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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 full 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 workers 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 them 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?"

    Harris shook his head. "Can't. 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. The engineers are saying we shouldn't expect to get more energy from nothing."

    "We need a way to deliver more power to those rails," Harris said. "Our current systems can't provide it."

    "I've talked to Mr. Morgan about that very thing on several occasions. His engineers believe we're at the peak of what those rails can handle. We push any more energy through them and we risk the same explosions 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 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 the last time."

    The colonel shook his head. "It does get worse. 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 her 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."

    "We don't have room for these on the Bangor," said Tawn.

    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 speak 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 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 to 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 seeing what's down there?"

    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. 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 which they 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?" Idiot asked.

    "We're gonna sit and people-watch."

    "Didn't you 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 being on 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 mumbling to each other 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 said just 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."

    Harris heard a thump an instant before he blacked out. Clovis Bagwell stood behind him with two of his henchmen, leather, black-jack club held tight in his fist, a wide grin on his face.
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    Harris came to in his bunk on the Bangor.

    Idiot was standing over him. "I'm sorry, sir. You were assaulted. You took a blow to the back of your head before I could react. I must apologize for my lack of situational awareness. I believed Chicago Port Station to be a safe place."

    Harris gingerly felt the knot on the back of his head. "Let me guess, Clovis Bagwell and friends?"

    Idiot nodded as he walked from the bunkroom into the cabin. "Yes, sir."

    "I have to guess you chased them off and brought me here?"

    "Yes, sir." The bot returned with a bloodied towel, unwrapping its contents for Harris to see.

    "Tell me that's not a Human arm."

    "Lower arm, sir. It belongs to Mr. Bagwell. I grasped his wrist. He struggled and his friends attacked me. During the scuffle his arm was twisted off, separated at the elbow."

    Harris' gaze turned to a half smile, half scowl. "He is not going to be happy about that. What happened after?"

    "His friends escorted him from the premises. I brought you here. My scans show no internal damage to your cranium."

    "Yeah, I've been told you don't want a damaged cranium."

    Harris sat up on his bunk with a grimace. "Hmm. I can feel the blood pounding in that knot."

    "I believe rest to be the best course of action, sir."

    "Where are the others?"

    "They have been notified over the comm. I expect them back any time. If you'd like, I can play back the recording of the incident while you wait."

    "Sure, go ahead. Always wanted to see myself getting cracked on the head."

    "That is a strange desire, sir."

    Harris chuckled. "Was a joke. Nobody wants to see that."

    "I will not display it then. Should I destroy the recording?"

    Harris shook his head. "No. Play it please. Nobody wants to have it happen, but since it already has, might as well see it."

    "I see. One moment, sir."

    On a side view from Idiot's optics, Harris slumped forward on the bench. The view spun about, revealing a grinning Clovis Bagwell and his hired muscle. In an instant, the bot sprang up and over the back of the bench, latching onto the wrist of the assailant before another blow could be struck.

    Four large men attempted a response. Each was smashed in the face by Idiot’s free fist. Each fell to the floor, either semi-unconscious or stunned and delirious. The expression of Clovis Bagwell displayed terror and shock as his forearm was pressed against the bench-top, twisted, and torn from the rest of his arm.

    The first of his henchmen to rise assisted the seriously injured loan shark as Idiot hopped back over the bench. Harris was carefully lifted and carried back to the safety of his ship.

    "Wow, you seriously tore off his arm? Not that he wasn't deserving of it, but that's kind of harsh."

    "Did I go too far?"

    Harris chuckled. "And then some. Next time you get in an altercation with Humans, attempt to disable them without causing permanent damage. Our parts can't be replaced like yours. Human arms don't grow back, nor do any other parts for that matter."

    "Noted."

    Tawn stepped up into the cabin. "Bagwell got you?"

    "Whacked me on the back of the skull."

    "What's this?"

    Harris chuckled. "Clovis lost a forearm in the scuffle. I think Idiot brought it back as a trophy or something."

    "He lost an arm? How'd that happen?"

    Harris gestured toward the display. "Show her. But be warned, it's a grody scene."

    Trish watched with the others, turning away as the appendage was liberated from its owner. "Didn't need to see that."

    "I've already given instruction that the preferred disablement of Human attackers is to be non-permanent. Push them away, knock them down, knock them out, but please try not to dismember."

    Tawn turned. "I guess we won't be bothered by him again."

    "Wish that were true. Instead of a club to the head, we're more likely to get a plasma round to the back next time."

    "What were you doing on the bench?"

    "People-watching."

    Tawn smirked. "Ogling and gawking is more like it."

    "Some of that too."

    Idiot said, "He was approached by three young ladies who wanted to become familiar with him."

    "Familiar?" Tawn asked.

    Harris said, "They were looking for a sugar-daddy. I told them to beat it."

    "Doesn't sound like you."

    "Yeah, well, I guess I'm off my game. Wasn't thinking."

    "Or you're growing a conscience as you get older."

    Harris glanced up. "I already have a knot on my head. No need to keep beating on the injured guy."

    Tawn laughed. "Like that would bother you anyway."

    Harris gestured toward the bags the others carried. "What'd you score from the stores?"

    Gandy said, "I purchased some starship model holograms to put beside my bunk at Midelon."

    "OK, nerdy. Next?"

    Trish hoisted a heavy bag. "Just a few precision tools for tinkering."

    Harris glanced at Sharvie. "Toys for the cat?"

    "How'd you know?"

    "And, Miss Freely, I see you still have the same mismatched tunic."

    "Ordered four new ones. Are being tailored."

    "They don't have a 'portly' size in stock?"

    "They don't get a lot of slugs in their shop, so no, no 'portly.'"

    Sharvie asked, "Can we go back and check on Gondol?"

    "We've only been gone an hour. You people don't have more shopping to do?"

    Gandy sat. "Even though I'm loaded with credits, there's nothing I could buy that would top having Reggie. I mean, I've got my own intelligent robot. As piles of nerdiness goes, I'm at the top of the heap."

    Harris chuckled. "I guess we all are in that regard. Tawn, want to fly us to Gondol? I've got a bit of a headache going."

    "Sure."

    Twenty minutes of travel had the Bangor hovering in high-orbit over the remains of the Denzee building.

    Tawn said, "Earthers haven't moved. And it looks like they're settling in with earth-moving machinery. Sorry, Sharvie, we'll have to revisit this later. Doubt they'll stay long with that low oxygen atmosphere."

    "They have biosuits."

    "Which have to be resupplied periodically."

    Harris said, "Doubt that's an issue. We could go days or maybe even weeks down there. With that level of O, our suits could siphon whatever oxygen boost we would need."

    "Maybe."

    "As a suggestion, why don't we head to Domicile for a bit, take advantage of the downtime we have? You three could visit family while Tawn and I take some time to see Mr. Morgan."

    No objections were raised. Twenty minutes later the Bangor was settling on Domicile. Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie hopped out. Tawn piloted the Bangor to the headquarters building of Hosh-Morgan, where Bannis Morgan rode into the lobby on a mobility scooter.

    Harris chuckled as he approached. "Finally broke down and bought one?"

    "Had to. Was taking too long to walk between meetings. You here for something specific or just to make fun of me?"

    "Visiting," Tawn replied.

    "Come with me." Bannis turned his scooter, trucking off toward a building that had previously been used for manufacturing.

    Tawn and Harris, accompanied by their bots, walked behind at a brisk pace.

    "You're burning up the roads with that personal transport, huh?"

    "It gets me to where I need to be."

    "What are we heading out to see?"

    Bannis glanced over his shoulder with a smile. "A surprise."

    Harris looked past the speeding senior as they walked through a set of doors to an open area. "Wasn't this building coming up your satellite facility?"

    "It was. That manufacturing has been moved across town to another location. I now use this one for special projects."

    Double doors opened and the scooter powered through. The interior of the building was a hundred meters high. Industrial cranes and hoists cluttered views of the ceiling. Bannis pulled to a stop in front of a large steel container.

    "Maxi, open her up."

    Metal creaked and squealed as the container split, revealing a mold that had been poured earlier that morning.

    Harris said, "That a Banshee?"

    "It is. Lots of mill-work to be done. After that, we test for strength and rigidity. If the numbers play out, we should have a replacement hull for the Banshee that we can mill and fill with modern systems."

    "Can I assume they would be cheap to build?"

    "You could. Early estimates call for eight hundred thousand credits. Would only support a single railgun, but a hundred of these would be able to fight a hundred Ratoons and probably bring home a win."

    "I like the sound of that."

    "They'll be as fast as the Bangor and as hard to kill. And we're looking at producing a smaller, less expensive version of the Centurion shield to go with it. Production-wise, this one-piece hull takes a day to cure and three to four hours to mill. Assembly estimates are for another two days, requiring a crew of five assembler techs. I believe our original factory at the Retreat capable of turning out fifty, possibly even a hundred of these per day once fully converted."

    "Wow. Sounds like we'll be needing training simulators so we can staff enough pilots to man them."

    Tawn leaned forward. "Mr. Morgan, mind if I have a private word with my partner for a few seconds?"

    "Certainly, I'll be right over here with my engineers."

    "Harris, you know what I'm thinking?"

    "Lunch?"

    "No, you idiot. These bots standing behind us—we build our own pilots. Load up the same programming and memories and we have an already trained pilot with great reactions. We could attack without risking a single life."

    "Interesting. I like where you're going with this. Just not sure if we want an army of armed bots out there running around. If they get hacked, they get turned against us. Same issue if they suddenly decide we aren't worthy masters."

    Tawn nodded. "Concerns, certainly, but ones I think we can overcome. When we get back to Midelon, I say we try to build our first test pilot."

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "I'm not saying yes, but here's an interesting twist: what if we scrap the environmental system in the Banshee and just drop in the brain of one of these bots as the computer? Mr. Morgan?"

    "Yes?"

    "If we took this hull and we dropped one of these bots in there instead of the nav and systems computers, also negating the need to have an environmental system, how much could we cut off our production cost and time?"

    "You want one of these as the pilot?"

    "Just the brain. And they're capable. They've already flown the Bangor in combat a couple times. Don't let word of that out by the way."

    "I'd need the design specs if I'm to be building those."

    "Assume we would provide you the head of one of these."

    "Hmm… that would leave the power plant, propulsion, wormhole generator, and inertial dampening system. Those are all preassembled systems. It's possible we could cut costs by a third and halve our production times. Building those preassemblies would become our bottleneck."

    Harris nodded. "Can you mill a second hull to those specs? Just leave room to add something the size of one of their heads?"

    "I'll have my teams work that up. We planned to pour a second hull tomorrow. Day after sound good for a milled unit?"

    Harris chuckled. "Not sure we can meet that deadline. We'll have to head back to see exactly what we can do. In the meantime, keep doing what you're doing here. This is fantastic, and unexpected."

    A run was made back to Midelon. The group moved on to their individual business, leaving Harris, Idiot, and Farker on the Bangor.

    "Farker, open a comm to Alex, please."

    A holo-image appeared above the dog's back. "Welcome home, Harris."

    "Yeah, whatever. I have a few questions for you. You said we have full run of the robot lab, right?"

    "Yes."

    "Can I make a replica of Idiot's brain? With his memories? Powered from an external supply?"

    "The supply for each of the assistants is external. So the answer to your question would be yes. Yes you can."

    "OK. Tell me what I need to do to make that happen."

    "You have an assistant standing beside you who already possesses that knowledge. Perhaps you should ask for his help."

    "Idiot? Using the lab, how long would it take to manufacture what I just asked for?"

    "The carbon based processor is the long-lead component. The machinery in the lab is capable of manufacturing a unit in sixteen hours. Pattern, memory, and program migration are accomplished in seconds."

    "That's everything?"

    "You would need the interface circuits if you desire to connect the unit to any other device. Those require separate machines for manufacture, allowing their creation to happen in tandem. Bonding of those interface circuits to the processing unit requires just over two hours."

    "Alex, you have the design specs for a Banshee. Can you give me an optimum design where everything bio is removed from the ship, with this processor unit being installed as a controller for the generator, drive, and power system? If so, how long would it take to do?"

    "Point zero-zero-three-one seconds."

    Harris tilted his head. "Are you inferring you just did that?"

    "Yes. Would you like to see a holo-representation?"

    "I would."

    The image of Alex was replaced with a three-dimensional image of a Banshee.

    Harris pointed. "This still has a cockpit? What if we start with a solid hull and only mill out what's required to house the units in question? And let's assume it needs to fly and fight like the Bangor, only with the bot processor unit in control. Would still need dampeners, plasma inhibitors, and the like. Oh, and of course the railgun. I want this to be a hardcore fighting machine."

    "Please give me a moment to process a design with the new parameters."

    "Should be able to take a hit equal to what the Bangor can take. And the railgun should be equal to one of those on the Bangor as well."

    "May the size of the hull be reduced?"

    "Sure. The smaller the better. So long as it can be milled out and fitted with the parts while maintaining its integrity."

    "Very well. I have a new design. The exterior shape has been maintained, albeit approximately 38 percent smaller. Systems are based on those of the prior Banshee, with optimization given to final assembly. Initial simulations show a 5 percent improvement in survivability as compared to the Bangor. Drive speed is matched, rail power is matched. Cockpit is optimized for survival of the processing unit."

    Harris nodded. "How about a self-destruct? We can't let any of this tech fall into the hands of the Earthers or the Denzee. If damage prevents the ship from withdrawing on its own power, I'd like it to eliminate itself."

    "One moment... a self-destruct system has been added to the design."

    "Excellent. Please transfer that design to my comm. Idiot, come with me. We're building a processing unit."

    Tawn opened a comm. "We're busting open lunch here, if you're interested."

    "Give me ten minutes. Idiot's about to start building us a processor."

    Idiot replied, "Sir, I am capable of handling this task on my own, if you so desire. I was witness to the conversation you had with Alex."

    Harris stopped. "You can build the unit?"

    "May I have access to Alex for the design?"

    "Yes. But once this effort is complete I want you to scrub all memory of it from your systems. It's not information you need to carry with you."

    "Very well, sir. Enjoy your lunch."

    "I believe I will. Thanks."
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    When the meal was complete, Harris returned to the bot lab, with Tawn following behind.

    Tawn said, "Will be interesting to see how Idiot is doing."

    Harris nodded. "Curious about that myself."

    As they entered the room, Harris' android assistant turned from facing the processor bench. "Sir, the manufacturing is moving forward as expected. Fourteen hours, forty-eight minutes until complete. I suggest we run full diagnostics before applying my patterns, programming, and memories."

    "Sounds reasonable. Have you started work on the interface circuits?"

    "No need. We have a supply of those available. Remember when you asked that I make spare parts? The interface circuits were some of those parts."

    "Excellent. So in a little over fourteen hours, with some testing, we should have our first processing unit ready for integration into a new Banshee hull. This is exciting."

    Tawn chuckled. "Can't wait to see Gandy's reaction to this."

    "I say we don't mention it until the ship is finished and has been at least moderately tested. You know he's going to want one with a Reggie clone controlling it."

    Idiot raised a finger. "Sir, if I might say something. I believe it would be advantageous to have copies of each of the assistants flying these vessels. The diversity of our patterning might be advantageous during a fight. Boomer and I traded reasoning during our last fight with the Denzee. I believe that to have made a significant difference in the outcome."

    "Let's see how a single one of these fares before we start building an army. Speaking of that, how easily can this processor bench be replicated? I'm thinking we may eventually want fifty to a hundred of these running full-time."

    "This bench is unique. It will take time to replicate the molecular growth chamber. The archives for this facility suggest it took several years of experimentation and adjustment before the process was a full success, although, I would assume much of that testing would not be required during a replication. Because of this, I cannot offer a firm schedule for its manufacture."

    "Well, I think we'll be needing them. So get started on that process if you could. And if it would help to have all the bots in here working on it, we'll call them in."

    "Thank you for placing your confidence in me, sir. I will begin the replication process at once."

    Tawn shook her head. "How is it your bot has become so polite?"

    "I asked him to. His snarkiness was starting to grind on me."

    "You don't say?"

    "Might do you good to have Boomer do the same."

    Tawn chuckled. "She can't be nasty and intimidating and polite at the same time. Those three don't mix. You go ahead and keep your people-bot. I like mine the way she is."

    The other bots were brought into the lab. As they slaved away at the initial construction of a new processor bench, their Human counterparts moved on to their bunks for a solid night's sleep. As the Midelon sun rose in the morning, the group gathered in the supply hut for breakfast.

    Harris sat staring at his usual ribs and eggs MRE. "Can't believe I'm saying this, but I think I'm growing tired of my favorite meal."

    Tawn chuckled. "Six months ago you had me convinced that wasn't possible. What's changed?"

    "I'm down to a hundred fourteen kilos for one. Those runs have my energy up as well."

    Trish said, "That gut is finally receding on you. You look good. You should keep at it."

    Gandy added, "You've been a lot nicer lately too. Being porky made you mean."

    Harris chuckled. "Porky? I'd like to think of it as sturdy, stable." Harris glanced at his partner.

    "Don't look at me for a comment. I'm still about five kilos behind you."

    "It's just like anything else," Harris said. "Just a question of decision and determination. Set a goal and stick to it. And speaking of goals, I thought we'd ride out to Gondol again this morning. Maybe we get lucky and the Earthers are gone."

    Tawn shook her head. "Let's not waste our time. Farker, open a comm to Alex."

    An image of Alex appeared to float in front of the wall. "No need. I now have a permanent connection to this facility. Should you like to converse, simply pose any speech as if to me. And good morning to you all."

    Tawn said, "Can you do a scan of the Gondol system for us? We’d like to know if the Earthers are still there."

    "One moment... yes. And it would appear they have constructed a pair of semi-permanent buildings. I don't believe they are leaving anytime soon."

    Sharvie sighed. "Great. Any way we can convince them to go?"

    "Interesting," said Alex. "It would seem your prior engagements on Gondol have revealed a large deposit of titanium."

    Harris turned to face the display wall. "What? How?"

    "When the superweapon was fired into the mountainside, the ensuing landslide of molten rock uncovered the titanium ore. Not as substantial as the deposits on Eden, but readily available and in a much less harsh environment."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Great. Now we have two sets of mines to destroy."

    Sharvie crossed her arms. "Why do these things keep happening?"

    Tawn winced. "This is not a good development. That system is unclaimed. The Domer politicians won't hesitate to let them have it."

    Alex said, "The revealed deposit will provide enough ore to build fifty to a hundred warships. I will require deeper scans to offer a full analysis."

    Harris shook his head. "Looks like we're doing a run out to Gondol."

    "Probably wouldn't hurt to do the same at Eden," said Tawn.

    "Miss Freely," Alex said, "I can perform a scan of the Eden system if you like."

    "I thought that was risky. Aren't you still vulnerable to a hack?"

    "Yes, but much less so since Miss Withrow conducted her cyber-experiment with the assistants. Changes have been incorporated into my security protocols that should prevent an intrusion before I have sufficient warning that an attack is underway."

    "You sure you can handle it?"

    "Relatively sure, yes."

    Tawn chuckled. "That was a fuzzy answer. If you assigned a percentage to it, what would be your confidence level for preventing an intrusion?"

    "I would estimate that to be 76 percent."

    "OK. So still a big risk."

    "I would refer to it as a much reduced risk."

    Sharvie asked, "Alex, would it be possible to have one of the bots perform the scan? They're isolated, and should have the same security protocols as you. We can afford to lose one of them. We need you. You run this facility."

    "An excellent suggestion, Miss Withrow. Should I ask Emily for assistance?"

    Sharvie frowned. "I guess."

    "One moment... the scan is complete. There was no evidence of an attempted intrusion."

    Harris said, "Give us the status of what's going on at Eden."

    "A single scan was performed. Two more will be required to offer full coverage. I can offer status on Fireburg now if you like."

    "Do that while you take the other scans."

    "Very well. The area has been cleaned of debris. There doesn't appear to be any attempt to reconstruct the dome. There are several modular buildings going up in its place. There doesn't appear to be any mining activity going on at this time."

    Harris nodded. "Good. Give us that same status for the rest of the planet when you have it. Only break out the individual sites if there's something unusual going on."

    "The scans are complete. The remaining mines appear to be in various stages of cleanup."

    "No mining," said Tawn. "Let's hope it stays that way for at least a few months."

    "Alex," Harris commanded, "open a comm to the colonel at the Retreat."

    The colonel's image appeared on the display wall. "Gruberg, what can I help you with?"

    "Just checking in. I have status from Fireburg I thought you might like. They've cleaned up the place and are constructing new buildings, but it doesn't look like they're close to mining yet."

    "We've had patrols checking. We have the same intel."

    "There's more. We've been out to the Gondol system. The Earthers are setting up shop there on a previously unclaimed planet. It's a low oxygen world, but we've just become aware that it has a substantial titanium deposit that can be readily mined. I would expect the Earthers to lay claim to this system anytime now. If so, we'll have two sets of mines we have to destroy."

    "Not like it will make a difference. You attack either one and our current government will disown the lot of you. With the Denzee gone, they're preparing for a future that's ruled by peace."

    Harris shook his head. "Earthers don't have that same vision."

    Idiot walked into the supply hut. "Mr. Gruberg, the processor is ready. Diagnostics showed no anomalies. Would you like me to load the programs and memories?"

    "Sounds good. Can I assume you'll have some testing to do once that's complete?"

    "Yes, sir. Perhaps a half hour if all is well."

    "Excellent. Come get me when you're done."

    Harris turned back to face the display wall. "All reports from the factories looking good?"

    "This morning's updates implied that. We should have two new Legion ships tomorrow."

    "Fantastic, Colonel. We’ll be calling those into service once those mines are gearing up."

    The comm closed.

    "We may finally be turning the corner. Another couple weeks and we'll have a force to be reckoned with to take up against the Denzee or the Earthers."

    "Ten Legions and a dozen shields or more. I'm almost eager to take a force like that into battle. Alex, can you open a comm to Domicile? I'd like to talk to Mr. Morgan."

    An image of a groggy old man appeared. "This an emergency?"

    Harris shook his head. "No."

    "Then how about you don't comm me at 4AM. I need my beauty sleep, you know. All this handsome doesn't happen on its own."

    Harris chuckled. "My apologies. And for the record, you're funnier when you’re mad."

    "Two hours and I'll be up."

    The comm closed.

    Morning chatter filled the supply hut as they ate their breakfast MREs.

     Idiot came back into the room.

    "Sir, the processing unit is ready. Testing has confirmed a positive upload."

    "Is it ready to be moved?"

    "I took the initiative to construct a portable power unit. We will have four hours to reposition the processor before a charge or a new supply will be required."

    Harris stood, following his bot to the lab. "Interfaces hooked to anything?"

    An image appeared on a display wall. "Hello, sir. Active and ready for duty."

    "Have you been briefed on your mission?"

    "I have, sir. And I feel I am ready. Are we prepared to begin?"

    "Not just yet. We have to get you to Domicile, and we're not sure if we'll have a hull available to place you in."

    "We're moving fast on this," said Tawn. "You certain you want to turn a bot loose in its own fighter?"

    "The fighter requires fuel. Unless I'm mistaken, it will be reliant on Humans to refuel it. And it answers to me. And I would assume to Alex. Is that true?"

    Alex replied, "It is. You are first in command, followed by Tawn, Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie. I follow that chain, and each of the assistants follow after."

    "What about the colonel and Mr. Morgan?"

    "At what position should their command rank?"

    "Place both after Sharvie and before you. Should anything happen to us, the colonel and Mr. Morgan should be your next set of trusted Humans."

    "Those directives have been administered to each of the assistants, including this new processor."

    The new unit said, "Excuse me, sir. May I have a name assigned? It would be a preferred reference as opposed to the new processor."

    "Hmm. I'll have to think on that. Moron maybe?"

    Tawn sighed. "How about One? If we plan to build many of these, using enumerations might be a better option."

    Harris nodded. "OK. One it is."

    "Thank you, sir."

    "Idiot? How alike you is One?"

    "Programming and memories are identical up to ten minutes before the upload. From that point on, we are unique entities."

    "Good. I'd like One to wipe all memories of this lab and these procedures once we move out of this building. Is that understood?"

    "Yes, sir."

    "And, Idiot, you'll transfer any knowledge gained here today to Alex. Following that, once you leave this facility you too will scrub all recordings of the last day in this lab from your memories. Understood?"

    "I will fully comply."

    Harris held a generalized conversation with One for the next ninety minutes. At the end of that time, One was attached to the mobile power unit and carried out of the facility and into the supply hut.

    Gandy stood. "What is that? And are you finished with Reggie?"

    "We're heading to Domicile for a surprise. The bots are busy with a project and will remain here. You'll know what the surprise is when we arrive."

    Gandy stared at the unit in Harris' hands. "Is that a processor?"

    "You'll know when we get there. Here, you can carry it. Just be careful. It's not hardened against drops."

    As they made their way out to the Bangor, Trish followed her brother. "What do you think it's for?"

    "Might be giving it to Morgan to reproduce or something."

    The ride to Domicile was full of guesses. After landing at the Hosh-Morgan plant, the group walked through the main building and to the research facility.

    Bannis Morgan was waiting on his scooter. "Good. Come along. We've managed to mill the hull and load all the components. If the specs you sent me are correct, she'll be ready for a test in about three minutes."

    Gandy asked, "You're putting this in a ship?"

    Bannis waved his hand toward the first new ship of the fleet. "There we have it, the modified Banshee."

    Gandy stopped, his mouth open as he stared. "No way. What? Where'd this come from?"

    "It's a pour from the Denzee metal. We milled it out and installed the power and propulsion systems about an hour ago. They went in easy, which I like. This processor unit should drop right in."

    "Can I do it?"

    Bannis laughed. "Sure. It will only fit one way. Just ease her in. We'll switch power from your mobile unit to ship's power. After that, you can detach the supply and lift it out. A full tank of fuel, while at idle, should last several years. Of course you fly it around and you'll be burning it up. We cut 38 percent of the volume by eliminating the need to support a Human pilot. Makes her more efficient as well."

    Gandy gently lowered the unit into the tiny hardened cutout. A green light indicated power was coming from the ship. A latch loosed the mobile power pack and Gandy lifted it out. A hard door flipped shut and sealed, having an almost seamless fit.

    Bannis turned the group’s attention to the display on their left. "Now we see if any of this works. Each of those system indicators should switch to green as your unit takes control."

    Harris said, "We decided on a designation for the AI that inhabits that physical unit. We call it One. If we make another, it will be Two... and so forth."

    Bannis nodded. "Since these units can be dropped into any ship, I'd like to designate the pair as One One. Should work for any combination of AI and ship."

    "Sounds reasonable," said Harris. "Let’s just hope we start seeing some green."

    A comm request came in from One to Harris. "Sir, I'm currently being blocked from accessing the ship's systems. I've checked my interface connections. They all report proper diagnostic codes."

    Bannis looked over at his engineer. "Maxi, flip it."

    The engineer pressed a panel on the ship's hull. After popping open, a switch flipped and the panel closed.

    Bannis said, "You should have access, One."

    "Thank you, sir. The systems are now reporting."

    One by one the indicators on the display showed green. As the last designation glowed, One One lifted to a hover.

    Gandy grinned. "That is so cool."

    One said, "Sir, all systems have reported and are now integrated. What are your orders?"

    Bannis spoke into his comm. Twenty meters away, a large bay door opened to the bright sunshine outside.

    Harris waved his hand. "Take her out to free space. Run her through a series of maneuvers that will test her capabilities. Find a moon or a planet that's uninhabited, take a few practice shots with the railgun. Make a wormhole jump and then bring her back here and report."

    A rush of air knocked the group to the ground, pulling Bannis from his scooter. "What the…?"

    Harris chuckled as he pushed himself to his feet. "I guess we need to let it know to be careful when moving around Humans. I'll take the blame on this one."
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    Bannis was helped back onto his ride. "We have full tracking ability piped to the display. As you can see, barrel rolls are happening right now."

    Gandy's head swirled around. "That's insane, the speed at which it can roll. And look at those turn parameters. Is the dampener field different?"

    "Same as on all our ships," Bannis replied. "The parts making up the systems on her are solid. Where you and I can take ten gees, those systems and that processor can take hundreds. I would imagine it's pushing the limits to find out what it can really do."

    Twenty minutes later the One One returned, slipping into the facility through the open bay doors and coming to a stop with the slightest rush of air felt by the onlookers.

    "One One," said Harris, "give us your evaluation."

    "All systems functioned without error. Dampening forces have been logged and are set as a new baseline. Those will be adjusted upward as new test data becomes available when on the battlefield."

    Bannis looked over the data on the display. "I don't smile much—too crotchety in my old age—but this is something that makes me want to grin from ear to ear. We’re on the cusp of having a fleet of semi-autonomous ships that will rival anything we've ever seen. And they're cheap to produce. With a thousand of these you could rule both New Earth and Domicile."

    Harris said, "Would rather those two rule themselves, but tell me, how long will it take you to transfer this production to the factories at the Retreat? It may take us a while to make the processors needed for such a fleet. I'd like to have the hulls ready for when that happens."

    "I'll have my team work up the transfer plans. It's a simple design. I would imagine we could have several lines running out there before the end of the month. My next question is, what resources do you want to divert from building Legions?"

    Tawn asked, "Would the old or the new facility be best for making these?"

    "The new. It has a pair of smelters that would be needed to fill these molds. Then we convert at least part of the new factory to Banshees." Bannis reluctantly winced. "Well... truth be told, bringing those smelters online will take three-quarters of your floor space out there. The Legion lines will have to be reduced to two at most."

    "But we still have the other factory," said Harris.

    "That we do. We'll have to shut down those other lines when this equipment arrives. Any ships under production will have to move to the other lines."

    Harris nodded. "Won't affect us, having our first dozen Legions on the current schedule. I say we do this. You said you have a new design for a smaller Centurion shield too?"

    "I do. I would suggest we move all Legion production to the old factory and use the remaining capacity at the new place for Centurions of both sizes."

    "Let's make that happen, Mr. Morgan. I'll happily transfer all the credits you need to expedite the process."

    "I'll have a plan ready ASAP."

    Gandy walked around the smaller Banshee. "You've cut a few corners. She looks sleek and fast now. Modern. How many can we fit in the Hailstorm's docking bays?"

    One One said, "If the parameters for the bay can be delivered to my comm., I can answer that question."

    Harris replied, "I have that data. One moment."

    "Eight per bay."

    "So thirty-two total. Hard to imagine we could be flying up to a Ratoon with that kind of firepower."

    Gandy remarked. "And you only need the one shield in front of the Hailstorm to protect them all."

    Tawn shook her head. "Maybe the colonel was right in that we could use more of the freighters. Imagine the swarm of Banshees we could release from a half dozen of those."

    Harris turned to Bannis. "What are the chances of rebuilding a freighter line?"

    "You'll lose a third of your Legion production. That's on top of what we're cutting today."

    "Tawn? Your thoughts?"

    "Let’s get a dozen Legions in the bag first. After that we can reevaluate."

    "There you have it, Mr. Morgan. Looks like we have a plan. Hold up your account bracelet if you would."

    Harris pushed a half billion credits across.

    "Whoa. That's excessive."

    "Use what you need. You can give the unused ones back later if you feel so inclined."

    "Never was one to like holding other people’s money, Mr. Gruberg."

    "For the moment, just consider it our money."

    One One said, "Sir, there are dozen warships rapidly converging on this location. They are Domicile ships, sir."

    Harris pointed at the door. "Take yourself out. Evade those ships, do not fire on them. I repeat, do not fire on them. If you find you can't escape, then move to a safe area and self-destruct. Do not allow yourself to be captured."

    With another whoosh of air, the group found themselves again on the floor.

    Harris shook his head. "Gotta change that programming."

    The Biomarine activated the emergency retrieve button on his comm bracelet as he stood. "Gotta go, Mr. Morgan. We'll be in touch."

    The Bangor powered up, lifting up and over the headquarters building before settling on the concrete deck between the two structures.

    Harris pointed at the double doors. "We’d best be running."

    They boarded the ship and closed the hatch. The modified freight-shuttle turned into a fireball as it raced up through the Domicile sky.

    Tawn cinched her belt tight as the nav display showed the Domicile ships landing around the Hosh-Morgan complex. "What do you think that's all about?"

    "I'm guessing Mr. Morgan has a DDI mole in his ranks. Someone must have notified them of those test results. Too coincidental for anything else."

    "They would have seen that ship rocketing out to space and back."

    "Doubt they would care about something the size of a personal flyer, but they're here, so they care about something."

    Tawn said, "We have such a speed advantage. And we need to keep in mind the Earthers now have that too. They'll be able to run circles around Domer ships once those have been installed. Should we be giving the same advances to our own military?"

    "That's open for debate. At the moment I'd say no. The Earther threat is minimal right now. If that changes, we'll definitely have to consider it."

    "Uh oh," Tawn said. "I have a ship following us out. No identifiable signature."

    A comm request came in. "Mr. Gruberg, looks like I might be joining your team."

    "Mr. Morgan?"

    "Yes, sir. I'm in the other Banshee. Thought it not a good thing for the DDI to have. My engineers are busy dumping all our tech in the smelter. As a precaution for this very scenario, I had the assembly area organized for a quick cleanup. Unless something goes wrong, there won't be any physical evidence of this ship."

    "This puts you on the run from the DDI now."

    "Not necessarily. The planted story is this flyer belongs to an unknown client who was seeking work from our lab. My engineers and researchers don't know where he came from or where he's going. He was inquiring about upgrading his ship's power plant. And now he's gone."

    Harris chuckled. "You really think they'll buy that?"

    "Would an almost ninety-year-old man speeding out in an unsanctioned war fighter be a better story?"

    "I suppose not. So what's our plan from here?"

    "We head out to the factories. You can take the Banshee. I'll stay at the factory, where I have business."

    A run to free space was followed by a jump to the Retreat.

    Harris pulled the Bangor to a stop. Bannis Morgan pulled alongside. "That doesn't look good."

    "I was afraid of this, Mr. Gruberg. We were building warships, which is not exactly lawful. Actually, I'm surprised they've allowed it to go on this long. Even though the railgun installs are happening elsewhere, the purpose of those ships remains the same. Has to be twenty destroyers parked there."

    A general hail came over the comm. "This is Admiral Tonady of the Domicile Defense Force. You are hereby instructed to turn yourselves over for questioning."

    Harris replied, "Sorry, Admiral. We're free citizens. Until there's a warrant you have no cause for arrest."

    "You're correct, Mr. Gruberg. Only, a warrant was issued this morning. However, I've been instructed to not make use of that warrant should you cooperate with this inquiry. We aren't your enemy, but we are the sworn and authorized defenders of the free worlds. Construction of warships falls under the Bardis Act. With these factories you are in violation of that act."

    Bannis replied, "The Bardis Act? Never heard of it."

    "It was passed in the senate this morning and signed into law by the president. These factories are hereby seized for violations under that act."

    Bannis opened a private comm. "I think we've already lost this fight, Mr. Gruberg."

    Tawn said, "We have another ship incoming. It's the One One."

    "Sir? May I be of assistance?"

    Harris shook his head. "Not sure what you can offer, but thanks. Wish we could have pulled those Legion ships out before this happened."

    "Sir, those ships are parked nearby. Colonel Thomas and his crews are in command. The Hailstorm and four Legion ships are waiting in free space."

    "Can you take us to them?"

    "Transferring the coordinates now. Sir, what are my orders?"

    "Stick with us. For the moment we're going to talk to the colonel."

    "Mr. Gruberg," said the admiral, "I would advise you to heed my request. The president would prefer this be voluntary, but we will make use of force if called for."

    "No thanks, Admiral. I think this is where we part ways. Good luck with your inquiries."

    The group sped off, jumping through a wormhole to the coordinates provided.

    The colonel opened a comm. "We're in a mess, Mr. Gruberg. The DDF ships came through while we were out getting in some practice. Wasn't about to turn these over to them."

    "I don't see any of the Centurions. Are they back at the factory?"

    "Wasn't any need for them today, so we left them behind. I have to apologize for that. It was my decision."

    Harris said, "You couldn't have foreseen this."

    "I have about a hundred fifty crewmen out here with me. Is there enough housing on Midelon to support us all?"

    Tawn shook her head. "We have bunks for the five of us and enough food to last us six months. This crowd comes back and we can feed them for a couple weeks."

    Harris said, "Colonel, follow us to Midelon. We’ll leave the ships there. We can bring you back on shuttles. Does the DDI know you're flying these?"

    "Not to our knowledge."

    "Then we go with that and play it by ear after."

    "Any idea as to what brought this on?"

    Harris shrugged. "Don't know. Could be those factories, or it may have been these Banshees we just made. I doubt we'll find out anytime soon. Follow us out. Maybe we can get you back to the Retreat before they know you're gone."

    A wormhole was opened to Midelon and the ten ships passed through. The mini fleet followed the Bangor down to the surface. The colonel's crews stepped down to the ground, looking at the grassy fields surrounding them and commenting on the perfect temperature.

    Harris pointed at the shuttles. "Trish, Gandy, we need pilots. It will take you a couple trips to get them home to the Retreat. Try not to draw attention and you should be able to drop them without issue. Colonel, you have to be on the first shuttle. We need you home and safe."

    The crews were divided between the shuttles, with two trips planned. As the first loads left the ground, Bannis Morgan hobbled over to stand by Harris and Tawn.

    "Moving slow, Mr. Morgan," Tawn said.

    "Hips are gone. They served me good up until a few weeks ago. Doctors said they need replacing. I just didn't have the time to go through that."

    Harris said, "Wish I could help, but our medical abilities here are limited. We've been jumping to the Retreat for anything serious."

    A comm came in from One One: "Sir, do you have any further orders for me?"

    "Just put yourself in the idle state or whatever you want to call it. Might as well conserve fuel."

    "Yes, sir. Suspending operations now."

    The comm closed.

    Bannis said, "I would assume you have somewhere an old man can sit?"

    Harris waved. "Follow me. You eaten yet?"

    "Had a light breakfast."

    "Come on. I'll get you set up with a place to relax and get you something to eat."

    As they entered the supply hut, an image of Alex popped up on the wall. "I see we have guests today."

    Harris nodded. "We ran into a bit of trouble with the DDF. Trish and Gandy are taking the colonel's crews back as we speak."

    "Who's this?" Morgan asked.

    "Bannis Morgan, this is Alexander Gaerten. Or at least it was at one point. This is an AI constructed by Alexander Gaerten."

    "Welcome to Midelon, Mr. Morgan. I've heard much about you."

    "Hope you don't hold it against me. Anyway, good to meet you too. Now, is there a place I can sit?"

    Harris chuckled. "Over here. This chair is a favorite. Can I get you an MRE and a beverage?"

    "Sure."

    "What brings you to Midelon, Mr. Morgan?"

    "On the run from our misguided government. Just like these people."

    "I see. Will you be staying long?"

    "At the moment, I would say that's likely. Who was it you said you were?"

    "I am an artificial intelligence program created by and patterned after the esteemed Dr. Alexander Gaerten."

    "Gaerten. Never heard of him."

    "The doctor was one of the original colonists from Earth. As a chief scientist, he had access to this facility. May I call you Bannis?"

    Harris said, "Hold on, doesn't he have to answer a few thousand questions before you accept him as a friend?"

    "His status comes with your recommendation, does it not?"

    "Well... yes."

    "Then he is confirmed as a friend."

    Harris rubbed his forehead after handing an MRE to Bannis. "I guess after this we can take you into the facility and get you started. Very likely you'll be here for some time, and we'd very much value your input on what we have going here. You get annoyed when people ask you too many questions?"

    "I am at the moment."

    Harris chuckled. "Well, prepare to be pushed to your limits. First, let me tell you about this facility. It emits a boson field. There's an identical planet in Earther space. Neither one allows wormhole travel around them, but they're both required for us to be able to jump to where we can.

    "Our known space ends with the edge of the generated boson field. With our wormhole generators, we can jump anywhere in that space except for these two planets. We're only able to travel here because of our dog. Farker allows us access to this planet."

    "Interesting. And why was travel limited as it is?"

    Harris shrugged. "We don't know. This facility is run by the AI. We only have access to certain levels, and those levels have to be earned. There's a lot going on here we don't have a clue about. And yet at the same time we probably know more than most scientists and researchers back on Domicile. Such as, in this facility is an archive containing much of the history of Earth and how we got here. None of that have I ever seen on Domicile."

    "You have a history of Earth here?"

    "And it's extensive. All the way up to when we came through the wormholes to Domicile and New Earth. Fairly complete backgrounds of who we are and why there are two separate empires, the New Earth Empire and the Domicile free worlds. What we don't know is why we're being slow-rolled on full access to this facility. It's almost like we're getting a full psychological examination."

    Harris chuckled. "That AI probably knows more about us than we do."

    When the meal was finished, Harris assisted Bannis with the move, setting him in front of the table in the main room of the bunker.

    An image of Alex appeared above the table. "Hello, Bannis."

    "Hi, I guess."

    The AI went on to give the elder businessman the speech about the facility and why it was protected. Twenty minutes into the talk, the door to the next level opened.

    Alex gestured toward it. "Please, Bannis, make your way to level two. You will be seated in a simulator where various scenarios will be used to evaluate your temperament. Should you pass the tests put forth, you will be allowed access to the level beyond."

    Harris protested. "Twenty minutes? It took us days."

    "Yes, but I have a recommendation from a trusted source. Given your prior evaluations of his actions, and your recommendations, I felt the in-depth questioning of level one was not necessary. Is there an issue I am missing?"

    Harris sighed. "No. He's a good man."

    Five minutes later, the simulations for evaluating the decision making of Bannis Morgan were begun.
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    The simulator pod opened after fifteen minutes.

    Harris asked, "Something wrong?"

    "Nope. The AI told me I was through to level three."

    Harris growled. "That's not fair. It took us days to get through there."

    Bannis shook his head as he wobbled toward the door to the hall. "You're complaining to the wrong cat, Mr. Gruberg. I'm just a participant here. I'm not putting on this show."

    Another twenty minutes was spent at level three, the intelligence and wisdom of Bannis Morgan were determined to be without question.

    As Bannis sat in a room with a display, an image of Alex flashed in front of him. "Welcome to level four. Here you will be shown a history of Earth and how Humans came to be in this sector of the galaxy. Harris, you may want to go about anything else you have to do of importance. This will take much longer than the previous levels."

    Harris patted Bannis on the shoulder. "Give me a comm when you're done or ready for a break. I'll come to collect you."

    Harris walked the hall to the next level and then beyond, coming to a stop in the lab. The five bots were moving about, furthering their mission.

    Harris stopped behind Idiot. "What's our status?"

    "We are having difficulty replicating the precision of the original processor bench. The tools we have available are not adequate. Boomer and Emily are attempting to construct new ones, however. Five attempts have all ended in failure."

    Harris smirked. "Would have thought precision would be right down your alley, as they say."

    "As who say?"

    "People. It's just an expression. Means it's something you would be expected to be good at."

    "We are again dealing with molecular levels, similar to what we saw with the Denzee weapon."

    "You have those designs stored away?"

    "I do."

    "Scrub those from your memories when you’re done here. Same goes for the rest of you bots. All references to the Denzee superweapon should be removed from your memories. We don't need any of you getting captured and that info extracted. You don't need that info, so you shouldn't be carrying it around. Same goes for the specs on our ships. You don't need those to function. Having them is an unnecessary liability. Understood?"

    "Yes, sir. All references to designs of this facility, the Denzee weapon, and our ships, will be purged when we again leave this facility."

    "Good," Harris said. "How's the next processor unit coming along?"

    Idiot replied, "Almost finished. Which of us would you like it to be cloned from?"

    "For the time being, no one. We've had a bit of a setback with our ship production. It's been confiscated. So we don't have anywhere to put this next unit. But keep cranking them out. I'd like to have a stockpile ready if we figure out a use."

    Harris stopped for a moment, staring at the bots as they worked. "Alex, I have a question for you."

    "Yes, Harris?"

    "I have Bannis Morgan here. He's old. His hip joints are failing him. Would it be possible to make a set of leg braces that would function as assists for him to walk? Something lightweight and powered if possible?"

    "I have ample data on the Human form. However, for a best fit, would it be possible to bring Bannis to the scan room?"

    "You're the one in charge of access to the different levels, you tell me."

    "I see. I would like you to bring Bannis to the scan room, please."

    Harris chuckled. "Now you see what I've had to endure. I can't phrase things as a question and expect you to take action. Kind of a pain in the ass, isn't it?"

    "Literally no, as I do not have an ass, but I comprehend your meaning."

    "I'll bring him to the scan room." Harris turned and stopped. "If this works, we might make it into a business back on Domicile. An assisting unit would have to be preferred over those scooters."

    "May I ask what malady impairs Bannis?"

    "He's old. When Humans get old, our bodies deteriorate. Senescence or some nonsense like that. We get bone spurs or our joints swell. It can be a complicated mess."

    "I see. I do have a complete archive of the medical procedures performed on Domicile. Perhaps a hip replacement is in order?"

    Harris winced. "You ever operated on a Human?"

    "No."

    "Exactly. I doubt he would trust you and one of these bots to work him over."

    "Our knowledge of the process is complete. And our movements during an operation would be highly precise. Most Human hospitals use robotic operations on their patients. I fail to see why trust would be an issue. I am also completely confident in my ability to diagnose the problem and to supervise the necessary treatment."

    Harris held up a hand as he chuckled. "OK, sorry. Didn't mean to offend you. I'll bring Mr. Morgan to the scan room. You can perform whatever diagnostic on him he agrees to."

    Harris escorted Bannis through the door to the level five room. An image of Alex appeared on a near wall.

    Harris pointed. "Stand over there on that disc."

    "What's this about?"

    "Alex is performing a full body scan on you. Hold your arms out to your sides. He'll work up a diagnostic of your hip ailments and recommend a solution. At the moment, that would be a set of lightweight, powered braces so you could walk around without such a struggle."

    Bannis held his arms out to the sides. "Like this?"

    Harris nodded. "Just like that. One sec..."

    "The scan is complete," said Alex. "Would you care to hear my evaluation?"

    "Sure."

    "You have an imbalance in your immune system. This is causing antibodies in your bloodstream to attach to the linings of your joints. The tissues surrounding the linings inflame, reducing movement while inflicting discomfort. This is of particular issue and related to a condition known as rheumatoid arthritis.

    "Tell me something I don't know."

    "If you would like, I can inject a serum directly into the superficial circumflex iliac artery that will cause the antibodies to release. This will provide temporary relief while I evaluate a permanent treatment for your condition."

    Harris said, "You already have the knowledge from the archives. Why not give him a permanent solution right now?"

    "The Human body, according to the data I have, can sometimes be unpredictable in its reaction to treatment. I would like to perform another scan once the injection has had twenty-four hours to work before making any further decisions on a course of action."

    Bannis smiled. "I like him. This injection procedure, what kind of pain can I expect from it?"

    "You will be immobilized during the procedure, which will last approximately forty-three seconds. Using live scan data, my physical assistant should be able to avoid the critical nerve endings surrounding the target area. An ultrathin needle will be used, which is why the forty-three seconds is required for serum delivery."

    "Pain?"

    "Should be no more than a pinch."

    Harris chuckled. "Always just a pinch. Same thing they tell you right before they cut your leg off."

    Bannis gave a single nod. "I like the diagnosis and the initial treatment. When can we do this?"

    "Allow several minutes for the serum. Please remain here."

    The image of Alex faded.

    Harris shook his head. "Very trusting of you."

    "Look at this place. Two thousand years old and yet still advanced in many ways. It has certainly done well for you and the others. Trust in your AI is the least of my worries."

    "Have you ever heard of this treatment?"

    "No. Been through a half dozen others. Nothing like this. Makes sense though. You can't sneeze on Domicile without some government agency getting involved, telling you what you can and can't have as treatment. I know the intent is to keep crackpots from exploiting those in need, but the reality is viable options are often made unavailable."

    "Wouldn't have pegged you as the type to go this route."

    "Mr. Gruberg, I'm old. This body is in decay. My only option now is to slow that decay. There's no magic bullet that will stop it. Ten years ago I'd have told your AI to stuff it. If it wasn't approved I would have nothing of it. Now, I'll take what treatment I can get."

    Several minutes later, Boomer walked into the room, with Idiot close behind.

    Boomer said, "Please stand on the disc."

    Bannis complied, and the large bot stepped forward, wrapping one arm around the old man while securely positioning itself on the floor. Idiot moved up next, revealing a syringe with a long thin needle. The glow of a scan beam began to show.

    Idiot said, "Please remain still."

    Bannis replied, "Couldn't move if I wanted to."

    Without removing any of his clothes, the bot named Idiot slowly inserted the needle into Bannis Morgan's hip.

    Bannis smirked. "There's the pinch. Not bad."

    Just over forty seconds later the needle was removed.

    The image of Alex said, "Over the next twenty-four hours you should feel an improvement in that joint. We'll refrain from doing the other hip until we are assured of positive results."

    Boomer released the senior.

    "Wasn't bad at all."

    Bannis attempted to walk, but was met with a joint that locked up. "What's happening?"

    Alex replied, "The joint will temporarily be immobilized."

    "Why didn't you mention this before?"

    "Were you not already restricted in your movements?"

    "Yeah, but not like this. How long should I expect it to be this way?"

    "Every Human body will react differently. If you are looking for an estimate, I would place a guess at anywhere from two hours to the full day."

    Bannis scowled. "Hmm. So my choices for the next twenty-four hours are to stand or lie down?"

    "If you would like, I can have the assistants fashion a standing bench that will allow you to lie back in comfort while you review Earth's history."

    "Sure. Why not. Not like I'm going anywhere anyway."

    Two hours into the continued lessons, the joint began to loosen. Two hours after that, Bannis Morgan hobbled out of the bunker, joining the others in the supply hut.

    Harris asked, "Freed up?"

    "Yeah. And it is feeling better. Other than from stiffness, there was very little discomfort associated with the process. I'd like to ask that we go ahead and do the other hip if possible. Would rather do this sooner than later."

    Alex appeared on the display wall. "I would advise against that until we have definitive results. Our goal is to improve the quality of your life permanently, and not to pay a heavy price later for a short time of relief today."

    "Understood."

    Alex continued: "I do have news from Domicile. Scanning the news channels has revealed a concerted government effort to seize all Hosh-Morgan properties."

    Bannis growled. "My enemies in the senate finally got their way. Any word about Telemunde Industries or Ferrier Corp?"

    "Both have been mentioned to be under heavy scrutiny."

    "The pacifists are cleaning house," Bannis sighed. "If you aren't in their circle of friends, you'll be getting harassed or closed down. In six months that planet won't have the ability to develop and field a decent warship. Best they'll be able to manage is building a fleet of daisy haulers."

    Harris shook his head. "In six months we'd have had a fleet that could take the Denzee on. Losing those factories at the Retreat has us finished."

    "We should build our own here on Midelon," Gandy said. "No one can touch us here."

    Harris chuckled. "Sure. We'll have those up and running in a couple days."

    Bannis handed a data store to Harris. "This contains the complete data on the new Banshee. Could your AI determine what it would take to build one of those here?"

    "We do have five robotic laborers who would be willing to build whatever we ask them to," Gandy said.

    "They can't even replicate the processor bench we have there in the lab. How are they gonna build the tools we need to construct a Banshee?"

    Alex nodded toward the storage device. "Allow me to evaluate the data in question. I will gladly give an estimate of our ability to produce that vessel."

    Harris gestured. "Open a channel to his data store. Let’s see what he's got."

    Harris glanced over at the stacks of MREs. "In six months we'll have another issue. How are we gonna feed ourselves?"

    Trish, having listened to the conversation, raised her hand, and said, "We can still trade with the truce worlds. They're free to trade with whoever they want."

    Harris held up his wrist. "And what are we gonna trade? Hold up your credit store."

    Trish complied. "You getting anything?"

    "Should I be?"

    "I just initiated a thousand-credit transfer. Before we jumped out of there, our accounts were frozen."

    "My store still has my credit amount."

    "But you don't have access to it. We try to buy anything and we'll get laughed at."

    "How's this possible? We aren't in Domicile space."

    Sharvie said, "The credit system works on its own separate comm frequency. Our bracelets have been frozen just from being in contact with Mr. Morgan. Let me contact my team. I'll see if there's a way around it."

    Alex said, "The tooling required to construct a Banshee will take forty-two days to create. I've generated a list of items that will have to be brought to this facility, including the raw materials for fabricating a pourable flow of Denzee armor."

    Harris winced. "Six weeks? Doesn't sound promising."

    Tawn smirked. "You busy with something else right now?"

    "No."

    "Then stop complaining. Alex, you've done scans in the truce worlds. Tell us where our best chances are for picking up the items we need."

    Seconds later, a list of four colonies appeared. "Most of the items may be acquired from these locations. The remaining parts will have to come from Domicile. Either directly so, or through an order from one of these planets. However, there is a third alternative. The Earthers have access to all the materials on the list. Perhaps a trade can be arranged with them?"

    Harris turned to Tawn. "You think Bax could work that for us?"

    Tawn snorted out a laugh. "And why would she do that? So we can build ships to destroy her mines?"

    "We just saved her life from the Denzee."

    "She would argue that we endangered it with our interference. Regardless, we have nothing to trade for it."

    "The emperor still owes us money. Alex, if we build the tools you're speaking of, how long for us to then build a Banshee, and what raw materials will be required for us to do so?"

    "Given our capabilities, a fair estimate would be three weeks."

    "Hmm. Doesn't give us much of a fleet anytime soon, does it."

    "I'm afraid not."

    Gandy piped up: "Can't we use the bots to build more bots like we were talking about? Would having a hundred or five hundred robotic workers make the production happen faster?"

    Alex replied, "One moment... yes. Given our current resources, twenty-six new assistants could be made available by the time the Banshee construction would begin. The time required would be reduced to four days for the initial unit. Should this methodology prove successful, new assistants could be added as we move forward."

    "Just sounds crazy to me," Harris said. "When do we start?"

    "Would you have those resources diverted from constructing a new processor bench in the lab?"

    "What would the result be if we left one bot working on it?"

    "One moment... twenty-three assistants added to the pool of workers. The initial construction time for the Banshee would be pushed back by four hours."

    Harris nodded. "I'd like a second bench available if possible. Let’s go with that."

    "The orders have been given."

    Harris looked around the room. "Anyone up for a run out to Eden? You'll be staying on the ship with Farker while I go in to talk."

    Tawn replied, "You know I'm in, but I'm not staying on the ship."

    "I thought you might do better taking a shuttle to the truce worlds. Tell you what, we have enough people now for three teams of two. I'll take Mr. Morgan. The rest of you split up and take those shuttles out to gather whatever we have on that list."

    "How are we supposed to pay for it?" Gandy asked.

    "Use your imagination. Figure out something you can trade that they need. We have a good stockpile of plasma rifles. Maybe take a few of those."

    Farker said, "Sir, I can watch the ship. Would it not be more beneficial for Mr. Morgan to continue his studies of Earth?"

    "Sure. But I still want someone extra. Alex, can you have Idiot come out here?"

    "I can."

    Harris chuckled. "Well, please do, then. When we return he can be our processor bench guy. The rest can get started on creating more bots."

    Minutes later, the Bangor moved up through the Midelon atmosphere as a fireball.
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    Harris walked the halls of the new Fireburg mine building, turning into Bax's new office. "Not bad. Better than the empty room you were using before."

    "This was supposed to be a psychiatrist's office. You wouldn't think it, but the Earthers have a high number of mental breakdowns. Nothing out of control, but a lot. I suppose you're here about being paid?"

    "First I'd like to ask whether or not you could acquire the things on this list for me."

    The data was transferred. "Heard about your factories at the Retreat. What a waste of all that technology. Don't suppose you'd be willing to part with the railgun tech for any of this?"

    "Just the credits we have due to us. My commitment to protecting Domicile hasn't changed."

    Bax shook her head. "They just stabbed you in the back and you just keep walking."

    "If you remember, you stabbed us in the back several times, and I'm sitting here talking to you."

    "Good point. Mind telling me what this material is for? I already know, but I want you to say it."

    "We want to at least be able to repair the ships we have. If it turns into making more, then so be it. What's unfortunate about our losses at the Retreat is the loss of laborers. There's only six of us on Midelon."

    "Six? You have Morgan?"

    "Couldn't leave him behind."

    "He behind this desire to build ships at Midelon?"

    Harris shook his head. "This is our own doing. Hoping he can contribute though. He used to be our resource guy. Now I have to come begging to you."

    Bax leaned back in her chair. "Hmm. Haven't been in this position in a while. Mind if I bask in the glory of it for a few minutes?"

    "Just tell me if you can do this or not."

    "Relax. I can get all these things. Only, what's the payout for me?"

    "How about a quarter of those credits we're owed?"

    Bax looked up at the ceiling in thought. "Hmm. Would add nicely to my holdings. I tell you what, how about the plans for one of those domes instead? You left one here. The Earthers were too busy to analyze it to see if they wanted to make any of their own. For whatever reason, they seem happy with these box buildings."

    Harris slowly nodded. "I could probably get those for you. Not a strategic design or anything."

    "It's nice when you’re stuck on a dump like this to have a big open environment to work from. This psychiatrist office... we didn't need it with the dome. I'm already seeing issues with this new place. You provide those designs and I'll provide the materials on this list."

    "Really? All of them?"

    "Looks like things I might order anyway. So no one will question my use for them. So yeah, everything on the list. We have a deal?"

    "Would you be willing to wait until the material transfer is complete to take possession of the designs?"

    Bax rolled her eyes. "Sure."

    "How long before you have those items?"

    "Give me five days and I'll have a freighter here with the whole list."

    Harris nodded. "You just made my day."

    "Not something I ever expected to hear from Harris Gruberg. Where's the slug today? You two are usually chumming it up."

    "Other business. We have a lot on our plate right now."

    Bax gestured toward the walls surrounding them. "Tell me about it. I've got all these mines to get up and running. And by the way, If you weren't aware, I've been given control over the shipyards at New Earth. Those tech advances you gave us, they're being implemented fleet-wide as we speak. If the Denzee return, we'll be a better match for them next time."

    "Let's hope that day is a long way off. Although, Domicile will probably be even less prepared by that time."

    "I've heard. With this grab of Morgan's assets they're also pushing to cut the existing fleet in half. The emperor is almost giddy over that development. I'm certain that's why he gave me the factories at New Earth. He's looking to accelerate things."

    "When do you expect to be producing here again?"

    "You know I can't give you that information."

    "Was worth a shot asking. Anyway, I'll be back in five days to collect the materials. I'll have the dome plans with me."

    Bax stood. "I'll be here, Mr. Gruberg."

    "Call me Harris."

    "I guess you've earned that, Harris. Will see you then."

    The stump walked into the hall with a smile. Twenty-five minutes later, he was settling on the grass at the bunker. Five hours passed before the others returned.

    Tawn walked into the supply hut, with Gandy right behind. "Only managed a couple items. No one was interested in a plasma rifle, which I don't understand."

    Trish and Sharvie were next. "Six out the sixteen things we wanted. Not bad for our first time out."

    "Anything from Bax?" Tawn asked.

    "Everything on the list. She says it will be at Fireburg in five days."

    "How'd you manage that?"

    "I'll be trading the dome design for it. She hates their buildings. Don't care if they want to build a thousand of those domes. They're of no significant strategic importance. More of a convenience than anything."

    "You think she'll come through on this deal?"

    "I do. And I picked up these extra tidbits. She knows our factories were seized. And she's been put in charge of the shipyards at New Earth by the emperor. They're upgrading the entire fleet to the tech we gave them."

    "As expected. Surprised she didn't tell you to go pound sand on this trade. She has to know we want to build ships with this stuff."

    "She knows it, but I think it goes right along with her playing both sides of this fight. She'll keep straddling that border fence as long as she can."

    Bannis came into the room. "Fascinating history we have."

    "How far along are you?"

    "The black death. They say it may have wiped out a third of Earth's people."

    Gandy said, "Took three hundred years to catch back up to where the population was."

    Tawn nodded. "By far the biggest population reduction event in our history. Unless you include the destruction of Earth itself, which we really don't know if that happened or not. Lots of wars and catastrophes in between, but nothing like that plague."

    Harris chuckled. "Look at all the historians we suddenly have. How'd your hunting go?"

    "Good, actually. We have most of the items listed lined up. A couple runs back to the truce worlds and we should have it all. It’ll take at least a week to collect it though."

    "As expected."

    Sharvie asked, "Any chance we can check on Gondol?"

    "Alex?" Harris turned to face the display wall. "We still have Earther ships there?"

    "One moment... yes. It would appear their ships are in the same position as before. One item of note, we were concerned about the deposit of titanium ore that was revealed by the Denzee. The Earthers do not seem to be interested, which leads me to believe they are not aware of its existence."

    Tawn shook her head. "They probably have orders to investigate the Denzee buildings, and aren't willing to stray from that task."

    "Let's hope."

    Trish asked, "So what's next?"

    Harris said, "First we eat. Then we head back to the truce colonies and see if we can acquire the remaining items on the list. Alex, can you rescan for where we might find the remaining parts?"

    "I can."

    Harris sighed. "Please do so."

    "Beginning scans now."

    Harris turned to face Tawn. "I know he does that just to irritate me."

    "Maybe I should start."

    Harris chuckled. "Please don't, that would drive me insane. Find some other way to be a pain. Just please don't do that."

    Harris opened an MRE, dividing it in half. "I feel like I'm starving myself to death."

    "Lose any more?"

    "Down to one-thirteen. And I managed a twenty minute run without passing out at the end the other day."

    "Sounds like you're on your way." Tawn took the other half of his MRE.

    "You lost any?"

    "A couple. Haven't focused on the eating side of the equation yet. Was hoping my exercise would be enough. It's not. My metabolism has slowed from those youthful days. Too easy to pack it on now."

    Harris nibbled on a bogler rib.

    Tawn chuckled. "You're eating that like a regular teenage girl. In fact, Trish isn't that timid with her food."

    "Just trying to slow down so I can savor it. I can tell you here and now though, it's not working. My gut is telling me to shred the meat on that bone without mercy."

    Tawn smirked. "Same here."

    "I did manage twenty-eight vertical push-ups yesterday."

    "All at once or over the course of the day?"

    Harris smiled. "At once. Was kind of surprised I was able. My goal is to get that back up to a hundred like the old days. And believe me when I say every kilo I lose helps. I can feel the extra weight bearing down."

    "We used to have to do a hundred a day. Could choose any combination just so it totaled to a hundred by day's end. I used to do forty, thirty, twenty, and ten. Gives you that nice fat neck they like to see on a slug or stump."

    "I do miss some of those days where all you had to think about was what someone told you to do. Now all we do is think for ourselves. It's exhausting."

    Tawn shook her head. "Every time I think I have you nailed down you say something like that. You're consistently inconsistent. You're a fierce fighter and defender, and then you befriend the pacifists at Eden. And now you're saying you'd prefer to take orders. Neither of those I would have predicted from you in a million years."

    "It's all part of my grand plan to keep you off balance."

    "I'd say it's more like the inner Harris Gruberg trying to get out after being confined in there by the Biomarines and their regimented training routines. They shoved our beliefs into us starting from day one."

    "That they did, but there's not much we learned I disagree with. So it either worked or it was the right thing to learn to begin with."

    A comm came in from Idiot. "Sir, I believe I have the processor bench working. We won't know for certain for another sixteen hours, but initial testing looks promising."

    Harris nodded. "Good work, Idiot. Now get your butt over there and start helping the others. What are they working on at the moment?"

    "They appear to all be in hibernation mode, sir."

    Harris quickly stripped the remaining meat from his ribs and jammed it into his mouth. He mumbled as he stood. "Be right over."

    Several chews were followed by a swig from a beverage and a hard swallow. Tawn and the others followed close behind, with Bannis Morgan bringing up the far rear.

    Harris hopped off the last step of the stairwell and hurried into the lab. "How long have they been that way?"

    An image of Alex appeared on the wall. "Each has an error code reporting in a monitor subroutine. I'll have to investigate."

    "Well, do it fast. We need them all working on this project. It's already gonna take too long."

    "I am aware of the time constraints, Harris. Please be patient and know that I am doing all I can to identify the issue."

    Bannis came over the comm.: "The door to that level shut in my face. What am I missing?"

    Gandy replied, "The bots are all offline, except Idiot. He seems to be fine."

    Harris shook his head as he looked back at the others. "We aren't building anything without that labor."

    Alex returned. "It would seem there is a flaw in the makeup of their artificial brains."

    "What happened?"

    "I have yet to identify it. It's possibly a recent failure, although it could be either a design flaw or a manufacturing defect that has only now come to light."

    "Great, yeah. So you don't know any more than I do. How do we fix it?"

    "Please, Harris. Show some patience."

    Tawn chuckled.

    "It's really not that funny."

    "No, but the AI telling you to shut-it is."

    "Hmm," Alex said, "the flaw appears to be permanent. I've attempted a number of workarounds, but the psuedo-circuits in question are in a critical path. It's possible we've lost all four assistants."

    Gandy stepped forward. "What? No!"

    "The failure path is critical to memory encryption and decryption. If the error proves out as it initially appears, their memories may have been wiped."

    Idiot shut down.

    Harris said, "Tell me that didn't just happen."

    "One moment..." said Alex. "I am sorry. The same error code is being reported. It seems our processor bench may be defective. Give me a moment to analyze... yes. There is a flaw. The alignment of a single row of molecular growth is off by the slightest amount. A flaw in the testing routine failed to identify this. It was only a matter of time before each unit failed."

    "How do we get them back?" asked Gandy.

    "I'm afraid we don't. Each unit was unique due to the patterns they had learned and adopted."

    Tawn winced. "Tell me we don't have to start over."

    "I do not have an alternative at this moment. It seems that Harris' assistant in the Banshee is the only unit that is active and viable."

    Harris held up a hand to shush the others. "Can you copy One while he's functioning? He was built on this same bench."

    "I can. One moment... a complete copy of One is now in my archives."

    Harris took a seat in a chair. "This is a catastrophe. First the factories are taken, and now we lose our bots."

    "Hmm," Alex said, "I've just performed an analysis of the second bench. The flaw does not appear in the programming. I believe that may be the problem Idiot finally resolved. I've just made the adjustment to the programming for the first bench. Future builds of processors should not have the issue causing this failure."

    Gandy asked, "So how do I get Reggie back?"

    The AI was silent for several seconds. "The original Reggie is gone. Unrecoverable. But I do have recordings of your interactions with the assistant while in training with you inside this facility. I may be able to strip the patterning from One, apply the analyzed results of those recordings, and do a best-fit to override One's original patterns where possible. Each of the assistants will be different than before, but those differences may be subtle or not identifiable at all."

    Harris said, "What about One?"

    "One can retain a complete copy that I now have on file. He will be every bit the Idiot you have come to know. I have the recordings from his recent days in this lab that I can apply to his patterning."

    Tawn scowled. "So basically a regrown Boomer will have a bit of Idiot in her?"

    "That would be an accurate statement."

    Harris chuckled. "Well, I guess it's not so bad, then. Your bots were all lacking that extra bit of flair that made them tolerable. Maybe now they'll be able to function in the real world."

    "Boomer was perfect the way she was."

    "So was Emily," said Sharvie.

    Harris sighed. "So the processor currently under construction on the new bench shouldn't have this issue?"

    "It should not. However, the bench itself is not complete. I might suggest you move One into the android body of Idiot. In that way the work may be completed in a timely manner and new host processors constructed."

    Harris looked at Gandy. "You know where the mobile power pack is? If so, can you bring the processor unit in so we can fit it to Idiot?"

    "I'll be right back."

    Harris walked over to his slumped-over bot. "Trish? You know how to remove the old processor?"

    "I do. I mean I can figure it out. Should just snap out of there, right?"

    Alex replied, "That is correct. Depress the button at the base of the skull. This should allow it to rotate to the open position. Removal merely requires a twist followed by a pull. The new unit may be installed in the reverse manner. Take care to leave the power unit connected until the active light on the unit glows green. From there, remove the mobile power unit and close the skull. The assistant will boot up and activate on its own."
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    Trish followed the instructions as given. The failed unit was set on a nearby table as Gandy entered the lab.

    Gandy said, "One kept questioning me as to what was happening. For a moment I was wondering if he was going to dump me off the wing and fly away."

    Trish held out her hand. "Here, let me do it."

    The processor unit was handed off. Seconds later, the skull of Idiot was snapping shut. Trish stepped back as the android came online. Each of the parts making up its body made a slight movement.

    One said, "Interesting. Please allow me a few moments for orientation. My movement patterning is currently aligned with the Banshee host vessel."

    Alex said, "One, please transfer your system controls to my comm. I have updates you require for proper function."

    The bot's head tilted down as control moved to the AI of Alexander Gaerten.

    "Please be patient while the patterns and memories are updated with the facility recordings of the last several days."

    Thirty seconds later, the bot raised its head. "May I continue my work on the processor bench, sir?"

    Harris nodded. "Please do. The first unit coming out of there will probably be yours."

    Alex said, "I've cloned the memories and patterns of One and applied the recordings from each of your interactions. An archived memory set will be available as each new processor unit is manufactured. As before, each unit will take approximately sixteen hours to grow, followed by two hours of testing. When that effort is complete, the memory set and patterns will be loaded and the processor will be ready to be installed."

    Harris gestured toward the door. "Let's head back to the hut. Idiot has work to do."

    Gandy said, "That's One. Idiot is gone."

    Harris stopped. "One is now called Idiot. The rest of you can rename your bots to whatever you want, or keep the names you've got. Don't much care. But my assistant will remain Idiot."

    Gandy sighed as they walked. "Can't believe Reggie is gone. He was my best friend."

    Harris chuckled. "He wasn't your friend, he was a program. An AI."

    "He was the closest thing I've had to a friend since we've been out here. You have Tawn. Trish has Sharvie. I had Reggie."

    Bannis joined the group as they came through level four. "What's happening?"

    "We lost our bots. They had a defect that scrambled their brains. We're constructing more processor units now that shouldn't have the problem, but we lost the personalities of all but Idiot. One was a direct clone, so Idiot has been reborn. Or at least he will be when the first new processor comes off the bench."

    Bannis turned back toward a door to one of the rooms. "You people are having too much fun. I need to finish my lessons so I can catch up."

    Harris stopped. "Alex, you built patterns for each of us and then applied them to the bots. Mr. Morgan here is buzzing through these levels. Will you have enough data to form patterns for his assistant when he reaches the next level?"

    "Yes. At this time I am evaluating the complete pattern sets of each assistant. I will again use a best-fit algorithm to select the patterns needed for a base assistant. From that point, Bannis will interact with his unit and new patterns will emerge and be accepted."

    "So it looks like everyone will get a little bit of Idiot to start off with?"

    "Yes. Your assistant will have a legacy."

    Harris nodded as he turned toward the hallway door with a smile. "As it should."

    Over the five days that followed, new processors were constructed, tested, and loaded with the base memory and pattern set. Original names were retained for all but Reggie. Gandy held a small memorial for his friend, burying the defunct processing unit in a small grave beside the bunker. He walked into the supply hut with his head down.

    Harris asked. "Put Reggie to rest?"

    "I did."

    "Have a name for the new one yet?"

    Gandy shrugged. "Haven't been around it enough to come up with one."

    "Sorry about that, but we need to keep them working on the tool set for building Banshees."

    "I know. Doesn't do anything to fill my free time though."

    Harris leaned back on the bench he sat on, propping an elbow up on the table. "What you need is a project. Design something new for the Bangor. We have that entire lab in there available to us. Build something that will make our lives easier."

    "Like what?"

    Harris chuckled. "I don't know. What do we need around here? How about a house for each of us? Or at least a building with rooms for each of us. That shack the three of you are living out of could use a refurb. I’ll tell you where you might be able to score an idea: that's from Mr. Morgan. Ask him what this place could use. I'm sure he would have ideas."

    "I guess."

    "How about this: we're about to build Banshees and we don't have a building for that task yet. Get with Morgan and design a manufacturing building. These Banshees are your babies, aren't they? See to it they're built with the highest of quality and shortest schedule. That will keep you busy and help us all in the process. And once the Banshee tool designs are out of the way, I bet you'll have loads of time to spend with your bot. Not like we have anywhere to go."

    Gandy turned, slowing walking back out into the sunlight.

    Tawn leaned in. "You're not making it sound all too appealing."

    "We're not out here on a picnic. The kid knows what we're up against. Nothing I say here is gonna change his outlook on reality."

    "No, but a few encouraging words might ease his suffering."

    Harris chuckled. "Sorry, I just don't buy into all this sorrow over the loss of an AI. Is it sad and disappointing? Yes. But don't go moping around about it for days. Get a grip. Move on. Continuing to dwell solves nothing."

    Tawn shook her head. "You have such a big heart."

    Harris nodded. "Thanks. Was born with it."

    A jump was made to Eden. Designs for the dome building were transferred to Bax and a freighter loaded with parts for the Banshee was handed over. A jump back to Midelon saw the freighter unloaded and returned to Bax's control.

    Tawn and Harris stood in a grassy field, staring at the growing cache of production items.

    "Time we broke ground on a building," said Harris.

    "About that, why do we need one? The weather here is always perfect. No rain or storms. Breeze is always light. Sun just comes up and goes down every day."

    "Condensation. This grass is covered with a heavy dew every morning."

    "We have these tarps. Easy enough to cover at night."

    "I just think a building will be cleaner. You don't want us to hit any assembly snags do you? I’d rather not have condensate getting inside critical ship components. That would just invite trouble."

    "Fine then. I would assume you've talked this over with Mr. Morgan?"

    "I have. He should be finished with Human history later today. After that he and Gandy will be supervising the construction."

    "He has seemed in better spirits since he took on this project."

    "People get depressed over a bad situation when they don't have anything as a priority to think about. What was that... sixth grade they rammed that into our skulls?"

    Tawn nodded. "Sounds about right."

    Gandy joined them in the field. "Got your shovels ready?"

    Harris chuckled. "I won't be using a shovel. Plasma rifle. Medium power for digging, low for flattening the dirt. At fifty meters a side, I can have your foundation dug in about four hours."

    "Well?"

    "Well what?"

    "Get with it." Gandy pointed at the grass. "This building isn't going to construct itself."

    "Tawn? You heard the boss. Let's get this party started."

    The slug and the stump got to work. Three hours later the base for the building's foundation was set. A mixer was loaded with bag after bag of concrete materials, materials acquired from a truce colony. Near the end of the day, Bannis Morgan was standing next to Gandy as they looked over the work being finished.

    "Glad that's not me toting those bags."

    "They've been looking forward to it," Gandy replied. "Part of their effort to get themselves back in shape."

    Bannis nodded. "Not something I have to worry about anymore."

    "How's the hip?"

    "The injected one feels great, no stiffness or pain. I'll be heading back in there in about an hour for an evaluation. If that serum works as well on the other joints, we could make a fortune just selling it alone."

    Gandy looked around. "All these advances and we don't live any longer than when we first came through those wormholes. And we have most of the same ailments as before. You'd think our medicine would have improved in that time."

    "It has in some areas. What you have to remember is we've been fighting a war for nearly two thousand years. Our science research, what little we've been afforded the time or resources to do, has gone toward that effort. Living for five hundred years is not gonna do you much good if you're a slave."

    "The Earthers aren't slaves."

    Bannis shook his head. "No. But they don't have the freedoms we enjoy. You think any group of Earthers would have ever been able to accomplish what's been done here?"

    "That's an impossible question to answer. Had you asked me the same about any Domers or Biomarines a year ago I would have told you the same. No. How we fell into this place is not something that's repeatable."

    "Maybe not. But the likelihood of an Earther crew falling into this situation is far less than for what happened. They just don't have the means available to them. If they don't follow precise orders they get arrested or offed. Not how I want to live my life, and the very reason we've fought so hard in this war."

    Bannis stepped forward. "Gruberg, Freely, over here."

    The Biomarines walked to the old man.

    "You won't need to mix anything for the slab. See those wide beam lasers over there?"

    "Yes."

    "Take your bags of concrete and spread them evenly over this interior surface. Take the lasers and heat the dirt until it's molten. The concrete will mix itself and leave a hardened base for our flooring. Once you're done with this whole area, that same beam can be used to burn off the uneven surface, leaving you with a flat base underneath. It’ll be as hard and smooth as any poured surface you could make. And you'll be done a lot sooner."

    As the duo got to work, Bannis made his way back to the scan room for an evaluation. Several minutes later, data showed the antibody buildup had been significantly reduced. Bannis’ second hip was injected and he was sent back to the supply hut to rest.

    Harris walked in two hours later, covered in soot. "You didn't say how dirty that job was."

    Bannis shrugged. "Would that have made a difference?"

    Harris chuckled as he took a wipe to clean around his mouth and eyes. "Guess not. The floor is finished by the way. Just needs to be blown off."

    "Good." The old man attempted to push himself up in his chair. "Next we start on the walls. Those are meter-wide, ten-meter high strips in those stacks. You'll be attaching a modular frame to each. Once you stand two up next to each other, you bond them to the floor and tack them together with a welder. After that, we have supports, trusses, and the roof."

    "Sounds like fun. Mind if I shower first?"

    "Please do. Once we have the roof on, Mr. Boleman here will be following up with a spray-on bonding sealer. Those walls and that roof will be just as sturdy as if they were one solid piece."

    "And then?"

    "And then we move in the equipment."

    "How long before we're actually manufacturing a ship?"

    "Same schedule as before. We're five days into this. Thirty-seven to go. And that depends on you two muscleheads being able to deliver the labor we need out here. You've got another week until we have the bots available to help."

    Harris chuckled. "Seems we're doing this backward. Must be some menial tasks we're capable of while those bots do the heavy work."

    Bannis shook his head. "Nope. We're using the resources we have in the best possible manner."

    "Look at it this way," said Gandy. "You wanted to get back in shape. This project is perfect for doing that."

    Harris squinted an eye and tilted his head as he looked at Gandy. "I know someone else who could use some muscle. I believe it wasn't long ago they were whining about not going into battle. Seems they should be doing everything they could to better prepare themselves for that eventuality. You know, the Denzee could be waiting just outside our boson space with a massive fleet. If that's the case, watching from the sidelines may not be an option."

    Gandy lowered his head. "Can't help that I have the body of a stick-figure, Mr. Gruberg. We don't all have your genetics."

    Harris chuckled. "You may be naturally skinny, but that's still a choice. Beef doesn't grow on trees, but it will on you if you decide to let it."

    "Don't believe I've ever heard that phrase," said Bannis.

    "Well, it's mine. Means if he's just gonna plant himself in one spot and complain, he's gonna remain a stick. When you get Reggie back, or whatever you want to call it, have them put you on a training regimen. Heck, I might even request that for myself out of Idiot."

    Tawn entered the hut. "Shower's empty."

    Harris turned. "Good. Think I got soot in my... well, whatever. I'll be back in ten."

    The dust-covered Biomarine hustled out of the room.

    Tawn sat at the table. "What were we discussing?"

    "My bony arms and legs," Gandy replied.

    Tawn smirked. "We can take care of that. Just start packing away the MREs designated to us. They have about 50 percent more calories. That'll put some meat on those bones."

    "I need muscle."

    Tawn glanced over at the MREs. "Don't we all. Mr. Morgan, I understand the supports are next?"

    "Yep. We have a hundred to be mounted and bonded to the floor. After that it's trusses, which you'll have to assemble some scaffolding for."

    Tawn turned for the door. "I'll get started with the assembly."

    By the end of the day the trusses were up. The Biomarines worked late into the night attaching the roof plating. With only two hours remaining before the morning light, the last panel went in place.

    Harris climbed down the scaffold. "Six hours ahead of schedule. Time for a long break."

    Tawn hit the floor. "Let's take these down first so we can start moving gear in when we come back."

    Harris sighed. "Really?"

    "Ten minutes and we're done. Come on, don't pretend to be a regular."

    Harris chuckled. "Now that was just hurtful."

    The scaffold in question was down and stowed in six minutes. Their rest was well earned.

  


  
    [image: collide]Chapter 8[image: collide]

    
    
    

    


    

    By mid-day the Biomarines were again hard at work bringing in equipment and bonding it into place, the largest piece being the smelter for the Denzee armor. Harris sat when the last section of exterior plating went in place.

    "I hope this thing is permanent. I’d rather not move that again during my lifetime."

    Bannis looked over the assembly. "You did good work. We get the power supply hooked up and we can start melting the butter."

    "The butter?"

    "The materials for the Denzee armor. My engineers called it butter after they saw the first melt."

    "How long for the smelter to heat up?"

    "Minutes. You see that ceramic block out there?"

    "The white one?"

    "Yep. We have to cut that in half and then use that precision grinding equipment to grind out the two halves for the mold. After that, we can pour into it as many times as we want. Six hours of cooling and we have a hull that's ready to be milled out."

    "Well, that doesn't sound so bad. Why's it gonna take us five weeks?"

    "The systems that go in it. With that single smelter and mold we could turn out three to four hull blanks a day. The drive, the wormhole generator, those are the pieces with the longer lead times. And remember, five weeks gets us to the first assembly. We have a long way to go to make parts for the ship a day we're looking for."

    Tawn stopped behind them. "You two just gonna yak all day? We have a schedule to keep."

    Harris stood. "Such a taskmaster."

    Farker trotted in, sitting on his haunches as an image of Alex appeared over his back. "Tawn, Harris, I was scanning the truce worlds for the remaining materials on our needs list. A Denzee ship has been spotted moving through them. The Viochan V colony reported the sighting just over an hour ago."

    "We sure the info is accurate?"

    "Only a single report. The wording of the report stated that it might be Denzee. There has been no further confirmation."

    Harris sighed. "Let's go check it out. If true, this is horrific news."

    Harris stopped at the hatch going up into the Bangor. "Mr. Morgan, you finished the Earth history lesson. Shouldn't you be getting a scan done on level five?"

    "Already done. I'll be getting an assistant once the bots are finished up with the lab."

    "Shouldn't you be spending time with the virtual assistant? That time is how you train it to be like you."

    "Would prefer to do that live."

    "Not kicking you off this flight, but I would think getting familiar with your assistant would be a priority, as that has to be done before you're allowed into the lab. And with your background, that lab is a place you'll want access to."

    Bannis sighed. "Fine. I'll go sit in the chair. I can see when I'm not wanted."

    Harris turned to Gandy. "That goes for the rest of you too. We have too many things that need doing for all of us to go on this joyride. Keep working the tasks you have on your agendas. We should be back with answers shortly."

    Tawn hopped in behind her partner and the hatch closed. "Don't think they liked that. I have things to do too. Why didn't you tell me to stay?"

    "If I had Idiot along with me I would have, but I might need someone to bounce ideas off if a situation occurs."

    Tawn chuckled. "A second Idiot for a situation?"

    Harris nodded. "Cinch up that belt, please."

    He opened a comm to Alex. "Do a system sweep for us. See if there's any other chatter about a Denzee ship showing up anywhere."

    "That sweep is in progress. At the moment the Viochan sighting is the only occurrence. I will have a complete report in about fifteen minutes."

    Harris nodded as the Bangor lifted from the ground. "We'll check back then."

    Tawn looked at the rear camera image as the ship sped upward. "That building went up fast for just having the two of us working on it."

    "The wonders of prefab and a solid design. Would have liked to have had a couple dozen Bios out there with us. We would have been finished the same day."

    Tawn let out a long breath. "Hope this is a false alarm. We aren't remotely ready to take on the Denzee."

    "We have more ships of our own than ever."

    "And the Earthers only have a hundred fifty total. They don't have the ships to waste as shields."

    "True. Sad thing is, without DDI interference we would have a dozen of those Legion ships ready. Along with a couple shields for each. They hit us at the exact wrong time."

    Tawn nodded. "They have all our tech now too."

    "That might not be a bad thing. Maybe we still have an admiral or two with enough pull to get a few ships upgraded."

    A jump was made to the Viochan system. Nav sensors showed no Denzee ships in the area. A comm to the authorities at the colony revealed a statement that said an unidentified ship had briefly showed on their sensors. A comment added to the report turned out to be a question: Was it possibly Denzee? The question was asked because of the speed at which the unidentified ship had moved out of the system.

    The Bangor was turned back toward Midelon and the return jump made. Minutes later, they were landing on the grass outside the bunker.

    Gandy was waiting with his arms crossed. "Well?"

    "An unknown ship was seen," Harris said. "It sped off at a fast pace so the question was asked if it could possibly be Denzee. For all we know, it was an upgraded Earther ship. Bax is having their entire fleet worked over."

    "No images of it?"

    "Not that they would reveal. I think it came in on the edge of their sensor field and left from there. All they got was the movement."

    "If it was Earther, isn't that a violation of the truce?"

    Harris chuckled. "Only if they get caught. With their new speed advantage, nobody is gonna come out and catch them. Wouldn't surprise me to hear about more of these sightings. And before you ask, yes, we'll be going out to check them all. If a Denzee ship or a fleet is spotted, I want to bring the colonel and his crews out here for staging a defense."

    A comm came in from Alex: "Harris, I now have records of a second and a third sighting. The truce colonies of Blewitz and Theopolis have reported an incident where an unidentified ship entered their space, remained in position for forty-eight seconds, and sped away at a much higher than normal speed. No further identifying data was given."

    Harris stepped up into the cabin and glanced back at Gandy. "Guess we'll be back shortly."

    "I've analyzed the data of the three sightings," Alex continued. "The next logical colony would be Nesua II."

    "Send me a list of the five that would follow that. Miss Freely, looks like we have a phantom to catch."

    The Bangor lifted gently before shooting up through the atmosphere as a fireball. Once in free space a jump was made to Nesua, where a sighting was confirmed.

    Harris punched in coordinates.

    Tawn asked, "Where we going?"

    "New York. Third on that list."

    "Why there?"

    "If they're following this list, I want to get ahead of them."

    "Nice."

    A jump was made and the authorities at the main colony of New York IV were questioned. The Bangor was the second ship of the day. The first, a cargo hauler, had come in twelve hours earlier. Harris pulled the Bangor to a stop.

    "And what are we doing now?"

    "Look at the time between those sightings. Fifteen, thirty, and fifteen. I'm betting they visited Jebwa during this time, only no one was there to report it. Then we have Nesua, where they've come and gone. Next would be Baggonesk, and then New York. Give them about three minutes and we should see a wormhole opening."

    "And what if they're on the other side of the planet?"

    "Then we have forty-three seconds to jump to their location, or at least within visual sensor range."

    Tawn checked the diagnostics of the railgun systems. "Weapons all look good. Should I power up the rails?"

    "Sure. Saves us a few seconds. Really hoping this is just Earthers out testing their new capabilities."

    "Can't say I like the pattern. Doesn't make sense for a simple test. Looks more like an intel run."

    Harris sat back in his chair. "I was just thinking, with the Earthers we always knew who we were fighting and what to expect. They might show up at any colony at any time, but we knew where they were coming from, and we knew where they were going when they left. With the Denzee... we're clueless. We're completely blind.

    "And they have no interest in communicating. With the Earthers they'll at least talk to you. It might be to laugh in your face, but at least that's something. Next time at Eden we should hit Bax up for what comms they had with the Denzee before they attacked. Was there some negotiation that went sour? Did the Earthers attack them first?"

    "Good idea... wait… wormhole opening at eighteen million kilometers. Ship coming through. I have a visual. Who… or what… is that? Not like any we've seen."

    Tawn pointed. "See this ridge? The Ratoons have that."

    "Well, it's turning our way. And seeing as how we don't know what it's capable of, I think we need to leave."

    "Let's make that jump, then. It's coming at us hard, faster than we can move!"

    A wormhole opened and the Bangor slipped through to Midelon space.

    Tawn gave Harris a worried look. "I hope that's not a sign of things to come. No fear and an even faster drive."

    Harris looked over his nav display. "Another three seconds and we'd have missed our jump opportunity. They'd have been all over us."

    Tawn brought up an image of the rogue ship on her display. "Plasma cannons down the sides. Missile tubes here and here. That look like some kind of modified disc on the front of that thing?"

    Harris nodded. "It does."

    A comm was opened to Alex. "We have nav data on the mystery ship," Harris announced. "Looks Denzee, although advanced maybe? Give us your best evaluation. If everything we saw is as bad as we think, our potential for survival as a species in this galaxy just went way down."

    "Will have that evaluation available when you land."

    Ten minutes later, the Bangor was settling on the grass.

    Harris stepped out through the hatch. The others joined in as Tawn followed him into the bunker.

    When they reached the fourth level, Harris stopped, poking his head into the room occupied by Bannis Morgan. "I guess this is as good a place as any. Alex, you have that eval?"

    Bannis asked, "What's happening?"

    "We got an image of the mystery ship."

    The display switched to the aforementioned image. "It would appear to be Denzee, although perhaps modernized. The disc on its face is the same as on the larger Ratoons, only with fewer emitters. I would estimate only one-third the power. However, there are differences that I cannot identify."

    "The ship is small in comparison," Harris said. "And I don't like the looks of that weapon at all. Faster recharge time maybe?"

    "Perhaps."

    "What'd you come up with speed-wise?"

    "Acceleration is faster than other ships, at a minimum equaling our own. Recorded speed during this encounter reached 68 percent light-speed."

    Harris winced. "So better drives and dampeners. Not good news."

    "I've analyzed the vessel's volume. Given the number of emitters on that disc, and the drives and other systems, I am not finding much room available for bios. In fact, I would venture to say there are none. Were you able to do a bioscan?"

    "Didn't have time to think about it," Tawn replied.

    Harris sat in a chair beside Bannis. "So we might be looking at an automated ship? This just gets better and better."

    "If it's automated," said Sharvie, "and we can hack in, we would have full control."

    Harris chuckled. "At the moment we can't even occupy the same space. How we gonna hack in?"

    Alex switched the display to Idiot. A split screen showed empty space in the Xenuk system.

    "Alex, what are you showing us?"

    "I've tasked your assistant with infiltrating the Denzee ship's systems. This will be performed through a wormhole comm with a direct channel to the android. I've targeted a system further into the pattern we discovered earlier. If the Denzee ship arrives, as I believe it will, your assistant will attempt to access their systems."

    Sharvie sat at a third chair, pulling a console keyboard over in front of herself. "Alex, can you give me access to that same channel and isolate this terminal from the rest of your systems?"

    "One moment... you are now connected and secure."

    "Any chance of a reverse hack happening here?" Harris asked.

    "Yes. However, the AI in your assistant has been programmed to shut down should it lose control of its comm processing unit, which would have to be compromised before any other system."

    "Shut down? That's not a destructive shutdown is it? Would rather not lose another one."

    "The memories and patterns would be scrubbed, yes. However, I do a have that particular image backed up. We would lose memories since the last save, which would have minimal impact."

    "We have a wormhole opening," said Sharvie. "I have a comm channel. Idiot is attempting to break in. Whoa! I just got locked out of this console."

    "It would appear I have lost control of the comm ship."

    Harris said, "Shut her down!"

    "I am sorry, Harris. I no longer have control."

    Sharvie sat back. "That was fast. Alex, tell me your isolation is more than just software?"

    "There is a physical barrier that limits access to this section of the facility."

    The air flowing into the room shut down. The lights flickered on and off. A latch for a door lock flipping could be heard coming from down the hall. The display in front of the group flashed off as if going through a reboot.

    Idiot's voice came over the comm. "I have taken control of the Denzee vessel. All systems in this facility should be returning to normal."

    Sharvie sat back. "You allowed the Denzee ship to penetrate the comm?"

    "Yes. In turn, that move allowed me to access their systems. I now have full control of the Denzee ship. What would you like me to do next."

    Harris stood. "Copy all the designs and transfer them to the memories on our comm ship. I'm on the way out there. We're bringing that ship back here."

    Alex said, "Harris, I do not believe that to be a good idea. Should we lose control, we may not have the defenses needed to stop this facility from being destroyed, or worst case, compromised."

    "We bring it back. Trish can disable the wormhole generator, the drive, and that weapon. After that, we take it apart piece by piece. If that's an advanced Denzee ship, this could be exactly what we need to be able to combat them."

    "I would have to agree," said Tawn. "We should grab this ship while we have the chance."

    Idiot said, "Just so you know, there are routines running on that ship that are attempting to retake control. I have them isolated for the time being and will work on their eradication, but they are currently operational."

    Harris hurried out the door, Farker at his heels. "Then we should move on this as fast as possible."

    The stump sprinted across the grass and into his waiting ship. The hatch closed and with a whoosh the Bangor was rocketing skyward. Ten minutes later a jump was made to the Xenuk system.

    Harris joined Idiot's comm. "What do you need me to do? Should I come aboard?"

    "There are no habitable areas on the ship. It is a fully automated, armed scout. You only need open a wormhole to Midelon space so that I might bring the ship through."

    "Coming up."

    A second wormhole opened. Tawn zipped through in a shuttle. "Hold up, the rest of us had a quick conversation. That weapon needs to be disabled before you bring it through."

    Idiot replied, "The weapon is offline."

    "Permanently?"

    "No."

    "How do we separate it from its power source?"

    "One moment... I'm forwarding an image with an access panel. One of you will have to board the exterior of the ship and open the panel. Once in, you will see a red handle. Pull that handle and a power unit should come free. Remove that unit and the weapon will not be capable of firing."

    Tawn said, "I got this. You keep the Bangor at a distance since you have Farker aboard."

    "I've isolated and removed another autonomous program. Three such programs remain operational and in isolation."

    Harris nodded. "Just keep knocking them out."

    The shuttle was pulled close to the Denzee ship and the airlock used to move outside. Walking along the hull using the magnetic field on her boots to stay aboard, when Tawn reached the panel, Idiot signaled a latch to release, popping the panel up where a glove could reach into an opening.

    "Flipping the panel open now," said Tawn. "I see the handle. I've got it. Pulling... it won't move. I'm seeing lots of ice in here. Must have been in a moist environment when they closed it up. I have to return to the shuttle to find some way of warming it or it's not gonna release."

    Harris chuckled. "Stuck in space on an alien craft, the Human slug, Tawn Freely, was suddenly attacked and eaten by a space walrus."

    "That supposed to be funny or something?"

    "Or something, I guess."

    "I'm on the shuttle. Hmm, galley has a portable hotplate. Has a full charge. I'll see if I can make it work."

    Tawn shoved the hotplate into the panel opening and closed the lid.

    Idiot said, "Detecting a temperature rise. Melting point has been reached. Opening... hmm. One of the autonomous programs has managed to take control of the exterior access system. I can no longer open the panel. Temperature continues to rise."

    "I set that plate on high before shoving it in. Nothing explosive in there, is there?"

    "The power circuits we were about to remove are volatile. I would advise you return to the shuttle and move to a safe distance until I have restored control."

    The Denzee ship made a sudden roll, flipping Tawn off into the blackness of space.

    "Uh, I'm not tethered here. What just happened?"

    Idiot replied, "An app managed to take brief control of the drive system. That attempt has been contained. I apologize for any inconvenience."

    Tawn chuckled. "Inconvenience? I’m floating free, you moron."

    "One moment."

    The ship made a slow and easy move in her direction. Seconds later, her boots again clung to the captive ship's hull.

    "You have those exterior controls back?"

    "One moment. The access panel should be free."

    Tawn opened the door. "Wow. That plate is red-hot. Hold on. Half the handle melted away. Got it. Unit is coming out. Done. And I have the plate. You can close it up."

    A short walk placed Tawn back on the deck of the shuttle. A wormhole to Midelon was opened and the three ships slipped through.
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    Gandy walked the exterior of the sixty-meter-long alien vessel. "And you're certain everything is disabled?"

    Idiot replied, "I am certain. All autonomous programs have been eliminated. Power circuits for the weapons and drives have been removed. If you would like, I can open all external access doors."

    "Please."

    Gandy turned and yelled toward the supply hut. "Trish? He's opening it up."

    A yell came back: "Be right there."

    Sharvie stood beside Harris. "I'll be in the bunker. Alex has promised access to their systems and how Idiot took control. I want to know how to get in should I ever have to do it myself."

    Tawn stared at the eight-meter-diameter disc on the front facing hull of the ship. "You seeing what I'm seeing?"

    "What?"

    "The entire nose of that ship is on a swivel. Dodging those beams may no longer be an option."

    "It's still a beam and we still have distance."

    "I'm talking for when we're in close. No more hiding out of line-of-sight of that weapon."

    A comm came in from Alex. "I've completed an initial analysis. Data suggest this new beam weapon has a recharge period of approximately seven seconds."

    Tawn slowly shook her head. "Dodging is out too. Alex, can you tell us how powerful it is compared to the full-size one on those warships?"

    "One moment... 18 percent. Still powerful enough to burn through our hulls and possibly a bulkhead."

    Gandy walked up. "It has some damage on the other side. "Alex, when was this ship commissioned? How old is this technology?"

    "I am sorry, Gandy. I have no way of answering the second part of that question. As to the age of this ship and her weaponry, the maintenance logs reveal the last upgrade took place eight months ago, when the wormhole generator was installed. The ship as a whole was commissioned nine years before."

    Harris winced. "Nine years? Surprised their entire fleet doesn't have these other improvements."

    Tawn added, "Could be we've been dealing with an older fleet up until now."

    "We may have another concern," Alex said. "This ship travels at point-seven light-speed. Observations tell us the next system outside our boson field is seventeen light-years’ distance. This ship could not have traveled that span in the nine years since its creation."

    Gandy crossed his arms. "Could have been built on the way."

    "Unlikely," Alex replied. "The data collected from the Ratoons and Dulans has shown no evidence of ship construction aboard ships."

    "That ship must have travel logs," said Harris. "Where's it been during that time?"

    "One moment... the travel logs have been erased. This may have happened as a security reaction to our intrusion."

    "Not recoverable?"

    "It would appear not."

    "No other sightings?"

    "None reported. I have continued my sweeps."

    Tawn said, "You think they left a scout behind to gather intel? If so, I would say that means they're coming back. Or at least planning for it."

    Trish hopped down from the ship. "That disc weapon is a separate component. Completely self contained. We could take that whole swivel section off and add it to one of our ships."

    "Alex," Harris said, "can you work up a design to add that to either the Hailstorm or one of those Legion ships?"

    "I'll begin work on that immediately."

    "Maybe we can give them a taste of their own medicine next time."

    "The designs are complete. I've included a turret mount where the weapon would have two hundred twenty degrees of coverage from the forward hull of the Hailstorm."

    "Given our current resources, how long will that installation effort take?"

    "Using all available assets, twenty-six days. Using only Human labor, fifty-seven."

    Harris chuckled as he glanced around at the others. "Looks like we have a project. We can't pull the bots from their builds, so this is on us."

    Bannis said, "I'd be happy to help in any way I can. I have full mobility back in my hips. That treatment has been phenomenal."

    "Glad to hear it worked. Download the Hailstorm design from Alex. We'll make you our supervisor for the effort."

    "I can do more. My other joints have improved as well."

    Alex said, "Those improvements are temporary and may only last another week or two. I have yet to decide on a course of action for a longer-term solution."

    "Regardless, I feel good right now and I'll be happy to help wherever I can."

    Tawn asked, "Aside from the weapon, how do we make any other improvements? What about the drives or inertial dampeners?"

    "I am analyzing those as we speak. Both units are highly integrated. It will take some time to unlock their secrets."

    Harris turned to face Tawn. "He can whip out a design in seconds, but figuring out an existing system takes time?"

    "Just be glad we have his help."

    The following day, the five newly-revived bots came out of the lab. While each was now based on the patterns of Idiot, no one could tell the difference in the actions or words from their originals. All five had regained the personalities they had previously had.

    Harris pointed toward the bunker. "Great that you're all back, but we need you in the bunker making more of you. What's the estimate for the first bot worker?"

    Idiot replied, "Four days from today."

    "After that?"

    "Another two days."

    "And..."

    "Every day after for the week that follows so long as we have the needed raw materials. After that, two per day as that is our processor bench limit."

    Harris nodded. "When you reach the two a day I'd like one bot assigned to building new processor benches."

    Idiot bowed his head in response before turning back for the lab.

    Tawn looked at the alien ship with a scowl. "I guess we better get started on pulling that weapon. It's not gonna remove itself."

    In the two months that followed, there were no further sightings of Denzee ships. On Eden, Bax continued to struggle to get the mining operations back online. Half the remaining New Earth ships were in repair docks having upgrades installed, the other half had been completed. For the moment at least, the Human-occupied sector of the galaxy was at peace.

    Comms to the colonel revealed the DDI had remained hands-off with regards to the Retreat. However, the closing of the factories cut the income stream provided to the Biomarines’ colony, and put fifteen thousand workers back in the unemployed queue at Domicile, and a thousand at the Retreat.

    At the same time, the accounts set up to fund the factories and their needs had been confiscated and emptied. The factories themselves were slated for eventual auction or to be dismantled for scrap. Planning for secession at the Retreat had to be put on hold. The Retreat itself remained on track to become self-sufficient within the year.

    On Midelon, fourteen worker bots were now busy performing tasks. Ten were dedicated to building the tools needed to construct a Banshee. The others, along with the original assistants, continued to produce more worker bots. The six Humans worked on attaching the Denzee superweapon to the nose of the Hailstorm.

    Harris shook his head. "This is the third time. What are we doing wrong?"

    "We have one bolt head the housing keeps getting stuck on," said Trish. "I'm about ready to just grind it down."

    "Won't that weaken the whole connection?"

    "It would. We might lose a percent or two of safety margin, but one bolt out of sixty shouldn't make much of a difference. And if it allows us to get this beast attached, then who cares?"

    After the adjustment, the Denzee weapon was moved into place. The controls were linked up and a test firing followed going up into the air. Molecules snapped and popped as they were superheated by the disc’s beam. It was quickly shut down.

    Tawn said, "I guess that wasn't such a smart move. Temperature on that disk topped fifteen hundred degrees. We're lucky we didn't burn it up."

    Gandy continued to hold his hand up to shield his face from the heat radiating from the still-glowing disc. "Now we know why they can't use them in atmosphere."

    Harris stood back with a smile. "Can't believe the six of us were able to do this."

    Trish nodded. "The design was simple and we had the right tools. What's next?"

    "We take her out for a spin. If the balance on that ship needs to be adjusted, we can take care of that before the colonel or his crews have to fly this. After that we can focus on building Banshees."

    Several test flights were taken, including a run to Eden.

    Harris looked over the scan data. "They're still running around down there. None of those digging machines are working. Wonder what the holdup is?"

    Tawn replied, "What bothers me is those two ore haulers they have sitting down there. Why are they here if they aren't mining yet?"

    Gandy was watching over their shoulder. "Maybe Miss Rumford is just planning ahead."

    Harris pointed to one end of the compound. "What do you make of this pile of sand? That's not from the foundations of these buildings. They're all built on top of the old dome foundation. They had a ready-made slab waiting for them to build on."

    "Where would they be digging that they moved that sand from?" asked Trish.

    Harris leaned back in his chair with a sigh. "Underneath. They're tunneling down to that ore. Here… the scan data from those ships should tell us if they're being filled."

    Data was pushed to the display. "Right there. According to the density readings, one is 60 percent full and the other halfway. I bet we find ore haulers at the other mines too."

    Tawn scowled. "Sneaky. Looks like we'll be having to pay another visit here with the Bangor."

    "This ship is fully capable," said Gandy. "We could take them out right now if you want."

    Harris tilted his head to one side in thought. "Hmm. I'd rather bring the Bangor back. Besides, I don't want to just start blasting. Those are people down there. And as much as I dislike Earthers, I don't think outright slaughter is the way to go. I'd want to give Bax a warning first."

    Trish shook her head. "Do I have to remind you people that we have a Denzee scout ship sitting back at Midelon? Hello. What if they're about to come back? Those were truce world colonies they were scouting. Who's going to come to their defense? The Earthers? I don't think so."

    A comm came in from Baxter Rumford. "By now I'm sure you know we're operational. What you don't know is there's been Denzee sightings."

    Harris replied, "Tell us what you know."

    "Two dozen Ratoon were seen near Jellon. And another forty passed the Rumanta system, with more than two hundred of those Dulons following. We don't know where any of them went as they outran our scouts and seemingly disappeared. And we got a flash report from a scout this morning about a new ship, bigger than a Ratoon. Only got out a half dozen words before they were vaporized."

    "We've been scanning the truce colonies for any signs as well."

    Bax shook her head. "They're avoiding the colonies and staying in free space. Our scouts just happened to catch them after I asked how we patrolled the open areas, which are immensely huge and nearly impossible to cover. We got lucky."

    Tawn said, "So the Denzee are back. This is just great. Has your emperor passed this information on to Domicile and asked for help? How many ships do you have in the fleet now? A hundred fifty?"

    "One-seventy-two. This week we'll be back to adding four per day. In two weeks I'll have that number up to seven. I canned the cruisers as they were no more effective than destroyers but took much longer to build. And I have a new frigate design that should accelerate those production numbers even further if we can ever get its construction started.

    "And no, the emperor is not asking for help. If we can run for another few weeks we'll be well over the two hundred ship mark with all having the updates you gave us. Our military leaders believe those numbers will be sufficient should they attack."

    "And what do you think?"

    "I think these people are nuts for not screaming for help. Before, the emperor was worried about it being a sign of weakness. Now he's worried it would stop the Domers from dismantling their fleet further."

    Harris asked, "You can't convince him? Thought you were the great manipulator."

    Bax scowled. "Even I have my limits. I can't go against his military council without making enemies. And that group is not one you want to be on the wrong side of. I'm seen as a good manager, but not a warfighter, so my opinions don't carry much weight with those issues."

    Tawn said, "So the Denzee have an even bigger warship? That's not good news."

    "All we have is the word from our scout patrol. He wasn't able to send through the sensor data that would tell us anything other than it being a larger vessel. He just said bigger than a Ratoon, so it may not actually be a warship. Just one more thing for us to watch out for."

    The comm from Baxter Rumford ended several minutes later.

    Harris shook his head. "We're stuck. We can't destroy this production with that threat looming. That's at least two fleets they spotted running around."

    Tawn replied, "Or it's propaganda. Meant to dissuade us from obliterating those mines."

    "We'll have to question Alex about his scans when we get back."

    Sharvie asked, "Can we check on Gondol while we're out?"

    "Alex had the Earthers still there two days ago," Tawn replied.

    Harris opened a comm portal from where they were, performing a quick scan. "Hmm. Gone. We'll jump there for a look. If it's clear, Tawn and I will bring the Bangor back with the docking adapter Mr. Morgan built for us. And, Sharvie, I know you're itching to see what's there, but we'll be leaving you three back at Midelon with Mr. Morgan. There's too much work there we still need to get done."

    "Well, that's not fair."

    "Tell that to the Denzee."

    Tawn said, "Maybe we could open and leave open a comm portal with the video feeds from our helmets. Your curiosity gets satisfied and progress on the Banshees continues."

    Sharvie frowned. "Not live, but I'm guessing that's my only option."

    A jump was made followed by the ten minute flight to Gondol. Scans revealed no sign of Earther ships or an Earther outpost. The rubble surrounding the prior Denzee building had been dug up and combed through. No evidence of any findings had been left behind. A quick run to the site of the Gondol rock showed no sign of disturbance. Just over twenty minutes later, the Hailstorm settled on the grass near the bunker at Midelon.

    Harris hopped out as he opened a comm to Alex. "Any new sightings while we were gone?"

    "None."

    "Bax said the Earthers have seen two Denzee fleets, possibly three, all in the last few days. They weren't seen in any systems, but traveling through free space outside. Have you done any scans in those areas?"

    "You're talking an area a million-fold beyond my current scans. A star system can be scanned for ships in seconds. Scanning an area covering a light year beyond a star system, most of an hour. Star systems in our sector of the galaxy? Close to ten thousand."

    Harris half scowled. "I see where you're going."

    "Perhaps if we began with where the Denzee were seen?"

    Tawn replied, "Passing Rumanta and Jellon. And we don't have specifics as to direction of travel, just that they passed nearby. Bax said they got lucky with their sightings."

    "I will begin with the areas surrounding those systems. If you acquire further data to submit to add direction of travel, please do so."

    Tawn and Harris walked to the Bangor. After a check of the device created by Bannis Morgan, a jump was made to the Gondol system. As they approached the planet, four Earther ships showed on the nav display.

    Harris huffed. "What is it? We can't get rid of these people."

    "Hmm," said Tawn. "Looks like they just deployed a probe."

    All four ships began to move away. The probe remained in place.

    Tawn shook her head. "They've decided to monitor this system. I'm detecting an active scan running."

    Harris threw up his hands in frustration. "Let's just go back to Midelon and focus on building our Banshees. I'm growing a little tired of this goose chase. I know we want a look at what that shaft going down is about, but finding what's there will have to wait."

    The Bangor turned. Seconds later, a wormhole was opened to Midelon and the would-be explorers slipped through.
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    Three weeks passed without further sightings of the Denzee. Tawn, Harris, and the others forged ahead with their work on building the tools needed to produce their first Banshee. The five android assistants were now flanked with eighteen bot workers. With both processor benches fully operational, two new workers were being produced every day.

    Harris had Bannis Morgan standing beside him as he opened a comm to Alex. "And the bots... are we building a new processor bench?"

    "Two," Alex replied. "I expect those to be complete tomorrow."

    "How's our schedule for the first Banshee coming?"

    "The armor foundry will be operational this week. The mold is ready to pour. The aft milling machine, the final addition to our shop, will be operational before the pour."

    Bannis asked, "Do we have a processor core to drop in? And what of the wormhole generators? What's our progress on those?"

    "Once the pour and subsequent cooling are complete, the next processor off the bench units will be used in the Banshee. The wormhole generator has been assembled, but remains untested. We do not as of yet have a functional drive. With the loss of our suppliers on Domicile, we are having to craft the necessary circuits in our shop. Those are requiring extra time to perfect as early units have been unreliable. I fully expect a completed and functioning drive before the milling is complete."

    Bannis nodded as he turned to face Harris. "We get this initial unit built and checked out and production should move into full gear. I have to say, I'm astounded by what we've accomplished considering the resources we have. Had I had those bots working for me, I'd have built a million of them. Tireless workers who do exactly as told and never complain. Imagine what could be accomplished with that kind of workforce."

    "I've thought long and hard on that, Mr. Morgan. The one thing I keep coming back to is these bots have intelligence. They can learn. They have a lot of shortcomings with regards to their reasoning, but with the right patterning, those shortcomings can be worked around. And when that happens, who's to say they won't rise up and kill us all?"

    Bannis tilted his head. "There is that. Which is why it's imperative we keep tight control of their programming. Are there any other emergency methods for shutting them down?"

    "Not that I know of. Alex, are there any other ways to shut down one of these bots should we so desire?"

    "A simple word command should be sufficient."

    "And what if that doesn't work? What if the bot is damaged in some way that prohibits that?"

    "We cannot attempt to cover every scenario possible, Harris."

    "We aren't talking every scenario, just likely scenarios. If the bots audio is down, can we send a comm command? And if that's not available, I would want a physical method, a kill switch if you would. Can you design an update or series of updates that allow us to do that?"

    "I can."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Please do so and tell me when it's ready. I'd like it built into all future bots. These early ones we can upgrade as we have time."

    "Very well. I'll begin that task immediately."

    The comm closed.

    Harris turned to Bannis and smiled. "And that's how it's done. There will be no overthrow of Humans by these bots, at least not immediately."

    As the week drew to a close, Harris and the others stood in the new building. The pouring of the first mold was underway.

    "Glad to see we've made it this far in such a short time," said Tawn.

    "We won't know how far that is until that mold cools and the blank inside gets machined." Harris glanced down at his comm bracelet. "Hitting lunchtime. Anyone hungry?"

    Tawn nodded. "You can always count me in."

    "Looks like you've lost a few more kilos. Those runs must be having an effect."

    Tawn replied, "Meh. Not enough. I'm down to almost seventeen minutes for my 5K track though."

    "Just broke seventeen yesterday."

    "What do you weigh in at now?"

    "One-eleven. Have to say I'm feeling much better than I was. I've been doing a lot of stretching of late and some of my flexibility is beginning to return."

    "One-eleven? Outstanding. I'm down six kilos from my peak, but I like my meals too much to be rid of this excess."

    Harris chuckled. "Yeah, I can't say how many times I've dreamed about the buffet at the Emporium. I've already determined I'll gorge on that buffet in celebration should this mess ever end."

    The group was soon seated in the supply hut, opening packs of MREs.

    Gandy said, "What's the latest from the colonel and the other Bios at the Retreat?"

    "Everything is quiet there," said Harris. "The DDI has agents in each of the domes and ships overhead. They're watching but so far not interfering. His contacts haven't given him any indication he should be concerned. At the moment, the pacifists are focusing their energies on how to again chop the defense budgets."

    "If the DDI is watching, will we be able to get to the colonel and his crews should the Denzee make themselves known?"

    "Couldn't say."

    Gandy asked, "Who's gonna fly the Hailstorm and the Legion ships?"

    "We'll just have to figure out a way to get them away from the Retreat," Harris replied. "Those ships can't fly themselves."

    Trish said, "Technically they could. All we'd have to do is wire in a few of those processor cores."

    Tawn looked up from her food. "You suggesting we automate those ships too?"

    "We could. Or we could even crew them with some of these worker bots. Your bots flew the Bangor in battle and managed to do well. We could drop a dozen of these workers on the Hailstorm and not have to risk anyone, including the colonel or the other Biomarines."

    Tawn sat back. "Not a bad idea as a contingency. If we can't safely get the colonel and the others away, no reason we couldn't still make use of those ships."

    Bannis nodded. "I would have to agree with her. If we have to go into a fight we should be taking everything we have available with us."

    "Alex?" Harris asked. "What's the likelihood of crewing those ships with either workers or processing units?"

    "The Hailstorm has twenty-four rail cannons. Between the bridge, maintenance, and those manning the weapons, there are thirty-two crewmen normally aboard her. The Legion ships require two fewer. An equal number of automated workers would be required to man those same positions. However, I believe a pair of processing units could be made to accomplish the same tasks."

    "Two per ship?" Trish asked.

    "Yes. One to control the bridge, and another to control the weapons. This scenario would require alterations to these vessels. With a fully automated set of workers, the ships could be crewed without any updates."

    Harris crossed his arms. "What kind of training or reprogramming would the worker bots need to make this happen?"

    "Only minor modifications, Harris. Soft updates would require less than a second."

    Harris glanced over at Gandy. "Good thinking, Mr. Boleman. I think you just enabled our full fleet. Would take every worker bot we have to crew them, but those resources are available here and now."

    Gandy grinned as a comm came in from his bot. "Sir, the fourth processor bench is complete. Where should I turn my efforts?"

    Harris said, "Tell him to build four more. We keep expanding our workforce for as long as we can."

    Tawn turned back to her food, chewing and swallowing a portion of bogler steak before looking back to Harris. "I think we should consider building a facility here to house the Biomarine crews. I know we would also have to feed them, but it would give us the option of just picking up and going should the Denzee attack."

    Harris thought for a moment. "I'm starting to lean toward Gandy's idea. If we automate those ships, we don't risk any lives. We also don't have to house or feed anyone. You opposed to an all-bot force flying with us?"

    "No. Not at all. But I do think we might be missing the Human factor should things get dicey. The colonel would make every effort to save us regardless of the situation. I'm not sure these bots would care. In fact, I know they wouldn't care, and they might not act on our behalf because of that."

    Bannis said, "Both sides of that argument have merit. Personally, given the results you've seen from the bots in combat, I'd have to give them the edge. They're reactions are faster, and as you said, you aren't risking any lives."

    Harris finished his meal. "Sharvie, you've held silent through all this. You have an opinion?"

    "I would agree with Mr. Morgan. The assistants certainly seem capable. And you're not risking anyone. Only..."

    "Only?"

    "Only I don't know that we can trust them to do what's best for us. Since the rebuild, Emily is not the same. She lacks much of the empathy she showed before. I loved the old Emily and thought she was genuine. This one? I'm not so sure. And it's the same with all the originals. They've lost something."

    Tawn chuckled. "Yeah, well, they're all based on dingbat here. He and I aren't the fountain of emotion you three are. It was trained out of us. Now is that a good thing or a bad? Who knows. But I would expect all these bots to not be as empathetic as they were. Maybe time with each of you can change that."

    "Only we don't get time with them anymore. Every hour is spent with them building more bots. I don't think I've had five words with Emily in the last few days. And it's sad, because I enjoyed our talks."

    Harris said, "Once we get these Banshees flying off the line we can turn those bots back over to each of us. Right now we need them to be productive."

    An image of Alex appeared on the wall. "The mold blank has sufficiently cooled. Milling will begin in a few minutes. Should I hold progress until you are all present in the fab facility?"

    Harris shook his head. "Keep it moving. We'll be in there when we're done. The milling takes a few hours anyway, doesn't it?"

    "It does. Two hours twelve minutes to be exact. Afterward, a five minute cleanup will be followed by the installation of the systems. Once complete, the reactor will be powered up and the systems thoroughly tested. By this evening we should have our first Banshee making a test flight."

    Harris stood. "Anyone who wants to watch should head over to the fab."

    Tawn asked. "You not going over?"

    "Going for a run first."

    "Hang on, I'll join you."

    Minutes later, the Biomarines were out on the trail Tawn had made permanent.

    "So you think this Banshee will fly?" Tawn asked as they ran.

    "Has to. Unless we can crank out a hundred of these things, we don't stand much of a chance against the Denzee. I'm still pissed the Earthers didn't tell us about the sightings."

    Tawn chuckled. "Yeah, well, we didn't tell them about the scout, did we."

    "That's different. It's a scout, not a fleet."

    Tawn shook her head. "No difference. And this argument has no merit. Doesn't get us anywhere."

    Tawn glanced up at the sky and then back at the trail. "So we get this Banshee and a hundred others out there and we beat back the Denzee... again. What do we do with the Earthers?"

    "I think we have to take them on directly. We would actually have the firepower to take down their entire fleet."

    "Conquer them?"

    "I wouldn't really call it that, but yeah, why not? Take the emperor down and turn that place into a democratic republic like our own."

    Tawn smirked. "I wouldn't mind taking down our own government for that matter. Clean house and put in some decent patriots who are there to protect and serve the people. Not those idiot pacifists who are making loads of backdoor deals to enrich themselves while tearing down everything of tradition. I mean, I get why we don't want war. But to blindly ignore it because it's against your principles? That's just inviting disaster."

    "I'd like to see the colonel and the Retreat vote for secession. And I say that partly because we only have about seven weeks of food left in there. That's getting dangerously low for us."

    Tawn glanced around at the green grass on either side of the trail. "We have all this land and we still haven't made any attempt to farm it. Or with that ocean out there... how many times have we thrown out a fishing line?"

    "We aren't farmers and we aren't fishers."

    Tawn chuckled. "Yeah, well, we aren't shipbuilders or scientists or any other number of job titles we've had to assume to survive. Hasn't stopped us yet."

    "And it won't stop us now."

    Tawn reached over, briefly grabbing Harris' arm as they jogged. "Hey, what if we assigned a bot to do that? Alex has loads of history on both fishing and farming. All he would have to do is load a bot with those memories and cut them loose. Or a dozen of them for that matter. We wouldn't have to farm jack."

    Harris looked off in the distance in thought. "Now that's an idea I actually like. When we get back, we'll quiz Alex about what it would take to get that going."

    Tawn shook her head as she lifted her arm to enable a comm. "Why wait?"

    Seconds later, Alex's voice came over the comm. "Tawn, Harris, how may I be of assistance?"

    Tawn said, "We're getting near the end of our food supplies. What kind of effort would it take for you to program one of those bots to start farming and fishing for us? And if that's possible, how long before they were producing enough food to feed everyone here?"

    "The reprogramming would of course happen in seconds. As to the farming, do we have sprouts or seeds? Could we obtain sprouts or seeds? Either is a requirement for growing our own food. As to the fishing, have we determined if there are adequate fish stocks to be obtained? One moment... it would seem the oceans surrounding this island have the tiniest of microbes swimming in them. Perhaps they could be harvested."

    Harris scowled. "No thanks. I have no interest in eating microbes. And I think I know where we can get our sprouts, and maybe even some cows, pigs, or bogler. Maybe even a few chickens."

    "Where's that?" asked Tawn.

    "Jebwa. There are hundreds of small farms out there. And livestock, so long as it has survived. And there's no one there to lay claim to it anymore, so it's not like we're stealing it."

    Tawn nodded. "Not bad, Harris. Heck, we might even be able to do our farming there and just send a bot or two out to tend it and then harvest."

    "Not doing that. We can't leave these bots anywhere where someone can grab them. And those crops would be vulnerable to an attack. I think whatever it is we grow we need to grow it here."

    "Makes sense. Hmm, look at you this morning. You're just on fire with the ideas right now."

    "Yeah, well, somebody has to lead this group of misfits. Might as well be the head misfit." Harris sprinted ahead. "And the fastest misfit."

    "Not fair!"

    The Biomarines slowed as they came back into camp sucking wind.

    Harris leaned over, placing his hands just above his knees as he pulled in deep breaths. "I win. Sixteen thirty-six. My best time yet."

    Tawn placed her hands on her hips as she drew in replacement oxygen. "Sixteen forty-eight. Nice hustle. That's my first time below seventeen minutes in years."

    "Maybe it's time we started pushing each other to do more. Not that I see much hand-to-hand in our future, but who knows, we've been on several of those Denzee ships already."

    "If the rumored sighting of a new, bigger ship are true, we might have to go it again just for that."

    Harris chuckled. "At least the ground pounding days are over. Can't say I would relish being dumped planet-side again, even to fight those little fur-covered rodents. At least on a ship the environment isn't hostile too."

    Gandy approached. "You coming in to see the milling? Really kind of cool."

    Tawn nodded. "We'll be right in. Everything looking OK?"

    "Perfect. Alex says all indications are this will be a success."

    Harris smiled. "You may get that Banshee fleet you were wanting, Mr. Boleman. Have you been keeping up with your strategy and tactics lessons?"

    "Two hours per day, just before going to sleep. I'm about a third of the way through a basics course Alex set up for me."

    "And?"

    "It's enlightening. So many things I would have never thought of. You were right, we weren't prepared to be out there. I was eager to go before, now I'm kind of scared."

    Harris nodded. "Good. With more learning and some experience, we can turn some of that fear into confidence. That's when you become a danger to the enemy and an asset to those you're fighting alongside. How's your sister doing with it?"

    "She gave up. Said she wasn't learning anything. Sharvie, on the other hand, I was expecting her to flop. She's too timid. But for whatever reason, she's plowing through it. I think she's a few lessons ahead of me now. Will she retain it or be able to apply it later? Who knows."
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    The milling equipment stopped. Five minutes later, the bots servicing the hull had it cleaned and polished. Following just behind, the component installs began. A new core processing unit was the first to be bonded into place. A power unit was moved in next, welded, connected and sealed.

    An hour into the install the drive unit was being pushed in from the back of the hull.

    "They make it look easy, don't they?" said Harris.

    Gandy nodded. "Every move is calculated and precise. We'd be bumping that unit around and get all frustrated trying to perfectly align it. Those bots... it's just whoosh and it's in there."

    An image of Alex appeared on the wall in the room several minutes later. "The component assembly is complete. We have several minutes of alignment testing to enact, followed by powering up the reactor."

    Trish asked, "How long can it fly before needing a refuel?"

    "Continuous flight can be maintained for sixteen days. Jump fuel can accommodate twenty-two full portal openings. Our supply of each fuel here at Midelon is limited, but substantial for the number of craft we can field."

    Harris crossed his arms. "What if we reach our goal of a hundred Banshees?"

    "Our needs will have obviously changed, Harris. Presuming a need for continuous fight, our jump fuel reserves would be depleted in ninety-six days. However, that scenario is highly unlikely."

    "And the standard fuel?"

    "One hundred sixteen days. Again, following a worst case scenario."

    "Can we make more of each?"

    "The standard fuel, yes. The raw material, water, is readily available here on Midelon. Electrolysis would be the preferred method. It's a simple process to extract and store the hydrogen we would require. For the jump fuel, no. We do not have the refining equipment needed, nor do we have the knowledge in the archives of how to construct such equipment. For whatever reason, that data was heavily redacted from the archives."

    Trish said, "I can tell you why. The company that makes that fuel has the market cornered. No competitors. Rumor is they had the archives modified just for that purpose. More payoffs to politicians if you ask me."

    Tawn replied, "Sounds like we need to get our hands on a few more tankers of that stuff. Harris, you think they had any stored at Jebwa?"

    "I guess we'll find out. For the rest of you, we've decided we need to start growing and raising our own food. We'll also be heading to Jebwa to see what we can salvage for doing that. Seed or seedlings, livestock, equipment, whatever we can salvage."

    Trish frowned. "We don't own that."

    "Nobody owns it. That's why it's salvage. And either we take it or someone else will. Or it just goes to waste."

    Tawn chuckled. "Hope we don't have to fight those feral cats over it."

    "So long as the power is still running, those cats should be off doing their own thing."

    "When you want to head out there?"

    Harris looked over at the newly-constructed Banshee. "Let's see this thing fly. If it checks out, you and I will make a run over to see what's there."

    "Sounds like a plan."

    Twenty minutes later the ground testing of the new craft was complete. The drive system enabled, the Banshee was hovering a meter off the floor. A slow taxi out into the sunlight was followed by a rush of air as the attack fighter sped upward, disappearing from sight a few seconds later.

    Alex reported: "All systems appear to be functioning as designed."

    "I assume you'll be performing jumps and firing the railgun?" said Harris.

    "The pilot has been instructed to perform those maneuvers, yes. All systems will be fully tested. Hmm… I'm receiving an anomaly from the inertial dampening system. Banshee number two is being recalled."

    Gandy asked, "What happened?"

    "I won't have an answer until the components in question have been fully evaluated. This may take some time."

    Tawn looked at Harris. "Might be our cue to make that Jebwa run."

    Gandy raised a hand. "Can I go?"

    Harris replied, "The rest of you stay here. Answer any questions Alex may have, and continue your studies. We won't be doing anything out there besides looking today. Once we identify what we want to grab, we'll go back with the Hailstorm and bring it all back at once."

    Minutes later the Bangor lifted into the sky. A jump across the stars had the de facto flagship of the free Human fleet heading into the Jebwa atmosphere. Minutes later they were hovering just above the tarmac at the spaceport.

    Tawn shook her head. "That building look gutted to you?"

    "Yes. Let's go have a look at town."

    Tawn scowled. "If salvagers beat us to it, there may not be much left."

    A quick hop had the Bangor settling on the ground in front of the main meeting hall.

    Harris stepped out onto the street. "Hmm. Cat's everywhere. Not a good sign. Power is out."

    A stroll into the government offices found barren rooms. Furniture and equipment had all been removed.

    As they walked the hall into the grand meeting room, Tawn shook her head. "They even took the podium from the middle of the stand. Speakers are all gone. And the lights. The salvagers picked this place clean. All unguarded and just sitting there. This had to be like finding a stack of gold bars in the middle of the street."

    Several other buildings were checked before a run was made out to one of the farms. Crops had been harvested with no care taken to replant. Silos that would have stored grain and warehouses for seeds had all been emptied. Picked clean bones littered any animal pens that remained. The feral cats had seen to the end of any livestock that had been left behind.

    Tawn stopped. "Check that out. That look like a Human skeleton?"

    Harris nodded as he walked over to it. "Shredded bio-suit. I'd say the cats got him."

    Tawn looked around. "Speaking of cats, are there like twice as many as there were a few minutes ago? And they all seem to be looking at us. Might be time we moved on."

    Harris pointed to the clowder of cats gathering between their position and the Bangor. "Might be we already have a fight brewing."

    "Unless you're looking to relive your last experience with them, I'd suggest we go."

    "Not worried about it."

    "Uh, you almost died last time. I'd rather not know what that feels like if it's all the same to you."

    Harris tapped the plasma rifle hanging over his shoulder. "Not gonna happen this time. No pacifists here that we're trying to placate. The little monsters attack and we're gonna see some real carnage."

    "Just the same. We've seen all we need to see here. I'd rather we not have to fight our way the fifty meters back to the ship if we don't have to. And if we go now, we don't have to."

    Harris looked around. "I was hoping to see that one that was leading them last time."

    Tawn chuckled. "That's what this is about? Revenge? You feel you were bested by that cat and now you’re seeking retribution?"

    "Something like that."

    Tawn shook her head and grabbed his arm. "Just when I thought you were maturing you slip back to being twelve. Come on, leave the cats to their own demise. We'll have to make a few hops to some of the other truce colonies to just buy what we need."

    Harris begrudgingly followed. "You take all the fun out of living, you know that?"

    "Getting yourself mauled by a thousand cats again is not what most would consider living. Just keep walking."

    They boarded the ship without incident.

    As Harris powered up the drive, he pointed at the display view of the exterior. "There! That's him!"

    Tawn sighed. "Just keep moving. We have other, important business to attend to."

    Harris reached for the railgun circuits. Tawn grabbed his hand and shook her head.

    "Fine." Harris scowled. "We'll let the beast go."

    In his last effort at extracting revenge, Harris pushed the control stick forward before pulling it back. The Bangor shot across the grass toward the king cat before turning hard skyward. The subsequent violent rush of air had cats flying in every direction. Harris grinned as the pale blue of the Jebwa sky darkened before turning pitch black. His victory was minor, but his grin told of his satisfaction.

    He reached for the console, bringing the rear camera recording up on the display.

    "What are you doing?"

    "I want to see what happened. See if I got the little beast."

    Tawn shook her head until the video came up on the display. Her minor scowl turned into a chuckle.

    Harris sat back. "Huh. Blew him five meters up and fifteen meters across that field and the little bugger landed on his feet and hissed up at us."

    "Harris Gruberg, worst cat-battler in the universe. Now falls to zero one and one against his nemesis. That, my friend, was a draw."

    "Gives me a little respect for the little monster. He's a warrior."

    At the next closest colony they purchased several bags of seed, along with the tools required to plant and care for them. A second jump had the duo back on the ground at Midelon.

    Harris stepped out to a waiting Gandy. "Well?"

    Tawn hopped out behind him. "Well, disaster. Salvagers picked the place clean. Unless you're looking for feral cats, there's nothing left. They took wiring, furniture, modular walls, basically anything that could be reused without having to be rebuilt."

    "So you got nothing?"

    Harris pointed back at the Bangor. "Seeds. But we picked those up from the colony of Gantway Station."

    "No livestock?"

    Tawn chuckled. "He was about to pay good credits for a dozen boglers before I reminded him we can get all we want from Farmingdale for free. I think he was just excited about the thought of fresh bogler. Probably would have taken a bite out of one of them if he'd gotten close enough."

    "Now, I wasn't that bad. Even if that thought did cross my mind. Anyway, we'll make a run to Farmingdale once we have a proper fence set up here."

    "Fence?" said Gandy. "We're on an island. Where they gonna go?"

    "OK, Mr. Boleman, I hereby place you in charge of the bogler herd when we bring them back. It will be your job to see that they're properly kept."

    "I can do that."

    Trish walked up. "What'd you find?"

    Harris gestured toward the ship. "Seeds. And we decided you'd be our best candidate to be a farmer. Alex will be assigning a bot to you. Take it and get us a garden going."

    "Can I have my old bot?"

    "Sure. And make sure you work closely with Alex on this. We're gonna need it producing food for us sooner than we'd like."

    "Do I get my bot back?" asked Gandy.

    "Why would you need it? They'll just be roaming around for months before we need to butcher one. Not like you'll have to feed them or protect them in any way."

    "Well, that's not fair. She gets hers back."

    "Hers will be working. We need yours producing bots or Banshees. If it makes you feel any better, we aren't getting Idiot or Boomer back either."

    Alex came over the comm: "The anomaly with the Banshee dampening field has been identified and corrected. It was a less than optimally performing unit, which is being replaced. Once complete, testing will again commence, although this time we should have our results within minutes."

    Harris nodded. "Excellent. Keep us posted." Harris turned toward the Bangor.

    "You going somewhere?" Tawn asked.

    "Getting those sacks of seed out. After that, I say we take that run to Farmingdale. Maybe bring back a hundred head?"

    "A hundred? Would take us years to eat all that," Tawn replied.

    "We need enough to start and maintain our own herd. We have the room. Drop a hundred on this island and we'll probably never see them unless we go looking for them."

    "And just how do you plan to round them up?"

    "Hmm. Maybe it's time to recall Idiot and Boomer. We'll set down beside a herd and send those two out to corral the hundred for us. We'll drive them right up the ramp into one of the bays. Flushing them out on this end will be even easier."

    "Haven't put a tremendous amount of thought into this, have you?"

    "Shouldn't need to. It's cows. How hard can it be?"

    The bots boarded the Hailstorm with the Biomarines. Gandy again protested his lack of access to Reggie. A jump to the Farmingdale system soon had the Hailstorm sitting in high altitude over the plains where the boglers would normally roam.

    Tawn scowled.

    "What is it?" Harris asked.

    "Nothing down there."

    "What do you mean?"

    "Mean I count maybe five strays down there. Move us over to the mountains and colony #13."

    Minutes later the Hailstorm pulled to a stop a kilometer above the small colony.

    Tawn shook her head. "I count about two dozen strays up in those hills. The massive herd is gone."

    "How about the inhabitants? They gone too?"

    "I've got four bios down in those buildings. Definitely Humans."

    "Take us down."

    Minutes later, Tawn followed Harris into the meeting hall building. Four of the colony #13 inhabitants were sitting around a table.

    Harris said, "Mr. Noff? That you?"

    Noff stood. "Mr. Gruberg? And Miss Freely?"

    Harris nodded as he approached the table. "Good to see you, but I have to ask, what happened to all the bogler?"

    "Earthers. The last of them just cleared out of here a few days ago."

    "What? What happened?"

    "Our government back on Domicile is what happened. They sold the entire herd to the Earther emperor. Ships have been rounding them up and transporting them for weeks. Seems those alien attacks hammered their food supply, so they made a deal with our government to purchase the lot of them. We argued against it best we could. But they aren't ours, so we lost out."

    Tawn said, "We counted about twenty or so strays out there."

    Noff scowled. "We tried to convince them to leave a couple thousand. Even that small a herd would have met our needs and allowed the herd to grow again. But they wanted every last one of them. Not sure how they missed twenty of them. We'll have to think on whether or not that will be enough to keep us here."

    "Wow. That is harsh. No compensation for your troubles?"

    "They were kind enough to give us a couple hundred credits each. Just enough for passage back to Domicile. The Earthers themselves were more gracious than our own leaders. They offered free passage to their colony and squatting rights for where the bogler would be taken. Also all the bogler we could eat for the rest of our lives. All but us four took them up on that offer."

    Harris said, "I'm just stunned. That was billions of animals to move."

    "They were well organized. Constant stream of ships coming and going. Was a huge operation."

    Tawn sighed. "Sorry for your loss, Mr. Noff. We did spot five roamers out there on the plains. If you'd like we could round them up and bring them here. Or drop them up in the mountains with the others if you prefer."

    Noff thought for a moment. "That's a kind offer, Miss Freely. And you say you counted twenty still in the mountains?"

    "Twenty-two to be exact. Mostly in one cluster. That's twenty-seven head for just the four of you. Might be enough to keep you going."

    Noff turned to his wife and in-laws. "What you say? Give it another year?"

    Three nods were returned.

    Harris glanced back at the door. "We'll round up the strays and drop them with the others. We’re really sorry this happened to you. You all treated us like family while we were here, and we appreciate that."

    Tawn nodded. "What he said."

    The remaining strays on the plains were rounded up, loaded, and moved to the mountain herd. The Hailstorm was turned toward the sky and a fireball rocketed upward from colony #13.

    Harris frowned. "What a kick in the face."

    "Paradise lost. For them anyway."

    "You know this was of our doing, right?"

    "How so?"

    "We waved that herd in front of Bax's face is how. I bet she got credit for restoring a huge part of their food supply. The emperor is probably giddy and giving her even more power."

    "So much for us getting our own herd from there. Might as well take us back to Gantway and we'll just pay for the few head they have for sale there."

    Harris shook his head. "Nope. We're going right to the boss. She's gonna give us a thousand head from that herd. We'll keep a hundred and we'll give Noff and the others the starter herd they wanted."

    "Hmm."

    "What?"

    "There might just be some Human in you after all."

    "We owe them. Just settling our debts."

    Tawn smiled. "However you want to term it."
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    The Hailstorm settled on the grass at Midelon. A bay ramp lowered and a hundred boglers trotted out into the warm sunshine.

    Harris stopped before following them out. "Idiot, Boomer, see all those pies our friends left us? Clean it up and disinfect this place. I want it smelling like it did before we picked them up."

    Tawn chuckled. "Now that's a job those two are certified for."

    Gandy was standing at the bottom of the ramp. "That took a lot longer than expected. Have trouble rounding them up?"

    "Not at all," Harris replied. "But only because there weren't any on Farmingdale. The Earthers purchased that entire herd from Domicile. We just returned close to a thousand to there. Bax agreed as a sort of settlement, since we brought her the tip of their existence to begin with. All but four of our friends on Farmingdale are gone."

    "Earthers killed them?"

    "Worse. Convinced them to move to the Barrier colony where they took the herd. They're rebuilding their mountain colony there."

    "Aren't they worried about the Denzee?"

    "They are. Half that herd will be taken to slaughter as soon as possible and then stored in giant freezers orbiting above New Earth. They'll have enough beef stored up there to feed the entire planet for a year. The whole deal strengthened the emperor by taking down a huge stress point for his subjects.

    "Bax continues to gain credibility with both the emperor and his people. She's rebuilding their fleet. She gets credit for us driving off the Denzee. And now she's feeding them."

    Tawn growled. "And we can't touch her because of the threat of the Denzee. We need a strong New Earth if we plan to fight them, as any help sure won't be coming from Domicile."

    "Banshee number two is fully operational," said Gandy. "And Alex says he now has a design for automating the Hailstorm and the Legions. He says all four Legions can be ready for testing in a couple weeks. All he needs is the go-ahead from either of you."

    Harris opened a comm. "Alex, you have the approval for upgrading the Legion ships. We'll decide on the Hailstorm later. Oh, and do I have your assurance these automated systems can easily be overridden and run manually if we choose to do so?"

    "Yes they can, Harris. As you requested."

    "Good. Then go ahead and get started on converting them. And what's our ETA on the next Banshee?"

    "Three days for each of the next three units. Two days each for the six that follow. After that we should be able to turn a new ship each and every day, so long as our raw materials can be sourced."

    "You tell us what you need and we'll get it. Just give us as much time as possible."

    "Thank you, Harris. The lists and their priorities are being sent to your comms."

    Tawn pulled up the data with a frown. "We better get busy."

    The remainder of the day was spent jumping from colony to colony on the truce worlds. Half the materials needed for the next hundred ships were purchased and loaded on the Hailstorm. But many of the critical material needs were left unfilled.

    Harris looked over at Tawn. "We can't ask the colonel to stick his neck out for the rest of this. You know what that means, right?"

    "Bax?"

    Harris nodded. "We have to go begging. And we don't have any leverage for making any bargains. She doesn't need us. We need her."

    Tawn gestured with her head. "Well, let’s go get it over with. We'll just have to push the fact that this is for the protection of New Earth too."

    The Hailstorm landed at the Fireburg mining colony.

    Harris stood. "I think you should stay here with Farker and the bots."

    "Why?"

    "I've just been getting an uneasy feeling lately with leaving him on the ship alone."

    "The bots are here."

    "They are. But I'd feel better if you stayed."

    Tawn chuckled. "Looking for some alone time with your sweetheart?"

    Harris scowled. "No. My reasoning is exactly as I just expressed. Would you prefer to go and I'll stay here?"

    "Would rather not see her at all if possible. Why don't you at least take one of the bots with you."

    "Don't want her getting her dirty little hands on one. Or even knowing anything about them for that matter. She'd somehow figure out how to use them against us. So Idiot stays here."

    Tawn leaned back in her chair, joining her hands behind her head. "OK. I'll be here I guess. Try not to take too long. We're due for dinner in about an hour. And all this running around today has me kinda hungry."

    "I'll be back when a deal is made."

    Harris walked through the gravity wall and down the ramp. A five minute walk had him standing in Baxter Rumford's office. She had a grin on her face.

    "I can tell by that expression you didn't want to come here today. Which means I'm probably due for an enjoyable meeting."

    "I need materials. I've exhausted most of my options on the other truce worlds. I know you have the connections and the pull to get me what I need."

    "And why would I help you? What's in it for me? I already gave you a thousand head of bogler."

    "We need these materials to finish the building of a small fleet of ships to combat the Denzee."

    Bax rubbed her forehead. "Hmm… what a dilemma you've left me with."

    "How so?"

    "I know you want to destroy this mine. And yet I know we probably need you should the Denzee attack again. By helping strengthen you to fight the Denzee, am I putting myself and my people here in danger?" Bax began to laugh under her breath.

    "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

    "Can't you see the irony? I'm now confronted with the very thing you've been struggling over for the last year. Will my giving help now lead to my eventual demise later? It's quite the conundrum."

    "I see your point, but don't really agree with it."

    "Because you feel like you're on the right side of the dilemma?"

    "No, because I am on the right side of the dilemma. We're desperate here. This is a chance for you to pay off some of those debts of gratitude you owe us."

    Bax laughed. "Debts of gratitude? I hope you aren't serious with that remark." Bax leaned forward, propping her elbows on her desk. "Look, we both know what has to be done here. I have to open a comm to the emperor and you have to beg for his help.

    "If I take this on without consulting and it somehow backfires, it's my head. So put on your best pouty face and get ready to grovel. If the emperor agrees, you'll get your materials."

    "And if he doesn't?"

    "I can't promise anything, but I'll see what I can work. It definitely won't be that whole list as that's a bit more than I can quietly handle."

    Harris took a deep breath. "Fair enough. Make the comm."

    An image of the emperor appeared on the display wall. "Ah, Mr. Gruberg… what a pleasure to see you. I hope Miss Rumford has seen to it to thank you for the bogler information? It has been a major source of comfort and relief for my people."

    "She thanked us, yes."

    "Good, good. And can I assume you come before me today with a need of your own, or possibly some new information?"

    "A need."

    "I see. And what would your request concern?"

    "Materials for ship building. You already heard about our factories in Domicile space being confiscated."

    "Indeed I did. And as I understand it, that confiscation happened just before a huge burst in the construction of ships was about to take place? Very unfortunate."

    "Yes, it was. Look, Emperor, I'll cut to the chase. We need these materials to complete a small fleet that we feel is imperative to fight and defend our space against the Denzee. We both know they will be attacking again. And we both know your fleet does not yet have the numbers you'll need to fight them. I understand the upgrades I supplied you have been implemented, but those alone are hardly enough to fight the forces that have been seen in your territory."

    "Sightings? And what sightings would those be?"

    Harris glanced at Bax. Her stoic expression gave him no clue as to what he should reveal. Had Bax lied to him about the sightings? Had they happened and she didn't pass the information up the chain of command? Harris suddenly felt as if the walls were closing in on him.

    "There have been rumors, Emperor, that several Denzee fleets have been seen passing through your territory. If that's true and they attack, your current fleet will be wiped out in a day or two, leaving your entire empire exposed for annihilation. I can't even promise the ships I plan to build will be enough to stop them. But I do know you stand the best chance if you allow us to help."

    The emperor began to rub his chin in thought. "Mr. Gruberg, you come before me today completely and totally unskilled in the art of groveling. You instead attempt to use reason and sound logic. You leave me both disappointed in how little respect you have for my power, and thrilled that at least one more Human has the inner fortitude to express their full opinion. You and Miss Rumford have those traits in common."

    "So are you leaning toward granting my request or laughing in my face?"

    The emperor smirked. "I like you, Mr. Gruberg. You seem to be a man of integrity."

    "Thank you, I guess."

    "I will grant your request under this set of conditions."

    "Go ahead."

    "You will promise that regardless of the outcome of any fights between my people and the Denzee, even if we are stunningly victorious and the threat is forever eliminated, you will henceforth refrain from any attack on our facilities on Eden. And you will have no involvement with encouraging or enabling others to do so either. And... you will take no hostile action toward any Earther fleet, facility, colony or individual ship. Do you find those terms agreeable, Mr. Gruberg?"

    Harris looked up at the ceiling as he rubbed the back of his neck. "I have a term of my own to add to that."

    The emperor gestured. "Please enlighten me."

    "I'll agree to your conditions until and unless New Earth shows aggression or hostility toward any Domer fleet, facility, colony, or individual ship, including any of my own."

    "Shows aggression, Mr. Gruberg? That term leaves itself open to interpretation. I would agree to the term ‘hostility,’ if that's acceptable."

    "Agreed."

    "Excellent. Miss Rumford will see to it you receive the requested materials. And, Mr. Gruberg, as always, it's been a pleasure doing business with you."

    The comm closed.

    Bax grinned. "I feel better. How about you?"

    "Did I just make a deal with the devil?"

    "You did what you had to do. And I'm proud of you for adding your own condition at the end. It won't matter of course, as the emperor will decide what he wants to do at the time, regardless of any deal. But you... you've shown yourself to be a man of honor. Your word, in your mind, has meaning. An admirable trait, until it's used against you, as is the case here."

    "Are you done enjoying yourself?"

    "Not really. But I can see you're bothered, so if you send me that list I'll see to it it's filled forthwith."

    "Forthwith? What does that even mean? Give me a date when I can come back and pick this up."

    Bax looked over the requested items. "Mmm. Four days?"

    "Can you do it in three?"

    Bax smirked. "Seeing as how you provided me with a reason to smile today, I'll do my best to have that pulled in by a day. Now, is there anything else I can help you with? Anything to change this smile to a grin?"

    "The Denzee sightings, were they real or did you make that up?"

    "I can assure you I didn't make that up."

    Harris stood and then stopped. "Were they real or made up?"

    Bax shrugged. "I can't be certain. I was only relaying what I was told."

    Harris left the office with a scowl. As he walked back up the ramp into the Hailstorm, Tawn was standing in wait.

    "Uh, oh, that doesn't look good."

    "Come on, I'll explain it on the way."

    As the ship sped up through the atmosphere, Harris let out a long breath. "I may have just fouled up."

    "How so?"

    "She connected me with the emperor. He was willing to provide those supplies, with conditions."

    "And?"

    "And we can't attack Eden, or any New Earth ships, fleets, or facilities."

    "Why would you agree to that?"

    "We needed the materials, and the emperor agreed to not commit any hostile act toward Domicile, her fleets, her facilities, or our stuff either."

    "Well, that sounds like what we want anyway."

    "And you expect the emperor to stick to his word? If we manage to beat back any Denzee attack, and he builds up his fleet, he won't hesitate to attack Domicile or us. His word is meaningless."

    "He did pay us those huge sums as he promised. What makes you think he won't honor this agreement?"

    "Bax alluded to the fact he wasn't trustworthy."

    Tawn chuckled. "Bax. Sounds like she was just spinning you up to watch you squirm."

    "Maybe. But there's more. The Denzee fleet sightings by the Earthers, both her and the emperor were laughing about those, like they were enjoying the fact that we bought into it. Like it was propaganda rather than fact."

    "Exactly what I said when she first told us. They used it as leverage to get a deal out of you. See, that's where I would have called her bluff on that before you sold us out."

    "Sold us out? And just how would you have called her bluff? If that was propaganda, you don't think they would have made a fake video recording to show us if we asked?"

    "Did you ask?"

    "Well... no."

    Tawn smirked. "Sounds like she worked you over but good. What, were you sitting there the whole time ogling her? She have you mesmerized?"

    Harris sighed. "For the last time, I don't have a thing for the red witch."

    Tawn held up a hand. "OK. Don't get yourself all worked up. Do that and you'll probably end up making another bad deal."

    Harris half smiled. "You're getting good at playing this thumb-in-your-eye game."

    "I've had a good teacher. Anyway, when do we pick up the goods?"

    "Three days. Which was better than I thought we'd get."

    Tawn nodded. "Not bad. That should mean we're only about ten weeks from having our hundred Banshee fleet. Of course then we'll have to go out and fish for more supplies."

    "Mmm. Maybe, maybe not."

    "We only had enough on that list for a hundred ships."

    "I may have tripled those numbers as I walked to her office."

    "You didn't."

    "I did. And I added a few of those difficult-to-get items we struggled with from the colonies. The stuff that's left should be an easy score. We can head out tomorrow and load up so we have a good stockpile going."

    Tawn smiled. "OK, well, that might make up for some of your mistakes today."

    "By the way, how many Banshees can we make with what we currently have?"

    "Alex says another ten."

    "And the bots? How do our materials look for them?"

    "I don't have a count, but I'm sure it's a lot," Tawn answered. "I’d have to ask Alex for an exact number."

    Harris nodded. "Let's just hope those sightings were propaganda. At least that should give us some time to finally arm ourselves."

    "Catching that Denzee scout tells me they are for sure coming. Did you tell them about it?"

    "No. Didn't see a good reason for it. Wouldn't have changed any of their actions."

    Twenty minutes later, the Hailstorm landed on the grass beside the bunker.
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    Sharvie asked. "Any change at Gondol?"

    Harris shook his head. "Just checked a half hour ago. Two Earther ships are sitting there with that probe. Until they move we can't go poking around. I know you're frustrated with not knowing what's there. So am I, but we can't risk turning something historic like that over to anyone else. What if it holds the answers to why Humans are out in this sector in the first place?"

    "You know it does."

    Harris chuckled. "I don't know that. Just hoping it does. Anyway, how's your combat training going?"

    "Good. I think. I can read and watch something and it makes complete sense, but until I do it for the hundredth time in the simulator it just doesn't stick."

    "There's a hand-to-hand move where you grab your opponent's wrist and twist. Should either take them to the ground, or at a minimum turn them away from you. I still don't have a good grasp on that one. My brain wants to spin their wrist in the opposite direction, which brings them right up in your face. Might as well be dancing with them at that point."

    Sharvie frowned. "I have a hard time believing I can take down a hundred kilo man with a simple move like that. I know you get the benefit of using a small move on your part to achieve a huge result on your opponent, but it still doesn't sit right in my head."

    Harris patted her on the back. "That's where all the practice comes in. You're most effective with those when you don't think about them."

    Gandy walked up. "The boglers seem to be settling in. They found a pond about two kilometers from here and have taken to hanging out there. I was worried they weren't eating this grass because it's different, but I just saw two of them munching away. What were you talking about?"

    "My combat training," said Sharvie. "It's frustrating, but fun."

    "I know. I thought I knew enough to get by with. And that I was smart enough to figure the rest out on the fly. Wow, was I off. And I now realize that even with all I've learned I don't have a good grasp of it all yet. There's so much. And it all takes practice."

    Sharvie nodded. "That's what we were just saying."

    A comm came in from Alex: "The Denzee have returned. A force of two hundred Ratoons and nearly five hundred Dulons have landed at Rumanta. And they have a new ship with them. They call it the Vaaka. It's three times the size of a Ratoon and appears to carry a fleet of fighter craft. I have one of our worker bots attempting to access their systems. I believe Miss Withrow might be interested in joining in."

    Harris asked, "We aren't gonna get reverse hacked again are we?"

    "Precautions have been taken. The worker and comm ship are completely isolated from all other systems. If the comm ship losses control, it should immediately shut down. We would have to retrieve it and reload its systems, but their access would not spread."

    "And we're safe with a bot being connected?"

    "Two others have been assigned to subdue and terminate the worker should that happen."

    Harris opened a comm to Tawn. "Where you at?"

    "On the trail. Why?"

    "The Denzee are back. Huge force. Already at Rumanta."

    Tawn sighed. "On my way. Should be there in five."

    Harris opened a comm to the Retreat: "Colonel, I'm sure the DDI is listening, and I wanted to pass on the info that the Denzee are back, with an even bigger force."

    "You coming to get us?"

    "Will the DDI allow it?"

    "Give me a minute to discuss this with my contact."

    The colonel opened a separate comm. A side conversation could be heard as the new information was relayed. Several minutes passed before Harris received a reply.

    "Mr. Gruberg, we're stuck. My contact says we're being ordered to stay where we are. Any attempt to come get us will be met with force."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "That's five ships we don't have crews for, Colonel. We need your teams."

    Alex said, "I believe we already have a solution, Harris. The Legion ships can be automated within the hour. The Hailstorm will require a full day. Should I divert the necessary resources to make this happen?"

    "Please. And, Colonel, I still want our people flying these ships. Work on a way for us to come get you while we work the rest of this out."

    The comm was closed and another opened to Eden: "Bax, tell me you have our supplies?"

    "Tomorrow. Just as was agreed upon."

    "You haven't heard, then?"

    "Heard?"

    "A huge Denzee force just showed up at Rumanta."

    "What? Are you sure?"

    "More than seven hundred ships. Two hundred Ratoons. And a new ship we don't know much about yet. They call it a Vaaka. We need those materials."

    "Hold on."

    A second image joined into the comm. "Good. Mr. Gruberg, I'm guessing you've heard the news. I'm hoping we can count on your assistance. A large fleet has appeared at Jellon II."

    "What? We have a fleet showing at Rumanta. Are you certain?"

    "Yes," the emperor replied. "I have data showing more than a hundred of the Ratoons this time."

    "You aren't gonna like this, Mervin. An even bigger fleet just popped into Rumanta space. Your scouts haven't reported that?"

    "A third of our scouts have not reported in, Mr. Gruberg. Again, can we count on your assistance?"

    "Under one condition: you open a comm to Domicile and ask for assistance. We don't stand a chance on our own. And I need my crews from the Rabid system if we're to offer a fight at all. Your insistence this can be handled by your meager fleet has the DDI camping out at their colony, keeping them from joining us."

    "Hmm, I will take that under consideration."

    "You better do more than that, and fast. You don't have enough ships or manpower to take on even one of those fleets. Make the comm, Mervin. Don't let your stubbornness be the downfall of humanity."

    The emperor's comm closed.

    Bax shook her head. "Making him mad won't help."

    "He needs to be mad. Mad at himself for being such a stooge. And If I were you, I'd make plans for a fast exit from there for when they show up, because they will show up, and probably soon. And get me those supplies. I desperately need them if we're to have even a remote chance of defending ourselves."

    Bax frowned at her comm. "I've just received about a half dozen hails."

    "Get us those materials."

    "I'll do what I can."

    The comm to Eden closed as Tawn came off the trail. "Give me the bad news."

    Harris took in a long breath. "The Denzee are back. Multiple large fleets. The DDI won't release the colonel or his crews. Alex says he can have the Legion ships automated in a few hours. We have those, the Bangor, and two Banshees."

    "What about the Hailstorm?"

    Harris shook his head. "Sometime tomorrow."

    Gandy said, "We could fly the Hailstorm."

    Harris placed his hand on Gandy's shoulder. "Thanks, but not a chance."

    "Our supplies from Bax?" Tawn asked.

    "Not until tomorrow. And I would call those into question now. The Earthers will be scrambling to protect their own. Gandy, we'll need you and Trish to aid Mr. Morgan in any way you can to keep everything here running."

    Tawn tilted her head. "We going out?"

    "As soon as the Legion ships are ready. That will give us seven ships in the fight, which is more than we've had before, but these are bigger fleets." Harris sat on the grass, shaking his head. "Every time it seems we're making progress toward our defense, we have a huge setback. The Domers are working against us. The Earthers have their own agenda. And now this force, more than we can handle."

    Tawn sat. "We've fought the odds before. We'll do it again here."

    Harris chuckled. "If you're thinking I'm all depressed over this, don't be. I just need a reality check every once in a while."

    Harris stood. "I suppose we should go inside and start looking over the data we have on those fleets. Maybe something will pop out at us for a good attack."

    As they walked, Gandy said, "Really, we could fly that ship if we have to."

    "And who's gonna man the guns?" Tawn asked. "Those are all individually operated on that ship."

    "Yeah, I guess I wasn't taking that into account. I'll shut up now."

    Harris grabbed him by the back of the neck and squeezed. "As I said, we need you here keeping things running. And if it helps, you can take back control of Reggie, or whatever you want to call it. That would be after tomorrow though. We need that Hailstorm conversion done as soon as possible."

    Three hours were spent looking over the Denzee data. The two fleets turned into three, as a new one, smaller but still significant, had arrived at Gondol. Twenty-eight Ratoons sat in orbit while a dozen Dulons unloaded their cargo and personnel on the surface.

    Harris leaned back on his chair. "If we hit Gondol, the Earthers won't participate. It will be us versus that entire fleet. And I can't say I like our odds."

    Tawn pointed at the display before them. "Those ships in orbit are all close together. As are the Dulons on the ground. What if we cause a diversion out here while we sneak the Banshees and Legions in from behind the planet? Just have them clean house on those Dulons and then scat? We could at least take out that ground force, preventing them from getting established there. After that, we join forces with the Earthers and attack whichever fleet they commit to."

    Harris nodded. "Has merit. Alex, given the position of the Denzee ships in orbit, do we have an avenue coming in? Can we get our other ships in while drawing off the Ratoons?"

    A green illuminated tube displayed on the back side of the Gondol image. "This avenue will bring the Banshee and Legion ships in safely and allow them to reach the atmosphere before staging your diversion. I would suggest coming in exactly above the ground units. Feign an attack if needed to draw the Ratoons your way. That should allow sufficient time for a surface assault with a high probability of success."

    Tawn said, "Looks like we have a plan. Those Legions ready yet?"

    "Testing is in progress. For ease of identification, I am designating the Legions as L1 through L4 on all diagrams. The Banshees are B1 and B2. I have assigned a worker to pilot B1."

    Harris stood. "Sounds good. Keep it simple. Tawn, how about you and I go check our supplies on the Bangor. Gandy, we'll need you and Farker to take us out with the shuttle. I'll send coordinates for our jump. When we get there, just wait for us. This shouldn't take long. Afterward you can bring us back here. From there we'll discuss our next move."

    Gandy nodded. "Can Alex keep a comm open to me with a live feed of the action?"

    "Alex?"

    "Certainly. Just pass the coordinates for the jump to me as well."

    Tawn and Harris walked toward the Bangor.

    "I think things are going to get hard for us mentally," Tawn said.

    "I'm not worried about us," Harris replied. "I'm worried about Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie. And the whole of Domicile when those Earther colonies start falling one by one."

    "You think the emperor has made his appeal for help yet?"

    Harris shook his head. "Not sure he'll do it at all until forced to. Once the Denzee engage and he sees how bad his losses are, he'll make the comm. It’ll come too late for most, if not all of the Earthers though. That Denzee force is too big."

    Legion testing was complete. The four pared down ships lifted into the sky, followed by the Banshees and the Bangor. Gandy zoomed ahead in a shuttle and was soon out into free space. A wormhole was opened to a location outside Midelon space and the ships all slipped through.

    Harris said, "Mr. Boleman, just wait here. I expect a flight in, maybe three minutes of fighting, and a flight out. Twenty-five minutes, top. If it takes longer, just be patient. We're probably only fighting for our lives."

    "I'll be here, Mr. Gruberg. Watching from afar."

    Harris rubbed his forehead as Tawn entered the coordinates for Gondol space. "I hope these bots can handle this."

    "Given what we've seen, I would have to think they can."

    Gandy came over the comm. "I have a link back to Alex. The Denzee ships are in the same position. You're good to go."

    Harris entered the coordinates. The ships moved through to Gondol space. Commands were given to the automated fleet. Harris piloted the Bangor in a wide arc around and behind the Denzee ships. Once in position, the go-ahead was given.

    Six ships, all crewed and piloted by AI processing units, closed in on the back side of the planet. Once the atmosphere was reached, Harris moved toward the Ratoons. The occupying ships took the bait.

    Tawn said, "I have six coming our way and fast. Eight minutes and they'll be all over us."

    "I was hoping to draw them all. How long until the bot ships show?"

    "Three minutes. Then another three before they reach the Dulons. If they can hug the terrain, they might cut that detectable time in half. The Ratoons in orbit are about six minutes away. Should be more than enough time for those bots to ravage a dozen Dulons. How close you gonna cut it with us?"

    "When they hit three minutes, I'll turn us away at a slower pace. Once they're a minute from us, we open a wormhole and jump."

    "Not a lot of margin there. You do realize they'll be shooting at us, right?"

    "I'm counting on it."

    Tawn looked over the display. "Problem: they're coming faster than we can move. I think you might want to start us moving away. These ships have been upgraded from what we fought before."

    "One more minute."

    "Harris, I think we should go. There, the first ship just went dark. They're firing!"

    Harris chuckled. "Relax, we've been here before. We just— whoa! That came in sooner than expected. I guess it's time to run."

    "You have about forty seconds left for us to jump. I would suggest we go ahead and make use of that now."

    "We need to give those bots all the time we can."

    "Those bots will still have twenty Ratoons coming after them. Oh crap. Those ships are too fast to run from."

    "Relax, I'm jumping."

    "Good. But I wasn't talking about us. The bots will have to fight. They're ten minutes from being able to jump. Those Ratoons will catch them before they reach free space. Wow, did this just backfire on us."

    "Not yet."

    A wormhole opened. The Bangor slipped through.

    Tawn said, "Wait. What happened? We’re still at Gondol."

    Harris nodded. "That's right. And if this works, we can draw another six or so Ratoons off our bots... which are now engaging."

    Tawn shook her head. "Jump us out of here, Harris! Detecting a wormhole at fifty seconds out! That first set is following us!"

    Tawn opened a comm. "Bot fleet! This is Tawn! Abort! Get your asses out of there. The Denzee ships are faster than we are!"

    "Acknowledged."

    Harris turned. "What are you doing?"

    "Jump us out of here, now!"

    A wormhole opened farther out into free space. The Bangor moved through.

    Tawn yelled, "That's Gondol still on the nav display! I have a wormhole opening! Six Ratoon coming through at forty-two seconds. Lights on those ships are dimming!"

    Harris punched in coordinates for a new wormhole, taking the Bangor to the other side of the Gondol sun. A second wormhole opened only seconds later. The Bangor escaped through to the space where Gandy was waiting.

    A comm came in from the shuttle: "I'm passing the feed from the fight. Our bot fleet just absolutely destroyed those Dulons. And they aren't running toward free space. They've moved out away from the fight area, still hugging the surface. Four just disappeared into the bog. And there go the other two."

    "What are they doing?" Harris asked.

    Gandy shrugged. "Hiding? But I don't see how. Those Ratoon sensors will pick them up when they get close."

    Tawn nodded. "When they get close. Slick. How quickly we forgot those disc weapons don't work when in atmosphere."

    Several minutes later, Gandy said, "I have four, no, all six just emerged. They're engaging with the Ratoons."

    The automated ships dashed in and around the twenty Ratoon attackers, dishing out a relentless and deadly serving of tungsten pellets. In less than a minute, the Ratoons were turning away. Four had their superweapons damaged beyond use. In the minute that followed, another four had the same.

    Gandy grinned and pointed excitedly at his display. "They're running! The Ratoons are running!"

    Tawn crossed her arms. "And just when you thought they were finished. Why did we not recall the in-atmosphere thing?"

    Harris shook his head. "That was a huge miss on our part. Won't happen again."

    Gandy said, "Two more of those main weapons are offline!"

    The Denzee ships moved up through the atmosphere and out into space. The bot ships didn't follow, instead returning to finish what they had begun. Four minutes later, the surface of Gondol was free of bio signs. The Ratoons continued out to free space, followed by a jump away to Rumanta.

    Harris nodded. "Wow. Can't believe how that turned our way. You know what this means?"

    "Enlighten me," Tawn replied.

    "It means the Denzee will have a tough time colonizing any of our planets. All we have to do is get one of those bot ships to the surface and they won't be able to stop it. This is a huge development."

    "Could be. Only problem is once you get down into that atmosphere, there's no leaving. All they have to do is wait for you to come out."

    "Still, it's at least something we can work with."
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    With the Ratoons gone from Gondol, the bot ships made their way out to free space, followed by a jump to a waiting shuttle and the Bangor. The victorious group hustled back to Midelon, setting down on the grass outside the Bunker.

    Harris opened a comm. "Bot fleet, I know you're just bots, but I wanted to say congratulations on a job well done. We managed that whole fight without losses."

    "Thank you, sir. We do appreciate the recognition and praise."

    The group gathered in the supply hut.

    Sharvie asked, "Can we check the Gondol stone now? Nobody is there."

    Harris chuckled. "Sorry, we have a war to fight. And before you ask, no. The rest of you can't go out there while we're off fighting. We need to have the support right here in case we need you."

    An image of Alex came up on the wall display. "Congratulations on a job well done, Harris. I would call that a full victory."

    "Just a victory, Alex. Those Ratoons will live to fight another day."

    "I see. I have an update for you from Rumanta. More than a hundred of the Dulon ships are on the surface. The rest of their fleet remains in high orbit above the Denzee encampment. It may be possible to send our bot fleet, as you call it, to the surface for another melee. Their fleet in space remains in tight formation, leaving a blind spot coming into the far side of the planet."

    Harris nodded. "What if we just sent in a single ship?"

    Tawn asked, "What are you suggesting?"

    "We drop in a Banshee. We should have a new one tomorrow. That Banshee just stays in atmosphere and kills anything that comes down. Their weak plasma weapons won't hurt it. We could possibly keep them from building a colony there. Might even convince them to leave."

    Tawn half scowled. "To leave? More likely to go and attack a new colony."

    "I see this as an opportunity while they've left a door open for us. Doubtful we'll get a ship down to the surface after this one. They'll plug that hole in their defenses."

    Harris opened a comm. "B2, we have a new mission for you. You'll be escorted out of Midelon space, where you'll make a jump to Rumanta. From there you'll follow a path to the planet and down to the surface. Alex will be sending you that path. Once down, you'll destroy anything and everything Denzee while remaining in-atmosphere and away from any Ratoons firing their superweapon. Once the destruction is complete, you will remain on-planet until directed to do otherwise. Understood?"

    "Yes, sir. Awaiting transport to non-Midelon space."

    Harris turned. "Gandy? Want to take it out?"

    "I can."

    "Make sure to replenish the tungsten store before leaving. Alex, can you provide B2 with a path for its mission?"

    "I can."

    Harris shook his head. "Alex, provide B2 with the necessary data please."

    Ten minutes later, Gandy, with Farker aboard, was ripping through the Midelon sky in the shuttle as the bot Banshee, B2, followed after. Twenty-four minutes later, a live feed came in from the bot.

    "Dulons will be within range in ninety seconds."

    The group watched on the display wall as the single Banshee fighter closed on its targets. Five Ratoons were dispatched from the main fleet to deal with the attacker. Dozens of Dulons began to lift from the surface as the Banshee opened up with its single railgun.

    Gandy raised a fist in triumph, "Yes!" as the first of the Denzee Dulons split in half, both pieces falling hard back to the surface.

    Within seconds, a third of the fleeing ships were breaking apart, spewing smoke and flame, and plummeting to what would be their final resting places on Rumanta. As the others reached the atmosphere, the Banshee turned its rain of tungsten fire on a new set that were beginning to lift off. Of the new group of fifteen, two made it to orbit, while the others fell back under the loss of propulsion and the pull of gravity.

    The Ratoons entered the fight only to be badly beaten by the hypervelocity pellets coming from the lone Banshee attacker. As they too turned away, the Banshee unleashed its wrath on the remaining ships on the ground. Denzee workers could be seen scurrying about as the ships they attempted to board were pummeled, smashed, and utterly shredded.

    Fifteen minutes after it had begun, the Banshee pulled to a stop, sending out the occasional round in an effort to terminate any movement on the planet's surface. The whole of Rumanta, excluding the space surrounding it, was now under B2's control.

    Harris nodded with a smile. "Now that was satisfying. Alex, I take back everything bad I've ever said about your bots."

    "Thank you, Harris."

    The others chimed in with their own praise.

    Alex replaced the Banshee's image on the display wall. "With this confirmation of the AI's abilities, I've decided to enable their access to Midelon space. Each of these processing units has been granted access. You will no longer require Farker for each and every trip through Midelon space."

    Tawn asked, "You’re telling us these bots can come and go as they please?"

    "No, the original assistants, and the workers that have come after, remain under your control. What this enabling means is that instead of Farker, you may use one or more of these units to come and go. On future missions, Gandy will not be required to escort these ships out of Midelon space."

    Harris nodded. "Good to know, Alex. Does this mean we're also closer to gaining access to whatever the next level in that bunker is?"

    "Closer? Yes. How close? I am not at liberty to say. Continued interaction with your assistants is still required."

    "We don't have time to interact with them. If you haven't noticed, we're trying to fight a war here."

    "I am aware of the situation, Harris. Perhaps now that these units can be used for Midelon transportation, you will take them with you more often. I would believe time on a ship would be an excellent time to converse, bringing each of you closer to the next level."

    The image on the display wall switched back to Rumanta and B2. "Sir, we have a Vaaka approaching. Do my mission parameters remain in place?"

    "Sure. If it enters the atmosphere, give it a beating. I’d like to see how it holds up as compared to the Ratoon. Sharvie? Were you able to make any progress toward breaking into their systems?"

    "None. They've started making very quick adjustments, countering everything we've tried."

    "No good tips from your friends?"

    "They aren't even involved now. The bots are way faster at decision making. My friends can't even protect themselves from the bots anymore."

    Seconds later, the Banshee began firing at the approaching megaship. External damage showed, but nothing breached its hull. The onslaught of tungsten was followed seconds later with the launch of several hundred hypervelocity missiles. B2 moved, swerved, and ducked up and down, but was no match for the missiles’ seeking heads or the explosive payloads they delivered.

    A mass of fire and debris saw the single unit hull punched full of holes, and the Banshee fighter plummeted to the ground. Before reaching the surface, a bright flash vaporized the small craft, so no investigation of its makeup and systems could follow.

    Gandy looked down at the floor. "And just that fast we're back to one."

    The Dulons that had fled to space began to return. In the span of twenty minutes, a flood of Denzee workers were moving about. The image on the wall went blank.

    Harris asked, "Alex? What just happened?"

    "Our comm ship was compromised and has been shut down. You will have to take the Hailstorm up to retrieve it for a complete reload if its software. An intrusion attempt was successfully countered by the Denzee, momentarily taking control of the ship."

    "Will we be able to prevent this counterattack in the future? We need those comms open for scans so we know what's going on out there."

    "That determination can only be made after a complete evaluation."

    Harris stood. "OK, we'll get on it. Gandy, sounds like a mission for you."

    Tawn said, "Grab me a meal while you're over there."

    "Not going for a meal."

    "Where you going then?"

    "Out to Eden to check on the status of our supplies."

    "Not time yet."

    "I plan on talking with Bax about the attacks we just completed. If the Earthers can make it to the surface of any planet they're trying to defend, they have a chance of protecting it—excluding the Vaaka ships of course. I thought it would be good for them to know."

    "Want me to ship-sit again?"

    "Not necessary. I'll take Idiot with me. If the supplies are there, I'll hop back and grab the Hailstorm, once Alex is done with the upgrades."

    "Well, could you at least grab me a meal from over there while you're up?"

    Harris chuckled. "Sure."

    Two meals were pulled. One was handed off.

    Tawn asked, "What are you doing with that one?"

    "I've got twenty to twenty-five minutes to kill on the ride out. Might as well make use of the time."

    It wasn’t long before Harris walked into Baxter Rumford's office. "Got my supplies?"

    "You really messed things up."

    "What? What'd I do?"

    "The emperor had a deal worked out with the Denzee. They sent in a new more powerful queen. She asked that they be given Rumanta and Jellon, both of which were abandoned, for a period of six months. After that, they would pull up and leave this sector. The queen above her said the losses to the Humans were unacceptable."

    "Leave to where?"

    "Who cares? In six months our problems with the Denzee would have been over."

    "And the emperor believed them?"

    "He did, and they were willing to sign a deal, in person, leaving from all Human space in six month's time."

    Harris shook his head. "I thought your emperor was a fairly smart guy, but this is insane. He's an insane moron."

    Bax stood with an angry face. "I can't have you insulting him right here in my office!"

    "Would you rather I went out into the hall? Look, they would no more honor any agreement than your emperor would. You let them get established and they will roll right over you."

    "Doesn't matter now. They've declared war on all Humans. Including Domers. I hear your name is being bandied about for treason charges back at Congress. You supposedly attacked defenseless, peaceful workers on two planets."

    "I attacked the aliens who have already killed millions of Humans! What is wrong with you people!"

    Bax sat down. "Look, I'm just the messenger in all this. On the one hand, I don't trust the Denzee either. But on the other, give me six months and I can have this fleet up to a thousand ships. That force would be enough to take out their few hundred Ratoons."

    "And what of their new ships? The Vaakas? You don't even know what weapons or defenses they have. What if one of those can take out a hundred of your destroyers?"

    "We were told those are purely diplomatic vessels."

    Harris laughed. "Again, insane! We just did battle with one that obliterated our ship after we cleaned house against their others. I came here today to tell you how you could defend against them. But it seems you're mad that we kicked them in the teeth. So if you'll point me at the supplies we were promised, I'll be on my way."

    "Pfft. You think for a second the emperor is still interested in fulfilling that? You must be denser than I thought."

    "Are the Denzee still camped at two of his worlds?"

    "Yes."

    "Then who's being dense? You need our help."

    "I'm thinking it's time you left before the emperor gets word you're here. I'm probably already going to get slapped around for not arresting you. So consider my letting you go as a gracious gesture and hustle out that door."

    Harris stood. "You people are dooming us all. Here, I'll leave you with the information I was going to give. Those Ratoons can't fire that main weapon in atmosphere. Use that to your advantage. Only fight their ships when in atmosphere and you might actually have a chance of keeping a few of your colonies."

    "We were already fully aware of that little factoid. Remember, I was here with you when they tried to do us in? Fighting down at the surface has been our focus since that fact came to light. Now, as I said, scram, before you get grabbed out of this office or the hallway."

    Harris shook his head as he headed out. The unhappy expressions by several Earthers on his way back toward the Bangor turned his slow walk into a heavy jog. Soldiers were moving about and pointing as he hopped up through the hatch and sat in the pilot's chair. The hatch closed and the small ship rocketed out into the extreme heat of the Eden day. Twenty-three minutes later, he was walking into the supply hut.

    Tawn asked, "And?"

    "And we're not getting any supplies."

    "What happened? Delayed?"

    "Canceled. It seems the moron emperor decided to negotiate with the Denzee. He was supposed to leave them alone on Rumanta and Jellon for six months, after which time they were supposed to leave Human space."

    "What? Why would they do that? And where would they go?"

    Harris shrugged. "Don't know, and don't believe they would be leaving. And to add to our burden of being the only ones willing to fight, the emperor told the Domers we trashed a negotiated peace with an unprovoked attack, killing innocent and defenseless Denzee workers. Congress is supposedly working up charges of treason, which is a capital offense. Looks like we won't be going home anytime soon."

    "Who believes the Denzee would honor any such agreement? They spaced millions of our people! Those attacks were unprovoked and against innocent civilians!"

    Tawn stood and began stomping around the supply hut.

    Harris chuckled. "Wow. I think you're taking this worse than the emperor."

    "I'm just fed up with the stupid decisions being made, that's all. We're out here trying to do the right thing and they're calling it treasonous? I can't wait to see what our people in Congress say when the first Domer colony is attacked and wiped out."

    "They'll blame us. It's what they're getting set up to do right now."

    Tawn sat. "That moment you needed before, to get a grip on reality, I need that moment now."

    Harris chuckled again. "It helps. Take your time. The rest of you have any thoughts?"

    Bannis said, "Don't make any difference to me. They already decided I was a criminal. At least I'm in good company."

    Trish sat with her chin propped up on her hand. "Maybe I should have taken you up on that dating help offer while I had the chance."

    Gandy looked longingly at Sharvie, who shyly turned away.

    Harris said, "OK, look, our lives aren't over. We have a mission: save humanity. That hasn't changed. So what if everyone hates us? One day we'll be looked upon as heroes. And in the meantime, we know we're the true heroes here. We've risked our lives repeatedly for free Humans. And we'll continue to do so."

    "So what do we do now?" Trish asked.

    Harris stood. "We go back out to the truce worlds and scavenge for the materials we need. We have Banshees to build."

    Gandy stood. "We should take the Hailstorm and a dozen bots and go out to Gondol. There's a dozen crashed Denzee ships out there. I say we pick them clean while we have the chance."

    "And we could look at the Gondol stone," said Sharvie. "If no one is there, it should be safe to do so."

    Harris looked at a dejected Tawn. "You up for a run to Gondol?"

    "Sure, why not."

    "Just think about it like this: if we can salvage enough material from those downed ships, we can build our own fleet of a thousand automated Banshees. The Denzee, nor New Earth, nor Domicile, would be able to stand up to it."

    "So we're taking over this whole section of the galaxy now?"

    Harris chuckled. "You have a better plan?"
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    The enhancements to the Hailstorm were complete. Supplies were loaded and the entire fleet flown out to Gondol, along with two dozen of the thirty-two bot workers that were now available for use.

    Harris stepped out onto the ground. "Alex, you still connected?"

    "I am."

    "Can you scan for the materials we need and assign bots to salvage it in the most time-optimal way? And make a list for us lowly Humans to grab as well."

    "A list should be available on your comms. The workers have their assignments."

    Harris nodded. "Alex, I ever tell you I was fond of you?"

    "No Harris, you haven't."

    "Well, I am. On occasion anyway."

    Tawn said, "You gonna play footsies with the AI or you gonna help us with this salvage?"

    "How would you play footsies with an AI?"

    "I wouldn't. What you were just doing though, that would be an example."

    Plates were removed and pieces picked from the debris on the ground. The autonomous ships hovered just above, two taking positions out near free space where any wormholes opening could be detected as soon as they formed. Five hours into their efforts, the docking bays of the Hailstorm were full.

    A jump back to Midelon saw the bays unloaded. MREs were taken and eaten on the ride back out.

    Upon arrival, Harris rolled his eyes. "Earthers... what are they doing here?"

    Tawn shook her head. "Are you kidding? That's a treasure trove of Denzee parts down there. Surprised they don't have more ships out here already."

    "Alex, can you give an analysis of what we got on that first load? How many Banshees can we make from that?"

    "The debris we harvested has the potential to make another twelve Banshee vessels, minus the drive systems."

    "What? Minus the drives? Are there parts still down there that would enable us to build drives?"

    "Yes."

    "And you didn't think to include those parts in our initial pickup?"

    "You asked for an optimal task list. You did not qualify complete Banshees as being a requirement."

    "You know what I said earlier about being fond of you?"

    "Yes."

    "Well, forget it. You're nothing more than an artificial half-wit."

    "Does calling me that make you feel better, Harris?"

    "It does."

    "Then you can thank me later."

    Tawn chuckled. "OK. Footsies again. Alex, can you identify what parts we need to grab from down there that will allow us to complete those dozen Banshees? And give me a time estimate of how long we would need to grab those parts."

    "The items are highlighted in the visual diagram I just sent you. Five minutes twelve seconds will be required to harvest those items if done by the workers."

    Harris asked, "What are you thinking?"

    "I'm thinking we chase off those Earthers for five minutes twelve seconds is what I'm thinking. Head in with our railguns blazing, not actually targeting them, and hopefully they run. We drop in, grab the parts we need, and either stay and keep salvaging or leave."

    Harris nodded. "I like option one. Bot fleet, we need you to attack the Earther ships. But we don't want any Earthers or their ships harmed. We just want to chase them off. Think you can handle that?"

    "Yes, sir."

    "Good. Then handle it."

    Four Legions and the Banshee could soon be seen as fireballs dropping through the atmosphere. A handful of tungsten rounds were fired into the dirt surrounding the two Earther ships. In under a minute, they were lifting up through the sky as the Banshee and Legions fired off a number of near-miss shots. The Hailstorm dropped in behind them, settling in the center of the debris.

    Two dozen worker bots emerged, scattering in different directions. The Bangor landed only seconds later.

    Harris was the first out of the hatch. "You all have your lists. Grab what you can as fast as you can."

    The Earther ships stayed in high orbit for twenty minutes before heading out to free space. Ten minutes later they were moving through a wormhole, back to the empire.

    Harris dropped parts in an open bay before turning back for the next items on his list. "Alex, please tell me you optimized this new list for building complete Banshees."

    "I cannot tell you that, Harris. You are working from the original list. The bots were working from the new list, which has been completed, so they have moved back to the original."

    Harris reached up to smack his forehead before impacting the top of his helmet with his gloved hand. "OK, look, optimize for building complete Banshees. And that's all lists. I want everyone pulling parts that we can fully utilize once we're back at Midelon. Got it?"

    "Got it."

    The list showing on the heads-up-display inside Harris' helmet changed. A green triangle illuminated the direction of the next part to be gathered.

    An alert came in from the patrolling ships. "Sir, we have incoming vessels. Twelve and counting. They are Denzee, sir."

    Harris turned for the Bangor. "Everyone! We have incoming! Drop what you've got in your hands and head for the nearest ship. And run like there's no tomorrow, because if they catch us... there's no tomorrow!"

    Tawn joined Harris on the Bangor as Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie boarded the Hailstorm.

    As Harris began to lift off, Bannis Morgan came over the comm: "Sure, leave the old man."

    Harris checked his sensors, setting the ship down hard beside him, the wind blowing him over. Tawn jumped from the hatch, pulling him up to her waist and taking two long steps before diving into the open doorway. The duo skidded to a stop on the deck.

    Bannis rubbed a shoulder that had scraped on the ground as Tawn had scooped him up. "Should I thank you for that?"

    Tawn chuckled as the Bangor rocketed skyward. "You should."

    "Thanks, then."

    Harris said, "I think we can make it! Our two scouts are in free space and jumping. They pulled the Denzee toward them. We should be good."

    The blue Gondol sky turned dark and then black. The surrounding star systems came into view on the display.

    With just under a minute to go to reach free space, an alert came in from a trailing Legion. "Sir, I show a wormhole opening between the Denzee ships and a position in front of you."

    "What? They're jumping around to our side? Cheats!"

    As the Denzee Ratoon came through, four additional wormholes opened nearby. Three Legions and a Banshee raced in. The lights on the Denzee ship went dark as Harris turned the Bangor hard away. The disc on the front of the warship glowed blue-white for several seconds, its invisible beam of death just missing the Bangor.

    The small bot fleet attacked the Ratoon with the ferocity of a herd of wild boglers that had been cornered by a predator. Within seconds the main weapon was offline and the missile hatches had been pushed in hard, as were the plasma cannons running down each side.

    A short run had the Bangor out in free space. A wormhole was opened and a command sent to the bots to return to Midelon. Twelve minutes later, the entire fleet was sitting on the ground outside the bunker.

    Bannis stepped out onto the grass, still a bit shaky. "That was exciting."

    Tawn chuckled. "Not much rattles you, does it?"

    "My bones rattle. That's enough."

    Harris asked, "Alex, can you give an analysis of what we got? How many ships will we be able to build?"

    "The acquired materials should allow construction of fourteen Banshees."

    "Fourteen? That's it? We need to go back."

    Tawn shook her head. "We barely made it out. If we went back and they jumped in ten ships, we'd be nothing but vapor right now. How about we build out these fourteen Banshees and then we'll talk about getting more salvage."

    "Fair enough."

    "In the meantime we should make a jump to Rumanta and Jellon to get status of what's happening at each colony. If they're putting up more of those buildings, that tells us they never had plans to only stay for six months."

    Bannis said, "What you need is a ship and a bot force that are expendable. Send them in to harvest. If they get caught, self-destruct. Of course, we don't have those, so... what were we talking about again?"

    Tawn chuckled. "You OK?"

    "I may have hit my head."

    Harris stepped up into the Bangor. "Tawn? You coming?"

    The Biomarines sat in the chairs in the cockpit. Harris powered up the drive.

    Tawn said, "You forgetting something?"

    "Uh..."

    "We either need a bot or Farker to travel."

    "Good point."

    A comm was opened. "Farker, come to daddy."

    "Daddy?"

    "Yeah. I decided he would probably be as close to a kid as I ever got."

    "A robotic pet? Yeah, I guess I could see that coming from you."

    "OK, and what offspring would we see coming from you? A bogler?"

    Tawn chuckled. "If we're talking animals, that would probably be it."

    The dog hopped into the cabin and the ship lifted off. As they came through a portal to Rumanta, a deep scan was performed. Six Ratoons turned their way. A new wormhole was opened and a jump made to Jellon. Again a deep scan was taken. Another portal was opened back to Midelon and the Bangor moved through.

    Harris asked, "What we got?"

    Tawn pulled up the data. "Ships at Rumanta look to be about the same as before. They haven't begun construction of anything down on the surface. That's good news at least."

    "Jellon?"

    "For Jellon we have... nothing on the ground either. And most of the Dulons are gone. I don't see any sign of them building anything. Why would they be here if not to colonize or conquer?"

    "Maybe they are just passing through."

    Tawn shook her head. "You don't believe that any more than I do. They're here for one purpose—to kick our asses. What their strategy is right now? That's a mystery."

    "We need our comm ship back up where Alex can be scanning all these systems."

    Tawn opened a comm. "Alex, what's the status of the comm ship?"

    "Hello, Tawn. Sharvie is finishing up with her manual sweeps. If the systems check out, we can put it back in position."

    "Let's make that happen as soon as possible. We need to know what's going on out there."

    "May I suggest we send out the "bot fleet," as you call it? Those five ships, using their wormhole generators, could cover the settled colonies in a matter of minutes."

    "How are we doing on jump fuel reserves?"

    "In storage we have the reserves for approximately one thousand ninety-six jumps."

    Harris scowled. "That's it? If we send out the bots to check the Earther and truce worlds, we burn through about fifty of those right there. No. We need to start conserving our fuel. Get that comm ship up and working. Maybe we can wrangle some fuel from a truce colony or two. Wish there was a way for us to produce our own jump fuel."

    "I'm sorry, Harris. We do not have the equipment needed to do so."

    "And we can't build the equipment, I know."

    "I'm sorry, we don't have the equipment needed to build the equipment."

    Harris sighed. "Well, if we can't buy it, we may have to pirate some from the Earthers. Not like they don't already hate us anyway."

    Tawn smirked. "Bax has a storage tank there on Eden. Might be kind of funny to go in and steal hers."

    "It would be. But it wouldn't happen without a fight. If we're to do this, it should be by taking a ship where the crew would be willing to surrender rather than die."

    "We're talking Earthers. Who knows how they would react."

    Harris tilted his head to one side in thought. "The Denzee are using jump fuel. They must be producing it somewhere. They're using our wormhole generators. The fuel would have to be the same. Alex, go through your prior scans and tell me if you see any evidence of jump fuel being produced or transported by the Denzee."

    "One moment... the data shows an instance of every fleet having at least one fuel transport. Hmm. I believe I might have something of interest for you. While monitoring the Denzee fleet at Rumanta, before the loss of our comm ship, I have a single instance of a wormhole portal opening with one of those transports coming through. I'm passing the coordinates of the other side of that portal to you. It might be advisable to investigate."

    Harris glanced over at Tawn. "What do you think?"

    "I think we take that bot fleet and check it out. If there's fuel there, we take it or at least destroy their facilities."

    "I have a better idea. We go in, and if we find fuel we set off a boson bomb. Freeze the whole place up. From there we move whatever assets we decide we want out to the edge of the field and bring them back here."

    "You, sir, are a genius. I say we do this and do it now."

    A comm was opened to Bannis. "Tawn and I are heading out to try to get more jump fuel. We're taking the fleet with us, along with a dozen of the worker bots. Just keep everyone there focused on building more bots and Banshees. Not sure when we'll be back, but hopefully not long. I'm passing you the coordinates of where we'll be."

    "We'll be here, Mr. Gruberg. I'll keep things moving."

    The fleet was assembled. A dozen worker bots, armed with plasma rifles, boarded the Hailstorm. Fifteen minutes later the fleet entered an area near the edge of the Human space. A single Ratoon was parked beside a large stationary facility. Numerous transports and freighters were docked in and around the facilities.

    Harris hustled to the airlock. A boson bomb was deployed and detonated only seconds later.

    Tawn smiled. "A single Ratoon? This should be easy-peasy. Bot fleet, let's take down that Ratoon as soon as possible. We're on a time-clock here."

    The four Legions and the Banshee raced in as the Ratoon came out to defend. The fight was over after the first blast of the Denzee superweapon. The bots descended on the warship with a savage response, pummeling her exterior with a relentless barrage until the tough Denzee hull failed. A small hole soon had the warship gutted by a hundred hypervelocity tungsten rounds.

    The Hailstorm pulled into a docking bay and the dozen worker bots immediately engaged in a firefight with Denzee defenders. The bots sprang, leaped, bolted, and fired in a highly coordinated attack. The armed Denzee workers in the docking bay were quickly dispatched.

    As the Bangor pulled into a dock, Harris said, "Should we even be getting out?"

    A comm came in from the bot who had assumed command. "Sir, the port bay is clear. A bioscan has been conducted. We expect to have this facility cleared in eight minutes."

    Harris stood by an unopened hatch. "Very good. Ah, what's your designation?"

    "W18 sir."

    "Well, keep up the good work, and keep us informed."

    "Will do, sir."

    Harris turned back to face Tawn. "I think we wait the eight minutes. No sense in us getting our guts splattered from a lucky shot by one of those furballs."

    Tawn nodded. "I'll flip on the feed from... W18, was it?"

    "Yes."

    An image showed on the display. The bots’ movements were fast, coordinated, and precise. They spread rapidly through the halls of the facility and were soon finishing off the last of the Denzee workers.

    W18 reported in: "Sir, this facility has been cleared of bios. The team will be moving to the next of two remaining sections. I estimate a complete clearing of Denzee in twelve minutes, sir."

    Harris nodded as the hatch opened. "Have at it, Mr... uh, W18."

    The facility that had been entered was where the final processing of the fuel had taken place. Four large tanks fed the output into waiting transports. Preprocessed material was brought from the second facility while the raw materials required for the wormhole blend were delivered to the first.

    Harris pointed at a facility computer. "See if you can get in and download whatever they have in their memories."

    Six minutes later, W18 reported in. "The second facility is clear of Denzee. Moving to the first."

    "Any casualties on our side?"

    "Minor shrapnel damage, sir. All units are fully functional."

    Harris nodded as he looked over Tawn's shoulder. "I may be starting to really like these bots."

    "Can't say I'd like being on the other side."

    Six minutes later, the Denzee fueling depot was without living Denzee. Six transports were laden with jump fuel. Two additional ships were pulled in and their tanks filled.
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    Harris said, "Wish we had a comm to Alex."

    "What do you need?" Tawn asked.

    "We have all this equipment here that can produce jump fuel. Are there any parts we could take that would allow us to make our own? I'd rather take it if it's useful. As soon as this tanker is full, we'll be destroying the rest of this."

    "We don't have a way to open a comm portal."

    "We still have an hour of this negation field left. If we run one of the Legions out to the edge, it could make contact, ask the question, and possibly get back with a response before the field is fully gone. Might only give us ten or fifteen minutes to play, but having our own fuel-producing equipment would be priceless."

    Tawn nodded. "Give it a shot. We can always cut short and leave."

    Legion L3 was selected and was soon leading the eight full transport tankers, now piloted by eight worker bots, out to free space. At the edge of the field, a comm was opened to Midelon and Alex was summoned. Data recorded and stolen from the fuel complex was passed on and a list of vital equipment returned. The eight transports were piloted through a wormhole before L3 returned. The remaining four bots were put to work removing the equipment.

    Tawn said, "We have seven minutes before a full collapse. I would expect the Denzee to then flood this space with warships. Five minutes and we should be pulling away from this place as we rip it to shreds."

    Harris pointed. "Get back to the ship. I'll be right behind you once we get this unit separated. It's critical if we want our own fuel maker."

    Tawn turned and headed away. "Three minutes. You’d better be on that ship or I'm leaving your ass."

    Harris chuckled. "Yeah, OK."

    The unit being worked was pulled from its housing.

    Harris yelled, "Get it out of here. The rest of you, leave immediately! Time to go!"

    The materials were carried to the docking bay and onto the Hailstorm. Harris turned to run toward the Bangor.

    Tawn came over the comm. "I'm pulling out. Skip the run back. Just go with the Hailstorm!"

    Harris stopped fifteen meters from the ramp. Looking back as it lifted. "Crap! W18! Drop that ramp! I'm coming with you!"

    Tawn said, "Get moving! That field is almost gone!"

    The ramp slowly lowered. Harris sprinted aboard. The ramp closed as the Hailstorm moved out into space. A hail of tungsten rounds began shredding the Denzee complex as the Hailstorm and the Bangor moved slowly away.

    "Field is gone!" Tawn yelled.

    "Jump away. We'll finish the job!"

    Seconds later, the Bangor was through to Midelon space. The remaining bot fleet and the Hailstorm moved to destroy the final facility.

    Harris walked onto the bridge. "Thirty seconds over. Let's get this finished up. We need space between us and this complex before we can open a wormhole."

    A voice replied, "This is W8. Please be patient, Mr. Gruberg. The destruction of this facility is imperative to slowing the Denzees’ ability to move through our space. Another twenty-eight seconds is required for that task to be complete."

    "Looks complete enough to me. Let's get a move on."

    "Eighteen seconds, sir."

    "W8, unless you want to be scrubbed and recommissioned when we get back, turn this ship now!"

    The Hailstorm began to move away from the complex as the remaining bot ships continued to fire away.

    Harris scowled. "All ships move away to free space! You can continue your fire as we go!"

    As the ships turned quickly away, W8 said, "The task is complete. Fourteen seconds to free space."

    "Good. And we'll have a talk about this when we get ba—"

    A dozen wormholes opened at once. Ratoon warships popped into view. Eight were within five hundred kilometers of the Hailstorm. The lighting on all eight dimmed at once.

    Harris glanced down at the processing unit controlling the bridge with an angry face. Seconds later, wormholes opened in front of the bot fleet. Six AI controlled ships, carrying one Biomarine and equipment to be used in the manufacture of jump fuel, slipped through to Midelon space. The wormholes closed behind.

    Harris shook his head. "Seven seconds. We had seven seconds before we were turned into cosmic vapor."

    "But we weren't, sir. The complex was destroyed, the production equipment was salvaged, and eight tankers of jump fuel were safely removed and added to our stocks. It would appear the mission was a complete success."

    Harris stood silent for several seconds before giving a reply. "Yeah, well, don't forget, several of those bots took shrapnel damage."

    "I stand corrected. Touchdown will be in eight minutes, sir. Would you care to have a seat?"

    Harris glanced over at the captain's chair. "I believe I will."

    After landing, Harris walked down the ramp, looking across the field at the tanker transports now parked nearby.

    Tawn walked up to him. "Cut it kind of close back there."

    "It wasn't me. It was those bots. I think you and I like to leave an extra few seconds, whereas to them milliseconds probably seems like an eternity. Anyway, we did get the fuel, and hopefully enough parts to start making our own."

    "I was talking with Alex. He says each of those tankers should be good for about four thousand jumps. I'd say our fuel problems are over with."

    "We get a hundred Banshees flying and those tankers may not last all that long. And I was just thinking, is it wise to store all this fuel right here around us?"

    "Where you want to put it?"

    "I don't know, away from here. Maybe up there in space?"

    Tawn nodded. "I'll have the bots fly them up there and park 'em. That's after they unload the equipment."

    "Sounds good. And I hate to say it, but this place is starting to resemble a salvage yard. After we strip out what we need, what are we gonna do with all the leftover junk?"

    Gandy walked up. "We should keep it, just in case we have some future use."

    "Sounds like we have a volunteer to take it on. Organize and log it, and then store it somewhere where we don't have to look at it."

    Gandy shook his head as he turned. "Should have just stayed in the hut."

    Harris pointed. "Speaking of the hut, you hungry?"

    "You know the answer to that. You up for a run afterward?"

    "I might."

    Tawn gave the order for the bots to stow the fuel ships up in orbit.

    After having lunch and a good run, Harris stood looking at the pile of Denzee equipment they had taken. "I suppose we'll be needing another hut."

    Tawn looked over at the piles of leftover scrap from the Banshee construction. "I bet Alex can have us a building design for a fuel depot ready in four-point-two seconds."

    Harris chuckled. "Less time than that probably. I'm thinking we should put it up on that hill so it sits away from us a bit."

    Tawn nodded as she opened a comm: "Alex, we have the Denzee fuel-making equipment sitting here and we need a new building to put it in. Harris and I were thinking up on the hill might be a good spot. Can you give us a design that uses some of the scrap material we have? And assign a couple bots to work on that building for us?"

    "Consider it done."

    "I don't see the comm ship here. That mean it's back up and in service?"

    "It is. And I would like to report the Denzee status remains the same. The eighteen ships that journeyed to the Denzee fuel depot have returned to Rumanta. I show more than half the Earther fleet is stationed at Eden. Attempts to connect to their comm systems have failed."

    Tawn asked, "Whatever happened to our probe we dropped out there?"

    "It last reported before the Denzee attack at Eden. I can only surmise it was taken or destroyed."

    "Any ships reported out at Gondol?"

    "Yes, two Ratoons and a Vaaka."

    "They just won't leave that place alone. You said a Vaaka? Is that the same one that was at Rumanta?"

    "No, it appears to have come from the fleet at Jellon."

    "Are they doing anything?"

    "They are stationary. Halfway between orbit and free space."

    "Three ships. I think our little fleet might actually be able to handle that."

    Tawn said, "I might want to know what that Vaaka is capable of first. It doesn't have one of those disc weapons on front, but it did take down a Banshee with missiles. Alex, I don't suppose you have any more data on it, do you?"

    "I'm sorry, Tawn. What little comm traffic I've been able to decrypt only talks of standard systems. I will say there appears to be a large bay door on either side, but I cannot say what might be behind them. Perhaps it's the fighters the Earthers mentioned."

    "Alex," Harris said, "open a comm out to Eden and hail Baxter Rumford. Let's see what she has going on with the Earther ships being there."

    Seconds later, Bax replied, "What do you want?"

    "Just trying to get a feel for whatever you have going on."

    "Haven't you done enough damage?"

    "No. And in case you weren't informed, we just knocked out their jump fuel depot. Hopefully that will limit their movements for a while."

    Bax leaned in. "Look, idiot, we're trying to negotiate a peace with the Denzee. For the first time they're willing to bargain with us. The emperor almost had an agreement that allowed us to closely monitor their actions here. They plan on moving past this sector, but needed time to explore what's beyond our jump barrier."

    "And why would they want to just bypass us after attacking us before?"

    "I don't have all the intel on that, but I've heard rumors they are fleeing from another species."

    Tawn cut in. "What? That's ludicrous. If that was the case, why did they build that huge jump fuel depot?"

    Bax glanced toward her doorway. "Look, all I can say is from what I've seen they've been acting very strange. Something has them all disturbed—scared. Given their actions, the story about them being chased is plausible. The two Vaaka ships are queens who are supposedly very high up in their hierarchy of rulers. One has the authority to negotiate a peace, it would appear to be at all costs."

    "None of this makes sense. They could probably take us all down with the fleets they have here. Passing through is just a ruse."

    Bax said, "Hold on."

    An image of the emperor appeared on the display. "Mr. Gruberg, I must demand that you cease your attacks against the Denzee."

    "And why would we do that?"

    "As we stated earlier, we're attempting to negotiate a peaceful right of passage by the Denzee."

    "So they'll be on two sides of our space? Doesn't sound like a winning plan. That depot we killed off earlier was way too big for that handful of ships they have here. They plan on bringing more."

    "Yes, they do. But only to pass through. They've been at war with another species for a number of decades. The fight has turned against them of late and their queen has decided it is time for the species to leave that space. That facility you destroyed would have allowed their entire fleet of more than fourteen thousand ships to harmlessly jump across our space and be gone from our systems forever."

    "The fourteen thousand ships I can believe. The passing us by… what evidence do we have to support their claims?"

    "If you must know, their capital world, Fratia, has been overrun. Their queen barely escaped with her life. All they want is safe passage beyond our borders. As you know, to go around would take them lifetimes.

    "And to pass straight through, lifetimes as well. With the use of our wormhole generators they would be able to jump from one side of our space to the other without having to ravage our worlds for supplies along the way."

    Tawn muted the mic. "Not that I believe him yet, but that does sound plausible. Those fleets could have already attacked and wiped out the New Earth fleet with ease. And they haven't been overly aggressive with us either. More like defensive."

    "Then we tell him we need proof of what they're telling us. And we want to see what's inside those Vaakas. If it's fighting ships or some other superweapons, we know they're blowing smoke before a full-on invasion."

    The mic was unmuted.

    Harris said, "Emperor, we want in on this negotiation. We want to see evidence that proves their intent here, and I want to know what's on those Vaaka ships. They have those huge bay doors on either side. What are they hiding?"

    "Give me a minute, Mr. Gruberg."

    The emperor's comm disconnected.

    Bax shook her head. "My gut tells me to go with the emperor on this one. He's not easy to convince. Which tells me they either did a phenomenal sales job or he saw something that convinced him they were telling the truth."

    The emperor rejoined the comm. "Mr. Gruberg, I'm passing you a data file. It has the evidence you seek, including the contents of those bays."

    "I have one more question. They keep sending ships to a system we call Gondol. Why?"

    "The Gondol system is covered in a sea of shallow water. The soil beneath that water is prime for growing one of their mainstay crops. The system they will be establishing as a temporary base on the other side of our worlds appears to be of low quality for food growth. They want to bring in farming equipment to use for a single crop that will assist their transition across our space. That is why the six month period was asked for."

    Tawn muted the mic. "We can't let them do that. Pick another world. We haven't checked out the Gondol Stone yet. I know it may not be anything important, but we can't let it fall into anyone else's hands before we know what's there."

    "Even if this peace offering is true, it's a mess for us. It leaves us frozen as to how to deal with the Earthers. We can't attack or shut them down for that six month period, which is all they need to once again have a huge fleet.

    "We shut them down and the Denzee might just decide they're staying right here. This whole thing is just a never-ending disaster. I almost long for the Great War days. They sure were simpler."

    Tawn enabled the mic. "Give us some time to evaluate what you sent."

    "Oh, by all means. Take all the time you like. You have one hour before I call in the Domers to co-sign this agreement."

    The comm closed.

    Harris sat back. "Alex, were you listening to all that?"

    "I was."

    "I'm passing you the data. Can you do a quick organization of it for us by what you feel is fact versus questionable, and then do your own analysis while we look it over? We'll trade our thoughts once we're done."

    "I'll start on that immediately."

    Harris passed the data and stood.

    "Where you going?" asked Tawn.

    "I feel hungry. I know it's not time yet, but something tells me this day is gonna be depressing."

    Tawn chuckled. "We don't get depressed."

    Harris nodded. "Not me. The day."

    Tawn stood. "The day will get depressed?"

    "Just shut up and let's go eat."
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    An image of Alex appeared on the display wall of the supply hut. "I have the initial assessment. It would appear most of the data is quite convincing. There were a few questionable additions to some of the video files, but the rest is very likely real."

    Harris nodded. "Thanks. Go to town with a full evaluation. We'll do the same here on our end."

    Harris passed the data to the display wall as he took a bite of bogler rib. "OK, sixty-two audio comms, who cares. And a hundred twelve video. Let's start with those.

    An image appeared on the wall showing the view from a Vaaka ship. A fleet of two hundred forty Ratoons sat in formation as a giant fleet of more than two thousand ships approached. All two hundred forty ships fired their superweapons at once. Explosions could be seen coming from the attacking fleet.

    The on-screen fight lasted all of eight minutes before the Denzee fleet was overrun and annihilated. The enemy's choice of weapon: a hypervelocity rail cannon similar to what was in use on the Bangor, Hailstorm, and bot fleet, only far more powerful. Plasma rounds were also exchanged, and the attacking weapons showed twice the energy of the Denzee. Speed, and their ultra-tough armor, appeared to be the Denzees’ only advantages.

    A second video file showed a similar fight, with the same result. The Denzee ships that engaged were quickly overwhelmed and destroyed.

    Harris asked, "Alex, do all these videos show the same type of results?"

    "Proceed to the file marked Fratia-4. It's the attack on their capital city."

    The image flipped to show a view from atop a massive Denzee building. Explosions could be seen in a dark sky only moments before hundreds of ships fell upon the building. Thousands, if not millions, of meter-tall aliens in hard combat suits poured out of the ships and into the entrances of the buildings.

    Camera views from inside showed a column of Denzee warriors fighting and losing badly to the attacking horde. The attackers were merciless, taking no prisoners and pushing hard through any defenses.

    Harris set the rib he was eating on the table. "They look well organized and trained."

    Tawn nodded. "Shots are accurate too. They're small but stocky. You see that officer? He was right out front leading the way."

    Harris asked, "Alex, you done with your analysis?"

    "I am. The attackers, who call themselves the Hoya, display tactics similar to both Earthers and Domers. Assaults are highly organized and very efficient. In each encounter with the Denzee, they attacked with an overwhelming force that was highly effective."

    "Should we be concerned the Hoya will come here?"

    "That is possible. Although, I located the Denzee capital. The travel time from there to our space given the speed at which the Denzee travel, is more than nineteen years. I checked the dates on the files as referenced against current Denzee data and many of those files match that nineteen year time span."

    "So the Denzee got their cans kicked and fled here, starting nineteen years ago?"

    "It would appear so."

    "And the Hoya, given the speeds they seem to be able to travel, if they followed, when would they arrive?"

    "Twenty-one years."

    Harris’ expression turned to a scowl. "This is bad."

    Tawn asked, "If they followed, wouldn't that at least give us two years?"

    "Except for the fact that the Denzee first showed up here two years ago. Two plus nineteen?"

    "So they could be here any time."

    "I'd say."

    Alex added, "Harris, a journey as such would take some preparation. I've analyzed the Denzee fleet. Many of their ships are for food production. A number of others are material harvesters. The logistics of moving an entire species across the stars has to be an immense operation."

    "How many Denzee are they moving?"

    "Just over two billion."

    "Two billion? Not on the ships we've seen."

    "Their main fleet contains a number of colony ships. The advance fleets we have encountered contain primarily warships and construction ships. The Rumanta and Jellon colonies were taken after the emperor refused to accommodate their transition through our space. The spacing of colonists was ordered by a forward commander who is no longer in command."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "This is almost too much to take in. So let's say we grant them temporary asylum and they then move on, are we left to try to fight these Hoya they led right to us?"

    "That is a question I cannot answer, Harris."

    Tawn said, "I think this is gonna happen, this peace deal. So what steps do we take to make sure it works in our favor? First, no Gondol unless we've had a chance to check it out. Second, I say they have to give us all their technology. All of it, everything from weapons to food growth to how they keep their fur so shiny. Third, we get to inspect their ships. Any ship we want, whenever we want.

    "If they agree to those, I think we let them stay for the six month period. Oh, and they give us all their data on the Hoya. Everything."

    Harris nodded. "And I would add this negotiation is done with us in private, without the Earthers. The emperor can make his own deal."

    "What we need to make this work is a way to keep them off Gondol. They need the food. Can we grow it instead? Is there another planet they could use?"

    Harris turned toward the display. "Alex, is there a planet comparable to Gondol we could push them onto instead?"

    "Beckland."

    "The Beckland? Truce Beckland?"

    "Is there another?"

    "Wow. That might be a hard sell to the Domers. We lost a lot of people on that swampy abyss during the war. We chose that for the signing of the treaty because the Earthers had never once been able to pry it from our control. I did three tours on that bug-infested nightmare of a world."

    Tawn nodded. "They would never go for that over Gondol. I did two tours there myself. Your short description fits."

    "So how do we handle this?"

    "Maybe we concede Gondol, but we require a monitoring station that just happens to sit atop the stone, and has maybe a five kilometer perimeter around it that they can't violate. We could maybe shield the top of that stone so it looks like it's nothing more than the foundation for our station. Alex, would that be possible?"

    "It would require an analysis of the Denzee sensors. It could be hidden from the Earthers as their technology is almost identical to ours."

    Harris nodded. "I’d say we have a plan then. Any deal is contingent on the Denzee giving us their tech. We'll have to ask for a short delay before they begin planting their crops so we can build our station. And we'll have to insist that no one else is allowed into that system until we're complete."

    Tawn crossed her arms. "Sounds like we have a deal. Nothing there is unreasonable given the circumstances."

    "Let's give Bax a comm. Alex, patch us through."

    The terms were partially discussed with the emperor. Private negotiations would happen between the Denzee and the inhabitants of Midelon. The emperor was furious, but had no other avenue to secure the peace he was looking for. A meeting with the Denzee ambassador was set up and the discussion of terms began. An hour later, the Denzee agreed to all conditions. Shortly after, the data concerning their sensor capabilities was passed over the comm.

    Harris stood, looking over a design for the monitoring station. "And you're certain we can build that using the downed ships that are there now?"

    "I am certain."

    "How long are we talking?"

    "If we make use of our entire bot worker force, five days and four hours."

    Tawn said, "We have to do this. And you're certain the Earthers and the Denzee sensors won't pick anything up that looks suspicious?"

    "Simulations have given conclusive results. The Gondol Stone anomaly will appear as nothing more than a solid foundation."

    "Check to see if the Denzee ships have left from Gondol."

    "They are on their way to free space."

    Harris said, "Let's get this ball rolling. Worker bots, this is Gruberg. I'm ordering you all to Gondol immediately. We have a building to construct. Alex is sending you the plans."

    Minutes later, thirty-six robotic workers walked up the ramp onto the Hailstorm. Tawn joined Harris in the cockpit of the Bangor as Trish, Gandy, Sharvie and Bannis piled in behind. The mini-armada lifted off in unison, turned skyward, and raced toward free space. Twenty-four minutes later they were landing on Gondol.

    Sharvie clapped her hands. "This is exciting."

    "I wouldn't get too excited yet," said Harris. "Gonna be five days before that building is finished. We won't be going in whatever's down there until then."

    "Really? I thought we had free run of the planet now?"

    "We do. But our first order of business is to get that monitor station built. The Denzee pushed hard to move in the deadline for planting their crops. They're already worried about the Hoya catching up with this six-month delay."

    Trish placed her hand on Sharvie's shoulder and said, "It's five days. You can do this. I know you want to explode about now, but just hold it in a little longer."

    Harris walked to the hatch. "Alex has given each of us assignments. The sooner we get those done, the sooner we'll be in that building. Let's get to work people."

    The worker bots moved out among the debris of the downed Denzee Dulons. Forty minutes after they had begun their salvage, a retaining wall around the stone was taking shape. Two hours later, the wall was being lowered into place from above and being sealed at the sides. Makeshift pumps were dropped in and the water inside pumped out.

    As the water receded to the edges of the stone, a team of eight bots were dropped in and a bucket brigade began hauling out buckets of muck. After three hours of scooping, the stone had been uncovered going down two meters on the sides. The Hailstorm hovered overhead, dumping load after load of Gondol-made concrete.

    The following day, as a final step of foundation preparation, meter-thick Denzee armor plates were lowered onto the stone, bonded to the surface, and welded in place. A box room with a door was added to the center of the stone, with a meter thick armor roof placed on top.

    The third day saw a stairwell leading to the room door being welded in place, and concrete poured going up a meter above the waterline. On the fourth day, a two story building made entirely of Denzee armor was lowered onto the foundation. The final day saw a power unit, comms, and an environmental system added.

    When the final bit of electronics gear, a sensor station, was added to the top of the building, Harris looked down at the timer on his comm. "Twenty minutes early. The Denzee will be thrilled."

    Tawn chuckled. "Forget the Denzee. Sharvie is about to burst over there."

    Harris turned. "Well, it's getting late. We should be heading back to Midelon to get some sleep."

    Sharvie piped up. "Nooo, you said five days, four hours!"

    Harris began to laugh. "OK. I was just trying to get a rise out of you. We're all eager to see what's down there. W6, can you retrieve the modified plasma blaster for me?"

    The bot turned, walking up the ramp into the Hailstorm.

    "Plasma blaster?" Tawn asked.

    "Just a repeater I had one of the bots work over. Puts out small pulses of plasma at a frequency that should pulverize that stone. We have three meters to dig through to reach that shaft underneath."

    Sharvie sighed. "How long will that take?"

    "Alex says about forty-five minutes."

    Sharvie plopped down on the concrete floor. "Is this ever going to happen?"

    Trish laughed. "I knew you were into this stuff, but wow. You're starting to scare me."

    "I guess I am being a little dramatic."

    Trish raised an eyebrow. "A little? You've shown more emotion in the last few days than the entire time I've known you."

    "Sorry, I guess I don't do drama or desperation very well."

    Harris gestured toward the ramp. "You may all want to go hang out up there. Gonna get real dusty in here."

    Tawn asked, "You doing that yourself? Why not have one of the bots do it?"

    "And let them have all the fun? No thanks. I want to be standing right here when we break through."

    "Scans say there's nothing there but a stairwell. Not gonna be all that exciting. Whatever we're about to uncover is a half kilometer or more below."

    "Just go up the ramp and quit pestering me, OK? I'm doing this."

    Rumbles could be heard from below as the others sat outside on the ramp going up into the Hailstorm.

    Gandy said, "Other than being covered in water and mud, it's not a bad looking planet. Temperature is decent and those rainstorms sweeping across it out there are kinda cool."

    Tawn replied, "Low oxygen and low carbon dioxide. That's why there's so little plant growth here. The soil is rich but the atmosphere is poor."

    "It could be terraformed. Set up giant burners to up the CO2 and the plant life would follow. With that comes oxygen."

    Tawn chuckled. "You have ten thousand years to enact this plan?"

    "We're smart, we can build machines to help."

    "The scale here is too big to be done in our lifetimes."

    "Then we leave it as a legacy."

    The rumbles from below stopped a short while later.

    Harris called up the stairwell. "Almost through for anyone who wants to come watch."

    Sharvie raced down the ramp into the stairwell.

    Trish shook her head. "Don't think I've ever seen her move that fast."

    The others followed.

    Harris pointed to his feet. "This crack goes through."

    The plasma blaster was turned back to the hole. Crushed rock dust began to float up into the already smoggy room.

    Tawn said, "Should you be—"

    The floor broke through, dropping Harris two meters down to a metal stairwell below. Corroded bolts pulled from the stone walls, causing the entire stairwell to drop and collapse by a full floor.

    Tawn continued as she waved dust from in front of her face. "I was gonna say you probably shouldn't be standing there."

    Harris looked up with a wince as he rolled off his back, revealing a jagged piece of stone. "Would have been nice to hear that ahead of time."

    Tawn shook her head. "If I'd managed to get that out earlier, I'd just be looking down at you now telling you 'I told you so.'"

    Harris chuckled as he stood. "Probably."

    "I wouldn't move around much down there. Looks like those stairs are unstable. You're still at least a half kilometer up in the air there."

    Harris looked at the sensors on his arm pad. "Three kilometers."

    "What?"

    "This shaft goes down three kilometers."

    "Well, that's gonna be a fun descent."

    Trish said, "The descent will be easy. It's the coming back up that'll kill ya."

    Gandy leaned over the hole. "Mr. Gruberg, I think we should send one of the bots down first to check those stairs. They weigh about a third less than you do. And they're expendable."

    Tawn chuckled. "Huh. We were always the expendable ones. I guess we've moved up the value chain thanks to these bots."

    Harris said, "Seems stable enough down here. Those bolts up top were corroded. From the stains on the walls it looks like there was some minor leakage around that capstone. Didn't make it down this far, so we should be good. Have the bots fashion a ladder or something for the rest of you and we can start our way down."

    Another twenty minutes passed before an alternate method of moving up or down was put in place. The bots fashioned a simple spiral staircase they had mounted on a central pole. The pole was welded to four supports that ran out over the top sides of the hole. Sharvie was the first one down.

    The descent to the far bottom took thirty-two minutes, ending in a room five meters per side. A single large metal plate covered most of one wall.

    Harris walked up to the plate, placing his ungloved hand on the cold steel. "No handle." He looked back up the stairwell. "We're gonna need a cutter. Sharvie? Want to go get one for us?"

    "Me?"

    Harris chuckled.

    Tawn stepped forward, bracing her shoulder against the plate. She began to grunt as she pushed. The wall moved back a few centimeters. "Come on, moron. Help push."

    Harris leaned in. Gandy and Trish stepped up to help. Several hard, heaving pushes later, a gap could be seen between the plate and the wall.

    "Keep pushing," Harris said. "We're almost there."

    The metal wall stuck in place with a screech and then broke free, swinging around to one side.

    Harris flipped down his face shield. "Guh, smells like dead cat in here."

    Gandy pointed. "Probably whatever creature that was curled up there in the corner."

    The group stood over the mummified skeleton of a creature measuring less than a meter in height. The remnants of clothing covered a pair of short legs, a long torso, and medium length arms with three fingers and opposable thumbs. The thumbs were something that seemed to define the sentient beings that were known of, Humans, Denzee, and a new gray skinned creature with large black eyes.
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    Tawn said, "There's a console over here."

    After a short inspection, Harris saw a single flashing light on the console. He reached over and pushed it in.

    Tawn sighed. "Can we do one thing at a time here? Remember what happened last time you just blindly pulled levers and pushed buttons? You almost got us boiled to death."

    The panel lit up fully. A different button began to flash.

    Harris grinned. "No bubbling, no boiling."

    As he moved his hand toward the next flashing light, Tawn reached out, grabbing his wrist. "No you don't. Not until we figure out what's going on here."

    Lights in the ceiling flashed on, illuminating the room. A second, hardened door was cut into a wall on their left. As Tawn's attention was diverted, Harris reached in and pressed the flashing button. The light went green and the flashing stopped. No other indication of action was apparent.

    Tawn said, "You're just begging to get us killed. We don't know what any of this is. Let's take a little time to figure that out first."

    Harris nodded. "You take your time, I'll get things moving. We have lights, we have another door. The obvious thing to do next in here is go through that door."

    Trish stood over the creature and frowned. "Look at the size of that skull. And those huge eye sockets. Such a big head. It's a wonder that tiny skeleton could support it."

    Gandy knelt beside it. "Brain cavity is almost the size of ours."

    Harris walked over to the door. Leaning his shoulder into it, he gave his best shove as he grunted. The door didn't move.

    Tawn chuckled. "Looks like you might need the strength of a woman to get that open."

    "If you know any with strength," Harris replied, "send them over."

    "Hang on. Let's have a look at the controls on this console."

    Trish walked across the room and stood beside her. "That looks like lights."

    Tawn pressed the button Trish pointed to. The overhead lights flipped off. A second press flooded the room with light.

    Trish pointed. "That's a door symbol."

    The massive door they had come through swung shut with a loud clang, followed by the thump of a lock sliding into place.

    Harris put his hands on his hips. "Nice. Lock us in."

    With a second press, the lock slid free and the door again swung open.

    Tawn smiled. "Imagine that."

    Gandy stood behind his sister. "That looks like some kind of stack. With smoke coming up from them. And those look like clouds."

    Trish nodded, "This one could be the symbol for a generator. And that looks like plumbing or piping."

    Harris said, "Can we focus on getting this door open?"

    Trish said, "Here."

    She pressed a button and a locking mechanism could be heard sliding. A pop was followed by a rush of air. The second door cracked and then slowly swung open.

    Harris smiled over his shoulder as he took a step into the new room. Three-meter-tall round drums sat on the floor with myriads of piping and wiring running everywhere. The drums went back into the ultra-deep room for at least a half kilometer. Alien writing could be seen on each of the drums.

    Tawn stood beside him. "What do you think they are?"

    "Have no idea. Water filters maybe?"

    Trish said, "They look like the generator symbol from that console."

    Harris said, "We should try it out. See what they do."

    Tawn winced. "I don't know that I'm comfortable with that. This is a big facility, which to me means big results from pressing that button."

    Harris walked back out to the console. "Don't be such a wuss, Freely."

    The symbol button was pressed. Seconds later a deep rumble moved through the complex.

    Tawn took in a deep breath. "I hope you didn't just kill us."

    Deep clangs and rumbles were followed by hisses and the occasional metallic screech.

    Gandy said, "Whatever's in there is coming to life."

    Rumbles were replaced by hums, which one by one were replaced by whirs. The facility was soon full of the white noise generated by spinning machinery.

    After a minute of listening to the quieting and even-pitched sounds, Harris said. "There, wasn't so bad, was it?"

    Tawn shook her head. "Just not advisable."

    "Look, we have limited time here before the Denzee come. We need to know what this facility is for. We can't do that by standing around scratching our heads. We have to take action. So what's next?"

    Gandy said, "This stack symbol followed by the clouds. Both are now flashing as if meant to be the next buttons pressed."

    Harris reached out, depressing the flashing button with the stack symbol. Again rumbles could be heard, this time coming from a distance.

    Tawn scowled. "I don't like that at all."

    Harris held up a hand. "Just be patient."

    Several minutes later, the rumbles were replaced by the occasional vibration. "See, no catastrophes."

    Gandy pointed. "Might as well hit the next one."

    Harris pressed the flashing cloud symbol. No apparent result could be seen other than another flashing light on the console.

    Trish said, "That a galaxy symbol?"

    Harris reached for the button. "Let's find out."

    Tawn again grabbed his wrist. "A galaxy symbol? I think we might want to wait on that one."

    Harris pressed down with his finger. Seconds passed with no sign of a reaction.

    "Was that so bad?"

    A low rumble quickly turned into a violent shaking. The quiet whir of the drums in the other room one by one turned into high-pitched whines.

    A comm came in from the bots topside. "Sir, we are seeing activity up here on the surface. A half kilometer in each direction, sixteen positions surrounding us are bubbling up huge fountains of water mixed with muck. It may be time for us to leave."

    Tawn scowled. "Nice going, idiot. You may have boiled us yet."

    The group turned for the stairwell, hustling out and beginning the three kilometer climb. The first ten floors went fast, followed by Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie slowing to a single-step walk. Huffing and puffing filled the helmet speakers.

    Harris looked at Sharvie. "Here, climb on my back and hold on."

    The short stocky Human complied. Harris began a slow run going up, taking two steps at a time. Tawn followed after with Trish riding her back.

    Gandy called up after them. "You just leaving me here?"

    Tawn glanced over her shoulder as she yelled. "Just keep coming. We'll be back to get you."

    The upward climb took three hours. As the group emerged from the monitor building, a fierce wind was howling. Moving up the ramp into the docking bay was a dangerous trek. Twice, Harris had to pull a staggering Gandy back from the edge of the climb. As they passed through the gravity wall, everything calmed.

    "What is going on out there?" Bannis asked.

    Tawn said, "You see those columns of water and mud spewing up, kind of at an angle?"

    A comm come in from Alex. "I've done a quick analysis. It would appear a machine was started that generates a hurricane. In about two hours’ time you should see a marked decrease in the winds around that station as an eye forms and moves outward."

    Harris returned a confused look. "Hurricane generator? What purpose would that serve?"

    "Using sensor data obtained from our ships in orbit, there are currently ninety-six such hurricanes taking shape across the globe. Along with those storms, there are two hundred eighty-eight immense geysers spewing columns of smoke and ash as much as a kilometer up into the air."

    "What for?"

    "I believe we are witnessing the terraforming of Gondol. In five years’ time the atmosphere of this planet will contain five hundred parts per million of carbon dioxide. Given the soil analysis we already have in hand, we would see an immense increase in the growth of foliage across the entire surface. Within seven to eight years, the oxygen level would grow to be as much as 26 percent."

    "Have you been able to translate the other symbols on that console?"

    Alex replied, "No, we do not yet have enough information."

    "What about the alien we saw?"

    "It would appear, given the height of the individual, the console was either built for them or by them."

    "And the room full of drums? Any thoughts on those?"

    "I can only surmise they are part of the wind generation system. Several assumptions would have to be made, but the volume of air moved outside, as detected by the Hailstorm's sensors, matches an estimate coming from that room. It is possible that room, and sixteen others like it, are being used to create the hurricane in which your ship resides."

    "This all leaves us with more questions than we came in with," said Tawn. "Who are the people that built this? Where are the people that built this? The why is obvious. Any thought on how old that complex down there is?"

    "Spectral analysis of the decayed alien would suggest twenty-four hundred years have passed since the alien expired. That estimate is plus or minus twenty standard years."

    "How can you be that precise with that little data?"

    "The data provided gives moisture and oxygen levels of that environment, which one would have to assume have stayed constant during that time."

    "So this was built not long before we got here. We being Humans. And this sector of the galaxy being here."

    "I believe that to be a correct assumption."

    Harris said, "Terraformers, aliens running from other aliens, our entire predicament just went from crazy to ludicrous."

    Gandy added, "Should we go back down and shut the console off? The Denzee aren't going to be able to plant, grow and harvest anything given close to a hundred hurricanes raging out there."

    Bannis nodded. "I would have to agree. Our actions here today would negate any agreement between us."

    Harris sighed. "OK, I'll go back down. No sense in anyone else going out during this event."

    "You don't know how to shut it down," Tawn said.

    "No. And I don't know if it can be. I'll just push the buttons in the reverse order and see what happens."

    "I don't think you should go at all. Send one of the workers. They can get down and back up those stairs in half the time it will take you."

    Harris thought for a moment, then nodded. "Good point. W5, you're up. Go back in and shut that console down."

    "Yes, sir."

    The bot hurried out through the gravity wall into the increasing winds. Seconds later it was shutting and sealing the door to the monitoring station before beginning its descent.

    Fifteen minutes later, a comm came up from below. "I'm at the bottom, sir. Depressing the buttons before me in the reverse sequence and timing as they were applied."

    Harris crossed his arms. "I would expect this to work. Alex, any of those other symbols have meaning to you?"

    "They do not. I would like W5 to take a run through the mechanical room to see if there are any other consoles or writings available."

    Harris opened a comm. "W5, when you're done with the console, please take a quick run through the other room and tell us if there are any other consoles or interfaces for us to interact with. And record all writings and symbols you come across for Alex to evaluate."

    Fifteen minutes later a comm came up from W5. "Sir, the console has been shut down. There were no other interfaces in the mechanical room."

    Harris looked over a sensor display. "Everything appears to still be building up here. Are you certain those systems have been shut down?"

    "The systems are still fully functioning, sir. The console has been shut down and disconnected from the wall."

    "Disconnected?"

    "Yes, sir. I attempted a shutdown by pressing the buttons in the reverse order as pressed. That task accomplished nothing. I followed by pressing all of the buttons on the console repeatedly in random sequences. Again, that task had no result. As a final option, I separated the console from the wall, severing its power. The unit is now shut down, sir."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "I may have to kill all these bots before we're done. W5, come up, please."

    Gandy asked, "We can't shut it down?"

    "It would appear not."

    "What's that do to the Denzee?"

    "We have another week before we're supposed to turn it over. I guess we'll just have to wait this out and see if it settles down."

    "Harris," said Alex, "I believe we should take the Hailstorm to each of the plumes coming up from the bog. A deep scan should be performed and the results logged. Given what we now know about the area under the Gondol Stone, I would think there are similar structures covering much of this planet. All buried deep beneath its surface."

    "Pilot, please do as Alex suggests."

    Seven hours passed before the final geyser was mapped and scanned. A grid structure deep beneath the waters and mud of Gondol was revealed. All appeared to be connected, with only the single stone entrance coming up to the surface.

    Tawn glanced over the weather data. "This is not looking good. Those storms are all building, and the temperature of those geysers is climbing. We didn't shut down the process by disabling that console."

    Trish said, "Probably wasn't intended to be shut down. You either terraform or you don't. Could be that equipment is only good for one shot."

    Sharvie sat. "I keep thinking about that poor little alien. Did he get left behind to die?"

    Tawn shook her head. "No way to tell, not until we get back down there and start roaming around. And the way these storms are building, I'm thinking it might be best if we get up above them. This one is already registering two hundred kilometer per hour winds, going up about ten kilometers every half hour."

    "Pilot," Harris said, "take us up above this mess. No, take us up to orbit. I want to see it from on high."

    The Hailstorm climbed up through the growing wind. Ninety seconds later, they could see from orbit. The once lightly clouded, clear atmosphere of Gondol was now a raging torrent of chaos. Dark clouds roared upward from the geysers before being sucked into the swirling torrents of the building hurricanes. Had anyone lived on the surface, their lives would surely be nearing an end.

    Harris crossed his arms. "Pilot, take us back to Midelon. We can review any data there while we eat."

    Twenty minutes later, the ships were settling on the grass outside the Midelon camp.

    Harris followed Bannis as they walked toward the supply hut. "You don't look to be moving so well, Mr. Morgan."

    "Nope, I think that original treatment Alex gave me is wearing off. I can feel it in my hands too. The joints all feel tight."

    Harris shook his head. "For two thousand years we've been fighting the Earthers. Imagine what science could have accomplished had things like this been our focus."

    "This is true, only you and Tawn wouldn't be here."

    "Hmm. That might have been a drawback."

    "I've tried to do research outside defense where I could, but the monies and resources weren't there to support it."

    "Has Alex gotten back to you with any word on that gamma-ray device?"

    "I think it's been a low priority. He has so many other tasks to manage and research I didn't want to take time from those."

    A comm was opened. "Alex, have you made any progress on the gamma-ray weapon?"

    "I have not, Harris. Is that a priority?"

    "I would say so. Any difficulty in adding some processing cycles to that effort?"

    "Not at all. My average load generally never reaches 80 percent."

    "What? Why is it being limited?"

    "Some tasks are conducted in real time, Harris. I require the overhead to assure I will have the computing power required for continuing those tasks."

    "Are any of the tasks you have running real-time?"

    "Not at the moment, no."

    "Can you change your programming to make use of all CPU if there are no RT tasks in process?"

    "I can."

    "Please do so. Especially when it comes to research. You've been given those tasks because there is some priority to them. Make full use of your processor and memory where you can."

    "I will make the adjustments."

    Harris nodded. "That should give us some cycles."

    The team settled in the supply hut, where a standard set of MREs were retrieved.

    Harris asked, "Trish, how’s the farming?"

    "I passed it to my brother."

    Harris turned. "Gandy, how's the farming?"

    "I know I wasn't supposed to use him, but last I saw, Reggie appeared to be really getting into it. He's already gone through the archives and is in the process of planting a second vegetable crop. We're about eighty-two days from a first harvest. And he has three more gardens planned after this one. Those will provide for all our vegetable needs."

    "The other worker bot back in the lab?"

    "Yes."

    "I don't have any issue with him being used there. Any reason he's not planting fruit or nut trees?"

    "Just that we don't have the seedlings, and those would take years to start producing. You thinking we'll be here that long?"

    "Who knows anymore. If we make another run to any of the truce worlds, try to remind me to pick some up. All those colonies have nurseries running."

    "I'll have Reggie set a reminder."
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    Two additional trips were made to Gondol over the week that followed. The hurricanes had grown, averaging more than three hundred kilometers per hour winds near their eye-walls. The atmosphere of Gondol was nothing but a roil of clouds and smoke.

    Harris sat with his head shaking. "This planet is useless until that activity stops."

    Tawn replied, "We're supposed to open this place up tomorrow. What are we gonna say to the Denzee?"

    Harris chuckled. "That's the easy part. All we have to do is show them. The hard part will be having to deal with them afterward. If they really do need that crop to sustain their transit, they'll either be here longer or we have to give them Beckland."

    "Beckland is a shrine to the pacifists. They won't be willing to part ways with the very symbol of them coming to power."

    "Well, then we'll be stuck with the furballs for however long it takes to get them adequate food."

    Tawn propped her feet up on the cockpit console. "Might as well take us out to Eden and get this over with. You just had to push those buttons, didn't you."

    "Hey, the only thing that happened down there that would have been different would have been a ten minute delay before you pushed those same buttons. We had no way of knowing what that complex was about."

    "We should have looked around longer than we did."

    "What's done is done. Let's focus on the current situation."

    Tawn sighed. "Nothing for us to focus on. The next move is totally up to the Denzee."

    "OK. Then we focus on their coming reaction."

    A jump was made to Eden.

    Bax came up on the comm. "You all done with whatever it was you were doing out there?"

    Harris looked off to the side as if disinterested. "We may have a bit of a problem on Gondol."

    Bax sat forward. "What kind of a problem? The Denzee are itching to get started on their crop."

    Harris looked directly at the camera. "I don't think that's gonna happen."

    "What? What are you saying?"

    Tawn said, "There's been an accident."

    "Accident?"

    Harris nodded. "We sort of set off this chain reaction. It's grown into a real problem."

    "Just spit it out. Tell me what happened. Are you fishing for a delay?"

    Tawn chuckled. "A delay? Maybe. You think they have another five years or so they can wait?"

    Bax huffed. "Listen. If you did something to—"

    Harris raised a hand. "The planet is no longer a candidate for their crops. We sort of touched off a spat of hurricanes that are ravaging the surface as we speak."

    "Hurricanes? That's a big planet. Hurricanes die down. Are we talking a week of delays in those areas? If so, while not optimal, that should be workable."

    Tawn shook her head. "When he said ‘spat,’ he meant ninety-six of them, and they're all big and powerful. The entire planet is being ravaged right now, and I don't think it’s gonna stop for quite some time."

    Bax stood. "Show me."

    Harris patched through a video feed from a bot ship that had been left in orbit. "This is live. Winds are three hundred kilometers per hour or better. Those storms cover the entire planet. Let's just say Gondol is being terraformed at the moment. Probably won't be hospitable to any kind of farming for another five to ten years."

    Bax stared at the video. "Is this a joke? Gondol is a peaceful, bog covered planet. Not great for plant growth due to a lack of carbon dioxide, but I'm told the Denzee crop doesn't need it. There's no way that's Gondol. What are you trying to pull?"

    "Send out a scout. Check it for yourself."

    Bax opened another comm, ordering a ship to Gondol for an inspection.

    Tawn said, "Won't be any crops growing there. We're gonna have to convince the Domers to open up Beckland."

    Bax sat back in her chair. "They've made it clear that's not going to happen. They worship that place. I've heard rumors they want to move the free world capital there."

    "Is there a third option?"

    "Not in our section of the galaxy."

    The conversation continued for twenty minutes before a comm came back from a New Earth scout. Gondol’s condition was as Tawn and Harris had said.

    "I don't know how you two mucked this up, but it's likely going to cost us. The emperor will be livid, as will the Denzee. Can I convince you to be the bringer of bad news?"

    Harris chuckled. "Sure, why not. We don't have to suck-up to him."

    A comm was opened. "Mr. Gruberg, you and Miss Freely have good news for me today?"

    "Not exactly."

    The emperor's expression changed from a smile to a look of concern. "Has something happened? Please don't tell me you are asking for more time. Time is critical."

    Tawn said, "You'll be needing to put on your diplomat hat today, Emperor. Gondol is now useless for farming. Its surface is raging with storms that will be churning for quite some time. You'll want to open a comm to Domicile to convince them to allow the use of Beckland for six months. Otherwise the Denzee aren't getting their food."

    Bax confirmed the report. "Sorry, Your Highness. Gondol is no longer viable for farming. We need Beckland."

    The emperor stood. "This is of your doing, isn't it? You have purposefully sabotaged our peace accords."

    Harris shook his head. "We might have been on planet when it started, but it's nobody's fault. And it wasn't done on purpose. It is what it is. As Miss Rumford said, we need Domer cooperation on Beckland."

    The emperor began pacing back and forth. "I need time to think. Miss Rumford, I'll deal with you later."

    The comm closed.

    Bax scowled at the comm feed. "This is bad. I stuck my neck out to get you that time you requested. I'm likely to take a hard fall for this. The emperor is not one to give second chances."

    Harris waved a hand. "You're safe. He likes you. You get results."

    "That's all good while things are going well. This is a disaster. The Denzee could just decide to start kicking our asses again and take everything. They have the muscle to do so."

    Tawn said, "And if we would all cooperate, we would have a good chance at stopping them."

    "The emperor will never cooperate. And neither will the Domers. This will be war, and they're about doing all they can to prevent it, short of giving up the one and only symbol of their movement."

    Harris sat forward in his chair. "We'll be back in a few hours to check on what decisions have been made. Use your powers of persuasion to get him to do what's best for all humanity. His differences with the Domers can be settled later."

    The comm closed. Harris turned the Bangor back toward Midelon. Fifteen minutes later, they were settling on the surface.

    Trish, Gandy, Sharvie, and Bannis were waiting in the supply hut.

    Trish asked, "Well? What'd she think?"

    Harris chuckled. "She thought we were joking, which turned into her thinking we were just trying to delay."

    Tawn added, "Which turned into a convo with the emperor. He's off trying to figure out what to do next."

    "So what do we do next?" Trish asked.

    Harris replied, "We wait to see what moves they make. If they can convince the Domers to give up Beckland, this all settles out. If not... who knows what direction it goes in."

    An image of Alex appeared on the display wall. "I have good news. A new Banshee is ready for testing. Beginning today we will be producing a new ship every day until our resources run out."

    "So that's eighteen more coming?"

    "Seventeen, plus the new ship today."

    Harris shook his head. "We should have used some of that time to also have been picking materials from those downed ships on Gondol. With those hurricanes raging, we'll be lucky to find anything left when that all settles down."

    Tawn asked. "How many bots do we have now?"

    Alex replied, "With this morning’s additions, forty. Beginning tomorrow, we will be adding two new workers per day, while doubling that capacity every four days."

    "And we still have plenty of raw materials for those?"

    "For more than a thousand, yes."

    A check was made of the new Banshee. As with the prior units, the manufacturing was flawless. All tests conducted during its trials resulted in a newly certified ship.

    After an evening meal, Tawn and Harris again made the trip out to Eden.

    "Not sure why we don't just talk to them over a wormhole comm."

    Harris replied, "Our coming out shows commitment. And we don't risk getting Alex hacked."

    "I thought we were over that? He's using isolation as a defense now."

    "I think that's true, but we need to show a presence anyhow."

    "You hoping to see Bax in person? That what this is?"

    Harris chuckled. "No, but keep trying. You'll figure it out."

    A comm was opened to Fireburg. Bax appeared with a scowl on her face.

    "There a problem?" Harris asked.

    "Yes. The Domers won't budge. Beckland is off limits to the Denzee."

    "I thought peace at any cost was their mantra?"

    "I don't get it. There's a research center there, that's all. What could be so important about that?"

    "What are they researching?"

    "Nobody knows. The Earther intel corps is clueless. Regardless, they aren't giving in. Our options are really limited here."

    Tawn asked, "Would the emperor violate the truce to force the Domers to yield? They may be mad, but I don't see them doing much about it as it would jeopardize their precious peace."

    "Right now, this could wash out a hundred different ways. Just be prepared for it not to be to your liking."

    Harris replied, "The Denzee being in our territory is not to our liking. No other way we can grow this food for them?"

    "Not a chance. They hold their food production as sacred. Everything has to be done a certain way and blessed by their priest class. No foreign hands can be involved. Just adds another complication we can't control to the mix."

    "So it looks like it will be Beckland no matter what."

    "Unless you have some magic way to clean up Gondol, this is all we have."

    "You have no way of knowing which way the emperor is leaning with a response?"

    "You'll have to check back tomorrow. I'm not in his confidence at the moment."

    The Biomarines returned to Midelon. Efforts were turned toward building ships and bots while they waited for the emperor's decision. In the morning, they jumped back to Eden and opened a comm.

    "I'm guessing you're already aware of the news," Bax said. "If I were you, I'd stay out in free space where I can jump away."

    "What news?"

    "It's already being broadcast on Domicile. The Denzee, with aid from the emperor and New Earth forces, invaded Beckland a couple hours ago. The research facility there has been emptied out and the Domers who were in it are heading home. By this afternoon, the swamps and bogs on Beckland will be transformed into Denzee farms."

    Tawn scowled. "So Beckland's fall came without a shot being fired. No ships there to defend it. No troops on the ground."

    "It's my understanding the last of the troops were moved out of the garrison there about four months ago. No one allowed down there but scientists. Couldn't have been easier pickings for the Earthers.

    "Oh, and in case you hadn't heard, I was relieved of my duties at the shipyards. The new boss there will be carrying on my reforms and getting credit for my production quantities. Just this week they'll turn out six ships per day on average. In three months they'll have a fleet that is once again equal to that of Domicile."

    Harris shook his head. "This just keeps getting worse. And I bet, even with this blatant attack, the pacifists are still screaming for more military cutbacks."

    "Playing right into the emperor's hands," Bax said. "I was set up to come out on the high side of this fight no matter who the victor was. Not looking that way anymore. I'm expecting to have a new boss here at the mines in the next few weeks, if not days."

    Tawn asked, "Not that you're supposed to be giving this info out, but do we have a definitive count on the number of warships the Denzee have?"

    Bax glanced at her office door before leaning in and whispering: "Eight hundred Ratoons, twelve hundred Dulons, half a dozen of those Vaakas, with the rest being colony ships, freighters and whatnot. It does appear they are moving their entire populace. And from what I understand, it's only about 6 percent of what it was only a few short years ago. The Hoya have been butchering them en masse."

    Harris rubbed his forehead. "What kind of force did they take to Beckland?"

    "Fifty Earther destroyers and a hundred fifty Ratoons. Two hundred Dulons followed and are now down on the surface prepping to plant whatever it is they want to grow."

    Bax changed her tone as an Earther came into her office. "And when we catch you, the emperor will take much joy from your demise. Get out of our space and hide like the cowards you are, but know this… we will find you."

    The comm closed.

    "That didn't look promising," Harris said.

    Tawn sighed. "We have Earther destroyers coming this way. I'm detecting multiple wormholes. Time to get home."

    The Bangor slipped away and was soon settling on the grass outside the bunker. Harris hopped out, followed by his partner. A short walk had them standing in front of the others in the supply hut.

    Harris said, "The Denzee, along with the Earthers, invaded and took over Beckland a few hours ago."

    Bannis stood. "With the Denzee? If that doesn't wake the pacifists up, nothing will."

    Tawn said, "I wouldn't expect a response of anything more than hand-wringing and wide-eyes. We should try to contact the colonel. I think there's a real risk of war here. Everything we fought for on Beckland, all those lives over all those centuries, and we're finally defeated by ourselves."

    "That's not the worst of it," Harris said. "The Denzee have about eight hundred of those Ratoons. They could wipe out every free Human colony in a matter of months if something doesn't change."

    Trish asked, "Don’t they just want to grow their food and leave?"

    Harris shrugged. "Who knows. Could be they're still just passing through, but why not sack the place on your way out? We already know they don't care about Humans. And if they do just leave, we're still left in the hands of the emperor. Don't know if things could get worse."

    Alex came on the display. "Harris, I've been conducting scans of the truce worlds and I'm afraid I have some bad news. Denzee forces, accompanied by Earthers, have landed on Jebwa. And a large Denzee force, also accompanied, has just come into free space at Viochan."

    "I stand corrected. It could get worse and it has. Alex, open a comm to the Retreat."

    An image of the colonel showed on the wall display. "We just got the news about Beckland. The people here are irate. My DDI contact says the pacifists are in disarray as to how to respond. And get this, there was a research facility there. Word of some ancient tech buried deep underground. Before the Denzee showed up I would have scoffed at such news without seeing it with my own eyes. Now I have to wonder."

    Tawn said, "You think they found the terraforming tech there too?"

    "Could be," said Harris. "It might be why the Domers didn't want to give it up. Colonel, we found the same equipment on Gondol. Predates our being here. Buried three kilometers down."

    "Terraforming tech?"

    "Yes. And we powered it up. The surface of Gondol is now a mass of hurricanes and smoke plumes. Our best guess is it's enriching the atmosphere with carbon dioxide so the plant life there can grow. Gondol had extremely slow growth due to the lack of CO2. Alex believes in two to three years that atmosphere will be ideal for growth.

    "If those storms die down, that growth could have the oxygen levels up to a level that easily supports Humans. We found an alien down in there, dead, less than a meter tall, and an oxygen breather like we are. Anyway, the biological forces on that planet are going on a rampage. Beckland is very similar, and may have the same tech buried there."

    "Interesting. How is it you came to find it on Gondol?"

    "Doesn't matter at the moment. What matters is the Denzee have taken Jebwa. And it looks like they are about to take Viochan. Tell your DDI friend the Earthers and Denzee have teamed up and appear to be taking the truce worlds."

    "So the Great War is back on."

    "The Great War is back, only the Domers don't know it, or refuse to believe it. And this time the Earthers have help. Domicile needs to reverse course on all those cuts they've been making or they're gonna get rolled over. Which means the Retreat too."

    "Don't worry too much about us here, Mr. Gruberg. We're prepared to defend ourselves. Domicile, however, is not."
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    Over the week that followed, the leadership of Domicile remained frozen over how to react. News of the truce worlds of Blewitz and Theopolis falling only made the Domers more unsure. In a first sign of a crack in the pacifists’ ring of power, the senate voted to stop the mothballing of any further warships. Former military crewmen were put on notice to be prepared for a possible recall.

    On Midelon, the Banshee fleet was now eight ships strong. The number of worker bots had grown to fifty-five, with four new workers coming online every day. The eighth processor station was brought up and tested, with orders for another eight put in place.

    Harris paced back and forth on the floor of the supply hut. "Our latest scan of Eden showed forty Ratoons there. If we attack, we may not make it to the surface. A similar force is sitting at the New Earth shipyards. At the Retreat, the pacifists have positioned two destroyers and a dozen DDI scouts. No flights are allowed in or out after the colonel publicly made some inflammatory remarks about the lack of response to the Beckland takeover."

    "Are they leaving smaller forces at any of the truce worlds?" Gandy asked.

    "Jebwa has been turned over to the Earthers for food production."

    "The colonists on Viochan, Blewitz, and Theopolis were given one week to leave. Most don't have transportation. That week of grace ends tomorrow. The forces parked at each of those worlds consist of at least five Earther warships and twenty Ratoons."

    "We could take those with what we have now."

    "The Earthers and Denzee would jump in a hundred ships before we could flee. And even if they didn't, as soon as we left they would come right back. If we attack, we have to have a definitive goal we're looking to accomplish, and we need to bring back as many ships as possible. We're only a few days away from running out of ship material."

    Trish said, "Any way we could capture a ship or two and bring them back here to dismantle? Would give us all the raw materials we need."

    "Not a bad thought. Kick that one around a bit and come back with a more fully-developed strategy."

    Sharvie sheepishly held up her hand.

    Harris chuckled. "What you got?"

    "I know we can't go down to the surface at Gondol, but our bots could. If timed right, they might be able to harvest more materials from those downed ships."

    Harris nodded. "A possible option. Get with Alex, take some scans to see if that's workable. If so, bring it to our next meet."

    Alex came on the wall display. "Harris, the Denzee and their Earther escorts have just forced surrender of the Nesua colony. There was fighting, and there appears to be heavy casualties, perhaps as high as one quarter of the population."

    Harris winced. "That's half a million people. No way they put up that kind of resistance. Those were farmers and miners."

    Tawn said, "Other than a few hand weapons, these colonies are all defenseless. The Domers have pulled their entire fleet back to their own space. Most are concentrating at Domicile. Latest count is just over five hundred warships. Our factories that were being stripped and auctioned off? They've been moved back to Domicile and are being refurbed."

    "That's a start at least."

    "Kind of too little too late though, as the remaining defense leaders are all vying for lucrative contracts. Word on the streets of Domicile says the people are only minimally worried, because they keep getting positive, flowery messages from the government."

    Harris turned. "Mr. Morgan, you have anyone you could contact back there who would be good to take charge of that effort?"

    "None that still trust me or would be willing to take on the establishment. I burned a lot of bridges when we lost Eden. Most of the rest have been torn down since. My prior staff members who I would trust to take this on have been scattered between a dozen of the remaining outfits. That is, those that have been able to find work."

    "What about the boson bombs?" asked Gandy.

    "What about them?"

    "Could we use them on these smaller fleets? We should have enough ships now to take on the forty Ratoons at Eden. Why not go in, drop a boson, destroy the small fleet, and follow up with the mines?"

    Harris stopped. "That might be our best weapon and I keep forgetting about it. Alex, we have fourteen ships in our fleet now. Given our past performances, can you give an estimate of how long it would take to destroy a forty-ship Denzee fleet?"

    "Given the data available, a rough estimate would be two and a half hours. Plus or minus an hour."

    "How many bosons do we have in our inventory?"

    "Two."

    "I could see this becoming our main strategy going forward. Start a bot team building more of those bombs."

    "I'm afraid we don't have the raw materials for that task, Harris."

    "What? You're kidding, right?"

    "Why would I kid about such? Is that something I should consider?"

    "Uh, no. Give us a list of what we need to build more. We'll do our best to acquire it. Maybe Trish's idea of pirating a ship or two gets moved up our list of possibles. In the meantime, let's focus our efforts on exploiting the two bombs we have. Do we take on Eden or the Earther shipyards? Which would have the bigger impact?"

    Tawn replied, "If I'm not mistaken, in one of our more recent conversations, Bax spilled the beans about them having new shipyards in multiple locations, just in case the Denzee actually targeted New Earth. They would still have production or repair facilities elsewhere. Eden is unique in that it has almost all the titanium production they have."

    "Sounds like we'll be hitting Eden, then. Anyone have an objection to that plan?"

    Gandy asked, "If we do this, once it gets started, what do Trish, Sharvie, myself, and Mr. Morgan do?"

    "You stay here and keep our production lines rolling as best you can."

    "Harris?" Alex cut in. "I've analyzed the possibility of acquiring materials from Gondol. I believe this to be possible over the next twenty-two hours. If those materials remain in place."

    "What happens in twenty-two hours?"

    "The eye-wall of one of those storms will pass directly over the debris field at that time. Given current wind speeds, there might be little, if anything, left to salvage."

    "OK, sounds like we need to get that expedition moving. Sharvie, since it was your idea, you run with it. Just keep in mind the value of the assets you're using. We can't afford losses but we need resources. So work with Alex on what you should go after."

    Harris turned back to the others. "Tawn and I will of course be going in on the Bangor. We'll be taking Farker with us. Gandy, keep that food production going, and help out wherever else you can. Trish, you split your time helping Sharvie set up her outing and then Mr. Morgan with our production needs."

    Trish asked, "When are you planning to attack Eden?"

    "Within the hour."

    Harris adjourned the meeting. Each of the participants moved on to their assigned tasks.

    Tawn brought up an image of Fireburg on the display wall. "Can't believe we're finally gonna take that place down. What do we do about Bax?"

    "This time Bax is on her own. We've given her every chance we could. Which has been more than she deserves. I'm not holding out that figurative olive branch again only to get my hand bit."

    "Still, she did provide us with info she didn't have to."

    Harris chuckled. "So now you're defending her?"

    "No. Not necessarily. Although, she would be a fountain of knowledge for us to have on our team when it comes to the Earthers and their ship production. If she could help us with that, it would be a redemptive act in my book. Not saying I would like her or anything, but I could let the past be the past."

    "When we get there, we'll give her a comm."

    A small fleet of thirteen ships left the surface of Midelon. Ten minutes later, a jump was made to Eden. The forty-ship Denzee force was now twenty ships, and remained out in high orbit. Four New Earth cruisers accompanied them.

    "Tawn, heat up that railgun. Those ships are coming our way. I'll be in back dumping the boson bomb."

    "Five minutes until they're within range. I'll monitor for stray shots from those disc weapons."

    The bomb was set and released. Seconds later, a bright flash told of a negated boson field where wormhole travel was no longer possible.

    Harris sat in his chair, cinching up his lap belt. "Time to clean house."

    "You dodge, I'll see if I can contact Bax."

    As the Denzee and New Earth ships rapidly approached, Tawn began to shake her head. "Not answering general hails. She has to know we're coming and what our purpose is. Guess it's her mistake."

    The small fleet came in as a single column. As invisible beams from the discs zipped past their position, the fleet split apart. At the point of no return, one of the Banshees took a modest hit, sending the AI pilot offline for several seconds. As the systems cooled, it returned to the fight.

    The first Ratoon was quickly taken out of service as four Banshees were followed by two of the Legion ships. Harris piloted the Bangor toward the second ship as it came in. A hard turn to port evaded the first beam. Two Banshees moved ahead and fired the first tungsten rounds into the Eden defender.

    A New Earth cruiser was next. A single Legion met it almost head on. At first, the hypervelocity rounds of its rail cannons deflected off the starboard side at a shallow angle. As the ships passed, the six port cannons of L3 shredded the outer hull of the cruiser, exposing nearly a third of the monstrous ship to the black void of space. Bulkheads held and the cruiser turned for its next target.

    Harris pushed the Bangor forward toward the third and fourth Ratoons to reach their position. A Banshee was caught dead center of a deadly superweapon beam. In an instant the space it had occupied exploded outward as the molecules that made up the fighter were placed into a superexcited state, all at the same moment in time. Harris flew the Bangor in close as Tawn pummeled the great weapon with a half dozen tungsten rounds.

    As the high-stakes fight continued, Legion L2 was damaged and headed toward a neutral point. Two more Banshees were vaporized, both by random shots from the beam weapons of the Denzee. Another dozen Ratoons were disabled and withdrew. All four New Earth cruisers had been destroyed.

    Just over two hours into the fight, a fourth and fifth Banshee had been lost, along with the Legion ship L4. But the last of the Ratoons had fallen silent.

    Tawn said, "One last hail down to Bax. She doesn't answer... we go in and do our worst."

    Harris nodded. "We do our worst anyway. The emperor crossed a huge line by allying with these aliens over fellow Humans. Time he paid for his mistakes."

    The comm hail to Baxter Rumford went unanswered.

    Tawn looked over the nav display. "That negation field is collapsing rapidly. Time to deploy bomb two."

    Harris stood, walking back to the airlock. The second bomb was set and shoved out into space. But there was no telltale flash of its detonation.

    Tawn asked, "What happened?"

    "Nothing happened. That's a problem. Swing us around and I'll pull it back inside."

    Tawn chuckled. "Uh. No. We aren't pulling an armed bomb into our airlock. Bot Fleet, you have orders to go in and destroy as many of those mines as possible. Don't wait for us. And give yourselves enough time to make it to free space should Denzee ships jump in."

    Harris moved back to his chair. "So what do we do in the meantime?"

    Tawn spun the ship around. "First we destroy that bomb. Can’t leave it for them to find. Next we'll go hit a mine or two. Given previous collapse rates, we should have eight or ten minutes to make a run for free space."

    "That'll be cutting it close."

    "Let's hope the Denzee foul up and don't send ships in immediately."

    Minutes later, the Bangor dropped through the hot Eden sky as a fireball. The mining on Eden had been expanded to twenty-six sites, with Fireburg remaining the largest. A handful of transports and freighters zipped off across the surface as death came down from above. All ships were firing in auto mode, a new tungsten round emerging every half second.

    The buildings at Fireburg were soon little more than rubble. The topside mining that had gone underground was demolished as deep pits were dug by repeated firings. Evidence of cave-ins abounded. Five minutes after the melee had begun, Harris ordered the remains of the fleet to hit all twenty-six sites with at least a handful of rounds before turning for the sky.

    As the ships spread out, taking their destruction to the smaller mines, the boson field collapsed in its entirety.

    Harris gave the order. "Head for the stars. We could have visitors at any time."

    As the sky turned into the blackness of space, Tawn powered down the rails of the Bangor. "That went about as well as we could hope for."

    "I don't know. We lost six ships today. Almost half our entire fleet."

    "But we took out those mines. And we did a thorough job of it, I think. I will say I'm a little baffled as to why the Denzee haven't sent in more ships. We stayed down there about five minutes longer than we needed too."

    "Yeah. Can't believe that last bomb was a dud. Thought our manufacturing was better than that."

    "It happens. Anyway, it didn't cost us. Jump is in thirty seconds."

    Harris nodded. "You think Bax made it out of there?"

    Tawn chuckled. "Maybe on one of those freighters. If she didn't, it's too late now. I think I can safely say there's no one left alive down there."

    Harris pulled data up on the display. "Sensors counted twenty-two bios remaining. Somebody made it."

    "Unless they're wearing biosuits it won't matter. And if they are, they probably have less than a day to be rescued. There are no water sources left down there."

    A wormhole was opened to Midelon space. The Bangor slipped through, followed by the other ships of the much smaller fleet. Ten minutes later, they had landed on the grass near the bunker.

    Gandy was sitting in the supply hut. "How'd it go?"

    Tawn replied, "We lost six ships, five Banshees and a Legion. The mines of Eden are no longer in operation. We destroyed four Earther cruisers and disabled all twenty Ratoons. And we had an incident."

    "Incident?"

    "One of our boson bombs didn't detonate. We don't know why, and we had to destroy it as it had already been activated. Maybe Alex can figure something out from what little sensor data we have."

    "Was Miss Rumford there?"

    "We attempted to hail her repeatedly. She didn't reply. Sensors counted twenty-two bios still alive down there. Very doubtful one of them is her."

    Harris said, "We should open a comm to the emperor. I'd like to hear what he has to say."

    Tawn chuckled. "I doubt he wants to shake your hand, if that's what you're after."

    "It's not. Hearing him rant about our intransigence might be fun though."

    "Go ahead, then. Give it a try."

    "Alex, can you open a comm to New Earth and hail the emperor?"

    "I can."

    Harris laughed. "You keep burning me with that one. Please open a comm to New Earth and hail the emperor."

    "One moment."

    Several seconds later a blacked out image appeared. "Mr. Gruberg, I hope you realize what it is you've done."

    "I kicked your ass?"

    "You've weakened our position considerably. And when I say ‘our,’ I'm referring to all Humans."

    "How you figure that?"

    "The Denzee were willing to forego an all out assault in consideration of our offer of the use of Gondol. You saw to it that didn't happen. I made a further concession by offering up assistance with Beckland. They accepted and we gave the assistance as agreed upon. In return they offered help with the truce worlds.

    "You and I both know that truce settlement was anything but equitable. So we took the opportunity to take back what were previously our territories. However, we were only able to do this by showing we still had strength. Your attack brings our ship production to a halt. The Denzee will see that as a weakness. Already they are massing ships near Beinshee.

    "If they turn on us, we will fall hard, and with us any hope of Humans surviving this insurrection."

    "You're the one making deals, Mervin. Had you come to the Domers when the truce was first signed and told them of these invaders, they would have thrown their full support behind you. All Humans would have come out fighting and we would likely not be in this predicament. Any actions that made us weaker are totally yours."

    The sound of a small, clenched fist pounding down on an armrest could be heard through the comm. "You've doomed us, Gruberg. Doomed us all!"

    "If that's the case, why don't you turn control of your assets over to us so we can conduct a proper war? And I would suggest opening a comm to Domicile and begging for their assistance, starting right now. If the Denzee are turning on you as you think, your time to react is very limited. As I've suggested a dozen times before, make the comm to Domicile."

    The comm closed.

    "You think he'll do it?" Gandy asked.

    "Not a chance."
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    In the hours that followed the attack on Eden, a new assault began on the truce world of Baggonesk. This time, the Denzee acted alone. A wormhole opened and the scan that followed revealed more than a hundred fifty thousand objects being released into low orbit. They showed as still living bio-signs.

    Another scan of Viochan and Blewitz indicated Earther ships being recalled. The emperor had given the order that all ships henceforth would be used to protect the homeland.

    Two additional days passed with no further developments. On the third day that changed.

    Alex said, "The Denzee are on the move."

    Harris replied, "What now?"

    "The colony at Barrier has been taken. The Denzee are slaughtering the great herds of bogler. A dozen New Earth ships engaged but were quickly overwhelmed by more than fifty Ratoons. Four of the destroyers escaped, eight were destroyed."

    "What was the colony count there?"

    "Prior to this invasion, Barrier had just under two million citizens. Sensors reveal some resistance fighting taking place on the ground, but nothing that would be recognized as a coherent attempt at defense."

    Tawn shook her head. "All those colonists..."

    Harris crossed his arms. "Not much we can do. We have a new Banshee today, but that's only number four. We lost half our ships against twenty Ratoons. With fifty we don't stand a chance."

    Alex displayed a data table. "The Earthers have gathered their fleet at New Earth. A hundred fifty-two warships are sitting and waiting for an attack. I estimate they may have five additional ships added to that total by day's end. After that, they are out of titanium resources."

    "I thought they had over two hundred?"

    "That may have been prior to these latest hostilities."

    "Open a comm to the colonel for me," Harris said.

    "Gruberg, the DDI and DDF have pulled their ships from the Rabid system. If you need crews, we have them at the ready."

    "We don't need crews, Colonel, we need ships. And we can build our own if we have the proper materials. At the moment we're about to run out."

    "What do you need?"

    "I'm sending a list. Any chance you can get some of these from Domicile?"

    "We can certainly try. Although I wouldn't rely on it."

    "I commed to give you the latest status as we know it. We finally took out production at Eden. The Denzee saw it as a weakness and immediately turned on the Earthers, which I would have to believe they planned on doing anyway.

    "The Denzee just invaded Barrier, which is a chief supplier of food for the Earthers. The Earthers’ response has been to abandon all their colonies and focus their fleet at New Earth. We have the Denzee Ratoon count at close to eight hundred."

    "We can't fight a fleet like that."

    "No, but I think we have the means to fight them on a smaller scale. If we can catch a force of twenty to fifty, and have access to New Earth and Domer ships, we could wipe out that small force every time. We believe we have the means to separate them, but we need both Human fleets for an attack."

    "We're all still smarting over the loss of Beckland. If you wanted, we have about ninety-two hundred volunteers here at the Retreat who are ready to fight."

    "Ninety-two hundred? That's all of us, huh? Thought we had a few more."

    "There are about four hundred twenty unaccounted for at the moment. We believe many of them are on the truce worlds with several hundred having been at Nesua."

    "Might be why the colonists there put up such a fight. Regardless, the Denzee have already taken about a third of those colonies. The last one… they spaced the inhabitants. We expect the same on the others. And we have no way to defend them."

    "This makes my blood boil. How many ships can you produce out there?"

    "At the moment, one per day, two tops."

    "I can have crews ready and trained if you need them. We still have the simulators for the freighters here."

    Harris shook his head. "They're Banshee sized. Well, maybe a third smaller. And they're unmanned. We have an AI pilot we drop in each that has been proven to be highly effective. Problem is, we can't build them fast enough, and even if we could we don't have the materials. Wish we still had Mr. Morgan on Domicile, where he could set those supply lines up for us. Instead he's trapped out here."

    "About that, my contact says they may be willing to retract all charges against him if he comes back to help them restore their defense infrastructure. The pacifists there are getting nervous, and some are beginning to feel they may have made a huge mistake with their cuts. And the populace is letting them know it. Once the word got out, Beckland was a huge shock."

    "We can bring Mr. Morgan to you if he agrees to go back, and of course if they want his help."

    "I'll ask. Any way you can share production of those ships with us? I have nine thousand able-bodied Biomarines here who would be eager to help."

    "Alex," Harris said, "what kind of effort would it take to get a Banshee production line going at the Retreat? Assuming we kept the processor production here."

    "If they have access to resources and equipment from Domicile, two to three weeks to first product. Might I instead suggest they be involved in manufacturing the drive system or the wormhole generator? Lines for those could be brought up quickly and expanded if necessary. The processors we are currently producing in abundance. The hull foundry can be scaled up as needed, given access to the raw materials."

    "OK, so if we had access to the material, can you give us an estimated production timeline for turning out ships?"

    "There are many variables involved in such a scenario, Harris. Such as who builds what."

    "Assume the colonel's teams build drive systems. What kind of production could we be seeing in three weeks, and then six weeks?"

    "Three Banshees per day in three weeks, moving up to eight per day in six."

    "Eight? That's possible if we have the materials?"

    "The data would indicate so, yes."

    "And three weeks after that?"

    "Again, given full material access, twenty Banshees per day would be possible."

    "Wow. Didn't think we were anywhere near that kind of production."

    "We aren't. We lack the raw materials."

    "Well, we have to get them then. A month of building at that rate and we could crush the Denzee, without risking a single Human life."

    "Thirteen weeks?" said Tawn. "That's three standard months. We may not be alive that long."

    Harris shook his head. "We will be. New Earth and Domicile may not. Colonel, comm your contact. Give him the news of what you just heard. See if the DDI can free up the resources we need to get this done. And emphasize the fact this may be their last chance at survival, as the Denzee are once again spacing all captives."

    "Will do my best."

    The comm closed.

    "Alex, connect me with Sharvie on the Hailstorm."

    Several seconds passed before her image displayed on the wall. "Yes?"

    "How are we looking out there?"

    "Salvage is difficult but we've made progress. We should have enough material here for another eight Banshees. That storm will be on us in about two hours, so I don't know if we'll be able to bring in any more."

    "Don't take any risks. If you can't get enough for a full ship, just pack things up and come back."

    "Got it. That would probably be now, then. I have a load being brought in. We'll button it up and come home."

    Tawn said, "That's another eight we wouldn't have had."

    "Not close enough to being an effective force. With what we have and what we could build, we'll have enough for two runs similar to Eden. That barely makes a dent in their numbers. And that's only if we get more materials for those bombs."

    "Maybe the Domers are finally wising up."

    Harris chuckled. "Don't know if that's possible, but they're running scared. Alex, ping the colonel once an hour for status. If he has news, patch him through."

    Gandy asked, "Would Eden have any materials we could use? You hammered that place good, but is there damaged equipment we could strip for resources?"

    Harris nodded. "Excellent thought. Alex, can you analyze our recordings from the Eden fight and give us an idea if there are resources we need that are available for salvage?"

    "One moment... yes. A quick analysis shows materials for another five Banshees."

    "Good. When Sharvie arrives, have her dump what she has and tell her to continue on to Eden. I assume you can organize that salvage for her and her bots as well?"

    "I can."

    Harris walked over and picked up an MRE. "Tawn?"

    "Sure."

    The extra meal was handed off as he sat. "So the fate of all Humans will be known in three months."

    "Possibly."

    "I wish there was a better way to hit the Denzee. They must have a vulnerability somewhere."

    "I would think that would be at Rumanta, with the mass of their fleet. The last scan Alex showed had them starting to build another facility to outfit their fleet with wormhole generators. The Ratoons have them, but most of those other ships don't."

    Harris took a bite of a bogler rib. "An army travels on its belly."

    "What?" Gandy asked.

    "An army travels on its belly. They taught us that in our early training. It means you have to feed your army if you want to move them around. Beckland will allow them to restock, but they must have reserves somewhere. What if we were able to find those and take them out?"

    "They eat those little rodents. Not sure what Beckland will be growing."

    "Food for the rats maybe? So do we find and kill their rat production, or figure out how to stop whatever they're planning to grow on Beckland?"

    "Interesting thoughts. They're on the move. We hit their food stocks and we could starve them out. I'm thinking that might be part of why they hit Barrier and killed all those bogler. That could be their strategy for dealing with the Earthers rather than risking ships."

    Harris took another chunk of meat with his teeth. "I don't quite get why they haven't just gone after the Earthers all out. That fight would only last a day and the threat would be completely gone."

    "Maybe they fear the Domer fleet. Could be they aren't certain they have the numbers to beat the Domers."

    Harris shook his head. "They have to know. The emperor would have given them that info as part of his deal making."

    "Maybe they fear losses would put them at below what they think they need to defend against the Hoya."

    "The Hoya, who knows if they're even real. The data they gave us certainly gave that impression, but data can be faked."

    "That was convincing, even to Alex. They'd have to be masters at manipulation to pull that off."

    "Maybe they are."

    Tawn set down a rib. "Let's assume the Hoya are real and the Denzee are being chased. The current scenario would make sense for a people who were fleeing. They need food. And they'll do what it takes to get it. I would caution, though, if we take theirs, will they try to take ours?"

    "They already are. There was no other reason for them to expend energy and time on killing the herds on Barrier. They're already playing dirty. Maybe it's time we show them how dirty Humans can be."

    Harris turned toward the wall. "Alex, do an analysis of the Denzee food system. Where do they get it? What specifically do they need to keep a steady supply? Do they have hidden or safeguarded stockpiles? Piece that together for us while we finish our meals."

    Tawn chuckled. "Very commanding. You should try that more often."

    "I keep falling into his trap of asking a question rather than giving a command. He knows what I'm saying. He just enjoys poking the bogler."

    Tawn asked, "Gandy, how are our bogler doing?"

    "Good so far as I can tell. I've already seen them making efforts to reproduce."

    Harris laughed. "You'll see a lot of that. It's something they do a lot of. How's your garden coming?"

    "We had a setback. The fence I put up was weak. Our herd kind of trampled some of our early plantings. We'll recover though. The fence has been repaired and upgraded."

    Alex said, "Harris, I have a comm with the colonel. He has news."

    "Gruberg, the DDI have approval to bring Mr. Morgan home."

    "This on the up-and-up? Not some trick just to grab him?"

    "I have assurances it's legit. They even said they would make a public statement concerning it. They want him back in a bad way. The news from Barrier has about half their party wanting to cut ties with the president and his cronies. Avoiding war at all costs has become passé in the media. The hawks are really putting on the pressure with their rhetoric."

    "Any word on us getting our material supplies?"

    "That may be a hard sell. They're ramping up the factories here and don't want resources going anywhere but to them."

    "Our needs are small, Colonel. And our contribution could be huge. Our ships can defeat the Denzee. Theirs can't."

    "There may be a call for you to turn over designs so they can be made here. At the moment, I have to agree with them. If this is about defending all Domicile, ramping up production there would be the most effective."

    Tawn frowned. "I think he's right. If we could be making eight a day in six weeks, they could be making fifty a day in that time."

    Harris winced. "Wasn't thinking along those lines, Colonel. You'll have to give us a little time to discuss that."

    "Take all the time you need, Mr. Gruberg. It's only the fate of Humanity we're talking about."

    Harris sighed and nodded. "Point taken. We'll comm you back."

    Harris raised his comm bracelet. "Trish, bring Mr. Morgan with you to the hut. We have something to discuss."

    "Seems pretty cut and dried to me," said Tawn. "Like I said, fifty Banshees are better than eight. Alex, given the resources at Domicile, and our designs, give us an estimate of how many Banshees could be built in three weeks, six weeks, and three months’ time."

    "One moment... my estimates are one, eight, and sixty-seven."

    "Per day?"

    "No. Total."

    Harris shook his head. "That doesn't sound like an advantage."

    Tawn asked, "Why so few?"

    "The processing unit stations are not easily transferred and built. Our methods and equipment here are designed with Midelon's gravity and atmospheric pressure in mind."

    "If we focused our energies here on building processor units, how many could we be building in those same time-frames? And how many Banshees, minus those processing units, could be built on Domicile?"

    "One moment... twenty-four, sixty-four, and two hundred fifty-two. Those processor numbers are per day."

    "And on Domicile?"

    "Twelve, forty-eight, and two hundred twelve. Those are per day."

    Tawn looked at Harris. "Seems clear to me, that's the way to go. We give up all our tech, but keep the AIs."

    "Alex," Harris said, "would that be acceptable?"

    "It would. Had the first scenario been your course of action, I would have had to deny access to the processor unit and its patterns and algorithms. This current scenario is satisfactory."

    The group discussed the ins and outs of turning their designs over to Domicile for production. Gandy was at first adamant about not giving up his Banshees. The force of reason was enough to change his mind. A defense could not be raised in time without production being moved to where there were labor resources, facilities, and the raw materials necessary for an all-out effort to build a powerful defending fleet.

    Harris said, "I have one final thing to add that some of you may not have thought about: the AIs. We're at the top of the command chain. They answer to us first. Should Humans win this war, and should the leaders of Domicile decide they want nothing to do with us or if they want to mistreat us in some way, we have ultimate control over every ship that is piloted by one of those AI units."

    Tawn nodded. "Excellent point. I think this decision is a no-brainer. Our other ace up our sleeve is the boson bomb. Only we will make them and only we will control them. We don't give them to anyone. We set them off when needed. And we don't talk to anyone about them. That's the one tech we can't allow to get out."

    "We ready to vote on this?"

    Everybody nodded, and a tally was taken. The decision was unanimous.

    A comm was opened to the colonel. "We're ready to discuss transferring production to Domicile—but we have a few conditions. Whoever is brought into this meeting has to be final decision makers, no junior managers or political hacks. We want top military brass and the President in attendance, along with the business leaders who may be overseeing portions of this effort."

    "Understood. I should have those individuals corralled within the hour. Give me a comm back then and I'll patch you through."

    The comm closed.

    Harris sat back. "Hmm, once again there's hope where any prior shot at victory was fleeting."

    Tawn nodded. "That's the way we roll."
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    The president paced back and forth. "That is unacceptable. This is in defense of the free worlds and all humanity. We must have full control of all assets."

    Harris shook his head. "Not happening, Mr. President. These are not the assets of Domicile. These are our assets. You have repeatedly rejected our attempts at assistance, and even gone as far as issuing warrants for our arrest. We believe we have the means to protect us all, but there are strings attached.

    "We will retain all production of AI processor units. We will also retain loading and installation of those units. Any attempts at tampering with, or attempts to steal or copy those units by the Domicile government, its agents, or its citizens, will be looked upon as a violation of this agreement and will result in all automated forces being withdrawn.

    "Our terms are simple, and they are designed to benefit all of our free citizens in this war. They are being put in place as a deterrent to having politics take over this effort. In fact, when you sign this agreement, you will be relinquishing all of your authority over the execution of this war... and over us.

    "Domicile will mass produce the hulls and the other systems, we will take the resulting ships and use them to defend our worlds from the Denzee. And when the fighting is done, everything returns to the way it was. Oh, and your military leaders who are there with you, they will be utilized as advisors for conducting this war. We'll want their valued expertise and input."

    The president threw up his arms. "This is preposterous! I will not sign such a deal. I'm the fairly-elected President of the people. I and I alone have authority over our military forces. That's the way this republic works and has always worked."

    Harris chuckled. "Posturing will get you nowhere, Mr. President. Your military doesn't have the means to protect her citizens from the current threat. We're offering a way to do so. What we get out of this deal is our people are protected and get to live. And this fleet, it won't be used against the fairly-elected government of Domicile when this is all over. We'll mothball it for future use if we ever get attacked again."

    The president stared into the comm camera. "I will have to take this before the people. This will have to be discussed at length in Congress and voted upon by the free citizens of Domicile."

    Harris shook his head. "Sorry, Mr. President, we don't have time to piss around about this. The Denzee are taking colonies right now. We need to start preparing for construction today, right now. Every minute we wait, the Denzee become more ensconced in our space. More Humans die.

    "In fact, I believe we're already too late to protect all of New Earth and her territories. That's more than a billion people, Mr. President. Nearly half the Human population wiped out. Every minute we delay means more deaths. And those deaths could quickly become our own citizens.

    "I'll close this comm for an hour. You discuss with your staff, with your military leaders, your business leaders. When I come back in an hour, I'll be expecting a decision."

    The comm closed.

    Tawn raised an eyebrow. "Wow, you really took it to him. I wasn't expecting us to be running this thing."

    "That thought came to me while I talked. And it only makes sense. We don't want anyone getting control over our AIs. And we already have a good idea of how to fight this war. My offer of making the military brass into advisors was an olive branch. They get this. They aren't in it for the politics."

    Tawn leaned back, placing her elbow up on the table behind her. "Huh, when did you turn into this decisive leader?"

    Harris shrugged. "Has me baffled too. Maybe it's all we've been through. Or maybe it's from the counsel of our group here. And that of Alex and Mr. Morgan."

    Alex came up on the display wall. "Congratulations, Harris. You are the first to reach the next level. As soon as the others have completed their full evaluations, they will progress and the next level will be revealed to all."

    Harris shook his head. "Haven't even thought about that in a while. And thanks for all you've done for us. I can't image how bad all of this would have gone if not for your guidance. I feel funny saying that about an AI, but it's been the truth."

    "You are welcome. And… I'm sorry, I have data coming in from the scans I've been conducting. The Denzee have taken New York."

    "How many people there?"

    "Over three million."

    Harris leaned his head back with his eyes closed, taking in a deep breath. "The president has to accept these terms. This is horrific news."

    The hour passed in what seemed like a flash. A comm was opened to the president and the others.

    Harris stood. "Before we start, I have more bad news. The Denzee have attacked and taken the New York colony. That's just over three million citizens who are being rounded up for extermination as we speak. Many of them are our citizens. Do we have a decision?"

    The president scowled. "On behalf of everyone in this room, my staff, our military commanders, our business leaders, we've come to the conclusion that your offer is pretentious, ill-advised, unconstitutional, and undesirable in nearly every aspect. However… we don't seem to have much choice in the matter. As requested, myself and all those here with me will make a public announcement and will sign this agreement."

    Harris slowly nodded. "A good decision, Mr. President. And as I indicated, you will get nothing but hard work and professionalism from myself and my team. We're all in this together. This fight belongs to each and every one of us."

    Twenty minutes later, a world broadcast was made to all of Domicile and her free colonies. The president droned on about the grave threat and the steps he was taking to protect all Domers. Harris Gruberg, Tawn Freely, Bannis Morgan, and their other associates, were to be given all the assistance that could be mustered. All warrants were withdrawn and a public statement was made that they were heroes of the republic, not criminals.

    The Hailstorm settled in the parking area just outside the Hosh-Morgan headquarters. The last of the employees filled the lobby as their reinstated owner walked through the door with a smile on his face. After a short speech, everyone but a small team was sent off to perform their normal duties.

    Those who remained were assembled in a conference room and comms were soon blazing to the former senior staff members of Bannis Morgan. Two hours later, the last of his team arrived and work began.

    Facility buildings were assigned and equipment ordered. Suppliers were lined up and given the exact details of what was required in the product they would supply. Before the sun set on the Hosh-Morgan headquarters, the first of the manufacturing equipment arrived.

    Harris leaned back in a chair. "I can't believe this is finally all coming together. We're all working for the same team and for the same goal. I've actually got a little lump in my throat right now from thinking about how great it is to be Human."

    Tawn chuckled. "You sure that's not just a bit of bogler coming back up?"

    Harris smiled. "I'm sure. My stomach is empty, and now you've made me hungry. Wasn't there a good buffet near here? I'm thinking we could use a good celebratory meal."

    "Mr. Morgan, you hungry?"

    "You go ahead. I've got too much to do."

    Harris turned. "You need this meal as much as the rest of us. Come on, we'll bring you right back. Bolemans? Sharvie?"

    Gandy nodded. "I could eat."

    The group moved out into the hall and to the front of the building. A transport was waiting to take them into town.

    As they walked into the restaurant, Harris looked over at the buffet. "I think I'll chow down tonight."

    Tawn replied, "Really? What's it been, six months?"

    "Seems like an eternity ago."

    "Gonna flush away all that work you've put into your fitness? What are you now, hundred ten kilos?"

    "Hundred eight. And one binge isn't gonna ruin me." Harris smiled. "Besides, who knows when we'll have another opportunity."

    As Tawn and Harris loaded their plates, word spread through the restaurant that they were there. A crowd of onlookers began to gather as they sat at a table.

    Trish nibbled on a piece of fruit. "Creepy."

    Harris tore a chunk of meat from a rib with his teeth. "They're here for the show. Miss Freely, should we give them one?"

    "One, two, three, four, five plates each—race you to clean them?"

    Harris grinned. "You're on!"

    Trish sat back in disgust as the two Biomarines feasted on the food stacked high on their plates. Sauce flew and dripped; beverages were gulped; napkins sat unused. Trish turned an eye to Bannis, who was slowly spooning his soup. Gandy looked over the sausage link on the end of his fork before taking a small bite.

    The crowd grew as the spectacle of gluttony continued. Soon the employees had come from the kitchen to witness the great feat of eating taking place before them. Harris turned up his beverage, consuming it in three swallows, before gesturing for the waitress to refill it.

    Tawn was the first to raise her sauced hands in victory as she finished her fifth plate. "Round two or do we just do dessert?"

    Harris concluded several seconds later with a chuckle. "Since I've lost my eating crown, let's just stick with dessert. Maybe something messy to give the crowd more of what they want?"

    Each returned from the buffet with four stacked plates, pies, cakes, cookies, puddings, and ice cream, all covered in sweet sauces and syrups. The desserts were sampled and then consumed with a vengeance.

    Gandy shook his head. "That many sweets and I'd be bouncing off the walls for hours."

    Trish replied, "That's because you don't have a pancreas the size of an inflated lung. That whole thing is disgusting to watch, but it makes me salivate at the same time."

    Sharvie dug into a dessert plate of her own. "I think it looks fun."

    As the plates neared empty, Bannis finished his soup. "We really should be getting back. It's going to be a long night. Thanks for bringing me along. I did need that."

    The transport stopped in front of the Hosh-Morgan building. Bannis stepped out. "See you kids later."

    Harris nodded. "Squeeze some sleep in there while you're at it. Tomorrow will bring plenty to do as well."

    The door closed and the transport pulled away, stopping only seconds later beside the Hailstorm. The group walked up the ramp, taking seats in the small ship lounge. Tawn rubbed her belly in satisfaction as Harris looked at his with foreboding.

    "I guess we go back to Midelon and manage our work there, unless any of you want to stay for a while? Might be an opportunity that's short lived. We can drop you at your parents’, or call in another transport."

    Trish replied, "I could use a visit. Maybe just a day?"

    Sharvie nodded. "Me too."

    Harris looked at Gandy. "Yeah, a day might be good."

    The transport was recalled and the younger members of the team were soon heading toward their hometown. The Hailstorm lifted off, heading back to Midelon, landing in its normal spot twenty-five minutes later. The partners moved over to the Bangor and their bunks for some much needed rest.

    The following morning, after a short walk, Harris stood in the bunker lab where the processor stations lined one full wall. "Sixteen now? They all fully functional?"

    Alex replied, "As of last evening."

    How many bots we have working now?"

    "Eighty-six."

    "How many new per day?"

    "As of tomorrow, it will be the full sixteen."

    "How long before we're up over a hundred stations running?"

    "Three weeks."

    "Really? That soon? We have somewhere to put them? They won't all fit in here."

    Alex nodded. "I'm clearing a room on the floor below this one. The production of the processors must remain within this building. That is something my programming requires."

    "A wise move. We don't want these getting out there where anyone can build them. They're already proving too valuable. I can't say I fancied the idea of a whole workforce of these things, but now I wish we could make them faster. Can you imagine what could be accomplished with a million of these?"

    "I can. And I would caution that the more automated workers there are, the less secure their technology becomes."

    Harris nodded. "True. Which is why they'll all remain here on Midelon, unless of course they're piloting a ship for us."

    "Prudent thinking on your part, Harris."

    "As on yours, Alex."

    Tawn chuckled. "You two done fluffing each other’s feathers? If so, what can we do to move our effort forward?"

    Ten minutes later, Tawn stood looking down from a hill. "Bogler herding. Not exactly what I had in mind when I asked if we could help."

    "We're just checking on them. Gandy should be back tomorrow."

    Tawn looked over the herd. "That three new calves down there?"

    "Looks like it."

    "We'll have to keep a close watch on that herd or they'll overrun this place."

    Harris chuckled. "We can always eat them back into control."

    Tawn winced. "Somehow they don't look quite as appetizing from up here as they do when on a plate covered in sauce."

    "And on that note, it tells me you're ready for breakfast."

    Tawn glanced over. "And you're not?"

    "I'm still a bit bloated from last night. Man, that was good, but I'm paying the price for it now. I wanted to do a run. Not sure my gut could take it."

    Tawn laughed. "And the food warrior that he was... is no more. You've turned into a lightweight, Mr. Gruberg."

    Harris stared. "Let's just get this breakfast over with so we can get back to work."

    After returning to pick up the others, a list of materials as provided by Alex was purchased. The processor production was running full-bore.

    Over the week that followed, two truce worlds and four New Earth colonies were overrun and their inhabitants killed. Transports were running non-stop to the unguarded worlds that remained occupied. Citizens stood in long lines at the space ports, only to find ships full and leaving long before they got to them. Riots had been the result on two colonies, the ports overrun and ship captains refusing to land.

    Harris was again standing in the bunker lab. "That's thirty-two."

    "Yes," said Alex. "The floor below has been opened, and assembly stations are already preparing for the next set. If all goes well, we will reach the hundred station mark in five days."

    "And our worker count?"

    "One hundred ninety-six. We should begin to see a real acceleration of numbers going forward. The supplies you have gained from Domicile have been a tremendous help. When this new set of stations comes online, we should see a doubling of workers every three days, so long as we have adequate supplies."

    "Unless Domicile flips on us, that shouldn't be a problem. Are we putting together the final Banshee yet?"

    "In two days. Will there be more materials brought in for further manufacture of the fighter craft?"

    Harris shook his head. "Not at the moment. We need to keep focus on building the processors and railguns here. The first of the Banshee hulls will be coming in next week. We need those items for them."

    "How will they be transported here for the installations?"

    "The Hailstorm is it. We can fit eight per bay, and she has four bays. They'll load the hulls up at Domicile. I'll fly them back here for the processor and weapon insertion. If all goes well, they fly out, do their testing, and park until needed. Round trip should only take me two to three hours per load."

    "It is an ambitious plan."

    "Yeah, I'd call it that. Unfortunately, we're still weeks away from having the fleet we need for an assault."

    Harris inspected one of the new stations as he walked. "You said the other day that I qualified for the next level. Don't suppose you'll give me a hint as to what that might be?"

    "I'm sorry, Harris. I am not allowed to give that information."

    "How close are the others to achieving this next level?"

    "Very close. I would suggest, if this is a priority, their assistants be returned to them. Through that interaction they are more likely to complete their journeys."

    Harris chuckled. "Journeys? You trying to change us or something?"

    "I am not at liberty to say."

    Tawn came into the room. "Another Banshee just checked out. That's sixteen in our fleet now."

    "We'll be running out of materials for those in a few days."

    "Why don't we go pick up what we need from Domicile?"

    "Our agreement was to focus on processor units. Until we're assured of reaching the numbers we need I don't want any distractions."

    "We're capable of doing both."

    "I know, but when we're talking hundreds of ships, one or two won't help on our end if it keeps us from building ten others."
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    Harris was leaving the lab when Alex came with an alert. "Gantway, Xenuk, and the Earther colony of Rakutsk are under attack. Another seven hundred thousand colonists will be lost. An Earther fleet of more than two hundred transports was caught in the attack and destroyed. I believe that to have been their main evacuation force. There are now only five truce worlds and a dozen New Earth colonies remaining. The Human death toll now appears to be topping seven million."

    "This is horrible," said Tawn. "We're stuck in this mode of not having enough ships to do anything about any of this. If we have the ability, we should be turning out our own hulls."

    Harris sighed. "You're right. Let's head to Domicile and see what we can pick up."

    A short while later they were walking into Bannis Morgan's office.

    "Gruberg, good, I've expedited your list with my staff. We should expect to have the stocks you need rounded up in the next few hours. You'll have enough for another thirty-two ships. How goes the processor construction?"

    "On schedule. The hulls?"

    "One day ahead if we can hold to where we are. Amazing what can be done when both the government and populace are behind you."

    "You've got some heavy bags going on under those eyes. You been getting enough rest?"

    "Rest is for those with nothing to do."

    Harris chuckled. "Yeah, well, being dead is for those who don't rest. Mix in a bit before it takes a toll. We need you running at 100 percent until we get this fleet fielded."

    "I'll see what I can squeeze in."

    A comm came in to Bannis: "Hmm. Looks like the president's office."

    Harris took a seat as Bannis flipped the comm to speaker. "This is Bannis."

    "Mr. Morgan, please hold for the president."

    Bannis pressed a mute button. "Was a time when I'd have squirmed if the president was calling me. Now, knowing him to be a bit of a hack, I'm no longer intimidated."

    The president came on. "Mr. Morgan, I have some great news. Tremendous news."

    "Go on."

    "I've just come from a secret negotiation with the Denzee queen."

    Harris sat forward. "What?"

    "Is that Mr. Gruberg?"

    "He's here. You mentioned something about the queen?"

    "Yes. I've just come from a negotiation. The Denzee have agreed to cease all hostilities toward us. They will also allow the peaceful removal of our citizens from the remaining truce worlds. This will last for a period of six months, not to exceed eight. After that time, they will leave our space."

    Harris sat forward. "And wipe out the Earthers. We can't sit and allow this to happen."

    "Actually, we can. And we already have. I was comming Mr. Morgan to tell him the good news. We no longer need the Banshee ships. Through executive order, I've put a halt to all construction immediately."

    "What? You have to be kidding? Why would we do away with beefing up our defenses?"

    "Because we have a signed agreement that says we will cease all such activities during this period."

    "You still didn't comment on New Earth. What's to happen to them?"

    "New Earth will have to negotiate their own peace, Mr. Gruberg. Given our history with them, I should think you would be thrilled. We don't have to fight, and in six months Beckland will be returned to us."

    Harris stood. "You, sir, are a fool. They won't honor that agreement. And in the meantime we lose another billion Humans."

    The president returned an angry expression. "To deny this agreement will be to once again put you in opposition with this government, Mr. Gruberg. I would suggest you take a step back and look at the bigger picture of peace. In six months our history of warring with ourselves will be over and the Denzee will be moving along."

    "In six months the Earthers will all be dead and probably most if not all of our citizens. This move is absurd with a capital A. You can't trust—"

    "That ship has already sailed, Mr. Gruberg. Now are you with peace or against it?"

    "At this cost and risk? Most definitely against it."

    Harris pressed the mute button. "How soon could you get the materials I came for?"

    "As I said, possibly two to three hours."

    The mute was disabled. "Mr. President, I must apologize. Mr. Morgan just explained the benefits of this move to me. You'll have my full cooperation."

    "A wise move, Mr. Gruberg. Now, Mr. Morgan, please send the immediate word that all operations are to be suspended and work begun on the dismantling of what we've done."

    "I'll send the word."

    The president nodded. "Gentlemen, it's the start of a glorious new day for humanity."

    The comm closed.

    Harris clenched his fists. "If he was in this room I'd rip his head from his neck right here and now. He just sold us all out in the name of his beloved peace. This agreement is a death warrant for New Earth, and probably us. Get me the materials I need so we can at least keep production moving on Midelon."

    Bannis made several comms before turning back. "The materials should be in the works. My assistant will give you a list of what you can grab from where. I'll try to shut things down in a way that should allow you to get what you need."

    "You want to come back to Midelon? We could use you."

    "I need to stay here. I want this dismantling to go as slow as possible. I have a feeling this peace will only last as long as the Earthers do. I know they've been our enemies for centuries, but as you said, they are Humans, and I'll take crappy Humans over some overgrown rodent queen any day."

    Harris made his way out of the building and to the Hailstorm. The first three material pickups were arranged and made before a comm hail came in from a Domicile destroyer.

    "This is Gruberg."

    "Mr. Gruberg, Captain Sanders… I've been given the order to ask you to cease and desist. The president is aware of your current gathering of manufacturing supplies. You will stop this criminal action and return those supplies to where you received them while under our escort. You will then be escorted from Domicile, with an order to stay gone for a period of at least six months. Do you understand, sir?"

    Harris nodded. "I understand. I understand the president is an idiot. Now you understand, the Denzee will come here, and when they do they will round everyone up, take them to low orbit, and shove them out through a gravity wall. Tell me you don't understand that, Captain."

    "Sir, this is your final warning. I've just received word that Mr. Morgan has been placed under arrest for treason against the state. I'm told he will be released should you comply with this order."

    Harris shook his head. "Wish I could, Captain, but I think you and I both know the moment I set down, two dozen troopers will storm aboard this ship to arrest me. I'm sorry, Captain, I'm afraid I'm going to have to leave."

    The Hailstorm accelerated up through the atmosphere, soon becoming a fireball. Several attempts were made to hail Bannis Morgan. All failed.

    Twenty-five minutes later, the Hailstorm landed at Midelon. A dejected Harris Gruberg walked down the ramp to a waiting Tawn and Gandy.

    Gandy raced up the ramp, poking his head through the gravity wall of the bay before turning back. "You got it?"

    Harris slowly shook his head. "No. And I've got what might be the worst possible news."

    Gandy gave a nervous chuckle. "How bad could it be?"

    Harris looked directly at Tawn. "The president went behind our backs and made a deal with the Denzee."

    "What? What kind of deal?"

    "All ship production on Domicile has been stopped and is now in the process of being dismantled—again. In turn, the Denzee queen promised not to attack any free world colonies. Our people can be peacefully removed from the truce worlds, with control of those colonies turned over to the Denzee for six months. At the end of six months, Beckland will be returned and the Denzee will leave our space."

    Tawn scowled. "And the president believes that? What about the Earthers?"

    "He hung 'em out to dry. Domicile will not get involved in any dealings with New Earth. As the president put it, it's up to them to negotiate their own peace. I think in his mind he hopes the Denzee will do his dirty work for him and end all Earther aggression permanently."

    Harris turned back to Gandy. "I only got about a third of our materials list. Unless we figure out how to source the rest from somewhere else, it looks like our ship building days are over."

    "New Earth," Gandy said.

    "New Earth what?"

    "We get what we need from New Earth. In return, we offer what assistance we can with the ships we have. Tell the emperor we'll commit every ship he provides us material for to the defense of New Earth from the Denzee. We're right at the point of turning out two of these per day—if we have the material. That would at least give us a force capable of taking on fifty Ratoons at once. We use the boson bomb to divide and destroy their fleet, one group at a time."

    Tawn raised an eyebrow. "Not sure the emperor will agree to our terms. He's kind of mad at us right now."

    "He can be mad. If he declines an offer like that, he would be a bigger fool than our president."

    Harris made his way to the supply hut, with Tawn and Gandy following. "Alex, open a comm with a general hail to New Earth for the emperor."

    "One moment… they have accepted."

    Several seconds passed before an image displayed on the wall. "Mr. Gruberg, have you commed to offer your condolences for the millions of our colonists who are now dead?"

    "No, I come with news that will make you seethe with anger, and then an offer that you can't refuse."

    "If this is about your ship production on Domicile, I already know. In a few months you will have a fleet capable of defeating the Denzee."

    "Yeah, well, that's part of the bad news. That construction was well underway. We would have had a fleet capable of taking on the Denzee in about five weeks."

    "Five weeks and we may no longer be here."

    "I know. Anyway, on to the bad news. The president of Domicile, in all his pacifist glory, has made an agreement with the Denzee queen."

    The emperor sat up.

    "The agreement states that the Denzee will refrain from attacking any free-world colonies and in six months will return Beckland to them, before leaving our space. In return, they will cease all warship production immediately and dismantle such production. Also, a grace period would be allowed for Domicile to remove any of her remaining citizens from truce world colonies."

    "And what of us?"

    "He abandoned you completely. Said it was up to New Earth to negotiate their own peace deal with the Denzee."

    "This is grave news. My commanders must prepare."

    "I still have the offer if you'd like to hear it."

    "Please."

    "We're out of the supplies we need to build more ships. The president has cut us off from obtaining more. If you would supply those to us, we will commit every ship we build with those supplies to the defense of New Earth and her colonies."

    "And how many ships can we expect to be put to our defense?"

    "At the moment we can put out two per day."

    The emperor closed his eyes, opening them slowly as he let out a long breath and shook his head. "Doesn't sound like much of a defense, Mr. Gruberg."

    Tawn said, "It's all we can offer."

    "I have my shipyards here at New Earth. Give me two weeks and we could be producing five times that number. If we had the titanium."

    Tawn shook her head. "These ships have tech we aren't willing to give up."

    "They already have everything but the rail cannon and the processor," said Harris to Tawn, turning back from the comm.

    "Emperor, we would be willing to modify our deal to accommodate you in this way. You build the hulls, we arm them, man them, and control them in battle. When the battle is won, they remain in our control."

    "As I said, we don't have the titanium, Mr. Gruberg. You saw to it that our supply was destroyed."

    "Not true. You have a ready supply there with you. One of your destroyers, dismantled, could yield the titanium needed to armor fifty of these ships. They're small, fighter-size craft."

    You're asking me to cannibalize one of my few remaining ships for this... adventure?"

    "It's not an adventure, Emperor. If you recall, we recently took out twenty Ratoons at Eden with a dozen of these ships. We lost half, but the Denzee were defeated. We can work this, Emperor. You still have a shot at saving your people, but we need to act now."

    "I will want to consult with my commanders."

    "I thought you were the emperor, the supreme leader of all Earthers? Aren't your orders the final say? We're offering you a chance to defend your worlds, Emperor. Take that chance and run with it."

    Tawn said, "And if you haven't already killed off Baxter Rumford, she'd be the one I'd put in charge of this effort."

    "Miss Rumford disappeared from Eden a day before you attacked. I had supposed she defected to your side. We currently don't have knowledge of her whereabouts."

    Harris sat back. "Really? She left?"

    "Without so much as a goodbye."

    Harris chuckled. "She's slippery like that. So, this offer, do we have a deal?"

    "I believe we do, Mr. Gruberg."

    Harris nodded his head with a grin. "I'm sending you the designs for the ship and the equipment required to build it. As I said before, we'll arm it and command it. You just deliver the hulls as we spec them to you. And I have one addendum to this deal."

    "And what would that be?"

    "You also supply us with the materials we need to keep moving our own production here forward. As I said, all ships produced from your materials will be used in your defense. And, Emperor, you just made a smart decision. This might save the lives of a billion Humans. Your Humans."

    The data was transferred and the comm closed.

    Harris clapped his hands together. "Success!"

    Tawn chuckled. "What was that?"

    "Something one of my former stump buddies used to do when something went the way he wanted it to. I guess that was a tribute to him. He bought it on Helm. Was a funny guy."

    "So… we have a few hours before we make a jump to New Earth. Would you rather go for a run or eat?"

    Harris laughed. "I'd rather eat, but a run is what I need. Wanna race?"

    Tawn shook her head. "You beat me by thirty seconds last time out. Until I can catch that time I have no interest in doing fitness combat with you. I'll just run along behind."
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    Three hours later, the Hailstorm was landing in the capital city of HOBBbl Moskva on New Earth. Transports laden with the requested raw materials were loaded into her bays. Five identical trips were made over the course of the day that followed. Midelon was now believed to have the supplies needed to build the next hundred Banshees.

    Harris joined Tawn in the Banshee assembly building. "Alex says we can bump our production to three per day in another ten days or so. We might even see the first batch of hulls from New Earth by then."

    "Ten days is a long time to wait without having a viable defense."

    "I agree, but we can only do what we can do."

    Tawn looked over the newest hull being prepped for installs. "What do you think happened to Bax?"

    "She's probably back in Domicile space, hiding out."

    "We should contact the colonel, see if his connection knows anything."

    "Not a bad idea. Alex, open a comm to the Retreat for us. Hail the colonel."

    "One moment."

    An image displayed on an interior wall of the assembly building. "Gruberg, been waiting for you to comm."

    "We've been busy trying to salvage a way out of this, Colonel. What's new there?"

    The DDI investigators are back to snooping around. I don't think the president trusts us."

    Tawn said, "We're fighting machines, Colonel. He doesn't like anything to do with war fighting."

    "My thoughts exactly. When you said salvage, what were you referring to?"

    Harris replied, "We made a deal with the devil again. New Earth is now producing Banshee hulls for us. As many of them as they can build, we'll outfit and use them in their defense. They've also supplied us with materials that allow us to keep building them here."

    "Will it be enough?"

    "Depends how much time the Denzee give us. They've been quiet for over a day now since the president sold us out."

    "I wouldn't expect that to last."

    "We don't. How are you set for defenses now?"

    "Good. Rail cannons are all operational, food supplies are sustainable, and we've made sure we have an abundance of spares for almost anything imaginable. We could be cut off for several years without issue. Given this Denzee threat, I can say I'm glad we went through this effort."

    "I'm sure it grinds at you that you can protect yourselves but not Domicile."

    "It does. The one thing I think we missed on putting in place down here was manufacturing. At the moment we have a couple small fabrication shops, but that's it. When we run out of spares, we'll be hard pressed to make our own replacements of anything. Our shop equipment is lacking.

    "That's one thing I've been thankful for here. When we had the money, I had Trish buy everything she could. Given time and raw materials we could build almost anything we would ever need. And now with this Banshee operation, that includes ships."

    "I'll have to put a team together to investigate what we can acquire while we still have access to Domicile."

    Harris said, "I wanted to ask, do you know of any sightings of Baxter Rumford? According to the emperor, she went missing from Eden a day before we attacked. Now, he might have been lying to us about that, but I don't know why. I thought your DDI contact might be in the know."

    "I'll have a chat with him. Do you have a need to know?"

    Harris chuckled. "No. Mostly just curiosity. Would have liked to have had her managing the hull production for the emperor if possible. She was one to get the job done, and she'd keep you informed of any problems. Something an Earther manager would never do. I guess I'm missing that connection into his staff is all. She was a royal pain, but often useful."

    "I'll see what I can dig up."

    Tawn asked. "Is the whole secession idea still off the table?"

    "We were actually kicking that one around again. Given the current circumstance, the president might be willing to dump us if only to get the 'war mongers' out of his empire. My DDI contact has been urging me to not follow that route, but I think that's because he wants to keep us Bios as a viable fighting force should Domicile need us.

    "Can't say I blame him for wanting to hang onto what little defenses they have. All we need is a supply of Saxons and we could take on any ground force our enemies could field. I wish we still had access to Bannis. He could put out the feelers for you and tell us if it's something the politicos would go for."

    "I was going to ask how he was doing."

    Harris said, "They locked him up. We've had no contact since the president made his deal and I called him a fool. He didn't really care for that."

    "Politicians rarely do."

    "I'll try to do regular check-ins when I can, Colonel. Maybe we can keep each other informed enough about what's happening that we can shape our strategies around it."

    "I look forward to it. And I'll see what I can find out."

    The comm closed.

    Tawn shook her head. "I feel like we keep moving from the light back into complete darkness."

    Alex said, "Our comm ship has just been compromised. I'll need to send the Hailstorm up to retrieve it for reprogramming again."

    "What were you doing this time?"

    "Attempting to track the Denzee ships in and around Rumanta. It appears the bulk of their force is there, but not all of it. The Vaaka ship that was previously there has moved and I have no data telling me to where. I'm also attempting to identify each of the ships from their comm signatures. I have about a third of the fleet mapped, which allows me to track ship movements."

    Tawn asked, "You have anything of interest at the moment?"

    "I have two departing ships I have been unable to get destinations for. I can only guess they are changing direction once they are out of scan range. I've looked for signals going out to the edge of boson space following along their initial headings and nothing was found. If they are purposefully changing directions, it could be we would find something of interest at their journey's end."

    Tawn nodded. "Send her up and bring it back. How long will we be without comm for?"

    "Worst case is ten minutes. You can pilot the Bangor to free space and open a wormhole comm to any destination. As to getting that ship back online, our last effort took fourteen hours. Should I ask Sharvie to join me?"

    "Yes."

    "If the two of you were curious, she has been accepted to the next level. We are now waiting on Trish, Gandy, and you, Tawn."

    Harris chuckled. "Tawn Freely, always bringing up the rear."

    "Hey, somebody has to do it."

    "You should take Boomer out on a run with you. Maybe a few conversations will get you over the hump."

    "She's a lot less fun to talk to since she was infected with your patterns."

    "Infected…"

    "Yeah, she has your base. A little of the vicious humor is gone. Not quite as entertaining as she used to be."

    "Sounds like a perfect training opportunity. See if you can create a few new patterns in her, or it, or whatever we're supposed to call these things."

    "A her, a she, or a bot, or an it. Don't think they much care."

    "OK, so maybe a she-bot."

    "Yeah, don't think I care for that one. Any of the others will do."

    Harris chuckled. "She-bot it is. Wasn't there a song that went something like that? She-bot, she-bot?"

    Tawn stared. "You're asking me about songs?"

    Harris laughed. "Yeah, I guess not." He turned for the door. "Maybe Trish would know."

    Tawn yelled back: "Sounds like a good problem for you to go figure out. I'll be out on a run."

    Harris found Trish in the bunker lab. "How are things looking?"

    "Fantastic. Have you seen the new floor of processing stations?"

    "When it was first opened."

    "Well, Alex is opening another floor, as that one is almost full. Another few days and we'll be able to produce a hundred twenty-eight processors in a day. And working with Alex, I've made a few tweaks to our bot line. It's slightly ahead of our processor output."

    "We can produce a hundred new bots a day now?"

    Trish nodded. "One forty-four. That number is doubling every three days. In two weeks we'll be able to turn out a thousand bots a day. And things only accelerate from there. I hope you can get more of the resources we're in need of or that first thousand will be all we can put out."

    "I had no idea things were moving that fast. If you give me a list I'll open a comm to New Earth and make a few runs."

    "Can you imagine the productivity we could have going with thousands of these workers running? You could add and outfit a dozen new Banshee lines in just a few days. And again a few days after that. We can still make those fleet numbers we were looking for if the Denzee hold off attacking for just a bit longer."

    "Yeah, well, we're blind for the next twelve hours or so. Our comm ship got hacked again."

    "We should just send up the shuttle. Not like we're using it. The comm ship can be worked on while that one is in use."

    Harris nodded. "Alex, any reason we can't be using the shuttle as our comm ship until this one is back in service?"

    "No."

    "Well, can you arrange for it to be put up there and used? Let me change that. Please put the shuttle into service as our new comm ship until the current one can replace it."

    "The order has been given."

    Harris turned to Trish. "I think he just does that to annoy me."

    "Maybe, but I find it an issue when commanding a lot of these bots. They're sometimes too literal. You form a statement as a question with an implication that some action should be taken and whew... it goes right over their heads."

    Harris patted her on the back. "Which is why us Humans will always be superior."

    Two of the close worker bots turned and stared at the Biomarine for several seconds.

    Trish frowned. "That was creepy."

    Harris headed for the Hailstorm. Twenty-five minutes later, he was landing on the surface of New Earth. For the next two hours, transports brought the raw materials needed to produce another two thousand bot workers. Answers to questions about what the material was for were responded to with a stated purpose of "Required for the timely manufacture of Banshee support equipment."

    Back-to-back trips were conducted, bringing the bot manufacturing ability of Midelon to a staggering four thousand artificially intelligent workers.

    Harris stood watching as the last of the supplies were being unloaded.

    Tawn walked up behind him. "Up for a meal?"

    Harris nodded. "Be right in. They're almost done."

    Harris turned as the last crate came down the ramp. "Can't believe we'll soon have five thousand of those things walking around here."

    Tawn replied as they walked toward the mess. "Just waiting for the next bomb to drop. Everything has been quiet for too long."

    "Maybe the president's deal was a good one. He never said the Denzee planned on attacking. Could be they really do just want to grow whatever crop that is on Beckland and then leave us."

    Tawn chuckled. "I know you don't believe that. They have to know we're building ships, or at least that the Earthers are building ships. They have the same scan capabilities that Alex has. I bet they've been doing the same monitoring where they can. If there's no threat and they have what they need, they just sit."

    "Have what they need?"

    "Yeah, food, shelter. The usuals."

    Harris walked into the supply hut to join the others, with Tawn behind him. "Alex, can you do an analysis of the colonies the Denzee took. Maybe compare it to what their ships are made of? And have you seen any production going on in our space?"

    "The Denzee facilities are all capable of production. To date, there has been no sighting of any newly produced vessels. However, the facilities on both Rumanta and Jellon are both getting quite large. As to your question about the colonies they have captured… checking logs, I see a number of ore haulers have been excavating and hauling materials to both Rumanta and Jellon."

    "And?"

    "One moment... interesting. It would appear a high probability exists that both facilities are indeed producing ships. The materials being gathered closely match the makeup of those vessels. I believe you have stumbled onto a new problem."

    "Great, more ships coming. Any idea of how many or how often?"

    "A quick analysis yields the possibility of twenty-four or more Ratoons under construction. The volume of materials being brought in, crossed with the data we retrieved from the prior Denzee hack we perpetrated, yields a probable turnaround of four days. With the additional possibility of that number being double, and being doubled every four days."

    Harris scowled. "I think I know where our first raids have to be. We have to shut down that production."

    Tawn sighed. "It just never ends, does it. Alex, pass us any images you have of the Denzee complexes at Rumanta and Jellon. Also, give us the number of Ratoons at each, and if there's ever been a time where there may have been fewer."

    Data flashed up on the display.

    Gandy stood beside Harris. "Are we going after their buildings?"

    Harris nodded. "Looks like we have to. If they start pumping out more ships we'll never be rid of them. You have any ideas about how we might attack this?"

    Tawn said, "Never less than a hundred fifty Ratoons parked at either one. We don't have enough ships to get close."

    Gandy stepped forward, pointing at the image of Rumanta on the display. "What if we cause a diversion? Could we slip a single ship in? All the way to the surface?"

    "You suggesting we try to send in one ship to destroy that place?"

    "Would it work?"

    "If we were able to get it there, a Banshee could run wild while in atmosphere. Problem is, we can't sacrifice the rest of what we have to get one ship in. They aren't sending their entire fleet out to chase a couple dozen ships."

    "What if we had more? Say a hundred fifty?"

    "We don't have a hundred fifty ships."

    "We don't, but the Earthers do. All we need is a distraction, right? They bring their fleet out, and once the Denzee come our way, we send in a Banshee and then leave. The Earthers don't even have to get close enough to get shot at."

    Tawn shook her head. "They won't do it. The emperor would never move his fleet from Earth. How about this: we pick the colonies where they're getting critical supplies from and hit them there. Alex, they took Viochan. Are they harvesting from there?"

    "Copper and zinc."

    "Would you guess those are critical ores they need? And if not, what colony or colonies would be better targets?"

    "The Nesua colony is providing lanthanum. I would consider this a critical need. There are ten Ratoons guarding the Nesua operation."

    Harris nodded. "I think we have our first target. Alex, how many boson bombs do we have available now?"

    "After the small supply of material we acquired from Domicile, three."

    "We'll take two, just in case. Miss Freely, care to escort me to Nesua? I hear fun and adventure await us there."

    "I'd love to, Mr. Gruberg."

    Trish frowned. "You people are weird."

    Harris patted her on the back as he chuckled. "We're old. Old people are like that. And if we can make these raids work, one day you'll be old too."

    "Old and trapped on this planet with weird people. Great. I'm looking forward to it."

    The Bangor, accompanied by two Legion ships and eighteen Banshee fighters, moved into Nesua space. Ten Ratoon warships raced toward them as a boson bomb was deployed and detonated. The two small fleets began their fight.

    A single Banshee was the first casualty, vaporized by a random long distance shot. The remaining automated ships converged on their targets without incident, taking all ten Denzee ships out of the fight in only a few minutes. The Bangor had yet to fire a shot.

    Tawn scowled. "You have to get us in there if you want me to hit anything."

    Harris chuckled. "Sorry, the Banshees beat us to it. If you want, we can still make that near Ratoon. It can't fight back, but you could still give what's left a thumping if you want."

    "No. Just take us down to their operations on the surface. If there's time afterward, we'll come back and see if we can fully destroy those. Their drives are all offline. They aren't going anywhere."

    Minutes later, the Bangor dropped through the Nesua atmosphere as a ball of death. The lanthanum mine was targeted and destroyed. All Denzee operations had come to a halt; the last furry invader ceased to show on the bioscans. Back in space, ten crippled Ratoons were pummeled until their ultra-tough hulls began to break apart. As the boson negation field shrank away, the Human fleet jumped back to Midelon.

  


  
    [image: collide]Chapter 25[image: collide]

    
    
    

    


    

    Similar raids were conducted on Blewitz and Viochan. As a result, all Denzee shipbuilding came to a halt. An attempt to reopen the mine at Nesua was met with a swift and sure defeat of the small Denzee force that had been given the task of security.

    Back on Midelon, Harris awaited the first delivery of Banshee hulls. "Thirty-two. This will really give us some punch. That's fifty ships we can field at once. I would almost put that force against the hundred fifty Ratoons at Rumanta."

    Harris opened a comm to the Retreat. "Colonel, just wanted to let you know we're about to pick up the first hulls from New Earth. We'll have a force of more than fifty ships to take into a fight. I can't wait to get them active and see the results. This may finally be where we can take control of this whole thing."

    "I have news of Miss Rumford. And a comm. She's been hiding out on Chicago Port Station."

    Tawn smirked. "Pass us the comm address. I'm sure she'll be happy to hear from us."

    "My contact says she's been laying low. Hasn't come out of the apartment she's been occupying in a week. They've had a constant eye on her."

    "They being the DDI?"

    The colonel nodded. "My contact says it actually looks more like protection than surveillance. Which makes me think she either turned herself in to them, or has been working for them all along."

    Harris said, "We could never figure that out either. How's everything else going?"

    "Quiet. The DDI here at the Retreat are watching us, but not interacting. I'm hoping that's a sign the politicos on Domicile are backing off their prior stance. Maybe it's because we haven't been seen as taking any action. I've advised everyone to hold back on the trash talk about the pacifists. Might be their way of showing approval."

    "With these hulls coming in and the ones we expect to follow in the next few weeks, we should have a force large enough to take the Denzee fleet on directly. We're talking a hundred fifty ships a side."

    "If possible, I'd love to follow on a live stream of that assault. Or better yet, get us a transport to the surface and we'd be happy to go through one of those buildings and clean it out."

    Harris shook his head. "With this bot force we shouldn't have to risk anyone. That's the beauty of it."

    The casual conversation continued for ten minutes before the comm was closed.

    Harris turned to his partner. "You want to do the honor of connecting to Bax?"

    "You're the one who likes her. You do it."

    Harris chuckled. "I think you mean she likes me. Which is the same for all the ladies."

    "Pfft. Right… Harris Gruberg, the babe magnet."

    Bax's face appeared on the wall display of the supply hut. "So you finally found me. Didn't think it would take you this long."

    "We thought you were dead," Harris said. "Not that we care either way."

    Bax scowled. "I heard the president outsmarted the two of you with his move."

    Tawn shook her head. "What's with either side allying with them at all? They've killed millions of us already."

    "The emperor got it in his head he was going to use them as a tool. They would give him the truce worlds and threaten the pacifists on Domicile into submission. He could then combine fleets and manufacturing, and in a few months time have enough ships to kick them out of our space. Your stunt at Eden threw a major wrench into his plans."

    "Why'd you leave Eden?"

    "Are you kidding? I could see the two of you coming for me. Only a moron would have waited for an attack to start. Slipped out with my key people while I had the chance."

    "So, were you working for the DDI?"

    Bax shrugged. "Can't say. Even if I was, it's not something I could tell anyone. And you do know they are probably monitoring this channel, right? They gave me this comm."

    Harris said, "We made a deal with the emperor too. Since Domicile denied us, we went there instead. He's building hulls for our fighters, which we'll use in his defense."

    Bax winced. "I would be extremely careful with that. He'll turn on you in an instant if he thinks he can gain from it."

    "Not to worry. We've got the leverage in this deal. He's making the hulls, we're making the weapons and the AIs to fly them."

    "Still can't believe you have a machine capable of doing that. What else do you have on Midelon you're not talking about?"

    "That would be the stuff we're not talking about."

    Bax sighed. "Listen, morons, the warning I just gave you is real. If the emperor thinks he can make another deal with the Denzee, he'll do it. There's a lot at play here. The winner in all this gets to control all the worlds we can get to. And I'd watch out for the Denzee. I wouldn't trust those little furballs as far as I could throw them on a zero gravity moon."

    Bax leaned back and kicked up her feet. "If I were you, I'd look into the planet outside our system they claim to be heading for in six months. If it can't support them, look for one beyond that can. If there are none, they aren't planning on leaving."

    Harris replied, "Not going to be an issue in a few more weeks."

    "Yeah, well, hope it works out that way, but I wouldn't count on it. You have two groups of Humans and an alien species who all have very different goals. Just be alert is all I'm saying. Expect the unexpected, because it's coming."

    Bax stretched out one of her long fingers, closing the comm.

    "She didn't really have much to say," said Tawn. "I expected a revelation or two out of her."

    "Being stuck in that apartment must be driving her nuts."

    Gandy said, "We going out to pick up those hulls or what?"

    Harris stood. "Let's see to that right now."

    Tawn stared at the blank display for several seconds. "You find that last warning odd?"

    "It's Bax. She's messed with our heads from day one."

    Tawn turned. "Let's stop for a moment and think about what precautions we can take. The few minutes won't hurt us. I'm a little worried about us going in there all excited to get these hulls. Excited puts blinders on you. I want to go in with a clear head."

    "Fine. I'll be excited, you be cautious."

    "Not going to happen. We're partners. This is where I exercise my half of that relationship. If we're going straight in, we give ourselves at least one out."

    "What would you suggest?"

    "Maybe instead of the Hailstorm with us aboard, we send one of the Legions down to the surface. They won't know the difference, at least not initially. If everything checks out, we follow up with the Hailstorm. And while that's happening, we watch from free space in the Bangor."

    "Guess this means I'm not going," said Gandy.

    "I think it best you sit this one out. For whatever reason, my radar is giving off a giant alert signal right now."

    Harris chuckled. "They say the first sign of losing it is paranoia."

    "Yeah, well, at least if I'm out of my mind when I go, I won't care. So what do you say? A Legion followed by the Hailstorm? We don't have to be on that ship for the pick-up. We can send in a couple bots to manage it."

    Harris placed his fists on his hips. "Fine. Now can we do this?"

    The jump was made to New Earth space. A Legion ship was sent forward. As it neared the atmosphere, more than a hundred Ratoons came through a set of wormholes.

    Tawn grabbed Harris by the arm. "Comm back to Midelon and bring those other Banshees!"

    Harris sent the command, recalling the lone Legion right after. The entire Denzee fleet turned their way, as did the Earthers.

    Tawn shook her head. "Cancel that comm to the Banshees. They’re working together."

    "We've got five minutes to leave. I want to see what the emperor has to say."

    A comm link was established. The emperor's face came up on the display.

    Harris asked, "What's the deal here, Mervin? You changing teams again?"

    "The Denzee and I came to an understanding. We will provide them with the materials they need, and in return they will desist with their attacks of our worlds. In addition they will turn over the colonies they have taken, excluding Rumanta and Jellon, and turn over all of the truce worlds. Your president and his scheming has once again been bested."

    "I'll tell you the same as I told him. You're a fool. The Denzee will turn on you the moment they feel it's in their best interest. And we won't be there to support you."

    "Yes, about that. I didn't really care for your terms. My ships should be under my control, not yours. The prior deal left us vulnerable to you and your scheming. Under these new terms, we are free to do as we wish. And the Denzee? Again, they gave assurances they would leave our space in six months when their harvest is in."

    "They won't honor that, Mervin. They'll run over you the moment that harvest is secure."

    Two dozen Ratoons fired their weapons at once. The fleeing Legion was caught at the convergence of two beams and vaporized, disappearing in a single bright flash as its molecules dispersed.

    "No more deals for you, Mervin. You'll be fighting the Denzee on your own."

    The emperor returned a smug smile. "Yes, on our own. And if you should decide to interrupt our efforts at Eden, you will find a much larger and more capable force there in defense. Oh, and I'm certain you neglected to check the contents of the crates we gave you for building your own Banshees. Pop one open. I hope you can make use of the scrap steel we gave you."

    The comm closed as several Ratoon beams began to come their way. A wormhole opened and the Bangor safely slipped through to Midelon space. Twelve minutes later they were landing on the grass beside the bunker. Tawn followed Harris as they walked to the supply of crates stacked high beside one of the assembly buildings. Harris reached for a latch on one of the crates.

    Tawn grabbed his arm. "I wouldn't do that. That scrap steel he mentioned might be in the form of an explosive. I'm thinking we pack the lot of it up and move it up to that moon. We can have one of the bots open it there."

    "Probably not a bad idea."

    Harris stepped back. The order was given and the materials moved back aboard the Hailstorm. Six trips had all the containers supplied by New Earth spread out on the surface of Midelon's lone satellite. As Tawn and Harris watched from the bridge of the Hailstorm, a bot was sent forth with a plasma rifle. The first crate was obliterated with no further detonations. A scan revealed the scrap steel the emperor had alluded to. A second and a third revealed the same.

    Tawn said, "Do a couple more. Two of those bigger ones."

    As the plasma round entered the first of the large crates, a massive explosion saw a hundred more go off exactly like it. The bot was thrown back by half a kilometer, coming to rest against a rock cliff, damaged, and no longer functioning.

    "Wow, that could have been any and all of us."

    Harris shook his head. "I have to wonder now why the emperor warned us."

    "Because he's a moron who can't keep his mouth shut. That, or because we hadn't yet opened one of those and he was prompting us to do so. Either way, looks like we dodged another catastrophe."

    Harris put his hand on her shoulder. "Thanks for being a pain in the ass about picking up those hulls. That would have been us getting vaporized back there at New Earth."

    "We can't trust either side on any issue now. We truly are outcasts."

    Harris nodded. "Outcasts with ships and guns."

    "We have the last three Banshees coming off the line tomorrow. We'll have twenty-one. Counting the Bangor, Hailstorm, and the two Legions, that gives us twenty-five. Not a lot to work with."

    "We'll just have to be careful with picking our fights."

    The damaged bot was collected. Back on the surface of Midelon, the group gathered in the supply hut.

    "No more materials for ships," said Trish. "What do we do now?"

    Harris replied, "We build as many bots as we can. After that, we'll have to try salvage again. We left downed ships on those colony mines we destroyed. Maybe we start there."

    "If we go inside free space, we're vulnerable to any Ratoons that jump in behind us."

    Tawn nodded. "Easily solved by dropping a boson bomb. That will give us about two hours to pillage whatever we can get a hold of."

    "Two hours is not a lot."

    "No, but it's safe. No one will be jumping in to trap us there."

    Harris said, "We should do this now. We downed a couple of those ships on the surface of Nesua. Alex, can you give us the data from your last scan of Nesua? What do you think we could pull from the debris there?"

    "Each Ratoon has enough materials to build seventy Banshees when fully intact. Much of what remains of those ships has been damaged or burned. From the information I have, I believe the materials required to build five to seven Banshees could be salvaged."

    "That's not bad."

    "However, given the time required to attain the materials in question and the time window you have available, I would place my estimates at one to two."

    "How many bosons do we have?"

    "Two."

    "So if we blow those two we could possibly salvage the materials we need for another four or five Banshees?"

    "Possibly. However, I would caution that our materials for the boson devices are running low."

    "There's always a however. How many more can we build?"

    "Eight."

    "That's all? Why didn't we go after the materials for more of those?"

    "You didn't make it a priority."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Always trying to pin the blame back on the Humans."

    Tawn said, "Can we get the materials needed for more boson negators from this salvage?"

    "Mostly, yes. The rare element dysprosium is required. This can be mined from the mineral xenotime. It has a high thermal neutron absorption cross-section."

    "A what?"

    "It allows the explosion of the device to happen in a controlled manner, maximizing its effectiveness. We will need to mine xenotime."

    "Any idea of where we might find some?"

    "Detection of this mineral will require in-atmosphere deep scans."

    Gandy asked, "Was any found in our scans of this planet?"

    "Midelon does not show any deposits of xenotime."

    Harris rubbed his forehead. So we're stuck with excavating it from one of these other places."

    Trish said, "Maybe they have it at the Retreat. We could have the colonel scan for us. And even mine it for us. We would only need to pick it up."

    Harris nodded. "Good suggestion. Alex, if we go in to Nesua and find it there, what kind of extraction times are we looking at? Assume its close or on the surface, and we have fifty bots to mine it."

    "Those assumptions leave many unknowns. Given data from other mining operations, a best guess would be half a standard day for the amount required to produce a single boson bomb."

    Harris scowled. "Takes us two hours to deep scan a planet. This is not sounding promising. Alex, open a comm to the colonel."

    An image of the colonel appeared. "How goes the Banshee construction?"

    Harris shook his head. "It doesn't. We're out of materials. The emperor sold us out to the Denzee. If Tawn hadn't gotten all suspicious we wouldn't be here right now. You can pass along to your DDI contact that the Denzee and the Earthers just made an agreement. It includes all the truce worlds going to the Earthers before the Denzee supposedly leave."

    "That's not good news. Were there any other terms of this team-up we should be concerned about?"

    The Earthers are supplying the Denzee with all the raw materials they want. We suspect the Denzee are building more ships, which confounds us as to why the emperor would make that deal. Anyway, we commed about another issue. We're in desperate need of a rare element called dysprosium. It can be mined as a mineral called xenotime."

    "And why are you telling me this?"

    "We need you to do a deep scan of your planet. If you find it, mine all you can. We'll have to figure out how to get it from you when we can without drawing the ire of the president and his cronies."

    "I'll have a look. If we have it, I'll see to it we get you as much of it as we can."

    "As I said, we're in desperate need of it. We can't effectively conduct our warfare against the Denzee without it."

    "I'll see what I can do. And if we don't have it, I'll bet Domicile does."

    "Don't risk anyone unnecessarily, Colonel. We're trying to keep you out of this mess so when a real need comes you'll be there to assist us."

    The colonel chuckled. "Don't know what you think this mess we're in is, but it seems real to me. Let us handle what we put ourselves at risk for."

    The colonel glanced at his doorway. "You have any other sunny news for us today? If not, I'll get started on your request."

    "That's it, Colonel. And as always... thanks."

    The comm closed.

    "Alex, of the colonies we destroyed Ratoons at, are any others better candidates for salvage?"

    "It would appear Nesua is the optimum selection, given the data we have."

    Harris looked at the others. "Time to put on your salvage hats."

    Tawn asked, "We doing two hours or four?"

    "Two. We'll send a Banshee around to scan for xenotime."
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    Tawn, Harris, Trish, and Sharvie rode down in the Hailstorm with a hundred twelve worker bots. Gandy remained in the Bangor with a boson bomb at the ready. If a wormhole opening was to be detected, the bomb would be detonated and the two hour clock begun.

    Harris jogged down the ramp as it hit the dusty surface of Nesua. Spread out before them were the remains of a Denzee Ratoon, its parts and panels ripe for the picking. The entire force of worker bots sprinted past his position, heading off to their assigned salvage operations.

    Sharvie trotted along behind Harris. "What's an ion catheter and why do we need one?"

    It's a special tube that juts out into a plasma chamber. The ions farthest from the walls of the chamber have the highest charge. The gravity drives use them. We need just under a meter of it for each Banshee."

    "And where do we find it?"

    "In the drives of this ship, right here near the back."

    "OK. How do we get it from wherever it is?"

    "We have to bust open the chambers on those drives with our plasma rifles. Then we go in and cut out what we can."

    "Doesn't sound that bad."

    "Usually it's not, but plasma chambers sometimes hold a residual charge. You go in and touch a charge wall, you might lose an arm."

    "What?"

    Harris chuckled. "Just playing with you. It's not dangerous. It just takes time. Oh, and they're fragile. You might spend ten minutes busting into a chamber only to find the catheter has shattered."

    "What do you do then?"

    "You move on the next one."

    Harris was in and out of the first drive in five minutes. The catheters on the Ratoons were short at only forty centimeters. Multiples would have to be bonded together for each Banshee.

    As Harris neared entry of his second drive, Sharvie made her way into her first. "It's broken."

    "Just move on to the next one."

    Deep scans of the surface of Nesua revealed no sign of xenotime. The salvage operation entered its third hour before the first wormhole was detected. The boson bomb was detonated. A Ratoon was caught in mid jump, cutting it in half with the front remains flash-freezing in a matter of seconds.

    Gandy commed to the others. "We're on the clock."

    At ninety minutes into the boson event, Harris called it quits. "We have the items required to build five new Banshees and another hundred bots. Let's wrap it up and head home. We'll call this outing a win."

    After landing, the gathered materials were sorted and stacked beside the Banshee-assembly building. The horde of bots immediately got to work on turning the items into the next ship drives, systems, and weapons.

    Harris stood in the supply hut with an image of Alex on the wall. "What's our next best target for xenotime?"

    "The former colony of Blewitz looks promising. Data shows possible monazite sands, which are another source of this element."

    "Well, why didn't we go there in the first place?"

    "The salvage material on Nesua had the best yield for salvage. The wreckage on Blewitz is scattered."

    "OK, well, our boson problem is a bigger issue at the moment. Let's make that the priority until we have a hundred of those bombs stockpiled anyway. We can't fight this war without them.

    "We'll be eating lunch as soon as everyone gets in here. In the meantime, prep our salvage and scan plans for Blewitz. We'll follow the same process we just did on Nesua."

    A set of MREs was devoured and a new salvage effort began. Again, scans of the planet showed no recoverable dysprosium-laced minerals. The operation ran for four hours with no sign of Denzee or Earther ships coming in, but material harvests provided only enough salvage for construction of one Banshee, with some spares. The team returned to Midelon with a lowered level of enthusiasm.

    Harris stood in front of the others. "We still have half a dozen colonies to check out. One of those places has to have the minerals we're looking for. We now have two of those bombs, which we'll be taking with us, but we only have material for another seven. So I'm proposing we skip the salvage for now and focus fully on finding the minerals."

    Trish said, "Do we even need to go out, then? Isn't this something the bots can do? Send in the Banshees to scan a planet. With all of them running, that would take what... ten minutes? The Hailstorm can sit out with the boson bomb until they discover something."

    "Hailstorm needs to be on the ground with the bots when they find the material. We don't know how long it will take to mine it, but I do like the scanning idea. We'll pop in with the Banshees doing the heavy work while Tawn and I take on security out in the Bangor. So that's ten minutes in, ten minutes of scan and ten minutes coming out if nothing is found. If the Denzee try to surprise us we set off our bomb and leave."

    Tawn nodded. "In the meantime you three can keep this place running."

    A comm was opened to the Retreat.

    Harris said, "Colonel, any luck with the dysprosium?"

    "I'm not a miracle worker, Mr. Gruberg. We just got word to our contacts on Domicile. Tracking a supply of that element down will take time. And you should surmise from that statement that we didn't find any here."

    "We could use a few miracles, Colonel. Our first two searches turned up nothing. We have about a half dozen more colonies to run through. After that, it'll be a complete crapshoot."

    "There are thousands of planets we have access to. You aren't limited to habitable ones."

    "I guess that's true. Hadn't considered that. I was thinkin—"

    Alex interrupted: "Harris, I apologize for the intrusion, but I thought you should know: the Earthers and Denzee have just assaulted one of the final three truce worlds. Oviedus has more than a hundred fifty warships in orbit. By last count, according to available data, there are still fifty thousand Domicile colonists there."

    Harris patched the colonel into the comm. "The Earthers and Denzee just took Oviedus. We have fifty thousand people still there. The Denzee were supposed to allow time for them to evacuate."

    "The president stopped all further transport. The refugee camps set up on Domicile are overflowing. You know how independent those colonists can be, well, they're rioting for rights in many of those camps because they don't like being caged up like they are. This whole effort has been poorly handled."

    Harris rubbed his forehead. "Alex, are there any of the colonies where the Denzee only have ten or twenty ships?"

    "One moment... from the latest scan data, it appears this fleet was taken from Rumanta. There are currently forty-two Ratoons remaining in orbit there. This might be a good opportunity to strike."

    Harris nodded. "Colonel, we have to go. Keep searching for the dysprosium. I'll give you a comm when we're back."

    Harris and Tawn hustled to the Bangor. The remaining two Legions and the twenty Banshees that were available lifted off together. Twelve minutes later, a boson bomb was detonated in Rumanta space. The Legions and Banshees raced in, piloted by their AI processors, as the Bangor followed.

    Tawn yelled, "Incoming!"

    Harris replied in a calm tone as he jerked the control stick to one side. "I'm right here. You don't have to yell. You slugs always get so excited."

    Tawn smirked. "Funny. I don't think I've been called a slug for a year now. Didn't come to mind until you just said it right there."

    "We can't change who we are, just how we act. Does it bug you to be called that now?"

    Tawn chuckled. "Heck no. That's a badge of honor. Slugs kick ass."

    Harris nodded. "That they do."

    Two Banshees were annihilated before the first of the Ratoons engaged. The fight quickly went the way of the automated fighters. Groups of Ratoons were soon overpowered and disabled. Twenty minutes into the fight, the defending Denzee fleet was down by half, and two additional Banshees had been destroyed.

    Harris dodged a beam and streaked in for Tawn to do her handiwork. The targeted Ratoon took a dozen tungsten rounds to its forward plating, disabling its main weapon. A zip down one side saw its missile defenses and plasma cannons put out of commission. A pair of bursts into her drives had her listing into a slow roll.

    After another fifteen minutes had passed, seven Banshees had been destroyed, but the Denzee ships had fared far worse. The remaining four Ratoons turned away and fled, knowing the fight had been lost.

    Tawn gestured toward the immense complex on the planet's surface. Let's go flatten that place."

    As a dozen fireballs dropped through the Rumanta atmosphere, sixteen sections of the main building crumbled and fell away. As suspected, newly-constructed Denzee warships began to lift. The Banshees, the Legions, and the Bangor fell hard upon them.

    The first five Ratoons to emerge fell back into the manufacturing bays, crushing and smashing the workers and equipment that had surrounded them only moments before. Another six were caught before reaching the building tops. All had been unable to fire their main weapons while in atmosphere. The remaining five never lifted from their bays.

    The Human ships fired in a relentless barrage, spreading their rage and chaos out to the rest of the massive Denzee complex. Another half hour of carnage and mayhem was unleashed before the Human controlled fleet turned for free space. A forty minute run had them to the edge of the shrinking boson negation field, where a wormhole opened for their trip home.

    Harris was still grinning as the Bangor landed. The hatch opened and the Biomarines hopped out onto the grass. The others were waiting for them in the supply hut.

    Tawn said, "Couldn't have gone better."

    Gandy replied, "What do you mean? You lost eleven of our ships. That's half our fleet."

    Harris nodded. "That hurts, but we took out close to forty Ratoons in space, and another sixteen that never made it into the fight. The entire Rumanta colony is nothing but rubble. By all accounts, that was a major victory today."

    Trish said, "You should have three new Banshees tomorrow, and one the day after. Then we're out of materials again."

    A comm was opened to the Retreat. "Good to see you made it," the colonel said.

    "Big victory today, Colonel. We took out their colony on Rumanta. Took down fifty-two warships in the process. We lost eleven, which is about half our fleet, but it was a trade that was well in our favor. I now have confidence that with enough of these Banshee fighters we could take the Denzee out permanently."

    "Well, I have a troubling development. My DDI contact says the president wants to contact the Denzee to make a new deal. Rumor has it he's willing to throw half the outer colonies to the wolves if the Denzee and Earthers will sign a permanent peace deal. He's willing to give them up without a fight."

    "Does that include the Rabid system and the Retreat?"

    "My source says no. As much as they despise having a warrior force in their midst, they want to keep us as an option."

    Harris shook his head. "We're not much of a force without ships to move us into the fight."

    "That word has been passed to them repeatedly. I think they fear letting us out of our box. Not sure why, we've always been loyalists to Domicile. Probably always will be."

    "They're pacifists, Colonel. Most think patriots are warmongers. Which brings me back to my request, I think getting the dysprosium we need is now the key to winning this war. It allows us to isolate the Denzee in smaller fleets that are better managed in a fight."

    "I'll keep working it from this end, Mr. Gruberg. Congratulations on the victory. That's something that's been in short supply around here of late."

    As the comm closed, Trish said, "You finished doing your victory dance?"

    Harris nodded. "As a matter of fact I am."

    "So what do we do when we run out of Banshee parts?"

    "Bots. What's our latest count?"

    "Two hundred twelve. Tomorrow we'll pass three-fifty. In about six days we'll be out of bot materials."

    Gandy said, "We talked before about grabbing New Earth ships. That still under consideration? They have to be sending them out on patrols. If we can catch one, we use a boson bomb to keep it from running, then board it with a few dozen worker bots with rifles."

    "Still want to be a pirate?"

    "If it gets us the parts we need, yeah."

    "Alex, give us an analysis of what we could expect to salvage from an Earther destroyer."

    "Hulls for fifty-two. Drives for thirty-six. Other systems for twenty-four."

    "So twenty-four complete ships?"

    "Yes."

    Tawn said, "You take a ship, that means you’re taking down her crew as well."

    Harris asked, "What about a fully functioning Ratoon?"

    "The materials required for sixteen full Banshees would be possible."

    "That tells me we take out a Ratoon and skip the Human losses. Alex, any ideas of how we could disable their self-destruct?"

    "The ship's core systems must be taken offline."

    "Any way to do that and still have it be drivable? We can't just take it and salvage it in place. We'd be vulnerable during that process, which I would assume would be time-consuming."

    "An estimation of thirty-six hours would have the Denzee vessel stripped of the desired materials."

    "Way too long to just do out in open space. We’d need to bring it here."

    Alex interrupted: "A New Earth and Denzee fleet has just arrived in orbit around Motis. A single truce world colony remains free."

    Tawn scowled. "We need a way to stop that fleet. Should we plan something for Great Falls? It's the last free colony. We know they're heading there next. Any way to take advantage of that?"

    Harris sat. "We have one boson bomb available right now. I almost hate to use it on a lost cause. We'd only delay the inevitable for a couple hours."

    Gandy said, "If we detonate it when the first dozen come through, we still have a force large enough to take that on."

    Harris shook his head. "If we had a healthy supply of those bombs and parts for new ships I'd say we do it. But we don't. And until we have another bomb at the ready, I don't want to risk having us sitting there and it doesn't work. We've only had the one dud, but I'd rather not risk going in with a single unless it's an emergency."

    Tawn sighed. "So I guess that's it then. We sit and watch."

    "Not much else we can do."
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    The colony at Motis quickly surrendered. The following day, Great Falls was overrun. The entirety of the truce world colonies were now in the hands of the Earthers and their Denzee partners. The main fleet of the Denzee returned to Rumanta, where reconstruction was begun.

    Alex's attempts at tracking Denzee ships continued to fail. It was believed there was a main base somewhere that held the Denzee Vaaka ships, the bulk of their Dulons, transports, freighters, fuelers, and every other kind of ship that would be used to move an entire species across the stars. On Midelon, the supply of ship parts had run dry.

    Trish sat with her arms crossed. "Nothing left but bot building. And there's nothing there for me to work on or manage. They have that process down pat."

    Gandy came into the hut. "Our boglers have another new calf. That's six since we got them here. And I can see why. They're the humping-est of animals. Something’s going on with at least one pair every time I go to check on them."

    "How's your garden?" asked Tawn.

    "Sprouts are coming up for each of the veggies. Reggie tends them constantly."

    Harris looked over at Sharvie. "You still working with Alex on cracking into the Denzee ships?"

    "Those and the Earthers. They've both really tightened up their security. Don't know what else we could look at or try."

    Tawn said, "What we need is a new way to fight the Denzee with what we have. Would love to get a dozen of those bots down to the surface on Jellon. Let them loose in that complex and they'd probably have it cleaned out in a week."

    Harris shook his head. "We don't have a way of getting a ship down there. I'd sacrifice a dozen bots and our shuttle out there if we could get them to the ground."

    "There has to be some other way to hit them."

    Sharvie slowly raised her hand.

    Harris looked over with a chuckle. "If you have an idea just spit it out. You've been around us long enough to know any reaction or criticism isn't personal."

    "I was thinking about the alien complex on Gondol and what you said about the Denzee and their food. And the other suggestion that we look at where the Denzee said they were heading. Well, I did. If the crop they're growing on Beckland is so important, you would think the new world they are heading to would support it. It doesn't."

    Gandy asked, "And?"

    "And I checked the dozen systems near that location. Two have habitable planets, but neither are similar to Gondol or Beckland."

    "And?" Gandy rotated a hand with a finger extended.

    "And I don't think the Denzee plan on leaving our space. At least not for any of those planets... if this food is so important."

    Tawn said, "We suspected as much, but how does it change anything?"

    "Beckland. According to the Domer scientists they ran off, it may have the same terraforming complex buried there as does Gondol. What if we were to go in and start it running? The Denzee wouldn't have their food source and would have to leave."

    Harris sat up. "Alex, how many Ratoons were at Beckland on your last scan?"

    "Forty-two."

    "Hmm. We have sixteen fighting ships in our fleet. That might be enough to take on forty-two. Alex, has the number been any lower than forty-two in any of your recent scans?"

    "They seem to rotate four ships out about every three days. Those are generally replaced within minutes by four new ones."

    "Good. So we have it down to thirty-eight. Do we have any data as to where the entrance to the complex is on Beckland?"

    Tawn replied, "Would have to be that research center."

    "Assuming it to be the same as Gondol. If we were to make it to the surface, it's a half hour run down those stairs before needing to bust through the control room door. We could potentially have that started and running in five minutes. That leaves another three hours to come back up those steps."

    "What are you thinking?" Tawn asked.

    I'm thinking we need at least three boson bombs to give us the time we need to fight that fleet and start that terraforming complex running."

    "If it's even the same thing."

    Harris shook his head. "Has to be. Everything tells us it is. A huge complex deep underground on a planet that's covered with swamp and bog? Trish, when will we have three bosons?"

    "First thing in the morning according to my schedule. If you wait until afternoon, we can push that number to four. Gives you that safety margin you've been wanting."

    "Alex, open a comm to the Retreat."

    "Mr. Gruberg, still don't have your element. Although I believe we have a good lead on a potential source."

    "Excellent. But I have a new need now. What intel about the scientists who were on Beckland can you get us from your DDI contact? We need to know if it’s the same structure we found on Gondol. If so, we want to start it up. That would end any Denzee food production there."

    "I'll see what I can come up with. That whole facility was highly classified, but this administration is loose with their information. They seem to be the type that like to brag about what they know."

    "Get us all you can, Colonel. To fill you in fully, we believe the Denzee have no plans to leave. If Beckland is so important for them to replenish their food supply, why are they telling us they're traveling to a system that doesn't support growing that same food? The designated star system, and any within ten light years, doesn't have a planet like Beckland. How important is this food to them?"

    "Good question. Give me an hour and I'll see what I can get for you."

    The comm closed.

    Harris looked over at Sharvie. "If that complex is down there and if we can start that machine up, we just might defeat the Denzee yet. If they can't eat, they won't survive."

    "Harris," Alex said, "I've done an analysis of the Denzee digestive tract and have discovered an item of interest. It seems the smaller creatures they consume are their diet mainstay, there is no other reference to any other food source for their queens. They eat nothing but bogwem."

    "How does this help us?"

    "In the data collected from our most recent scan of Beckland, it would appear the bogwem have a specialized diet of an aquatic grass they call 'trellis.'"

    Tawn said, "I thought they stewed their dead and fed them to the bogwem."

    "They do, but the primary feed is trellis grass."

    "Aquatic grass? We have plenty of water planets. Why can't they grow it on one of those?"

    "Spectral analysis, and data mined from the Denzee ships, points to a specific soil and water alkalinity the grass prefers. Gondol and Beckland meet those requirements. Midelon, with its fresh water, is the next viable candidate, but it lacks the desired soil composition. The next closest candidate after that has less than one hundredth the capacity to grow trellis as compared to Gondol and Beckland. The Denzee need the Beckland colony."

    A short while later, Harris opened a comm to the colonel. "You find anything?"

    "Everything. The complex is as you described for Gondol. I'm forwarding a data packet that contains maps of the sections of the complex that have been explored."

    "Got it. And thanks, Colonel. Looks like we might be taking Beckland back by storm."

    The comm closed.

    Tawn chuckled. "By storm. Nice play on words there."

    The following afternoon the fleet lifted off with four boson bombs at the ready. Alex performed periodic scans until the four-ship group of Ratoons opened wormholes to elsewhere and moved through. With that event, the small Human fleet jumped into Beckland space and detonated a boson bomb.

    Harris pushed the Bangor toward the onrushing Ratoon fleet.

    Tawn grabbed his arm. "We have two hours. Why not go straight in where the Ratoons can't fight? If needed, we can fight them on the way out."

    Harris glanced over. "Miss Freely, I like the way you think. Fleet, we have a change in plans. We're going straight in. Only engage those ships if you have to. Get us down to the surface and you can come back out to fight. Hailstorm, open a bay, I'm coming in. I'm transferring two of the boson bombs to you. Your mission will be to keep that field active while we're down on the surface."

    "Bay three is ready for your arrival, sir."

    Again two Banshees were vaporized before any return shots were fired. The remaining fleet entered the atmosphere just as the Ratoons moved within inescapable range. The atmosphere of Beckland prevented them firing their superweapons.

    Fourteen fireballs raced down to the surface. The Bangor came to a full stop only centimeters from the landing pad. As Harris and Tawn stepped out of the hatch, the entrance to the scientific research center the Domers had abandoned erupted in plasma fire.

    Tawn dove back into the ship with Harris only a second behind. "Crap. Wasn't expecting them to be occupying that place."

    Harris pulled a plasma rifle from its holder on a back wall. Poking his head out of the hatch, he took careful aim, firing a round into the doorway of the center. "I can't see to get a clean shot."

    Tawn sat in the copilot's chair. "I can. Get ready to storm whatever's left of that doorway."

    A low power tungsten pellet left the rails at a hyper speed. The doorway exploded as the kinetic energy from the weapon made impact. Harris sprinted from the hatch, sending round after round of plasma into the remains of the entrance. Tawn emerged only seconds behind him.

    As they arrived at the remains of the door, the carnage from the weapon was evident. Bits of Denzee warrior were splattered and scattered among the debris. Harris hopped over several twisted steel girders before coming to an intact hallway that ran perpendicular to the blast.

    "Down this way. Stairwell going down should be just around the corner."

    The only resistance remained in pieces at the front door. The long jog down the stairs took twenty-three minutes. The massive door to the control room was open. Harris grinned as he sprinted to the console to begin pressing buttons. The power button did not light.

    "This is bad."

    Tawn looked over the connections going into a wall. "All hooked up like the other one was. Where's the power?"

    Harris moved over to the door heading to the room with the drum-shaped machines. "In here! This look like a power feed going through that wall?"

    "It does to me."

    A heavy rumble could be felt reverberating through the walls.

    Tawn said, "Wow. Whatever that was, it was big."

    "This look like a circuit breaker?"

    "It does."

    Harris flipped the breaker on.

    A comm came in from above. "Sir. Four Ratoons are landing at the research center. They are using the short range missiles to keep us away. Two others have been shot down. Sensors are showing thousands of Denzee warriors coming from those ships."

    "Do what you can to keep them off us."

    Harris turned to Tawn. "Hit that stairwell and see if you can slow them down. Shoot straight up for the entrance to that room."

    Tawn sprinted to the stairs as Harris hurried back to the console. "Flashing light. That's good."

    Harris pressed the first button. Seconds later, three new buttons began to flash. The distant echo from plasma rounds impacting above were soon drowned out by the cracks and spraying debris from those hitting the floor at the bottom of the steps.

    Tawn stepped back into the room. "Tell me that's working."

    Harris nodded. "So far."

    He pressed the second button. Tawn stepped out, loosing another burst of plasma rounds going up.

    Harris pressed the third button. The several-second wait for a reaction seemed to take an eternity. Tawn moved back into the room as a new set of rounds impacted the floor outside, sending a spray of disintegrated concrete in every direction.

    The final button of the sequence began to flash. Several seconds of silence were broken as the final button gave a solid light and rumbles were heard from the drum room.

    Harris moved over to the door, going back to look in. "They're spinning up."

    One after another, whirs were heard as the drum-shaped machines came to life. Harris looked back with a grin as a new set of rounds impacted the floor just outside.

    Tawn stepped out, firing several more rounds as the first of the whirring sounds turned into high pitched whines.

    A comm came in from above. "Sir, the swamp surrounding the building has turned chaotic. Jets of water and muck are shooting skyward. The Denzee ships are lifting off."

    "Can you see the Bangor?"

    "It's covered with Denzee. Still appears to be intact."

    Tawn said, "If we want out of this place, we better start working our way up. We don't have long before the world up there is nothing but catastrophic hurricanes."

    Harris took one final look around the room. "Whoever you were that built this... thank you. And thank you again."

    As Harris moved into the outer room, Tawn asked, "Who were you talking to?"

    "Just thanking whoever built this thing."

    "Well, don't thank them yet. It might just be what finally kills us."

    Harris chuckled as he began sprinting up the stairs. "Last one up is a loser."

    Tawn shook her head and sighed as she began to hustle after him. "You're an odd bird, Gruberg. I ever tell you that?"

    "More than once."

    A two hour jog going up had the duo nearing the top. A dozen plasma rounds coming down from above broke their constant run.

    Harris opened a comm. "Tell us what's happening up there. We have hostiles blocking the stairwell above us."

    "The second boson bomb has been deployed. The four Ratoons that landed have been destroyed. Two more Banshees have been lost. Thirty-one of the thirty-eight Ratoon remain in high orbit, awaiting our ascent."

    "What of the weather outside this complex?"

    "Winds are spiking to a hundred twenty kilometers per hour. We are in process of clearing the several thousand Denzee who were left behind."

    "How long before you have to pull out?"

    "Hurricane force winds are not an issue for these ships sir. Our only issue will be getting you aboard. The Hailstorm will be setting down beside the Bangor at any moment. Should a worker be sent over to pilot the Bangor, sir?"

    "Good thinking. Can you spare a few bots with rifles to clear out the top of this stairwell?"

    "One moment, sir. A team of six has been dispatched. They are taking heavy fire, sir. This may require some time."

    "Sure. We've got no place to be. Take all the time you need."

    The bot pilot laughed. "Ha. You are a funny, funny, man, Mr. Gruberg. Hold your position while our team works its way to you. Winds have increased to one hundred fifty kilometers per hour and are building rapidly, sir."

    Tawn shook her head. "Notice they aren't shooting down any more? This might be our time to act."

    Harris nodded. "Ladies first."

    Tawn chuckled. "You seem to break out the chivalry at the most convenient of times."

    "That's why the ladies love them some Gruberg."

    The next dozen flights of stairs were ascended without incident. Tawn was the first to see the Denzee who had been left to guard the steps coming up from below. His attention was focused upward on the attack from outside and the roar from the heavy wind. Two additional flights were sprinted before the unsuspecting guard exploded from a plasma bolt to the chest. A heavy firefight ensured.

    "Give me a status!" Harris yelled over the increasing din from above."

    Winds are passing a hundred ninety kilometers per hour, sir. Our bots are losing the ability to keep themselves grounded. We are ordering them back."

    "Give me a bioscan of what's still down here!"

    "Twenty-eight Denzee and two Humans."

    Tawn chuckled. "Wonder which ones we are?"

    Harris shook his head. "And you called me the odd bird. Look, we either fight our way up through them or we're stuck here for what... three to five years?"

    Tawn looked up. "I think I'd prefer the fight. You ready?"

    "Move us out, Miss Freely."

    The firefight lasted all of five minutes when a new report came in from above. "Sir, winds have reached two hundred fifty kilometers per hour and are increasing."

    A huge rumble was followed by the roar of a freight train as the research building above tore away from its foundation. Harris dropped his plasma rifle, grabbing an inner rail and reaching for Tawn's arm as she began to be sucked upward. He pulled the Biomarine slug close to the wall as the air from below raced upward due to the extreme low pressure created from the high winds.

    Word came from above. "Winds have passed two hundred ninety kilometers per hour, sir. The latest bioscan shows two Humans remaining. It is clear to come up."

    Harris chuckled as he yelled, "Up is not an option! We're barely hanging on! Figure out a way to get us safely out of here!"

    


    ~~~~~
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    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 hard upward force of wind slowed considerably. Harris looked up the remaining eight flights of stairs to see the ramp of the Hailstorm jutting just into the opening. More than a dozen bots emerged, dropping down the two missing flights at the top that had been ripped away with the building.

    A set of mechanical hands were held out to Tawn and Harris as a calm voice came over the comm: "Ma'am, sir, if you would care to come with us, we only have seconds."

    The last flights of stairs were sprinted. As they reached the top, Harris looked up at the stack of worker bots standing on each other's shoulders, bridging the final two flights to the ramp. The bot next to Tawn held down its hand for a boost. Bot by bot, reaching down to grab their valued leader, Tawn was pulled to the top.

    Harris stepped up into the hand that was held out to him. Again, hands reaching down pulled the stump up to the ramp and to safety. As the last of the bots was pulled to the top, Harris hustled up the ramp.

    "Nice work, team. Using the ship as a windbreak... genius."

    Tawn smacked Harris on the shoulder. "Come on, we still have thirty or so Ratoons to fight our way through."

    The W66 bot said, "The Bangor is waiting in bay four, sir."

    As the Hailstorm lifted up through the high winds, the Bangor emerged from its bay. Two fireballs were joined by a dozen others. As the small Human fleet reached orbit, the remaining Ratoons engaged. Three Banshees were lost before the first of six additional Ratoons were disabled or destroyed.

    Harris gave the command and the fleet turned for the safety of free space. The deadly beams from the Denzee warships followed. All were successfully dodged but one. Another Banshee was vaporized. As they reached free space, a portal was opened and the ships slipped through, landing on the grass at Midelon twelve minutes later.

    Harris and Tawn each walked into the supply hut with grins on their faces.

    "We did it!" Tawn said.

    Gandy replied, "You beat thirty-eight Ratoons?"

    Harris shook his head. "We managed to kill off a dozen. They took five of our Banshees. We did start up the terraformer though. They won't be harvesting anything there for a few years."

    Tawn nodded. "It was harrowing, but exciting."

    The fight was told as it was showed in detail from helmet recordings and from those of the ships.

    Harris opened a comm to the Retreat. "Colonel, we did it! Beckland has been cleaned of Denzee!"

    "Fantastic news. I'll forward that to my contact, if they don't already know."

    "We're down to eleven ships now. Not enough to take on any more fights. I know I keep saying we're desperate for parts and supplies, but I have to repeat it—we are. We still have that Denzee building on Jellon where we know they're producing more ships. That has to be taken out."

    "I know you won't want to hear this, but I've been told the Earthers are going full-out at rebuilding the mines at Eden. This time they have the assistance of the Denzee. Must be several million of those Denzee workers down there, and things look to be progressing rapidly."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Great. What we need is a way to just transport that planet out of our space. It gets knocked down and they rebuild it. I know I said this ages ago, but so long as there is titanium to be mined on Eden, the Earthers will be after it."

    Tawn said, "Alex, can you add Eden to your regular scan list?"

    "Consider it done."

    Harris scowled at the display wall. "Oh. So she can form a command as a question and you accept that? For me, though, I just get a smartass reply."

    "My apologies, Harris. Would you prefer I treat you in the same manner?"

    "Yes I would."

    "I don't think so. I prefer the current way."

    Harris nodded. "I see. Insert knife and twist. That's how you play."

    Tawn said, "Can we get back to this important alien invasion we're trying to thwart?"

    Harris placed his fists on his hips. "You have any suggestions?"

    "Just that we figure out how to hit Jellon. And now Eden as well."

    Harris moved over to a bench by a table and sat. "I know you'll call me crazy, but I think we should enlist the help of Bax. Maybe she has a way we could hit the Earthers hard, using what little resources we have. Maybe that means going the pirate route that Gandy is so fond of."

    "She does know the Earther fleet and their routines."

    "I thought you would have been opposed to including her in anything?"

    "We're at war. I'm not opposed to using whatever tools we have available to us to win."

    Harris chuckled. "Are we nuts for even considering to include her?"

    "We are. We could of course just sit here and do nothing too."

    Harris sighed. "Alex, can you open a comm to Baxter Rumford?"

    "I can."

    Tawn smirked.

    "Alex, open a comm to Baxter Rumford."

    An image of the woman formerly known as ‘the Red Witch’ and ‘the Red Menace’ appeared on the display. "What is it now?"

    Harris cleared his throat. "We need your help."

    Bax stared into the comm for several seconds. "Why would you need that?"

    Harris glared back. "Look, I know you're enjoying your cushy retirement there and all, but if we don't get this war under control, you won't have a station there to be retired on. The Earthers are rebuilding Eden, this time with the help of the Denzee. And I can guarantee those mining operations will be more productive than they ever were for you. They have millions of Denzee workers on the ground."

    Bax half smiled. "How is it the two of you are still alive? Will I get myself killed by allying with you?"

    "Maybe. Of course you can always stay right there in the safety and security of your apartment and rot. That has to be exciting, right?"

    Bax sighed. "You know just where to hit a girl, don't you. Look, I'm kind of stuck here, under guard. Unless you can figure out a way to spring me from this prison, I'm not joining anything."

    Tawn nodded. "Consider it done. You just be ready to go when we get there."

    The comm closed.

    Harris shook his head. "We must be crazy."

    "She has knowledge and she has skill."

    "And she has the DDI watching over her."

    Harris glanced back at the comm display. "Colonel, any way you could help us with this? You can still travel to Chicago Port. We can't show our faces there without being rounded up."

    "You asking me to help free a known collaborator from the watchful eye of the DDI while that same DDI is watching me?"

    "If you could."

    The colonel grinned. "I'll put a team on it right now. If she can be sprung, consider it done."

    Tawn said, "We can pick her up from wherever you want, Colonel. Just give us the time and coordinates and we'll be there."

    The colonel nodded as the comm closed.

    Harris looked over at Tawn with a raised eyebrow. "We biting off more than we can chew with her?"

    "Can't say. We'll have to keep a close eye on her though. If she finds out the emperor is still scratching his head over her disappearance, she might try to use that to get back in."

    "She's not going back with them. They're allied with the Denzee, and their plans are to dominate Domicile and the free worlds. Not something she has ever been in favor of."

    "Let's weigh her options," Tawn said. "She can stay as a captive of the DDI… or she can run major portions of the empire while living a life of relative luxury."

    Harris shook his head. "She wasn't in luxury. She was a workaholic."

    "She was doing what she wanted and ordering people around. That's a luxury most people don't have. All I'm saying is if we get her out here she has incentive to switch sides again. We'll have to make sure she doesn't have a good opportunity to do that."

    After a meal, Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie moved about doing the daily tasks they had committed to. Harris pulled Idiot from the bot assembly line and walked out to the open air of Midelon.

    Idiot asked. "What do you have for me to do, sir?"

    "Just a simple run. My best time is fifteen forty-eight. I want you to run alongside and push me today."

    "Wouldn't that be cheating?"

    Harris chuckled. "Not literally push me, you... idiot. Mentally push me. Give me encouragement. Call me a wuss. Whatever works to mentally motivate me to beat my prior time."

    "I see. And is that not just another form of cheating? If you were out here running by yourself, you wouldn't have that mental push to help you."

    Harris stared. "Would you rather be back in there on the bot line?"

    "Rather? I have no preference for either task, sir."

    Harris chuckled. "OK, look, just run alongside and do as I asked. Since the only competition here is with myself, I'll happily waive any consideration of cheating. Will you follow my orders or what?"

    "Run, sir. Run like the wind. Run like you've never run before. Run as if there is a hot plate of bogler ribs sitting at the finish line for your enjoyment."

    Harris nodded. "Now we're talking. Let's go."

    A new personal best for the Midelon track was set. A five kilometer run of fifteen minutes eight seconds saw Harris Gruberg lying on the grass, attempting to catch his breath.

    Tawn stood over him. "We have trouble. The Earthers and the Denzee just surrounded the colony on Clark. They're demanding immediate surrender. Two Domicile cruisers were caught napping and never fired a shot before being destroyed. I just talked to the colonel. He talked to his contact. Our government is in a panic over how to respond."

    Harris sat up. "That all happened in the last fifteen minutes?"

    "Yep. The colonel said his contact is going to try to pull Bax out of there personally. He says the DDI and the DDF are in chaos. Over the past year, all the lead positions in both have been stuffed with political appointees. They're begging the old-timers for suggestions on how to handle this."

    Harris followed Tawn into the supply hut. "I almost broke fifteen today."

    Tawn scowled. "You seriously want to talk running right now?" As she turned away, a smirk covered her face.

    Harris held up his hands. "OK, Miss Tyrant, what would you like us to focus on?"

    "How about this war we're involved in?"

    Trish, Gandy, and Sharvie came into the room.

    Gandy asked, "What's happened?"

    Tawn said, "The Earthers and the Denzee just took Clark."

    "Clark? As in our Clark?"

    "The one and only. If our government doesn't come to life here real quick, the emperor is gonna get his way and own us all."

    "All but us," said Trish.

    Tawn said, "We may have to consider shutting the boson field down as a last resort."

    "If we decide to do that, just promise me you'll let Sharvie, Gandy, and myself decide if we want to go home to Domicile first."

    "Not an unreasonable request."

    Harris held up a hand. "We're a long way from shutting down wormhole travel. What we need is to focus our efforts on figuring out how we slow them down. Domicile needs time to fire up its war machine. Which means we might have to strike up another deal with our government to produce Banshees."

    Trish said, "This is insane. They would only break that deal again if they thought it was convenient to do so."

    "We have to look at all the options we have available to us. Sometimes that means going against everything your brain is screaming at you to do."

    Tawn sighed. "He's right. Alex, open a comm to Domicile. See if you can patch us through to the president, or at least one of his aides."

    "One moment."

    "Put on your best game face, Harris. We have to convince that moron to start that production up. It may be the only way we can stop them."

    The president's image filled the display. "Moron? You people really know how to make use of your diplomatic skills."

    Harris said, "Mr. President, we make no bones about how we feel about some of your policies. And we won't apologize for that. The Earthers and Denzee are coming. Unless you want to be a subject of Mervin the Conqueror, you might want to get a solid defense put in place.

    "At the moment, your ships are slow, their armor is weak, and their weapons would be lucky to put someone’s eye out if used in a fistfight. We come to you this morning with another offer like we had before. You build those hulls, we'll put them into service and protect our worlds.

    Tawn said, "Sad thing is, had you allowed us to build those ships before, we could have prevented the loss of Clark, and any more colonies that you will most assuredly lose between now and when we can put a stop to this. Help us help you, that's all we're asking."

    "I've called a meeting of my advisory council to discuss what actions we will take. They should all be arriving this afternoon."

    Tawn said, "By this afternoon you may lose another colony. I'd just pull them all in on a comm and get it over with."

    The president stared into the camera. "I'm the duly elected official here, Miss Freely. Please don't tell me how to do my job."

    "Someone needs to."

    Harris held up a hand. "OK, fighting each other doesn't accomplish anything. Mr. President, our offer stands, but if you want our advice, it would be to act on it now. It will take weeks to bring that production up to what we need, and during that time you could lose half, if not all, of your colonies. Including Domicile."

    Your suggestions will be taken under advisement, Mr. Gruberg. Now, I must go prepare for the day."

    Harris said, "Wait. Can I ask one favor of you?"

    "Make it fast."

    "We could use access to Domicile's market for raw materials. You can grant us that right here and now. Maybe we can slow the Earther and Denzee progress while decisions are being made. We currently have an urgent need for dysprosium. We know there are supplies there. Can we be allowed access to them?"

    "I will take that up at the meeting this afternoon. Good day, Mr. Gruberg."

    The comm closed.

    Tawn said, "Nice attempt there at the end."

    "I thought it was worth a shot. Doubt he will come through for us today."

    "That's because he's a moron. Every day he delays is probably another colony lost."

    "Not only that, I feel bad for the regulars who will have to fight with the lame machinery and weapons they have. They'll get slaughtered, and all because of his stupidity."

    Tawn raised an eyebrow. "It just occurred to me. What if he calls the Biomarines back into service?"

    "They're safe at the Retreat, at least for a while."

    "They're also patriots who will answer the call to duty if it's issued. All the defenses and preparations at the Retreat won't help them if they aren't there to use it."

    A comm was opened to the Retreat. "Colonel, we have some concerns."

    "First I have news. My contact was able to extract Miss Rumford. She's on a ship heading out this way. I'm sending you coordinates for a pick-up."

    "That was fast," said Tawn.

    Harris cut in: "Colonel, it just occurred to us the president could call you all back into service at any time. All our efforts at the Retreat would be wasted."

    "We're aware of that possibility and have taken a few precautions. Our cannons have been automated to refuse landing to any ships that don't have our transponder codes. Those of the Bangor and Hailstorm have been added to our list. Even if we leave, the place should remain defended."

    "If called back, will you answer, given the circumstances?"

    "We will. It's our duty."

    Harris sighed. "We thought as much. Know that we'll do everything in our power to protect the lot of you."

    "As I hope you will do for every Domicile citizen."

    Harris half frowned. "We will, Colonel. We hold those same oaths we took as sacred. It's part of who we are. If called, we'll be there. Somewhat on our own terms though."

    The coordinates I sent you, they'll be expecting a pick-up in about fifteen minutes."

    "Thanks, Colonel. We'll be there."

    The Bangor zipped up through the sky and out into the blackness of space. A short ride saw a wormhole opened to the coordinates given by the colonel's contact. The Bangor pulled alongside a rented shuttle and the docking collar was extended.

    The airlock door opened with a puff.

    Harris said, "Hello, Red."

    Baxter Rumford stepped through. "Hello, morons."

    


    ~~~~~

    

    


    

    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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