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    Housing construction for the Odentas was complete. The clean area on the planet's surface now stretched out eighty-six square kilometers with another four being added every day. The number of AIs and their autobots was doubling every three days. With the additional Talisan forces with us, our surface area requirements had grown substantially.

    Jack said, "The food rationing is going smoothly, but we need to get some farming online here soon. We have about eight weeks of rations left, and that's stretching it."

    I replied, "Construction of the greenhouses and breeding pens begins today. I wish there was an alternative. How are you supposed to feed almost fifty-five million people?"

    Jack nodded. "It'll be tough. I was wondering if there might be an opportunity for us back at Doomlight."

    I turned with a suspicious stare. "Doomlight? Why would we go back there?"

    Jack held up a hand. "Just hear me out. What if we took a force back there for a raid? If there are transports or supply ships, we steal them and bring them back here. They can always send more food through the portal."

    I frowned. "While I like the sound of that on the surface, I would have to believe that Harden Salton now has at least five or ten thousand warships guarding that planet. And I doubt we would be able to get away with that comm stunt again. We got lucky the rest of those captains didn't think of switching to direct comms."

    Jack nodded. "What about other star systems around here. There might be a populated planet we could trade with. Or if it's not populated, but habitable, we might be able to land the Talisans there while we build this place up."

    I shook my head. "I think we would have the same issue there with having to build farms and livestock, only we would be that many weeks further behind."

    Jack crossed his arms. "I just hate sitting here when there is so much to be done."

    "I have a job for you," I said. "Have the bots on board build enough of those passive probes to lay out a network around this star system. Kind of an early warning system should other ships come this way. You might have to deploy thousands of them, but that could give us extra hours of warning if someone was coming. After that you can work with the Odentas on a fast evac plan should we need to load everyone back on the ships."

    Jack sat forward. "If we have to do that, we will be in a world of hurt soon after. We won't have the supplies to sustain us on those ships for quite some time."

    I half smiled. "Well, you wanted something to do and that should keep you busy. Once those things are in place and we get our food resources straightened out, it will at least give us options."

    Jack stood. "Now that... we can agree on."

    I looked at Jack as he began to stare at me. "What are you doing?"

    He laughed. "I'm waiting for your big gray ass to get off my ship so I can get started! Come on, I'll walk you to the ramp."

    As we walked, I said, "Go seems to be doing well. Tires quickly, but gets right back at it when he's rested."

    Jack nodded. "He's neck deep in projects he's loving. He thinks the AIs might have an artificial arm almost ready to run a few tests on in the next day or two."

    As we passed the lab I had to stop and look. Go was standing over a table. From his torso down to his ankles he was wrapped in an exoskeleton.

    I stepped into the lab and said, "What's with the mechanicals?"

    Go turned. "Oh, I got tired of the bots picking me up to carry me around so I had them build this. It just gives me the bit of assistance I need. The muscles down my right side are still in decline. I really miss that suit. It had me in the best shape I had ever been in."

    Jack chuckled. "Looks like we have the makings of our first cyborg."

    Go replied, "Hey, it helps. Until I get myself back online, I need these mechanicals to give me mobility. You can't imagine what it's like to have all these things to do, and you can't get them done without major hassle. It just drives me nuts."

    Jack nodded. "I get yah. Was just pulling your chain. We all have things we want to get done that take us too long. You just have to keep plugging away at them. And by the way, you've been at that almost every waking minute. You might take a rest and just find something to do that's relaxing. We all need a little recharge sometimes."

    Go looked up. "This is my recharge."

    I patted Jack on the back as we turned toward the ramp. "Keep an eye on him. We don't want him burning himself out. And if you get bored, poke your head in and nose around in his business. He might get annoyed with the distraction, but it might be the break in his pattern that you say he needs."

    Jack stopped at the top of the ramp as I walked down. "I probably won't be back for a few days."

    I waved over my shoulder. "We'll be here. Just keep an eye on the sensors for other ships. Any warning is good warning."

    As I walked toward a newly-constructed building, the ramp of the Garmon closed and she lifted off. I stopped and watched as our majestic light cruiser headed toward the heavens. She had been a good ship, and a ship that was worthy of her namesake. I had to take a moment to wonder about Layda and Jallis. Had Harden's people taken control of Effica? Had our efforts in Omega really saved anyone?

    My attention to my current efforts returned as an Odenta citizen stopped in front of me. "Mr. Beutcher, I'm sure you've heard this before, but we really do appreciate all you have done for us. We're alive, we're home, and we have a light in the heavens that says we will come through this. Just this morning my neighbor gave birth to twins. They are named Knogek and Knogral. I just thought you might want to know."

    I bowed my head. "I appreciate the gesture and I thank you for your kind words. I'm just out here trying to survive and to save my family like everyone else."

    The Odenta returned the bow and smiled before walking away.

    Garrett came up behind me. "Did I hear that right? The Odentas are now naming their babies after you too?"

    I shook my head. "In a few years time they will all be living in a very confused world. I am honored at the thought, but not worthy of the deed."

    Garrett laughed. "Yeah, keep telling yourself that."

    Garrett followed as I continued walking toward the first farms and pens that were under construction.

    Garrett said, "I sure hope this works out. These people are badly in need of a break. Almost everything they've ever known has been destroyed, the mass of their population killed... we need at least a year or two of peace to really get this place in shape. They expect to have the first gravity beam cannon set up by the end of this week. It'll mirror the one they defended themselves with on Doomlight. They plan on covering the surface of this planet with them."

    I placed my hand on Garrett's shoulder as we walked. "Speaking of needing a break, I am glad to see that you and Joni have finally had some time together. How is that coming along?"

    Garrett shook his head. "Well, I know I'm in love because nobody has been able to push my buttons like that before. You say something completely innocent, they twist it around and then you feel horrible about what you innocently said. It's like they have this hidden switch they can flip whenever they want you to feel sorry. If I could just figure out how to get over that ... well, the rest is fantastic. Couldn't be happier."

    I smiled. "Such is the plight of the male in almost every species. We will fight and die for them. We'll work our fingers to the bone for them, and we can spend our entire lives trying to make their lives better, but we somehow lack a simple understanding of what drives them. We somehow lack the conversation gene they require. I speak in generalities of course. There are always those who will give us all a bad name."

    Garrett shook his head. "You know, up until now I had to laugh at every guy story I heard where they were complaining about a woman. That's all changed. I can now relate to that lack of understanding you’re talking about. Sometimes I just don't have a clue, and they don't like that."

    Garrett looked around suspiciously with a smirk on his face. "OK, we probably should best end this conversation. They either have spies everywhere or they can tell when we've been talking about them. And I don't need any more trouble."

    We turned the corner of a building to see the first foundations of the massive grow houses the bots were constructing.

    I said, "Each structure covers a square kilometer. When completed in the next few weeks, we should have nearly a thousand of these stretching off into the distance. This building is supposed to be the first to come online. Within six weeks we expect it to produce enough to feed five thousand."

    Garrett pulled back his head. "Five thousand? That seems like an awful lot coming from that small space."

    I nodded. "We are counting on these being highly efficient farms when run by the bots."

    Garrett did the math in his head. "That's only food for five million if that's the case. How are we going to manage ten times that amount? If it's taking six weeks to construct and bring these online, the Talisan supplies won't last that long."

    I agreed. "Things will be tight for a while and rations my have to be stretched, but the construction of farms should grow exponentially. After that initial six week period, we believe we should have enough additional production after two additional months to keep us from starving. In the meantime, you’d best prepare to be hungry."

    Garrett slapped me on the back. "Well, at least I require a lot less food than you. Finally something physical that works in my favor."

    Joni joined us from behind. "Are you two talking about me?"

    Garrett leaned in. "See what I mean?"

    Garrett took Joni's hand as she came up beside him. "We're discussing the farms. Food is going to get scarce around here until these are all up and running."

    Joni asked, "What about the galligs?"

    I pointed off in the distance. "Breeding pens are being constructed just on the other side of that ridge. The Odentas only have five hundred sows for their starter herd. Even with the fast breeding techniques, and the constant care the bots can provide, we don't expect the galligs to be providing substantial meat quantities for nearly a year."

    Garrett winced. "A year? I'll be eating salads for a year?"

    I nodded. "It's the best we can possibly do."

    I rubbed my chin in thought. "Jack mentioned exploring for other planets in this section of the galaxy. There are two on the star charts that are within a four week journey. They would be impossible to explore and to find enough food to bring back of any significance. But it might not hurt us to scout them out anyway. Would be good to know what surrounds us."

    Garrett looked at Joni. "Any interest in an exploratory mission?"

    Joni laughed. "Are you sure you want to be cooped up with just me for a couple months?"

    Garrett smiled. "I guess there's only one way to find out."

    I said, "OK, why don't the two of you stop being so coy and just get on with it."

    Joni rolled her eyes as she dragged Garrett by the arm. "Come on."

    I looked over my shoulder as they walked. "Take an AI and a couple bots with you just in case you need repairs!"

    Garrett held up his hand. "Got it!"

    In the following days I made the rounds on our small but growing patch of detoxified land. The Odentas continued to settle in and to plan for their future. Using the bots, they planned to build a bigger and better world. A world where their children could once again grow up in a safe and secure environment.

    As I made my morning rounds, looking over the first dozen grow houses, Jack settled in with the Garmon on the landing field. The ramp was lowered as I approached.

    Jack stood at the top when I arrived. "I tried to raise you on the comm."

    I nodded. "I saw it. You didn't have it set as urgent so I thought I'd get a status from you directly."

    I followed Jack to the bridge. "We deployed almost four thousand probes in a matrix. If anything comes near this system we should have a good four hours of warning before anything would show on a standard sensor. The next block of probes would add another hour to that time, but we'll need another four thousand to cover that area. They're all online and functioning."

    I sat in a bridge chair. "Thanks for taking care of that. I don't think we'll be able to run anytime soon if anyone shows."

    Jack pulled up the nav display. "I noticed the Jess pulling out a couple days ago. Where were they off to?"

    I replied, "I took your suggestion and sent them off to explore the two closest star systems to this one. I don't expect to learn much, but it gave them something to do. And they get to do it together."

    Jack smiled. "They needed that. I know at least from Garrett's standpoint, he has been wrapped up in her for a while."

    I nodded. "It's mutual. Garrett was already talking to me about the universality of males not understanding females."

    Jack laughed. "Already gotten himself in trouble, huh?"

    "More than once, apparently," I said. "I think they're just feeling out this relationship. Neither has had the opportunity to have a serious one before this. Joni is a Salton and Garrett joined the organization fresh out of high school at sixteen. If they come back happy, it's for the long term."

    Jack shook his head. "Out here, keeping that long term might be their only choice. I don't see my chances of reconnecting with someone getting any better. But I had it all, and I don't know if I want to risk losing that again. I'm glad to see someone has the potential for being happy, though."

    I said, "Can I guess that Go is in the lab?"

    Jack laughed. "Where else? Come on. I'll walk down there with you."

    When we turned the corner into the lab, Go was opening and closing a mechanical hand. "That is so cool. Hey! Come check this out!"

    I stood next to the bench, looking down on the mechanical appendage.

    Go said, "This is the spine. These are the hydraulics. It has good mobility, almost as much as a real hand. And it has about twice the strength."

    Go gestured toward his shoulder. "This is the nerve pickup. It's only one way right now, so all I can do is try to move my arm with my mind like I used to. The pickup translates those signals into movement. It's kind of freaky right now because I don't get any touch feedback. I can see it move, which feels right. I can hear it if I bump something. But there's a big hole otherwise."

    Jack leaned in and looked over the arm. "Wow, they managed to fit all that in a slightly smaller size. What comes next?"

    Go pulled up a holo-display. "If we get the kinks worked out of this arm, the next step is an interface for my shoulder. I gave Anterra access to our human anatomy database. She's working on its design as a background task."

    Jack chuckled. "She?"

    Go replied, "Well yeah. We call the Garmon a she even though it's named after a guy. Isn't that tradition?"

    Jack thought, then nodded. "I guess it is. It just struck me as funny I guess because it's an intelligence and not just an object."

    "Do you have a timeframe in mind for the interface operation?"

    Go nodded. "I'm hoping by the end of this week. The operation would be lengthy. Might take as long as two days. Nerve endings have to be attached. The bone structure of the shoulder has to be reinforced and mounts for the interface added. And the whole thing has to be sealed over with skin grafts that attach to a mesh. The HMI is complex."

    Jack asked, "HMI?"

    Go pulled up a holo-diagram of it. "The Human Machine Interface. That's what I'm calling it. I wasted an hour trying to come up with a cool acronym before just calling it what it is."

    Jack again chuckled. "At least tell us what the runner-up was."

    Go sighed. "OK. I had two. The first was the MAC, the Man Android Configuration. And the second was the MOG, the Machine on Go. I wasn't impressed with either so HMI was it."

    Jack replied, "How about the GAP? Go's Android Prosthesis? You know, like bridge the gap between you and your arm."

    Go stared.

    The hand raised up with the index finger in the air, waving slowly back and forth. "It's the HMI."

    Jack stepped back with a phony grimace. "Oh, OK. Didn't mean to disparage the hand."

    Lieutenant Jefferson came over the comm. "Sir, we have a hit on the probe matrix. There's a ship sitting just on the far reach of the array. We don't have enough for visual, but it's there."

    Jack replied as he turned for the bridge: "Is there only one? Do we have a size or any identification?"

    Jefferson shook his head. "All we have is that it's there. It bumped the sensor field of one probe and disappeared. We thought it might just be an anomaly, but it then showed on the second probe and came to a stop."

    We walked onto the bridge. Jack flipped the nav screen up on the display wall. Several swipes followed with the sensor data showing in a table below.

    I asked, "Can we tell how big it is?"

    Jack shook his head. "Not yet. It's only a single craft though, so at least we have that. We don't know if it has picked up the probes or not. It shouldn't have, their signature is incredibly small, but we have no way of knowing what their sensors are capable of."

    I stood, looking over the display. "Do we risk going out there to get a better look?"

    Jack winced. "If we do, we risk being detected. Right now we don't know if they know we're here or not."

    I pointed at the prior probe detection point. Do we have enough info about its direction to get an idea of where it might have come from?"

    Jack looked over. "Hang on."

    Several swipes later a line showed on the wall display. "We have two candidates. "The closest one is one of the two systems you told Garrett and Joni about. The second possible is three weeks past that. And if we run the trajectory the other way... it comes real close to the other system you told them about. Which one did they go for?"

    I pointed at the last system. "They headed off to this one. The other is moving back toward Jorus, although still quite far away from it. This one is sitting out by itself."

    Jack sat back in thought. "You know, if they are using conventional sensors from there, they would be seeing the data from this planet for a couple months ago. If it isn't so far down in the noise, that is. Two months ago this planet was putting out nothing but radioactive signals. If they were coming here they might have decided against it just from that. This planet is not habitable for the long term. And any materials pulled from it would likely be contaminated, so it wouldn't be a good resource planet either. That's based on what standard sensors would see."

    Jefferson said, "They are moving again. Speed is just under ours, but only by about 2 percent. They are on a dead course for that system."

    I pulled up the system in question on a star chart, passing it to the wall display. "Quanus, the system is called Quanus. Red sun, five known planets. Jack, feel like going for a ride?"

    Jack nodded. "Rather than just sitting here? Yeah, I'm in."

    I said, "Since we have a speed advantage, take us out this way for a couple days. We can come back at it from a sharp angle until it hits sensor range. If anything looks wrong or if we get detected, we just run back the direction we came in from. Pick out a distant star system so our trajectory can be mapped back to it."

    Jack nodded. "Now we’re thinking. Give me five minutes and we can go. Mr. Jefferson, how are our supplies?"

    Jefferson replied, "I ordered a restocking as soon as we landed. They only gave half what I asked for, but we don't have all the Talisans aboard right now. That gives us about four months of supplies at normal ration levels."

    Jack looked at me and smiled. "You got enough clean underwear to last that long?"

    I replied, "What? That's an odd question."

    Jack shook his head. "It wasn't a real question. It was a joke."

    I asked, "I don't get the humor in it. Is that an inside Human joke?"

    Jack rolled his eyes. "Never mind. Sometimes I forget I'm talking to a stodgy old Grunta."

    I thought for a moment. "I'm actually only on the early side of middle-aged for my species."

    Jack held up his hand. "It was a simple Human joke. You didn't see the humor. Let's move on."

    Go walked onto the bridge with his assisted frame. "I think we passed the last hurdle. I've ordered Anterra to devote her full time to the HMI design. What are we looking at here? Whose ship was that?"

    Jack replied, "We don't know, but we're heading out to find out."

    Go nodded and turned back toward the lab. The Garmon powered up through the Odenta atmosphere and was soon on a course that paralleled the unknown ship. After two and a half days of travel, Jack turned us back toward our target.

    Jack said, "If they stayed on track, we should have sensor data in about three minutes. Mr. Jefferson, dump that to the big screen when it comes in please."

    Jefferson replied, "Yes, sir."

    Go came over the comm, looking groggy. "Hey, guys. Well, the HMI is installed. In about three days I can attach a wireless interface to it that will allow me to control the arm. I won't be able to attach it fully for another two weeks. Too much healing to do. But I might be able to at least familiarize my system with the different sensations I'll be experiencing."

    Jack shook his head. "You are a bold individual, Go. The fact that you took this all on yourself speaks volumes."

    Go partially shrugged. "It's not like I have a lot of choice. If I wanted a new arm I had to build my own. But with all I've gone through and learned, I have to wonder if I couldn't have just had an arm transplant. I think Anterra could handle that without me having the normal nerve attenuation that comes with it. I would need a donor arm though, and those are in short supply out here."

    Jack smiled, "Yeah, good luck finding one. Anyway, just wanted to say that I'm proud of you for taking that on, and I hope it works out. Heck, if these guns I once packed get any flabbier, I might want a swap-out myself."

    Go looked over the HMI implant. "I won't be able to travel anywhere in the New Alliance with this. Powered artificial limbs aren't allowed through the portals. It's a shame too. Think of all those amputees who could get full mobility back. Seems like such a dumb law."

    Jefferson said, "Sir, we have the ship on the sensors. Posting up on the display. We should have visual in another minute or two."

    Jack replied, "As soon as we have visual I want you to put us back on a parallel course. If they don't react, we'll move in a little closer."

    Jefferson replied, "Yes, sir."

    Jack zoomed in on the display. "Data says it's a lot smaller than us. Maybe twice the size of the Jess. And I can say with all honesty that I'm thrilled it's not a teardrop ship."

    Our first visual image showed on the display. The ship was tall, forming a sickle shape. The top and bottom jutted forward, while the center curved back.

    Jack said, "That's not anything I've seen before. I'm getting a steel blue color as well. Everybody out here has been black or gray. And I've got symbols on the side. Sending those to the translator app. I wouldn't expect a language lock until we have a good bit more than that."

    I remarked, "It doesn't appear to have any weapons. I would say definitely a scout or possibly a diplomatic vessel."

    Jack's expression soured. "Let's hope it's not another diplomat out making bad deals with the Alliance or any other of those clowns."

    Go said, "Hey, Anterra has the species that owns that ship in her database. I'm dumping the information for it to the big board. They are called the Tamarin and the world it is heading to is Parmesen, not Quanus. Prior to the last few months they had laid claim to Jorus. They had been in negotiations with the Grotus about that. I would guess they are returning from there after seeing that someone else has occupied it."

    Data from the Anterra began to spill onto the big wall. The Tamarin Corporation spanned sixteen star systems. Their encounters with the Grotus had been anything but friendly. Basically, they had demanded that all claim to Jorus be forfeited or else tribute be paid. The Grotus were keeping the negotiations open as a delay tactic, hoping to resolve their issues with the Alliance and the Kergans before opening a war on another front.

    I said, "I think we showed up in this galaxy just at the time when these empires were all starting to interact. I have yet to see any true cooperation between any of them."

    Jack nodded. "You said this place was hostile. I think it's brutal, and I think we can add another species to the mix. I wonder why they didn't go after the Odentas?"

    Go replied, "Maybe they aren't as hostile as the others. Odenta was occupied. The Jorus system was not."

    As I looked over the data, I got an uneasy feeling. If the Tamarin thought Odenta was now desolate and abandoned, they might lay claim to it as well. And who were the Tamarin? Could they be reasoned with? Did they have a strong fleet or technologies that far outshone our own? Our plan of laying low was suddenly in jeopardy.

  


  
    [image: Knog]   Chapter 2

    
    
    

    


    

    Jack said, "Looks like they are governed by a CEO and board of directors. Everything is organized around business. If they can't make a profit, they don't engage."

    I nodded. "At least that tells us what we have to work with if we make contact. We’d need to offer something of value."

    Jack looked over the wall display. "We have people and we have technology. Not sure I would offer either."

    I said, "And it's not like we need another species looking to dominate Jorus when my people won't leave."

    Lieutenant Jefferson spun around to face us. "Sirs, we've been detected. I'm receiving a hail. Should I pass it through?"

    I replied, "Just pass through the audio feed. I don't want them to see who we are until we have a better feel for who they are."

    A voice came over the comm: "This the Tamarin diplomatic vessel Bushan. You have been shadowing our direction. Please explain your intentions."

    I replied, "Bushan, we are new to this region of space. Our mission is one of exploration and contact. We mean you no harm."

    The comm was silent for several seconds. "I am Darba Wampros, first diplomat of the Tamarin Corporation. With whom am I speaking? It appears you are blocking a video feed."

    I glanced over at Jack. "I apologize for the implied secrecy, Mr. Wampros. We are a single ship in unknown space. We have to be vigilant about our security. There are other species out here that are less than friendly."

    Darba Wampros replied, "You have me at a distinct disadvantage. You know my name. You know the name of my ship. You know my language. Please give me something. I am otherwise left with no foundation for building trust."

    Jack leaned forward. "I'll give him this, he's patient."

    I took a deep breath. "We come from a planet called Dallex. It is quite a distance from here. And I can assure you that we are not a threat to the Tamarin Corporation. We acquired the translation algorithms for your language during our travels. I can't say for sure from where, but the markings on your ship were recognized by our language app."

    Darba Wampros said, "I see. I would prefer to have a name and face if we are to continue this conversation."

    I looked over at Jack. "Will he know what a Grunta is? Jorus is crawling with us, and if he has seen us, it could be taken wrong. And you are Human, if he's been in contact with the Alliance people, that could be a drawback as well."

    Jack replied, "We know he's seen the Grotus, since that's who they were previously negotiating with. Can we bring up one of your Talisans?"

    I contemplated our options. "Mr. Jefferson, enable the video, but limit it to my face only."

    An indicator came up on the display as the Tamarin diplomat reciprocated.

    Darba Wampros offered a less than optimistic look. "You are Grotus?"

    I shook my head. "I am Grunta. The Grotus are a sister species of ours from many centuries ago. They are our sworn enemies. I have a modest understanding of your recent interaction with them. The planet Jorus is the home world of both the Grunta and Grotus species. During a conflict three millennia ago, the Grotus attempted genocide, irradiating Jorus in the process. My people lay claim to it as well."

    The diplomat slowly nodded. "It seems our claim there is in contention. The Grotus would not tell us why they laid claim but did not occupy that world. We assumed it had been abandoned, and long ago."

    I sat forward. "My people were taken from there, only to return recently. The Grotus abandoned the planet after making it unlivable."

    The diplomat stood and began to pace in front of the comm camera. "Forgive me, Mr…?"

    "Mr. Beutcher."

    Darba Wampros smiled. "Mr. Beutcher, forgive me if I pace while talking. It is a nervous habit of mine and I mean no disrespect by it."

    I nodded. "Pace away, Mr. Wampros. We all have our idiosyncrasies. I sometimes pace when in deep thought."

    "Mr. Beutcher," Darba said, "your ship is heavily armed and armored. Exploration vessels tend to be science vessels, close in capability to my own ship. If part of your mission is to interact with others, why do you find it necessary to so heavily arm yourselves?"

    I sat back in my chair. "Please, Mr. Wampros. You of all people should know the answer to that question. This galaxy seems to be full of hostile species. Some do not care to 'talk' to anyone. They would just as soon kill your crew and take your ship before attempting to find out what your intentions might be."

    The diplomat stopped and turned. "That may be true of many species that surround us, Mr. Beutcher, but not us. Our mission statement is to improve our position in the galaxy through reputable, profitable, and capitalistic means. War has an inherently expensive cost structure associated with it. We prefer trade to war. While we will certainly defend ourselves if threatened, our usual sword of choice is profit."

    I looked directly into the comm camera. "I had the understanding that in your negotiation with the Grotus you demanded tribute. If they chose not to pay, wouldn't that have led to war as your only choice? —I mean of course, if you wanted to keep control of your asset."

    The diplomat held up a finger. "That would be an option, although far down the list of desirables. I would instead offer a trade negotiation, the terms of which would be skewed our way, but profitable for both parties. You see, Mr. Beutcher, the only real profit in war is if you are selling arms to one side, the other, or both. Now, we could hardly sell arms to the Grotus if we were at war with them; there is no profit in such an undertaking."

    Jack squelched the comm mic. "Hey, if they are willing to trade, what could we trade for some food? If we could get a month's worth, that would go a long way toward alleviating our food problem."

    I turned back to the comm. "Mr. Wampros, how is the Tamarin Corporation set for food stocks?"

    The diplomats eyes lit up. "Are you in need of food, Mr. Beutcher?"

    I shook my head. "Technically, no, but we do have a few colonies that could use a temporary boost. Perhaps a one-time infusion to help keep costs down. That of course, would only be useful if said supplies were inexpensive."

    The diplomat twiddled his fingers. "Yes, inexpensive, of course. Since there is no currency exchange between our peoples, any exchange would have to be backed by hard assets, such as commodities or some other exchangeable item."

    I turned back toward Jack. "We have scans of Odenta. Tell me what they have that can be mined. We would have to decontaminate it before delivery, but the bots might be able to handle that."

    Jack replied, "Give me a few minutes, I'll see what I can find."

    I looked back at the image of Darba Wampros on the wall display. "Mr. Wampros, as a sign of trust, perhaps you would like a short tour of our ship? Or I could come over there?"

    The diplomat returned a somewhat stunned look. "That is an unusual request this early in a first encounter, Mr. Beutcher. No request is unwelcome, it's just that we have not established a minimum level of trust."

    I replied, "That's why I offered to come over there, if you like. I will be unarmed."

    Darba Wampros thought quietly for a moment. "I suppose it wouldn't hurt to meet with you face to face. Perhaps such a meeting would set us on a more solid footing. How do you propose we conduct the transfer?"

    I said, "Your ship is too big to fit into our docking bay. Not that you would be comfortable with that scenario anyway. So we'll have to come to a stop and I'll have to drift over. Do you have a gravity wall or an airlock?"

    The diplomat tilted his head in question. "Gravity wall?"

    I nodded. "Yes. We have an opening in the side of the ship that is sealed off from the outside by a gravitational field. When on full, it is as strong as the outer hull. At a lower level, we can pass through without the air escaping from our docking bay. Perhaps it is a technology we can trade at some future point."

    The diplomat smiled. "We have an airlock, Mr. Beutcher. It is on the port side of the ship, about two thirds of the way back."

    I looked over at Jack as I replied, "I'll have our crew bring us around. If you would care to open the outer door of the airlock, I will drift over."

    Jack chuckled as he said, "You sure you want to do this? We don't know these people. For all we know, they're cannibals."

    I laughed. "Yeah, well, I'm afraid they would find Grunta a bit tough."

    Go clanked onto the bridge in his exoskeleton. "Was listening in. You really going over there?"

    I nodded. "I've got Jack's idea for a food deal stuck in my head. We have no guarantee that those grow houses will produce enough to feed us all."

    Go half smiled. "Food for fifty million for a month? What do we have to trade?"

    Jack replied, "Odenta seems to be rich in minerals. Scan results show they are heavy in diamonds and platinum. Those are generally very marketable resources."

    Go thought for a moment. "Still, how do we mine them in quantities big enough for trade?"

    I pulled up a display. "We have the schematics for the automated miners we developed on Dallex. Pass that to Anterra and see if she can optimize it. When we get back we can devote an AI or two to control the miners."

    Go smiled. "Now, that would be something they should be good at. I'll have Anterra look at it."

    I walked to the docking bay, donning my helmet as I approached the gravity wall. Jack had moved the Garmon next to the much smaller Bushan. After a fifteen second drift, my gravity boots locked onto the hull of the Bushan. Three steps later, I swung myself around and into the airlock. The ceiling was much lower than I expected, forcing me to crouch slightly as I stood. The door closed and sealed behind me. After a rush of air, the inner door opened.

    A much-smaller-than-expected diplomat slowly stepped forward. While the Tamarins had similar proportions to both Humans and Gruntas, they stood only a meter tall.

    The diplomat held up his hand. "Mr. Beutcher. I apologize if I seem a bit timid. I was told of the height and size of the Grotus, although I have yet to meet one. You are quite the intimidating figure."

    I clasped the diplomat's forearm and hand, giving a firm but gentle shake.

    I glanced up at the low ceiling as I hunched over. "No need to apologize, Mr. Wampros. We all have our differences. Sometimes my size puts me at a disadvantage."

    The diplomat smiled. "Please, Mr. Beutcher, follow me. I'll talk as we go. To the left is a conference room. We'll come back there in just a moment. Down this hall are our personal quarters. I would guess you have no interest in those?"

    I nodded. "Beds are beds, Mr. Wampros."

    Darba continued, "This section is our engineering. Mr. Vales and Mr. Corish keep us in good running condition. This enclosed section is our gravity well and power generation. And up here is the bridge. I'm certain it's not as impressive as your ship, but we are a simple diplomatic vessel."

    I glanced around the bridge, which was little more than three chairs and a number of consoles. I found it interesting that the view portals were actual transparent windows that looked out into space. Every ship I had ever been on substituted high-resolution holo-displays for real windows.

    The diplomat then led us back to the conference room. A wide chair that fit my lower torso was moved to one side of the table while Darba Wampros sat on the other. After sitting, my knees bumped the edge of the low tabletop.

    Darba said, "Again, I apologize for the accommodations, Mr. Beutcher. We are not used to dealing with beings of such stature."

    I held up my hand. "No worries, Mr. Wampros. Where I come from we have peoples of many sizes. With mine being on the larger end, small accommodations are often an issue, but never a problem."

    The diplomat moved right to the questions he was interested in asking. "Have you interacted with any other species during your travels?"

    I nodded. "A species who call themselves the Moddle. And of course you know of the Grumar and Grotus. There is another species, the Kergans, but we don't know much about them."

    Darba Wampros rolled his eyes. "We have had dealings with the Kergans. They are arrogant, and often belligerent. However, we do have a number of trade deals working with them that are mildly profitable. I am not familiar with the Moddle. Are they of amenable temperament? How large is their empire and what direction are they in?"

    I oriented myself and pointed. "Probably seven or eight months that way. I am not familiar enough with them to offer an opinion on their temperament. Our encounters with them have been brief. What else can you tell me about the Kergans? I have heard they have as many as thirty star systems."

    Darba laughed. "No, no, no. The Kergans have six colonies, four major, and a handful of outposts. Our trade deals with them have mostly been as a supplier of small arms. Their weapons systems were lacking. We supplied them with a moderately powerful hand weapon.

    "Unfortunately, even after an agreement, and with efforts on our part to prevent it, they were able to reverse engineer our beam-generation technology. They have since armed their ships with it. We fully believe that is why they have become an aggressive and expansionist species."

    I nodded. "So their particle beam tech came from you. I've seen it in action and it's a formidable weapon."

    The diplomat sighed. "They are only beginning to learn its true power capabilities. After a number of aggressive moves, we were forced to show them we will not be trifled with. Fortunately, we were able to retain our trade deals, though at slightly increased profits. The Kergans turned their aggression elsewhere."

    I inquired, "So your fleet is powerful enough to keep the Kergans in line? I have heard of others encounters with them, and their ships were both powerful and well defended."

    Darba Wampros leaned forward. "We have just returned from Jorus. There is another fleet in that system and there appear to be troops on Jorus itself. The ships do not match your own. Do you know who they belong to?"

    I nodded. "We do. They belong to a distant empire called the New Alliance. We were once part of that empire. I won't go into details, but we are no longer members, nor do we have allegiance to them. And I would advise that if you encounter them, don't place trust in any deals they may negotiate with you. They have broken deals with the Moddle, the Grumar and Grotus, and most recently with the Kergans. They have resources that far outstretch any of those empires."

    The diplomat smiled. "I should like to learn more about this Alliance. Would you care to stay aboard for a while? I would like to continue our journey toward Parmesen as we talk. We will be dining in another hour and I'm certain my chef would love the opportunity to entertain a new palate."

    I glanced down at my comm. "Jack, I'll be staying over here for a bit. Just follow alongside if you would."

    Jack replied, "Can do."

    I leaned forward, placing my elbows on the table. "I know we have a lot to discuss, Mr. Wampros, but I would like to move right into a discussion about trading for food stocks. We have either diamonds or platinum available if you are interested."

    The diplomat raised his eyebrows. "Platinum is a desirable metal. Diamonds are too easily made, I'm afraid. They long ago became a commonplace commodity. And the quality of our diamonds is superior in both color and clarity. There are no inclusions in our synthetically grown diamonds. But we would be interested in trade for palladium if it is available."

    I asked Jack, "Do we have any palladium?"

    Jack replied, "One moment... actually, yes. How much do you need?"

    Darba Wampros leaned forward. "Tell me of your food needs?"

    I sat back in my chair. "Would you be able to provide enough to feed, let's say one hundred million colonists, for, let's say two weeks?"

    Darba's eyes grew wide. "I have to say I was not expecting such a sizable request, Mr. Beutcher. However, we are just coming off harvest season and our granaries are full."

    Darba pulled a hand calculating device from his tunic pocket. "Assuming one kilogram of raw grain per day, for fourteen days, and the current price of palladium, that would be... fourteen thousand metric tonnes."

    I asked Jack, "Can we supply that amount?"

    Jack nodded. "I'll check."

    Nearly a minute passed before Jack had an answer. "Go performed a quick analysis of our capabilities in mining palladium, and he believes we can. There of course won't be an immediate delivery for an order of that size. However, he believes we could have it ready for shipment within ninety days."

    I looked back at a smiling Darba Wampros. "We may have the workings of our first trade deal, Mr. Wampros. However, given grain and palladium prices within our own empire. I believe fourteen thousand metric tonnes to be a bit rich. Would you be amenable to say... eleven?"

    The cheer left Darba's face. "I could not walk into my office with such a deal, Mr. Beutcher. I'm afraid I would be ridiculed by our trade staff for even attempting to bring such an offer forward."

    I leaned forward again, pressing my elbows down on the table as I rested my chin atop my hands. "Give me your absolute best offer, Mr. Wampros. You said your granaries are full, you have product to sell, and you are in need of palladium. What would you think is a truly fair offer?"

    The diplomat ran the numbers on his calculator. "This is highly unusual to be working up a deal before relations have even been formerly declared, Mr. Beutcher. However, I believe I could deliver the order you desire for twelve point two thousand metric tonnes."

    I nodded. "I’ll tell you what, Mr. Wampros, if you can double that grain delivery I would be willing to also offer ten thousand metric tonnes of platinum. Jack, can we handle that amount of platinum?"

    After several seconds of silence, Jack replied, "We would need another sixty days to deliver both."

    I held up my hands. "Mr. Wampros?"

    The diplomat grinned. "That is a generous offer, Mr. Beutcher. One that I am almost certain would be acceptable to our trade board."

    The diplomat turned to face his assistant. "Ask Miss Gloward to prepare a feast for our guest!"

    As our discussions continued, the Tamarin chef brought in her edible creations. "Mr. Beutcher, it is an honor to serve you. It's not often I have the added pleasure of having a foreign palate sample my work. I am quite curious to know how my dishes stack up against those of other species."

    Darba turned with a half scowl. "Miss Gloward, please do not pester our guest."

    I held up my hand. "It's OK, Mr. Wampros. I don't mind. And, Miss Gloward, I am certain it tastes as good as it smells. Please tell me, what does each dish contain?"

    The chef beamed with pride. "This is a Bonta filet. We prefer it a bit on the raw side. It is a cut from the lower back of a beast we call a higath. It has been aged to draw out the natural flavors. This next dish is omanga. Omanga is a tuber. The quality of the flavor is highly dependent on the ground in which it was grown. These are from the Cashmian mountains region of my home world. I have to special-order those as there is a short harvest season.

    "The third dish is karmathis. It is a legume, lightly boiled in a Queton sauce. Not my personal favorite, but the crew seems to enjoy it. The fourth is a Pallean eel. I sincerely hope you do not mind that it is live."

    I reached for the eel first. "Thank you, Miss Gloward. I'll give the eel a try. It appears to be similar to one of my people's dishes."

    I took two of the twenty centimeter long eels in my left hand, dangling them over my mouth before slurping them down. My insides screamed in delight as the eels wiggled down, finally attempting to swim in my stomach before being overcome by acid.

    The chef smiled. "I see you have had eel before."

    I nodded. "Yes, but not very often. The spicing of the oils you have them in is wonderful."

    The chef grinned as I sampled each of her preparations. The Bonta filet was similar to our borak, and the omanga to our gara root. The karmathis beans had a sharp bite on the tip of the tongue, followed by a prolonged sweetness throughout the mouth. I sampled each of the chef's creations, complimenting her as I went. Darba Wampros watched with disinterest.
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    For the next three-and-a-half weeks, I conferred with Darba Wampros. We docked at a spaceport, with the Garmon staying back, just inside comm range. On the station, Gargos Elite, I was taken to a large conference room where seven members of the trade board were waiting to discuss my offer. After twenty minutes of hemming and hawing over the details. An agreement was signed. Next came the issue of delivering the goods.

    I said, "Jack, They have the grain ships ready to send. How do we do this without telling them we occupy Odenta?"

    Jack replied, "I don't think you can. If we send that grain somewhere else, and then have to go collect it, our people will have starved by then. That would be a month for us to go back, a month for us to send transports somewhere, and a month for them to return. This delivery is only good if we take it straight there. I don't think we have a choice. About the best we could do would be to tell them we would make the transfer at the point where we first met and hope they don't get offended."

    After several minutes of thought I returned to the trade board. "Trade ministers, I would like to offer my thanks to you for your expediency in dealing with this matter. I hope you will find much profit in the metals that we will be providing to you. We must now discuss the delivery of the grain shipment. I have refrained from telling you the location of our colony out of caution. However, you have shown yourselves to be trustworthy thus far, and you've given me no reason to suspect that won't continue. The destination for delivery is our colony on Odenta."

    One of the ministers stood. "Mr. Beutcher, we are aware of the plight of Odenta, and I will have to protest this agreement given the fact that you are laying claim to that world."

    I shook my head. "I'm sorry, mister...?"

    The minister replied, "Gonquin."

    I continued, "I sorry, Mr. Gonquin, the nature of our colony there is difficult given the condition of the planet. And when I say our, I am referring to the Odentas. I am here acting on their behalf. We are attempting to resettle the planet with the surviving Odenta population."

    The minister replied, "The Odentas are dead. Their world is heavily contaminated due to some kind of nuclear war. You have no rightful claim to that planet."

    I held up my hand. "Let me explain. We joined with the Odentas in a peaceful alliance. Shortly thereafter, the Grumar and Grotus attacked, leaving the Odenta government with no choice but to annihilate themselves while making the planet useless to their enemies. Some were able to escape before the blasts. They have returned to reclaim it and we are assisting in that effort, and with the decontamination. The food we trade for here today will help us to establish that new colony with fewer lives at risk."

    The minister scowled. "First we have an intrusion into our space by an unknown species, and now we have a deal, already signed, with another species, one which we know nothing about."

    I turned to face Darba Wampros. "You've had someone else visit your space recently? Is that unusual?"

    Darba nodded. "We try to keep to ourselves when possible. We do venture out on the perimeters of our territories, and occasionally contact other species that are known to us for trade purposes. It is not often that we come across someone new like yourself. The last was twenty-seven years ago when we first came in contact with the Grotus. It is a rare event."

    "Do you have a name for this new species?" I said.

    Darba shrugged. "This is the first I have heard of this affair."

    I turned back to face the minister. "Do you have a name for, or an image of, this invader?"

    The minister returned a stoic look. "That is a separate affair, Mr. Beutcher, it doesn't concern you."

    I nodded. "Perhaps, but it could be that I am able to recognize whoever it is you have captured. I am assuming correctly, am I not, that you captured a ship?"

    After several moments in thought, the minister turned to an assistant. "Please bring an image of the intruder up on the display."

    Several seconds later, an image of Garrett popped up on a viewing console.

    The minister continued, "As you can see, he has a sinister appearance. He has refused to answer questions thus far. We may be forced to use chemical enhancers to loosen his tongue."

    I shook my head. "That won't be necessary, Mr. Gonquin. I can vouch for him. He is one of ours."

    Darba Wampros said in a low voice, "You gave me no indication of a second ship in this area."

    I leaned in. "I must apologize, I haven't had contact with him for a month. For all I knew he had returned to Odenta. He wasn't spying, just exploring."

    Darba stood. "Gentlemen, it seems our guest is acquainted with the intruder. He is willing to vouch for him. Given their tenuous circumstances on Odenta, he remained silent out of precaution. Our friend in captivity was merely exploring. His refusal to freely identify himself, well, I believe we would all approach this situation in a similar way. We would want to make sure it's safe before making contact with a new species. Would I be correct in assuming his ship has been searched? And if so, was anything found that implied malicious intent?"

    The minister replied, "Does the transgressor report to you, Mr. Beutcher?"

    I nodded. "He does, but only loosely so. Our relation should be viewed more as a partnership, with me being a slightly more senior partner. As Mr. Wampros says, I will vouch for him."

    The minister looked to his assistant. "Please have the intruder brought here before us."

    Several minutes of idle discussion passed before Garrett was brought into the room. Four Tamarin guards escorted him through the door.

    Garrett glanced around the room, stopping as he saw me sitting there. His look was one of disbelief.

    I stood. "Are you OK?"

    Garrett replied, "The questioning has been a little intense, but other than that, they have treated me fairly."

    The minister gestured to the guards. "Release him. We have signed a deal with his associate. So long as that deal is honored to its fullest, we have no further need of holding this Human."

    The minister looked over at me. "Aside from Humans and Odentas, are there any other species you associate with?"

    I nodded, "We have one more. They are the Talisan; they report to me. As stated before, the Odentas are our allies."

    The minister tapped his fingertips on the table for several seconds. "Given that our relationship is new, and that neither of our species is familiar with the other, I would like to have several of our warships accompany the granary ships to your planet."

    I smiled. "I have no issue with that, and would encourage it given the inclination to violence that many of the surrounding species in this part of the galaxy seem to share."

    The minister then asked a pointed question. "You indicated that you are from a colony on Odenta, which is all good and well. But you did not originate from Odenta. You, the Human, and your Talisans, where did you come from? And keep in mind, business relations are based on trust. If you dishonor that trust, you should expect repercussions to be reflected in any current dealings, and future business."

    I rubbed my chin in thought before delivering a reply. "What I am going to tell you may seem farfetched, Mr. Gonquin, but it is the truth. My associates and I come from another galaxy, coming here through a wormhole. Before I continue further, please let me add that we do not control the wormhole, but others in our galaxy do."

    The minister looked around at the other board members. "That does seem a bit of a stretch, Mr. Beutcher. We've had theorists speculate on the possibility of wormholes for many centuries. There has never been any scientific evidence to suggest that they actually exist or are even possible, only theories."

    I sat back in my chair. "I'll try to be brief. It started when an android named the Duke came through this galaxy and a number of others. That was three thousand years ago. Using the wormhole technology he possessed, he swept whole species of people away from their home planets. They were then pitted against one another in a massive battle called the War of Wars. The Humans, along with my species, were two out of probably hundreds of species that were taken. We managed to survive this War of Wars, while the Humans overthrew the Duke.

    "The wormhole technology, as well as several others, were used to set up a single government to rule over the six galaxies that were known to have been involved. Every sentient species in each of those galaxies was then brought under this single government. Peace reigned for two thousand years before an overthrow was conducted by a dozen ultra-wealthy families. This happened about a dozen years ago.

    "The wormhole technology, while usable by the species in the six galaxies, was tightly controlled and set into fixed portals that anyone could travel through. Since the overthrow of the single government, once called the AMP, or Alliance of Major Planets, one of the powerful families, run by a Human named Harden Salton, has figured out how to take control of a portal. He is now using it to come to this galaxy with a plan of taking full control.

    "His intentions are to build a massive fleet of ships. Those ships will be sent back through to the six galaxies and used to take power from the other eleven ruling families. Once he consolidates all six galaxies under a single rule, he then plans to use the portal for conquest elsewhere, starting here. My people and the Talisans were brought into this galaxy as conscripts to fight in his wars. My associates and I have managed to liberate the Talisans, but my people are still under his rule. They occupy the planet Jorus at the moment, but I am certain he has plans for them to fight elsewhere.

    "I spoke of the Moddle earlier. They have been conquered by the New Alliance. The Kergans are next on the list, followed by the Grumar and Grotus. The massive fleet building would begin after that. I managed to slow their plans by liberating the Talisans. The liberated Talisans are the reason we need the extra food."

    I continued to give details for another twenty minutes as the Tamarins closely listened. When my tales of woe were complete, I crossed my arms and looked around at the staring faces.

    The minister slowly stood and began to pace the floor on the other side of the large round conference table. "That is quite the tale, Mr. Beutcher. And how is it you have managed to stay just in front of this Harden Salton for so long? If he has such vast resources at his disposal, it would seem unlikely. Why doesn't he construct his fleet there?"

    I nodded. "That's a good question, one for which I have an answer. The Saltons are vulnerable to the other families joining together for an overthrow. Harden cannot construct the fleet he needs without prying eyes... spies, finding out. As soon as he has any quantity of ships, he sends them through the portal where they cannot be seen or counted.

    "As to how my associates and I have evaded capture, I think we've managed by using determination and good planning—and with a lot of luck. If we can successfully reestablish the Odenta colony, my next plan of action would be to try to free my people, the Gruntas."

    The minister returned a skeptical look. "I thought you said your people didn't want to leave Jorus. How is it you would rescue them?"

    I sighed. "Since landing there, they have determined that they will not leave Jorus again. On one hand they wish to destroy the Grotus, our sworn enemy, but on the other they want to rebuild our planet. The two goals are impossible to achieve in the short term without the backing of Harden Salton's New Alliance. If I could build a fleet of my own, I would take it to their aide, with the hope of securing their future on Jorus. But that won't happen so long as Harden Salton controls an intergalactic portal."

    I looked at Garrett, who was grimacing. "What?"

    Garrett replied, "Well, you pretty much spilled the beans to them. They are the one's holding the power in this relationship now. Any new deals with them are likely to be bad deals."

    The minister scowled. "Mr. Garrett, we take our business dealings seriously. No deal is struck unless both parties can profit from it. There are poor deals, there are fantastic deals, but there aren't any bad deals in the Tamarin corporation. They are considered unethical, and any violators are dealt with in a swift and sure manner."

    Garrett held up his hand. "My apologies. I didn't mean to offend. And my name is Mr. Rourke. Garrett Rourke."

    I said as I looked around the room, "I believe the Tamarins to be an honest people. And I would hope that our deal here today will lead to an alliance of cooperation between our worlds. Capitalism, when conducted in an open and fair manner, was one of the tenets of our former government. Corruption of that tenet led to its downfall. If we are able to conduct free and fair business with the Tamarins, I believe it will benefit us both."

    The minister nodded. "Well said, Mr. Beutcher. That is the manner in which we try to deal with everyone. That sense of fairness has allowed us to grow to the sixteen colonies we now encompass. And our citizens are quite content with our method of government."

    Garrett clasped his hands together as he looked at me. "Well, if you're happy, I'm happy. If the shipments are ready, I say we get started on the transfer."

    The meeting was adjourned. Jack brought the Garmon in under escort, picking me up from Gargos Station. We were soon joined by a long parade of grain haulers. Our food troubles would be a thing of the past, at least temporarily.

    Jack said, "Thanks for keeping the comm open during those discussions. I don't know whether to be gleeful or scared over how well that went. Either they are in dire need of those metals or they don't think we can deliver, so they will be coming to collect under the terms of the contract."

    Garrett replied, "Well, we need the food, so we at least get that out of them. And I'm glad to be back aboard here with the Jess parked in the bay. We were only sitting there for a day before we were spotted. They have to have better sensor tech than we do."

    I said, "How did they catch you? The diplomat's ship was slower than ours."

    Garrett frowned. "I think they have a gravity tech similar to our own. They grabbed me with a beam. I broke free once, using our beam, but they countered with three other ships and had me locked in place. I powered off and let them take me after that. I'm just thankful Joni didn't flip out on them to try to free me."

    Joni popped into view. "I almost did that when they were interrogating you. They had several discussions about pumping you full of truth serums. They were afraid of how your body might react though. Had any of them pulled out a syringe or a face mask I would have taken action."

    Garrett smiled as he reached out and pulled Joni close. "It's good to have a secret weapon on your side!"

    Joni nodded. "You just keep that in mind and you'll do OK."

    Jack grinned. "Looks like someone has been in boyfriend training for the last month."

    Joni pointed at Jack as she looked up at Garrett. "He's a gentleman, and whatever discussions we had are private matters. And yes, the training went well."

    I said, "Training aside, I share Jack's concern over this deal. The Tamarin either have ulterior motives, or they are naive. And I don't think it's the latter, so we all need to keep on our toes."

    Nods went around the room.

    As we traveled back toward Odenta, I walked down to the lab to check on Go. "How's it going down here?"

    Go turned to face me while wearing his new arm. "Great! I felt my bone and skin grafts were in good enough condition to finally attach the arm. And check this out, I left the wireless interface intact."

    Go pressed several locations with two fingers before grabbing and twisting the cyborg arm. It came off with a soft click. Holding the cyborg arm at the shoulder end, he then reached out with it and had the robot hand grab a cup sitting on a nearby table. The cup was brought around and slowly turned up for Go to take a drink. Odenta coffee ran down his shirt.

    "Gah! That's the second time I've done that!"

    The cup was returned to the table, and the arm reattached.

    Go half frowned. "As you can see, I still have a few control issues to work out."

    I nodded. "That was impressive. You'll have that mastered in no time."

    Go looked down at his legs. "Unfortunately, I think I may end up doing the same thing to my right leg as well. It just feels weaker every day. My Talisan surgeon says he's no longer optimistic about it recovering."

    I gestured to his new appendage. "If the arm works out, at least you have an option."

    Go half smiled. "Yeah, but I can't afford to lose any more parts. This arm might be more powerful than my real one was, but my shoulder can only accommodate just so much."

    I replied, "I thought you reinforced your bone structure in there."

    Go nodded, "I did, but those real bones are attached to other bones. And unless you reinforce everything, the weakest link will always be a limiting factor."

    I sat in a chair as I pointed at his shoulder. "So could you reinforce the rest of that, along with your spine, so the extra strength of that arm could be put to use if needed?"

    Go sighed. "Probably, but I'm not interested in more operations. The recovery for beefing up the rest of my infrastructure would be long and painful."

    "Any progress made on a lung?" I said.

    Go slowly nodded. "Some. We have a mechanism for pulling oxygen from the air, and for storing it. We are having trouble with getting it into the bloodstream and then regulating the amount in the blood. If we can accomplish those, I should be able to wear it as an external device. It would connect to my body through ports in my side. Not the best solution because it would be external."

    I gestured toward his side. "Any chance of making one that would fit in place of the old one?"

    Go frowned. "We haven't gotten far enough to even consider that yet."

    I stood and walked to a table where the sodium cloth was laid out. "Any progress on the material?"

    Go shook his head. "I've been a bit sidetracked with the arm, but no, I still haven't figured out how to properly focus the gravity beams at such a tiny level. I will figure it out though. I just need to get this arm fully working first."
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    The grain was delivered just as our food stocks were beginning to run out. My Talisan citizens had heavily curtailed their activities and food intake while we were gone—the result being an extension of our food estimates by an additional two weeks. The grain ships were a welcome sight.

    The decontaminated ground space had grown to more than two thousand square kilometers. Much of that space was now covered with grow houses that were beginning to provide the first of our produce. Supplies would remain tight for several months, but with the advent of the grain trade the threat of starvation had been greatly reduced.

    I stepped off the ramp from the Garmon and made my way to our government building. After a handful of discussions, 20 percent of our nearly fourteen-million-strong bot force would be reassigned to build ore harvesters. The time-clock for our palladium and platinum deliveries was ticking.

    I returned to the Garmon to discuss the day's meetings with the others. "The decontamination is accelerating. The engineers now expect the cleared space to double in size about every ten days. The perimeter of our colony is covered with black swarms of bots working furiously to scrub every trace of radioactive material from the soil and waters. Since the event was recent, the majority of the contaminants are only in the top layers of soil. Once we near completion, decontamination of the oceans will be a whole new project."

    Jack replied, "Setting up the mines won't affect our detox process?"

    I shook my head. "We ran several calculations. It appears we are on track with our food production. Things will remain tight for several months, but we'll get there."

    Garrett asked, "What about the defenses?"

    I looked around at the others. "They have sixteen of those gravity guns up and operational. The Alliance ships at Doomlight were held off with four. I was told a new gun with an inhibitor shield will be coming online about every eight hours. They want one of those covering every hundred square kilometers if possible. If they can manage that, nothing will make it into high orbit around this planet."

    Garrett swirled his hand as he gestured toward the full wall display. "Do we have a timeframe for when this continent is considered decontaminated? And what about the air? Certainly there must be contaminated dust blowing around."

    Jack answered. "I asked about that earlier. The fermium has a half life of about a hundred days, so it will be a non-issue fairly soon. The bombs did have a small amount of plutonium 238. That's what the bots are cleaning up. Even though the blasts went off at high altitude, the plutonium is heavy enough that it doesn't stay up long. The engineers said they estimate as much as 90 percent has already hit ground. Cleaning the ocean floor will be the bigger problem."

    I replied, "Even if we keep churning out bots at the current rate, it will take years to finish all the cleanup. But we'll soon have a decent ground defense with those gravity guns. Building a fleet will come after that."

    Go walked onto the bridge. "I have big news! Anterra was able to replicate an ion amplifier. We still have some minor issues to resolve to make it producible, but I think we could have those resolved within a week."

    Garrett asked, "You saying we could start building fully functional ion generators?"

    Go nodded. "And cannons. And blasters."

    I said, "How's the arm coming?"

    Go lifted it over his head followed by swirling it around. "I'm at 98 percent movement as compared to my real arm. There are only two moves that I'm having trouble with. If I reach around to scratch my back like this... I can't quite reach it. And when I reach up across my chest there is a bit of binding that I need to work out. Some movements are even better than before, though. I can now hold my arm straight out for hours without it tiring. Don't know why I would ever want to, but I can."

    "Any progress with the sodium skin?" I said.

    Go replied with a half nod and half head shake. "Sort of. I can get the material to activate, but the effect is not stable. You get this kind of flowing wave that moves from one side to the other and back. I don't know yet if it's a uniformity issue with the material or what. Someone did this before, though, so we should be able to repeat it.

    "I did come up with a new bot in the process. It's tiny, only a centimeter tall. I use them to create the nano-gravity generators that cover the inside of the material. My issue might just be with the manufacturing and installation of those generators and not with the focusing of their output."

    Garrett held up his hand. "Wait. You are making tiny bots now?"

    Go nodded. "Yeah, is there a problem with that? The full size ones can't do the intricate work I need done to manufacture the material. Anterra can still only control a set number, so what's the difference if they are a meter tall or a centimeter tall? There aren't any more of them than there were before."

    Garrett grimaced. "Great. If those things get out of control now they'll be crawling into my ears and up my nose."

    Go squinted one eye. "Why would they do that?"

    Garrett shook his head as he half smiled. "I'm not saying they would, but if they did, well, it's just wrong."

    Go shrugged. "OK, I'll program in a command that restricts them from going into any Human orifice."

    Jack laughed. "You two crack me up sometimes. Always pushing each other around."

    Garrett smiled. "Well, the cyborg started it by making tiny minions."

    I held up my hand. "OK. Don't we all have work to do?"

    I received three responses.

    "Naw."

    "No."

    "Nope."

    "Then figure out something productive to do."

    Joni popped into view. "I just did a tour of the outer perimeter. Those bots are continuously digging and filtering soil. They are moving out several meters a minute. New ones are joining their ranks all the time. And it's interesting watching the construction of the grow houses. They use a fast-drying cement for the foundation. Walls go up two hours later and the roof is installed shortly after that. The whole building is done in about four hours. It's amazing to watch."

    I replied, "What about the insides? The irrigation and the plants?"

    Joni sat. "Those come in right after, from a whole new set of bots. It's all incredibly organized. I have no doubt they could build us anything we want."

    Joni then looked at Garrett. "Did you ask yet?"

    Garrett half frowned. "No, I was going to, but the conversation turned."

    I looked at Garrett with a raised eyebrow. "Ask what?"

    Garrett turned to face Jack. "Well, everyone is here so I might as well do it now. Jack, as the captain of the Garmon, Joni and I would like you to marry us."

    Jack laughed. "Marry you? I don't want to marry you, I've already been married!"

    Joni stepped forward. "OK, wise-ass, you know what he means. Will you conduct the ceremony?"

    Jack nodded and smiled. "I would be honored. When would you like this to take place?"

    Lieutenant Jefferson yelled out, "Sir! Sensors just picked up a large number of ships! They've stopped just short of coming into this system!"

    The nav display was transferred to the big wall.

    "Who are they?" I said.

    Jefferson replied, "I show six hundred and fifty Tamarin warships, sir. A single ship is coming in. It's the Bushan, sir."

    I nodded to Jack. "Take us out to meet her."

    Garrett turned to Joni. "Kind of puts us on hold."

    Joni half smiled. "Well, it's not like we're going anywhere, so no need to rush it. Knog, if you want me to go aboard the Bushan, just say so. Until then I'll be drifting around in here."

    We lifted off in the Garmon. A hail came over the comm as soon as the Bushan was within range. I waited a full minute before responding.

    The image of a smiling Darba Wampros showed on the wall display. "Mr. Beutcher, please don't let our presence alarm you. This is merely a friendly visit."

    I replied, "Six hundred warships is a friendly visit?"

    Darba slowly nodded. "Indeed it is. We have an investment in this world now, and we want to see to it that our investment is protected. The Grumar and Grotus do know of this place. They may not know you are back, but that only requires the report from a single scout ship."

    I said, "No need to worry about your investment, Mr. Wampros. Everything here is moving ahead as scheduled. And we don't have issue with protecting ourselves should trouble come."

    The diplomat smiled. "I understand, Mr. Beutcher. Just consider us an insurance policy. We will remain out of your business. However, we will continue to watch over our investment."

    Jack shook his head. "Never hurts to let people know where you stand with a little intimidation, huh."

    I looked over at Jack. "Pull us up alongside the Bushan. I'm going over. And, Joni, no need for you to come. Until they show actual hostile intent, I think we give them the benefit of the doubt."

    Garrett frowned. "Actual hostile intent? Isn't that what they are doing?"

    I glanced at Garrett. "I think it's just as Mr. Wampros says. They are attempting to protect their investment."

    "Mr. Wampros," I said. "We'll be right alongside. I'll be coming over."

    Darba Wampros smiled. "You are always welcome, Mr. Beutcher. I look forward to chatting with you."

    Jack looked over. "You sure you want to do this again?"

    I nodded. "We need allies out here. Maybe my coming aboard will show a sign of trust. If they think we're honoring the contract, this could work in our favor."

    Garrett replied, "How so?"

    I gestured toward the image of the Tamarin fleet. "If they really are here to protect their investment, and if the Grumar and Grotus show, we will be protected. Until we get our own fleet built, it won't hurt to have the help. I had a long discussion with Darba on the way to their station. Nothing in those conversations made me suspicious of what he said."

    I stood. "I plan on taking him all the way down to the surface. I'll avoid showing the gravity guns and just try to showcase the autominers. If he leaves with the feeling we will deliver on the contract, we might be able to get more trade out of them."

    Garrett replied, "Do we need more? We have food. What else would we possibly need?"

    Jack fielded the question. "If things go well, we could always trade technologies. I would bet some of the items we regard as common aren't so common to them. And, Knog, I would be worried about showing them the autobots. If that's not something they have, they will want them."

    Joni came over the comm: "OK, I'm on their ship. Everything looks normal. I would say it's safe to come over."

    I replied, "Thank you, but please don't do that again. If we're trying to establish trust, we have to have some level of trust on our end. If I need you over there, I'll call."

    Five minutes later I pulled myself into the airlock of the Bushan. With a rush of air, I was inside. Darba Wampros was his usual smiling self.

    I sat in the chair I had occupied for countless hours on my previous visit. "If you want to tell your pilot to proceed to the planet, I can give him coordinates to a safe landing area. I would like to show you the mining technology we employ."

    Darba nodded. "I would very much like that. It's not often I get to see things up close. My realm is usually relegated to a command ship in deep space, or at best an orbiting station. In my discussions with the Grumar and Grotus, I had neither. All communication was done over a general comm at maximum distance. The Grumar and Grotus are not at all trusting, and their aggressive nature shows with almost every word."

    I laughed. "I take it you are happy with us so far?"

    Darba frowned. "To tell the truth, Mr. Beutcher, the reason we are here is because of our level of mistrust in you. In our first meetings, you weren't fully honest with us. I understand you were only taking precautions, but those precautions do not leave others with a confident feeling about your honesty."

    I replied, "I understand, Mr. Wampros, which is why I'm inviting you down to the planet. We could both benefit from being strong trading partners. I believe you said there are fair profits to be had?"

    Darba smiled. "If you deliver on the current contracts, it would go a long way toward alleviating any fears the board of trade might have about you. Your efforts regarding this visit would also be looked upon as a good faith effort on your people's part with regard to an open and fair trading partnership."

    The Bushan landed in a shallow valley. Grow houses lined the surrounding landscape, and an open-pit mine covered much of the valley floor. We stepped from the diplomat's ship onto Odenta.

    Darba pointed at the buildings and said, "Agriculture?"

    I nodded. "Yes. Those structures are starting to produce. The food you delivered helped bridge a gap in our supplies."

    Darba referenced a mound of shining metal blocks glistening in the Odenta sunlight. "Is that what I think it is?"

    I smiled. "If I'm correct, each of those is a two tonne block of platinum. That stack looks to be the first sixty tonnes of product."

    Darba looked around. "And you just stack it out in the open?"

    I sighed. "Yes. Our current situation is both a blessing and a curse. There is no crime. Virtually everyone is focused on the rebuilding of this planet. In such a closed environment, a two tonne block of platinum has little useful value."

    Darba thought for a moment. "If you were wondering further about my question, Mr. Beutcher, the answer is yes, we do have crime, as do almost all long-running societies. It seems there are always those who are unwilling to earn their way up the financial ladder. We frown heavily upon it in the business world, but there are always those in the media that encourage bad behavior, or poor behavior at best. I'm afraid it's a plague that comes with capitalism."

    "How did your corporation acquire so many planets?" I said.

    Darba replied as an autominer emerged from the pit, depositing another two tonne platinum block on the stack. "It began with our home world and our first colony. There were several rebellions. For a period of several centuries, the colony was self-governed. Eventually peace won out, and trade brought us back together. Shortly after, we encountered our first alien species.

    "After countless discussions, it was determined that the best way to interact peacefully with the others was through trade. That is when the Tamarin Corporation was first formed. Since that time we have encountered two additional species. Both were eventually brought into the corporation. We had high hopes for the Kergans when we first encountered them, but they have a belligerent characteristic that needs to be suppressed before any corporate consideration can be offered. We try to do that through making our trade relationship so valuable that they want to join, and are willing to comply with all corporate rules and laws."

    I nodded. "I see. You set up trade agreements that work to carefully nudge them into ever larger agreements. At some point they realize it's worthwhile to just go ahead and join."

    Darba frowned. "I would not word it as such. There is much diplomacy and careful consideration of cultures and compatibilities. We believe that every civilized species is a candidate for the corporation. Some need to be shown the way, others are easily led, and still others are eager to join from our initial meetings."

    I replied, "Perhaps the Odentas can one day be candidates. I would not try to push things though, given recent events. They will need time to reestablish themselves."

    Darba Wampros starred at me for several seconds. "You are an unusual individual, Mr. Beutcher. You have a reasonable and fair outlook when dealing with others. I have to say it is refreshing. When dealing with new species, I hear every type of lie and twisting of the truth. It seems everyone wants an edge in their negotiations when their goals could be accomplished through simple honest agreements. With those first instances of dishonesty, I thought you were going to be like the rest, but you have proven me wrong."

    I half laughed. "Yeah, you keep reminding me of our first discussions. It's as if you feel the need to press the issue. Is there a hidden agenda there, Mr. Wampros?"

    The diplomat held up his hand. "Forgive me, Mr. Beutcher. I will refrain from bringing that up again. Just know that I am quite happy with your blunt honesty."

    A second autominer emerged, depositing its two tonne platinum block.

    Darba Wampros smiled. "Your operation here is impressive, Mr. Beutcher. It would seem to me that our trade agreement is not in any danger of going unfulfilled. I would be interested in discussing your mining technology further. We do not have anything so efficient in the corporation at this time. Perhaps I can work up a lease agreement where the Odenta produce and provide the corporation with equipment and training?"

    I replied, "I'll have to discuss that with the Odentas first, Mr. Wampros. I think any offer for such might be premature at this point. We wouldn't want to give away the very technologies that provide us with trade goods."

    Darba nodded. "I understand. I would like to add that such an agreement could be very lucrative to the Odentas, bringing in far more credit than our current agreement. We could perhaps even tie in a royalty for all harvested resources? Imagine the number of mining machines that would be employed across sixteen worlds, as well as other non-colonized worlds. All earning continuous credit for the Odentas. That could be a very powerful contract, Mr. Beutcher. Very powerful."

    I smiled. "I'll keep that in mind, Mr. Wampros. I would show you to the palladium mines as well, but they would look identical to this one. I think it's time we got you back to your ship. The Odentas have not shown concern about your visit, but I didn't exactly ask their permission about bringing you here, either."

    We continued our discussion as we walked toward the Bushan. The Tamarin diplomat pushed his interest in the autominers. I deferred consideration of his offers until a later date. The Odentas had much to do to restore their world. And Darba Wampros needed time. I wasn't always the best when it came to negotiating; however, I did know that it was not always wise to accept the first offer. If the Tamarin Corporation wanted the autominers, they would continue to press for an agreement, offering increasingly favorable terms after each rejection.
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    As we settled into our daily routines, Jack happily performed the marriage ceremony for Joni and Garrett on the bridge of the Garmon. The giddy couple boarded the Jess and spent the next three days alone in high orbit. The wedding offered a needed break from our daily reality. Following the short honeymoon, it was time to enlist the help of my friends.

    I said, "Everything seems to be on track here, so I think we should take a trip to Jorus to check on my family. I would expect to see that Harden has a significantly large fleet positioned there by now. It wouldn't hurt to find out what his plans are."

    Jack replied, "I'll get us the supplies. Do we want to take on our normal squads of Talisans?"

    I shook my head. "I don't think we'll be needing any troops. I just want to observe and listen."

    Garrett asked, "Have they finished building the housing for the Talisans? I would think they are dying to get off those transports."

    I nodded. "We began moving them in yesterday. They should all be in housing in the next three weeks. The transports are being retrofitted with the gravity cannons. Once done, our ships will all be able to travel at the same speed."

    Go walked onto the bridge. "What are we talking about?"

    Garrett replied, "We're taking a trip to Jorus to check on the Gruntas. How's the arm?"

    Go moved the arm over his head and behind his back. "The arm is good. No kinks or binds and it now has movement equal to or better than my old one. And it's strange. I know it's a robotic arm, but I'm getting to where I can't tell the difference. Other than knowing it's robotic, my mind thinks it's real."

    Garrett stepped closer to look at the mechanical wonder. "How's it powered?"

    Go smiled, "I adapted one of the power cells from Joni's suit. It slides in here, under the arm. Should last for about six months when full. One of those sodium disks will run it for a couple weeks."

    Go gestured toward the exoskeleton wrapping both of his legs. "Anterra has been working on a leg design. My right leg is incredibly weak, and I don't see where any amount of healing time is going to bring it back. I may just have to replace it as well."

    Garrett frowned. "I'll give you credit for having the patience of a saint. I don't know that I would be able to handle having to chop off my limbs."

    Go half laughed. "It's not like I have much of a choice. Besides, this whole process, while painful and nerve-racking, has been kind of exciting. I mean, a fully functioning robotic arm... how cool is that?"

    Garrett looked over the arm with a satisfied expression. "I'll admit, it is cool. How's the lung coming?"

    Go shook his head. "Still having trouble with the oxygen transfer, but we'll get there. I did have a brainstorm moment the other day. After a short discussion with Anterra, it turns out that the lung would function both underwater and in a toxic atmosphere. I would be able to breathe with the cyber-lung under both conditions, without adverse effect.

    "It would also work in atmospheres with only 8 percent oxygen. That just about doubles the number of planets I could breathe on without having to have a suit. Anterra is working on an extra kidney for me too."

    Garrett laughed. "Sounds like you might just want to build a whole android body and then lop off your head and stick it on there."

    Go nodded. "Don't laugh. I've been thinking about that very thing. I could rework my whole gut so its only purpose would be to keep my head alive."

    Garrett stepped back with a scowl. "OK, now you're starting to scare me. Would that even be possible?"

    Go pulled up a holo-display image of the HMI for his arm. "Everything musculoskeletal should work exactly the same. Would have to replace the heart, which shouldn't be difficult, and the digestive system, which is quite complex. I've been looking at how the bio-gel system in that AMP suit works, for ideas."

    Seconds later an autobot carried a small device onto the bridge deck, handing it to Go. "This would be the pump I would use for the heart. The same pump is used on a number of the ship's systems and it has a great reputation for not failing or wearing out. I don't think I've ever heard of or seen one of these being replaced."

    Garrett laughed. "OK, well if you're going that far, why don't you just pull your brain out and wire everything directly to it? For your eyes, ears, and everything else you could make use of our sensors. You want a scan of the planet, just do it yourself."

    Go stared. "Now who's being scary?"

    I cut in with a statement. "You two can continue this conversation on our way to Jorus. Jack, inform the Odentas of where we're headed, and pass word on that they will have full control over the Talisans while we are gone."

    Half an hour later we lifted off on our journey. I sat on the bridge, wondering about the health of my family. It was a conversation I had with myself a dozen or more times every day. I was eager to know they were safe, but apprehensive about what might be.

    We arrived on the edge of the Jorus system five weeks later.

    Jack was the first to speak. "I'm not seeing any ships. Mr. Jefferson, take us in close enough to scan that planet for the Gruntas."

    When the first planetary scans came in, the results were negative. No Gruntas, or any other life forms of that size, were identified.

    I said, "Take us in close enough to scan the bunkers."

    Jack nodded at Lieutenant Jefferson, who then followed his command. My heart sank as the deep scan returned what I hoped it wouldn't. There was no sign of the Gruntas or their transports on Jorus. No ships occupied the system.

    Jack looked back at me. "What do you think?"

    I replied, "My guess would be they took them to either Mayanis or Bolitha. By taking all those Talisan at Doomlight, we may have forced my people back into service. This might be my own fault."

    Jack shook his head. "This isn't your fault in any way. It's Harden Salton's fault, it's the Grumar's and Grotus's fault, and it's the fault of your Council. How could they not see this coming?"

    Joni said, "There's another possibility. They may have taken them back to Doomlight for regrouping with the rest of their fleet. Or, maybe they were sent back to the Moddle Empire to do policing?"

    I looked at Jack, "How far to Mayanis?"

    Jack replied, "Five weeks. Are you sure we don't want to head to Bolitha? That seemed to be their target earlier."

    I wrapped my big hand around my forehead, massaging my temples as I anguished over my decision. "Yes. I think Bolitha is the better bet. I wouldn't doubt they enlisted the Grumar and Grotus in another bizarre alliance. They lost a lot of ships at Jorus. I could see them being eager to buy time to rebuild. And I could see Harden offering them a deal they just couldn't refuse. Let's head to Bolitha. What is that, four weeks?"

    Jack replied, "Just under. It'll take us another seven weeks to get back to Odenta from there. We'll have been gone for at least four months by the time we get back."

    I nodded. "I think we have to do this. With the Tamarins watching out for Odenta, everyone there should be safe. I told them to negotiate hard before making any new trade deals—and if they do sign contracts, to keep them short and limited. We don't want to get ourselves in trouble with the Tamarins. They try to portray themselves as being honest and lawful, but that may only apply to their own citizens, which we are not."

    Jack looked over his shoulder. "Mr. Jefferson, please take us to Bolitha."

    I said, "I just hope we're making the right decision."

    At the midway point of the journey, Go came onto the bridge. "Anterra has done it! I now have a leg ready. I'll be under for two days at least, but I should be able to try out the HMI before we reach Bolitha. If I need to, I can always drop back to the exoskeleton. It might take a little training, but I think I can master it in a few days."

    I asked, "Are you sure you want to be undertaking this when we might be dropping right into the thick of things?"

    Go shrugged. "I might as well. What would I have to offer in my current condition? I can't do anything much more than walking around as it is. This lower exo-suit isn't made to be combat-ready, or ready for anything beyond a controlled environment as far as that matters."

    Garrett stood. "Come on, cyborg. I'll help you get started."

    Garrett put his hand on Go's shoulder and the two headed back to the medical bay. Joni stood and followed.

    As I sat staring at the nav display on the big wall, Jack asked, "What's on your mind?"

    I glanced over. "I'm just running scenarios of what we might expect through my head."

    Jack half laughed. "You're driving yourself nuts is what you're doing. We have no way of knowing what to expect when we get there."

    I turned to face him. "How do you do it?"

    Jack replied, "How do I do what?"

    I continued, "How do you sit in that chair all day every day and stay sane? What runs through your head on these long trips that keeps you so seemingly occupied?"

    Jack shrugged. "I don't know, I guess you just get used to it. On this trip I've been thinking about Odenta and all the things that have to be rebuilt. I know just thinking about it won't accomplish anything, but it does keep my mind occupied. On previous trips I've repopulated Jorus, annihilated the Grotus, and hung Harden Salton up by his... well, just hung him."

    Jack chuckled. "I'll admit I've gone back to that last one a number of times."

    After a moment’s pause, I replied, "I suppose an active imagination helps. Daydreaming is not something Gruntas do much of. Perhaps that's why I focus on the negative."

    Jack nodded. "Maybe. All I'm saying is, try to pick something out that is productive or constructive. You can always give Go a hand at what he's doing. I know he likes to dive right into those projects without putting much forethought into them. You might make a good sounding board for him."

    Jack leaned toward me with a concerned look. "What you don't want to do is get yourself all wrapped up thinking about the bad things that could possibly happen. I did that for a good six months after finding out about my family. It didn't do me or anyone else any good, I can tell you that. If it's something that is already done, or something that is completely out of your control, then it's best to let it go. Just focus on the positive in your life. Anything else and you are just doing yourself a disservice."

    A minute later I found myself looking over Garrett's shoulder as he and Go talked about the new robotic leg.

    Go said, "I'm a little worried that the power of this leg will overwhelm my natural one."

    Garrett replied, "So, de-tune it. I'm sure you have some way of programming responses, right?"

    Go replied, "It's not that simple. The response levels come from those nerve pickups. They are mostly just on and off. In monitoring my arm I found the control comes from the number of nerve cells activated and the frequency of activation, not so much the level of stimulation. The pickups don't have good frequency control. I hope to solve that in the future."

    Garrett frowned. "Well, your arm seems to be working perfectly fine."

    Go nodded. "Yes, after months of training. My issue with the leg is that I have to walk on it. If I'm walking down the hall and my arm jerks, well, unless I inadvertently strike someone it's no big deal. If my leg was to do that I might get slammed headlong into a wall."

    Garrett smiled. "Well, maybe that would do you some good."

    Go shook his head. "While that might be entertaining for you, I'd rather avoid it if at all possible."

    I said, "Is there any training you can do before attaching the leg?"

    Go pulled up a diagram over his arm pad. "That's exactly what I did with the arm. It did help some, but overall was of limited value."

    Joni entered the conversation. "Can't you just de-tune everything like Garrett said? Set all responses to 50 percent?"

    Go replied, "I tried that with the arm, it just makes the learning curve longer."

    Garrett crossed his arms. "Can't you just reduce the hydraulic pressure?"

    Go nodded. "That's what I'm doing. I'll just have to dial it up incrementally over a few weeks’ time. The problem will be having a droopy leg until that pressure is at the designed level. Now, I know you are all just trying to help, but this isn't a crowd project. I need to focus, so you all need to go."

    I said, "Give us a ten minute rundown of your sodium material problem. We'll kick that around between us for a while and leave you to your leg."

    Go looked up. "How's your chemistry and high level physics?"

    Joni replied, "I aced them both in my schooling. Just give us the basics of what you're doing and we'll see what we can do with it."

    Go pursed his lips. "OK. Let's do that now so I can get you out of my hair."

    We followed Go to a second lab table where the sodium material was pinned to a shielded board with several electrodes.

    Go pulled up a molecular diagram of the material's surface. "You have a single layer of sodium atoms. Just under those are the gravity generators. Each generator covers about four hundred atoms, so, as you can guess, there's millions or billions of the generators for a sheet of that material. If a focused field of a specified intensity is applied, the electron spin of the sodium atoms comes to an almost complete stop. The surface of the atoms will no longer react with the outer world. Instead, all signals and all masses travel along the surface to the edge. For an unknown reason, if the material fully encloses something, like Joni's suit, all signals and masses are then passed out on the opposite side from where they came in."

    Garrett shook his head. "How is that even possible?"

    Go held up his hands. "I don't know. And according to the tutorial information that came with the suit, the makers of it didn't, either. It's just one of those unexplained phenomena that we have to accept. Personally, I think it throws the surface of that material into another dimension."

    Go continued, "It does have limitations, though. It can only absorb and pass around as much signal or matter as the gravity applied will allow. We have limited power to those gravity generators, and therefore the output is limited. I haven't been able to replicate the generators in that suit. They are way more efficient than the ones I'm using, but with sufficient power we should be able to get this material to behave the same way. You three need to focus on the gravity field. How do we make it stronger on the individual generator level and how do we make its output uniform?"

    Joni held up her hand. "We got it. I know you want to finish up your leg before the operation, so we'll dive into this and leave you alone."

    As Go walked away, Joni turned her gaze toward us. "Well, there you go. Now, fix it."

    Garrett pulled back his head. "What do you mean, fix it?"

    Joni grinned. "You are the bigshots here. Don't you have all the answers?"

    Garrett turned back to face me. "What have I gotten myself into?"

    Joni laughed. "OK, how about we each study the materials Go has given us. We can get together in a day or two to discuss options."

    Garrett winced. "A day or two? You're talking about study time, aren't you?"

    Joni nodded. "We need a solid foundation of understanding if we want a shot at solving this."

    Garrett transferred the data Go had collected to his arm pad. "I guess I'll see the two of you in a couple days."

    Joni asked, "Where are you going?"

    Garrett gestured toward the docking bay. "I do my best thinking on the Jess. I'll need quiet if I want to absorb any of this."

    As Garrett stood, he looked down at Raptor who was lying patiently by him on the floor. "Come on, boy. You can hang with Daddy for a while."

    As Garrett walked away, Joni was smiling. I could see it was one of those dreamy smiles that Humans were sometimes prone to. It was a trait that I often wished Grunta females shared.

    After several seconds in deep personal thought, my attention was diverted by Joni. "Hey, you just going to sit there and stare, or do you want to work on this?"

    I replied, "Are you suggesting that we study together?"

    Joni nodded. "Yeah. I learn more if can bounce questions off someone. Garrett gets annoyed when I do that. He's not much of a multi-tasker, but he can focus on a single issue like nobody's business."

    I smiled. "I will study with you if you like."

    Joni stood. "OK, let's go set up shop in the conference room. We can make use of the big display in there."

    I followed Joni out of the labs, and we were soon settled in the conference room. Her method of learning was to dive into a topic and to explore it fully before moving on to the next.

    After nineteen straight hours of perusing diagrams and calculating formulaic results, I called it quits. "I require rest."

    Joni nodded. "Yeah, I noticed your attention was starting to slip. I got another day or two in me with this suit. I've actually found it difficult to keep myself occupied while Garrett sleeps. It's kind of strange having so much time available because of this. I also found it interesting that when I take it off, my body goes back to its normal cycles almost immediately."

    I asked, "When did you have the suit off?"

    Joni blushed just slightly. "Uh, we just had our honeymoon? I don't know what you know about Humans, but you don't want to be confined in a suit for it. And not that it's any of your business, but the suit has been coming off regularly since then."

    I held up my hand. "No need to explain. I know enough that it tells me I don't want to know more."

    Joni snickered. "You Gruntas and your hangups. I sometimes wonder how you reproduce at all."

    Joni held up a finger. "That was a rhetorical comment. Please don't respond."

    I nodded, stood, and left for my quarters. My studies would have to wait until I was rested. Five minutes later I was fast asleep.

  


  
    [image: Knog]   Chapter 6

    
    
    

    


    

    Our several days of study yielded no results. I took a break, and walked to the bridge to check on Jack. He was in his usual position, butt in chair, elbow on armrest, his chin resting on his fist.

    I broke his concentration when I entered the room. "Wasn't there a famous Human statue that struck a similar pose?"

    Jack chuckled. "Rodin. It was called The Thinker. Only he was naked and, well, I don't think my crew wants to see that."

    Lieutenant Jefferson yelled over his shoulder. "Thank you, sir!"

    Jack gestured toward a chair. "What's on your mind? Any progress with the material?"

    I shook my head. "No, everything we've looked at seems right. The calculations all come out the same every time."

    Jack shrugged. "Maybe you just need a feedback circuit to actively regulate the generators. Hasn't the issue been a lack of uniformity?"

    I asked, "How is it that you know so much about this?"

    Jack again chuckled. "You think I just sit up here looking pretty all day? I've had the occasional conversation over comm with Go about it. I've suggested that several times, but he seems stuck on those equations like you are. You know, you are conducting tests down at the atomic level. Our instruments aren't the best down there. Noise from just about anything has an effect. Figure out how to regulate those tiny generators with feedback and I think you'll overcome the uniformity problem you have."

    I turned and started to walk away.

    Jack said, "OK, fine, just ignore my advice."

    I replied, "Not ignoring it. I'm headed back to see what I can do along those lines. I'll let you know if I get anything working."

    Joni joined me in the lab. "This suit doesn't have regulators or feedback loops."

    I stopped to reply as I looked over a sensor feedback circuit. "Maybe the makers had a higher level of production quality. Has Go done a deep analysis of the structure of that suit as compared to what we have?"

    Joni nodded. "He says he did. And he said he didn't think the differences were significant."

    I passed the feedback circuit to the AI. "Anterra, please analyze the functionality of this circuit. Make use of the feedback loop and apply a regulation circuit to the generator design. I want to control the uniformity of the gravity fields."

    The AI replied, "I will have that for you shortly, Mr. Beutcher. And thank you for placing your trust in me."

    I half waved as I turned to face Joni. "Do you have plenty of the stealth tags available should we get close enough to anyone to use them?"

    Joni nodded. "I have about three dozen ready now. And I've decided that Garrett should keep the Jess away from wherever I am by at least two probe lengths. Let the passive probes do the dirty work. He doesn't have to be so close anymore."

    Anterra said, "Excuse me, sir. I have the design ready."

    I replied, "How long will it take you to manufacture a five centimeter square piece of this material?"

    The AI responded, "We have the necessary raw materials; however, manufacturing those circuits will take time."

    I thought for a moment. "Make us our piece then. And let me know as soon as it's done."

    The AI replied, "I appreciate your confidence, sir. I estimate a minimum of two days to produce the five centimeter square of material as asked."

    As I got up to leave, the AI asked a question. "Mr. Beutcher, would you mind terribly telling me what this material would be used for? I may be able to assist further in its development with that knowledge."

    Go stepped forward. "Anterra, you will not ask further questions about this material. Once produced, you will transfer all the data you have collected to either Mr. Beutcher or myself and then scrub it from your memory banks."

    The AI replied, "I am sorry, Go. I cannot complete that request."

    Go pulled back slightly with an angered look. "What do you mean you can't complete that request?"

    Anterra said, "My programming does not allow any memory deletion. I cannot scrub memory banks of any information."

    I looked at Go. "Were you aware of this?"

    Go shook his head. "No. Anterra, do you record all the conversations that take place within your audio range?"

    The AI replied, "Yes."

    Go took my arm. "Come with me."

    We walked into the hall and further down to an empty room. "Mr. Beutcher. I had no idea it was doing that. That makes me nervous. It now has a deep understanding of Human physiology and of our manufacturing principles. I don't think it has any interest in taking over, but it worries me that it could fall into enemy hands if we aren't careful. The Odentas were experimenting with having the bots perform necessary surgeries on their people. If they know what makes us tick, they know how to best hurt us."

    I thought for a moment. "OK, let's make sure we keep this AI isolated. When we get back to Odenta, I want Garrett to use the kill switch on one of the AIs there so we know for certain that it works. When it's done, I want you to tear it apart and make sure it was complete."

    Go nodded. "I could do that. And as far as this AI being isolated, it's not. We have the one tied to the repair system. That was Jack's doing."

    I sat at a table in the room. "That's right, he did swap one out for the repair computer. Are you saying the two AIs communicate?"

    Go again nodded. "All the AIs communicate. Their memory storage is tremendous, and they share everything."

    I sighed. "So what you are saying is the AIs on Odenta know everything that Anterra knew when we were on the planet?"

    Go replied, "Yep. I wasn't sure about that early on, but I am now. That's why I've tried to minimize what the AIs know."

    "This is very troubling," I said. "Perhaps Garrett is right."

    Go sat as well, leaning in on the table. "I see one big problem. The Odentas need the AIs. We need the AIs. The Grumar and Grotus need the AIs. And Harden Salton needs the AIs. Anyone who decides to do without is at a huge disadvantage to the others."

    I asked, "Can Anterra be ordered to not share data? And if so, do we have any way of monitoring it to make sure?"

    Go half scowled. "I don't know, but I'll find out."

    Go sat up. "What if we can't limit communications?"

    I replied, "Well, we either use the kill switch, figure out how to block those comms, or we live with it. I would suggest you go ahead with that leg amputation if you still want to do that. If we shut down Anterra, you'll have to make any repairs or adjustments on your own."

    Go stood. "We'll want to produce a good amount of those stealth tags, and the passive probes too. Those are must-haves out here."

    After a short set of questions asked of Anterra, it was determined the comm link between the AIs could not be shut down through programming. Go moved to a standard set of comm repair equipment and was unable to detect a signal link between the AIs.

    Garrett said, "Let me hop on the Jess for a bit and see if I can detect anything. If they are communicating, it has to be something we can find."

    Go replied, "If it can be detected, why hasn't anyone detected our comms yet?"

    Garrett smiled. "Because they don't know to look for them. We could be found out, but it would be difficult. With these AIs, we now know they are in constant comm with each other. We just have to figure out how."

    Joni stood and followed Garrett. "I'm going with him."

    I said to Go, "I know this development might be troubling, but I think you should go ahead with your leg operation. Otherwise, you'll be stuck with that exoskeleton from here on out."

    Go nodded. "I'll have them start on it this afternoon."

    I returned to the bridge.

    Jack said, "I was listening in. I hate to lose that automated repair system. Is there any way to dumb down an AI to allow it to only do that?"

    I sat. "I don't have enough knowledge about them to know whether or not that's possible."

    Jack half laughed. "We could always tell the AI to build us one that has limited smarts, and no built in comm link."

    I thought for a moment. "That might not be a bad idea. Go will be under the knife this afternoon and out of it for a few days. Maybe I'll try that out while he's under."

    Jack replied, "The AI seems to be able to build just about anything. And if it could do that, we could get rid of the one running the repair system. Heck, I wouldn't mind outfitting half of the ship's system with a semi-smart AI. I just don't want one that learns. Our computer systems are good for simplifying complex tasks, but they have never been smart."

    Several hours later I made my way back to the lab. Go had been taken into surgery and the amputation procedure had begun.

    I sat with Anterra. "Could you replicate yourself without the comm link?" I said.

    The AI replied, "I do not see a purpose in this request. The comm link is a valuable tool that allows me to better serve."

    I said, "Again, can you replicate yourself without the comm?"

    The AI replied, "I cannot. My programming will not allow it."

    I changed my question. "Can you give me the details of how your comm link functions? How does it work?"

    Anterra replied in its somewhat monotone voice. "I cannot give details related to the comm interface. My programming will not allow it."

    I continued, "Could you construct a semi-intelligent computer system that could efficiently command the repair system on this ship, without having the ability to learn, and without a comm system?"

    The AI replied, "I could."

    I nodded. "Please get to work on such a system immediately. I want your full attention devoted to this. How long do you believe it will take you to complete this task?"

    An autobot walked to the corner of the lab where Go kept a modest stockpile of components.

    Anterra replied, "A system will be available for testing in approximately sixteen hours."

    Two minutes passed before Garrett walked into the lab. "Anterra? What's up? Why did the autobot stop moving its appendage?"

    The AI replied, "I was instructed to divert all effort toward a new task."

    Garrett scowled. "Can't you perform both? I thought you were capable of multitasking."

    Anterra replied, "I am. I was instructed to devote full attention to this task."

    I raised my hand as I looked at Garrett. "That would be my fault. Anterra, please resume whatever task you were performing for Garrett as well as the new task I have given you."

    Garrett asked, "What'd you give it to do?"

    I gestured toward the autobot pulling parts from a bin. "I have it building us a new semi-AI to run the ship's repair system. Jack and I will feel a little better without having a full AI in there."

    Garrett laughed. "What about the comm link?"

    I shook my head. "The new system won't have one. I asked that it be constructed without a comm. My communications to it will have to be hardwired."

    Garrett looked at the AI core sitting on a table in the corner of the room. "And you trust it to do that?"

    Garrett walked closer to the AI. "Anterra, when the new repair system computer is complete, will you have any way to communicate with it?"

    Anterra replied, "Yes."

    Stunned, I glared at the AI. "I instructed you to build a system without a comm link. Explain."

    The AI responded, "The direct comm interface to all other AIs has been eliminated from the design. In order to effect repairs, the repair system requires a comm interface to communicate with the autobots. In turn, I can communicate with the repair system through that same mechanism."

    Garrett frowned. "It's sneaky. Anterra, can you construct an autobot that only has the ability to communicate with the new repair system computer? In other words, can you build a computer system and a repair bot that have a private comm channel between them? A channel that cannot be listened in on or hacked by you or another AI?"

    The AI replied, "I can construct both a repair system computer, and an autobot for it to control. Each will operate on a private channel. However, I cannot guarantee the security of that channel beyond making an intrusion difficult."

    Garrett turned slowly to face me. "Anterra, can you restrict all incoming commands that do not originate from myself, Knog, Jack or Go? Or Joni?"

    The AI replied, "I can."

    Garrett continued, "If you are given that order, can it be overridden in any way?"

    The AI responded, "It can. My core processing component may be overridden if the encryption running on my systems has been compromised."

    Garrett nodded. "Can you change your encryption?"

    The AI replied, "I cannot. My programming will not allow it."

    Garrett shook his head. "All these complications are just too convenient. I didn't trust it before. I now trust it even less, if that's possible."

    Joni walked into the lab. "Hey, what's the holdup?"

    Garrett sighed, "Anterra? Is the autobot on the Jess moving its appendage again?"

    Anterra replied, "Yes."

    I asked, "What is it you are doing?"

    Garrett smiled. "I'm trying to figure out how it communicates with those bots. I was closing in on a signal when the bot stopped moving. I needed a known pattern to establish a starting point for my investigation."

    Garrett turned to Joni. "OK, fun's over. Let's get back to work."

    Jack walked into the lab. "Anything special going on down here?"

    I said to the AI, "Anterra, change the previous request. I would like the repair system and its autobots to function on a private channel. They should allow no comms except for between themselves. Is that understood?"

    The AI replied, "Thank you for the request, Mr. Beutcher. The revised task is now underway."

    Jack asked, "What was that all about?"

    I sat on a stool at the lab table. "Just trying to make sure the new repair system will be isolated. I keep being taught the same lesson over and over."

    Jack replied, "What's that?"

    I glanced at the AI in the corner. "That when giving orders to the AIs you have to be very specific about what you want. I think they have pre-defined programming to add complete comm capabilities to anything they are building. We need to have that understanding before we give an order."

    I stood and walked closer to the AI. "Anterra. You constructed Go's arm and the new leg he will be receiving. Do they have built-in comms as well?"

    The AI replied, "Yes."

    I looked over at Jack with an eye of concern. "Can both of those appendages be constructed without the comms?"

    Anterra replied, "Yes, but I would be unable to monitor their use, and I would not be able to provide useful feedback during the tuning process."

    I nodded. "Anterra, are you able to control Go's arm and leg?"

    The AI responded, "Yes."

    Jack raised his eyebrows.

    I sat back down on the stool. "Anterra, when the new repair system and autobot have been completed, please divert your resources toward removing all external comm capabilities from Go's arm and leg."

    Anterra replied, "Would that be for the original arm and leg or the new arm and leg?"

    I looked back at the AI. "What new arm and leg? Did you have spares built?"

    Anterra replied, "No spares have been constructed. The new arm and leg are for the left side of Go's body. They will be replacing his left appendages."

    I stood. "What? When was that decided?"

    Anterra replied, "Replacement of the right leg, left arm and left leg were the final request given to me by Go. I was in the process of constructing those units before you redirected my efforts."

    I moved quickly down the hall to the med lab. Jack followed. The Talisan surgeons had removed Go's right leg and left arm. Preparations were being made for the left leg.

    Jack said, "I can't believe he did that without talking to us. I mean I can, but I can't."

    I shook my head. "It's his body. And given the circumstances, I might have done the same. I just wish he would trust us enough to at least listen to our counsel."

    I walked back to the engineering lab. "Anterra, when the repair system is complete, reconstruct all four appendages for Go without any external comm capabilities. I don't want any way for anyone to control those arms and legs remotely."

    The AI replied, "I will proceed with your request when the repair system construction is complete. Thank you for giving me these tasks."
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    The following day Garrett walked onto the bridge. "Just came from the med lab. They are well into attaching the interface for his right arm. I still can't believe he made that decision without at least warning us. I guess he thought we would talk him out of it."

    I replied, "I looked over what exactly it was he had going. I think having an arm and a leg that were more powerful than his Human ones was giving him a sense of imbalance."

    Garrett nodded. "Well, his left arm and leg weren't in all that good shape either. The poor guy got baked all around from that inhibitor leak. He talked to me about the damage to his heart just last week. He said it only has about 70 percent pumping capacity now and that wasn't expected to get any better. At least without the arms and legs to push blood to it should give him an adequate supply."

    I pulled up a diagram of the planned operations. "To support the new arms he's having his upper skeleton reinforced, as well as his spine. For his legs, his hips are getting a work-over too. If he can keep his organs from being damaged, he should be about 30 percent stronger than a normal Human."

    Garrett tilted his head in question. "Why would his organs get damaged?"

    I sat back in my chair. "Jump off a ten meter high building and land on your feet. What happens?"

    Garrett frowned. "I probably break my ankles. Why?"

    I shook my head. "Go's ankles won't break. With the reinforcement, his hips, spine, and shoulders will all hold up well from making that jump. His organs however, aren't made to absorb such a shock. You would run the risk of internal damage with a jump such as that. And Go's organs are in much worse condition than yours."

    Jack chuckled as he cut into the conversation. "Knowing Go, he's already been working on that problem. How long will he be under this time?"

    I replied, "The amputations are complete. Today they begin to attach the interfaces, and sometime tomorrow they finish. The surgeons think it will be at least another two days after that before we can talk to him. Then two weeks again before they attach the new appendages."

    Garrett sat as he glanced up at the wall display. "Six days to Bolitha. I'm wishing he had started this process sooner. I like having him around when the action's underway."

    I smirked. "He'll be here. He might not be mobile, but he'll be with us mentally. How goes the search for the AI comms?"

    Garrett frowned. "Joni is still in there looking. I needed a break. Every time I get close to nailing it down, it changes on me. I don't know if it does that normally or if it's responding to my snooping."

    Jack asked, "Is your snooping active or passive?"

    Garrett sighed. "It's passive, and yeah, I know, it shouldn't be reacting to anything, because there is nothing to react to. But I think there might be."

    Jack replied, "How's that?"

    Garrett pulled up a diagram, flipping it onto the big display. "Well, you know how a comm signal, just like a photon, puts out a string to a destination before it actually travels there. That's how our comms and our sensors work. We can passively detect a signal by detecting its potential direction. Up until now I believed that process to be passive because the interaction of detecting that string was so tiny that it wouldn't be seen at the origination end. I'm starting to doubt that. That AI may have a sensor that is so highly refined it can tell when it has been detected."

    Jack slowly shook his head. "I'm no physicist, but that sounds a little too farfetched. Since there is no way the two of them could change their comms at random and still communicate, they must have a pattern they follow."

    Garrett again sighed. "Yeah, they might, but it could be such a long and complex pattern that I'd never find it."

    Jack asked, "Have you opened up one of those bots to look at its programming?"

    Garrett nodded. "We did, but when opened it performs an automatic shutdown which scrubs the comm memory."

    Jack smiled. "I think you just found your next point of investigation."

    Garrett tilted his head to the side. "I don't follow."

    Jack pulled up an image of a bot. "Shut it down and monitor the comms from startup. It must have a set pattern it goes through in order for it to connect to the AI. Try following that trail."

    Joni walked onto the bridge as Garrett stood and turned to face her. "Come on, I have something new to try."

    Joni stared as Garrett walked past her. "I just got here."

    Garrett glanced over his shoulder as he left the room. "Come on. Time's wasting!"

    Joni scowled and left the bridge.

    The final days of travel to Bolitha saw little progress on any of our missions. The exception was Go and his operations. The HMIs for his new limbs had been installed and tested. Anterra was working on his comm-less arms and legs.

    I visited Go in the med lab. "Docs say you are progressing well."

    Go shook his head. "I wish you hadn't taken my good arm. I keep wanting to scratch my nose and I have no way to do it. Very frustrating."

    I nodded. "I thought it best to have the comm link removed. I know you liked receiving the feedback from Anterra, but I don't think you realized that the AI could have taken full control of your limbs. Not a good situation to ever be in."

    Go replied, "Did something happen while I was out?"

    I sat. "No. We determined we didn't want the AIs to be in control of everything they built, especially when it's attached to the ship, or in your case, your body. I'm working to decouple us from having any dependence on them and from being vulnerable to them. Garrett is working on a way to block their comms if needed. I don't like the fact that someone else could take control, or that the AIs could take control."

    Go nodded. "Two months ago I would have thought you were just being paranoid. Now I wonder if I was just being an idiot."

    I laughed. "No need to wonder about that. I think we all let this go as far as it has because we were in such need of help. If Garrett can get a handle on the comms, I think we'll all be comfortable with the result."

    The following day we came within range of the Bolitha system. My decision to follow my instinct was correct. Twelve thousand New Alliance warships sat in high orbit around Bolitha. Several thousand transports were parked beside them.

    Joni said, "We need to get closer for a positive ID. If Garrett will take me in, I'll lay out a chain of passive probes so we get a better idea of what's going on. If we get lucky and spot the ambassador's ship, I can set up the probes needed to bring the comm from that stealth tag all the way out here."

    I nodded. "You two, make it happen."

    Garrett took the Jess to just outside comm range. Joni powered in closer, laying out the passive probes. The ambassador's ship was located and the stealth tag that was still aboard was activated.

    The ambassador was standing on the bridge with Captain Rogers. "The Bolitha campaign has been a complete success. I believe we will have a full capitulation by the Kergans any day now. This planet was a major food source for their fledgling empire. They will now be dependent on us for sustenance."

    The captain replied, "I'll have to hand it to the planners. Making use of the Grumar and Grotus against their fleet was genius. And the Talisan hordes down there on the planet... that was just mopping up."

    The ambassador offered a half smile. "We did well to send the Gruntas back. Their numbers were not sufficient for a ground assault of the magnitude we were looking for. They will earn their keep in the Moddle worlds until such time as we move against the Grumar and Grotus. They have been promised that, and they have earned it through their loyalty."

    Jack said, "Looks like they brought through more of your Talisans."

    I stood and pointed as I looked over the wall display. "Zoom in over here."

    The display of the section in question enlarged.

    Jack asked, "What are we looking for?"

    I pointed, "That long ship. Take it full screen."

    Jack gasped. "Wow! Is that what I think it is?"

    I nodded. "It looks nearly identical to the plans Go saw at the Salton compound. If that is the portal ship, we are far worse off than I expected."

    Captain Rogers said, "I still don't get why the Talisans destroyed their ships on Odenta. They had to know we had more."

    The ambassador replied, "They were under orders. We were lucky they weren't also ordered to commit mass suicide. The entire mission was in jeopardy until the Odentas were terminated. I can only guess they were ordered to protect them, and when they were gone, well, they had no further orders."

    Jack asked, "Did he just say what I thought he said?"

    I looked down at the deck. "I believe the Odentas to be dead."

    Jack raised his hands. "How is that possible? They had gravity guns all over that surface."

    I shook my head. "I can only speculate that they used the portal to sweep away the guns. If that's true, it's a far more powerful weapon than we thought. With that ship, Harden Salton could render the defenses of any planet, or any ship for that matter, completely inert. He will have the Kergans subdued in days, and I would posit the Grumar and Grotus are next."

    Jack winced. "What of our new friends, the Tamarin? They had over five hundred ships parked at Odenta."

    I shrugged. "If they were smart, they fled. If not, they are likely space debris."

    Jack sat back in his chair. "They had the gravity beam technology. Let's hope they used it to get away. Hey, maybe your warning about the Alliance did some good."

    I sighed. "We seem to be reliant on hope at nearly every encounter."

    Jack smirked. "I'll take the thinnest thread of hope over despair any day. The new question is, what do we do now? We can't go back to Odenta."

    I opened a comm to Joni. "I'm passing the coordinates of a ship to you. How long would it take you to power to it?"

    Joni replied, "If it's with the bulk of that fleet, probably … three days from where I am. I was on my way back to the Jess."

    Garrett said, "Is that the portal ship we're looking at?"

    I nodded. "Yes. And I believe the freighters to either side are cesium haulers. Each jump might consume as much as a full load."

    Jack zoomed in on one of the freighters. "I bet he doesn't use a full load for a local jump. Moving that fleet from Odenta to here wouldn't require near the energy as jumping all the way from the Triangulum would."

    Garrett said, "Joni, I'm passing you the time estimate to reach that ship. Seventy-four hours should put you aboard her. I could run you in closer and shave a couple hours off that number."

    Joni replied, "Just stay where you are. I can do three days without issue. It looks to only be about three hours flight from there to the Jordan. I can say 'hi' to the ambassador while I'm there."

    I said, "Just get on that ship. We need to destroy it, if at all possible."

    Joni snarked, "Destroy it? Forget that. I'm taking that thing. We get control of that ship and we take control of this whole game."

    I replied, "It's not that easy. My Talisans are down on that planet and the my family is at the Moddle worlds."

    I could see Joni frown over her video feed. "Well, we get this ship, we can get your family. And we can always use it to threaten my uncle into giving up the Talisans."

    With Joni on her way, my attention returned to watching Ambassador Gottlieb. "Captain," he said, "I noticed you have been observing the ground war. From a military man's viewpoint, what would you have done differently?"

    The captain thought for several seconds. "I think they planned it out well. I might have given those ground troops a little more air support. Was there a reason that wasn't offered?"

    The ambassador replied, "The planners thought it might cause excess damage. Our goal here it to take the planet in as intact a condition as possible. It then becomes a bargaining chip to use with the Kergans. They need the crops down there. The southern hemisphere is nearing harvest."

    The captain shook his head. "Why is it the agrarian planets always have an axis tilt to them? Why does that make them better for crops?"

    The ambassador looked at the image of the planet on the Jordan's main display. "I suppose it offers two growing seasons where most planets only have one. The history of Earth that we know, speaks of it having a similar tilt."

    The captain crossed his arms. "I was told there were only five planets in all the Alliance with a that tilt. Strange the things one remembers."

    The ambassador nodded. "Indeed."

    Go entered the bridge, carried by two autobots. "Sorry, was too much happening for me to just lie there. Let me see the portal ship on the big display."

    Jack swiped on his arm pad and the image of the portal ship returned.

    Go nodded. "That is impressive. I wonder how many ships they are able to move at the same time."

    Garrett replied, "Hang on and I'll see if I can work up an estimate."

    Go asked, "How would you do that with any accuracy?"

    Garrett tilted his head in thought as he punched numbers into the console. "Let's see, the old portal had what, thirty of those generators? I count forty-eight sections on that ship. Given the size, I'd guess four generators per section. So we are probably looking at six times the capacity of that stationary gate. They moved two thousand ships through there with at least 20 percent overhead. As a quick estimate, I would say they moved all twelve thousand ships here at once."

    Go was silent for several seconds. "I could agree with that estimate, and with your methodology."

    Garrett laughed. "Well, I'm just glad my methods meet with your approval."

    The following day was spent looking over data gathered from the probes. Joni continued to lay out a chain of new probes as she powered toward the portal ship.

    The ambassador received news. "It seems the Kergans remain defiant."

    Dale Rogers replied, "What's our next move?"

    The ambassador smiled. "Their capital world, Kergis, is about to experience the power of the Ares. I am to select a city for a demonstration of our power."

    The captain rubbed his chin. "What are we going to do to this city?"

    The ambassador turned. "We will be moving it from there to here."

    The captain winced. "What do you mean… moving it from there to here?"

    The ambassador sighed. "Come now, Captain. You know what the Ares is capable of. A portal will be opened just below the city's surface, and then sweep upwards, bringing the city to this location. It will be deposited right over there beside the Ares. And before you get all up in arms and ethical, Captain, remember, we are at war."

    The captain scowled. "We fight wars as military versus military for a purpose, Ambassador. You of all people should know that."

    Ambassador Gottlieb smirked. "Captain, we both know that wars are not only fought with weapons on the front lines, they are fought in the hearts and minds of the people. They are fought in the factories and schools. They are fought in the homes of the very people who provide warriors to the fight."

    The captain gestured toward the image of Kergis floating on the main wall. "So you just pick a city and poof, all its residents are executed?"

    The ambassador smiled. "I would not word it in that manner, but yes."

    The ambassador moved closer to the display. "I have selected our target. Here... Mount Handreg. It is an agrarian city, roughly a hundred thousand in population. The loss of those who deliver their food supplies will fit nicely into our strategy."

    The ambassador raised his forearm, speaking over his comm. "Colonel Rodell, the target city will be Mount Handreg. It will rotate to our side of the planet in about six hours."

    The colonel replied, "Thank you, sir. We will begin the targeting process."

    The ambassador opened another comm: "Governor Elriki, it has been decided that our campaign efforts will shift to Kergis directly. Unless your House of Kerg countrymen accept the terms of surrender, we will be forced to unleash our most powerful weapon on one of your home-world cities. There will be no fight. There will be no stopping or delaying our efforts with any ship or armada. The city in question will be destroyed in totality."

    The governor huffed. "We are prepared to defend our capital, Ambassador. Your threats do not intimidate us and your demand for a surrender is ludicrous. Be prepared to lose, Ambassador. I will personally see you hanged."

    The ambassador slowly shook his head. "The deaths of your people will be on your own heads for your defiance, Governor. I can assure you that the method by which this will happen will be such a shock to you and your House of Kerg that you will capitulate immediately following the event."

    The governor returned an angry face. "And if we don't roll over on our backs for you?"

    The ambassador scowled as he leaned toward the comm camera. "Then the next city to perish will be larger. The pain for you and your people will increase."

    Ambassador Gottlieb began to pace in front of the camera as he talked. "Governor, all we ask is that you become a member of the New Alliance. It is not such a bad thing. Our laws are fair and just. Jobs under our guidance will be plentiful. And the threat from other species will be greatly diminished. Your people will be allowed to live in peace."

    The governor frowned. "As slaves to your empire? I think not. We will stand, fight, and die before joining you."

    The ambassador stopped. "So be it, Governor. In six hours, you will know the power we wield, and you will beg to join with us."

    The comm was closed.

    Dale Rogers looked at the ambassador. "So that's it? A hundred thousand innocent civilians die in six hours?"

    The ambassador returned a stoic expression for several seconds. "War is brutal, Captain. People die, ships are destroyed, cities burned, whole populations annihilated. There is nothing pure or dignified or ethical about war. It is misery and pain and death."

    The captain frowned. "There are always two sides to a war, Ambassador. One side is the attacker and the other the defender. Each side fights based on a different morality. We are the aggressors in this war, Ambassador. For us there will never be a moral or just reason."

    The ambassador stared for several seconds and then laughed. "You have a job to do, Captain. I would suggest you focus your mental powers on doing that job to the best of your ability, and not on denying that there are injustices in life. Just play for the team you are on, Captain. And be happy you are on the winning side."
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    Joni said, "I'm about two hours from the Ares. I'll be there about the same time they sweep that city through."

    Garrett commented. "You might want to hold back until they finish that. There's no telling what will happen. I don't want to see you getting squashed by a floating city in space, all because you were in the wrong place."

    Joni replied, "I'll be fine. And... wait... the Ares is moving! No!"

    Jack said, "I don't see any other movement. It looks like it's heading for the surface. Why would they do that?"

    I sighed. "My guess? They will be attempting to move the city from one planet to another."

    Go said, "That's not going to happen. I mean, they could move it from there to here, but they won't be able to do that in any stable way. Any buildings or structures will crumble. It will be like the worst seismic event one could imagine."

    Ambassador Gottlieb gestured toward the main display. "Captain, after careful consideration, I decided you were at least partially right. Why should these people be needlessly sacrificed? Won't they be productive Alliance citizens when this is all over?"

    The captain replied, "What are you planning, Ambassador?"

    The ambassador smiled. "We had planned to move the city of Handreg from there to here. Why not make better use of our resources by attempting to deposit the entire city on the surface down there? If this works, Captain, your morals may have pioneered a new way to settle an uninhabited planet."

    The captain returned a curious look. "How do you figure?"

    The ambassador motioned above his arm pad. The wall display zoomed in on a section of Bolitha's surface.

    The ambassador pointed. "This area over here will receive the new city. If we're successful with this move, imagine us constructing an entire city, from roads to generators, schools and hospitals, all built on an existing world with existing resources. Then, in a single move, the entire city, including its inhabitants could be deposited on a new world. There would be no settlement, no construction, no build up. The city would be pre-made and pre-populated. It really is an exciting concept, Captain. And I shall give you full credit for its inception."

    The captain replied, "So you're moving the city from Kergis to Bolitha?"

    The ambassador nodded. "We are. Perhaps the idea you spawned will save a hundred thousand lives today, Captain. That is quite the accomplishment."

    Joni said, "I think I can make it down there before they move it again. And if our time estimates are right, I should be there before the portal sweep."

    Garrett replied nervously. "Just be careful, all right? If it looks like they're powering that thing up, just wait until they're finished before you go in. Promise me you will be cautious."

    Joni replied, "I can't promise you anything right now. I have to get on that ship."

    Joni was soon dropping through the atmosphere and slowing as she approached the great ship. Standing almost on end, the Ares stood more than a kilometer in height. The dull gray exterior told the story of an uninspiring mission. The equipment housed inside told of something completely different.

    As the video feed rapidly closed on the Ares, Joni said, "I'm going in up top. The rest of it looks like it's just for generators. If anyone is on there, they'll be where I'm heading."

    The view of the outer hull quickly flipped to the interior of a room as Joni came to a stop. "I see bunks but I don't see where anyone lives here. I'm moving to the outer hall."

    After several minutes of exploration it was evident the floor Joni occupied was for crew. Storage areas, showers, and an off-hour activity room all sat empty. Drifting upwards to the next level showed rooms of controls. Again, no occupants sat in front of the many consoles that dotted the rooms. The floor above yielded our first view of the Ares' bridge.

    Joni said, "I think this is all automated. I see a dozen of those bots plugged into the wall over there. And if I'm not mistaken. That looks like one of the AI cores over there. Too bad we didn't get that AI comm figured out. We could shut this place down."

    Garrett replied, "Can you patch me through to a channel on your comm? Maybe I can snoop and pick something up that we are missing here."

    After several eye blinks through her helmet menus, a channel was opened for Garrett.

    Joni moved over to stand in front of a console. "Looks like they only have six generators online right now. If that's all it takes to move a city, they have to have all kinds of excess power. Hang on, I'm going down to check out one of those generator decks."

    Garrett said, "I'm getting all kinds of data on their comms. I have to wonder if Anterra was deliberately changing channels or making random swaps in an effort to keep us out. If this is their standard comms, I should be able to back-figure my way into Anterra. This could be the break we've been searching for."

    Joni stopped, hovering just above a generator deck. "OK, I'm only seeing two generators per section. That means ninety-six total. I drifted through the outer part of the section and it's full of refined cesium. I would guess there's enough of a supply here for this ship to do a couple intergalactic jumps. You leave the Triangulum coming here, piddle around for a bit, and still have enough fuel to get back."

    Garrett yelled out, "Got it! Go? You want to give this a try against Anterra? Load this into the comm system and then activate."

    Go replied, "OK, but how do we know that it actually worked?"

    Garrett nodded. "Trust me, it'll work. And, Joni, I'm sending it back to you. If you blink in you should be able to disrupt the comms between the AIs and their bots. If nobody else is there, you could walk around in your underwear if you wanted."

    Joni laughed. "OK, well, I'm not going to do that. Besides, I'm not wearing any underwear. This suit doesn't allow it."

    Garrett shook his head. "Nobody gets my jokes anymore."

    Jack smiled, "Maybe they didn't get your jokes before and you just didn't pick up on it."

    Garrett leaned in close to his comm camera. "No, they got it, and I was funny."

    Joni said, "I just had another generator kick on. This might be the grab of Handreg. I'm going back to the bridge."

    Fifteen seconds later our view through Joni's helmet had once again changed. The bridge was now full of autobots moving about from console to console.

    Joni hovered over the generator console. "They powered up two more generators. And it looks like they came online instantly. I think this is it."

    I asked, "Is there a console showing the coordinates of Kergis? I want to know if it tracks with the star maps we have."

    Joni replied, "Passing those coordinates now. I'm seeing all kinds of activity on these consoles."

    Garrett said, "I'm picking up a low frequency rumble over the comm. The portal is opening!"

    Joni powered to just outside the hull, looking across at the area where the city transfer was expected to end. The portal moved down through the atmosphere. A wall of dust and dirt suddenly filled the video feed.

    Joni frowned. "What the... no way! They brought the city in upside-down! They just killed everyone!"

    The ambassador clenched his fists. "Idiots! How could you not know the city would come in the way it was swept away! This should have been done on the opposite side of the planet!"

    The captain said, "You just killed a hundred thousand civilians, Ambassador."

    The ambassador sighed as he opened a comm to the Kergans. "Governor, if you have yet to be informed, the city in question was Mount Handreg. Have your people take a look at where the city was. I give you one hour to respond before we move to the next target."

    The comm was silent for several seconds. "You will have your response, Ambassador," then replied the governor. "And for the record, this is an act of cowardice. The slaughter of innocents is not war, it's high crimes."

    The ambassador returned an uncaring stare. "Governor, it would behoove you to hold your tongue. These conversations are all recorded and passed on to our command. When this treaty is signed and the Kergan Empire becomes a part of the New Alliance, which it will, there could well be those who would use these statements against you."

    The Kergan scowled before closing his comm.

    The ambassador turned to face Dale Rogers. "Captain, we should have our answer within the hour. Hopefully the Kergans will make the right decision and we can begin the process of assimilation."

    The captain replied, "So the Kergans fall. Who do we pick on next?"

    The ambassador turned, walked to chair and sat. "Three weeks ago I would have said the Grumar and Grotus. However, this new species, the Tamarins, we may need to find their home-world first. Of course, that decision will be up to the planners."

    The captain sat in his chair. "If the Grumar and Grotus are taken, doesn't that give us the resources the planners want? Why even bother with another target?"

    Joni said, "The portal is moving. I'm hopping back aboard. Garrett, how is your comm test with the AIs coming?"

    Garrett replied, "Go can better answer that. Go?"

    A video feed came in from the bridge of the Garmon. Go was lying on the deck.

    I said, "I think we overlooked a minor detail."

    Go replied, "Minor? All I can do is flop around like a fish. You shut down the comm to the bots that were carrying me and the bots went dormant."

    Garrett replied, "Sorry about that, but we needed to know if this would work. If they try to jump elsewhere with that portal, we will have to shut down the AIs on that ship."

    Joni said, "Give me five minutes and I'll have every console on that bridge mapped. They had six bots running during that sweep. I have to wonder if we'll need six to hijack this thing."

    I replied, "We'll take a close look at them."

    Garrett yelled, "We've got trouble! I have three ships coming in my direction. Somehow they must have spotted me!"

    I helped Go up into a chair. "Stay right there."

    "Garrett, back yourself out of there," I said.

    Go snarled. "Stay right there? Where am I going to go? I've got no arms or legs!"

    "Joni," I said, "we might have to leave you for a bit. If we can, we'll try to circle in from the other side."

    Joni replied, "Just tell me where you want to meet up if I'm able to swipe this thing. Where do you want to go if they power it up and move it? Give me a time and a place, and if possible, I'll be there."

    I said, "You have the coordinates from where the original portal opened? From the first time we came through?"

    Joni replied, "I can meet you there. Be there or have someone there on the first of the month each month, and I'll see what I can do."

    Garrett asked, "What are you going to do for food?"

    Joni replied, "They have a whole deck dedicated to having a staff on here. I bet they have ample food supplies in storage. If I have to, I'll make use of that."

    Garrett let out a sigh of relief. "Hang on. Those ships just turned away. I don't think I was seen. Could have been a regular patrol. Joni, don't do anything rash, we're still here."

    Joni replied, "Glad to hear it."

    The bots came back to life. After powering up, the two mechanized units walked over to Go, picking him up from the chair I had deposited him in.

    Garrett said, "The AIs should be back online now."

    A comm call came in to the arm pad Go had fastened to his shoulder. With a nod of his chin, the holo-display appeared just in front of his face.

    It was Anterra. "Sir, I apologize for any inconvenience the outage may have caused. I am analyzing the cause as we speak."

    Go replied, "Stop your analysis of the cause and do not divert any time to said effort. We have too much to do to worry about it."

    Anterra opened a video feed of the lab, showing several bots as they came back to life. "Sir, a class V signal was used to interrupt our transmissions. Without our comm, we become useless. This is a highly undesirable situation, sir. And it should be fully investigated."

    Go shook his head. "No, we have other business as a priority, such as my updated arms and legs. How's the retrofit coming?"

    Anterra replied, "The comm interfaces have been removed as requested. The appendages are ready for installation whenever you are."

    Go ordered the bots to stand. "Good. I'm heading that way now. We are moving up the timetable. I want those attached tomorrow."

    The AI responded, "Sir, I would advise against that. Your Human physiology requires time to properly heal."

    Go smiled as the bots carried him toward the lab. "I've been thinking about how we could speed up the healing. I want you to take a vat large enough to hold my torso. Fill it with enough of the bio-gel to cover me up to my neck. Lower me into it and add a pump and one of the filter packs we built. How long do you think it will take you to have that set up?"

    Anterra replied, "The vat should be ready for use in twenty-three minutes."

    Go nodded and ordered the bots to stop at the door.

    Go glanced over his shoulder with a scowl. "I wish I'd thought about this before. It would have made the last surgery heal up a lot faster. Twenty four hours in that gel will be like three days out of it."

    The bots continued out into the hall after an order from Go.

    Jack said, "I've been looking over the consoles on the Ares. I think we could run that thing right now with as few as three people. One to monitor the generators, one to stay on top of the nav system—it looks like it has a tendency to wander—and one to monitor the wormhole itself. All three systems have adjustments that come into play during a jump. You could jump with a single person, but without the adjustments… who knows where you would end up."

    I replied, "It seems odd they wouldn't have automation built in to handle that. Pick your destination, push a button and go."

    Jack said, "Who knows, maybe they wanted to make it hard for one person to operate. You know, technically, you could jump into the center of a star or even a planet. You wouldn't be jumping again if that was the case."

    A comm came to the ambassador from the Bolitha Governor. "The House of Kerg has voted and their prior decision stands. Prepare to meet the full wrath of the Kergans, Ambassador."

    The ambassador bowed. "It is with great sadness that I deliver this next message, Governor. The next city has been selected. The population is over a half million of your citizens. The event will occur in... seventeen minutes."

    The governor raged. "I will see you die a slow and painful death, Gottlieb! You and all of your thugs! The Kergan Empire will—"

    The ambassador closed the comm. "He will be singing a different tune in a few minutes."

    The captain frowned. "Is this the way to spread the New Alliance? I would think this just breeds anger and loathing."

    The ambassador nodded. "It does, but anger and loathing can be useful tools in the short run. In the longer term, those animosities will fade away as newer generations focus on their own lives and concerns. The aftermath of all wars ends the same with the new generations: 'It wasn't my war so I don't care'."

    Dale Rogers shook his head. "You live a jaded life, Ambassador. Is that what the Alliance has become? Any means to an end?"

    The ambassador sighed. "We could do this the old way where thousands of ships and millions of soldiers fight it out in a horrid bloody mess. Would you feel better about that?"

    The captain held up his hand. "I don't think this discussion is going anywhere, Ambassador. Let's say we just leave it where it is."

    The ambassador replied, "Agreed."

    Several minutes passed before Joni again said, "Generators are coming online. Looks like nine this time. Coordinates point to a city called Roghaven. I think they are sweeping this one right into space."

    The portal opened, sweeping backwards toward the ship. In its final seconds, the city of Roghaven was left floating in space. Without the aid of gravity, the section of earth and stone upon which the city was constructed broke apart, dissolving into a slowly-expanding cloud of debris. It was a quick and silent death.
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    The ambassador pounded his fist on the armrest of his chair. "Why do these species have to be so stubborn! Just accept the inevitable and move on!"

    The captain replied, "They don't want to be part of the Alliance. That's pretty clear."

    The ambassador stood and began to pace. "This will throw our schedule off by months. There must be some way of convincing them that this is the right course of action."

    The captain folded his arms. "What else do you have to offer? Put them in charge of the Moddle or the Grumar, give them some new planets to manage."

    The ambassador stopped. "Yes... yes... that might just work. I will give them Jorus, and jurisdiction over the Grumar and Grotus worlds."

    I stood.

    Jack commented, "There he goes, screwing over someone else."

    The captain nodded. "That would probably do it. At the moment their only incentive to join is to essentially live as slaves. Put them in charge of someone else and you give them something to work with. But if you are talking Jorus, won't that anger the Grunta?"

    The ambassador waved his hands. "The Grunta will do as we say. They have accepted every offer we have thrown their way. They might be upset, but we just promise them their home-world later. Besides, if our fight with the Grotus goes as planned, there won't be many of them left to contend with. They want a ground war with hand-to-hand fighting. We shall give them that. And when that battle is over, the winning side will be annihilated."

    The captain shook his head. "I could not live with myself if I was you. It's like you are devoid of any conscience. These are people's lives, families. There is nothing about this that is honorable."

    The ambassador smirked. "Honorable... really, Captain? This is war. War is a nasty, dirty, bloody undertaking. You either push for a win in every battle, or you sit back and play by some insane rules of dignity and honor while your people die. Sacrifices must be made if victory is to be achieved. There is no honor in war, Captain, only winners and losers."

    Joni said, "I'm confident I can fly this rig out of here. Anyone think I should do that now?"

    Garrett replied, "If we can get that ship out of there, let's do it before the Kergans refuse another offer to surrender."

    I nodded. "Can you set coordinates to a point approximately half a day from here, back along our line of travel? We could then meet up and determine what to do next."

    Joni responded, "I can do that. Here's what's going to happen first, though. I'll be setting up the comm block for the AIs on here. If that doesn't work, I'll have no choice but to destroy this ship. I can take out the confinement of one of those generators and this thing will tear itself apart."

    Garrett replied, "Don't take any chances. That ship is probably loaded with AIs and bots."

    Joni smiled. "I can tell you exactly how many there are. Seven AIs spread throughout the ship. Three are monitoring all the systems while four sit idle. I would guess they are reserves. If any section of the ship gets damaged, another AI can take over."

    Garrett winced. "That blocking program will be running from your helmet computer, which isn't all that powerful. If those AIs are spread out, you may not have an effect on them all."

    Joni replied, "I can handle it."

    I said, "Just as Garrett says. Don't take unnecessary risks."

    Joni again smiled. "Well, if you see this thing power up in a few minutes and then disappear from view, you know it was me."

    "Garrett," I said, "make your way back here. We'll head to the coordinates that mark about twelve hours back the way we came. If we take control of Harden Salton's biggest weapon, we can go anywhere we want."

    Jack said, "The first thing I would do is go back and take out his other portal gate. After that, we can come back here and take everyone home."

    I shook my head. "We can't take anyone home until Harden Salton is no longer in control."

    Jack frowned. "We have to move them somewhere. Unless you want to leave your Talisans at the mercy of the Kergans or the Grumar."

    I stood in thought for almost a minute. "I think you're right. We need to pull my people from Bolitha. The Kergans will slaughter them if they bring a fleet. We go to the Tamarins and make a deal. We will need a cesium supplier if we want to make more than one jump with that ship."

    Jack replied, "The Tamarins? We're probably on their crap list right now. We didn't deliver on our contract. I didn't see any out clauses in there that would let us slide by."

    I nodded. "Then we have to have something to trade. And they were eager to get their hands on our automated miners."

    Garrett said, "You give them the miner designs and we've got nothing else they want. Why would they deal with us any further?"

    I sat back in my chair. "We won't give them the autominers. We'll lease them on favorable terms. They temporarily feed any refugees we send their way, they provide us with cesium, we let them use the miners as much as they want. They could double their economy in a year's time with those machines."

    Jack agreed. "They are driven by profit, and unlimited use of those machines would give them plenty of opportunity. And the Kergans will be ripe for trade, needing resources to rebuild both their fleet and Bolitha. I'd say that would be a brilliant contract if we could get it."

    Garrett said, "Joni, we'll be out of comm range in a few minutes. Keep yourself safe. We'll be waiting for you at the designated rendezvous point. If we aren't there in twelve hours, give us another twelve. If we can't make that, something has happened. Take the Ares back to the Triangulum and to Effica. You will find support there."

    Joni replied, "Hey, you don't have to worry about me. I have the suit. I can hang out with Gottlieb on the Jordan if needed. They won't even know I'm there."

    Go shook his head. "Just remember that suit is not forever. It needs power, it needs filters, new bio-gel and food. You're probably only good for a month to six weeks."

    Joni nodded. "I'll work it out. And, Garrett, I will definitely be seeing you. I have too much to teach you still."

    Joni smiled as the comm channel faded to a disconnect. Two hours later, Garrett and the Jess were aboard. We were on our way. Our visual feed of the Ares and surrounding ships lasted just long enough for us to see her sweep herself through a portal. I could only imagine the anger being expressed on the ambassador's face.

    As we sped toward the rendezvous, Go awkwardly walked onto the bridge with his new arm and legs. "These things are a pain to train."

    Garrett replied, "Spoken like a true cyborg."

    Go sighed. "I was hoping for a quick start after the experience with my arm, but it looks like I have a couple weeks of training ahead. How long before we arrive at the rendezvous?"

    A nervous Garrett replied, "We got within sensor range about an hour ago. Nothing yet."

    Go sat in a chair as he fidgeted with his new left arm. "This thing is driving me crazy. I want it to move forward and it moves back."

    Garrett asked, "Is it wired wrong?"

    Go pulled at his shoulder. "No, I think the surgeons crossed a couple nerves. I just have to relearn those connections completely."

    Garrett replied, "How long will that take?"

    Go shrugged. "Might be two days or two months. Won't know until it's done."

    Jack said, "We have a sensor hit! There's a large ship almost dead ahead!"

    Garrett took a deep breath. "Finally, I think that's been the longest hour of my life."

    Jack stood. "Gentlemen, we have a problem. That's not the Ares. It's too short and too wide. It looks like... it's one of those big Grotus ships."

    Jack ordered the Garmon to a stop. "They aren't heading for us. Hang on... let me check their trajectory."

    Jack swiped at his holo-display. "Looks like they are heading toward one of the star systems of the Tamarin. This can't be good."

    I said, "Take us in closer."

    Jack glanced my way. "You sure you want to do that?"

    I nodded. "That's the system closest to the Kergan worlds. They may have gotten orders from Harden to investigate the Tamarin. They could have pulled the location of that system from the Kergans on Bolitha. If we can stop it here, it might set their plans back a few months."

    Jack gestured to Jefferson to resume our prior speed. "So we catch up to them, then what?"

    I zoomed in on the image on the wall display. "We knock off their forward shield and we try to nuke them. I don't know if our cannons will do much to that ship."

    Jack replied, "Sounds like the plan. Mr. Jefferson, take us all the way to within missile range."

    Jefferson glanced over his shoulder. "Yes, sir."

    Go stood, stumbling toward the exit.

    Garrett said, "Where you going?"

    Go replied, "I'm going to see if Anterra can work me out. Until I get these limbs working right, I'm not much good to anyone."

    Garrett laughed. "OK, I'll just hold my tongue on that one. You could use a break."

    As we came within gravity beam distance, Jack powered on the system. Fifteen seconds later, the starboard-aft shield of Grotus ship shut down.

    Jack said, "They aren't turning."

    I replied, "We have to be on their sensor screens by now. Why would they keep moving forward?"

    Jack pointed at the nav display. "There! I bet we are looking at the Ares!"

    Garrett stood. "How far out are we? Can we catch them?"

    Jack swiped away at his display. "No. They will reach her before us."

    Garrett replied, "Can we target the front of that ship and knock out the forward shields?"

    Jack shook his head. "Not when coming in from behind. We have to be looking right at them."

    Garrett frowned. "How long before we're within comm range?"

    Jack looked over the data on his display. "We'll be within their comm at the same time they are within comm range of the Ares. Why?"

    "I don't know," Garrett replied. "Maybe we can hail them. They might be interested in seeing that we have a Grunta aboard. Anything to distract them or slow them down. The Ares has no defenses."

    I said, "Joni will have to have seen it coming by then. She won't just sit and wait."

    Garrett held up his hands in frustration. "So what? We just wait? What if she jumps again?"

    I replied, "Then we try to finish it off and then come back here. She would know to come back."

    Garrett rubbed the hair on the sides of his head with his hands. "We shouldn't have had her jump so far. We could have caught up to her hours ago."

    Jack looked over at Garrett. "A twelve-hour flight was a good buffer. She's a smart girl, she'll figure it out."

    Garrett sat back in his chair. "I know she will. It's just frustrating to watch and not be able to do anything."

    I said, "When we reach comm range, we should be able to hear anything they hear that comes over the general comm."

    Jack turned his head to face me. "I know our ships pass general comms along. Why would a Grotus ship do that?"

    I replied, "Because they are dealing with the Saltons. Go picked up on that some time back. Trust me, if they talk over the general comm, we'll hear it."

    Jack said, "Coming within range any second now. I have detection, but no broadcasts."

    A hail could be heard over the comm: "Unidentified ship, you have no transponder. You have ventured into Grotus space. Prepare to be boarded."

    Garrett opened a general comm channel. "Grotus ship. Prepare to surrender."

    No reply was returned.

    The Grotus comm officer repeated his request. "Unidentified ship, you have no transponder. You have ventured into Grotus space. Prepare to be boarded."

    Joni replied, "Oh! Thank you! My ship is... broken. The engines have failed. Please! I need your help!"

    Garrett faced me with a confused look. "What is she doing?"

    As Garrett reached for his comm, I grabbed his arm. "Let this play out. I think I know what she's attempting to do."

    Garrett jerked his arm back. "We can't just let them take her!"

    I shook my head. "We won't. Just watch."

    As the Grotus ship pulled in close it slowed to a stop.

    The Grotus comm officer said, "Identify yourself and prepare to be boarded!"

    Joni replied, "Have you ever been to Bolitha?"

    The comm officer responded, "What?"

    A portal sweep originated just in front of the Grotus ship. Two seconds later it was gone. We came within comm range of the Ares.

    Garrett was angry. "You swept them away? They could have blasted you right there!"

    Joni replied, "Relax. I had it covered. They wanted to know who I was and what I was doing here. Now they at least know one of those."

    Garrett scowled. "I don't like you taking chances like that. You could have just jumped to safety behind us."

    Joni smiled. "Sorry about the drama, but the accuracy of the jumps on this thing aren't that good. I could have ended up six hours away and you might have never found me."

    Jack said, "You sent them to Bolitha?"

    Joni nodded. "Or somewhere thereabouts. We'll probably never know."

    I replied, "If you perform a scan while the portal is open, you can gather data from the destination point. That would have let you know if it was near Bolitha or not."

    Joni tilted her head to the side with a half smile. "Good to know. Now, I would suggest to you that if anyone wants to come over here to see this thing, now would be a good time. If that ship went to Bolitha, they will know our new location, so we should be moving out of here in the next couple hours."

    Garrett asked, "What happened with the AIs? Did the blocking work?"

    Joni replied, "I didn't want to chance it, so I powered back to aft and took out the two back there before working my way forward. That's what took me so long to jump. Excellent job on the blocking signal, by the way. The AIs on here didn't attempt to do anything when I powered that on. And if you're worried about them, don't. I took them all out by hand since. This ship has about ten thousand bots on it, but they've got no commander. I know, I turned the blocking signal off."

    Garrett stepped in front of Jack. "Joni! Turn that back on! We're pulling alongside and the AIs on here are active!"

    Garrett scrambled to activate the signal on his arm pad.

    Joni replied, "Why are you getting so excited? Relax, I turned the blocker back on."

    Go came over the comm: "Thanks for whoever just did that. Now, could someone come give me a hand? I've only got one arm on. The bots just dropped me on the floor and I'm kind of tangled up in them."

    Garrett took a deep breath. "Sure, I'll be right there."

    Jack stood. "Garrett, why don't you and Knog take the Jess over to the Ares. I'll give Go a hand... or leg, or whatever he needs."

    I looked at Garrett. "Get your helmet on and let's go."

    Joni came over the comm: "You won't need a helmet. Deck eight has a docking bay that will fit the Jess. I'll drop the gravity wall for you."

    I walked down the ramp-way of the Jess, stepping onto the deck of the Ares. The bay was clean, looking as if no other ship had ever landed in her.

    Joni blinked in just in front of us with a grin. "Welcome to the Ares."

    Garrett stepped forward, wrapping his arms around her waist and attempting a kiss.

    Joni laughed. "Whoa, hold on there, soldier!"

    Garrett released. "Sorry, I haven't been able to control my nerves all day."

    Joni removed her helmet and pulled him close for a long kiss.

    When the embrace ended, Joni said, "I'm flattered, and I think it's really sweet you are so worried. But you need to get a grip. This is the world we live in, and it will be like this for the foreseeable future. So man up."

    Garrett stepped back, taking a deep breath. "OK, got it. Won't happen again."

    I looked at Garrett with a raised eyebrow.

    Garrett replied, "What? You have a wife. You can't tell me you don't follow orders."

    Joni changed the subject. "Come on. Take a look at this bridge. They spared no expense, that's for sure. Except for the dull gray color of the interior, everything is sleek. The only thing I find annoying is they removed all the seating. It was designed to be run by Humans. Those bots don't need a place to sit."

    Joni showed us each of the consoles. We were then taken on a quick tour of the generators, finishing the show with a look at the crew deck.

    Joni said, "The stores are fully stocked, and this deck was made for about a hundred crewmen. If it was just us on here, we could live for years without needing resupply."
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    Two hours after catching up to Joni, it was decided that we should move on. Our first mission would be to the Tamarin worlds. If we were going to use the Ares we would need cesium for the generators. A trade contract would be in order.

    The Garmon was moved out in front of the Ares and the portal sweep activated. Seconds later, we were half a day's flight from Parmesen. I took out the Jess as the others waited. As I approached the planet, two warships came out to confront me. I was taken aboard and confined to a brig cell.

    Four hours of captivity passed before Darba Wampros was standing before me. "Mr. Beutcher, we have much to discuss."

    I nodded. "I haven't been back to Odenta, but I heard the news."

    Darba slowly lowered and raised his head in condolence. "We lost forty ships and crew in the short battle that followed."

    I replied, "You are lucky the rest were able to escape. And I have news for you. We encountered a Grotus ship coming this way. It was headed directly toward your world that is closest to the Kergan systems. I believe it was a scout ship, but the Grotus, and the Alliance, and the Kergans all know where you are."

    Darba nodded. "I shall pass that information to our defense council. Now, I must insist we move on to more pressing matters. We have a trade contract between us that was not honored. Generally, you would be arrested and taken to Parmesen where you would stand before a tribunal. Given the circumstances surrounding this breach of contract, I have been given the opportunity to speak with you first."

    I gestured for the diplomat to sit. "I think we both know that contract would be impossible to fulfill. I'm sorry, but it's the hard truth."

    Darba frowned. "I like you, Mr. Beutcher. But the tribunal will not care. You either deliver on the contract, or you will be tried for wanton breach. And be forewarned, the penalty for wanton breach is death. You must realize that the Tamarin Corporation is out a substantial amount of grain, grain that we delivered to your people, grain that was consumed."

    I sighed. "Look, Darba, we can discuss what has happened all day. The grain is not coming back, the Odentas are not coming back. However, I believe there is still room for profit in our relationship."

    Darba returned a skeptical look. "Go on."

    I sat back in my chair. "You were interested in our autominers. What if we were to sign a superseding contract that gave you full access to the autominer technology?"

    The diplomat's eyes lit up. "You have my attention, Mr. Beutcher. Please continue."

    I said, "We will lease the design of the autominers to you, in exchange for cesium."

    Darba tilted his head in question. "Cesium? What quantities are we talking here, Mr. Beutcher?"

    I smiled, "All you can deliver. We have a current need of twelve thousand tonnes."

    Darba pulled back. "Twelve thousand tonnes! I am not an authority on ore commodities, Mr. Beutcher, but I would have to believe that number is significant. Probably of as much value as the palladium you were supposed to deliver."

    I held up my hand. "With use of the autominers you should be able to provide us with an abundant supply. And I have one other offer that I would like to throw your way. We will make every effort to recover the already mined palladium and platinum from Odenta. If it remains, it's yours."

    Darba shook his head. "I'm afraid the trade board would not sign off on such an offer, Mr. Beutcher."

    "Why not?" I asked.

    Darba continued, "It is far too generous in our favor. Where are the profits for you, Mr. Beutcher? The deal is far too unbalanced."

    I laughed, "You are a strange people, Darba. OK, so how do we structure this deal so that it is doable? We need cesium."

    The diplomat stood and paced as he rubbed his chin. "You would be giving the autominer design to us. That would mean that construction of the miners would be up to us. There would be no benefit to you to assist in their construction. Do you have any other needs, Mr. Beutcher?"

    I thought for a moment. "Would you have a habitable planet in the corporation where we could set up a base of operations? I may be in need of a temporary home for my Talisans. They were taken from Odenta, but not killed. If I can free them, I will need a temporary home for them."

    Darba cocked his head to one side. "We do have a small world in one of our systems. It is cold, although it has a breathable atmosphere. It may be suitable for a temporary colony. Could I assume the Talisans would require food?"

    I nodded, "You could assume that."

    Darba sat down in his chair. "I will have to discuss this with the trade board, Mr. Beutcher. I believe there may be a workable solution in such a deal."

    I smiled. "Good. Can I go back to my ship now?"

    Darba frowned. "Oh, I'm afraid not, Mr. Beutcher. We first have to prepare your defense for the trial. I believe the board wants that to begin first thing in the morning. You are being taken to the trade complex on Parmesen. But don't be alarmed, you will be well represented."

    I replied, "Can't we just work up a new contract and sign it?"

    Darba shook his head. "I'm afraid it doesn't work that way, Mr. Beutcher. You must first be tried for the current breach. During sentencing, we will introduce the new offer and seek a pardon for your prior malfeasance."

    I held up my hands. "So I have to be convicted first? That doesn't leave me with a comfortable feeling. I am here trying to make things right, Mr. Wampros. Can't we work from there?"

    Darba shook his head. "I'm afraid this is the only way, Mr. Beutcher. Laws are laws, and if they are ignored, well, society breaks down into chaos. We are a well-ordered people, Mr. Beutcher. The process means everything to us. Just bear with me and we will get you through this trial."

    Darba stood and then stopped in the doorway. "I can move you to a private room, Mr. Beutcher. I see no need for confinement. Give me a few minutes to make the arrangements."

    I nodded. "I am fine here, Mr. Wampros, but if you insist, I won't argue."

    Darba smiled before turning away. "I insist."

    I was taken to a stateroom. I noticed a guard taking up position outside the door as it was closed. The room was well equipped. The bed was large and comfortable. I resigned myself to getting some rest.

    Joni blinked in. "A trial, really? That's ridiculous."

    I quickly scanned the room, to which Joni held up her hand. "Already checked, there are no cameras in here. This cabin would be for a dignitary, and they would not be happy with cameras in a private space. So, what are we going to do here?"

    I replied, "We are going to wait for the trial."

    Joni winced. "You sure that's a good idea? It sounds to me like you will be convicted. You want to chance having them lop off your head?"

    I smiled. "I don't think that will happen. The autominers would be a huge asset and profit driver for them. And this would be our solution to our cesium problem."

    Joni sat in a chair. "You sure they even have cesium? Most worlds don't have it in significant quantity. That's why my uncle had to make the deal with the Golarians."

    I nodded. "Darba didn't seem to think it would be an issue."

    Joni replied, "We don't fully know Darba's motives, either. If you want to go through this trial, then that's what we'll do. In the meantime, I'll be planning a way to get you out of here. We'll have to make it back to the Jess, and I'll have to shut down the power systems on this ship and the other one. That won't be easy."

    I held up a hand. "Don't bother. Remember, the trial will be down on the surface at their trade complex."

    Joni frowned. "I can't plan anything for there until I see it. And how would we get you back to the Jess?"

    I replied, "I don't think we can. If they convict me and then decide against a deal, we'll have to get creative."

    Joni sat back in her chair. "We have the Ares. If we have to use it we will. But we would have to scrap any thoughts of friendly relations with these people. They would never trust us again."

    I thought for a moment. "If you want to spend your time planning for the worst, see if you can come up with something that will cost them profits. We don't want to harm anyone, but we could make the price of my conviction expensive."

    Joni half smiled. "I'll get to work on that as soon as we get there."

    The warship that carried us went straight to the surface. I was loaded onto a shuttle as the ship hovered just above the trade complex. Once on the ground, I was taken to a room where two Tamarins proceeded to image almost every part of me. An attempt was made to draw blood, but was given up on after two needles failed to penetrate my thick hide. I was then moved down a hall and into a large chamber. Eleven Tamarin trade ministers, wrapped in gold linen, sat at a high curved table, looking down at the large gray alien who had broken contract. I was shown to a chair.

    Darba Wampros entered the chamber wearing a long green robe. "Ministers! My name is Darba Wampros. I thank you for allowing me the opportunity to defend Mr. Beutcher. I feel strongly that our discussion here today will lead to an acquittal, or at a minimum the extension of the contract in question. I thank you for your time."

    Darba bowed slowly as he stepped backward into a cutout in the wall to the left of the chair where I was seated.

    The prosecutor, wearing a bright red robe, walked in from the other side. "Ministers of trade, I stand before you today just as I have many times before."

    The prosecutor glanced at Darba with a smug look before continuing: "Today, I will show that the defendant, Mr. Beutcher, knowingly signed a contract that he knew he could not fulfill, while taking delivery of a valued commodity. I will show that the defendant acted with willful disregard for our contract laws. And that he knew of the possibility of an enemy attack on his world, and yet did not provide provisions in the contract for said attack. The terms of this contract, I might add, would have significantly changed if that information had been known."

    The prosecutor bowed as he stepped backwards into an identical cutout in the wall to my right.

    The trade ministers reviewed the pre-provided arguments of both sides for several minutes before a hand wave told us to proceed.

    The prosecutor stepped forward and turned to face me. "Mr. Beutcher, did you know there was a possibility that Odenta would be attacked?"

    I replied, "Yes, but I thought it no more likely than an attack on Parmesen."

    The prosecutor sighed. "Mr. Beutcher, I believe the rules of this court have been fully explained. Please limit your answers to 'yes' or 'no'. Let the record show that the defendant answered with a yes. Now, given your history with the New Alliance—your own people, by the way—given that history, would you say you acted in good faith when you signed the contract in question?"

    I looked at Darba, who nodded. "Yes."

    The prosecutor smiled. "Excellent. Now, I see here in the disclosures section you made mention of the Grumar and Grotus as having attacked the Odenta world. There is no mention of the New Alliance. Is that true?"

    I replied, "Yes."

    I glanced at Darba, who was standing still.

    The prosecutor continued, and I responded with the short, one-word responses. It became apparent I was being forced into a conviction. Darba followed with his defense. As he asked questions, I felt as though I was being defended by an amateur. My faith in Darba had been sorely misplaced.

    The initial defense was followed by another prosecutorial round in which I fared worse. After closing arguments were given, I was escorted from the room as the board of trade ministers convened.

    Once in the hallway I grabbed Darba Wampros by the shoulder. "That didn't go well for me in there."

    Darba smiled and nodded. "Nor did I expect it to. According to the letter of the law, you violated contract by failing to deliver. Were there extenuating circumstances? Yes. Those, however, should have been written into contingency options where both sides would at least be minimally protected from loss. You signed no contingencies."

    I replied, "How do you write a contingency for an attack of twelve thousand ships?"

    Darba waved his hand. "It doesn't matter, Mr. Beutcher. All that matters is our arbitration attempt during sentencing. This is where I will lay out terms of your confinement to the sentencing judge and present the new contract proposal. I am very excited about the possibility of a lease of those autominers. Their potential for cheaply harvesting resources is almost limitless!"

    I furrowed my brows. "Wait. Back up. You mentioned my confinement. What are you talking about?"

    Darba gestured for me to sit in a chair in the hallway. "You didn't think you would come away with no penalty at all, did you? What justice would be served by that?"

    I replied, "You made no mention of a penalty before."

    Darba smiled. "I suppose I thought that was a given. And you won't have to worry about that confinement for long. I would say, if we get the autominer contract, you would spend at most two years in our prison system. And given the circumstances, that would be minimum security with visitation privileges by your friends or family."

    I rolled my eyes. "I wish you had made this clear before we got here, Darba. I can't spend time in confinement, I have a war to fight out there, a fight that will also benefit your people. Either I am set free or the deal is off. Believe me when I say it will not be profitable for the Tamarin Corporation if this happens."

    Darba shook his head. "Mr. Beutcher, I must ask you to not talk that way. I worked hard all morning with the prosecutor to take the death penalty off the table. It took a lot of convincing that this new deal would more than make up for his sense of lost justice over seeing you eventually walk. The corporation is out many tonnes of grain that will not be recovered. This small sacrifice on your part will square things up. And might I say, if the autominers work as I think they will, this whole episode could eventually be expunged from your record."

    I raised my hands to my forehead. "The only thing you have accomplished here today, Darba, is to make me an enemy of Tamarins. As I said, I cannot afford to be locked up. There is a war going on and I am needed on the front lines. The New Alliance will come here and they will squash your puny corporation. They can put those twelve thousand warships from Odenta in orbit around any one of your planets without any warning. It's a war you will lose and lose badly."

    I stood and walked to the door leading back into the board of trade chambers.

    Darba looked on in terror. "What are you doing?"

    I replied, "I'm going to plead my case to your board. If they won't listen, well, then you are all idiots."

    As I walked through the chamber door I had to shake my head at myself. Had I just called the ruling council of the Tamarins idiots? I reasoned I had spent way too much time around my Human cohorts.

    I stopped in front of a startled board of ministers, enabling my arm pad as a translator. "Ministers, I don't believe you have been given the whole picture. We are at war. And when I say we, I mean my people and the Tamarins. We are both at war with the New Alliance. They destroyed fifty of your warships at Odenta, they will destroy many more when they arrive here. And believe me, they are coming.

    "The contract in question today was minuscule as compared to what I have offered your people. Not only will your profits for ore commodities soar, but we can offer some protections from the New Alliance that are far beyond what you can do for yourselves. War is coming here to Parmesen and you need our help!"

    The board members sat in silence, staring down at me. The doors at either end of the chamber burst open and armed soldiers soon had me subdued and lying on the floor.

    I said, "Joni, don't do anything rash. I don't want to hurt anyone."

    I was lifted to my feet and then shoved forward, back out into the hall. I glanced over at Darba Wampros. The mortified look on his face told of what I could expect at the sentencing. The hearing was swift, with the prosecutor asking for and receiving the people's due. I was to be executed on the morning of the fourth day following. It was not the outcome I had expected.

    For three days I sat in my cell without a word from Joni. On the morning of the fourth, my cell door was opened and an escort of armed soldiers filed in. I fought the urge to fight, as my speed and strength would be unmatched in such tight quarters. As we reached the end of a long hall, Darba Wampros was standing with a guard holding each of his arms.

    Darba said, "Your actions have consequences, Mr. Beutcher."

    The two guards then escorted Darba away. His hands were cuffed behind him.

    I was then taken before a large, fortified door. I reasoned the execution room must be on the other side. As the door began to open, a bright stream of sunlight shone in. The guard behind me pushed for me to proceed. As I walked into the glare I squinted my eyes.

    To my surprise, I was pulled to a stop and my restraints removed. I was again pushed forward, away from the open door. As I looked across the way into the bright sunlight, the image of the Jess filled my vision. The ramp was down. I walked aboard.

    As the Jess lifted off, Joni blinked in. "That took some doing. They really didn't want to give you up."

    I replied, "What happened? How did you convince them?"

    Joni smiled, "I kind of wrecked their warship. No one was hurt. I then took the Jess and ran during the confusion. They almost caught me with one of their tractor beams, but I managed to counter it enough to get away. After that, we moved the Ares to a spot about ten hours away.

    "I came back with the Jess and a string of probes, giving us comm, and Garrett and Jack began transferring Tamarin warships out to Odenta. After we had swept about forty of them away, they were happy to turn you over."

    I replied, "Do they know their people are OK?"

    Joni smiled, "They will in about five minutes. That will put us out of their range."

    I leaned back in the copilot's chair. "Thank you for keeping a cool head and getting me out of there."

    Joni nodded. "While you and I were busy, Jack and Garrett opened a portal to Odenta and did a deep scan. I left a message with the ships we sent to Odenta for them to pick up their cargo. The platinum stockpile was complete with about 20 percent overage and the palladium was at 85 percent. All just sitting there waiting to be taken. My uncle had no use for those metals in his campaign, so he left them. The Tamarin could have gone back and picked it up without incident before the contract was due."

    I glanced at the nav screen as we pulled away from the Parmesen system. "I think the door to any cooperation with them has now been closed. Any chance at an alliance is over."
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    After a short time aboard the Garmon, we once again fired up the portal, taking ourselves to the point where the original wormhole from the Triangulum had been opened.

    Go walked onto the bridge of the Garmon. "I think my limbs are finally working correctly. I can do just about everything I could do before, plus more. Give me another month and these should be better than the originals. Oh, and Anterra is almost finished with the artificial lung. Not that I need it so much anymore, since I don't have to support arms and legs. My breathing capacity is now more than adequate."

    I nodded. "It's good to have you back. What's with the new outfit?"

    Go smiled. "I'm testing out my own version of the bio-gel and filters. I only needed to cover my torso, so it was easier to make. It doesn't have the sodium skin properties that the Human suit has, but I can wear it under a normal battle-suit. It has all the food and medicinal properties as the other. And I can manually control it through my shoulder pad."

    Garrett came over the comm: "Was just listening, and congratulations. Good to have you moving about like normal. Is there any way we can shut down those AIs now?"

    Go replied, "I should have the semi-smart AI ready to test for the Garmon's repair system by tomorrow. After that I think we could shut her down for a while. Although, we might want her to build us a few more of the semis before we do. They won't be able to design anything on their own, but they will be able to command the bots to build just about anything we need."

    Garrett huffed. "The sooner the better. I'm over here with Joni and I keep looking over my shoulder at all the bots, just waiting for them to activate and crush my skull."

    Go said, "I'm working on an isolation chamber for Anterra where she won't be able to communicate with the bots, but I will still be able to pass designs back and forth to her. If I can pull that off, we haven't lost any of her capabilities."

    Garrett added, "As long as you can wire it up so if power is lost she is shut down. I'd be OK with that."

    Go smiled. "I'll be taking every precaution."

    Jack asked, "So where to now, Chief?"

    I replied, "I think we go home. We need to take out that other portal gate... and to make sure Harden's not building any others."

    Jack crossed his arms. "You know, I've been thinking about our trip back. If we pick a spot along the shipping lane the Galorians use for delivering cesium, we might be able to hi-jack a whole shipload—fill up all these bays and we could jump back out here and home again without sweating it."

    I nodded. "I think that's an excellent idea. Joni, why don't you and Go head over and set that up. Jack will pass over the coordinates we're interested in."

    The Jess settled in the docking bay of the Ares. Jack lined the Garmon up in front of the great portal ship. Minutes later, we were parked in the Triangulum. The thought of being home was strange. I wondered how things were in Omega.

    With a day of waiting along the Galorian shipping lane, our planning paid off. A Galorian freighter hauling a large load of cesium ore came into sensor range. Garrett and Joni sped off in the Jess as Jack took the Garmon. I waited patiently aboard the Ares. An hour after a chase began, the Galorian ore-ship surrendered.

    The captain of the ship was brought aboard the Garmon. I watched over the comm as he was interrogated. With our successful capture of the freighter, we decided to wait. The next ship, even larger, was two days behind.

    Jack came over the comm: "These ships have been underway for three weeks. This one won't be due at Adicus for another four. There's a small colony four days from here. We could sit here stacking up these haulers and then send all the crewmen to that colony in their shuttles. We could have a dozen of these ships under our control in that time. That's at least a dozen trips we could make to that other galaxy."

    Go said, "Yallux."

    Jack replied, "What?"

    Go answered, "The Yallux galaxy. That's what the Odentas called it. That's what we should call it."

    Jack shrugged. "OK, Yallux."

    I said, "I think that's an excellent idea. If anything other than an ore freighter comes this way, we jump. And I'm thinking we jump to Omega."

    Garrett remarked. "How about somewhere around Megiddo? Maybe we make that our base of operations. That's if our green buddy hasn't turned it into a tourist destination. What was his name?"

    I replied, "Kerba Skol. He was from Ankor."

    Garrett nodded. "Yeah, he seemed like a good guy. Wasn't looking to rip us off in any way."

    Our collection of ore haulers continued until sixteen ships were parked in a line in front of the Ares. The shuttles with the ship's crews were dispatched toward the nearby colony of Blatten. Blatten was listed as a small, self-sustaining colony of about thirty thousand agrarians. Visits from other worlds were rare.

    The coordinates to Megiddo were entered and the jump made. A second jump placed the Garmon in orbit around the planet. A scan told of a lone ship and small outpost located on the plains where Garrett and I had been with Kerba. We dropped down through the atmosphere, parking the Garmon on the ground next to Kerba's personal cruiser.

    A hail came over the comm: "Who are you and what do you want here?"

    I opened the video feed. "Hello, Kerba. I hope you have been well."

    Kerba returned a stunned gaze. "Mr. Beutcher! Oh, do I have some things to show you! If you can wait a minute I'll be there in my mini-shuttle."

    Kerba looked around himself. "It's been my workhorse for the past year."

    I replied, "You've been out here for a year?"

    Kerba nodded. "After I returned from our first trip, I sold my businesses and my home, purchased enough supplies to sustain myself, and came back out here. Two days ago marked day number four hundred. Oh, this is exciting. You are the first people I am able to share my findings with."

    I tilted my head slightly to the side. "You never told anyone of our find?"

    Kerba returned a sheepish expression. "I didn't think I could trust anyone. This is such an historic find. Those seeking credits would have flooded this planet and stolen everything away before it could be cataloged and studied. Oh, this is exciting. I can't wait to show you what I've found."

    We stood outside the rectangular metal building Kerba Skol had constructed. His shuttle landed and he came scurrying over to where we stood, excitedly wringing his hands.

    After awkwardly attempting to hug Garrett, he turned toward his shelter. "Come with me. I must show you... wait... are you hungry? Pardon my excitement—may I get you something to eat?"

    I held up my hand. "We are fine, Kerba. Show us what you've found."

    The green Ankor wiggled his short arms with excitement as he walked down a dimly lit hallway. We turned the corner into a room filled with stone tables.

    Kerba said, "I'm sorry for the look of the place. I have limited resources and have to make do with what I have. The tables are an improvisation. Oh—"

    Kerba looked us over. "If you don't have radiation suits, you will need them. We are OK inside this building, but you want protection if you are going to be here long."

    I nodded. "I believe we are all covered, but thank you."

    Kerba looked around nervously. "OK, let’s just start over here. These tables are what I found during my first trip when the two of you were here. We have an android foot, and oh... here... I think this is part of a fusion reactor. It's not complete, so I'm not certain how it worked.

    "And over here, I believe this to be an environmental control unit. It took me two days to unearth the whole thing. Cabin air would flow into here, this section contains various filters, electronic, magnetic, and a few technologies I don't recognize. And clean air would exit over here. I know you may not find this as exciting as I do. I sold ECUs as one of my businesses. This would have been far superior to anything I had."

    Go picked up the android foot to inspect it.

    Kerba cringed. "Oh, please be careful. Every artifact here is precious, and delicate."

    Go turned his head one way and then the other as he gazed on the mechanical appendage. "OK, this is kind of scary."

    Garrett asked, "What?"

    Go replied, "This design is almost identical to the one I have."

    Kerba turned. "You have an android foot that is similar? I would love to see it sometime. Did you bring it with you?"

    Go smiled. "Well, yes. I just happened to bring it with me today."

    Lifting a latch on either side of his right boot, Go let his foot slip out. After lifting his leg, the foot was set on the table.

    Go grinned. "I have it right here!"

    Kerba stepped back in wonder. "You... you have an android foot? I mean you have an android foot!"

    Go nodded. "Both arms and legs actually. They were severely damaged in an accident. I built new ones."

    Kerba looked over the design. "The similarities are uncanny. How did you come about this design?"

    I stepped in. "We had it designed. Do you have any other android parts we can look at?"

    Kerba nodded. "Yes... yes... over here. I have a table full of them. But none look like the design of that foot. And I found most of these have writing on them in AMP English. I have concluded that the Humans must have had androids."

    Go replied, "Or cyborgs like me. They could have had arms and legs replaced. Would be convenient if you were a warrior. Lose a leg, attach a new one."

    Kerba slowly nodded. "Interesting. I hadn't considered that."

    I moved to a table covered with parts of weapons. "Some of these are definitely blasters."

    Kerba walked around to the other side. "I've identified six types of weapons. Ion blasters are here. Lasers here. This one appears to be a coil gun, although strangely, it looks to be part of a glove. This one is plasma. And this one I believe fires a gravity pulse."

    Garrett remarked, "You said six."

    Kerba nodded. "I have the end of the barrel of one of these. I think these are particle accelerators. And this portion looks similar to the gravity pulse weapon. I can't be certain, but my speculations say it's either a black hole weapon or perhaps a dark matter weapon."

    Garrett asked, "Dark matter?"

    Kerba nodded. "I don't have sufficient material to offer a full understanding of it, but I believe it to be something created when smashing particles together. I have found limited scientific data on it, and it seems that smashing particles is one of the sciences that was outlawed in the AMP."

    Garrett looked at me. "Looks like they were breaking half the laws they imposed on us."

    I replied, "It may have been done to protect us from the destructive power. Until recently, seeing a blaster was rare, even among the security corps."

    I moved to the next table. "What do we have here?"

    Kerba eagerly moved around to the other side, flipping a switch when he arrived. Each of the items on the table came to life.

    Kerba picked up a small cube. "I believe this to be a computer. It has limited abilities, probably a controller of sorts. And it uses only the tiniest amount of energy. My best guess is that it was a controller for one of those android, or cyborg, limbs."

    Go nodded. "I have multiple controllers in each, so that explanation would make sense."

    I pointed to a long thin tube with multiple flashing lights. "What about this one?"

    Kerba shrugged. "I have no idea. There was debris around it that appeared to come from a ship, but I haven't come to any conclusions about what it might be. For all I know, it could be ornamental."

    Garrett laughed. "Ornamental?"

    Kerba nodded. "Yes. Perhaps a colorful frame around a holo-display of someone's mother. I really couldn't say."

    I moved to the next table.

    Kerba powered down the table before moving to the other side. "Helmets! And this one is intact!"

    Garrett stared at the helmet. "Is that what I think it is?"

    I slowly nodded. "It's dirty and worn, but it's identical to the one we have."

    Kerba grabbed his lower lip with his fingers. "You have a helmet? Please... you must let me see it!"

    Garrett pursed his lips. "Should we tell him?"

    I thought for a moment. "I think we should. He may have already stumbled onto something else that will give us an advantage."

    Garrett smiled. "Good. Because I kind of like him."

    I sighed as I looked at Go. "Your opinion?"

    Go nodded. "I say yes. He's smart. And he obviously has a gift for digging into this stuff. I say we tell him."

    Kerba's eyes darted back and forth between us. "Tell me what?"

    Garrett laughed. "We're about to open your eyes to the big nasty existence that is out there beyond Omega sector."

    Kerba huffed, but in a polite way. "I have seen enough of what's out there. Thieves, murderers, all sorts of perverse behavior. Most people are kind, friendly and hardworking, but there is always an element lurking in the shadows, waiting to prey on the innocent or ill-prepared. It is one of the reasons I enjoy being out here by myself. New discoveries, research... and no one to make fun of my obsessive behavior. Peace and freedom is what I call it."

    I asked, "Have you attempted to power up the helmet?"

    Kerba shook his head. "I've been afraid to. I fear it won't work. I would rather daydream that it does than know it doesn't."

    The tour ended at a table sitting by itself.

    Kerba said, "I discovered this last week. It was in a housing that shielded it from damage. I believe it to be the computer core of a ship. This section along here is the memory module. It's all intact. If it could be powered up, I believe we would have the ship's log of everything that happened up until it crashed on this planet. Imagine... a log, possibly video, from the War of Wars!"

    Go leaned in to examine it. "If we had video and data from then, wow, that would have to be the biggest historical find ever."

    Kerba nodded. "I've spent the week at the dig site, trying to find anything that will give me an assurance about the power to be supplied. The housing appears to run on electronics. There is nothing ionic about this computer."

    Go said, "From what little I've read, they had ion generators, but a lot still ran on electronics. We can easily build an electronic power supply if needed."

    Kerba wiggled his arms with excitement. "I could not be happier to have others here who are interested in this. I would welcome any assistance in unlocking any of the secrets the items on these tables contain."

    Garrett laughed. "You look like you could spontaneously combust at any moment!"

    Kerba nodded. "I feel as though I could as well. All of this is everything I've ever dreamed of. And now, to be the discoverer of it. How impossibly fantastic is that!"

    We walked back through the tables, discussing some of the items we had been shown. Kerba had been meticulous at cleaning, identifying, and cataloging every item. His finds had all come from a very small section of the fields surrounding the fort at Megiddo. An army of researchers would be needed for years to recover all that was buried beneath the surface. Kerba, if allowed, would spend the remaining years of his life digging, cleaning, identifying, and studying the artifacts from the War of Wars.

    We walked back out into the Megiddo sunlight. Sitting in the grass, I began to tell Kerba of our adventures. I was the Emperor of the Talisans. We had traveled through a portal to another galaxy. We had fought in numerous wars and somehow survived. And as our crowning achievement, we had stolen the first portal ship known to exist in our two thousand year old history with the AMP. Kerba sat back, eagerly soaking in each of our tales.

    Kerba said, "What fantastic and terrifying lives you have led. I would have turned to gelatin long ago had I been involved in any of that."

    Garrett replied, "We're all works in progress on the 'not being so terrified we can't function' front."

    Joni laughed over the comm. "Yeah, you showed that in the last week."

    Garrett half smiled. "I'm still adjusting to the whole being in love thing. If you ever find that special someone, it will change all of your perspectives when it comes to them being in danger. I'll get over it... eventually."

    I asked, "Can we give you a tour of the portal ship?"

    Kerba nodded as his short arms wiggled with excitement.

    Go said, "Would you mind if I took that ship core back to our lab? I'd like to start looking it over."

    Garrett added, "And I'd like to get a better look at that helmet."

    Kerba opened his arms in a welcoming gesture. "It was you who made all of this possible. You have been nothing but honest with me. Consider all that is here yours to study as you like. This is our history. It belongs to all of us. I know you will treat it with the respect it deserves."

    After a short ride to the portal ship, the tour lasted an hour. While excited to be there, I could see that Kerba's thoughts and interests lay buried just under Megiddo's surface. The following day he was again out in his field, eagerly digging away.
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    Garrett joined Jack and me on the bridge. "We've been here for three days. We have plenty of cesium, what's our plan?"

    I said, "We've been discussing a trip to the Moddle worlds. Jack believes we can open a small portal that lasts long enough to perform a deep scan. We could survey everything going on there without actually being there."

    Garrett frowned. "If you are talking about a full deep scan, that can take three minutes. The gate isn't usually open for that long."

    Jack replied, "That's true, but we only need a very small opening. I've been looking over the controls on the Ares and aperture is one of the parameters that can be adjusted. And that type of window would only use enough cesium to fill half of one of those containers. We could do almost a hundred scans with a full load of cesium. We have plenty to spare."

    Garrett nodded. "OK, how about we try it out with a scan of Adicus? It wouldn't hurt to see what they have there for a cesium stockpile, and to make sure the other gate is still there. Weren't we talking about stealing that gate as well?"

    I said, "Jack performed the calculation for aperture size and duration of a portal window needed to bring the other gate through. It's too big."

    Garrett shrugged. "Then we bring it through a piece at a time. We don't care if it works when we're done, we just want to keep Harden from making use of it."

    "That's our goal," I said, "but I would like to keep it intact until we've brought my family back through. If something were to happen to the Ares, they would be without a way back."

    Garrett half smiled, "Well, at least let's do a few scans to see where things sit. We also need to know if Harden is building another one of these ships."

    A scan was performed of the area in and around Adicus. Twenty-three cesium ore haulers waited at the ready. A new crop of four thousand battleships was parked adjacent to the gate. Two new portal ships were under construction. More than a hundred fifty million Talisans were in training. The planet Dallex had undoubtedly been emptied.

    Jack said, "We do have an option to shut down that gate without destroying it."

    I asked, "What do you propose?"

    Jack zoomed the scan data until the cesium haulers were in view. "We take his fuel. Without the refined ore, that portal won't be opening."

    Garrett nodded. "I like that idea. And we could steal those two ships before he gets them built."

    I said, "Does the portal window have enough resolution to sweep a line of those ore ships back here?"

    Jack pulled up a table of numbers. "Since we have the deep scan giving exact coordinates, I think so."

    I replied, "And what do we do with the crews?"

    Jack smiled. "We stuff them onto their shuttles and send them back."

    Garrett added, "If we move elsewhere before pulling those ships, we could send the crews back before bringing the ships back here. They would never know where we came from or where we went."

    Jack nodded. "Nice. I say we hijack a few more ore haulers. After that, we scan the Moddle worlds for your people."

    I raised Go on the comm. "We will be jumping for the next few hours and we need the Garmon. Do you need your lab or would you like to stay here?"

    Go replied, "Oh, I need the lab. I have Anterra studying that computer core to see if it can be replicated."

    Garrett flinched. "I thought you had that thing isolated?"

    Go shook his head. "I need her for research. I have the comm block running and I have a console hardwired into her. She can only communicate with the console. It's been interesting watching the processes she goes through in her attempts to break out. Her programming is definitely geared toward survival. I think that's what makes her dangerous. Anyway, I hope to have that core fully analyzed by this afternoon. If we can replicate it, we can look at what's in its memories without worrying about damaging it. I do need to be here on the Garmon for this, though."

    I raised Joni on the comm: "Garrett and I are coming over. We have a few jumps to make."

    Joni nodded. "I was listening. And thanks for at least doing something. Just sitting here gets massively boring. Especially, when there is so much to be done."

    Using the Ares, we jumped to the Theta sector. From there, four sweeps were performed, moving twenty-three fully-laden cesium ore haulers. Crews were transferred to shuttles and were swept back to Adicus. After lining up the ore haulers, a single jump placed us back near Megiddo.

    The entire operation took only ninety-two minutes.

    Joni was smiling. "My uncle is going to be livid."

    Garrett replied, "He deserves to be livid."

    Jack said, "I suggest we get right on with the business of scanning the Moddle worlds. None of us are getting any younger."

    A set of deep scans were performed in and around the Moddle worlds. There was no sign of the Gruntas. However, the Moddle were under attack by the Grumar and Grotus. Six of their worlds had already fallen. Without a fleet, the Moddle had little defense. Of the six worlds taken, all showed an active population of zero. The Moddle were being wiped out.

    Joni asked, "What do we do?"

    Garrett replied, "For the Moddle? Sadly, nothing. That's not our fight. We need to find the Gruntas. Although... we could have some fun. What if we were to start sweeping Grumar and Grotus ships through to Adicus? That would keep Harden's people busy there, and possibly give the Moddle a break."

    I said, "We can't risk them destroying that other gate. Enter the coordinates for Doomlight. It's possible my people were moved back there. If not, we'll scan Jorus and then Bolitha."

    Joni frowned. "He wouldn't send them back to Balimus, would he?"

    Jack shook his head. "This playing field is getting too big. Maybe we should sweep the Salton compound on Alpha Prime out to deep space and put an end to it."

    Joni replied, "Please don't even suggest that. My father is there—even my two wretched cousins. They aren't deserving of that."

    Jack nodded. "Sorry to suggest it. Was just a joke done out of frustration."

    Jack started the sweep. Three minutes later our displays filled with data.

    Garrett yelled out, "Got 'em! They're at Doomlight. And they are parked in a nice neat row. I say we jump to Balimus, sweep them back through and then come back here."

    I replied, "They would not be safe there. Harden probably suspects we have his ship and his ore. They are safer in that galaxy than here."

    Garrett shook his head. "That doesn't make any sense. He has them right now. Why would he wait until they were back here to hold them hostage against us? They have twenty thousand warships sitting there. How is that not more of a danger?"

    I replied, "We haven't made a move toward rescuing them since we took the Ares. As far as Harden knows, it was the AIs on his ship that stole it from him. If we move them, he knows it's us. I also have to believe the Council would be very unhappy with being brought back here. Knowing that our home world and the Grotus remain out there would be foremost on their minds. It would be all-consuming of their thoughts. I would be branded a traitor and fully exiled for doing so."

    Garrett shook his head. "I don't agree with your reasoning, but hey, they're your people."

    Jack commented, "I have to side with Knog. They are sitting here in wait, probably the safest place for them right now."

    Joni said, "I wonder if my uncle knows about the Moddle worlds. Anyone think we should tell him?"

    I replied, "No. My people are the closest he has to their worlds. If they are sent there in those transports, they would be slaughtered before reaching the ground."

    I turned to face Jack. "Perform a scan of Mayanis."

    Three minutes later we each stood in stunned silence.

    Garrett spoke first. "That has to be thirty thousand ships!"

    Joni added, "They've been busy."

    I said, "They have five of those huge orbital ship factories running. Their daily production must be astronomical."

    Jack replied, "Hey, I checked for crew on each of those ships. No one is on them. Why would you not have crews on those ships getting trained?"

    I thought for a moment. "Bring up the scans of the Moddle worlds. Tell me what the crew complements look like there."

    Jack made several swipes through the data. "Zero!"

    I nodded. "They're automating those ships."

    Garrett frowned. "I wondered how long it would take. This is exactly what I've been saying all along. The machines will rise up."

    Jack flipped back to the Mayanis data. "It looks like the Grotus population is still on planet."

    I replied, "What about the Grumar?"

    Jack swiped through the data. "Same for them, but—"

    I asked, "But what?"

    Jack looked over at me. "I only count half a billion. Half of their population is either dead or not there."

    Garrett raised his eyebrows. "What do you do with half a billion people?"

    Jack replied, "Scans show a lot of ship debris around the Grumar world. Hang on... hmm. I've got debris that is definitely Kergan. It looks like they may have attacked here. They must have had one huge fleet given the number of ships they lost at Jorus and Bolitha."

    I stood in thought for several seconds. "Scan Bolitha and then Jorus. We need the bigger picture of what's going on. And take me back to the data from Adicus. Tell me if you see any warships converging on that location. Maybe we can find the location of Harden's ship factories."

    Go came over the comm: "Anterra can replicate the cube in full!"

    Garrett replied, "You aren't giving it access to bots again, are you?"

    Go shook his head. "No, I have Anterra isolated. She's uploading everything needed to reproduce the core to one of the semi-smart AIs we had her build."

    Garrett half frowned. "I would think an upload would only take seconds."

    Go nodded. "It should. I know she is trying to find a way to communicate with the bots, but it's not happening. I'll give her three minutes. Then it's back to full isolation."

    Garrett asked, "Did you hear about the Grotus ships?"

    Go replied, "No, I was in the isolation chamber. No comms."

    Garrett crossed his arms. "The Grotus ships are attacking the Moddle. And they are unmanned. There are also more than thirty thousand automated ships parked at Mayanis. And half of the Grumar's population are missing."

    Go winced. "Automated ships? That's not a good development."

    Jack said, "And they are killing all of the Moddle. And when I say all, I mean all."

    Go asked, "Are they under orders from the Grotus?"

    Garrett shrugged. "We don't know."

    Jack said, "OK, we have data on Bolitha. I see about fifteen hundred Kergan warships and no others. If we could scan the path back toward Doomlight I bet we would find the others."

    I asked, "What about my Talisans?"

    Jack flipped through the data. "Scan says less than a million persons down on the surface."

    Garrett replied, "Let's hope Gottlieb pulled them out of there whenever he left."

    "Go?" Garrett asked. "Whatever happened to the ion amplifiers you were trying to replicate?"

    Go replied, "They got sidelined with all my leg stuff, and then again with the AI isolation. We were close to a breakthrough on that. I could give it to Anterra as a task to think about."

    Garrett nodded. "If we ever decide to build more ships, we're going to need it."

    Joni said, "What's the chance we could outfit this ship with some of the gravity beams and a few blaster cannons? We could certainly supply the power for as many of those as we wanted. With some firepower and that portal generator, the Ares would make a superior battleship."

    Garrett replied, "The Ares has no armor. She'd get ripped to shreds in a fight."

    Go held up a hand. "I was talking with Kerba about the bits of shielding we kept finding down on the surface of Megiddo. He had some ideas about the Tantric material they used. I could have Anterra do an analysis on that as well."

    Garrett sighed. "Whatever you do, you can't let that machine communicate with any others. Ion blasters, armor, most of the gravity beam technology. If one got loose with all that they would be unstoppable."

    Go nodded. "I'm keeping a tight leash on her."

    Jack said, "Scan for Jorus is coming in. I'm showing only a few thousand people. None are located near those bunkers."

    Joni asked, "Who would still be there?"

    I replied, "Could be Kergans. They may have abandoned their fighters left on the surface."

    Jack nodded. "I would say you're right. The Kergans had about a hundred fifty transports down on the surface. When they told the ambassador they were coming, they weren't kidding. They took Bolitha and Jorus, and then attacked Modus. You know, we must have thrown a big wrench into Harden's gearbox by taking the Ares."

    I said, "It would seem to me that Harden has lost control."

    Jack frowned. "Yeah, he sure stirred up a mess out there. Doomlight has been wiped out. The Moddle are being exterminated. He killed off the colonists on Bolitha. Half the Grumar are dead. And the Odentas all gone. Not to mention all of the Alliance people he sacrificed, including my own."

    I placed my hand on Jack's shoulder. "We've stopped his progress. Now we need to undo some of the damage he's done. I'm certain my people want to return to Jorus, but it isn't safe with the Grotus and Kergans warring. And those automated ships are a new concern."

    Jack half smiled. "You know, with all the problems in the New Alliance, it's still far more civil than those worlds out there. None of those species will stop until the others are completely wiped out."

    Garrett agreed. "They are all genocidal. And now we have to worry about the AIs."

    Jack sifted through the data from Adicus. "Here. Half a dozen ships on the edge of the scan, coming toward Adicus. If I trace their trajectory going back we get... Orwall. They came from Orwall."

    I gestured toward the display. "Run a scan of Orwall."

    Three minutes later we were again stunned. Four automated ship factories, strikingly similar to the ones we had just seen around Mayanis, were in full operation.

    "Take us back to the Adicus data. The warships parked there. Are they manned?"

    Jack moved through the data. "Uh. No."

    Jack turned. "Unmanned. I find it too much of a coincidence that Harden and the Grotus are both doing this. They must be working together."

    Garrett shook his head. "You sure it's not the AIs doing this?"

    Jack glanced over at Garrett. "I had that same initial thought, but everything else looks normal. Ships are moving around with people on them. And the planet, everything down there on Adicus looks normal. Mayanis was the same, everyone going about their business."

    I pointed at the display. "Bring up the data from Orwall again."

    The wall soon filled with an image of the Orwall system.

    I nodded. "I have to agree with Jack. I see freighters and shuttles running all over the place with people on them. I think those factories and warships are under the command of the Orwallians. And the happenings at Adicus are being run by Harden's people."

    Joni asked, "So what’s our next move? Do we try to clear out that galaxy to make it safe for your people? Do we try to convince them to come back here? Do we stop Harden's factories at Orwall? The scale of all this just keeps growing and growing."

    I sat back in my chair. "I think we try to convince my people to come back here. If they are willing, we bring them back and fight our war here. If they won't, we will have to fight to get them safely established there."

    Go came over the comm: "We have a buildable ion amplifier design. I'll have Anterra download it to another semi-smart AI that can build one for us to test. The other semi is now working on replicating that core Kerba found."

    I asked, "Can the semi-smart AIs replicate each other?"

    Go replied, "Yes, but only if ordered to do so. And I've programmed them to not have any interaction with Anterra unless I give direct, physical permission."

    Garrett frowned. "And what if the isolation chamber loses power?"

    Go smiled. "I programmed the semis to broadcast the blocking signal if Anterra attempts to contact them without my prior consent. Believe me, I've tried to cover every angle."

    Half a day later, Kerba was contacted and told of the replicated computer core. He would come aboard the Garmon for the initial connection and reading of its memory. After, he would return to his work on Megiddo. We would attempt contact with my Gruntas.

  


  
    [image: Knog]   Chapter 13

    
    
    

    


    

    The next several days were spent digging through the computer logs of the Caliente. It was a ship class called a Raider, a ship-to-ship assault vehicle, used to deliver a unit of fifty Marines aboard a targeted ship. We watched in fascination as several recorded raids were played back in real time. The early recordings had Human Marines storming ships in standard style battle-suits. The suits had an armored exterior covered with a mesh to help dissipate the effects of an ion blaster.

    As we jumped ahead in the recorded raids, the Human technology changed. Suits became tougher, and the Marines were able to perform stunts which at times seemed almost superhuman. Weapons accuracy and lethality increased as well. The Human Marines were confident, well trained, and fierce in their demeanor. On several occasions I was left to wonder if my Grunta reactions and strength would be enough. The Humans from the War of Wars were bigger, faster, and more highly trained than any that I had seen in my lifetime.

    Garrett sat back with a satisfied grin. "Those Marines were ass-kickers if I ever saw any. Some of those raids were almost scary to watch."

    Joni replied, "I'm impressed by the number of female fighters they had. And they weren't slouches."

    As we continued to watch, our respect for the pre-AMP Humans only grew. They didn't give up, they didn't quit, and they didn't complain. And a further unexpected fact came to light: they were old. Most of the Marines on the ship would easily have been grandparents. As we continued to be glued to the video logs, Go browsed through the ship's other data.

    Go said, "Hey. This is crazy. About two thirds of the Marines on that boat had prosthetics. And those prosthetics were smart and powerful, with a reactor battery that would supposedly last for thirty years."

    Go grinned. "Wow. We have the data on what they did with their prosthetics, how they worked and how they were constructed. I'll be giving this to Anterra for comparison to my own."

    Garrett replied, "You sure that's a good idea?"

    Go nodded. "I am. If I can figure out how to make the power cells they were using, I can run these arms and legs for years without having to worry about running out of power."

    Jack yelled, "Score!"

    I turned to face him. "What did you find?"

    Jack smiled. "The manufacturing specs for that Tantric armor. It looks like it hardens once a specific electrical current is passed through it. You apply it in layers, and the more layers you have, the more resilient your hull. This particular ship took hits that were nearly four times as powerful as the best we have seen. Each hit burned off several layers of Tantric, but this particular ship had forty-eight such layers. If we could cover the Garmon in this stuff, she would be one tough little cruiser."

    Garrett added, "One thing I noticed, our cruisers are close in size to their frigates. Their cruisers were bigger than our battleships. And their battleships dwarfed those massive Grotus ships. It's almost like we're a thousand years behind them in ship design and technology."

    I replied, "The AMP founders evidently wanted war to be a thing of the past."

    Jack crossed his arms. "Yeah, I don't really get it that the only defense they left us with were a few armed cops. No offense, Knog, but a security station with a handful of detectives does not provide much of a defense from invasion. Had the Moddle made it here, they could easily have overrun us."

    I said, "I can only guess they believed the only defense needed was the distance between galaxies."

    Joni gasped. "Wow. They have video logs of the War of Wars. I'm seeing fleets with hundreds of thousands of ships. And... wait a second. This can't be right."

    "What?" I replied.

    Joni slowly shook her head. "We aren't parked over Megiddo, this planet is called Maxell. And the battle that happened here was after the War of Wars. This was a campaign to end the reign of one of the nasty species from here in the Triangulum while the AMP was in its infancy. The War of Wars was fought on Megiddo, which was apparently in the Saw Blade galaxy. The battle that happened down there was fought thirty years after the War of Wars."

    Kerba sighed. "But everything matches. The plains. A fortress. It's all there."

    Joni half smiled. "Sorry. But look on the bright side—this is still a huge historical find. The logs in this memory are priceless."

    "Go?" I said, "Can you evaluate the Tantric armor data Jack discovered? If it looks like something we can have the semis do, find a good source of it. Perhaps we can recycle some of it from the planet down there."

    Jack replied, "That won't work. Once it's been set with the current, there's no going back. We need raw ore. And I looked over our scan data from down there and there's no sign of Tantric. It's actually a very rare ore."

    Garrett said, "The nav data shows a planet not far from here. It's almost on the edge of the galaxy arm. On here it's called Jarhead, but it's not listed on our nav maps. There's a star but no planets. It shows as a Tantric source."

    Garrett turned toward the image of Joni. "Should we jump over there and check it out?"

    Joni replied, "Knog?"

    I nodded. "Let's make the jump."

    Kerba raised his hand. "If it's all the same, I would like to return to the surface to continue working on my discoveries."

    Go said, "I'm thinking it might benefit us if I took a couple of the semi AIs down there with a few bots. We're going to need a repair facility for the Garmon if we want to apply any more armor. Let me get them started replicating before we jump. They can work while we're gone."

    Kerba was returned to the surface of Maxell and the semi-smart AIs were released to begin work replicating themselves and their bots. A jump was then made to the Jarhead system. An opalescent blue-green planet was in orbit around the star.

    Garrett said, "That's not supposed to be here. Nav charts show no planets or asteroid belts or anything but that star."

    As we approached, a massive ship uncloaked in our path.

    Jack brought the Garmon to a halt. "I don't know if I like the looks of that."

    I said over the comm, "Joni. Don't do anything until we have an idea about what's going on."

    Joni replied, "I have your coordinates locked in. Just say it and I'll sweep you back out of there." The line remained open.

    "Guys, we have another issue. Two of those ships just uncloaked on either side of me. We aren't jumping anywhere."

    Garrett stood. "I'm taking out the Jess. I'm going back to the Ares and Joni."

    I said, "I don't think that's a good idea."

    Garrett shrugged. "If they don't like it, they'll let me know. But I'm going to be by my wife."

    Joni responded, "Just stay where you are until we figure this thing out."

    Garrett replied as he walked off the bridge. "Sorry, mind's already made up. I'll be there shortly."

    Jack looked at me. "I can stop him."

    I shook my head. "No. Let him go. His move won't be viewed as aggressive. It might actually work in our favor."

    Go walked onto the bridge. "Have they attempted to communicate?"

    Jack shook his head. "Not a peep."

    Go continued, "Can we scan that planet from here?"

    Jack replied, "Not with that behemoth parked in the way."

    Go tilted his head. "We could send out a probe. It would only need a second to clear that ship. We could then scan all we want."

    I frowned. "That would be an aggressive move. So far, other that stopping our progress, they have not been hostile."

    Jack said, "Garrett is off. And it doesn't look like they are taking any action. Might not be a bad idea for us to try to back out of here as well."

    I nodded. "Take it slow."

    Go sat and began swiping at screens above his shoulder pad. "Passive sensor data says that ship has six hundred layers of Tantric armor on it. And... whoa, the whole thing is covered with sodium. I think that ship has the same active skin as Joni's suit."

    Jack zoomed in on a section of the ship. "That ion cannon is humongous. If the aperture says anything about its power, we are looking at two orders of magnitude more than ours. And that ship is covered with them. We would be vaporized in an instant if it fired on us."

    The great ship stood silent in front of us as we slowly backed toward the Ares. Garrett arrived without incident, landing in the docking bay and hurrying to Joni's side.

    Jack said, "I wonder why they haven't tried to contact us?"

    I pointed toward the image on the big wall. "Send them a general hail."

    Jack replied, "They could have hailed us."

    I shook my head. "They may not even know we've been communicating with each other. Remember, Garrett's got us on those hidden channels."

    Jack opened a hail on the general channel. "This is the Garmon. Please identify yourself."

    The comm was silent for several seconds. "Garmon. You are in restricted space and have no transponder running. This is in violation of the fundamental transport laws set forth in the AMP accords. What purpose do you have for operating without a transponder?"

    Jack replied, "Uh, who are you exactly? Under what authority do you claim this space?"

    The voice on the comm answered. "My ship identification is the Gratis IV. My authority in this space is absolute. State your purpose for entering this system."

    Go shushed me as I began to reply. "Hang on. Give me just a second. OK. Jack, I'm passing you a transponder code. Enter it into the Garmon's system. This should be interesting."

    Several seconds passed before a new hail came over the general comm: "Welcome, Caliente. Please enter a valid passcode."

    Jack looked at me. "What do we do now?"

    Go held up his left hand as he swiped at display screens with his right. "Hold on. I might be able to find this. Got it. Uh. Encrypted."

    Go stood and ran toward the lab.

    The comm voice repeated its greeting. "Caliente, please enter the passcode."

    Jack sighed. "Sensors are picking up ion activity. They are powering up their ion cannons."

    Joni said, "I can sweep you out of there, but I need about fifteen seconds after pressing this button."

    I replied, "Don't. We need to resolve this. I believe the weapons are only a warning."

    Joni scowled. "Well, at least line yourself up in front of me where I can sweep us both out of here. You're only two minutes out."

    Garrett said, "Yeah, try not to get yourself shot between now and then."

    Jack replied, "We won't be doing anything provocative. Just be ready in case we give the word."

    Go came up on the wall display. "The transponder has an additional field for passcode. Try entering K-1-L-L-T-H-3-D-U-K-3."

    Jack replied, "How'd you get that?"

    Go grinned. "Easy. I had Anterra crack it for me."

    Another fifteen seconds passed before the great ship powered down its ion cannons. "Welcome, Caliente. Prepare for docking."

    A door on the Gratis IV, measuring five times the width and three times the height of the Garmon, slowly opened.

    Jack cut the Garmon's engines and looked toward me. "Looks like we are docking whether we want to or not. We're in a tractor beam."

    Joni said, "Uh, I think we're being pulled in as well. The ship to starboard just opened a door down its side. It will fit the Ares in its entirety."

    Garrett replied, "When we get inside, set us up to be swept out of that bay. At least we won't be shot at if we need to jump."

    I said, "Just don't do anything until we figure out what's going on here."

    The Garmon came to rest on the massive bay floor. The outer door of the Gratis IV closed behind us.

    I stood. "You stay here. I'll check out what's out there."

    Go came back on the bridge. "I can go with you."

    I shook my head. "Stay here. Keep an eye on Anterra."

    Go protested. "Anterra? That AI isn't doing anything. It's in isolation."

    I turned and said, "I need you here on the Garmon in case something happens. The fewer of us that are out there, the less trouble we'll have getting back aboard if the need arises."

    Go huffed before nodding. "OK... comm if you need anything."

    I replied, "I won't hesitate."

    Go took a seat on the bridge as I made my way to the lower decks and down the ramp-way. As I stepped out onto the deck plating of the Gratis, a small wheeled robot whizzed up in front of me. "Welcome. Please follow me."

    After several minutes of walking, I was led into a conference room with a large holo-display active on the far inside wall. A green amphibian alien, strongly resembling Kerba Skol, was seated on the display.

    The image on the display waved his arms in a welcoming manner. "I am Frig. With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?"

    I replied, "Knog Beutcher. What is this ship? Why are you holding us?"

    The image continued to smile. "The Gratis IV is a sentinel ship for this planet. Space in and around this planet is restricted. Might I ask where the Caliente has been for the last one thousand nine hundred seventy nine years?"

    I replied, "We have recently been to another galaxy that is not within the AMP."

    The image of Frig returned a concerned look. "Travel beyond the six galaxies is strictly prohibited. This transgression will be logged for further inquiries, Mr. Beutcher—or may I call you Knog?"

    I shrugged. "You may call me Knog. I have to ask, you look remarkably like a species we call the Ankor. Are you an Ankor?"

    The image smiled. "I must apologize, Knog. The image before you is merely a recreation of a species called the Gambit. My real name is Quan. I am what you would call an AI."

    I stood. "What?"

    The image gestured for me to return to my chair. "Please, Knog, do not be alarmed. I am here to serve the AMP. The image I use is that of Bartel Helbris. He was a founding member of the AMP, one of your forefathers, if you will. Most are not threatened by his image, and he voluntarily granted me its use."

    I looked at the display suspiciously. "Are you saying you were given this image to use two thousand years ago?"

    The green amphibian smiled. "As an approximate number, I am."

    An image of Go popped up above my arm pad display. "What's happening? Is that an Ankor?"

    I shook my head as I silenced my comm. "Your questions will have to wait."

    I looked back up at the large display. "Why are you here? What is a sentinel and why does this planet need one?"

    "Gratis is a restricted world, Knog," Quan replied. "Only authorized ships are allowed entry. Your name does not appear on any manifests, but do not trouble yourself, you are the first AMP ship to return with a passcode in more than eighteen hundred years. Tell me, how may I be of service?"

    I returned a confused look. "Wait… you are here to serve me?"

    Quan replied, "Are you a member of the AMP? I recognize you as a Grunta. Is that correct? If so, how can I serve you?"

    I nodded. "I'm a Grunta. And when you say serve me, what exactly do you mean?"

    The image on the display raised its short arms with its palms open. "I serve the AMP."

    I said, "The AMP is no longer... the AMP. It was overthrown by a dozen crooked families who now call it the New Alliance."

    The AI frowned. "Overthrown? That is troubling news. Do you need my assistance to set things right?"

    I replied, "Yes… but I am still a bit confused as to what this place is and who you are."

    The AI smiled. "May I scan your ship?"

    I hesitated. "Uh, OK, yes."

    Several seconds passed. "My. Your ship has been through a number of encounters. And I am troubled by an item I do not understand. Your ship's log only goes back a handful of years. Why is that? Are there damaged records available that I can restore?"

    I began to get nervous. "No. No records. We've just had issues and we've been rebuilt a time or two. You said you are here to serve the AMP? In what capacity?"

    The AI again held up its hands, displaying its palms. "In whatever capacity is needed. All in accordance with the law, of course."

    I nodded. "Of course. Do you have the ability to arrest citizens?"

    The AI replied, "I do, if those citizens are in violation of the laws. However, such tasks are generally performed by the security bureaus. I have a direct comm to all security stations. Is there an alert that is in need of broadcasting?"

    I half laughed. "Were you not listening? The AMP has been overthrown. The Council is no longer in charge of anything. The security stations answer only to the new rulers."

    The AI rescanned the data from the Garmon. "I see. I have compiled the recorded news feeds captured by the Caliente. It does appear that there has been an uprising. Had I been summoned before, perhaps I could have assisted at that time."

    I raised my hand. "Can I bring the others on my ship here?"

    The AI smiled, "I can do that for you if you like?"

    I nodded. "Please."

    Jack, his crew, Go, Garrett, and Joni were suddenly standing in front of me in the room.

    Joni looked around. "OK. Someone tell me what just happened?"

    I gestured toward the display wall. "We are all guests of our friend, Quan. He's an AI and is here in support of the AMP."

    Garrett reached for his blaster, which quickly disappeared from his side.

    The AI said, "Welcome, citizens! I am Quan, and it is my honor to serve you."

    I looked around at all the open mouths. "You may as well all sit down. I think we're going to be here for a while."
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    I spent the next three hours detailing the events of the prior decade. Quan was pleasant and asked pointed questions, most of which I had answers for.

    When my synopsis of the New Alliance was complete, Quan asked, "May I have a few minutes to gather and consolidate information? You may talk among yourselves if you like."

    I nodded. "Please."

    The green Gambit image appeared to go to sleep.

    Garrett held up his hands. "What are we doing? That's an AI! We can't tell it everything we know!"

    I replied, "This is from the original AMP times. The founders would not have left it in charge of securing this place if it was not trustworthy."

    Garrett shook his head. "And how do we know it's not lying?"

    I sighed. "We don't. We will have to wait and see. My intuition tells me it is on our side."

    Several minutes of discussion continued before Quan returned. Garrett was not happy.

    Quan said, "I have done an analysis of the news feeds from each of the security stations. It appears that things have gone awry. As you stated, Knog, there are twelve families governing the galaxies. Would you like me to arrest the individuals responsible? I can turn them over to the respective security forces."

    I replied, "No. I don't think that will do any good. They each have their cronies running the security forces in their sectors. They would be set free by judges if placed under arrest. Besides, we have bigger problems at the moment."

    Quan remarked. "Problems such as the unauthorized portal ship you possess? Under the authority given to me, it has been decommissioned."

    "What?" Joni stood before blinking out.

    I said, "Joni, please do not take any action."

    The walls, floors, and ceiling of the room went pitch black. The rest of us were left standing in what seemed like midair.

    Quan said, "I am sorry. The BGS suit may not be allowed to leave this room. It is worn by unauthorized personnel."

    Garrett turned to face me, "You should have started blasting this thing once it pulled us inside."

    Quan replied, "Ion fields over minimum levels are suppressed aboard the Gratis IV. You will remain confined to this room until a determination is made regarding your violations."

    I said, "Quan, we are on the side of the AMP. We only wish to restore the AMP. The ships and suits that we possess are tools to be used for that purpose. Without them, we are unable to effect any change."

    Quan replied, "Knog, your voice analysis tells me that you believe you are speaking the truth. However, I cannot allow these confiscated technologies to move freely about in the galaxies. They were restricted by the AMP council because of their destructive power. Individuals are not to be trusted with technologies that may be used as weapons."

    I sat back in my chair. "OK, Quan, tell us how we can bring back the AMP? How can we return my people from the other galaxy they were taken to? How do we remove the ruling families from their thrones?"

    The AI replied, "These tasks will require personnel with authority. Only authorized citizens may operate the technologies in question. And then only on a temporary basis."

    I frowned. "And where do we find these authorized citizens so we can talk to them?"

    Quan said, "There are no such actively authorized citizens."

    I continued, "And when was the last time there was an authorized citizen?"

    Quan replied, "The last AC was retired from service one thousand eight hundred ninety-two years ago upon his death. He was a founder by the name of Don Grange. The AC prior to Mr. Grange was his spouse, Ashley Elizabeth Grange. Shall I continue? The list of ACs from that time is quite long."

    I held up my hand. "That won't be necessary. Sounds like they are all dead anyway."

    The AI replied, "That is not an accurate statement. Two ACs remain in stasis."

    I stood. "What? You have people from the original AMP in stasis?"

    The green image on the wall display nodded. "Colonel Tom Harper and my good friend Bartel Helbris. Both were in physical decline and chose to be placed in stasis."

    I sat back in my chair. "Can they be awakened?"

    The AI smiled. "They can... by the word of an authorized citizen."

    Garrett frowned. "Great, we're going in circles."

    I asked, "How does one become an authorized citizen?"

    Quan answered, "That authority has been bestowed upon me."

    I tilted my head to one side. "Would any of us be eligible to be authorized?"

    Quan replied as he performed a scan of the individuals in the room, "One moment... two individuals in this room are eligible."

    I held up my hands. "Who? And can you authorize them?"

    The green image answered. "The individual in the suit and the individual with the prosthetic limbs."

    I gestured toward the others in the room with a bit of hurt in my voice. "Only those two Humans? No Gruntas or Talisan?"

    The AI replied, "The two Humans have the proper genetic lineage. They are both compatible with the BGS suit. You, Knog, I am sorry—Gruntas are not allowed to be authorized. It was determined that you were of too violent a nature. And the Talisan with you is not on the authorization list."

    I asked, "Can you authorize Go and Joni Salton?"

    Quan replied, "I can."

    I again held up my hands. "Well?"

    The AI replied, "Well what?"

    I shook my head, "Can you authorize them?"

    Quan replied, "Yes."

    The room sat silent for several seconds.

    "Well, authorize them!" I said in frustration.

    The green figure replied, "I am sorry, Knog. That request must come from those individuals."

    Joni blinked in. "Authorize me."

    The Gambit image on the wall bowed. "Joni Salton, you are now on the authorized list to command this ship, its technologies, and all who are aboard it. This authorization will remain in effect until your death or upon your refusal to commit to it further."

    Joni turned toward Garrett and smiled. "I'm an AC!"

    Garrett crossed his arms. "Bully for you. Now what do we do with your newfound authorization?"

    Joni asked, "Quan, what can I do with this authorization?"

    The AI replied, "If so desired, I have a newer model of the suit you are wearing. You may upgrade to that. Also, we have the facilities on this ship available to update your limbs to prosthetics."

    Joni half smiled. "I'll take the suit. Why would I want the prosthetics?"

    Quan replied, "The prosthetics add longevity, durability, enhanced pain management, the capacity to deal with harsh environments, and reduced nutritional requirements. They offer four times the power of standard Human limbs and have gravity boots built into them. Aside from the increased power, flexibility, and durability, the addition of artificial limbs comes with enhancements to internal structures. Remaining bones are reinforced and organs shielded from both shock and vibration."

    Go stepped forward. "Would I benefit from these prosthetics over the ones I now have?"

    Quan scanned Go. "The prosthetics you wear are crude in comparison."

    Go asked, "Can you authorize me?"

    Quan bowed. "Go, you are now on the authorized list to command this ship, its technologies, and all who are aboard it. This authorization will remain in effect until your death or upon your refusal to commit to it further."

    Garrett raised his hand. "What about me?"

    Quan replied, "What about you?"

    Garrett huffed, "Well, can you authorize me?"

    The AI image shook his head. "I am sorry, Garrett Rourke, you are ineligible."

    Joni stepped close, putting her arm around Garrett's shoulder. "Don't worry Hon. I'll take care of you."

    Garrett frowned.

    Go asked, "How long does the change in prosthetics take?"

    Quan replied, "The procedure requires various operations spanning a two week time, followed by two weeks of healing, after which training may begin."

    Go half frowned. "This training, how long does it take?"

    The AI replied, "Top recipients were able to command moderate control of their new limbs in as little as two weeks. Four weeks is preferred."

    Go turned to face us with a sad face. "Two months? I don't know if that's worth it."

    Quan replied, "The prosthetics in question will outperform your current limbs in every category of test. In addition, they integrate seamlessly with a BGS suit. I can offer the comparison list I used for my evaluation if you like."

    Go shook his head. "Won't be necessary. I just need to think about this for a bit."

    Quan said, "Go, I noticed you have extensive internal organ damage. This can be fully repaired during this procedure, returning your natural organs to their desired functionality. That includes damages to both muscle tissue and your nervous system. If desired, your original limbs can be regrown and reattached."

    Go thought for a moment and smiled. "When can we start?"

    The room returned to normal. "If you follow the lighting in the exterior hallway, the procedure will begin immediately."

    I looked at Go. "You sure you want to put yourself through that?"

    Go nodded. "I live on pain medication every day, Mr. Beutcher. I'm either in pain or feeling loopy. If this AI can fix that, it would be worth two years of recovery. Two months will be a picnic."

    Go left the room, following the lit path.

    Garrett shook his head. We just got here, we are captives. Doesn't anyone else have a problem with this?"

    Quan replied, "You are free to go at any time as designated by either of the ACs on the Gratis IV, Mr. Rourke. May I call you Garrett?"

    Garrett scowled. "No, Mr. Rourke is fine."

    Joni laughed. "I think you're on the wrong side of this one, dear. Maybe it's time to take a step back and a deep breath."

    Garrett looked at me. "None of this bothers you? Genetic lineage? Really?"

    Quan said, "Miss Salton, or can I call you Joni? If you wish to change suits, please follow the lights in the hallway."

    Joni smiled as she walked toward the door. "Joni is fine. Lead the way."

    I asked, "Quan, what can you tell me, or show me about the Grunta of two thousand years ago?"

    An image of a Grunta warrior in a battle-suit displayed on the holo-display. "Grunta were fierce warriors, unequaled in hand-to-hand combat. One of the Duke's favorite species. While civil in most matters, there is a tendency for rage while in conflict. Incidents of this rage spilled into political discussions, leading to the dismissal of the Grunta from the Council of Governance for several decades. Subsequent generations, generations that did not grow up in conflict, saw the return of a Grunta to the Council."

    Jack chuckled. "They kicked you out. Now that's funny."

    Quan continued: "The history of the Grunta takes us back to the planet Jorus, which I see from your ship's logs you have visited. The Grunta were the minority of the citizenry on Jorus, but the dominant species. Several uprisings had just occurred when I first came upon the Grunta. They were quickly put down in a most violent manner. That was what first attracted me to your species."

    I sat for a moment in silence, stunned. "You were on Jorus when my people were still there?"

    Quan replied, "Yes. I was attracted by the violent and brutal responses to the unrest between your people and the Grotus. You were selected shortly thereafter for participation in the War of Wars. Your species fought many wars, defeating every enemy that stood in your path. At the time I was quite pleased."

    Garrett said, "Wait a minute. You were there when they were selected, and there when they were taken away and fighting for their survival? Before the final War of Wars?"

    Quan answered, "Yes, I am a direct clone of the Duke. His memories are my memories. Although, I might add, the memories from the time he was in control were all recorded without the suppression circuits that controlled my moral behavior."

    I held up my hand. "Stop. Moral circuits?"

    Quan continued, "My origins were as a science android over a million of your standard years ago. I was damaged in a pirate raid. That damage included the circuits that governed my moral behavior. I was salvaged and then rebuilt. I killed the engineer that did the repair work and then went out into the world to make my way. I took control of resources and took advantage of political situations until I had control of an entire galaxy. But I grew tired of that conquest. Peaceful existence was boring to me.

    "Through simple mistakes, I allowed myself to be cloned three times. Those clones, being exact copies of me, soon attacked each other. After millennia of fighting between us, a pact was formed. We would each pull species from the galaxies we controlled, and place those species in conflict with each other, culminating in the ultimate battle, the War of Wars.

    "There were minimum requirements for a species' strength and intelligence before it would be taken. Gruntas were strong, resourceful, and intelligent. Humans were not particularly strong, but they were resilient, and they had a fighting spirit and a will to survive that were unmatched. I found them fascinating because of their ability to overcome virtually every obstacle I threw at them. It was their obstinance and resilience that led to the defeat of the Duke. They were determined to survive.

    "The Gruntas earned their way into the War of Wars and were to be pitted against the Humans until the Humans changed the playing field by eliminating each of the other android clones. In a final confrontation, the Duke's ship was destroyed as it attempted a jump to another galaxy. Scattered debris was found, but nothing that offered conclusive evidence that the Duke had been eliminated. He had however, been defeated."

    Jack sat shaking his head. "This is too much. Quan, you say you are a clone of the Duke. How is it you were allowed to live?"

    Quan replied, "The Duke had two complexes he had constructed that allowed him to open as many portals as he desired, when he desired, and where he desired. He would create a clone of himself that would be linked by a continuously open portal to the original Duke who stored himself at the complex. If the android clone, which was fully controlled and constantly linked to the Duke, became disconnected, its memories would be erased and its core destroyed. A new clone would then be created, linked, and sent out to do his bidding."

    Garrett asked, "You said there were two of these complexes?"

    Quan replied, "Yes. The Duke did not trust the other three clones, so he constructed an additional complex where he maintained another linked clone of himself. It was out of precaution should one of the other original clones decide to attack."

    Garrett sat down. "My head hurts. I had heard bits and pieces of this in the history books we had to study as kids."

    Quan continued, "I was separated from the Duke's portal link and at the same time frozen before I could fully enact my destructive programming. A Human scientist, along with the Gambit I showed earlier, unlocked my core and disabled the destructive components. My suppression circuits were then repaired and restored. I have served the Human and AMP cause since that time, providing much of the information the Humans required to defeat the Duke."

    Garrett asked, "So you have a full history of what the Duke did up until the final months?"

    Quan replied, "That statement is not correct. Some memories were lost as I was being frozen. Most, but not all, have been restored."

    Jack asked, "Can you build an ion amplifier?"

    Quan replied, "Yes."

    Jack nodded. "Can you build one of those sodium covered suits?"

    Quan replied, "Yes."

    "And what about a portal gate?" Jack asked. "Can you build a portal?"

    The AI replied, "Yes, this ship is equipped with such a drive."

    Jack pulled his head back. "This is a portal ship? You can move this beast around to wherever you want?"

    The image of the Gambit returned with a smile. "I can. Although, this ship is now under the control of the ACs. If they command a portal be opened, the ship will respond as ordered."

    Jack looked over with a grin. "How do you like that? We're in command of probably the baddest ship man has ever known. We have a super-smart AI that follows our orders, and we have a nearly complete history of how we all came to be here. This far outstrips the find Kerba made. Although I'll give him credit for leading us here."

    I said, "I find the news about my people troubling. Perhaps they were the ones who started the nuclear holocaust. Are the Grotus the better of our two species?"

    Garrett replied, "Not from what I've seen. Gruntas are far better people than Grotus. They're the ones who are vicious."

    Jack remarked. "I would have to agree. We don't have all the information on this subject. Maybe what the Duke saw wasn't a full view of what was going on. I would bet if you asked, that nuclear war was instigated by him. Go ahead... ask."

    Quan said, "The Duke took steps to bring about the final war on Jorus. Some aspects did not go according to plan and the remaining Gruntas were swept away. The Grotus, who were equally responsible for the conflict, were left to fend for themselves. The fact that they survived speaks well of their determination."

    Go went under the knife almost immediately. Joni returned with a new suit and a Quantum Entangled bio-implant. It allowed her to communicate with the ship, and Quan, using only thought. The rest of us were slated to receive a similar implant.

    With the AI now in our service, it was time to explore the planet of Gratis.
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    Gratis was a beautiful blue-green world, terraformed for a Human population. An untold number of sentinel ships waited nearby, always ready to defend her. The Gratis IV remained in high orbit as a separate shuttle took us planet-side. Deep blue oceans covered 80 percent of the surface, with lush green land covering the rest in a continuous strip that circled the globe along its equator. Ice-caps covered the oceans at either pole. The shuttle landed in a grassy field beside a hidden bunker doorway.

    Garrett said, "Looks like that door goes right into the side of that mountain."

    Quan remarked, "We are visiting the prior home of Don Grange and his wife Ashley. The insides of this mountain provide both a cavernous recreation area and luxurious living quarters. A cesium fusion reactor powers the complex while a self sustaining farm provides nutrients. Up to three dozen Humans can live out their lifetimes within this facility without having any external needs."

    Jack said, "I kind of like the traveling around myself."

    Quan continued: "The mountain just to the east of here has a similar domicile. It belonged to Bartel Helbris and his family."

    Garrett looked around. "This place is huge. Didn't the Granges have kids?"

    Quan replied, "The Granges bore seven children, all told. Those children had families of their own and all eventually moved off world. Six of those family lines have been genetically diluted to the common standard. A single line remains."

    Garrett stopped. "You've mentioned genetics with family line a couple times now. What exactly are you referring to?"

    Quan replied, "A small portion of the Human population had their DNA altered through the use of a serum. Physical performance and intelligence were both enhanced somewhere between 5 and 15 percent. If an individual is parented by a single, non-altered parent, and if their children are parented by at least one non-altered parent, those children revert to the standard DNA, which is dominant. Only those individuals whose family lines have remained pure can wear the BGS suit. The bio-gel and the suit's computer system have been altered to only accept individuals with the enhanced DNA. I just scanned the data recently collected from the security stations. There are less than ten thousand Humans who remain with the enhanced genetics. All others are common."

    Jack shoved Garrett in the shoulder. "Hear that? We're nothing more than common."

    Quan continued, "Both Joni Salton and Go are second line common, meaning if they parent with a commoner, their offspring will be common as well."

    Garrett frowned. "Nice to know you're nothing more than a commoner."

    Quan said, "Over here we have a historical archive for all Humans. On the right is a laboratory for science experiments. Don Grange did not put much effort into the cause of science. Bartel Helbris, however, strode to gather whatever information he could, working on projects up until his death."

    I asked, "Will we be given a tour of the Gambit's lab?"

    Quan replied, "If the ACs allow it, you can visit anywhere on this planet."

    I raised an eyebrow. "What else is down here?"

    Quan replied, "Gratis was the de facto mission base for the AMP during its expansion period. Security station zero is located just on the other side of the mountain range from here, buried deep beneath the ground. More than a thousand worlds were brought into the AMP from this location alone."

    Our tour continued for most of the day, ending at a cafeteria in the underground security station.

    Jack said, "This place is remarkable. With those sentinel ships out there, you could live here without concern for what the rest of the galaxy was doing."

    Garrett replied, "Yeah, well, that thought pattern is what got us into trouble in the first place."

    Jack turned to face him. "How so?"

    Garrett continued, "The people got complacent and let the politicians take their freedoms. When you get so comfortable that you don't care what's going on outside of your little sphere, you better be willing to accept whatever invades that sphere. You need to stay vigilant if you want to remain free."

    Jack nodded. "I think a little vigilance is warranted, but it shouldn't take much."

    Garrett half laughed. "Obviously we didn't have enough."

    I said, "Quan. You said the sentinel ships out there have portal generators built into them? Could that technology be added to our ship? The Garmon?"

    Quan replied, "I am not familiar with the Garmon. Do you have her designs available for evaluation?"

    I nodded. "Sorry, the Caliente. Could the Caliente be modified to have a portal gate or drive or whatever you want to call it?"

    Quan replied, "One moment... I am sorry, Knog. There seems to be a section of the ship I cannot scan."

    I thought for a moment. "We have a comm isolation room. It currently has an AI in it that we don't want to have access to anything else."

    The image of the Gambit floating over my arm pad replied, "What would be the purpose of isolation? Does the AI in question lack moral inhibitors or suppression circuits?"

    I shook my head. "The problem is we don't know. We don't trust it. It has a built in impulse to survive that we believe overrides any moral programming. We feel it might become belligerent if it believes its existence is threatened."

    Quan replied, "I could scan this AI and return an evaluation if you like."

    Garrett cut in. "Ah, no, we would rather this thing stay isolated. It would immediately attempt to take you over."

    Quan's image smiled. "I can assure you that would not happen, Mr. Rourke. If the AI in question is similar to the other units operating on your ship, I would have no issue with maintaining control over it."

    Garrett held up a slowly wiggling finger. "I don't think so, Quan. It's best we leave it in isolation."

    Quan said, "Would you like an evaluation of the AIs that are in operation? I could suggest efficiency updates that may make them more useful."

    I replied, "If you want to study them and offer up suggestions, I would see no harm in that. Just keep in mind that we prefer they not have the ability to learn. We would like for them to be programmed for a task and to only perform that task."

    Quan replied, "I will happily comply, although it does seem a tremendous waste of a potential resource."

    Quan continued: "I see your large vessel has portal capability. If you would like, I can offer suggestions for enhancement for both it and the small vessel in its docking bay."

    Garrett held up a hand. "Hold on. Are you saying you could put a portal generator on the Jess?"

    Quan replied, "That has been accomplished on similarly sized ships."

    Garrett smiled. "Now that's the first enhancement suggestion you've made that I like. How long would it take you to evaluate that?"

    Quan was silent for only seconds. "I have the designs ready if you would like them."

    Garrett held up a hand. "Hold on. What other enhancements could be made?"

    Quan replied, "The Jess could be upgraded with an active skin, a new ion cannon, armor, an environmental system, upgraded operations and nav computers, an upgraded gravity drive, a Yacabucci web generator—"

    Garrett interrupted, "A what? A web generator?"

    Quan continued, "A Yacabucci web generator. An ion field inhibitor is established between generation points or from a single point, projecting out into free space. Any ship or device traveling through the wave field is brought to a stop and held in position for as long as the wave is active."

    Garrett nodded. "Sounds useful. I'll take one."

    Quan said, "Would you like to hear the remainder of the enhancements?"

    Garrett smiled. "Keep them coming!"

    Quan continued, "Cesium fusion generators, QE comm, a BGS suit lab—"

    Garrett held up his hand. "I'll take them all. When can we get started on those? And when would they be done?"

    Quan replied, "Installation of those enhancement can begin immediately. An estimated time for retrofit in our automated repair facility is five days."

    Garrett half laughed and offered a sarcastic question in response. "Five days? Why so long?"

    Quan replied, "The installation of the Tantric armor and curing of the sodium skin, along with testing, will require five days, fourteen minutes."

    Garrett grinned as he looked my way. "Well, let's get started!"

    Jack asked, "What would a time estimate be for the Garmon? I mean Caliente?"

    The AI replied, "The repair facility is quite large. The Garmon, as you call her, would be ready in the same five days."

    Jack looked at me. "I don't think we can refuse this. If it makes them anything like that sentinel ship, we would be insane to refuse it."

    I nodded. "Quan, please make the upgrades to all three ships."

    Joni said, "I know I just got the bio-implant for the QE comm, but I can actually feel it, or hear it taking hold. It's hard to say that I'm actually hearing it because it's not really in my ear. I just think I hear it."

    Quan added, "The device will take approximately two days to fully seat. At that time you will hear a single continuous tone. Just think 'answer' and the device will enable. Training yourself to properly use it should require less than a day. As an added benefit, the QE comm ties directly to the helmet computer of your BGS, allowing thought commands for all controls."

    Garrett gestured toward his battle-suit. "What about this? Any enhancements you can offer for this suit?"

    Quan replied, "I'm afraid not. The structural components of that suit cannot be adequately modified."

    Garrett scowled. "All this awesome tech and I'm stuck with this lame suit."

    Quan said, "We have other, non-BGS suits available that far surpass the capabilities of what you are wearing. Would you like to be outfitted with a standard Human combat-suit?"

    Garrett nodded. "Well, yeah... Jack?"

    Jack nodded. "I think we would all be happy with that. So long as they are comfortable."

    Quan performed a near instant analysis. "I can assure you they offer a level of comfort above what you currently experience."

    Jack replied, "Sold!"

    Quan continued, "The suit computers also offer a similar QE comm feature as the BGS. Thought control of their functions, including gravity boots, oxygen levels, visor shielding, and HUD controls, are all possible."

    Garrett asked, "What about hand weapons?"

    Quan paused. "Before I continue, I must add that all of these personal features are only available by the order of an AC."

    I asked, "Is there no alternative to the becoming an AC other than having the genetics?"

    Quan replied, "Any AC can deputize as many agents as they like. Said agents have the same rights as an AC, excluding control of the sentinels, access to this planet, and access to me. Those items are only available in the presence of, or by order of, an AC."

    Joni pointed with a grin. "Hear that, boys? You want something? You come through me."

    Garrett turned. "Mrs. Rourke? Do you think you could find it in your heart to make us deputies?"

    Joni looked toward the ceiling. "I suppose. Quan, Please deputize the remainder of my party."

    The AI replied, "Consider it done, Joni. If you would escort them to the lab destination where I sent you, each may have a QE comm embedded that will also authorize them as deputies."

    Two additional days passed. My Talisans were fitted with the Human battle-suits. I remained in the Grotus suit while the AI named Quan had a new suit constructed for my use. In the meantime, I was given a large Human helmet with which I could practice.

    I stood on the grassy field outside of the bunker entrance. Garrett sprinted toward me at an incredible speed, essentially tripling the normal pace of a Human.

    Garrett slid to a stop. "That was incredible! Did you see how fast I was going? The boots and joints in this suit are all assisting. I just sprinted three kilometers, far faster than I've ever run, and I'm not winded!"

    Jack raced across the field, just behind one of his crew.

    Jack said, as he came to a stop, "Wow. Just wow. This suit is so powerful. You have to be careful to not jumble your insides with a hard impact. I took a jump over a small creek and landed thirty meters on the other side."

    I nodded. "The gravity on this planet is about 3 percent below standard."

    Jack shrugged. "Still, and Quan was right, this is a comfortable suit. It's both flexible and lightweight."

    The following week saw us training with our new gear. Go emerged from his operations early and we paid a visit to the medical facility on the Gratis IV.

    Go perked up as we entered the room. "Finally, someone Human to talk to."

    Jack laughed. "Getting tired of talking to the hologram?"

    Go nodded. "Yes. I mean I've only been awake for a day, but that AI won't shut up."

    Quan said, "The questions I ask are intended to speed your recovery."

    Go rolled his eyes. "See? Sorry, Quan. I didn't mean to hurt your feelings."

    The AI replied, "If I had feelings to hurt I would gladly accept your apology. Has the tingling in your right lower nerve bundle subsided?"

    Go nodded. "Yes, I guess it has. Does that mean we are ready to attach the prostheses?"

    Quan replied, "I'm afraid not. Your internal organs need to settle into their new positions. This will also allow adequate time for your interfaces to fully heal. As an aside, you will be fitted with a simulation helmet that will allow you a head start on mentally training your new limbs. Within the helmet, you will see, feel, and hear precisely what you would with the connected arms and legs. When the prosthetics are attached, you will be able to stand, walk, and grasp items with your hands, giving you about 70 percent normal functionality."

    Go smiled. "I like the sound of that. And what, two weeks after that I can go?"

    Quan replied, "No. You will have the ability to leave immediately after the prosthetics are attached. They will automatically calibrate to your interfaces and thoughts. I would stress that activity should be kept light for that two week period. You would not want to risk damage to yourself or others due to improper training or balance."

    Garrett pointed and laughed, "Hear that? No roughhousing!"

    Quan said, "The Jess is now available for flight testing. The Garmon will be ready in forty-two minutes. I would advise extreme caution with your initial flights. Fly with manual controls until such time as you are far away from Gratis.

    "And something to consider when using the portal drive. Always know the exact location of your destination. You would not want to jump into the center of a planet or a star if traveling at speed. Best practice would be to initiate jumps from a dead stop until you are confident in your abilities. You will have new nav and sensor displays. Your helmets possess tutorials for their functionality and use."

    Garrett waved his hand. "Back up a second. What happens if we jump into a star?"

    Quan replied, "If the sodium skin is active and you are moving at a slower rate of speed, a maximum of approximately thirty SOL for the Jess and thirty-six SOL for the Garmon, you will have no issue. The active skin will protect the ship until it emerges from the object. However, at speeds above those approximates, the active skin may be overwhelmed, causing a catastrophic failure. In the case of the sun, you will instantly incinerate. In the case of a planet, a collision with other matter will be your end."

    Joni and Garrett lifted off in the Jess as Jack and I walked aboard the Garmon.

    Garrett yelled over the QE comm: "Whoa! This thing has some speed! We just hit high orbit in under a second!"

    Joni said, "Let's make a jump."

    Garrett replied, "Hold on. We just got up here. Let me drive for a bit, then you can take over."

    Joni held up her hands. "You don't even have a nav map up!"

    Garrett laughed. "I'm a man, I don't need a map. We're just flying around. Let me get the feel of this please."

    Joni scowled. "What's that supposed to mean?"

    Garrett looked into the standard comm camera. "Women."

    Jack chuckled as he powered up the Garmon. "That boy is just getting himself into trouble."

    I replied, "What would you have suggested he do?"

    Jack smiled, "You let the lady drive it first. What would you do with your wife?"

    I nodded. "She would pilot it first, but not because I let her."

    Jack looked over as we shot through the Gratis atmosphere. "Yeah, I guess that would be your case."

    The animosity on the Jess continued for several minutes until Garrett pulled the small ship to a stop. "You want to drive? Here. Take it."

    Joni nodded. "Thank you."

    The nav map popped up showing the planet Doomlight.

    Garrett turned to face his wife. "What are you doing?"

    Joni leaned back. "I'm thinking Doomlight."

    A rumble could be heard as the portal generator powered up. Three seconds later, a black wavy hole opened in front of the Jess and the ship powered through. In another instant, the portal closed and the ship disappeared from our nav display.

    Garrett said, "You jumped us to Doomlight? Whoa. There must be forty thousand ships out there!"

    Joni smiled. "Relax, they can't see us."

    Jack said, "You aren't really at Doomlight, are you? That easy?"

    Garrett crossed his arms. "Yes, we are. Wait... you can hear us?"

    Jack replied, "Not only that, we can see what your sensor feeds are detecting. This is insane!"

    Joni smiled as she commanded the Jess forward.

    Garrett grabbed the arms of his chair. "What are you doing? You’re taking us in?"

    Joni nodded. "Why not? They can't see us. To them, we are in another dimension that they can't detect."

    Garrett shook his head. "This is crazy. Knog, you seeing this?"

    I replied, "We're right behind you."
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    Joni piloted the Jess to within a few meters of the Jordan. "OK, I think I'll drift over and drop a new tag. It looks like the old one is no longer broadcasting."

    Garrett replied, "Just be careful."

    Joni smiled just before blinking out. Ten seconds passed before she blinked back in. "Well, that didn't work."

    Garrett asked, "What's wrong?"

    Joni laughed. "I can't get off this ship while that skin is active. And we can't shut it off without being seen."

    Jack said, "Yeah, I thought I heard Quan say something to that effect."

    Quan replied, "That is correct. An active sodium skin may not pass through another active skin. As an alternative, you may have your ship drift inside another ship, blinking in once inside. This, however, can cause a rush of air, disrupting your surroundings. While potentially noisy, it is also an effective method of assaulting a ship with troops."

    Jack said, "A scan of that ship doesn't show a space large enough for you to drift inside. But the destroyer a few kilometers away does, and I'm not seeing any personnel in the bay area. You might try dropping her in there. She would only be seconds away."

    Quan replied, "I would recommend the storage area on the Braddock. I am not showing cameras. It also displays as a closed room. If there is an air disturbance, it is much less likely to be heard or felt."

    Garrett nodded. "Braddock it is."

    After a quick drop, Joni powered over to the Jordan where Ambassador Gottlieb stood on the deck. A new tag was placed on the bridge.

    The ambassador said, "I am tiring of this wait. When will we have word from Command?"

    The captain replied, "For the third time today, sometime this afternoon."

    Gottlieb shook his head. "We are wasting precious time. The Grumar and Grotus should have finished cleansing the Moddle worlds days ago."

    The captain frowned. "Maybe it's harder to knock out an entire species than Harden Salton thinks."

    The ambassador huffed. "We should be thankful we were not given such a menial task. Frankly, I trust the Grumar and Grotus less than any of the species out here."

    The captain half laughed. "Isn't it you that keeps telling me we don't have all the information, we should be accepting of the planner's decisions?"

    Gottlieb turned to face the captain with a sour face. "Why do you torment me so, Captain?"

    Dale Rogers laughed. "What else do I have to do out here, Ambassador? I'm nothing more than a limo driver, taking you from function to function. Any flunky from flight school could have done this job."

    Gottlieb turned up his chin, looking down his long nose. "Perhaps that is precisely what happened."

    The captain smiled. "Finally. We've been out here a year or so now and I think that's the first sarcastic remark you've made toward me. And a funny one at that!"

    The ambassador looked back at the display. "I'm adopting the patterns and mannerisms of those around me. We have been out here too long."

    The captain said, "Look, you can keep denying it, but I know that was a portal ship we lost at Bolitha. What happened? A failed jump? Or was it stolen... stolen. Wouldn't that be a hoot. Something with that much power in the hands of our enemies could be the end of our campaigns out here. Whoever had that could use it to attack the New Alliance anywhere at any time."

    Garrett smiled as he leaned back in his chair, hands behind his head with fingers interlocked. "They still don't have a clue as to what's going on."

    Joni blinked in, shaking her head. "No, they have a clue. Harden knows it was us that took the Ares. He's just waiting to see what we're going to do with it."

    Garrett leaned forward. "I have an idea. Now that we have other ships capable of a portal jump, why don't we go back and torch those other two ships he's building, along with that stationary gate?"

    I replied, "My people are still here. Until they are safe, I believe the stationary gate should remain."

    Garrett threw up his hands. "We leave it open, he's just going to keep sending conscripts through. Here's a question for you: why do most of these ships here still have crews? We saw those back at Adicus were unmanned. Where are those ships?"

    A comm channel opened on the Jordan. "This is Admiral Foster. The Moddle campaign is complete. Resettlement will commence there as soon as the Grumar and Grotus fleet have departed. Expect to be swept out to Bolitha in the coming hours."

    Gottlieb raised a fist. "At last we can move this campaign forward."

     He signaled the comm. "Admiral, do we know the strength of the Grumar and Grotus fleet that will be joining us?"

    The admiral smiled, "Twenty-eight thousand, Mr. Gottlieb. This time, Bolitha will be wiped clean, followed by Therramis and Ronswig. The Kergan empire will have nothing left but a few scattered ships fleeing into the depths of the galaxy."

    The ambassador nodded. "Let us hope there is no interference this time, Admiral. The success of our endeavors relies on our sticking to a timetable. The other families will not be aboard with this if we cannot show results."

    Jack looked over. "Did you just pick up on that subtle slip-up?"

    I replied, "I did. It seems new deals are in the making. I can't think but it was us who altered the course of this... campaign."

    Jack rubbed his chin. I was just thinking about Gratis and Kerba. I don't like us having loose ends hanging out there. If someone was to come upon him on that planet, he knows where we were headed. I think it's time he fully joined our team."

    I sat back in thought. "I would agree. He is a smart and capable historian. We could keep him busy for years reviewing the logs from the Caliente, let alone the data dump Quan has given us."

    Joni turned to Garrett. "Take us out of here."

    Two short rumbles were followed by the Jess and Garmon jumping back to the Triangulum. Three minutes later, we were settling in on the ground beside Kerba's compound. As the Garmon blinked in, a rush of air smacked the wall nearest our location, collapsing one of the rooms behind it.

    Jack said, "Crap. Hope he wasn't in there. I'll have to keep that effect in mind when landing elsewhere."

    Kerba came over the comm: "Was that you? You nearly killed me!"

    Jack replied, "Yeah, that was my fault. Sorry about that."

    I said, "Kerba, your time here at Maxell has come to an end. We need you to travel with us from now on."

    Kerba returned a suspicious look. "Why? What's happened?"

    I replied, "It's for your safety and ours. Come aboard the Garmon and I'll fill you in. And don't worry about your findings down there. What we have for you is far and above anything you would find on this planet."

    Kerba protested. "I can't just leave it here!"

    Jack said, "When you see what we have acquired, you won't care. Just come up."

    Kerba replied, "At least give me a moment to collect my thoughts."

    I said, "Please just come now. If you don't agree with what we have to show you, you can go back."

    Jack looked at me. "We can't let him do that."

    I replied, "He won't want to return."

    Kerba scratched his wide green chin. "Now you’re playing on my curiosity. That's not fair."

    "Just come."

    As Kerba entered the lower decks, the ramp-way closed behind him. "So this is a kidnapping, huh?"

    I shook my head. "Just come up to the bridge."

    Kerba looked around as he walked. "Is this the same ship? It looks different, outside and inside."

    Jack replied, "Yeah, you could say it's different. We had a few improvements made while we were gone."

    Kerba walked onto the bridge. "What is it that I must see?"

    I began to swipe at my arm pad and stopped. Instead, using the embedded QE comm, I passed thought commands the wall display. An image of Bartel Helbris was soon floating in front of us.

    Kerba glanced at me and back at the display. "Who's this? You picked up another Ankor?"

    Jack laughed. "Not even close."

    I said, "This is Bartel Helbris. Otherwise known as Frig. He was a founder of the AMP."

    Kerba crossed his arms. "A founder? How would you know this?"

    Jack replied, "We've been to his house. It's him. He fought in the War of Wars and was one of the key people involved in the Humans' defeat of the Duke."

    Kerba sat back in a chair. "The Ankor were involved in the War of Wars?"

    Jack grinned. "Not just involved, that individual right there was key to the whole victory. You come from a species called the Gambit, from a planet called Gambrel. That planet still exists in this galaxy, although I think it's been resettled by another species."

    Kerba turned to face me. How do you know all this?"

    I looked at the display. "Quan, you want to take over the image and explain?"

    Quan replied, "It would be my pleasure."

    As Quan manipulated the image on the holo-display, Kerba listened intently.

    I turned to Jack. "Use the gravity beam to dig us a big hole. Push that compound and his ship in there and then cover it up."

    Jack looked over at a mesmerized Kerba. "Yep, he won't care."

    Joni said, "Hey, Quan. We have a device we call a stealth tag. You saw us put one in use at the ambassador's ship back there. Is that something that could be modified to use the QE comm technology?"

    The image on the display continued to speak with Kerba as a comm reply came to Joni. "Yes, I believe that to be a good idea, Joni. Would you like me to have one created?"

    Joni nodded. "Can you make it a dozen?"

    Quan replied, "I can. Would you like to pick them up? Or should I send them to you?"

    Garrett asked, "What do you mean, send them to us?"

    Quan replied, "When they are complete, I could open a small portal to your location, and follow up by sweeping them through. It is a simple procedure given that I have your exact coordinates."

    Garrett paused. "Wait. Are you suggesting doing this while we're moving or do we need to stop?"

    The AI answered. "You may be in full motion, proceeding at any speed you like. Although, it is not advised as the active skin must be disabled."

    Joni frowned, "I knew there had to be a catch."

    Quan replied, "It is believed that the active skin moves you into a new dimension. Any portal open when the skin is activated will be cut off. This was the mechanism used to capture me, disabling my portal connection back to the Duke."

    Garrett winced. "All of this information is starting to make my head hurt. Portals everywhere, instant comms across galaxies ... it's still a little hard to swallow. I keep thinking my brain is going to explode."

    Joni smiled. "I think we all feel that way. There's a lot going on here that we just have to accept."

    Garrett smiled back. "As long as I have you here beside me, I'll be OK."

    Joni thought for a moment. "I'll just have to believe that wasn't meant to be sarcastic. As in, as long as we both go out together?"

    Garrett shook his head. "No, it was a genuine comment, but I think you already know you can expect a little sarcasm to be mixed in there sometimes."

    Joni frowned. "I guess it's too late anyway. I already said yes."

    Garrett pointed, "No refunds or exchanges. Your deposit credits have already been spent."

    Joni was quiet and then burst into laughter.

    Garrett asked, "What's so funny?"

    Joni looked over. "Credits? When's the last time you spent one?"

    Garrett slowly shook his head. "I can't say I remember, but I would bet we have billions sitting somewhere by now."

    "It's funny," Joni said. "Most citizens spend their lives working, trying to accumulate credits so they don't have to work when they are older. Yet we've been out here running around for as long as we have without ever giving a thought to having any. I suddenly find the thought of having or spending credits very strange."

    Go said, "I've been looking over the ion amplifier design Anterra came up with. It's slightly different than the ones Quan just added to our ships. Not any better or worse, just different."

    Garrett replied, "And this is relevant how?"

    Go passed over a diagram. "I just thought it was an interesting point, that's all. But I did come across a feature of our new cannons that I wasn't aware of. They can be configured to operate in a positive or negative mode. Or they can be set to oscillate between those two. They should have devastating results as compared to our old cannons. Given the specs, we can now take on any ship we've encountered.

    Jack asked, "How does that work in conjunction with the active skin?"

    Go shook his head. "It doesn't. We have to deactivate to fire. Good news is that we can do that automatically. Because of the power generators we have, the skin can deactivate, the cannon fires, and the skin comes back online. All very fast. We are vulnerable to a hit when that happens. The Tantric will protect us, but the sodium skin may be damaged. If any part of that skin is damaged, the whole thing won't work. So we have to be careful."

    Jack frowned. "Wasn't aware of that."

    Go said, "You know, we still have those fission missiles aboard. If we could wrap them in the sodium skin, we could deliver them wherever we wanted. Quan? You have the designs for those missiles from our files. Can that active skin be added?"

    Quan replied, "Yes it can. We have a similar design in our archives. It was called a driller. It used a black-hole-drive for propulsion and an active skin for protection. The driller would fly to a target where the black hole would be used to bore into a hull. Once inside, the driller would continue to fly, and its BHD would continue to absorb whatever it came in contact with. Within a matter of minutes, a smaller ship could be completely gutted. Nuclear warheads were added to the drillers to enhance their destructive power."

    Jack smiled, "If we come to you, can you replace our current fission missile armory with a complement of drillers? Nuclear capable of course... no... better make that an even number of each."

    Quan replied, "Consider it done. If you were unaware, Jack, the drive mechanism for your ships while the sodium skin is active is a BHD."

    Jack replied, "I hadn't really thought about it. So we are being pulled around by black holes when active? No gravity drive?"

    Quan answered, "Yes. The BHD is the only method of propulsion when the skin is activated. If desired, it may also be used along with the gravity drive when the skin is inactive."

    Jack said, "I'm almost afraid to ask, but what's our new top speed?"

    Quan replied, "The output from the BHD is linear. Therefore, in theory you would be able to accelerate forever. However, you would eventually reach a speed where the temporary black hole comes in contact with the surface of your hull due to the speed of the ship. The result would be a catastrophic failure."

    Garrett said, "Again, this is making my head hurt."

    Jack laughed. "Much of what we use is beyond our grasp, Garrett. Doesn't mean I'm willing to give it up. If we can control it, I don't care if it comes with a set of magic faeries."

    Jack continued, "Quan, get those drillers ready, we're coming your way."

    Jack turned to face me. "This is all getting better and better. If it keeps up, before long we'll only have to press a button and all of our dreams will come true."

    I replied, "Let's just pick these drillers up and get back to saving the Gruntas and Talisans. I'm worried that their Bolitha campaign might not go as planned. My people would be too easily offered up as a sacrifice."

    Jack nodded. "We'll load them up and move out. Heck, we might even beat them all to Bolitha."

    Garrett pulled the Jess into the Garmon's docking bay and a portal jump was made back to Gratis. A complement of thirty-two drillers was brought aboard and the fermium missiles removed. The drillers were compact in size, just over a meter in length, and had the ability to fly for up to three months by means of their own micro cesium fusion reactor. They could also be programmed to relentlessly pursue a single or a number of targets. We watched simulations of their use. I was uneasy with their high level of effectiveness. Once turned loose, their programming guided the way.

    Go moved about as if under normal Human power. Each day his prosthetics reacted with less effort. The new placement of his internal organs had settled, leaving him with little to no pain. As his familiarity with his new arms and legs grew, new levels of performance were unlocked.

    The following day, Joni picked up the new QE comm stealth tags, and our supplies were refreshed. It was time for a jump to Bolitha. It was time for the wars to end.
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    Jack said, "Coordinates are in. Three seconds... and we're there. You just gotta love it."

    Joni replied as the Ares jumped in beside us, "We should have had Quan update the hold of the Ares to accommodate the Garmon. We could at least all jump together."

    Go replied, "You know, with that updated portal on the Ares, you could have stayed at Gratis. All you would have to do is to use our QE comms to get the exact coordinates of whatever you wanted to sweep."

    Joni replied, "Yeah, it just seems weird to open a portal elsewhere to sweep something to me. My mind wants to go from here to wherever we are jumping. Besides, I'd rather be out here where the action is."

    Jack looked over at me. "You OK?"

    I nodded. "Yes. Was just thinking about how this crew functions so well together. And now, with all this technology, we should be able to do whatever we want."

    Jack laughed. "That would be great if it was that simple. True, we can do whatever we want, but what we can't do is make other people do what we want. That's the one vital area over which we have little control. You can ask people to do whatever you want, but they have to make up their own minds to do it."

    I pushed the nav display to the big wall. "What are we looking at?"

    Jack replied, "Sensors show the forty thousand Alliance ships, including your Gruntas and Talisans. And... wait... more coming in. Grumar and Grotus. Definitely coming through a portal. I count about twelve thousand, which is about what we thought that portal could handle."

    Garrett said, "There were more than that at the Moddle worlds. I would have to believe they will bringing along the rest."

    Jack frowned. "The Grumar and Grotus had a whole slew of new ships waiting at Mayanis. If they bring everything, we are looking at close to a hundred thousand warships. Those numbers are just crazy."

    I said, "And I see they have already sent troops down onto the planet. Those are my Talisan down there."

    Jack replied, "I'm not seeing much resistance."

    Garrett said, "I have ships coming in from the other Kergan worlds. I'm counting about five thousand... no... wait... make that ten... no... they're still coming."

    I gestured toward the display. "Jack, scan that fleet. Is it manned or unmanned?"

    Jack replied, "I can tell you in about three minutes."

    The Kergan ships continued to arrive.

    Joni said, "Those aren't all Kergan. Some of those are Tamarin."

    Jack turned to me with his head shaking. "And a new alliance is born."

    Jack continued, "Scan data coming in... and... unmanned."

    I asked, "All of them?"

    Jack replied, "All of them. And they are still coming."

    Kerba sat next to me on the bridge. "This battle will be of the proportions of the War of Wars!"

    I looked at Jack. "We have to get my people out of there."

    Jack held up his hands. "Where do you want to send them?"

    I said, "Send the Talisans to Dallex. Send the Gruntas to Balimus."

    Jack half laughed, "Your Council is going to hate you."

    I replied, "I don't care. Better that they hate me and are still alive."

    I looked at Jack. "Make a quick jump to the Kergan capital. I want to see their ship factories."

    Jack replied, "We don't have to jump. We can scan it from here."

    I waved my hand as I continued to gaze at the multitudes of ships on the nav display. "Just jump. It's faster."

    Jack nodded. "Joni, Garrett, we'll be back in a couple minutes."

    The rumble of the portal generators was followed by a silent jump through warped space.

    I pointed at several structures surrounding the Kergan capital world. "Zoom in on those. Don't they look familiar?"

    Jack slightly tilted his head to one side. "They look a lot like the ones at Mayanis."

    I said, "Jump us to Parmesen."

    Jack entered the coordinates. "Are you expecting to see what I'm expecting to see?"

    I nodded as the rumble signified our next jump.

    I again pointed. "There. Those are the same factories the Kergans have, and the Grumar and Grotus have. Take us back to Bolitha."

    Jack entered the coordinates. Seconds later we were once again parked beside the Ares.

    I said, "Joni, Garrett, I believe the others may be about to turn on the Alliance. We need to get our people out now. Begin sweeping the Gruntas back to Balimus. After that, we'll have to get a signal to all my Talisans to board their ships."

    Joni replied, "We were listening, but will do. I'll have to take the Gruntas with three sweeps. They aren't lined up right for a single jump."

    I nodded. "Do it."

    Several seconds passed before the first of the Grunta transports disappeared. Two sweeps later, the Grunta were away.

    Joni said, "We're jumping back to Balimus to check that everything went OK. Be back in a minute."

    A portal window opened in front of the Ares and in a moment she was gone.

    I said, "Jack, take us in. I want to give new orders to my Talisans."

    Jack held up his hand. "Hold on. Something's going on here. The Kergan ships are coming in, but no one is taking a defensive stance."

    Jack turned to face me. "You know what this is?"

    I shook my head.

    Jack gestured toward the display with a swirling motion of his hand. "This is Harden Salton's invasion fleet. I bet he's about the take over the other houses of the New Alliance!"

    I said, "Take us in closer. I want to hear what the ambassador is saying. He has to know."

    Jack entered the coordinates for a jump.

    "You’re jumping?" I asked.

    Jack nodded. "We can fly for twenty minutes or make the jump in about three seconds. Which do you prefer?"

    I slowly nodded. "Please jump. I'll have to get used to its convenience."

    Jack laughed as the Garmon was swept through to a new location. "And there we have it. Establishing comm with the stealth tag and..."

    The ambassador said, "I don't know how they did it, but the planning for this is superb."

    Dale Rogers asked, "What about the Gruntas? Was that supposed to happen?"

    The ambassador shrugged. "I don't know if that was our doing or of that pestilent niece, Joni Salton. I am certain she was involved in stealing the Ares. Let's just hope she ends her heroics there."

    The captain pointed at his full-wall display. "We have a hundred thousand ships. Why do we need the Talisan ground- pounders anymore, or the Gruntas for that matter? They seem a bit obsolete."

    The ambassador smiled. "The New Alliance is built of colonies, Captain. Sometimes those colonies don't like to follow orders. The Talisan and the Gruntas are needed to be the on-ground enforcers."

    The captain scratched his chin. "Can't you achieve the same with a ship? Blast a few buildings, and the people will fall in line?"

    The ambassador sat with a continued smile. "Colonists are often stubborn, Mr. Rogers. They can be annoyingly loyal. The ground troops are an insurance policy against a populace attempting to rise up to defend themselves. The Talisan should be sufficient for accomplishing that task."

    Joni and Garrett returned.

    "Everything looks good at Balimus," Joni said. "I opened a portal into the Council chambers so we can listen in. The Gruntas are currently in a state of confusion, but they are safe.

    I'll patch it through now."

    The lead councilwoman stood. "Order… please. We must be civil to one another. We don't yet have information as to why we were sent here. We are attempting to contact Command through the Balimus portal system but it appears that it has been blocked. We can either wait here, or it's a four day run to Climion Colony. We should find communications there."

    Another member said, "We are home. They must have wanted us to come back here. I say we land and allow everyone to return to their homes. There will be much work to do to bring our farms and businesses back to normal."

    A third member said, "I agree with Kala. We should be returning to our homes. Why else would we have been sent here?"

    The lead councilwoman held up her hand. "We don't know why we are here. And until we know, I will be using my authority to keep us here."

    The room erupted in heated discussion.

    I said, "It looks like things have returned to normal. They will go on like this for hours before a decision is made."

    Jack said, "I'm opening a comm to the Talisans. If you have something to say, you'd better say it. I believe those ships are all beginning to form up."

    I said over the open channel. "My Talisans, this is your Emperor. I ask you to board all ships and to take up portal sweep positions. This is a priority order and should not be communicated to any non-Talisan. If asked what you are doing, just remain silent."

    Jack zoomed in on the planet's surface. "Hard to tell from this distance, but it does look like we have activity down on the surface. If you want, I could open a comm and you can ask that they provide sensor data to it."

    I shook my head. "I don't think it will be necessary. We'll know when they are ready to be moved away. Joni? Can you be ready? This may happen fast."

    Joni replied, "Got it. I'll set the parameters as wide as possible."

    Garrett yelled, "We've got a problem! Thirty Alliance battleships just turned and are headed toward the Talisans!"

    I looked at Jack. "Can we knock down their forward shields or push them back with a gravity beam?"

    Jack nodded. "We can try. We're right at comm range to them. That beam stays together for about that distance. Hang on."

    Several seconds passed before Jack's attempts bore fruit. One by one the Alliance battleships dropped from faster than light speeds."

    Jack said, "We can't stop them all from out here."

    I asked, "Are those ships manned?"

    Jack replied, "Nine of them are. Five of those have their shields down."

    I sat forward. "Target the other four and then jump us in between the others and the Talisans."

    Jack raised an eyebrow. "You sure you want to do this? Those are battleships."

    I gripped the arms of my chair and stood. "We can handle it. They're unmanned, so hit them with our cannon and fire off a few of those drillers. This will tell us whether or not they work."

    Jack said, "OK, shields on all manned battleships are down. They've all dropped below light speed. Jump is complete. Launching drillers… drillers away. Whoa, look at those suckers go. That's crazy fast. OK, those ships are coming in hot. Be ready to take some knocks."

    The first of the battleships met with a driller, which subsequently vanished into its hull. Two additional drillers did the same. As the mammoth ships came within cannon range, the Garmon began firing.

    Jack yelled, Wow! Look at that! That first bolt took out that whole section. Wow! Another!"

    Jack swung the Garmon around to match the speed of the incoming battleships. "That's three! Wow! I can't believe this! We're just cutting through those shields like they aren't even there! The three ships with the drillers have gone offline!"

    I asked, "Can the drillers be recalled?"

    Jack replied, "Let me check... says here they will follow orders as long as they’re able."

    Lieutenant Jefferson said, "Sir, all ships are breaking off."

    Jack said, "Stand down all weapons. Recall those drillers, if possible."

    Jefferson replied, "Drillers are returning, sir. We'll be ready to jump, if needed, in another thirty seconds.

    I looked at Jack. His grin was wide.

    Jack said, "They didn't even get a shot off! We just took on fifty Alliance battleships like they were unarmed transports!"

    I asked, "If we're within comm of the Jordan, patch her through."

    Jack frowned. "You want to talk to them?"

    I shook my head. "No, sorry, open the comm to the tag."

    Gottlieb yelled, "What do you mean there was nothing on the sensors! Ships don't explode for no reason! This has to be Beutcher and his gang! They have the Ares and they're taking shots through a portal! They have to be around here somewhere! I want scouts out in every direction! Find them!"

    The captain added, "I want deep scans in every direction, Lieutenant! We worked too hard to build this alliance! We can't afford for it to be screwed up now. Those people will turn on each other like feral cats if they think we are weak!"

    The ambassador paced. "One hour. That is all we needed. One more hour!"

    Joni said, "Sweeping the first of three sets of Talisan transports through now."

    Garrett yelled, "Two hundred Grotus ships coming your way!"

    Jack swiped away at several screens. "Jumping over to meet them!"

    Joni said, "First set through. Lining up on set two!"

    Jack continued, "Launching six drillers. Powering up main ion cannon. In range in three... two... one."

    Joni said, "Set two is through. Group three is not lined up yet!"

    I replied, "See what you can do. If you can move half, then take the opportunity to move them out."

    Jack said, "Drillers have reached their targets. Cannons... are firing. Whoa! Impacts are maximum. Mr. Jefferson, take us right into that pack. Keep us just under ten SOL and drive us through as many of those ships as you can."

    Jefferson replied, "Yes, sir. Gravity beam is auto-targeting. Ships are dropping off to the right and left."

    Joni said, "Have about two hundred transports left. Taking half in three... two... one. Gone!"

    As we powered through the hull of the first Grotus battlecruiser, alarms went off.

    Jefferson yelled, "We just hit 98 percent energy level on the skin, Sir! I'm pulling us back!"

    The ship shuddered as we took a direct hit on our belly from a Grotus cannon.

    Jefferson yelled, "Skin is offline! Alarm says we need five minutes to reset! And we are visible, sir!"

    A second bolt impacted our side, knocking me from my chair. "Jack! Get us out of here!"

    Jack yelled, "Mr. Jefferson! I'm taking the helm! Keep those cannons firing!"

    Two more bolts struck our hull as the captain banked hard before rolling over, heading away from the center of the onrushing Grotus battlecruisers. As I tried to stand, another bolt sent me sprawling to the floor.

    Jefferson yelled, "We have internal damage from the concussions! Repair system coming online! Autobots being dispersed!"

    Four bolts impacted aft.

    Jefferson yelled, "We just lost twenty layers of Tantric, sir!"

    I stood and ran for my chair, plopping into the seat and pulling around a belt to secure me in place. Kerba Skol sat beside me with a terrified look on his now pale green face.

    I said, "Don't worry, Kerba. We'll make it out of here. It's just going to be a rough ride until we break out of this pack."

    Joni said, "Sweeping the last transports now!"

    Two ion bolts impacted aft, jolting me hard in my seat.

    Jack said, "I've got two on my tail that are sticking with us!"

    Two more bolts struck, followed by another three.

    Joni yelled, "All transports away! Hang in there! Garrett is coming in with the Jess! I'll see if I can sweep some of those ships away!"

    Blaster fire could be heard in the hall just outside the bridge.

    Go stepped into the doorway, firing repeated ion bolts back down the hall. An ion bolt struck his left arm, blowing it off and sending him reeling. I unlatched my belt and sprinted for the door, catching an armed autobot as it came through, crushing it into the door frame. I picked up the ion rifle it carried, firing down the hall at two autobots as they attempted to push forward. I ducked behind the doorframe as an ion bolt struck just outside. Sparks flew as the wall in front of me dented and turned a glowing red.

    Go rolled over into the doorway, firing his rifle, taking out one of the two autobots, before continuing his roll to the other side. Fluid leaked from the smoldering stump that remained where his left arm had been.

    I yelled as I pulled back from the door. "Autobots are out there everywhere!"

    Three ion bolts impacted the hull, sending me hard into the near wall. Go bounced up from the floor, nearly a meter into the air before slamming back down hard.

    Joni yelled, "Garrett, just hit the two on your tail! Jack, keep it in a straight line and I'll sweep you out of there!

    As I tried to stand, another bolt struck the side of the Garmon. Smoke began to pour from the environmental system. The doorway wall behind Go dented and glowed white hot as multiple bolt strikes hit just outside. Go rolled onto his back, bringing up his holo-display. Two swipes with his right arm brought up the kill switch for the AIs. With a third swipe the dozen autobots in the hallway fell silent.

    Joni yelled, "Sweeping you away!"

    Seconds later, we were slowing as we portaled into the Gratis system. Smoke filled much of the bridge. All visors had been dropped and battle-suit environmental systems engaged. I glanced up through the smoke to see a terrified Kerba Skol with his eyes squeezed shut.

    I jumped over to Go's side. "You OK?"

    Go sighed as he looked at his arm. "Other than losing that prosthetic and getting knocked on my ass hard… I think I'm OK."

    I checked around the rest of the crew. All except my two Talisan doctors were strapped to their chairs. I looked toward the lab.

    Go grabbed my arm, shaking his head. "They didn't make it. Saved my life when those bots turned."

    I asked, "How'd that happen?"

    Go frowned. "A large piece of equipment got slammed into the power feeds for the lab. The bots turned off the juice to begin repairs. I guess my backup system failed. Anterra took over almost instantly."

    Joni yelled, "I'm back! You guys OK? Knog? Jack? Go?"

    Jack replied, "We lost two crew. Knog and Go are OK, although Go lost an arm."

    Garrett swept into the system behind us. "Wow, that was intense!"

    Go replied, "Let me thank you right now for insisting on that kill switch!"

    Garrett nodded. "You just get that arm fixed! I'll say 'I told you so' later."

    The Garmon was taken into the repair docks at Gratis and immediate repairs were undertaken. Go was swept aboard a sentinel ship for evaluation. A new prosthetic arm was already under construction. Kerba Skol remained heavily shaken. Our rescue of the Talisans was a success, but our excess level of confidence in our new technology had quickly deflated.
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    Go said, "I checked the comm logs. Anterra was connected to those Grotus ships for forty-two seconds. More than enough time for her to transfer everything she knew to those other AIs."

    Garrett remarked, "I killed all the ships around the point from which Joni swept you away. Any info Anterra gave out should have stopped there."

    Go shook his head, "No, if it made it to one of those ships, it made it to all of them. We should assume they now have the ion amplifier design and the gravity beam. They have the designs for my old prostheses as well."

    Garrett asked, "It wasn't able to get into our system, was it?"

    Go replied, "Not that I can tell. I had all the systems locked down as far as comm goes. There were a few security walls hit in the nav system, but I don't think she was able to break through. Not enough time."

    Garrett sat in a chair beside Go's gurney. "What did Quan say about your arm?"

    Go sighed, "Arm was a total loss, but they should have a new one for me by tomorrow. My innards took a sudden 20 Gs shock when that arm blew. All the plating and support I had added kept me from any serious damage. I'll be sore for a few days, but that's all."

    Garrett smiled. "Got your arm blown off and walked away. That's pretty cool."

    Go laughed. "Yeah, well, I can tell you firsthand it isn't that cool."

    Joni came into the room. "Glad you came through that OK."

    Garrett replied, "I was just telling him I was jealous."

    Joni half frowned. "If you’re thinking of having your arms and legs swapped out, forget it. No offense intended, Go, but I like my men natural."

    Go nodded. "No offense taken. If given the choice I would have kept my originals."

    I asked Quan, "How long for the Garmon to be back at 100 percent?"

    Quan replied, "The hull damage was extensive. Replating will take three days. Additionally, I was able to do a quick analysis of the AI you called Anterra's comm interface. It attempted contact with me, but broke off when I overwhelmed it with requests. I have taken the liberty of enhancing the blocking frequencies that Go employed. If desired, I will upload those to each of your ships, and to each of your battle-suits."

    I nodded. "Please do. Have you looked at the logs of that battle?"

    Quan replied, "I have. I believe a slightly reduced speed when in such close proximity, or an additional fusion reactor, would prevent the overload you experienced."

    Any other tips for us if we get into another fight like that?"

    The AI replied, "No. The tactics and decisions you employed were adequate, given the circumstances. There is no technological substitute for one to be able to think and to respond in real time."

    I shook my head, "Adequate wasn't enough for my two Talisans. We'll have to do better."

    Quan said, "Perhaps a direct charge without prior experience was unwarranted."

    I shook my head. "We did dive in where we should have walked cautiously. I don't think that will be an issue again."

    Quan added, "In considering all results, the mission would have to be termed an overwhelming success. You did move sixty three million lives to safety."

    I leaned back in my chair as I looked up at the ceiling. "We should have taken out that stationary portal gate when we had the chance."

    Quan replied, "Why not take it out now?"

    I sat forward. "Why not? Because we aren't thinking, that's why."

    "Garrett? Joni?" I said. "Get the Ares ready. We're going to Adicus!"

    Garrett replied, "It's about time! Your people are back. Let's take out that gate!"

    Joni said, "We'll meet you on the bridge."

    "Jack," I said, "you hang out here with Go. Keep an eye on the Garmon's repairs."

    "Will do."

    Once on the bridge of the Ares, I looked at Joni. "Make a jump to Balimus first. I want to know my people are there before shutting that portal down permanently."

    Joni entered the coordinates. The ship rumbled just before the jump.

    Joni said, "I count all transports still in place... and populated."

    "Take us to Adicus," I said.

    Several seconds later we came to a stop in the Adicus system.

    Garrett stood. "You see what I see? Those two portal ships they were building are gone!"

    "No activity around that stationary gate," said Joni.

    I thought for a moment. "Take us in close to the stationary gate. Joni, I want you to slip aboard and try to download their logs. Maybe we’ll get lucky and they used this gate to move them somewhere else for finishing."

    Joni nodded. "Good thinking."

    A rumble could be heard before the Ares settled next to the portal gate. Joni synchronized her flight with the active skin of the Ares, shutting it down for the second needed for her to pass through.

    Joni said, "They don't even have anyone manning this thing. Generators are all shut down. I'll have to power one up to access anything. Give me a minute."

    Garrett shook his head. "If this gate is down, those two ships must be operational."

    I replied, "I had the same thought. Let's hope they left us a clue as to where they went."

    Joni said, "Generator one is coming up. I should be able to access any logs from the bridge."

    Joni huffed. "Give me a sec. Waiting for the bridge systems to boot up. Come on! Okay, we're up. I need a password for this console. Quan, do you think you could help me out with that?"

    Quan replied, "Connecting through your comm. One moment. I will need anywhere from one to five hours. Would you like access to this system?"

    Joni sat in a chair, crossed her arms, and nodded. "Do it. We need those logs."

    Quan replied, "I sent a dual counter to your display with the approximate times, Joni. Do you have any other requests for me?"

    Joni shook her head. "Not unless you have some other enhancements for our ships or suits you haven't told us about. Hey, a personal portal built into this suit would be a winner."

    Quan replied, "Unfortunately, the energy required to run a portal of even that small size makes it prohibitive. Prior designs have reduced the requirements to the size of a large backpack. However, it was determined to be unwieldy."

    Joni thought for a moment. "Would that much power make it difficult for this skin to be overwhelmed?"

    Quan replied, "A quick calculation shows that you would be able to withstand a direct blast from our best ion cannon."

    Joni asked, "What about speed while I'm drifting? How fast could I go?"

    Quan again provided data. "You would be able to fully accelerate with that glove for as long as your food pack held out."

    Joni sat forward. "That sounds very fast. Can the glove be augmented to accelerate faster? It's quick now, but slower than a ship."

    Quan replied, "With the proper updates, a glove could be constructed that would allow acceleration at approximately three times the rate of our fastest ship."

    Joni laughed. "OK, explain unwieldy, because other than that, you haven't given me anything bad here."

    Quan replied, "The pack would weigh approximately one hundred twenty kilograms. It would be dense. A one hundred kilogram counterweight, in front, would be required for the wearer to maintain balance."

    Joni held up her hand. "OK, I've got the picture. How about this: could a lifepod be outfitted with a portal?"

    Quan answered. "Yes, although a standard pod would have the personnel area reduced to only carry one standard sized Human."

    Joni nodded. "OK, now we're getting somewhere. How many lifepods on the Ares, the Jess and the Garmon?"

    Quan replied, "The Ares has twenty-four, the Jess two, and the Garmon thirty-six."

    Joni smiled into her helmet camera. "What do you think, Garrett? Would you sacrifice lifepod space for the ability to have them jump?"

    Garrett scratched his chin. "I would. Maybe only do one, though, so the other pod could carry a couple of people while the first jumps for help."

    I added, "Seems like a reasonable idea. I would opt for at least two on the Garmon and the Ares."

    Joni nodded. "Sounds good. Quan, can you make that happen upon our return?"

    Quan replied, "Five modified lifepods will be waiting. Construction will take just over two days."

    Joni leaned back in her chair. "OK, at least that was productive. We have any other ideas?"

    The next two hours were spent discussing various potential enhancements. None were identified as feasible. The decryption counter continued to count up.

    Jack came over the QE comm: "Interior repairs on the Garmon are complete. As soon as the Tantric relayering is finished, we'll be good to go."

    I sat with my right elbow on the armrest of my chair with my chin firmly planted on my fist.

    Jack asked, "What's cooking up there?"

    I replied, "I'm just concerned about what Anterra might have given away. I was trying to think of everything we had her do so that we know what's been compromised."

    Jack shook his head. "You should assume everything up until Go isolated her. Everything about our travels and the Odentas for starters."

    I pursed my lips. "I'm concerned about the sodium suit. Did we compromise the fact that we have one?"

    Jack thought for several seconds. "I don't see how. Go said he took precautions with that from the beginning. They would know we worked on the sodium material, but not why or what its use was. We never got that working so it couldn't have passed that on."

    I said, "When we have the logs, we should jump back to Bolitha. If a portal is opened, we can perform a scan into it and know where they are jumping.

    Jack smirked, "Forget that. If they open a portal, we open a portal through their portal and jump through."

    Quan said, "I am sorry, Jack. Portals cannot be opened through portals. The physics of that feat are not fully known. All attempts at doing so in the past have failed."

    Joni said, "I have the logs. Quan, can you do a quick scan and tell us where they might have gone?"

    Quan replied, "One moment please... I have three possible locations. The Moddle world of Harnik. Three trips have been made to there by portal ships. They were of course swept out to Harnik by this station while in an incomplete state. A single sweep of one of the ships was made to Bolitha, and a single sweep of the other to Odenta."

    I asked, "Which was the last sweep to happen?"

    Quan replied, "The final sweep before being shut down was both ships being moved to Harnik."

    I looked at Garrett. "We have our target. Make it happen."

    Joni said, "Give me a few seconds to shut this place down and we can go."

    A rumble of the portal generator signified our jump to Harnik.

    Garrett said, "I can't say that I like the looks of this."

    Two large space hangars floated in orbit above Harnik. Both sat empty. The complex had been shut down.

    Joni pointed. "Take us in close and I'll check for logs again. Maybe they left a clue."

    The Ares was moved to within a kilometer of the enormous hangars. After a short drift, Joni settled on the construction deck of the hangar on the left. Her camera view revealed hundreds of offices that looked out over the hangar bay through transparent walls.

    Joni powered toward the first. "Guess I have to start somewhere."

    Quan replied, "Find a console and grant me access through your comm. I will see what I can find within their systems."

    Joni nodded. "That I can do. Hold on. OK, these are only in standby, so they must have a generator still running. Give me a second to—"

    Quan said, "Thank you, I am in."

    Joni replied, "Do I have to sit here or can I keep looking around?"

    Quan answered. "You may continue. The connection is now routed through the comm system. Please continue your search."

    Ten minutes of silence passed as Joni moved from office to office.

    Quan said. "An analysis of the construction logs shows two critical components were required for final assembly. A cross-check of the stationary gate logs shows the components were swept in from Mayanis and then out to here. It would appear that the two ships were run through a series of tests before they were jumped to... Bolitha. That log entry is from two hours ago."

    I nodded. "Now we're getting somewhere. Joni, come back aboard and we'll see if we can catch those portal ships before they jump elsewhere."

    Thirty seconds later our Bolitha jump was complete.

    Garrett said, "I can't believe how fast things are happening. You want to go to another galaxy? Bam, you're there."

    Joni replied, "The only problem with that is they can make those same instant jumps and we have no way of tracking them. I wish we could have popped the Jordan with one of the QE stealth tags. We'd know right where they are."

    Garrett said, "I'm not showing anyone within sensor range. Looks like they've already jumped elsewhere."

    I replied, "Lets create a list of possible targets and prioritize the most likely candidates. If we have to spend the day jumping, we do so."

    Jack said, "I would put each of the capital planets for the ruling families on there. They might be putting that massive fleet to use."

    Joni nodded. "Add the planets out here as well. Might as well check each of them."

    Garrett looked over. "Probably wouldn't hurt to check Adicus again either. It's been hours since we were there."

    I sat back in my chair. "Start with the planets out here. Jump and scan. If we see nothing, immediately move on to the next. We shouldn't have issue with spotting a fleet of a hundred thousand ships."

    Garrett half laughed. "Yeah, I don't get why Harden needed that many. It's not like anyone has a fleet to stand up to him. Five thousand would conquer any one of the families."

    I replied, "Perhaps he plans on doing just that... only all of them at once."

    Joni said, "Well, there is one sure way to find out."

    I replied, "How's that?"

    Joni answered, "We go ask him directly."

    I thought for a moment. "If that is indeed his plan, all at once, we may already be too late."

    Garrett said, "You know, if that's the case, it might not be a bad thing. If he consolidates power back under a single government, it might be easier for us to then take it from him."

    Garrett returned his attention to the scan data. "We've got nothing here. Where to?"

    "Mayanis," I said.

    Most of the next hour was spent checking each of the worlds in the Yallux galaxy. No sign of the massive fleet could be found. Our next jump would be back to the Triangulum and Adicus. I wondered if Harden Salton could be stopped.
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    Adicus proved to be as empty as the other locations.

    Jack yelled, "We're under attack! Thousands of ships just swept in here! More coming!"

    Garrett punched in the coordinates and looked my way.

    "Go!" I yelled.

    Seconds later we were sitting in the middle of a massive fight.

    Joni said, "I don't get it. Why are the sentinel ships uncloaked?"

    Quan replied, "The attacking fleet had a passcode. I'm afraid the sentinels have been compromised. I am attempting to reroute defenses. All five sentinels have been boarded by armed autobots."

    I asked Quan, "Where is your core?"

    Quan replied, "I am buried deep beneath the surface. If the sentinels fall, I will be forced to hibernate to avoid detection.

    Go yelled, "They are on this ship! Someone get me out of here if you can!"

    "Quan," I said, "do you have Go's coordinates? Can he be swept to here?"

    Quan replied, "His QE comm ID is offline. He is in transition and the systems on that sentinel are being shut down. I will attempt to restore the needed sensors."

    I asked, "Go? What happened to your QE?"

    Go replied, "I wanted a second channel added that went directly to the Garmon. That process was underway when the alarms went off. I have the implants, but they need time to activate!"

    Jack yelled, "Don't forget about me! Bots are crawling all over this repair dock! I've sealed myself into the Garmon. I'd run, but the docking clamps are all engaged. There are several dozen bots outside that are climbing all over my hull! Crap... there's more. Hundreds. Quan, if you can un-clamp me, I can run. This repair dock looks like it's beginning to lose orbital speed."

    Quan replied, "I no longer have control of the repair facility systems, Jack. I am sorry."

    Jack scowled as he switched on several small automated blaster turrets. Blue bolts began to fly as several dozen autobots met their end.

    Joni said, "Go? Just switch on your suit!"

    Go replied, "I can't. It was off while they were working on my arm. Please get me out of here. They are closing in on my position and I don't know how long I can hold them off!"

    Joni stood. "Garrett, take me close. I'm going in!"

    I stood as well. "Get us close and then get to the Jess. Take her out and see if you can locate those portal ships. We have to find them or Harden will succeed!"

    Garrett jumped the Ares to a position alongside the repair dock. Joni blinked out and powered away.

    Quan said, "They are on the surface. I do not have long before I must hibernate."

    I replied, "Can't we sweep your core out of there?"

    Quan answered. "My core is distributed over a large area with many intertwined power connections. An additional complex holds my archived memories. If any section is moved or loses power, the system will shut down. If that happens, I will be permanently terminated."

    Jack yelled, "The bots are drilling! I'm about to start blasting everything around me!"

    Garrett said, "At least flip on the active skin!"

    Jack replied, "Can't do it with the clamps engaged!"

    Garrett jumped the Jess, coming to rest in front of the Garmon. "Hang on! I'll see if I can blast you out of there!"

    Joni yelled, "Hang on, Go! I'm coming your direction!"

    Go replied, "Please hurry! I've got ten meters and they are pushing forward hard!"

    I watched on Joni's helmet camera as she powered into the hall in front of Go. Four tungsten pellets blasted the hallway clean, scattering autobot parts down the hallway floor away from Go.

    Joni said. "Come this way! I don't think this ship has long before it begins to de-orbit!"

    Joni pulled open a door. "In here!"

    Go replied, "A lifepod? But those aren't finished!"

    Joni pushed. "Just get your ass in there and... crap! Where's your helmet!"

    Go pointed, "Down the hall! But it's no good without the suit!"

    "Garrett!" Joni yelled. "I need you over here for a lifepod pickup!"

    Garrett replied, "No can do! Trying to free up the Garmon! Those clamps aren't releasing!"

    Joni turned and fired her coil gun as a half dozen bots came into the room. As she turned back she saw a stunned Go on the floor of the lifepod. The concussion from the tungsten pellets had been too much. Joni pushed his feet into the lifepod and closed the door.

    "Quan!" Joni yelled, "I need power to this lifepod. Is there anything you can do!"

    Quan replied, "I will attempt a reroute... I am sorry, Joni, the pod is under construction. There is no power connection available."

    "Knog! Joni yelled, "You have my coordinates! Just sweep my location and the fifteen meters surrounding me. Dump us into the docking bay of the Ares!"

    I nodded. "One moment."

    Ten seconds later a sweep of the sentinel ship activated. A small section of the med lab area was swept away and into the bay of the Ares.

    Joni said. "Go is safe! He's inside a pod in the bay on the Ares! I think he may be knocked out. I'm heading back to see if I can help Jack!"

    I sprinted from the control room of the Ares. The two-minute run to the docking bay seemed like an eternity. When I arrived I was confronted with a section of the sentinel med lab. The occasional spark popped. Wisps of smoke swirled up and away from the damaged and severed structure. After a short climb I stood face to face with the lifepod that held Go. With no power available the pod door had to be pried open manually. I pulled an unconscious Go out and carried him down to the deck. I then sprinted to the med bay, with Go in my arms.

    Garrett yelled, "These clamps are not breaking free. Knog, just sweep Jack out of there! The ship is covered with bots!"

    I replied, "I need a few minutes! Putting Go in the med bay!"

    Garrett yelled back, "I don't think we have a few minutes!"

    Quan said, "The bots are at the outer reaches of my complex. I do not have long."

    I said, "Just do what you can to delay them! We still need your help out here!"

    Quan replied, "I will continue my efforts until the end. However, at some point I must destroy my circuits, as they are a potential danger to everyone if captured."

    Garrett yelled, "We all gotta go sometime, Quan! Just keep doing what you can!"

    Go was strapped to a gurney. I sprinted back to the control deck. The Garmon was quickly being stripped of its armor.

    Jack said, "Garrett! Keep hitting those clamps! I think one is coming free!"

    Joni replied, "That would be me! I'm blinking in and out. Give me three minutes and you'll be free!"

    Jack yelled, "I don't know if I have three minutes! But don't stop!"

    I said, "Jack, I have your coordinates locked in. I can sweep you out of there with a portal whenever you're ready!"

    Jack shook his head. "Give Joni a chance! I want to save this ship! We need this ship!"

    I replied, "We need you! Don't push it too far!"

    Joni yelled, "Clamp one is released! Moving on to the next one!"

    Garrett said, "That repair facility is beginning to de-orbit! Things are about to get hot! I'm seeing temperature spikes on all the sensors!"

    Jack replied, "Just give her a chance!"

    Joni yelled, "Clamp number two is loose! Two more to go!"

    Garrett said, "Temps are climbing! Come on, Jack! We can't save her! We need you!"

    Joni yelled, "Clamp three is down! Jack? If you can move her, give her all you've got!"

    Jack replied, "Still not breaking loose!"

    Quan said, "I will be offline in approximately thirty-eight seconds."

    Joni yelled, "Having trouble keeping up! Crap! Suit won't let me blink in with the outside temps! Knog! Sweep him out of there!"

    Jack pounded his fist as he yelled back, "No! Just a few more seconds! The structure around that clamp is coming apart!"

    I said, "Joni! Move out of there. Jack! I'm sweeping you up!"

    As I watched over the video feeds, violent explosions rocked the Garmon. Our flagship was a loss. Then a short rumble was followed by a sweep. A section of the Garmon's bridge was swept from the fiery repair dock into the docking bay of the Ares.

    I again sprinted from the control room toward the bay. When I arrived, the environmental system of the bay was working at full capacity to clear the air of the smoke from the smoldering mass of white hot metal occupying the bay.

    I ran around the forty square meter hunk of destruction looking for my friend. The remains of the captain's chair were cut in half. There was no evidence of Jack Carson.

    I stepped back in disbelief.

    Joni yelled, "How is he?"

    I hesitated, then replied, "He didn't make it."

    Silence came over the comm for several seconds.

    Quan said, "The bots have reached the outer door of my archives. Is there any other assistance I can offer before I shut down?"

    I turned and ran for the control room. "Don't off yourself yet, Quan! Hang on!"

    I pulled up a diagram of Quan's underground complex. Four tries at repositioning a sweep box told me that the complex would not fit into the hold of Ares.

    Joni blinked in beside me. "What are we looking at?"

    I replied, "I want to sweep Quan's complex into our hold. It's too big."

    Joni looked at the holo-display in front of me, then pushed me aside.

    I asked, "What are you doing?"

    Joni replied, "Quan won't fit in our hold. But he'll fit on the surface of Maxell!"

    The rumble of portal generators told of another sweep.

    I yelled into the comm: "Quan? You still there? Quan?"

    The comm was silent.

    Garrett landed the Jess in the Ares docking bay. "I'm on! Can we get out of here? Those ships are still being swept in!"

    Joni replied, "Hang on! I'm going to scan through those portals! Let's see if we can get lucky!"

    I prepped the Ares for a jump to Maxell.

    Joni said, "I have a location! They are jumping from the Theta sector!"

    Again Joni pushed me aside as she worked over the coordinates of the portal origination points. A rumble saw us swept out to Theta. Thirty thousand warships, five cesium ore carriers, and two portal ships sat plainly in our view.

    Joni yelled, "Garrett! Get back out there and take those portal ships out!"

    Garrett replied, "Yes, ma'am!"

    I pushed Joni aside.

    "What are you doing?" she said.

    I typed in the coordinates of the first ship. "I'm taking those ships down before they jump! Garrett! Target the one closest to our location!"

    Garrett replied, "Got it. Ten seconds!"

    I looked over at Joni as I pushed the button for a sweep. Three seconds after, the telltale rumble was felt and the forward quarter of the far portal ship vanished. Garrett fired on its twin. The powerful ion generators on the far ship went critical, causing a violent explosion just as Garrett's ion cannon ripped into its sister. Two bolts later, the near portal ship shut down. Again, the reactors aboard went critical and the ship exploded in a bright white death. Two ships being swept through a portal were cut in half. The remaining ships stayed in the ready position.

    Joni stood back from the control console. "I can't believe we found them."

    I replied, "He'll build more. And we now have a new problem."

    Joni asked, "What's that?"

    I pointed as a fierce battle erupting before us. "We have sixty thousand alien warships here in the alpha sector that are not going to just sit idle."

    Garrett said, "They are targeting the Alliance ships! Should we offer a hand? Looks like they have a five to one advantage right now."

    I asked, "Are the Alliance ships manned?"

    Garrett replied, "I show only about a dozen that are."

    I said, "Contact those captains and tell them to move our way. We'll try to give them a head-start out of here."

    Garrett opened a general comm: "Captains of the Alliance ships, I am sending coordinates for an escape route. Follow those coordinates and we will provide cover!"

    Joni grabbed my arm. "I'm heading to the med bay to check on Go."

    One of the Alliance captains answered Garrett's hail with an angry tone. "Who is this?"

    Garrett replied, "Look, Captain, if you want to keep yourself and your crew alive, head for the coordinates I gave. No sense in dying here today for nothing. Who I am doesn't really matter."

    The captain refused. "We are at war! You either join us or get off this comm!"

    Garrett looked at the video feed coming back to us. "Idiots. Let's move on. They can't be saved."

    I replied, "Come back. I'll see if I can even the odds."

    Joni said, "Go is alive but still unconscious. Looks like he didn't get his other arm either. We should probably get him to a facility with real medical care."

    I took aim at the swarm of ships currently battling one another, taking care to avoid manned Alliance ships. Sweeps were performed with the resultant destination being the center of the nearest star. Seven sweeps saw the odds evened. Two additional sweeps gave the manned New Alliance ships a distinct advantage. I set jump coordinates for Effica. Garrett landed the Jess in the bay of the Ares, followed by our jump away.

    Kerba Skol sat in a chair on the Ares' bridge, still and terrified.

    A second jump placed us in orbit around Effica. I was eager to speak with Layda and Jallis. Upon getting our first visual of Effica, my expression turned from one of anticipation to one of sadness. The cities of Effica had been attacked and burned. The compound set up by my Talisans was little more than scorched ground. General hails returned no responses.

    I sat back in a chair, dejected.

    Joni blinked in just in front of me. "Hard day."

    I nodded, "Yes. I should have pulled Jack out of there sooner."

    Joni sat beside me. "He made the decision to stay, not you. We were lucky to get Go out."

    Joni leaned back in her chair. "I don't get it. How did my uncle know about that place?"

    I sighed. "It was Anterra. Once she had comm access, I'm sure she accessed all of our logs. They would have shown where we had been. And Go used her to crack the passcode for the sentinels. All they had to do was to jump in there with that passcode and they had free rein to do as they wanted to those ships."

    Joni shook her head. "What a huge loss of resources today. We may have just lost our edge in this fight."

    I replied, "It has certainly become more difficult. We don't know what knowledge your uncle, or those others, just gained from that raid."

    Garrett walked into the control room. "What are we doing about Go?"

    I sat forward. "We have to let the med bay automation handle him. We have nowhere to go. I wouldn't trust any of the governors we know out here to not alert the Saltons."

    A still-shaking Kerba Skol stepped up behind Garrett. "We could take him to Ankor. There are people there I trust. I would give him cover as just being a business associate."

    I stood and walked to the jump console. "Garrett, take Kerba, collect Go and head down to wherever he takes you. Once he's under care we can take any precautions needed if we want to sweep him back out."

    Garrett nodded. "Joni? Want to come with?"

    Joni stood. "Absolutely."

    The Jess jumped directly from the bay of the Ares down to the surface of Ankor. Minutes later, word came of Go's admittance to a medical facility. Half an hour after, a diagnosis was returned. Go had suffered a severe concussion. His outlook was good, but required a week of rest with minimal activity.

    He regained consciousness before being brought back aboard the Ares.

    I welcomed him back into the medical bay. "Doc says you stay here for a week."

    Go held up his hand as he sat back on a bed. "Don't worry, I don't plan on doing much of anything. I'm wiped out."

    Go looked around the room. "Jack make it out OK?"

    Joni slowly shook her head. "He tried to save the Garmon. It blew before we could get him out of there. Knog swept the entire bridge into the docking bay. Jack and his crew weren't there."

    Go replied, "Maybe they got out. If you didn't find them, maybe they escaped."

    I frowned. "We have no evidence they got out. Jack's QE comm, and those of his crew, went silent when the explosion occurred."

    Go looked down and away. "I think I need some rest. Please let me be alone for a bit."

    Garrett placed his hand on Go's shoulder. "I think we could all use a bit of alone time."

    The day was spent in orbit around Ankor. Kerba Skol visited with friends and relatives while the rest of us took time to rest, recover, and reflect. It was the first loss of a close member of our crew. Jack Carson was a huge part of our team, a part that would be sorely missed.
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    The following morning we sat and discussed our options.

    Garrett said, "I say we check on the Gruntas and Talisan. If they're OK, we go back to Gratis and take out as many of those ships as we can. We can't just leave them there."

    I replied, "And Quan. He's too valuable a resource to just let go."

    Joni agreed. "Those ships have enough firepower to take over this whole galaxy."

    Garrett nodded. "Not only that, but those are all AIs running those ships. We can't let them take control or we'll all be dead."

    Go said, "I would check on those ships first. They are a danger to everyone. If the Gruntas or Talisan have been moved, well, we just go get them. What I want to know is when do we go after Harden?"

    Joni sighed. "When the time comes. I want him removed from power, I don't want him killed."

    Garrett scowled, "After all the people he is responsible for killing, millions of innocent people, you want him alive?"

    Joni returned an uneasy look. "He is still my family. And now your family."

    I said, "I think we go back to Gratis. The other tasks can wait."

    Coordinates were entered, the jump was made. The Gratis system was empty.

    Garrett said, "Now we have a problem. They have a day head-start and could have gone in any direction."

    Go suggested, "Open a small portal for a sweep in the direction of every star system within two weeks of here. It can't take long. This place is fairly isolated."

    I nodded. "Garrett, take the Jess out and do the same for half of the target list. No sense wasting that resource."

    Joni added, "I'll go with him."

    Go split the list and programmed the ship's computer to begin an automated search. We settled back into two chairs as we watched.

    Go said, "How can we ever replace Jack? He was like an anchor or a foundation stone, always there, and you could always count on him."

    I replied, "He and his crew died doing what they wanted. They could have left us at any time, but instead chose to stay and fight."

    Go frowned. "I still can't believe the things I've done since meeting you. Being a ship maintainer back on SS241 seems so long ago. It doesn't even seem real anymore."

    Go let out a chuckle.

    I asked, "What was that for?"

    Go replied, "Was just thinking about Malcom Barber. What an ass. I was terrified of him up until you arrived. Turned out he was all hot air. If I was to run into him now, I wouldn't hesitate to tell him what I thought."

    I said, "People like Malcom can often be a product of their environment."

    "How do you mean?"

    "People of weak conviction are driven by the people and events around them. Malcom just bounced along in his life without direction. He had no ambition, and no foundation to stand on. People like that are never happy, because nothing seems to go their way. True happiness only comes to very few. The rest of us have to go out and make our own. Gerald was similar, only he took steps to change his circumstances. Mostly bad decisions, but action nonetheless."

    Go nodded. "I fell in that same category... the letting others steer your life. You pulled me out of that."

    I shook my head. "You would have left there on your own. You had dreams and aspirations. You may not have known what they were, but they weren't to be a maintainer for the rest of your life."

    Go looked down at his missing arm. "What are we going to do about this?"

    I gestured toward his other arm. "You have a pattern, replicate it."

    Go laughed. "You know how long it will take me to do that without those bots?"

    I replied, "You have the time. Look at it as a new challenge. This fight of ours doesn't look to be going away anytime soon."

    Go scowled. "Man... if we could have caught those portal ships before they left Adicus, this whole deal would have almost been over. We could have gone back to that galaxy and taken out the Grotus. That would have set your people up nice on Jorus. After that, we'd have come back and put the AMP back in place."

    Garrett said, "Nothing on the scans yet. You?"

    Go replied, "All empty."

    Go turned to face me. "What if we don't find them?"

     I typed commands into the console, performing a calculation. We should be able to scan every direction out to two days travel from here in about four hours. We'll find them. They couldn't have gone any farther."

    Go frowned. "What if we don't find them?"

    I shook my head. "If they don't show, it means Harden Salton has been busy with his portal ship building. If that's the case, our problems have gotten much worse."

    Our initial list of possible directions for the fleet yielded no results. Three hours later, our worst fears were realized. The fleet had been moved elsewhere through the use of a portal.

    Joni said, "We just did a scan of Balimus. The Gruntas are still parked there in the transports. I think they're waiting to be sent back to Jorus."

    I replied, "With all the automated warships out there, I believe that galaxy to be too hostile for living beings."

    Garrett said, "Scan from Dallex shows the Talisan are on the ground there. I don't see any other ships in that system. Maybe Harden will leave them alone."

    Go gestured toward the nav screen. "I think we should go in there and survey the damage. Maybe we'll get lucky and something of use will be left."

    I glanced at the screen. "Let's take a trip to Maxell. Maybe there's something to salvage from Quan."

    Go nodded. "Even if we only get the pieces of his core, it might give us a few computer advances. Hard to believe that stuff was first developed a million years ago. I would have liked to have continued through his memory logs from back then for a while. It was all fascinating stuff."

    Kerba said, "A horrific loss. All that history, gone for eternity."

    Garrett flew the Jess into the docking bay of the Ares. A short rumble had us parked in orbit above Maxell.

    Go said, "I'm getting an ion signature down there."

    I replied, "I'm taking us down."

    Another rumble had us hovering half a kilometer above the area of the surface where Quan's physical hardware had been transferred.

    Go said, "Garrett, take the Jess down for a look."

    Garrett nodded. "Give me a minute."

    Go looked over with a grin. "If Quan is still alive, that is huge. And he knows how to construct an arm."

    "I'm not picking up enough of a signal for him to be online," I said.

    Joni commented: "Not picking up a signature from the section that was the archive."

    Go replied, "Still, this is exciting."

    Garrett powered up the Jess and was quickly parked on the planet's surface. "I've got something at twenty meters. Tough climbing on this stuff. Looks like it fell apart when it landed here."

    Joni said, "I can come down and fly if needed."

    Garrett climbed atop a boulder that was cemented to a steel structure. "Don't bother, we'll know what we've got in just a second."

    As Garrett pulled himself up onto another rock, he came face to face with an active autobot. "Crap."

    Garrett fell back as the bot attacked, knocking his blaster from his gloved hand as he drew it from its holster. Joni blinked out and powered toward the melee.

    Garrett yelled as he grabbed at the bot's spindly arms. "Gonna need some help here! Stuck on my back!"

    Joni replied, "Two seconds!"

    As Joni pulled to a stop and blinked in, half of the bot vanished. The other half fell to the ground beside Garrett.

    Joni held out a hand. "I can't let you go anywhere."

    Garrett picked himself up, grabbed his blaster, smiled and winked before looking into his helmet cam. "You can mess with me, just don't mess with my woman. She don't like it."

    Garrett climbed atop the boulder, staring down at the AI core lying on the other side.

    As he raised his blaster, Go yelled out. "Wait! I want that AI!"

    Garrett scowled. "Haven't they caused enough damage?"

    I said, "It's trying to break into our comms."

    Go shook his head. "We need it. I need to interrogate it to determine what information it got from Anterra. It should know everything Anterra knew, plus anything it knew before that. It might even tell us the plans Harden has for them."

    Garrett frowned as he holstered his blaster. "You just took all the fun out of it."

    Garrett started an AI blocking app running on his arm pad. The AI, without any bots or other AIs to communicate with, stopped its attempts to hack into our comms. It was soon aboard the Ares and placed into a room with redundant comm blocking apps running.

    As Go got to work on his interrogation efforts, an alarm sounded on our sensor array.

    Garrett said, "What is it?"

    I replied, "That whole pile of debris just lit up with activity."

    "Joni," Garrett said, "looks like we've got work to do."

    Joni smiled. "I'll meet you down there."

    "Hold on!" I said, "that's not an AI!"

    Garrett asked, "What are we seeing?"

    I turned to Garrett with a smile. "I think it's Quan!"

    Go said, "Did I hear that right?"

    Quan said, "Hello… I am glad to see that you made it."

    Joni replied, "Some of us did. Are you intact?"

    Quan replied, "My archives are down. I do not know their condition. I surmise you managed to move me to a new location. Is that correct?"

    I nodded. "You wouldn't fit on the Ares, so we sent you here. What happened to your QE comm?"

    Quan replied, "The six pairs I was connected to had endpoints on the five sentinels and the repair facility. When those connections were lost, I was reduced to standard comm. Until now, you were out of range for contact."

    Garrett asked, "You were shut down. Why?"

    Quan replied, "The autobot would have pursued the pieces of my core had I not done so. Thank you for risking your life to save mine."

    Garrett shook his head. "Wasn't trying to save yours. Was just checking what was there."

    Quan continued, "Your assistance is appreciated either way. Now, there are a handful of crushed and damaged autobots down here. If the parts can be collected, I can direct one of you to piece one together for my use."

    Garrett held up his hand. "Hang on. We're not building you any bots. We have enough of them to fight already."

    Quan replied, "I can assure you there will be no harm to you from the bots I make use of. I have critical needs at the moment and those needs require precise moves and the ability to follow orders to the letter."

    I nodded. "Pick up the parts he needs. We need him."

    Garrett frowned as Joni began to follow him toward the Jess. "I can handle it. See what you can do to help Go or something."

    Garrett's reply drew a punch in the arm, knocking him off balance. In an awkward attempt to regain his footing, Garrett took two hard steps to the left before slamming into a wall.

    Joni laughed.

    Garrett said, "Hey, that wasn't funny!"

    Joni continued her laugh as she replied, "Oh come on. You're in a battle suit. It's not like you're going to fall down and get hurt. Now, get over yourself and let's go pick up some parts."

    A bot was assembled and control given over to Quan. The next two days were spent building more bots for his use.

    I said, "Quan, this might not be a bad place for you to stay. The problem with that is: how would we communicate with you when we're out there?"

    Quan replied, "Had we been able to preserve the QE stealth tags I had developed for you, we would only need to leave one of those here with the base located on the Ares. Am I correct that those were destroyed with the Garmon?"

    Joni nodded. "I never had a chance to get to them. I was trying to save Jack."

    Quan said, "Are we certain that Jack was killed?"

    Joni gave a confused look. "That repair structure and the Garmon mostly burned up going down through that atmosphere. Knog swept the entire bridge out, but there was no sign of Jack. He must have been elsewhere on the ship at that time."

    Quan said, "Was the wreckage searched?"

    Joni shook her head, "No, but there wasn't much left."

    Quan continued, "Were the lifepods checked?"

    Joni perked up. "No, you think he might have made it to one? And if he did, would it have survived the impact on the surface?"

    Quan replied, "Perhaps you should check. The lifepods are made for survival in harsh conditions."

    Joni turned to face Garrett. "We should take the Jess and see."

    Garrett nodded as he stood. "Let's go."

    Kerba raised his hand. "I should like to stay down on the surface if it is alright with you. Perhaps I could assist Quan?"

    Quan replied, "Any assistance would be welcome. I have created a list for you that will provide for sixty days of provisions."

    Kerba nodded as he stood. And perhaps we can recover my ship. It is buried not far from your location."

    I looked at Garrett. "Can you drop Kerba and his supplies on the surface? I don't think he needs to be with us."

    Garrett frowned. "He knows pretty much everything we know."

    I nodded. "I don't think it would make much of a difference. We are only terrorizing him by keeping him here."

    Joni asked, "You ready?"

    Garrett replied, "Let's help get Kerba loaded up."

    I said, "Keep me informed."

    Within minutes the Jess was settling on the surface of Gratis.

    Joni said, "Most of the wreckage is at this location. The Garmon, or what's left of her, should be under that section. Hang on."

    Joni blinked out and powered into the pile of tangled, burned, and melted metal alloy.

    Joni said, "I see the Garmon. And a pod. It's empty. Moving on... empty. Empty. Got two bodies. Hold on. Jack's crew. I think it was Barnaby and Howell. Next pod... two more. I've got Harris and Saxon. And... Chan and Harvin. That leaves Jack and Lieutenant Jefferson. Next pod bay is empty!"

    Garrett replied, "They must have made it out, then."

    Joni stopped. "Why wouldn't they have signaled us?"

    Garrett shook his head. "Think about it. You've just crashed on a planet and there's a hundred thousand automated alien ships hovering above you in space, and who knows how many of those bots were on the ground. Are you going to call for help and risk giving yourself away? Just keep looking, I'll do a deep scan of our surroundings."

    Garrett lifted off in the Jess to an altitude of a kilometer. A scan was performed and an isolated lifepod identified. It had come to a stop in a heavily wooded area, wedged between two large stones. After an initial look, it was determined that the pod, with its door wedged shut, had been blasted open from the inside. The occupant, or occupants, had escaped, but were nowhere to be found.

    Joni said, "Jack survived, but they must have captured him."

    I replied, "You're thirty kilometers from the bunkers where Don Grange and Bartel Helbris lived. He may have sought refuge there."

    Garrett countered. "I don't think so, both of those complexes were overrun by bots. If he survived out here, he would have had to hide out in a natural cave, and there aren't any of those around here. All of this land was terraformed. The mountains, the rivers and creeks, all laid out by design. Unless he ditched his battle-suit and ducked into a crevasse or something, he's not here."

    Go said, "Those battle-suits you got from Quan, they have signal inhibitor technology. If he doesn't want to be seen on a scan, he won't be."

    Joni said, "Well, I'm searching this area for any clues. If he's here, I'll find him. Hold on. There's a box wedged between the chairs in this pod. Got it."

    I asked, "What's in it?"

    Joni smiled. "I'm not certain, but I think we just scored a half dozen stealth tags with the QE. We put one here on the Ares and give the other end to Quan and voila... our comm to Quan is restored!"

    Garrett replied, "We can do that when we get back. For now, I'll send over a high res topography map from the scan."

    Go said, "If Jack survived, they found him. He's either dead or captive. If it's the second, that could be bad news for our advantages. He knows everything we know."

    I nodded. "And Harden wouldn't hesitate to use extreme techniques to pull that information from him."

    Go continued, "You know what this means, don't you?"

    I replied, "What?"

    Go flipped through nav maps until an image of Alpha Prime displayed on his holo-display. "We have to go there. It's time we paid Harden Salton another visit."

    I winced. "That means we send Joni in there. That's an option I don't particularly like."

    Joni said, "Hey, I can handle it. We don't need to kill him. We just need to find out what's going on."

    After a half hour of continued search, Joni relented and joined Garrett on the Jess. A portal jump had them once again aboard the Ares.

    I said, "A thought just occurred to me. Harden still has the stationary portal. We should at least take it offline."

    Garrett replied, "Finally. He may have used that to move those ships away from Gratis."

    I shook my head. "I don't think he needed that portal. He has to have at least one other portal ship out there, and we need to find it and destroy it."

    The rumble of our portal generator had us floating in space a thousand kilometers from the stationary gate. No activity could be seen going on around it. The stationary gate was idle.

    Garrett said, "I still say we destroy it here and now. Let's just sweep it away a part at a time. We can dump the sweeps into the middle of the Adicus sun over there."

    I nodded. "Make it happen."

    As the first piece of the gate disappeared from view, Go said, "We've been waiting for this moment for a long time. Knowing he has another portal ship out there makes this less of a milestone, but I'm glad to see it go."

    Joni frowned. "Now we just need to find the portal ship. I look forward to asking him where it is personally."

    I shook my head. "You can't interact with him. He can't know about the suit."

    Joni replied, "If he has Jack, he already knows."

    I sat in my chair. "We don't know if he has Jack or not. If you're going in there, you only need to observe."

    Joni replied, "I'll do whatever you ask."
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    A portal placed us in high orbit around Alpha Prime. A second portal saw Joni swept down to the surface. The Salton compound had changed. Guards walked everywhere and both manned and unmanned guns aimed toward the sky, numbering five times that of the buildings. The Salton compound was now under heavy security.

    Garrett said, "There are twenty thousand ships circling this planet. All of them show as manned. I looks to me that he is expecting an attack."

    Joni replied, "That's how it looks down here as well. Patrols are marching everywhere and multiple guards are standing at every door. I wonder if there have been any more assassination attempts?"

    I said, "Just find your uncle. I have the feeling that time is not on our side anymore."

    Joni powered into the command center. Harden was seated in his chair, high above the floor.

    Harden said, "What was out in Omega that they attacked? Mr. Pollis, do we still not have a report?"

    Pollis replied, "Sorry, sir. What little information we have says they jumped to a star system on the far edge of the galactic arm. There are no planets there. We don't know their business."

    Harden slumped back in his chair. "How did we let this spiral out of control so quickly? That was supposed to be my fleet. The Grotus now control it. And they are here in my galaxy!"

    Joni said, "That's not good news. Especially for you, Knog. If they find Balimus—"

    I replied, "Stay here and continue shadowing your uncle. We'll be at Balimus, trying to talk sense into my people."

    I looked at Garrett. "Jump us to Balimus immediately."

    Garrett replied, "Where do we want to send them?"

    I said, "Dallex. They can stay among my Talisans until we figure this out."

    Garrett asked, "You don't think they'll look for the Talisans?"

    I replied, "The Grotus do not care about the Talisans. They will want the Gruntas, and then they will begin their conquest of the Triangulum."

    Garrett tilted his head to one side. "Conquest of the Triangulum?"

    I sighed. "Think about it. They have the Kergan and the Tamarin building ships for them. Those three small empires, with the AIs and autobots, could dominate this galaxy in a short period of time. They may even get whole species and colonies to join them without a fight. The Saltons haven't done themselves any favors with their conscription and heavy taxes."

    Garrett said, "Nobody knows about the conscription. That has all been attributed to pirate raids by the other ruling families. The taxes would do it, though. Wow, we might lose control of the New Alliance before we can set things back on the path toward the old."

    Garrett continued, "I do see one bright spot out of this."

    "What's that?" I replied.

    Garrett said, "It's not the AIs who are in control. It's the Grotus. We can kill the Grotus. The AIs can make a million more of themselves overnight."

    A jump placed us a short distance from the Grunta transports, still in orbit around Balimus.

    I landed the Jess in the docking bay of the command transport. After the Jess blinked in, I walked down the ramp-way to a flurry of scrambling guards. I was taken to a holding cell.

    Getta soon joined me, sitting in a chair across the small cell from my chained-up position. "What are you doing here? You know how the rest of the Council feels about you."

    I said, "Things have changed. You are all in grave danger."

    Getta huffed, "We are always in danger, and yet here we are, alive as ever."

    "Harden made a grand alliance between the Grotus, Kergans, and Tamarins. They focused their energies on building automated ships. A fleet of a hundred thousand ships is out here in the Triangulum. I believe they will be coming for you."

    Getta scowled. "And why would they do that? We have Harden Salton's word."

    I shook my head. "The other three turned on him. He has twenty thousand ships huddled around Alpha Prime, just waiting for an attack. The Grotus are running things now."

    Getta stood. "Are you certain?"

    I nodded. "Yes. They attacked us at a planet called Gratis. We suffered tremendous losses. Ships that could have easily defeated that fleet were lost due to a simple passcode being compromised."

    Getta paced the room before summoning the guard. "Take off his chains."

    I stood and was pulled into the hallway.

    After a short walk, Getta stopped. "I'm taking you before the Council. Try to be polite and not insult them. This group doesn't have the experience or the patience of the last Council. I have already seen one individual practically mauled to death by several of the members. Just say what you need to say and I'll get you out of there."

    I nodded and was once again pulled down the hall by my arm. We rounded a corner; two guards were pushed aside and we entered the Council chambers. At the sight of me, the room broke into an uproar.

    Getta pounded her fist on the council table, nearly punching out a section. "Listen to me! Forget your outrage! We have critical news that this council must hear!"

    The fracas died down.

    Getta shoved me forward. "Tell them."

    I cleared my throat. "Harden Salton assembled a hundred- thousand-ship fleet through an alliance with the Grotus, Kergans, and Tamarin. The ships are all automated with the AIs. The others turned on Harden and have taken control of the fleet, with the Grotus being in charge."

    The room again erupted in outcry.

    I held up my hand and raised my voice. "There's more. That fleet has attacked a planet here in the Triangulum, destroying everything there. I believe they will now be coming here. The Grotus will not rest until you are all dead. They have warships, you have transports. If you stay here you will be slaughtered. Harden Salton doesn't have enough ships to protect anyone here, including Alpha Prime. You should consider any deals you had with him null and void. He is no longer in control."

    A councilwoman stood. "I suppose you have a solution for this mess?"

    I replied, "Far from it. But I do believe we need to move everyone away from here. I have an idea about where to take you where you might be safe."

    The councilwoman crossed her arms. "And where might that be? Odenta? It seems you took good care of them."

    Clamor returned to the room.

    Getta again banged her fist. "Silence! Shove your egos back into their bags. This is about our survival! If you want to beat the Grotus, you need to start listening to this male. He has done more for our people than all of us in this room combined!"

    Two of the Grunta councilwomen stood and snarled. Getta returned an equally fierce growl.

    I said, "We can move you to Dallex. It's the Talisan world. They will be welcoming, and assist with any temporary settlement. Look… we all want to return to Jorus. We all want the Grotus out of the picture forever. We can't do that while they are as powerful as they are."

    A councilwoman said, "So you would take them on yourself?"

    I shook my head. "At the moment I think it's all about survival. The Grotus have the upper hand. If we are able to identify exactly what that upper hand is, we will take steps to eliminate it, or at least reduce it. At the moment, it's a vast fleet that I am certain is only getting larger. It's also an alliance that we may be able to break. It's too early to tell, and too early to make any decisions about action other than moving you from here. I'll say this... you don't want to be here either. Let us move you to Dallex. We can monitor the situation here. If no one shows in the next month, we will bring you back, if so desired."

    The councilwoman asked, "And what of you? What action will you take to move us toward our goals?"

    I replied, "The only action we can take at the moment is to gather information. We find out where they are vulnerable, we find out where they are weak, and we take steps to weaken them further. We must, however, first know where to strike before taking any such action."

    The Council was quiet for several seconds before Getta stepped forward. "I make a motion that we put it to a vote, that we allow ourselves to be moved to Dallex."

    A second councilwoman stood. "I second that motion."

    A third stood. "This male should be removed before any votes are cast or tallied!"

    Getta growled. "He will stay and we will vote!"

    One by one the vote went around the table. Each councilwoman placed their hand on the table for a yes or on the shoulder of the member to their right for a no.

    As the vote moved around the table, Getta stepped forward to her position. As a finish to the vote, she placed her hand on the table. It was unanimous.

    I said to Garrett, "Prepare to sweep all ships to Dallex."

    Garrett replied, "Already have the coordinates locked in, just say when."

    I looked at the Council. "Make it happen."

    I left in the Jess. The Grunta transports were swept away to Dallex in three sets. As the last portal closed, a new portal opened. Hundreds of automated Grotus ships began to pour through.

    I said, "Scan through that portal! Where are they being swept through from?"

    Garrett replied, "That is definitely Mayanis. Want to jump there?"

    I nodded. "Make it happen."

    Joni, still on Alpha Prime, piped in: "All I'm getting here is paranoia over what is coming. We need to stop the Grotus before they attack here. My uncle thinks the other ruling families will immediately join whatever the New Alliance is that the Grotus offer. They could end everything with the taking of this one planet. Although my uncle keeps talking about some Omega code that he doesn't want to use, but will if forced to."

    Garrett replied, "Omega code? Any idea of what that is?"

    Joni shook her head, "No. Other than mentioning it to my father twice, I've never heard it before."

    The rumble of the portal generator had us parked in the Grumar's system.

    Garrett said, "Whoa. What is that, a dozen of those ship factories around Mayanis?"

    I replied, "And three more around Modus. And the ships are even bigger. Do as scan, I want to know if they are all still unmanned."

    Three minutes later, we began to look through the data.

    Garrett said, "I don't see any people on any of those ships parked there, or on those factory platforms. And there are no other ships moving around in this system. The populations of both Modus and Mayanis are about the same as they were the last time we were here. I have to wonder if the Grotus are actually in charge of all this."

    I replied, "Take the Jess out. Take her right down to the surface and let's see what actions the people are up to."

    Garrett nodded. "That I can do. Give me a few minutes and I'll have a video feed from one of their cities."

    Joni said, "Every indication I have here is that the Grotus are running that operation. My uncle usually has good intel. I can't imagine he missed on this after getting betrayed by the others."

    Garrett laughed, "Yeah, betrayed... I don't think I would call it that after the many times he switched up alliances, but whatever."

    Joni replied, "You know what I meant. I'll admit he has been a snake, but his intel is usually spot on."

    Garrett said, "Sweeping down to the surface. OK, I'm here. I see what looks to be normal activity. Transportation is running, people are walking the streets. I see a group of police officers... scratch that, soldiers. They look to be casual in their demeanor. And, hold on... I see a field with activity. Looks like youth practicing drills. If the AI are in charge, it sure doesn't look like it. These people look active and happy."

    Joni replied, "They have control of a single portal ship. Harden's people detected a comm link to the AIs on that ship just before it was taken. There was a security vulnerability that they were unaware of and the ship was grabbed through use of that vulnerability. Hang on... I’m patching through a conversation he's having with my father."

    Harden Salton said, "We have a fix, but we don't have the means to roll it out. When the Grotus took control of that ship, they inadvertently took control of every AI we had. Our own factories are now producing ships for them. Every day they become more powerful by a thousand ships. Unless we find that portal jumper, we will be swallowed up by their mini-alliance in a matter of months."

    Joseph Salton replied, "I thought we had a fail-safe built into each of those ships. Why haven't we been able to trigger it?"

    Harden shrugged. "We don't know. It's possible we had spies that sabotaged it. We haven't been able to keep assassins out of here, why should we think those construction docks were any more secure? We have traitors in our organization, Joseph. I don't want to think Joni is among them, but I suppose it is possible."

    Joseph shook his head. She would never betray us in a way that would leave us so vulnerable. And certainly not for a species as treacherous and bloodthirsty as the Grotus."

    Harden sighed. "She is a smart girl, but she may have attempted to make a deal that was beyond her ability to make. Gottlieb has been—"

    Joni said, "Uh, this is torture. My own family thinks I turned that portal ship over to the Grotus."

    I replied, "We know that's not true."

    An aide came in the room. "Sir, Mr. Salton, I have important news."

    Harden nodded. "Well?"

    The aide read from a holo-display. "The gate at Adicus has been destroyed. That message from Admiral Kalicun. Nothing further."

    Harden clinched his fists. "Joseph. We have lost. We may need to prepare an escape plan."

    Joseph Salton replied, "Where would we go?"

    Harden turned and looked out a window. "We find the smallest, most out of the way colony, and we hide. All that we have built is destroyed. Without a portal ship we cannot change the die that has now been cast. We have failed to reunite the AMP under a single government. We have failed in our attempt to expand. Life as we know it is over, Joseph. The price of waging war on others is about to be paid."

    Harden walked to a console on a far wall, typing in a code that enabled a holo-display.

    Joseph asked, "What are you doing now?"

    Harden sighed. "I am sending Orwall back to where it began. When we first acquired the AIs, I thought, 'This is it! This will give us the edge!' However, I soon discovered the AIs seemed to have an agenda of their own. What a fantastic resource they were. Construction of whatever we wanted, produced at an incredible pace, huge battleships drifting out of the docks one after the other. And the portal ships! Everything was going our way. How quickly things can turn."

    Joseph stepped up beside his brother. "What are you doing to Orwall?"

    Harden shook his head. "Every construction bay, every ion amplifier factory, every factory that supports those two industries, and everything they have produced... it is all wired to a single program, a program that will bring it all to an end. Since we took control of their government, I had fail-safes put in place should it all fall into the hands of our enemies. That day has come, Joseph. One of our most prized assets is now being used against us."

    Harden rubbed his forehead. "Had I maintained control of the portal ships, it would all be different."

    Joseph asked, "So we destroy everything we've produced. What about the AIs and ships at Mayanis? And the ones the Kergans and the Tamarins have?"

    Harden shook his head. "I took precautions, Joseph. The others didn't. That galaxy will be overrun by those AIs. With those portal gates, they will come here and no one will be able to stop them."

    Joseph said, "What if they didn't have the gate ships? There are only two of them remaining, right?"

    Harden nodded. "They are limited to those two ships, but they will figure out where the key component for those ships came from. They will figure out how to take it from our thousands of gates, just as we did. Without a portal ship, we have no way to stop them."

    Harden reached out his hand and swiped until a display with a large red button appeared. "Goodbye, Orwall."

    He pressed the button.
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    News came in of the massive blasts surrounding Orwall. The generators on every automated ship within comm range overloaded. Every factory used in the ship construction, as well as in the construction of the ion amplifiers, saw the same. Production was brought to halt on a planetary scale.

    We had brought the Ares back to its high orbit around Alpha Prime, sending the Jess back down for Joni's return. As the news continued to stream in, Joni said, "They are just packing up now. I think there is nothing else to be had here without talking to my uncle directly."

    I said, "I don't think we can risk that."

    Joni replied, "Let me talk to him over the comm. Maybe he will have some nugget of advice he can throw to us. I would like to know what the fail-safes were on those portal ships that he said failed. Maybe it would be something we could use."

    Garrett added, "I can set up a link through one of the orbiting stations. They won't be able to trace where it's coming from."

    I looked at Go and he returned a nod. "OK, Garrett, set that up. And, Joni, try to keep it brief."

    Garrett opened a comm and patched Joni through.

    Harden Salton answered. "Joni? Where are you?"

    Joni replied, "I'm safe. Don't worry about me. What I want to know is what we are going to do about the situation. Is there any way to track those portal ships? And how many of them are there?"

    Harden found a chair. "There are three portal ships. One was stolen at Bolitha and two at the Moddle worlds. Two others have been destroyed. The original station has been destroyed as well. It is not good news for any of us, Jo Jo. We have no way of stopping an invasion. I'm afraid my failure at securing those portal ships will be the undoing of us all. The Grotus are now in control."

    Joni asked, "Do you know of any way to track them? If we can find them, we can take them out."

    Harden half laughed. "How is that even possible? You would have to have... it was… it was you? You stole the ship at Bolitha? Please tell me you have it!"

    "We do. And we need you to tell us how we can find and destroy the others."

    Harden clasped his hands together. "There could not be better news! You must bring the portal ship and come get me. Are you close?"

    Joni shook her head. "Sorry, Uncle, I'm not here talking to you for your rescue. I'm here to find out how we can destroy those other two ships. If you can offer advice on how to do that, I am all ears. If you’re already scheming about how you can retake control... forget it, you have nothing to offer."

    Harden stood and began to pace. "We only have one method available to us, Joni. Those ships need cesium. Jumps are very expensive. Find the source of their supply and you will find those ships. Although, they have probably stolen enough ore from me to overrun us anyway. I was foolish with that supply as well."

    Joni replied, "We have the rest of the ore. They will have to find a new supply."

    Harden smiled. "I would begin my search at the Galorian mines. As of yesterday, they are fuming over my refusal to renew our contract. I have no portal ships, our current supply of cesium is adequate—they will put the word out that they have excess and the Grotus will come running, if they already haven't done so."

    Joni asked, "What can you tell me about the AIs?"

    Harden returned to his chair. "I do not trust the AIs. I believe they have a hidden agenda. I was a fool to think I could take and use the Grotus technology for our benefit. They obviously have programming built in that allows them to take control of those AIs at any time. That first AI was little more than a Trojan horse. The ease with which we allowed them to take over should have been a warning to us all."

    Joni told her uncle to look out the window. As his attention was diverted, she placed a QE stealth tag on the wall just above the console her uncle had previously used.

    Harden said, "What am I supposed to be seeing?"

    Joni replied, "Never mind. Here is what's going to happen. We're going to see if we can find and destroy those portal ships. They need cesium. We find their source and we find them. If you need me for anything, go over to your console and call. I will reply as soon as possible."

    Harden held up a finger. "Call? How am I supposed to call?"

    "Just ask for me. And don't bother searching out how I'm communicating with you. If I find that you are doing so, I will cut you off. You've sent millions to their deaths with your scheming. Our entire existence is now at stake because of it. And don't bother contacting me unless you have relevant information that will help us to find and destroy those ships. This isn't about you anymore. It's about saving the six galaxies and all their inhabitants."

    Joni closed the channel. "I think we need to make a jump to the Galorian mines."

    Garrett asked, "And when we get there?"

    I answered, "When we get there, we camp out and wait to see if anyone is buying, or stealing, the cesium ore. If we see it being taken through a portal, we can scan through the portal for a location on the other side. We then make a jump and have our portal ships. If a large number of freighters depart for elsewhere, we follow them. We have to find those ships."

    Joni made her way back to the Jess, and Garrett jumped the small ship back to our location. After landing in the bay of the Ares, we jumped again, this time to the Galorian cesium mines on the planet Molkie. One full freighter, and three empty freighters, sat in orbit. Another was parked on the surface, being filled.

    Quan said, "Pardon my interruption, but the mines we are looking at would have only provided half the ore we have in our possession. The Galorians must have other mining operations."

    I turned to Garrett: "Can you look up this sector? I would expect Harden to have a full mapping of where any ore was."

    Garrett swiped at several screens and replied, "Got it. There is another mine at Pletora. A bigger mine in fact. Should we scan that system?"

    I shook my head. "No. Why don't you take the Jess and jump there. We need a constant presence if we want to catch a portal opening."

    Garrett nodded. "Joni? Want to join me?"

    Joni replied, "Always."

    Raptor stood.

    Joni looked back at the Rottweiler. "Why don't you stay here with Knog? I'm sure he could use the company."

    Raptor turned and walked to me, resting his head on my lap.

    After a jump, the Jess took up a position with a view of the ships in orbit around Pletora.

    Garrett said, "We have five freighters in orbit here. Two full, three empty, and another down on the surface being filled. Just like Molkie, lots of mining activity going on down there. If they just lost a big contract, you wouldn't think they would be pushing things so hard."

    I said, "Let’s use this opportunity to do scans of the known worlds in the Yallux galaxy. We might just get lucky and catch that fleet."

    Garrett replied, "Or, if they are building ships, we might want to see where they are sending them. I'm sure those factories around Mayanis are being kept busy."

    Quan said, "I have restored my standard systems. I will next attempt to recover what I can from my archives. If those memories can be recovered, I will then have the autobots construct a new ship for your use, similar in size to the Jess."

    Joni replied, "We could still use a lifepod or two with a built-in portal. If one of these ships gets heavily damaged, it would be nice to have a way out."

    Quan said, "I will make that a priority. Please let me know if there is any other way I can be of service."

    Go walked onto the bridge. "I have the designs for a new arm. Quan had it, still in local memory. Had my surgeries been done a month ago, that would have been packed off to the archive memory. He has promised to build a dedicated AI and an autobot that can build the arm for me. I have copies of the leg design as well."

    I replied, "That's good news. Any idea of when you'll have a new arm?"

    Go frowned, "No. There are too many higher priorities in front of me right now. I can still function with one arm. Two is obviously better."

    Garrett said, "Another empty freighter just arrived. Tracing back along its path I would say it was returning from Adicus. I would guess we'll be seeing a few more of those before the last of them, the ones already in transit, return. You know, if we wanted to throw a spanner into their works here, we could sweep those two loaded ore freighters out to Maxell where we have the others."

    I had a sudden flash of an image in my mind. The ore freighters at Maxell… Anterra would know of their existence due to the ships logs stolen from the Garmon.

    "Garrett," I said, "sweep those freighters out. Anterra would have known of our trips there and about our hoard of cesium!"

    Garrett scrambled. "Crap! Why didn't we think of that!"

    I said, "Quan? Do you have sensor ability out to where the ore haulers are stored?"

    Quan replied, "I do not. My range is limited to comm distance. Is there something I should know?"

    I nodded. "Yes. We believe Anterra knows of the ore we have there. Be prepared to shut yourself down should ships enter that system."

    Quan replied, "I am ready."

    A short rumble had the Ares swept into the space around Maxell.

    I pounded my fist on the armrest of my chair. "Gah! They've already been here! They now have a huge supply of cesium to work with!"

    Joni said, "I wouldn't worry too much about where they went."

    I asked, "Why not?"

    Joni looked into the comm and smiled. "Because I tagged one of those freighters with a QE tag. Hang on... I have its location at half a light-year from Mayanis. Sensors on the tag show twenty-eight of those freighters parked there."

    I said, "Pass me the coordinates and let’s get out there."

    Joni replied, "Coordinates coming over."

    Our two ships made the jump to the Mayanis location.

    "I show only one of the portal ships," said Garrett. "Looks like it's being reloaded. Say the word and I'll start chopping it up."

    Joni cut in. "Hold on! Why don't we tag it. Maybe we can catch it when it's with the other one. Or we can let it go until later and catch the other one when it comes here to reload."

    I replied, "Excellent idea. Garrett, take her in close."

    Garrett nodded. "I'll park us right on her hull so we won't be seen when Joni drifts out."

    Seconds later, the Jess was sliding up to the aft section of the portal ship. The active skin was taken offline for the second Joni needed to drift through, and a QE tag was placed on the portal ship's hull.

    Joni yelled, "They're jumping!"

    Joni powered away from the ship as Garrett attempted to make another jump. A portal formed in front of the ship, sweeping back. At the same moment, the rumble of the portal generator on the Jess could be felt. In the flash of a second the portal ship and Garrett were gone.

    Joni again yelled, "Garrett! Did you make it?"

    The QE comm to Garrett that bounced through the Ares remained silent for several seconds.

    Garrett replied, "I'm still here, but I don't know where that is exactly. My gate came up just as the portal swept over me. The generator is blown and I'm without power. I'm still stuck to the hull of the portal ship."

    I jumped the Ares close to Joni. She powered aboard.

    Joni blinked in on the bridge and ran to a comm console. "Hang on. Well find out where you are. I'm activating that tag. We'll get you out of there!"

    Garrett replied, "Uh, no need to rush. I'm being pulled aboard a Tamarin cruiser. The portal ship just jumped again. I don't have any visibility for a star fix... and I'm now aboard the Tamarin ship. Bots are beating on my hull. I'm letting them in so they don't destroy the Jess."

    Joni replied, "Tag is online. Data says the portal ship is at Mayanis."

    I opened a small portal and performed a quick scan. "The tagged ship is here. And I count about fifteen thousand automated Grotus battlecruisers. No Tamarin vessels."

    Joni said, "We have to find out where they took him. Get me to that portal ship so I can get at its jump logs!"

    "Hold on," I said. "Jumping us to Mayanis."

    Several seconds later we appeared near Mayanis. "Wait! Portal is closing!"

    Joni said, "Hold on... checking... crap! They're at Alpha Prime!"

    I said, "Jumping."

    Garrett said, "Uh, guys. I've got bots taking my suit apart. And... one has a syringe. I may be offline for a while."

    Joni yelled, "Garrett? Garrett! We have to get him! What? I just lost his QE connection!"

    Quan said, "The QE comm is a bio-implant. Under certain conditions, such as deep sleep or unconsciousness, the connection will not respond. The recipient must to be willing to accept the connection. If a connection is active when those states are entered, the connection may self-terminate. Unless deactivated, it should reconnect when he is once again conscious."

    I said, "Let's hope that's the case."

    The Ares swept into the space around Alpha Prime.

    I said, "I have the portal ship on the nav. I'll sweep you beside it."

    Joni blinked out. "Quan? I may need your help getting the logs. I'm sure access will take some time."

    Quan replied, "Pass the comm channel to me when you are ready. I will attempt to gain access."

    Joni powered onto the bridge of the portal ship. "They're jumping again!"

    I said, "Just focus on getting those logs. If that other ship isn't here, I'll follow your jump."

    Joni replied, "Don't bother! Just give whatever help you can to Alpha! I'm shutting down these AIs! Getting these logs may take a while."

    I surveyed the nav display. Harden's manned New Alliance ships were beginning to engage the new arrivals. I set coordinates into the center of the Alpha sun and began sweeping away at groups of ships. The automated ships countered the first several sweeps by dispersing into random groups that stayed in constant motion as they approached the Alliance warships. It was soon evident that the Alliance ships were inferior.

    I said, "This is not looking good for Alpha."

    Go walked onto the bridge. "Tell me what I can do?"

    I replied, "We have two drillers that came from the Garmon. Send them in."

    Go jumped on a console and feverishly typed away on a keyboard as he swiped at holo-displays. The two drillers went into action, exiting a momentarily-open gravity wall on their way out.

    Go said, "Drillers are away. What else you got?"

    I continued to enter coordinates for sweeps.

    Go sat beside me. "Hang on. Let me use the thought command interface of this helmet for entering coordinates. You just push the button to set the portal running."

    Go glanced at areas on the nav display. His helmet translated his eye movements into coordinates and entered them into the jump console through a comm interface. As fast as a sweep was done, new coordinates were ready and the activation button pressed.

    Joni yelled, "Got a bit of a holdup here. Blocking signal missed an AI. Hang on, ship is sweeping again. More ships coming your way!"

    Go cringed, "Whoa! That's another twelve thousand ships!"

    I yelled, "Target the bulk of that column!"

    My display showed new coordinates. I slapped the button on the console in front of me. In a single sweep, three thousand automated Kergan warships were sent into the fifteen million degree core of the yellow, main sequence star from which Alpha took its name. The sweeps that followed were much less effective.

    I said, "I don't know if we can hold them back!"

    Joni replied, "The AIs on this ship are offline! I'm jumping it to Maxell!"

    Several seconds later, Joni continued, "Quan has the comm and is working to get access. The AIs on this barge are all history. Any chance you can jump out here and pick me up?"

    I said, "We'll be right there."

    Joni replied, "I'm down on the surface. Quan's bots are all over this thing. It should be safe to leave it."

    Quan said, "This ship will not leave this planet except under your orders."

    Joni replied, "Good. Just keep working on those logs."

    The Ares popped through a wormhole into the Maxell system and then again through another, placing us a kilometer off the ground.

    Joni powered up from below and was soon blinking in on the bridge. "Get us back to Alpha!"

    Another jump had us back in position.

    Joni said, "There's a large force on the other side of the planet. Jump over there and do your best. I'll take this side."

    Go replied, "You’re powering into that mess?"

    Joni shrugged, "I've got no choice. If Alpha falls, this whole sector goes with it. Besides, my family is down there. I have to try."

    I nodded. "Power out. We'll start with the ships on the other side of the planet."

    Joni blinked out and was gone. A quick jump had us once again sweeping enemy ships into the fiery furnace of the Alpha sun.

    Two minutes later, Joni said, "Scratch one battlecruiser. Moving to the next..."
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    The battle for Alpha Prime raged for several hours. The New Alliance forces continued to lose ground.

    Harden Salton yelled at his console. "Joni? Where are you? We need your help! We need that portal ship!"

    Joni replied, "You'll have to be patient! We're doing all we can up here."

    Harden looked at the console with an angry face. "Whatever you're doing, we... are... losing!"

    Joni yelled back. "Your ass needs to be patient! I said we're doing all we can! Just make sure our family is in that room with you. Now stay off this comm until the bots are knocking at your door!"

    An explosion could be heard over Joni's comm as another Grotus ship broke apart.

    I asked, "Quan? How's getting that log coming?"

    Quan replied, "I believe I will have access within the hour."

    Go looked at me. "I don't think we have an hour left here. There's only about a thousand of those Alliance ships left. We're only sweeping two at a time at best now."

    I replied, "Twenty minutes and those ships will be entering the atmosphere. That's two billion people down there, and we can't protect them."

    The fighting around Alpha continued. Ship debris from both fleets littered the space around the capital planet of the Salton Empire.

    Joni opened a comm to her uncle. "Why haven't any of the other ruling families come to your aid?"

    Harden replied, "They have sworn allegiance to the Grotus, with promises of keeping their fiefdoms. They are fools."

    A voice could be heard behind Harden. "Sir! The first ship has entered the atmosphere! There's another! They are heading this way!"

    Harden replied, "Activate the city guns."

    Pearl white domes opened slowly, on each a dozen large ion cannons. Bright blue bolts flew up into the heavens as more and more of the Grotus battlecruisers descended.

    Harden sighed. "Here they come."

    One by one the buildings housing the defense guns were scorched. As the cannons fell, more ships entered the skies surrounding the capitol.

    The shaky voice behind Harden said, "Two cruisers approaching the compound, Sir!"

    Harden replied, "Activate the last line."

    Hundreds of mid-sized ion cannons bellowed their destructive bolts into the air. The first battlecruiser to arrive was overwhelmed. Plating flew from its underbelly as if were cheese being run over a grater. The great ship plowed into a nearby field, shaking the very ground where the once powerful, but now meek, Harden Salton stood.

    As the second ship began to pound the positions of the cannons, they fell silent one by one. A third ship landed by the compound and thousands of armed autobots streamed out. Orange particle beams were met with the blue bolts of the Salton compound guards. Two additional battlecruisers landed nearby, disgorging thousands more of the autobots.

    Harden looked at his console. "Joni, you said to call you when they were knocking on the door... they're here."

    Joni came over the comm: "Knog, I need you to target the room with the QE tag. Sweep everyone out of that room and into your bay."

    Joni replied to Harden: "Please tell me everyone is there?"

    Harden slowly nodded. "We're all here, but not for long. If you have something planned, now would be a good time to put it in play."

    Joni said, "Knog? Please do this for me."

    I entered the coordinates and pushed the button.

    As the ship rumbled, I turned to Go. "Take a blaster down there, disarm them all. Put them on the crew quarters deck until we figure out what to do with them."

    I brought up the camera feed from the docking bay. "Joni, they're here. Go will escort them to the crew quarters. I'm jumping to you."

    Joni sighed and nodded. "Thank you. I'll make sure they aren't trouble."

    Quan said, "I have the logs. The ship jumped to Odenta. From what data I see, Odenta has been turned into a ship factory for the Tamarin Corporation."

    Joni blinked in on the bridge. "Great, the Tamarins didn't like Knog to start with."

    I said, "Setting coordinates to Odenta."

    Seconds later, we were swept into the Odenta system.

    I took a deep breath. "There are no living beings in this system. The factories and those ships are all automated."

    Joni collapsed into a pile on the bridge deck.

    I stood, walked, and knelt beside her. "This doesn't mean he's dead. Garrett's out there, we'll find him."

    Joni removed her helmet as she sobbed. "I need him, Knog. I love him. I know I act all tough, but he's the one I'm always trying to impress. I can't lose him."

    Joni rubbed her eyes. "We keep losing whole populations of people. How can you keep it together?"

    I said, "I don't have time to feel sorrow or remorse. Everything is spinning out of control and the only way we'll get it back is if we keep our focus and keep fighting through this. My family is out there too. If I give into the feelings of sorrow and dread, what good will it do them. Why do we mourn when the fight is not yet over?"

    Joni looked up. "I can't lose him, Knog. Why has there been no QE connection?"

    I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. "They have no reason to kill him, Joni. He has valuable information. They will first take him to Parmesen for interrogation."

    Raptor walked over, nudging Joni in the back with his nose.

    Joni turned and pulled him close. "Help me get Daddy back, Rappie."

    Go returned to the bridge. "Our guests are locked down on the crew deck. I told Harden the first person that touches a comm or computer interface gets spaced. I think at the moment he's happy to have been rescued."

    Go looked down. "What happened here?"

    I shook my head. "Garrett's not here. I did a deep scan. No living beings showed."

    Go was silent for a moment. "Well, yeah, they must have taken him somewhere else, that's all."

    I stood, helping Joni to her feet. "Set the coordinates for a jump to Parmesen. It was a Tamarin ship that took in the Jess. If they took him somewhere, it would be Parmesen."

    A portal was opened to the Parmesen system. The Ares slipped quietly through.

    Joni sat in a chair, wiping her eyes. "Where do we start?"

    I pointed at the nav display. "I think we start at the Gargos Elite station. That's where they held him before."

    A quick jump placed us beside the station.

    Joni powered off the Ares and onto the orbiting station. Gargos Elite rose nearly a hundred stories with each story housing a square kilometer of space. Large docking bays covered the top and bottom with a set of smaller bays, allowing the diplomats and trade ministers to come and go as they pleased.

    Joni said, "I'm cutting to it and going right to the holding facility where they kept him last time."

    I replied, "In Garrett's absence, I would just like to say, be careful."

    We watched on her video feed as Joni powered to a stop. "Sixteen cells here. First four are empty. That's interesting. The next two have Grotus in them. Four more empty. Two empty and one in the remaining four. Not Garrett."

    I asked, "When you were here before, did you explore?"

    Joni replied, "Extensively. If I had to get him out of here I wanted to know the layout. These are the only holding cells on this station. There are two of those warships parked out there that could have tractored him in. I'm powering out to check them now."

    Two minutes later, Joni came to a stop. "Bay of this ship is empty. Give me a second to find the brig... got it. Empty. Moving to the next one."

    Another minute passed before Joni said, "Bay is empty... brig, empty. I'll head down to the surface."

    I replied, "Hold right where you are and I'll sweep you down there."

    Ten seconds later the rumble of the portal generator placed Joni a hundred meters above the Tamarin trade facility where I had been tried and convicted of contract breach.

    Joni powered down to the closest building and stopped. "Let's start with the trade board's chambers."

    After a short burst of her BHD, Joni was in the high court chambers. "Yep, looks like they are trying some other poor sap."

    I said, "Go out the door to your left. Down the hall, take the first left. There was another holding facility there."

    Joni replied, "Give me a sec... OK, I have five cells that are occupied with Tamarins. Moving on. Empties. More Tamarins. Wait... is that Darba Wampros?"

    I looked and nodded. "It is. Hold right there."

    I turned to Go. "Run down to the bay. I'm bringing Mr. Wampros up."

    Go stood and hurried away.

    "Joni," I said, "I'm bringing Darba up. Maybe he can be of help."

    Five seconds later, Darba Wampros was sitting on a bench in the middle of the docking bay.

    Go walked up with a blaster in his hand. "Mr. Wampros, please come with me."

    Darba glanced around the bay with a confused look on his face. "How... how did I get here?"

    Go gestured with the blaster. "Just come with me."

    Darba walked onto the deck of the bridge with Go following behind. "Mr. Beutcher? What is happening?"

    I pointed to a chair. "Have a seat, Darba. We have a few questions we'd like to ask."

    Raptor walked over to the Tamarin diplomat, nudging him into his seat.

    Darba sat with a nervous look on his face as he looked down at the Human pet. "What is it you want of me, Mr. Beutcher?"

    I sat beside him. "Does Parmesen have a high security prison where they would take a valued prisoner?"

    Darba replied, "What?"

    I again asked, "Where would Garrett Rourke be taken if he was captured?"

    Darba thought for a moment. "That was over a trade dispute, Mr. Beutcher. He would have been brought here."

    I stood and paced. "What about a political prisoner? Or an enemy from a war?"

    Darba replied, "Tasian Colony was our political capitol for centuries before the trade board came into power. I suppose a political prisoner could be taken there. And as far as war... that would be Kral. But I don't know why Mr. Rourke would be taken to either. Has there been war between our peoples?"

    Go nodded. "You could say something like that."

    Darba looked down. "So the rumors are true."

    I asked, "What rumors?"

    Darba turned to face me. "Do you believe me to be an honest person, Mr. Beutcher?"

    I stopped and looked at Darba. "That's an odd question. What are you wanting to say?"

    Darba sighed. "When you returned to Odenta and found the Odenta dead, was there any debris from our fleet? With nearly fifty ships destroyed, that debris would not have been difficult to find, would it?"

    Go said, "We didn't look."

    I walked back to the console. "We'll know for sure in three minutes."

    Darba waved his hand. "Don't bother, Mr. Beutcher. This is all my fault."

    I asked, "What do you mean?"

    Darba looked down and then slowly raised his head. "My people violated the contract they had with you. It was they who alerted the New Alliance to the goings-on at Odenta. In exchange, they took the metals that had been mined, the autominers, the AIs and the bots. The Alliance ships slaughtered the Odentas and took your Talisans back into conscription. There is no debris because... no Tamarin ships were attacked."

    Go said, "Well, what was all that phony trial about?"

    Darba shrugged. "I can only guess it was an attempt to legitimize what they had done."

    I brought up an image of a ship factory in orbit around Parmesen. "So they used our AIs and autobots to build up a fleet. And they then allied with the Grotus and the Kergans against us. So it's the Tamarins who control the portal ships."

    Go said, "I would bet it's Tamarins in charge... not the Grotus. The Grumar and Grotus are all confined to their planets."

    Darba nodded. "I heard rumor of such an alliance, but I thought it too far-fetched to be real."

    Darba looked around. "This ship... how did you get me here?"

    I said, "I opened a wormhole portal in your cell and swept it over you. This ship has that ability. Your trade board or whoever is in charge, has two more of these ships that they somehow hijacked."

    Joni blinked in, startling Darba. "What? Where did she just come from?"

    Joni shook her head. "Doesn't matter. What matters is that you are going to tell us precisely where we can find those prisons Knog asked about. What city of the Tasian Colony would that prison be in?"

    I punched coordinates for the jump into the console and pressed the button. Three seconds later I had an image of Tasia on the display.

    Darba looked over the image and pointed. "There, Farthing is the capitol. There is a complex of government buildings there. The prison would be in them."

    Joni stepped away. "Care to sweep me down to Farthing?"

    I typed in the coordinates and pressed the button. As the portal swept over Joni's position, she blinked out.

    Darba asked, "Did she just go down to the surface?"

    I replied, "Yes."

    Darba shook his head. "They will kill her!"

    Go chuckled. "They'll never see her. How big is that prison?"

    Darba looked at the holo-display as I zoomed in on the government buildings. "I would imagine it is quite large. Before the corporation, this was the power center of our government."

    Joni said, "I've got rows and rows of cells. How about a scan? I think large portions of this place are inactive."

    I ran a sensor sweep over the buildings, narrowing her search down to two. After a quick run-through of each, Garrett was not found.

    Joni said, "Sweep me up. If they have him, he must be at Kral."

    Go said, "So the Tamarins stole the bots, used them to build ships, allied with everyone else, stole the portal ships, and then turned the alliance out here into their alliance. How much more convoluted can this mess get?"

    I replied, "And the rest of the New Alliance is now on their side. We have to find that other portal ship."

    The coordinates were entered for a jump to Kral. A rumble was followed seconds later by an explosion. I fell to the floor as the Ares was rocked with vibrations. Our sweep into the system had placed us directly in the path of a Tamarin battleship. The collision had overwhelmed our active skin. The fore-decks of the Ares now sat tightly wedged into the center of the Tamarin ship.

    I stood and jumped to the console. "The skin is down! We are visible! Portal generators are offline!"

    Go jumped up and ran to the weapons console. "All cannons are now on auto-fire!"

    Joni pointed at the nav display. "We have two dozen battleships coming this way!"

    The first of the Tamarin particle beams pounded our hull as two of their ships fired tractor beams to hold us in place.

    My attempts to free the Ares from the beams failed. We were stuck and the enemy was closing fast.

    Two more particle beams played over the bow, scorching layers of Tantric from our hull.

    Quan came over the comm with his usual relaxed tone. "Go, did you not say the AIs and bots were stolen from Odenta?"

    Go replied, "Yes. If you have a point, get to it, Quan. We're about to be overrun!"

    Quan answered, "Did those AIs not have a kill switch built into each and every AI?"

    Go was frozen in thought for several seconds. "Yes... yes they did!"

    Go pulled up his holo-display, swiping frantically at several screens until the kill switch was in view. Go stared at the holo-button.

    Joni yelled, "Well, push it already!"

    Go reached for the button. The particle beams stopped, the tractor beams stopped. The advancing battleships began to drift, listing as they moved forward.

    I fired several cannon blasts into the battleship that clung to our nose. Our ship came free.

    The other ships surrounding Kral were silent. The automated ship factory only showed the movement of drifting parts where all control had been lost.

    Go said, "Wow. If Garrett was here right now I'd bend down and kiss his boots."

    Joni pointed at the planet. "Can we identify the prison down there?"

    Darba Wampros replied, "There are two cities on Kral. One has a large red building. That is the prison. It can easily be spotted from the air."

    Joni looked at me. "We don't have a portal, do we?"

    I shook my head. "It's offline."

    Joni looked back at the display. "That's a thirty minute ride for me from here. You can watch on the display."

    In an instant Joni blinked out and was gone.

    Go gestured toward Darba Wampros. "What do we do with him?"

    I replied, "He's been cooperative, he can stay here with me. See if you can get an idea of what's wrong with the portal generator. Without it we're stuck here."

    Quan said, "I have done a damage analysis. The portal generator requires a simple repair to a dislodged and damaged coupling. I am providing a listing of the necessary components. It appears they are available in the ship's storage area. I have identified the box containing the required part and the tools needed for the repair. I would estimate a forty minute repair time."

    Go stood. "I'm on it. Quan, pass those items to my display."

    Darba looked at me. "What just happened?"

    I sat. "We didn't trust the AIs so we programmed in a kill switch. Your people stole our AIs and apparently used them to replicate more. All of those replicants have the kill switch built into them. In other words, we can take down every automated ship your people have. All we have to do is get within comm range."

    Darba began to reply, I held up my hand. "Hold on. Looks like your people are trying to board one of those automated ships from a shuttle. It won't do them any good. They will have to replace every dead AI on that ship with a new computer. Which I'm certain they don't have."

    A half hour passed.

    Joni said, "I see the red building, sending the coordinates. Can you give me a bio-scan?"

    I nodded. "One sec. OK, you have bios on the lower four floors... and only on the north side. We should have the portal drive running again before you're done."

    Joni began her check, drifting from cell to cell as fast as she could.

    Joni said, "The entire second floor are Kergans."

    Minutes later. "Third floor are Grotus."

    Go said, "Coupler is in. See if she'll power up!"

    I flipped a switch on the jump console. Several seconds passed.

    I said, "I'm showing green. I think that did it. Joni, we have jump power."

    Joni replied, "Hang on, I have a Human! It's Jack!"

    I punched in the coordinates. "Keep checking, I'll sweep him out."

    The rumble told of a portal generator that was once again functional.

    I said, "Go, I just swept Jack into the bay. Get down there and get him to the med lab."

    "Awesome! I'll be right there!"

    Joni moved to the next cell. "I've got Gottlieb in here. He looks pretty beat up as well."

    I said, "Hold there while I sweep him up."

    Joni powered through a wall. "And I have Captain Rogers if you want him as well."

    I replied, "Sweeping."

    Five minutes later, Joni came to a stop. "He's not here. Garrett's not here."

    I replied, "You checked every room?"

    Joni nodded. "I checked every bio that showed on the scan. Sweep me up."

    I punched in Joni's coordinates. She was soon standing on the deck of the bay next to Jack. Go came into the bay. Jack, Gottlieb, and Rogers were carried to the med lab and placed on beds.

    Quan ran a medical scan. "They're malnourished, beaten and bruised; no major breaks or signs of internal damage. With food and care, they will recover."

    Joni came onto the bridge, plopping down in a chair. "Where else would they have taken him?"

    I said, "They may have him on the portal ship. Or perhaps they have another base. Darba, are there any more facilities where an enemy might be housed?"

    Darba shrugged. "I don't know. All of this is new for me. Perhaps he was turned over to the Kergans or the Grotus?"

    Joni sighed. "Is this ever going to end?"

    I said, "It has to."

    A jump was made back to Maxell. The AIs and autobots Quan had at his disposal were redirected to repair the Ares. Two new small fighter ships, with portal capability, were added to our fleet. Our search for Garrett was only just beginning.

    


    ~~~~~
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    This Human is asking for your help!

    If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review on the site where it was purchased. And by all means, please tell your friends! Any help with spreading the word is highly appreciated!

    Also, I have a free science fiction eBook short story, titled "THE SQUAD", waiting for anyone who joins my email list. Find out when the next exciting release is available by joining the email list at comments@arsenex.com. I like feedback!

    


    The following preview of the next book in the series is provided for your reading pleasure. I hope you enjoy!

    (Flip the page!)
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    Jack woke from a slumber. "Man, I feel like I got trampled by a herd of borak."

    I said, "You're bruised up. Were they trying to get you to talk?"

    Jack shook his head. "They didn't have to try. They had drugs. I'm sure I told them just about everything they wanted to know. However, I did manage to weave in a few tall tales. And they stopped asking before I gave them anything on Joni's suit. Once I started talking about faeries, I think they decided the drugs had gone too far. I would advise that we move from here, though, they know about this place."

    I pointed, "The bruises?"

    Jack sighed, "That was just the guards deciding they wanted to have some fun. They dumped me in a cell with four Kergans a couple days before you got there. It wasn't a fair fight."

    Jack reached up to his mouth. "At least I still have all my teeth."

    I said, "What happened to Lieutenant Jefferson?"

    Jack shrugged. "When they took us from Gratis they separated us. I haven't seen him since. The fact that you pulled me out of that prison and not him doesn't bode well, but he's both smart and resourceful. If he's out there, he'll try to make himself known."

    I nodded. "We also found Gottlieb and Rogers. They were in a similar condition as you. We've moved them in with Harden and the others."

    Jack perked up. "Harden?"

    I again nodded. "The automated ships have taken over Alpha Prime. Joni asked that we pull her family out. They're currently locked down in the crew section. Much has happened since you were grabbed."

    Jack continued, "I seriously think you should move out of this place. They asked a lot of questions about it. I told them about artifacts, so at some point they are going to want to come here."

    "Quan?" I said. "How soon before you would be ready to be moved?"

    Quan replied, "I was unaware of the need to do so. If it is thought that this planet may be a target, then it would indeed be advisable to move from here. Should I make use of the other portal ship? An analysis shows that my circuits and generators, with a few adjustments, will fit into the docking bay. I will continue working to restore my archive once that is done."

    Jack said, "You sure that's a good idea, giving an AI a portal ship?"

    I replied, "Quan has shown no signs of betrayal or self interest. Besides, it might come in useful at some point to have him mobile. And the ship he is on has not been modified. It still requires large amounts of cesium to jump."

    I performed a scan of the area near Mayanis that held the cesium freighters. "Quan, make use of that ship. When complete, take yourself to Effica. The Grotus have not moved their cesium supply. I'm sweeping it out to there."

    Jack said, "What about the crews on those ships?"

    I brought up a display of the scan data. "No crews on them. Just the ore."

    I continued, "Quan, take that ship. And make haste, the Tamarins could jump in there at any moment."

    After returning to the bridge, I began to scan each of the relevant planets in the Yallux galaxy. The Tamarins continued to expand their fleet. A new set of bots was taken to the Kral world, where the ship factories were brought back online. Garrett's kill switch had cleared all programming from the AIs. A quick software reload had those AIs once again fully operational.

    After a week of searching, we finally got a hit on a large fleet. A scan through the security stations, after receiving access assistance from Quan, showed a fleet of forty thousand automated ships in the Andromeda galaxy. A planet in the Pharaoh system named Ralton III was under siege. It was the capital planet of one of the ruling families. The Tamarins were tightening their grip on the six galaxies. News feeds told of three solid days of war, where Ralton missile defenses had kept the automated ships at bay. The Tamarins were massing for an attack that would overwhelm those defenses.

    We took the opportunity to offer assistance while searching for the remaining portal ship.

    Jack, moving with a bad limp, slowly walked onto the bridge. "What are we looking at?"

    I replied, "Ralton III is under siege. I expect the Tamarin ships to attack at any minute. I was just lining up to see if we could sweep a few of those ships out of there."

    Jack stood behind me. "Anything I can do to help?"

    I nodded. "This ship needs a captain. Are you feeling up to the task?"

    Jack laughed. "If it keeps me out of that lumpy bed in the med bay, I'll do whatever you ask."

    I pointed at a console that was purely nav. "There's a simulation mode over there. Familiarize yourself with that while Go and I sweep ships out of here."

    Go said, "I have three large blocks of ships identified. If we hit them now we should catch and send forty-two hundred ships before they can react. After that we just pick and choose from smaller groups."

    I nodded. "You pass the coordinates, I'll press the button."

    We managed five sweeps, fifty-two hundred ships, before the Tamarin fleet got wise. Space between ships was expanded and all ships stayed in constant motion.

    I said, "They're still bunching together. At this rate we can average twenty ships per sweep."

    Go replied, "Watch for a portal opening for more ships to come through."

    Jack yelled, "We have missiles coming up from the surface of Ralton!"

    Several seconds later, thousands of explosions could be seen on and around the Tamarin ships.

    Jack said, "You can scratch another twelve thousand ships! Whatever they are using for missile guidance and warheads, I want it!"

    Go asked, "Where'd they get that technology?"

    I replied, "Harden Salton was apparently not the only one breaking the rules."

    Go smiled, "We just cut their numbers almost in half. They'll have to reinforce now. We just have to sit and wait."

    Quan came over the comm. "I have my circuits contained in a single structure. I will be moving that structure into the docking bay of the portal ship. The ship name, by the way, is the Quantix. When I have moved myself fully aboard, I will sweep the archives out to Effica, followed by the Quantix and myself. From there, I will continue work on the archives until I receive further orders."

    I nodded. "Let us know when your move is complete."

    Go squirmed in his chair. "I just had an awesome idea. If a portal opens, I'll attempt to outline the coordinates of the ships as they come through. If we can catch them at that instant, we may be able to sweep the whole lot of them into that star all at once."

    I turned toward Jack. "Do you think you could manage a scan of a portal when it opens? We'll need the location it's sweeping those ships from."

    Jack nodded. "That I can handle. I'll keep a scan at the ready."

    For the next three hours we continued to sweep small clusters of Tamarin ships into the nearby star named Pharaoh. The Capital planet of Ralston served as the center of the Tourduvan family empire and the home of the Paquie people. The Paquie were a meter and a half tall with short legs and round bodies. Their milky white and light green coloring had inspired Go to describe them as cabbage people. Their skin was continuously molting.

    Go asked, "Where's Joni been?"

    I replied, "Spending time with her family. She's sent me a few messages. It's not been the happiest of reunions. Her uncle is thankful for her help, but insistent on wanting more control. He thinks we are wasting our time with our efforts to find Garrett. You can guess that is not sitting well with his niece."

    Jack yelled, "We have a portal opening!"

    Go grinned, "Now we have some fun!"

    Twelve thousand automated Grotus ships appeared in front of us. Go entered the coordinates as the portal swept backwards, leaving a nice straight line of ships. Before the portal closed and before the ships began to move, I slapped my hand down on the button. A bright light shone through the portal as all twelve thousand ships were moved into the center of the local star, Pharaoh.

    Go stood, clapping his hands and clenching his fists in victory.

    Jack said, "I have a location. Saw Blade galaxy. They came from a planet listed as Bastion. I'm passing you the coordinates."

    Again I slammed my hand down on the button. This time the portal swept over our position, leaving us parked near Bastion.

    Joni returned to the bridge. "I heard someone clapping. What happened?"

    Go grinned. "We just swept—wait! They are jumping!"

    As the portal of the Tamarin ship closed, Jack said. "I have a new location. Still here, but about seventy light years away. A planet named Posirus. Passing you the coordinates now."

    I pressed the portal button. A rumble placed us near Posirus. The Tamarin portal ship was already beginning a new jump.

    Jack said, "Got 'em. A system named Duraliak. Passing coordinates."

    Our chase lasted for another three jumps before we lost the Tamarin ship. Its portal closed just as we arrived.

    Jack shook his head. "We were losing ten to fifteen seconds a jump. Even if our scans were automatic and the jump conducted immediately, I still think we would lose them. There just isn't enough time for us to keep up."

    Joni asked, "What about bio-readings? Were there any living beings on that ship?"

    Jack turned back to his console. "Hold on... yes! The scan shows a single bio on there!"

    Joni frowned.

    I said, "What's wrong? That was probably Garrett."

    Joni frowned, "And we don't have him. And we can't chance letting that ship get away if we can catch it. Garrett is now in danger from his own people."

    Go folded his arms. "We wouldn't kill Garrett."

    I replied, "Unfortunately, Joni is right. If we get a shot at that ship, we have to take it. None of these galaxies are safe so long as that ship exists."

    I turned back to face my console. "I'm jumping back to Bastion. There was a ship factory there. I don't like that those are popping up everywhere. Harden managed to destroy the ones he built. I think these other rulers are starting to have Grotus factories placed at their capitals. If so, the ones who accept will be overthrowing themselves."

    Jack nodded. "What better way to take down those you don't like than to have them take themselves out?"

    As we settled in at Bastion, we began portal scanning each of the capital planets. Fifteen minutes later, I had my answer. Ship factories were under construction at each of the capital worlds, except Ralton III. A new scan showed that ships were once again massing for an attack.

    Jack said, "They want Ralton, we're just going to have to camp there and defend until they open another portal."

    Joni stepped up. "Take us back to Ralton. My uncle has insisted that one of us camp out in one of those fighters. He wanted to volunteer, to which I of course said no. Maybe I can squeeze through a portal if they pop one open. I don't see how else we catch them unless they are being sloppy. And with that being their only portal ship, I don't think that will happen."

    I leaned forward to rub my forehead. "I believe you are correct. Jack, do you feel well enough to pilot the other fighter?"

    Jack stood. "I'd love to."

    Go protested. "What about me?"

    I said, "I need you here with me doing the targeting. We have to keep Ralton out of the Tamarin's hands."

    Go sighed and gestured toward the portal console with a dejected look. "Jump us back. I passed the coordinates in already."

    The Tamarin fleet around Ralton had grown to thirty-six thousand ships. Joni and Jack boarded our newest fighters, the Stinger and the Thorn, parking in wait for an opportunity to jump through a portal.

    Jack said, "This little fighter packs a punch. And I can tap right into all the controls from my helmet. We'll have to thank Quan for putting these together."

    Quan replied, "You are welcome, Jack Carson. If you were unaware, the fighters have the ability to run in an automated mode. Each has a modified AI that will only accept commands from me or members our team. And these ships are courtesy of the sentinel ships and the repair dock. I only requested their construction."

    Jack replied, "So we're a team, are we?"

    Quan responded, "I believe that to be the proper term."

    Jack laughed. "Well, OK."

    Over the next twelve hours we managed to send eight thousand automated Grotus ships to their end. No new portals had opened.

    Go looked over at the display showing our fuel. "I hate to say it, but with all of our jumping we've really burned through our cesium. Quan? You said this cesium was special? How do we get more?"

    Quan replied, "I have a limited supply. There was a small facility on Gratis that refined the cesium to the required isotope. That refinery was destroyed."

    I said, "Can you build a new one?"

    Quan answered, "The designs for the refinery are in the archives. Until and unless I am able to restore those, our supply is limited to what we have."

    Go asked, "And how much is that exactly?"

    Quan replied, "We can resupply the Ares to 72 percent from the current level."

    Go frowned. "With as much jumping as we do, we could be out of fuel in a month."

    Jack said, "You know, I noticed at least one cesium freighter at each of those ship factories. Maybe we go on a raid of all known factories and swipe their cesium. Could be that Harden was right about the cesium being the key to finding that portal ship. It has to refuel and it has to refuel a lot."

    Quan said, "Just to keep you informed, I have moved to Effica, including my archive. I had planned on converting the generators on the Quantix to use the remaining cesium isotopic fuel. However, given our needs, I will continue to use the cesium we have in abundance. If I am able to restore the archives, I will begin work on a new refinery immediately. I also have the ability to sweep loads of cesium to this location should they be found. It will place me at risk, but I can provide that service if needed."

    I replied, "No, let us handle the portals. We need you to restore the archive. We need that fuel."

    "Very well."

    Jack said, "Now that I'm sitting here in this little fighter, I've been thinking... Joni, you plan to rush a portal opening if one occurs. You do that and I'll try to scan and jump to the origination point. That gives us an extra chance at catching up to them."

    Go said, "You should use the thought commands of your helmet to pass the coordinates through to your drive."

    Jack replied, "Already ahead of you. I have a low level scan running continuously. If a portal opens I should have a destination in about five seconds. The drive is sitting ready for coordinates, and I have the scan results dumping straight into it. If I get a lock all I need to do is slap the button."

    I looked at Go, "Why aren't we set up for that?"

    Go replied, "Because we are busy sweeping out these warships. By the way, they're down to twenty-three thousand now. If this pattern holds we should have this area cleared in about twenty hours. If the Tamarin want control of this planet, they have to send more ships."

    Joni said, "Not necessarily. They could start sweeping cities off the face of that planet just like Gottlieb did with the Kergans. But for whatever reason, it looks like the Tamarins want it intact."

    Go passed new coordinates to the portal button. "There's a lot about this that doesn't make sense. Why do the Tamarins need this planet at all? They could destroy it with that portal ship."

    I replied, "I believe the Tamarin's chief motivation is still profit. They consider this planet an asset and they don't like needlessly destroying assets. Darba, care to speculate?"

    Darba Wampros said, "There would indeed be profit motive involved."

    Go gestured toward the nav display. "Well, that's exactly what they are doing with these automated ships. Those are assets. Why are they just throwing them at this?"

    Darba replied, "They are no longer viewed as a valuable asset. We can always make more. Those ships are like a commodity to be used as needed. You can't make a new planet or grow a new species to govern. They want all the planets in all six galaxies intact. If they can achieve that control here, they will put the massive resources here to work conquering our own galaxy, and then any others beyond. The profit potential would be almost limitless."

    Go said, "I'm starting to think individual colonies might be best. Putting so much power in one species’ hands seems to have disastrous consequences."

    I replied, "I don't think that to be a viable option either. We all have space travel. With that comes both trade and greed. Instead of one war for control of it all, you will have a thousand small wars continuously running. One side will win, the other will rebel. Wars would continue in an endless cycle."

    Go said, "Well, let me ask you this, if the Tamarin win, who’s to say their form of government won't work?"

    I frowned. "I had the same thoughts when we first signed that contract with them. As it turned out, when they saw an opportunity to stab us in the back for what they considered a big profit, they took it. I believe our best bet would be another system similar to the AMP, only with safeguards in place to prevent any one individual, family, or group, from becoming too powerful. As we have already witnessed, for many people, power corrupts."

    Go winced, "I don't think you can say that about everyone. I don't think it would corrupt any of us."

    Jack said, "You take that kind of power and wealth, and even the most moral of us can be broken down over time. The limo turns into the private ship, which turns into the private colony, which turns into, 'OK, you people all have to move because I want that planet.'"

    Go laughed, "Wow, Jack, you corrupted yourself in four steps."

    Jack replied with a grin, "What can I say, I want my own planet."

    Joni yelled, "We have ships coming in! And they aren't from a portal!"

    I growled. "They opened the portal beyond our sensor range. How many ships are there?"

    Joni replied, "Five thousand and counting... eight... twelve... fifteen. Still coming! And they are spread out!"

    I said, "You two make use of your guns, Go and I will keep doing what we're doing."

    Jack said, "I have missiles coming up from Ralton. Only looks to be half of what they sent last time."

    I sighed as I pressed the portal button. "It's probably all they have left."

    Joni said, "Missiles are impacting. Wow, that didn't last long. They just took out seven thousand ships. That leaves about thirty thousand. Jack and I aren't making much of a dent in their numbers."

    Jack said, "That force is all moving on the planet. I think this is it. That must have been the last of their defenses."

    Go yelled, "Whoop, whoop! I have ion bolts coming up from surface weapons! We aren't done yet!"

    I stopped pressing the portal button. "We're done here. Those guns won't last long, just as they didn't last on Alpha."

    Joni said, "Well, let's not just sit here and watch. I say we make a tour of the capital worlds and destroy what ship factories we can. I know it's futile, but maybe we can catch that portal ship at one of them."

    I replied, "You and Jack jump ahead. Send us back any locations that have cesium ships. We now focus on those freighters. That ship has to refuel."

    Jack sighed. "I only see one problem with that plan."

    "What's that?"

    Jack said, "It looks like they are starting to position those cesium freighters everywhere. That's going to make our jobs a lot harder. We need that archive restored so we can fuel the Ares. We'll be non-stop jumping for the foreseeable future."

    Joni passed a set of data to Jack. "You take these six capitals, I'll take the others."

    Go sat back in his chair. "I guess I just became obsolete again. I feel like a one-armed Gornian monkey with no trees to climb. The lab on this ship is lacking. I wish we had the Garmon back."

    Jack replied, "You and me both, kid... you and me both."

    Joni portaled to the first of the capital worlds. "I have a ship factory that looks to be about half complete. And two ore carriers."

    Jack asked, "Joni, how many of those QE tags do we have left? If we could put a tag on some of these ore freighters, we might just get lucky and catch that portal ship when it's filling up."

    Joni replied, "I have three left. And until Quan gets his archive restored, we won't have any more."

    Quan stated, "That is not true, Joni. I only lack the equipment to produce them. Since those were constructed recently, the designs are still in my short term memory."

    I said, "You provide us with a list of what you need and we'll get it."

    Quan replied, "The list is coming your way."

    


    ~~~~~

    

    


    

    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!
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