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    Harris stepped off the last stair into ankle deep water. A steady stream continued to run down from above.

    Tawn frowned. "Can't say I have fond memories of this place."

    "What happened here?" asked Alex.

    Harris told the story as they walked through the front room and then past the still silent drums. The hurricane above the main generator had long dissipated.

    Their trudging walk, sloshing through the water as they went, ended as they came into the maintenance room. The maintenance bot was sitting silent in the room's center.

    Harris asked, "Sas? You still around?"

    "Yes. Hello, Mr. Gruberg."

    "Can you give us a status of this entire facility? We counted one more hurricane topside than when we left. What happened?"

    "A team of thirty-two maintenance bots are at work restoring the generating stations. Station fifty-eight is again operational. Station fifty-seven is in repair."

    Alex said, "You think they could make use of our bots?"

    Harris chuckled. "I'm sure they could. The question is do we want them to?"

    "Why wouldn't we? It would seem the purpose of this facility was to make this a living, thriving host planet. It has the proper magnetic field and appears to have been on its way to eventually becoming a very livable place. This facility would only speed that process."

    Tawn said, "We do have about fifty thousand more bots than we need. The nuclear cleanups at New York and the other planets aren't expected to take all that long. Plus, we could send a couple hundred bots down here and they'd have this entire place mapped out in the time it will take us to get to the next generator."

    "Yes," Alex replied. "And I would suggest we slow our production of Banshee hulls and instead put that production into more workers. They would be invaluable to projects like this."

    Tawn nodded. "He's got a point. I actually wouldn't mind putting the AI in charge of bringing this place back up to snuff. I mean, really, what are we gonna discover by walking around down here? We send the bots out, they find something interesting and they give us a comm."

    "You two aren't much for exploration, are you?"

    "Just saying I think we learned what we could from here when we copied the data. The AI should have a complete map of this place."

    "Except I didn't give the data to the AI. It was acting suspect. The data is sitting back on the Bangor in a data store."

    "Why haven't you passed it on since?"

    "Forgot it was there."

    Tawn looked at Alex. "You like climbing stairs?"

    "Not especially."

    "Boomer, pick up the doc. You'll be carrying him back topside. See to it that he's comfortable."

    "Yes, ma'am."

    Harris chuckled. "Ma'am… that just has a funny sound to it."

    "Good. You can laugh about it as you're climbing. Idiot, you'll be giving me a ride like the doc is getting. And make sure I'm comfortable."

    The bot looked at Harris. "Sure, why not? I brought us down here without thinking."

    Alex said, "It was interesting to see."

    "I was hoping you could see the Burrell's body, but I forgot it got washed away. When we get topside, I can show you the recording we have of it."

    The ascent, with a slower moving Harris, took two hours. The team boarded the Bangor and was soon on their way back to Midelon.

    Harris produced the data store. "This is from that Gondol AI. It has the complete layout of the place, including the specs of how it works. We turn this over to our AI and I'm sure it can optimize a plan to repair it all."

    Alex nodded. "Perhaps our time should be spent exploring Midelon?"

    "I just don't want to shut down that boson field."

    "Please do remember the AI was deceiving us before. It may be the boson field is not in any danger."

    A short time later, the Bangor arrived in Midelon space.

    Tawn was the first to notice. "Where's our fleet?"

    Harris opened a comm. "AI? What happened to our fleet?"

    No answer was returned.

    The ship dropped as a fireball through the atmosphere, settling on the grass beside the bunker. The Banshee fleet was gone, as was the army of bots.

    "I'm really not liking this."

    Tawn performed a bioscan. "No other Humans here."

    "How would anyone have gotten here? This has to be something the AI did."

    Harris raced into the bunker. "AI, where are you?"

    Again no reply came back.

    Tawn stood behind him. "This is weird."

    Alex walked in. "The workers are all gone."

    Idiot said, "Sir, I've attempted multiple comm connections to the AI. It doesn't appear to be available."

    The group made their way through each of the rooms of the bunker complex before descending the stairs to the lower levels.

    At the bottom level, Harris threw up his arms. "Nothing. Idiot, can you tap into the building's recorders and play back the last few hours for us?"

    "One moment... I'm sorry, sir, there are no recordings."

    "What? Were they erased?"

    "No sir, the system is down. Off. The final log is time-stamped for fifty-two minutes, twelve seconds after our departure."

    Tawn opened a comm to the Retreat. "Colonel, what's your status there?"

    "Same as it was last we talked. Our engineers think those latest designs—"

    "We have problems. We're missing about forty thousand ships and sixty thousand bots."

    "What?"

    Harris joined in. "They're gone, Colonel. Missing, ships and bots. Even the AI that we thought was part of this building."

    Alex stepped forward. "I just did a quick count of the processing stations. One is missing."

    Tawn shook her head. "Bad. That means they can replicate."

    "How's this possible?" Alex asked. "No one can jump here."

    "Had to be the AI," Harris said. "It found a way to get into one of those bot bodies, stole our ships, and left."

    Alex raced out of the building. Tawn and Harris hurried after. They came to a stop in the doorway of Trish's shop.

    "What is it, Doc?"

    "The machine for finalizing the gamma bombs. They didn't take it."

    "That's good news," said Tawn. "What was our last production count?"

    "About eighty-five hundred."

    "Uh-oh," Tawn said.

    "What is it?"

    "I think it's the remains of Reggie, Emily, and Finn. Looks like they were torn apart. Must have tried to stop the others."

    "So the AI is running around out there with forty thousand ships, sixty thousand bots, and eighty-five hundred gamma missiles. Nothing to worry about."

    Harris opened a comm to Domicile. "Mr. Morgan, we have problems."

    "It's 2AM here. You can't let an old man sleep?"

    "Sorry, but this is far bigger than your sleep. The AI is gone, and with it all our ships, bots, and missiles. We're standing here on Midelon completely by ourselves."

    "Is this a nightmare?"

    "A real one. You have any alerts from anyone about anything suspicious?"

    "Had a fleet been spotted I would have been notified. You check the Retreat?"

    "All is quiet there too. Tawn, open a comm to every colony. See if there's been any sightings."

    "On it."

    Bannis sat up fully. "You know how to ruin a man's night, Mr. Gruberg."

    "We just came back from Gondol and found them all gone."

    "Recorder logs show anything?"

    "They were all shut off fifty-two minutes after we left."

    "Then I would start combing through those last fifty-two minutes."

    Alex nodded. "I'll take that on."

    "They also took one of the processor stations."

    "That might not be a total loss."

    "How's that?"

    "Those are constructed taking into account the microgravities of where they were built. If you move them, you'll probably never produce another processor from that individual machine."

    "So they just build another."

    "That depends. Did they take the archive?"

    "It looks shut down."

    "The AI indicated to us at one point that it didn't want to leave the building because it would lose the archive. If those systems are still there, the AI itself may be nothing more than a standard bot now. And none of those bots would have the plans to construct a new processor station. We weren't building new ones and I believe it was you, Harris, who gave the order for them to scrub the designs from their memories when the task was complete or they left those rooms."

    "You think they obeyed that?"

    "Unless someone told them to specifically ignore it, yes."

    Tawn came back into the room. "All colonies are clear. No sign of a fleet anywhere."

    Alex returned. "The final five minutes or so of the logs were overwritten. It will take some time, but I think I may be able to recover the original data."

    "Please make that happen, Doc." Harris nodded. "We need a clue as to what happened here."

    Idiot stepped forward. "Sir, if the archive is intact, would it be any benefit to us if I were to integrate with it?"

    Harris rubbed his chin. "Can you do that?"

    "I can try."

    "Make it happen. Tawn, you and Boomer are now our chiefs of security. Search this complex and then the grounds for any sign of a threat, or bugs or comms or anything that isn't normal."

    "Miss Freely?" Boomer asked. "Am I approved for those tasks?"

    "You are. Let's go check things out."

    Harris stood looking around the room. "Hmm, should have kept something for myself."

    Bannis said, "Are you finished disturbing my sleep?"

    "Give me some scenarios, Mr. Morgan. What happened here?"

    "You either have an uprising by the bots, or an outside force has come in and assumed control."

    "Has to be the bots. No one else had access to this place. Unless we somehow left a bot disabled and not destroyed on the battlefield. But if that had happened, the AI was supposed to inform us. Every one of those damaged ships was supposed to send a signal before it self-destructed. As far as we know, every one was accounted for. That includes visually."

    Idiot said over a comm: "Sir. I've found the receptacle for the archives. Unfortunately I am unable to connect to it. It appears my core would have to be removed from this body for a connection to be made. You, or someone, will have to slip my processor into the receptacle here on the base floor."

    "I'll be right there."

    Harris hustled down the stairs to the bottom floor. The bot was standing in a corner beside several equipment housings.

    "Sir, this slot is the receptacle. You will have to power me down and remove my core."

    "I can do that, but before we start, does the equipment all look to be working? Is it powered on?"

    The bot spent most of a minute going over the systems in front of it. "It appears to be in order, sir."

    Harris set his plasma rifle on a nearby console. Reaching out, he came in contact with the secret spot on the bot. It powered down. A second touch opened the cranium, exposing the small, round processor core. It was carefully lifted out and deposited in the archive receptacle. The system began to show signs of life.

    Seconds later, a comm opened. "Hello, Harris."

    "Idiot, is that you?"

    "Yes. Please allow me several minutes to familiarize myself with my new environment."

    "Sure. I'll go check on the others. Give me a comm when you're fully up."

    Harris stood back, staring at the shell of his bot before turning and heading for the stairs. Climbing three flights, he was soon standing over Alex's shoulder as he worked on the recording logs.

    "Any luck?"

    "This may be more than I'm able to handle. It appears a deletion was done before the overwrite. That makes the task more difficult."

    "Well, Idiot is now connected to the archive. He should be operational in a minute or two. If you can make use of him for this, do so."

    "The AI would have this task completed in seconds. For me it is somewhat trial and error."

    "Let me know if you get something."

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck as he came out of the shop. He glanced up at a shadow to find himself staring at the face of a startled and angry bogler, its razor sharp teeth exposed as it let out a huff. The bull raced forward. Harris reached for his plasma rifle, but the holder on his back was empty, his rifle having been left in the archive room.

    As the bull charged across the grass toward him, he heard five boot-like thumps coming from his right. In a flash, the mad bovine was slammed to his left by a rampaging Boomer. The animal faltered, taking a chunk out of the doorframe next to him as it came to a stop. In an instant the beast was terminated, leaving Harris standing with his mouth agape.

    Boomer stood. "I'll take the bull for conversion."

    "Conversion?" Harris asked.

    "Yes. The remains of the animal will be rendered into food."

    Tawn walked up. "The surprised look on your face was priceless. I'll have to upload a version onto the Retreat network for everyone to see."

    "You recorded that while it was attacking?"

    "Inadvertently. I was just coming back in from checking our perimeter when I noticed it standing there. It charged before I could react. Caught it all on the helmet cam though."

    "Guess I'm always good for a few laughs on the highlight reel. But please, at least give me a warning next time."

    "Given the timing, if I had given a warning, it probably would have charged me instead."

    "I could have lived with that."

    Tawn chuckled. "I bet you could."

    Harris crossed his arms. "Everything else look in order?"

    "As if they just turned and walked away. There's a new Banshee sitting in there with everything but its processor."

    "Looks as though they took our entire device inventory."

    "You think it would be worthwhile to fire those processor stations back up? And the assembly line for bot bodies?"

    "So long as we can fully control them, I think we could use the help."

    Tawn opened a comm: "AI? Or, Idiot, whichever you prefer, can you suspend comm acceptance from everyone but Harris or me?"

    "I can."

    "Please do so. Boomer, you do the same. Oh, and add Alex to that list."

    "As commanded, ma'am."

    "Harris," said Idiot, "I am fully online and integrated now. Do you have any primary tasks for me?"

    "Yes, we need you to review the log recordings from just after we left Midelon until they were shut down. Someone deleted and overwrote the content from that period of time. We need you to find an answer as to whose decision that was. Please assist Alex with this effort to recover the data."

    "Yes, sir."

    "Aside from that one bull roaming away from the herd, how do the others look?"

    Tawn pointed. "The bogler are in their normal place. Couple pairs were humping, so they're not spooked or anything."

    Harris turned back to the shop where Alex was working.

    Alex waved them over. "It's spotty, but the AI has managed to recover some of the recordings. This one is in the outer room of the bunker. You see bots moving about as they work…"

    "And?"

    "One moment... there. It appears we had a visit from Baxter Rumford."

    "What? Are you sure? Idiot, could this image be from an earlier log that was overwritten?"

    "The time stamps on several frames, including this one, confirm it to have happened earlier today."

    Further recovery of the deleted data showed an unmistakable Baxter Rumford as she moved about the complex.

    Tawn crossed her arms. "How in the world did she manage to get back here? And what is she doing?"

    Harris scowled. "Looks like the Red Witch stabbed us in the back again."
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    Tawn shook her head. "Forty thousand warships and all those bots. She'll take over this entire section of the galaxy with that force. Any idea of how we counter that?"

    "Idiot? Were you able to pull any data from the logs as to how Bax got here?"

    "One moment... it would appear the Fargo showed after it landed. There was nothing, then her ship appeared in that space."

    "How's that possible?"

    "One moment... ten minutes forty-four seconds prior to that event I have detection of a wormhole opening. There was no detection of anything coming through, and the portal closed several seconds later."

    Tawn asked, "Would it be possible to overwhelm your sensors with the Hoya technology?"

    "One moment... I don't detect that as a signature. Allow me a few moments to analyze the logs for anomalies."

    Harris said, "She had that tech. You think she figured out how to modify it so our sensors wouldn't see her at all?"

    "That could explain her entry into this space. This complex governs who can open a wormhole. If it didn't detect anything on the other side, would it have allowed one to fully open?"

    Idiot replied, "I've done a quick check of the rules within the archive. If a portal is attempted, this complex tests for the presence of an allowed signal, such as what Farker would deliver. However, there is no algorithm governing the event of a wormhole opening without any signal emissions coming from the other side. Since a wormhole would not appear unless it was created, a ship and the corresponding signals it would emit would normally have been detected. It appears the default coding allowed the full creation of a portal in this instance."

    "Can that be changed?"

    "One moment... that event is now governed as are all other known events. Miss Rumford no longer has access to this facility through that action."

    Harris sighed. "Doesn't need it. She has forty-thousand ships and sixty thousand bots that can still make that jump. They all have it built in."

    "One moment... access has been removed from all but Farker, Boomer, and myself."

    "You can do that?"

    "Access to Midelon is secure."

    Tawn said, "Do us all a favor and deep scan all of Midelon space going out to the normal perimeter. If you detect anything unusual, let us know."

    Harris asked, "You think they're still here?"

    "Just want to make sure they aren't."

    Alex leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. "Aside from the normal motivation to control us all, are there any other scenarios that would fall under her need to steal the fleet?"

    "Maybe if more Hoya were spotted, but there's not any evidence of that."

    Tawn returned a scowl. "And she wouldn't be one to jump to our defense by rushing out with the fleet. No. She has every intention of taking and controlling all of us. It's in her nature."

    Idiot said, "The space surrounding Midelon shows no evidence of anomalies. Would you like me to widen my efforts?"

    "Check New Earth. And if she's blocking all signals, would you be able to detect a void? Would a scan detect an area of space that was devoid of signals?"

    "One moment..."

    "Harris," Tawn said, "your bot is slow. The AI used to almost always come back with an immediate answer."

    "I must apologize, Miss Freely. I'm searching in a data environment that I have yet to index. That task is happening in the background, but won't be complete for several hours. As to your signal void question, I've analyzed the log data around the wormhole detection. It would appear Miss Rumford is expelling random noise in an attempt to mask her position. I believe I may have a method to detect this."

    "And?"

    "One moment..."

    Harris chuckled.

    "The random noise signal appears to originate from a single point. I will add detection of that to my scanning algorithms. However, if clever, Miss Rumford may be able to again mask her presence if she utilizes her entire fleet to generate this noise."

    "She's smart. Let's hope that hasn't occurred to her. As Tawn suggested, start your scans at New Earth and then move to the old Earther colonies. After that, try the truce worlds."

    A comm was opened to the Retreat.

    Harris said, "Colonel, we checked the space surrounding Midelon. Bax appears to have taken the fleet elsewhere."

    "I just talked to my contact at the DDI. I informed him of this event. He informed his superiors, who he said were livid. They're setting up planning teams to deal with the possibility of a strike against Domicile. I believe we may see a series of boson bombs being detonated, essentially cutting us off from the rest of space for as long as the current administration deems necessary. He promised to keep me informed if that was about to happen."

    "Would only buy you six months at best, but that may be worth pursuing. Surprised Croft hasn't ordered this already."

    "About that, the rumor is that Croft is opposed to that strategy."

    "Why is it every strategy he supports seems counter-intuitive? It's as if he has some bizarre agenda outside his pacifist beliefs."

    "We have yet to figure the man out. If you happen to do so, please let us know what you came up with."

    A comm was opened to Domicile. A smiling Trish showed on the display. "Mr. Gruberg, how'd the exploring go?"

    "Nothing new from that, but we did come back to find the fleet and all the bots were gone."

    "What? How?"

    "It seems Bax paid a visit and either persuaded or forced the AI to join her. They took all the captured Hoya ships, all the Banshees, and all the bot workers. And I have more bad news. We had Idiot and Boomer with us, but it looks as though Reggie, Emily, and Flynn were ripped apart. We found their remains just outside the bunker."

    "You still have the Bangor and Hailstorm, right?"

    "We have the Bangor. The colonel has the Hailstorm tucked away. Forty thousand warships and sixty thousand bots are now under Bax's control. She must have somehow modified the Hoya interference signal so we can no longer detect it, or there's something else we're missing. We believe that's how she jumped to Midelon."

    "This is bad. Do you need us to come back?"

    "At the moment we're at a loss of what to do. Unless and until we can track her, no planet has more than a ten minute warning of their arrival. We can detect a wormhole opening. We can't detect if anyone comes through. So, as to your question… just sit tight for the moment."

    Tawn said, "If the plan is to start rebuilding our fleet and our own army of bots, maybe we should bring them back."

    Trish nodded. "Really, it's OK. Garvis and I will be coming together. And to be truthful about it, we're both kind of bored with the jobs Mr. Morgan has for us to do. I mean, we're making great pay, but it seems like we're just a tiny cog in the machine, versus being a substantial contributor out there."

    Tawn chuckled. "If you want to come back, it's OK. We could use the help... and the company."

    Harris asked, "You think your brother and Sharvie would be interested?"

    "If Sharvie says yes, Gandy will follow."

    "Excellent. We'll be out there to collect you in about twenty minutes."

    "Whoa. We're gonna need a little time. It's three AM here. Can you give us four or five hours?"

    Tawn winced. "Just so you know, the DDI people are thinking of setting off another week-long boson bomb, and then continuously thereafter as a precaution."

    Trish rolled her eyes. "Fine. I'll comm Garvis and tell him to pack his bag. I'll be ready by the time you get here."

    A comm was opened to Sharvie. She agreed to return. Gandy agreed shortly thereafter. The Bangor landed in a clearing beside the apartment complex Trish Boleman was now renting a unit from. The hatch opened and a smiling teammate stepped up into the cabin.

    Harris nodded. "Good to have you back."

    "Give me a few days and I'm sure you'll think differently."

    "Not a chance. You’re the best first mate I ever had."

    Farker let out three farks.

    "Aw. I missed you too, boy. Garvis is waiting. We can go anytime."

    The Bangor settled in another field less than a kilometer away.

    Tawn asked, "Thought you two would have at least been in the same complex."

    "I was tempted. But I wanted to leave myself an out in case he got all creepy for some reason. At least at that distance I don't have to see him anymore. If he's here, I'd see him every day."

    "Everything going OK?"

    "It's great. No problems. We're both very independent people right now, so we need our space. I can't believe Bax stole our fleet. Is she planning her own empire?"

    "Kind of looks that way," Harris replied. "I think we're still a bit in shock."

    The Bangor landed, collecting Garvis before moving on to Sharvie. Gandy was the last aboard.

    "Looks like the team is back together again. We're gonna kick some—"

    Tawn held up a hand. "We have a bigger hill to climb this time. We're going up against someone who knows us. And she knows what we have and how we work. Divide and conquer won't work. And if she gets that processor station working, we're in even worse trouble."

    Harris nodded. "Not to mention the fact she has eighty-five hundred gamma ray missiles. She could detonate those from our two light-year perimeter on Midelon and still kill us all."

    Trish frowned. "Might be we'd be better off just joining her empire."

    "Not me. She'd wipe out the Biomarines first chance she got."

    The ride back to Midelon was filled with speculation. Where was she? What was she planning? Was she working alone?

    Harris turned as the Bangor settled on the grass outside the bunker. "Bax was working with someone inside the DDI. The colonel's contact has to know something."

    "Ask him." Tawn gestured toward the comm system.

    Seconds later, the colonel's face showed on the display. "Something new?"

    "No, sir," Harris said. "Just wanted to inquire about who at the DDI was working with Bax. She got the Hoya ship from them and the resources to do whatever she did. Someone has to know something."

    "Give me a minute. I think it's time you met Derrick Champs. He's who I've been dealing with this entire time."

    A split screen showed on the comm display. "Derrick, this is Tawn Freely, Harris Gruberg, and their associates."

    "So we finally meet. I must say, I've enjoyed following your fight to defend us."

    Harris half smiled. "We were doing good up until this. Botched it in a big way."

    "Consider it an inside job. She was given access by two individuals who have since disappeared. Some personal items were removed from their offices, so I would say they left willingly. And her having had prior access to your camp gave her the knowledge she needed to defeat whatever defenses you had."

    "We're still in shock, Mr. Champs. And thanks for all your prior help with our efforts. You're a big reason we made it as far as we did."

    "I have more news for you. This just came in seconds ago. Croft has resigned. Personally, I’d like to say that should have happened when this all started. Maybe now that whole incendiary group of his in Congress can be dismantled and forever removed from power.

    "The man was a great speaker and was given a green light on almost everything he wanted. Unfortunately, he's left us much weaker than when he came into office. Not that we would have had a defense capable of taking on what you did, but we would be in a much better position to deal with it than we are now... had we had good leadership."

    Tawn asked, "Croft is out?"

    "And apparently Massey has left with him. Given the fact that the cabinet resigned yesterday, it appears we'll be holding a special election."

    "Wait, the cabinet resigned?"

    "Croft and his team are gone. In fact, he's already disappeared from sight."

    Harris said, "Probably hiding out in shame. Maybe we can get ourselves turned around now. Has anyone been appointed to lead?"

    "Too soon. I'm certain there are a few names being bandied about. Bannis Morgan would be one."

    "He has no interest in doing that. Designing and manufacturing are his passions. What about Colonel Thomas here? He's already been running a colony."

    The colonel chuckled. "Not happening. I run a colony of stumps and slugs. They do what they're told. Domicile doesn't work that way. Besides, I don't think the regulars would trust having a stump in office. I'm too black and white with my decisions. That position needs a politician."

    Derrick said, "There will be plenty to throw their hats in the ring. This time, though, we need someone who's pragmatic and not an ideologue. That's at least until we get this economy moving again."

    The group dispersed from the Bangor after the comms closed. Trish, Garvis, and Sharvie got to work on the processor stations. Gandy moved out to tend his crops. Tawn and Harris, along with Boomer, moved to restart the assembly line for the bot workers. Alex remained in his lab.

    Two days into their effort, an alert came in from Idiot. "An attempt was made at opening a wormhole. I've traced the origin to the colony at Viochan. I believe it to be in our best interest to set up a network of passive probes. A dozen at each of the colonies would allow us to monitor those colonies in a continuous fashion. That would include tracking the opening of wormholes, along with their origin or destination."

    "How many wormholes can you have open at once?" Harris asked. "I'm referring to comm wormholes."

    "Several hundred would be possible if we had sufficient platforms out in free space. Our single ship has the ability to open and maintain eight channels at the same time."

    "Sounds like we need some new comm ships."

    "I've done a short analysis. Prior to recent events, there were forty-eight inhabited colonies, including Domicile and New Earth. Seven comm ships would be required to keep those channels open, as well as to continue communications from here. There is one concern I have: the monitoring would potentially consume 70 percent of my processing bandwidth."

    "Well," said Tawn, "can't we build a core and have it do the monitoring for us? We'll be pumping hundreds of those out in a few days. You don't need to be attached to the archives for monitoring, do you?"

    "I believe your suggestion to be a valid option. I've checked our inventory. We have fifteen probes available."

    "How far out do we have to be before a wormhole opening won't be detected?"

    "Approximately an eighth of a light-year."

    "Wow, that far. How many probes would we have to string together to extend a comm link out that far?"

    "One hundred and forty-four."

    "OK, that's out."

    "Sir, I don't believe we need to open these in a clandestine manner. Our sensors detect when a wormhole opens or closes. They do not detect an open wormhole. If these probes are deployed and the comm established through a wormhole that remains open, the channels may be monitored without detection."

    "So once we set them up, they're stealth from that point on?"

    "Yes."

    "What about fuel?" asked Tawn. "How much jump fuel will be needed to keep these open?"

    "It seems Miss Rumford, in her haste, neglected to take our fuel supply. We have an abundance. And we have the ability to make more."

    "She took all those ships and didn't take fuel? Wow. Way to limit yourself. That may be why she hasn't swarmed any colonies yet. You still have that signal at Viochan?"

    "One moment... the random noise from a point source is no longer detectable. I'm opening a comm to the Earthers who are settled there. Some remained after the others returned to Beinshee."

    "Vio base, this is Mikal."

    Harris said, "Mikal, have you had any contact with any ships today?"

    "Yes. A small transport landed. A dozen androids came out and took a small tanker of jump fuel that had been left for our use. Anyone coming here will not be able to tank up if needed for a ride home. Doesn't affect us on the ground other than it limits who’s willing to deliver supplies. Having an emergency fuel supply is a requirement for most traders. If word gets out, we'll be completely isolated. Which is both good and bad."

    "Was anything else taken?"

    "Our backup food supply. We had about ten thousand MREs left for us in a warehouse. We have enough to eat, but it's always good to have that emergency supply."

    "How many of you are there?"

    "Seven hundred four. The rest returned to Beinshee."

    "Thank you for the information, Mikal. If we have the opportunity, we'll try to refresh your supplies, but I can't promise anything."

    The comm closed.

    Harris said, "I think our call on the fuel is accurate. She's stealing what little there is on those colonies."

    Alex rubbed his chin. "The Denzee were desperate for fuel. It may be those colonies are dry. Domicile has supplies in orbit. Might be time for them to protect it."

    A comm was opened to the Retreat. "Colonel, get Derrick on the comm."

    Seconds later, the senior DDI agent showed on a split screen.

    "Derrick," Harris said, "we believe Baxter Rumford is desperate for jump fuel for her fleet. It may be time to take steps to secure what you have."

    "I'll pass that information on. One moment... the wheels are in motion, Mr. Gruberg. Word will be going out to each of the colonies momentarily."

    Derrick turned his head to the side. "What? The decision's been made? How long do we have before—"

    The comm to Domicile closed.

    The colonel sighed. "We just lost Commander Champs. My guess would be a boson has been deployed. We'll have no further contact with Domicile for the foreseeable future."
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    Over the week that followed, new worker bots and new probes were manufactured. Supplies stockpiled on Midelon would allow the building of hundreds more of each. In addition, three Banshees that had been in various stages of production were brought online. The small fighters were put to use ferrying probes to what were once the Earther colonies. No further signs of Baxter Rumford or the stolen fleet had been detected.

    Harris opened a comm to the Retreat. "Colonel, just checking on status."

    "We've had three comm wormholes detected in the last two days. Before Domicile went dark, I managed to acquire two dozen of the big bosons. We may be going dark here ourselves. We have a bomb at the ready. If a full wormhole is opened with no detected ships coming through, the bomb will be detonated. The Retreat will join Domicile for the almost six months of coverage we'll have available to us."

    "I really don't like how we're seeming to go into isolationist shells here. We need to take the fight to them. Hiding only works to delay a confrontation."

    Tawn chuckled. "And what are we gonna fight her with? The Bangor? Our force of six bots?"

    "I thought we had a new one coming out today?"

    "We do. That will make six. The next won't be available for two more days. And for all of next week our output will be about five. I'd say waiting is exactly what we need to do. I mean, heck, we don't even know where Bax is."

    Idiot opened a comm. "Harris, I've detected an opening wormhole at New Earth. There's no additional signal coming through. This may be Baxter and her fleet."

    Harris stood. "Let's see if we can at least make contact."

    Tawn chuckled. "I have a better idea. Let's borrow one of those big bombs from the colonel. If we make it to New Earth in time, we could freeze whatever ships she has with her in place for a week. That would possibly give us an opportunity we haven't had."

    "An opportunity for what?"

    "To strike? To see what's she's up to? I don't know, an opportunity to not sit here on our butts?"

    "We aren't sitting here on our butts, we're turning out bots and probes."

    "Are you up for this or not?"

    Harris chuckled. "Just waiting for you to get up."

    The colonel was reluctant to turn over a boson bomb from his stockpile, but the potential for trapping Baxter Rumford at New Earth for a week meant another week the Retreat would have access to other worlds. And at the moment that meant having access to the raw materials required for continued shipbuilding.

    A wormhole opened to New Earth space. The Bangor slipped through.

    Tawn looked over the sensor display. "Here, just above low orbit. See the signals coming from this area? We have pops and spikes coming from that planet, except in this semicircle. And the data shows the noise in that area is coming from a point source. Idiot's filtering is a thing of beauty."

    "Let's send in a probe."

    Tawn nodded. "I'd almost say we just go in and look. No way she's moving that whole fleet around. She doesn't have the fuel."

    "True, but we don't want to tangle with a dozen Banshees that are fully capable of destroying us with a single hit."

    Twenty minutes later the probe data showed the Fargo surrounded by eight Banshees. A second probe sent into the atmosphere revealed another half dozen Banshees crisscrossing the continents.

    Harris smiled. "She's looking for fuel. And she won't find much of any there. The Denzee took every bit of fuel and stripped every ship capable of making a jump. It's the same on all the Earther worlds."

    "You think there's any to be had on the truce worlds?"

    "We can ask Idiot to check for us. I doubt they have much, but they would have some."

    "If so, should we go take it before she can?"

    "Might not be a bad idea. If we can keep her short on fuel she may not be able to conduct an attack."

    "What about our colonies? The Domer colonies. Think there's much fuel to be had there?"

    "Some of them, like Bella, are active. I bet they have a decent supply. Again, something we can have Idiot scan for. If we find anything substantial, we can move to protect it."

    "Colonists won't like that."

    "Who are they going to complain to? Domicile? It can't currently be reached."

    Tawn glanced at the bomb sitting back in the cabin. "I’m glad that beast fit through the door. Should we deploy it? Lock her in this space?"

    Harris gestured toward the airlock. "Set us a three minute timer and roll it out the airlock."

    "You can't do that yourself? You're closer to the cabin."

    Harris chuckled. "Your butt glued to that chair or what?"

    "Yeah, maybe."

    Harris stood with a sigh. He walked the six paces to the large rectangular container sitting in the cabin. A panel was opened and a three minute timer set. He rolled the bomb and its cart to the inner airlock door, where he opened it and attempted to push the bomb through.

    "We have a problem."

    Tawn rolled her eyes as she stood. "You need your hand held?"

    "No. It won't fit into the airlock."

    Tawn looked over the unit with a scowl. "Why would you not make it to fit a standard airlock? I understand our issue before with Alex, but this is the colonel's design."

    "We're on a three hundred year old ship. Could be the standards were slightly different back then. And I say that because that doorway has always seemed a bit on the small side."

    Tawn glanced down at the panel timer that was now dropping through two minutes. "Just shut it down. Reset it. We’ll pump out the cabin and shove it out the hatch. It fit in there. It’ll go back out."

    Harris poked at the bomb's display panel. "It's not resetting."

    "What? Move. Out of the way."

    Tawn fumbled with the controls for another thirty seconds before pulling back her hands and looking at the nav console. "Crap. Get ready to shove that beast out the hatch!"

    The timer dropped below one minute. Tawn raced to the nav console, typing away furiously at the keys. With a whoosh, the air was sucked out of the cabin.

    Tawn pointed as she yelled over her comm. "Close your faceshield, moron! And get ready to shove!"

    The atmosphere reached zero and the hatch pulled in and slid open. Harris pushed the bomb casing forward while attempting to line it up with the hatch. Tawn sprang into action, pushing hard on one end as Harris pulled back. The counter reached fifteen seconds.

    A hard shove had the eight hundred kilo device moving for the hatch. Tawn pulled with a grunt and Harris pushed with all the strength the muscles in his legs had to offer. Tawn moved to his side for the final push, before hopping over to the cockpit and her chair. A wormhole was opened as the bomb floated into free space. The hatch closed and sealed shut as the Bangor accelerated for the portal to another place.

    "Five seconds... four... three... two... we're through. Now close, you degenerate wormhole!"

    A bubble of negated field formed around the ship as the opening closed behind them. As the hole snapped shut, the field dissipated.

    "That was a little too close."

    Harris looked over at the nav console. "Where are we?"

    Tawn chuckled. "Not sure. Didn't have time to set in where I recognized. Doesn't matter. We just jump home from here."

    "Hold up. I've got something showing on the sensors. We're out on the edge of boson space. Somewhere beyond Gondol. I've got a strange broadcast signal that just went by."

    "A what?"

    "Don't know. Not a format or frequency band I recognize. It was definitely a signal. And there it is again. About five seconds long."

    "You capture it?"

    "As much as we can."

    "Was it directional?"

    "Hold on... yes. Heading for Gondol."

    "Let's go check it out."

    Harris slowly nodded. "I think we should."

    The Bangor was soon settling at the base of the building at Gondol. Tawn and Harris hopped down and entered the armored structure that sat atop the shaft going down.

    Tawn turned. "Should we leave Farker here?"

    Harris shook his head. "No way. He comes with us. You are waterproof, aren't you, boy?"

    "To fifty meters, sir."

    Harris chuckled. "Still cracks me up when he talks."

    Ninety minutes later, the duo and their pet stepped from the stairs into the ankle-deep water. Another twenty-five minutes had them standing in the maintenance room. They pressed the blue button on the console.

    "Hello, sir, ma'am."

    "Hello, Sas," Tawn replied. "You didn't happen to receive a broadcast signal in the last few minutes did you?"

    "A broadcast? From where? We have received the occasional signal. Most I would place in the category of reflections from your Human colonies."

    Harris said, "It may not be here yet. We just came through a wormhole, remember?"

    "Sas. We just traveled two-point-two light-years to get here. The signal you sent to your database, how long would it take to travel that distance?"

    "Four hours and twelve minutes of your standard time."

    "Wow. That's hauling ass." Tawn typed away on her arm pad. "That's about eight hundred light-years for your broadcast to travel to reach the database here."

    "We have the direction and distance, we should be able to pinpoint the location of the Burrell. Sas, can your ships travel at that same speed?"

    "Yes."

    "Do you have knowledge of the physics behind that speed?"

    "I do not."

    "Crap. Thought I was on to something."

    "You were. According to what we just learned, that signal will be arriving in about an hour and a half. I'd like to be here when it arrives."

    Tawn pointed out toward the hall. We go back halfway and we have comm to the ship. We link that recording through to Sas here and it should be able to tell us what it says."

    Harris nodded. "I like your thinking. Farker, head back toward the ship until you're within comm range. When you have comm, channel it through to us."

    Three farks were returned as the mechanical pet scampered out into the hall, splashing lightly as he ran.

    "I love that dog more every day."

    Ten minutes later a comm channel opened. Harris began to patch it through to the Gondol AI.

    Tawn grabbed his arm. "Hold on there, Hoss. You think that's wise? Connecting to the alien AI?"

    "Isn't it the same AI we've been connecting to for several years now back on Midelon? That's Burrell tech too."

    "I guess."

    Harris said, "Sas, can you limit your access through the comm channel to the single broadcast file I'll be highlighting?"

    "I can."

    "Please do so, then."

    The comm was connected and the file transferred.

    Harris closed the connection. "Open that file please and decode and interpret the message it contains. I believe it to be in your language."

    "It seems we have good news. A maintenance team is on the way to expedite the repairs to our systems. They will be following behind this broadcast in four of your standard days."

    Tawn asked, "Does it say how many ships are coming?"

    "Given the extent of the damage we received, the normal response would be a full maintenance fleet, consisting of two manufacturing vessels and sixteen installers."

    "How many Burrell?"

    "A standard fleet would have several hundred maintenance bots and approximately fifteen hundred personnel. Please keep in mind, this data is from the last fleet to visit this planet. Personnel and capabilities may have changed in the past two thousand years."

    "Any military units with them?"

    "Each fleet is typically escorted by five Megalon cruisers. Those vessels have a crew of ninety and a Marine contingent of four hundred."

    "What weapons or defenses do they have?"

    "I do not have that information."

    Harris asked, "Then how'd you know the personnel counts?"

    "I had many discussions with Burrell workers during the construction of this facility. Those numbers came up repeatedly during talks the individuals had with each other. I was referencing those events for the data."

    "Hmm. OK."

    Tawn said, "This, their arrival, could be good or bad. If they're friendly, maybe they can help with Bax. If not, we might be back in a three-way like we just came out of."

    "Or Bax attacks them and they send their whole fleet to punish the Humans. I'd sure like to know more about these Burrell before they get here. Sas, how many planets are under the Burrell's control?"

    "I do not have that data."

    Tawn held up a hand. "From overhearing discussions with workers, how many planets were mentioned as being under Burrell control as of last count?"

    Harris nodded. "Nice phrasing."

    "Three hundred and fifty-six."

    "Whoa. Do you know how many of those were fully developed colonies versus outposts?"

    "Define outpost."

    "Fewer than ten thousand colonists?"

    "The recordings indicate 64 percent full colonies, 22 percent outposts, and 16 percent unknown."

    "How many with more than five million colonists?"

    "The data indicates 38 percent with the remaining data unknown."

    "So 38 percent of 64 percent of three hundred fifty-six. That's at least eighty-five major colonies, two thousand years ago. That's big."

    "Any indication in those discussions of the empire's growth rate in colonies?"

    "I have a single discussion that mentioned a new outpost being added on average every six of your standard years."

    Harris punched away on his arm pads. "That's... three hundred thirty-three over two thousand years. So they may have doubled in size during that time."

    Tawn winced. "Sounds about equal size to what the Frizoid have."

    "And we may be sitting right in the middle of the two."

    Tawn shook her head. "Nope. Burrell are approximately that way, and the Hoya and Denzee came from over here. With empires that size, they almost have to have encountered each other. Sas, were there any mentions of the Frizoid in the Burrell conversations?"

    "Yes."

    "Any mention of hostilities?"

    "Yes."

    "Tell us of a few."

    "I have a mention of the Battle of Trifalla. Seven thousand ships lost to both sides. The battle ended in a withdrawal from the Trifalla system by each. There is mention of a fight over a planet designated as Mongrel III. We lost the planet to the Frizoid and then reclaimed it four years later."

    "And this was two thousand years ago they were fighting?"

    "Yes."

    Harris asked, "Was there anything else to that broadcast other than the Burrell are coming?"

    "Yes."

    Tawn chuckled as Harris scowled. "Tell us what else was in that message."

    "Instructions for priority tasks. And fourteen thousand seventy-seven questions related to Humans. I answered what questions I could. Would you be interested in answering the others?"

    Harris laughed. "No. Not really. Not unless we can make a list for them to answer at the same time."

    Tawn held up a hand. "Hold on. Depending on what those questions are, this might be an opportunity to start out on friendly terms."

    "Not likely. Sas, give me an example of two of those questions, randomly selected."

    "What is the normal dress of a Human? I sent a response to that question."

    Tawn chuckled. "If you used us as normal, that was a fail. These are battlesuits we're wearing, not considered normal attire."

    "What's another question?" Harris asked.

    "What are the shielding capabilities of a Human warship?"

    "How'd you respond?"

    "I do not have that information. Scans of your vessels from the sensors of this facility yield minimal results in those qualifications. I do not have a reference for what constitutes shielding capabilities that are either good or bad. The reference data was not provided."

    The discussion continued for several hours before the decision was made to return to Midelon. After a two and a half hour climb up the stairs, a jump was made to home. The Bangor settled in its usual spot in the grass beside the bunker.

  


  
    [image: collide]Chapter 4[image: collide]

    
    
    

    


    

    Harris stood in front of the others. "We think we trapped Bax at New Earth. At least for the better part of a week. The Fargo was there and we set off one of the large bombs."

    Tawn continued: "And we almost blew ourselves up in the process, but that's for another time. We jumped out to the edge of our space while getting away. Harris noticed a signal broadcast heading to Gondol. We paid a visit and got the AI there to decode the broadcast. It was Burrell, and they're coming. A maintenance fleet will be at Gondol in four days."

    Harris said, "We also managed to get some new info out of the AI. The Burrell have, or had, an empire probably equal in size to the Frizoid. And apparently they were fighting with one another two thousand years ago."

    Tawn nodded. "And in the broadcast they sent the AI were a bunch of questions about Humans. Some were mundane, such as what are our food preferences, while others were direct such as what weapons we possess, how powerful are our shields and armor? According to the AI, more than 26 percent of the fourteen thousand questions asked were military in nature. They know we're here and they want to know our capabilities."

    Harris took a seat. "The maintenance fleet they're sending has five cruiser-class ships coming as escort. We don't know their power, weapons, or what they can do."

    Tawn held up a finger. "Not totally true. We know they can cover approximately eight hundred light years in sixty-six days."

    Gandy typed away on his arm pad. "That's... more than four thousand times the speed of light! How's that possible?"

    Harris shrugged. "How's a wormhole possible? We use that all the time without having an understanding of the physics going on behind the scenes. We just have to accept that the same sort of thing is happening here. We've seen it. We know it's happening. Our sensors recorded it."

    Alex said, "There have been various theories floating around since Humans first arrived here. Our sensors can detect an event before it's light-speed arrival. How is that possible? We know it to be so because we use it every day. However, we don't have a full understanding of the underlying phenomena. Perhaps the Burrell can enlighten us."

    Tawn pulled a meal from the stack. "I know I'm about an hour early, but it's been a busy day. Who's up for eating?"

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "We're dealing with, or about to deal with, a species who had more advanced tech than we do two thousand years ago. They built this place. They might even be responsible for us coming here from Earth. How are we supposed to prepare for that? For them?"

    Alex stood, pulling an MRE from the same stack. "We can't. So maybe we just eat."

    Tawn chuckled. "A man who knows how to handle a complex situation. Sit by me, Doc. You can enlighten me with your theories while we chow down."

    "Hmm. Only if you promise to eat slowly. We aren't in a rush and I have no interest in receiving any of your usual spatter."

    Harris grinned. "She does spatter. I may be sloppy and get sauce all over my face, but she's a slinger. She needs a two meter safe-zone around her. Sit inside that and you're likely to be a victim."

    The others joined in the feast as jokes about the eating habits of Biomarines abounded.

    Harris turned to face Trish. "How are you two getting along with the processor stations?"

    Trish smiled. "Good. He's a good learner."

    "Garvis? Any comment?"

    "She can be a bit of a taskmaster at times."

    "What?"

    "You can be impatient with someone who's unfamiliar with what needs to be done."

    Gandy nodded. "That's her. You do it right the first time or you get a beating."

    Trish frowned. "I'm not that bad. You just mess up a lot."

    Harris chuckled. "Tawn, this is why I view you as my sister. We fight like siblings but still get along and get the job done."

    "How about cousins instead? Cousins can be a constant irritant, but they're family, so you have to tolerate them."

    "Fine. Cuz."

    "Anyway," Trish added, "the stations should be producing processors later today. And we have a thousand twenty-three stations, so we'll have a big lump of processors tomorrow. We'll also be out of stock for producing more."

    "We're in the same situation with bot bodies. It’ll take us two weeks to build them out, and I believe we'll have just over eight hundred."

    Gandy said, "That's a decent force at least. So how do we get more raw materials?"

    "New Earth. Once Bax leaves, we send in the Hailstorm and a team of bots for salvage. We left with sites identified for picking. Should be as easy as starting at those and scanning for more from there."

    "Sharvie slowly raised a hand. "What do we do in the meantime? How do we deal with the Burrell?"

    "Don't think there's much we can do. We don't have enough info."

    "Maybe it's time we go exploring here on the island? We have the cave door, and then the underwater door."

    Harris nodded as he stood. "I think it's time we did just that. Gandy, go grab a cutter. We're gonna see what's behind that door."

    Gandy jumped up and hurried out of the room.

    Tawn returned an uneasy look. "You sure you want to do that?"

    "We have Bax who's obviously having visions of grandeur, and we have the Burrell who we know almost nothing about. If there was a time to break in there, that time is now. The Burrell built this place. We have to assume they have the ability to come directly here. Midelon won't be keeping them out."

    "I hadn't considered that. Let's go open a door."

    A fifteen minute walk had the group standing at the cave entrance.

    Harris said, "How about the rest of you wait out here until he has the door open. If we need to turn and run for some reason, I don't want us all bunched up trying to get out of there."

    Leaving the others behind, Gandy and Harris proceeded into the mouth of the cave. Seconds later, Gandy was kneeling on the floor as he setup the plasma cutter for the job in front of him. The metal door sparked and glowed as the high energy from the cutter melted steel. The section of door around the handle fell to the cave floor with a clang.

    Gandy stood. "That's it."

    Harris reached out with his gloved hand, tugging on the hot metal around the cutout. The door creaked as it slowly pulled open. Harris stepped through. The room beyond was two meters square. A stairwell led downward to the left.

    "Go bring in the others."

    Gandy hurried out, returning seconds later with followers. He whispered, "We going in?"

    Harris chuckled. "Yeah, but you don't have to whisper. Not like there's anyone waiting for us."

    The group started down the steps, Harris leading the way.

    Tawn said, "Ceiling's not very high in here."

    "The Burrell are short."

    "That bunker out there has normal ceilings."

    "Is there a point to this conversation?"

    "I guess not. How far do these steps go?"

    "As far as I can see."

    "You think you could maybe perform a scan for us? Give us an idea?"

    "I guess that wouldn't hurt. Let's see... wow. We have almost a kilometer to go."

    "That far? So we're going below the waterline out there."

    "Yeah. And if you noticed our direction, we're heading away from the bunker. I don't think these two are tied together."

    The trek down took another fifteen minutes. The bottom of the steps opened into a room a scan showed to be more than a kilometer square. High ceilings were supported by immense columns every fifty meters. The entire area appeared to have been carved from solid rock.

    Every twenty meters a rounded rectangular box, flashing with lights, stood three meters tall, coming up from the floor.

    Tawn said, "Scan shows twenty-four thousand of those. Doc? Any idea of what we might be looking at?"

    "Haven't a clue."

    Harris opened a comm. "Idiot, I'm sending an image of the room we're standing in. It's a kilometer below you and maybe four kilometers south. Can you give us an analysis of what we're looking at?"

    "One moment... I've retrieved an image that matches one of those units. It is marked as a spatial mapping generator. One moment... It appears as though we've come upon another of the mysteries of Midelon. That generator creates a series of codes that are part of the boson broadcast coming from this facility. I cannot be certain of its full use or purpose, only that it is part of the broadcast."

    Alex walked up to the closest unit, looking over the hundreds of flashing symbols that covered one of its sides. "Idiot, can you interpret these symbols for us?"

    "Statuses and measurements. I don't have enough information to determine their full function."

    Tawn asked, "Anyone else notice how eerily quiet it is in here?"

    Trish nodded. "It's creepy. I can hear myself breath. It's also cold."

    Harris gestured. "Let's spread out. See if anyone can find a console or interface. And don't touch anything if you find one, just call us all over."

    A half hour of search turned up nothing.

    Tawn stood by the stairs going up as Alex was the last to return. "I'm confident we can break into the underwater space without shutting the place down. Should we head up?"

    Harris moved for the steps as Gandy held up a hand. "Wait. Should we check the walls?"

    "The walls? For what?"

    "For a false wall like what we found at the top of the stairs. Maybe there's a hidden room in here."

    Harris sighed. "I guess it’s worth the effort. Tawn, you start there and go that way. I'll start over here. I’ll meet you in the center of the back wall. Everyone else might as well have a sit. We'll be back in ten minutes."

    Tawn chuckled. "You go ahead and run. I'm doing a scan."

    Harris stopped. "Hmm. Might be a better option."

    Tawn typed away on her glove and waited for the results. "Walls are solid except for right here, just up the steps. Interesting."

    The Biomarine moved six steps up the stairs before pressing hard against the wall. "I can feel a bit of give here."

    A heavy boot was lifted and thrust into the rock face of the stairwell. The rock crumbled, revealing another set of stairs going down.

    Trish glanced over her shoulder. "More stairs? Didn't these people know about elevators?"

    "Scan shows another half kilometer going down."

    Harris said, "Odd place to hide a stairwell. And why hide it at all? This make sense to anyone?"

    Alex stepped up, looking over his arm pad. "I detect gamma radiation coming up from below. The level is low, but it's there. And I'm picking up some very high energy readings."

    Faceshields were closed. Gamma levels were tested as the group made their way down. At the bottom of the steps the room again opened up, this time to an area only a hundred meters square. A single, large square unit inhabited most of the floor space.

    Alex performed a deep scan. "Power unit. I think we just found what powers this island."

    Harris asked, "Everything here from that one unit?"

    "Could be. And it appears to be a simple hydrogen fusion unit. With the abundance of water on this planet, this could run for a billion years. No moving parts, nothing to wear out."

    Gandy shook his head. "Would normal carbon decay take its toll?"

    Alex typed away on his arm pad. "Scan says the reactor walls are only a few hundred years old. It would appear that they regenerate."

    "How's that possible?"

    "How's any of this possible?"

    Trish pointed. "We have a console over here."

    Harris walked over. "And another blue button."

    Tawn stepped up. "Don't you dare push that until we've had time to assess what it's for."

    Harris opened a comm. "Idiot, can you interpret the symbols on this console?"

    "I can."

    "What's it say just above the blue button?"

    "Assistant."

    Harris turned with a smirk. "Same as on Gondol."

    Reaching out, he pressed the button. Seconds later, an image of a Burrell was floating in the air.

    Harris said, "Tell us about this facility."

    The Burrell began to speak in what sounded like gibberish.

    Tawn chuckled. "Assistant, change your primary communication to be in Earth Standard English."

    "Hello."

    Tawn nodded. "Hello. What can you tell us about this facility?"

    "Before us is the power system for this planet. The hydrogen fusion unit draws fuel from the ocean in the form of purified water. The hydrogen is split off during a hydrolysis process before being fed to the reactor. The resulting fusion reaction powers all of Midelon."

    Tawn crossed her arms. "What can you tell us about the other room just up the stairs?"

    "Only that power for it is provided from here. I am the power unit assistant and only have knowledge of the power system and how to monitor its performance."

    "Are you tied to the archive up on the surface?"

    "I have no knowledge of an archive."

    Harris asked, "Idiot, can you comm this unit?"

    "I'm sorry, Harris. There doesn't appear to be an interface. This is highly unusual."

    Alex said, "Perhaps this was intentional. Power is crucial to this facility. No comm interface... no way to hack in remotely."

    Gandy held up his arm pad. "I show another false wall over here."

    "This place is just a maze of hidden spaces."

    Gandy raised a boot, kicking into the wall, falling backward to the floor."

    Tawn chuckled as she walked over for a kick. "Let me show you how a slug does it."

    Alex raised a hand. "I wouldn't repeat his effort."

    "I'm not. I'm busting through."

    A hard kick yielded a similar result.

    Tawn scowled. "Didn't feel any give at all."

    Alex nodded. "That would be because it's a solid wall. Gandy was looking at a scan reflection from that corner. It appears this room is solid all the way around."

    Harris chuckled as he reached down to help Gandy and Tawn from the floor. "So that's how a slug does it. Glad you cleared that up."

    The group climbed the half kilometer of steps back to the broadcast room, and then again the kilometer up to the cave. Repeated scans were taken along the way in an effort to find any remaining hidden spaces. None were revealed. A fifteen minute walk had them back at the compound and taking seats again in the supply hut.

    Harris said, "That underwater facility will take more effort. We need to build a docking adapter we can fasten to that door down there. We can then connect and enter through the Bangor before cutting our way through."

    Gandy asked, "Why can't we just connect with the docking tube?"

    "If we have to leave in a hurry, I don't want the place to flood. The adapter will allow us to seal it back up if that happens."

    A comm was opened. "Idiot, we need a design for a docking collar we can attach to the water-covered door on the north end of the island. I'd like it to house all seven of us, and Farker too. We'll be connecting to it using the docking tube on the Bangor."

    "I've analyzed the data from your prior visits to the target. I have a design ready. The materials required for the build are available from our stocks."

    "How long will it take us to put it together? Assuming we use Boomer as an assistant?"

    "Forty-two hours using Human labor. Thirty-one with Boomer assisting. Shall I pass the design to Boomer?"

    "Sure. Have it start collecting the materials for us. We'll be joining it shortly."

    Tawn frowned. "I've noticed you refer to Boomer as an 'it,' but you reference Idiot as a 'he.' What's up with that?"

    Harris chuckled. "So you finally noticed. I've been pushing that for some time just to be an irritant. Didn't think it was going to pay off, but it has."

    "You didn't need to do that to be an irritant."
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    Thirty one hours passed before the docking adapter was ready for a test. The Bangor lifted, carrying the housing beneath it. After dropping into the waters off the north end of the island, the ship came to a stop beside the great underwater door. The adapter was maneuvered close, where a magnetic field pulled it tight, allowing it to seal.

    The Bangor dropped to beside the adapter; the docking tube was extended and connected. As water was pumped from the structure, breathable air filled the void.

    Harris stood in front of the airlock door. "Here we go. Again, the rest of you stay here until Gandy is through. And please, only come through the lock once this inner hatch has sealed. We don't need any mishaps dooming us all."

    Trish crossed her arms. "He sure has gotten bossy."

    Tawn smirked. "Yeah, but he's right on this one. No need to rush through and risk everything. That facility will still be there if we have to wait another ten seconds to do this the right way."

    The thick outer wall of the underwater facility sparked and glowed as the plasma cutter was put to work. Fifteen minutes later, a meter-diameter plate nearly a half-meter thick was pushed through to the inside.

    Gandy shook his head. "Was wondering if we were ever gonna get through. That is some extremely dense material."

    Harris doused the hot metal with a spray of liquid nitrogen before stepping through. "Tell the others they can come through if they want."

    "What's in there?"

    "You'll see when you come in. Looks like we cut into a storage room. Nothing but stacked containers."

    Gandy stepped through after waving to the others. "What's in them?"

    Harris shrugged as he walked to the nearest box. "Don't know, but we're about to find out."

    Several latches were flipped and a top raised.

    "Hmm. I'd say those are weapons. Pistols of some sort. Wraps around your wrist and fits in your palm. At least it should in yours. My hand is too fat."

    Gandy slid the device over his wrist as he picked it up. Several lights flashed as the weapon came to life.

    Harris placed his hand on Gandy's shoulder. "Let's please remove that slowly and put it back in the case. If that goes off in here, there's no telling what will happen. I don't recognize its function or purpose, other than obviously looking like a weapon."

    Tawn came through behind them. "What'd we find?"

    "I think it’s a pistol of some sort. Too small for you or me, but it fit him. And it lit up when he put it on, so I think we don't do that again until we're topside."

    "What's beyond the door?"

    "Haven't been there. You're welcome to open it though."

    "Ladies first?"

    Harris chuckled. "Now that you mention it..."

    The door opened into a long hallway with doors on either side. At the hall's end, nearly two hundred meters away, a window looking out into a much larger space was visible.

    "We go all the way down or start with door to door?"

    Harris closed and latched the container before stepping into the hall. "We're here, so we might as well start here."

    The first door was opened, revealing a windowless office. Two desks sat facing each other in the center of the room.

    Tawn scowled. "Can you imagine having to sit across from a team member for your entire shift? How would you not be staring at each other all day?"

    Harris replied with a half smile. "Hmm. Don't think that would work for us."

    "Not if you wanted to live. You see anything of value in here?"

    "Sharvie?" Tawn yelled. "I have a console for you to tap into. See what you can find."

    Harris said, "The rest of us should keep moving."

    Gandy stepped forward. "I'll stay here and keep watch."

    Trish pointed to an image hanging on one wall. You think that scene is from their home planet?"

    Harris took a closer look. "Could be. I don't recognize either of those animals. Could be just about any world though."

    Sharvie sat at a console that was atop the first desk. "This is almost the same as up above." A comm was opened. "Idiot, can you give me a translation map of the symbols I'm looking at?"

    "One moment..."

    "Thanks."

    Harris walked into the hall, taking several steps before grabbing the next door handle. "Another office. Not much different from the first one."

    Tawn moved across the hall. "This one's bigger, but the same."

    Gandy stuck his head out the door. "She's in."

    "Keep us informed if anything important pops up."

    Four more offices were discovered before a second storeroom was opened. Standard supplies were stacked in boxes and stored on shelves for easy access.

    Halfway down the hall, a door was opened to a conference room that was lined with glass windows.

    "Whoa," Harris said. "That look like a ship bay to you?"

    Tawn walked to the windows, looking to her right. "And a ship."

    "What?"

    "Four bays. And that one has a ship in it."

    "Oh, we have to go check that out. This is huge."

    Harris hurried into the hall, moving to the end, where the hall window looked out on the bays. "That is beautiful. She's sleek. And looks to be intact. Doc, you come with me. Tawn, you Trish and Garvis keep checking this place out while we make our way over to that ship."

    "Why do I get the crappy duty?"

    "Because I called it first."

    "I saw it first."

    "We both know that's not how it works."

    "How what works?"

    "Dibs. Seeing it first has never meant anything. You have to call it."

    "Seriously? Dibs is your authority maker?"

    "You have something better?"

    "Yeah, first to see it."

    Harris chuckled as he shook his head. "I just explained that to you. You have to call it. Besides, not like you aren't gonna hurry over there to take a look anyway."

    "You're right. Doc, you stay with Trish and Garvis. Give this place a thorough exploration."

    Trish said, "Come on, Garvis, we're going over to look at the ship."

    Alex slowly nodded. "I'm with her. See you over there."

    Harris sighed. "Fine. I guess we all go. Hope this place doesn't come to life and swallow us up though, seeing as how we don't know what else is here."

    Six stories of stairs were hurried down before they were running across the bay floor. Five additional stories were ascended before they entered a room that led to a docking tube.

    Harris nodded as they walked through. "A Burrell ship. Outstanding. As they stepped into a foyer on the ship, a holo-image filled the wall in front of them.

    A smiling image of Sharvie said, "Beat you to it."

    "You got in the system?"

    "I have Idiot connected to it now. He enabled this display. He says the archives have no mention of this place or what it is. Wait..."

    The image split in two, the left side displaying two dead Burrell. "Sorry, sir. I took the liberty of displaying this find. They match the Burrell we found at Gondol. Deaths appear to possibly be age related as one is in a bed and the other sitting beside them in a chair. There is no sign of a struggle. One moment... the logs of this facility give an exact date of their passing. Two thousand one hundred and fifty-six years ago. Well before Humans came to this sector of the galaxy."

    "Is this ship operational?"

    "It would appear to be so, yes."

    "Weapons, shields?"

    "Modest maybe? It appears to be a military freight shuttle, much as the original Bangor, only larger."

    Tawn chuckled. "Not quite the battleship you were hoping for?"

    "What about the drives? Are they similar to the Burrell who are coming?"

    "Ship specifications show the drive to be sub-light, although faster than ours and those of the Hoya. Wait... there's more. The wormhole drive is different."

    "So with the sub-light we could outrun Bax?"

    "It would appear so. Please allow me time to analyze the new data I have before me. When finished, I will recommend potential upgrades where possible."

    "Dig in. Let us know if something big shows up."

    "Yes, sir."

    Sharvie asked, "What do you want me to do?"

    "Keep poking around," Harris replied. "See what you can come up with from a security standpoint. Will anything on here let us crack into Bax and her ships? And what about the bots? Anything look promising as far as recalling them goes?"

    "I'll check."

    Alex stepped back into the foyer from a nearby room. "We have a med-bay in here. Looks to be sophisticated. Laser scalpels and sealers. That looks like heart and lung gear, but maybe for a Burrell."

    Idiot said, "I'm evaluating its potential usage for Humans. I should have a report in the coming minutes."

    Harris walked toward the front of the ship. "Having a med-bay would be nice. Won't have to run to the Retreat every time we have a problem."

    Boomer came over the comm to Tawn. "Ma'am, the first three worker assistants are operational."

    "Great. Have those three assist you and keep them coming."

    "Yes, ma'am."

    Harris stopped in the doorway to the bridge. "Whoa, nice. Looks like everything is holo."

    "How can you tell?"

    "Nav up."

    A display showed on a near wall. The Bangor, the ship they inhabited, Midelon, and its moon were highlighted."

    "How did you know to do that?"

    Harris chuckled. "Lucky guess."

    A comm was again opened. "Idiot? Can you give us a quick evaluation of the sensors on this ship? Are there any we would benefit from by adopting them?"

    "One moment... it would appear our sensors are almost identical. Perhaps they are based on the Burrell technology from this time?"

    Alex walked up behind Harris. "That would make sense. We were basing much of what we were using for tech on items found in the bunker above. We adopted and adapted what we could."

    Idiot said, "Mr. Gruberg, I have an interesting spin-off from the sensor evaluation. The nav system contains a map of the Burrell Empire of two thousand years ago. This includes starmaps and evaluation data from explored planets. The listings are extensive."

    "Push a wide view of their empire onto the display. And squeeze in what they knew about the Denzee, Hoya, and Frizoid at that time."

    The display lit up with colony and outpost designators. The Burrell showed as blue, the Frizoid as red, the Denzee as yellow, and the Hoya green.

    Tawn stepped up. "Wow. That's a lot of colonies."

    "Push up a quick listing of each species’ population at that time."

    Tawn pointed. "Look how big the Denzee colonies were back then. And the Frizoid were half the size of the Burrell."

    Alex said, "Idiot, add Humans to this map."

    Tawn winced. "Look how populous Earth was. That's three times the density of any others. And we only brought ten million through to this sector. What's the date on this map?"

    Idiot said, "Ten years after Humans arrived here."

    "And Earth still had that population? I thought there was a cataclysm coming?"

    "Idiot?" Harris asked. "Does the Burrell data mention the demise or potential demise of Earth?"

    "One moment... an intense gamma ray burst from a supernova, as highlighted on the display, was set to hit the planet forty-two years after the departure of the refugees. Data indicates it would have been an extinction-level event, lasting for several rotations of the planet."

    "So there was a reason for us to leave. And it's looking like the Burrell were responsible for bringing our people here. They knew this was coming."

    Tawn gestured toward the far end of the map. "That supernova just happened to be on the far end of their territory. You think it was natural, or something they caused?"

    "That's something we would have to ask them. Hey, maybe you can put together a list of questions to ask when they arrive tomorrow."

    Tawn chuckled. "Yeah, like I'd be stupid enough to volunteer for that."

    "I wasn't suggesting that you ask those in person."

    "Only because you didn't think of it right then. You'd have gotten around to it though."

    Harris looked back at the display. "I can't argue with that. Wait, what is this over here?"

    Idiot replied, "It would appear to be a Human colony."

    "Search for any data on that and tell us what you have."

    "Nine years after the departure of the vessels that brought Humans here, a third ship departed for Alpha Centauri. The colony shows as gray because the ship had yet to arrive when this nav snapshot was pieced together."

    "So even if Earth got whacked, we might have some other brothers and sisters out there. I like the sound of that."

    Tawn frowned at the image. "The Earth is fifteen hundred light years from here. Unless we find a way to make jumps to anywhere, it doesn't look like we'll be going home anytime soon."

    Harris crossed his arms. "I don't know. If the Burrell tech can move them at the speed it appears to be doing, we could be at Earth in about a hundred twenty-five days. That's a very doable journey."

    Alex nodded. "Indeed. Our travels here lasted for more than five years after coming through the wormhole. If that same wormhole were to open today, our journey to it would take a fraction of that time. Possibly only days. Our drives are much faster today as compared to what we came through with. In fact, we’re now just over twenty times faster. A five year journey would be shortened to thirteen weeks."

    Trish came over the comm. "Hey, you might want to come check this out. I have three Burrell down here in stasis pods. They might still be alive."

    Harris turned for the hall. "Nav off."

    Tawn followed. "Now I might put that list of questions together. Three Burrell just coming out of stasis, I'm not intimidated by."

    "So more of those little furry creatures would intimidate you?"

    "When they're riding in warships, yes, yes they do."

    The group entered the room. Seventeen stasis pods sat open, with another three remaining sealed and active.

    Harris stood over a pod, looking down through the transparent cover that capped it. "Looks peaceful. You think he'll be mad if we wake him up?"

    Trish leaned over. "How do you know it's a he?"

    "I guess I don't."

    Harris walked over to a blank wall. "Stasis display up."

    The wall filled with data on the three active pods.

    Harris grinned. "Am I getting good at this or what? How do we open an active pod?"

    A device returned a number of words in gibberish.

    Harris chuckled. "Translate all replies to Earth Standard English."

    "Hello."

    "Now we're getting somewhere. How do we open a pod and revive the occupant?"

    "Press and hold the ocre button on the lower end of the pod for a period of at least six-point-two seconds."

    Harris looked at the three buttons in front of him. "Ocre? Anyone know what that is?"

    Tawn said, "Identify the color of the three buttons on the lower end of the pod."

    "Green, ocre, black."

    "Well, that's green and that's black, so there's your ocre in the middle."

    Harris nodded. "Nice work, Freely. I hereby put you in charge of all colors from here on." Harris reached for the button.

    Tawn grabbed his arm. "Wait."

    "What?"

    "Is pressing the ocre button all that’s needed to bring someone back from stasis?"

    "Yes. It is also advised they refrain from undue physical activity for a period of twenty-one-point-two hours."

    Alex nodded. "Same as was for me. Took that long for the fog to clear."
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    Harris pressed the button. Pump motors whirred and liquid drained from the pod. Several minutes passed before the transparent lid rose up and the pod leaned forward. Close to a minute additional passed before the Burrell showed signs of life.

    Its eyes widened as Harris leaned forward. "Hello?"

    Tawn chuckled. "Doesn't know English, you idiot."

    The Burrell blinked. "Hello?"

    Harris smirked as he looked at Tawn. "You said?"

    "They're mimicking you."

    The Burrell slightly shook its head. "I understand."

    Harris again chuckled. "Freely, you're off the color management team."

    "Shut up. You speak Earth English?"

    "I do." The Burrell looked around. "Welcome to Curriot."

    "What's Curriot?"

    "This planet. How long have I been in stasis?"

    "About twenty-one hundred Earth standard years."

    "What? That cannot be right. I was supposed to awaken shortly after your arrival here."

    The Burrell attempted to get up, but his body was yet to be ready. "What of the others?"

    "There are seventeen empty pods. You and two others were in stasis up until now."

    "We must wake them."

    Harris held up a hand. "Relax. All in due time. Let's get you up and about before bringing them out. In the meantime, you can fill us in on what was supposed to have happened. From there we'll see if we can figure out what went wrong."

    Harris held out a hand, helping the much shorter Burrell out of the pod and onto its feet. "Is there anything we can get for you or help you with?"

    "You could escort me around the room once or twice. I need to get my joints and muscles moving again. Can you tell me what happened to my associates who left their pods?"

    Harris shook his head. "We don't have a clue. Although, we have found two bodies here, and one on a world we call Gondol. It was set up to be terraformed. Looked like the individual had been dead for two thousand years. Would that have been one of your associates?"

    "Possibly."

    "And the two here looked to have died of old age. I'm Harris, this is Tawn, Alex, Trish, Garvis, Sharvie and Gandy. You have a name?"

    "Milos."

    "And I hate to ask, but are you male or female?"

    "Male. You?"

    Tawn chuckled.

    "Uh, yeah. I'm a male. She, he, she, he, she and he."

    "The variety and diversity found in the Human species always fascinated me. Most species are extremely similar in appearance. Humans, however, can be my height or twice my height. You can be my weight or five times my weight. And you come in a variety of skin tones."

    "So Burrell all have the same color fur or markings in that fur?"

    "We do have variety when it comes to our patterns, yes. Our fur is of the white or brown color, always. Some may have stripes or spots or splotches. As a generality, stripes are scientists or in science related fields. Spots are almost strictly military. Splotches are our general citizens and worker class. Do your variations have significance?"

    "We're all individuals. It's up to the individual to make their place in society."

    "Interesting."

    "What can you tell us about Earth? Can I guess it was the Burrell who brought us here?"

    "We enabled you to come. You brought yourselves."

    "Why'd you enable us? There is some word of a cataclysm about to hit Earth. What do you know about that?"

    "Yes. Our experiments with the Retark supernova went awry. While successful in steering a gamma ray burst in a single direction, the resultant beam was narrower than expected and sent toward your planet. As to not be the direct cause of your end, we enabled travel to this sector and gave notice to your scientists that the GRB was coming."

    Alex said, "The power from a supernova would easily destroy an entire planet. Why not just show up and move our people? It looks as though you had the technology."

    "It was a question of interference in your development. We had already done more than we should to ensure your survival. All indications were that you weren't prepared to meet a new species."

    "You knew the Denzee," said Tawn. "What can you tell us about them?"

    "The Denzee are a partner species. You have met them?"

    Harris half winced. "We watched them die by the hand of the Hoya."

    "The Hoya are here?"

    Tawn shook her head. "We took care of them. At the moment, we're only threatened by our own people. Unless the Frizoid show."

    "You have had interaction with the Frizoid?"

    "Not really, just one. A Commodore Rieg or something like that. He was running the Hoya fleet we defeated."

    "Much has transpired since I went in the pod. I must review the logs for this facility. And I will need the help of my associates to do that."

    "Yeah, I think we'll keep them on ice for a bit longer. Consider us your associates. How can we help you with the logs? Oh, and we already have access if you were wondering, but it's recent, so we haven't had time to dig through them yet."

    Milos stood silent for several seconds. "I see. Am I a prisoner?"

    Harris grinned as he patted Milos on the back. "Nooo. Consider us your friends. We're eager to find out about you and you us. This is just a familiarization period until we reach the point of having trust in one another."

    "Yes, well, I seem to be at a severe disadvantage. There are seven of you who are armed, against one of me who is not."

    Harris looked around at the others. "Put away your gear. It's making our friend unnecessarily nervous. Can we get you any food? A beverage?"

    "I'm fine, thank you. It is standard practice to eat and hydrate before entering the pod. Should I require sustenance I will let you know."

    "Sounds good. Now let's have a look at those logs. We're interested to see what happened here as well."

    As they walked, Milos asked, "How long have your people been on this planet?"

    "People in this group? About two standard years. And from what we've been able to tell, there were one or two other Human visitors here over the last two thousand years. I believe they were only allowed here to deliver parts needed for maintenance."

    "You do not have free travel to and from this planet?"

    "No. We have a pet robotic dog that allowed us to jump here. All others are blocked from doing so. Wasn't that how your people had this place set up?"

    "Not at all. The facility above us was to be used as your science hall. All research and discoveries made by and for your people were to be conducted here, where we might assist from time to time."

    "Yeah, well, looks like we were all blocked from interacting for the last two thousand years."

    "I find it surprising your people were able to survive without the use of this facility."

    Tawn asked, "About this facility, specifically this underwater one, what purpose does it serve?"

    "It was an attempt to be able to monitor Human progress as it happened in the labs above. We were not yet willing to interact with Humans, but we hoped with unseen guidance you would achieve the enlightenment we sought in a sister species."

    "So you were planning to manipulate us like some kind of puppet master?"

    "Not at all. Our interference would have come mostly in the form of simple observance. I must apologize for how all this sounds, but we had the best of intentions."

    Milos sat at a console with a blank wall in front of it. Following several hand gestures, an image of the log library showed before him.

    "We'll begin with just after I went into stasis."

    Five years of empty logs were passed before the pod room saw activity. All at once, ten units came to life. Minutes later, ten Burrell scientists were walking about as they attempted to "clear the fog."

    Two of the scientists left the room only to return minutes later in a panic. Discussions ensued, with the ten scrambling out of the room toward various duty stations.

    Milos paused the log being watched. "The Frizoid were here... in this space. This is bad. Very bad."

    The afternoon was spent reviewing one log after another. Over the span of a few weeks worth of logs, Midelon had been attacked. A single Burrell had been stranded at Gondol while another seven emerged from stasis. All had been captured and killed topside, leaving the final three hidden away below in stasis.

    The cave entrance had not been found as the broadcasts for the boson field were not detected. The Frizoid had their own method of faster-than-light travel without the use of wormholes, bringing them to the Midelon system after only a five month journey.

    Harris said, "I don't get it. They were here. They took out your people. Why'd they leave?"

    "Only they can answer that question. The colonies you refer to as Domicile and New Earth had only just completed their terraforming conversions. Humans had yet to arrive. Perhaps this planet was only seen as a forward outpost. With the occupants dead and no other evidence of Burrell in this sector, the Frizoid may have just gone home."

    "So tell us a little more about your Denzee alliance? The Hoya eventually allied with the Frizoid, but it wasn't always so. Were those two fighting back when you went under?"

    "No. Both the Denzee and the Hoya were independent empires. Our alliance with the Denzee had only just begun. If there was war between them, I have no knowledge of such. At the time, the Hoya were fiercely independent."

    Harris asked, "How fast is this ship? It is spaceworthy, right?"

    "It is. However, I can't in good conscience reveal parameters such as drive speed, defenses, or weapons."

    Harris chuckled. "We're standing on your boat and we have access to all your systems."

    Milos sighed before looking back at the display in front of him. With his left hand and fingers, he began flipping through displays. Tawn grabbed him around the back of his neck, pulling him backward from his chair.

    "No you don't."

    Flashing on the display was a holo-button with Burrell text above it.

    "What's that say?" Tawn asked, as she shook the furry, striped Burrell with her hand.

    "I—"

    Harris opened a comm. "Idiot. Translate this text for us."

    "Emergency system lockout."

    Harris leaned close with a less than friendly face. "Now that doesn't seem like the move of a peaceful, trusting species."

    "Your line of questioning indicates the same from you."

    "I guess it's time we set things straight. This is our territory here. Our planet. This island and everything on it, under it, and around it, belongs to Humans. Your people caused us to leave our world. Even with all the systems in our travelable space, you still owe us big."

    Milos sighed. "Please. I won't attempt anything like that again. I panicked. And you are right, the Burrell owe you for the loss of your planet. We were attempting to make up for that by allowing you to come here. Unfortunately our plans appear to have been thwarted by the Frizoid monsters. They wipe out entire defenseless colonies, you know."

    "As do the Burrell with their military experiments."

    "Military? How so?"

    "What other purpose would a species have for aiming a gamma burst in a single direction?"

    "To protect ourselves and others? We cannot prevent the supernova from exploding, but we can prevent it from obliterating a defenseless world."

    Harris nodded. "You keep telling yourself it was for that purpose. We both know it was for use as a weapon against the Frizoid. You could take out their capital planet without risking a single ship. I give your people credit for thinking on such a grand scale, but the result was the loss of our world, and from what we can tell… about twelve billion Humans."

    Milos was silent in thought for several seconds. "Perhaps. I never made that consideration. Regardless, none of that was of my doing. I joined the effort to come to this sector to help."

    "Then offer help. Bring us up to speed on the Burrell. Customs, capabilities... tell us what you know and what to expect if more of you arrive. We aren't your enemies unless you make us so."

    "What do you want to know?"

    "Who runs your government? The stripes? Spots? What's their temperament? Easygoing? Combative? I would have gone with your people being benevolent except for that little move you just tried to make. You burned any goodwill you’d earned by talking with us."

    "The stripes are thinkers. We contemplate and are not quick to action. The spots, on the other hand, are aggressive and forceful. They will intimidate and bully to get what they're after. Both factions have been in charge during our history. As few as fifty of your standard years before I went into stasis, the spots had control of our government. Their successes led to a period of peace that was followed by a slow transition to the stripes. The stripes were in charge when I went under."

    Tawn said, "The splotches? They ever in the mix?"

    "They don't have the intellect or the muscle to govern. They mostly go about their daily lives just doing as they are told. Both sides are constantly seeking their loyalty. May I be set down now?"

    Tawn chuckled. "Sharvie? Can you clear that display for us?"

    "Can do."

    Milos was set on the deck.

    Harris said, "Are the splotches in the minority? Which contingent is the largest?"

    "The spots are by far the largest. It used to be the splotches, but not for the last several hundred years before I went into stasis. The stripes are the minority. Our families tend to be on the smaller side, whereas the spots are breeders."

    Tawn winced. "It's been two thousand years. They may be the overwhelming majority by now. The spots I mean."

    "Possibly. However, those numbers are often self-correcting. Spots in charge means war. War takes lives, primarily those of spots. It troubles me that you have heard of species interacting with the Frizoid, such as the Hoya."

    "If you were aligned with the Denzee, they didn't give any indication of it. Hope your people are still around."

    "If you are referring to the Frizoid winning and wiping us out, I find that highly doubtful. As to the Denzee relationship… it was in the early stages when I went under. They were an independent species and could very easily have reverted to such."

    Trish said, "All this talk about the way things were two thousand years ago is driving me batty. How are things now? What about the Burrell now? You don't have any method to communicate with home? You people made a wormhole go from Earth to here. Why can't you do that from here to home?"

    Milos replied, "I wasn't involved in that project. But from what I've been told, it was a spinoff of the supernova effort. That isn't an event that happens on a daily basis, so even if one was happening now, I highly doubt it would be used to open a wormhole from Magion to here."

    "Magion? That your capital?"

    "Just the closest colony. Or it was, as the case may be. If you would permit me, I could send a message to Magion. Prior comms took a hundred and sixteen of your standard days to reach home, and an equal number for a reply."

    Tawn pulled Harris to the side for a whisper. "That message from Gondol only took sixty-six. Sounds like they've been expanding this way."

    "Or they have faster comms now."

    "True."

    Tawn moved back to Milos' side. "The speed of this ship. How does that compare to light-speed? And please just answer honestly because you know we can just look it up."

    "Thirty-eight hundred times the speed of light, or thereabouts."

    Alex asked, "How is that possible?"

    Milos shrugged. "I don't fully understand the physics, but I'm told it's accomplished by utilizing a series of short wormhole jumps. The generators elsewhere in this facility are reduced in number to fit on a ship. That ship broadcasts the field, a wormhole is opened and the ship jumps through to the edge of the field. The process is then repeated."

    "Interesting. So if you had more power and more generators, you could create a larger field and jump farther, essentially moving you faster."

    "Yes. But I believe there are limitations to the process that prevent a larger field from adding to the speed achieved. It has something to do with how far the field can effectively be broadcast. Remember the gamma ray burst and the subsequent wormhole that connected Earth to here? Now think about trying to harness that power for use on a starship."
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    Alex tilted his head to one side. "This whole sequence of mini-jumps is an interesting concept. In our ships, we can jump across our space here maybe a half dozen times if we jump the entire distance. It would take a substantial fuel store to travel, let's say, a thousand light years. How is it your ships can travel that far?"

    Milos replied, "If we take this ship out into space, you would see a mast that extends behind the ship by nearly half a kilometer. As the wormhole collapses behind us, that mass is caught in the flux. The instantaneous change in temperature that results is captured and used to regenerate the fuel supply. We've achieved just over 98 percent efficiency with that design."

    Harris said, "That make your ships vulnerable during a fight?"

    "It does. Or it can. When you evaluate the systems on this ship, you will find a powerful laser as the main weapon. In space, that would normally have the limitation of traveling at light-speed, requiring a close-in fight. However, if utilizing the wormhole generator with that laser, we can stretch its reach out by a factor of fifty. A five hundred kilometer shot suddenly becomes twenty-five thousand kilometers. It can be very effective against the Frizoid rail cannons."

    "The Frizoid, do they have wormhole travel?"

    "They have a gate ship. That larger ship can open a wormhole big enough for their fleet to move a quarter light-year. The recharge time for a second jump is longer. And their fuel regeneration is not as efficient. Hence their travel distance and speed is limited as compared to ours. But what they lack in technology they make up for in numbers. A Frizoid attack fleet can easily outnumber one of ours by a factor of ten."

    Trish scowled. "As of two thousand years ago."

    "Correct."

    Harris asked, "This ship or this facility have an AI?"

    "Both do, yes."

    "How do they compare to the AI topside?"

    "I believe they are the same."

    Alex shook his head. "They used to be the same. We made modifications. And I think you, Harris, made modifications to that. If this is like the one we originally encountered, you'll find it to be usable, but rudimentary as compared to ours."

    Harris opened a comm. "Idiot, connect into this ship, load all its data into your archive, and then provide us with a full evaluation of its systems. What can we make use of or what should we research?"

    "Partially there, sir."

    Milos asked, "There are more of you here?"

    "Uh, sure."

    "In the time since I went into stasis, have the Human populations grown?"

    "Substantially, even though we spent much of that time fighting each other. For some reason, Humans have been very fertile since we got out here. Except for Tawn and me—they tinkered with our DNA, so no reproduction coming from us. Other than that, we number just over a billion. Was double that until the Denzee wiped out our second most populous planet."

    "A billion? That is astounding. That is far more successful than—excuse me—far better than we had hoped for you. Have you spread beyond the two planets and here?"

    "We had forty-eight colonies. Most small. Some decent-sized. Had we not been fighting each other for most of that time, we'd probably have this whole sector settled."

    "Our earlier history is filled with similar tales. That all ended with our movement out into the stars. We've been a united empire since, only having to fight hostiles such as the Frizoid."

    Milos looked at the others in the room. "I also have to ask, are the rest of the Humans as intelligent as you here appear to be?"

    Tawn chuckled. "No, this is definitely an above average crowd. Harris and I are the dumb ones here, and we're probably slightly above most of the population. New Earth had its share of clods too, but I guess they're gone now. How do the other Burrell stack up to you?"

    "I am a stripe. We are the more intelligent of the three. The military is only slightly more so than the workers. When placed on a scale with the average stripe being one hundred, the military, last I knew, measured sixty-two, with the workers coming in at fifty-eight."

    Harris nodded. "Sounds about right for most of us, although, after spending so much time away from Domicile, I do feel smarter than I used to."

    Milos returned a nervous stare before Tawn let out a chuckle while looking at Harris.

    "You're just as dumb as the day I met you."

    "Me? You were the one working for Bax back then. At least I was out on my own."

    Tawn rubbed her chin. "Speaking of Bax, should we fill him in on the current situation?"

    "Why?"

    "Maybe he can offer a few suggestions. We have new tech here that might be at our disposal."

    Harris opened a comm. "Idiot, how goes the transfer of data and the evaluation?"

    "The transfer was complete four-point-three seconds after our prior comm was closed. The evaluation is ongoing."

    "Can you control the AI on this ship and in this facility?"

    "I can."

    "Good. I want you to lock our friend Milos here out. No access to any systems on this planet. That doable?"

    "Done."

    "Thanks. You can return to your evaluations."

    Harris smiled. "There, we can now discuss whatever we want with Mr... Milos. You have a last name?"

    "Just Milos. I do have a numeric family designator if that is what you are referring to. 8443677955."

    Tawn chuckled. "Hello Mr. 84436—whatever."

    "Hello?"

    "Do your people not have a sense of humor?"

    "We do. However, I would place it as being more clever and less sarcastic than what I have witnessed here. Your displays of amusement appear to be geared to crass and base behavior. I apologize if this offends, but you might do well with that among the worker class."

    Tawn threw her hands up. "I knew it. We're splotches."

    Harris chuckled. Milos stared. Trish shook her head.

    Tawn gestured toward the giant door leading out into the depth of the ocean beyond. "Is that a single door?"

    "Yes."

    "You have to flood this whole place to get in and out?"

    "No. A gravitational field holds the water back. When a ship comes in, any water retained in crevices or cutouts falls harmlessly to the floor, where it is collected and pumped back out. Going out has no such issue."

    Alex asked, "The broadcast field coming from this facility, how is it that it goes so far out?"

    "Eight hundred kilometers beneath us, the inner dynamics of this planet's core are used as a giant power generator, delivering the energy required to run the broadcast generators."

    "What about the fusion reactor?"

    "That is used to power these facilities."

    "Why not place more of these generators on more planets, going all the way back to your home? Would that not allow a jump all the way there at once?"

    "The core of this planet is an 80 percent osmium-iridium alloy. There are very few planets with such numbers. This sector of the galaxy just happens to have two. There are only three others in all of Burrell space. The Frizoid are rumored to have four. That dense core is the main reason this smaller planet has a gravitational pull almost equal to your Earth standard."

    Alex said, "I find the generation of a boson field on a ship to be fascinating. Add the fact that you're able to regenerate fuel and I can see star travel as an entirely different enterprise. Crossing the galaxy would take many generations, but to explore a star system a hundred light-years distance? That would become commonplace."

    Milos nodded. "As it has."

    Alex turned for the door. "I'll be in my lab studying these phenomena."

    Milos asked, "You mention the modification of an AI. I would offer a warning. Internally, the Burrell have fought several wars among ourselves because of them. This is the reason they are limited in their abilities. The more autonomous they become, the more dangerous they are."

    Tawn replied, "We're having a bit of that issue now."

    Milos nodded. "Before the restrictions were put in place, we had built an army of nearly ten million units. They were powerful, fast, and deadly. In a single engagement with the Frizoid, we enjoyed a five-to-one kill ratio during a fierce ground battle, a battle the Frizoid are generally superior at.

    "However, we made the fighters too smart. They turned on us, wiping out nearly a million of our soldiers while attempting to escape the planet on transports. They also had the knowledge needed to replicate themselves. Had we not stopped them there, this might be a galaxy dominated by androids."

    Gandy said, "They're smart. And they can make their own decisions."

    Harris nodded. "They are, but they still lack the drive to be fully autonomous. I have the feeling if we just dropped one on a planet by itself, it would just stand there and do nothing for eternity. They do what they're taught and told, and they have the ability to learn, but I'm not so sure about the ability to think. A Human would build a shelter and find food before looking for a way to get off the planet to home. I don't think our metal friends have that in them yet."

    "Then you are possibly only one stage before trouble."

    Tawn smirked. "We're already in trouble. One of our people took a force of sixty thousand or so bots from here only days ago. She also took forty thousand ships that are controlled by bots."

    "You gave them control of ships? This is grave news."

    "They still require a master to tell them what to do. We take out that master and our problem will largely be solved."

    "Unless your smart androids advance themselves to the next level. Do they have the ability to reproduce?"

    "At the moment, we don't think so, but we aren't certain."

    "Forty thousand ships is a significant force. What defense do you have to pit against them?"

    Harris chuckled. "The people in this room and maybe three ships."

    Milos stared.

    Tawn added, "Our government forces have more than us, but not enough to take on that size of fleet. We're trying to come up with a way to combat them now. Nothing other than keeping away so far."

    Gandy said, "They have a signal they broadcast that plays havoc with our sensors. We can't detect anything other than visual. And once you're in visual range, you're also in weapons range."

    "I see. Perhaps the Grindle can provide answers."

    "The Grindle? This ship?"

    "Yes."

    Harris shook his head. "If we can adapt the weapon, we might be able to make use of that, but I think Doc said our sensors are based on your technologies from way back. We built most of those off of the tech found in this complex. If that Hoya signal interferes with our sensors, it's likely to do the same with yours."

    Harris walked from the room and opened a comm. "Colonel, we have news. We managed to get into the underwater complex here at Midelon and discovered a ship, as well as three Burrell who were in stasis pods. We pulled one of them out and have been questioning him for the last hour or so. Anything new on your end?"

    "Yes. There are about forty thousand warships parked in orbit above us. Baxter Rumford is demanding our surrender. She claims if we go peacefully we'll be spared. If we resist, we'll be destroyed. We don't have the defenses to take on forty thousand ships. Would you have any alternatives for us?"

    "What are her surrender terms?"

    "We'll be transported to another planet. She wants the Retreat as her base. She likes the domes."

    "What about logistics? She drops you somewhere, can you feed yourselves?"

    "That hasn't been discussed."

    "Can I suggest that if you take this offer, insist on being sent to Farmingdale. They have plenty of food and should have it in abundance now that they can't deliver it to Domicile. Weather there is good, so you won't need immediate shelter."

    "I'll push for that if we choose to accept. I'm heading to a meeting to discuss this right now."

    "Don't try to fight her, Colonel. It would not end well for any of you."

    "No force of more than fifty Biomarines have ever surrendered. Taking any kind of deal will be a tough sell. I'm walking into the meeting now. Comm me back in twenty minutes and I'll have the results."

    Harris slowly walked back into the room with the others. "Bax caught them at the Retreat before they could set off the bosons. She has her entire fleet in orbit there now, demanding a surrender."

    "Wow. This is bad."

    "She told the colonel she'd be willing to relocate the lot of them. She wants the Retreat for her new base."

    "As she should. That's the best defended world in this sector. Has the colonel agreed?"

    "It's being discussed right now. Told him to take the deal and to push for Farmingdale as a drop point. It has the food to support them."

    Milos asked, "This is the force you were speaking of? They are attacking your worlds?"

    "One of them. It's a planet that's well defended from a smaller force, but not something that size. It has armored shelter, railgun defenses, and is self-sustaining on both food and power."

    Tawn said, "Not only that, it has extensive labs down on the surface and a ship factory in orbit. Did she get the Hailstorm?"

    "Don't know. Didn't ask. Not certain it matters at this point."

    "What about the remaining Earther fleet?"

    "I would have to assume those will all be turned over to her."

    "This is gigantic. An epic fail on our part for not protecting them. We should have pushed for the colonel to use the bosons. Now she has the planet, the Biomarines, the Earthers, a ship factory, and boson bombs. How could it get any worse?"

    Twenty minutes later, Harris reopened the comm to the colonel. "What's the decision?"

    "We're leaving. She agreed to our suggestion of Farmingdale. She's giving us a month's worth of MREs from our stockpile to get us started. The nine hundred remaining Earthers are being taken to Viochan."

    "The Hailstorm?"

    "She's parked safely away in open space. I'm sending you the coordinates to collect her. Our newest ship was to float off the line in two days. That entire factory is being handed over fully intact. With her bot force, she'll be able to turn out a new ship every week without blinking an eye. Down on the surface here she'll have all the equipment she needs to continue expanding her force. I'm not certain we can recover from this one."

    Tawn asked, "Can you patch us through to her?"

    "Hold on..."

    A smug image of Baxter Rumford displayed on the comm wall of the room. "Hello, morons."

    Tawn said, "Why are you doing all this?"

    Bax smirked. "Are you kidding? You gave us the opportunity. How could I refuse when you laid it all out at our feet?"

    "Our feet?"

    Bax gestured. "Another person entered the view. "Our feet. Mine and those of my partner. I believe you know him? Maximus Croft."

    The newly resigned president of Domicile smiled. "Gruberg, Freely, I suppose I should be thanking you. Your assistance has been all too kind."

    Tawn stood with a stunned look on her face.

    Harris said, "So you've been working for Croft all this time? That explains a lot. And yet leaves a lot to be explained. How?"

    Bax grinned. "Maximus has had this planned for almost a decade. Not this specifically, but the taking over of New Earth and then Domicile. He was approached by a group of powerful Earthers who were looking to rid themselves of the emperor and his line of succession. Max would be made the new emperor, with power shared by a ruling council.

    "I was to get close to the emperor. He would be liberated from his life. The council would step in to take control, purging the emperor's line before crowning me the new Empress of New Earth. From there, I would rebuild the fleet using titanium from Eden while Max saw to it that Domicile defenses were further weakened.

    "When the Earther fleet was sufficient in strength, we would come in, force a surrender of Domicile, and the two empires would finally be joined under a single government, a government run by Max and me. The Denzee were a surprise, and the Hoya, but the end result is working out as we planned. And just to be all cute and coupley and annoying, our new empire will be named for us. Maximus and Baxter... or Maxter. Welcome. You are all now citizens of the Maxter Empire."

    Tawn scowled. "We aren't part of it. And just so you know, we'll be working to dethrone you."

    Bax smiled. "I was hoping you'd say that. I look forward to your utter defeat by my hand. And nice move with blocking me again from Midelon. Although it won't matter."

    "You had the place to yourself. Why'd you leave it?"

    "I'll admit to that being a foolish move. Let's just say I was so overjoyed with my good fortune that I made a few missteps. Those won't matter in the end, however."

    "We can still save Domicile and squash your grand scheme, you know."

    "And how could you possibly do that."

    "By shutting down the boson field. It’d take you ten years to reach the nearest colony from the Retreat. You wouldn't see Domicile during your lifetime."

    "You wouldn't do that. You'd be dooming yourselves to life on Midelon."

    Harris chuckled. "We would, but we're OK with that. So even with that big stolen fleet, it appears you have the weak hand here."

    "We'll see about that."

    The comm closed.

    "I don't think she liked that."

    Tawn nodded. "Wasn't meant for her to like. I did see a little twitch go through her body right before she closed that link. She knows we could do it."

    "We’ll at least wait until the colonel and the others are safely on Farmingdale, right?"

    "I think we have to. I don't think it would go well for our friends if they're trapped at the Retreat with her. She's spiteful and would want revenge."
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    Harris opened the comm to the colonel. "I would take her deal, Colonel. Get everyone to Farmingdale and let us handle this from here."

    "She's already accepted. We have one hour to gather as much as we can take with us. No weapons are allowed. Only clothes and food."

    Harris turned to Milos. "If we shut down the field, can we start it back up?"

    "Restart is a lengthy process, a process I do not have the knowledge to enact. My people have a single team of scientists who have the necessary knowledge. Am I correct in assuming the Retreat is a colony near the edge of boson space?"

    "It is."

    "Can you bring up a map of this sector?"

    Harris worked at the holo-station, bringing up a nav map. "The gold back-color shows the extent of the field."

    "An adjustment of five degrees in this orientation would move the Retreat outside the boson field. Given the distance to the edge, it would take just over four years for their ships to once again take advantage of it with a jump."

    "Can we do this?"

    "Possibly. There is a room on this island that contains the broadcast generators."

    "We've been there."

    "Each of those generators contributes to the size and shape of the field. Taking a single unit offline may have the effect you desire."

    "May?"

    "There is also the issue of how do we take that unit offline, and exactly which unit is it we would need to do that to? AI, reference the display before me. Can the boson field be adjusted by shutting down a single broadcast unit? And if so, which one?"

    "I must apologize, I do not have the data required for evaluating such a request. Broadcast matters may only be queried from the broadcast console."

    Harris asked, "Where's the broadcast console? We didn't see a console."

    "The broadcast console is available as you enter the generator room. You must request it as it is a holo-display."

    "Is there an AI attached to the broadcast room console?"

    "Yes."

    Harris nodded. "I think we just found our way to shut the Retreat out from the boson field."

    Tawn said, "Now we just have to wait for Bax to drop everyone at Farmingdale."

    A comm came in from Idiot. "Sir, I have an evaluation of the Burrell ship available."

    "Hold on. Gandy, you, Trish, and Garvis watch our friend here. Sharvie, how about logging into the security system of this vessel. See what you can do with it. See if there’s anything in there to guard against or that we could exploit. Tawn, come with me."

    The Biomarines moved to an adjacent room, where they closed the door. "Idiot, go ahead with your eval."

    "We will begin with the drive system. Our system is adaptable, with only modest changes to the operating software. However, we will need to construct and add the mast to the tail of the ship. In addition, the jump fuel generation system will have to be added. With our current assets, if the proper materials can be gathered, this process would take six days, four hours."

    "Put together a list of the needed materials. We can get started on building the mast and any other parts of the system we'll need. I'd rather not touch the Bangor at the moment, seeing as how that's our only gunship. What else you got?"

    "The Burrell shielding offers no opportunity for improvement over ours. In fact, we are already as much as 15 percent beyond the armor of the Grindle when it comes to stopping power."

    "Weapons?"

    "The laser cannon can be adapted to the Bangor. The cannon-head itself, along with a multidirectional turret, would be mounted outside the current hull. The systems to make it function will require one-third of the cabin space."

    "That's a big cut. Any way to mount the entire thing on the outside as a single unit? Something we can add armor over to harden?"

    "I've made the adjustment, although it will be 48 percent more vulnerable to a strike."

    "A strike that leaves us with what we had before. I can live with that. Put that as another build that can be done without yet touching the Bangor. How about sensors? Comms?"

    "Sensors are nearly identical to ours in capability, as are comms. Minor tweaks can be made to each for efficiency, but neither offer any real advantage to functionality."

    Tawn asked, "So what are we gonna do with Milos? We can't just let him run free."

    "We'll just have to keep an eye on him. So long as he's not allowed access to anything, I don't see him as an issue. And if we have to interact with the Burrell we're expecting at Gondol, it might be to our advantage to have treated him well."

    "I can agree to that. I just wonder about the wisdom of letting him see and hear just about everything we do. If we do meet up with the Burrell and they want him back, do we want them knowing all of our business?"

    "We could put him back in stasis. It’d be the easiest way to confine him."

    "You have any more questions for him before we do this?"

    "I have one." Harris opened the door, returning to the room with Milos. "I have a question. Is that stasis pod you came out of still usable?"

    "I would suppose so. Why are you asking?"

    "Well, we can't really have you walking around loose here, and we don't distrust you so much that we want to lock you up. But we could return you to stasis without using up your time being alive. That is, until we meet up with any Burrell. You could then be awakened and returned to your people."

    "I understand your reasoning. Before you make your decision, I would like to say thank you for reviving me, and thank you for being candid. And also before you make an effort to return me, know that the system will reject my return for a period of at least six and a half of your days. It takes that length of time for the body to fully recover. Any attempt to return me sooner than that may result in damage to my internal organs and brain."

    "So the system says you can't go back in anyway?"

    "That would be correct."

    Tawn shrugged. "Then I guess we have no choice but to lock you up. This ship have a brig?"

    "It does. Very cramped. Would it be at all possible to be confined to my prior quarters on deck three?"

    "Can the door be locked from the outside?"

    "A few simple tack welds and a latch should do. Can I assume you will be feeding me?"

    "We'll feed you, but it will be with Human food. Not Humans of course, just the food we eat."

    "After studying your habits for years, I can safely say our digestive systems are similar. I look forward to eating what you would consider a normal diet."

    "Wait. You studied us for years?"

    "Yes. After accepting the assignment to come out here, I spent three years learning everything I could about Humans, your habits, and your needs. Of those tested, I scored in the ninety-ninth percentile for language compatibility."

    "You do speak Earth English very well." Tawn crossed her arms. "So, after these studies, did you find you liked Humans or despised us?"

    "I found your species to be similar to ours in many ways. Some of your people are mean, cruel, and vindictive. Others are compassionate and caring, willing to go out of their way to help others. Some were quick to fight while others wanted nothing of it. What I found was most Humans have each of these traits, although varying degrees of each. Even those you would consider the best among you appeared to have their moments."

    "Sounds like a realistic evaluation. And just so you know, if you haven't already figured it out, you happened to get awakened by a very reasonable group of Humans. Others might have already begun to dissect your body just to see how you're put together."

    Harris nodded. "What she said. Consider yourself lucky. Now, we have a lot of work to get to, so show us to your cabin. We'll check it out, and if it looks legit we'll work on locking you in."

    "If during my confinement you decide there are other questions you would like answered, I will be delighted to answer them as I can."

    Milos was escorted to his old cabin. A locking latch was attached to the wall just outside and the room secured. Idiot obtained a video feed of the hall, and a monitor was set to keep an eye on their Burrell guest.

    Tawn and Harris rejoined the others. "I think it's about time for a meal. We're over an hour past. Let's head up, get that taken care of, then come back down to explore. I have to think there are more secrets to be exposed down here."

    Gandy asked, "Why are the three facilities on this island all separate?"

    Harris shrugged as they walked toward the Bangor. "Who knows? I don't think we'll get the full truth out of our friend back there. My guess would be they didn't want Humans interacting with anything except that bunker up there. We mess with the boson field and we risk shutting it down. And this complex here I can only assume would allow them to spy on us. Sounds like the Frizoid screwed up those plans though."

    "But if they're only two months away by ship, why not come back out here?"

    "Priorities? Maybe we were low on their priority list. They were and still are fighting a war."

    Gandy frowned. "Doesn't sound like either side really wants to win that war. Two thousand years? That's like our mess. Both want the other side to surrender, but neither side wants to fully commit to it, so they just have endless skirmishes."

    "So are you volunteering to end the Burrell-Frizoid war?"

    "What?"

    "Maybe we could send you to each as an ambassador. You could tell them about our struggles. That might bring them to the truce table."

    "I'm not going out to either of their empires. That's ludicrous."

    Harris chuckled as he patted Gandy on the back. "Glad you see things my way."

    Gandy glanced at Tawn, who was shaking her head. The group boarded the Bangor and were soon settling on the grass beside the bunker. Meals were had and the status of everything topside was checked.

    Harris opened a comm to the Retreat. No connection was returned. A second comm was opened to Farmingdale, where a townsperson answered the incoming request.

    "This is Marybel. With whom am I speaking?"

    "Uh, this is Harris Gruberg. I'm looking for anyone who's an authority there."

    "Well, Mr. Gruberg, I'm the specialist for this shift. Is there anything I can help you with?"

    "Could you tell me if you've had any visitors come down to the planet today, and if you don't know, could you connect me with the port?"

    "Let me check the logs... no. No visitors since last Friday. That was just before we lost contact with Domicile. And I can see the port from my office. No one has been over there since that time."

    "Thank you, Marybel. You've been extremely helpful."

    "Well, thank you, Mr. Gruberg."

    The comm closed.

    "No answer at the Retreat and no drop at Farmingdale. Can't say I like that."

    Tawn replied, "Maybe Bax just doesn't want to talk to you. She might still be loading them up for transport."

    "Maybe, but I want to know."

    "We going to the Retreat?"

    "We are. Trish, we're making a run out to check on the colonel and the others. You're in charge of these three. Check with Alex if you need anything. We'll be back as soon as we know what's going on."

    The Bangor slid through a wormhole, coming to a stop in free space near the Retreat.

    Tawn said, "Nothing on the nav. And no sign of a void with a point-source of random noise. Move us in."

    Minutes later, the results of a bioscan were returned.

    Harris sighed. "Nothing. Nobody there. Let's check Farmingdale. Maybe they were in transit."

    A return to free space was followed by a jump to the agri-colony Farmingdale. Checks for Bax's hidden fleet were followed by a run in for another bioscan. Again, the results told of no sign of the Biomarines.

    "Where could she have taken them?" Tawn asked.

    "Last we knew she had been at Viochan. We check there, and then possibly New Earth."

    "She wouldn't take them there. That's a death sentence."

    "Maybe that's what she intended all along."

    Checks at both worlds showed no evidence of Baxter Rumford or the Biomarines. The Bangor was soon landing in the grass beside the bunker.

    Harris walked into the supply hut, Tawn just behind him. "They're gone. Bax took them, but we don't know where. Whatever deal they had with her, she either broke or changed."

    Tawn opened a comm. "Idiot, we need you to do a search for Bax. Start checking systems for that point-source noise. If you find it, let us know immediately."

    "Searches commencing now."

    Tawn looked at Harris. "So what do we do now? Trish? How are the bots coming?"

    "We have an abundance of processor cores now. Just need bodies to put them in."

    Harris said, "The colonel gave us the coordinates of the Hailstorm. We could go get her. I hate to put more of those cores in her to fly her, but right now I don't think we have a choice."

    "Let's bring her home."

    A short time later, the larger two of the three ships in the small fleet were landing beside the bunker. Two cores had been selected for the Hailstorm and given orders. Commands would only be accepted from Tawn, Alex, or Harris.

    Trish said, "You don't trust us?"

    "Not that. I just want to keep their security as tight as possible. If we're away and Bax makes it back here, are you gonna give control over to her if she threatens to kill your brother?"

    "Well, that's not a fair scenario. What if the roles were reversed?"

    "Tawn would be a dead woman."

    Tawn nodded. "What he said. We don't make deals like that for each other. Has to be an extreme reason for that to happen. It's what we were trained for."

    "Fine. Guess I don't need control anyway."

    A comm came in from Idiot. "Sir, I have located the stolen fleet. I've detected the point-source noise broadcast in orbit around Helm."

    "Helm? You sure?"

    "Why would I not be?"

    Tawn chuckled. "Stupid question gets a smartass answer."

    "This isn't funny. That place isn't friendly to Humans. If she took the colonel and the others there, it was not for a good reason. We need to go find out if this is true."

    Tawn checked the time on her arm pad. "Less than a day and the Burrell are gonna be landing at Gondol."

    "Then we need to get this resolved. If we have to, we bring them all back here."

    Tawn and Harris hopped aboard the Bangor and were soon slowing in Helm space. A deep scan showed nothing but random noise.

    Tawn shook her head. "We're blind."

    "Then we launch a few probes through there and wait for visual confirmation. You want to send those along or do I need to do it?"

    "I got it."

    A hail came over the comm. "So you found me. Wouldn't have thought you had the brains. Looks like I have some work to do to figure out how."

    Harris asked, "What are you doing here, and where are the Biomarines?"

    "Your friends are down on the surface for safe keeping. I'm having the bots build a nice structure to house them. I'll provide food and water."

    "For what purpose are you holding them captive?"

    "Is your short-term memory that bad? The Frizoid are still out there. If they pop in here with a fat fleet, I want options. Once I have Domicile and the other colonies fully under my control, I'll use the bots to build a larger and more powerful fleet. Maybe even one big enough to go take a few of their worlds. But don't worry, that's a much longer term plan."

    "Why Helm? Why this planet?"

    "I'd like your friends to stay in the facility I'm putting together. Helm has sufficient oxygen, but no water. If they decide to break out, they'll be dead in less than a week."

    "You made a deal for Farmingdale."

    "Yeah. After thinking about it, I decided this was a better option. I was planning to leave a few bots here to do maintenance while your people stayed alive and out of sight. Now you've kind of ruined that plan. So here's an adaptation: I'm placing one of those gamma warheads in there with them. Any attempt at a rescue, and my bots will set it off."

    "As I said before, you harm them in any way and you'll answer to me personally."

    "Yeah, I'm shaking," Bax replied. "Look, I'd love to stay and chat, but I have other business to tend to. Ta ta."

   


  
    [image: collide]Chapter 9[image: collide]

    
    
    

    


    

    Tawn said, "The point source has split in two. One is down on the surface. The other appears to be moving away from us."

    Several minutes passed. A wormhole opened just as the second interference signal shut off.

    Harris asked, "You get the destination?"

    "Back to the Retreat. Guess she's gonna make that her home."

    "At least we'll know where she is."

    "What do we do about this?"

    "What can we do about it?"

    "Don't answer my question with a question."

    "Don't ask a question you know I don't have an answer for. I don't know. Maybe we just go back and wait for the Burrell to show."

    Tawn looked over the nav display. "Too bad we can't work up that same sensor disruptor for us to use."

    "Maybe we push Idiot to make that happen."

    "Take us home."

    Several hours later, Harris was sitting in the crew quarters on the Grindle with Milos. "So tell me about your people? What drives them? Sports? Entertainment? Conquest?"

    "We are similar to you Humans in those regards. Some of us spend our lives in competition with others, be those competitions physical or mental. Some like to sit and watch, allowing others to entertain them. And there are those who are militaristic in their every endeavor, always looking to advance themselves at the cost of others. My studies of Humans showed we share many similar traits."

    "Tell me about your sport competitions."

    The Burrell leaned back on his bed. "Games centered about a ball are popular, although somewhat different than yours."

    "How so?"

    "Our society places less value on life. Many of the Rolton games often end after the death of a player."

    "Doesn't sound like much fun."

    "If you wish to play the game, you assume the risk. Altercations can turn violent, and are often encouraged by both fans and leagues. The more violent the game, the higher the potential pay. Some of the mental competitions are just as bad. In the Race to Partiki, individuals are pitted against one another in a series of trivia questions. Each round brings an increasingly deadly shock to the losers. Most drop out before risking it all. Some will push until the end."

    "What of your military? What are the attitudes of your leaders?"

    "The spots can be both cunning and ruthless. Not to say there aren't an equal number of caring and considerate officers, just that you have to watch who you come in conflict with. As to conquest, the Burrell have always been explorers, and more often than not, conquerors. We do have more than a dozen sister species working within the empire. The Frizoid will claim this, but we only see those species fighting on the battlefield."

    Harris asked, "When was it decided the Burrell were going to help Humans? You said you studied us for several years."

    "The gamma ray experiment took place almost fifteen hundred years before your arrival here. Nothing was done until the time drew close for the arrival of the deadly onslaught of waves."

    "So nothing was done until it was almost too late?"

    "I cannot speak for the decisions made by my superiors or by generations past. All I know is that we made an effort to save you after our mistake became irreversible."

    Tawn walked in the door. "Alex has something he'd like to tell you."

    Harris stood and nodded. "Be right there. Milos, we'll talk more when I have a chance."

    Tawn walked hurriedly as Harris followed. "Something important?"

    "Alex seems to think so."

    Alex turned as they walked into the lab. "I've isolated the phenomena that overwhelms our sensors. Our sensors rely heavily on the three outer-shell electrons of the thallium atom. I believe we can overcome that interference with a doping of astatine and barium. In simulations the interference was rejected by 90 percent or more. The sensors lose 3 percent of their range, but that can be overcome by having a combination of the two types."

    "So we can defeat Bax's masking of her fleet?"

    "We can. And as a benefit of my studies, we can now generate the signal as well. As an added bonus, if we broadcast from at least a dozen points at once, we would remain undetected with our current sensor technology."

    "So we can hide from ourselves?"

    "And everyone else as far as we know. Our sensor technology is based on Burrell tech. The Hoya sensors, as were those of the Denzee, were nearly identical."

    "So what's the bad news here?"

    "Bad news?"

    "Each of our advances usually comes with one or more drawbacks."

    Alex smiled. "Then I must apologize, as I have none at this time."

    "When can we have them for the Bangor?"

    I've tasked one of the bots with constructing the manufacturing bench that will be required to produce them. I expect that bench to be complete in six hours, with the first of the dozen broadcast transducers ready five hours after."

    "And the sensors?"

    "Those will require an additional day."

    "So not tomorrow, but the day after, the Bangor will be able to fly to Bax's location? Stopping just short of visual detection of course."

    "The answer to that question would be no. The sensors and transducers will have to be installed and integrated. That effort may take two hours or two weeks. We won't know if this fully works until it can be tested."

    Harris nodded. "I do love tech upgrades. Anything that gives us an edge when we're so outnumbered. Now we just need a way to make ourselves visibly stealth."

    "You may already have it," Alex said. "You had the Bangor equipped with an active skin that can be changed to offer different reflective colors. I believe the pure blackness of space to be one of those. You've had external repairs that will require looking into, but I believe the system when fully functional will make you extremely difficult to detect visually."

    "What kind of distances are we talking about? How close could we get?"

    "I would have to believe fifty kilometers to be manageable."

    "What? That's insanely close. We could fire off a couple tungsten rounds before they could react. Doesn't do us much good against forty thousand ships, but it would work wonders one-on-one."

    Tawn asked, "If we put more bots on this, can it be done faster?"

    "I suppose."

    Harris opened a comm. "Idiot, the doc here has a solution for the sensor interruption problem we're facing. I'll have him pass you his simulations and analysis. I need you to make this a priority effort, utilizing all the bots if necessary, to implement this as soon as possible on the Bangor."

    The data was passed and a schedule put forth. An estimate of seventeen hours would see the sensors and transducers produced and bench tested. Four hours more would see installation and readiness for real world evaluation.

    Tawn sat in the supply hut as she ripped open a meal. "This timing puts us right along with the arrival of the Burrell."

    "If initial testing proves out, do we take her in close to the Burrell?" Trish asked.

    Harris nodded. "I think we have to. We'll be cautious of course, but we have to know if this will work for us. If it works like the doc thinks it will, we can fly right up to Bax and annihilate her for good."

    Tawn grimaced. "Not sure that's a good idea with her holding the colonel and the others. Knowing her, she has a standing order to those bots that if she's killed they take out everybody else."

    The remainder of the day came and went. The device benches were constructed and put to use. After failures with the first two sensors, the third passed all tests and was soon being integrated into the Bangor's systems.

    Harris opened a comm. "Alex, we're ready to give this a shot. Broadcast that signal from your lab. I'll be using the standard sensor first so we know your broadcast is actually working."

    "Here it comes."

    "Perfect. I can't see a thing except for visual. Other parameters are all showing a zero. Now we open our newly installed eyeball. And... I have all detectors showing at one hundred. Excellent job on this, Alex. Bax is once again trackable."

    "I'll be adding one of these here for Idiot to make use of with his scans. No more hiding."

    "No more hiding. We're two hours from the first transducer tests. That will coincide with the arrival of the Burrell."

    Tawn said, "We have the time to kill. Why not pay a visit to Helm and then to the Retreat? If we come in at a respectable distance, they won't even detect the wormhole."

    "Close that hatch and we'll be off."

    "You close the hatch. The button is right there in front of you."

    "You're seriously gonna make me lean forward when you're already there?"

    Tawn shook her head. "We need to get you back in a fight. You're getting lazy. When's the last time you ran?"

    "It's been a couple days, but we have a lot going on. You?"

    "Fourteen forty-five this morning while you were playing footsie with your furry friend Milos."

    "I was quizzing him on the Burrell. Trying to get a psychological profile going on them."

    "What'd you find out?"

    "They're a lot like us, only they don't value life quite as much. Lots of sports or matches where a competitor can get themselves killed. And I'm not talking about accidents. They have some violent tendencies, and apparently an appetite for watching it."

    "He gave up all that info?"

    "I don't think he views us as the opposition. Not sure what his real mission was, but it doesn't seem to have been to our detriment."

    The Bangor came in short of what would have been a standard jump. Helm floated before them as a point of light in the distance as Tawn flipped on the active skin and set the exterior to pitch-black.

    Harris chuckled. "Now what good does that do us? We don't have the transducers yet."

    "No. But we do have the bots down there supposedly broadcasting the interference signal for us. Remember, they can't see us either. This will make us that much harder to see visually, so you can take us in closer."

    "OK. Guess I missed on that, but we aren't going in any closer than we have to. I don't want to give those bots an excuse to snuff out all our brothers and sisters."

    A short run had the ship in range of the new sensor. A large structure sat on the surface of Helm with four Banshees parked around it.

    Harris groaned.

    "What's the problem?"

    "She put that building right in the valley we fought over. Could have picked anywhere on that planet and she picked there."

    "You recognize that spot from here?"

    "I stared at it for several hours from the transport we were taken up to when it was over. The bed in the med bay they stuck me in had a perfect view out a viewport. One of the few times I couldn't control being anxious as we were waiting to head home. That hillside to the left is where we spent our final days. The tale might be great for the history books, but the reality is we lost a lot of good people down there."

    "I don't see how the colonel has any option but to sit and wait. Can we get a bioscan from here?"

    "Too far, and not with that interference signal running."

    "We have the new sensor."

    "And we're still too far."

    "Let's head over to the Retreat. See if Bax is parked there."

    A run out to where a wormhole was opened was followed with a run in toward the Retreat.

    Tawn said, "The jamming signal is there, but I'm only counting maybe a hundred ships. They're the bigger Hoya ships that would be carrying the bots. Should we move in to check for bios?"

    Harris turned the Bangor back toward where they had come in from. "She's not there. The Fargo is gone."

    "Where we going?"

    "Back to Midelon. We came out for a look. Now we go back and finish up our updates."

    A jump and a short run had the small cargo-shuttle landing in its usual spot. Tawn made her way over to Trish's lab as Harris opened a comm to his AI assistant.

    "Idiot, Bax has taken the bulk of the fleet somewhere other than the Retreat. See if you can find out where."

    "I'll notify you if I receive a hit."

    Harris walked into the lab with the others. Tawn was looking over Alex's shoulder as he worked over a test of a transducer.

    "This appears to be working perfectly here, but not on the bench."

    Tawn asked, "And the two setups are supposedly identical?"

    "Physically no. Electrically, yes."

    Gandy said, "The cable on this base unit wasn't plugged all the way in. I pushed it and heard a snap."

    The transducer was moved back and the test rerun, concluding with a positive result.

    Alex turned to face Gandy. "Who assembled the station?"

    "That part would be me."

    "Check and recheck, Mr. Boleman. Critical errors cost us time."

    "Yes, sir."

    Harris crossed his arms. "So it's good, then?"

    "It would appear so. The remaining eleven will be coming off the bench within the hour."

    "Can we get the bots to install this one so we can begin testing? We're expecting the Burrell to show up at Gondol any time now."

    Idiot opened a comm. "Mr. Gruberg, I began monitoring Gondol moments ago for the arrival of the Burrell."

    "And?"

    "And it would appear that Baxter Rumford and her fleet are parked in orbit there."

    "What? She's at Gondol?"

    "Yes. With the bulk of her fleet. I have the new sensor active. The Fargo is there with them, parked down on the surface at the entrance to the terraforming facility."

    "She went back to see what she could dig up. If that Burrell fleet shows, this could be bad. We don't want her doing peace negotiations with them. She'll just take their ships and start a new war. Wish we knew exactly when they were gonna show."

    "I may be able to determine that, sir. We know the direction they will be arriving from. Perhaps I can scan going back toward the edge of our space. That should give us an accurate number."

    "Do that and let us know."

    Harris turned back toward the others. "Let's get these finished. If she's there when they arrive, I want to see what her reaction is."

    Tawn said, "She may already know they're coming."

    "How?"

    "If she's down in that facility and talking to the AI down there, it would tell her if they were about to arrive."

    Harris took a deep breath. "My guess is she doesn't know or she just found that out. Otherwise she'd have the Fargo tucked away in the middle of that mass of ships."

    Idiot came over a comm. "Sir, the Burrell fleet is not yet within our boson space. I've scanned to the edge. If they are to arrive at the time given by the AI, they will arrive in twenty-six minutes, twelve seconds."

    "Alex? How many of these transducers will we have installed by that time?"

    "Seven of the twelve perhaps?"

    "And how stealthy will that make us?"

    "On a scale of one to ten, with the point-source we have used to track Baxter being a ten, I would say a two?"

    "Well, that sounds pretty good."

    Alex shook his head. "While far less likely to be discovered as compared to Miss Rumford, it is still a significant risk."

    Trish stepped up. "That bench for the transducers is small. What if we stick it in the Bangor's cabin while it's turning out the final units?"

    "They would still need installation."

    "So we prep the ship for them right now and we send a bot out with them to do the installation in Gondol space, before they get close."

    Harris asked, "Is that doable?"

    Alex tilted his head to one side. I don't see any significant drawbacks other than testing the randomness of the broadcasts. If the signal isn't properly broadcast, you run the risk of detection."

    Harris made the command decision. "Let's go with this option. We'll take Boomer with us to do the install."

    Tawn nodded. "I like it."
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    The Bangor sat in space in the Gondol system. Boomer had finished installing the final transducer. There was no means available for testing if the system worked.

    Harris pushed the throttle forward. "Here we go. Switch that thing on. We'll see how close we can get before getting a reaction."

    Five minutes into the move, Tawn gestured toward the nav display. "There they are, the Burrell. Right on time. Came through wormholes. Bax's ships have seen them."

    "This isn't shaping up as a friendly greeting."

    "Wonder what they think of having forty thousand warships coming at them. Wait, they're slowing. I have the Fargo coming up from the surface. Wish we could listen in on their conversation."

    "Maybe we can. See if you can pull up the channel number from Bax's last conversation with us. If she got lazy and left it where it was, we might be able to decrypt their conversation."

    Tawn chuckled. "Doesn't matter. They’re hailing over a general comm. We can listen in without having to connect."

    An image of Bax appeared on one side of the display, three spotted Burrell gracing the other.

    Bax smiled. "Burrell, welcome to Human space. I am Baxter Rumford, Co-Emperor of the Maxter Empire, owner of this sector of the galaxy."

    Tawn chuckled. "The gall. She's already laid claim to us all."

    The Burrell in the middle spoke first. "I am Kaden, commander of this expedition. This system, as well as this sector, are claimed by the Burrell Alignment. I am thrilled to see that your people survived the transition to here."

    "Well, Commander, the forty thousand ships surrounding me say this space belongs to us. However, on that note, I would again like to welcome you to Maxter space. You will be treated as a welcome guest. And I hope our interactions here can lead to long-term friendly relations with your Alignment."

    The commander lifted his chin. "Perhaps we can begin with you relinquishing control of our facility so that we might effect repairs."

    Bax sat silent for several seconds. "The facility is ours, Commander. As are all the systems in the boson field that surrounds us."

    "I see. Would you be referring to the boson field we constructed on the planet Curriot and the relay station on Balimoor?"

    "I don't know, Curriot. We have a planet Midelon that broadcasts the boson field, making wormhole travel possible."

    "Your hostile stance does not bode well for a peaceful relation, Miss Rumford. You occupy our space, and demand recognition of your ownership. Would that be a true statement?"

    "As true as the forty thousand ships surrounding me say it is."

    Tawn grimaced. "She's not getting us off on the right foot. Might as well be declaring war on them right here and now."

    "She's taking a gamble they'll back down, giving her the early upper hand."

    The Burrell named Kaden leaned close to the officer seated beside him, whispering into their ear. The officer stood and hurried away.

    Tawn shook her head. "This is escalating already."

    Bax said, "Perhaps we need time to reach a more diplomatic solution here, Kaden. You brought this fleet to effect repairs on the facility below. I will graciously allow said work to begin while we discuss our current situation. Would you consider that offer so that we can possibly move forward in our discussions?"

    "You will allow these ships to pass without harm?"

    "All but your warships. Those will remain here as we talk over our options."

    "Very well. Captain Pila, send in the team. I want those generators back online in fifteen rotations."

    Seconds later, the Burrell ships, excluding the five warships, slipped past the stolen fleet and headed for the surface.

    Harris scowled. "Bad move by Kaden. She now has hostages."

    "He doesn't seem to care or to be intimidated. Unless those five ships are something super-special, I can't see this ending well for him. Oh crap. That was a broadcast he just sent out back toward Magion. I bet we have a fat Burrell fleet here in what, a hundred thirty-two days?"

    Harris nodded. "Sixty-six each way."

    Tawn sighed. "I bet she could have just stayed away from here and let them do their work. They might not have been the wiser that we were even out here."

    Harris chuckled. "Really? You telling me if the roles were reversed you wouldn't check on the other species and other facilities you had out here?"

    "Yeah, I guess I would have."

    "Miss Rumford—"

    "That's Empress Rumford."

    "Good grief," Tawn said. "She's pushing it."

    "Empress… while the fleet you have surrounding you is impressive, I would like to state the Burrell have a dozen similarly sized fleets at our disposal. If you choose to contest this space, I will be forced to ask for that support."

    "Ask for assistance all you want. This is our territory and we'll defend it to the best of our ability. As to the repair of the terraforming facilities down on that planet, I'm certain we can work out a fair compensation agreement for your time and effort here. When the mission is complete, I will be asking your ships to leave my space. If you wish to return after that, I would be willing to allow a single diplomatic vessel in for peaceful trade discussions."

    The Burrell commander stared quietly at the comm camera for almost a minute.

    Tawn said, "A second comm blast just went out."

    Bax placed her hands on her hips. "You have something you want to say, Commander?"

    "Yes. Captain Tiigs, raise the blast shields. All stations secure for battle."

    The Burrell ships moved into a vee formation, racing in toward the waiting Human fleet. Bax gave the order and the automated ships responded. A hundred ultra-powerful laser pulses flashed from the Burrell as they closed, burning bright as they made contact with the Hoya battlecruisers coming their way.

    Tawn pointed. "Whoa. Did you see that? Burned entirely through those ships."

    A second blast from the lasers saw an equally devastating amount of damage. With a counterattack, more than a thousand tungsten pellets found their way to the five Burrell ships. Their forward armor held steady, mostly. Several forward compartments on each of the five cruisers were exposed to the cold void of space.

    The Burrell ships turned, jumping almost instantly to a distance far outside rail cannon range. Making use of their wormhole generators, a new volley of laser pulses were sent through toward the Human fleet. Another hundred warships faltered as their insides were ravaged by fires from the savage heat of the lasers. Decks melted, the damage blooming outward until the entire interior was in flame.

    Three additional volleys came before the Human ships broke rank and scattered. The laser fire that followed heavily damaged another five ships before the Human fleet reached free space. Twenty thousand attackers jumped at once, firing their rail cannons only seconds later. Four of the five Burrell warships broke apart before the fifth managed a second jump to safety.

    But the automated ships were not done with their pursuit. Harris opened a wormhole and jumped in an attempt to follow the fight. Two additional hops through a portal to elsewhere saw the last of the Burrell warships shredded.

    Harris shook his head. "I hope she hasn't doomed us all. If the Burrell send in a fleet, they're gonna be gunning for Humans."

    "I don't get her decision making here. Why not establish peaceful relations with them first? This small fleet was obviously not coming in with hostile intent."

    A jump was made back to Gondol. Tawn and Harris watched and listened as the Fargo sat in high orbit. Bax continued a conversation with the remaining Burrell leader. Loxin was a civilian contractor whose company had been awarded the task of reconstructing the terraforming facility. He was now a captive of the Maxter Empire, with orders to continue his work or die. After several hours of observance, the Bangor left for home.

    Harris followed Tawn into Trish's lab. "Alex, we have big problems coming."

    "Did the transducers work?"

    "As far as we know. Now that we're back though, might be good for you to run some tests. Anyway, the Burrell showed. Bax essentially told them this was her space now and then went on to obliterate their warships."

    "Was she provoked?"

    Harris replied, "Not really. She said 'Hi, you're in our space.’ They said, 'No we’re not.’ She allowed their repair ships to head to the surface, then she opened up on them. They killed—I mean devastated—more than two hundred of those Hoya ships to their loss of five. They have a laser weapon that burns right through the entire ship."

    "And each cruiser had about twenty of those," Tawn added.

    "Any notice go out to the home fleet?"

    "Yes. From both them and the Burrell team down on the surface. Bax has ordered that team to get to work or be dead. I'd say any chance of early diplomacy with the Burrell has been set on fire and incinerated."

    Several weeks passed, with the Bangor testing out as invisible to sensors. Bax and the bulk of her force returned to the Retreat, followed by a full deployment on New Earth. Every bit of raw or scrap material that could be used for shipbuilding was being ferried to a now expanding shipyard at the Retreat. Back on Domicile, a second boson bomb had been detonated, again denying outsiders access to the capital world of the free colonies.

    Two weeks soon turned to two months, and then closed on four. Harris and Tawn made repeated trips to spy on Bax and her minions, creeping ever closer with each visit. Domicile continued to build, deploy, and detonate bosons hoping to forever keep their enemy at bay. Baxter Rumford, Empress of the Maxter Empire, took control of the remaining colonies, subjugating their inhabitants to work for her cause.

    At the Retreat, every effort to enable the processor bench to once again produce cores for the bots failed miserably. The nearly seventy thousand bots in service were busily expanding the shipyard and turning out ships. During the fight with the Burrell, only a handful of Banshees had been lost. Being small and agile made them a difficult target.

    Tawn looked on from her copilot's seat as she snacked on an MRE. "Can't believe how efficient she is at getting things done. A few months and she's adding a hundred Banshees a day to her fleet."

    "Yeah, but she can't build any more cores. She has a limit."

    "True, but she can take a core from each of those bots to stick in a ship. Before long she'll have seventy thousand Banshees along with her thirty thousand Hoya cruisers. That's a force to be reckoned with, even with how powerful the Burrell lasers are."

    "And she still has an ace up her sleeve."

    "What's that?"

    "The boson. She sets one of those off and she freezes them in place."

    "That's assuming they need that field. Remember, they came across space by generating their own."

    Harris chuckled. "You know, between our two half-brains, we can sometimes have a whole one."

    "Or... between my whole brain and your no brain we can always have a whole brain."

    "Sure."

    Trish walked into the lab. "We have two hundred twelve bots now, and more than two thousand cores that are just waiting. We need more material. Bax still blocking us from New Earth?"

    "Last scan she was," Tawn replied.

    "Where else can we get what we need?"

    "I was just thinking about that." A comm was opened to Idiot. "We have several battlefields out there where thousands of ships were destroyed. I'd like to send the Hailstorm out with two hundred of our bots to collected debris. What can we do that will allow them to gather materials out in space? Jet packs or something?"

    "One moment... the principle behind our gravity drives and onboard gravity systems can be miniaturized and focused into a beam. Equipping a bot with a device that will emit this beam would allow them to pull a mass toward them. Two hundred bots, secured to the deck and working in an open bay, could collect debris as the ship flies slowly past."

    "And how long before we can have two hundred of these devices ready?"

    "One moment... we have the materials available. I now have a design ready. Nine days… four hours… six minutes."

    Harris nodded. "Make it happen. That's your new top priority."

    "Six days… three hours… twenty-seven minutes."

    "What?"

    "For the completion of the devices."

    "I thought you just said nine days?"

    "That was the estimate before it was made a top priority."

    Harris turned to face Tawn. "Sometimes I just know he's doing that to piss me off."

    "You taught him well."

    The six days passed in a flash. The Hailstorm was retrieved and two hundred bots sent out for debris collection. An emphasis was placed on recovering materials needed to build more bots. Harris made his way to the confined Burrell on the Grindle.

    "Milos, how you holding up over here?"

    "Would have preferred to be placed back in stasis."

    "I guess we should do that now. But let me hit you with a question or two as we walk. Just looking for your opinion."

    "Please feel free to ask."

    "Do you consider this planet and the space surrounding us to be Burrell space?"

    "Well... I guess I would. Yes."

    "How about all the space the boson field encompasses? Still Burrell space?"

    "We were first to claim it and have facilities here, so yes, I suppose. What is it you are really asking?"

    "If the Frizoid came in and occupied this space, would it be considered Frizoid space?"

    "I suppose."

    "And if Humans controlled it, would it be considered Human space?"

    "Certainly... to Humans. In the eyes of the Burrell this will always be Burrell space until such time as ownership is transferred or given to someone else, which I don't believe has ever been done. Was there a point to these questions?"

    "Not really. Was just wondering if your people still claimed this space as their own."

    "Ownership is reliant on control. Whoever controls this space is the immediate owner. If that ownership is disputed, you’d best be prepared to defend that control."

    "Got it. That was all. "You ready for stasis?"

    "I am."

    "Lean your head back and I'll send you under so you're not wasting any more of your life."

    "That would be preferred. Thank you."

    The stasis process was complete a few minutes later.

    Harris returned to the supply hut where the others were gathered for a lunchtime meal. "I just dropped Milos back into hibernation. Asked him a few questions about who owns this space before toggling the switch. He says this is Burrell space, and if we want to control it we'll have to defend against them."

    Tawn replied, "Huh. That's exactly what Bax did."

    "Excluding here and Domicile, this is all Bax's space. She controls it. Wish we knew if the Burrell were coming or just writing this place off."

    Gandy said, "Didn't the AI on Gondol tell you they were coming last time?"

    "Yeah. But we can't get back there. Bax has the Burrell workers imprisoned there."

    "What about Beckland? Doesn't it have one of those AIs?"

    Harris stood. "Genius, Tawn. Grab us a couple meals for the ride out."

    "What am I, your servant?"

    "Yes. Now hop to it. We don't have all day."

    Twenty-four minutes later, the Bangor was landing at Beckland.

    Tawn shook her head. "We aren't getting in there. That's three kilometers of water and mud we're looking at in that shaft. And with this hurricane raging up here? Those rains won't be letting up anytime soon."

    "Forgot it was exposed. You think we could raise that AI on the comm?"

    Tawn chuckled. "Never could before. What would have changed?"

    Harris frowned. "I bet Milos could have answered that for us."

    "Let's go wake him up."

    Farker spoke: "Harris, you have a recording of the AI’s message going out to the Burrell from Gondol. And you have the response coming back. Could we reverse engineer those comms to determine if we could do the same?"

    Harris stared. "You sit silent for days on end and now you speak?"

    "It seemed like an appropriate time."

    Harris looked at Tawn. "I'm a little shocked. That's not something our AIs have done in the past—offered solutions that were unsolicited."

    "He's different from them. Alex said he developed and programmed that core personally. Farker if I provide you with each of those comms, could you determine if we might be able to communicate with that facility from here?"

    "I would be delighted to try."
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    An hour passed while Farker worked on cracking the AI message. Tawn and Harris consumed their meals and slumped back in their chairs.

    Harris said, "Sitting in a ship on a planet being terraformed, in a sector of the galaxy controlled by a maniac, while surrounded by seemingly hostile aliens… isn't life grand?"

    Farker spoke: "I believe I have a solution."

    Harris sat up. "Give it a try."

    Seconds later, a comm request came to the console.

    Harris answered. "Yes?"

    "This is terraform station three-eighty-six. How may I be of service?"

    Harris grinned at Farker. "Nice work. You... uh... is there a schedule for your Burrell masters to arrive? Are there more ships on the way?"

    "Yes."

    "How many and when will they be arriving in this sector?"

    "A force of eleven thousand, two hundred and fifty-six will arrive at terraform station three-eighty-two in six days, seven hours."

    Harris turned to Tawn. "Well, there we go. We're on the clock again. And this time it may be against an enemy that can come right to Midelon."

    "Let's get back and figure out how we're gonna deal with this."

    "You do realize we have to clue Bax in on this, right?"

    "Why?"

    "Because I would rather be ruled by a Human emperor than an alien species. She wants Humans around so she can rule over them. The Burrell might decide they don't want that hassle."

    The Bangor landed in its usual spot. Tawn followed Harris into the lab, where the others were gathered, looking over Alex's shoulder.

    Tawn asked, "What's the hot topic?"

    Gandy replied, "Idiot just sent over some design updates for the Bangor and the Hailstorm. It updates the drives for each so you can make use of the short-hop wormhole travel the Burrell use. See this box? It's a mini boson field generator. Idiot patterned it after the one on the Grindle. If we bring the bots back, we can have both ships outfitted with it in about four days."

    Trish added, "And he has a design for adding one of their lasers. It combines one of our plasma cannons with their laser design."

    Alex nodded. "The power output per square centimeter, when running simulations, is a near match for what we just saw from the new Burrell ships, only on a much smaller scale."

    Tawn asked, "Smaller scale?"

    "The beam coming from the Burrell warships is nearly two meters wide. This will be two centimeters. The intensity is a good match, the area of damage will be reduced—the good news being that we can fire it more often. If you noticed from the fight with Miss Rumford, the bursts were nearly fifteen seconds apart. I suspect they must store up energy in a well before releasing it all at once."

    "So we should be able to poke pinholes in our enemies?"

    "Precisely."

    "I was making a joke."

    "I attempted to follow with my own, but was apparently unsuccessful. Perhaps I've been around Mr. Gruberg too long?"

    Harris slowly shook his head. "You two should go on tour with one another. But you might want to pick venues where the patrons are too drunk to throw rotten fruit at you, because they would if they could."

    Tawn asked, "How long to install the laser?"

    "Three weeks to build a turret. Another week to integrate it with the ship."

    "Three weeks? What's going on with that?"

    "These will be constructed on a manufacturing line so that more can be produced. Idiot has identified nearly a hundred fifty locations on the Hailstorm where a turret can be placed. The three weeks will be required to build them all."

    "What about our two Banshees?"

    A comm was opened. "Idiot, do we have a laser design for the Banshee?"

    "I am sorry, Alex, there is no room on a Banshee for the laser power generation and storage equipment. It would have to be constructed as an external unit that would be almost equal in size to the ship itself."

    "Would it be worth doing a redesign? Maybe make the Banshee larger?"

    "Any major change would be a major disruption to our current manufacturing."

    Tawn said, "If the Hailstorm can carry a hundred fifty of these, I'd say we might do well to build more Hailstorms."

    Harris shook his head. "We don't have the means to do so in any type of timely manner. If we still had the colonel at the Retreat, we'd have a number of these we could outfit. Right now we're stuck with one."

    "Maybe we have an option."

    "What?"

    Tawn replied, "We now have the ability to make the short wormhole hops like the Burrell. That should make the run into Domicile relatively easy and quick."

    "They still have the negation field running. We can't jump."

    "Have we tried? Alex, you've seen the simulations. Does this method of wormhole jumps work the same way?"

    Alex opened a comm. "Idiot, do an analysis of the Burrell short-hop wormhole travel when going through the negated boson field."

    "This may take several minutes."

    Harris said, "Make it a top priority."

    "The short-hop drive as you are calling it, should not be affected by the negation field. Since the ship is generating its own local field, it would be free to continue."

    Tawn grinned. "That right there. We can go to Domicile right now."

    Harris nodded. "Good call. Hey, wait, if we can do this, so can the Burrell. And not only that, if Bax attempts to use this to stop the Burrell's jumping, she's gonna be in a bad way when it does nothing."

    "Let's just get to Domicile and see if we can break a few dozen ships away from them for retrofit."

    The Bangor was boarded. A run to free space was followed by a jump to the edge of the negated boson field surrounding Domicile. The drive software was switched to use the newly installed short-hop method. Repeated jumps saw the Bangor race across the half-light-year of negated space.

    As they entered the atmosphere, Harris turned toward his partner. "Didn't think this was possible."

    Tawn opened a comm to the military and was soon patched through to the President.

    An image of the new President, Hansel Armstrong, came up on the display. "Mr. Gruberg, Miss Freely, how is this possible?"

    "It's a drive system the Burrell have. For the time being you're still protected from Baxter Rumford, but the Burrell can come whenever they want. I'm certain you haven't heard, but there was a confrontation between the Burrell and Baxter. She annihilated a small fleet and took their repair crew hostage."

    "The Burrell are here?"

    "Were here. Or I guess they technically still are. They sent in a force of repair ships that were accompanied by five cruisers. It was a mission to repair the facility at Gondol. Bax was there waiting. They demanded surrender. She demanded surrender. She allowed their repair crews to continue to the surface and then obliterated their cruisers."

    "So she's started another war?"

    "A new fleet, a much bigger fleet, over eleven thousand ships, are only days away. Which is why we're here. We need at least a dozen cruisers or destroyers... or even freighters. We have a laser turret we want to add to them."

    "Is that something we can do here? Can we add it to the Banshee design? We have a hundred a day rolling off the assembly line now. These are piloted units. We're having trouble training the volume of pilots we need."

    "The laser generation unit is too big. But your ability to make or update ships here brings up a good option. I can bring you back the designs for the turrets. Put as many as you can on each of your big ships. How many warships do we have now?"

    "Two hundred eight cruisers, four hundred twenty-six destroyers, and just over three thousand Banshees."

    "Three thousand? Wow. You've been busy."

    "They lack the upgraded rails of your ships."

    "I'll bring that design as well."

    "This coming fight with the Burrell, what's your assessment of how Miss Rumford will fair?"

    "Five ships took out two hundred of hers. I think she's gonna be outgunned this time. The bots are good fighters, but they lack that strategic leadership that comes from experienced Humans. They are slow to make adjustments."

    "A curse we sometimes have as well."

    The Bangor made a run to collect and deliver the designs. Tawn and Harris transferred them straight to the Hosh-Morgan headquarters, where a busy Bannis Morgan was doling out commands to his staff in a seemingly endless stream.

    Harris grinned as he stepped forward for a handshake. "Mr. Morgan, looks like you're right back in the thick of it here."

    "Has been a busy few months. Keeps a man young."

    "You look good. Arthritis still at bay?"

    "Joints never felt better. Muscles are slow to recover, and I fatigue easily, but I suppose that comes with the territory. You look like you're putting pounds back on."

    "One-fourteen now."

    Tawn said, "He hasn't been running lately."

    "You look to have lost a few. Back to your fighting weight?"

    Tawn nodded with a half smile. "One-oh-eight. Lowest weight in a dozen years. Only three kilos to go."

    "What brings the two of you here? Wait... how'd you get here?"

    "We've adapted some of the Burrell technology. Using short wormhole hops and our own boson generator, we can move at just over four thousand times the speed of light. That includes through space outside our sector. We can now travel about twelve light-years’ distance a day."

    "Phenomenal."

    "We're here to bring you not only that drive design, but also the design of our rails for your Banshees, and a new laser weapon we also adapted from the Burrell. The President wants the first to be added to all ships, and the laser to be added in quantity to all cruisers and destroyers. The design is for a turret. Add as many as possible to each of your ships."

    Tawn said, "We have some other news for you as well. The Burrell sent a repair fleet to Gondol. Bax was waiting there for them. She allowed the repair ships and crews to land on the planet and then opened fire on the five escort cruisers, annihilating them."

    Harris scowled. "And a second Burrell fleet will be here soon. This one with eleven thousand ships. And the Burrell ships are much more deadly than the Denzee or Hoya were. Those five cruisers took out over two hundred of the captured Hoya ships."

    Tawn added, "And to make things worse, that fleet can be here at Domicile in under an hour if it wants. You'll have no choice but to surrender."

    "Then why do we want to scramble to update the current fleet?"

    "If Bax fights them and loses, depending on how many ships the Burrell have left, we might have a force that we can defend ourselves with. If Bax wins again, we might end up facing a force that can be handled. Either fleet as a standalone, we wouldn't have a chance."

    "So we need Miss Rumford to mix it up with the Burrell. Do we have a plan in place to make certain this happens?"

    "Well... no."

    "Does she know this new fleet is coming?"

    Harris replied, "We would have to assume so. She has access to the Burrell there at Gondol. They would have that information by now, and she would know it."

    Tawn said, "What she doesn't know is the Burrell ships can still travel with their short hops inside the negated field. She may be planning to deploy boson bombs, which would be to her own detriment."

    "I see." Bannis pressed a button on his desk. "Mr. Corso, please come in here."

    The office door opened. "Yes, sir?"

    "I've just loaded several new designs along with instructions into my queue. See to it they are expedited as a top priority."

    The aide nodded and the door closed as he left.

    Bannis sighed. "Updates will be underway shortly. How's everyone doing out there?"

    "Same I guess. Trish misses having you to boss her around. Probably takes that out on poor Garvis."

    "She's a hard worker. They still an item?"

    Tawn nodded. "He's been good for her. Gives her confidence as well as support."

    "And the other two?"

    "Same as they were. Gandy chases and she doesn't know what she wants. Kid has the patience of a stone statue. I'd have given up a long time ago."

    "That's because you're not in love, Miss Freely. It changes one's perspective in ways that are hard to imagine. You'll laugh and point at others and the ridiculous things they sometimes do for it, while deep down you know you'd probably do the same. How's Dr. Gaerten?"

    "He's tireless like you. If he's busy, he's happy. And he's been plenty busy of late. We're still trying to adapt to the Burrell tech we've come across."

    Harris cut in. "Speaking of that... we entered the door in the cave. After a long trek down, we came across the equipment that supposedly generates the boson field. And we entered the underwater facility. Three Burrell were in stasis there. We brought one of them out, quizzed him for a few days, and sent him back under. There's a small cargo ship in a bay inside there. Much bigger than the Bangor, but maybe only an eighth the size of the Hailstorm. That's where we acquired the laser tech."

    "I sometimes feel like I'm living in a silo here, not having news from the outside."

    "There’s more. Bax took the colonel and all the Biomarines from the Retreat. She had the bots build a prison on Helm. That's where they are now."

    "Helm? Why there?"

    "She said if they try to escape they'll be dead in a week. I think it was more of the shock value of going back to Helm, given its history."

    "But we won there. You won there."

    "We did, but at a high cost. Anyway, she's made the Retreat her home base. And a large number of her bots are operating on New Earth, gathering raw materials for more ship construction."

    "Has she been able to get the core processor station up and running?"

    Tawn replied, "Thankfully, no. She's stuck with the number of bots she has right now, which I know drives her nuts. We can build more, but we're lacking the materials to do more than a few at a time. We have our own bots out trying to harvest materials, but so far the payoff has been minimal."

    "Bring me one of those stations. I'll see to it personally we get it up and running here."

    Harris winced. "Not certain I'm comfortable with that, Mr. Morgan. That's tech we want to keep an extremely tight grip on."

    "I understand. You do realize we're fighting a war for freedom here, right?"

    "I do. I just don't want those AIs to be used against us."

    "You already have that condition. Look, either we exploit this advantage or accept what comes our way. Imagine our reaction time for constructing warships if we had a million of those bots operational. We might become the unstoppable force that I know we could be."

    Tawn nodded. "I agree with him. It's time we let go of this stuff, Harris. The pacifists are no longer in control. We have good people running this planet. We swore an oath to protect her. Maybe this is how we make that happen."

    "We'll make another run and bring a couple of those stations with us. Do everything you can to protect them, Mr. Morgan. This is critical tech that we can't let the Burrell or anyone else have."

    Bannis asked, "Didn't this tech come from the Burrell?"

    Harris shook his head. "The AI it's based on did. Our friend Alex and his team designed that processor, enabling the unit to go mobile. The original AI at Midelon took up an entire room of computers. The AIs at Gondol and Beckland are the same. That tiny core you can hold in your hand is a Human development, so guard it well."

    A run was made back to Midelon to collect the stations. After delivery, the Bangor returned home. The team had settled in the supply hut. Harris paced back and forth as Tawn stood in front of the wall display.

    "We need ideas. How do we protect our facilities here? How do we keep our manufacturing running?

    Trish shook her head. "I don't see how we can. Maybe we should start scouting for an alternate site. If the Burrell come here they will easily take full control. If Bax gets a hold of their short-hop tech, she'll be able to come here too."

    Harris nodded. "Alternate site… good thinking. You and Garvis are now assigned the responsibility of finding that place and of setting it up to support us for the long term. Sharvie, what do you have cooking?"

    "I've been trying to break into the Grindle through the comms. I'm getting close. Wish I had my team from Domicile to connect and consult with. Idiot has been a big help, but I need abstract thinking to make real progress."

    "We can't connect to there, but we could bring them out here. You think they'd be interested in that?"

    "I know I would. Take me back with you on the next trip and I can ask. You don't care about them being out here now?"

    "We aren't much of a secret anymore. And the Burrell can be here in hours if they decide to come this way. So no, I'm not concerned with others knowing what's out here. And if your team can crack into the Grindle, that might be the tool we need to turn this whole thing around."

    Alex asked, "Is there a new assignment for me?"

    Harris half smiled. "Yeah, keep doing what you're doing. Make us stronger, faster, and more powerful. If you have ideas for new weapons or enhancements, then dig in and flesh them out. Make use of Idiot in any way you can."

    Tawn crossed her arms. "And what do we do?"

    "We manage... and we taxi. For now we head to Domicile to collect Sharvie's team. After that we go to Gondol. Bax has to be told the boson won't work on the Burrell."
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    Six nerdy twenty-somethings stepped from the Bangor's hatch. Sharvie quickly whisked them away to begin work from a personal lab she had set up in the main room of the bunker. Soon after, the Bangor raced upward as a fireball.

    Tawn struck up a conversation as they neared free space. "That was a chatty bunch. I don't think she got in three words during the entire ride out."

    "They're just nervous and excited, that's all. You remember your first few journeys into combat? The slugs riding in with me couldn't stop talking. At the time I wanted to find it annoying, but it was actually good for keeping my mind occupied. She's not going into an unknown fight like we were, but I'm sure it helps her to not get overwhelmed with the task at hand."

    "Hmm. I remember those days. Only I wasn't in the talker group. I do agree though, there were always three or four who wouldn't shut up—cracking jokes all the way until they started pulling the trigger. I guess it did beat the heck out of silence though."

    The Bangor hopped through a wormhole and sped toward the planet Gondol.

    "Not here," Harris said.

    A second hop was made to the Retreat.

    Tawn looked over the nav display. "I don't see the Fargo. New Earth?"

    "New Earth it is."

    A run into New Earth space showed no sign of Baxter Rumford. Ships loaded with salvage were lifting off on their way to the Retreat, but again the Fargo was nowhere to be found."

    Tawn scowled. "Well, this has been a bust. Where's she at?"

    "Next up would be Viochan or Eden."

    "Try Eden. We know she had some mines running there."

    A short run, followed by a wormhole jump, had the Bangor moving toward the fiery hot Eden.

    Tawn pointed. "There. Got her."

    Harris pulled the Bangor to a stop and opened a comm.

    An image of Baxter Rumford filled the display. "Morons… why you bothering me? Come to surrender?"

    "Hardly," Harris replied. "We're here to warn you."

    "Warn me? If you're referring to the Burrell, I already know they're coming."

    "We figured as much. What we came to warn you about was your use of boson bombs. They're useless against the Burrell drives."

    "And you know this how?"

    Tawn said, "We know this because we have their tech. At least that drive tech. The short wormhole hops they do... the boson has no effect on them."

    "Your word is not convincing me."

    "We've just been to Domicile and back several times. The negation field is still up and running. Only took us a half hour to get there."

    "Interesting."

    Tawn asked, "Where's Croft? We haven't seen him in any of our convos with you."

    "He's running things from the Retreat. Doesn't like being on spaceships."

    Harris chuckled. "Really? And he wants to run an empire?"

    Bax sighed. "We're doing just fine, thank you. It was a bit of a shocker, and annoying, but we'll work our way through it. So you're certain the boson doesn't work on the Burrell?"

    "We're certain."

    Bax tilted her head to one side. "Why would you be bringing me this information?"

    "Because we have no desire to be ruled by another species. The Burrell talk peace, but it’s viewed as peace under their rules."

    "You've talked to the Burrell? How?"

    "We have our ways. Regardless, we'd rather contend with your sorry ass than some furry alien horde that cares nothing about Humans."

    "I see. So this means you’re joining my team?"

    "Let's just say that your enemy is our enemy."

    Tawn said, "You have our Biomarines sequestered on Helm. What would you say to at least arming them?"

    "Why would I do that?"

    "So if you get your butt kicked they aren't left defenseless. Give them weapons. You still have them captive there without ships. And if they cause trouble, your Banshees there could shred that place. Hand weapons don't make them a threat to you."

    "I'll consider it. What else you have?"

    "Just realized that we're in trouble here as well. That coming Burrell fleet can come all the way to Midelon. They built the facility, which probably allows direct access. If not, they still have their current method of faster-than-light travel that again doesn't use the normal boson field."

    "You people are all sunshine today, aren't you?"

    "We're just the messengers."

    Harris added, "And as I said, if forced to choose, we'd still take you over them."

    Bax patted her chest. "That just makes me all aflutter inside."

    Tawn scowled as she shook her head. "We aren't doing this for your benefit. Make no mistake that I'll snap your neck next time I get close enough to do so."

    Bax let out a huff. "You people are either too hot or too cold. You could use a good therapist."

    Harris chuckled. "No therapist would have us. Biomarines don't make good patients."

    Tawn stared at him for several seconds. "Can we stick to the reality before us here?"

    "Sure. Proceed."

    "We've noticed you aren't adding to your number of bots."

    "I don't suppose you're here to tell me the secret to that processor station?"

    "Not happening. But since we're both kind of on the same side now, how about helping us to build more. We need supplies and you're hogging them all up here at New Earth. You help us build bots, and even though we won't have time to make them before the Burrell arrive, we would have them available the next time. If we survive this time."

    "I'm sorry. I don't have the bandwidth to share resources right now. They're all at full use. The bots are a fantastic workforce. I wish I had a million more, but I'm limited, so I have to focus on my own goals."

    "Just keep in mind, if they come take Midelon, they can shut down the boson field, trapping you and your fleet wherever they are while they're still able to move about freely."

    "It sounds as though you need to turn over that drive tech to me, then. Put us on a level playing field with the Burrell when it comes to speed."

    Harris chuckled. "Not happening. First thing you'd do would be to overrun Midelon."

    "Probably."

    "Which is why we won't be giving this to you."

    Bax smiled. "You do realize I still have a fleet of Burrell ships parked at Gondol. I have that drive tech there to pick over."

    "Then please explain why you haven't done so."

    "I need those archives at Midelon. They make all the difference with these bots. The AI I took with me who was running that place is now as dumb as the other bots. That archive gave it its intellect. Now it's just another worker."

    "Sounds like poor planning on your part."

    "It was. There, that make you happy?"

    "It does."

    Bax sighed. "You want me to win this thing or not?"

    "Actually, mutual annihilation would be best. They might think it not worth the cost of weakening themselves when the Frizoid are still out there. And you, of course, we would be rid of. Sounds like a win-win."

    "Unless the Frizoid come or the Burrell send another fleet."

    "Always a risk. Hey, instead of us fighting each other, why not negotiate an agreement?"

    "What do you have in mind?"

    "You get out of our space and the truce worlds and leave Domers alone. You can keep the New Earth colonies and govern them as you see fit."

    "That scenario doesn't work for me without Eden. You tossing that planet in?"

    "Not for me to decide. I was just floating the possibility of a deal."

    "I need Eden. Without it I can't build a fleet, and without a fleet I can't protect those colonies from the Frizoid or the Burrell should either decide to invade."

    Tawn said, "No way we're letting you build up a fleet just so you can attack us."

    "What if I gave my word?"

    Harris chuckled. "Your word has no value. Nothing but lies, deceit, and scheming comes from that mouth."

    "I can't deny that."

    Bax scowled for several seconds as she stared at the comm camera. "Go tell your people I'm willing to talk. Maybe there's a middle ground we can both inhabit. And hurry. You probably only have four days left to make a deal."

    The Bangor turned and ran from free space. A jump toward Domicile was followed by a half hour ride using the short-hop method of travel. Permission was given to land at the presidential estate. Tawn and Harris were hustled into a conference room for a meeting with the President.

    "Sir," Harris said, "I don't think we can trust her. The moment she believes she has the upper hand, any agreement she made would be null and void. She's wired just like the former emperor, only she's smarter."

    "I understand, Mr. Gruberg. But we may only have this opportunity one time. Should she defeat the Burrell, we would again be a free people."

    "Except for any Earthers still out there."

    "The Earthers are not our primary concern. There are only seventeen million remaining. While we wish them no ill will, we aren't responsible for their lives."

    Harris pulled back. "Wasn't expecting to hear that from you. Croft maybe, but not you. We're all Humans here. And unless you want to start a new generation down the path of hating us, I suggest we protect them as well."

    "I'll take your advice under consideration, Mr. Gruberg. Now, I must meet with my advisors to discuss the ramifications of this."

    The President left the room.

    Tawn asked, "What now?"

    "Now we wait."

    "Wait nothing. Let's go see Mr. Morgan. He has to have some sway in this."

    A short run had the duo landing just outside the Hosh-Morgan headquarters building. Tawn plopped down in a chair as Harris paced the room in front of Bannis.

    "You have to have some sway with these people. I brought up this offer with the hopes of us stopping the Burrell and keeping Bax in a box. If she gets Eden, we all lose."

    "We kept Eden out of the picture before. If she gets out of control we can take it out again."

    "So you're saying we should be just as dishonest in our deal-making as the last clown was? I don't think this deal serves us in any meaningful way. It only delays her attack on Domicile. She'll have the wormhole hop tech before long. It's not overly technical, and she already has Burrell ships that have it. With that she'll be able to come all the way here.

    "You said it yourself. If she doesn't defeat the Burrell, we may be finished anyway. Our conversion to the new tech you provided us with still has months before completion. A half dozen of those Burrell ships could take out our entire fleet. Making a deal and giving her the support she needs right now enhances our chance of winning. I would have to agree with the President. We take this deal and be happy with it. If things change down the road, we'll have to deal with it then."

    Harris shook his head. "Sorry we wasted your time, Mr. Morgan. I thought you'd see things my way."

    "One problem at a time, Gruberg. It's the best we can manage right now."

    A trip back to the presidential estate saw four diplomats board the Bangor. A short while later, the ship slowed as the Fargo pulled alongside and docked.

    Baxter Rumford stood in the docking tube with her hands on her hips and a grin on her face. "You morons work fast. And, Freely, looks like you'll have to wait on that neck snapping you sounded so fond of. We're now on the same team again."

    "I can still reach you from here if you want to keep running your mouth."

    Bax scowled. "Bitter doesn't do you good. Save it for the real enemy."

    The four diplomats walked across the docking tube to the Fargo. Bax closed the airlock door as she gave Tawn a final provocative stare. Most of an hour passed before the airlock again opened. The diplomats came through.

    Harris asked, "Well?"

    "It's done. We'll provide what support we have available with ships that have been converted to the latest tech. When the fighting is done, she will leave our space and the truce worlds, excluding Eden."

    Tawn groaned.

    "Her request for access is required for her to build a fleet to protect her colonies. She has signed an agreement that all hostilities and aggression toward, and conquest of Domicile, her colonies, and the remaining truce worlds, will not happen so long as she is empress of Maxter."

    Harris shook his head. "So she re-titles herself and attacks. Sounds like she got exactly what she wanted. When does she remove herself from the Retreat?"

    "Immediately following the fight with the Burrell. And we got an agreement from her to provide the Biomarines with arms. If they need to defend themselves, they will at least be able to do so on the ground."

    "She providing transportation to take them back?"

    "That will come from Domicile. The Biomarines, other than receiving weapons, will have no further contact with Baxter Rumford or the Maxter forces."

    The diplomats were dropped at Domicile and the Bangor continued on to Midelon. Tawn was the first off the ship and into the lab where the others, excluding Sharvie and her team, were waiting.

    Tawn growled. "They gave her what she wanted. In six months we'll be at war with her, if she wins this week. And our defense of being isolated here on Midelon is coming to an end. It's only a matter of time before she has the means to travel here."

    Harris nodded. "They gave her Eden. Not to own, but to mine, which is all it's good for anyway."

    Alex said, "When her fight with the Burrell is complete, should we consider shutting down this facility?"

    "For what purpose?"

    "If she has yet to implement the hop-drive technology, we catch her at a moment where she'll no longer be able to do so, effectively isolating her there at Gondol. The rest of us will be able to move about this section of the galaxy freely using the hop-drive. A journey using that drive going from one end of our space to the other would take a maximum of eleven days. We will even be able to explore the great beyond."

    "While that all sounds wonderful, I think she'll have that tech ironed out in the next few days. She's got the Burrell ships sitting there."

    Harris turned for the display wall as he opened a comm. "Idiot, show us the Burrell ships at Gondol."

    An image appeared. "Two ships are missing, sir."

    "Exactly. I bet we find one at the Retreat and one at New Earth."

    "One moment... a scan shows one Burrell repair ship at the Retreat... and one at New Earth. Excellent call, sir."

    "I'd bet good money she's stripping the hop-drives from those ships to put on hers. She gets that on a single ship and it doesn't matter if the boson field is maintained or not. She'll be able to go wherever she wants."
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    Eight Domicile destroyers joined the Maxter Empire fleet as Harris and Tawn sat watching in the Bangor.

    Harris opened a comm to the Ellager. "Captain, how many of the turrets were able to be added?"

    "A hundred ninety-six."

    "Each ship received the same?"

    "Yes."

    "What instructions have you been given?"

    "To take out their weapons first."

    Harris shook his head. "I'd go for the drives first. They can't move and the Maxter ships become much more effective against them."

    "I'll take that up with my staff."

    "I would recommend you do that quickly. The Burrell will be here within the hour."

    The comm closed.

    Tawn chuckled. "You aren't making friends."

    "Not here to make friends."

    "He's a captain and I would bet he's been in a fight before. That, and he has orders from his superiors. You want to suggest tactics, you should be doing that with some admiral who's the order giver."

    "If this was just Bax fighting I wouldn't have issue, as her entire crew is bots that have been compromised. These are Humans... and our Humans."

    The time for arrival came and went.

    Harris opened a comm to Midelon. "Idiot, I need you to start scanning colonies for the Burrell fleet. They didn't show here."

    "I've just finished monitoring scans at Viochan and Blewitz."

    "Hit the big relevant colonies first."

    "Domicile is clear. Midelon is clear. The Retreat is clear. Sir, the Burrell fleet is at New Earth. And I have a new ship arriving. It's the Fargo, sir."

    Harris took in a deep breath. "Tell me she's not breaking her deal already."

    Tawn pointed at the nav controls. "Well, don't just sit here, you idiot. Take us there. Enable our interference field. I'll set our skin to pitch-black."

    Harris said, "Idiot, notify the others of our move. We're jumping to New Earth."

    "Sir, Sharvie has news. Her team was able to crack the comm of the Grindle. I can forward that application to you if you'd like."

    "Absolutely I'd like. Do it now before we jump as I don't want to be opening wormholes once we're in detection range. Any special instructions for hacking in?"

    "They are included with the app."

    "Got it. Thanks."

    A jump was made to the New Earth system, coming in outside of normally detectable range. A run toward the planet had the Bangor sitting at five thousand kilometers’ distance.

    Harris said, "So long as we're not parked directly in front of a star on someone's sensor, we should be good."

    "Firing up the app. Signal has been identified. Connecting... and we have a live feed from the Burrell command ship to the Fargo."

    Baxter Rumford's face filled the right side of the display. Three Burrell officers were seated on the left.

    "Why should we trust you?"

    "I'll admit to maybe being a bit too aggressive with your earlier fleet, but it was your ships who took the first shots." Bax waved her hand. "But that's all in the past. Let's talk about the present and the future."

    The Burrell seated in the center seat replied, "As the commanding officer of this fleet, I am authorized to handle the situation in any manner I see fit. If my goals don't align with those of the empire, I'll receive my just reward at that time. I will grant you this opportunity to negotiate a surrender."

    Bax smiled. "Perfect. Here is what I'm proposing. Currently there are two Human forces at work in this sector. The Maxter Empire, which you are dealing with here and now, and the Domicile Free worlds. This is the bulk of the Humans in this sector, and aside from having technology that currently keeps my fleet from attacking their world, they have a small fleet of a few thousand not-very-powerful ships.

    "What I'm proposing is that you travel to Domicile and force their surrender to the Maxter Empire, and I in turn pledge to surrender to the Burrell, with conditions."

    "I'm listening."

    "This sector will become uncontested Burrell space, governed by the Maxter Empire. Keep in mind, we are on the edge of Frizoid space as well. Allow me to govern this space for you and I will make it my primary mission to defend it against the Frizoid, freeing up your resources to be used on other fronts against our common enemy."

    The Burrell admiral stared into the comm for several seconds.

    Bax added, "Look, I'm offering a surrender with the benefit of you having a ready fleet here to defend this space from the Frizoid. This would be a win for both our peoples. We become your subjects and under your guidance, and in return we defend this space."

    Harris sighed. "She truly is the devil. Just made an agreement with her own people a few days ago, and she's already selling us out."

    "It is an interesting offer, Empress. Allow me a short time to discuss this with my staff."

    "Take your time, Admiral. I look forward to your decision."

    One side of the comm went black.

    Bax shook her head. "Idiots, give me this and I'll be crushing your fleets in six months."

    The comm closed.

    Tawn chuckled. "She puts on a good act."

    "The admiral didn't seem too impressed. Even though outnumbered, I'm sure he knows he has the superior force."

    "She's playing a dangerous game with all our lives."

    "It's all a means to an end, where she controls this sector."

    The admiral returned several minutes later. "I've hashed over your offer and we accept. We will force the surrender of Domicile and the free colonies to you, and in return you surrender to us, remaining in control to govern this Human province."

    Bax grinned. "Perfect. And I would ask you wait a few hours before you go in. I don't want this to look like it was something I planned. Some of the Humans I know would be quite unhappy. And, Admiral, you will not be sorry. I'll wait for your news at Gondol."

    Harris turned the Bangor away. When wormhole detection range had been passed, a jump was made to the edge of negated space at Domicile. Thirty minutes later they were setting down at the presidential estate.

    Harris was met at the door. "We only have minutes, Mr. President. The Burrell are coming. Baxter Rumford has just made a deal where you'll surrender to her and she will then surrender to the Burrell, taking over as their provincial governor. I'd offer another option but I don't have any. The force that's coming is far too large for you to fight. I'll head out to Gondol and have your destroyers there come home."

    "Thank you for the heads up, Mr. Gruberg. We'll deal with this when the Burrell arrive. Please make haste to Gondol."

    The Bangor lifted and shot up through the sky as a fireball. After arriving in the Gondol system, the Domicile destroyers were notified of the President's order for them to return.

    Tawn said, "When we hacked into the Burrell's comm back there at New Earth, we got Bax's channel ID. I'm initiating a crack of her comm right now."

    "We'll have to give Sharvie and her team a reward for making that hack possible. We'd otherwise be flying blind as to what's happening out here. Wait... I have a connection."

    An image of Baxter showed on one side of the display. An image of former President Croft showed on the other.

    Bax said, "We've had a few minor setbacks, but nothing we can't handle. The Burrell are heading to Domicile to demand their surrender to me... us. When done, they'll be coming back here for our surrender to them."

    "What?"

    Bax held up a hand. "It's only for show. They'll be making me the provincial governor, and in return I'll be protecting this space from the Frizoid."

    "This isn't what we talked about."

    "It's not, but the result will be the same. When we have control of Domicile and her resources, we'll build a fleet like this galaxy has never seen. I'll then be heading back to Midelon to get those processor stations running full bore. Other than building ships for us, the Domers won't have to lift a finger. They'll have easy jobs, food, and money, and they won't have to fight. The bots will do that for us."

    "I don't know that I like this unilateral decision making."

    "Sorry, but sometimes decisions have to be made on the fly. This is gonna work for us, I just know it. What I need you to do for us now is to send that Burrell ship to Domicile. I want a report of the happenings. Have the bot team jack into their comms. I want to see the video of the surrender."

    Croft turned away for almost a minute, before looking back into the comm. "The ship is on its way."

    Bax grinned. "We may be an hour away from the Maxter Empire taking full control. New Earth and her colonies, the truce worlds, and the big prize, Domicile. I can't believe we're pulling this off finally. All that planning... getting Eden involved... setting up the emperor with that toxin... how’s that reagent coming?"

    "The bot said it will be ready tomorrow. It’ll take several months to produce the quantity needed, but in six months New Earth will be as habitable as ever. I have to hand it to you, Bax, you said it could be done and here we are. What of Midelon?"

    "What of it? We only need to convert the drives on a handful of ships and Midelon will be ours. And those morons... we won't be needing them for anything more, though I do have to give them credit for being survivors. I almost want to keep them around just so they can see how powerful we will become."

    "The Frizoid alliance was a stroke of genius."

    Bax scowled. "I told you never to mention that. They capture one of those bots and look at its logs and this blows up on us."

    Tawn sat forward. "That little witch. Who hasn't she made a deal with?"

    Croft crossed his arms. "All bots who can hear this, scrub your logs immediately."

    A handful of chimes told of the tasks completing.

    Croft smiled. "Problem solved."

    "Scrub your comm log while you're at it. I'll do the same here."

    Tawn chuckled. "Should I scrub our comm log?"

    Harris crossed his arms. "What if the President could manage the same deal with the Burrell? That he becomes the provincial governor for the Burrell. Meanwhile, we work on building a force that can truly defend humanity."

    "And just how are we gonna pull that off? The Burrell are probably arriving at Domicile already, or will be any minute. And why would they listen to us?"

    Harris smacked his armrest. "They will listen to us because we have a recording of Bax admitting she has a secret alliance with the Frizoid. Domicile surrenders with the same deal she had, and the Burrell and Bax fight it out. This is perfect. If Bax somehow wins, she is significantly weakened, with no way to replenish her bots. If the Burrell win, we're rid of Bax and we begin our clandestine efforts to be rid of the Burrell. With such a loss as will be coming, I think the Burrell will jump at the chance to have this sector under their control, and docile."

    The Bangor was turned and a direction set that would take them back to Domicile. The nav display showed only normal orbital activity of the Domer fleet.

    Tawn asked, "You think they've already surrendered?"

    "They haven't been here yet."

    A comm was opened down to the surface. "Mr. President, I have more news. When the Burrell arrive, you will surrender directly to them, but instead of falling under control of the Maxter Empire, you'll offer to be the provincial governor yourself. If they accept, my team will continue to work in secret to build a fleet that will win our freedom."

    "Why would they take my offer over hers? She has a substantial fleet they will have to fight."

    Harris grinned. "Because we have a video log of her from just minutes ago where she admits to already having a secret alliance with the Frizoid. When she did that, or how, I haven't a clue, but in her mind it's already done. I'm sending you the file now."

    "Received."

    "I included a copy of her conversation with the Burrell. Watch it. It might give you an edge while you negotiate your surrender."

    "Thank you for your efforts, Mr. Gruberg. You're a true patriot."

    "Yeah, well, I'm a Human first. Oh, one last thing. Bax has one of the captured Burrell repair ships coming this way to spy on the proceedings. If you spot it and the Burrell don't, just ignore it. I want her to know this deal went bad."

    The comm closed as the Bangor turned back to free space.

    Tawn asked, "Where to now, genius?"

    "Was that sarcastic or complimentary?"

    "The second."

    "Back to Gondol. I want to be there watching when that smug look comes off her face. This will be epic."

    "It's surreal. The great manipulator is being manipulated. And we get to see it."

    "Not just see it, we're the ones who made it happen."

    "Mr. Gruberg, I have to give you full credit here."

    "Miss Freely, I couldn't have managed without my partner and her ever so eloquent and timely thoughts."

    "I thank you, sir."

    Harris chuckled. "I hope this isn't leading into a hug or something."

    Tawn smiled. "Wouldn't dream of spoiling the moment like that."

    The Bangor slowed to a stop. Tawn monitored the comms as Harris propped a boot up on the corner of his console.

    "Trish would be all over you about now for scuffing the corner of her console."

    "She would. I kind of miss that sharp voice at times. She wouldn't put up with anything she thought somehow marred this ship."

    "Both of them were good first mates."

    Harris chuckled.

    "What's so funny."

    "Was just thinking about the Kingflusher."

    "Fisher. And what's so funny about it?"

    "You finally got your own ship and what'd it last you? A month?"

    "More than that. And I don't see how that's so funny. I liked that ship."

    "It's funny when you put it in the context of everything that's happened. Come on, slug gets rich and buys her own ship, only to have it shot down by an Earther destroyer? Come on, that's funny."

    Tawn sighed. "Funny because it wasn't yours."

    "And you should have seen Gandy's face when I landed for a pick-up. I thought he was gonna wet himself... wait."

    "What are you doing?"

    "Pulling up the log from that day. Here it is. And here's Gandy on the external cam, and then the cabin cam as he came through the hatch."

    An image popped up on the display before them. A roil of dust nearly knocked him over as the Bangor came fast to the ground. The young Human took four steps before diving hard onto the deck plating of the Bangor's cabin. His eyes were squished shut and his face contorted as he slid across the deck.

    Harris froze it in mid frame. "Doesn't that look like someone who’s urinating?"

    "It does, but my guess would be he had dust in his eyes. That had to be a bit nerve-racking for a regular to have been shot down by a destroyer. I'd say he did well to make it to the ground."

    "Dust was his excuse too. I'm sure it was, but it didn't stop me from playing that clip back to him about a dozen times afterward. That was a good time."

    "For you maybe. No wonder the kid has low confidence. He just escaped death and there you are kicking him in the groin."

    "It's called toughening him up. And he came out OK. Not scared anymore, except when he looks at Sharvie. He loses all semblance of being a man when that happens."

    "He's fearful of making the wrong move. Her indecisiveness over what she wants there hasn't helped. It'll probably work out in the end though."

    "Maybe when they both reach seventy."

    "You ever have someone you were hot after? Other than Bax I mean." Tawn chuckled.

    "I'll admit she's pleasing on the eye. But she opens that mouth and the venom that comes out is the last thing any man would want. Except Croft. But he's suspect as being Human anyway."

    Tawn sat up. "Wait, I have that Burrell repair ship coming in. This might be where it gets good."
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    A comm was opened to the Fargo from the repair ship. Tawn tapped into the feed. One side of the display showed an anxious Baxter Rumford, while the other showed a stolen bot.

    "What do you have for me?"

    "Domicile has surrendered."

    "Perfect."

    "The surrender was to the Burrell. Not as you agreed to."

    "What?"

    "The president of Domicile made an agreement with the Burrell to surrender directly to their empire. In return, the president will be made provincial governor over this sector."

    "What? They can't do that! Why would they choose him over me? I have a powerful fleet!"

    "There was talk of you having an alliance with the Frizoid."

    Bax's face was ready to explode. A comm was opened to the Retreat.

    "Is it done?"

    "No, it's not done, you moron. Who'd you tell about the alliance?"

    "Tell? I have no one to tell. I'm surrounded by these automated atrocities."

    Bax scowled. "They must have the place bugged or something. Regardless, the Burrell found out. You’d best be on high alert there. They'll be coming for us."

    "Then we'll meet them on the field of battle and crush them."

    "Shut up. We'll be lucky to survive this day."

    Hundreds of wormholes opened to the far right of the Bangor. The Burrell fleet began coming through. A boson bomb was waiting, cutting nearly forty ships in half as their wormholes collapsed around them. Just over six hundred had made the jump before the negation field blocked the rest.

    Harris nodded. "Smart move. I might have let a few more in, but that was well executed."

    Croft said, "What's happening?"

    "We're going to war. Now shut up and prepare to be attacked. Banshees! Come in single file behind that reflective surface!"

    Tawn said, "She's adapted. If those work, she might just have a chance."

    Thousands of Banshee fighters raced into the space surrounding the Burrell. Lasers fired and were reflected by a number of highly polished plasma reflectors. As the banshees came within firing range, they split off from the mirrored shields, sending thousands of high-energy tungsten rounds into the opposing warships. Some armor held, other sections crumpled inward, exposing decks and crew to the cold void of space.

    "Wave two! Launch!"

    A second stream of Banshees sped into the fray, again protected by the newly constructed reflector units.

    The Burrell ships lit up with bright flashes as they fired, invisible beams racing out in a multitude of directions, seeking the small and elusive Banshees that whipped in and about the large warships like a swarm of hornets attacking a bear that had disturbed their nest. Several dozen of the Burrell ships succumbed to the swarm in the first minute of the battle.

    Bax again yelled out. "Wave three! Launch!"

    Tawn said, "Wow, I think she might actually be winning. This is insane madness."

    Harris pushed the throttle to full as he moved the Bangor away from the fight. "We just took a brush-hit from one of those lasers. Hull temp went up to 60 percent of rated."

    "How far back do we need to go?"

    "As far as we can while maintaining surveillance of this fight."

    "Duh. Will that distance be adequate?"

    "I guess we'll find out."

    "You sure know how to make someone feel comfortable."

    Harris opened a comm to Midelon. "Alex, just informing you of the situation. Domicile surrendered to the Burrell a short while ago, double-crossing Bax and destroying her grand plans. They've now sent ships to Gondol, where her fleet is waiting. She set off a boson after about six hundred ships came through and is in a fierce fight with them right now."

    "Are you involved?"

    Gandy walked into the room.

    "We're watching from afar. One of her new tactics is a single ship pushing around a reflective shield. Looks to be fairly effective against the lasers, allowing Banshees to get in close. I'd say she's almost running even as far as casualties go. Not good news for the Burrell. I'm sending the scan data we have on those reflectors. See if Idiot can work up a design for us that will allow us to get in close if needed."

    "I hope you realize the interference generator you have on the Bangor now, along with the ultra black skin, will allow you to get in close. Easily within firing range without being detected."

    "True, but we're a single ship."

    "I hope you also realize the interference field will also protect other ships from sensors as well. It's a blanketing field, covering everyone out to probably ten thousand kilometers."

    "We realize that. What I want you to work on is a reflective shield equivalent to what Bax is using."

    Gandy said, "Doesn't that skin on the Bangor have a mirror-finish mode?"

    "It does, but I doubt it would reflect enough of one of those pulses to make a difference."

    Gandy opened a comm. "Idiot, the active skin of the Bangor, when set to the mirrored look, how well would if reflect the Burrell lasers?"

    "One moment... quite well. The surface of the Bangor is coated with a plasma bond that when activated can assume different densities, colors, and reflective surfaces. In the mirror mode, it becomes a plasma mirror. While not ideal due to the many angular surfaces of the hull, it should be highly effective."

    Harris asked, "You certain about that?"

    "I've just completed a simulation that verifies my conclusion."

    Tawn said, "You aren't planning to take us in there, are you?"

    Harris chuckled. "I'm not suicidal. Too many stray tungsten rounds flying about. This is good news if we find we have to get involved. But that's not happening here and now. Alex, I still want us to have a reflector ship design we can make use of if needed. At the moment, I'm only asking for a design."

    "Will get right on that, Mr. Gruberg."

    "Harris. Please start calling me Harris. Gruberg is too formal."

    Bax yelled into her comm. "Fourth wave! Launch!"

    Croft asked, "How are we faring? I'm having difficulty discerning what's happening."

    "We're doing better than I expected. Forty-six Banshees lost to their forty-two cruisers. More than a fair trade. And we took out another forty when we set off the boson. So we're doing well."

    "How long are we expecting the fight to go on?"

    "You got somewhere to go?"

    "No."

    "Then shut up and watch. We probably have an hour more of this fight and then the rest of that fleet will be popping in. Fifth wave! Launch!"

    Harris shook his head. "She's just harsh all the way around. He's supposed to be her partner in all this."

    Tawn replied, "She's not acting like she has much respect for him. You want my guess, he was good for support and hashing out ideas on, but he's not a doer. He got himself elected, but that's all talk. His actions did nothing but drive that economy into the ground."

    "May have been deliberate. Weaken Domicile so they could topple the emperor and then take over both worlds with his fleet. Wasn't that their plan?"

    "Partly. I think his economic reforms were supposed to produce jobs and make the people happy with those reforms. Instead they were failing miserably."

    "You think she really has a cure for that toxin on New Earth?"

    "It's not a cure, it's a neutralizer. And yes, I think she has it."

    Tawn returned her focus to the nav display. "Whoa, you see that? That's different. Hit a dozen of those Banshees at once."

    Harris pushed the throttle forward.

    "What are you doing?"

    "Taking us back in closer. It’s difficult to see what’s working for each side. I want to know for future reference."

    "There. Another dozen Banshees at once. They seem to have some synchronization going on between those ships."

    Bax yelled, "Wave six! Launch!"

    Harris continued to push the Bangor forward.

    "Aren't we getting a little close here?"

    "We are. But we need this interference field to cover at least those first few Burrell ships. I want to know if it disables their coordination."

    The Bangor was brought to a stop.

    Harris nodded. "Did you see that? Same formation, half the casualties."

    A heavy laser pulse impacted the active skin of the Bangor's hull. The vast majority of the energy was reflected, but the hull temperature was pushed to 84 percent of its rated value.

    "That was almost a full strike. Caught us at an angle."

    Tawn asked, "So are we safe here or not?"

    "I think we are if we maintain this position."

    A second strike, a direct hit, sent the hull gauge to 92 percent of rated. A third showed a similar result. Another forty minutes of fighting passed as the two Biomarines watched.

    Tawn looked over the display. "Three hundred ninety Banshees lost. Two eighty-two on the Burrell. I'm surprised she hasn't committed more ships. I would want them finished off before the bulk of that fleet arrives."

    Harris opened a comm to Midelon. "Alex, this interference system, how small could you package this thing?"

    "For what purpose?"

    "So we could float it into the middle of this fight and render the Burrell sensors useless. They would have to switch those lasers to manual aiming, and with the chaos going on out there, I doubt they would be hitting much. Could you make this small, and dark so it's not a good visual target? I'll comm back shortly."

    "Wait. How’s the fight going?"

    "Sorry. Still going in Bax's favor, but that Burrell fleet could be here at any time."

    Tawn said, "She's committing! Here we go!"

    "I'll get back with you in few, Doc. I need to see this."

    The remainder of the Maxter fleet raced in, Banshees following reflective shields, the armada of captured Hoya cruisers following. The Burrell ships had waited too long to run, their wormhole generators unable to spawn a fracture in space-time with so many Human ships being in close proximity.

    Tawn raised her eyebrows as the mass of ships seemingly collided. More than a hundred Burrell cruisers were felled in the opening seconds. For the others, a brief stand ended in a breakdown of command. Chaos ensued, and the Maxter fleet quickly took control. In under five minutes the six hundred ship Burrell fleet was reduced to wreckage.

    Tawn crossed her arms. "Wow, she did it. And with fewer than five hundred casualties. And against superior ships."

    "I'm thinking the Burrell might have been a bit too regimented in their response. I'd have attempted to rush Bax's position."

    "And you'd have gotten your butt kicked. We just saw how quickly she was able to get those bots to adjust to the situation. The Burrell chose a strategy and stuck with it until the end. You have to be able to adapt. They didn't."

    A hail came over the general comm. "Morons, I know you're here."

    Harris replied, "Not that I want to praise you, but good work out there."

    "We're just getting started. And thanks for the help. I wasn't sure what to do there until you showed me the way. That was worth it for us to lose our sensors if they did too. The bots can aim a rail cannon at a large, mostly stationary target, but the Burrell have trouble against us. Those Banshees are too small and too quick."

    "How's it feel to get double-crossed? Your underhanded deal got turned around and shoved in your face. And how'd you manage an alliance with the Frizoid?"

    "It was you? You ratted me out?"

    "About the Frizoid? I heard that was the reason the Burrell accepted the President's counter offer."

    "Whose side are you on? Humans or Burrell?"

    "Oh, definitely Humans. What I would like to see is your stolen fleet there either wiped out or weakened considerably. If you defeat the Burrell, that makes your stated position as Empress of Maxter tenuous at best. You need a strong fleet to rule, and when this fighting is done, you'll no longer have one."

    "What you're failing to comprehend is if the Frizoid sense weakness, they will send a fleet this way, if only to wipe us out so the Burrell can't have us. Is that what you're looking for?"

    "When did the Frizoid arrive?"

    "I came in contact with a scout ship they had sent here. The crew was patient and friendly. After we captured them, they were kind enough to open up a comm all the way back to their homeworld. It only took a short conversation to reach an agreement."

    "You talked over a comm stretching back to the Frizoid Communion?"

    "Nine hundred sixty light-years according to them."

    "And you trust them enough to strike an alliance with them?"

    Bax scowled. "No. That was made as a backup plan. If the Burrell were successful here, I would call on the Frizoid for assistance. If I defeat the Burrell, that alliance would be canceled the moment I thought I had enough of a fleet to hold them off."

    "And then of course there would be conquest."

    "A girl can't just sit around going to parties all day. I want to get out there and kick some alien ass for all humanity. We should be the dominant species. Humans will rock this galaxy."

    Harris chuckled. "With you at the top I suppose?"

    "Someone has to be there. And who do I know that's more qualified than me? No one."

    "Others would disagree. Regardless, if your goal was to build us up to the point we could defend ourselves and then to sit on it, you might get a few followers. Conquest of the galaxy? Forget it."

    Tawn nodded. "What he just said. We want peace and prosperity through our own efforts, not by taking it from someone else."

    "And that's why you're a slug and I'm an Empress. You have no depth or ambition. Ambition is what drives us to better ourselves and our world by bettering our surroundings. You want status quo? Then why live at all?"

    Harris sighed. "It's always a circular argument with you. You know better than everyone else and therefore you should rule the galaxy."

    "Well, there you go. That's exactly what I've been saying."

    A bot interrupted the talk. "Empress, the Burrell fleet is arriving."

    Tawn turned to the camera with a smile. "I have a war to fight. Oh, and if I were you, I'd put some distance between yourselves and the action. I feel a few gamma bursts coming on."

    Harris turned the Bangor away from the oncoming fleet before pushing the throttle to full. With the ship set to hop-mode, they were instantly out of the most dangerous zone.

    "She could be a badass President or politician if she wasn't so stuck on herself. She's motivated and well spoken. Too bad it’s all wasted on this unbridled ambition."

    Tawn scowled. "You keep going back and forth on her. That's just weird."

    "I was just making a salient comment."

    "Do you even know what salient means?"

    "It's uh... not important. Never mind."

    "No. It is important."

    "What?

    "Salient."

    "Salient what?"

    "Am I talking to a wall here?"

    "Maybe. What is it you're trying to say?"

    "Salient, it means important."

    "So?"

    "So you said your comment was important and then said it wasn't."

    "What are you, the word police?"

    Tawn rolled her eyes. "You really are an actual stump, aren't you?"

    "If you say so. Now hush. The fight is starting."

    The first wave of more than five hundred Burrell cruisers came toward the automated Human fleet while in a vee formation. As they drew to just within range of their weapons, Bax's fleet turned away. At the same instant, a dozen gamma ray missiles, that had already been in flight, detonated, sending their deadly emissions into the oncoming rush of warships. The alignment of the bursts to the Burrell ships was optimal.

    Several dozen on either end of the formation fired their laser weapons as the rest went strangely silent. With the bulk of the Burrell attackers neutralized, a wave of a thousand Banshees rushed in. After riding in close behind several sets of plasma mirrored reflectors, the Banshees unleashed their fury. The two dozen remaining cruisers were pummeled, and soon broke apart.

    A small fleet of former Hoya cruisers rushed in, depositing bot crews on the neutralized Burrell ships.

    Bax grinned at her comm camera. "Since I know the two of you are still watching, that's how we do it in the Maxter Empire."
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    Harris slowly shook his head. "She just added five hundred of their ships to her fleet."

    "She's moving them to the back. Wonder what she has planned for them?"

    "I don't know, but that was a brilliant move. That places the Burrell at just under ten thousand ships, while increasing her own."

    "Yeah, she's wonderful, huh?"

    "Today she is."

    A second wave of Burrell ships moved into formation and zipped toward the Maxter fleet. Again, a handful of gamma missiles managed to take out the bulk of the attackers. After a five minute skirmish with several thousand Banshees, forty-eight cruisers turned in retreat as another three hundred drifted into Bax's territory.

    Harris shook his head. "Wow, you lose five hundred ships and you make the same stupid move a second time? If this is how the Burrell fight, maybe we don't have anything to worry about."

    "Except Bax."

    "Yes. Of course."

    Harris looked on in disbelief as a third wave of cruisers formed up and rushed in. Seconds before the newly released gamma missiles were detonated, the cruisers broke rank and scattered. Two of the Burrell ships fell victim to the aimed bursts while the others opened up with their lasers. Three hundred Banshees perished in an instant.

    Several minutes of back and forth mayhem happened before the Burrell ships turned for their own lines. A hundred fifty-five cruisers had been sacrificed, but not before vaporizing more than twelve hundred Banshees. It was an exchange that had gone very much in the favor of the Burrell.

    As Harris and Tawn watched, Bax stomped her glossy red boots on the deck of the Fargo as she pulled at the sides of her hair. "You idiots! I said pull back if the firepower is too much! Bring them into our bulk, where we can be the ones that do the heavy damage. You've just lost 15 percent of our Banshee fleet!"

    Tawn nodded. "Now we need another one of those to make this fight even."

    "Even? It's still forty thousand to ten thousand. How is that even?"

    A new line of Burrell cruisers formed up. An assault proceeded, yielding similar results to the one that had just passed. Again Bax stomped around her ship as she yelled at her minions.

    "You're as useless as a bunch of coffee-makers at a wine festival!"

    She took a seat in her pilot's chair while she contemplated her next move. With a long breath, she again stood while pointing at the camera. We're going with plan X. Execute on my mark... launch!"

    Tawn chuckled. "Plan X? This has to be good."

    All forty thousand automated ships raced toward the Burrell as a new line of cruisers was beginning to form.

    Harris said, "Plan X looks to be all or nothing."

    A comm was opened to Bax. "You sure you want to do this?"

    "Just shut up and watch. This is where our decisive victory comes in."

    Thousands of laser pulses flashed from the Burrell emitters as the Human ships approached. Only a handful of attackers shone bright white as they were struck and vaporized. Bax nodded as the first of the Banshees split from behind their shields and began to interact with the Burrell. A high number of early losses told of shortcomings with the early strategy, but a major adjustment was made.

    As the thirty thousand captured Hoya cruisers neared, most of the eighty-five hundred gamma missiles that had been stolen from Midelon were fired toward the block of Burrell ships.

    Tawn sat forward. "She just used every one of those she had. And her own ships are in there."

    "Her ships aren't affected by the gamma radiation. They're all bots. And the Burrell are fools. They aren't moving to avoid those missiles."

    The dark space in front of the Burrell warships glowed for several seconds with the brightness of eighty-five hundred mini suns. Three quarters of the hostile fleet began to drift as their crews succumbed to the ultra-deadly radiation. The automated Maxter fleet continued its fight without issue.

    Harris shook his head. "Wow, that just evened the odds."

    The fight quickly fell into a game of attrition, the Burrell easily maintaining a ten-to-one kill ratio. Their ships were superior and their tactics wholly acceptable. But the Maxter bots fought tirelessly.

    Ten thousand Burrell ships dwindled to twenty-five hundred and then to a thousand. The heavens surrounding Gondol filled with debris as the Maxter losses topped twenty-thousand.

    "I can't believe it, but it looks as though Baxter Rumford is going to win this. And win it big."

    Tawn shrugged. "She had a good strategy and she executed on it. Her ships are taking a beating out there, but I bet she still has ten thousand when this is done. And Domicile will be right back in the same predicament they had before. Surrender or complete isolation, at least for a while, using those boson bombs."

    Harris shook his head. "Don't think that will matter. There's about seventy-five hundred perfectly good Burrell warships out there. She takes control of those and she can go right through any negated field."

    Tawn grimaced at the thought. "That again gives her a large fleet. She'll be able to run right to Midelon whenever she wants."

    Harris opened a comm. "Trish, what's our plan for retreating from Midelon?"

    "It's not looking good. First question is where do we go? Any colony or planet inside boson space is easily traveled to by her fleet. Looking outside of there, we have the world the Denzee wanted to get to. We can be there in six days using the Burrell drive. But so can Bax if she has that tech."

    "Have our Banshee designs been refitted with the hop-drive tech?"

    "They have. But we still don't have that regenerative mast they fly behind their ships. A Banshee would need a jump fuel supply the size of the Hailstorm to make it out there on its own. So we're stuck here in our space, with nowhere to run."

    "Well, that's no good. Looks like you blew the assignment."

    "Hey, that's not fair. There's nowhere we can go."

    Harris chuckled. "You still fall for my cheap replies. Please don't stop. It's always amusing."

    The comm closed on an image of a scowling Trish.

    "So, Mr. Gruberg. Where does this leave us?"

    Harris stared at the display of a shrinking Burrell fleet. "It— wait... when that fleet first arrived, wasn't there also a bunch of troop transports with it?"

    Tawn looked. "Yeah, there was. And we haven't seen those here."

    A comm was opened to Midelon. "Idiot, we seem to be missing a number of Burrell transport ships. See if you can find them. And see if they have any warships with them in support. And make that search a priority."

    Several minutes passed before Idiot returned status. "I have four hundred Burrell troop transports parked on the surface at Helm. There are just over two thousand cruisers in orbit above."

    "Two thousand? These numbers don't add up. How'd they get more? And Helm? Why would they be there?"

    "I cannot say, sir."

    Harris opened a comm to Bax. "We asked you to deliver weapons to the Biomarines. Was that done?"

    "Yes. Why?"

    "The Burrell have four hundred troop transports parked there and another two thousand cruisers. You know anything about that?"

    "I don't have any reports of such. Is this new?"

    "Of course it's new."

    "When this is concluded, which should be any minute, I'll look into it."

    Harris turned the Bangor toward Helm. Fifteen minutes later they were moving toward the planet's atmosphere. The Burrell cruisers were making their own move back to free space.

    Harris opened a comm back to Gondol. "Bax, I think you're about to have visitors. The Burrell cruisers are about to jump."

    "How many? And why are you helping me?"

    "All of them. We're showing two thousand, forty six. You gonna be able to handle them?"

    "Not sure."

    "They're jumping now. And it's Gondol. And we're doing this because of what I said earlier. I'd rather be slave to a Human than an alien species."

    "Crap. Got them. Wish me luck."

    The comm closed.

    Tawn shook her head. "She's out of missiles. And surprise tactics. Don't think this is gonna go well for her."

    "Might be just what we need. If both of those forces wipe each other out, we're back in the clear. At least for the moment."

    Tawn pointed at the nav display. "What are we gonna do about those troops?"

    A comm was opened to Midelon and the Hailstorm called into service. Side by side, the two free warships entered the atmosphere and descended on the Burrell troop haulers. Two were immediately destroyed before several others opened fire.

    Harris scowled as he turned the Bangor hard left, narrowly avoiding a powerful laser beam. "Crap. I was hoping their defenses would be minimal. Hailstorm, take it in low. Use the terrain to pop up and take shots."

    Tawn said, "Bioscan shows a force of a hundred thousand marching toward the colonel. What's our priority?"

    Harris opened a general comm. "Colonel, you there?"

    "Gruberg? Where are you?"

    "You have a hundred thousand Burrell soldiers heading your way on foot. Probably fifteen minutes from your position. We're working to take out their transports. They had a large cruiser escort, but those have returned to Gondol."

    "Why have they not eliminated us with the ships?"

    "We're knocking those ships out now. My best guess is they want to capture you, not kill you."

    "Save us a couple of those transports if you would. We'd like to get off this rock."

    ""Will try, but those transports are armed with at least one heavy laser each. Gonna take us a while to clear them."

    "Send us the coordinates of the nearest ships."

    "Not sure you want to leave the protection of that structure, Colonel. If you have water, you may want to stick it out and defend yourself from there."

    "Not happening. This building will collapse on us if we're attacked. It's just a shell. And there are no defensible positions within it. We'd be lucky to last ten minutes."

    "Passing the coordinates to you now. If you head straight north through the pass between those hills, you should be able to outflank them."

    "Outflank? We're taking a ship. If you can take out any guards they might have posted there externally, we'll handle the rest."

    "Heading there now."

    The Bangor lifted just above the hilltop, firing off several tungsten rounds before a powerful flash from a laser pulse sizzled past.

    "Hold up a moment," said Tawn. "Another scan should give us the positions of any guards. I'll pass those to the computer for targeting. We pop up once and take out the lot of them. Then we move on."

    "Agreed. The colonel will have to live with this one ship. There's too many others left. If that fight on Gondol ends and Bax loses, those cruisers will be headed back this way."

    The guards were eliminated with a quick burst. The Bangor moved on to take out another twenty transports before a near direct hit filled the cabin with smoke.

    Tawn yelled, "We're on fire!"

    Harris violently jerked at the control stick. "And we're going down. Drive is failing. Get ready for a—"

    The Bangor clipped the top of a hill before dropping hard and beginning to tumble. After a half dozen hard bounces, she came to a stop upside down in a ravine.

    "...hard landing."

    Tawn disconnected her belt and dropped to the ceiling. "Better get a move on. She might just burn to the ground."

    Harris dropped, heading for a compartment that held a fire suppressor. Several small internal fires were extinguished, followed by an exit where the outer hull was ablaze. The suppressor, spraying out a fast-expanding foam, quickly had the fire out.

    Tawn shook her head. "That's extensive. She's not flying anywhere."

    Harris sighed as he looked around. "Grab ammo spares and as much water as you can carry. It goes fast out here. And if you can help it, don't open that facemask. The dry air here starts sucking the moisture out in an instant. Get your hydration from your suit-pack. Just keep it topped off as you never know when you're gonna lose that water."

    Tawn chuckled. "You don't sound happy to be here."

    "Let's hope whatever action we have here goes fast." Harris glanced back into the cabin hatch. "Farker? You OK, boy?"

    "All systems are functioning properly, yes. Can I be of assistance?"

    Tawn smirked. "You got another ship with you?"

    "I'm afraid not. There is, however, a Burrell transport two-point-three kilometers from here."

    "The one that shot us down?"

    "Yes. And we have the Hailstorm."

    Harris opened a comm. "Hailstorm, what's your status?"

    "Five units to go. We've taken heavy damage, but remain intact. Should we come to your aid?"

    "Finish off those five. We'll see if we can capture this one that shot us down. That will give the colonel the two ships he asked for."

    Minutes later, the Hailstorm reported it was positioning for an assault on the final Burrell transport. As Tawn and Harris listened, the comm went silent. Repeated hails were not returned.

    "This is not going well," Harris said. "And we're just out of range for a comm with the colonel."

    "The transport should be just over this hill. We take it and we have a ride."

    Farker said, "I have a map of the terrain surrounding this vessel. Might I suggest we come in from the south? The ground offers significant cover from that direction. However, we will have at least fifty meters of open to cover. Perhaps I can cause a diversion while you cover that distance?"

    Harris stopped and looked down. "I can't say I'm fond of any of the bots we made, except my Idiot, he's cool, but the rest of them? No. You on the other hand, I can't say enough good things about you. You've been loyal, sacrificing, protective, and friendly. All I have left is to train you to fetch my MREs when it comes to meal time."

    "A task that I am well suited for, sir. Consider me trained."

    Harris grinned as Tawn shook her head.

    The team worked their way around to the location Farker had suggested. Tawn peeked around the edge of a boulder as Harris looked over the terrain map floating above Farker's back.

    Harris rubbed the back of his neck. "I don't know. Not sure about this guard position. They'll have a view of us coming up through here. That's probably about twenty seconds of exposure we don't need."

    Farker replied, "This is where I can also be a diversion. I will draw their attention as you and Tawn traverse that expanse, and then again as you move the final fifty meters."

    Harris nodded as the robotic dog shut off its holo-display. "Give us a signal when you’re set to go."

    The dog raced off behind the base of a hill.

    Tawn winced. "That guard hasn't turned away from this direction."

    "What I can't figure out is why they aren't doing continuous bioscans."

    Tawn shrugged. "Don't know. But that ship does have some damage. I think we got blasted just as we fired our rounds. There's a big hole in the top of that hull just behind the guard."

    Harris moved up. "Let me see. Great. The comm antennas are right behind that. Could be we wiped out their ability to scan. Which is good. But that hole may be our undoing. Can't fly in space without an atmosphere."

    "I'm not so sure. We only need twenty minutes to get home. These suits will give us thirty."

    "Two problems with that. Going up here and coming down at Midelon. We can't blaze through the atmosphere on either end. You'll have to double the time it would normally take. We won't have the air for that."

    "Then we find a few Burrell suits and swipe the air from there."

    "Possible. Let's just see if we can get on there first."

    A dog's howl was followed by a rumble as Farker sent out a concussion wave. The wave had largely dissipated by the time of its arrival at the closest guard's post. Handheld laser fire returned.

    Harris grabbed Tawn by the shoulder and pulled. "Come on!"

    The duo raced across the first open expanse to the cover of another set of boulders. A full power pulse from the ship's main gun impacted the dirt on the hill just in front of the mechanical canine. The resulting firestorm of heated and expanding material shattered the silence of the day with a loud boom. Farker was tossed thirty meters in the air, falling to the ground silent on the opposite side of the hilltop he had occupied.

    Harris continued running as Tawn slowed for the rocks. "What are you doing?" she whispered in an angry voice.

    As Harris reached the mid-point of the final fifty meters, the guard began to turn back his way. Harris jumped, landing hard and sliding on his belly, aiming his weapon up at the startled guard. A single blast found its mark, splitting the Burrell soldier open and splattering his parts across the top of the hull.

    Harris sprinted the final meters, waving back for Tawn to come forward. A deep sigh was followed by a hard run.

    "You idiot," Tawn said. "Trying to get killed?"

    "I had it covered. And we're here, aren't we?"

    "Next time, try to give me some warning that you're planning something like that."

    "Wasn't planned. The distraction was there so I took the opportunity to use it."

    "I think Farker bought it."

    "What?"

    "That laser pulse hit his position hard. His comm isn't responding."

    Harris sat in silence for several seconds before his concern turned to anger. "Let's get this circus over with."

    Tawn circled toward the front of the two hundred meter long ship as Harris climbed up the side of the hull. Once atop, he hurried to the open blast hole, stopping only momentarily to glance at the scattered remains of the Burrell guard.

    Seconds later, Tawn came over the comm. "I'm stuck. Can't go any further. Guard up here has the angle on me."

    "Come back this way and circle around back. "I'm about to drop through the opening up top here. Don't know if I can get through any of the hatches, but it's worth a shot."

    "Coming back your way, although the guard in back might have the same advantage with his position."

    "If so, just climb up top here and see if you can get close enough for a shot."

    Tawn chuckled. "I'm already close enough for a shot. I'm a level four, remember?"

    "OK, then, get yourself in a position for a shot and shut up."

    "What put you in such a foul mood?"

    "Uh, my dog just got blasted? I see a hatch... and it's unlocked. Going in. Go make yourself useful."
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    Harris opened the hatch leading further into the Burrell vessel. After a quick glance down the hall in either direction, he stepped through, moving cautiously toward the front of the ship.

    Tawn came over the open comm. "Scratch the back guard. Moving that way and around to the port side."

    "Heading for the bridge. At least I hope I am. Moving forward."

    Twenty meters of slow movement saw Harris Gruberg standing at the crossway with a side hall. After peeking around the corner and quickly pulling his head back, he proceeded to walk across at a normal pace.

    Tawn asked, "Progress?"

    "Haven't seen a soul yet. Kind of making me paranoid."

    "You have a bioscanner on your arm. Why aren't you using it?"

    Harris sighed. "Just getting too out of practice, I guess. OK. I've got nothing on this deck going forward. And only two Burrell all the way up front. Hang on... there they are. Fifteen crewmen scattered around aft."

    Tawn said, "Port guard is down. Moving up that side of the ship."

    "I'm taking out the two clowns up front. I suspect they're the ones working that laser cannon."

    Tawn stopped. "I'm at a ramp leading in. Should I come your way or finish it up out here?"

    "That forward guard should be the last. Take him down and then bring it inside. Wait... looks like half that crew from the back is moving forward. Take out that guard but be careful on the approach. They're alert that some kind of assault is going on. And when you come back toward that ramp, be careful. If I'm not yet done with them, they'll probably be waiting there for you."

    "So take them out on your way."

    "I want to get to that bridge before they decide to put this bird back in the air."

    "Then why are you heading forward?"

    "Good point. Turning now."

    Tawn chuckled. "You certain you've done this stuff before?"

    "I was. Thanks for highlighting that I'm losing my mind."

    "Just trying to keep us both alive. When we get back, you can have Idiot work you out in a few simulations."

    "I'm certain I could use that."

    "Forward guard is down. Heading for the ramp."

    Harris moved down a set of stairs. "Going to the base deck for the move up. Your ramp is on deck two. The Burrell… looks like seven of them… are gathering there."

    Tawn grinned. "Scratch one Burrell. He stuck his head out the ramp door. I took it off. That should shake up the others."

    "I show four still on the bridge. If that's what it is."

    "There goes another. Why would you poke your head out the door when one of your mates just lost his doing the same? Starting to think the Burrell aren't all that bright. … and there goes another."

    "I have four in a room about ten meters in front of me. All look to be seated."

    "Seated or squatted? Those can look almost identical you know."

    "Seated. They're all facing away from me."

    "Wow. Just popped another. These guys are real morons."

    "I'm moving on this room. Hmm… door is open. They're all watching a display. Don't even realize I'm standing here. Wait. It's the battle at Gondol. We have a live stream."

    "Well, pass it to me!"

    "Hold on… coming at you. Looks like Bax's ten thousand ships have been taking a beating. Two hundred of those Burrell to her fifteen hundred. And only showing about fifty Banshees left. And there's a huge mass of debris where those captured Burrell ships were forming up. Looks like they self-destructed."

    "Five down. I'm moving up on that door."

    Harris pulled his combat knife. "Doing this quietly."

    Tawn said, "Crap, the remaining two are heading back toward you. And hey, they're looking at that display. Is that the bridge?"

    "No, it’s not."

    "That means the bridge is forward."

    "I was heading there until you diverted me."

    Tawn chuckled. "You make your own decisions. And if you weren't so busy entertaining yourself watching that space battle, you'd have already finished the job and been on the move forward. I'm up the ramp."

    "One... two... three... and four. Aft has been cleared."

    "Except for the two coming at you. I'm hustling after them, but I may be late to the party."

    Several laser pulses impacted the far wall, knocking out the holo-display image generator. The three-dimensional expression of the starships and explosions faded from view.

    Harris growled. "You little fur-covered turds are gonna pay for that."

    Tawn said, "One is working his way toward that far door."

    Harris nodded. "I got him. He'll only come halfway through it if he tries."

    Harris heard a whump, followed by the thud of a body exploding. Tawn came back on the comm. "Yours to go."

    Harris stood from his crouched position. "I'm rushing this one on the left."

    "Your left or my left?"

    "My left. Why would I say your left?"

    Two whumps were followed by a thud.

    Tawn stepped into the doorway with a grin. "Because you're a moron, just like Bax says."

    The ship shuddered as it began to lift off the ground. The two Biomarines moved into the hall and sprinted toward the forward decks. The nearly two hundred meter run took just over twenty seconds. The hatch door leading onto the bridge was locked. Two blasts from a Saxon repeating plasma rifle saw the lock fail.

    Harris kicked the door open as Tawn fired repeated rounds into the space. Harris followed with a dive and a roll. Two terrified Burrell crewman sat at their consoles. The stump fired two times before Tawn could call him off. Two thuds followed. The residual energy of the plasma rounds smashed into the consoles behind them.

    The ship jerked violently, beginning to roll and plummet, the back end of the unguided vessel falling first. The Biomarines were tossed about as the inertial dampers failed. With a stroke of luck, their bodies had come to rest against the port wall just as the ship impacted the ground. The collapsing outer hull and inner structure worked to lessen the violence of the crash, leaving them stunned and bruised, but otherwise unharmed.

    Tawn took a deep breath as she sat forward, rotating her right shoulder. "What's with you and crashing ships today?"

    Harris chuckled as he flexed an ankle. "Don't know. Seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Besides, how many times you get to crash on a starship and walk away from it?"

    "Well, let's make this our last."

    "Agreed."

    Tawn walked across the wall, looking up as smoke billowed in through the door that now sat eight meters above their heads. "And how about crashing one on its base for a change. You're making it difficult for us to get out."

    Harris ran a scan. "Speaking of that. I'm showing a couple hundred degrees about twenty meters outside that door. We may not be going out through there."

    "Is there another way?"

    Harris looked around the room, fixing on a pair of small doors on the opposite wall, fifteen meters above their heads. "Those look like escape pod hatches?"

    Tawn moved over and began to climb up the consoles that lined the front of the bridge. "We're about to find out."

    The smoke from the fire continued to fill the room. Tawn reached the far wall, five meters from the nearest hatch door.

    Harris waved smoke from in front of his facemask. "Can't get to it?"

    "Nothing to grab but the handle itself."

    "That's an awful long jump. You don't look too stable up there."

    "I'm not. This console is flimsy."

    Harris looked around. "If we had some rope you might be able to lasso it."

    An explosion in the out hall saw a three meter flame shoot into the bridge compartment, burning bright for several seconds before falling back into the billowing carbon mix that was beginning to heavily obscure their vision.

    "I'm going for it."

    "Don't think that's wise."

    "Would you rather burn alive?"

    "You make a good point."

    Tawn braced herself as she crouched to get maximum spring from her legs. A hard leap saw a single hand grasping the handle of the possible doorway to freedom. The Biomarine swung back and forth for several seconds before steadying herself to the point of grabbing hold with her other hand.

    Harris said, "I think you should come back."

    Tawn looked down with a scowl. "What?"

    Harris chuckled. "It was a joke."

    "You're an idiot."

    "I can be. But who's the one dangling fifteen meters in the air here?"

    "I'm going for the open."

    After pulling herself close, she allowed her body to drop as she spun the handle. The door flipped open, ripping it from her grasp. She fell the fifteen meters, slamming into the wall beside Harris in an awkward way, her left leg twisting up behind her as her femur snapped.

    Harris surveyed the damage. "That does not look good."

    Tawn winced. "Doesn't feel all that good either. Suit held me together as much as it could, but this will need setting."

    Harris shook his head. "You're gonna hate me for straightening you out here. And without seeing that break, we may be doing more damage than good."

    "Just do it. Felt like a clean break, and we need to get out of here."

    "You ever had a broken leg before?"

    "No."

    "Then how do you know it felt like a clean break?"

    Tawn stared for several seconds. "You gonna do this or what?"

    Harris took a deep breath. "Reach over and grab that bar."

    Tawn's face contorted as she stretched. "Like this?"

    Harris sat, gently grabbing her foot as he put his right boot on the base of her rump. "You'll know if it goes in place."

    A hard pull and a grunt was followed by a scream. "Gah! Mother of Domicile that hurt!"

    "More pain or just feeling numb?"

    "It set. Now pass me that bar. And rip out a few of those wires from under that console. I'll splint myself. You get up and out of that hatch."

    Harris stood and retrieved the materials needed for a splint. A hop had him on the first console and on the way up. Seconds later, he was looking at the open hatch door from the top of the console.

    Tawn scowled. "You part monkey or what?"

    "Just always been good at climbing."

    After a crouch and a leap the hundred twelve kilogram Biomarine stump found himself dangling from the hatch frame by one hand. With a hard pull, he got his other hand on the other side. With a swing and a near flip his body was halfway through the hatch. Grabbing an interior handle, he stared down through the smoke at his partner.

    "Looks to be intact. Don't know what will happen when I pull that lever, but I'm certain it will take me away from here. Hang in there and I'll—"

    Tawn waved a hand with a further scowl. "Just go already, before we both burn!"

    The hatch was pulled shut. Harris strapped himself into the small Burrell seat. The launch lever was pulled and the escape pod jettisoned. After rocketing about fifty meters into the air the pod fell back to the ground, slamming hard into the rocky dirt of Helm. The inertial dampener disengaged and a disoriented but intact Harris Gruberg emerged.

    "I'm out. Dampener did a good job of absorbing the impact, but not fully."

    "You hurt?"

    "I slammed my head into the console."

    "Yeah, but are you hurt?"

    Harris chuckled. "A little dazed, but the fog is clearing."

    "You coming to get me or what?"

    Harris laughed. "Well not if you're gonna be so pushy. Hang on, I'm looking through the survival gear for rope. And we have it. Thirty meters worth. Just hope it's strong enough to hold big old you."

    "I have a broken leg and I'm trapped on a burning starship. You think your jokes are cheering me up?"

    "Is it my delivery? Maybe it doesn't come across right when I'm not there to act it out in person."

    "You coming?"

    "Climbing the hull as we speak. Hold your grumpy horses. I'll be right there."

    A second explosion rocked the ship, throwing Harris a meter in the air and nearly off the side of the downed behemoth.

    Tawn said, "You better pick up the pace. That fire's coming in here now like a furnace blast."

    "Almost there. Hang on. Gotta pop this latch."

    The door swung open, a torrent of heat and smoke rushed upward. The flames coming from the hall grew as the moving air provided oxygen.

    Harris leaned back as close to the hole as he could. "Suit exterior showing a hundred seventy degrees. I'm tying off the rope."

    "For what?"

    "So I can come down there and get you?"

    "You'll do no such thing. I'll tie myself off. You pull me up. Now, let’s bust it, because my suit cooler is flashing a warning at me."

    Harris complied. One end of the rope was tied off and the other dropped through the open hatch. Tawn moved herself into position, getting a firm grip.

    She tugged at the line. "Ready when you are."

    "Hope this thing doesn't snap from the heat."

    "You trying to cheer me up again?"

    Harris chuckled as he grunted and pulled. "I'll pull, then you pull. Got it?"

    "Just go."

    The strong hands and muscular arms of both the slug and the stump worked to win Tawn her freedom. Twenty seconds after the grunting had begun, Harris was pulling her up through the hatch. Thirty seconds after, they were on the outer hull, Harris carrying his injured partner on his back. A suitable site was located on the exterior, and the Biomarines climbed to the ground.

    Tawn glanced up, thinking about what they had just overcome.

    Harris grabbed her around the waist. "Come on, this thing could still blow."

    "Take us back to where we first came in."

    "Why?"

    "That's where I left the water."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "Great. I guess that means we're now in even bigger trouble."

    "Why?"

    "That spot is about fifty meters that way, up under this ship."

    Tawn sighed. "Just when you think it can't get any better."
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    When they reached the base of the hill where Farker had last been seen, Harris turned back to look at the ship. Flames raged and smoke billowed.

    "I have to go back."

    "What? Why?"

    "Water. We won't make it two days out here without it. And that structure the colonel and his men were in is about a hundred forty kilometers that way."

    "Leave me here. You go and get water and help."

    Harris chuckled. "As tempting as that sounds... no. We go together. Now wait here for me while I search that ship for water. They have it on there. I just have to avoid the fires."

    "And the explosions."

    "Those too. Be right back."

    Harris hustled down the hillside and across the open expanse. At the side of the ship he climbed the hull before racing over to the still open rampway. He disappeared inside.

    Tawn opened a comm. "Tell me what you're seeing."

    Harris chuckled as he moved down a smoky hall. "How’s that gonna help?"

    "Keeps me from being bored and thinking too much about this leg."

    "If you hadn't been so sloppy, you'd be walking around right now."

    "You do know that I know where you sleep, right? I don't have to walk to use this blade on your gut."

    Harris laughed. "You're a class act, Freely. Glad to have you as a partner."

    "Some partnership this is. Stranded on Helm, and I have a busted leg, and you a dead dog."

    "Don't say that. He may still be functional. And besides, we're gonna need him if we want to get back to Midelon. Wait... this looks like a dining hall. Wish I'd brought that rope."

    "Don't go in if you can't get out."

    "I'm not stu—"

    Another explosion rocked the downed transport. Harris was thrown forward and into the open doorway, slamming into the far wall at the bottom of a five meter drop.

    "You OK?"

    "Took a chair leg right in the ribs. Didn't penetrate. And I can still breathe, but there's no doubt gonna be a bruise."

    Tawn smirked. "This has got to be our best outing yet. What else could happen?"

    "A lot else could happen. Don't be inviting it. Hey... I have jugs of water. Think we hit the jackpot."

    "You still have to get them out."

    "Who's trying to cheer up who now?"

    Harris scanned the room before going on a rampage of stacking chairs and tables. After looking over his shoddy creation of a ladder, he enabled his helmet cam.

    Tawn asked. "What am I seeing?"

    "My way out. Now I just have to figure out how to carry those jugs while maintaining my balance and not collapsing that monstrosity."

    "Well, be careful. I am gonna need your help to get out of this place. And why'd you turn on the cam?"

    "Thought you might enjoy the suspense."

    A twenty-liter jug was hoisted up under his arm. The first few steps were wobbly, but a shift in the base table set things right. A careful, controlled climb had the first of four jugs placed up into the hallway. Three return trips saw the Biomarine pulling himself into the hall and upright.

    "Wasn't so bad."

    "How you planning on carrying those?"

    "Hmm. Guess I need a pole for my shoulders. And something that will fit through those loops."

    A careful climb had him back down in the dining hall and milling around. A bar used as part of a rack was removed and tossed up through the opening. After climbing up, he placed the bar through the jugs and hoisted them up onto his shoulders. A short walk later, he was back on the outer hull. The jugs were carried to the ground individually.

    A huffing Harris stopped as he reached the resting Tawn. "We have water, and I need some. My pouch is dry."

    Tawn gestured. "You have eighty liters right there in front of you. Have at it."

    The forward half of the transport exploded, sending debris in every direction. A concussion wave knocked Harris from his feet.

    Tawn chuckled. "Not our day, is it?"

    "Let's get up and over this hill. I'll fill my pouch on the other side."

    "How we gonna work this?"

    Harris looked around. "Sit tight. I'll move the water over and come back."

    "So the water's more important than I am?"

    "Yes. Without it we definitely die. Without you, I actually have a better chance of living."

    Tawn chuckled. "Plain spoken enough I guess. Have at it."

    Five minutes later, a huffing Harris returned. "Let’s get a move on. All slugs to their feet."

    "I could use a hand."

    Harris clapped.

    "That wasn't even up to your normal low standards."

    "I saw the opportunity and I took it."

    The climb up and over the hill with the hobbled Tawn took twice as long as the water run. Harris came to a stop in front of the jugs, leaning down to open one up.

    Tawn pointed. "I think we just found your friend."

    Harris looked up. "What?"

    "Farker. Isn't that part of him over there?"

    Harris grimaced as he sprinted over. Looking down, he took in a long breath. "It's a leg."

    "Anything else?"

    "Hang on." He climbed over a set of boulders and disappeared behind them for several minutes.

    "What's going on?"

    "I have him. He's shut down. Don't know if it's permanent or not."

    An anguished looking stump carried his partially dismembered pet up to Tawn and the jugs.

    Tawn pointed. "Well, go get his leg. We might need that if we're gonna repair him."

    The leg was retrieved, and the saddened Harris Gruberg stood over Tawn, looking it up and down.

    Tawn asked, "You tearing up?"

    "Maybe... a little."

    "It's a robotic dog."

    "It was my dog. And he saved our lives more than once."

    "You didn't tear up when Idiot was thought to be gone."

    "That's different. He's a robot. This is a pet. Getting attached to a robot would just be silly."

    Tawn held in a chuckle. "Well, put him down and get yourself watered. I don't want you drying up on me out here."

    A ten minute break was taken and both Biomarines’ water pouches were refilled.

    Harris stood, looking back up at the top of the hill.

    "Where you think you're going?"

    "Back to the ship. If I'm going to be carrying all this junk, I'll need a travois."

    "You get me a crutch and I can carry myself."

    Harris chuckled as he began to walk away. "With that leg? Fat chance."

    "I'm not useless, you know."

    "Be right back."

    Half an hour passed before the Biomarine topped the hill. Bed linens that had once graced a Burrell officer's quarters were now stretched between two long poles.

    Tawn looked over the contraption. "Not bad. You think it will hold us?"

    "We're about to find out. And just so you know, this won't be a comfortable ride at all. Lots of bouncing and jarring."

    "I'll just have to suck it up and take it, then. Been in pain before. Just don't bump me up on purpose."

    Harris returned a half smile. "I'll do my best."

    The four jugs of water, the broken Biomarine, and the dismembered dog were loaded on. Harris moved to the front where the travois was lifted into service. The long march toward the colonel and the others had begun.

    Four kilometers were covered in the first hour. They took a break, followed by another pull. Each hour saw a similar pattern. After eight such sessions, Harris sat on a low rock, resting his head in his hands.

    "You OK?"

    "Fatigued and dried out."

    "You are drinking water, right?"

    "Trying to conserve."

    "You let me conserve. You stay hydrated. You're doing all the work. And as you said earlier, I can't live without you, but you can live without me. So tank up."

    Harris refilled his pouch before standing. "At least it will be getting dark soon."

    "Still just as dry, right?"

    "Yeah, but it's cooler. I won't be sweating out the vents on my boots. For this kind of environment, these suits should have a retaining reservoir for your sweat and urine."

    "That's kind of nasty."

    "You filter it first, you know."

    "Doesn't make it any less nasty."

    After six additional hour-long pulls, Harris was exhausted. Five hours were spent napping before the travois was again on the move.

    Tawn said, "We did thirty kilometers yesterday. That says three and a half days to go."

    Harris glanced back. "Already plowed through one of those jugs. We need to pace it or we'll dry out."

    "I'll cut back. You keep yourself in top condition."

    Harris chuckled. "Glad we got on that training kick. I can't imagine my out-of-shape self dragging big Tawn around this place. We'd have gone half the distance and used twice the water already."

    "We have two MREs each. Haven't eaten for more than a day. You think we should hit them at our next stop?"

    "Was trying to push it through until tonight. Don't know if I can."

    "Next break we open one up. I'll take a quarter, you eat the rest."

    "I'd argue with you, but you're right. I'm burning the calories here. Hey, this might be your chance to drop those last few kilos you've been looking to get rid of."

    "Yeah, diet by death. Sounds like a wonderful plan."

    "We'll be pushing it, but we should have enough to get there. I just hope there's still a there… there."

    Day two, being a full day, allowed a trek of thirty-eight kilometers. Day three saw thirty-one. Day four twenty-six.

    Harris tossed the fourth jug to the ground. "That's it. No more water. Pouches are full. Fifteen kilometers to go."

    Tawn nodded. "We can do this. That's half a day. You can have the water in my pouch. Get your rest and we'll hit it again before sun-up."

    Harris took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "We have to keep moving. I won't make it long in that sun if my water is out."

    "You're exhausted. At least take an hour."

    "Don't have an hour to spare. Still no comm with the colonel?"

    "No response from hails, but I'm getting suspicious because I'm not picking up any signals at all. You think the Burrell have jammers running?"

    "Could be. Would also be possible everyone has left this unforgiving beast of a planet. Might not be anything out there to emit a signal."

    "We'd have shown on a bioscan."

    "That would mean the Burrell won and aren't wasting their time on people who are already dead."

    "You are just a ray of sunshine tonight."

    "I just know what the coming hours might bring."

    Tawn said, "I just sent you a hail. It not come in?"

    "I got nothing."

    "You're a meter away from me. How’s that possible?"

    Harris stopped. "Maybe your theory about a jammer is right."

    "Maybe. This means we have to make it all the way to the colonel before they'll know we're there. Won't be anyone bringing water out to us."

    Harris again pulled on the travois. "We've been on our own since the crash. I just hope when this is done we can salvage the Bangor."

    Tawn chuckled. "It's still half my ship, you know. Partners and all."

    "Title says it's mine."

    Harris continued dragging through the night. As the sun rose over the horizon, the top of the structure that had housed the Biomarines came into view. Both Tawn and Harris had been out of water for several hours.

    "Just drop me here and run for it. You can send someone back for me."

    "I'll finish the job I started, thank you. Never let it be said that Harris Gruberg left anyone behind."

    Tawn nodded. "I'll give you credit for finishing this one out."

    Harris stopped short of the final hilltop, setting the travois and its passengers on the ground.

    "Where you going?"

    "Gonna have a look. Not dragging you out into the open until I know what's there."

    Most of a minute passed before Harris returned. He shook his head. "This is the end of the line for us. Helm's end."

    "Why?"

    "Huge crowd of Burrell soldiers just over that hill. The structure is crawling with them."

    "Any sign of our people?"

    "Nothing. No bodies, and no sign of a fight."

    "Well, what are they doing?"

    "Just milling around as far as I can tell. Didn't seem overly alert either. Guards were all sitting. Looks like they're camped out there for whatever reason."

    "Wonder if the colonel made it to that transport?"

    Harris smirked. "Maybe he did and they left."

    "Wow. This just keeps getting harder and harder. You think they have any patrols out and about?"

    "Doesn't look like it. Why?"

    "We could ambush them and take their water."

    Harris chuckled. "You gonna sneak up on them crawling on your elbows?"

    "I'll do whatever it takes."

    "How’s the leg feeling?"

    "Not as much pain as I thought it would be. Just soreness. I think you did a good job of setting it. And the battlesuit has kept it in place."

    "How's the power on your suit doing?"

    "I'm at 22 percent. You?"

    "Eight. I'll lose my comms and the rest before the day ends."

    Tawn reached into her pack, retrieving an MRE. "Guess we might as well celebrate our near success with a final meal."

    "Where'd you get that?"

    "Was holding it in reserve for a real emergency. I'd say this qualifies."

    "I should be mad, but I'm more hungry. Break it open. And… what'd we get?"

    Tawn smiled. "Bogler ribs. I figured if I needed to get that one final push out of you, this meal would do it."

    Harris pulled a rib from the packet and stared at it for several seconds. "Almost hate to eat it, knowing it might be my last."

    Tawn pulled one and devoured it, licking the sauce that remained on her fingers. "Oh, that is good stuff." She handed the packet over to Harris.

    "What's this?"

    "You eat them. You need the energy. You still have a chance to make it to one of those transports. That's forty kilometers, but you won't be dragging me along."

    "Not leaving my partner."

    "Look, if one of us lives, isn't that better than neither of us living? Isn't this war still going on? Do you like me so much that you want to stay here just so you can die with me?"

    Harris smirked. "I guess if you put it like that, fine. When I'm done with the meal I'll head out to where we last saw the transports."

    "Good. Now hand me your pouch tube."

    "What?"

    "I still have half a tank. Take it."

    "You're just breaking all the rules, aren't you?"

    "We got this far. You can go the rest. Find help or more water and bring it back."

    Harris scowled as he drained the water. "I'm leaving you a swig."

    Tawn took his hand before he could remove the transfer tube. "Nope, you need it. Farker will be here to keep me company."

    The pouch emptied. The tube was stowed. Harris let out a sigh before turning toward the nearest ship.

    Tawn said, "I'll be right here." She pulled her plasma rifle from its clamp.

    Harris stopped and turned. "What are you doing with that?"

    "Gonna drag my ass up the hill and watch the Burrell for a bit. If I feel myself slipping away, which won't be soon, I plan on leaving them with a parting gift."
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    Harris stopped and turned. "Last chance to come with."

    Tawn went silent, staring at something coming from the direction in which Harris had been walking.

    After a deep suspense-filled breath, Harris turned to look behind him. A dozen Biomarines stood with their plasma rifles ready and grins on their faces. The base of the hill in front of him was soon covered with hundreds of slugs and stumps. The colonel walked down the slope toward them.

    Harris took several steps in disbelief, holding out his hand as the colonel neared. "Only been this happy to see a senior officer one other time, Colonel. And that was on this planet."

    The colonel clasped Harris' forearm before pulling him in for a shoulder bump. "Gruberg lives. As does Freely. What brought you two here?"

    "We were shot down. Managed to make it to the transport that hit us. Took down its crew, but not before the thing caught fire. Tawn busted her leg trying to get out. Farker bit it during our assault. I dragged them both here on the travois. You wouldn't happen to have any spare water, would you?"

    "Spare? No. Some we can share? Absolutely. Masters! Get these two something to drink!"

    A sergeant hustled off.

    Tawn waved them over. "Colonel, fill us in."

    "We followed your suggestion and outflanked the transport nearest here. After taking control we attacked the Burrell column that was still coming this way. Split them in half, and then in half again. Once their numbers were within a reasonable value, we attacked. Over this hill is the last of what was close to a hundred thousand of them. We estimate about twenty thousand."

    "Any captives?"

    "They don't surrender. We gave them plenty of opportunity."

    The sergeant returned. Harris gulped down a quart before handing the container to Tawn with a satisfied sigh. Tawn took her fill.

    Harris asked, "Casualties?"

    "Close to thirty-two hundred. Eighteen hundred of those gave their lives. The others are back at the transport receiving care. Leaves us about five thousand strong. You have any word from Gondol before you went down?"

    "We got a look at the fight briefly while on the Burrell transport. They were watching on a display. Bax was winning until the two thousand cruisers from here showed up. Last we saw, her losses were heavy and the numbers were not running in her favor. That was four days ago."

    "That battle has to be long over. And we've had no visitors, so that's a good sign."

    Tawn said, "Our comms are useless. They have some jamming gear running?"

    "They do. Something portable that's just over that hill. Interferes with the signal all the way out to the transport from here. We haven't heard from or seen anyone else. What happened to the Hailstorm?"

    "We think it went down as well. We had a comm that went silent. I take it you're about to raid that structure. How can we help?"

    The colonel smiled. "You slugs get busted up and just don't stop, do you? Give us about ten minutes to get set. After that, if can make your way to the top of the hill, we could use another sniper."

    Tawn grinned. "I would be so into that, sir."

    Harris nodded. "Put me with a team, Colonel. I'm good to go."

    "Masters! Take Gruberg here and team him up with squad forty-four, all slugs, and our best ass-kickers. You tell them you were here for the Helm Engagement and they'll make sure you survive it twice."

    Harris followed the sergeant to his new squad.

    The colonel turned. "Rexall! Assist this sniper to just short of the hilltop. Tamlin, Harvey, spread the word that we go in eight minutes. Once those first shots are fired, I want to hear screams of rage. Let's put some fear in them!"

    Tawn was helped up the hill and gently set on the ground. Five other snipers joined her as they slowly crawled toward the hilltop perch. Harris was introduced to his squad.

    "Forty-four, this is Harris Gruberg. He'll be joining you in this fight. Just so you know, he's been to Helm before. You've probably seen him a time or two at the Retreat over the last two years. The colonel wants him to still be standing when this is all done."

    The squad leader stepped forward. "Hansen, sir. This is Gwendell, Sharp, Santos, Flaxman, Burwitz, Keeler, and Zombo."

    Harris nodded. "Ladies. I believe I've worked with Keeler before. You on Xenuk about twelve years ago?"

    "I was. And I remember seeing you around. Didn't you spend some time in the brig during that for fighting?"

    Harris smirked. "I did."

    Keeler smiled. "As I recall, you won. So welcome to forty-four."

    Hansen pointed. "Keeler, he's yours. Keep him with the living."

    "I'll do what I can, Lieutenant. Just keep in mind he's a stump."

    Several chuckles came from the other squad members.

    Harris said, "I'll do what I can to return the favor."

    Hansen gestured toward the rightmost crest of the hill in front of them. "We're up there. Sprint your first ten meters and then flop. Keep firing as you porpoise your way down the other side, and don't bunch up. I want at least two meters between you at all times. Once we reach about half hill, you'll see me stand. That's your cue to follow me to the corner of the building. We'll be the first team in the door. After that it's hall-to-hall and room-to-room."

    Eight nods were returned. Harris followed the slugs to their start position.

    Keeler asked, "You been up against the Burrell, Gruberg?"

    "Just a handful of crewmen. They weren't really prepared. Did get into some hand-to-hand with some Hoya though. They were insanely fast, but predictable."

    "Yeah, that's nice. We're talking about the Burrell infantry who are just over that hill."

    "Well, no, then. Haven't had the pleasure."

    "They're skittish. And too organized. They don't seem to readily adapt to the situation. If you see something you can capitalize on, then keep looking for it because more will be following that behavior. And target their leaders first. You take out a commander and all the squads under them scatter like ants from a disturbed anthill. You take a squad leader and that squad just hunkers down in place. Very few free thinkers among them."

    "How's their aim?"

    "Not great, but it will kill you. So try to keep yourself small."

    Keeler squatted with the rest of the squad. "How's the stamina?"

    "I just dragged a travois with a slug and eighty liters of water on it for most of the last four days."

    "So you're fresh then?"

    Harris chuckled. "Ripe would be more accurate. I'm fatigued, but I still have some juice left in me."

    "Just try to keep up if you can. Forty-four is high velocity. We won't be slowing down until the mission's complete. Comprehend?"

    "I'll do my best to not hamper your effectiveness, Keeler. You have a first name?"

    "Stella."

    "Don't hear that name much."

    "The gals call me inter-Stella. Been known to get caught outside an airlock now and again. Love that floating feeling."

    "Won't have that problem down here."

    "No, sir, we won't."

    Several minutes of silence were followed by Hansen standing with a wave. Squad forty-four moved into action. The hill was topped and a ten meter sprint was followed by a flop. Plasma rounds erupted from four hills surrounding the encampment. Violent screams of rage could be heard as the Burrell soldiers rose, exploding bodies filling their ranks. Confusion was followed by those in charge barking out orders. The instructions were a dead giveaway of their commanding officers and drew the immediate wrath of the Biomarines.

    The chaotic movement of squads followed, just as Keeler had stated. To the left and right of Harris, slugs porpoised and fired, working their way down the hill-face as scattered fire came back from the responding Burrell fighters. A second line of Biomarines was soon followed by a third and a fourth. The encamped Burrell were not faring well in the early fight.

    As squad forty-four reached the halfway mark, Hansen stood and sprinted for the corner of the building. The squad followed as laser pulses sizzled past, making black molten spots on the ground as they made impact. Harris stumbled on his weakened legs. Keeler grabbed his elbow from behind, lifting him back to his feet as they continued to run.

    The squad leader and five other members were the first to the doorway going in. The whump-whump of plasma rounds being fired was followed by the thuds of exploding bodies. The entry hall was cleared in seconds. The rooms to either side followed.

    Harris yelled to Keeler as he ran. "You weren't kidding about the pace."

    "Focus on the fight, sir. Save the chatter for over a beer later."

    Harris turned dropped and fired, dispatching two Burrell soldiers who were attempting to enter the building behind them.

    Keeler nodded as she stopped to grab his bicep, pulling him back to his feet. "Nice eyes, sir."

    Harris grinned. "Save the chatter, Keeler."

    The squad had cleared four rooms before a hailstorm of laser pulses impacted the hallway walls just in front of them. The metallic walls glowed white hot in spots before holes melted, showing light coming from the room on the other side.

    Hansen turned as she waved her hand and yelled, "Back! Back! Back!"

    Half a dozen pulses lit up her back, setting her battlesuit ablaze. With her last action she turned, unleashing a torrent of plasma rounds into the oncoming rush of Burrell. The hall erupted in flame as several dozen pulses impacted the squad leader and the hallway around her.

    As the other members took refuge in the side rooms, Harris dropped to the floor and began firing. His efforts were quickly joined by his teammates, driving the Burrell onslaught back toward where it had come from. Harris stood, sprinting after them, screaming at the top of his lungs.

    The Burrell at the end of the hall scattered. Harris again dove, this time sliding up into the hallway door, his Saxon rifle letting out repeated whumps. As he finished screaming and began to get his wits about him, he realized his mistake. The hallway opened into a wide room going back fifty meters. It was full of Burrell soldiers.

    As he scampered back into the hallway, a hundred laser pulses followed, melting an entire wall and setting the room beyond into a rage of smoke and flame.

    He frantically waved at the others as he hurried down the hall. "Go! Go! Go!"

    Seconds later, the space glowed white hot. As he exited the door to the outside, Keeler hooked his arm, swinging him aside. Dozens of laser pulses followed just behind.

    Gwendell took charge. "Back down this way. They'll be pouring out of that door. We defend from this side of the building for one minute, then we're blasting our way through this wall. Should put us right back in the dining hall."

    Keeler yelled, "Let's kick some ass for Hansen!"

    The squad took position beside the building. As Burrell soldiers exited and turned the corner, they were met with a storm of plasma fire. Bodies exploded with thuds, the unfortunates nearby taken out by flying bone and hot guts. At the sixty second mark, Gwendell stood and fired a half dozen plasma rounds into the metallic outer wall of the structure. It shattered, blowing inward. The squad rushed in.

    Burrell bodies exploded, knocking those behind them back, and the Biomarines fanned out, again flopping to the floor as a constant parade of whumps emitted from their rifles. The chaos that ensued showed poor training on the part of the Burrell. Two minutes after the surprise assault, the dining hall fell silent except for the occasional groan.

    Gwendell stood and moved toward the hall. A dozen laser pulses emerged and were chased back in by plasma rounds. Harris turned to the near wall, cutting loose with a burst of plasma. As the wall failed, he ran forward and dove through the hole he’d made, sliding into view of the Burrell attempting to defend their position. Four well-timed and well-placed whumps saw the choke point cleared.

    The rest of the squad quickly gutted the hall, effectively ending the Burrell’s occupancy of that end of the building. A far door opened and a slug flopped out onto the floor.

    She yelled back before standing. "Clear!"

    Harris looked at Gwendell. "We on lunch break or is there more fight to be had?"

    Gwendell grinned. "I like the way this stump is wired. This way. I'm sure that fight outside has a ways to go."

    The field outside was filled with strewn boulders and the occasional trench. The bulk of the Burrell force had been wiped out in the initial assault and the resulting confusion. Harris followed the new squad leader out to the nearest chunk of granite stone.

    Gwendell pointed. "Flaxman, you, Burwitz, Keeler, and Gruberg, work your way to the right. We'll be going atop this slab. Be ready to pop any we flush out your way."

    Harris followed as the mini squad made its way from one boulder to the next, putting thirty meters between themselves and Gwendell. As her team fired at Burrell positions, the recipients moved. Keeler, Harris, and the others were waiting, picking off dozens as they came into view. After fifteen minutes of flushing and sniping, both mini squads moved thirty meters to the right, where the process was repeated.

    Gwendell rushed across an open expanse to the others. "We just spotted what we believe to be the interference box. We take that out and we get our comms back."

    Harris asked, "That getup in the trench?"

    "That's it, yes. We'll be moving straight forward. Your team will be providing suppression fire. See that far boulder?"

    "Yes."

    "I'll be going atop so I have a shot at that apparatus."

    Harris half frowned. "That's a suicide run. Let Keeler take us around this end and to the back side of that trench. We can push our way right to it."

    Gwendell thought and nodded. "I like it. We'll move in with you as you go, providing you with cover fire."

    Keeler nodded. "Let's do this."

    Harris followed the three slugs as they moved up to the next set of boulders. Gwendell returned to her team, moving them forward as well. Dust being kicked up from plasma strikes swirled around, blown by an easy, dry breeze. Burrell bodies littered the field, many falling where they had been camped before having a chance to join the fight.

    As the assault mini-team moved up, a group of Burrell emerged from behind a large boulder. Laser fire erupted. Black smudges zapped the ground as the lasers impacted. Harris was the last to move, getting caught in the open when they began firing. He yelled and rolled to cover—cover that had not come soon enough.

    Keeler said, "Hold up, sir. You've been hit."

    Harris winced. "I can feel it."

    Rump shot, sir. We need to get that battlesuit off."

    "What?"

    "Just the lower half. Unclip those latches."

    Harris reluctantly complied.

    "On your belly, sir. Flaxman? You have that burn cream?"

    "Right here."

    "Lemme have it."

    Keeler smiled. "Nice rump, sir. Except for the burned flesh of course. This is gonna hurt like the dickens when it goes on. Give it five seconds and the pain will subside. You ever had a burn before, sir?"

    "Not there."

    Keeler chuckled. "Flaxman, Burwitz, take a look at this."

    Harris asked, "What are you doing?"

    "Battlefield education, sir. I show this once and they know how to tend others."

    "It's a burn. You put on the cream and a bandage. What's to learn?"

    "Sorry, sir, you just have nice buns. I wanted to show the team."

    "What?"

    "Other than the burned mess on this side. Nothing to be ashamed of, sir."

    "Well, can you close that up so we can take our objective?"

    "Relax, sir. Objective is being taken. We have a team destroying it now. They came in from the west. Ladies, check your comms. They should be functional."

    Gwendell walked up with the others. "Fighting is wrapping up. The resistance collapsed. We have teams doing mop-up. What's going on here?"

    "Battlefield triage, ma'am. Gruberg took one to the rump."

    Harris looked up at the grinning slugs who were standing around him. "OK, ladies, the peep show is over. Can we get this wrapped up and get my lower suit latched back on?"

    Gwendell pointed. "Wait, is that a... a mole?"

    The other slugs giggled and chuckled.

    Harris shook his head. Keeler? Cream? This is painful, you know."

    "Sorry, sir."

    A squirt of gel came from the tube. Harris did his best to not scream out. Keeler removed her glove and began to spread the substance.

    "Oh my... firm."

    Harris growled. "Remove your hand, Keeler, or I'll remove it for you."

    The offending hand was withdrawn. "Sorry, never knew a stump to be so sensitive, or modest."

    Gwendell said, "Button him up, girls. You've had your fun."

    Harris continued to make a face as the sting from the burn failed to fade. "Thought you said the pain would fade in about five seconds." Harris glanced at the tube of cream sitting atop a small rock. "Wait a second, that's nothing more than skin lotion."

    Keeler smirked. "Gets dry out here, sir. Us ladies have sensitive skin."

    "And dirty minds. At least tell me how bad it is back there."

    "You'll live. I doubt it will blister, and it won't scar. Your suit took the brunt of it."

    "So this was all a case of slugs getting their jollies at my expense?"

    Keeler grinned as she flipped a final latch on the lower suit.

    Harris sighed. "Well, I guess I should be flattered and not embarrassed. If I'm to be abused, I guess I'd rather it be by a bunch of ass-kickers like you. Help me to my feet."
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    Harris walked gently as he came to the top of the hill where Tawn was laying.

    Tawn chuckled. "What happened to you?"

    Harris turned. "Butt got fried."

    "You OK?"

    "Other than a bit of humiliation, yeah."

    "Humiliation?"

    "The squad of slugs I was with took a few minor liberties with fixing me up. Rubbed the damage down with hand cream while telling me it was for burns."

    Tawn chuckled. "Sounds like something slugs would do."

    The colonel walked up with a grin. "Gruberg, heard your squad took good care of you."

    "They down there bragging about their little stunt?"

    "They are."

    "You heard about Hansen, right?"

    "She went out the way we all would prefer to go. Fighting for what's right."

    "Is all this right?"

    "It's the Burrell who demanded our surrender, so yes, this is right."

    "What's our plan from here?"

    We return to the transport and work on getting it in the air. They attempted to scuttle the drive system as we took her down. They did some damage. We have a crew working on it."

    "How we set for water?"

    "Enough for a month." The colonel waved over his aide. "Masters, get a team together to pull that travois. And send crews into that structure to build more. We're taking our casualties to the ship. Nobody stays on Helm."

    Keeler and Burwitz dragged the travois up next to Tawn. "Ma'am, give me your hand and we'll get you mounted and get a move on. Mr. Gruberg, we need to get you a ride too?"

    "I'll be fine, thanks."

    Keeler grinned as she helped Tawn. "You hear about our little caper?"

    "I did. Normally I'd be elated about it, but I've seen that flank a couple hundred times more than I ever wanted, so it doesn't hold much appeal to me."

    "To tell the truth, it does look a lot like every other stump rump out there."

    Harris scowled. "Hey now, let's not be hurtful."

    Tawn chuckled. "He can be a bit vain about that sort of thing."

    Keeler nodded. "As can most stumps. Don't worry, sir, we'll let you keep your moment of glory."

    The trek to the transport took an entire day. Tawn was moved into the medical care unit, where her leg was inspected and a proper cast applied. Harris received a salve for his minor burn. A day later the drive system was considered operational. A Biomarine tech managed to power up Farker's remains.

    Harris stood over his mechanical friend as it opened its eyes. "Can you understand me?"

    Farker replied, "I can."

    Harris grinned. "Glad to have you back with us."

    "You are here. As are others. Can I assume you succeeded in taking the ship?"

    Harris shook his head. "No. We lost that one. But we managed to connect with the other Biomarines. We're about to lift off from Helm at any moment. Can you get us back to Midelon?"

    "I'm sorry, sir. Those circuits have been damaged. We'll have to find another way."

    Harris half smiled. "Don't concern yourself with it. We'll manage. Might be this Burrell ship can take us all the way there. Guess there's only one way to find out."

    "Sir, my power system has been severely damaged. I should be shut down until proper repairs can be performed."

    Harris signaled the tech. "Go ahead and shut him down."

    Farker said, "Please, sir, allow me to do it in an orderly manner. Each hard shutdown puts my data store at risk of corruption."

    "Fine. Take yourself offline."

    "Will see you again soon, sir."

    The pet's eyes closed.

    The tech checked. "He's off, sir."

    "Be gentle and store him. I want him taken in for repairs immediately upon our arrival."

    Tawn rolled in using a makeshift wheelchair. "How’s he doing?"

    "He survived. Shut back down until he can be repaired. Why aren't you in bed?"

    "Wanted to check on our friend, and a few others who were injured in the fight. Colonel says we lost more than three thousand."

    "I heard."

    Tawn slowly sighed. "Our numbers are now under five. When we get the Retreat back, it's gonna feel like a much bigger place."

    "We need to get to Midelon first. I want to bring back a bot team to resurrect the Bangor. And the Hailstorm if it's salvageable. We need those ships."

    A rumble could be felt as the ship lifted from the ground.

    Harris took in a deep breath. "I despise this planet."

    Tawn chuckled. "You've managed to overcome nearly impossible odds twice now. I'd think this place would be among your favorites."

    "Not a chance." Harris moved to the back of the chair. "Let's get you back to bed where that leg can heal."

    Tawn grabbed a wheel, stopping her roll. "Actually, they took a scan. Bones are mending nicely. See this tiny incision? They put in a couple rods and glued them in place. I can stand on it and take a few steps, so it's not that big a deal. And like I said, I've got other friends to check on."

    Harris pushed his partner to the area assigned to casualties. An unpleasant feeling overtook his psyche as he stared at the stacks of bodies lined up against one wall.

    The colonel came to his side. "Hard to look at, but they're all going home."

    "We in comm range of anywhere?"

    "We're about to enter free space."

    "You taking us to Midelon?"

    "Until we know the status of that Gondol fight, yes."

    A comm came in to the colonel. "Sir, we've entered free space."

    "Try opening a comm to Domicile."

    A response came back almost immediately. "No connection, sir. The negation field must still be active."

    "Jump us to the edge of Midelon." The colonel turned. "A run in will tell us if the Burrell have access to there."

    The hop-drive enabled a run to the planet.

    The colonel said, "Open a comm as soon as we're close enough, Lieutenant."

    "Patching Midelon through now, sir."

    "Hello?"

    Harris stepped in. "Alex? What's the status there?"

    "Quiet. We have our three Banshees out. Two are patrolling our space to give us warning. The third just arrived back from a check on Gondol."

    "Isn't that something Idiot could do?"

    "We decided we didn't want to open wormholes from this space directly to there. We don't need the attention. Our Banshee jumped to the Retreat and then to Gondol. We witnessed the final stage of the battle."

    "And?"

    "The Burrell won. But only have fifty or so ships remaining. Bax fled with fourteen of the Hoya cruisers. She's back at New Earth with her bots. They have a dozen Banshees under construction there." Alex asked, "Is Miss Freely...?"

    "She's here. We're banged up a bit, but alive. I need you to assemble a team of bots to send out here to Helm. I want to bring back the Bangor and the Hailstorm if possible."

    Alex turned. "Trish, make that happen. You coming this way?"

    "We are, but I think we'll be turning to Domicile. We have injured aboard who need care. I'll be bringing in Farker at some point. He's took a hard hit and needs extensive work, but that can wait."

    "We'll be here. Oh, and we have about fifteen hundred bots up and running now. And six thousand cores. If you can get us a supply line open to Domicile, we could use a refresh of our supplies."

    "We’ll send word when we're coming back your way. Colonel, take us to Domicile space. Go as close as you can jump and we'll go in using the hop-drive for the final leg."

    Two hours passed before the transport was landing in the capital city. Lines of emergency vehicles filled the tarmac as the injured were moved off to be given the care they needed and deserved. Harris and Tawn jumped on a shuttle that took them out to the Hosh-Morgan headquarters and a waiting Bannis Morgan.

    Harris wheeled Tawn into Bannis' office. "Excellent. I was glad to hear you made it out. There were casualties?"

    Tawn nodded. "Heavy, but we prevailed."

    "Are those ships I just saw out there operational?" asked Harris.

    "Just waiting on pilots. We have about two thousand fully trained now. Just as many again are more than halfway through."

    "How many of those ships do we have?"

    "Close to four thousand."

    "Rail cannons?"

    "Yes. And we managed to squeeze in your mini laser. The size was being upped to accommodate a pilot anyway. We figured, why not throw in the power source for the laser? Nicely armed little ships. And they are all hop-drive capable."

    Harris grabbed Tawn by the arm. "This might be our chance to take out the Burrell still at Gondol."

    "With green pilots?"

    Harris looked at Bannis. "How many warships we have in the main fleet?"

    "Close to six hundred."

    "Get me the President on the line."

    Bannis complied. An image showed on the display wall.

    "Mr. Morgan…"

    "Sir, I have Gruberg and Freely here with me. He thinks we should raid Gondol and finish off the Burrell there. They have a fleet of about fifty ships left. Might send a strong message that we are independent."

    "No other Burrell ships out there?"

    Harris leaned in. "Not in our space, sir. We take down those remaining ships and we've bought ourselves some time."

    The President rubbed his chin before turning away. "Douglas! Open a comm to the Joint Chiefs."

    "Yes, sir!"

    The comm display soon split. "Admiral, we have an opportunity here to take out the Burrell. See to it this happens immediately."

    Harris said, "They have about fifty cruisers parked at Gondol. Take your entire fleet and the two thousand trained Banshees. It should be enough."

    The admiral replied, "Mr. President, I don't think it wise to leave Domicile undefended, sir. "Miss Rumford and her ships are still out there."

    Harris said, "They can't jump through the negation field, Admiral. We have this opportunity and should take it. Domicile only needs protection from the Burrell. We take them out and we can then go after Rumford if we want. She's at New Earth, attempting to rearm herself."

    The President leaned in. "We'll make this easy, Admiral. This is a direct order. Take the fleet and the trained Banshees to Gondol. Dispose of the Burrell."

    "Yes, sir."

    Harris sat back in his chair. "Mr. President, we'll begin planning for an attack on New Earth. Thank you for pushing this. We need it."

    The comm was closed. Six hours later, the fleet was fully assembled in high orbit above the home planet of the free Humans. The order was given and the hop-drives were enabled. An hour later, the ships emerged from the negation field and a jump was made to Gondol.

    Harris was given a Hosh-Morgan shuttlecraft. Tawn rolled aboard and the duo made their way back to Gondol, expecting to see the ending of a battle. Instead there was a Human fleet, parked and waiting for orders. The Burrell ships were no longer there.

    Harris opened a comm. "Admiral, no sign of the Burrell?"

    "System was abandoned when we arrived."

    "Any bios on the ground?"

    "Scans showed nothing."

    "Jump a scout to New Earth, Helm, Beckland, and maybe Viochan. Those are places the Burrell have been, or Baxter Rumford has been."

    "Sending them now. Will have results momentarily."

    Tawn said, "Please tell me they didn't jump to Midelon."

    Harris sighed. "We won't be finding that out unless we return to Domicile and take that transport. Without Farker, we have no way of contacting them or getting back there."

    "Guess we didn't think that through, did we?"

    The scout ships returned and the admiral's comm followed. "The Burrell fleet is not at any of those places."

    "Admiral, wait here. I'll get an answer for us, but it will take several hours."

    "I'm not comfortable leaving Domicile undefended, Mr. Gruberg."

    Harris nodded. "Of course. Go home. If we're able to find them, we can direct you from there."

    The shuttle turned, jumping back to the edge of negated space outside of the Domicile system. A thirty minute run had them coming within sensor range.

    Tawn pointed at the nav display. "Tell me that's not what it looks like."

    Harris pulled the shuttle to a stop. "They haven't reached orbit. There's still time for the fleet to get here."

    Tawn opened a comm. "Mr. Morgan, the Burrell fleet is about to hit orbit. You still have control of the Banshees in training, right?"

    "They're on our property, yes."

    "How many can you scramble?"

    "Pilots are in school, but here. I think in the neighborhood of sixteen hundred."

    Harris said, "Send them up. We need to delay any full assault."

    Bannis nodded. "It’ll take ten minutes to get them from the classroom into their ships."

    "Just do your best, Mr. Morgan. I'll see what I can do to delay them."

    The shuttle sped toward the invading ships.

    Tawn said, "Can't say I'm in love with this idea."

    "We need to do something to delay. That fleet should be here any moment."

    Harris hailed the Burrell fleet. An admiral answered: "State your intentions."

    "You've defeated the Maxter fleet. Congratulations."

    "You Humans are responsible for these heinous attacks on our fleet. Our transports were attacked on the planet you designate as Helm. One of those transports is on the surface of this planet. Those responsible will be turned over for punishment."

    Harris said, "It was me. I took the transport and flew it here. After I crushed your weak and poor excuse for soldiers. My plasma rounds took countless of their lives."

    Tawn pulled back in confusion. "Uh, what are you doing?"

    "Buying time."

    "Sounds more like you’re buying us a firing squad."

    "Admiral, the people of Domicile surrendered. They are your subjects. I flew that transport here and took this shuttle. Come and take me into custody. I'm the one you want."

    A single cruiser was dispatched toward the shuttle.

    Harris frowned. "Well, this isn't how I wanted that to work."

    "And just what were you expecting?"

    "I was expecting they would turn the whole fleet my way."

    Tawn chuckled. "Idiot. All you've done is to put us in jeopardy. Now we have to leave."

    Harris glanced at the nav display. "Maybe not. The Domers just came on the sensors."

    "And the Burrell are almost to the atmosphere. They get down there and they can hold everyone hostage."

    Harris turned the shuttle toward the incoming fleet.

    An incoming hail revealed the Burrell, too, had detected the Domer ships. "Treacherous Humans, you will all pay."

    "It's you who will pay, Admiral. You destroyed our world called Earth and then brought us here thinking that would make up for it. And now you think you own us. Nobody owns us. Humans will crush you and your ilk."

    Tawn said, "I show a hundred or so of the Banshees coming up from the surface."

    Harris looked into the comm camera. "Goodbye, Admiral. We could have lived in peace as partners."

    "You know not what you unleash."

    The comm closed.
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    "Banshees are engaging."

    Harris opened a comm to Bannis Morgan: "How many pilots were you able to get?"

    "Eight hundred of our trainees. Eleven hundred of your Biomarines."

    "What?"

    "The colonel landed the transport at the tarmac with the volunteers. As he says, they are well trained and will offer a good fight."

    Harris took a deep breath. "That fleet is still several minutes out. Let's hope they can hold their own until it arrives."

    "The new Banshees are tough. We added a reflective coating that should help with partial hits. Won't stop a direct hit, but it’ll keep our pilots flying, if only for just a bit longer."

    Tawn scowled as the fireworks began. "A dozen or more gone with that first volley. And that one pursuing us has turned back."

    More than a hundred Banshees and their pilots had been sent to oblivion by the time the Domer fleet reached the fight. Thousands of mini laser pulses were countered by the meter-wide pulses from the Burrell. Twenty Domer destroyers perished to the loss of a single Burrell warship. A second and third volley saw similar results.

    Tawn scowled. "What's that moron doing? Those ships should be jinking about. He's wasting all those lives."

    Harris attempted to open a comm. It was refused.

    A second attempt was made to Bannis. "Connect me with the President!"

    A split screen came up on the display. "Mr. President, your admiral seems to be on a suicide run. His ships should be in constant motion. They're easy targets."

    "Admiral Benton has already been removed. That change should be taking place momentarily."

    Tawn said, "There they go. What an epic blunder."

    The President said, "What's done is done. Benton's command ship was one of the first to go."

    Harris nodded. "We'll let you conduct your war, sir."

    The comm closed. "That was awkward. How'd Benton ever make it into command?"

    "May have been a leftover from Croft."

    "Maybe."

    The fight continued to go in the favor of the Burrell. The pinholes being burned into their ships by the Domers were not enough to stop the continued assault. Banshee losses quickly approached a thousand while the warships destroyed topped two hundred. Only eight of the Burrell ships had ceased to move, and were soon overwhelmed by tungsten rounds from Domer railguns.

    Tawn shook her head. "This is not going how I envisioned. No wonder Bax got her butt kicked. The Burrell must be excellent at patching up holes."

    The chaotic scene continued for another twenty minutes, the Human losses continuing to mount. The Domer fleet was down by over half, twelve hundred of the Banshees destroyed or driven back to the surface with heavy damage.

    The new Domicile admiral made a command decision to withdraw, thinking he could somehow rally the troops and come in with a new strategy. The result was disastrous, as another twenty destroyers were hollowed out with direct hits from the Burrell weapons. Instead of holding in place, the fur covered Human enemy decided upon pursuit.

    The Domer ships jinked as they jumped, also returning fire, but from weapons that were mostly ineffective. Casualties continued to mount.

    Harris opened a comm to the new admiral. "If you can't fight, keep pulling them away from Domicile."

    The admiral replied, "That's my intention. I've been given orders to not surrender. Those warships have to have a weakness, we just need time to find it."

    "If you get them to the edge of the negation field, concentrate your fire on those masts. Without them they will quickly run out of jump fuel."

    "Consider it done."

    The run out from the influence of the negation field took just over half an hour. Three addition Burrell cruisers had fallen out of the fight. Nearly a third of the remaining Human vessels had befallen the same fate.

    Harris punched in coordinates for the wormhole generator.

    Tawn asked, "Where we going?"

    "New Earth."

    "What? Why?"

    "We need Baxter Rumford."

    "What? You're kidding, right?"

    "Hardly. We lose here and the Burrell own Domicile. Which would probably mean the end for all Biomarines, seeing as how they just killed a hundred thousand Burrell soldiers."

    "Still, there has to be some other option. What about our Banshees?"

    Harris shook his head as the shuttle slid through to New Earth space. "All three of them? Not quite enough firepower there. And look at it this way, if Bax loses, at least we're rid of that problem."

    "Wow. How low do we have to sink to win this thing?"

    "All the way to the bottom, apparently."

    A run into comm range was followed by a hail.

    "What do you want, morons?"

    "We need your help."

    Bax smirked. "You’re kidding, right?"

    "Not especially. The Burrell are attacking the Domer fleet. If they win, Domicile will forever be out of your grasp."

    "And if I win?"

    "New Earth and all her colonies are yours."

    "They're already mine."

    "Only if you can hold on to them. And if the Burrell win, we both know that won't happen. If you help defeat them, all this can be yours, uncontested."

    "What am I up against?"

    "Last count they had somewhere in the low thirties of their ships left. Domicile was somewhere around fourteen hundred."

    "Doesn't sound like my help is needed."

    "We lost that many again to their fifteen or so. The fight is not going well."

    "You know I left with fourteen ships, right?"

    "I have to believe you kept at least a handful in reserve."

    "And if I did?"

    "Then you have a force that might still win this for us all."

    "And how many reserve ships does Domicile have?"

    "None. They are fully committed. I'm told that in four days’ time another hundred Banshees will roll off the production line."

    "Sounds like you have your solution then."

    "We don't have four days." Harris took a deep breath. "Look, you're Human. I know you want to rule all Humans. If the Burrell win today, there's nothing stopping them from wiping out all of Domicile, and then all the free colonies, and then your colonies."

    "You know they've already signaled for reinforcements, right?"

    "That's a given. But I believe if their entire force here is defeated, they might not send more. That was a big fleet to lose when they're still at war with the Frizoid."

    "Hmm. Give me just a moment."

    Harris muted the comm. "Time is wasting. You got anything we can throw in?"

    Tawn shrugged. "This is your brainchild. Close the deal."

    Bax came back. "I have one condition."

    "Name it."

    "The Retreat stays in my control. The Rabid system becomes a part of the Maxter Empire... uncontested."

    "Deal. What do you have to bring?"

    Bax gave a command. A sensor signal interference ship shut down its system. Eight hundred automated Banshees and six hundred automated Hoya cruisers popped up on the nav display.

    Tawn shook her head. "Didn't even think to look for that."

    The Fargo rocketed up from the surface as a fireball. "Don't ask me why I'm doing this."

    "You won't regret it," Harris said.

    The Maxter armada followed the shuttle out to free space. A jump through several hundred wormholes had the fleet coming in only minutes away from the fight. Bax ordered the fleet to a halt.

    Harris opened a comm. "What are you doing?"

    "I'll move when defeat of the Domer fleet is imminent. No sense in risking my ships just to save yours."

    Harris scowled. "You know how I promised to one day space you?"

    "Yes."

    "Well, I'm still planning on doing that."

    Bax smirked. "Now, that's no way to show respect to your Empress."

    "You're not my Empress."

    Bax rocked her head back and forth in thought. "Tell you what, you and your moron friend there, you both submit to being my subjects right here and now, and I will commit the fleet fully. I'm serious about this. Swear it on your Biomarine oath, or something that means something to you. Something you wouldn't violate."

    Harris sighed. "If it wins this fight on the terms we discussed, I'll do it."

    Tawn protested. "What? That's absurd."

    "Is it? We swore to do everything in our power to protect Domicile. If this keeps it free, I'll make the sacrifice and submit."

    Tawn fidgeted for several seconds before offering a scowl. "Fine. But I'm blaming you for this forever."

    Harris nodded. "A price I'm willing to pay. Bax, you have our solemn word. We are now subjects of the Maxter Empire."

    Bax grinned as she gave a verbal command to her fleet. The ships accelerated into the fight with their weapons blazing. The chaos surrounding the Burrell ships grew.

    Three opposition warships fell immediately, but the initial success was fleeting. The Burrell’s targeting was precise, their tactical moves just short of brilliant. Over the hour that followed, six additional enemy cruisers were annihilated. However, Bax had lost over a third of her force and the Domer ships now numbered in single digits.

    Tawn shook her head. "They just won't die. Even when hugely outnumbered."

    "A good crew with a good ship. Hard to put that down."

    "Bax's ships are automated. Those bots aren't slouches. Whoa. Another five just right there."

    A comm came in from Bax. "I'm not liking this fight. What's happening here? Those ships should have been destroyed a dozen times over already."

    Harris shrugged. "They're just tough. With superior weapons and good crews."

    Another fifteen minutes of chaos ensued and Bax lost the last of her stolen Hoya cruises. Her six hundred Banshees circled the cluster of fifteen Burrell ships, horribly denting their outer hulls with their hypervelocity tungsten pellets but not penetrating. With each raid, a quarter of the assaulting force was lost."

    Bax said, "I'm pulling out before I have nothing left."

    Another Burrell cruiser exploded.

    "Fourteen now. Stick it out. You can do this."

    A massive assault by half the remaining Maxter fleet was countered with hundreds of powerful laser pulses. Three more Burrell warships succumbed to the onslaught, but not before Bax had again lost half her remaining ships. The Empress of the Maxter Empire paced back and forth in the cabin of the Fargo.

    "This is not happening."

    Tawn replied, "You give up now and Domicile and all its resources will be put to use by the Burrell. You won't stand a chance."

    A comm came in from Midelon. "Mr. Gruberg, the bots have recovered the Bangor. She's heavily damaged, but she'll fly. News is the same for the Hailstorm."

    "Have the Bangor brought to us. Send the Hailstorm to Domicile for Bannis Morgan to effect repairs. Have it turned over to Colonel Thomas when complete."

    Alex replied, "The Bangor is jumping your way. Boomer is piloting her. I'll send the Hailstorm on as directed. Is there anything else we can do?"

    "Send our three Banshees here."

    Alex nodded. "We have four. They're on their way."

    The comm closed.

    Tawn asked. "What are you planning?"

    "If the weapons on that ship are still functional, I'm taking her in."

    "That's insane. We left her in bad shape. You take a hit from one of those lasers and you're toast. You won't last two minutes out there."

    "We have to win here or we'll never have our freedom."

    "We can make the Burrell pay for subjugating Humans. There are other ways to fight."

    The Bangor slowed as it approached the shuttle. It's somehow still intact docking tube stretched out and latched on, and the airlock door opened.

    Harris stood. "You stay here with the shuttle. I'll send Boomer over. No sense in wasting a perfectly good bot."

    "You don't have to do this."

    "Bax owns me. At least this way, I get to go out fighting."

    "She doesn't own you until this fight is over."

    "Then I'll make it over."

    The automated fleet pulled back.

    A comm was opened to Bax. "You have to keep attacking. They only have eight ships left."

    "And I'm down to a hundred fifty Banshees. That doesn't really scream ‘empire’ now, does it?"

    "In this sector of space it does."

    A wormhole opened and four new Banshees slipped through. I'm willing to commit myself and our remaining ships, but you have to attack now."

    "And if I don't?"

    "If you don't, those Burrell ships will track you down and annihilate you. Even now they're performing repairs. We're losing valuable time."

    Bax scowled for several seconds as she looked over her nav display. "All ships, prepare for another assault. This time we need results."

    Tawn said. "This is insane. I'm pulling out of this deal."

    Bax placed her fists on her hips. "A coward in the end, and a deal breaker."

    "You pulled out of the fight. That ended any agreement we previously had."

    Harris said, "Let her go, Bax. She's of no use to you. You have me fighting on your team as one of your subjects. Let's get this done. And I'll be taking their sensors offline."

    "Fine. All ships, attack on my mark. Goober, you ready?"

    "Rails are armed and laser is active. Give the word."

    "Attack!"

    A hundred fifty-two Banshees sped toward the eight remaining Burrell warships. Harris followed close behind. A conclusion to the fight was only minutes away, one way or another.

    A dozen Banshees were vaporized on the way in. The entire force fired on a single Burrell cruiser. It dented, then caved. Seconds later, the dark void of space surrounding it turned into a field of debris. An assault on the second cruiser saw similar results, as did a third and a fourth. Harris had dodged a half dozen near misses, one momentarily raising the hull temp of the Bangor to more than five hundred degrees.

    As the fight continued, with the Burrell ships sticking close together, Harris opened a comm to Tawn. "It's like trying to pick up a porcupine. Every attempt leaves you with severe pain and an unaccomplished mission."

    "You're under a hundred ships now," Tawn replied, "And the ratios are not in your favor."

    "We're too close to give up now. We have to finish it here."

    Tawn shook her head. "Give Morgan four days and he'll have another hundred ships for us."

    "If the Burrell head toward Domicile, there won't be any ship construction left. This has to be finished now."

    Within a span of ten seconds, forty-eight Banshees were vaporized. But not before two additional cruisers were shredded. Bax continued pacing. Tawn continued to shake her head. Harris dodged and weaved in the Bangor, firing his railguns. The tiny laser turret hanging from his ship's belly blasted out pulses.

    Thirty Banshees met their end as the Burrell fleet was cut to a single ship. Harris aimed for its drive system, managing a proper hit and sending the beast into a slow spin. Its laser turrets continued to fire, knocking Bax's fleet to single digits.

    Seconds later, a seam split open in the Burrell warship's side. The Banshees capitalized, firing repeated rounds into the open hull, effectively gutting its interior. The laser cannons fell silent.

    Bax came to a stop, pumping her fist in the air. "That's it? We won!"

    Harris looked into his camera and bowed. "You've saved Domicile. I'm now your humble servant."

    Tawn scowled. "You aren't serious about sticking to that, are you?"

    "I gave my word. I'm now her subject. I won't take any action that threatens Domicile or her citizens, but I'll do just about anything else she asks."

    "You'll do everything I ask," Bax said. "That was the deal."

    "No," Harris replied. "I still have an option. You can always put me to death."

    "That wasn't the deal we had."

    "I am your subject. If your subjects don't cooperate or comply with your every command, what do you do? You either imprison or terminate them. I'll take either before harming any of my people."

    Bax gave an order. Her small fleet moved through wormholes to New Earth. "Goober, let's go home. I have ships to repair and convert. And I'll be needing the specs on that hop-drive you have there on the Bangor."

    Tawn said, "You can't give her that tech. It allows her to fly to Midelon."

    Harris nodded. "She's right, Bax. This ship does not belong to you."

    The Bangor docked with the shuttle. Tawn came across and the tube retracted. Boomer jumped through a wormhole to Midelon.

    Harris moved to the airlock. "Take good care of her, Freely. I'm not likely to see her again."
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    The stump stepped into the airlock and was soon floating in space outside. "Bax, if you want me, come get me."

    A wormhole opened nearby and the Bangor slid through. Eight Banshees and the Fargo pulled alongside the drifting Biomarine.

    "I should leave you here just for pulling that stunt."

    "The deal was for me. I'm here. Do with me as you will. The direct threat to Domicile is over. My goal has been accomplished."

    Tawn scowled as the airlock of the Fargo opened. "I'm running short of resources. Guess I'll have to figure out a use for you. Get your ass in here so we can go."

    The outer airlock door closed. A rush of air filled the space between and the inner door opened seconds later. A grinning Baxter Rumford stood in the middle of the cabin deck.

    "Hmm. My very own stump. Tell me why I should keep you alive?"

    "The Burrell will be returning. Like you said, you're in need of resources. So where we headed?"

    "We're going to pick up more ships."

    "You have a factory running at New Earth?"

    "No. But there are factories at Domicile that are producing. I believe the next group of ships will be ready in a couple days. Or so my people tell me."

    "I still can't believe you're allied with Croft. I never would have called that one. You... mixing it up with a pacifist?"

    "Pacifist? Ha! He's as far from a pacifist as you could get. That was all an identity we took on with the hopes of keeping Domicile weak until we could take control of New Earth. I was skeptical we could pull it off, but Max is a good actor. And there were so many willing followers, it made his election a breeze."

    "The war was not popular, but it was necessary if we wanted to keep our freedom."

    "Nobody sees that more clearly than I do."

    "Then why are you trying to take over?"

    Bax smirked. "You still don't get it, do you?"

    "Fill me in."

    "The masses are dumb. They need leadership. Croft and I can provide that leadership. And now that we know we live in a hostile galaxy, that leadership is more important than ever."

    Harris shook his head slowly. "There are others who can lead without making themselves emperor."

    Bax scowled. "Who? You and the other moron? You two barely qualify as being Human. You're mutants. In fact, you have little claim for being Human at all. You were grown, not born."

    "As were you."

    Bax laughed. "Really? You bought that charade? You must be dumber than I thought."

    "So you weren't engineered?"

    "I was conceived the old fashioned way. Probably after a bottle of Casbury wine. My parents were wealthy, and they liked to celebrate that fact. I suppose I should be thankful to them for showing me how to manipulate people."

    "What of your DDI connections?"

    "My uncle worked there. He was high up in the org. He went on to become the vice president."

    "Wait. Massey was your uncle?"

    "Is my uncle. Yes. He was key to us getting and maintaining our ultra black-ops organization. Things were going swimmingly until we had a large portion of our funds stolen. Still not certain how that happened. I wanted to believe it was the doing of the Emperor, but his teams weren't that good. Not a lot of free thinkers on New Earth. At least there didn't used to be."

    Harris chuckled. "Our paths have been far more entangled than either of us knew."

    A jump was made to New Earth.

    "How so?"

    "We took your credits."

    Bax scoffed. "Like I would believe that."

    "We took them and used a large portion to fund all the work at the Retreat. The fact that those came from you makes that all the more sweeter. We thought it was coming from the Emperor's spies."

    "Where is it now? My credits?"

    "Confiscated by Domicile."

    Bax grinned. "Then it traveled full circle. We stole it back through government confiscation."

    Bax stood and paced as a bot piloted the Fargo toward the atmosphere. "So you stole our cash, and we took it back. That AI we grabbed doesn't seem like it's smart enough to manage that. And the theft took place before you awoke Gaerten.

    "How did you do it? Couldn't have been those Bolemans. They're bright, but not like that. Withrow?"

    "She's good at this stuff."

    "She's weak, and timid… and perfectly suited to conducting business in private over the networks. Hmm. I'll have to make a place for her on my staff."

    Harris chuckled. "She won't work for you. None of them would work for you."

    "You underestimate the importance of family to most regulars. You might not care, but the rest of them would."

    "You threatening?"

    "Just saying. It will be a big empire, and sometimes people need encouragement and motivation. She does this for me and her family could be well taken care of."

    "So you'll be doling out rewards to those who assist?"

    "And punishment for those who cause problems. This is why I hope you and the slug and the other Biomarines come aboard. I could use the muscle. You would all be well paid and cared for."

    Harris asked, "New Earth? Why are we headed here? I thought you wanted the ships from Domicile?"

    "I do, but I need to make a few minor modifications to my fleet first."

    Harris pulled back. "Wait... you still don't have the hop-drive?"

    Bax glanced down at his arm pad. "Not true. I should be able to get what I need from your log files. I've heard it's not a difficult upgrade. I would have liked to have had the Bangor as an example, but that won't be necessary."

    Harris looked down at his arm pad. "You won't get what you need from this device."

    Bax smiled, "As I thought. I just needed you to confirm that for me."

    The Fargo settled on the ground.

    Bax turned. "You've defied me several times now. I think it's time you were punished."

    Harris glanced at the airlock. "You sending me out into the toxins?"

    "Can you promise me you won't cause any more problems? Or deny my will?"

    "I can't."

    "Then you must go."

    Harris stood and walked to the airlock door.

    Bax said, "You won't be needing that helmet."

    He set the protective headgear on the deck. The inner door opened and the Biomarine walked in. After the door closed, a small puff of air signified equalization with the outside atmosphere.

    Bax stood by the airlock, looking through the transparent window. "You ready to receive what you have coming to you? I hear it's not a pleasant death."

    "If this is to be my fate, just open the door and get it over with."

    Bax grinned. "I hope you enjoy the beginning of your new life on New Earth. And please don't go far from the ship. I'd like to watch to see what happens."

    "You have a twisted mind, Baxter Rumford."

    The outer airlock door opened. Harris stepped out onto the ground. A dry breeze swirled around him.

    Bax opened a comm. "Enable the cam on your arm pad. I'd like to see your face. Oh, and if you weren't aware, the toxin takes several hours before you start feeling it."

    Harris looked back at the Fargo. "You know this ship is now contaminated, right?"

    "My bots will clean it up."

    A huge fireball lit up the evening sky. A Burrell transport landed two hundred meters away from their location.

    "What's that?"

    "That's the ship with the hop-drive, as you call it. Give my workers a few hours and they'll be ready to convert the Fargo and my Banshees. From there we pay a visit to Domicile to take rightful control."

    Harris sat on a rock wall and watched as a small army of bots flooded from a nearby building. The transport was given a once-over before a dozen bots emerged and walked toward the Fargo with a small device.

    "You found the key," said Harris. "Now I'm waiting to see how you get it aboard the Fargo. All it takes is one molecule of that toxin to take you out."

    "I have ways of handling that."

    The outer airlock opened and the device from the transport was placed inside. When the door closed, the bots turned and walked back toward the transport, each offering a look of arrogance and disgust as they moved past.

    Harris chuckled. "Nice touch with the worker indignation."

    Bax replied, "Anything they did, they did on their own."

    "You sure you're the one in control here? Who's to say they aren't plotting your overthrow right now? Wouldn't be hard to do."

    Bax sighed. "I take precautions. And multiple ones at that. It's called planning. I'd say you should try it sometime, but you probably don't have much time left."

    An hour passed. Harris stayed in place, occasionally getting up to walk around.

    Bax came over the comm: "I have the device integrated. Not too difficult. I already have my bots working on more units. I'm eager to try it out. An interesting method of transportation. Imagine if we had discovered this years ago. We could have been exploring the systems outside our boson space. Could have even set up an exploratory run to Earth."

    "A run to Earth would still take you a year. For starters, you'd need a fleet that could support that length of a journey."

    "A simple proposition. Take a look around you at my workforce. They don't eat and they don't require rest, or water, or entertainment. How much space do you need to feed a single individual?"

    "Point taken."

    Another hour passed.

    Harris asked, "I thought this toxin stuff was supposed to take effect a few hours after exposure?"

    The door to the Fargo opened with Baxter Rumford standing in it. She took in a long breath. "Hmm, I was expecting it to be fresher."

    Harris stood. "What happened to the toxin?"

    "We treated for it several weeks ago. It's no longer a concern for New Earth."

    "So forcing me out that door was a ruse?"

    "Punishment. Like I said before, I can't be doing away with valuable resources, so, welcome back. Now, if you'll get aboard, we can go take Domicile. I can't wait to see their faces when I show in orbit."

    "Thought you had to retrofit your other ships?"

    "Done. Now get moving. The sooner this is done, the sooner they get to working on my agenda. Oh, and after Domicile, we'll be paying a visit to Midelon. I need more bots, and that seems to be the only place they can be produced."

    The flight to free space took ten minutes. A jump to the edge of the negation field surrounding Domicile was followed by a half hour run using the hop-drive. The adapted implementation on the Fargo worked flawlessly. The new additions to the Maxter Banshee fleet worked equally as well.

    Bax pulled the ships to a stop in high orbit before opening a comm to the presidential estate. "Mr. Armstrong, how are we doing today?"

    "That's President Armstrong, and we are doing fine. You are in direct violation of our system space. You are no longer welcome in or around Domicile or the free colonies."

    Bax smiled. "Yeah, about that… I've decided it would be best if I was running things here. I hereby change your title to Governor General of Domicile. Do you accept this position or do I look for another?"

    "I'm detecting you have the muscle with you to back up your words. A small fleet, but superior to what we have available. However, I won't be turning over control of this planet to the likes of you."

    Bax turned to the bot sitting in the co-pilot's chair. "Do we have a lock on his location?"

    "We do, Your Highness."

    "Let's shake up the ground nearby. I want a single Banshee sent in. Target the land surrounding the estate. I want him to know that I'm serious."

    "B29487 has an ETA of fifty-eight seconds."

    Armstrong stood in front of his comm camera. "So this is war."

    Bax shrugged. "Doesn't have to be. I realize my fleet is small, but it's adequate. I also know you won't have Banshees coming off the production line for a few days. And I know where those factories are. So we can either have a friendly surrender and a peaceful transition, or I can make you former President Armstrong and make the estate the former presidential estate. You make the choice."

    A rumble could be felt on the presidential residence grounds several seconds later.

    "You do know that we have ground defenses here that can be activated."

    "I know. I also know how ineffective they will be against my forces."

    Bax turned. "Initiate the signal interrupter."

    Harris asked, "I thought those ships were lost?"

    "They were, but the tech lives on with us. Not nearly as effective, but more than enough to make the ground sensor network useless. Whatever missiles or rail cannons or plasma cannons Armstrong has at his disposal won't slow us down in the least.

    "Mr. Armstrong, have you made your decision? I'm certain you realize by now how useless your ground defenses are. And as an extra incentive for you to make the right decision, I'm dispatching two of my ships to Chicago Port Station. What is it? A hundred thousand or so citizens up there? I would imagine all the debris falling back to the surface from an attack would cause quite a mess."

    Armstrong hesitated for several seconds. "I will have to get approval from Congress and our judiciary."

    "You have five minutes to do so. During that time, I will be positioning my remaining ships to points where they can effect maximum damage. Keep in mind, your residence will be the first place to be eliminated."

    Armstrong returned a stoic expression before the comm was closed.

    Harris asked, "How do you know his response will be genuine?"

    "Because I have the upper hand. He has a civilian population he needs to protect. As I said, this can be a peaceful transition or a violent one. I'll let him decide."

    The five minute mark approached just as a new comm came in. It was Armstrong.

    "You have your peace, Miss Rumford."

    "That's Empress Rumford. And please see to it that is the reference used in all meetings, broadcasts, and official business. Anything less will be considered disrespectful and will be dealt with accordingly. When you address the people, see to it that this command is passed down to them. And let them know that security positions within my government will be opened for all to apply."

    The comm was silent for several seconds.

    Bax said, "Well?"

    "Well what?"

    "You've just been given your first order, Governor. Notify the people of their new duties. When that has been carried out, send a hail to this frequency. My automated associate here will have a number of tasks for you to get busy with. The sooner those are implemented, the better it will be for you and your staff. I'm thinking you should have a broadcast out within the hour, if not immediately."
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    Bax pranced around the cabin of the Fargo.

    Harris asked, "You aren't informing Croft of your victory?"

    "Can't, the negation field out there prohibits that from happening. When I feel things have settled, I'll be sending out a Banshee with the news."

    "Well, at least take a seat. All this hopping around makes you look like an inexperienced teenager. If you truly are the Empress of all Humans, try acting like it."

    "Just taking a moment of pleasure from my triumph. A decade in the planning and it's finally here."

    A comm was opened to the surface. "Comrades, it has been done. You should be receiving a broadcast within the hour. The Maxter Empire is now in control of Domicile, the free colonies, New Earth and her colonies, and the truce worlds. A new day is dawning for humanity."

    "Magnificent news, Empress. Should we initiate the party integration effort?"

    "Not yet. Allow the broadcast to happen. From there I would like immediate action taken to secure the level one priorities."

    The image at the other end of the comm bowed. "Your command is our religion, Empress Rumford."

    The comm closed.

    Harris chuckled. "Our religion?"

    "Some of my followers are easily drawn to a cult culture. Far be it for me to discourage them from doing so, so long as everyone is fed and has a home. Changes will be coming, Goober. Slow at first, but big in nature. We have an empire to defend, and there are at least two hostile species out there that want to rule over us. I would prefer we were prepared for that eventuality."

    "So your first priority will be to rebuild the fleet?"

    "First will be a consolidation of power, with information flowing up to my team in a timely manner, but we should only be talking days for that apparatus to be put in place. During that effort, I will expect Mr. Morgan to continue his fine work. And yes, ships are a high priority."

    "That toxin back on New Earth, you certain it's gone?"

    "There is always the risk that it has not been fully neutralized. The cure was part of my deal with the Denzee."

    "I thought that toxin was supposed to make that world deadly to Humans for a thousand years?"

    "About that, could have been a minor exaggeration. According to their scientists, five years would have seen a 98 percent drop in the rate of toxicity. The neutralizer sped that up to several weeks for 90 percent. In three months the 98 percent figure will be reached, and within a year it will no longer be a threat. Add to that an injection I have at the ready and you become immune."

    "So how do we know we weren't infected with it back there?"

    "Because we're still living. But even if we had picked it up, the injection still works to prohibit further damage. I was actually a bit disappointed that you didn't pick it up. I was interested to see its effects in the early stages."

    "You're a real humanitarian."

    Bax smirked. "When all Humans are working together in our common defense, you will see just how humanitarian I can be. For instance, with Midelon under my control, our entire fleet will be made up of automated ships and fighting bots. Humans will not have to be endangered by being sent off to war. And many of our tasks can be automated here at Domicile or wherever we call home. Humans may actually end up with a life of leisure while under my rule."

    Harris chuckled. "Somehow I don't see that happening."

    Within the hour, a broadcast had gone out to all citizens. A new government was being installed. The changes would be seen over time so as not to be disruptive. Lives would be getting better. Wars would be fought by bots. Humans would, however, be required to work in the factories until such time as the new utopia of the Maxter Empire could be put in place.

    Bax sat back as the broadcast came to an end. "Armstrong did a good job with that. Simple and direct. Easy for the masses of morons down there to comprehend. And respectful. I may just have a permanent place for him in my government."

    An order was given for a single Banshee to fly to the Retreat with the triumphant news.

    Bax sat in her chair. "Captain, take us down to the Hosh-Morgan headquarters. I'd like to talk to my chief manufacturing officer."

    The Fargo dropped through the atmosphere as a fireball, coming to rest a kilometer above the desired location.

    A comm was opened. A scowling Bannis Morgan showed on the display.

    Bax frowned. "Now, is that the greeting you should give your Empress?"

    "It's the greeting I would give to the insane person who wishes to be called Empress."

    "Hmm. Mr. Morgan, I believe that was intentionally disrespectful. Might I remind you that I am in control of the skies of Domicile, as well as the space surrounding it. With my word, your entire factory could be destroyed. Of course you know I don't want to do that for obvious reasons, but that doesn't mean I couldn't target your home.

    "I believe you're fond of your servant staff there. What is your household manager's name? Mini? You wouldn't want any harm to come to her would you?"

    "You're the devil, Baxter Rumford."

    "That's Empress Rumford from now on. Are we clear on that or do you need further encouragement?"

    Bannis returned a scowl. "We're clear."

    "Excellent. Now we can begin. Change all designs back to the unmanned Banshee production. Any ships currently in production will be turned over to me for disposition as I see fit. Any violation, any attempt to smuggle out parts, or any attempt to deceive me in any way will be met with a complete and utter annihilation of everyone you know. Including Goober here, Miss Freely, and the other morons that inhabit Midelon."

    "Gruberg? Can she do that?"

    "She can."

    Bax smiled. "There. Now that wasn't so hard was it? Put that order into effect immediately."

    Bannis opened a comm to his chief of staff before turning back. "It's done. Anything else?"

    "Yes. I'd like to see you go on an immediate hiring binge. Don't worry about the financing, the government funds will be made available to you within the day. I have a new goal for you."

    "And what would that be?"

    "How many Banshees can be produced in a month?"

    "Eight hundred now. Twelve hundred by the end of next month."

    Bax frowned. "That's a bit disappointing."

    "It's what I've had the resources to do."

    "Consider yourself a number one priority under my rule. For the next month I would like to see the production raised to eighteen hundred units, and in the six weeks following that three thousand. If given the resources, can that be done?"

    "It's possible."

    "Good. I'd like to see a plan put together that will bring manufacturing up to ten thousand units a month within six months. For every thousand over that quota there will be bonuses for all your employees. It's critical that we rebuild a fleet as quickly as possible. We know the Burrell are only two months away if they choose to send another fleet. And I believe the Frizoid to be an equal distance."

    "Ten thousand ships will hardly be enough to fend off another one of those fleets."

    "Which is why we will also be building the gamma ray missiles. I'd like to see ten of those produced for every Banshee we put out. Do you think that to be possible?"

    "It's possible," Bannis replied, "but we'll require a full commitment from our government."

    Bax smiled. "I'm giving that to you here and now, Mr. Morgan. Governor Armstrong will be directed to see that you are given everything you need. Everything. You will have no worries about government inspections or environmental concerns or anything of that nature. We have to build these ships and as many of them as we can. We're vulnerable right now. And that vulnerability leaves us open to annihilation or enslavement by others. Vulnerabilities I do not care to have."

    "Enslavement? Isn't that what you're offering us here today?"

    "Hardly. Should I get this commitment for our safety and security from all citizens now, I will repay it tenfold in the future as our fighting force is not only able to defend our worlds, but to also expand to others. It will be the Burrell and Frizoid citizens who will have to worry."

    "I see. And this grand vision is something you believe to be achievable?"

    "I certainly believe that within a year we could secure ourselves, yes. With another year of the same production, our conquests would certainly be enabled. And with the fleet being fully automated, no lives are put at risk."

    "Sounds a lot like the Emperor's vision."

    "Some of his points had merit. Where he lacked was in follow-through. I want to better everyone's lives. Initially it might take hard work to secure our future, but imagine an empire where wealth is brought in from outside, where farms and manufacturing are run by androids. Where Humans are left to delve into scientific research or entertainment, whichever they choose, because the majority of their time is leisure in nature.

    "I want a world where sport and knowledge are king, where hunger doesn't exist, where diseases are eliminated, and where the adventure of exploration and settlement is available to all. The production and use of the androids will make all this possible."

    "You pitch a good game, Miss Rumford. However, in the end, you will be deciding on what freedoms the rest of us have. People... Humans, don't like to be told what they can and cannot do. Most would go along with your plan. But there are always those who want to choose their own path."

    Bax smiled, "Those will be our explorers. They will have the freedom to make their own choices out in the stars. The only caveat would be that any systems claimed would be done in the name of the empire, for which they will receive support in terms of colony settlement and defense."

    "And what will become of those who don't subscribe to your Empire of Utopia?"

    "Punishment will be swift and harsh. Justice will be a deterrent to poor behavior and poorer choices. But there will also be reward for good behavior. And the people will have a leader whose monument built unto herself is the empire with its strength and wealth. I have no desire to build opulent palaces where I live to entertain the elite. I would much rather be out among the people who are building and expanding."

    Harris spoke up: "I think she's more comfortable around the bots. They do exactly as they're told without showing that troubling trait we call emotion."

    "Excess emotion is a sign of weakness. And, Goober, you would do well to hold your tongue. Outbursts that are intended to undermine my message will not be tolerated, even if done in jest."

    Bax looked directly into the comm camera. "Mr. Morgan, I trust you will follow my orders precisely. I personally came here to speak with you out of respect. You are a doer and not a dreamer. I need doers if we are to accomplish our security needs over the next year. Can I count on your full cooperation?"

    "You treat my people right and you'll have the cooperation you seek. While not thrilled at the prospect of an empire and an all-powerful head running that empire, I am all about securing Human existence in this galaxy. Treat us right and we'll build you the most powerful fleet this galaxy has ever seen."

    Bax grinned. "Now that was said with enthusiasm. You will have all the support you need, Mr. Morgan."

    The comm closed.

    Harris said, "Looks like you won him over."

    "He's a builder. It was an easy sale. If you keep him in materials he'll build you whatever you want. He's also the exact type of manager I'm looking for... for each of my projects. I want people who give feedback in terms of what they need to get the job done and not what can be done for them personally. Which reminds me, I need to set up a media campaign to inform the people of all the great things that are coming their way."

    "Fire up the old propaganda machine, huh?"

    Bax punched in coordinates for her next stop.

    A hail was opened with Fritz Romero. "Hello again, Mr. Romero."

    "Miss Rumford, or should I say Empress?"

    "Empress. And I've called upon you today to spearhead a new campaign. You'll be working with me personally to package and distribute my message to the masses. I want to project strength, but also kindness, a real caring for the security and prosperity of all Humans. I want them to believe the fruits of their hard labor over the coming year or two will be heavily rewarded."

    "I would suggest we begin with a short but personal message. We'll want to project strength and intelligence, but with a soft and comforting tone. Can I venture to guess you wish to begin this campaign immediately?"

    "You can. And name your budget. The funds will be made available."

    Bax turned to Harris as the comm closed. "I will have to say that for morons, you and Freely were able to surround yourself with competent people. I know I ripped on the Bolemans and Withrow, but even they excelled at what they did. I'm actually tempted to offer both of you positions in my administration. You have a knack for identifying and bringing in capable people. And people of integrity. Imagine the great things we could accomplish as a team."

    "So calling us morons is part of your sales pitch?"

    Bax waved. "You know that's only intended to get a rise out of you. If anything, it makes you pay attention to what it is I'm saying. Take a step back. Look at the big picture here. We’re Humans and we should be running this galaxy."

    "Forgive me for not being as enthusiastic about your vision. I've been known to say before, often to my own detriment, that you're an intelligent and capable individual. You do have a talent for leadership, and like Mr. Morgan, you put in the effort necessary to get the job done and to get it done well. But you're also a user. You see no problem in using others to get whatever it is you want. And until and unless you lose that trait, you'll never be as successful as you could be."

    "Well, Mr. Gruberg, that actually sounds as if you like me. Am I out of touch with that thought?"

    "Every person has some redeemable qualities. In the end, though, it's your actions that count. And your record of caring about others speaks for itself. You're about as caring for others as a blizzard come harvest. You leave death and destruction in your wake."

    "That was harsh. But I'll take it as solemn advice. Which gives me an idea. I could use a good dose of conscience now and again. Perhaps I'll make you an adviser. You see me doing something that you feel is remiss, you inform me of doing so. But that would have to come with good reasoning and suggested alternatives. You think that would be something you could handle?"

    "Telling you what to do? I could probably manage that."

    "Just keep in mind, this is not an unlimited license to criticize my efforts, or lack thereof. And it is only to be offered in private. No public displays of contention or disgust or outrage. Would that be something you would be willing to consider?"

    "I'll have to think on it."

    "Look at it as an opportunity for you to do some good. I may not take your advice, but you'll at least have the satisfaction of offering it. And as a first trial effort, what would you propose I do with the Biomarines?"

    "Give them their colony back. They worked hard to build that place to their liking. And I would give them advisory positions on your military council. We know how to conduct both offensive and defensive campaigns. We're patriotic. Give us a reason to fight alongside you and not with you or for you. You won't find any more loyal people than Bios. Give them respect and they'll return it twofold."

    Bax smiled. "Was that so hard? Simple, honest, actionable advice. I'll take that under consideration. Although... I may have trouble convincing Croft to vacate. He's grown very fond of the place."

    "You want the Bios on your side, you can't be taking from them. You'll want to offer them incentive. Show them the benefit of being loyal to you. And don't push the potential risk of being disloyal. They won't be accepting of any intimidation."

    "Again, sound advice. You see, you may not be able to change the situation, but you can have positive long-lasting effect."

    "I could hop over there and snap your neck."

    Bax frowned. "Wouldn't end well for you or anyone else. My minions have orders to destroy all Humans should anything bad befall me by Human hands. I die and you all die."

    "What's Croft think about that order?"

    "He doesn't particularly care for it, but accepts it. Gives him incentive to treat me right too."

    "You don't fully trust him, do you?"

    "With this much power? Why would I trust anyone besides me?"
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    The next two days saw Baxter Rumford supporters coming out in force. The current government was turned into a transition government. Officeholders would remain for their terms, but with diminished and decreasing responsibilities and powers. Former cabinet positions would remain, but with powers granted by the Empress and Emperor.

    A new Congress of the people would be elected and given the responsibility of day-to-day lawmaking as before, but again with reduced powers, becoming more of a suggestive body than a dictatorial one. As a priority task, they would be responsible for rewriting the constitution, placing the rulers as the high authority, having the final say of law.

    Harris sat with his arms crossed. "You ever gonna leave this ship?"

    "Not until I feel a solid transition has occurred. Are you claustrophobic?"

    Harris chuckled. "No. But I do know that having a changing environment from time to time stimulates the mind. If I have a goal I want to accomplish, I'll stand on my head for a month if that's what it takes to get there. But there are always options."

    "Such as?"

    "Such as going down and addressing the Senate or the House. Pop in with a short, enthusiastic speech about your vision. Doing so on the spur of the moment allows you to move in and out without fear of an assassination. Any opposition won't have time to arrange it."

    "Hmm. Might be a valid suggestion. I'll have Fritz work up a five minute thriller of what I want for everyone."

    Bax stood and stared at the Biomarine for several seconds.

    "What?"

    "I continue to underestimate your worth. You laugh or say something inappropriate and untimely and then turn around only to deliver a diamond."

    "Easy to produce diamonds from the path of scorched carbon you leave behind wherever you go."

    "And there we have a perfect example. Your attempt at humor falls completely flat."

    A comm was opened to Bannis Morgan.

    Bax offered a smile. "Today is the day."

    Bannis shook his head. "Have been a few drawbacks to the switch-over. I made the command decision to halt production of the current set to your fully automated versions. I don't think you'll find willing pilots for the manned versions."

    "I have to say I'm not pleased with this development. I have seventy thousand androids that are capable of piloting the manned versions. I have no shortage of pilots."

    Bannis bowed. "My apologies, Empress. That consideration wasn't taken into account. The first delivery will be tomorrow. On a positive note, the production schedule for the fully automated versions will shift forward by a day."

    "What do our numbers look like for a delivery tomorrow?"

    "Seventy-two. With a hundred and sixteen more five days following that delivery. From there, our deliveries will begin to ramp up."

    "You getting all the support you need?"

    Bannis nodded. "We are. The elimination of government oversight of every aspect of production has been extremely helpful. I realize it has its place in a new or maturing industry, but in a case such as this, oversight only works to interfere with the process. You'll be taking delivery of high quality vessels."

    "And tomorrow is firm?"

    "It is."

    Several comms came in from Bax's trusted few. All operations were in-line with expectations. Power was under consolidation in every government agency, with incentives promised to those whose transitions were going smoothly. Earlier in the day, Bax's surprise address of both houses of Congress was beginning to show in the polling data of Fritz Romero.

    A relentless barrage of infomercials hailing the positives of the government transition following the address saw to it the message being delivered was fully explained. Talk around the water cooler, as it was called, had been positive. News anchors eager to keep their jobs were extolling the virtues of the united government. Bax closed a comm with one of her new cabinet members.

    "This is all going better than expected. Maybe Domers aren't as dumb as I thought."

    Harris shook his head. "Even if you think they are, you should never say that out loud. Nothing will turn people away from you faster than the idea you have no respect for them."

    "Who's gonna know? You mention it to anyone and I'll just have you spaced."

    "What about your bot copilot sitting right there. You know it's recording everything you say."

    Bax turned. "Erase all recordings of my conversations except commands directed at you. And cease to record any of my conversations, including the words of people I'm conversing with. Relay that same order to all androids as soon as possible."

    The bot replied, "Recordings have been eliminated. Local staff have been informed. Remaining staff will require leaving negated space."

    "When will that field fully collapse?"

    "Anticipated collapse is in twenty-eight hours, twelve minutes."

    Bax sighed. "I’ll be glad to be rid of that hindrance."

    Harris said, "You're only about twenty minutes from the edge of the field now if you want to check on your bots at New Earth."

    "I've had a Banshee doing that for me every hour. Nothing new to report. Attempts at building an operational processing station continue to fail."

    "That's key to your entire vision. No bots, no path to galactic conquest."

    "As always, there is a backup plan. Midelon will be mine after tomorrow. If I were to guess, there are probably thousands of bots sitting there at the ready to be converted to my minions."

    "That might be a problem. We took a few precautions after your last raid. Processors from Midelon won't follow your commands."

    Bax smirked. "They're programmed. Programming can be changed. If you added some physical change, that change can be undone. Worst case, your efforts only cause a minor delay."

    The remainder of the day was spent getting statuses from various government entities. The following morning saw a flight to the Hosh-Morgan headquarters. As promised, seventy-two Banshee fighters sat parked on the tarmac, only lacking bot processors to make them operational. A shuttle had been dispatched to New Earth and was expected back momentarily.

    "What are your plans for this group of ships?" Harris asked.

    Bax replied, "Half will remain here for the purpose of showing authority. The remainder will be dispatched to the other colonies. When they return, I will select a suitable force to take to Midelon."

    "Are you and Croft actually married?"

    "What? Why would you ask that or even care?"

    "Just curious. You hardly speak to him. Doesn't seem like much of a partnership."

    "He provides much of the planning. He's the dreamer, I'm the doer."

    "I see. So are the two of you married?"

    "No. And it's a bit of a sore subject with me, so please don't press it."

    "Sounds like he promised but never delivered."

    "It's a private matter."

    "Don't know why I asked that. I'm not one for having relationships on that level. Can't reproduce, and I trained my whole life as a warrior. I wouldn't know where to begin."

    "It's called a date. You saying you've never had one?"

    Harris laughed. "Goodness no. Plenty. Just nothing I would consider a long-term relationship."

    "What about you and Freely?"

    Harris chuckled. "We'd kill each other. And I'm not sure if it's a DNA issue or what, but I haven't been attracted to any slugs. Don't get me wrong, Tawn is my friend and partner, just not in a romantic way. Kind of like my twin sister in that regard. How long have you known Croft?"

    "A dozen years. I was a follower of his philosophies. He used to be a professor, you know. He was good at painting a picture of a world you'd want to belong to. At least to me anyway. He took an interest in his pupil, and I've been with him ever since. But as I said, he's a dreamer and not a doer. It’s taken me years to realize that."

    "He became President. That certainly seems like he did something."

    "I put the team together that ran his campaign. Most of his speeches were written by my people. His advisors were my people. He got me into the DDI using his and my uncle's credentials, but it was my idea. I've been the heavy lifter in this relationship."

    "Sounds like you have some regrets."

    "Maybe. But nothing I can't overcome."

    "Could be why you're happiest when at work. Keeps you from thinking about your relationship, or lack thereof, with him."

    "What are you, a shrink?"

    Harris chuckled. "No. I just seem to give good relationship advice, or so I've been told. For whatever reason, I can see what they're made of, regardless of how my own have or haven't been."

    "So what would you suggest?"

    "If you're looking for happiness, you won't find it there. If you're looking for the satisfaction of accomplishment, stick with him as he's an obvious driver when it comes to that."

    "So I can be happy in love and a failure, or satisfied in work and unloved. Doesn't sound like a promising analysis."

    "Never said you couldn't have both. Just not with him."

    Bax stared for several seconds. "You suddenly look different today."

    Harris held up a hand. "None of that was a come-on."

    Bax squished up her face. "Ew. Wasn't talking about that. Just that you somehow went from a complete moron to someone who actually has some wisdom."

    "You know, every time I told Freely we should contact you to get information or help, she accused me of having a thing for you."

    "And did you? Ew. Never mind. I don't want to know the answer."

    Harris chuckled. "It was never anything like that. There was a fascination with what you seemed to be able to accomplish. You were always smack in the middle of everything we considered trouble. And you seemed to usually be a step or two ahead of us."

    "Wasn't hard since I was doing the planning and you were doing the reacting. So you found my actions fascinating…?"

    Harris sat silent for several seconds. "OK, this conversation has turned the corner to awkward."

    A blip showed on the nav display. "Bots are back. Should have our processors."

    A shuttle landed on the tarmac. A dozen bots scurried about loading processors into the waiting planes. Several minutes later, the boot signal was sent and the Banshees began to respond.

    Bax nodded. "Seventy-two greens. Gotta love Bannis Morgan."

    Twenty minutes later the qualified ships took formation beside the Fargo. New orders were expressed. Thirty-six of the Banshees rocketed skyward; another thirty moved off to various Domicile cities.

    Bax sighed. "Finally, a sign of real progress. Those ships will be back in four or five hours with statuses from all colonies. For the first time in our history, we'll be united under one banner. All Humans under a single government. Wasn't sure it was possible."

    The midday and afternoon passed slowly. Six hours after being sent out, the first of the Banshees returned.

    "Report?" Bax said over a comm.

    "The Viochan and Blewitz colonies are in compliance. Signed statements of acceptance of your rule were returned. The governors of each colony were rewarded with continued service. Each was passed a detailed document outlining the governmental changes expected from them over the coming months. Both governors seemed eager to comply."

    "Excellent. Return to the fleet pool for maintenance."

    Most of the remaining Banshees returned with a similar status. Visits to Gantway and Bella III were the exceptions.

    Bax asked, "What happened?"

    "The governor refused to comply."

    "And?"

    "After repeated attempts at convincing her of the seriousness of the requirement, she was forcibly replaced."

    Harris winced. "Forcibly?"

    "Terminated with cause. A plasma weapon was her choice for returning a denial. Under the authorized protocol for a hostile situation, the threat was eliminated. The lieutenant governor stepped in to accept the agreement."

    "So we're all good, then?"

    "Yes."

    Bax turned. "Unfortunate for her, but she chose her fate. And now for our last one. Bella III. Report?"

    "I was greeted by more than fifty citizens... all bearing arms. They declared their independence from all other governments and colonies. I chose discretion in this case given the number of hostiles. No agreement was reached. No retribution or corrective action was taken since I was not fired upon."

    "You followed directives, good. Looks like we'll have to pay a visit to Bella III. I'll have the governor comm them directly to let them know of the full situation. He'll fill them in on the alternative to non-compliance. Those people have always had an independent streak. Just need to be talked down."

    Harris said, "They know who I am. If you like, I could give it a shot."

    "And why would you want to do that?"

    "I have a good idea of where this would go if not handled right. They need to be convinced that it's in their best interest to stick it out with you. They can always seek independence later."

    "They won't be seeking independence, ever."

    "If we convince them to join and they see benefit, the whole independence idea will peacefully die. You go in there with a plow and you’re only sowing the seeds of revolution. Unhappy colonies have a way of causing problems at the worst times."

    "And how would you know this?"

    "I've been dealing with the truce worlds for the last two years. Try trading with a colony that doesn't trust you, much less one that hates you."

    "Interesting. I think we have a trip to Bella III coming up, right after Midelon."

    Harris shook his head. "I would handle this first. The discontent there is growing this very minute. A threatening visit by your warship probably has a hundred meetings being arranged right now. You let this grow and you'll have to kill people to stop it. We nip this early and no one has to die."

    Bax tilted her head to one side. "Hmm, Harris the humanitarian. Another surprise."

    "I swore to protect the free citizens of Domicile and her colonies. That hasn't changed."

    "It has in that the governing body you made that to no longer exists. Any deals or sworn statements or commitments you had to that government is officially over. Gone. No more."

    "Fine. I see your point. But my offer still stands. I'd like to speak with the leaders on Bella III."

    Bax sighed. "OK. But immediately following, we hit Midelon."

    Twenty-two minutes later the Fargo was landing on the tarmac at Bella III. An airtaxi was dispatched, picking up Harris and delivering him to the old familiar building of Bella Sports, Inc. The lieutenant governor was waiting along with a dozen armed associates.

    Harris introduced himself. "Many of you know me from years past. Harris Gruberg. And yes, I'm a stump, a Biomarine with the Domicile military."

    A hand was held out. "James Hargill, lieutenant governor."

    Harris shook a strong hand. "Mr. Hargill, I believe there was a misunderstanding when the Maxter fighter showed up here earlier."

    "That the Domers out there? If so, we're ready to vote on our independence. And we're willing to fight for it."

    Harris held up a hand. "Before we go down that road, hear me out. There have been a lot of changes in power and control of late. Allow me to straighten those out with just the pure raw facts. After that, you can ask me any question you want. Following that, I'll fill you in on the current state of affairs."

    Hargill gestured toward a set of double doors. "We're reasonable people, Mr. Gruberg. But I can tell you that our minds are made up. Domicile cut us off and left us hanging when both the Denzee and the Burrell were coming. We don't see that we have any allegiance to them."

    Harris took a seat. "Things have changed, Mr. Hargill. Drastic changes. Did you hear about New Earth?"

    "We heard they were attacked by the Denzee."

    "Wiped out by the Denzee. More than a billion lives lost."

    "Good riddance, if you ask me. All they wanted was war."

    "I won't get into the semantics about the Emperor and his desires. Those are now irrelevant, as the Emperor of the Earthers is dead, as are most of the Earthers."

    "And the Denzee?"

    "Also dead. This time by another species called the Hoya. Who are also dead."

    "And the Burrell? We expecting an attack from them?"

    "The Burrell in this system are also dead."

    Hargill looked around with a grin. "Sounds like all our issues have been solved."

    The other men chuckled.

    Harris shook his head. "Not really. We have a new Emperor and Empress."

    "Thought you said the Earthers were dead."

    "They are, mostly. Several Earther colonies still have inhabitants, but they're irrelevant at the moment. What is relevant is that Max Croft, our former President, and Baxter Rumford, his associate, have taken control of the only fleet left flying in this sector of the galaxy. They've declared themselves to be the Maxter Empire, and all Humans their subjects. Everyone has agreed except you here at Bella."

    "Domicile relented? The government there is no more? No army and no fleet?"

    "The remains of the military and the government are now under full control of the Maxter Empire. Which is why I'm here."

    "You're a Maxter?"

    "Well… I guess I am. And while I'm not thrilled with it at the moment, it is the current state of affairs. I came here today to fill you in and to ask you to join, peacefully."

    "Now why would we do that? We're willing to fight for our freedom!"

    The others in the room raised their weapons and voices.

    Harris nodded. "Believe me. I fully understand what it is you want and why you're willing to fight for it. But right now is not the time and this is not the place. There are thirty-six of those fighter-ships out there. You have nothing that can defeat even a single one. Any effort to resist will be met with overwhelming force."

    "So you're saying it's war, then."

    "No. I'm advising you to take the current deal. Keep all your people alive. Keep the dream of independence alive. I believe you'll find that your day-to-day lives will remain almost exactly as they are. There won't be any conscription into the military. You won't have to go off and fight anyone. The overwhelming majority of your affairs here will be settled here, by you. And I know I said it before, but you all remain alive."

    "I don't think the people will agree to this. Just saying."

    Harris crossed his arms, leaning back in the chair. "Can I at least give you a week to mull it over and discuss it? You don't have to decide right here and right now."

    "A week is not a lot of time. How about a year?"

    Harris chuckled. "I like your negotiating tactic, Mr. Hargill. The offer of a week was my doing and I believe it to be generous. The Empress is ready to assume control today. I convinced her to let me talk to you first. If you still choose to resist, that is your choice to make. I just wanted you to be making an informed decision."

    Harris reached up, rubbing the back of his neck. "I mentioned the current state of affairs earlier. I have yet to give you the bigger picture. There are two hostile species out there. The Burrell and the Frizoid. The Hoya worked for the Frizoid. We beat them back with tens of thousands of ships. Same with the Burrell. Baxter Rumford's fleet defeated the Burrell after they defeated Domicile's fleet. Almost all of her fleet was destroyed."

    "Then what's the issue?"

    "The issue is those thirty-six fighters parked above the tarmac. That is half the Human fleet right now. We need to rebuild that fleet and we need a unified government to do that. We have that, except for you here on Bella III. We need your help and cooperation, because the Burrell and Frizoid could show at any time. And I can tell you straight out, this third option, becoming part of the Maxter Empire, is a far superior option."

    "Independence is what we want."

    "Unfortunately that's not an option. So I'll leave you with this, war is coming to this space. It may be in six weeks or six months, or not for six years, but it is coming. We can all pull together and with our combined efforts field a capable defense, or we can fight among ourselves, weakening us all at a time of ultimate peril. Our choices at the moment are to prosper united or to fall apart. And that doesn't preclude you here on Bella from seeking independence at a future date."

    Harris stood and walked the room. "I wish this was different news I was bringing here today. But it's the reality of where we stand. Half of humanity is already gone. I'd like to see the other half preserved. So please, ask me any questions you want. I'll answer to the best of my ability. After that, take your week to discuss it."
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    Harris stepped up into the hatch of the Fargo.

    Bax asked, "Well? We good?"

    "We'll find out in a week."

    "What? I made no such offer."

    "I took the liberty in the name of peace. I gave them the hard facts. You should take this opportunity to have Fritz do a full media blitz about the positives of joining. If you get the people behind the empire, you won't have any future problems. If you have to kill the patriots of Bella III to assume control, you'll have nothing but problems from here on out."

    "They'll have nothing but problems."

    "Remember what I said about planting the seeds of revolution? This is your chance to plant the seeds of peace. Maybe a few overt gestures like legalizing their firearms. Give them what they want short of full self governance. Show them the empire comes with benefits and that independence won't come, but attempted independence at this time will come with a heavy toll on their families and their businesses. The people will listen and get behind you. It only makes sense."

    Bax stared for several seconds. "That was a good speech. You almost had me convinced."

    "What?"

    Bax shook her head. "I can't give them time to dilly-dally around. Word of that will spread and the other colonies will be seeking the same gestures or commitments or whatever you want to call it. Bella III is not an independent colony. It belonged to Domicile and now it belongs to me."

    Harris took in and let out a deep breath. "I'll go back and let them know your decision. Can we at least give them a day?"

    A comm was opened to the Banshee closest to the store. "Are the rebels still congregated at the sporting-goods store?"

    "Yes, Empress."

    "Take them out."

    Harris reached for her arm. A security bot nearby raised its Fox-40.

    Bax looked down at his hand with a glare as a cavalcade of tungsten pellets destroyed the Bella Sports, Inc building. Deep pits of earth and debris were all that remained of the once popular site.

    "You gonna pull back that hand or lose it?"

    Harris released his grip. "You didn't have to do that."

    A comm opened. "I did." Bax turned. "Governor Sharp, I take it you just received my message."

    "We did."

    "And your decision?"

    "You haven't left us a choice. Bella III will be joining your empire."

    "Good. I'll be leaving one of my bots as a liaison to get things started. And, governor, I'll be counting on your full cooperation. Anything less and you will be replaced."

    "Understood."

    The comm closed.

    Bax smiled. "Now that's how you negotiate. Those fools at the store had big ideas but no way to see them through. Instead they wasted their lives."

    Harris sat. "A week and it would have all gone in your favor."

    "Five minutes and it's all in my favor now. You ready to have Midelon join? I actually like those people, so I might be willing to stretch the negotiating period out to ten minutes."

    "You're a real piece of work, Rumford."

    "When we defeat the Burrell and the Frizoid, you'll think so."

    "And if we don't?"

    "Then I guess it really won't matter, will it?"

    The Maxter fleet moved to free space, where a jump was made to the outskirts of Midelon's prohibited area. Forty minutes would be required to reach the atmosphere using the hop-drives. Two minutes into the effort, wormholes opened in front of the jumping ships, sending them back to the edge of the prohibited space.

    Bax asked, "What just happened?"

    Harris chuckled. "You're getting sent home is what's happening. That's exactly what happened to us the first time we tried to go through."

    Bax scowled. "Again. Move us in."

    Two minutes passed before the Maxter fleet was again moved out of Midelon space.

    Harris shook his head. "Not happening. Not today or any other day."

    "We came in this way before."

    "And adjustments were made to prevent it from happening again."

    "Enable the interference signal and take us in again."

    Two minutes later, a frustrated Empress was stomping about her cabin. "I have to have Midelon! None of this works without it! Goober, how is it you were able to travel back and forth?"

    "Honestly? I guess it doesn't matter now. It was Farker. He was the key."

    "Your stupid pet?"

    "He came from there. He was the only reason we had access. Later on, our bots had it, and all the bots you had had it. But that has been disabled. You and me... we have no way in. We can't even make contact from our end. It has to originate there."

    A comm hail came in. Bax answered, "Open the gate, morons."

    Tawn's face was sporting a smile. "I don't think so. Access has been restricted and it will remain that way."

    "We need to build a fleet to defend against the Burrell and the Frizoid. They will both be coming."

    "So? Build your fleet. You don't need us."

    "I need those processors."

    Tawn grinned. "You need processors. Huh. Who would have imagined that? I tell you what, you build hulls and deliver them to your current location, we'll add the processors and hold those ships in case there's an invasion. That way we're all protected."

    "I need bots for my armies if we're to fight the aliens."

    Tawn gestured to the space surrounding herself. "And they'll be right here waiting for you if that was to occur. Build all the bots you want. We'll add the processors and keep them here where they won't be abused."

    Harris chuckled. "I'm seeing major problems with the grand vision."

    Bax returned an angry glare. "Shut your hole or I'll space you right here and now."

    Harris held up his hands as he leaned back in his chair.

    "What do you want, Freely. Name it. Your own planet? Unlimited credits and immunity from the laws?"

    Tawn scoffed. "I want you and Croft strapped into the seats of the Fargo as it flies into the Domicile sun. You arrange that and I'll open up Midelon."

    Tawn turned, gesturing with her hand. "Harris? I have a present for you."

    Farker stepped into view. "What? He's alive... or err... repaired?"

    Tawn nodded. "Gaerten rebuilt him. He was able to piece him back together. Made him a complete new chassis. Better than ever."

    Harris walked toward the comm camera with a grin. "There's my boy!"

    Bax stopped his progress with a snarl, pushing him back toward the seat. "Chair. Now. Shut it."

    The Empress of Maxter turned back to the camera with an evil smile. "Let us in or your partner here gets spaced."

    Tawn chuckled. "I've threatened to do that to him a hundred times. Go ahead, have at it. As a Maxter, he no longer really matters to me. Well, he does, but there won't be any negotiations over his life. You know how us Bios are taught to not negotiate under those terms, right?"

    "Then I have the families of the Bolemans or Miss Withrow. They're my subjects. I suppose you don't care about them either?"

    "I do. But not to where I'll give you control of this complex. You see, I have a solid hand and I know what cards you're holding. This pot is mine, so you’d best just bow out and go home. And know this, we will be coming for you."

    "Coming for me? With what? The Bangor? While a capable ship, hardly a match for a hundred Banshees. Even I know that won't be happening."

    "Does the thought of that threat bother you?"

    "Does the thought of the Human race being left vulnerable to the Frizoid or the Burrell bother you? This thought game can be played two ways."

    "We very much want to protect humanity from attack, we just don't want you to be in charge of that effort."

    "So you're willing to risk annihilation for that principle?"

    "So you're willing to risk annihilation for yours? See how this is going? Nowhere."

    Bax huffed as she gave her next order. "Take us back to Domicile. Freely, we'll be back."

    "We'll be here."

    The comm closed as the Fargo jumped away. A short run later had the capital ship of the Maxter fleet, the imperial transport, parked a kilometer above the Hosh-Morgan headquarters. An image of Bannis Morgan came up on the Fargo's nav display.

    "Morgan, I need you to build me something that will allow us to go to Midelon."

    Bannis shook his head. "Can't do. The access is all controlled from that end. If they don't want you in, you're not getting in."

    "I got in before."

    "And they figured out how and blocked it. I seriously have no knowledge of how those systems work. That was all managed by the AI."

    Bax turned to her bot pilot. "Do you know of any other way to get to Midelon? Do you have an understanding of the equipment there?"

    "There is no known alternative access. The hop-drive would have allowed travel, but that possibility has been removed. And yes, I have an understanding of the systems used to protect Midelon space. And I have no way to access or control those systems from here."

    Bax stopped. "Wait... isn't there another planet with the boson field equipment? If I got you there, could you possibly connect to Midelon's systems?"

    "No. There are no communications between the two facilities. The second location is merely a relay station. The boson generators and other equipment is only available on Midelon."

    Bax banged her fist on a wall. "We have to gain access!"

    The pilot bot turned. "Empress, the negation field has fully collapsed. It has been down for almost an hour."

    "Finally. Open a comm to the Retreat."

    Croft answered. "I was beginning to wonder if you were still alive."

    "We have problems."

    "The colonies?"

    "No. The colonies all fell in line. It's Midelon. We don't have access and we need it. We haven't been able to get the processing station up and running. Without it, we're limited to the AIs we already have."

    "Isn't that something like seventy thousand?"

    "And that won't be enough should the Burrell or the Frizoid bring a larger fleet. We need bots and we need millions of them if we want a shot at expanding this empire during our lifetimes."

    "Then perhaps we scale back our plans. This place here, the Retreat, its well built and functional, but not a place befitting an Emperor and Empress."

    "What? What are you saying?"

    "I'm saying we have our empire. Let's make the best of it. No reason we can't partake of a few luxuries while we build our defenses."

    "Luxuries?" Bax returned a confused look. "Where did that come from?"

    "It comes from having a different view from the top. I already have Governor Massey working on—"

    "Wait... Governor Massey? Governor of what?"

    "Of Domicile. I just appointed him moments ago."

    "We already have a governor."

    "He's your uncle. I thought you would be pleased."

    "We need competent people in these positions. My uncle is a nice looking man, and that was helpful on the campaign trail, but he's an idiot otherwise. No way we're making him governor."

    "Too late. The announcement was made only minutes ago."

    "You can't be making these decisions without me, Max. We're both rulers here."

    "Did you not make the decision to keep Armstrong as governor on your own? And this raid on Midelon, was I consulted? The punishment on Bella III? Should I go on?"

    "That was different. Decisions had to be made and you weren't readily available."

    "I see. Is this the Maxter Empire or the Baxter Empire?"

    "Maxter. But—"

    Croft held up a hand. "I've been patiently waiting here in isolation for you to bring my vision together. It's time I stepped up and took some of the responsibility and some of the control. Now, if you don't have any other pressing issues, I would suggest you get back to work on getting us Midelon. In the meantime, I'll be working on building our empire. Leave the day-to-day operations to me. You focus on the big items."

    The comm closed. Bax sat in her chair.

    Harris chuckled. "Trouble in paradise? Croft getting a mind of his own?"

    "Shut it. I'm trying to think."

    Bax stood and began to pace. "Bot, do you have a listing of orders that have been issued by the emperor in the last hour?"

    "Retrieving... Armstrong is being replaced by Massey. Ten tons of gold is to be shipped to the Retreat, along with skilled craftsmen. Domicile's top jewelers are being flown out for consultations, as well as furniture makers. Interviews are being set up for an all-female staff."

    Bax stopped. "What?"

    "It says pre-screening interviews for the emperor's personal staff are to be arranged. He's placed generous salaries and benefits in exchange for five-year contracts. Prospective members should have college level scores from their high school educations and be between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two years old."

    Harris chuckled. "Sounds more like a harem than a staff. Let me guess, he listed physical attributes they should have as a contingency for employment?"

    The bot replied, "Petite, no taller than one hundred sixty-five centimeters."

    Harris again chuckled. "Sounds like he likes short girls. Bax? Where's that leave you?"

    A death stare was returned. "Bot! Enough!"

    A comm was opened to the Retreat. "An all-female staff?"

    "Yes. You inspired me to make that selection. Women can be loyal, hard-working, and grateful."

    "And I see your list here is asking for only petite and attractive candidates. Care to explain?"

    "These will be my representatives, often the face of our empire. Why wouldn't I want to put our best face forward? Are they not just as capable as others? Should I not have given you the time of day due to your attractiveness? And when standing next to their towering Empress, they will look like mere children."

    "They will be children." Bax returned a scowl that was mixed with loathing and hatred as she closed the comm. "What a complete ass."

    "You didn't argue against his points."

    "Because they were nonsense. His justifications were weak and ludicrous."

    Harris crossed his arms. "I guess as co-ruler there's not much you can do."

    "Oh, there's plenty I can do. Just not sure I'm ready to do it."

    Harris propped his feet up on a bench. "Turns out your Croft isn't much different than Mervin. I guess it's true that without principle, power corrupts. You gonna take him out?"

    Bax moved back to her chair. "I'll give him some rope over the next week or two. He can either use it to secure himself or to hang himself. That choice will be his. I'll give him his bit of spoil so long as it doesn't interfere with our plans. Now, back to Midelon. How do we get in?"
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    Several days passed with no new plan to get to Midelon. Croft's demands continued to grow, as did Baxter Rumford's anger.

    Harris said, "Some of those girls on his staff list hardly qualify as college material. I'd say his standards have been loosened a bit. Hope you aren't going to allow this."

    "I was going to allow him his vice, at least for a while, but he's taking resources from our ship production. Morgan says the next release of Banshees may have to be delayed. He's ordered some of the precious metals used in their manufacture to be diverted to the dome he's turning into a palace."

    "Ouch. Now that's just a full slap in the face."

    "And it ends today."

    Harris sat forward. "You have a plan?"

    "I will in a minute."

    A comm was opened to the Biomarines. Colonel Thomas accepted. "Empress, how can I help you."

    "Do you have any interest in reclaiming the Retreat?"

    "You know we do. Can I assume there are stipulations attached to a coming offer?"

    "There are. You'll be taking it by force. As a reward, you'll be allowed to stay."

    "All of us?"

    "All of you. The Retreat will be declared a defensive outpost and you will all be given your prior ranks back. There are no wars, so you won't be called into duty, but you will be in reserve should the Burrell or Frizoid show."

    "Fully acceptable. Are there any other requirements?"

    "You do realize this is not a release from the empire, right? You'll just be allowed to return to your home, still as my subjects."

    "This assault, can I assume we will be placing Max Croft under arrest?"

    "You will be. And he'll be returned here for confinement."

    "Sounds like a win for us all. When do we leave?"

    "I'd like to see a plan from you, Colonel. I want to know how you'll get in there and what you'll require once you're there. I will be providing for your needs. Oh, and Colonel, this is an operation to be done with the utmost of secrecy and discretion. Should word leak out and make it to Croft, your mission would become extremely dangerous for us all. He would take every precaution."

    "Can I ask what brought this on?"

    "He's attempting to turn one of your domes into his opulent palace, and he's planning to staff it with his own private harem. I'd let him have his play, but he's drawing resources from our ship production. That I can't have."

    "Are there ships traveling there?"

    "Freighters that will be packing the items he's ordering. I can get your people aboard one if needed."

    "His defenses?" the colonel asked.

    "Your rail cannons and a hundred armed bots."

    "Shouldn't be a problem, Empress. I'll have a detailed assault plan ready within the hour."

    "Oh, and, Colonel, I want him alive. Uninjured if possible."

    The colonel nodded and the comm closed.

    Harris said, "You really gonna lock him up?"

    "Don't have a choice. At least until I can figure out what to do with him."

    "This is a big turn of events. And revealing. I think I have a good idea of what makes you tick. You think you can do everything better than everyone else. Croft? Starting to think he's just greedy."

    "That wasn't his earlier vision. It was aligned with mine, that you people are idiots and I can do better. Which I can."

    "Maybe. But I see that as being a lonely position to occupy. Take a strong personality like yourself, and you need a good counterbalance. Croft was that for you and you for him. I wouldn't have accomplished much of anything without Tawn's help. She's like the half a brain I'm missing at times."

    "You volunteering to be my sounding board?"

    Harris chuckled. "You want me for that? I think you'll need a cooler head if you want to be successful. I have a tendency to want to roar in with guns blazing."

    "You're right. I think I know who that counterweight might be. Fritz has always held an even tone."

    Harris thought for a moment. "Fritz is an excellent worker when told what you want accomplished. He’s never been much of an advisor. How about someone like Armstrong?"

    "The man we just took out of power as governor?"

    "Sure. And since Croft fired him, he's now available. Which brings up your uncle. What are your plans for him?"

    "Early retirement. I'll give him a decent house and a stipend to just stay out of the public eye. Armstrong, huh?"

    "He knows how to govern. Might just be perfect for taking over that aspect of the empire while you conduct the bigger issue of defense."

    "Then why not just put him back as governor?"

    Harris shook his head. "Because you have a mass of colonies to oversee, not just Domicile. Promote the former vice president to governor and put Armstrong in charge of the day-to-day of the empire."

    Bax stared for several seconds. "I feel as though you're planning something with this move."

    Harris smiled. "I guess you can't know that for sure, but I think you give me way too much credit."

    "What's your motivation for helping me here?"

    "A secure humanity? That's all I've wanted from the start. It's what I was born and trained for my whole life for. Same with all the Bios. What's your real motivation?"

    "As you said before, I can do it better. I'd like to see Humans ruling this galaxy."

    "And you ruling Humans?"

    "That works too."

    The nav display on the Fargo lit up with an alert. "Empress, we have a ship approaching."

    "Send out two banshees to identify."

    Most of a minute passed.

    "It is the Hailstorm."

    Bax scowled. "Order every ship we have here to intercept. And open a comm."

    An image of a grinning Tawn Freely appeared. "Time for you to be eliminated, Bax. Your rule is over."

    "You don't stand a chance, Freely. Seventy-eight Banshees to your one freighter."

    Tawn turned toward Gandy, who was seated in the copilot's chair. "Cut 'em loose."

    A hundred missiles separated from the freighter, racing toward the oncoming Banshees.

    Bax huffed. "Gamma does nothing to the bots, moron."

    Tawn smiled. "Who said anything about gamma?"

    The entire fleet of missiles fired at the same instant the Banshees unleashed a torrent of tungsten pellets. Intense laser cannons had been packaged length-wise into the missiles’ warheads to give a single, powerful burst of energy. Sixty-four of the seventy-eight Banshees had twenty-five centimeter holes burned clean through them. The hollowed ships now drifted without power.

    As the other fighters closed, the Hailstorm opened up with its hundred fifty laser turrets. Another six banshees saw their end.

    Bax panicked. "Withdraw!"

    Strapping herself into her chair, she yelled,. "Take us out of here! All ships proceed to the Retreat!"

    Harris said, "Wow, that has to hurt."

    "You people are dooming all Humans. The Burrell and the Frizoid will come."

    "I think we have the same chance with or without you in charge. If anything, we can now build a fleet without being impeded by greed. And I don't know what you have planned at the Retreat, but it will soon be in our hands as well."

    The Fargo jumped as soon as it reached free space. The Hailstorm didn't immediately follow.

    "Looks like your friends decided not to come."

    Harris leaned back in his chair, cinching his fingers behind his head. "They'll be here soon enough. Probably just gonna bring the next hundred Banshees with them."

    Bax returned an uneasy look. "You think you've bested me? We aren't finished yet."

    The Fargo and her escorts turned into fireballs as they descended through the atmosphere at the Retreat, coming to a stop on the Tarmac outside Dome One.

    Six armed bots approached as Bax stepped through the hatch.

    Her arms were taken by two of the six. Her two personal bots stepped forward. A short firefight ensued, the opposing sides obliterating each other. When the smoke cleared, Bax was crouched on the tarmac, bleeding from several small shrapnel wounds to her arms.

    A grinning Croft emerged with another dozen bots, hustling out to take control of their captive.

    "What is this?" Bax scoffed.

    "This is your arrest for treason."

    "What are you talking about?"

    "I'm talking about you disabling all conversation recording on your bots, and then ordering that to happen among them all. It made me suspicious, and I took action. Funny that I should hear a recording of you planning to arrest me. And all this time I thought we were a team."

    "We were, until you decided you wanted to be the clown prince of opulence instead of emperor of all Humans. When you said you were no longer interested in conquest beyond this sector I knew you had fallen under the spell of greed. That was confirmed when you diverted resources from our ship manufacturing."

    Croft protested, placing his hands on his hips. "I did no such thing."

    "Precious metals for your palace. Those were taken from the production line stock."

    "I gave no such orders. In fact, I specifically called for zero impact from any of my requests."

    Harris chuckled as two bots took hold of his arms.

    Bax gave him an angry stare. "You did this?"

     Harris shook his head. "No, but I'd say it was a brilliant move on someone's part."

    Croft pointed. "Why is he here and not chained up?"

    "He's been advising me."

    "I see. So you're taking up with a Bio now?"

    "Me? No, that would be gross. You're the one bringing in your own harem."

    "Bio-lover."

    Harris laughed. A punch to his gut by one of the bots followed. "Silence!"

    Bax slowly stood. "Doesn't matter anyway. The Hailstorm is coming, and our Banshees aren't powerful enough to take it on."

    "Eighty Banshees should be more than enough."

    "We no longer have eighty. We have my eight plus the two you have here."

    "How's that possible?"

    "They had a new missile with a laser cannon. Took out sixty-six with one strike. And the Hailstorm is now covered in laser cannons. Must be a hundred turrets scattered across its hull."

    Harris smirked. "A hundred fifty."

    Another punch was delivered, doubling the Biomarine over.

    Bax said, "Look, we need to prepare for an assault. Let's put our petty squabbles to the side for the moment. Those issues will still be issues when we're done."

    Croft waved. "Release her. And bring him to the brig for lockup."

    Bax shook her head. "No. Keep him with us. We might want leverage if they somehow break through. The bots can keep him restrained."

    Croft scowled at the heavy gravity outside the dome. "Let's get inside. Ridiculous to stay standing out here."

    The group moved in and up to an office that was under construction. The two floors above had been torn down to remake the space. A holo-image adorned one wall, showing a throne surrounded by marble pillars and stuffed exotic animals.

    Harris said, "Those supposed to be scary?"

    Croft pointed. "Shut him up. Give him a muzzle if he can't control himself."

    Two punches to his gut followed. Harris held up a hand of surrender.

    Bax looked around the room. "Put him in that chair. And make certain he's secured properly."

    One of the bots said, "Emperor, we have an approaching ship."

    "They won't get past these rail cannons."

    Bax looked at the display, which was changing to show the approaching vessel. "The Hailstorm."

    "They can't get close."

    "Don't underestimate these people. War is their business. The defenses here were designed by them."

    Bax opened a comm. "I want four Banshees out beyond railgun range. Settle into the terrain, turn on your interference generators, and turn off everything else but visual sensors. If that ship comes within range... blast it."

    Four ships zipped out across the landscape, disappearing over the horizon.

    Bax looked up at one of the bots. "I'm bleeding. How about tending to my wounds."

    Croft smirked. "Scars, a just deserve for your treacherous actions."

    "What happened to you? I thought you were an idealist. Turns out you're nothing better than the stooge emperor you replaced."

    "While a powerful fleet is in our long-term interests, we have no immediate need."

    "Why would you say that?"

    "I've been in contact with the Burrell at Gondol. The terraforming station there is almost fully back online, by the way. Anyway, I was informed that the Burrell would not be sending another fleet. At least not anytime soon."

    "And you believe them?"

    "I've been monitoring their comms, so yes. I believe them. Their last communiqué stated the Frizoid were again on the move and there would be no relief fleet coming. They can't afford to free up the resources without putting colonies in jeopardy. After a thorough questioning of every member of their team, the truth emerged. These Frizoid campaigns easily last from three to five standard years. Twenty years is not uncommon. We have time."

    "And this prevents the Frizoid from coming, how?"

    "I had contact with their ambassador."

    "When did this happen?"

    "During your fight with the Burrell, the ambassador left with the impression that they had fled and our forty thousand ship fleet was still intact. Without committing a sizable fleet to a campaign out here, the Frizoid won't be coming. And given their renewed fight with the Burrell… well, I think we’re secure for the time being. Of course our first order of business will be to regain control of Domicile. Control that you lost."

    "I didn't lose anything. They had the firepower needed to defeat us. Had you been there, we would have lost just as badly, if not worse."

    "Regardless, we are secure here. Can the same be said about our facility at New Earth?"

    "I sent a comm. All ships and bots are to be moved here immediately. If everything was on schedule before the message came in, we should have another dozen Banshees coming to us. I believe that will give us enough power to take on the Hailstorm."

    The image on the display wall changed.

    "Emperor, we have new ships coming in... they appear to be ours. Fourteen Banshees and two transports."

    Bax said, "Hailstorm isn't attacking. It's letting them through."

    Croft smiled. "Excellent. We now have our full force here with us."

    Bax slowly shook her head. "This was a mistake."

    "Why?"

    "Domicile will be releasing more than a hundred Banshees tomorrow. Had we left a presence there, we could have taken control. As it is now, we have to fight our way past that ship in order to make it there."

    "You just said we have the means."

    "I hope we do, but the battlefield can change your fortune in an instant. We lose this fight and we're finished."

    "We have the rail cannons, our bot army, and unlimited food. We can outlast whatever they throw at us."

    "Is that your idea of victory now? Not dying?"

    "It would be more of a stalemate, true. But an acceptable outcome given the choices."

    Bax sighed. "Well, you showed you were greedy before, now you're a greedy moron. Being trapped here with you is just about the last option on my list of desires. Dying is just below that."

    Croft looked at his partner for several seconds. "Arrest her. Bind her and put her over there with the stump."

    Two bots stepped forward, taking her arms. "You just made an enemy, Max."

    "Enemies die. Keep talking and I'll accept your decided designation and have my AI associates carry out the deed."

    Bax opened her mouth, to which Harris cut in with a whisper: "Don't... silence. Live to fight another day."
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    The transports landed with the seventy-odd thousand bots streaming out and surrounding the domes. Eighteen Banshees hovered in place just above Dome One. Harris and Bax stared intently at the wall display as the Hailstorm remained in high orbit.

    Croft stood with his arms crossed. "Why are they waiting?"

    He turned, walking over to just in front of Harris. "What are they doing?"

    Harris chuckled. "I have no idea. You not feeling good about your chances?"

    "I've been over the defenses of this facility. They are more than adequate to fend off that ship."

    "What about a thousand ships? Or ten thousand? You do realize Domicile can now build those things non-stop, right? And Midelon can provide them with all the processor cores they need. I'm going to go out on a limb here and suggest you cut a deal."

    "A deal?"

    "Sure. It's a standoff at the moment, so you at least have a small amount of leverage. I would bet they would be willing to allow you to flee on one of those transports."

    "I can't fly one of those."

    "Fine. They might even allow you to take a bot with you to fly it. Or better yet, take the Fargo. Anyone can fly one of those. You won't even need bots."

    "Why would they allow me to do that?"

    "To avoid conflict. You promise to just go away and not bother us anymore and I would bet they could be convinced to give you full immunity. Might even let you have your pick of the truce worlds to settle on as a private citizen... with enough credits for you to live out your life comfortably."

    Croft rubbed his chin for most of a minute in thought. "I don't believe they would keep their word."

    "Then you stay here until you die. And that might be only a month from now given the ramp-up in ship construction they have going on."

    Bax asked, "And where does that leave me?"

    "Oh, I'm sorry, Empress. Were you wanting a deal too? You don't seem to be in a very good bargaining position right now. I don't know what I could get them to offer you. Maybe something like being a bathroom attendant on a luxury shuttle? You would have to learn how to be polite though. You have that in you?"

    Bax scowled. "You're getting too much pleasure out of this."

    "Well, I have taken a few beatings from your bots, so there might be a little enjoyment to be had. Regardless, if you want a deal, I am almost certain I could swing it."

    "Emperor, the Hailstorm is moving."

    Croft turned toward the wall. "Where's it going?"

    "Around the planet, Your Highness."

    "Sensors detect heat. It's dropping through the atmosphere."

    "We have the rail cannons ready?"

    "On automatic and loaded. They will begin to fire when the ship or ground forces are within range."

    Harris said, "Once they open up, any negotiation is off. Just open a comm and I can get you out of this."

    Croft paced for several seconds. "No. I will remain. The Hailstorm will be defeated and we will return to Domicile. The die has been cast."

    Croft's focus was returned to the display. "Where are they?"

    "Off the sensors, Sire."

    "Well, send up a Banshee. Are they unloading troops or ships? The Hailstorm, she can carry Banshees, correct?"

    "Yes, Your Highness."

    Croft began to pace nervously as a lone Banshee rocketed upward. Seconds later, the data came in. The Hailstorm was coming fast, hugging the terrain.

    "All ships, prepare to defend!"

    "Cannons are actively searching, Sire. Our interference signal is impeding detection."

    "Turn it off!"

    A blip appeared on the nav display.

    Harris raised an eyebrow. "Coming in awfully fast. No turning back now."

    The restrained Bio squinted in anticipation of the flurry of tungsten pellets that would be going the Hailstorm's way. But the dome's defensive weapons did not fire. Instead, the Banshees scattered and began firing as the Hailstorm's laser cannons blasted out pulses of energy."

    The automated Banshees circled back as they fired, a dozen glowing red through their centers as the pulses impacted their hulls. Debris flew from the Hailstorm's armor plating as hypervelocity pellets ripped into her. The attacking ship turned skyward, its weapons continuing to fire as whole sections of her hull disintegrated into smoke and flame.

    As Harris, Croft, and Bax watched, six additional Banshees crashed hard into the ground. The Hailstorm slowed to a halt before rolling over and heading back toward the remaining four fighters.

    Croft stumbled and fell to the floor, his eyes remained glued to the display.

    Harris nodded. "Here we go."

    But the Hailstorm didn't fire. It roared past the Banshees, spewing flames and smoke, disintegrating as it plowed hard into the ground, creating a deep impact crater.

    Harris' mouth dropped open. Croft grinned and pushed himself up.

    Bax's scoff turned into a wry smile. "Hmm. Scratch one slug and friends. Croft! Get on your feet! Order those four Banshees to Domicile! We're taking control back! And get over here and untie me!"

    Croft took two steps and stopped. "Mmm. No, Baxter Rumford, I think we're finished. You've showed yourself to be most untrustworthy. Your red carpet walk of victory has just been canceled. But thank you for playing."

    The sole ruler of the Maxter Empire began to giggle and then to laugh uncontrollably.

    Harris whispered, "I think he might have surpassed his suspense limit."

    "Doesn't matter. We're as good as dead. Only reason he'll be keeping us around will be to either toy with us or torture us until he's had his fill."

    "Well, until he makes the decision to off us, we're still in this fight."

    "Banshees," Croft said, "head to Domicile. Reassert control. Comm me with status. And have two thirds of the bots board one of those transports. They should be back on New Earth working on hulls for us."

    Croft turned to face Harris. "The Hailstorm... why did these cannons not fire?"

    Harris shrugged. "Probably because the ship belonged to the colonel. I would bet the cannons were programmed to ignore it."

    Croft looked at the bot sitting at a console. "I thought you said you checked for that?"

    "It is not in the programming, Your Highness. Perhaps it has been hard coded into each of the weapons."

    "Send a bot to check."

    Harris said, "The Domers will fight your four Banshees."

    "And they will lose. Just as before, there are no ground weapons with sufficient power to damage those hulls. Any attempt at resistance will be met with deadly force. A high price will be paid and to no avail. Tomorrow, those new Banshees will be mine."

    Croft turned. "Oh, bot, have a team go out and search the wreckage of the Hailstorm. It came from Midelon. Perhaps the parts required for a return to there survived. Try to recover the transponder." Croft led the bot from the room.

    Harris frowned. "Wasn't thinking of that. He makes it to Midelon and he really does assert full control."

    "He's an idiot. He'll end up getting the entire Human race killed. And you don't seem distraught over losing your friends out there. Why?"

    "Bios don't mourn their losses. We remember their contributions and move forward with the hope we can make their sacrifice to have not been in vain."

    "Now that's some wiring I can understand. We all die. Why wail over those who had their time here and are gone? Won't bring them back."

    "True. But I was only referring to Bios. It was part of our training because there were often people dying around you, people you knew and cared deeply for. Doesn't do you much good on the battlefield to break down and sob while plasma rounds are flying over your head. For regulars, however, it serves a useful purpose. It's their way of saying goodbye."

    Bax rocked back and forth in her chair. "How do we get ourselves free?"

    A bot approached. "Any attempt at escape will be met with your termination."

    Bax huffed. "The Emperor wouldn't like that."

    "Those are the Emperor's direct orders."

    "Yeah? Well... piss off."

    Harris chuckled. "You've always been able to make friends easy, haven't you?"

    "I just say it like it is."

    Croft returned several minutes later. "The Banshees are in Domicile space. A comm was placed to the governor and the situation explained. We have full cooperation. In ten minutes, the new ship production at the Hosh-Morgan plant will be secure. It appears we are back on top."

    Croft pulled a chair over, taking a seat in front of Bax. "Miss Rumford, I've reconsidered. I'd still like you to be a part of this, albeit in a somewhat reduced role, but still an important one."

    "Spell it out."

    "I would like you to be my chief of defense. You and the Fargo would once again lead the fleet."

    "You would trust me with that?"

    Croft smirked. "Not in the manner you are referring to, no. The bots will all answer to me first. They will not accept commands that would endanger me in any way. And should such commands be given, you will be arrested and terminated on the spot."

    "Why have me back at all?"

    "Because you're a good strategist. And although my short-term plans have changed, I may still be open to the possibility of conquest once our house is in order here."

    Harris said, "Given the alternative, Bax, you might want to seriously consider that offer."

    "And, Mr. Gruberg, as much as it pains me to say it, you may be vital to this organization as well. You will act as a liaison between Miss Rumford and me."

    Bax scoffed. "A liaison? For what purpose?"

    "For the purpose of getting the truth from you. In addition, you will each have a bot assigned that will be with you at all times. Everything you say and do will be recorded and analyzed for any sign of treasonous behavior. And as for the alternative Mr. Gruberg was referring to, we all know what that would be."

    With a defiant expression, Bax said, "When do you want a decision by?"

    Croft stood. "I'm giving you each one hour."

    "That's generous."

    "It is." Croft turned. "Bots! Take them outside. They can enjoy the heavy gravity for an hour while they think on the merits of staying alive and being contributors."

    Bax and Harris were pushed through the exit. The heavy gravity of the third planet in the Rabid system quickly let its pull be known.

    Harris chuckled as they were forced to sit on the ground.

    Bax asked, "You find this funny?"

    "I do. Doesn't bother me much, but I know an hour of this will make you feel like someone has been sitting on top of you for that time. Won't be pleasant."

    "I can do unpleasant."

    "Some regulars end up panicking after only a few minutes. Mostly psychological, but it can be deadly."

    Bax lay back. "Well, if you see me flipping out, clock me one with your boot and knock me out. I don't need the humiliation that comes from being mentally weak."

    Harris smiled. "I might do that just to spare you from the possibility."

    Bax scowled. "While I appreciate the offer... no."

    Harris looked around. "Surrounded by thousands of bot warriors. Can't say it gives me a good feeling about our chances as a species."

    "These will be what saves us. We need the massive production and instant training these things offer if we're to survive the threats we now face. No way as Humans we could pull together the fleet of trained pilots we need for what's coming. These androids should be our ticket for remaining alive and free."

    "Free? You mean the freedom that comes from a dictatorship?"

    "Croft will surround himself with wealth and elitists who want a piece of that. One day he'll be dead and a new emperor will take his place. If we're lucky, that someone will be like me."

    Harris laughed out loud. "You? Are you serious?"

    "Yes. I might be in charge and demand order, but the things I would be doing would be for all humanity, not just for my enrichment and pleasure. My thrill is success and accomplishment, not surrounding myself with gold and jewels and yes-people."

    "OK. I guess I can give you credit for that. So you'd still be only halfway between Croft and freedom. I'll take freedom, thanks."

    Croft stood in the doorway, within the gravity-well of the dome. "The Banshees have control of the production plant. We're eight hours from having a hundred and twelve new Banshees at our disposal. I know it has only been a few minutes, but have you made your decisions?"

    Bax stared for several seconds. "You know we'll take the deal, so let's get this over with."

    "Harris?"

    "I have no problem with what you ask. I would like to add, though, that if you call on me to harm another Human, you might as well terminate me then. I won't be muscle for your empire."

    Croft nodded. "Good to know. Now, from the time on my arm pad, it appears you still have fifty-two minutes to go out here. The bots will bring you in when that time expires."

    The Emperor turned back into the dome. Harris stretched out, crossing his legs as he lay back.

    "I like that man less every minute," Bax scoffed.

    "Hard to imagine liking him to begin with."

    "I'm starting to agree with you. I guess that's what I get for being a dumb, naive, college girl when we met."

    Harris rolled onto his side. "What's the real story of Bax? The early story?"

    "Truthfully? It was lonely. My parents were both military scientists. They worked on the genetics program that spawned you."

    "I thought they were all killed?"

    "The active scientists were. Unfortunately my parents were also a criminal type. They got caught stealing equipment to sell and were fired. They weren't prosecuted, but they were shunned by the science community and couldn't find work. It was only about six months later that the labs were raided and everyone was killed."

    "Were they part of the team they recruited to try to restart the Bio efforts?"

    Bax shook her head. "No, they were passed over, which pushed them further into a life of crime. They were scammers and schemers. I was born into their criminal enterprise, where I was taught from an early age how to manipulate people. And I was good at it. When I was ten, I came home from school one day to find them both slaughtered in our house. They had evidently crossed the wrong people."

    "That's a harsh reality for a ten-year-old."

    Bax smirked. "I didn't even cry. Went to live with my uncle, who was into the family trade, but not quite so deep. Anyway, teenage years were as a rebel, and then I met Croft in college. He was young and dashing. First person I let close to me since my parents’ death."

    "So you're the product of a messed-up childhood. Huh. Such a waste of all those looks and brains."

    Several dozen bots standing a hundred meters away, toward the southern end of Dome One, suddenly exploded as a flurry of plasma rounds came from the surrounding hills.
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    Weapons fire erupted from the hilltops above the domes. Bots scattered, ran for cover, or squatted in place. Dozens more exploded before the first firing positions were located. A healthy exchange of plasma bolts ensued.

    Harris slipped his strapped hands underneath himself and to the front, rocking to his feet, holding out a hand to assist Bax with standing.

    "Come on, not good to be out here in the open."

    A surge of plasma blasts could be seen as the attackers charged for an entrance just to the south.

    Bax said as she stood, "Those are Biomarines!"

    Harris nodded. "Come to reclaim the Retreat. Follow me."

    "Where we going?"

    "Out of the direct line of fire. Over here, behind these pots."

    "Those won't stop plasma rounds."

    "They'll stop one. And keep your head leaned away from it. If it explodes, you don't want the shrapnel shredding the back of your skull. These suits will protect our bodies, but without helmets, our heads are waiting to be split open like melons."

    Bax took position behind a two-meter-wide container that housed a small tree. "So what do we do now?"

    "We wait."

    "Why assault the building if there are still thousands of bots out here?"

    "If I had to guess, they're attempting to get to the defense control room. Press a few buttons and those rail cannons would open up on the bots. That leaves just the ones inside. You'll see a much different fight then."

    "Do they even stand a chance against these androids?"

    "If I know the colonel, yes. I would bet they've studied the programmed reactions of those bots and planned their strategy accordingly."

    Bax attempted to look out at the battlefield surrounding the dome. "I can't believe this is happening."

    "And you won't have to if you don't keep your head down."

    Harris kicked the side of a pot, breaking off a chunk of concrete, exposing a jagged edge. The plastic straps that bound his hands were rapidly rubbed on the hard edge until they began to fray.

    "You escaping?"

    Harris chuckled. "Not exactly."

    "Well, whatever it is, take me with you."

    "You'll be fighting androids."

    Bax nodded. "That I can do. Just get me out of these."

    The straps on Harris' wrists popped free. The freed chunk of concrete was used to violate Bax's restraints. Two bots crouched in the doorway nearby, firing rounds up at the hilltop where the first shots had originated. The chunk of concrete saw one bot's head smashed as a hard shoulder saw the other slammed into the wall beside it. Its Saxon repeating plasma rifle was snatched from its hands.

    Bax was passed the second rifle. "Take this. Stay behind me. Cover our backs. And don't fire forward. I don't want to be leaping into one of your poorly timed shots."

    "Backside. Got it. Wait, bots coming this way from inside!"

    Harris dove and rolled up behind one of the pots; Bax scampered for another. Three bots emerged through the door. Each received a plasma round to the midsection, ripping them apart.

    Harris said, "When I run, you run. If I flop, flop. If you want to stay alive, do your best to stay with me. If we get separated, you're on your own. This isn't a babysitting mission."

    "Where are we headed?"

    "Ground floor. Defense control room. If the bots keep the other Bios from reaching it, the Biomarines all die. If they can't get in to enable those cannons... we will."

    Harris sprinted, Bax followed. Three additional bots were met and destroyed as they turned out of the hall leading to the door outside.

    Harris said as he sprinted forward. "We're gonna get serious company now. They know we're in here."

    As they reached the first corner, running into an adjacent hall, Harris dove and slid out into the opening. Six rapid-fired rounds from his Saxon all found their marks. Two return rounds passed by, exploding on a far wall. Harris was immediately up and again sprinting. Bax struggled to keep up.

    As they passed the scattered bot parts from the prior six, three more emerged from a side room. Harris pushed himself off the near wall to rapidly change direction as he fired. Again, two plasma rounds came in his direction before the bots who fired them disintegrated. A return round struck a wall next to Bax, showering her with sparks that singed the belly part of her suit.

    As she glanced back toward where they had come from, two bots rounded the corner. She dropped to the floor, pulling the trigger on her repeater as Harris fired two rounds from behind her position. The bots exploded, firing two shots into the floor in front of them. The duo was immediately up and moving.

    Two further halls were traversed before they came upon eight bots guarding the hall that held the door into the defense control center. Harris managed two kills before being forced back around the corner.

    "You, up here."

    "I'm not going out there," Bax replied.

    "Not asking you to. Take your weapon and hold it like this. Ram it out around the corner and send out a burst of three. One burst. And pull back as fast as you can. Don't need to hit anything. Just want to keep them in place and occupied."

    "Where you going?"

    Harris pointed back down the hall. "Gonna work my way around. Just keep shoving that Sax out for a burst and then pulling it back. And do it at different levels so they don't zero you. And when you pull back, take a step away as they will undoubtedly be hitting the corner of the wall here. Can you do that?"

    "I can try."

    "No try. Just do. Listen for my yell when it's safe to come around the corner. When we go in the room, you'll be guarding the door."

    "That I can do."

    Harris held out his rifle, sending an example burst shot down the target hall. The sound of a wall impact reverberated back.

    "Take the shots. Maybe we get lucky and you hit one. And keep an eye on your back too. This isn't the best defensive position."

    The Biomarine sprinted away, soon disappearing around the far corner. Bax took her first shot. The wall behind her exploded with the plasma from a dozen rounds. Sparks and flame bounced her direction as the wall itself began to glow red at several points. A second burst was followed by another return of four hits. She lay on the floor for a third, and then a fourth burst.

    Harris yelled from the hall. "It's clear! Come on! You got them all!"

    As Bax stepped around the corner, two plasma rounds sparked on the far hallway wall. Her walk turned into a dash for the door. In the seconds it took to reach the defense center, Harris had cleared the room of three bots.

    "Guard that door while I reset those cannons!"

    Using the same out and back strategy as before, Bax held the attackers at bay. The two quickly turned to four, and then six.

    "They're ganging up out here! You’d best finish whatever it is you're doing!"

    Harris turned. "System is restarting. Twenty seconds and the bots outside should be eliminated."

    Android boots could be heard charging down the hall. Harris dove out, firing repeated bursts as he fell toward the floor by the opposite wall. Two bots exploded and three others sought cover. A hard push with his legs had him sliding back across the floor and into the doorway. Bax pulled him to his feet. An out and back eliminated another bot.

    Seconds later, the automated rail cannon system came online. Repeated rumbles reverberated through the walls and floor of the dome as several thousand bots perished at once. The majority of the outside force was eliminated in the tungsten mayhem that followed. Those left were quickly mopped up by the Biomarines that charged down the hills surrounding the complex.

    Harris rolled into the hall, eliminating two bots whose attention had been diverted toward a far hall. Half a dozen slugs and stumps, led by the colonel himself, dashed from doorway to doorway. A grin covered Harris' face.

    "Colonel! Cannons are secure!"

    Seconds later, a hand was outstretched and gripping his forearm. "Outstanding Gruberg! If they were still giving out medals, I'd put you in for one."

    Harris turned to see Bax typing away at a console. "Hey, what are you doing?"

    "Entering in the Fargo's transponder. Don't feel like getting blasted should I be allowed to leave."

    The colonel said, "You shouldn't be making plans, Rumford. You have a lot to answer for."

    A half dozen plasma rounds ripped into the hallway near where they stood as a horde of bots entered the far end of the hall. The colonel's squad reacted, taking out three and sending the others into retreat. The Biomarines raced down the hall with Harris following after.

    "Croft is still here," Harris said. "He was on the second floor last I saw."

    "We're going up!" the colonel yelled.

    "The old Tamerin meeting room."

    "Old?"

    "He decided on some remodeling. He planned on making it his palace room. Took out a half dozen walls and two ceilings above."

    The squad maneuvered up a stairwell. At the top of the steps a huge firefight ensued. Two slugs perished before the colonel and his team, including Harris, were pushed back down to the first floor. The fight quickly turned when two other squads emerged from other stairwells, catching the defending bots in a crossfire.

    As the colonel strode into the room that Croft occupied, he was found cowering behind a box in a corner.

    "End of the road, Croft. Get your sorry ass up here. Time to pay for your sins."

    A Fox-40 was pulled from behind his back. Before it could be fully raised, a precision shot from Tawn blew open the former President's chest. His split torso dropped to the floor.

    Harris turned. "Freely? You made it! Trish and the others?"

    "Back at Midelon. Should be arriving in the Bangor from orbit. Had them wait until we knew the rail cannons were properly functioning."

    "How'd you manage to survive the Hailstorm?"

    Tawn chuckled. "Survive? Nobody would have survived that. You see the crater it left?"

    "Haven't really had the chance to check it, no."

    "When we first dropped from orbit, we did a quick dump of all units to the ground."

    The colonel tapped the duo on the shoulder as he passed. "Got to go. Still have resisters in the other domes."

    Tawn continued, "We marched here. Eighty kilometers. I have to say my legs are pretty fatigued right now. And this right one is a bit sore."

    "Latest word from Domicile?"

    "They were free when we left. Why?"

    "Four Banshees survived the fighting here. Croft sent them to secure it."

    Tawn scowled. "We were hoping that wouldn't happen. Almost left the Bangor there in reserve."

    "Four would have been too many."

    A comm came from the Bangor. Harris answered, "Trish! Gandy! Good to see you!"

    "Is it over? Why was Bax let go?" Gandy asked.

    "What?"

    "She zoomed out while we were coming in. Should we go after her?"

    "Can you catch her before she jumps?"

    "Not a chance."

    Harris rolled his eyes. "We just screwed up big-time. She'll have those Banshees in just a few hours."

    Tawn scowled. "How'd you let her get away?"

    "We were fighting and looking for Croft. She slipped out. Completely my fault."

    "So all this was for nothing?"

    Harris shook his head. "Hardly. Croft is dead and we still have Midelon. And now we have the Retreat. We have a few hours before that next group of Banshees comes off the line. We just have to keep her from getting those."

    Gandy said, "What about the Grindle?"

    "The Grindle?"

    "Yeah. We have it back at Midelon. It has a decent laser cannon. We could bring it back and fight the new Banshees."

    Tawn grabbed Harris' shoulder. "We might even have time to attack right now, before Morgan releases those ships!"

    Harris bolted for the door, Tawn fast behind. "You're a genius, Freely! If they were still giving out medals I'd put you in for one!"

    The Bangor rocketed up through the atmosphere as a fireball. Minutes later, a jump was made to Midelon space. The ship dove into the waters beside the island and was soon docked with the opening going into the hidden bay. Harris and Tawn sprinted for the Burrell ship, strapping themselves in before powering up her drives.

    The bay doors opened and the Grindle slipped out through the gravity wall that held back the waters beyond. Two fireballs were soon streaking up through the atmosphere. Twenty minutes later, the ships slowed as they approached Domicile. Four Banshees raced out to meet them. Bax was nowhere to be seen.

    The Grindle went in first, knocking out two Banshees before their railgun weapons were in range. The third and fourth exchanged rounds, heavily damaging the Burrell ship, but not before the fighters were burned through.

    A comm came in from the surface. "This is Grand Governor Massey. You will desist and turn yourselves over for arrest and trial."

    Tawn chuckled. "Sorry, boss. Your term has expired, along with the Maxter Empire. Where would we find your niece?"

    "She went to New Earth to retrieve processor cores for the new Banshees."

    A blip showed on the nav display followed by a comm opening. "Goober, how'd you morons get here? And what's that ship? Is that Burrell?"

    "Your time at the great card table is over, Red. Fold now and we might just let you live."

    "And why would I do that? I still have a strong hand."

    She gave them a grin before the Fargo turned. A wormhole opened and the elusive Baxter Rumford slipped through.

    Tawn asked, "Did you get where she went?"

    "Sensor says Gondol."

    Tawn grabbed the controls. "Well, let's get her! She's not getting away this time!"

    The run was made out to free space, taking an excruciatingly long nine minutes. A jump to Gondol followed.

    Tawn looked over the Burrell nav display. "You see her?"

    Harris returned a half scowl. "She must have the interference signal running. We'll have to go in for a visual."

    Five minutes into the foray, Tawn slapped her forehead. "Morons!"

    "What?"

    "She's not here. She's at new Earth, gathering her bots!"

    A hard turn had the Grindle heading back to free space. A jump to New Earth followed.

    Tawn huffed. "Nothing."

    "Let’s take her in for a visual. We should at least see the transports if they're still here."

    Tawn shook her head. "We really botched this up."

    "My fault for not securing her when I had the chance. I bolted off down the hall with the colonel."

    "We needed Croft too."

    "Yeah, but Croft was an idiot. If he'd had any wit he'd have run as soon as the fighting started. Bax was for sure a flight risk. I watched her type the Fargo's transponder into the defense system there at the Retreat. I guess that makes me an idiot too."

    "Two minutes to orbit. We should know then."

    Harris sighed. "If she's gone, we have to find her."

    "If Morgan can keep those production lines running, at least Domicile will be safe. And we can keep searching for Bax. She has to set down somewhere if she wants to build ships. And she needs ships if she wants to take us on again. We'll find her."

    "Visuals coming in... and... nothing. Transports are gone."

    Tawn growled and slammed her fist on the console. "How could we be so stupid?"

    A wormhole opened and the Bangor came through.

    Gandy said, "You need help? She here?"

    Tawn jumped on the comm: "You have any indication of the interference signal?"

    "One sec. Yes! I have it heading toward free space!"

    Harris sat up. "Can you reach her before she jumps?"

    Gandy slowly shook his head. "Not a chance."

    A comm came in on the general channel.

    A smug Baxter Rumford graced the display. "You two just can't finish the job, can you?"

    Tawn leaned in. "Oh, we will. You can jump but you can't hide. We'll sniff you out and... wham! The nightmare of Bax will be over."

    "You tell a great story, Freely. Ever think of taking it on stage?"

    Harris said, "End it now, Red. It‘d be best for us all. I can still get you isolated exile."

    Baxter Rumford smirked as a wormhole opened. "The only thing ending now is this conversation. Sorry losers. Ta ta."

    The interference signal disappeared as the wormhole closed.

    Tawn asked, "You get a heading for that jump?"

    Gandy shook his head. "Not with that signal running. And too far for a visual. She's gone."

    Tawn stared at the empty display for several seconds.

    Harris patted her shoulder. "She'll show up again. And when she does, she's ours. Let's go. We have a lot of work to do.

    


    ~~~~~
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     A week later, the Bangor landed on Domicile. A short walk had Tawn and Harris sitting in Bannis Morgan's office.

    "You two just keep pulling out the wins."

    Harris chuckled. "Don't know if I would call it that. Technically, this all came about because of us. Those were our bots and our captured ships."

    Tawn frowned. "And we let Bax slip away again."

    "But you did get Croft. His grand plans have been permanently halted. For the first time in our history we can now all function as a single government. There are no more Earther worlds and no more truce worlds."

    "Have the governors of those agreed?" Harris asked.

    "They have. Delegations from each are meeting in the capital as we speak. Have you been back to the Retreat?"

    "Not since the fight. We've commed the colonel several times though. He says things are getting back to normal."

    "Did he offer casualty numbers."

    "He did. There are only forty-one hundred of us left."

    "Time and again you've been the difference between a free Domicile and us all being someone's property. We can't thank all of you enough for your sacrifices."

    Tawn said, "We appreciate that, Mr. Morgan. And we appreciate all that you, the Bolemans, Sharvie, and countless other regulars have sacrificed. We benefit from this freedom just like you."

    Bannis smiled. "Always the team players. When will our first shipment of processor cores arrive?"

    "Fifty-eight hundred of them, tomorrow."

    "Excellent. I have three hundred ships at the ready with an equal number coming off the line in three days. By the end of next month we should be rolling out five thousand per month. In another two months that number doubles and then two months after it will double again. The President has ordered a first run of two hundred fifty thousand units. A formidable force."

    "That's great," Tawn said. "What's our timeframe for those?"

    "Just over a year."

    "Can we assume they'll be ordering gamma missiles as well?"

    "All you can produce. And this time they want your new laser warheads too. If we can make it that full year without an invasion, we should be set from then on."

    Harris chuckled. "Maybe you'll finally get to retire."

    "Retirement is for those who have no goals, ambitions, or future. So long as my mind is sharp and my body able, I'll choose to be productive."

    "Always with the work. Just be sure to take a break now and again. Humanity still needs leaders like you."

    Bannis called in an aide: "Carl, have the Bolemans and associates settled into their new offices?"

    "They have, sir. The team assigned to them is bringing them up to speed."

    Bannis turned back. "My son, Grigg, will be coming in to take over the Banshee production personally. I'll be transferring my efforts to the research labs. That's where our friends are being placed."

    Harris nodded. "I'm sure they'll love it there."

    "I've tried repeatedly to bring Dr. Gaerten into the fold, but he insists on staying at Midelon. I was hoping to one day turn that entire research division over to him."

    "He's happy where he is. I think the work he's doing with those bots is needed. We don't want them to one day go rogue on us. He has several updates for their programming he believes will prevent that. Once those are in, he wants to work on the hardware side to see what he can permanently restrict there."

    A comm came in from President Armstrong. "Bannis, they there?"

    "Sitting right here, sir."

    "Good. Freely, Gruberg, I wanted your input on the Burrell out at Gondol."

    Harris leaned forward. "Has something happened?"

    "No, their repairs at that facility are finishing up. We're trying to determine what to do with them aside from just dropping in food."

    "How many are we talking about?"

    "Sixteen. So it's not a large crowd we have to deal with. And even though the Burrell are technically at war with us, these are civilian prisoners who I would one day like to see returned to their homes."

    "You aren't talking about a trip to Burrell space, are you?"

    "No. Not anytime soon. But we still have the issue of what do we do with these sixteen."

    Tawn said, "Mr. president, we may have a solution."

    Harris turned to face her. "We do?"

    "The stasis pods on the Grindle. Sixteen will fit nicely until they can be repatriated. We won't even have to feed them."

    Armstrong asked, "Is that possible?"

    "It should be, sir. We brought one out of stasis and put him back in later. There are another seventeen pods on that ship. So long as they're functional, we could make use of them."

    "I like this suggestion, Miss Freely. Will you take this on as a task to evaluate our options?"

    "I will. I can have an answer for you after we get back."

    The President nodded in approval. "Excellent. Someday I hope to hear the story of the Grindle and how you came by her."

    "For now, sir, we'd prefer to keep the secrets of Midelon just that, secrets."

    "Understood. You won't have any interference from my administration... or this Congress for that matter. I have one other matter before I go. I'm certain you're aware of the celebration coming up in a week. This will be a colony-wide event, and we'll be broadcasting from the presidential estate. I'd like the two of you to be there."

    Tawn returned a half frown. "Slugs don't make the best of speakers, sir."

    "Nonsense. Don't worry about what to say. I'll have my staff write something for you. You can keep it short if you so desire. But the people would like to hear from the heroes of humanity."

    Harris chuckled. "Heroes of Humanity."

    "Something wrong or funny about that?"

    Harris straightened up. "No, sir, just sounds like we're comic book or movie characters. The Heroes of Humanity... saving us all from the dangers of the stars."

    Tawn said, "Don't mind him, sir. He's an idiot."

    The President stared for several seconds before turning to an aide. "Heroes of Humanity. Take that down. See what the team can do with that. Sorry, Mr. Gruberg, but this celebration is as much about restoring pride and confidence in our government as it is about celebrating our victory. We may push this hero angle a bit harder than you like, but it's a public relations opportunity we can't afford to pass up."

    "If it gets the masses to come together, why would I stand in its way, sir?"

    "Good. I think we're on the same page here. I'll see you two in a week. Mr. Morgan, I'll see you at tomorrow's briefing."

    The comm closed.

    Harris looked up. "You kind of ambushed us with that one."

    Bannis smiled. "I knew the two of you would bristle at the thought of being part of a grand celebration. So there it is, one week from today you'll be paraded in front of everyone. Hope you don't have stage-fright."

    "Trained out of us long ago, Mr. Morgan. We may not fear it, but we don't like it either. I'll be opting for the short speech myself."

    Tawn stood. "We should get back to check on the Grindle and those pods."

    A short while later, the Bangor landed on the grass outside the lab where Alexander Gaerten was hard at work.

    Harris came in the lab first. "Alex, how's production looking?"

    "Production is running along perfectly. The androids are overseeing every aspect, which leaves me here to deal with my studies. I believe I've found a way to speed their reaction times while in a fight, but I hesitate to implement the programming changes for fear of you losing your edge."

    "Uh, yeah, I'd prefer you leave that one out. That short hesitation on their part is something I count on. We lose that and we'll lose our ability to defeat them. Let's tuck that update away into a deep dark void and leave it there."

    "Consider it done. Are you set for next week's celebration?"

    "We are now," said Tawn. "The President cornered us into giving a live speech. Neither of us are thrilled with it, but we'll do what's asked of us."

    "The rest of the population needs their heroes, Miss Freely. You and Gruberg qualify. Take the inclusion in this event as a recognition of all the sacrifices the Biomarines have made for our freedom. You've stated that you were trained not to seek praise, but you weren't trained to not accept it when freely given. So take your moment in front of the cameras as a salutation to all slugs and stumps."

    The week before the celebration passed quickly. Tawn and Harris landed in the capital city on a special tarmac that serviced the presidential estate. A small army of guards escorted the duo into a wing of the estate and then guided each of them to a separate dressing room.

    Military dress uniforms had been pulled and adorned with numerous medals, half of which had just been issued by the President during the prior week. Tailors accompanied them as they dressed in order to make final tweaks to their uniforms before being presented to the public.

    Harris was the first out into the hallway, with Tawn emerging less than a minute later.

    Harris nodded. "You clean up good for a Marine."

    "Kind of feel like a show-dog right now. All these colors on my chest are excessive."

    "You earned them all, Freely. The public needs to see us in all our glory."

    "These six were earned. These six are PR."

    "Why do you say that?"

    "Because they were awarded to us for deeds done when we weren't even active service."

    "Irrelevant given the circumstances. They do look good on there."

    "You think?"

    Harris chuckled. "Yep. Anything that distracts from that slug face."

    "Keep it up and you’re gonna get a face slug."

    An aide led them down a hall to an elevator. The elevator dropped fifteen stories before an underground shuttle arrived to whisk them away to the main house. Another elevator ride up had them in the President's residence. An aide guided them into a room where Armstrong was standing, looking out a window.

    "Comm wormholes are open to every colony feed," the President stated before turning around. "Look out at the crowd. The lawn and thoroughfare are crammed with bodies going five kilometers back."

    "We're speaking in front of them?" Harris asked.

    "Relax. You won't find a hostile crowd out there. Even Croft's pacifists are out there in numbers, feeling betrayed by their one-time leader. Given the fight that happened between the automated force and the Burrell, even though we lost our entire fleet, those same pacifists are grateful the sacrifices were made on their behalf."

    Tawn pointed between them. "We're not nervous, sir, just not much for public speaking."

    "You've practiced the short speeches we had written for you?"

    Tawn nodded. "Have it locked away in memory, sir."

    Harris gave a wry smile. "I may have made a few tweaks to mine."

    Tawn sighed. "You aren't going to embarrass us, are you?"

    "Maybe. But it's my speech. I can say what I want."

    Armstrong patted him on the shoulder. "Whatever you have, I'm certain it will be fine. Now come with me. There's a long line of politicians looking to glad-hand with you. And they all have their press teams waiting to get that 'I support the Biomarines' shot."

    As they walked, Tawn quietly asked, "You aren't planning some big stupid joke are you?"

    "Maybe. You have a problem with that?"

    "Given your comedy track record? Yes. I think I'm going to insist on going first."

    "Fine by me. Just means your speech will be forgotten."

    Tawn tilted her head to one side in thought. "Hmm. I guess I really don't care. Go ahead and say whatever you want to say. Just don't take your shirt off or something stupid like that."

    "Couldn't do that. The ladies would be rushing the stage."

    "Throwing rotten fruit maybe."

    "If it sets your mind at ease, it's not a joke. It's a patriotic speech."

    "You planning to inspire the crowds?"

    "Actually, I am. We need to pull together as a people and build a fleet as fast as we can. I hate to say Bax was right, but the Frizoid or Burrell could show at any time. And what do we have to defend ourselves?"

    "Bannis seems to think we're ramping up nicely."

    "Bannis has a long view. I have an immediate view. I'd like to see fifty thousand ships commissioned next week, not the end of this year."

    "We're at risk, true, but things are moving. And what intel we have points to both species being occupied."

    Harris let out a huff. "Intel? That's 100 percent guesswork. Until we have specific, on-the-ground intel from inside either of those empires, all we have are guesses."

    "We can't build ships faster than we can."

    "There's always room to improve. And who's to say the last hundred ships we produce aren't the ones that would win us a final victory?"

    "Now who's guessing?"

    The group rounded a corner only to enter a grand ballroom. Close to two hundred politicians and dignitaries stretched out in a line that ran the perimeter of the room.

    Armstrong gestured to the right. "We'll start over here. Just be your pleasant selves."

    Tawn chuckled. "Pleasant selves... hello... hello... hello..."

    The march along the first wall took twenty minutes. Circling the room itself, most of an hour. When the parade of greets and shakes had finished, the two Biomarines were escorted to the balcony outside that looked down upon the waiting crowd.

    The President moved out to a waiting microphone, waving his hands to a cheering crowd for several minutes before gesturing for them to settle.

    "My fellow Humans!" The crowd roared. Another calming gesture followed after a full minute. "Today we celebrate what we hope to be the last war ever fought between Humans." Applause again followed. "Today we celebrate a great victory over an invader. The species known as the Burrell may be responsible for us coming to this sector of the galaxy. They may be responsible for our being able to travel great distances through wormholes. Heck, they might even be responsible for the terraforming of this planet to make it accommodating and livable for all humanity…

    "But the Burrell do not own us. The Burrell do not own this space we call home. And the Burrell may have created this situation, but the Burrell are not the solution. Humans are the solution. We are a free people, now united in a common defense..."

    The President's speech went on for forty minutes before Tawn was called to the mic and introduced. Several minutes later, the roaring sea of people quieted.

    "I'll keep this short…" Polite applause followed. "OK, my fellow Domers and Earthers, we now unite under one banner as one people. Moving forward, the term Domer will have less and less meaning. As will Earther. Today we are all Humans. Humans who have sacrificed much to get to where we are. Let us celebrate being Human. Let us build a fortress for humanity and defend ourselves from the stars. Thank you."

    A man down in the crowd yelled out. "Freely! Bite me!"

    The crowd laughed.

    Tawn pulled the mic into her hand and leaned over the rail. "How about I come down there and punch your face!"

    Cheers, applause, and laughter spread across the ocean of bodies.

    Tawn, assisted by the President, placed the mic back in the holder with a scowl on her face. Looking up, Harris was sporting a smirk.

    She stepped up with a whisper. "You did that, didn't you?"

    Harris nodded as he chuckled. "Cost me five hundred credits. Took me an hour in the bars to find someone willing to do it."

    Tawn pointed. "You'll pay for that later."

    "Yeah. But it was worth it."

    The stump stepped up to the mic. "Hello, fellow Earthlings!"

    The crowd went mostly silent with somewhat confused looks.

    "That's right, Earthlings. We're all descended from the planet Earth. Whether you're a Domer or Earther or Bellan or from Blewitz, we're all originally from the one and the same planet… Earth. You've all studied it in school. You know our origins, and those origins are what unites us. We are all Earthlings."

    A pause was followed by a polite applause.

    "As Earthlings, or as we like to call our species, Humans, we have come to occupy this sector of the galaxy. It's become our home and our lives. Being Human is what we are. And what we are today is victors!"

    The applause grew.

    "As you know, the Biomarines were genetically engineered. We were raised and trained to fight war. We're sworn to protect Domicile and all her citizens and all the citizens of the free colonies… and that's what we've done... because we're also citizens. We're Humans. And the war fought and the victory won was for all of us. The ships we used, the Domer military that sacrificed itself, and all those here who toiled to make it all possible, this recent victory is our victory. It's your victory. It's a victory for all humanity."

    A healthy applause followed. Harris turned to see Tawn patting her hand over a wide-open mouth as if attempting to keep herself awake with a yawn. As he began to turn back, an aide touched the President on the shoulder, whispering in his ear.

    The President’s gleeful smile turned to a stoic expression of concern.

    Harris leaned in close. "Sir? Everything OK?"

    Armstrong uttered a single word. "Frizoid."

   


    ~~~~~

    

    


    

    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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