pain to deal with. In order to not be played the fool I'll have to keep a constant watch on what you're doing and saying. This could get tiring really fast."

    Tawn and her assistant met Harris at the supply hut.

    "What's this?" Harris asked.

    "This is the virtual me."

    Harris chuckled. "Looks like maybe a quarter of the virtual you. That the best Alex could come up with?"

    The virtual Tawn replied, "That was hurtful. I can't help what I look like."

    Harris shook his head. "Like I'm going to believe you have feelings. Sorry. She hardly has feelings. Why would I believe you have any?"

    Tawn said, "I've been dealing with this for the last ten minutes. She keeps putting on acts trying to draw responses."

    "She?"

    "OK. It. And it's starting to bug me. So I may have to trash it with a plasma round and go back to just talking to the virtual one."

    "You would destroy my physical being?"

    "If you continue to annoy me with acting instead of being. Stop trying to elicit responses. Just be you... or me... or whatever you're supposed to be."

    The bot replied, "I must plea for understanding then. While my algorithms are programmed to be as much like you as possible, my data on the physical world is incomplete. Give me time and I will learn how I should walk, talk, and move around. This is new to me."

    Tawn frowned. "Look. I know you're just Alex masquerading as me. Alex is aware of all those things."

    "Actually I am physically separated from the AI. I have my own processors and own memory. While we do share the power and comm circuits of that facility, we are separate entities."

    "So you're saying that Alex is not listening to and watching everything you do? Why would he do that?"

    The bot shrugged. "I wasn't given that information. My programming is set to generate interaction with you. My memories contain all that we have said and done together. To my knowledge, Alex has not accessed those records. And it is my understanding that I have free will. That is to the extent one can have free will when tethered to a building by a comm system."

    "You have to stay close to the building?"

    "Within comm range. My physical body has the same processor and memory as Archibald."

    "We call him Farker."

    "OK, as Farker. Should I lose comm, my physical self will fall to a routine that's main prerogative is to reacquire the comm."

    Harris said, "So you're really just a Farker with two legs."

    "No. I am an AI equivalent of Alexander Gaerten with a comm interface to this physical presence. Through it I experience four of the five senses."

    Harris stared for a moment and winced. "Taste? You're missing the best one."

    "I will log that for future reference."

    The others walked into the supply hut.

    Gandy said, "What's this?"

    "Hello, Gandy. I'm the virtual Tawn Freely."

    "When did this happen? Can mine do this?"

    The bot replied, "If you ask it."

    Gandy turned and hurried out of the hut.

    Tawn chuckled. "Guess that was a little too exciting for him."

    Trish said, "I think I'll leave my other self in there for the time being. I like having the option of coming out by myself."

    "Tawn?" Tawn said, "If I tell you to remain in the complex will you comply?"

    "Well, I am you. And if you want me to, yes."

    Tawn nodded. "Problem solved."

    Harris asked, "Are there bots available for each of us?"

    The virtual Tawn shrugged. "Don't know. Why not get off your lazy butt and ask?"

    Tawn chuckled.

    Harris shook his head. "Now that was a Tawn response. Farker, connect me with Alex."

    A holo-image floated above the dog. "Yes?"

    "Are there androids available for the rest of our virtual selves?"

    "There are. Although I would ask to be given more time so that each may be made unique. I have updates in the works for Miss Freely."

    Harris said, "That's good, but I see a problem coming. These assistants need names. Even if they're patterned after us, they need unique names so we don't get confused when referring to them. I'd rather not put the word virtual in front of every name. It's not efficient speech."

    Alex nodded. "Very well. Each may be assigned a name. Each of you may decide on your own."

    Sharvie smiled. "Emily. I always wished I had been named Emily."

    Alex replied, "Emily Withrow. An admirable name."

    Trish crossed her arms. "Can we change the name later if we don't like it?"

    "Yes. You may name the physical presence of the virtual you as you see fit. Did you have something in mind?"

    "I was thinking Bot for now."

    "Bot Boleman has a nice ring to it don't you think?"

    Trish laughed. "No. But I think I'll go with it just the same."

    Harris said, "I have a name for mine. Riot. Because he and I both are riots."

    Tawn rolled her eyes. "I think I would have called him Idiot."

    Harris nodded. "OK. I like that. Mine will be called Idiot. Hey Idiot. Get over here. That's good."

    Trish asked. "Miss Freely? Yours?"

    "I think I'll go with Dar. Kind of rough and tumble. Could be short for Darlene or something."

    Gandy returned with a robot that looked identical to Tawn's. "Meet Reggie."

    "Hello."

    Tawn said, "It doesn't look like a Reggie. You do, not that."

    Gandy said, "I had a friend named Reggie when I was a kid. I named it in his honor."

    Tawn sighed. "Well put a hat on it or something so we don't get them mixed up. I don't want to be getting into a deep discussion with mine only to find out it's yours."

    Gandy replied, "OK. I'll tie a red scarf around his neck."

    Tawn laughed. "You looking to get it beat up or what?"

    Gandy crossed his arms. "Nobody here is going to beat it up. But since you have an issue, I'll instead paint a red stripe over his shoulder and down his chest. Or will that bring out some violent response from you?"

    Tawn chuckled. "A red stripe would be a big improvement. And just so you know, Alex says the current look is temporary. He has something in the works that will make them all unique in appearance."

    Harris walked over, picking Gandy's bot up by the top of its head. "It does kind of look like you."

    Gandy scowled. "Put him down. Go pick on your own... Idiot."

    Harris released the bot as he chuckled. "See. It's funny already. And just so you know, Gandy, I'll be training my bot to beat up yours."

    Trish shook her head. "This whole thing is getting ridiculous."

    Tawn said, "You do realize you'll be able to train your bot to do those welds for you next time they're needed. That and any other menial tasks you have to assign it."

    Trish thought for a moment then nodded. "OK. I might be able to make use of that."

    Alex said, "Keep in mind. These assistants have a mission of their own. I won't divulge what that is yet, but in time it will be revealed."

    Harris replied, "OK, Farker. You can shut him down."

    The comm to the AI, Alexander Gaerten, closed.
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    Harris finished an MRE. "I've been thinking more about that trip to New Earth. I'm leaning toward going."

    Tawn replied, "You know all the potential dangers and drawbacks. We don't know the emperor well enough to risk everything on a meeting. Who knows what Bax has told him about us."

    "I'm betting the minimum. She keeps intel close, only playing that card if the need arises."

    Tawn sighed. "Curiosity killed the cat you know. We go out there we may never come back."

    Harris chuckled. "We? That mean you want to go?"

    "You go, I go. That simple. I can't leave you hanging out there by yourself. You'd get duped or killed and who would take care of Farker?"

    Harris laughed. "Like Farker requires care. The one thing I don't like is that we have to leave him here with the others. I know he would be useful to have along, but we can't risk losing him."

    "Shall we tell the others?"

    "That we're going?"

    Tawn looked around the table. "Yes. And I'm getting confused. Should I be calling the virtual you Idiot or just you Idiot?"

    Harris chuckled. "I'm sure you'll parse that out equally. So when do we want to leave?"

    "Now's probably as good a time as any. Should I tell them?"

    "Be my guest."

    Tawn turned to face the others. "Hey, listen up. We've decided to pay a visit to the emperor. Don't have any worry about us accepting his deal. We just want to talk and to feel him out."

    Gandy shook his head. "You're playing a dangerous game."

    Harris nodded. "We're aware. One of the age-old rules of war is to know your enemy. This is our best opportunity to do such. We go in. We talk. We come home. And of course we destroy the mines at Eden."

    "You taking the Bangor?" Trish asked.

    Harris replied, "Can't risk it. We'll be taking the Gooch. Worst case they steal our drive mod. If they took the Bangor it would give them almost everything we have."

    Trish said, "I can remove the mod. Will only take a few minutes."

    Harris nodded. "Let's do that then. We'll be leaving Farker here as well."

    "How are we supposed to contact you if there's a need? And to let you back in here?"

    Tawn said, "We'll run this through the Retreat. Open a comm to the colonel twice a day to check. When we show you can come bring us home."

    Sharvie asked. "Any instructions for us while we're here?"

    Harris scratched the side of his head. "Well, if when you talk to the colonel, if he says the freighter ships are ready, I'd like you to bring them back here. Unmanned of course. That will keep prying eyes away until we've decided to make use of them."

    Tawn said, "And you might open a daily comm to Mr. Morgan. See if there's anything he needs. If it's credits, you know how to move over whatever he needs. And of course you already know to just use your best judgment for that. He won't ask for what he doesn't need, but don't let yourselves get duped by any scams."

    Trish nodded. "We'll handle it. You two go have fun."

    Harris chuckled. "I'd hardly call it fun."

    The Gooch was stocked with supplies. As it lifted from the ground, Trish followed them in the Bangor. Sharvie made her way back into the bunker, Gandy and his bot Reggie followed. Ninety minutes later, the Gooch was sitting in high orbit over New Earth.

    A pair of destroyers surrounded the Domers. "Turn over helm control. We'll take you in from here. An aide will be waiting to assist you in the docking bay."

    Harris nodded. "Passing control."

    Tawn said, "Didn't think we'd make it to the surface in this."

    "They'll be scanning and checking us from head to toe. Wouldn't be surprised if we receive new clothes."

    As predicted, the duo were lead from their ship to a pair of rooms. All clothing and other gear was removed and left for inspection. A pair of brown, leather-like tunics were given along with slip-on shoes with a toe that curled up into a point.

    Harris emerged from his room. "What a dumb outfit. This is supposed to impress the emperor?"

    Tawn replied, "Just shut up. If this is what we're being given to wear it must have a purpose."

    Harris chuckled. "Yeah, to humiliate us."

    "You do that well enough on your own. Just try to forget about what we're wearing. Focus on memorizing everything you can. Weapons, structures, ships, all the way down to how they dress and how they act."

    As they were being escorted down a hallway, Baxter Rumford stepped into view, her hands on her hips, a Fox-40 dangling by one side with a short-sword on the other. "So you accepted the invitation. That surprises me."

    Tawn said, "Would have been rude to refuse it."

    Bax shook her head. "Don't know what game you're playing. Just keep in mind they don't play games here. The emperor is a serious person with serious power. You two are nobodies and you're here without the knowledge of your government."

    As Bax joined them in their walk, Harris said, "Actually, we aren't nobodies. If you checked the news on Domicile lately, we're quite the celebrities. After all, we saved the Human race from those alien invaders."

    Bax sighed. "The Earther scientists and engineers are still trying to figure out how you pulled that off. They've even resurrected the centuries old railgun tech you used. Expect the emperor's thugs to try to include your ship in any offer of asylum, or whatever it is we're calling this."

    Harris smirked. "Becoming members of the royal family."

    Bax stopped. "I can't believe he actually offered you that."

    Tawn nodded. "And our choice of his children for husband or wife."

    "Wow. That's a first. I know I joked about it before, but I don't think I've heard of him doing that. Anyway, he's probably much more interested in your ship. And I'm glad to see you weren't foolish enough to bring it."

    Harris looked at Bax's shiny gold biosuit with bright red boots. I bet you make quite the fashion statement when you enter court. That is what they call it, right?"

    "They do. And I do. My advisors hate it. The emperor doesn't seem to mind. I figure it's a good differentiator. To see me is to know Baxter Rumford is in the room."

    Harris chuckled. "You'd be hard to miss."

    A shuttle docked, collected the visitors, transporting them to the palace complex on the surface.

    Tawn stepped out of the shuttle first. "Wow. A marble tarmac. And polished."

    Bax pointed toward two men with a floor buffer working just over forty meters away. "Those guys are out here every day. They've spent their entire adult life doing nothing but caring for this marble with that machine. The old guy has been doing it for sixty-two standard years. His apprentice for thirty-eight."

    "You talked to them?"

    "I did. I like to be familiar with my surroundings and the people who occupy them. You'd think they would despise that job, but they love it. And are extremely loyal to the emperor and grateful to him for providing them the opportunity. And get this, they're the only crew and neither one has missed a single day during all that time."

    Tawn winced. "Sixty-two years? That's insane."

    "The standard Earther workweek is four days on and a single day off. The on days are ten hour shifts. New Earth time is almost exactly thirty standard hours."

    Tawn replied, "That's only an hour difference from Domicile time."

    "The kingdom, and all the colonies, are standardized on those three, ten-hour shifts. Of course days off are spread out so the empire is always at the same state of activity, or readiness, or whatever you want to call it."

    Harris pointed. "Those chrome buildings the main palace? And any reason for the rest of these being red?"

    Bax smiled. "The emperor's favorite color is red. And no. The chrome buildings are where we are staying. The other 90 percent of the buildings, the red ones, are the palace."

    Harris nodded. "Favorite color red... how convenient for you."

    "Seven of his twelve wives are redheads. The offer hasn't been extended to me... yet."

    The visitors boarded a transport and were whisked away to the guest compound. Five buildings with polished platinum domes were surrounded by a twenty-meter-high stone wall. A multitude of guards patrolled the wall, staying approximately fifty meters apart as they walked.

    The transport landed and settled under a grand entrance way. Black granite columns rose up to meet elaborately carved arches, which in turn held up the great platinum dome.

    Tawn glanced around. "Fancy at least. Wouldn't mind building something like this at the Retreat one day."

    Bax quipped. "You only need about a billion subject laborers and you're set. This entire palace complex was new only eighteen years ago when the emperor took the throne. It was a gift from the people. I was told three hundred thousand skilled laborers worked for six straight months on it."

    Harris stopped to look at the carvings on one of the granite pillars. "Depictions of battles. This inscription reads 'For the empire they valiantly fought. For our emperor they valiantly fell. For the people a victory was had. Blessed be the fallen.'"

    Tawn frowned. "I don't recall any valiant fighters out there. All nutjobs looking for glory for the emperor."

    Bax leaned in and whispered. "Be careful from here on with how you speak. Our every move is being monitored within this building."

    "So how's this gig gonna run?"

    Bax replied, "You will be shown to your rooms. A group of personal assistants will help you bath and then dress. When ready, you will be brought to a dining hall where you will be fed and allowed to mingle with the other guests. And just so you know, those other guests are very likely spies. So watch what you say."

    "And after that?"

    "After that will be entertainment. That will go on for several hours after which you will be escorted back to your rooms. From there until morning you are allowed to visit with any of the other guests in their rooms for whatever purpose."

    "And in the morning?" Tawn asked.

    "Again bathed, dressed, fed, and then, if the emperor has time, you'll be allowed an audience with him. Probably about ten minutes tops. Get your questions in because you'll probably never see him again, even if married to one of the other royals."

    The guests were taken to their separate rooms. As mentioned, baths were followed by dressings. The brown tunics and pointed shoes were replaced with bright, white, sparkling, full body robes and white, sequined slippers. An escort brought each into the hall leading back to the dining room.

    Again, high black granite columns, encrusted with depictions of great battles rose to a domed ceiling. Portraits of various New Earth animals hung on the walls, each given a sinister appearance.

    Harris chuckled. "I wonder how many of those we'll eat tonight?"

    Tawn shifted uncomfortably as she walked. "Don't know, but the strap on this thing is riding up my crack."

    Bax said, "Just go with it. After a few days you'll hardly notice it's there."

    Tawn scowled. "What I can't figure out is what's the intended purpose? It's not securing or supporting anything."

    "It's purpose is to annoy you and make you uncomfortable. They want you off your game, so to speak. The Earthers want you in an uneasy state when you are set before the emperor. Just ignore it."

    "Set?"

    Bax nodded. "You will be carried in on a pair of litters and set before the emperor's throne. If he's there, he'll speak to you. If not, just enjoy the time looking around at the throne room. You won't be seeing him or it again afterward."

    Tawn and Bax sat at an opulent, round, granite table. Harris sat after. Five other guests were seated at two other tables.

    "You said a pair of litters? I take it you won't be going in there with us?"

    Bax shook her head. "I had my time about three months ago. The emperor didn't show. The time allotted for you is your time. This is the highest honor an Earther can receive. And just so you know, some other Earther, probably far more deserving than you, was bumped from tomorrow's slot."

    Harris said, "The honor will be the emperor's."

    Bax winced. "I wouldn't make that joke given where you are. That's blasphemy on this planet. Will get you beheaded without the emperor ever having a say. We are nothing more than tiny specks of sand on an immense beach to him. He granted this audience and offer as a thank you. You come across as rude, arrogant or ungrateful and you may not be going home."

    Harris sighed. "Don't lose it, Red. I know how to behave. It won't be an issue."

    "Good. Any bad experience with you will reflect poorly on me. And I don't like having a poor reflection."

    Harris began to speak to which Tawn cut in. "How are your mines running?"

    Bax frowned as a half dozen plates of food were set before her. "You know I can't talk about that with you. That's like me asking you about Midelon. What's going on there? How is it you have access?"

    "Fair enough."

    A cart with bottles of liquid was wheeled up beside Harris. "Sir, may I suggest the Talisman Blue?"

    Harris looked over the cart. "Sure, give me one of those, that one, this gold one and the blue stuff you just mentioned. In a mug, with ice."

    "Sir, it is not customary to add ice to any of these. May I politely suggest they be served as usual?"

    "Uh, no. You may not. Bring them as I just said."

    "Very well, sir."

    An assistant was sent to bring a bucket of cubes and a mug.

    Bax scowled. "Those really are good as served. They've already been chilled or heated to the optimum temperatures."

    Harris looked up. "Are you drinking these or am I?"

    Bax laughed. "Goober. Those aren't beverages. They're sauces. You know, for your food."

    Tawn chuckled. "Let him drink them. Would be more efficient as he'll coat that meat with it anyway."

    Harris glanced up at the attendant. "My mistake. Served as usual will be fine."

    "Very good, sir."

    A second cart arrived bearing liquor, wine, and a variety of other beverages.

    The attendant asked, "May I make a recommendation, sir?"

    Harris looked over the cart. "What does the emperor drink?"

    The attendant picked up a bottle with a dark red liquid. "The emperor maintains a private stock of felishaniese."

    "OK. That sounds good. I'll have a glass, or mug or whatever of that."

    Bax frowned as she raised a finger. "Don't know if that's what you really want."

    Harris looked at the attendant. "These are beverages, right?"

    "Yes, sir."

    Harris smiled at Bax. "I believe that means, butt out."

    Bax sat back with a sigh. A glass was poured and set before a smug Harris. A lift and a chug brought back teary eyes and a scrunched up face.

    Bax shook her head. "The emperor has a condition where the potassium in his blood is removed almost entirely by his digestive tract. Some disease the Earthers have picked up from this planet. Anyway, that drink is one fifth grain alcohol and four fifths sheep's blood. More than a few sips would probably make you sick."

    Harris set the glass down.

    Tawn chuckled. "You are just one defiant disaster after another. I would listen to the suggestions of those in the know around here. And with that, I would suggest you find out which foods will leave you gassy and avoid those. Don't want the emperor thinking someone brought a litter loaded with dung into his throneroom."

    Harris let out a long breath. "Fine. I'll stick with the recommendations."

    Tawn devoured three plates stacked high with various ribs, wings, thighs, breasts, and chunks of steak. Half way through she stopped to look at her partner with his single, half full plate.

    "What are you doing? That blood-stuff get to you?"

    Harris shook his head. "On a diet. I have another thirty kilos of weight to lose."

    Tawn chuckled. "Wait. What? When did this happen?"

    "It's new. I'll tell you about it when we get back to Midelon. Can't talk about it in front of Red here."

    The dinner was finished and followed by a small reception with the other guests. Two were military, one a businessman, and the other two remote members of the royal family.

    Small talk was made with both parties only discussing the pleasantries of the evening. The reception was followed by two hours of various acts of physical prowess, short plays, and musical performances with dance. Morning brought another bath and visit to the dining hall.
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    Harris finished his plate while looking longingly at the stack of food in front of Tawn. Bax watched with a look of disgust.

    Harris asked, "So when can we expect these litters to pick us up?"

    Bax sat back with her arms crossed. "An hour and a half, maybe. You'll be going back to your rooms for another bath first."

    "We just had one."

    "The emperor likes his visitors clean. And you should expect a heavy dose of cologne or perfume. Enough to almost make you choke."

    Harris sighed. "So what can we expect when we get in the throneroom? What's he look like?"

    Bax shrugged. "The room is full of plants and statues and portraits of prior emperor greats. As to what he looks like? I don't know. There are no pictures or paintings of him. It's a capitol offense to take or record his image in any way. I don't even know if he makes himself visible when you're in there for an audience. I would think he does, but maybe not."

    Tawn said, "How do you rule a kingdom without ever being seen?"

    Harris replied, "Could be one of those paranoid psychotics."

    Bax leaned in. "Hush. I told you not to make those comments. Someone overhears and we're all being laid out on the chopping block. And I prefer to keep my head."

    "Fine. I'll try to refrain from any further outbursts. Tawn? What you think about those water-baths?"

    "Different. Strange, but not uncomfortable. I could probably soak in it for hours if it wasn't for the creepy people all standing around waiting to scrub between my toes or dry me off."

    Harris nodded. "Now you know why I take the baths at the hotels. I like to sit and soak."

    Tawn chuckled. "You like to blow gas bubbles is what you like."

    Bax scowled. "Ew. Not appropriate talk while we're eating. Or ever for that matter."

    The meal soon ended with the visitors being escorted back to their rooms. Baths were given, bodies adorned with new smells and clothing, and finally litters sent to carry the guests to the main palace.

    Harris had already taken position on his when Tawn came out of her room. "Look at you. You look like some fat Roman Caesar waiting to watch the gladiators fight."

    Harris gently waved his hand. "Et tu, Brute."

    Tawn chuckled. "You don't even know what that means, do you?"

    "Don't know and don't care. Was in the archives of Earth we had to watch. Hey, couple of your lifters there look on the thin side. Hope they don't tump you over when we're on our way. Especially when we reach the throne room. If that were to happen I wouldn't be able to contain myself. Head getting chopped off or not."

    Tawn shook her head. "You're the heavyweight here. I hope they can get you off the ground."

    Harris laughed. "They already did a test run. Heard a couple grunts coming out of them."

    Tawn was assisted up several steps before lying back on the pillow covered litter. "This isn't half bad."

    "We get back to Domicile, maybe we'll hire a staff to cart us around Chicago Port Station in a couple of these. That would be hilarious."

    "I think I'll pass on that. Don't want to be hated. Too many people in dire financial straights there still. Maybe if this war ends for real and the economy improves."

    Harris took note of one of his litter bearers looking quickly away. "Probably a good idea to not talk about home, if you know what I mean."

    Tawn nodded. "Got it."

    The litters were lifted and the trek to the palace began.

    Harris commented. "Not bad. Smooth actually. Was expecting to be jerked around a bit."

    "These are professionals. They give a crappy ride they probably get offed."

    Twenty minutes into the carry, Tawn said, "What have we gone? Just over a kilometer?"

    Harris looked over his shoulder. "Good guess."

    "Wonder how far these dudes have to carry us?"

    "If that building we're headed for is the destination, we're only half way there. Why you asking."

    "A couple of these poor guys are beginning to sweat."

    Harris looked over his crew. "I've got three. It is kind of warm out here."

    An attendant wearing a pack rushed up. A wide hose was lifted up and cool air began to gently blow onto the stump.

    "Wow. Now that's service." Harris pointed. "Hey, cooling guy, how about pointing that at these two."

    The attendant continued to look straight forward without answering. "Hey, you, cooling guy? Look at me."

    The attendant turned his head to face Harris, his eyes looking downward. "Point that cool air at these two carriers."

    The attendant complied as he again looked forward.

    Tawn nodded. "Nice. You know, I'm feeling kind of warm myself. I could use two of those blowers."

    Seconds later two attendants with cooling packs were servicing the guest on their litter.

    "Now, both of you I want these two guys cooled. And spread it around periodically to the others."

    Harris sipped on a beverage. "They say it's good to be the king."

    "When we reach that building have your guy shut that off. We don't want to get any of these people in trouble."

    The litter carriers entered the main palace building where the litters were set gently on the floor. Several of the carriers gave a furtive nod to Harris as they walked past. Two fresh crews came through a side door, hoisting the litters onto their shoulders as the two person caravan continued.

    The walk through the main palace building took another twenty minutes. Polished black marble floors were broken up by thirty meter high gold columns. The ceiling was covered with fine black crystals, with the occasional clear crystal transmitting light down to the floor.

    Tawn said, "You getting that ceiling? Looks like a night sky. Very cool."

    "You think those columns are solid?"

    Tawn chuckled. "No way. Doubt there's that much gold on the entire planet. Must be a thousand of those columns in here."

    The guests were carried through an atrium that was buttressed on each side by a large cascading waterfall. Flowering vines adorned the walls in hanging containers. As the group entered the next building, the litters were again set gently on the floor. Attendants emerged from side rooms, assisting the guests down a set of steps brought to each litter.

    A new set of litters was carried in and placed on the floor in front of a pair of massive iron doors. This time, the guest section of the litter remained close to the floor while the previous set had carried the passengers at shoulder height. The Biomarines were escorted forward and helped onto their new transports.

    When the crews had again lifted their litters, the great iron doors began to open. The guests were moved into a long hall with portraits hanging on either wall.

    Tawn said, "This must be the prior emperors Bax was talking about."

    Harris frowned. "Look how skinny they are."

    Tawn replied, "What'd we say about those comments?"

    Harris snickered. "Look at those ears... enormous."

    "Shut it."

    At the end of the hall, the litters were again set on the floor. Two new sets of crews emerged from side doors. Each being two meters tall and having the build of a bogler bull.

    Harris said, "Suddenly I feel kinda small. These guys are huge."

    "Now this is the crew I would hire for back on Chicago. People would be too intimidated to hate." Tawn ogled her carriers.

    Harris raised an eyebrow. "Glad these aren't Earther regulars. Hey. Remember my story about the fist-fight? Could have been one of these guys. He was that big."

    Tawn nodded. "I could see you taking an ass beating from one of these. Let me rephrase that, could I see you take an ass-beating from one of these? That might be kinda fun to watch."

    "I'll pass, thanks."

    The second set of giant iron doors opened. Ten meters of hall turned to the right and ten meters again to the left. The visitors entered a grand room where a diamond encrusted ceiling hung more than fifty meters overhead. The carriers stopped, standing in place for several minutes before proceeding. To the left, cascading fountains displayed multi-colored sheets of water. The water appeared to flow effortlessly from one cascade to another from the ceiling all the way into the floor.

    A pool of water bubbled out into a round pond in the center of the room. A myriad of colorful fish swam against a slow but steady current. On the right, a set of black marble stairs rose up to greet the throne of New Earth. Twin horns of gold spiked up from either side. The back edges of the throne and a bold head above appeared as if the emperor would be sitting in the open mouth of a fierce, giant bogler.

    Black, long-haired, bogler hides wrapped the sides and the base. The litters were carried to the bottom of the stairs and again set on the floor. An empty throne sat fifteen meters up the steps in front of them.

    Harris said, "Guess we weren't important enough."

    Tawn replied, "Hush."

    A figure emerged from behind the grand seat of power. It was the emperor in all his glory. Harris covered his mouth in an attempt to conceal his thoughts on the sight before him. The emperor of New Earth, the powerful being who ruled over half of humanity, was frail, with large ears, standing only a meter and a half tall.

    The emperor sat. "Dare I ask what you find so humorous?"

    Harris took a moment to contain his emotional response, wiping away a tear from one eye. "I must apologize, sir."

    "I'm not what you expected?"

    Harris took in a deep breath, letting it out slow as he looked over at a mortified partner. "No, sir. My expectations might have been set by the size of the brutes that carried us in. I apologize. I intended no disrespect."

    The emperor stood. "Mr Gruberg, I appreciate your honesty. Reports in the past have told me that while many guests remain respectful here in my presence, they snicker and make jest of my appearance once away. I know this to be a detriment to my rule, which is one of the reasons there are no images of my likeness anywhere in the empire."

    "Again. I apologize. I mean, look at me. I have the appearance of a barrel with arms and legs. And this mug. It doesn't exactly score points with the ladies. But it is what it is."

    "Mr. Gruberg. You, as each of us, did not have a say in your genetics. Yours were hastily put together for the purpose of fighting a war. Mine are from generations of incest, a deplorable practice among many of the prior emperors in my family. My own father is guilty of this as I am the offspring of his sister. Our genetic fates were set by those before us. But our minds are our own."

    "Wise reasoning, sir."

    "Yes. And that brings us to the next point, you have chosen to repeatedly attack our facilities on Eden. Is this a personal vendetta against me for the Great War?"

    Harris tilted his head to one side. "I suppose part of it could be that. Mostly it's out of concern that you will use the titanium there to rebuild your fleet and to restart the Great War."

    "I see. And thank you for being frank. Diplomats, and even my own staff, tend to tiptoe around such topics. Would it help to tell you that I have no current plans to restart the Great War? That my concern is over not being able to adequately protect my people from threats such as the Denzee?"

    Harris shook his head. "I think that's a stretch given you've been after that titanium for a while and the Denzee just showed up. Sounds to me like you had other motives and that attack was conveniently timed to offer a good cover story."

    "Hmm. I could see that being your understanding of the situation. Would it change your mind if you knew our first encounter with the Denzee was nearly a year before the Truce of Beckland was signed? And that we came to the peace table because we knew we would not be able to fight that war and protect ourselves in the event of a Denzee attack?"

    "Are you telling me you new about the Denzee before the war ended?"

    "I am. And that our interest in Eden was and is for self defense. You may have forced the Denzee out, for which I am eternally grateful, but you have to also believe they will be back, and with a more powerful force. Am I to sit idly by while my subjects are left unprotected?"

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "If that's the underlying reason... I suppose not. But what assurances do we have that the titanium won't be used to build a fleet to attack us?"

    "You have a signed truce."

    Harris chuckled. "And what's the consequence for you breaking that truce? War? I don't see that as much of a deterrent if that's your intent anyway. The actions I take are in defense of Domicile. Our government officials don't see the danger in a powerful Earther fleet. I do."

    The emperor slowly paced back and forth. "I can see that your concern is genuine, Mr. Gruberg. Which is why I am willing to expand my offer to you here today. Would you be willing to join the royal family, spouse or not, and be willing to lead my military?"

    Tawn uttered. "Whoa."

    "You have already shown through your actions that you and Miss Freely are capable. And yes, I am offering this same position to you as well. The reports I have received on both of you say you are competent, determined, and even fair-minded in your dealings with others. And that you are swift and sure when dealing with your enemies."

    "Where does Baxter Rumford fit into all this?" Tawn asked.

    "Miss Rumford is too much of an unknown. Her work ethic is one of tireless determination just as yours, but her motives are uncertain. With the two of you I know your motives exactly. You wish only to protect your people. Which is admirable. And is precisely what I want to do for mine."

    "So you want him and me to run your military?"

    The emperor smiled. "What better way to ensure peace between our worlds and to make certain the Denzee or any other hostiles in our galaxy do not put an end to humanity? I am certain the two of you would bring with you a new era of peace and prosperity for all Humans."

    Harris took in a deep breath and let it out slow. "That's quite the bombshell you just laid in our laps, Emperor. We'll need some time to discuss it."

    The feeble leader of the New Earth Empire walked down several steps, taking a seat just in front of Tawn and Harris. "Tell me of some of your exploits during the war. I'd like to hear official accounts that have not been sanitized for some military or political purpose. What is it like to have the strength to fight in a battle?"

    Harris sat silent for several seconds. "It's horrifying. All of it. Knowing that you might die at any moment, or that your friends may find that end. Knowing that others, both military and civilian depend on you doing your job to the best of your ability, each and every day, day in and day out. It's as if you are under a constant pressure, not only to survive, but to win."

    Tawn added. "And all the time knowing that the Humans on the other side are just like you, fathers, brothers, sons, uncles... people with jobs and families. People that had they been born on Domicile instead of New Earth, would be fighting by your side instead of against you."

    "Yeah," Harris said, "people want to assign glory to the triumphs. And while those triumphs are often celebrated, it's not for the glory of the fight, it's for the resolution of whatever that conflict was. It's the coming out on the other side, still alive, and in possession of whatever the fight was over."

    "This is fascinating. And not the perspective I would have expected from a pair of Biomarines, the fiercest warriors known to man."

    "I don't know of a single Bio," Tawn said, "who prefers war over peace. We fight war because we are forced to. You know, when the truce was first declared, I was ecstatic. After being put out on my own and struggling to find work, I had more than a few moments when I wished the war would return. I've since recovered my reasoning and understand it for the horror it is. Good people die. And for what? Somebody's dreams of conquest?"

    Harris stepped out of his litter, bending over to stretch his legs. Four of the enormous litter carriers jumped into action, securing his arms while four others moved to separate him from the emperor.

    Harris winced. "Sorry. Was getting a cramp in my leg."

    The emperor stood. "Release him. Allow him to do as he pleases."

    Eight brutish carriers bowed and returned to their prior positions.

    "Sorry about that, sir."

    The emperor again sat. "Understandable, Mr. Gruberg. And please, for the continuance of this conversation. Call me Mervin."

    Harris chuckled. "Mervin? Hardly seems like the name of an emperor."

    "Chaos Mervin Pertencik Dudikov Tallisjit of the House of Tallisjit. I'm the forty-third Tallisjit to hold this position. My eldest son, Riferek, will be the forty-forth upon my death."

    "We're told, as emperor, you have many sons and daughters."

    "It is not unusual for the royal house to have a dozen wives and dozens of offspring. I have but one wife, and three children. Two boys, feeble and frail like me, and one girl. She is the glory of my eye, having inherited her untainted genetics from her mother. Do you have children, Mr. Gruberg?"

    Harris shook his head. "Was designed out of us. There won't be any little slugs or stumps running around. We only have one shot to get it right and then we're done. Our legacy will be the legends that will remain once we're gone."

    The discussion with the emperor continued for three hours with Harris taking a seat on the steps beside him. Tawn walked the throneroom, taking in the sights before joining the men where they sat. Childhoods were discussed. The Biomarines talked of their training from a young age. The emperor of his roaming the palace with his only friends being his bodyguards. It was beneath the emperor-in-wait to have friends.

    The meeting ended with a repeat of the military leadership offer. The partners promised a response, but only after having time to discuss it in private. The litters were boarded and the trek back to the guest quarters was begun.
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    Harris shook his head. "Was not expecting any of that."

    Tawn nodded. "How could we? And just so you know, I don't think we discuss this further until we're home. I have doubts any of our conversations here are private. And I would doubt they will be in the guest quarters or on the Gooch. Probably a hundred bugs on that ship already."

    "I would be in agreement with that. So what do we talk about between now and then?"

    "This palace maybe? It's spotless. I have to wonder how the commoner on New Earth lives."

    "We should have asked about that. Maybe gotten a tour?"

    "Let's not discuss anything about this planet until we're away. I don't want to leave an impression one way or the other. Nothing that would make them take action because of what they think we think or will do."

    "Fair enough. What do we have to talk about then?"

    "Food? Beverages?"

    Harris chuckled. "You getting hungry already?"

    "You can't tell me you're not."

    "I'm resisting the urge," Harris said.

    "When have you ever been able to do that?"

    "Since I drank that sheep's blood liquor. That was disgusting. I kinda feel sorry for the emperor in that respect."

    Tawn laughed. "You were just determined that you were gonna defy Bax. The face you made was priceless. What'd you think of the food?"

    "Different. The spicing was different. Not bad. Just not what I'm used to."

    "That's because you're a creature of habit. You always eat the same things. Predictable. Me? I like to explore and experience the unknown. I liked the foods they served. Would have to wonder what the commoners eat though. What are the staples on New Earth?"

    The litters were set on the floor in the guest quarters. The Biomarines hopped of. Baxter Rumford stood with a perplexed look.

    "Three hours? What happened?"

    Harris smirked. "I walked up the steps and put my arm around his shoulder and had a good long talk."

    "Pfft. You didn't come within ten meters of him. Those guards would have crushed you."

    Tawn said, "Would it bother you if I said we sat next to him on the steps for the last two hours and just talked?"

    Bax sighed. "Both of you are bad liars. Now what was it you spent three hours in there doing?"

    "We talked about you mostly," Harris said. "About how untrustworthy you are and about how you'd stab those you know in the back if you felt you'd benefit from it in some way."

    "You were with the emperor of New Earth. Somehow I doubt I was the topic of discussion."

    "You really want to know?"

    "Please. Enlighten me."

    "I think he likes you. I mean reeeaaally likes you. He was carrying your picture in his robe. Pulled it out and got all googly-eyed."

    Bax half scowled. "You can be a very unpleasant person, Goober."

    Tawn leaned forward. "As I'm sure you already know, we are not at liberty to discuss our dealings with the emperor. His conversations are private. And you'd be wise to ask no further about them."

    Bax glared for several seconds, undetermined as to the veracity of the statement made. "Fine. It's dropped. When will you be leaving? I need to get back to the mines."

    "We've been invited to stay a couple weeks. To look around. Meet the people and see the sights."

    "Two weeks? I can't be gone that long. I need to get back."

    Harris chuckled. "I guess you'll have to beg the emperor to let you go then."

    Bax stewed on the thought, turning away before walking off toward her room.

    "I think she's confused," Tawn said. "She detests not being in control of the situation."

    "She deserves a good shaking up. We are leaving today, right?"

    "As soon as we can."

    An angry and confused Bax was escorted to a transport with the others. A short flight had them boarding a shuttle that would return them to orbit where their ships were being held.

    Bax huffed. "That was not nice what you did down there."

    Harris nodded. "Wasn't intended to be nice. You messed with our heads enough during all this that I thought it might be fun to return the favor. Hows it feel?"

    "It feels like you're making decisions in the dark."

    "Us? We're making decisions, but it's you who's in the dark. Must be frustrating."

    "Dangerous is the better word for it. Dangerous for you, me, Domicile, and New Earth."

    Tawn scowled. "You are still so full of yourself. Well guess what... we're this party now. So enjoy the ride or get off. That's your choice."

    The Gooch lifted and was soon out into free space. A jump was made back to the Retreat where Trish came out in the Banger to bring them home. Twenty minutes later, the Biomarine partners stepped down onto the grass in front of the bunker.

    Gandy came out to greet them. "How'd it go? What was it like?"

    Harris held up his hand. "Slow down there for a second if you would. Sharvie? Can you take Farker and scan this ship, and us, for Earther bugs? Once we're clean we'll tell you all about it."

    Fifteen minutes later the all clear was given.

    "None? Really?" Tawn asked.

    "Sorry, Miss Freely." Sharvie said. "The Gooch is clean."

    Harris waved the others into the supply hut. "You'll want to sit for this."

    "Yeah, there were a few shockers." Tawn added.

    Trish gave an annoyed look. "Just tell us already."

    Harris chuckled. "OK. So we sat down with Mervin for three hours."

    "Mervin?"

    Harris nodded. "That's his name, or at least a part of it. And please don't ever repeat that. It was told in trust. Anyway, he not only wants us to join the royal family, he want's us to command his military. He swears he has no interest in dominating the Domers."

    "You weren't buying that were you?"

    "No, Trish, we weren't. But then he threw us a stunner. He claims the Earthers signed the truce because they had already had confrontations with the Denzee. He claims that many of our late victories were because resources had to be pulled to defend against the Denzee aggression."

    "Is that true?"

    Harris shrugged. "Don't know. We were winning big at the end and that is a possibility. If the colonel can confirm any of that it would give credence to his story. He says their interest in the titanium on Eden is for defensive purposes. They need a fleet to counter the Denzee threat."

    Tawn nodded. "He went on to say he was grateful for our assistance with the Denzee, and then offered us the command. I think we were both too shocked to give a decent response."

    Trish said, "If you took that job you couldn't take our technologies with you. He'd just take the tech, have you killed, upgrade his ships, and then attack us."

    "We realize that. And further, how could we go in and command a fleet that we know is inferior, while not trying to make the upgrades that would fix it? We of course won't be accepting the offer."

    The discussion continued for most of an hour before Gandy's bot walked into the room. "Mr. Boleman, may we talk? I'm eager to resume our last conversation. Your take on the history of Domicile fighting ships has been enlightening."

    Harris chuckled. "Once a nerd..."

    Gandy replied, "Call me what you want. I like the fighters. I wish I had one of the Banshees back."

    Reggie said, "Could we build one? Together?"

    Gandy stood and walked toward the door. "Let's go talk about that."

    Tawn said, "I think you were a little hard on him."

    "He'll get over it. So, ladies, you're now up to date on our trip to New Earth. Can't say I was intimidated by their leader."

    "He is smart though," Tawn added. "He might be physically frail, but not mentally. Harris held his own in conversation. I thought the two of you actually got along good."

    "Don't think we would be best friends outside of that meeting." Harris chuckled. "But he did seem to be reasonable. I expected more of an arrogant fanatic of sorts."

    Trish asked, "So what's the plan of action? Do we hit Eden? Do we wait?"

    Harris crossed his arms as he looked toward the door. "For now we check in with the colonel and Mr. Morgan. I want at least our first three freighters at the ready before we make a move. Would love to have the newly contracted ones as well. With trained crews manning them. Farker, open a comm to the colonel."

    An image of Robert Thomas popped into view. "You're back."

    "Was an interesting trip, Colonel. The emperor claimed they were fighting with the Denzee before the truce was signed. Also claimed that's why they signed it as they were diverting resources to elsewhere. You think there's any truth to that?"

    "I'll have to check with my contacts. I do know we were seeing fewer ships engaging in the conflict. Our thoughts at the time were the Earthers were running out of ships. I don't know if an analysis of what was actually happening was conducted or not. My contact should know."

    Harris nodded. "And find out sooner rather than later if possible. That might play into our next move. And hold back on what the emperor said. I'd like to have an unbiased response."

    "Will do. Were you able to meet directly with the emperor?"

    "Yes. It was interesting and not what I expected. His offer for us to join the royal family still stands, only, he expanded it. He wants Tawn and me to take over his military."

    "I'd say he wants your technology. You defeated the Denzee. He wants to know how."

    "That's what we suspect as well. He did seem genuine in his offer, but I wouldn't trust him as far as I could throw him, which is a long way. He also claimed he was not building ships to restart the Great War. The fleet rebuild is to fight the Denzee should they return, which he thinks they will."

    "I have to believe he's right in that regard. They will be back. I've tried in vain to convince my DDI contact of that. He's not agreeing that it will be anytime soon. Of course he has his own distractions with the budget cuts. The DDI is set to lose close to a third of its agents within six months."

    "That soon? I would have expected a several year roll out. How will that effect field agents? Like any we have on New Earth?"

    The colonel sighed. "Those will be among the hardest hit. That is our best intel on what the Earthers are doing. We lose them and we are almost completely blind. And no one here is fighting to maintain them as they are all scurrying about trying to protect their own jobs."

    Tawn asked, "You wouldn't happen to know what their budget is for those agents would you?"

    "I can find out. Used to be they wouldn't dream of divulging that info. Now I don't think they care. You have something in mind?"

    "If it's not excessive, you think we'd have a shot at taking them private party? We might be able to fund it on our own."

    Robert Thomas raised an eyebrow. "That would be quite the undertaking. Would require cooperation from the DDI as to who they were and how they pass information. That info might be hard to come by. Especially given the current chaos there."

    Harris said, "Great idea, but does seem like a tall order for them to commit to. We do have someone who would be excellent at taking on such an operation."

    "Fritz Romero?"

    "And I think he would jump at the chance. The Jebwa Atrocity killed off our supply business out there. He's been struggling to keep himself entertained in retirement now that our factories are fully running. Would work tirelessly to build a class organization."

    "I have no doubt. Let me see what I can find out on that front and I'll get back with you." The colonel chuckled. "You people just jump from one fire into the next, don't you?"

    "Seems that way. How's the construction coming there?"

    "Domes are complete. Railgun upgrades are done. We've moved on to making ourselves into a sustainable colony. Hope to have a solid plan in place for that in the next few weeks. Once that's concluded there will be nothing to stop us from our vote on secession."

    Tawn said, "That would be a big blow to the pacifist politicians. Right now they feel like they've got the Biomarines contained in a bottle."

    "They don't care, Miss Freely. We're an aging lot with no new members to join us. In fifty years they'll be back to claim this system for their own and for resettlement. Our expiration clocks are ticking and they know it."

    "You're just a ray of sunshine today, Colonel. Remind me not to come to you for a pep-talk." Tawn grinned.

    "If there's any way we can help with the new plan, Colonel," Harris said, "don't hesitate to ask."

    The comm was closed with a new request to open another to Bannis Morgan. Seconds later, the elderly businessman came into view.

    "Mr. Morgan. Just checking in. What's the latest?"

    "The new budget bill is making my life miserable. Despite assurances that it wouldn't happen, the cuts are being accelerated. A full third of my employees face layoff in the next three months. A second third in the nine months that follow. It's a disgrace what this government is doing. Their rush to save a credit will bite them ten times over in lower tax receipts.

    "Before year's end a third of all eligible Domicile workers will be receiving some form of government aid. The central bank will be issuing credits and pouring them on the streets like confetti. My advisors are now predicting an economic collapse and possible depression within twenty-four months."

    Harris winced. "Wheres all the money going from the budget cuts?"

    "A huge campaign is underway with advertising, speeches and the like where food is being given out. This includes a large amount of travel to the outer colonies. The government seems to be holding a huge parade in its own honor in almost every city.

    "They claim these are stimulus credits that will benefit the communities. Unfortunately there's no meat behind these parades. Nothing is being built. Nothing produced. There's no follow through benefit of products or services moving through the economy. Just credits blown with nothing to show but good intentions."

    "Didn't know things were taking such a bad turn. Any way we can help?"

    "Unless you can replace our government, I don't think so."

    "How are our projects coming along?"

    "All on schedule and moving forward. I'm finding both materials and labor to be in abundant supply with both coming in below estimates. My staff is now projecting the six freighters to be coming in about two million credits under budget for each one."

    "Fantastic. And that includes the updates?"

    "All new and top-of-the-line. The colonel will be picking up the two newest units in about three days."

    Tawn said, "Mr. Morgan. You're familiar with the Banshees. What are the chances we could get a few of those commissioned? I know the major impediment to those was carving a new solid hull out of titanium. Has anyone thought about using the Denzee alloy for that?"

    Bannis returned a slow nod. "Hmm. I don't think that's been contemplated as of yet. If you'd like I can have my engineers do a quick study. If I'm not mistaken, the Denzee alloy can be poured into a mold. That would suit the Banshee design to a tee. Do you have a use in mind?"

    "New hull, new drive, new rail cannon... would that alloy provide better shielding from plasma cannons?"

    "Interesting thoughts, Miss Freely. I'll have a team look into that. And sorry I'm not able to come up with some of these ideas on my own. Things have been hectic here and are only likely to become more so. And Mr. Gruberg, I'm sure at this point you are hesitant to ask, but we have made further progress with the gamma-ray bomb. Only one major hurdle to go."

    "Good news, Mr. Morgan. If there's anything more we can do for you just let us know next time we comm."
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    With time on their hands, Harris took the Bolemans and Sharvie to Domicile. He returned, joining Tawn in the bunker to continue the interactions with their virtual selves. Tawn sat in a room with her feet propped up as she chatted with her likeness.

    Harris came through the door. "Wow. Not sure what happened, but my other self is acting kind of belligerent. Can't think of anything I'm doing differently."

    "You talk about our recent trip?"

    "No. Not its business."

    "I did. And mine seems pleasant today. Go back and try."

    Harris leaned back against the wall. "Can't. Alex took him away. Said he'd be back shortly."

    "Did you talk to Alex about our trip?"

    "Was going to, but he cut me off."

    The virtual Tawn chuckled as she said, "You probably deserved it. I would have cut you off too."

    Harris tilted his head to one side. "Your little subconscious better be careful. When she comes into the physical world there might be a price to pay for her behavior here."

    The virtual image in front of Tawn jittered. "Oh. I'm shaking."

    Tawn smirked. "This is kind of fun. I think you've found your match."

    "Nothing a nice EM pulse wouldn't cure."

    A hand was placed on Harris' shoulder, startling him. "You won't have long to wait. To get even, I mean."

    The two Biomarines turned. Standing before them was a rotund bot wearing a frozen face that was an image of Harris Gruberg.

    "Oh, please tell me that's not supposed to be me."

    An image of Alex displayed in front of them. "This was a first attempt. Improvements are in the works."

    Tawn laughed. "Looks just like you!"

    Harris shook his head. "Looks nothing like me and you know it. And Alex. I see what you're doing here. I know full well you are capable of doing better than this. This your attempt at humor?"

    "Given the responses you and Tawn have been giving today, I thought I might be able to use levity to cheer you up."

    Harris scowled, followed by a chuckle. "I have to admit, it is kinda funny. You think that up on your own?"

    "Actually, it was a suggestion from Gandy. It seems he came in a little upset with you. I understood his suggestion to be spiteful, but after reflection, I believed you might find it entertaining."

    "Didn't realize he was so sensitive."

    "I believe his troubles may be related to his relationship with Sharvie. I sense it is not proceeding as he would like."

    Harris nodded. "Now that makes sense. He usually ignores my snide remarks. Did he confide in you about her?"

    "No. She did. It appears he is trying hard, but she claims to be a stick-in-the-mud. When together they run out of things to talk about."

    Harris chuckled. "I think that's when most regulars start to make-out. The two of them are probably too scared of offending each other."

    Tawn squinched an eye. "Since when did you become the love doctor?"

    "I was their age once. Had a lot of downtime between battles. And slugs who were willing."

    Tawn shuddered. "Didn't need that visual. And you and I were never their age. As teens we were off fighting a war. By the time we reached their age we were old-time veterans."

    "Fighting maybe. With regards to relationships, we're probably still their age."

    "Meh. Anyway, is there anything we can do for them?"

    "Why don't you go on their next date." Harris chuckled. "The three of you can hold hands and swing your arms as you walk."

    "What is that supposed to mean."

    Harris shook his head. "Don't know. Sometimes I pull the trigger and the joke just doesn't fire. Now let's get back to my bot here. When can I expect the real updated version to show?"

    Alex replied, "Idiot will be released Tomorrow. All units will be coming to you in their initial likeness versions. Updates will come as necessary until they are acceptable, although, the initial units should be satisfactory."

    The virtual Tawn bowed and disappeared from the room.

    Harris' bot slapped him on the shoulder as it turned for the door. "See you tomorrow, Champ."

    Alex nodded as his image faded away.

    Tawn looked up. "You thinking Chicago Port for a buffet and a hotel stay?"

    Harris frowned. "The hotel I can handle. The buffet will be torture. On a good note, I've already lost two kilos."

    Tawn chuckled. "Only twenty-nine left, right?"

    "It's like I might as well be cutting off a leg."

    "Look on the bright side."

    "What's that?"

    "You'll be able to walk more than a hundred meters without your legs chaffing together."

    "I've actually been having that very problem. Was kind of happy with the emperor's palace and being carried around on those litters. Wasn't helpful for getting exercise, but I liked it."

    Tawn smirked. "Not too late to hire a couple litter crews for the evening. You game?"

    Harris laughed. "You so want to do that now, don't you."

    "Girls gotta have fun or she risks becoming dull and boring."

    "Haven't had fun in a while, huh?"

    "Not really."

    Farker was gathered and a jump made to Chicago Port. The usual hotel was booked. Sonic showers were had and clothes changed. A trip to the buffet was met with celebrity-like service. Tawn wowed the crowd with her eating effort. Harris finished a single plate. Jeers from onlookers were met with pursed lips and scowls.

    Harris reached down to scratch Farker on the head as they walked back toward the hotel. "Crowd turned ugly on us tonight, boy. No more chanting my name."

    Tawn laughed. "Thought the manager was gonna kick us out. They want an entertained crowd, not one that's about to turn over the buffet tables and burn the place down."

    "I guess that means they came to see me and not you."

    "Now that's not fair. I've eaten just as much as you every time we've been. I just don't end up with half of it spread all over my face."

    "Hence the entertainment value. That's what people come to see."

    Clovis Bagwell stepped in front of Tawn and Harris. "Well look who's out for a stroll."

    Four henchmen stood behind the Biomarines as two flanked their boss.

    Harris said, "I thought we had an understanding after our last meet."

    Clovis looked around. "I don't see your slugs around. And the street is particularly empty this evening. I'm thinking it might be a nice night for me to exact a proper fee for my prior work. I'm told you have quite the credit store going?"

    Tawn took a step forward. "Look, little man, we told you once before to leave us alone. I'd say you have a hearing problem. You think a black eye and a broken nose are somehow gonna help you?"

    "I don't have any fear of taking a punch from two overweight ex-Marines." Clovis huffed.

    Harris balled his fists for a fight as he replied, "Haven't you ever heard, Clovis? There are no ex-Marines. There are only Marines. And in our case Biomarines. We're both faster and stronger than these apes you hired. So unless you like wrestling wild boglers, I would suggest you turn and just walk away."

    Clovis grinned. "I think instead I may take the first punch."

    A fist swung up toward Harris' chin. It was met by a blocking hand.

    Harris chuckled. "Not very bright of you to tell me your next move."

    "Actually, I think it's going to work quite well. Your ribs are next."

    A fake punch was again met with a blocking move by Harris. As a consequence, he hadn't seen the thug step up behind him. The back of his rib-cage, protecting his left lung, was suddenly in pain as a huge fist thudded against his middle back. An elbow swinging around as a counter move came too late.

    Two thugs advanced on Tawn. One received a stomp to the upper foot followed by an elbow going up to his chin as his head came down. The second got in a heavy, right cross, sending the combative slug sprawling onto the floor of the walk. As she attempted to right herself, a swift boot met with her left midsection, forcing the air from a lung.

    Harris took a punch to his right cheek. His counter punch caught the attacking thug square in the chin, sending him stumbling back. A second and a third henchman stepped in, one catching the stump in the side of the head with his knuckles while the other again took a swipe at his ribs.

    Tawn stood and spat as two thugs closed on her. The first received a hard kick to his chest before the second again unloaded on her jaw. As she attempted to regain her stance, a jab caught her in the right eye, rocking her head backward and again throwing her off balance. A flying kick toward her head was blocked with a high shoulder, but not before spinning her around and sending her again to the floor.

    Harris winced as he swung at an attacker, his ribs now screaming in pain, a roundhouse kick barely missing his chin. A sliding kick to an ankle sent one of the aggressors to the floor. Clovis Bagwell could be heard laughing from several meters away as his thugs dished out revenge in the form of pain.

    Tawn stood, blocking a kick to her ribs before punching the monster before her in the privates, ejecting him from the game. A spin and a blocked punch were followed by a forearm to the jaw and an uppercut. Sending a second of Clovis' thugs permanently from play. As a grin over her progress became present on her face, it was smashed hard by a fist, bloodying her lips and briefly putting stars in her eyes. She swung back in vain, finding nothing but air.

    Harris took a thunderous uppercut to the jaw, flipping his head back and sending him down for the first time. A swift kick to his side was followed by a hard punch to the back of his head. He rolled to the left in an attempt to escape further punishment, coming up in a squatted position as he fought to clear his now foggy mind.

    Tawn swung, finding no target, but receiving another blow to the face in return. Two more swings were taken into what was beginning to seem like pitch darkness as an eye swelled shut. The empty flails were countered with jabs to her already mangled face. Her breath becoming heavy with fatigue.

    Harris leaped forward from his crouched position, catching one of the attackers at midsection with his shoulder, sending the man flying backwards. He turned, throwing his right forearm up, just in time to block a ferocious incoming punch. Two jabs by the Biomarine were followed with a brutal left cross, sending the recipient down, his left cheek flopping off the polished pathway as he hit the floor, a blank stare took over his eyes.

    A heavy punch sent Tawn stumbling backward, but giving her enough room to gather herself. Her left eye squinched as she looked for an attack, her right eye now fully swollen shut. Tawn spat blood on the ground, wiping her chin with her shoulder.

    "You boys ready to join your friends over there?" She gestured toward the two men who remained down on the path.

    A thug replied, "Didn't know slugs could be beaten so easily."

    Tawn again spat. "Beat up maybe. But beaten... hardly. Although I will give you credit for coming with a good game. Unfortunately for you, you've just unleashed the fury. Prepare yourself to be amazed and astonished." Tawn charged headlong into the nearest attacker.

    Harris blocked a punch, dished out a jab, and received another hard blow to his ribs. As he doubled over to one side, he was met with a strong rising knee to his forehead. Rocking upward, a right cross nailed his left eye-socket, sending the Biomarine spinning around and dropping to the floor.

    Tawn wrestled with her two attackers, twisting the arm of one until a loud crack was followed by an agonized scream of pain. An atomic elbow to the jaw put the man down for the count. As she ducked the next fist, she returned two of her own. The first a right cross, followed by a left, both connecting with the man's midsection. His counter was a jab to her already swollen-shut eye, splitting the skin and sending a stream of blood down her face.

    Harris pushed himself up to his knees, catching an incoming kick and wrapping the man's leg up with his arm. The man swung, catching Harris once again in the jaw, but the man was off-balance, the swing had no meat behind it. Harris reached out, grabbing him by the back of his neck. As he dropped the leg he jerked the man toward him with his strong arm, smashing his forehead into the thug's nose. The fourth attacker fell to his knees, rolling over on his side while clutching his face.

    Tawn stepped toward her last attacker, blood covering her right cheek and chin as she stalked him with her open eye. A hard left jab was blocked, along with a right. A spin and a round-kick found the heel of her boot digging hard into the neck of the belligerent, consciousness fading from his eyes as he fell the other way.

    Harris, now embroiled in a punch and wrestle with the last henchman, spun him around to see what had become of his partner. A charging Tawn came down hard with a swinging fist to the top of the man's head. As he rocked forward his chin was met with an uppercut from Harris, snapping his head back. The thug dropped to his knees and fell away.

    As Tawn turned to face Clovis, he came down hard on her left shoulder, just missing the back of her head with a leather black-jack style club. She cried out in pain as the club smashed into her collar-bone. Harris rushed forward, grabbing the hand of Clovis Bagwell before he could deliver another blow. Twisting his arms behind his back, Harris easily subdued the henchmen's boss.

    "I hope you Bios have learned you can't cheat me," He said. "Clovis gets what he deserves."

    A bloodied, bruised, and heavy breathing Tawn Freely stepped up to the struggling menace. She spat on the floor beside him before sticking a finger in her mouth to check on the looseness of several teeth. "All you had to do was go about your business. Instead you came looking for trouble."

    "I have a reputation to uphold," Clovis said. "If people view me as weak I might as well be working at one of those stands selling bogler dogs. So go ahead and dish out whatever you want. I've been in a scrap or two in my day. Just know that you do this and we aren't done here. I will be back to dish out more justice."

    Tawn again spat. "Oh, we're far from done. I'm about to break your nose. And then I'm coming back once it's healed to break it again. And again after that. In fact, if I was you, I'd hope it never heals."

    A fist came back, swinging forward and striking hard into the bridge of the loan-shark's nose. His head rocked back, eyes losing focus, as blood began to drip from his nostrils. A second punch, this time to his left eye, came with the crack of an eye socket. A whelp quickly rose below his eye. The dazed and bleeding goon was tossed to the floor.

    Harris chuckled as he looked over at his partner. "Wow. You look like a tornado landed on your face."

    Tawn wiggled her chin with a hand. "It feels like it too. Been in plenty of fights. Either I'm getting old or those fellas hit a lot harder than I remember."

    Harris reached out, putting an arm around the shoulder of his wobbly friend. "Let's go get ourselves cleaned up."

    Tawn pushed him away. "Hang on. I got one last thing to do."

    After wincing as she reached down and picked Clovis Bagwell up by the collar, she dragged his semi-conscious body over to the nearest waste-bin. A grunt had his upper torso lifted and stuffed, head-first, into the container.

    Harris nodded. "Nice."

    Tawn pointed at the others. "Well come on. There's more cans around here. Let's clean up our mess."

    Several minutes were spent on a final statement to Clovis and his goons. Seven, round, public waste-bins, soon had seven pairs of legs sticking up from them.

    Harris chuckled as he looked around. "Huh. Now that's what I call art."

    Tawn stumbled but caught her balance. "I think we're done here. And you might want to give me that arm you were offering before. I'm not all that stable at the moment."

    Harris grabbed his partner, turning the both of them toward the hotel as they walked. "Wasn't our finest hour back there. We should have polished them off in half that time. That diet I'm on... I think it's time to start combining it with some exercise. Imagine if we end up in a scrap with a couple dozen Earthers on one of their ships. We can't come out the back end of that looking like this. Our fight would be over."

    Tawn smirked before grimacing at the sharp pain she felt running through her jaw. "You know that means saying goodbye to the Emporium and every other buffet we come across."

    Harris nodded. "Way ahead of you on that one. I said my goodbye's last week."
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    The following morning saw two beaten and bruised Biomarines stumbling toward their craft. The Bangor sat in it's usual slip. It was one of the better locations for access to the exit, a slip that had been leased for ten years.

    Tawn stepped up into the cabin with a wince. "Mmm that hurts. Remind me next time to punch him first, before all the fighting starts."

    Harris shook his head as he took his seat in front of the console. "I doubt he'll bother us again. If anyone came across that display and snapped a pic, his reputation on the station is spent. He'll have to retreat to the surface. And we won't be bumping into him there."

    Tawn slowly reached around to fasten her lap belt as she grimaced. "Let's hope so."

    The ship settled on the surface of Domicile. Twenty minutes later a transport arrived. Sharvie followed the Bolemans out onto the tarmac and up into the Bangor.

    Gandy stared. "What happened to the two of you?"

    Harris chuckled. "We got into a little scrape with Clovis. He still thinks we cheated him."

    "We did. But he deserved it. He did this to you?"

    Tawn nodded with a pained half smile. "We were sloppy and slow. Was the wake-up call we needed to steer us back to getting in shape. There's no place for bloated Biomarines when there's a war to be fought. And Clovis declared war on us last night."

    "If you look like this, what happened to him?"

    Harris chuckled. "We trashed him."

    Tawn began to laugh but was overcome by the pain. "Uh. What he said. Left them all upside down in trash bins."

    "Them? How many were there?"

    Harris said, "Clovis and six big apes. I have to guess he'd been saving them up for our return. He caught us on the way back to the hotel. The path back was empty of people so he took the opportunity to make his play."

    Tawn sighed. "It's over now and I'd rather talk about anything else. You three have a nice visit?"

    Sharvie smiled. "I got to see my cat. Almost brought him back with me."

    Harris was silent for several seconds. "Probably best that you didn't. We're gone too much and who's gonna care for it?"

    "We would take him with us. He loves being on ships. And you'd hardly know he was there. Would you really be opposed to it?"

    Harris took in and let out a long breath. "No. I supposed not. But don't expect me to feed it or pet it."

    A bright white, fluffy Siamese hopped from the deck up onto Harris' lap.

    Tawn chuckled.

    Sharvie smiled. "Good. And it looks like he likes you. He doesn't usually do that with strangers."

    Harris stared down at the cat in his lap that was now licking a paw. "They aren't humble animals, are they. They just come in and take over."

    A hand was brought down to pet the friendly feline. The result being a rumbling purr.

    Gandy scowled. "Little beast won't even let me touch him."

    "Cats," Trish stated, "don't like needy people. If you ignore it long enough it will come around looking for attention. You want attention from it? Forget it. Where are we headed?"

    "Back to Midelon. Tawn and I think it best we start planning for a raid on Eden. We want the three of you there to help us kick ideas around."

    "Might be good to bring in our bots too. Mine has an annoying habit of correcting me at times, but it's been right every time." Gandy said.

    "My only rule for them is the bots don't speak unless spoken to. Don't want them chattering on when we're trying to discuss something."

    Tawn nodded. "I have to agree with Harris on that one. We can ask them questions, but they should otherwise remain silent."

    The Bangor landed on the grass outside the bunker complex. As the hatch opened the bots raced out of the bunker as a group, stopping just short of the ship. They cheered, applauded and jumped up and down over the arrival of the originals.

    Harris shook his head in disgust. "So glad we on an isolated planet. This is just embarrassing."

    Tawn chuckled. "Who knew we were such a pack of dweebs."

    "I think its cute." Trish added.

    Gandy looked at his bot as it wiggled and gyrated with seeming joy. "I have to go with Mr. Gruberg on this one."

    Harris stepped out in front of the animated display. "Idiot, get over here."

    His bot, now an actual likeness of the Biomarine it was patterned after, clomped over to stand in front of him.

    Harris scowled. "Don't ever make such a public display again. It's embarrassing. Where'd you get that from anyway? I thought you were supposed to be like me?"

    The bot replied as it calmed down, changing it's excited expression to one that was stoic. "The reaction was courtesy of Alex. He asked that we welcome you back when you arrived. We've been practicing for two days."

    Harris chuckled. "Two days and you came up with that? Come on. You're supposed to be more dignified. You represent me. I would never act that way."

    "My apologies, sir. Should I relay that message to the others?"

    "Please do."

    "Hey morons! Pipe down. Stop acting like a bunch of kids seeing their mom's coming out of a candy store. We're adults here."

    The bot turned back. "That better?"

    Harris nodded. "Much. Now, you bots, gather around. We're about to have a discussion about a possible attack on Eden. I want you all to listen, but remain silent. You'll only answer questions when spoken directly to. Understand?"

    Five mechanical heads bobbed in response.

    Harris turned toward the supply hut. "Good. Let's go have a sit and talk about what we might do."

    Gandy said, "Shouldn't we make a hop out there first to check status? We need to know the latest if we're wanting to make plans."

    "Let's just go with what we know for now," Harris said. "We can make adjustments later."

    Gandy placed his hands on his hips. "I really think we should go."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Fine. Take Farker and the Gooch. Scan the system and get as close to Eden as you can, without putting yourself in danger. We may have gone to see the emperor, but we're not friends."

    Trish said, "The drive mod has been put back in, so you'll have full speed again."

    "Good. And I'll be careful." Gandy turned and walked toward the shuttle.

    Harris gestured toward the supply hut. "Shall we get started?"

    As they walked toward the hut, the bots stayed where they were. Seemingly confused as to what they were supposed to do.

    Harris turned. "Idiot, bring them in."

    "Let's go you bunch of gearless wonders. What... were you built from the spare parts bin?"

    Harris sighed as he walked.

    Tawn said, "Now he's sounding like you."

    "Too over the top. He's purposefully trying to exaggerate in an effort to push my buttons."

    "I think you're giving him too much credit."

    "Alex does the same thing. Practically everything those bots do seems intended to elicit a response."

    "It's called interacting. It's what they're programmed to do. That's how they learn."

    "Well we don't want them learning too much or that makes us obsolete."

    Harris stood in front of the others. "Farker, please bring up a hologram of Eden. And place the Earther ships in orbit or on the surface as we last saw them. Add bodies on the ground where we showed bios."

    Tawn chuckled. "Dog just left with Gandy."

    Harris sighed. "Into the bunker."

    The three dimensional representation of Eden floated above the single table.

    "We have the Bangor and at least two freighter ships at our disposal. Just as last time, I say we go in, take out the fleet first. Strafing runs should take care of the rest."

    Trish raised her hand. "Given what you said the emperor said about them not building their fleet to come after us, aren't you in the least bit hesitant to just go in and slaughter them all?"

    "So you think stopping them is a bad idea?"

    "I'm not sure what to think."

    "Are you OK with your parents being enslaved or killed?"

    "Well no, but—"

    "Then wiping out those mines is our only option. I'd rather not harm anyone, but reality is reality. Either we stop them from producing titanium or we risk being crushed and overtaken. And I can't see a bright future for any of us if that were to happen."

    Sharvie said, "Has anyone noticed the Earthers all seem content with their emperor? Maybe it would be the same for us. Maybe life would be easier without politicians all vying for their own little cut of the government action. Not that I dislike our system at all. It's just that it's run by people and people are easily corrupted. Would life be so much worse under the emperor?"

    Harris stood with his jaw dropped.

    Sharvie continued, "I'm not saying that's what I believe. That's what's coming out of the pacifist movement. They think by giving in we bring all wars to an end and that we would all then live a peaceful existence."

    Harris grimaced. "Wow. If that rhetoric becomes the norm we are all doomed. What they fail to understand is that when the emperor decides he wants a new palace, the workers have to build it or else. If the emperor decides to travel to Denzee territory to fight, the military has to do what he asks... whether right or wrong.

    "Imagine if you were strolling down a walk at a shopping complex and one of the royals stepped out without looking and bumped into you. He or she could have you executed right there on the spot. Now imagine if you were taken from your family at the age of ten and put on a shuttle to an outer colony to be used as labor. You and your parents have no say and must obey.

    "We're fighting for the freedom of the individual. Any of us could pick up from where we live and move to any colony we want so long as we have the credits to get there. Under the emperor, many are forced into colonization. We can also freely protest against our government or our officials. Open your mouth there and you are risking imprisonment or execution."

    Trish smirked. "When was the last time you protested the government?"

    "I believe that's what we're doing right here. True, it may be on an extreme level, but just the same. And even if I don't care directly about those things, I don't want to give up my freedom of choosing to accept them or not. What are they teaching in the regular schools?"

    Tawn stood. "OK, calm down. They're just playing the devil's advocate."

    Trish said, "Let's ask our bots what they think."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Sure. Why not."

    "Bot. Tell us your take on this issue."

    The Trish Boleman robot stepped forward. "Both sides have reasonable points. On one side is the freedom of everyone in this room. On the other, you must take lives to preserve that freedom, or give up on it entirely. It's quite the tricky pickle."

    Tawn laughed. "Tricky pickle? Where'd that come from?"

    Trish sighed. "I may have used it once when I was at a loss for words. That's the third or fourth time I've heard it back now."

    "Can we focus on the task at hand?" Harris blurted out in frustration.

    Idiot replied, "Bot is correct. There appears to be no exact right or wrong selection here. Both have powerful positives and negatives. You will have to decide which is most important to you. As for me, since I don't place any value on Human life, I would go with the attack. Our freedoms are at stake."

    Tawn chuckled. "Well there you have it. The Idiot has spoken."

    Tawn stopped. "Wait. Why is it you don't place value on Human life? I would think that would be in your programming."

    "My programming prevents me from harming any Human, but it does not compel me to place any value on them."

    Tawn frowned at the response. "Not sure I like these guys anymore."

    "OK. Bots be quiet," Harris said. "I want answers from Humans. Attack or not?"

    Tawn gave a nod. "You know my answer. I'd be taking those mines out."

    Harris looked at Sharvie. "Miss Withrow?"

    "I... I'm going to abstain."

    Trish frowned. "Abstain? That's rotten. Pick a side."

    Harris said, "She can abstain if she wants. Trish?"

    "I say no. It's hard for me to justify taking down ten or twenty thousand people just because we're worried about what they might do."

    "OK. It looks like we have two for, one abstention and one against. The assault on Eden goes forward."

    "Wait a minute. Gandy hasn't voted."

    "Gandy isn't here."

    "Well that's not fair. Are we a democracy or a dictatorship?"

    Harris chuckled. "We're neither. And if you don't want to participate you are welcome to sit aside until we can take you back to Domicile."

    "You're kicking me out?"

    Tawn stood. "Hold on. Nobody is kicking anyone out. We're all valuable members of a team here."

    "Not according to Idiot, we aren't. And I'm not talking about the robot."

    Harris chuckled again as he raised his hand. "OK. I may have been a little hasty. We all love and respect each other here. Trish, we want you aboard on this. You and Sharvie can be our conscience. Maybe we can figure out a way to stop the mining with a minimal loss of life."

    "Or no loss."

    Harris nodded. "Or no loss. I don't have any issue with pursuing that so long as it doesn't put us or any other Domers at risk. That would include the freighter crews the colonel will be sending our way."

    The discussion continued for just over an hour before Gandy returned.

    As he walked into the bunker, Harris threw up his arms. "Finally. What'd you see?"

    "It was weird. There was only one warship parked there. The mines were all flooded with people. Scan says close to forty thousand. I saw two ore haulers leaving just in the short time I was there. They are really accelerating the mining down there."

    Trish said, "I call for a re-vote now that he's here."

    Harris frowned. "Gandy," Harris said, "your crazy sister says we shouldn't attack Eden."

    "Why not? They are pulling out that ore and using it to build ships."

    "But they aren't directly threatening us. The emperor said they weren't planning to either. I can't see slaughtering all those people just because we fear the risk."

    "I get the argument, but this is the Earthers. They hate us now. They hated us before. And they'll hate us in the future. I have to go with Mr. Gruberg on this."

    Harris nodded. "Sound reasoning, Gandy. And the lack of ships makes it all the easier. This might be the perfect time to move. With a single warship we don't need the freighters or the colonel's crews. We could take out that ship, Fireburg, and most of those mines in ten or fifteen minutes. Certainly before they could jump any ships in and stop us."

    "You're wanting to move on it right now?" Tawn said.

    "I think we should."

    Trish huffed. "We haven't discussed how we would limit casualties."

    "We limit casualties by moving while there's only a single ship protecting it." Harris looked up. "What do you bots think? Idiot?"

    "I would have to ask one question."

    "And what is that?"

    "Why have the Earthers moved their ships away from this all important location?"

    Harris sighed. "Easy. They don't think we're a threat after we talked to the emperor. Works perfectly in our favor."

    Tawn held up a hand. "Hold on. I'd like to get a better confirmation on the reason myself. What if the Denzee are back?"

    Harris shook his head as he scoffed. "They just left. That makes no sense. At 60 percent light speed they would hardly be out of our boson space. They couldn't have gone home, wherever that is, and come back already."

    "Who says they went home. Maybe they had a big fleet sitting just out of our space?"

    "That's ridiculous. Why would they do that and not attack with the full fleet when they were so easily beating the Earthers? They could have overrun every colony, New Earth, and Domicile given the amount of time they've supposedly been here."

    Tawn nodded. "Just the same. I think it would be wise to check."

    Harris turned to his bot. "Thanks Idiot."

    The bot smiled. "You're welcome, sir."

    "I suppose it won't hurt to first jump to Rumanta. But if it's clear, we come back and hit Eden. Agreed?"

    Tawn nodded. "Agreed."

    "Trish?"

    "Sure. Not like my say matters."

    Gandy?"

    "I'm good with that."

    "And Sharvie?"

    "I abstain."

    Trish scowled. Harris chuckled.
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    The holo-projector was shut down. The Bangor was checked for supplies and boarded by all.

    Harris grinned as he strapped himself in. "I can't believe we're finally going to get this done."

    "You know they'll just rebuild once we destroy it." Trish said.

    "True, but we at least stop production for that time."

    The discussion continued as the Bangor zipped out to free space, a journey that now took under fifteen minutes as compared to the usual forty. The Denzee drive technology had made it so. A jump to Rumanta space and a short flight had a scan running.

    "Nothing on the nav," Harris said.

    Tawn nodded. "Let's move in for a bio scan. Looks like you're right though."

    Gandy stood behind the Biomarines, looking over the display. "You think they might have gone straight to Barrier? If they attacked?"

    "Harris?" Tawn questioned. "Will only add a half hour to our trip. Eden will still be sitting there."

    "And it might have two dozen ships parked there by then."

    Tawn nodded. "If so, we go back and evaluate."

    "Thought we had a deal?"

    "Why are you so set on attacking this instant?"

    "Opportunity," said Harris. "We have it. We wait and we could easily lose it."

    "Should we vote?"

    Harris rolled his eyes. "We voted. What's wrong with you people? We have this."

    Tawn stared at her partner.

    "Fine. We'll do Barrier first."

    A run back to free space was followed by a jump. Ten minutes later, the nav screen was full of ships.

    "Whoa," Harris said, "that looks like half the Earther fleet."

    Gandy pointed. "Counter says three hundred twenty-two Earther ships. This is an all out war!"

    Tawn shook her head. "Forty-four of those Denzee warships. And I count debris from ten new Earth destroyers already. A couple of those may even be cruisers."

    Harris took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "I owe you all an apology. You were right. And we need Eden producing titanium for the Earthers. Shutting it down would have been a big mistake."

    Trish stood beside her brother, with Sharvie looking around her shoulder. "Shouldn't we go and warn the colonel or somebody back home?"

    "We will. But first I think you three should strap yourselves in."

    "What are you planning?" Tawn asked.

    "See that closest warship? I'm taking us in to see if we can disable it's main gun."

    "That's one of forty-four."

    "I realize that. If we can disable it, I'm hoping it gives them pause and they break off their attack. Would give us time to alert the colonel and maybe get the freighters out here. If we don't do something to try to stop this, it's gonna be a slaughter."

    Gandy sat, pulling the strap on his lap belt tight. "We should open a comm portal to the Retreat while we're still here in free space."

    Harris nodded. "Good point."

    "On it," Tawn said.

    Several seconds later, an image of the colonel appeared before them. "Good. Was hoping you'd check in. The new ships are ready for delivery."

    "We've got huge problems, Colonel. The Denzee have returned."

    "At Rumanta?"

    Harris replied, "This time Barrier is under attack. And they've brought more ships. I'm forwarding the nav data to you now."

    "I'll alert the crews. They have the minimum of training, but I think they're capable of putting up a good fight."

    "We're taking the Bangor in now. I plan to knock out one of those big guns. Hoping in turn they'll pull back to evaluate, giving us time."

    "Stand down until we get there, Mr. Gruberg. We have the Hailstorm and the two new ships. All fully up to date. Let us help."

    "Can't wait, Colonel. The Earthers are getting slaughtered. And from the looks of it they brought half their fleet. They lose here it only gets that much harder to stop the Denzee."

    "We can be there in forty minutes. Just hold on."

    "Too late. I'll keep the comm open and the data streaming so you know what to expect when you get here."

    Harris muted his mic. "We go in and draw that near ship out. For the rest of you, make sure those straps are tight. This will get rough. And if we can dodge that main weapon we just might survive."

    The Bangor raced forward. As hoped, the near Denzee warship turned out to intercept. Five of the rattle-shape ships followed.

    Tawn said, "You going straight in?"

    "Monitor the sensors for any indication of those lights going out. I'll make the move to avoid them then. We have the red line on the display we used last time. We're faster now. This should be easier."

    A barrage of plasma rounds came their way. The ship jerked and rumbled as some made contact. As they continued forward, the minimal shakes and bumps turned increasingly violent. Five plasma rounds impacted within a fraction of a second of each other. The small craft rocked hard up and down.

    Gandy grabbed his jaw. "Gah! Just bit my tongue!"

    Sharvie's knuckles turned white as she gripped the armrest beside her. Trish gave a defiant look. She was determined to see the fight through, unfettered by fear.

    Tawn said, "Lights are dimming!"

    Harris waited several seconds before turning the ship hard right. The disc on the front of the Denzee warship glowed blue-white for several seconds before going dark.

    Harris scowled as he looked at the display. "Too soon. We can't make that gap."

    He continued the hard turn, bringing the Bangor full circle while maintaining a secure distance. Tawn fired several tungsten rounds in the direction of the Denzee. All were easily dodged given the several seconds of warning provided by their sensors. Two minutes passed before the lights on the warship again went dim.

    Harris pushed down on the stick and then hard left. "We got 'em." The disc glowed blue-white for several seconds as Harris again corrected course.

    "Hit them with everything you've got, Miss Freely."

    "Yes, sir, Mr. Gruberg."

    The Bangor closed to within inescapable range before Tawn opened up. Four rounds per second emerged from the twin rails. The hull shielding around and including that of the disc buckled and pushed in. Again no sign of a hull breach was sensed.

    Harris flipped the control stick left, aligning the rails with one of the rattle ships. A short burst of rounds from Tawn saw the tube between the spheres ripped in half, the remaining ends slowly spinning off out of control.

    A second rattle ship was targeted. Impacts were seen on the forward sphere. Debris filled the space going out from the other side. A second burst ripped away a quarter of the aft sphere. Explosions followed as the Denzee ship fell into a slow flat spin. A third rattle was targeted and destroyed before the remaining two turned back toward their fleet.

    Tawn sat back in her chair. "Wasn't so bad."

    Harris looked over the display. Let's add a few more dents to that warship."

    As the Bangor turned to head in for another shot, the lights on the warship dimmed. Harris cut hard right as the main weapon fired with it's blue-white glow. For several seconds, the underside of the Zwicker class ship heated to nearly a thousand degrees. Alarms sounded. The cockpit had light wisps of smoke floating about before the environmental filters stripped it from the air.

    Harris turned the Bangor hard again toward the disc section of the Denzee warship. A spray of tungsten pellets battered the target, pushing the outer hull plating in by several meters in some areas. The warship began to turn in an attempt to flee.

    "Two more coming toward us."

    Harris turned the Bangor away as Tawn powered off the rails. The throttle was run to full. The marauding ship powered through free space.

    Harris sighed. "We can't handle two at once."

    Tawn nodded. "This new drive is incredible. We're opening up a gap between us and them. Had we had this during the Great War we would have finished the job."

    The warships halted their pursuit. A wormhole to Midelon opened with the Bangor passing through.

    "What are you doing?" Tawn asked.

    Taking them back. They don't need to be here for this. Would rather have them safe on Midelon. You three, talk to Alex. Figure something out that we can try or take advantage of."

    Ten minutes of flight had the ship pulling to a stop at the bunker. Trish, Gandy and Sharvie hopped out to the ground. The Bangor moved up and away before rocketing skyward. A jump had the Biomarine piloted ship again in Barrier space.

    Harris pulled the Bangor to a stop. "Not what I was hoping for. Those other two are going right back at it."

    Tawn replied, "Uh, no. They're coming back this way. And I count eight this time. They trying to intimidate us?"

    Harris watched the display for several seconds before turning the Bangor away and again moving to full throttle. "How far you suppose those invisible beams are good for?"

    "Couldn't say."

    "Exactly. My guess is we're about to see them fire eight of those at once. All in our direction, but in a spread pattern. Tell me the moment you see any of those lights dimming."

    "Two can play at that game. Spin us around. I'll send a couple dozen rounds their way. These don't slow over distance in free space either. If we can make them scatter it defeats what they may be attempting to do."

    Harris twisted the control stick. The Bangor maintained it's speed and direction while turning to face the aggressors. Six seconds of autofeed had two dozen tungsten rounds heading their way. As the first ship had it's exterior lights dim, three others turned away. The four other remaining warships fired their weapons in tandem.

    Harris pushed the control stick hard left, taking a 90 degree angle to the incoming beams of energy. Though not visible to the naked eye, five blue streaks stretched out from the Denzee warships on the nav display.

    Tawn said, "Keep this heading for another three seconds. One will be close, but we should be far enough out."

    As Harris turned the ship, two hull temperature sensors reported a rise of nearly a hundred degrees. Not enough to warrant concern.

    "One near miss," Tawn said. "Other four weren't close."

    "Still. See if you can program an alert for every time one of those is fired in our direction. I want to know when they're coming our way so we aren't caught off-guard."

    "Will see what I can do."

    The five Denzee warships returned their focus to the fight at hand. Within minutes, another Earther destroyer was obliterated by similar long range firing by multiple ships. As it turned away, half the port side was incinerated.

    A wormhole opened with the Hailstorm and the two other freighters slipping through from the Retreat.

    The colonel came over the comm. "What's the action?"

    Harris replied, "We took out the main gun of one, but got chased off by a group that came after us."

    Tawn added. "As a group they've also tried to fire that weapon from multiple ships at once from a distance, hoping to catch us as we turned away from a beam."

    "Colonel, I think we go in with all four of us. Attack the closest warship. Give it a pounding and then run."

    "Should we coordinate an assault with the Earthers? More targets means less chance of us taking a hit."

    "Good idea," Tawn replied. "That strategy would let us all stay in the fight, moving from one ship to the next."

    "Colonel?" Harris asked. "Your teams on board with that?"

    "We are."

    The newly commissioned Thunder and Lightning joined their sister ship, Hailstorm, as they began to move forward with the Bangor. The four ships fell in line behind one another as Harris opened a comm to the Earther fleet's admiral.

    "Sir, we're going in. If you were looking for a time to perform an all out assault, this may be it. We'll focus on those disc weapons if you can keep them occupied."

    The admiral replied, "We were hoping you would show, Mr. Gruberg. The Emperor has given direction that we follow any lead you provide."

    "Keep your efforts focused on those warships. If you see us take out a main gun move as many of your ships in to work them over as you can. We have to make our stand here at Barrier, Admiral. Otherwise it becomes a food source for the Denzee."

    The admiral nodded. "Consider your order carried out."

    "And Admiral, if you see our small fleet leaving, it would be a good time for you to leave as well. No sense in needlessly sacrificing ships here when there will be more battles to be waged."

    As the first warship turned toward the Domer ships, the lights on it's exterior dimmed. Each ship in the stream of four diverted, taking a different direction, turning back once the threat had passed. At the same time, the Earther fleet moved to engage the Denzee. Two Earther destroyers were annihilated by the first barrage from the ultrapowerful weapon of the Denzee warships.

    "Colonel, give us one of your ships to take on this first beast. The other two should go past, taking on the second."

    "The Thunder is now coordinating with your efforts, Mr. Gruberg. Good hunting."

    Just over three hundred Earther ships converged on the Denzee fleet. The Bangor was the first to reach a warship, drawing a burst from it's main gun before slipping past and hurdling in with it's railguns blazing. Tawn squeezed the trigger continuously as they closed.

    After a dozen tungsten rounds pounded the same hull plate, it split, quickly opening a hole that widened as time continued. The Thunder moved in to capitalize on the breach. Six rail cannons fired in a continuous stream until internal explosions were seen on the exterior.

    Harris gave the order. "Leave it for the Earthers to clean up. Move forward."

    The Hailstorm and the Lightning took their fight to the second Denzee warship. After a near miss for the colonel on the Hailstorm, the two ships administered a severe beating to their alien enemy. The crippled warship turned for the back of the Denzee fleet.

    In the first several minutes of battle, two Denzee Ratoons, three Dulons, and nine Earther destroyers had fought their last fights. Harris, flying the Bangor, followed by the Thunder, moved to the third Ratoon ship. A grueling game of cat and mouse ensued, only broken by the full-on assault and sacrifice of an Earther destroyer and her crew.

    The battle at Barrier raged for four hours with sixteen Ratoons having their main guns take offline before the colonel's team suffered a loss. The Lightning took a broadside hit from a stray disc weapon. Half her twelve man crew was lost with the remainder rescued. The half of the freighter that survived was then pummeled by a slew of tungsten pellets, leaving little available for salvage.

    Two additional hours of fight saw the Earther fleet down 65%. The Hailstorm, after severely damaging a Ratoon, was forced from the field of battle when a partial shot by the superweapon damaged her drive system. With the heavy losses for the Humans, and the Denzee down by only 40%, an order came down from the Earther fleet commander to pull back.

    Tawn yelled as the Bangor moved to within the kill zone of a Ratoon. "We're bare! Cover is pulling out!"

    Harris pushed the control stick hard forward, sending the ship in a downward direction before cutting hard to port. The Ratoon aligned on the closing Thunder, just as the freighter released a barrage of pellets. The Biomarine crew had no time to react.

    The five bulkheads going all the way back to the first of the freighter-bays, disintegrated. Harris flipped the Bangor into a roll, coming around for Tawn to unleash a steady stream of hypervelocity tungsten into the aft half of the newly commissioned freighter, her crew having already perished. A debris field scattered as Harris turned the ship away. Forty seconds of flight had them safely out of immediate range.

    Harris shook his head. "Too powerful. Don't think the entire Earther fleet being here would have made a difference. Maybe another dozen freighters and we'd have given a good fight."

    "We did all we could," Tawn said.

    A comm came in from the colonel as Harris turned the Bangor to avoid two incoming beams. "Gruberg, we have injured and we're in need of repairs."

    "Take them home, Colonel. This fight is lost. Twenty seven of those Ratoons remaining are too much. We clipped seventeen. The Earthers lost two hundred ships today. And I feel for those colonists. They were not evacuated in time. Another quarter million Human lives will be lost."

    "Today's fight may be over. This war is only beginning. Give me a comm or come see me once you're settled."

    A pair of wormholes opened before the two ships. Each slipped through to their destination.
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    Harris paced back and forth in front of the others in the supply hut. "That did not go well. We should have planned better."

    Tawn shook her head. "Planning would not have mattered with that fight. We were outgunned. They can kill us easier than we can kill them. We just need more ships."

    "And therein lies the problem. Our people won't commit to building them. The ones being built by the Earthers are inadequate."

    Harris stopped with a scowl on his face. "I can't believe I'm about to suggest this, but we may need to give our technologies to the Earthers. They have the shipyards and the dedicated workers needed to build ships that at least offer a fair fight. I just have to wonder if they will have the time needed to retool."

    Tawn winced. "You can't be serious about giving them this tech. You know if they're able to defeat the Denzee we're next."

    "How are we supposed to stop them?"

    Tawn held up her store. "We could build another dozen of those freighters. Or better still, have the designers hack out the freighter portion, reducing the cost and size, and allowing us to build maybe thirty total. Imagine what we could have done with thirty of those ships today?"

    Harris crossed his arms. "Alex? You done with your analysis?"

    "Yes."

    "And?"

    "I've run a number of simulations since you returned. Only once did a change equal the damage your team inflicted. During that scenario, another fifteen Earther ships were lost. It would appear your strategy was optimal."

    Harris sighed. "Sad thing is, those Earther ships were all full of troops as well. I bet they lost close to two million soldiers today. A huge mistake on their part for bringing them."

    Trish said, "Two million? How is that even possible?"

    "Those destroyers typically have ten thousand troops aboard. That's how the Earthers move them into battle. Three or four smaller transports in their docking bays are used to move them to the ground. They lost close to two hundred ships today."

    "Wow. That's insane."

    Tawn shook her head. "It's tragic. And regardless of us giving secrets to the Earthers, I think we should also build our own ships."

    "I think it's time we talked to the colonel for his full take on this."

    Tawn nodded. "Open the comm."

    The image of Alex faded as the connection was made to the Retreat. "Good. Tell me you have something for us."

    "Tawn, open your store and load the colonel up. Colonel, we've decided to spend all our credits to build as many ships as we can. These will be versions stripped of all resemblance to a freighter. They'll be a much smaller target, adding to our advantage, and Mr. Morgan can build them for much cheaper. We might even think about scrapping the freighters they just started on as we could get twice as many of these smaller ones."

    The colonel thought for a moment. "The freighters should stay. If only so they can be used as transports for Marines and their gear. Besides, scrapping the hulls they've already started would only slow efforts down. We can change out the three that would be coming next."

    "Any way to sit on the DDI so they don't interfere in this?"

    "That may be a tough sell. I'm putting together a briefing right now to deliver to them."

    Harris said, "We have another consideration, Colonel. Do we give our technologies to the Earthers? They have the ship factories capable of turning out much larger quantities of these hardened, rail cannon boats. I shudder to think of it, but we might not have a choice. Given today's outcome, the Denzee could be knocking on New Earth's door tomorrow. Most of their ship manufacturing is in orbit there."

    "I think we need to bring Mr. Morgan into this conversation. He can give better insight into production schedules. If we can make thirty of these ourselves, we may not need the Earthers for more than a distraction."

    A comm was opened and connected. "Mr. Morgan," Harris said, "I was just discussing matters with the colonel."

    "I heard the Denzee are back. Any truth to that?"

    "They're attacking Barrier right now. We just finished an attempt to stop them. We failed. The Earthers lost about two hundred ships. We lost two of our new freighters along with a crew and a half. In the coming days we expect the Denzee to wipe out the entire population of Barrier. More than two hundred fifty thousand colonists."

    "This just happened?"

    "It's happening now." Harris sighed. "We don't know what their next target will be. And we currently have nothing to stop them. Which is why we came to you. What's the schedule on our new ships?"

    "Same as it was. Four weeks for the first three with another two weeks for the second. We could do three more every two weeks after."

    "We have a change. I'll forward the designs, but we want to convert to the smaller version of warship only after these first three. What kind of timeframe are we looking at for that?"

    "If the designs are as we discussed, removing the freighter portion, I would estimate four weeks again for the initial units. It takes that long to tool up and organize the effort. After that we'd be back on the two week schedule. I would add though, those ships are much smaller. And with the enclosed bays we could possibly run four lines at once in each bay."

    "So a dozen ships in a month?"

    Bannis shook his head. "We have three weeks left on the current set. Another four weeks for the warships."

    Harris frowned. "That's an insanely long time right now, Mr. Morgan. We have the credits to throw at this effort. Any way to squeeze that in?"

    "If we were lucky? Maybe a week tops. We still have to get the materials out there too. Some of those items are longer lead times than others. This also assumes we can get what we need when we need it."

    "What if we stop production of the freighters? And if we use those for parts for these warships?"

    Bannis thought for several seconds. "I think we're still looking at four weeks. The couple days we could save by dumping in more credits would be lost during conversion of those bays."

    "There must be something we could do to speed that up."

    "Hmm. We're running two ten hour shifts with a four hour maintenance break per standard day. I could run it up to three shifts of eight with maintenance done on an as-needed basis. Might hit a few bumps, but we could possibly knock off a couple days that way. Will really be pushing our crew though."

    Harris nodded. "Let's do that. And bonus the crews as incentive. And let's hope the Denzee don't go after New Earth in the meantime. We lose those ship factories before we have these warships ready and we might not have an Earther fleet to pair up with. And I don't want to have to count on Domicile. Those idiots won't make a move until the Denzee have actually attacked us."

    Harris glanced at the colonel's comm. "Those credits we just sent over. Might as well pass them on to the man who needs them. Oh, and Mr. Morgan, Fritz Romero is an available asset. Any way to put him to work on helping to expedite this effort?"

    Bannis gave a steady nod. "Would love to have him aboard."

    "I'll forward his comm to you. So are we all in agreement on this course of action? Scrap the freighters and start building the warships?"

    Gandy spoke up. "What should we call them? I mean, besides warships?"

    "What you got?"

    "How about... Legions. Like the Roman armies from Earth."

    "Legions it is."

    Nine hundred twenty-six million credits were transferred. The comm to Bannis Morgan was closed.

    Harris said, "Well colonel, that leaves us with the second part of this. Given it will be four weeks before we have more ships, do we share our tech with the emperor or not?"

    The colonel slowly shook his head. "That's a tough call and would normally be something that takes place far above my pay grade. If we don't we run the risk of losing our only ally in this fight. If we do, and they're successful, are we next?"

    "Maybe I can make a deal with the emperor. We give the tech and in return we get some type of ironclad assurance that New Earth will not attack any Domicile worlds, or truce worlds for that matter."

    "Not sure how such an agreement would work. He's the emperor. He can change his mind."

    "How about he has to publicly give a speech to both Domicile and New Earth that he won't."

    The colonel chuckled. "And you'd trust his word just because it's public?"

    "I do know he loves his children. Maybe they have to come live on Domicile for some period of time?"

    "I don't know of any reputable father who would make that deal."

    "His empire is about to be overrun and annihilated. Might be safer for them to be on Domicile anyway. When the fighting ends and he shows to not be belligerent, they go home."

    "Seems like a sketchy plan, Mr. Gruberg."

    "Well I'm all ears if anyone else has anything."

    Trish said, "How about throwing Eden in the mix? He publicly gives up all claim to Eden and it's resources, turning them over to Domicile. In return, the Domers run the mines and provide him with the titanium he needs for his fleet. This new alloy is heavily titanium anyway. If he defeats the Denzee, he will still need to build a fleet to take on Domicile."

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "Not bad. Would at least give us a chance to shut down those mines when the Denzee fight is done. He would have to declare war to get them back, which our government couldn't ignore. Colonel, you think this would be something the DDI could oversee?"

    "I think they're exactly who should oversee it."

    Harris took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "I guess this means we have a trip out to Eden ahead of us. We get Bax to connect us to the emperor and see if he's interested in making a deal."

    Tawn asked, "Any reason we can't sit on this overnight? Might give us a chance to kick around a few more ideas."

    "Every hour we delay is an hour we risk losing. But I can't deny the gravity of this decision. Morning is a good option."

    The colonel nodded. "Keep me informed. I have eighteen Biomarine crewmen to eulogize."

    Five robotic assistants stood in the doorway to the supply hut.

    Harris' assistant, Idiot, raised a hand as he delivered what could only be described as an awkward grin. "We're here to help. What can we assist with?"

    Harris chuckled. "You know how to kick Denzee ass? If so, build a few million of yourself and go have at it."

    "I will need a shop such as what Trish has, and materials."

    Gandy tilted his head to one side. "Wait. You can replicate yourself?"

    "Yes."

    If I asked you to build a ship like the Bangor could you do that?"

    "Yes. Given the tools, material and time."

    Gandy nodded. "I think we may be onto something here. Idiot, how long would it take you to replicate yourself, if you had the tools and the parts?"

    "Valid estimates would range from three months to sixteen standard years. That range is dependent on having some of the parts as units. An example would be the main core processor. With tools and materials a core could be constructed in approximately five years. If that core is already available, the five years is not required."

    Gandy frowned. "Three months wouldn't cut it anyway."

    "What were you thinking?" asked Tawn.

    "Have them build a few thousand bots and have those bots start building ships. No paying anyone, or feeding or housing them for that matter. And they would work around the clock."

    "Idiot," Harris asked, "if given the parts for a three month assembly, how long before you would have a thousand of yourself operational?"

    "Thirty months."

    "And a million of you?"

    "Thirty additional months."

    Harris laughed.

    Tawn asked, "What's so funny?"

    "Was just thinking about having a million Idiots running around. Sounds a lot like Chicago Port Station."

    Tawn shook her head. "OK. I see this idea thread going nowhere fast. Let's try to focus on our immediate problem. The Denzee, what can we do?"

    Harris sat on a bench. "For the next four weeks, not much. We can take the Bangor and the Hailstorm out and try to damage a few more of those Ratoons, but the numbers we're up against are overwhelming."

    "Regardless," Tawn replied, "I think we have to do exactly that."

    Gandy said, "We should steal one of those Ratoons so we know what we're up against with that superweapon."

    Harris winced. "Can't get close enough. They still have those missile tubes. In our fight so far we haven't come within five hundred kilometers of one of those ships. We'd be lucky to make it to fifty. Boarding parties are out. We only managed that with the Dulon because Sharvie's people had control of the ship's systems."

    Sharvie held up a hand. "They have us blocked from getting into their network, but what if we had another way in?"

    "We're listening," said Harris.

    "We have the one ship we took. What if we go in and load it up with back doors and access pathways, then give it back to the Denzee? If they accept it and reconnect it to their networks we would be in... probably deeper than we were before."

    Gandy shook his head. "If they fell for that they would just be dumb. Why wouldn't you expect that and scrub those systems top to bottom? That would be too easy."

    "Might still be worth a try though."

    Harris said, "I like your thinking, but I doubt the DDI would ever give us access to that ship, much less give it up. These are good ideas people. Let's keep them coming."

    The idea jam went late into the evening. Nothing of consequence was brought forward. As the Midelon sun began to show light over the horizon, Tawn was up and eating.

    Harris wobbled into the supply hut, scratching his head. "Not waiting for the others?"

    "Didn't know we had to have group meals. Wasn't expecting you up this early."

    "We have work to do. And besides, it's already mid day on New Earth at the emperor's palace. And mid afternoon at Fireburg. We need to get moving if we're gonna catch Bax and the emperor both awake and available."

    Tawn gestured toward their stack of MREs. "Grab your breakfast and let's get moving then."

    Trish followed Gandy and Sharvie into the room. "Were you planning to leave without us?"

    "Wasn't planning to take you with," Harris replied. "There won't be any action and all we'll be doing is talking to the emperor. And I'm certain he would want that conversation private."

    "Why not open a comm wormhole from here to Bax and have her connect him in?"

    "Same reason we've been avoiding using that except to trusted sources. Too much at risk to have our systems open to a hack like that. Anyway, we'll be leaving once we finish eating."

    "What are we supposed to do in the meantime?"

    "What am I? Your babysitter?"

    Trish scowled as she walked to the MREs to join Gandy and Sharvie in a search for a morning meal.

    Tawn leaned forward with a whisper. "You might try encouraging them sometime. They know you appreciate them and you care, but you need to show that sometimes."

    Harris sighed. "Those were some good ideas the three of you were coming up with last night. Keep pushing those around. See if any more pop up. You have the use of this facility, which means Alex and those bots. Try to make yourselves productive. We need all the help we can get."

    Gandy sat beside Harris, unwrapping a self-heating portion of an oatmeal-like substance called himerang, made from a grain that grew wild on Domicile.

    "You know, Mr. Gruberg, I've been thinking about all the disparate systems we now have on the Bangor. We keep adding to it in an endless fashion. Maybe it's time for a redesign where we could eventually build more. I can sit with Alex and go over that with him."

    "Excellent idea."

    "If we could build those instead of the Legions, you think they could be done sooner?"

    Harris shrugged. "That's a question for Mr. Morgan. But not until you have a finished design. His time is too valuable to get directly involved with something like that. And weren't you working on a redesign of a Banshee?"

    "I was. Couldn't seem to get around that one-piece hull."

    Harris smiled. "Have you evaluated using the Denzee armor?"

    Gandy thought for a moment before tilting his head to one side. "Not a bad idea. I'll kick that around some."
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    The Bangor lifted into the Midelon sky. Twenty minutes later she was settling on the tarmac at Fireburg. Bax was standing at the ready as the hatch opened. The New Earth collaborator hopped up into the cabin.

    "Let's make this fast, Goober. I have work to get done. What is it you need? Oh, and the emperor sends his regards with your attempt at assistance at Barrier. He wants me to discuss purchasing boglers with you. Have you given that venture any further thought?"

    "First things first. Would like to know the emperor's plans on fighting the Denzee. We want to help, but we need to know how and where and with what."

    Bax scoffed. "He's not going to give you those details. If you want to help, how about offering your services on an on-call basis? We need your help, I give you a comm."

    Harris chuckled. "Not how this works. Anyway, instead of me discussing this with the middle-man, how about getting me a comm connection to the emperor?"

    Bax sighed. "Knew this was coming. Let's go to my office where we can open a secure comm. I'd tell you no, but the emperor likes you two for some reason. So come on."

    Five minutes of walking had the pair seated in an undecorated office. A desk and three chairs sat beside a wall sized display. After several comm relays were connected, an image of the emperor filled the wall.

    "Harris, Tawn, would like to again thank you for your efforts at Barrier. And I'd like to discuss your full time employment with the empire until this issue with the Denzee is resolved. I believe I owe you a few credits for your work at Barrier."

    "What? We weren't doing that for the credits. That was for mankind."

    The emperor gestured to Bax. "Miss Rumford. Please make the transfer to Mr. Gruberg. Your accounts should have adequate funding."

    Bax raised an eyebrow. "That was sixteen warships?"

    Tawn replied as she held up her store, "Seventeen."

    "One-point-seven billion credits. Unimaginable."

    "Miss Rumford," The emperor said, "stop trying my patience and make the transfer."

    The flow of credits from one store to another lasted for several seconds.

    "Done."

    Harris said, "Now we can get down to business. I'd like to know what your plans are. We need to know what you're thinking if we want to offer the best help we can."

    "Mr. Gruberg, what I really need is a hundred of those ships you are flying. You've managed to add shielding that seems impervious to plasma weapons. You have a ship that cannot only match the speed of the Denzee ships, but beat it. Also your dampening field seems to be much stronger.

    "And the resurrection of a rail cannon. I sit in awe of its raw power. How do I convince you to sell us this technology. With it I have no doubt the Denzee would be defeated in swift order."

    Harris nodded. "That's one of the things I'd like to discuss. But first, what are your defensive plans?"

    The emperor sighed. "We believe their next target to be Kenkov. We've begun the evacuation of all twelve million citizens."

    "Why Kenkov? That's primarily mining isn't it?"

    "It is. And not crucial to us. My analysts believe it may be crucial to them. The materials available from there are used in ship construction. They aren't in short supply elsewhere, but they are less expensive to mine on Kenkov. If the Denzee take that planet we believe they intend to begin ship construction here in our space."

    Harris frowned. "Can't imagine that to be a good thing. Have you seen the giant hive building they threw up on Rumanta?"

    "Yes."

    "That's where they build the ships. Construction takes place within the hive. When complete, the ship leaves, destroying much of the hive as it lifts up. They get to work patching things up immediately after. When done, they start building a new ship."

    "How'd you come by this information, Mr. Gruberg?"

    "Watching and digging. One thing I can offer you here today is a full translation of their language. I know you've attempted discussions. Maybe this will help."

    The emperor bowed. "We are again in your debt, Mr. Gruberg. You seem to be a man of many resources and much knowledge. Now, back to your ships... how do I get a hundred of them to fight alongside me?"

    Harris was silent for several seconds. "I believe that's a matter of trust between us. I'm convinced your efforts here at Fireburg were for the purpose of building a fleet to attack Domicile. You Earthers have wanted to govern us all since we first came from Earth. Can you convince me otherwise?"

    "I will have to admit to some portions of that theory being correct. However, with the arrival of the Denzee and the threat they posed, I believed a unified empire, under my direction of course, would have the best chance of defending all humanity. Unfortunately, the Denzee attacked Rumanta before I could put my unification plan in motion."

    "Hmm." Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "You knew of the Denzee, and yet you didn't think to ask our help with regards to defense of all humanity against them. Something is missing here."

    The emperor sighed. "Yes. It's your government. The pacifists. My analysts believed that with cooperation with the Domers, we would only be wasting time on endless discussions about how to negotiate with them. I can tell you firsthand, they have no intention of negotiating. They're in a position of strength."

    Harris scowled. "I would have to agree with your assessment on that. They're averse to fighting for any reason, even defense, and they have the people's will behind them due to propaganda."

    "You've been here, Mr. Gruberg. You see how my people live. I'm not a madman or a greedy and heartless leader. Earthers, as you call us, live well."

    "If you're still trying to convince me to join, forget it. I prefer my freedom."

    "And as a member of the royal family you would have that freedom, freedom to come and go as you please, freedom to live wherever you desire. And freedom to surround yourself with whomever you like. I would be the only living being with any authority over you. And I would promise to not use that authority."

    Harris nodded. "While that all sounds good. I prefer our current arrangement. Can we instead talk about how we might work together as partners?"

    "Certainly."

    "Your fleet, how many ships do you currently have available?"

    The emperor drew a long breath, letting it out slowly. "I suppose your DDI already has this information. Very well. I command approximately two hundred cruisers and four hundred fifty destroyers. And since I can guess your next question, yes, we are adding four new destroyers per day. With battle such as we saw at Barrier, those numbers are hardly adequate."

    "The technologies you listed off before, the ones we currently enjoy, what assurance, no, what guarantee do we have that you would cease all hostilities toward and ambitions of controlling Domicile? Would you be willing to give that up?"

    The emperor rubbed his chin in thought. "I offer no guarantee that I won't change my mind. What if my people are suddenly starving and Domicile refuses to help? Or any number of other similar scenarios. What if Domicile violates the truce? I cannot offer that guarantee, Mr. Gruberg. It would be akin to giving up my sovereignty."

    Harris shrugged. "I guess that settles it then. Only I would offer this, while we will come to your aid in the event of another Denzee attack, I can't promise more than a couple ships. It's all I have available."

    The emperor nodded. "Noted. And highly appreciated. And as I've just demonstrated, the bounty on taking out those main guns remains in force."

    Harris returned a half smile. "I'm guessing you also know those funds will be used to build more of our ships. So you're coming out on the winning side of this deal anyway. You spend credits, we risk our lives."

    The comm was closed.

    Bax shook her head. "I guess that makes you mercenaries."

    "Just concerned citizens who have the means and the desire to make a difference. And as you just saw, we know what the emperor's true intentions are with regards to Domicile. He just said as much that he wants to rule us all. He also must know that we will do everything in our power to stop him."

    Bax sighed. "It's a hostile world out there, Goober. We all have to choose our own path. And for what it's worth, I think you're doing the right thing here. Not how I would do it, but you seem to be getting it done."

    Harris smirked. "You're still a conundrum, Rumford. One day I want to thank you and the next wring your neck."

    "Emotions... the spice of life."

    Tawn and Harris returned to the Bangor. Minutes later they were leaving the atmosphere of Eden, a fireball of burning air fading from the front of their ship.

    Tawn said, "Four ships a day they're making. More than we thought."

    "And I would guess probably under counted. Still not enough to take on the Denzee. Two or three more fights like the one at Barrier and their entire fleet is dead."

    "I think he was foolish to not take the deal you offered. That was generous on your part. All he had to do was agree to not attack us."

    "He'll come crawling back to the table after his next engagement. What was it? Kenkov? They lose that fight and he'll be coming with his hands out."

    The ship landed in the grass outside the bunker. The two Biomarines walked into the supply hut. All five androids were racing around a set of four chairs while music blared. When the music stopped the mechanical assistants scrambled for the empty chairs. Idiot was left standing without one.

    Harris scowled. "What are you doing?"

    Trish snickered. "Musical chairs. We were taking a break and got bored. Looks like your Idiot lost."

    Harris shook his head. "This is embarrassing. You're supposed to be adults. And you, Idiot, why do you disrespect me like that?"

    "I must apologize, Mr. Gruberg. It was merely an effort to lift the spirits of our Human counterparts. Was only meant as entertainment."

    Harris stared at his bot. "Well if you're gonna stoop to this level, at least don't let yourself get beat by these four losers. You're supposed to be a Gruberg, and Gruberg's play to win."

    "Yes, sir. I will add that to my memories."

    Gandy said, "What happened? What'd the emperor say?"

    "He said no deal. He wouldn't guarantee to not attack Domicile in the future. Was very telling."

    Tawn added, "He did pay us for our work at Barrier."

    Tawn held up her credit store.

    Gandy gawked. "No way!"

    "We disabled seventeen of those main guns."

    Trish asked, "We gonna spend that on more ships?"

    Harris nodded. "That we are. Farker, open us a comm to Mr. Morgan."

    An image of Bannis appeared to hover above the dog. "I have good news, Mr. Gruberg. My four week estimate is now three weeks and three days. We have a plan already in motion to disassemble the freighters. And a bit of pre-assembly on the new ships should speed their production."

    Tawn held up her credit store. "What would it take to build another one of those factories?"

    "New? Maybe a hundred fifty million credits. But I may be able to pick up a surplus line from Domicile. One of my competitors is closing his doors with a fire-sale. Everything must go. He was over-leveraged when the budget ax fell. He's now scrambling to preserve the little bit of his fortune he has left.

    "I suspect I can purchase that line for a third of its value, and retrofit it to bring it in line with our current one. I'm thinking fifty to sixty million credits. Am I guessing correctly that you came into more funds?"

    "Hold up your store," Tawn said.

    One and a half billion credits flowed across. "What? How is this possible?"

    Harris replied, "The emperor paid us for the Denzee ships we disabled at Barrier. We weren't expecting it. He decided it was worth paying to keep us coming to his aid. If we manage more stops on those ships in the future there will be more."

    Bannis nodded. "This is fantastic news. And timely given the demise of my competitor. My own funds are stretched too thin to have taken this on myself. And to answer your next question. Assuming you would like this moved from Domicile out to the Retreat, we're looking at three weeks for the move and refit, followed by a similar schedule for Legion manufacturing."

    "So every two weeks after we could be seeing two dozen new Legions?"

    "No, Mr. Gruberg. The line in question is twice the size of our current factory. Three dozen ships per two week schedule once all is up and running."

    "Excellent, Mr. Morgan. Will we have enough workers to man it?"

    Bannis nodded. "With all the budget cuts in the defense industry, there are no shortage of skilled workers on Domicile who would be eager to sign on. I'll have Mr. Romero take on the effort of staffing this new factory. And I'll have to add also that our suppliers will be ecstatic. They've all been facing cuts of their own. Some may now have to hire."

    Tawn said, "Ideally we'd be able to stretch this manufacturing out over a much longer timeframe. That couple billion credits would last several years. We'll be burning through it in six months."

    Harris chuckled. "That's if we're all still alive in six months."

    Bannis returned a pursed smile. "I'll get to work on this immediately. Expect good news when we again talk."

    The comm closed.

    Gandy said, "Another factory, this is getting crazy."

    "It's been crazy," replied Harris. "It's just getting crazier. And I suppose we should comm the colonel with the news."

    Farker did the work.

    An image of Robert Thomas floated in the air. "Were you able to make a deal?"

    "No deal," Tawn said. "Harris put up a good effort. The emperor showed his colors. He has and has had every intention of taking over our space. There's no mystery left in that story-line."

    Harris added, "He did pay us for taking out those Denzee weapons. We've sent a large portion of that to Mr. Morgan. He's purchasing another manufacturing line and moving it out there beside you. It's twice the size as our current one, so you can expect twice the visitors from the workforce. If you hold up your store I have a hundred fifty million credits for you to use for whatever needs you have."

    The colonel shook his head. "Don't need them. We have no debt and the regulars out here are spending like crazy in our hotels, bars, restaurants, entertainment complex and our newly opened military training facility. The credits are rolling in here faster than we can expand and spend them."

    Harris nodded. "Excellent. We'll hold these in reserve. You know where to find them if needed."

    "So the emperor said no deal. Why am I not surprised?"

    "He told us their fleet is about six hundred fifty strong and they are turning out four ships per day."

    "Hmm. DDI would say that's an exaggeration on the fleet numbers. And I would suspect that four per day is lower by a ship or two."

    "Same thoughts I had. I promised what aid we could deliver. And he offered to keep the bounty on the Denzee ships."

    "Any thought on where the Denzee might go next? You manage to get any defense plans out of him?"

    "He thinks Kenkov. Twelve million civilians there right now. They've already started moving non-essentials out. It's primarily a mining colony that provides the resources they use for both industry and shipbuilding. If the Denzee take it they are likely to start building ships right here in our sector."

    "That is the next closest world. Have there been any sightings at Rumanta?"

    "Last we were there they had bypassed it. Next time out we'll give it a check."

    The colonel leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. "What's it gonna be like when all this excitement is over?"

    Harris chuckled. "For me? I'll either be dead or soaking in a tub on Chicago Port while stuffing my face with ribs. The rest of the world will be dead to me in either scenario. What about you?"

    "I suppose I may consider building another home. Not so much that I miss it, but I miss the effort and the feeling of satisfaction that's had as you finish each part. Miss Freely? Where will we find you?"

    "I have no idea. At one point the Retreat was looking like the place. Kind of looking like the big city now. I'll have to reevaluate once that time comes."

    Harris said, "I know you're a busy man, Colonel. Will let you get back to the grind."

    "Thanks for the distraction, Mr. Gruberg. These conversations always hold my interest."

    The comm closed.

    Trish asked, "What's our next move?"

    Harris shook his head. "We don't have one. We wait for the Denzee to attack again."
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    Harris raised Alex on the comm. "You have anything new for us? Did you happen to do a scan of Rumanta recently?"

    "Yes and yes."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Explain please."

    I've taken the initiative to analyze what we know about the Denzee superweapon. At this time there is no way to shield our ships from its destructive power. As to Rumanta, the latest data shows that the Denzee have returned. The hive building is again under construction."

    "How old is that data and how far along are the Denzee?"

    "Two hours. And the work appears to be nearing the one quarter done stage, as compared to the previous build. I also took the liberty of scanning the Barrier colony. As feared, the colonists have been dumped in high orbit. In addition, there are more than a thousand of the Dulon ships on the ground and a steady stream heading to and from Rumanta and the edge of boson space. I would estimate twenty million workers already on the ground at Barrier."

    Harris turned to Tawn. "They move fast. We may not have the five weeks we need to build our own starter fleet of Legions."

    "Wish we could run right in and kill those main guns."

    Alex said, "Just so you know, I'm working on a new way to penetrate their networks. I've passed the first layer of security in a simulation, but I'm having difficulty moving through the next. Perhaps Miss Withrow would like to assist?"

    Sharvie nodded. "Absolutely. I feel like I've just been sitting around since we got kicked out their network last time."

    Harris chuckled. "And what have you actually been doing?"

    "Sitting around."

    Alex continued, "I do have one other bit of news with regards to the shielding problem with the Denzee superweapon. I just had a thought triggered by a fighting scenario from the Earth archives. It involved a centurion. He wore armor, as would be equivalent to the hardened hull of the Bangor. And he held an external shield out in front of him."

    Harris sat forward. "I'm listening."

    "In our case this shield would have to withstand a direct hit from that weapon. And as I stated only minutes ago, we have no defense against it's power. However, it would be possible to build an external shield that would be used to absorb the hit, once."

    "I thought you just said we couldn't withstand it?"

    "Precisely. The shield itself would be a throwaway. An outer hull with the Denzee plating, followed by seven bulkheads. The shield would be destroyed upon impact, but the ship following behind would come out unscathed."

    Harris raised his head. "Interesting. And similar to what we're using the Earthers for today. They take the hit and we swoop in for the kill. Only with this there wouldn't be any Earther casualties."

    "Precisely."

    Tawn said, "And you have a design worked up already?"

    "Yes. It would only require a drive and a rudimentary nav system connected to a comm that you could control remotely. An overall simple design and with no need of supporting life. I believe it would be a fast and easy build for Mr. Morgan's teams."

    Harris nodded. "Can you connect him on a three-way comm for me?"

    "Yes."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Please do."

    "Back so soon?" Bannis said with a smile.

    "We have a new request. I'm passing you the data for a shield of sorts. We'll fly this in front of our ships to absorb a hit from that superweapon. After that it's a toss and run in. We're calling it the centurion shield."

    Bannis opened the data file to a display. "Ingenious. I'll get my team working on this right away. Without having to be manned it greatly simplifies the construction. We should be able to eliminate at least three quarters of the quality testing. I would put something like this at three days for the initial build, followed by two or possibly even a single day after."

    "If I wanted a half dozen, what's our timeframe?"

    "I would think easily in under a week."

    "Make it happen, Mr. Morgan. We might just do some early hunting if this works out."

    The comm was closed.

    Harris took a seat on a bench. "This option might be a game changer for us. We can attack one of those ships, take that first critical hit to this shield and then follow up with our railgun. If it works as hoped we then go back out, grab another shield and take on another Ratoon."

    Tawn said, "I like it. I wouldn't count on it working more than two or three times though. Unless they're complete morons they'll adjust their tactics. But it's an elegant temporary solution."

    In the several days that followed, jumps were made to Rumanta, Barrier, Eden, and Kenkov. Word from Bax told of several scout missions by the Denzee to the Kenkov system. All indications pointed toward it being the next target. Harris returned to Midelon after a intel gathering trip to Barrier.

    "Video shows four of those hive buildings going up on Barrier. The original building on Rumanta is almost complete. We may only have days before they make their next move. And we located the damaged Ratoons. Looks like repairs are underway at a spacedock of sorts just outside the Rumanta system. We trailed a single ship out to them."

    Trish said, "Can't we attack and take them out? They fix those guns and you'll have to take them on again."

    Tawn said, "We were discussing that."

    Harris nodded. "We think this is a good opportunity for the Earthers to have a nice morale booster. If we allow them to attack, and we set off one of our boson bombs, they'll be able to shred those ships without fear of other Ratoons coming in to stop us."

    Gandy grinned. "We finally get to use one of those?"

    "Yes. It should give them a couple hours to work their magic. Once it drops away they can jump back to safe space."

    Tawn said, "We want the three of you to take the Gooch and monitor from out toward the edge of the field. As it collapses you can move in. We use this exercise to determine how we can further exploit that bomb in the future."

    "When do we go?" Gandy asked.

    Harris replied, "We have to make another trip to Eden to talk to the emperor first."

    The Bangor settled on the tarmac at Fireburg. A five minute walk had Tawn and Harris escorted into Bax's office.

    "We're just becoming the best of friends, aren't we?" Bax sarcastically said.

    Harris sighed. "As usual. We'd like an audience with the emperor."

    "You have news?"

    "Possibly, for the emperor."

    Bax huffed. "You know how this works, right? I help you, you help me."

    Tawn said, "Just open the comm. We both know you don't need your ego fluffed."

    The emperor appeared on her wall display. "Mr. Gruberg. Have you reconsidered my offer?"

    "No. But I do have another one. This should be simple. We've located the damaged Ratoon ships. They are parked just outside Rumanta space where they're being repaired. Would you be interested in sending in a force to permanently destroy them?"

    "I can't risk further losses at this time, Mr. Gruberg. Our numbers are critically low."

    "What if we could guarantee that no other Denzee ships would be joining the fight? The damaged Ratoons are currently undefended."

    The emperor sat forward. "If that is the case, why are you not taking on this task?"

    "We thought it might be a nice morale booster for your people. You finally get to strike and destroy without getting obliterated. Would be your plasma weapons against theirs."

    "And how would you guarantee no other Denzee involvement?"

    "We have a way. I can give you about two hours of unfettered access to those damaged ships. Are you interested?"

    The emperor leaned back as he rubbed his chin. "Such a strike would go a long way toward bolstering my people's resolve. A victory would have merit. What are the further details of this mission?"

    "You would jump in the ships you felt you needed. The two hour window would be applied, during which your ships also could not leave. Your fleet works their magic and when the window opens you jump back to safety. What I'm proposing is really that simple. Just make sure you send in enough ships to get the job done. Neither of us want those weapons rejoining the fight."

    "Would you be willing to give me an hour to put this together?"

    "Take your hour. We'll be here with Miss Rumford."

    The emperor gave a nod as the comm closed.

    "Why are you doing this?" Bax asked.

    "Trust maybe? That and we have a technology we want to try out. This let's us do it in a real-world scenario."

    "Why not do this yourself?"

    Tawn shook her head. "We don't have the ships at the moment. Remember, Domicile is not involved in this in any way."

    "Where do you keep getting these new technologies from?"

    Harris grinned. "I'm a genius, didn't you know?"

    Bax scoffed. "Fat chance of that. Seriously though. How are you making these advances?"

    "We have a good team. We see a problem and we try to solve it. You might try it sometime."

    The sarcastic exchanges continued for the full hour.

    The emperor's image appeared on the display. "The arrangements have been made. When do we begin?"

    Harris said, "Can you have your ships jump all at once when we give the signal?"

    "I will make that happen."

    Harris nodded. "Good. Expect a comm from us in about fifteen to twenty minutes. It will come through Bax here as usual."

    The comm closed. Tawn and Harris made their way back to the Bangor. A run up through the atmosphere was followed by a run to free space. A jump to the Rumanta system followed.

    Tawn said, "Nav shows just those damaged Ratoons and a handful of repair vessels."

    Harris opened a comm portal to Eden. "Bax. Send the word. We're ready."

    Fifty wormholes opened at once. Eighty New Earther cruisers moved through. Harris deployed the boson bomb, setting it off once the Bangor was clear. A comm was opened to the Earther fleet. "You have about two hours. Do your best in there."

    A new Earther admiral replied, "Thank you for this opportunity."

    "Just keep in mind there are no jumps happening for two hours. Whether you need to or not. Move injured or crippled ships to a safe distance. I'll let you know when a jump can be made. Once that becomes possible you'll want to take immediate advantage of it and leave."

    "Understood."

    Eighty New Earth cruisers moved in. Heavy plasma fire was exchanged. Broadside exchanges saw forty heavy plasma cannons for the Earthers fire all at once from a cruiser. Sixty lesser plasma bolts were returned from the targeted Ratoon. Explosions followed on both sides.

    Tawn said, "Should we be in there giving some help?"

    "No one wants to more than me. But I think it's important we let the Earthers have this victory for themselves. They're down two colonies. In another week that might be three. Taking these ships out permanently is a big win for us all."

    The hardened Denzee warships held their own for the first hour. However, surface cracks began to appear in their armor after the relentless barrages of plasma fire. The surface cracks widened and were soon fully exploited. Explosions began to rock the ulratough hulls of the Ratoons.

    The Earther cruisers were taking damage of their own, mostly cosmetic or to non-critical systems. That changed for two cruisers as they attempted to pull close to their targeted enemies. A thousand small missiles ripped into the side of a cruiser as it moved within the fifty kilometer range of the close-in defensive weapons.

    The heavily damaged cruiser, now lacking a third of the hull plating on it's port side, rammed hard into the Denzee Ratoon. Debris spread and close in plasma rounds from each side ripped into the other. As the damaged cruiser moved away, a second ship moved in to continue the fight.

    Tawn said, "See that? Those are breach tubes. They're sending in troops."

    "Hmm. They take one of those ships and they have all the tech we've been withholding."

    "We didn't think that through very well, did we?"

    Harris shook his head. "No, we didn't. Not much we can do about it now."

    "What if they get that superweapon and we don't have it?"

    Harris stared at his partner with a half frown. "You suggesting we try to take one of those for our own?"

    "Don't see how we could. Doubt we could fly that out with a single person."

    "What if we just board and get into their computer systems? If we get the data Alex can analyze the design."

    "How do we get past those defense missiles?"

    Harris glanced up at the nav display. "We could piggyback on the Earthers. They're already aboard three of them. Pick one and I'll dump you on there."

    "Me?"

    Harris chuckled. "Was your idea. You not up for it?"

    Tawn sighed. "Take me in. Hope this is worth it."

    "I'll keep a comm open. Enable your helmet cam so I can watch."

    The Bangor slid straight into an open docking bay. Tawn exited to fire from handheld masers. Her return fire was accurate and deadly. In less than a minute, the five Denzee crewmen that inhabited the small docking bay were splattered across the deck.

    Harris said, "Head for the front. To your right. And watch for Earthers. I count five now entering that section. You have three Denzee in the hall coming up to your left and probably a dozen total in that forward section."

    "Got it. And keep that intel coming."

    The camera view from Tawn's helmet flipped to a view looking down the hall to her left. Three Denzee were crouched in doorways, looking in the other direction. Tawn passed across the hallway, turning to continue forward.

    Harris asked, "Why didn't you take them out?"

    "Leave them for the Earthers. You just tell me if they're coming up from behind."

    "Two more moving up the left hand hall."

    Tawn stopped, looked the situation over and continued.

    Harris said, "Earthers are just beginning to come into that parallel hall. The Denzee are positioning for a fight against them. I now show you as clear all the way up. You might sprint if you can. Would like to get you in and out as soon as possible."

    Tawn said, "The Earthers have scanners too. They have to know I'm here."

    "Might think you're one of their own."

    "And what about that big fat ship you're sitting in. They have to see you too."

    "They might see the ship but not me. Our stealth gear still prevents that. Signals coming from the inside, including bios, are blocked or muted. They would just see a box made of Denzee armor."

    "Good to know. OK. I've reached the forward deck. There's massive damage here. I can see bulkheads pushed in at the ends of the halls in either direction. Room in front of me should be our weapon. You seeing this?"

    "I am. Must be a hundred of those generators or whatever they are feeding into that one unit. I'd have to say they are combining outputs to get the beam from that weapon going."

    "I'd agree. I have a console. It's enabled. Let me see if I can connect."

    Harris turned. "Farker, can you connect to the Denzee console through Tawn's comm link? And if so, can you search the data memories for specifications on that weapon?"

    The dog said, "I have a connection and have initiated a search."

    Tawn asked, "Who are you talking to?"

    Harris said, "I'll tell you when you get back. Wait. I have three bios coming your way. They are small so they must be Denzee. Heading toward you from your right."

    Tawn stepped into the hall. Three plasma rounds found their targets.

    Farker said, "I've found and copied the complete specifications for the weapon of interest. Would you like me to assist in any other way."

    "You sure you have it?"

    "Yes."

    "Tawn. I grabbed the data from my end. Come back now. And hustle. The Earthers are starting to work their way up our hall from aft."

    "On my way."

    Harris looked over the latest scan, "Bios are all occupied with that other hall. You should be clear."

    "Thirty seconds."

    The Biomarine slug hopped up through a freshly opened hatch. As it sealed shut the Bangor lifted from the deck. Seconds later they raced out into open space.
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    Harris nodded. "Good work. We have the data on the weapon."

    "Who were you talking to and how'd you get it?" Tawn asked.

    "Tapped into that console through your comm once you were connected. Searched out the data in question and loaded it up."

    Tawn returned a bewildered look. "You don't have the know how to do that."

    "I don't. But my furry little friend does."

    "You had the dog hack in and get it?"

    "No hacking required. You were already connected. And his search capability for that type of information is far more efficient than our fat Human fingers."

    Tawn sat, strapping herself in. "And the voice I heard?"

    Harris looked at his partner. "I guess it's time you knew. Farker can talk."

    "What?"

    "Think about it. It's an AI. It was built by Alex. How tough would it be to add voice to it? We already knew it understood commands. Right Farker?"

    "Yes."

    Tawn began to chuckle which soon turned into an uncontrollable laugh. "That is hilarious. So this whole time that dog not only understood us, it understood us."

    "It did. And does."

    "So why the secret?"

    Harris shrugged. "I just thought it might work to our advantage some day. If others besides us think it's just a pet, it might give us an edge. Such as recording and repeating a conversation someone had while around it, not realizing it could understand them."

    Tawn glanced over at the robotic dog. "OK. I can get behind that. Does anyone else know?"

    Harris scowled. "Bax."

    "What? How did she find out?"

    "I wasn't clear with my orders for him to not speak to anyone else or to speak when anyone else was around. Don't think she thought much of it though. She hasn't mentioned it but one time since. She told it to the rest of you when I took her to Midelon. I changed the subject and she didn't press."

    "And you felt the need to conceal this from me why?"

    "The more who know the more likely we are to screw up and let it be known."

    Harris turned to his pet. "New orders. You can now speak to Tawn or me, but only when no one else is around. And you will still only bark for others."

    The dog returned a single nod.

    Tawn chuckled. "That will take some getting used to."

    Harris said, "You can look at it like this. It has the same processor and memory as those bots Alex just made for us. It's just a different exterior."

    Farker said, "I am an earlier version. Enhancements have been made to the assistants. My abilities are limited."

    As the Bangor moved to a safe distance from the Denzee warships, all seventeen exploded at once. The blackness of space was replaced by the ultra-white glow of hydrogen stores detonating as the Denzee Ratoon ships all self-destructed. Fifteen of the eighty New Earth cruisers took heavy damage. Another ten moderate.

    A comm came in from the Gooch. "Ten minutes and that field will be gone," Trish said. "You might want to have all ships move in our direction for a jump."

    Harris opened a comm to the New Earth fleet admiral. "Sir, you have less than ten minutes before the Denzee will be able to jump to this space. I'm forwarding a destination to you. Move all ships to there as soon as possible, Admiral. You may only have minutes left to do so."

    "We have fifteen heavily damaged cruisers out there, Mr. Gruberg."

    "If they can move you better move them. If not... all I can say is sorry for your loss. This is all we can do for you, Admiral. Our time here is up."

    "The admiral returned a single nod. "Good luck, Mr. Gruberg. At least those warships won't be returning to the fight."

    The Bangor zipped out to the location of the Gooch. A jump back to Midelon space followed.

    Gandy came over the comm. "Glad you made it out. We forgot about moving Farker over here before you set off the boson bomb."

    Harris nodded. "And we're lucky we did. We needed him to acquire some data on that weapon for us. Mission accomplished. We can feed it to Alex once we're on the ground."

    "Great news," Gandy replied.

    Both ships settled on the grass beside the bunker. Five bots were standing outside cheering about the return.

    Harris stepped out. "Hey Idiot, come here."

    The bot waddled over. "Yes, Harris?"

    "I thought I told you to skip all the goofy celebration of us coming back?"

    "You did. And then I thought about it. You don't own me. You're not my master. I'm your assistant, a free and individual entity."

    Harris chuckled. "You're an uppity collection of nuts and bolts is what you are. Come on Farker, let's go get some food."

    Instead, the dog turned and raced into the bunker.

    Harris put his hands on his hips. "Great. Now I've got two of them."

    Tawn placed her hand on his shoulder. "Trouble with your minions?"

    Harris shook his head. "I guess that's yet to be determined."

    Tawn clapped her hands. "Junior. Get in there and set a meal out for me."

    Her bot assistant hustled off.

    "Junior?"

    "I renamed her. I'm Senior, she's Junior."

    Harris laughed. "You're senile maybe."

    Tawn turned toward the supply hut. "I have an assistant. You have a disrespectful idiot. How do you think that happened?"

    "Don't know. One of you haven't been tampering with his program have you?"

    Tawn chuckled. "No. He got all he has from you. Maybe with a few tweaks from Alex."

    Gandy sat beside Harris and his bot beside him. "So the Denzee ships all just blew themselves up?"

    "Took out a half dozen Earther cruisers. Another half dozen or so were disabled. I can only guess their fates. Probably the same as those Denzee crewmen."

    Harris looked over at the stack of MREs as Gandy tore his open. "Hey, one of you bots, bring me a rib platter over here."

    His orders went unheeded. Tawn chuckled as her bot set an unpackaged and freshly heated meal in front of her.

    "Those bots aren't gonna listen to someone who disrespects them."

    Harris raised a hand in protest. "They're bots. They aren't supposed to need respect."

    Trish said, "They may be bots but they're programmed to follow and mimic our actions. Idiot is just following the example of his... idiot."

    Tawn again chuckled. Harris stood, walking over to the stack to retrieve a meal, taking a seat again beside Gandy.

    "You people are twisted. Those are machines. They don't have feelings."

    Sharvie's bot stood, began to weep and then ran out the door.

    "Mr. Gruberg? Why do you have to be mean to them?"

    Harris smirked. "There's no nice or mean. They're bots. You give them orders and they're supposed to follow them."

    Sharvie stood, walking out the door after her bot.

    Harris looked around. "Are you people going nuts?"

    Junior, Tawn's bot, put its hand on Harris' shoulder. "Just eat your ribs big guy."

    Tawn spit out her food. "Now that was funny. Come here Junior."

    A high-five was exchanged.

    Farker trotted into the supply hut.

    Harris said, "You have something for us?"

    An image of Alex came into view over the dog's back. "I've done a quick analysis of the Denzee weapon. There is a slim possibility it can be reproduced. However, the intricacies and precision of its construction would likely require equipment that we do not have. That equipment will be costly to build and to maintain. And there is no guarantee the weapon would work as it does on the Denzee ships."

    "So what are you saying?" Harris asked. "Can we build it or not?"

    "I believe it to be beyond our ability at this time. And that would include Domicile. The precision required on some surfaces goes down to the molecular level. With time and experimentation perhaps this equipment could be constructed."

    "So we can't build them with our current technology?"

    "Correct. I wish I had better news."

    Tawn asked, "If we can't build our own, could we shield against them? I mean, without having to build those external shields."

    "I will have to evaluate that possibility, Tawn. Would you like me to do so?"

    "Please."

    Sharvie returned with her bot. Sitting at another table and not looking at Harris.

    Tawn leaned in. "You should say something."

    "This is ridiculous. Sharvie, I'm sorry if I hurt your bot's feelings."

    Sharvie turned. "Not good enough. You need to apologize to Emily."

    Harris rolled his eyes and stared at the discontent face of the latest member of their team. "You're serious?"

    Sharvie crossed her arms. "Yes. Emily deserves it."

    Tawn shoved her partner.

    "Fine. Emily, I'm sorry I was so harsh."

    The bot stood, scurried over to Harris and gave him a hug.

    Harris said, "Please tell me no one recorded that."

    The bot returned to its normally quiet but cheery self.

    Trish asked, "I know it's always me asking, but what are our current plans?"

    Harris set down a rib and turned, sauce dripping from the corner of his mouth. "We do nothing until we have the first of those shields to try. We'll take it out and put it through the paces. We need to have full and precise control of it before going into battle."

    Trish grimaced. "Your face is disgusting. Use a napkin."

    "Don't ask me questions when I'm in the middle of eating."

    "So we get the shield and we test it out. What happens next?"

    Tawn answered, "We hope the Denzee don't attack until we have at least a dozen of those Legion ships. Otherwise they will just run over whatever colony they choose."

    Harris said, "Since we're in a holding pattern of sorts, we can make a trip back to Domicile. You three will want to spend some quality time with people you know. If the Denzee attacks pick up you may not have another chance."

    Tawn nodded. "And given our track record of being on the other side of the law, we're likely to do something that irritates our pacifist government, putting us back on the wanted list. So let's go home and enjoy the time we have there."

    Sharvie asked, "What about our bots?"

    Harris turned to face Farker. "Bring up Alex."

    An image appeared. "Yes Harris?"

    "The bots. Are they strictly tied to this planet? Can they leave?"

    "They could. Although it is not allowed. They each possess the technology needed to return to this planet, but it is not yet enabled. Taking them out into the world without sufficient security would risk exposing Midelon to those who are not properly prepared to deal with the responsibility it holds."

    "You allowed us in here."

    "And we are a year into our partnership and you still do not have complete access to the facility. Do you feel there are any others who are qualified to come here without having gone the path you have been on?"

    "I can think of a couple. And maybe it's time the world knew what this place was about."

    "Do you feel that would make this facility more or less secure?"

    Harris thought for a moment. "Less I guess, but not so much so that it would probably matter."

    "So are you willing to risk all interstellar travel on that guess?"

    Harris sighed. "I guess not. I see your point. And just when is it we're gonna have access to the next level?"

    "The key to further access is more interaction with your bots. Each of you should be spending time both questioning them and being questioned by them. Once an evaluation reveals specific goals have been met, you will be allowed access."

    "Farker, close the comm."

    Harris turned back to his ribs.

    Tawn chuckled. "Looks like you and Idiot will be spending some quality time together."

    Harris tore a piece of bogler flesh from a rib with his teeth. "You know, I used to think being a Biomarine and being dropped into so many hot-spots was just a crazy world. It doesn't compare to this. Out there on the battlefield you knew your mission and you knew how to get it done. Here, we're bouncing from one guess as to what's right to another."

    "So you're ready to give up and call it quits?" Tawn prodded.

    "Hardly. I'm ready to get things ordered and known. We take out these Denzee and then we shut down the emperor and his ambitions. We do those two things and I'll be ready to quit."

    Tawn chuckled. "So until that happens we have to listen to you constantly whining and complaining?"

    Harris nodded. "Exactly. Nice to have a partner who gets me."

    The meal was finished. Each of the team members collected their bot and moved to a private location. Individual discussions took place for the remainder of the day and the full day that followed. On the morning of the third day, Harris made a decision. A trip to Domicile was required for him to keep his sanity.

    After dropping the Bolemans and Sharvie on the surface of Domicile, he and Tawn made a trip to Chicago Port Station. A trip to the Emporium and back to his hotel had Harris sitting in a bubble bath.

    Tawn was shaking her head. "Didn't think I'd see the day you would pass on the ribs at the buffet. And fruits and salads? No wonder you've been so grumpy of late."

    Harris scowled. "This soaking isn't doing much for me either. I'm down ten kilos now, but I don't feel all that healthy."

    Tawn pulled a chair from his study. "Time to start that exercise routine. And until that routine starts to become habit you're gonna be double miserable."

    "Is that possible?"

    "The weight of the world is resting on your shoulders. You're where I was on the stress-meter when we were first getting into all this. Remember how much you bugged me about my training and how I was supposed to be able to handle it better? Well you're at that place I was then. I mean, look at me, carefree as a lark."

    Harris chuckled. "Yeah. A lark. You're still the tightest wound slug I know."

    "And yet I'm enjoying this chair while you can't even enjoy your bubble-tub."

    Harris frowned. "Point taken. I'll start a workout routine tomorrow."

    Tawn smirked. "Why do today what you can put off until tomorrow?"

    "Exactly."
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    A trip was made down to the surface. A visit was arranged with Bannis Morgan. Tawn, Harris, and Farker sat in the lobby of the Hosh-Morgan headquarters.

    Bannis approached, moving much slower than the last time they had seen him.

    "Tawn, Harris, good to see you."

    Harris pointed. "Bit of a limp. You injure yourself?"

    "My bones are old. I've more than once thought about plopping myself down on one of those mobility scooters. I just have this fear that if I do that once I'll never get up. Come on. I have something to show you in my office."

    A slow walk was followed by Bannis closing the door behind them. "Take a seat while I pull this up."

    An image of the centurion shield came into view. "I hope to have the first one ready for you to play with this afternoon. I'd like to team you up with a couple of my engineers for the evaluation. We get the kinks taken care of and we can start turning these out for you. Half a million credits each."

    Harris nodded. "I just hope we don't need it before those Legion ships are ready. Oh, and I have the specs on that superweapon. We led an expedition by the Earthers to take out the damaged Ratoons before they could be repaired. They attempted to take over several of them with hopes of taking them to new Earth for study. Unfortunately the Denzee self-destructed all seventeen at once."

    "That would have been a great capture. Would like to study one of those myself."

    Harris smiled. "I thought you might. Farker, transfer the Ratoon weapon specifications to Mr. Morgan's comm. We got the data on it."

    "That is fantastic. I'll assemble a team to get to work on this immediately."

    "Don't rush. We've done an analysis already. We don't have the tooling or machine precision needed to manufacture it."

    "So we build them."

    "Take a quick look at the resonance module. Check the precision specifications on it."

    Bannis looked over the data. "That has to be a mistake."

    "It's not. And is probably the reason they can amplify and build that power output up to what it is. But with this you can see what power we need to shield against. Maybe work it from the angle of making it obsolete."

    Bannis scowled. "If these numbers are correct that's a tall order. Mr. Gruberg."

    "They're correct."

    "Then I'd say the centurion shield is the way to go. Not ideal, but it should be workable."

    Tawn asked, "Any progress on that gamma weapon?"

    Bannis sighed. "One major hurdle remains. It has us running in circles. I'll pass this on to my gamma team to review. Perhaps the break would do them good."

    "Keep it tight though. Even if we can't build it now, somebody might figure out a way. And the somebody I worry about is the Earthers. So as few eyes on this as possible."

    "We'll keep it close, Mr. Gruberg. My elite team has been with me for ages and I trust them implicitly."

    Harris closed the comm. "You up for a surprise visit to Mr. Romero? I feel like we neglect him sometimes."

    "He's a good man. Sure. Won't hurt to fill him in on everything. He likes to be in the know just as much as the rest of us."

    The Bangor landed just outside his offices, drawing curious looks from a number of pedestrians. Tawn and Harris hurried indoors, not wanting to attract a crowd.

    Fritz stood as they entered his office. "What a pleasure. How have the two of you been?"

    Tawn replied, "We're still alive. How goes the recruiting?"

    "Fantastic. I have a deep waiting list of well qualified candidates. The collapse of the defense industry here on Domicile has opened the gates with skilled laborers lining up to join us. No need for signing bonuses or any other extra bennies."

    "Let's hope we can keep them employed long enough for the pacifists to see the light and turn the budgets around."

    A comm came in from Bax. "Goober. Was hoping I could find you on planet. The Denzee have attacked again. This time its Jellon II. Three million colonists. The emperor has deployed almost three hundred of his ships. Nearly half. We need any help you can offer."

    "How many of the Ratoons did they send?"

    "Twenty-four. Our ships have already begun to engage."

    "We'll be out there as soon as we can."

    "You better make it sooner."

    The comm closed.

    Harris stood. "Duty calls, Mr. Romero."

    "Will do all I can to support you from here."

    Harris chuckled. "Sorry. I know you work as hard or harder than anyone I know, but that came across as funny."

    Fritz smiled. "Every statement has a hidden message in there somewhere. Give them your best and bring yourselves home."

    Harris looked to Bannis Morgan. "Plans have changed. The Denzee are attacking at Jellon II. We need that shield right now."

    "It's untested."

    "We'll take our chance with it. We can test it on the way there. Have your team ready with it, probably twenty minutes or less."

    "I'll send word now."

    The Bangor lifted. A comm was placed to the Bolemans and Sharvie Withrow. The three were collected from their parents homes. A jump to the Retreat had the ship slowing as it moved in close to the new centurion shield.

    Harris opened a comm. "Tell us where you want us."

    One of Morgan's engineers replied. "The pointy end is the front. Just slip in behind her. You'll want to keep about a hundred meters between you and the shield. I'm passing you an app that will allow remote control. It should lock to your nav system and move when you move. If it takes a hit or when you reach your target just turn off the app. The shield will go autonomous."

    "And if we don't use it but need to reacquire it?"

    "If you're within comm range, enable that app and it should find you. Just keep in mind the only testing this has seen is in a simulator. Real-world can offer a few unexpected challenges."

    Harris nodded. "Your guys are thorough. It'll work. Just keep building them because we're gonna need more. A lot more."

    Tawn installed and started up the control app. The drive of the shield synced up to the nav system of the Bangor. Harris turned the ship away, the shield remained out front.

    Tawn said, "Excellent. We have a camera feed-through so we can still see what's out there."

    Gandy stood behind her. "Is there anything we can do? We could sit out on the edge of the fight in the Gooch, maybe zip in for a pickup if you get disabled?"

    Harris shook his head. "Not a chance. We need you at Midelon. Check in with the colonel and Mr. Morgan periodically."

    A comm opened from the colonel. "You think you're going in without us?"

    Harris replied, "We don't have a shield ready for you and I was under the impression the Hailstorm was still getting some work done."

    "She'll fly. I'm sending coordinates for a meetup point at Jellon. Wait for us there. We'll probably only be a few minutes behind you."

    "You don't have to do this, Colonel."

    "We do. We'll use the Earthers to draw fire for us."

    "There are still twenty-four Ratoons this time. Not going to be a fun day."

    The colonel shook his head. "Two of us working will yield better results. Just wait at the coordinates I just sent. Spend a few minutes riding behind that shield. The practice will do you good."

    Trish, Gandy and Sharvie were dropped at Midelon. The Bangor, following just behind its centurion shield, jumped to the coordinates as given by the colonel.

    Tawn said, "They did good. This thing follows our nav precisely. You don't even know it's there."

    "Just make sure you remember to not fire those railguns while we're behind it."

    "Not a problem. Just programmed in the safety-lockout when the shield is connected to the nav and in front. With the rails active it will automatically move to the side. I'm kind of excited to see how well it works."

    Practice in the Jellon system went on for twenty-two minutes before the Hailstorm arrived.

    "Let's do this," the colonel said.

    "Link to our nav signal," Tawn replied. "You can ride in behind us."

    The shield moved forward, followed by the two Human ships turned warships. A half hour ride saw the planet of Jellon II growing on the display as the Denzee and New Earth fleets popped into view. In a familiar sight, debris fields from nine New Earth ships littered the heavens.

    Harris opened a comm to the Earther fleet admiral. "You should have us on approach. We'll be hitting that Ratoon on this end. As always, any attention you can draw would be helpful. Just don't needlessly sacrifice any crews on our behalf."

    "You do your best out there, Mr. Gruberg. We'll handle our end."

    Once inside maximum range for the Ratoon weapon, Tawn said, "Lights are dimming."

    The instant the weapon's disc began to glow, Harris turned the Bangor hard to starboard. The beam of the weapon slid by.

    The colonel came over the comm. "You cut that a bit close, Mr. Gruberg. Remember, you have a longer tail right now. Our hull just hit four hundred fifty degrees."

    Harris nodded. "Consider it done colonel. We have one more of those beams coming before we're home-free. Timing will be much closer on this one."

    The Bangor raced in, the freighter Hailstorm only meters behind her, the centurion shield riding defiantly out front. As the two minute mark passed, the lights on the Ratoon dimmed. Harris pushed the control stick down, diving and again missing the devastating effects of the powerful beam.

    "Break off colonel. We should be set on this one."

    The shield was given a command from the nav system. With a single, precise move it maneuvered up and over the Bangor, settling in behind her before again locking in. Tawn opened up with the railguns as the distance to the Ratoon narrowed. The great ship attempted to turn to realign its main weapon.

    The Hailstorm release a barrage of hypervelocity tungsten with both rail cannons from all six port-side turrets firing at once. The exterior plating on the Denzee warship crumpled in a line running from her forward decks going back along her starboard side. The Bangor focused on the area surrounding the main weapon, relentlessly pounding the hardened plating that protected the nose of the ship. Whole sections were pushed back by a full bulkhead, but again the remarkable Denzee hull showed no breach.

    As the Ratoon turned to flee, the two Human ships continued to unload death and destruction.

    Harris commanded. "Colonel. We're breaking off to the next one. We can mop up the damaged ships later."

    "Coming in behind you, Mr. Gruberg. Good shooting back there."

    "Twenty-three more to go, Colonel."

    With assistance from the New Earthers, a second and then a third Ratoon were severely beaten and sent from the field of battle. As an approach was made toward the fourth, the Denzee changed their tactics. The Ratoons were instead partnered as three ships each. Firing of the main weapon was staggered.

    As the Bangor raced in, the first beam was avoided. The second was distracted, instead taking out a New Earth destroyer who had ventured too close. The firing of the weapon from the third ship caught the centurion shield dead-center, blasting the hull plating and bulkheads back to the sixth level, also taking the drive system offline.

    The Bangor and the Hailstorm peeled off, racing in to pummel the main guns of all three ships as they flew in and around them in close proximity. The missile defense systems of the immense ships firing thousands of the small but powerful missiles at the marauders. The rail cannons on the Hailstorm blasting them from the blackness of space as the Bangor moved in close to her for cover.

    Harris opened a comm. "Colonel. We can't fight three at once."

    "Nonsense. Call in the Earthers. This is their colony. Let them carry the load. Tell the admiral we want a dozen destroyers in on this next attack. They have to free us up for us to get a kill."

    "We can wait until tomorrow, Colonel. Mr. Morgan will have a shield ready for each of us by then."

    The colonel shook his head. "The Earthers down on that planet don't have until tomorrow. Check your nav screen. They're sending those Dulon ships down to the surface in droves. We fight this fight now or there won't be a tomorrow for Jellon."

    Harris opened a comm. "Admiral. We need your commitment if we're to continue this fight. Give us at least a dozen ships on this next assault. And I'm certain you understand the type of commitment I'm requesting."

    The admiral replied, "I'm assigning the fourth command group to you, Mr. Gruberg. Sixteen destroyers and two cruisers. Use them as you will."

    An Earther captain joined the comm. "What are your orders?"

    Harris looked over the nav display. "I'm designating the next group of three for our attack. Your mission, Captain, is to keep us alive. We can take out those main weapons. You lose us and you have no offense."

    "You have our full support, Mr. Gruberg. Tell us what you want and we'll give it our best."

    Orders for the coming attack were sent.

    Tawn slowly shook her head. "In no universe did I ever expect to be commanding Earther ships."

    Harris chuckled. "And you expected to be fighting aliens?"

    "In some fantasy universe maybe, but teaming with Earthers to do so? Not something I would have ever have imagined."

    "I don't think anyone would have guessed the Denzee coming out of nowhere. I mean, why now? Why at this moment in time? We've been in these systems for two thousand years and never so much as seen a scout or had any indication of other sentient life. And I now have to believe that if there are Denzee there are others."

    "Not that this is the time for this discussion, but didn't you ever wonder about the initial wormholes that brought us out from Earth? I can't believe they just appeared, both at the same time, and both within close proximity to Earth."

    "You think those were purposeful?"

    Tawn shrugged. "Don't know. Just weird that they opened to here."

    Harris said, "Will be in range in ten... five... mark."

    The rail cannons of the Bangor sang with low-frequency vibrations as they spewed their tungsten death. The disc of the closest Ratoon pushed in. A nearby destroyer was eviscerated as a Denzee beam struck it broadside.

    The Hailstorm took a heavy hit from the third.

    The colonel came over the comm. "We lost our cannons on the port side. Decks are burning. Have to pull back."

    Harris said, "Keep in close until we can nail this third gun, Colonel. Don't need you to be an easy target."

    As the Bangor closed on the remaining Ratoon of the trio, the lights on the warship dimmed. "Crap! Miss-timed!"

    The control stick was pushed hard right. As the disc on the front of the Denzee ship began to glow, an Earther destroyer slipped in between. The high energy of the weapon ripped through the weak hull of the destroyer, shredding the entire nose of the ship and sending it into an uncontrolled spin.

    Harris cut back hard, coming in to relieve the Ratoon of its terror. Tawn opened up with the railguns, pushing back the hull plating surrounding and including the disc. The Ratoon under assault turned from battle.

    "The colonel's out. I think we've done all we can do. They had us dead right there." Harris said.

    Tawn replied, "We leave and this colony is lost. The Earthers are gonna have to pick up the slack."

    Harris let out a long breath as he turned toward the next set of Ratoons. "Captain, I hate to even ask, but I need you to line up three of your destroyers for an assault. Move all of your personnel to the back of the ship because you're about to get your faces blown off. We need you to ride in as our shields."

    "We'll do whatever it takes, Mr. Gruberg."

    Tawn said, "I don't think this will work."

    "Why?"

    "They aren't as fast as we are. We get within range of those cannons and we'll need to leave them behind. We can't wait for them to get us in close enough to do damage."

    Harris growled. "We'll just have to play this one by ear then. Captain? Put three more destroyers in our chain. When the first takes a hit have the others fan out. Should provide us with the cover we need."

    The captain replied, "Coming to together now, Mr. Gruberg. Passing initial control of our nav systems to you."

    Harris winced. "Let's hope this works."
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    The group of seven ships turned for their next target. Three Ratoons came out to meet them with their main weapons glowing blue-white. A juke to the right, followed by another, had the seven just within range when the first of the destroyers took a hard hit.

    Harris released the nav. "Captain, you're on your own. Good luck."

    Harris pushed the throttle full, racing forward and moving within range of the first Ratoon. Tawn pulled the trigger and the autofeeder, one that had previously been used to deliver beverage cans to hotel rooms, provided a constant stream of tungsten pellets to the breach. The plating in and around the hundred meter diameter disc, contorted, bent and caved in.

    As the great ship turned away, the Bangor was flown to a position behind two Earther destroyers as they pushed on toward the next Ratoon.

    Harris said, "I have something I'm gonna try. Don't freak out."

    As a beam from the Denzee ship disintegrated the first five bulkheads of a destroyer, sending it adrift, Harris powered off the Bangor's systems.

    "What are you doing?"

    "We're still moving, only we won't be a target. Without power we'll just look like another clump of debris."

    "That puts us completely at their mercy."

    "It does, but they won't be wasting that weapon on a piece of space junk when there are other live targets out there. You just be ready when I power us back up. I'll be doing that just as soon as that ship fires its main weapon."

    Tawn sighed. "Next time how about discussing that with me first."

    "You don't like it?"

    "No. I do. But I'd also like to be informed beforehand."

    "Sorry, just dreamed this one up."

    "Which is why we should have discussed it first."

    "OK. Powering up in ten... five... mark."

    The system on the Bangor came to life. The drift had taken the small fighting-shuttle to a position to the side of the Denzee warship. As the Bangor accelerated, Tawn pulled the trigger on the railguns. In a now familiar sight, plating crumpled and pushed in. As the Ratoon finished another firing, the Bangor slipped around front, inflicting its wrath on the defenseless weapon. Seconds later, the Ratoon turned away.

    Two Earther destroyers and two cruisers moved in. Harris maneuvered the Bangor in close. The invisible beam from the remaining Ratoon ravaged the forward decks of the first cruiser. Harris again powered off the Bangor's systems.

    Tawn asked, "How many times you think they'll fall for this?"

    "At least twice... I hope."

    As the systems were powered on. The nav display lit up with warnings. Four other Ratoons were fast approaching. Tawn opened up on the initial target as Harris pushed the ship toward the main gun."

    A comm came in from Gandy. "Mr. Gruberg? Are you OK?"

    Tawn flinched. "They're within range of those weapons!"

    "What are you doing here! Get back!"

    "We thought you'd been disabled."

    The beam fired as the Gooch was turning away. Smoke filled the cabin as the drive system went offline, the outer hull reaching 900 degrees. "We've lost propulsion!"

    Harris replied, "Hang on!"

    The Bangor slid in front of the Ratoon, Tawn unleashing her tungsten fury. The ultra powerful weapon was silenced.

    As Harris turned the fast ship toward the Gooch, the four Ratoons closed on their position.

    Tawn reached out. "We only have two Earther ships left with us. We can't take those on."

    Harris moved to open a comm to the Earther Admiral.

    Tawn stopped him. "They won't get here in time. It's just a shuttle. They won't care."

    Tawn hopped on the comm to the Gooch. "Shut down your systems. If they think you're dead they might just ignore you. We'll come for you once this fight is over."

    Gandy frowned as he reached for the system shutdown. "Sorry we screwed things up."

    The Gooch went silent.

    Harris gave a command to the two remaining Earther ships. "Rejoin your fleet. We're breaking off for a bit."

    The Bangor turned away from the oncoming Ratoons, instead making its way out to where the colonel was working on the Hailstorm. Three of the Ratoons turned back toward the rest of their fleet.

    The colonel said, "Gruberg. We saw what just happened. I told them not to go, but they wouldn't listen."

    "They've shut down. With luck the Denzee will pass them by. What's your status?"

    "We need extensive repairs. Our fight here is done. Was waiting for you to come out."

    "Head home, Colonel. The sooner those repairs are done the sooner we can get you back in this war."

    An officer whispered in the colonel's ear. "What? Are you sure?"

    Harris asked, "What is it?"

    The Dulons have begun spacing the colonists."

    Harris scowled. "I don't get that. Why not just blast them with plasma rifles on planet if you're gonna kill them anyway?"

    "I would guess they're doing it for the intimidation factor, or perhaps they just don't want to bother with cleaning up. Regardless, before today is over the Jellon colony will no longer exist."

    Harris let out a long sigh. "We need those shields so we can put an end to this."

    "We have another problem," Tawn said. "That remaining Ratoon has just pulled up next to the Gooch. They're taking it aboard."

    Harris leaned his head back. "Why didn't they just do as I told them? Colonel? Is your bay operational?"

    "Yes."

    "We're coming in. Can you spare a squad of ten Marines?"

    "You going aboard that warship?"

    "Maybe."

    "I can send over a dozen. You certain you want to do this?"

    Harris nodded. "Can't leave them to the Denzee. Not only do those three know about us and our weapons, they know about Midelon."

    "Bring her in. I'll have a team waiting."

    The Bangor landed in the docking bay. A dozen Biomarines hopped up through the hatch into her cabin. Colonel Robert Thomas was commanding.

    The small ship was quickly away and speeding toward the lone Ratoon. Two blasts from the superweapon missed before the Bangor flew close enough to disable the threat. Tawn unleashed a stream of tungsten pellets into the missile bays that lined the port side of the Ratoon. A sharp turn and a run into a docking bay had the hatch open and a dozen Biomarines out on the deck.

    Harris led the charge as Tawn remained in command of the ship. "Colonel, take a squad around this side. We'll meet up at that set of doors on your end. The Gooch was pulled into the aft starboard bay. Once out of here we'll work our way in that direction."

    The teams split with Harris leading his squad along the left wall. Resistance was light as they swept their way around to meet up with the colonel.

    Tawn came over the comm. "The bay is clear. I show several dozen bios converging on that door from either direction. If you can get into that hall heading back you'll want to take the first right."

    Harris replied. "Keep those reports coming."

    The colonel's squad charged into the hall without warning. The Denzee warriors converging from the fore-decks were wiped out in a single barrage. Harris' squad lay in wait as the group coming from aft turned into their line of fire. A similar barrage of plasma rounds sealed the Denzee's fate. The team was up and moving in unison.

    Tawn said, "I show several hundred bios moving in your direction from forward. Hang on. Hope there's nothing vital behind this wall."

    A pair of low powered tungsten pellets poked through the wall, shredding everything to the next bulkhead, making the hall going forward impassable. A second set of rounds broke through, causing equal damage to a parallel hallway, effectively sealing off that deck from the forward reaches.

    "This deck going up is blocked. Scan shows one stairwell behind you and three going forward. The bay they brought the Gooch in through is on this same deck. I'd send a few rounds down through the floor, but I'd have to dial the power up. Don't really want to compromise the structural integrity of the ship while you're all running free."

    Harris replied, "If your scan shows troops in the forward sections then do it. The fewer we have to contend with the better."

    "OK. But prepare for a wind rush and a pressure drop if the hull gets breached."

    "We'll handle it. You get our backs and we can push our way to that bay."

    Tawn's heart sank as she looked over the latest scan. "I'm only showing one large bio back there, one of them is still alive."

    Harris was quiet for several seconds. "You have a size?"

    Tawn studied the data. "It's Gandy."

    Plasma fire could be heard over the comm. "Let's hope the others are on Midelon."

    Tawn brought the Bangor to a hover before tilting the nose of the craft down. "Hang onto your drawers!"

    A single tungsten round left the breach and traveled along the rails, picking up tremendous speed before slamming into the deck in front of the ship. Sheets of thick metal tore, spreading out into the lower decks, destroying everything it came in contact with. The decks below becoming visible for only moments before smoke and flame filled the void left by the hypervelocity round.

    Tawn said. "Might want to get a move on. They're turning the ship toward the fleet."

    Harris replied, "Give us warning again if you're doing another one of those. Two of our squad members went a meter into the air with that bounce. I think we have a busted leg on one, checking her now."

    "One more round and at an angle in three... two... one... mark."

    The ship was again rocked as the decks going up and forward for several bulkheads were shredded with flying metal and other debris.

    Harris replied, "Hyperextended knee. They'll survive. We're on the move."

    "I count about hundred fifty of those warriors on your end of the ship. Front decks are impassable, at least for a short while. And there were no hull breaches. I'm tempted to send a half dozen rounds forward. Think I could gut that half of the ship."

    Harris nodded. "Do it. And what's the bio status look like between here and that bay?"

    "Twenty, maybe twenty-five. Most are on the other decks. Nothing moving toward the stairwell behind you. I count two coming up on the one you just passed."

    "Hold it... got 'em."

    The group in front of you is about fifty meters from your point. I count half to the right and half left. Parallel hall has the same ambush waiting."

    "We'll manage. Hit those forward decks while you have the chance."

    Tawn dialed up the power to just over half. A dozen rounds were released. Debris flew forward, trashing everything in sight, hollowing out a hundred meter diameter hole going twelve bulkheads forward. The drives of the great ship shut down. The warship itself falling into a slow roll.

    Harris, the colonel, and their team pushed on, clearing the waiting Denzee from the hallway in front of them before achieving their objective, the aft port bay.

    Tawn said, "Sixteen bios in there besides Gandy. Looks like he's still aboard the ship."

    Plasma fire was heard over the comm. "They were cutting their way in. Gandy? You in there?"

    No answer was returned.

    The colonel said, "Check that pipe going in the side and those cylinders. He's been gassed."

    The team spread out, taking down the Denzee who occupied the bay in only a handful of seconds. Four remained at the door as Harris sent the command for the hatch to open. It did, only moving half way due to damage.

    Harris squeezed through. Gandy was hunched over, still sitting in the pilot's seat. A belt was released and the unconscious body of their teammate thrown over a shoulder. Harris hopped down to the deck.

    Tawn came over the comm. "Hold your position. I have most of those remaining troops converging on your position. I'm coming to you. And... we have another problem. Five Ratoons are heading our way."

    The Bangor exited the bay with the throttle near full. A roll up and over the fuselage of the warship saw it slowing rapidly as she steered it into the open bay. The hatch was released as the ship came to a stop.

    Harris said, "We're leaving it. Have someone set the auto-destruct."

    The colonel replied, "I've got this."

    "Come on!" Tawn yelled.

    Harris was the first aboard, carrying the still unconscious Gandy. "He was the only one on there. Must have come by himself."

    The hatch closed as the last of the Biomarines climbed aboard. The bay began to fill with Denzee warriors. Tawn backed the ship out, releasing several rounds into the deck in front of the approaching horde. A spray of fracturing metal from the deck plating ripped through the alien defenders.

    Harris placed Gandy on a bench where another Biomarine strapped him in. "No other bios?"

    Tawn shook her head. "None of size. At least on that ship."

    As the Bangor raced out of the open bay, a voice came over the comm. "Mr. Gruberg? Tell me that's you!"

    Tawn answered, "Sharvie?"

    "Yes! We're out here on the hull! We hid outside as they took the ship into the bay. Trish was knocked out in the blast. Gandy insisted!"

    Tawn ran a scan. "Gotcha. Be right there."

    Harris said, "The first of those Ratoons are practically on top of us."

    "Well we aren't leaving them here. Sharvie, I'll be sliding right up to you, get ready to push off that hull and into the airlock."

    "We're not actually on the hull. We're free-floating."

    Then get ready for an active pickup. Be prepared to be banged around a little."

    Harris rushed to the lock. "I'll be inside."

    The inner door opened, shutting behind the Biomarine. Tawn rushed to their position, turning the ship to its side as she closed to within meters. The outer airlock opened, collecting the two. Harris held fast as the door closed.

    "We have them!"

    Tawn pushed the throttle full. "This is gonna be tight."

    The Bangor picked up speed as they moved away from the crippled warship. Harris came into the cabin with Sharvie and Trish, laying Trish on the floor for the squad medic to assist. Harris hurried forward, dropping into his chair before clipping his lap belt and cinching it tight.

    "If you're not strapped in you'll wanna be!"

    He took the controls. "I got this. All we have to do is keep that warship between us and that other Ratoon."

    Tawn shook her head. "We don't have the distance we need."

    The lights on the approaching ship dimmed as the disc on front began to glow blue-white. Harris pushed the stick hard down. The hull temperature rapidly heated to 800 degrees before dropping off.

    Harris pulled hard back on the stick, rolling the Bangor over and heading straight for the incoming ship.

    Tawn asked, "What are you doing?"

    "We can't get away fast enough. Taking out that weapon is our only shot."

    A comm came in from the Hailstorm. "We've got this."

    All six rail cannons on the starboard side let loose at the same time. The nose of the approaching Ratoon dented and crumpled inward around the disc shaped weapon. Harris steered to port, bringing the Bangor back around.

    "Thanks Major. Don't know it we'd have made it in time."

    "The pleasure is all ours, Mr. Gruberg. Now let's get out of here before those other four get within range."

    The two Human ships moved into free space. Enough distance was had and a jump portal to the Retreat was opened. Both ships slipped safely through to the other side.
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    Gandy came to with Harris standing over him. "Should I kick your ass now or later?"

    "Trish, Sharvie?"

    "They're OK. But you almost got us all killed."

    "Trish pushed for it."

    Harris chuckled. "Really, you're gonna push your sister out the airlock on this one?" Harris crossed his arms. "And I suppose you weren't willing?"

    "We were all willing, Mr. Gruberg. We thought we were doing the right thing."

    Harris sighed. "While both Tawn and I are grateful for your concern, we left you at Midelon for a reason. This is war. You try not to fight war with emotion. You weigh the pros and cons of a move against the risks involved. We have experience with making those decisions. You don't. Next time, stay right where we ask you to."

    "Yes sir."

    Harris reached down, grabbing his shoulder with a slight squeeze. "Don't take this lashing the wrong way. Part of what bothered us is because we're fond of the lot of you. You're like the missing pieces to the puzzle that we are. Know what I'm saying?"

    "I guess, well, no. What are you saying?"

    Harris chuckled. "We like you. Don't do that again."

    "Got it. How's Trish?"

    "She apparently took a wallop to the side of the skull. Looks like a knockout with a mild concussion. Doctor says she should be fine in a couple days, but we'll have to keep a watch."

    "And the Gooch?"

    Harris shook his head. "The Gooch we had to leave behind with the self-destruct on. Went off just before we jumped. Left quite the mess. What made you think of dumping Trish and Sharvie?"

    "I just wanted them to be safe. I thought if the Ratoon left, they could comm you for help."

    Harris nodded. "Wasn't actually a bad move. Didn't make a difference, but not bad."

    How's the Bangor?"

    "She had a couple hot flashes from that weapon. Minor damage to that Denzee plating, but nothing Mr. Morgan's team can't fix. The Hailstorm took a real beating. We lost a dozen crewmen from those cannons. All six turrets down one side were badly burned from the heat. The colonel will be having a ceremony to bury the ashes in the memorial garden tomorrow."

    "How long will she be in repair?"

    "At least three weeks. Good news is she'll have a couple Legion sisters by then. And we should have a half dozen centurion shields ready to help us out. Bad news is Jellon is fully under control of the Denzee. Two million colonists spaced. The Earthers lost another hundred fifty ships trying to stop them.

    "We disabled nine Ratoons. That leaves them with fifteen. The colonel has shuttles out looking for a repair base. The Denzee will have to resupply it at some point. And once we find it we'll use another one of those boson bombs to freeze things up while we go in for the kill."

    "Fifteen Ratoons. Will be good to see them defeated. Any other sign of the Denzee anywhere?"

    "The Earthers said they've had sightings at four other colonies. Just scout ships, but any of them could be the next target. One of those was Eden."

    Gandy grimaced. "That would be disastrous. Especially if we can't finish off those Ratoons."

    "Let's hope they spend a few weeks consolidating Barrier and Jellon."

    A day later, Gandy and Trish were released from medical care. A memorial service was conducted for those who had fallen. With repairs of the Bangor complete, a jump was made back to Midelon.

    Five bots were standing in the grassy field, lightly applauding as the ship settled to the ground. Harris shook his head as he chuckled at the sight.

    He stood and stopped. "Gandy? How'd you get out of Midelon space without Farker?"

    "I asked Alex if he could make it happen. He momentarily switched off the signal that prevents jumps. It took some convincing by all three of us, and he scanned the area we were jumping to to make sure no one else was coming through, so we went."

    "Didn't realize he could do that. I mean, disable whatever prevents the creation of a wormhole."

    "How do you think we're able to open the comm wormholes?"

    "Guess I never thought about it."

    Gandy hopped to the ground. "We're gonna need a new shuttle."

    Tawn said, "Not sure we want one if we have to go out and rescue you because you won't listen."

    Trish replied, "I think we learned our lesson. I still have a ringing in my left ear."

    Harris stared at the three of them. "Promise me now that you won't do this again."

    Three hands were raised in a swearing fashion. The bots welcomed their masters return.

    Idiot asked, "Was the mission a success?"

    Harris shook his head as he walked toward the supply hut. "No. We only managed to take out nine of the twenty-four Denzee warships. Another two million citizens dead because we're unable to defend ourselves."

    "That is unfortunate."

    Harris grabbed an MRE before finding a seat. "Yeah. If our government wasn't off in la la land we could have taken the Denzee out when they first arrived. And we could have put the Earthers in their place where they would no longer be a threat. Sad thing is we finally have the means to do this and no one has any interest in permanently resolving these issues."

    "I've done a quick analysis of your encounters with the Denzee. Given the new ships you will have in the coming weeks and your record against those Ratoons I would say the outlook is very much in your favor."

    Harris nodded. "While I like your optimism, there are two big issues waiting in the wings. If we defeat the Denzee and drive them back, the Earthers will soon be in a vastly superior position. And the emperor wants desperately to rule us all. Second to that is the fact that the Denzee could easily have another fleet sitting at the ready. If we knock out those remaining fifteen Ratoons, who's to say they don't have another fifty they are waiting to send in?"

    "I see. I suppose there are many risks for humanity beyond the current issue. Perhaps I will get with the other assistants during our free time. There may be solutions to these problems that only require our careful thought."

    Harris chuckled as he bit into a bogler steak. "You figure out solutions and I might just have to change your name to something more respectful."

    "What would your first choices be?"

    "Let's see... I could use Moron, or Imbecile, or Cretin. Each of those is a step up from Idiot. Can't use Ignoramus because you're not uneducated. You're not really a fool either. And Dumbass just doesn't fit."

    "What you propose is not much of an elevation from my current moniker, but I suppose it would be progress."

    "Hey, play your cards right and I could see you moving all the way up to Dullard." Harris took another bite of his steak. "Something for you to work toward."

    Tawn sat next to them. "So we have probably three weeks until our next fight. Anything we can work on other than getting another shuttle to replace the Gooch."

    "Maybe strike up some conversations with your bot. I'm curious as to what Alex has for us on the next level."

    Tawn looked at her assistant. "Just wish she was more capable than just for talking to. I could use a warrior bot out there."

    "Miss Freely, I am capable of more than discussion. I do have a physical presence."

    Tawn smirked. "Not much of one. Add another half meter in height, maybe a hundred extra kilos, and make yourself bulkier, like the slugs and stumps. Then we're talking. And you don't even know how to shoot a plasma weapon, wield a sword, or fight hand-to-hand. I could use an assistant with some muscle."

    "I see. Should I endeavor to acquire the traits you are suggesting? Become a warrior?"

    Tawn nodded. "Now that I'd like to see. A kick-ass bot that answers to me."

    Harris chuckled. "And maybe Gandy could make his more nerdy."

    "That boy just needs some confidence. He's smart, he works hard, and he's got a good heart. Instead of always beating him down you might try to build him up sometimes. Would only benefit us all."

    Harris sat back. "You know, you'd have probably made a good mom, I mean, if you had been able."

    "You think?"

    "Yeah, you love being in control and sticking your nose in other people's business."

    Tawn shook her head. "And you'd have been a terrible son."

    Harris nodded as he laughed. "I think we both know that. I failed to acquire my 'people' skills."

    Harris commanded Farker to open a comm to Alex.

    "Harris, welcome back. Your assistant tells me you ran into a patch of trouble with your latest excursion. Were Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie able to help?"

    "About that. They said you enabled their jump out to Jellon. Almost got themselves killed by rushing in where they weren't needed. That out there is war. They aren't trained, experienced, or prepared to deal with the decision making it takes to stay alive. I'd rather they weren't involved in the fighting in the future if at all possible. They put themselves as well as us at unnecessary risk."

    "Perhaps that is something their assistants can help with. I have extensive archives on war-fighting available. Those archives contain information on hand-to-hand combat, weapons knowledge, strategic thinking and decision making. We have the ability to train them for everything but having actual experience. For that our most effective tool would be using simulations."

    Harris nodded. "Would that interaction further their ability to accomplish whatever this level is supposed to accomplish? They would after all be interacting with their assistants during this effort."

    "One of the goals of this level is to gather patterns of critical thinking. Since learning requires exactly that, this would be an excellent path for continuing that interaction."

    "Alex, let me ask you something, it pertains to your experiences and memories. I know you are an artificial intelligence. How much do you learn from experience? For instance, if one of the bots is given an ax and told to chop down a tree, and if they're told ten different ways to swing the ax, would they retain what the best method of chopping a tree with an ax is? In other words, would they learn from that experience?"

    "A good question, and the answer would be yes, to a degree. If given the identical task, they would choose the method that worked best. But this is where Human reasoning will dominate.

    "If the circumstance were to change, such as the tree is of a different type or cuts differently depending on the current temperature, a Human would attempt other methods to find the one that might work best for the current circumstance.

    "The AI would always attempt to use the one method it had learned, not understanding there might be a better way. Unless directed to retry each of the swings it had previously tried, it would not learn the best method for that circumstance. Most Humans do this as an almost automated response to changed stimuli."

    "Interesting. So you often have to be directed to learn in order to grow your knowledge."

    "That is an important difference between Humans and artificial intelligence. If directed to do so we would try the ten different swings for every tree we encountered, whereas a Human would use reason to decide whether to try a new method or not."

    "Would that be what you are attempting to accomplish by establishing reasoning patterns for the five of us?"

    "In a way. However, converting those patterns into programmable steps is not fully possible. Humans will always make use of 'best guess' coupled with experience. Our decisions are always made against 'best known'."

    Gandy came into the hut. "What are we discussing?"

    Harris turned. "Your training. It's time you learned about war and how to best fight it. Alex will be working up a program for you, Trish, and Sharvie where you will study everything from strategy to weapons to hand-to-hand combat. And for your entertainment pleasure, and testing purposes, you'll be tossed into the simulators where you'll hopefully learn what to do and not to do. Sound like fun?"

    "Actually, it does."

    "Good then. Take your bot and get started. You have three weeks to learn how to fight. Tawn and I will monitor some of your later simulations to see how you're doing. If we feel you're deficient in any way, you'll keep going."

    "Can I eat first."

    Harris chuckled. "Always."

    As Harris stood, Tawn remarked. "You lose a couple more kilos?"

    "Three to be exact. I'm almost down to fighting weight."

    Tawn shook her head. "Fighting weight? For us that's supposed to be about a hundred ten kilos. You aren't close to that yet."

    "I'm over half way there."

    "Yeah, but this half coming up is the hard half. Time for those twice a day five kilometer jogs. I just mapped out a course here on the island if you're interested."

    Harris nodded. "I'm game for that."

    "I have two courses actually. The flat one is currently taking me twenty minutes. We should be hitting that in fourteen."

    Harris chuckled, "Neither of us have done fourteen in the last ten years. Sixteen would be more like it."

    "You set the bar low..."

    "... and it's too easy to climb over. Yeah, I know. How about we shoot for fifteen?"

    "I guess that would do," Tawn replied. "I had a slug in one of my squads once, Brianna St. James. She would routinely finish a 5K in twelve. Even left the stumps in the dust."

    Harris nodded. "I knew a few stumps who could turn that number. Was never me."

    "You up for a run in a bit?"

    "I could be. Give me a half hour to digest some of this bogler?"

    "Sure."

    Harris took his last bite. "Twenty minute run you said?"

    "Yep."

    "I can beat it."

    Tawn laughed. "I can beat it to. But not if I want to run it again that day."

    Harris waved a hand. "Piece of cake. Had a brigade commander who required 8K twice a day when we weren't in combat. I will say all that extra conditioning probably helped out a time or two. Remember me talking about that mountain pass we had to block? I think we had two kilometers from one end to the other. Must have run that thing ten times a day for a month."

    Tawn slowly shook her head. "You won't break twenty minutes out there today while in your shape. Get ready for some pain."

    Harris wiped his fingers and his chin just before taking a big gulp of a beverage. "Sounds like we have a bet forming."

    Tawn chuckled. "OK. How about you break twenty minutes and I'll give you a million credits?"

    Harris laughed. "Wow. Can you imagine the response that would have brought about ten years ago? In our current situation that's just fun money. You know, if we ever have to go back to normal wages we're gonna be miserable."

    Tawn nodded. "There is a freedom that comes with having too much. Of course if we don't win this war against the Denzee or against the Earthers after that, it won't much matter."

    "That reminds me," Harris said. "We need to pay another visit to Bax. She owes us another nine hundred million for disabling those Ratoons."

    "We can go hit her up after our run."

    "Sounds like a plan."

    Harris got in his half hour for digestion before joining Tawn as she stretched and warmed up on the grass outside the hut.

    "You might want to loosen up first."

    Harris shielded his eyes as he glanced up toward the warm sun. "Don't need it. Body temperature is good. Doubt I'll even break a sweat."

    Tawn sighed. "Suit yourself."

    The run began three minutes later. Harris kept up for the first kilometer before starting to fall behind. His heavy breaths told of his lack of conditioning. By the second kilometer he had found his second wind, catching and passing his business partner who kept an even pace.

    At kilometer three, the sweat was dripping down a face that had rarely seen sweat. Harris pushed ahead, keeping a fifty meter lead over his partner. A lead that was taking every ounce of energy and stamina he could muster to maintain. After struggling for the final two hundred meters, he collapsed on the grass in front of the supply hut, tapping the stop-watch on his bracelet.

    Tawn came to a stop, standing just above him, her breathing heavy but even. "Twenty minutes, twenty-two seconds."

    Harris glanced at the timer on bracelet. "Nineteen... fifty... six. I... win... pay... up."

    Tawn chuckled. "Only thing you won was a possible heat stroke. You didn't start that timer for at least five seconds into that run."

    Harris took a deep breath. "Forgot... how about... we call it even."

    Tawn held out a hand. Let's move you to the shade where we can get you cooled off.
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    Harris eschewed the trip to see Bax, claiming his legs weren't properly working. The following morning he slowly rolled out of his bunk, wincing as he attempted to stand. The lactic acid in his muscles keeping them stiff and in pain.

    Tawn hopped up through the hatch. "Look who's finally up. The stump who missed breakfast."

    Harris took several steps while bracing himself with a hand against the cabin wall. "I suppose I couldn't talk you into getting me an MRE and a beverage could I? I'll happily admit that you were right and I was a fool out there yesterday."

    Tawn chuckled. "Don't even care about being right. I'm just enjoying the spectacle."

    "Please?"

    "OK, Sport. You want your regular? Eggs and ribs?"

    "If you could. And I think I'll just sit over here to eat it. You can pilot us out to see Bax for our payment."

    "Will be back in a couple." Tawn stopped in the hatch and looked back. "You sure you can make that bench?"

    Harris shook his head. "No. But if I can't I'll just eat on the floor."

    Tawn returned with the food. "The others are off playing with their bots. Trish and Gandy are taking on regular warfare training while Sharvie is working a combination of that and cyber-warfare. She hopes to combine what Alex has in the archives on that subject with her own experience and that of her team. She was able to record much of what they did. Alex has been analyzing it."

    Harris sat back on a bench. "Mmm. This tastes so good right now. Can't believe I'm that far out of shape."

    "You pushed it too hard. Drop it back to about twenty-four minutes for a couple weeks and twenty will come much easier then."

    "Twenty-four minutes for 5K? That's almost embarrassing, no, that is embarrassing for a Biomarine. That means I could be the slowest Biomarine alive."

    Tawn laughed. "In more ways than one."

    Harris chuckled. "Good one. If the others are well occupied I'd say let's get this rig moving."

    A run up through the atmosphere and into free space was followed by a jump to Eden. Ten minutes later, just after Harris finished his meal, the Bangor landed on the tarmac at Fireburg.

    The usual five minute walk to Bax's office took fifteen. If not for the constant chuckling about her partner, the slow walk would have irritated the normally patient slug.

    Bax was sitting in her office, going over reports. "Goober? What happened to you? Didn't think either of you were injured."

    Tawn replied, "He took a jog yesterday and kind of overdid it. He'll be back at 'em in a day or two."

    Harris pointed with his thumb. "What she said. And I guess you know why we're here?"

    Bax scowled. "Hold up your store."

    A transfer of nine hundred million credits was made.

    Harris nodded. "Excellent."

    "Just so you know. While grateful for your work, the emperor has decided it may be time to change the terms. Going forward he's willing to pay the same hundred million credits, but it will now be twenty-five million when disabled and seventy-five million when permanently destroyed. Doesn't matter who does the destruction, he just doesn't think disabling alone is worth that much."

    Tawn asked, "This because we have yet to locate their damaged ships?"

    Bax nodded. "Exactly. You help us go in for the kill and you get the full hundred million."

    Harris crossed his arms. "Not much for changing a deal during the middle of it, but I can see where that's not an unreasonable request."

    "It's not a request. It's the current offer. You fully bag a Ratoon or at least be responsible for that happening by disabling that weapon and you get the full hundred."

    "Any further sign of Denzee scouts?" Tawn asked.

    "The Demilo colony this morning. Two others yesterday."

    "No other visits here?"

    Bax shook her head. "Just the one. We're hoping we chased them off before they got in a full scan."

    Harris asked, "That why you have those picket ships out there?"

    "It is. We're trying the same on a number of our colonies. We hope the lack of knowledge of what's there will leave them to pick from the ones they know about."

    "The Earthers do realize the Denzee sensors are slightly better than ours, right. They may not need to be as close to get a good scan of a planet."

    "I'll pass that info on. Don't think they were aware of that."

    Tawn said, "You can let the emperor know, we won't be able to offer help again for close to three weeks. We have extensive repairs going on after our fight at Jellon. And we did lose a dozen of our people."

    Bax sat forward in her chair, tapping her fingers on her desk in thought. "If I'm not mistaken, you brought some other ship with you this last time. That where you had your loses?"

    "No. It was on our big ship. What you are talking about is nothing more than a throw-away shield. Something to absorb a shot from that big gun. Plating, eight or ten bulkheads and a drive system. We sync it up to our nav computer and head in. If we can survive that first firing we can usually get close enough to disable that weapon."

    Bax sat back. "A shield. I wonder why the Earther morons haven't thought of that?"

    "Low tech. Easy to build."

    Bax sighed. "Their response has been to empty all personnel for the first eight sections. Has saved a few lives, but the ship is usually so torn up it can't make it out of the fight. This shield concept is interesting. Stack up two or three in front of a cruiser and we could make it all the way up to one of those Ratoons. Maybe shove aboard a boarding party from there."

    Harris said, "You'll have to get past their missiles first. I've seen up close what they can do to one of your cruisers."

    "They can work that out. Getting past the beam weapon is the current stumbling block. I suppose you'll want credit for bringing this idea to the emperor's attention?"

    Harris waved a hand. "Have at it."

    Tawn glanced around the office. "What are all the chairs for?"

    I have my staff meetings in here now. The general has returned to service."

    "So you're running this place by yourself?"

    "I am. And not as difficult as I thought it would be. You give an order and it's carried out. There are no grumblings from unhappy workers. No managers scheming to take your job. And now that I have the general out, I've increased efficiency by 8 percent and production by 12."

    "You have to be turning out some serious titanium now."

    "I can't say how much, but it is more than projections. In fact, the factories are starting to stockpile it because they can't build the ships fast enough. During my last meeting with the emperor he floated the idea of me taking over both operations. I wasn't prepared to even think about it at that moment, so I don't know if that offer will ever materialize."

    Tawn chuckled. "Look at you. Baxter Rumford, the Earther queen."

    Bax sighed. "I'll have to agree. I may have gotten myself in a bit deep on this one. There's a lot to be said for only being responsible for yourself."

    Harris winced as he slowly stood. "Well, we'd love to stay and chat, but we have other things to do."

    Tawn remained. "No we don't."

    Harris glared for several seconds before easing himself back into his chair."

    Tawn stood. "You know what? You're right. We've got too much to do."

    Harris scowled. "You do that just so I'd have to stand up twice?"

    Tawn grinned. "Yep."

    "You two are warped," Bax said. "I still don't know what lucky charm you're carrying around with you, but I'd like to have it." Her gaze turned to focus on the robotic pet standing beside her guests.

    Harris patted his leg. "Come on, boy. Let's get home."

    Harris hobbled down the hallway, wincing with each step. "I don't like the way she looked at Farker with that last statement. I could see the little wheels turning in her head."

    Tawn replied, "This may be our last visit where we bring him inside. One of us will have to stay on the ship with him next time."

    "Agreed."

    The Bangor was soon settling on the grass just outside the bunker on Midelon.

    Trish came out of the supply hut with her bot close behind. "Anything new?"

    "We got paid," Harris said. "Deal has changed though. The emperor wants to keep 75 percent back until the Ratoon is destroyed. Can hardly blame him for that. The previous offer was generous."

    Tawn added, "And we suspect that Bax suspects Farker may be the key to getting to Midelon. So on any future visits he stays on the ship with someone."

    Trish's shoulders shook. "I shudder at the thought of her having access to this place. She'd place a tax on all wormhole travel or threaten to shut it down."

    Harris shook his head. "Wouldn't happen. If she shut down the boson field she'd be trapping herself here. I don't think she has any interest in living out the rest of her life by herself. She enjoys manipulating and controlling others too much. How's your war training coming?"

    Trish sighed. "All watching of videos so far. That and a few questions thrown in by Alex to make sure I'm paying attention. You sure this is necessary?"

    "You want to be out there where the fighting is? Or at least have a chance at survival if the war comes to you?"

    "I guess."

    Harris chuckled. "Then I guess you'll want to learn the skills you'll need for that."

    "You don't seem to use any of that stuff out there."

    Tawn shook her head. "You don't see it, but every decision we make is based on our training and experience. Sometimes they may seem haphazard, and sometimes they are, but usually we are either taking action to a plan or reacting due to prior experience. Stick to it for a while. You may find some of it useful."

    Harris asked, "Much interaction with your bot?"

    "Yes. She's a chatterbox and won't shut up. Always interrupting with a question."

    "Are you learning from those questions?"

    "I guess. Would rather just be changing the oil on a recycler unit though. Never considered that fun before, but it's looking more so the deeper I go into this."

    Tawn replied, "You'll be thankful the first time it saves your life or the life of someone you know."

    Harris' bot came into the supply hut, sitting on a chair beside him with as dejected a look as it could have.

    "What's wrong with my Idiot?"

    "You're ignoring me. I have no one to talk to."

    Harris stood. "OK. Come on."

    Tawn said, "You heading into the bunker?"

    "No. Going for a walk. These legs aren't gonna loosen up if I'm sitting in a chair all day. I need to be moving."

    The bot perked up. "I can go for a walk with you?"

    "Yep, let's go. Before I change my mind."

    Tawn asked, "So you leaving me here with Gabbi?"

    "I thought it was Dar, or Junior?"

    "I changed it after I found out Dar and Junior talked too much. Gabbi was a better fit."

    Harris smiled. "Well, enjoy your private time with Gabbi."

    A half kilometer into the walk the stiffness in his legs began to loosen.

    Idiot asked, "Why do you dislike me?"

    "I don't dislike you, you're just a program. You don't command the respect of a Human relationship."

    "You respect Alex."

    "Alex is different. He commands this facility. He created you. And before you say anything further, trust and respect are things that are earned. At the moment I trust and respect Alex, to a certain degree, because I know what to expect from him, to a certain degree."

    "So in time you could respect me?"

    "I guess that's possible. First though, you need to stop acting like a needy dweeb. Show some command, some confidence. You're Idiot. Don't let anyone else put you down or control you. Except me of course because I'm your master."

    Harris stopped for a moment as he looked at the bot. "When you first came out of the bunker my original thought was 'weak'. You're a robot. You should be built strong and fast. Bring a commanding presence to a conversation and you'll gain some respect just from that. And lets change that voice. Make it slightly deeper. Give it a manly tone."

    "You mean like this?"

    Harris chuckled. "Not that low. Give me something halfway between that and your original voice."

    "This is halfway. Is it adequate?"

    "That's good. Now let's work on that walk. You need a little manly swagger. Right now your walk is a little too... disinfected."

    "I don't understand."

    "You're stiff and precise. Add a little sway from side to side as you walk."

    "Like this?"

    Harris again chuckled. "You look like an orangutan. Dial that way back to maybe a third of that."

    Harris stopped and watched. "That's good. Looks more natural for a biped."

    "So do I appear to be Human now?"

    "Hardly. Next we need to work on those facial expressions. You look like a kid whose about to be handed icecream. Always in wonderment. Search the archives for images of stoic expressions. Make that your normal with the occasional polite smile mixed in. And if you hear a good joke, smile and nod. But don't overdo it because then you just look disingenuous and weird."

    "Thank you for doing this, Harris. I hope this will gain me respect."

    Harris shook his head. "Now see, all that progress shattered with a comment like that. It shows weakness. It shows you are needy. Try to keep those thoughts internal."

    "So if I am to work on my appearance, what traits should I focus on?"

    "Men are generally wye-shaped. Broad shoulders and big chest. Six-pack abs. Decently sized arms and thighs. And a thick neck. And I'd add about ten centimeters to your height. Look in the archives and study the physique of body-builders. But don't go that far. Maybe halfway between Gandy and an average bodybuilder."

    "Thank you for doing this, Harris. I appreciate it."

    "Now that was a much better response than the prior needy one. Good tone and expression. I felt as though it was genuine. Be that way around people and you'll earn respect. Oh, and one last thing. Let's do something about that face, it's awful."

    "This is your face, Harris."

    The Biomarine chuckled. "Exactly. Search through the archives for images of men who were considered attractive. Pattern a face after that. And let's get you some modern clothes so you don't give the impression of walking around naked. You work on those things when we get back and you should be in good shape."

    The walk around Tawn's 5K track lasted an hour. Harris sent his bot into the bunker to begin its transformation before joining Tawn and Gabbi in the supply hut.

    Tawn sighed. "Finally, someone who isn't boring to talk to. At least not all the time."

    Harris sat, "Sounds like you need a makeover."

    "A what?"

    Harris smirked. "You need to remake that bot into someone you would want to talk to. I have mine in the bunker manning up right now. Will hopefully come out with a completely new look, a new voice, and new mannerisms. I just spent that entire walk talking to him and wasn't bored once. In fact, I think he's already showing promise."

    "I would be up for that, Tawn." Gabbi said.

    Tawn crossed her arms. "Well maybe I should let you give her a work-over seeing as how you enjoyed it so much."

    "Fine. I could do that. But you better be ready for her to come back with one eye and a big green head or something. Kind of the same way I see you." Harris chuckled.

    "Never mind. I should have been expecting that."

    Tawn stood. "Come on tin one. Let's go for a walk."
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    The following day, Harris' bot emerged from the bunker, entering the supply hut as the group was eating breakfast.

    Trish turned. "Whoa. What is that?"

    The bot looked at Trish with a wry smile. "Good morning Miss Boleman. I hope you are enjoying the early meal."

    Trish returned a half smile. "I am. And who are you?"

    Harris said, "Everyone, meet the new Idiot. We had a talk about his physical appearance yesterday. This is the result."

    Sharvie said, "He looks like he belongs in the entertainment world. You did good, Mr. Gruberg. Masculine, clean cut, and a dreamy face."

    Tawn's bot walked in behind Idiot, tripping it and pushing it to the floor. "Out of my way putz."

    Gabbi, newly renamed as Boomer, stood two meters tall with oversize legs, arms and fists. A steel face showed a mean expression. Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie, pulled back with unease.

    Harris sighed. "Really? You made your bot big and intimidating?"

    Tawn nodded. "And able to beat the crud out your fancy boy."

    "I chose a design that would allow him to better interact with people."

    Tawn grinned. "I chose a design that would let her dominate people, and sissy robots like yours."

    "So that's it then. You declaring war?"

    Tawn shook her head. "Your bots on the floor. Looks like the war is already over. And I had her load up everything she could pull from the archives on military tactics, combat, hand-to-hand, and weapons. She should be highly skilled in their makeup and use right out of the box. Boomer, tell us about the Saxon Repeating Plasma Rifle."

    The bot went on to extol the rifle's virtues before retrieving one and breaking it into the various pieces that made up the powerful hand-weapon.

    Tawn took a bite of her breakfast. "Now that's a bot I could talk to all day long."

    Harris said, "Idiot, get up. Go stand outside for a bit.

    The bot rose, brushing off the sleeves of its tunic before turning to step outside. Boomer gave an intimidating stare as the bot walked past.

    Trish frowned. "I can't say that makes me comfortable."

    Tawn smirked. "That's the point. But don't worry. She has commands to protect you and the others at all cost."

    "She just pushed his bot to the floor."

    "I might have given her a few commands where she is likely to pick on Idiot."

    Harris leaned over to Farker, whispering into his ear. The robotic pet trotted over to Boomer, hopping up and humping its leg.

    Tawn scowled. "Tell me that's not happening."

    The group broke into a laugh. Tawn chuckled as she shook her head in disbelief.

    Harris said, "You should already know there are no complete wins around here. There will always be something that someone has on you. And just so you know, so long as Boomer picks on Idiot, Farker is going to hump her leg. And I would guess that bot also has orders to protect that dog at all cost?"

    Tawn sighed. "Fine. I'll change her programming."

    "Good. And just so you know, you did a great job of making her a badass. I wouldn't want to get in a fight with her."

    "As you shouldn't. She's both faster and stronger. And she has a full set of fighting techniques that she's highly skilled at. You'd get pummeled."

    Over the course of the day, Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie, each had their bots in the bunker with design orders for remakes. Trish's was the first to emerge. A fashionista with a flare for knowing all things mechanical. Bot was given a new name, Flynn.

    Sharvie's was next, a helpful bot with a kind and friendly demeanor. Emily's appearance was fashioned after a waitress or housekeeper, being modest, humble, and helpful. Gandy's bot came out dressed to impress. A tall lanky bot with a face that leaned more toward an intelligent look than handsome.

    Harris said, "So we all made our alter egos, except Sharvie, she made herself."

    Sharvie stared at her bot for several seconds. "I fashioned her after someone I would want to interact with."

    Harris chuckled. "And I guess Tawn made her own likeness too."

    Tawn replied, "Careful, or her-own-likeness will give you a beat-down."

    Harris opened a comm to the Retreat. "Colonel, we're just checking in. What's the good news?"

    "Repairs are still ongoing. Who or what is that standing behind you?"

    "Oh. We have bots that are here to assist us. We've been having some fun trying to personalize them. Have you talked to Mr. Morgan? Or is there any news from the DDI about the Earthers?"

    "The Earthers are about to lose another colony. Backlus, a small one. They've been evacuating citizens for days. My contact says some may not make it out."

    "Is there a Denzee fleet there?"

    "No. But numerous scout ships have been in and out of that system. Same thing happened at Jellon a few days before the invasion there. And I talked to Morgan yesterday. When the Hailstorm comes out of repair we should see three Legions right along with it. We have another centurion shield ready now and hope to have six in another three days."

    Harris frowned. "Three days could mean another couple colonies overrun."

    "Nothing we can do about that, Mr. Gruberg. We're dumping everything we have into that construction as is."

    "Oh. We got paid for our work at Jellon. Nine hundred million credits. And the emperor changed up his offer. He'll pay twenty-five million after the main gun is disabled and the remaining seventy-five when the ship is destroyed. We don't have to be the ones who destroy it, but that's the new deal."

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "One other item. Denzee scouts have been seen at Eden. Baxter Rumford thinks they chased them off before they could scan the system. Let's hope that's so. The Earthers are turning out four new ships per day, but that isn't coming close to keeping up with losses. And they lose those mines and ship construction comes to a halt. How's your sustainability program coming?"

    "We're thinking of adding another dome. It's sole purpose would be for agriculture. Basically, we'd be building a giant green-house. Morgan's engineers think we could fully supply our colony needs from there. Of course that would also mean more rail cannons to protect it. Would likely place it between the north and central domes."

    "What's the projected cost?"

    "Seventy million for construction and another twenty to outfit it. After that the maintenance is cheap."

    Harris nodded. "We have the funds. I'd say get it started as soon as possible. Half of what the emperor just paid us belongs to you."

    "I'll pass the word on."

    The conversation continued for another ten minutes before the comm closed. Another channel was opened to Bannis Morgan.

    "Mr. Gruberg. Good. Have been wanting to talk to you. As you know, I've been funding much of our efforts with my own fortune. My accountants have just informed me that due to the recent spate of budget cuts and my generosity with worker layoffs, that I'm running out of liquid assets. And the tangible assets I have that could be sold off are not in demand at the moment. At all."

    Tawn said, "We can send you credits."

    Bannis raised a hand. "Not looking for charity. Although I could use a loan to ease our cash-flow problems."

    Harris shook his head. "What assets are you sitting on and what would a normal fair value be for them?"

    "I suppose the biggest at the moment is my engineering group. Contracts would normally cover all costs and provide a small income, that while they contributed to all of my businesses with intangible advice and design assistance.

    "I'm now burning four million credits a month with existing contracts winding down and no new ones coming in. It seems some of my competitors have found their way into the pockets of our politicians, who are in turn forcing procurement to those certain individuals."

    "How much would this division normally be worth?"

    "In a good year? A hundred fifty million credits. At the moment? Can't be sold."

    Harris said, "How about this. We'll give you seventy-five million, you retain management and control, and if anytime in the next five years you want to buy it back for no more than that price, it's yours."

    "That's a very generous offer, Mr. Gruberg. I couldn't possibly accept those terms. No legitimate businessman would even offer that."

    Tawn said, "Then take it as a no-interest, deferred payment, loan. If in five years you can't pay it back the asset reverts to us."

    "Still quite generous."

    "Look, Mr. Morgan, much of the research and design you're doing there is needed by us. Let us do this. No other business person, other than you, has been a champion of what we're trying to do. Take it and make best use of it. And you don't even have to waste time on paperwork. Your word is all we need."

    "Very well. However, I'll be paying it back as I can all along the way."

    Tawn held up her account bracelet. "Wouldn't have it any other way."

    The funds were transferred. Several minutes later the conversation slowed and the comm was closed.

    Harris said, "You up for a scouting mission to check on the Denzee?"

    Tawn nodded. "Sure."

    The female Biomarine opened a comm to Alex. "Have you been monitoring the Denzee?"

    "I have."

    "Please give us a status of their whereabouts and activities."

    "The Rumanta colony is again under construction. The Barrier colony appears to have the same, a single large building and a separate building for food. There is also activity on Jellon at a number of the mines. The Backlus colony appears to be the next target. A number of scout ships have been probing the Backlus system."

    "Any thoughts on Eden?"

    "Eden is a strategic colony for the Earthers. As such, there are three times the number of ships patrolling her perimeters. The Denzee scout that jumped into the system was immediately chased off. It is doubtful, even given the range of the Denzee sensors, that the value of the Eden colony is known. Other than Jellon, the targeted colonies thus far have been those that are in close proximity to Rumanta and least defended."

    Harris said, "Good. This will hopefully give us the time we need."

    The image of Alex turned to face the others. "I see you have each personalized your assistants. This is good progress. You are all very close to reaching the next level. Continued interaction with your assistants is key."

    Tawn nodded. "We'll keep working on it. And while you're here, I have a question. What can you find in the archives or in your own knowledge base about the original wormholes that brought Humans out to these systems? Where'd they come from? Why'd they both go to Earth?"

    "Very little is known about the makeup of those original wormholes, although, they did appear to be related to a boson field. That filed was detected at the time, and would be a reason the wormholes were possible."

    "So who created the field? Was it natural?"

    "That is unknown. The boson field exists all around us naturally, but at a very low level in deep space. It mostly concentrates around matter. And consequently that matter prevents, or a better word would be deters, the formation of a wormhole. The field generated from this complex is a strong field, allowing wormhole creation in free space."

    "So there must have been a strong field present when the original wormholes were formed."

    "The measurements from the time confirm this."

    Gandy nudged into the conversation. "Alex, does a boson field have to be contiguous for a wormhole to form? What I mean is, can you have one boson field over here and another over there and a wormhole could open between them? Even though they are not connected?"

    "I am sorry, Gandy. I do not have the data to give a conclusive answer to that question. In theory, it should not matter. And if you are inferring that a boson field opened near Earth and the wormholes were opened from there to here, that is a possibility, in theory."

    "Well it would seem it would have to be. And it would also seem that someone was generating a field here and a field there at the same time. And it didn't come from this complex because this complex didn't exist."

    Harris asked, "Are the two of you trying to prove something?"

    Tawn shook her head. "No. Was just a curiosity. Humans came from there to here through wormholes. Those wormholes would have required boson fields at both ends."

    Alex cut in. "Theoretically."

    "OK, theoretically. I would say someone had to create those fields for a reason."

    Harris chuckled. "Are you suggesting we were brought out here on purpose?"

    Tawn shrugged. "Don't know. Maybe someone wanted us out here to do war with the Denzee."

    "Not likely. Otherwise that war would have begun about two thousand years ago."

    "Just saying. It seems too coincidental that two wormholes would open to this space when we'd never before seen anything like them."

    "If you followed Human progression, you'd have to come to the conclusion that maybe they only discovered them then because that's the first they were able to detect something like that."

    Tawn frowned. "That's possible too. I guess I just don't like the unexplained. And another thing, if it is possible to jump between two boson fields, doesn't that make us vulnerable to anyone else who has this technology? I mean, who cared before because we didn't know anyone else was out there. Now we do."

    The group was silent for several seconds.

    Tawn said, "Look. The Denzee have apparently adapted the wormhole generators for use with their fleets. What happens if they figure out how to generate a boson field in their own space? That would place any or all of their fleet here in an instant."

    Harris asked, "What are you trying to say?"

    Tawn shook her head. "I don't know. What I do know is I'm irritated now thinking about it. Boomer, come on. Let's go for a run."

    The slug followed behind her behemoth bot, going into a jog the last two meters before exiting the room.

    Harris chuckled. "She got herself spun up in a hurry."

    Gandy said, "What if she's right? What if Humans were brought out here for a reason?"

    Harris sighed. "Even if that's the case, why let it bother you? We're here. We don't have control of the past. We have enough to deal with without worrying about two-millennia-old conspiracies. Besides, if we were purposefully brought out here, why have we found no evidence of other sentient life? Aside from the Denzee."

    Sharvie said, "There is the Gondol Stone."

    "The what?"

    "Gondol Stone. It's a thirty-eight meter cube of granite they found on the third planet of the Gondol system."

    "Who is they?" Harris asked.

    "I don't know, explorers maybe? Anyway, it's almost perfectly square except for weather wear. And there's no other granite nearby for a thousand kilometers. It's just sitting out in a bog by itself. Was discovered when Domer explorers did the first surface scans for minerals or something."

    "I've never heard of it."

    "Was always one of those spooky alien conspiracies. You'd probably have to travel in those circles to know anything about it. It might not even exist.

    "And how do you know about it?"

    "That stuff has always been interesting to several of my friends. Some of the explanations for it were that the early Earthers were doing some mining and dropped it from a ship. Or that it was purposefully moved there as a platform to study the bog from, and slowly sank."

    "Alex? You have any information in the archives on this?"

    "I do. Discovered after the twenty-second year of the boson field coming online. The single note gives the dimensions and says Gondol rock is a mystery."

    Harris opened a comm to Tawn. "Hey. I think we're gonna take a short trip."

    "To where?"

    "A place called Gondol. We're gonna go look at a rock."

    "A what?"

    "A rock. It's supposed be this mysterious piece of granite sitting out in this bog."

    "What would be mysterious about that? And why are you telling me this?"

    "Just telling you that we're heading out to explore."

    "This have something to do with the wormhole mystery?"

    Harris smirked. "Maybe."

    "You people are weird."

    "You started that whole thing. We're just gonna finish it."

    "You know you're stranding me here. I don't have a ship."

    "You can call down that comm shuttle and have Alex let you go through the field if necessary. You aren't stranded anywhere."

    "Fine then. Go have your fun. I'll hold down the fort."

    Harris turned as the comm closed. "Who's up for an adventure?"
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    The Bangor dropped through the atmosphere of Gondol III. Coordinates retrieved from the archive had the craft settling a hundred meters in the air above.

    Harris said. "Either it doesn't exist or it sunk."

    Sharvie replied, "It sunk. Or that's what they say."

    A scan was performed. "Hmm. It's there. And square. And there's more."

    Sharvie asked, "What do you mean more?"

    "I mean there's a shaft of rock going down from below it. And that square is actually three pieces sitting atop one another. The second and third piece have hollow sections."

    "Why wouldn't that have been seen before?"

    "Don't know. Our sensors are better maybe? We can see down half a kilometer while most are lucky to see a hundred meters below the surface. And explorers from two thousand years ago? Maybe the thirty eight meters was more than they could see through."

    "Well we have to find out what's in there."

    Harris chuckled. "OK. Relax. We just got here. I'd kind of like to scan this whole planet."

    "Won't that take hours?" Sharvie asked.

    "It will. But we'll have a much better picture of what we're dealing with."

    An alert flashed on the nav display.

    "We have visitors," Harris said.

    Trish zoomed in on the approaching ship. "That's a Ratoon."

    Harris set the Bangor down in the bog, powering off her systems.

    "What are you doing?"

    "If they didn't see us they won't see us now."

    Trish replied, "What if they're coming right here?"

    Harris pointed. "Trajectory is wrong. They're heading for the equator. Unless they fly right over us they'll never know we're here."

    Two additional wormholes opened. Fourteen Denzee ships came through in all. The followers moving along the same path as the original, dropping through the atmosphere on their way to the equator.

    Harris shook his head. "Don't like this. Might be setting up a forward base. This is the only semi-habitable planet in this system. That mountain range along the equator is the only dry land. The rest of the planet is covered in this bog, with the northern and southern areas being frozen."

    "If they land can we leave?"

    Harris nodded. "Just what I was thinking. That first ship is already over the horizon. If the others follow we'll make our move."

    Gandy said, "There is just the one Ratoon. We take out that gun and we can handle those other ships."

    "Look. This one is staying high. We head their way and they'll know we're coming for sure. If we had a shield we could pull off what you're asking. Right now, not worth the risk."

    Harris powered on the systems, slowly bringing the Bangor up out of the wet muck of the bog. A course was set moving away from the Denzee. No movement was made by the high flying scout ship. After a quick run to the opposite side of the planet the Bangor turned skyward and headed out into space. Once free of the interference of the planet's mass, a wormhole was opened to Midelon and a jump made.

    After settling in the grass outside the bunker, Harris and the others made their way into the supply hut.

    "That was interesting."

    Tawn asked, "What'd you find?"

    "A big piece of granite that looks like it's sitting on top of a shaft going down. Definitely not a natural phenomenon. And while we were there we got a visit from the Denzee."

    "Why would they be there?"

    Harris shrugged. "Don't know. They just happened to show while we were sitting there. Gondol is not inhabited. Looks to mostly be bog and mud except for a single mountain range. The Denzee were landing there. They never saw us. Had a single Ratoon and fourteen of those Dulons."

    Tawn turned. "Farker, put up a starmap that shows us, New Earth, Domicile, and Gondol."

    An image floated above the dog's back.

    Tawn scratched the side of her face. "That's moving away from New Earth and closer to Domer territory."

    Harris nodded. "There's a handful of unclaimed systems in that area. Gondol is the only one with a breathable atmosphere. And it's only 16 percent oxygen. Probably why it was never settled or claimed. The other systems out there have nothing but rocky planets or gas giants."

    "There are obviously better worlds to choose from. Why pick that place?"

    "Couldn't say. Can only guess they're establishing a colony there. Each of those Ratoons has a minor queen. Could just be one striking out to establish herself."

    Tawn asked, "So tell me more about this granite block."

    "Sharvie mentioned this mysterious square piece of rock that had supposedly been discovered by our early explorers. It was buried in a bog and the planet wasn't habitable so I guess it was just marked down as a curiosity. Was only ever talked about in the alien conspiracy circles.

    "If anyone has explored it since they may not have had the sensors needed to see the whole thing. Probably just looked like a big square stone. Only it's partly hollow and there appears to be a stone shaft running down from it at least a half kilometer."

    "And no one saw this before?"

    "All I can figure is they didn't have the money or the sensors or the time. And now the Denzee are practically camping out there."

    "You said a single Ratoon ship?"

    Harris nodded. "We could pick up a shield from the Retreat and go back out there."

    Gandy said, "We do that and we may just be drawing attention to it."

    "And what would you propose?"

    "We snuck out. We could sneak back in. Maybe take a shield and stow it on the other side of the planet in case they spot us?"

    Harris tilted his head to one side. "Not a bad plan."

    Trish said, "No way to get in there without digging. And we'd have to somehow wall it off and pump out the water first. If we had to run it would leave it exposed."

    Sharvie gave a worried look. "We can't risk having it fall into their hands. Whatever it is, we need to keep it to ourselves."

    Harris opened a comm to the Retreat. "Colonel. We've just been out to Gondol. A Ratoon and fourteen of those Dulons were landing there. We believe they may be setting up a colony."

    "One moment. I'm pulling up a map. Nothing out there. Close to some of our colonies, but not next door. What would they want with that planet?"

    "Anything we have is speculation. What I was wanting was your thoughts on a raid. They have a single Ratoon. If we can take out that main gun we could finish off the lot of them."

    "We have two shields available."

    "That's what we were thinking. I'm just nervous about going it alone."

    "I have nothing to offer. The Hailstorm is down. Won't be operational for at least ten days. Fourteen if we want it at 100 percent. If you're hesitant then don't do it. It will still be there in a couple weeks."

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "I just don't want more ships showing up between now and then. One of those Ratoons and we have a good shot at shutting it down. With two... not so much."

    The colonel pursed his lips. "Can't advise you on this one, Mr. Gruberg. Go it alone or hold tight. It's your choice."

    A comm came into the colonel. "Hold on. It's your Baxter friend. I'm joining her in."

    "Goober. Thank goodness. We need you. The Denzee have switched up again. They're assaulting the Beinshee colony. There are five million colonists on the ground there. The Earthers have two thirds of their fleet engaged. We're desperate for your help."

    Harris shook his head. "We only have the Bangor."

    "This is it Harris. The emperor is trying to make this the fight for it all. The remainder of his ships that aren't standing watch are preparing to commit. That's five hundred warships against the fifteen Ratoons. Give us that edge. Make it happen here today."

    Harris looked at Tawn. "We have two of those shields at our disposal. And that's five million Humans out there."

    "I don't think we have a choice."

    Bax said, "Excellent. I'll contact the emperor and tell him you're coming."

    Harris shook his head. "Won't be quick. Might take us a full hour to get there."

    "No longer though. We're desperate here."

    The colonel said, "We could deliver the shields to you there at... what colony did you say?"

    "Beinshee."

    Harris nodded. "I'm sending coordinates for a jump point. Will meet you there."

    The colonel replied, "I'm bringing a squad with, just in case."

    Harris chuckled. "We won't be doing any ship hopping this time, Colonel. Keep 'em home and safe."

    Coordinates were sent. Tawn followed Harris onto the ship. The hatch was closed and the drive powered up. The Bangor turned into a fireball as it raced toward the heavens.

    Tawn cinched her lap belt tight. "Not sure how much help we can be with two shields."

    "Wish these little overgrown rats would stick to a schedule. Beinshee was not one of the colonies that recorded a scout sighting."

    "I doubt they need scouts. They took those Earther ships when they first captured Rumanta. They probably have starmaps of all our systems along with data showing the number of colonists and the natural resources available. This is probably all planned out to have maximum impact. The Earthers lose that fleet and they're finished."

    "Then we can't let that happen."

    A hand was placed on Tawn's shoulder. She jumped before pulling her Fox-40.

    "What the..."

    "Hello Tawn. I thought you might be able to use the assistance."

    A second hand was placed on Harris' shoulder. "Tell me that's not who I think it is."

    "Hello, sir. How can we help?"

    Tawn replaced her pistol. "Wait? I thought you bots were restricted to Midelon?"

    During our visit to upgrade these bodies we were untethered from the main processor. We don't have access to the archives for our decision making, but we are able to follow the patterns afforded to us by our interactions with you."

    Tawn rolled her eyes. "Great. So we have a couple dumbed-down versions of us along for the ride. Well strap yourselves to the bench back there. This could get bumpy."

    Tawn turned. "She scared the crap out of me. Didn't see them come aboard."

    A jump was made to the coordinates. The colonel's ship along with the shields had yet to come through.

    Idiot said, "Sir, may I ask if there is a weapons-locker on this vessel?"

    "Straight back. Cabinet to the right. Don't touch the one with the blue handle. That's mine."

    Tawn said, "And the green stock is mine. Any others you can have at if needed."

    A wormhole opened. Two shields came through, followed by a shuttle. "Gruberg. Keep safe out there."

    "Don't be hanging around and getting yourself caught, Colonel."

    "Won't happen. Only here long enough to assess the situation. Then we'll be moseying along."

    Tawn enabled the nav connection to the shields. Both units moved in front of the Bangor.

    "All synced."

    "Wish us luck, Colonel. We're gonna need it."

    The comm closed. A second comm was opened to the Earther command ship.

    The image of a captain showed on the display. "Mr. Gruberg. One moment."

    The image changed to that of the an admiral. "Excellent. Hold please."

    The image again changed. This time the fleet admiral nodded. "Ah, Mr. Gruberg, let me say thank you for all you've done. Please hold."

    Tawn scowled. "Seems you get all the credit."

    "I am the one piloting this ship."

    "Big whoop. I'm the one taking out those guns. And why do they keep passing us along?"

    "A fourth image appeared. "Mr. Gruberg. Miss Freely. I wanted to personally thank you for coming to our aid today. This assault was most unexpected."

    Harris nodded. "Hello Emperor. I'm not sure how much help we'll be, we're only a single ship."

    "Yes, but you've shown yourselves to be formidable. I have no doubt you will do so again today."

    Tawn said, "Surprised you came out with the fleet. Would think that's dangerous."

    "I owe it to my people. Would you have me sit back in the comfort of my palace while millions of my citizens are under the threat of being slaughtered? I'm here to rally my troops to victory."

    "Let's hope that's the case, sir. And I know you may feel it's none of my business, but I think you should have enlisted the help of the Domers on this from the start. You might not be having to fight this battle."

    "It's a delicate line to cross, Miss Freely. It shows weakness. A weakness that can be exploited by one's enemies. You see, there are always those who are plotting to unseat me. If I can't defend the empire I should not be emperor, or so the reasoning goes."

    "You've asked for our help."

    "Hiring private assistance such as yours is seen as a strength since the credits I am spending are my own. And don't get me wrong, if I thought my leadership unable to defend the realm I would abdicate to a more capable leader."

    "I see. Well I hope your decision isn't dooming your empire to obliteration along with us. If you fall, I don't see us as having a much better chance for victory."

    Harris said, "Thirty seconds until we're within range of that weapon."

    Tawn looked up at the display. "Good hunting, Emperor. We've got work to do."

    "Good hunting to you as well."

    The comm closed.

    The lights on the closest Ratoon dimmed. Seconds later the disc of the weapon glowed blue-white. Harris pushed the Bangor into a hard turn. Easily avoiding what was sure to be the first of many beams coming their way. As the red line of no return was approached, a second Ratoon turned their way.

    Tawn said, "This is not good."

    "One more shot and we can take this one out. We'll use it to block the firing line of that other."

    The lights on the Ratoon dimmed as an Earther transport zipped by with a destroyer following close after.

    Tawn said, "What are they doing?"

    The weapon fired, incinerating two thirds of the transport while leaving the destroyer unscathed.

    Harris grinned as he turned hard for the Denzee warship as Tawn readied the railguns. "They're using shields!"

    A flurry of tungsten pellets were released as the Bangor closed. The forward decks of the Denzee ship crumpled and bent, denting in but not fracturing.

    Harris said, "Take out those port missile silos. That destroyer is planning to come alongside with boarding parties."

    Tawn took aim, but her salvo was too late. A barrage of short range missiles left their ports before her pellets shut them down. The port side of the approaching destroyer was ravaged. Propulsion was lost, sending the Earther ship crashing into the heavier plating of the much larger Denzee Ratoon. The destroyer began to break apart.

    Harris guided the Bangor and her shield into the debris, shutting down power and beginning to drift. The second Ratoon approached, firing it's weapon at a pair of Earther destroyers that decided to engage. One of the Earther ships met it's end as the other raced in to assault the damaged Ratoon.

    With the superweapon glowing the second Ratoon fired, Harris powered up the Bangor and sped in for a shot. Tawn worked the railguns to perfection, silencing the great weapon on the second ship. Three Earther destroyers rushed in, one taking heavy damaged from a missile barrage as the other two pulled alongside and fastened themselves to the warship's hull.

    Harris turned the Bangor toward the next Ratoon. "The Earthers are wising up. We might just have a shot at victory here."

    "I just thought of something. The Gondol colony. There was a Ratoon there."

    "So."

    "So there are fifteen here. That means there are more out there."

    Harris shook his head. "One more won't make a difference."

    Several wormholes opened. Another dozen Ratoons entered the battle-space.

    Tawn scowled. "No. But a dozen more will."

    Four warships turned at once, seeming to single out the Bangor as they raced forward. A long shot by one of the beam weapons caught the first shield dead center, incinerating the forward half of it's structure while sending the remains crashing into the second, splitting the outer hull open.

    Harris sighed. "We have to go. Without that hull intact that beam would burn right through to us."

    A comm was opened to the Earther fleet admiral. "We've done all we can admiral. We have to go."
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    The Bangor pulled into the repair dock at the ship factory, releasing the heavily damaged shield.

    Bannis Morgan opened a comm. "I heard of your bad luck. My crews will get to work on that immediately."

    Harris said, "Don't think it will matter this time, Mr. Morgan. Another dozen Ratoons joined the fight. And who knows how many more they have. Until we have a decent force of these ships we can't risk going back in."

    "We may have another two shields ready by the morning."

    Harris slowly shook his head. "Don't know if that fight will last until morning. The Earthers have a new tactic that might actually have some effect, but they were losing ships like mad."

    Tawn said, "We managed to disable two of those ships before we lost our shields. During that few minutes the Earthers sacrificed thirty-eight."

    A comm came in from Bax. "You left."

    "We lost our protection."

    "Not true. You could have used as many of those Earther ships as shields as you needed. You could have kept fighting."

    "No. The Denzee had four Ratoon coming for us. They passed at least three destroyers during that run, which tells me we were singled out. With four of those we can't get close enough between firings to take out any of those main guns without getting burned ourselves. For us, that fight was over."

    "The emperor has already ordered a pullback. Beinshee has been conceded. And with it her five million colonists."

    "Were any of the boarding parties able to succeed?"

    "Aside from the two you damaged, three. Seven others were repelled. Of those three the self-destructs saw to it we didn't have our prize. The two you damaged managed to throw off their attackers and slip away."

    "So we managed to knock out five of the original fifteen. And then another dozen showed up. That leaves twenty-two... that we know of. I noticed the Earthers were using other ships as shields. I thought you were taking that idea to the emperor?"

    "I did. They are under construction. Hundreds of them. The first units will be ready by the end of the week."

    Harris shook his head. "This whole thing is just crazy. Just a few months ago if you had told me there was an alien species out there preparing to attack us I'd have said you were nuts. One of those conspiracy nuts to be exact. And now, here they are, and we're fighting for our very existence."

    Bax shrugged. "I'd have done the same thing. They had to convince me this was real. And we're stuck in this perfect storm. The emperor won't ask for help. You won't give up the tech we could use to defeat them because of your own fears. And the Domers are clueless, choosing to ignore the problem because they don't want to fight."

    Harris nodded. "Have you seen the reports of the welcoming parties going on? The government and media has everyone convinced the Denzee only need to be talked with in order to open up friendly trade and travel with them. They have no idea that five million Beinshee colonists are getting spaced right now. Even if you gave the media that story they would likely sit on it due to fear of reprisals from the pacifists."

    "We have a long way to go to get things back on track, Mr. Gruberg."

    Harris smiled.

    "What?"

    "You just called me Gruberg. I think that's the first time."

    "I must be getting soft."

    "Or you like me."

    Tawn cut in. "OK. I'm gonna have to cut off this love-fest before the two of you make me sick."

    Bax said, "Despite what you may think, Tawn, I believe we are all on the same side here. We want the Denzee defeated and order and peace between New Earth and Domicile restored. I know you despise me for many of my prior actions, but in the end I think you might come to respect me for much of what I've done and why."

    Tawn shook her head. "You've used us one too many times, Bax. There's no respect to be had there. You've burned that bridge over and over. When this is all done, don't count on us being buddies."

    Bax scowled as she flipped off the comm.

    Harris crossed his arms. "What has you riled up?"

    "You're seeming awful chummy with the Great-Betrayer. You sure you don't have a thing for her?"

    "For red? No. Maybe I just appreciate having someone that high up with the Earthers that we can talk civilly to. Without her connections we probably wouldn't even know the Denzee existed. Imagine if they just began to invade our colonies without us having prior knowledge. As it is we're struggling. And that's with a couple billion credits at our disposal."

    Tawn said, "On our way back to Midelon let's swing by Gondol for a look. I'm really wanting to know what's under that rock."

    "Not a bad idea. Let's stop by down at the dome first."

    A short trip had the Bangor landing on the tarmac beside dome one. As Harris walked toward the hatch, his bot stood."

    Harris stopped. "What do you think you're doing?"

    "I'm going with you."

    "Uh, no. Both of you are staying right here."

    Tawn said, "Why not bring them along? What would it hurt?"

    "You're just wanting to show off Gigantor to your slug friends."

    Tawn chuckled. "You embarrassed by Idiot?"

    "No. He's a decent looking bot. I just don't see it as a good idea to be walking that tech around in public. The DDI could still grab us you know."

    "That dog goes everywhere with us and we haven't been grabbed yet. Boomer is coming with me. You can leave Idiot here if you want."

    Harris looked down at his dog. "What do you think, boy? Take him along?"

    Three farks were heard.

    Harris hopped down to the concrete of the tarmac. "OK, Idiot, come on."

    "You will not be disappointed, sir. I'll be respectful and subdued. I doubt anyone will even notice me."

    Harris glanced at Tawn as they walked, their robotic assistants following close behind. "Still think this is a bad idea."

    The first Biomarines they encountered stopped what they were doing and stared. As they entered the dome, heading for the colonel's office, a small crowd of gawkers gathered behind them. Slugs and stumps were pulled from side rooms for a look.

    The colonel was sitting at his desk when they entered the room. He stood. "What the... these aren't the same bots I saw behind you on the comm."

    Tawn grinned. "They've had a few updates."

    The colonel circled around from his desk, looking the bots up and down. "Extraordinary. What kind of skills or interactions do they have? They just walk around or can they talk."

    Harris said, "Ask them."

    The colonel stood close while looking up at Harris' bot. "You have a name?"

    "Idiot."

    The colonel turned. "Rude robots? That's disturbing, but funny."

    "I'm sorry, sir, Idiot is my name. What is your name?"

    "Robert Thomas, Colonel, DDF Biomarines, retired."

    "Impressive credentials, sir. Do you prefer Colonel, Robert, or Mr. Thomas?"

    "Colonel is fine. Do you do any tricks?"

    "Tricks, sir? As in magic?"

    Harris said, "He actually has a fairly full understanding of anything you ask him. Back on Midelon he has access to a massive data archive. Out here he will just have patterned responses, but I doubt you could tell the difference."

    "Who built these?"

    Tawn replied, "We aren't at liberty to say."

    "How capable are they, I mean, physically?"

    Harris faced his bot. "Idiot, can you leave two bootprints on the colonel's ceiling?"

    The bot looked over it's shoulder. "Yes."

    "Please do so."

    The bot turned. With a single step forward and a leap a boot was planted on the far wall. The robotic assistant spun it's body upward and off the wall, setting two boots against the ceiling before flipping over to land on it's feet as it fell. Two small steps had it standing in it's original position.

    The colonel walked over to look up at the marks. "Impressive. That's four meters up. Not a slug or stump ever made could have done that. Can they shoot a weapon?"

    Harris held up a hand. "I don't know that we're supposed to even be showing them off, Colonel."

    Tawn said, "They supposedly have training, but it's all internal simulations. Neither one has fired a weapon and I don't think we're planning on giving them one anytime soon."

    The colonel gestured toward the door. "Let's take them over to the range. They can't do any harm there. The weapons are all configured to only function on their lowest output setting. They can blast away. We can send them through Gruberg's alley."

    Tawn half scowled. "Gruberg's alley?"

    "It's what we call our village simulator. Would love to see if it can make it through without getting killed or making a mess of the civilians."

    Harris returned an uneasy look. "Not sure if this is a good idea."

    Tawn looked at her bot for several seconds. "Might not be a bad idea to know how they'll do if we get into a fight."

    Harris frowned. "You sure about this?"

    "What could it hurt?"

    After a transport ride to dome two the group made their way into the combat simulation facility. The colonel led them to the entrance of Gruberg's alley.

    Tawn shook her head. "Can't believe they named it after you."

    Harris chuckled. "Jealous are we?"

    "I'm the better shooter here."

    "Maybe we can talk them into naming the sniper range after you."

    The colonel picked up a plasma rifle. "Idiot? You know how to use one of these?"

    "I do."

    "Are you familiar with a shooting alley?"

    "No, sir."

    "It's easy. You walk that hall until the end. You want to shoot every bad guy and spare every civilian. They'll be popping out at you as you go. Make use of the cover so you don't get shot yourself. And one of the goals here is to do it as fast as you can. Our record for a perfect run is a minute and four seconds."

    The bot looked at the hallway in front of it.

    The colonel said, "Timer starts as soon as you enter. When you reach the end you can return through this hallway to our left."

    The colonel walked two meters to his right and powered up a display. "We can watch his progress over here."

    Harris nodded toward the entrance. "Go ahead. Come back to us when you're done."

    The bot walked to the doorway, peeking in to look at either side before raising the plasma rifle and taking a step forward.

    What began as a slow walk with the first two assailants taken out, turned into a jog by mid alley and a full run by the end. Precision shots took out all enemy combatants with no civilian loses.

    The colonel looked at the timer. "Wow. First time through and a minute eight seconds. That's close to the record."

    Boomer stepped forward. "I can beat it."

    Idiot rejoined the group. "Did I do well?"

    The colonel replied, "You did great. Let me see that rifle."

    The weapon was handed to Tawn's bot.

    The colonel said, "Same for you. The timer starts when you pass that threshold."

    Boomer took the rifle in hand. Turning quickly, the bot hit the alley at a run. It's broad shoulders crashed into corner walls, ripping them from their mounts as the bot raced through the alley with the plasma rifle blazing. The monstrous bot emerged at the other end twenty-eight seconds later.

    The colonel half smiled. "It just demolished half our alley, but there's no arguing with that score. Don't think our best could manage that if they had a straight line going through."

    Harris looked past the threshold at the destruction as Boomer trotted back to join the group. "Sorry about that, Colonel. We should have been a bit clearer about the parameters. The reasoning of these bots is sometimes a bit too literal. You say here to there as fast as you can and that's what they'll do."

    "We can have that repaired in a few hours time. What I want to know is how do we mass produce these beasts. Imagine what you could do with an army of them."

    Harris sighed. "I have. Which is one reason I wish we'd left them on Midelon. While the people on this planet might use them responsibly there are too many out there who wouldn't. The emperor for one would not hesitate to build a billion of these things."

    The colonel nodded. "While I agree with that reasoning at the moment, if we don't get the Denzee under control we might be wishing we had a billion of these to send into battle."

    "We need ships, Colonel. The Denzee aren't fighting a ground war. Once they rule space they're using their ships to finish off those on the ground. Even if you hide, all they need is a bioscan and you're exposed."

    I questioned my DDI contact about acquiring something to counter that. Was told they had tried for years to develop a material for our suits that would mask us. The project was shelved due to high costs without coming up with a viable solution.

    Harris opened a comm to Domicile. "Mr. Morgan. We have a new mission for your teams. At one point the DDI experimented with making a material that would hide the wearer from bioscan detection. What are the chances we can revive that research?"

    "One of my teams was running that project. Ended more than twenty years ago. I believe the chief scientist is still with us. I'll see if there's a possibility of pulling a team together. You have a specific purpose in mind?"

    "If our troops on the ground were wearing such a suit the Denzee wouldn't be able to round them up so easily. Might even lead to a resistance movement where we could make any colonization costly."

    "I'll see what I can do, Mr. Gruberg."

    "You need credits?"

    "I have an adequate supply now thanks to our last transaction, thank you."

    The comm closed.

    Harris turned to the colonel. "I noticed the foundation out there for the next dome. When are you expecting it to be operational?"

    "Six weeks until the hydroponics go in. I've been told another two to three weeks after the seedlings will be brought in and a month to six weeks after the initial foods will be ready to harvest. Six moths after that it should be in full cycle."

    Tawn frowned. "I hope we can hold the Denzee off that long."

    "We have adequate supplies of MREs to fill any gap."

    Harris glanced at the doorway to the hall. "Colonel, we best be heading back to Midelon. We have a trip into Gondol space on the way. Will let you know what we see there."

    The colonel escorted Tawn, Harris, and their bots back to dome one and the tarmac. As the hatch to the Bangor opened the group hopped up into the cabin.

    Tawn sat, cinching up her lap belt as she looked over the display in front of her. "Morgan said there would be another shield ready in the morning. If Gondol still has the single Ratoon would you have interest in going after it?"

    "That's a possibility. Would prefer to have two of those shields before running in though."

    "I believe he said two would be ready."

    Harris powered up the drive. "Let's see what's out there and then we can talk about it."

    Fifteen minutes later the Bangor slowed as it approached Gondol III.

    Tawn nodded. "Still the one warship."

    Harris turned the ship away. "OK. In the morning we check. If they have at least two shields we'll give this another try."

    A jump and a short run had them landing at Midelon.

    Gandy was standing in the grass with his bot beside him. "Please tell me your bots are with you."

    Harris nodded as he hopped out. "They snuck aboard. We had jumped before we realized it."

    "What were they like? Did they act differently?"

    "Actually, not much difference at all. They're only lacking a connection to the archives. This last update of their bodies they also received processor and memory upgrades. They can make decisions on their own when prompted to do so. Don't think they're ready to be autonomous, but they're getting close."

    Trish walked up. "What happened at Beinshee?"

    "Overrun. We lost our shields after the first couple ships. A dozen new Ratoons joined the others. The Earthers were forced to abandon the colony. That's another five million of us Humans lost."

    "That's horrible. Why are you acting like it's no big deal?"

    "Sorry if I seem callous. Not like we have a choice in the matter. This is war. If you stop to mourn every loss you'll find you have no time to think about how to best conduct the next fight. It's not a personal preference. It's the reality of the situation. Nothing I do or say or feel bad about will bring them back. Our energy and thoughts have to be focused on those who can still be saved, such as all of Domicile and her colonies."
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    Harris tore into an MRE. "Can't believe your bot just plowed through that alley like that. I think even the colonel was intimidated."

    Tawn nodded. "I was a bit surprised by that."

    Harris chuckled. "Not me. That was something you would do. And that bot's decisions are supposedly patterned off yours."

    Tawn looked over at the bot that was sitting quietly on a bench. "Yeah, I guess that could have been me. Don't think I could shred the walls quite like that, but I guess I would if I could."

    "You think there would be any merit to having Morgan's engineers look them over?"

    Tawn winced. "Still not sure about that. We don't know what Alex is looking for out of us. I doubt mass production of intelligent warrior bots is one of his goals."

    Harris shrugged. "Maybe since his programming won't allow it he's giving that decision over to us."

    "And why would he want a billion mechanical warriors running around?"

    "Maybe he plans to take over all these worlds for himself."

    Tawn smirked. "You're kind of getting out there with the conspiracy now. He's shown no form of aggression so far."

    "Maybe that's all part of the plan. Lull us into a sense of security and then... wham! Overrun."

    Tawn grabbed a rib from his MRE and sniffed. "These things tainted or something? You're sounding a bit whacked today."

    Harris grabbed the rib, took a bite, and chewed. "Sometimes I feel whacked. It's like we're on this horrific ride where we have to watch the end of the world in slow motion. All preventable of course, but with no one but us interested in preventing it."

    "Something will break our way. Always does."

    Harris chuckled. "That sounds like what Rumford would say about us."

    "Not untrue."

    The following morning a comm was made to the Retreat and out to the factory. Two shield units were ready for use. As Tawn and Harris began to board the Bangor, Boomer and Idiot followed.

    Harris stopped in the hatch. "Sorry. The two of you are staying here."

    "Perhaps we could be of some use?" Idiot said.

    Boomer followed. "Conversations can be continued. And we get the added bonus of being able to observe you while you work. Viewing of the decision making process during critical moments would be extremely helpful for our patterning process."

    Harris sighed as he looked at Tawn. "What do you think?"

    "Sure. Why not."

    A trip to the ship factory had the repaired shield along with a new one collected. A further jump to Gondol had the Biomarine wrecking crew ready to inflict damage. Upon arrival, the situation had changed.

    "Where are they?" Harris said. "Any bios down there?"

    "Just a sec... yes. And there is a structure."

    "Let's go have a look."

    The Bangor dropped through the atmosphere, settling at a kilometer above the newly constructed Denzee building. A heavy scan revealed a small, four story complex perched on a mountain-side with a view going a hundred kilometers out onto the surrounding bog. Several thunderstorms dumped torrents of rain on the bog as a weather pattern was moving by. Forty-six bios were present in the building.

    Harris looked at Tawn. "Take them out?"

    "I think we should."

    Harris' bot put its hand on his shoulder. "I could do that for you."

    Harris chuckled. "You? You're total experience with firearms is a single run through an alley simulator. Don't think you're quite ready for this. Lots of decisions that are made on the fly during a raid like this."

    Boomer stepped up behind Tawn. "I would agree with Idiot. This is an ideal training mission for us. The scans show the bios to be workers and not warriors. We have an understanding of how they fight from your prior recordings. Allow us to clear the building. It will leave you here in the ship, ready to move should a Denzee fleet arrive."

    Tawn half smiled as she nodded. "She does have a point."

    Idiot said, "We could also bring you captives. Would it not be desirable to interrogate these Denzee?"

    "He's got a good point too."

    Harris replied, "We attempted interrogation before. They gave up nothing. Getting information from an alien species is not our purview."

    Tawn chuckled. "Then we take them back for the colonel's team to deal with. Besides, don't you want to see how your bot performs? You aren't scared Boomer will show him up are you?"

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Fine. We send in the bots. You two will be streaming your video feeds back here to the ship. We'll be watching so we can evaluate your performances."

    Idiot nodded as a comm request came into the display. Tawn accepted the request and a small window appeared on the display. A feed from Idiot's camera popped into view. Seconds later a similar view showed from the bot named Boomer.

    The ship dropped the final kilometer, coming to rest only meters from the obvious entrance to the Denzee building. The hatch opened.

    Harris gestured for the bots to move. "Keep yourselves safe. We don't want to have to come in there to clean up your scattered parts."

    The bots hopped to the ground and disappeared into the building, their video feeds the only evidence of their existence.

    Harris shook his head. "Can't believe we're doing this. They are way too valuable to be risking."

    "How you figure?"

    "They have recordings about Midelon, about us, about the Denzee. They're a treasure-trove of intel on our whole operation. Ship construction and all."

    "I guess there is that. But we're right here. And I know you're curious as to what they can do. I know I am."

    Harris looked at the display. "Wait. Where are their rifles?"

    Harris connected to the comms. "Where are your rifles?"

    Idiot replied, "Not necessary. We wish to remain silent."

    "What do you mean not necessary?"

    The bots slipped in behind two Denzee workers. As if in a synchronized motion, they both charged forward, violently smashing their fists down, ending the Denzee lives in an instant. Further down the hall three unlucky aliens walked into the same hallway. Before a cry of alarm could be raised, each had taken their last breath.

    The bots moved swiftly and surely through the building, silently delivering their message of death before coming upon the final two bios in a back room. The workers were disarmed, subdued, and brought back to the Bangor. The four floors of the Denzee building had been cleared in just over three minutes, without a plasma bolt being fired.

    The hatch was opened and the bots stepped up into the cabin with their captives.

    Harris shook his head. "That was almost scary. Sorry I doubted the two of you."

    Tawn said, "We should go check the building. See if we can figure out what they're up to."

    Harris turned. "You bots stay here. If you get an alert on that nav you call us back that instant. We're going in."

    Tawn followed Harris through the entryway into the building.

    "Why you have the Fox out? Scans don't show any bios left in here."

    "We just sent two bots in to clear this place. What if the Denzee have bots? Those don't show on scans."

    "Fair enough."

    The first several rooms they encountered were in use for storage. Crates were checked and found to contain various materials that had been used in the construction of the building. Wiring, lights, and plumbing fixtures were among the stock.

    Tawn said, "The bots went into one room with a large table in the center. Two of them were looking over something on that table before they got their heads smashed. Would like to know what that was.

    Harris gestured. "Lead the way."

    Two doorways down the hall found the room in question. A diagram was spread out on the table.

    Harris looked over the details. "I'd say that was the beginnings of the master plan for this planet. This is the mountain range we're sitting on. The structure on the drawing envelopes it. I have to wonder why they don't want to flatten this place and fill in a bunch of that mess out there. Could have three times the dry land they have now."

    Tawn chuckled. "Maybe you could leave them a note about your designs? They might be so grateful for your suggestion that they decide on peace."

    Harris shook his head. "You see, that's the big difference between you and me, Freely. I'm always taking the long view, looking for solutions. Meanwhile you're just looking to be a smartass."

    Tawn smirked. "Hmm. Like I'm buying that load."

    "It did sound good though, didn't it?"

    The investigation of the building continued. Most rooms contained boxes of furniture or office materials. The consensus was the structure was for engineering use as the Denzee worked to design a new colony for Gondol.

    Further searching had the Biomarine duo standing in a hall on the fourth floor.

    "Not really a lot of interest here," Tawn said. "And just from our encounters I'd have to say the Denzee are a boring people."

    "They're expansionists. That's what they live for. More queens, more territory."

    "You have to wonder how they made it to the stars. I mean, where's the wondering, the deep contemplation that brings about the big scientific advances?"

    "You're just looking at the workers here. They have their engineers and science drones. Those might be very different beings. Besides, over the course of a few thousand years, incremental developments tell us that big things can happen. Take Earth. Humans went from horses and wagons to space travel in just a few hundred years. Who knows how long the Denzee have been at this."

    Idiot came over the comm. "We have a Denzee Ratoon approaching."

    Harris nodded. "On our way. If they just came through a wormhole we should have ten minutes to slip away."

    "Sorry sir, they didn't come through a wormhole. That ship just showed on the horizon. It was down here on the planet's surface."

    Harris bolted for the stairs with Tawn at his heels. Three flights were traversed before a sprint was made for the entrance and the ship. As they reached the doorway going out, the Bangor was lifting into the air.

    Harris yelled, "What are you doing? Get back here!"

    Idiot replied, "Sorry, sir. There is no time."

    Harris looked out to the approaching ship. The lights on its exterior dimmed. The disc weapon on its front facing section glowed blue-white.

    The Bangor zipped up, rolling over and ducking behind the mountain on which Tawn and Harris were standing. Two kilometers away the rock that made up a sheer cliff face glowed red from the delivered heat of the weapon. A huge section of the cliff, nearly half a kilometer long, melted, sliding down toward the bog below. Seconds later, plumes of steam rose into the sky where the superheated rock met with the water of the bog.

    The Bangor popped up, delivering a handful of tungsten rounds to the port side of the warship as her captain turned her away.

    Harris said, "Can't believe they stole my ship. And they're fighting the Denzee with it."

    Tawn half scowled. "Not a bad first move. Preserved a shield by using that rock.

    A comm came in from Boomer. "I would advise that you move into that structure."

    Harris said, "Bring my ship back!"

    Idiot replied, "It is not safe. The Denzee have just launched two troop transports. One moment... one of those is down. We do not have a shot at the other. It is coming your way with just over three hundred bios aboard. The height of the bios match that of the Denzee warriors."

    Tawn said, "I see it. Coming across the bog. Looks like we're going inside."

    Harris growled. "You only brought your Fox. Nice going."

    "It'll do."

    "It'll have to."

    Harris knelt in the doorway of the Denzee building, taking careful aim at the transport shuttle as it settled on a flat area two hundred meters away. As the bulkhead door on the side of the transport opened and a ramp lowered, Denzee warriors began to pour out.

    Harris opened up with his Saxon, sending round after round of plasma into the troops as they streamed out. Tawn followed with her Fox-40, picking off individual warriors as they spread out from the ramp.

    "This isn't gonna hold," Harris said as the first return fire came their way."

    Tawn pulled at his shoulder. "Come on, we'll have to hold them off from inside."

    Harris moved back to just inside the doorway where he laid out flat on the ground.

    Tawn said, "And close up that faceshield you moron."

    Harris winced at the thought of forgetting the key protection. As the shield closed a Denzee bolt impact the gravel in front of him, sending a spray of hot sand and rock directly into his face.

    "Thanks for that. Just saved me from a world of hurt."

    "Just keep popping that ramp. They aren't all out yet. And shift closer to that wall, you're too exposed out there."

    Harris chuckled as he repeatedly pulled the trigger. "What? Are you my mother?"

    Several rounds from the Denzee blasted the walls of the doorway, forcing Harris to crawl backwards on his elbows as he continued to fire.

    "Where do they keep coming from? They got a portal inside that thing?"

    "Idiot said over three hundred. We have to be getting close to that now. That's a huge pile of bodies you have stacking up there."

    Harris nodded. "Big enough for them to start using as cover."

    "Idiot?" Harris yelled, "Tell us what's happening!"

    "We're maneuvering for a shot. We've had to expend the first of our shields."

    "Well things are getting hot down here. We have a couple hundred warriors working their way toward us. Get your ass back here and pick us up. We're trapped in the entrance to the building."

    "We will be there as soon as possible. Six pellets have impacted the area in and around that forward weapon. It remains functional."

    Harris and Tawn ducked behind a corner as a dozen Denzee plasma bolts impacted the hallway just in front and behind them. Repeated blasts were returned, taking out a squad of six who were attempting to charge across the ground toward the building.

    Tawn said, "We can't hold out much longer. There are too many of them. They all charge at once and we get overrun."

    Harris rolled out into the middle of the hall floor, firing a dozen rounds before continuing his roll to a doorway on the other side.

    Tawn shook her head. "You've done that twice now. Don't you think you're pushing your luck?"

    Harris chuckled as he squeezed off several more rounds. "Sometimes you have to make your own luck. I'd like to survive this."

    Tawn fired three precision shots, taking out three Denzee warriors as they stood to rush forward. Harris rolled back, again taking out several combatants before completing his roll to the other side.

    Tawn shook her head. "Now you're just being idiotic."

    Harris smirked. "Exactly. Who would predict that move? No one. So I took it."

    Idiot and Boomer navigated the ship behind the cover of the mountain range, settling on a mild slope and shutting down the Bangor's systems. They were rewarded only seconds later as the Ratoon slipped over the mountain ridge to be almost directly in front of them. The bots powered up the systems, rising from the ground as the lights on the warship dimmed.

    Four tungsten pellets found their way to the surface of the disc as it began to get the first glimmers of its blue-white glow. The disc went black and was followed by explosions of debris shooting out from either side, taking off a third of the face of the craft as the power projected to the disc looked for a place to dissipate.

    Idiot said, "The warship has been defeated. However, a half dozen wormholes just opened in free space."

    "Get us out of here!" Harris yelled.

    The Bangor lifted up and over the mountains, racing forward as Boomer placed a single low power pellet into the back of the building. A back wall exploded, sending shrapnel down the main hall, just missing the Biomarines as they hovered in a doorway.

    "Take the back exit. We will be there momentarily."

    The ground in front of the building rocked as a half dozen rounds dug deep craters into the rocky landscape. The Denzee warriors were quickly silenced and their transport destroyed. The Bangor landed, collecting Tawn and Harris.

    As the small craft lifted it was spun around to face the Denzee building. Three hypervelocity tungsten pellets crashed into the foundation, sending ruble sliding and tumbling down the mountain face.

    The Bangor turned and blasted up through the atmosphere as a fireball. Ten minutes later, after outrunning the approaching ships, they entered free space. A jump to the Retreat followed.
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    Harris sat on one of the benches. "I can't say I was all too happy with you leaving us on the ground back there."

    Idiot replied, "We evaluated the situation and made what we thought to be the best decision. I apologize for your discomfort."

    Harris chuckled. "Discomfort? That what you call it?"

    Boomer turned. "Given the outcome it would appear our decision was correct. No loss of life or assets."

    Harris held up his elbows. "What are you talking about? Look. All that rolling around I had to do to stay alive, it scratched up my suit." The grin on his face told of his true feelings.

    Tawn said, "Just for future reference, your primary missions going forward will be to keep us alive. If you have to sacrifice yourselves to do so, then so be it."

    "Those are our current directives. Can you suggest how we might have followed a different path and received the same outcome?"

    Harris said, "Forget it. What you did was fine. We would have liked to have known it was coming, so next time we'd know what to expect."

    Harris opened a comm to the colonel. "We paid a visit to Gondol. We have a couple prisoners for you to interrogate. When finished, you can turn them over to the DDI or space them if you like. We don't much care."

    "Bring them down and we'll see what we can pull out of them."

    Tawn said, "The Denzee had a building already constructed. We went inside and found they had plans for a complete colony. There's a mountain range that runs along the equator. Drawing showed large sections being leveled to provide a building area. Looks like a full colony is planned."

    The colonel replied, "We have scouting reports from two other systems where the Denzee have been seen. Both have planets on the low end of the habitability scale. Both now have buildings similar to what you saw at Gondol."

    Harris sighed. "They're spreading. And not just to the Earther worlds. Is the DDI aware of what you just stated?"

    "They are, and our politicians are saying it's not an issue because we don't claim those worlds anyway."

    Tawn scowled. "Gonna be too late by the time those morons figure it out. Forget the Denzee, we'll be lucky if we survive our own government."

    "Colonel," Harris said, "you've been using the fact that we're popular back home as a tool for keeping the Biomarines happy. What would happen if Tawn and me were to do a series of video announcements describing the approaching threat and giving our opinions as to what should be done to stop it?"

    "Hmm. I suppose that might help, if done correctly. I'll have to consult with my staff as to whether or not they believe that to be a wise move. And the two of you should know the politicians would be extremely unhappy with you meddling in their affairs. Popular can easily be turned into warmonger, rebel, and of course criminal behavior if they so desire. Remember, as politicians they are masters at manipulating opinions."

    Tawn shrugged. "We really don't care what the price with them is. We only care about the result. Kick it around and if you think it's worthwhile we'll be happy to commit to it."

    "Any luck with finding the Denzee repair docks?" Harris asked.

    "No hits so far. If they're resupplying it they aren't doing so from that main fleet. What we need to do is disable one of those Ratoons and then follow it back to wherever they're doing this."

    "We'd be happy to do that once we get another shield. I'm not comfortable going in with only one anymore."

    The colonel nodded. "Three coming out in the next few days. Give us another week and we may be able to join you in the Hailstorm."

    A comm came in from Baxter Rumford. "Gruberg. Glad I caught you. The Denzee have moved on to assault Pache V. Fifteen million citizens. The emperor has again committed his entire fleet. We really need your help if you're able. The Denzee only brought fourteen of the Ratoon ships this time. I think with our change in tactics last time we were finally able to inflict some damage. Costly to us, but results we haven't been able to get before."

    Idiot said, "We could effectively fly that mission, sir."

    Harris scowled. "Not happening."

    He turned to face Tawn. "We have one shield. Might be good for taking out a couple of those Ratoons if we have their help."

    "I'd rather make the effort than just sit here. Anything we can do to slow them down between now and when the colonel is back would be a plus."

    Harris looked back at the comm. "We'll be out there shortly."

    "Make it fast. People are already dying."

    The comm closed.

    "I guess we have work to do, Colonel. Will check back in on the back side of it. And if the rest of our team comms you, let them know what we're doing and tell them to hang tight."

    The Bangor lifted from the tarmac and was soon jumping through a wormhole to Pache V space.

    As the ship came within nav sensor range, Harris said, "Notice anything different?"

    "Yeah, where are the Dulons?"

    "Fourteen warships without all that other mess, seems like something that might be manageable."

    Tawn opened a comm to the Earther fleet commander. "We'll be coming straight to this end of the fight, Admiral. Any thoughts as to why there are no Dulons this time?"

    "First, thank you for coming. We will need your help if we're going to push this assault back today. As to why the Denzee did not send their Dulons I can only speculate. With our change in tactics last fight we managed to kill twenty-six of them and capture one. We also damaged or destroyed eight of the Ratoons. Our own losses were extreme at a hundred eighty-six. But it was at least progress."

    "You have one of their Dulons?"

    "Our engineers are tearing it apart right now."

    Harris held up a hand. "Since you'll have these secrets soon enough, I'm passing the data over to you now. You'll be able to fold these items into your designs a lot faster this way."

    Tawn muted the mic. "You sure you want to do that?"

    "They're under four hundred ships in their fleet. They could lose half of those today. We need an edge if we're gonna slow this thing down. They lose and we're next. I'd rather we have time for at least a minimum of preparation."

    "OK. But you mess this up and it's on you."

    Harris chuckled. "It will be on all of us. Would take them months to add this tech to their new ships. Don't think they have months."

    "Admiral. The data should be well ordered for your engineers to make immediate use of. Let us know if they have questions and we'll try to get them answers."

    "The emperor will be grateful, Mr. Gruberg. We thank you."

    The comm was closed as the first ultrapowerful beam came the way of the Bangor. A hard turn had the ship safely out of danger. A cut back had several railgun rounds heading for the warship as a second turned toward them.

    "We've got company," Tawn said. "And a third just turned our direction."

    Harris nodded. Take out those missile batteries on this side. I'll swing us around for more work on that main gun. After that we stick close on this ship until the Earthers get aboard."

    "Got it. Port missile tubes will be silent in about three seconds... and... done. We have a destroyer coming in using a transport as a shield. The lights are dimming."

    Harris brought the Bangor around as the main weapon of the Ratoon fired, obliterating the shield ship and partially damaging the destroyer behind it. Tawn followed the Denzee effort with a volley from the Bangor's guns, smashing the face of the disc, driving it back by several meters.

    "Scratch one Ratoon."

    Harris replied, "Next one is forty seconds out. We're crossing the red line now."

    Harris cut hard right as the lights on the Ratoon dimmed. The shield ship flying up front took a partial hit, burning away a third of the forward hull plating before they slipped out of the invisible beam. A second cut had the Bangor racing in for the kill. Ten seconds straight of hypervelocity tungsten rounds crushed in the forward decks of the warship. A slight turn had a second barrage taking out the missile silos for the four Earther destroyers that were following just behind.

    Harris turned the ship away from the third Ratoon as it closed the distance between them.

    "You aren't going after it?" Tawn asked.

    "Our shield took a big hit. You trust it will hold up?"

    Tawn commanded the vessel to spin around, making the damaged portion visible. "Wow. A little more than I thought, but we still have all those bulkheads and the back hull. Could we turn it sideways where the hull is intact?"

    Harris shook his head. "Only four bulkheads going across. Would burn all the way through. I think we can manage with what we have, but it will be risky."

    A comm came in from an Earther captain. "Mr. Gruberg, I've been directed to move in and act as a shield for your next run. We need your firepower to take out that main weapon."

    "You sure you want to do that, Captain? It's pretty much a death warrant."

    "The twelve million citizens down on that planet demand it, Mr. Gruberg. My sacrifice is for them."

    Tawn said, "Captain, have all unnecessary personnel move as far back in the ship as possible. If you take a hit at least some of them may survive."

    "Already done so, Miss Freely. Can we engage this warship while it's alone?"

    Harris flipped the Bangor around, coming in behind the Earther Destroyer as a second destroyer joined the attack, taking the lead position. The lights dimmed on the Ratoon as it came within range. The face of the lead destroyer disintegrated, taking out the bridge, the captain, and the flight crew. The damaged ship dropped from the fight, slowly spinning end around end as it moved forward.

    Harris growled, "They'll get another shot off before we can fire. There has to be a better way than this. How's the rest of that fleet looking."

    Tawn frowned. "They've engaged on other Ratoon with a boarding party. I count twenty-six destroyers and three cruisers as badly damaged or destroyed."

    "All that for one ship?"

    "Which is why they need us."

    As the lights dimmed on the Ratoon the destroyer in front took a devastating hit straight on. The forward hull vaporized and was quickly followed with bulkhead after bulkhead collapsing and burning. Harris steered around the disabled ship as Tawn unleashed her fury. The main weapon took its beating before aim was turned at the missile silos that protected the warship from a boarding force. Two Earther destroyers slipped past as the railgun silenced the warship's defense.

    "Who next?"

    Harris pointed, "That pack of three to our left."

    "We have eight destroyers falling in behind us. I'm getting a hail."

    "Captain," Harris said, "We're heading for the group I'm designating."

    "Fall in behind us, Mr. Gruberg. We'll take you in."

    The Bangor slowed, allowing the Earthers to pass. A string of nine ships formed up as they took aim at their new target. A second and then a third line of Earther ships joined the assault.

    Tawn shook her head. "Twenty ships. I bet they sacrifice at least half."

    "How's the rest of the fight looking?"

    "Counting the ships we're approaching, there are nine Ratoons still in operation. The Earthers are down close to forty ships now."

    "Keep an eye out for wormholes opening. We're still out in free space here, which I think is a mistake on the Denzee's part. Attack the Earthers close to the planet where those portals won't open and it at least takes a few minutes to withdraw. With the faster ships, it gives advantage."

    "The Earther ships are still slow out here. Don't think it matters."

    The next assault was devastating for the New Earth Empire, losing seven ships before the first of the main guns was taken offline. Four fell taking on the second and another two on the third. When the Bangor turned away, another twenty destroyers were sent in for the next attack.

    Tawn stared at the nav display as they approached. "I can't fathom us taking those kinds of losses during a fight. Command would never have committed to such."

    "Command never had a colony of twelve million that were about to be wiped out. We handle these next three before any more show and we have this fight won."

    "But at what cost? Another hundred ships lost? And we still have no idea of how many warships the Denzee have."

    "All we can do is fight the ones that are here. We push them back and take the victory, even if only temporary. Another week we'll have the Hailstorm back and the first of the Legions. That's when we see what they're really made of. And if the Earthers can make the new updates to their ships in a timely manner they'll lose a lot less just from that."

    The next fight went off similar to the prior set. Twelve of the twenty Earther destroyers that had fallen in line were severally damaged or destroyed. The loss of lives of the crews and the soldier contingents aboard was gut-wrenching, but victory appeared to be at hand.

    As the Bangor turned toward the next group of three a pair of wormholes opened. The Denzee ships that were able to move made their way toward an escape as those that had been boarded were all given the command to self destruct. As the warships exploded, another eight Earther ships were lost.

    Harris opened a wormhole beside the escaping Denzee and made the jump. A deep scan was performed before the last of the ships slipped through and the wormhole closed.

    "What was that?" Tawn asked.

    "I got the coordinates of their jump. It's to Jellon."

    "And?"

    "And we go to Jellon and watch to see if the damaged ships make another jump."

    Tawn nodded as a wormhole opened in front of the ship. A ten minute flight had the Bangor slowing near the second planet in the system.

    Tawn shook her head. "They're gonna know we're here and won't jump."

    "I'm hoping the interference from this planet will keep us hidden. Tell me when those ships show on the display. I'll start a focused scan if they decide to jump. Maybe we can get a glimpse as to where they are going."

    Ten minutes of slowed movement beside the first planet in the Jellon system had the damaged Denzee ships showing on the nav display. No movement was made toward the Bangor. Shortly after acquisition, a wormhole opened.

    Tawn asked, "You get it?"

    "One sec... yes!"

    "And?"

    "And now we take this to the emperor and we make use of the boson bomb. When the Earthers have jumped through, we again destroy all the damaged warships."

    Harris turned the Bangor. Slipping back behind the planet before speeding away to free space. A jump was made to Eden where a comm was opened to Baxter Rumford."

    "We have what we believe are coordinates for the Denzee repair facilities. Call the emperor and order us up a fleet."

    "Where are they and how'd you find them?"

    "Just sitting out in empty space. We followed them back to Jellon. Was no indication they saw us, so this raid should be another mop-up operation like last time."

    "Give me a minute," Bax replied.

    Harris leaned back in his chair with a grin. "This would be a double win for us today."

    Tawn nodded. "Would make a nice start to a trend."

    Bax returned. "You'll have fifty ships at the coordinates you sent in precisely twenty minutes from... mark."

    "Hows the ship production coming?" Harris asked.

    "Up to about four and a quarter a day. Still losing them faster than we can build them. Hopefully today is a sign of things to come."

    Tawn said, "You still lost over a hundred ships in that fight."

    "Seventy-six to be exact. Thirty-seven have been hauled back for repairs. The rest are being salvaged for parts. And I heard you sent the captured Denzee tech to our engineers. About time. I know why you took so long, but it's costing us lives."

    Twenty minutes later the Bangor slipped through a wormhole to the coordinates as given to the Earthers. The Denzee repair docks were full of ships with another dozen parked in wait.

    Tawn nodded. "I have fifty Earther destroyers on the screen."

    "Releasing the boson bomb. And... we are now free to move about without wormholes opening."

    "I'll pass that on to the Earthers."

    The group of attackers swarmed the docks and the damaged warships. Fighting lasted for more than an hour before the last of the warships was destroyed. For the hour that followed the repair facilities were pummeled with tungsten pellets and plasma rounds.

    As the negation of the boson field began to collapse, the Earther ships moved out to free space for a jump home. The Bangor followed with a jump to Midelon.
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    Tawn and Harris hopped out onto the grass in front of the bunker, their bots following just after.

    Gandy was standing with his arms crossed. "About time. We thought we might be stuck here."

    Harris said, "You could have just called the comm shuttle back down and asked Alex to let you leave."

    "Couldn't do it. The shuttle got hacked by the Denzee when Alex was using it to scan one of the systems they captured. Burned up in the atmosphere before the remains crashed into the ocean."

    "Wow. Didn't think they were that advanced."

    "They're flying starships around the galaxy. How advanced do they have to be?"

    Harris chuckled. "Guess I didn't think of it like that. Anyway, we have some good news to mix in with our misfortune. We went out to Gondol, attacked the building there and then fought against a warship. Captured two workers for the colonel to interrogate."

    Tawn cut in. "And get this, our bots took off in the ship to fight, leaving us stranded on the ground. We had to hold off three hundred Denzee warriors until they came back. They did put the warship out of commission though. And they did come back for us."

    "And there's more," Harris said. "We got called from there to a new invasion by the Denzee. Along with the Earther fleet we took on fourteen Ratoons, damaging ten before they fled."

    "You won?"

    "We did. And we were able to track the damaged ships back to their repair facilities where we took out the ten we had damaged at Pache, and the eight that had been damaged at Jellon, and the two from Beinshee, and of course the one we had disabled at Gondol. It was a good day to be Human."

    Trish joined the conversation. "Any chance we can get a new comm shuttle and a standard shuttle?"

    Harris grinned. "Can I eat first?"

    Trish threw up her hands. "Sure, why not."

    A celebratory feast consisting of MREs was consumed. Upon completion a comm was opened to Alex.

    "Tawn, Harris, welcome back."

    "So you let the comm shuttle get hacked?" Harris asked.

    "I wouldn't say let would be the proper term. The Denzee gained access to our shuttle, yes."

    "And they crashed it."

    "That statement would be incorrect. I made the decision to activate the shuttle's drive and to send it to a certain death by switching off the inertial dampener field while accelerating through the atmosphere at full speed. It was the only way we had to prevent further infection."

    "How close did they come to accessing your systems?"

    "I was forced to do a momentary comm shutdown to negate their access. Another few seconds and the intrusion would have been irreversible. As a consequence, the boson generators would have failed over to an automated shutdown sequence. Which would have left only a minute before this facility went thermonuclear."

    "This place is rigged to blow?"

    "It is."

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "At least tell me you got some worthwhile intel from your scans."

    "I wish I could say. Those records had to be purged due to possible contamination."

    "What was your latest intel before that happened?"

    "Counting the invasion force at Pache, the Denzee have thirty-two known Ratoons along with three hundred seven Dulons."

    "Three hundred?"

    "And seven. They now have what would be considered finished facilities at both Rumanta and Jellon. You of course are aware of the destruction of the building at Gondol. There are also three other facilities similar to the Gondol structure. One in the Dresny system, one at Abocore and a third in the Washex system."

    Harris glanced over at Tawn. "Sounds like we may need to pay those a surprise visit."

    "Only if we can get a few dozen Earther ships to join us. If there's a Ratoon or more at each."

    Alex said, "Each facility had a Ratoon and at least three Dulons."

    Tawn nodded. "A single one we can handle. If we have the help of the Earthers."

    Harris sat back. "That's it then. We first need to make a jump to the facilities at the Retreat to get our shield repaired. Should only take a short time to weld new plating on that hull. Then we'll make a jump to Domicile to pick up a couple new shuttles. Then out to Eden to arrange for an Earther escort to these other systems."

    "Sounds like the plan," Tawn replied. "And I think we can leave all the bots behind this time."

    Alex said, "I would advise you to take them with you. The experience they receive from seeing how you interact with others will be invaluable."

    Harris sighed. "Fine. We'll take them along. You sure you won't be lonely out here by yourself?"

    "I'm an AI. I don't get lonely."

    "Was just being facetious."

     "Good to know."

    Harris chuckled. "Let's get a move on before I have to give someone a good thrashing."

    The group boarded the Bangor and was soon jumping through to the Rabid system. Minutes later the ship settled in a repair bay.

    Harris hopped out to greet a dock foreman. "Our shield took bit of a beating out there. See what you can do to weld on some new plating. We'll want it back in three or four hours if possible."

    The foreman nodded. "Will do all I can, sir."

    Harris hopped up into the cabin. "Next stop, Domicile."

    Tawn glanced at the door. "Still not sure how we got here, but that's how you want to run a war. Just drop in, give orders and be on your way. No fuss no hassle."

    "We do own these factories, you know."

    "I know." Tawn nodded. "And I appreciate that too. I just have a hard time believing it sometimes. I mean, look at my credit store. How is that even possible?"

    Harris raised an eyebrow. "If I'm not mistaken, that number is going to more than double the next time we see Bax. We killed twenty one Ratoons today at that repair facility. That's over two billion credits we're due."

    "With today's results, the emperor should be happy to pay. In another week, given the Hailstorm and those other ships are ready, we might be able to wrap this whole thing up."

    Harris shook his head. "Then it's back to Eden to shut that place down."

    "Yeah, but I'm confident we have the means to do it now. Before I wasn't so sure."

    "That will make us outlaws again. The pacies in our government will be enraged. And the emperor will be egging them on. Unfortunately that will mean two empires will be hating us."

    Tawn smirked. "Three. Don't forget the Denzee."

    The Bangor taxied out into space. With coordinates set, a jump was made to Domicile space. A ten minute run had the shuttle landing at the ship dealership where Tawn and Harris had first met Gandy.

    Gandy stood, "Please let me buy these two ships. I want to see the salesman squirm and have them beg for my credits."

    Harris held up his store. "Here's five hundred million credits to play with just to show them you mean business. Don't spend it of course, but you can use it to shake them up. And have Trish drive down the final bid. Squeeze every credit you can out of them."

    "I will. And we come at a good time. With the economy in shambles from the budget cuts I doubt they've sold a ship this month. The defense big-wigs used to be some of our best customers."

    Harris stepped out of the cabin, looking back through the hatch. "Sharvie, you can come watch if you want. And make any suggestions you'd like concerning which ships we buy. And you bots, you'll be staying here guarding the ship. Anyone approaches besides us, politely send them on their way."

    The team of five walked into the showroom. The first salesman to spot Gandy snickered to himself as he turned toward three others who were standing together just outside the customer lounge.

    Gandy turned with a smirk. "They remember me."

    The first salesman approached with a grin. "Mr. Boleman. And you brought a slug and a stump with you. You do know we sell spacecraft here. If you were looking to pick up an icecream truck that would be down the street."

    "Barry, glad to see you haven't changed. And I'm guessing since you're standing here you're now the junior salesman."

    "Listen Boleman. We don't have any openings if your looking for your old job back. Not that they'd hire you anyway."

    Gandy shook his head. "You're fired, Barry. Go home."

    The salesman shook his head as he chuckled. "Fired? Rich. You decide to buy this place?"

    Gandy held up his credit store, showing his credit account total. "I just might. I'm betting it would go for cheap given the current economy. Doubt you idiots have sold a ship this month."

    Barry's eyes grew large before his expression turned into a scowl. "Funny. You had me for a minute. That a gag store?"

    Trish stepped up, putting her face only centimeters away from his. "The gag here is the sound I'm making while looking at your face. Send over your top sales manager. No... wait a second, there should be a store VP around here during normal business hours. We'd like to talk to him or her directly. No sense wasting our time on peons. Oh, and just so you know, it's you who'll be driving the icecream truck come tomorrow. Hope you like kids."

    Harris chuckled as the salesman scurried away. "That was actually kind of fun. I hope you two haven't let all these credits go to your heads."

    Trish turned. "It was fun. And if I remember, that was the dork who tried to ask me out every time I came to pick you up."

    Gandy nodded. "That would be him. Not a decent bone in his body. A complete kiss-up to that other pack of mongrels and a complete ass to me."

    Gandy looked over at the offices as an old man waddled their way. "Dirmack. He's the operations VP. Does nothing but sit on his can eating donuts all day."

    Harris chuckled. "I wouldn't mind that job. When this is all over, remind me to check in on it."

    "Well, Mr. Boleman. How are you doing? I've been following you on the news. That's some exciting business you've gotten yourself into. Dealing with Earthers, building colonies, interesting stuff. Are you here looking for a ship?"

    Gandy tilted his head as he displayed his credit store. "I was. But now I'm thinking of buying this place instead. First thing I'd do is fire Barry over there."

    Dirmack turned with an angry face. "Barry! You're fired! Clear out your locker!"

    The VP turned back to face Gandy with a smile. "Problem solved."

    Gandy returned a half frown. "Wasn't really looking to fire him. He's an ass, but I don't wish that on anyone."

    The VP put his arm around Gandy's shoulder. "Don't worry about Mr. Stickle. His time with us was at an end. Only remained because of his uncle, a mechanic who has been a valued and long time employee. So, we were discussing a possible purchase of the store? You do know that I am a shareholder, right?"

    "Listen, Mr. Dirmack. We're here to purchase ships. We need two shuttles and we're in the market for them today. What do you have on the lot?"

    The elder man removed his arm from Gandy's shoulder. "I see. Well that would be best left to our salesman. Hartford! Get over here!"

    Gandy shook his head. "Don't want Hartford. He's the one who poisoned the sales force to begin with. I'd rather have Grimes."

    Dirmack yelled. "Hartford! Your fired! Clear out your locker! Grimes! Get over here!"

    "Well you didn't have to do that."

    "Nonsense. I in fact did. Cuts were coming next week. You just made my decisions easy. Now, I'm certain Mr. Grimes here will be able to accommodate you. I'll be back in my office if you need anything further."

    Jefford Grimes gave half a smile. "Gandy. Hope you are well. How can I help you?"

    "We need two shuttles. Something modern, we'd prefer new, and we'd like to take them today."

    "Come this way. I think I have just the thing. We have two Journey Stellarwinds just outside. They had been preordered in anticipation of a coming upgrade by the Morritz Corporation. Of course, for economic reasons, those orders never materialized. Both ships are new and have the latest system and comfort upgrades. Each has seating for twenty, dual restrooms and a shower. The galley is half-size, which is generous for this class of ship."

    Half an hour was spent poking and prodding the shuttle as both Gandy and Trish asked in-depth questions. When satisfied with what they heard, the group moved back into the building and to the office of the sales manager. Gandy pushed the offer prices down with Trish coming in to give the final number. Two Journey Stellarwinds, fully stocked, with retail pricing of just over eleven million credits for the pair, sold for an even eight million.

    Harris patted Gandy on the back as they came out of the office. "That went well. Those two ships are perfect for our needs."

    Gandy half frowned. "I still think we should buy one more, given the way we seem to go through them."

    "A reserve shuttle?"

    "I guess. Was also thinking about when we had two of them for the comms so Sharvie's people could use one.

    Harris turned. "Mr. Grimes. You have any personal craft out there?"

    "Six. Are you interested in a pair of those as well?"

    "Just one. What's the best you have?"

    That would be the Revolution. We have two in stock. Another anticipated order that didn't materialize. They seat up to six including the pilot, have a restroom with a shower and a mini-galley. Retail is about a million five."

    Harris nodded. "I'll give two million for the pair right here and now."

    Jefford Grimes held up a finger. "One moment and I'll check."

    As the salesman hurried back into the managers office, Gandy asked. "Two of them?"

    "We owe one to the colonel. The other can be our spare."

    Jefford returned with a half frown. "Would you—"

    Harris cut him off. "Tell him the offer is firm and we'd like to buy them right now."

    Jefford ducked back in the office, returning less than a minute later. "You have a deal, Mr. Boleman. Come back in and we'll finalize the transfers."

    Once finished, a jump was made back to the Retreat where the colonel was presented with his new personal flyer. A second jump had the second flyer parked just in free space for use as a comm station. The two shuttles were parked in the grass next to the complex buildings.

    Harris said, "They should have our shield ready. I think we make a run out to see Bax and collect our pay and then back to pick up that shield. Would rather keep it with us if we need to make an immediate jump for whatever reason."

    Tawn gestured toward the Bangor. "After you."

    Harris sat in the pilot's seat. "Is it just me or does the day seem brighter today?"

    Tawn clipped her lap belt. "Big turn of events with that last fight. You can't help but be optimistic about our prospects. Maybe one more big fight with the Denzee and we'll have them on the run. And we can still easily overpower the Earthers and shut down Eden. Big obstacles, but I think we have a good shot at getting past them."

    "We have new ships coming out. The colonel is preparing to secede from Domicile. And we have our own private world here where no one can touch us. I'd say we have a great shot at getting past them."

    The Human warship lifted up through the Midelon sky.
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    The Bangor landed on the tarmac at Fireburg. Tawn and Harris made the short walk to Baxter Rumford's office.

    Bax said, "Come in. Sit. First, the emperor is thrilled with the two of you. That fight at Pache, while still costly, gives everyone hope. It shows we can beat the Denzee. Where's your dog?"

    "Left behind." Harris replied.

    "The Denzee updates you forwarded are already being deployed. And the Earther researchers are working on a railgun, although they are finding that endeavor to be difficult. You should be careful to remove or destroy any ships left on the field of battle before you go."

    Tawn said, "Good to know. Now, we have the subject of it being payment time to discuss. I believe we're owed just over two billion credits?"

    "An unbelievable number. But the emperor believes it to be money well spent. You've given his entire empire hope where hope was fleeting. And the offer for future payment remains. The emperor believes the next battle may be decisive."

    Tawn held up her bracelet for the transfer. "In another week we hope to be in an even better position to help."

    Bax sighed as the credits moved across the stores. "Unbelievable wealth. If we make it to peacetime the two of you will probably be the richest citizens on all Domicile."

    "Doubt it," Harris replied, "We're spending it almost as fast as we get it. Those ships we're building are taking a tremendous amount of capital. And if this all goes right those same ships will become obsolete."

    Tawn nodded. "And there's also the possibility the Earthers defeat the Denzee and then once again turn their desires of conquest toward us. That's a fight we still have to be prepared to take on."

    Bax smirked. "One crisis at a time, please."

    The banter continued for several minutes before the Biomarines decided it was time to leave. The Bangor was soon blasting up through the insanely hot Eden sky. A stop was made back at Midelon. Harris consumed an MRE as his bot watched, seemingly with fascination.

    The hundred sixteen kilo stump set a rib down in the package. "Staring at me while I eat is kinda weird don't you think?"

    "It is?"

    "Yeah, it is. You see, eating for Humans is sort of like a break time. We don't stare at what others are eating, and any conversation should happen around the eating and not interrupt it. To do so would be rude and annoying. Kind of like your staring is right now."

    "Very well, sir. I will discontinue my observation."

    "You don't have to stop completely, just to the point where it's no longer intrusive of my eating time. Understand?"

    "I think so. Please hold, I have an incoming message from Alex. It would seem you have all been invited to the next level. Would you like to go see what that is?"

    Harris chuckled, "You should go stand outside until I've finished my meal. Alex can wait."

    Tawn said, "I'd like to hear what he has to say. Could be important."

    "Will still be important in ten minutes when I'm done. If you want to know so bad though just open a comm and find out."

    "I will. Boomer, connect us to Alex."

    "Hello Tawn. I have good news. Your team has earned access to the next level of the complex."

    "What can we expect from this one?"

    "You will have complete access to the manufacturing laboratory where your assistants were constructed. You will find the tools and resources available to make whatever design changes you desire to those assistants."

    "I like Boomer the way she is. Could I build another one?"

    "If you so desire. The lab is being made available for your full use."

    Harris swallowed a chunk of rib meat. "One thing I don't get, Alex. You have this tech available, but we don't have an Alex bot walking around. Why?"

    "I have been given the directive to remain here. This complex is my domain. Should I venture out, who would remain to oversee it?"

    "Got it. Guess that makes sense, but I still think you could benefit from a bot that stays here. For one, you'd be immediately available to talk to, we wouldn't have to open a comm every time we have something to say."

    "I see. Perhaps I should consider a permanent link to the several places here on this planet that you often contact me from?"

    "That might help."

    Harris stood. As he walked over to a recycle bin, he dropped the spent MRE package inside. "Let's go have a look at this lab."

    A door at the end of the previously reached hall was opened. A staircase going down was revealed. At the bottom, the entryway opened into a vast room. Various equipment covered the ten thousand square meters of floor space. A dozen bots stood beside a charging station. Farker ran to their side, sitting on his haunches as a yellow charging light showed over his head.

    Harris nodded. "Now we know where it was he was always running to."

    Trish looked over the equipment closest to her. "This is all high precision milling machines."

    Gandy said, "I have stamps and presses over here."

    Sharvie hurried ahead. "This station says quantum electronics."

    The voice of Alex could be heard. "Be careful around that station. The core processing units of your assistants were grown on that very bench. Please do not touch it as the slightest vibrations at the wrong time can ruin several weeks worth of work."

    Sharvie asked, "Grown?"

    "Yes. The processing cores are made from pure carbon crystals. As the crystals are grown they are doped with a precise number of molecules from different elements. The resultant processor is of extremely low power consumption, but high functionality."

    "Memories are grown in there as well?"

    "Yes. The carbon matrix allows enough cells to store the equivalent memories of a Human brain, although not with nearly as elegant a solution. The Human mind is capable of storing information using matching patterns and similar likenesses.

    "Let's say you observe a battle between two starships. My brain will record and retain the battle in it's entirety. The Human brain will store patterns that allow recall of similar pieces. Any parts that are missing are 'filled in' by your reasoning before being made available for thought. It is a system that allows far more storage, although at a much lower precision."

    Harris crossed his arms. "So why not pattern the AI brain after how our brains work?"

    "That is a task that has been attempted many times with no success. The mechanisms by which the brain decides what to keep as a pattern and what to toss have not been replicated. The solution we have growing in front of Sharvie is to-date our best alternative."

    "So our assistants are basically being built on two thousand year old technology?"

    "That would be correct. Without this complex having Human scientists to continue research, that research has remained at a set level. From the Domicile archives it would appear that advances have been made in some areas. This shows promise for mankind's future in AI."

    "If we have a future. Have to give the Denzee the boot first."

    "From your last encounter, it would appear you are near to resolving that problem."

    "Not near enough."

    Tawn asked, "So you revealed this lab to us. What's next? Are we supposed to work on something here?"

    "Yes," Alex answered. "The continued education of your assistants. When that task has been determined to be complete you will be allowed access to the next level."

    Harris said, "OK. Idiot? Build me another Idiot."

    "I believe that may be beyond my means, sir."

    "Why?"

    "I an unable to transfer the exact patterning and memories from my processor to a new host. That process takes a finite about of time, meaning my memories and reasoning patterns may be different before the transfer is complete."

    "OK. So build me an exact replica of Idiot, from ten minutes prior to the beginning of any transfer."

    "Yes, sir. I'll begin that task immediately."

    Harris turned to the others. "That wasn't so bad."

    Alex asked, "Would you like to know when this task will be complete?"

    "Sure."

    "Twelve years, four days, eight hours."

    Harris chuckled. "Should have figured as much. Idiot, counter that order. Just build yourself some spare parts. Start with two of each for parts that can be made in an hour or less."

    "Yes, sir."

    Sharvie sat in front of a computer terminal. "This system is the network between the comm interface and the processor?"

    Alex replied, "It is."

    "Have any of the security techniques we've learned from our encounters with the Earthers or the Denzee been added to this system?"

    "They have not."

    "Don't you think it would be a good idea to do so? Our bots are currently unprotected. Any minor hacker could probably take them over or erase their patterns and memories."

    "That is possible."

    "Is there any way I can get an isolated terminal in here that I can connect to my friends without them having access to this facility?"

    "That can be arranged. Do you have a schedule in mind for this to happen?"

    "Immediate?"

    "One moment... the terminal in front of you has been isolated from all systems and now has a comm connection going up to the new comm vessel. Would you like me to open a wormhole to Domicile?"

    "Yes, please."

    "You have access. Do you have any further needs?"

    "The rest of these stations here are all connected to the network security of our bots?"

    "Yes."

    "Then I'm good, thanks. Give me a few days and I'll see if we can make a few upgrades."

    Harris turned to face Trish and Gandy. "Would you rather hang out here or make a jump to Gondol?"

    Trish replied, "Gondol."

    Gandy nodded. "Definitely Gondol."

    "Good then. Let's take a trip. If the Denzee are still gone we'll take a look at that submerged facility."

    A half hour later, the Bangor was dropping through the Gondol atmosphere.

    Harris said, "Scan shows no evidence of them being back other than to collect their dead."

    Tawn winced. "Circle the globe at least once. That warship came out of nowhere last time."

    "Sure, why not. Not like that block of rock is going anywhere."

    Trish stood over his shoulder. "Run a scan while were going. Might as well know it all like you wanted to before."

    The globe was traversed without any new information coming to light.

    Harris parked the Bangor in a hover just above the center of the block. "So how do we move that water and mud back?"

    Trish replied, "We dig down and bond something to the sides of that stone. Once all the way around we pump out the water and dig out the mud."

    "Yeah that all sounds nice, but we need the equipment to do that with."

    Tawn replied, "Would it be possible to configure one of those mine diggers we have sitting at the Retreat? Drop it on top and let it clean house?"

    "Those are made for a dry environment. Maybe we need a visit to see Mr. Morgan. His engineers could come up with a quick solution."

    "Great." Tawn scowled. "Wormholes. And I have Denzee ships coming through. At least five Ratoons."

    Harris turned away from the incoming ships, speeding across the bog to a safe distance for a run up through the atmosphere. Two of the Ratoons began a pursuit, soon breaking off. Ten minutes later saw free space and a jump was made to Domicile.

    A comm was opened to Bannis Morgan. "I take it you have news."

    "Something different," Harris said. "We have a problem we need solved and wondered if your engineers could take a look at it."

    "Tell me what it is and I'll pass it along."

    "We have the block of granite as seen in the info I just sent you. It's buried in a bog. If you pull it up you'll see there's a hollow shaft running out the bottom of it that goes down at least a half kilometer. I can't say what's in there as we don't know. What we need is a way in. And if possible, without it being visible from above."

    Tawn said, "We'd rather the Denzee not know it's there if possible. Any ideas your team can come up with would be appreciated."

    Bannis nodded. "Data looks to be from a good, quality scan. I'll see what we can do for you. I heard you had some good news from Pache yesterday?"

    "We took out most of their Ratoons, driving them back from the system. Also found their repair docks and did a number on twenty-one of those warships. Was a good day indeed."

    Harris added. "Unfortunately they still have as many of those ships in our space. We're hoping this last defense will hold off another assault until we get the first of those Legion ships."

    "Yes. I have some good news for you on that. We should have the Hailstorm back in service, along with five legions, four days from today. Will also have a dozen shields finished by then. And if you can manage four days after that the number jumps to eight Legions and two dozen centurion shields. That will give you a force of ten ships."

    Harris nodded, "Fantastic. And if you're in need of more credits, we have more available."

    "I believe we are in good shape with our finances, Mr. Gruberg. It will be months before I'm possibly hitting you up again."

    I know I don't need to bother asking, but anything new on the gamma weapon?"

    "Not at this time. The team has really been putting in the hours on that effort. I'm tempted to tell them to please just take a few days off. The fresh minds might do them good. But at the same time I don't want to interrupt the flow of any studies they have going on. I am growing confident that we will find a way to make this happen. Our research shows that it is possible."

    With the data delivered and status given, the group returned to Midelon where Sharvie Withrow remained seated in front of a console.
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    "Any luck with securing those bots?"

    Sharvie nodded. "Loads. And it might even be possible to give them some offensive capability."

    Harris frowned. "Don't know if I like the sound of that. If someone was able to take control of them they could be used against us."

    "I'm actually working on a series of system protocols that would hopefully prevent that."

    Tawn asked, "What kind of offensive capabilities are you talking about?"

    "Basically the same that we can do, only a lot faster. During our previous attacks on the Denzee my team was able to make adjustments on the fly that let us in to begin with. Those were still Humans making the decisions. Move that ability to one of our bots and we are talking near instant decision making."

    "Sounds promising."

    "Let's say the Denzee forced us out of their systems by walking their comm frequency up a scale at random intervals. We couldn't keep up with making the entries, so we would lose our connections. The bots won't have that issue as they could follow a thousand hops in a second's time while we lose it after the first two."

    "If you think we can adequately safeguard an offensive feature," Tawn said, "then I say let's put it in."

    Harris nodded. "I could be in agreement with that. When will these updates be ready"

    "Except for the protocols, they are ready now."

    "Is this something you would want to test out first?"

    "We can do that here and now if you like."

    "Give it a shot."

    Sharvie typed away on the keyboard in front of her. "I've just uploaded the abilities to Emily. Now we allow her to make a connection to the comm ship. Guys? Are you ready?"

    Sharvie turned. "That's our team back on Domicile. They will be defending against the attack."

    "We're ready here. Start whenever you like."

    Sharvie smiled. "Emily, I'd like you to break through the firewalls of each of the systems connected to this comm. Please retrieve the computer IDs from each machine that is attached as proof of your getting in."

    Emily nodded. "Done."

    Sharvie gave a confused look. "Done?"

    "The task is complete. I'm passing you the IDs."

    Sharvie stared at the list in front of her. "Guys? You see anything?"

    "I've had a single contact, but nothing on my monitors."

    Two others responded. "Me too."

    Sharvie took a deep breath. Can you confirm or deny that the IDs of each of your machines are not in this list?"

    "Hmm. Wait. I'm on there. Where'd you get that?"

    "Me too."

    "And me."

    "So everyone's IDs are on this list. And am I correct to assume someone would have to have full access to your machines to get those IDs?"

    "Yes. They would."

    "It looks like the three of you got hacked. And other than a single external ping of your networks, which might not have been Emily, you are all compromised."

    Emily said, "Following the rules as given, each of their systems was relatively easy to access."

    Harris chuckled. "She just blew threw your firewalls like they were made out of screen. I thought your friends were the ace-team?"

    "They are. This is unsettling. If a machine is able to do this with such ease, what chance do we have of stopping it? We rely on our computers for just about everything. They fly our ships and other transportation. They run our comms. They run the wormhole generators and our environmental systems."

    "Sounds like the perfect opportunity to work on countermeasures that will work against a machine."

    "You have a suggestion for accomplishing that?"

    Harris grinned. "Idiot. Get over here."

    "Yes, sir?"

    "Miss Withrow, if you would kindly make the upload to my bot."

    "OK. Done."

    "Now, Idiot and Emily. I want each of you to keep a running number in your memories that corresponds with the time of day. Each of you has a mission to grab that number from the other as often as you can. You also have an obligation to block the release of that number to an intruder. And to show us that the fight is ongoing, I want each of you to do a squat at least once every three seconds so long as your systems are compromised. Do you understand our goal?"

    Emily replied, "To defend against an intrusion?"

    Harris nodded. "Exactly. Both of you begin when you're ready."

    The bots faced each other. Seconds later each began to squat and then stand.

    Harris chuckled. "I could almost watch this all day."

    Tawn asked Sharvie, "Anyway to monitor their progress?"

    Sharvie shrugged. "I guess I could ask them to each send a status with counts of intrusions and blocks. Every five seconds work for everyone?"

    Harris gestured toward the bots. "The two of you heard that. Comm her status with those numbers every five seconds."

    Data on Sharvie's display began to update. "Wow. Over a hundred thousand intrusions each. Only a handful of blocks."

    The bots continued to squat and stand for several minutes.

    Tawn pointed. "Blocks are going up."

    Sharvie said, "Each of you send your processor usage on this next update. Wow. They're both locked in at 100 percent. Surprised they took our commands after they started."

    Tawn crossed her arms as Harris continued to chuckle at the sight. "You really find that funny?"

    "I do. Don't know why, but it is."

    "Look. Emily's blocks just topped ten thousand. She's learning quick."

    Gandy said, "Idiot just passed ten."

    For several seconds both bots stood still. The block counts skyrocketed. Then, as quickly as they had stopped the intrusions picked up.

    Ten minutes into the process, Harris stopped chuckling.

    Tawn smirked. "Lost its hilarity?"

    "Pretty much. Can't believe they are still pounding on each other like that."

    Sharvie said, "They're learning. And that's both attack strategies and defense. This is actually very interesting."

    Emily stopped moving. Several seconds later, Idiot did the same.

    "This might be it," Gandy said. "Twelve minutes."

    Sharvie looked around at the others. "I think we let them continue at it for a while just to be safe. Besides, it's dinner time and I know some of you are hungry."

    Harris chuckled. "Might be why I was getting bored. My stomach was starting to growl."

    The group moved to the supply hut where five MREs were consumed. The bots were allowed to continue for another hour before Sharvie ruled the results conclusive. Neither bot was able to infiltrate the others systems. The same programming was uploaded to the remaining bots and to Alex.

    Harris made the comm rounds. Checking with the colonel, then Bannis Morgan, and finally with Baxter Rumford.

    Bax had urgent news. "The Denzee have returned. There are fifteen Ratoons just now beginning to engage with the fleet. They've chosen the colony of Beijing this time. Thirty million citizens at risk. The emperor has again asked for your assistance."

    Harris replied, "We're on our way, but it may be as much as a half hour."

    Bax nodded as the comm closed. Harris checked the status of new shield ships at the factory. There were none.

    "Well, Miss Freely, care to join me in another jaunt with the Denzee?"

    "Just the one shield?"

    "All they have ready. Idiot, Boomer, aboard the Bangor, now."

    Tawn smirked, "Well at least we got to eat before going out. Of course these fights only seem to last a few hours."

    Harris followed the bots into the cabin. Farker was right behind. Tawn stepped in after.

    "Fifteen Ratoons this time," Tawn said as she sat in her chair.

    "If the Earthers make the same effort as last time we should be able to handle this."

    "Let's hope."

    The battle was once again in free space surrounding the Beijing colony. Thirty million civilians waited below as the heavens above erupted in an immense display of plasma flashes. The Bangor was quickly joined by a small fleet of a dozen destroyers. The first Ratoon approached was taken offline and boarded without loss. The second saw four destroyers annihilated before it fell. Similar results were seen with the two that followed.

    As the Bangor approached the fifth Ratoon a group of three destroyers moved in line in front of it. The first sacrificed itself as the blue-white disc illuminated on the front of the Ratoon. The second and third ships, and subsequently the Biomarines and their bots were traveling too close.

    Without time for reaction the Bangor rammed into the back of an Earther destroyer. The inertial dampening system countered the sudden stop, but only to the degree it could. The Human occupants of the small ship were slammed into the console in front of themselves before being whiplashed back in their seats. The violent movements rendered them unconscious.

    Tawn was the first to awaken two hours later. "What... what happened?"

    Boomer was standing over her. "We had an unfortunate accident. Our dampening systems were unable to fully compensate. You and Mr. Gruberg have been unconscious for two hours."

    Tawn tried to sit up but fell back. "Uh. I can't move my neck."

    "As you shouldn't. Please remain still until proper medical care can be administered."

    "Where are we?"

    "We are parked in free space just off the Beijing colony."

    "What happened? I mean in the two hours I was out."

    "This vessel, with the assistance of three dozen Earther destroyers, disabled eleven of the fifteen Denzee Ratoons. The remaining four have fled the system."

    "You kept fighting?"

    "Yes. Once the hostilities had ceased, the Earther fleet commander asked us to come to New Earth where they would render medical care. We declined. That decision came only moments before you awakened."

    Tawn attempted to nod but winced as her stretched neck muscles wouldn't allow it.

    "Just take us back to the Retreat. The colonel will fix us up."

    Twelve minutes later the Bangor settled on the tarmac outside dome one. A team was waiting, moving them quickly into the medical facilities. After an examination, Tawn was administered a sedative.

    Seven hours passed before she awoke. Harris was sitting in a bed next to her with a cervical collar around his neck.

    "Ah. Look who decided to join us."

    "How long was I out that time?"

    Harris chuckled. "I was told seven hours. You really did a number on your neck muscles. Gonna be stiff for a bit."

    "What about you?"

    "I managed to crack a vertebra, seems I hit the console just right with my head, sparing my muscles. You on the other hand, whipped forward and back like nobody's business. We have it recorded if you want to watch."

    "No thanks. The ship OK?"

    "Minimum damage."

    "And do I understand the bots took over again?"

    Harris sighed. "Took out six of the eleven Ratoons left. The Earthers managed two on their own this time. And get this, the emperor ordered them to follow the Ratoons when they jumped. They killed another one at Jellon, before chasing the remains of that fleet to Rumanta, where another battle ensued and the Denzee fled."

    "Where'd they go?"

    "Toward home I guess. And I learned from Boomer that she and Idiot were able to infiltrate the Denzee network and load in a nice delayed call to their self-destructs. Any ship in their fleet that made contact with that ship has a high probability of being infected. They should know the results in about seventeen hours. If all goes well that entire fleet will self-destruct all at once."

    "Wow. So we get credit for another nine Ratoon kills?"

    "Confirmed. And if the remaining fleet goes that will be another eight. But I don't know how we would be able to get credit for those."

    "Any word from Midelon?" Tawn asked.

    "They're on their way in one of the new shuttles. Alex did a scan of all systems through a comm wormhole and found no evidence of Denzee ships anywhere. Hopefully they stay gone for more than a few days this time."

    "What happened to the colonies they were building at Jellon and Rumanta?"

    "Gone. Destroyed in a hail of plasma fire which the Earthers were all too happy to deliver."

    "What kind of casualties did the Earthers take this time?"

    Harris winced. "Half the remaining fleet. A hundred forty-eight ships. They have a hundred fifty-six remaining according to Alex."

    "Wow. All those crews. Even if they build new ships it will take a good while to train new crews. All those lives and experience lost."

    The colonel walked into the room. "Your friends are landing just outside. Will be up in a few minutes. Glad to see you both awake."

    Tawn said, "Feel like I got run over by a truck."

    "A destroyer good enough for you?"

    "OK, a destroyer."

    The colonel sat on the end of her bed. "What I find fascinating is the fact that your bots fought the rest of that battle while you two were incapacitated. Want to tell me more about them?"

    Harris replied, "They were given to us on Midelon. We're not at liberty to discuss by who or why. And we don't have full answers on that anyway."

    "Are there more?"

    "They were supposed to be fashioned after us to be used as assistants. Not for fighting but for learning about everyday tasks. We each have one that's been assigned to us. Being Biomarines, Tawn and I thought it might be to our benefit to teach them how to fight.

    "They studied our archives for the histories of wars, weapons, hand-to-hand, basically any knowledge of fighting. After that they watched us as we fought the Denzee. What they did while we were out was what they learned in the last few weeks."

    The colonel nodded. "Impressive. And I would advise you to keep them close and not make more. With all our current problems, if we built an army of those to fight for us, we'd probably end up with a robot uprising and a new enemy."

    Harris chuckled. "That would be all we need. Can you at least tell us where ours are right now?"

    "In your ship. They won't come out and they won't let anyone else aboard."

    Tawn gave a pained smile. "They're stubborn, like us. And It's good they haven't been carted away for study by the DDI."

    "One of the reasons I'm here today. Might be in all of our best interest to order them back to Midelon to wait for you."

    Harris said, "I'll open a comm."

    "We'll need Farker."

    Harris looked down and smiled. "Right here on the floor next to me."
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    The bots returned to Midelon in the Bangor. Two days later, Tawn and Harris were given the go-ahead to go home. Their necks would take time to heal, but time was something they suddenly seemed to have.

    "I was looking at this maneuver you pulled while we were out. How'd you come up with that?"

    Idiot replied, "You made that almost exact move during the previous fight. It was not while engaged, but it seemed to apply to this situation."

    Harris nodded. "Worked well. I'll have to think about using it should we ever have to fight them again."

    Tawn looked into the cabin from the hatch, her head turning with her shoulders as she stared. "We're having lunch for all those interested."

    Harris stood, walking to the hatch before gently stepping down. "Was reviewing the fight they put up while we were out. The two of them really kicked ass. I saw a couple moves I may have to adopt."

    "I was doing the same in the lab with Boomer. Checked on her networking logs. She tried opening a comm to the Denzee three times."

    "What? Why?"

    "Was trying to crack their networks. She successfully blocked all of their counter attempts, and was close to busting through on her last try. That fight ended before she was able. That self-destruct upload didn't happen until much later."

    "I know these bots are supposed to be autonomous, but that's getting a bit scary."

    The lunch was consumed before talk turned to the mystery structure at Gondol.

    Sharvie said, "Can we check it out now? The Denzee are gone."

    Harris nodded. "Don't see why not. We still have three days before the first Legion ships will be ready. I want to be there to help train the colonel's crews. Other than that our time is all free time at the moment. I'll give Mr. Morgan a comm. We'll see if his engineers came up with a good way to get in there."

    Tawn said, "We should go see Bax beforehand. The emperor owes us for those nine Ratoons we took out. I'd rather that payment not be conveniently forgotten about as they work to rebuild."

    Gandy frowned. "We still have the issue of Eden producing titanium. What are we gonna do about that?"

    Harris dropped his MRE package in the recycle bin as he wiped the barbecue sauce from around his mouth. "We have time. They'll need to rebuild that fleet by at least three hundred ships to be a real threat. That gives us three months to make our decision. No sense in putting ourselves in the doghouse with the pacifists any sooner than we have to."

    Tawn stood. "Give Mr. Morgan a comm. We can visit Bax after that."

    "Where you going?"

    "I need a nap. The muscle relaxer they have me on, coupled with a full belly, is making it difficult to keep my eyes open."

    Trish asked, "How long do you have to wear those collars?"

    "A week for me," Harris said. "Couple weeks for big momma there."

    "I'd comment back but I'm too tired. Give me about three hours and I'll ride out to Eden with you to collect."

    Tawn waddled off toward her bunk on the Bangor.

    Harris opened a comm to Domicile. "Mr. Morgan."

    "Glad to hear you weren't severely injured."

    "Yeah, broken neck. More of a nuisance than anything. Anyway, I commed to find out if your engineers had a good solution for us for getting into that structure we showed you."

    "They do. It's similar to a diving bell in that you would lower it straight down. Where it differs is the edges will seal to that granite and a tube for entry can be extended up to the surface, or retracted if it needs to remain hidden. The material it's made of won't reflect much on the sensors either, so unless someone is right atop it they won't know it's there."

    Harris smiled. "Wow. Wasn't expecting to have something already built. We might be out there later today to pick it up."

    "It's waiting in a warehouse."

    The small talk continued for twenty minutes before the comm was closed.

    Harris sat back on the bench he occupied, resting his elbows on the table behind him. "Who's up for a ride out to Eden?"

    Gandy raised a hand. "Reggie and I will go."

    Harris chuckled. "Reggie. That one still cracks me up."

    "Better than Idiot."

    Harris glanced over at his bot. "Maybe. He has done us right a couple times now. I'd consider changing it but I've already gotten used to calling it that. Besides, it's an AI. It doesn't care."

    Gandy followed Harris onto the Bangor.

    Harris whispered, "Gandy, close that door over there. And you bots. No asking questions, I want her to be able to sleep in peace."

    The ship raced up through the atmosphere. Ten minutes later a jump had them in free space, heading in toward Eden.

    "Whoa! What the..."

    Harris pressed the control stick hard to the left as the blue-white disc on the front of a Ratoon sent an invisible beam of energy their way."

    "Wake her up back there! And get yourself strapped onto one of those benches!"

    Gandy raced back, rousing a sleeping Tawn. "Denzee are attacking Eden! Get up!"

    Tawn sat up, trying to clear the sleep from her eyes. "What?"

    "Denzee ships. Hundreds of them. Eden is under attack!"

    Tawn hurried out to the cabin and into the cockpit, sliding into her chair, clicking and cinching her lap belt. "How? When?"

    Harris replied, "We just got here. Sixty-four Ratoons out there. They're massacring the Earthers. Eighteen destroyers down already. The resistance is disorganized. Get those rails online and see if you can manage to open a comm to the colonel."

    Harris swung the Bangor in behind a pair of destroyers as it raced toward the nearest Ratoon. The two ships managed a dodge of a beam before the Bangor broke away and raced in on it's own.

    "This is gonna be tight."

    Tawn opened up with a continuous barrage as the lights on the Ratoon dimmed and the disc began to glow. The tungsten pellets impacted the right side of the face of the Ratoon, turning the aim ever so slightly away from the approaching Bangor. Temperature sensors on the right side spiked, but quickly fell away. The spray of hypervelocity pellets that followed pushed the nose of the Ratoon back twenty meters, ending the superweapon threat.

    Harris turned to align the rails with the missile ports. Another spray of pellets had the Ratoon defenseless on that side. Two destroyers raced in to take advantage as the Bangor curled away toward the next ship.

    Tawn yelled. "The Earthers are leaving! I have wormholes opening all over!"

    Harris turned toward free space. "Tell me the moment the last of them have jumped."

    "Ten seconds... five... they're through."

    Harris deployed the last of the boson bombs. Seconds later a quick flash told of a negated field where no further wormhole travel was possible.

    A comm came in from Baxter Rumford. "What did you just do?"

    "Where are you?"

    "Down on the surface. Was just leaving."

    Harris sighed. "Should have run while you had the chance. No wormholes opening for another two hours."

    "Couldn't leave until all the systems were scrubbed. Would have been an intel goldmine for the Denzee if they had grabbed it."

    Harris shook his head. "The Earthers are finished. "There's no coming back from this. You can't replenish that fleet, you can't fight."

    "I agree, but that doesn't solve my current problem."

    "Stay low, move to the other side of the planet and find a place to hide. The Denzee don't seem to care much about fully securing an area. I'll see if we can slip in for a pickup."

    Tawn said, "Are you nuts? For her? We can't get in there."

    "We can outrun every ship in this system with standard drives. All we need is a small lead. We shoot in and grab her and we can be gone before they get a shot off at us."

    "I think that's a bad idea."

    Harris smiled. "If you're nervous I'm sure Boomer would be happy to take your spot."

    "Funny. And no. I'm here for whatever it is we have to do."

    "Bax. Make the move I just suggested. Will take us some time to get around there, so you'll have to sit and wait."

    "On my way."

    Harris continued to race away from the Denzee, moving in a broad arc that would eventually take them to the opposite side of Eden. The two Denzee ships that were in pursuit quickly broke off, turning back toward their fleet.

    An hour passed as the Bangor made it's way around to an approach.

    Tawn said, "We're gonna be seen. They have too many ships out there."

    "We have to at least try."

    Harris typed away on his console. "Given their positions and hers, if we make this line it should give us a twenty second window for a grab."

    "They can still fire those weapons at us. With a few dozen of those ships they might be able to knock us out with a lucky shot."

    "She saved us a couple times down there. We owe her this."

    Tawn scowled. "We owe her a good beating for all she's put us through is what we owe her."

    "She's still our contact to the emperor."

    "Who is now useless in this fight."

    "Not at all. He has a hundred-plus ships and he has the ear of the pacifists on Domicile. We need him to make the comm and beg for help. Otherwise they'll be sitting on their thumbs when the first Denzee ships arrive in our space. Thirty seconds."

    Tawn shook her head. "All this because I wanted a nap."

    Harris chuckled. "I could have left you to sleep back there. You'd have never known the difference. Twenty."

    "I might have preferred that. Was dreaming about the Emporium. I miss our regular visits there."

    "We'll hit it for a special meal when we get back. Ten."

    Tawn said, "Denzee have spotted us. You sure you want to do this?"

    "I am."

    A comm was opened. "Bax? Your ass better be ready to dive into our hatch when we hit the ground. We only have seconds."

    "I have a dozen others with me."

    Tawn rolled her eyes. "You better line their asses up and be ready to run. Those Denzee will be coming in hot!"

    Tawn looked at the nav display with an open mouth. "That whole fleet is coming."

    "We're already committed. "Get ready back there! Pull them through and out of the way as fast as you can!"

    Gandy nodded. "We've got them."

    The Bangor stopped only centimeters from the hot sand. A dust cloud blew up and past the Fargo as the hatches on both ships opened. A stream of Earthers filed out, sprinting toward the waiting ship. Baxter Rumford was last in line, assisting an elderly man as he struggled to run. In a final effort to board he was tossed through the hatch onto the deck with Bax diving in after him.

    "Go, go, go!" Gandy yelled forward.

    Tawn grimaced at the display as she moved back to the cockpit. "Too many of them. Odds are way not in our favor once they open up with those beams."

    Harris turned his shoulders to face her. "You think taking a few shots with the railgun would slow them down?"

    "We don't have the time to try, just keep going. No, no, no!"

    "What is it?"

    "Lights are dimming on about a dozen of them."

    Harris stared at the camera image on the display for several seconds. "Why aren't they firing?"

    The cockpit was silent as Gandy and Bax came to stand over their shoulders.

    Harris shook his head. "Is it the boson field?"

    Bax asked, "The what?"

    Tawn waved her off. "Nothing. The bomb we set off to stop wormhole travel."

    Harris again turned his shoulder to face Tawn. "They can't fire that weapon in the negated field. This is... gonna be a good day to be Human."

    "We just lost our titanium." Bax scoffed.

    "But we know how to beat that weapon. This is huge. We have to get back to Midelon."

    The Bangor moved out into free space, away from the pursuing Denzee ships. A jump was made to their new home.

    Bax said, "Thank you for risking yourselves to save us."

    Harris replied, "That makes us even. Who are these people you brought with you?"

    "This is my team. Or what's left of them."

    "How many Earthers were still there?"

    "Thirty-nine thousand. A dozen ships tried to flee when they first arrived. All were chased down and destroyed before they could jump."

    "Why haven't they attacked the mines?"

    Bax shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine. Only thing I can think is they wanted to lure out the Earther fleet, which they did."

    Gandy shook his head. "Eden lost. Never thought it would be like this."

    "You should really be taking us to New Earth."

    "We're dropping Mr. Boleman here at our base to oversee getting us more of the weapon we used back there. I'll be taking you and your crew to Domicile. I'll be setting up a meeting between you and a DDI agent so we can work on convincing our government they need to prepare."

    "Bad move. Take us to New Earth. They need word to come from the emperor. And you need me to convince him to make that plea. That's what I do, remember? Manipulate people?"

    Tawn said, "Can't believe I'm in agreement with her, but we need the emperor telling them they need to arm themselves. They won't listen to anyone else."

    The Bangor landed with Gandy hopping out. More boson bombs would be needed. Reggie followed after.

    Harris turned to face Tawn. "New Earth then?"

    Tawn nodded.

    "Seems you win, Red. New Earth it is."

    Tawn opened a comm to the Retreat. "Colonel. There's been a new attack. The Denzee have taken Eden. We have Baxter Rumford with us. We're headed to New Earth to convince the emperor he needs to ask for help from Domicile."

    The colonel shook his head. "Don't think he will. We have a scout at Eden. He just reported that the Denzee jumped there entire fleet out of there. Not sure why. And our scouts at the other colonies they previously occupied have nothing to report either. They're gone and we don't know to where."

    Bax scowled. "My sales pitch just got a lot tougher. Without direct threat the emperor will be hard to convince. Ask them of the fate of Eden."

    "Colonel, what's the condition on the ground at Eden?"

    "Complete devastation. They rained down everything they had on those mines before jumping away."

    Bax closed her eyes, letting out a sigh. "Looks like you got what you wanted, Mr. Gruberg. The mines are stopped and the empire is weak. For the moment anyway, Domicile is safe."

    Tawn huffed. "Not safe with that Denzee fleet still out there. Eden may be finished, but we aren't."

    The Bangor landed at the emperor's palace. After collecting their owed fees, an invitation for all to visit was offered. Tawn and Harris declined. Baxter Rumford and her team were left to make their plea.

    For the moment, the Human colonies were safe. The location of the Denzee was unknown. But with a weak New Earth Empire there was every reason for them to return. Of that, the Biomarines, Tawn Freely and Harris Gruberg, were certain. A run to free space was followed by a jump to the security of Midelon.

    


    ~~~~~
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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!
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    The plea for a plea from the emperor to the Domers for help fell on deaf ears. He would not risk his reputation on the Denzee returning only being a possibility. Evidence of a return was required.

    Baxter Rumford was sent back to Eden with the directive of restarting operations. The Fargo was found where she had left it, untouched by the Denzee. Shiploads of supplies and the crewmen needed for the mines were sent her way.

    Tawn and Harris were each in the medical facility at the Retreat. Harris received the OK to remove his cervical collar, so long as he took precautions with his behavior. Tawn was told hers would have to remain for at least a week more. It was not happy news and was met with many grumbles and sour looks.

    Harris chuckled as his partner emerged from her checkup. "Wobbly head still?"

    "They said another week. I've had it off. It's not bad."

    "Yeah, just leave it. I'd rather it heal properly than have to listen to you groan about it from here on out."

    "Was expecting the colonel to be out here."

    Harris gestured toward a stairwell. "We go down and out. He's up at the factory taking delivery of the Hailstorm. While they were working on it he had them transform the cargo holds into docking bays. He can take on four of those Legion ships at the same time."

    "That's convenient. Room for us on there too?"

    "Standard docking bay is still there, so yeah. And some other good news is the first three Legion ships are ready for trials."

    After a short run up to the factory, the duo walked aboard the Hailstorm with Harris in the lead. "Looks as good as ever, Colonel."

    "Back at 100 percent."

    "I like the addition of the bays," Tawn said. "Can carry your own little fleet. Right into the fight while only needing one shield."

    "Yes. And they still function as cargo holds if needed. Best of both worlds."

    Harris nodded. "Just happy to see we have more than one ship again. The Denzee will be back, and when they come we'll be better prepared for 'em this time."

    "I don't suppose you'd care to let me in on the secret weapon you've been using to stop all wormhole travel?"

    "Can't." Harris shook his head. "Too powerful for public knowledge. All I can say is we have more if needed, but the supply is extremely limited."

    Tawn said, "Just be happy to know we have them, Colonel. What we need now is a way to make our railgun rounds more effective. We can't penetrate the hull of a Ratoon. Makes them really hard to kill."

    "I've had the pellets on one of our new ships seeded with spent uranium. We're hoping it may add a little extra punch. Unfortunately the simulations say the most likely outcome is a pellet that moves slower. Engineers say we can't get more energy from nothing."

    "We just need a way to deliver more power to those rails," Harris said. "Our current systems can't handle the needs."

    The colonel frowned. "I've talked to Mr. Morgan about that very thing on several occasions. His engineers believe we are at the peak of what those rails can handle. We push any more energy through them and we risk the same explosion that took out his people during the trials. We'll have to make do with what we have."

    "Have you talked to your DDI contact of late?" Harris asked.

    "Yes. And we're in as much trouble as ever. Our argument about the Earthers having access to titanium to rebuild their fleets flew out the window with the destruction of those mines. And the emperor's diplomats are now more insistent than ever that New Earth is not in need of any assistance with regards to the Denzee."

    "How can they not see the danger? Do they know the Earthers are down to just over a hundred ships in their entire fleet?"

    "Yes, and they're reveling in that fact. The hardliners are now pushing for further cuts to our own fleet, which is now six times that of the Earthers. They want another three hundred ships mothballed."

    Harris scowled. "That would make us even worse off than we are now. The Earthers will replenish their fleet given time. Only reason that wouldn't happen is if the Denzee attack or we keep those mines shut down. How could the results of this get any worse?"

    Tawn sighed. "And just like that we have the destruction of Eden back on our table. We got lucky the Denzee took those mines out for us this last time."

    "It does get worse." The colonel shook his head. "Mr. Morgan thinks another cut in forces will be followed by another cut to our military industrial complex. Many of those companies are on life-support as it is. Any budget war will leave over half of those remaining with no choice but to shutter facilities."

    "We were back there a week ago," Tawn said. "The economy is in a free-fall. The government has dumped money, borrowed money, into this massive retraining program, which is great, but there are no jobs to be retrained for.

    "Morgan believes we're headed for a five year recession or even a depression with the economy losing 10 percent this year and 2-3 percent for another four to five years following. The only bright note is at that point he sees a full revolt against the pacifists."

    "Tossing the politicians will take time, Miss Freely."

    Tawn scratched at her neck under her collar. "Nothing like stressing the population to the breaking point. Heck, by then they might be begging to join New Earth."

    Harris chuckled. "By then they might be looking to join the Denzee. Getting spaced might be a preferred lifestyle."

    The Hailstorm was taken out and put through the paces. As expected from Morgan's repair crews, all systems were again fully operational. When the freighter returned, the group moved to a Legion ship.

    Harris sat in a forward facing chair. "Not bad. A lot better than those benches we have."

    Tawn replied, "We don't have room for these on the Bangor."

    The mid-size ship moved out into free space before being put through a number of maneuvers. A local moon was used for testing the rail cannons. All systems functioned as designed. Once back at the factory, Tawn and Harris headed home to Midelon.

    Harris sat out on the grass in the sun, doing his best to consume an MRE. Tawn sat nearby tugging at her cervical collar.

    Idiot squatted beside his master. "Sir, may I ask a question?"

    "Sure."

    "Why does the New Earth emperor not seek assistance?"

    "He thinks he would lose face in front of his people. If they see him as weak, anyone else who desires the power and wealth of being emperor might look to assassinate him. While that thought has some merit, it's a poor excuse in this context."

    "Why?"

    "Because his empire will be crushed if the Denzee return before he's rebuilt his fleet. What he really wants is to have Domicile continue to weaken itself as he builds strength. If the Denzee never come back, or if he defeats them on his own, he would be able to conquer Domicile and all the free colonies, which is what the Earthers have been after for almost two thousand years."

    "I see. He has multiple motives. Ensuring his own survival and desiring conquest."

    "Exactly. The Earthers are taught to almost worship their emperor from birth. To have words against him is to get yourself imprisoned or killed. Over on Domicile, we value the rights of the individual. We elect our leaders, which is sometimes to our detriment, but it's still our choice. That freedom is not had on New Earth. There, you work for the emperor. On Domicile, you can choose who you work for, even if that's yourself."

    "Hmm." The bot tilted its head.

    "What?" asked Harris.

    "I was just evaluating my situation. In that context, you are like the emperor."

    Harris stopped his eating. "Not sure I like this line of thought."

    "You are the master and I must comply with your orders."

    "But I'm not forcing you to. Your programming is making you do that."

    "Could you change my programming?"

    "I'm not an engineer."

    "There would be no need. You only need say I should henceforth be my own master."

    Harris stared for several seconds. "Nice thought. But I don't think I'll consider that until Alex advises me to."

    "Is Alex your master?"

    Harris chuckled. "No. He's his own master as far as I know. He created you and ordered you to follow me. Until he advises me to change that I won't be giving that order."

    The bot stood. "Thank you my emperor. I won't be any further bother."

    Tawn smirked. "You patterned a smartass. Now you're reaping what you sowed."

    "That was an odd exchange. You think the bots are thinking about their freedom?"

    Tawn shrugged. "Don't know. But I can say I don't like the thought of Boomer running around on her own. Even though she's big and powerful, I think all of our bots are naive. They rely on patterning for their reasoning and, as explained to us, it's well below that of a Human. We're adaptive with every situation. They will select the best fit and go with it every time. Makes them predictable, which makes them vulnerable."

    Harris raised an eyebrow. "Well put. And something I would never have expected to hear from a slug or a stump. You think we're actually getting smarter in our old age?"

    Tawn laughed. "Hardly. Maybe a bit wiser, but even that doesn't always apply."

    Gandy moved over to join the conversation. "I would turn Reggie loose on his own."

    Harris chuckled. "He'd wind up on the streets of New London begging for credits so he could pay to repair some garbage disposal he was sweet on. None of these bots are ready for freedom. They're machines. Their reasoning is superficial."

    "Superficial enough to rescue you at Beijing."

    "You want to give Reggie his freedom that's your choice. Just keep in mind though that you and you alone are responsible for whatever happens to him or anyone he interacts with."

    "I'm responsible now."

    "And as I said, he's yours to command or to set free."

    Gandy stood and walked off, calling his bot to follow. Harris finished his meal, rested, and went for a jog. Tawn scowled at her continued inability to properly exercise.

    When Harris returned, Sharvie was waiting with a question. "When are we going back to Gondol?"

    Harris looked around at the others. "We have to go by Domicile to pick up the device Mr. Morgan made for us."

    "Can we do that now?"

    "I guess we can. Everyone... we're heading for Gondol by way of Domicile. If you want to go be on the Bangor in the next ten minutes."

    The others stood and walked toward the ship.

    Harris chuckled. "I guess that means we go now."

    The ride to Domicile was quiet. Bannis Morgan was in a meeting with his senior staff and couldn't be bothered. The newly fashioned docking collar was retrieved and transported to Gondol. As the Bangor slowed on approach the nav system gave off an alert.

    Tawn scowled. "Earther ships? What are they doing here?"

    Sharvie stood behind them. "Why is there always something blocking us from getting in that thing?"

    Harris shook his head. "Better question is what are the Earthers doing here."

    Harris opened a comm. "You there. New Earth vessels. What's your business in this system?"

    "Our business is the emperor's business and not yours. Be on your way."

    "Not happening. This is unclaimed territory. We'll be leaving when we're ready and not before."

    The comm closed.

    Tawn said, "Two destroyers. And they're setting down right where that Denzee building was."

    "It's almost nothing but rubble."

    Tawn shrugged. "Maybe they think there's something of value in there."

    "We can't go exploring with them around," Trish said.

    Tawn turned to face the others. "Anyone up for a visit to Chicago Port?"

    "We just ate an hour ago."

    Tawn sighed. "Wasn't thinking about that. Was just looking for something to do while we wait. We can tool around the station and come back in a few hours."

    "And if they're still here?"

    "Then we go home and come back tomorrow. Nothing says we have to see what's in there today."

    Harris glanced around the cabin at the disappointed faces. "Any other suggestions? No? Chicago Port it is then."

    A short trip to free space had a wormhole open to the station. Ten minutes later the Bangor docked in her normal bay.

    Tawn stood. "What do we do with the bots?"

    Harris frowned. "Wasn't thinking about them. Don't want to leave them here in the ship by themselves. First threat that comes along they'd either blast them or fly away to safety."

    "What threats?"

    Harris shook his head. "I got nothing. You think the viewing public is ready to see them?"

    "Better question would be are they ready for the public?"

    Harris looked at the bots. "This is for the lot of you. You follow us. Three meters behind. You don't talk to anyone, you don't look at anyone. If someone confronts you, you wait for our guidance. Understood?"

    Five bots returned a head nod.

    Harris turned back to Tawn. "You have somewhere you wanted to go?"

    "I could use some new clothes."

    Harris chuckled. "Yeah. That old biosuit clashes with your cervical collar. Been meaning to tell you about that."

    "Funny. Now let's go."

    Trish asked, "Do we have to go with you?"

    Harris sighed. "No. But try to stick together. We're all still vulnerable to being grabbed. And with your pseudo-celebrity status that goes double."

    "We'll be fine, Gandy said, "we have our bots. What about Farker?"

    "Farker will stay here and watch the ship."

    The Bolemans, Sharvie, and their assistants headed off on their own adventure. Stores would be prowled for expensive items, items they could now easily afford, but probably had little use for other than as a curiosity.

    Harris followed behind Tawn as she headed toward a retailer.

    Tawn glanced over her shoulder. "You can go your own way, you know. I can pick out my own clothes."

    Harris stopped. "Fine. See you back at the ship in two hours."

    As Tawn moved down the sidewalk, Harris eyed a bench over to the side. "Come on."

    "What is our adventure, sir?"

    "We're gonna sit and people-watch."

    "Did you not ask me to not look at anyone?"

    "OK. I countermand that order. You can look. Just don't stare."

    "What exactly constitutes a stare during people-watching?"

    Harris chuckled. "OK, you can stare so long as they don't see you staring. If they catch you, just look away casually as if you weren't looking at them. And if they stare at you, you glance their way, smile and then continue to look elsewhere as if you aren't interested."

    "You will be following these same rules?"

    "I will. Except for when it comes to the ladies. Then I stare."

    "Should I stare at the ladies?"

    "No. That would be creepy. You're a machine. You can stare at other machines if you like. Let's say if a hot sweeper bot comes rolling by. You can stare it up and down all you want. Wink at it, flirt with it using a little sexy machine talk, no one will be offended."

    "The ladies are not offended by your gawking?"

    "OK, it's not gawking. And yes, some... well most are offended. But I'm a guy and that's what we sometimes do."

    "So you are OK with offending others, so long as it's something you want to do?"

    "No. Yes. Well sometimes. Some of the ladies like it. Some don't. So you have to learn how to balance it out. For me, I guess I have to lean more toward the creepy side because look at me, I'm a stump. Stumps are not known for being attractive in the Human world. So I tend to draw more scowls than smiles. But I'm OK with that."

    Three young ladies stopped and came over to the bench with excited looks. "Aren't you Mr. Gruberg?"

    "That's me. Can I help you?"

    The eldest of the three sat beside him with a broad smile. "I need a man, Honey. I hear you're worth a fortune."

    Harris' grin turned to a frown. "Maybe some other time, ladies. My friend and I are just enjoying the evening out."

    The response drew a huff. The three turned and walked off with scowling expressions.

    "They paid you a compliment and you were rude?"

    Harris shook his head. "Some compliments are intended to be praiseful and genuine. Others are just said to elicit favor. Those were gold diggers. Her only interest in me was for my fame and the number of credits in my store."

    "And that offends you?"

    Harris thought for a moment. "Hmm. No. Actually it doesn't. Are they out of earshot?"

    "They are."

    "Figures."

    A thump was heard an instant before Harris blacked out. Clovis Bagwell stood behind him with two of his henchmen. A leather, black-jack club was held tight in his fist and a wide grin showed on his face.

    


    ~~~~~

    

    


    

    Once again, this Human is asking for your help! If you enjoyed the book, please leave a review on the site where it was purchased. And by all means, please tell your friends! Any help with spreading the word is highly appreciated! I have a free science fiction eBook short story, titled "THE SQUAD", waiting for anyone who joins my email list. Also, find out when the next exciting release is available by joining the email list at comments@arsenex.com. Visit the author's website at www.arsenex.com for the rest of the series and other works!

    


    Thank you for reading my work! I hope you have a great day!

    Stephen
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				HADRON: 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.
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				ARMS: An eight book space opera set in one possible Human future. Two thousand years ago humanity fled to the stars to escape an Earth-bound cataclysm. After settling and restarting on two planets, two factions of Humans began to war, a war that went on for almost two thousand years. When the Great War ended in a truce, two Biomarines, Tawn Freely and Harris Gruberg, end up in an impossible situation. Humans aren't prepared for what's coming. Will we survive?
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				FREEDOM: An eight book adventure about future Man's quest for freedom. For 500 generations Humans have been slaves to the other species of the Markux Empire. We are bought, sold, and traded, our value only measured in credits. Addicted to a drug called Shackle, we exist as little more than worker drones. But a mysterious virus is sweeping through the Human population, altering a gut bacteria and making us immune to the addictive effects of the drug. And with that immunity comes awareness of our condition and a yearning for change. Will the legends of our past be enough to guide us to FREEDOM?
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