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   Chapter 1

 
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 Tamarin 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 Tamarin 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 Tamarin 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 Tamarin 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 Tamarin 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 Tamarin 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."



   Chapter 2

 
After a short deliberation, we decided our next course of action would be taking control of the cesium supplies. Our first jump was to Bastion. Two ore freighters were swept away. Scans through portals were performed and new targets identified.
Go was given the list of items Quan required to make more QE stealth tags. As the major planets were visited, arrangements were made to secure the needed cesium-processing technology. After a handful of jumps, a critical part was identified as being available on the planet Wallingrad. A jump was made and Joni was given the task of retrieving the item.
Go said. "You're looking for a box about this size. It's a quantum sensor that can be used to identify when a particle pair has become entangled. We need this box. So be careful with it once you get your hands on it."
Joni replied, "I tell you what, you watch on the video stream, identify it, and then Knog can sweep it out safely. That way I don't have to expose myself."
Go nodded. "Even better. I'm punching in the coordinates to the science building. Stay where you are and I'll sweep you down there."
Joni shook her head. "Don't bother. I want to stay near this ship in case I need to jump after a portal ship. I'll take myself down, identify the equipment, and you sweep it out. I can hop right back in my ship after."
Go shrugged. "OK, works for me."
We watched the video stream coming in from Joni's helmet. After reaching the ground, she powered out and into the main research building of the Wallingrad Science University.
Joni said, "Funny that this is even here. Under the AMP this research would not have been allowed."
I replied, "If we're successful in our mission, perhaps that is something we can change."
Joni laughed. "You mean when we are successful."
I nodded. "Yes, Joni Salton. When is what I meant."
Joni drifted into the building. "I don't see anyone walking the halls. Wallingrad doesn't have some strange holiday going on do they? I would expect people to be here doing their research."
Go said, "Data says this should be a normal day. Maybe the Tamarin shut this kind of stuff down."
Darba Wampros replied, "I don't believe that to be the case, Go. Scientific research is a critical undertaking where profits are concerned. I would have to believe my people would be pushing forward with whatever research was being done. At least until it has been determined that there is no potential profit in it. However, they would not shutter all programs at once."
Joni stopped in front of a lab before powering through the locked door. "Lots of boxes in here, Go. You'll have to help me with identifying what it is we need. I'll start over here to the left and work my way around."
Three labs were searched before a fourth was entered. A dozen bots stood over an operating table where a male of the local species, a Wallman, was lying.
Joni moved closer. "Wow, they have this guy cut wide open. And it looks like they are replacing parts."
Go said, "Is that an artificial lung? I'd like to get the designs for that if possible."
Joni looked over the organs that were spread out on a table. "Something tells me he didn't undertake this voluntarily. I recognize a heart, a pair of lungs, intestines, and I have no idea what that is, but it looks like they have a replacement."
Jack said, "What purpose would they have for replacing your internals."
Go answered. "If the organs are communicated to, as I suspect they are, it would be an effective way of keeping control of someone. If they aren't cooperating, you could really mess with their insides without killing them."
Joni replied, "I would think they could embed a simple device attached to a nerve bundle and get the same results. Dish out a little pain to keep people in line."
Jack frowned. "You insert something simple like that and people will figure out how to remove it. You can't live without your organs."
Joni replied, "True. It just seems excessive, though."
I said, "Without knowing their thoughts we have no way of knowing their intentions."
Jack held up a hand. "That's not entirely true. We do know how to intercept their comms. Quan? Would it be possible to listen in on any conversations?"
Quan replied, "It would, but those conversations may not be recognizable to you. They are machines. Comms between them will be in a machine language."
Jack raised an eyebrow. "So what you are saying is that you would volunteer your time as an interpreter?"
Quan replied, "I could if so desired. I cannot guarantee a comprehensible result."
I said, "Please capture the comm stream and do your best to interpret it."
Quan replied, "Very well."
Quan repeated, "Lung, 47 percent. Liver, 68 percent. Heart online. Heart, 52 percent. Most commands are merely instructional for the operation. One moment... Joni, I am sending you an application. You may use it with your sensors to track comms between AIs. Select an AI and you will see which AI it is receiving a command comm from."
Go said, "Aren't they all communicating with each other?"
Quan replied, "They are, but commands for this operation are coming in one way. I find that curious."
Go asked, "And what do you find curious about it?"
Quan continued, "The AIs are supposed to be connected and synchronized at all times. Any that are in contact with another, know what the other knows. I find it odd that commands would be coming in from elsewhere. Joni, perhaps an investigation is warranted?"
Joni nodded. "I'm up for that. Maybe this will lead us to a Tamarin connection, as they would be the ones running this."
Quan replied, "Precisely."
Joni powered through a wall and into a new room. The AI located within was following commands from another. A short trek downtown brought Joni to a portal gate.
Joni said, "Comm is coming through the gates. Is that something you can track, Quan?"
Quan replied, "I can. One moment... That comm stream is coming from Alpha Prime."
Joni powered back to her ship. "I'm jumping to Alpha."
The slight rumble of the small fighter's portal engine signified a jump. Seconds later Joni powered into the portal station on Alpha Prime. An AI was identified as sending the commands. The signal was tracked to another AI at the Salton compound.
As Joni powered across the compound, she said, "This place took a real beating. Only a third of the buildings are still standing. All the exterior defense guns are little more than pits in the ground. Dead bodies are everywhere. Looks like they don't have the decency to at least clean them up."
Joni powered into Harden's control center. "OK, now we're talking. We have half a dozen Tamarin sitting around a conference table. Hang on, I'll patch through translated audio with the video."
A holo-image of the subject of the operation, floated above the conference table.
A Tamarin doctor stood as he talked. "No, the nerves must be reattached here and here. The Wallman intestinal system requires both sets to properly function. Make those attachments and run the test procedure again."
The doctor sat.
A second doctor said, "If we are successful we can be assured of this procedure going corporate-wide. Imagine the profits to be had from any single organ, let alone a whole system! Doctors, we are going to be fabulously wealthy!"
A computerized voice came over the comm as alerts blared on the holo-display. "I am sorry, doctors; the patient has expired."
The first doctor to speak leaned his head over the table, propping it up on his hand as his elbow rested.
The doctor to his right spoke into the comm. "Bring in the next patient and begin again."
The doctor looked around the table. "That's four. I believe we need to increase the nerve inhibitor. It may be too much of a stimulus hit for a Wallman brain to handle."
A third doctor quipped, "Well, we at least have another billion or so subjects to attempt this on."
The first doctor raised his head and pounded a fist on the table. "We don't have time to waste on this. There are four other research labs out there attempting the same. The first to market will take the major share of any market. You all know how this works. Now, come up with a solution! We can't afford any more delays!"
Joni shook her head. "These Tamarin are cold blooded."
Darba Wampros replied, "These doctors do not represent all Tamarin, Miss Salton. Most are kind and caring individuals. We may receive extra motivation with the prospect of turning a profit, but we have morals as well."
Joni frowned. "Well, don't complain to me about my opinion. If you think it's wrong, then the targets of your criticism are sitting around that table. Spend your breath on them."
Darba slowly bowed his head. "I am sorry, Miss Salton. Given the situation, I should have remained silent. All that has happened is not from the Tamarin people I know and love. It's as if all morality and compunction for honesty were tossed to the winds."
Joni sighed. "Guess I shouldn't pounce on you, Darba. You have been nothing but honest since we brought you aboard."
Quan said, "Joni, I am detecting a portal alarm coming from your ship."
Joni powered out of the room. "Got it. Do we know where it's coming from?"
Quan replied, "A comm is being passed through from... Parmesen."
I said, "Jumping. Joni, we'll meet you there."
Jack said, "On my way also."
The three ships arrived in Parmesen space within seconds of each other.
Jack yelled, "Got it! Parked by Gargos Elite station. Scan says... no bios aboard. It's jumping!"
Joni said, "I see Kral. It's heading to Kral."
The three ships followed quickly after. Jack managed a jump to just inside weapons range. Two ion bolts managed to scorch the ship's exterior before it could jump again. Our efforts kept us close for another four jumps before our scan could not place the ship's portal destination before the portal closed.
Joni banged her fist on the armrest of her chair. "Why, why, why! I just want one decent shot at that thing."
Go said, "I have a question. We've been picking off cesium freighters. And we've been chasing that portal ship without much success. Meanwhile, those AIs continue to spread. How do we stop them? That would be the key to ending the Tamarin's power."
Jack said, "I have a suggestion."
I replied, "Go ahead."
Jack sent a diagram of an AI. "This replicant looks just as the others. It performs just as the others as well. Only, it contains the kill-switch programming. If we could tweak its programming to make that dominant when it comes to replication, we might be able to seed any AI factories they have with it. Might come in handy at some point."
Quan replied, "There are two issues with this plan. The first is that any AI having control of a bot and resources can replicate itself. These are not being produced in large factories like ships. They are generally produced in much smaller areas, making them difficult to find and infiltrate. Second, the kill switch is only temporary. The AIs only require reprogramming, which can be done in a matter of seconds."
Go said, "Is there any way for us to change their comms instead, to put out the blocking signal?"
Quan replied, "That would be possible. I would suggest that I be asked to begin on this immediately."
Go laughed. "You may begin."
Quan asked, "Should we not get back to acquiring the Quantum sensor equipment we seek?"
I said, "I believe that to be an excellent idea."
Three portals opened to Bastion and three ships moved through. After an hour of searching, Joni recovered the final piece of quantum gear Quan needed.
The gear was swept through to Effica.
Quan said, "I will have QE tags for you in twelve hours."
Joni shook her head. "Someone explain to me again how those work exactly."
Go said, "Using the equipment we just gathered, Quan will have the ability to entangle particles together at the quantum level. You can then separate the particles by a great distance and yet they remain paired, or entangled. If you spin an entangled particle here, its twin will spin in the same direction, no matter where it is. Through a combination of several of these quantum entangled pairs, we are able to communicate over any distance.
"The AMP founders took it a step further by incorporating one set of those particles into a small bio-mass that could be implanted in your neck. That's what was embedded just behind your ear. The other particle to that pair is here on the Ares. That's why we lost our QE comm with Quan when the sentinel ships were destroyed. Those ships were the other end of his pair. And another pair connected the sentinels to the Ares."
Joni said, "So... could we have pairs that go directly from Human to Human?"
Quan replied, "Yes. However, it does come with a loss of privacy. If you have multiple QE channels and accept an incoming comm, that comm is shared with all other QE channels. Some species, particularly Humans, have difficulty with the psychological aspects of such a connection."
Joni shrugged. "Who cares?"
Jack laughed. "So you don't mind if the rest of us listen in on your private conversations with Garrett?"
Joni thought for a moment. "I can see where that could get awkward."
I said, "I understand your concern, Joni. At the moment, the Ares is a single point of failure for us. If the ship is disabled or destroyed, we lose our ability to communicate with each other."
Joni replied, "How about this... we bury a bunch of the QE endpoints on Effica, implant more in ourselves and add more to our ships, all tied to a hub at Effica. And if we bury it deep, we never lose those connections."
Go frowned. "We have a lot of issues we need to address as well as this. Like, what is our overall strategy? I know we want to find Garrett, but we keep changing directions. We need a strategy for fighting the Tamarin. They are cementing their hold on our worlds. I would bet that almost every day we have thousands of new AIs, and potentially millions of new bots, to fight. We are losing this war and losing it fast."
Jack replied, "Maybe we're in need of a new strategy. The Tamarin are in control. If Garrett has been kept alive, the Tamarin have him. I say we go to Parmesen, grab a few high ranking officials and ask them where he is. Someone there must know."
I said, "Quan, do we have any truth drugs that would be effective on Tamarin?"
Darba held up his hand. "If you want something that is effective, you will need a derivative of dangat root. It's been used for centuries by my people. Dry it, pulverize it, boil it down to a paste and mix it with a beverage. All very simple and highly effective. We made use of it as children when building relationships for play companies."
Jack frowned. "Sounds like a terrible childhood."
Darba replied, "I have to disagree. That analysis would depend on one's perspective. Being good at business and trade were the chief desires of most every Tamarin child. What was the Human alternative?"
Jack nodded as he thought. "Well, we had snipe hunting, rocketball, and pretty much any feats of athleticism."
Darba referenced his physiology. "As you can see, athletic endeavors were not pursued by my people."
Jack chuckled, "I guess not."
Darba continued, "Find a source of dangat, and I will assist with the questioning about your friend."
Jack nodded as he looked into his comm camera. "I think that sounds like an excellent idea."
Joni said, "Setting coordinates now. Darba, I take it you could point us at someone to grab?"
Darba answered, "Any member of the trade board would be a candidate. You are already familiar with the building. When a member leaves the board room, follow them until isolated and sweep them away."
Joni replied, "You're starting to sound like us."
Darba replied, "I can't say that I agree with what my people are doing. I fear for the rest of our population should things go awry. We are mostly a good and honest people. The few are putting us all at risk while seeking out less than honorable profits."
We were soon in orbit around Parmesen, with Joni traveling down to the surface. She powered into the massive trade building and into the room where another session of the trade court was in session. A metal supplier was being tried for failure to deliver a load of steel to the military.
Joni said to Darba, "So I just wait for one of them to leave the court?"
Darba replied, "It looks as though the prosecution is about to rest. They will break immediately after and again before gathering for their decision."
The prosecutor said, "And for this reason, a guilty verdict should be returned. Amon Harisa knew when he signed the contract that he would not be able to deliver. In the eyes of the people, this is a simple open and shut case."
The prosecutor returned to his alcove.
The defending attorney stepped forward. "Your honors, what we see here today is another example of the military running roughshod over good honest businessmen like Mr. Harisa. Surely we can all see that this is just another attempt at a resource grab by the defense league. The stock in question in this contract was in fact taken, just before its delivery, by the same league who has filed this false claim. Mr. Harisa has done everything in his power to support the defense of the corporation. This claim should be dismissed with the contract in question designated as being fulfilled."
The defense attorney returned to his alcove. Two guards came in to escort the defendant back to his holding cell. The members of the trade board rose and exited through a doorway behind their high bench.
Joni followed. "Eight heading that way and three this. I'll follow the three."
After turning a corner, two of the boardmen continued down the hall while a third broke off into a separate room.
Joni said, "OK, here we go. Get ready to sweep."
As the door closed behind him the boardman disrobed and entered a stall.
Joni began to giggle. "He is not going to be happy with getting taken like this."
Jack said, "Can we at least let him finish? I'm sure nobody wants to clean up an accident out there in the bay if we sweep him up too soon."
Jack's advice was taken. Several minutes later, a terrified boardman was standing naked in the middle of the docking bay.
Go was waiting with a blaster. "Come with me, please."
The boardman followed and was soon standing on the deck of the bridge.
"Your name?" I asked.
The boardman looked around. "Tawn Bronten. What is this place? Who are you?"
I gestured toward a chair. "I would suggest you fully cooperate, Mr. Bronten. Anything less will not work in your favor. Now, please sit."
Tawn complied. "May I have my robe? Who are you?"
I replied as Joni tossed him his robe, "Who we are is for us to know. We will be asking you a few pointed questions. You can choose to answer truthfully, or there will be consequences. Once we have completed our questions, you will be given dangat root and asked the same questions again. You are familiar with dangat are you not?"
Tawn Bronten nodded. "Every Tamarin is familiar with dangat. Ask whatever questions you like."
Joni said, "You had a Human in your custody recently, a Human named Garrett Rourke. Where is he now?"
The boardman replied, "I am familiar with the Human; however, I do not know his whereabouts."
Joni stepped closer. "Has he been in the trade facility since you falsely tried and convicted Knog Beutcher?"
Tawn shook his head. "I have neither seen nor heard of a Human in captivity. The defense league is running all government offices now. Unless he was being tried for breach of contract, he would not be here. I would suggest you take this matter up with the defense league."
Darba stepped from around a corner. "I believe he tells the truth. The boardmen are not ones for dishonesty or deception."
Tawn stood. "A Tamarin? You are working with these people? And... Have we met before?"
Darba nodded. "I am Darba Wampros. First diplomat with the initial Grotus negotiations. It is an honor to stand before you, Mr. Bronten."
Tawn replied, "Honor? I was pulled from... private business. That is how you honor the board of trade?"
Darba bowed. "I apologize, sir. If what you say is true, that the defense league is now running things, it is a sad day to be Tamarin."
Tawn returned to his seat. "I suppose it doesn't matter anymore, Mr. Wampros. The politicians own the military and they have taken full control. Our court has become nothing more than a means to legitimize the seizing of private property. This war has become all-consuming of all resources. The people aren't yet aware, but food rationing will begin within a week. It will be used as a political tool to keep the populace in line."
Darba asked, "You said there are politicians behind this? Who?"
Tawn said, "You have no doubt heard of Vagra Withers, the wealthiest man in the corporation?"
Darba nodded. "Everyone knows who he is."
Tawn continued, "He teamed with Galat Carhe and Moortim Blon. Using their military connections, they staged a silent coup. The trade board had no choice but to relinquish our power."
I looked at Darba, "So we find any one of these three men and we find Garrett?"
Darba glanced at me. "I believe that to be the case, Mr. Beutcher."
Go gestured toward our new guest. "What do we do with him?"
Darba said, "You have to release him. He has been honest with us."
Jack chuckled. "Release? I don't think so. We send him back and he blabs to the military that we are coming. I think we just have to find a place to house our new guest until we've had a chance to get Garrett."
I said, "Take him down to the crew quarters. He can make friends with Harden while we're looking."
Go winced. "You sure that's a good idea?"
I nodded. "Just take him down there. We can't leave him roaming around up here."
Darba sighed. "My apologies, Mr. Bronten. I wish there was something I could do."
Tawn replied, "Mr. Wampros, I would like to discuss the state of affairs with you at some point if that's possible. The Tamarin Corporation is no longer the Tamarin Corporation. Perhaps our friends here could help change that."
Go gestured toward the door with his blaster. Tawn Bronten rose and walked in front of him.
I turned to Darba. "I wouldn't put much trust in him yet, Darba."
Darba replied, "Until such time as they have consumed dangat root, I wouldn't trust any Tamarin. Power is corrupting, and those in power will have their followers. Perhaps we should attempt to acquire a portion of dangat while we are here?"
I nodded. "After we pay another visit to Kral."



   Chapter 3

 
A visit to Kral and an extended search for Garrett yielded no results. Joni's level of frustration only grew. Our next jump was to Tasia, the political capital of the Tamarin. Joni jumped her fighter, the Stinger, down to the surface, parking in a field a short distance from the buildings known as the Political Towers. Three tall green-glass buildings shot fifty stories up into the mauve-tinted sky of Tasia.
Joni powered into the first of the three towers. "This is definitely a vital activity center for the Tamarin. People are walking everywhere and most seem to be hurried."
Jack said, "I'm guessing they might be a little busy, having just acquired six galaxies. The logistics of managing that have to be horrific."
Joni rounded the corner of a large hallway and was confronted with a set of wide arching doors. She drifted through into the room beyond, revealing a massive chamber with a thousand occupied seats arranged in a curved pattern. A podium was mounted on a short walkway that jutted into the center of the seats. A Tamarin spokesman stood at the podium.
"Ladies and gentlemen... the auctioning of political jurisdictions will commence in about two hours. Bids will be taken into consideration for the remainder of the day with the first decisions being handed down in the morning. The six galaxies have already been conveniently divided into sectors, with sector governance being auctioned first. Remember, colonies won't come until sectors have been decided upon and contracts signed. We know this will be a big undertaking for most of you, and as such, initial sector contracts will be given for a three year duration."
The room broke into a clamor.
The speaker pressed and held a buzzer until talk subsided. "Thank you. We realize these contracts are of short duration, but given the time frames we have, they are the best we can do. For those of you who are bidding on colonies, I would suggest that you contact those bidding on the sectors which those colonies are in. Use that information to make an attempt to be part of the sector bid by that individual. If you are allied with a member who becomes a sector governor, well, I would have to believe it will give you an advantage when it comes to your colony bids. And people, please realize this isn't a perfect process. If your bid is accepted and a contract signed, you must be prepared to move immediately. Failure to do so will be considered a breach of contract and I'm certain none of you want to be involved with the trade courts."
The buzzer was once again pressed. "Sector auctions will commence in two hours. Thank you."
Joni said, "They aren't wasting any time, are they?"
Jack replied, "Handing out the spoils of war. I would bet most of these sector governors plan on stripping the wealth and running back here with it."
Darba shook his head. "No. This is serious business. Anyone seen to be a poor caretaker of their sector will surely lose their head. If there is indeed a triad running this show, they will not be tolerant of those who only seek to enrich themselves. These sectors will be considered valuable assets that need to be managed, not looted."
Go said, "At least that sounds like as good a deal as our citizens recently had."
I replied, "We don't know that. Darba, do the Tamarin use slave labor?"
Darba nodded. "Extensively. One of the punishments for contract breach is servitude. Depending on the size of the infraction, that servitude can be extended to children, aunts, uncles, cousins, siblings, and parents. Typically, the board does not allow servitude beyond one generation, but I have seen it extended beyond to cover the unborn as well."
Go frowned. "OK, so maybe that doesn't sound so good."
I said, "Joni, spend some time searching those towers. I think we'll likely have a view of the triad once the auction starts. If we want to grab one of them we'll only need to follow them afterward."
Joni replied, "I'll start here and work my way up."
Joni powered forward, drifting from one room to another before powering up through the next floor. Again her efforts bore no fruit. Garrett was not being held in the political towers of Tasia. With her search complete, Joni settled back into the auditorium where the auction was to be held.
A speaker stood at the podium, sounding the buzzer until the attendees settled down. All eyes were on the Tamarin at the podium.
A display screen behind the speaker came to life. "Auctions will begin in the galaxy known as the Sextans. This series is for the sector governance rights for that galaxy. If you have no interest in the Sextans, please remain silent and allow those who do to proceed with their bidding. The Sextans galaxy is divided into eighteen sectors. After careful evaluation of assets and to speed the process, we will begin taking bids for the Alpha sector. Please keep in mind that only bids in New Alliance currency will be accepted. Bids are restricted to offers in credits with the minimum bid for Sextans-Alpha starting at thirty-two billion. Do we have any offers?"
Six individuals stood. Using a handheld electronic device, bids were submitted. At fifty-four billion credits, the rights to govern the Sextans–Alpha sector were passed to the winning bidder. Over a period lasting two-and-a-half hours, the other seventeen sectors in the Sextans galaxy were auctioned off. All told, three hundred thirty-six billion credits were exchanged.
Go asked, "How are they supposed to profit from a sector they paid fifty billion credits for? I would think you'd have to sell off half the sector to make your money back."
Jack replied, "From what I understood from earlier on, if you win the bid, you govern for three years. At the end of that period the asset again goes up for auction. The winning bid will be paid to the then-current governor. If they manage their asset correctly, they could recoup their initial investment plus a substantial increase. It gives everyone incentive to maximize the value of the asset they're governing."
Darba said, "That was the model used during the early expansion of the Tamarin Corporation. It insures active participation by the winning individual. If they fail, they are placing their initial investment at risk. It has proven to be an effective means to maximize potential value, and would be at least partially responsible for our success as a corporation. It discourages those who would pillage and build palaces unto themselves."
I responded, "While that sounds ingenious on the surface, the dirty underlying secret will be the degree to which the populace is forced to labor for those goals. Anyone who has been living the life of leisure will not be happy with having to contribute their fair share of labor."
Darba nodded. "For those who would otherwise be indigent, this will provide a fair workplace. For everyone else it may be a harsh reality as compared to their prior lives. These governors will push the people to be productive. However, the people of a sector will also be viewed as an asset. If they are pushed too hard, their productivity will decline and the value of the asset will be diminished. The governors will have to strike a balance where the people will be rewarded as well. If we look at the Tamarin worlds as a model, the corporation is in good standing with the people."
Jack said, "If this happens, it'll be an interesting experiment. Humans tend to tire of authoritarian government after a very short while. I would expect most others are the same."
Darba shrugged. "It will be up to these governors to insure that is not the case. Again, labor assets must be happy to be productive for the long term."
We watched as the sector auctions moved to the Wolf-Lundmark-Melotte, Sawblade, and then Andromeda. When the Andromeda-Gamma sector was set to be auctioned, the auctioneer was diverted by an aide.
After returning to the podium the auctioneer said, "It has come to my attention that the Gamma sector has an issue. The minimum bid will be reduced by 20 percent to accommodate those who remain interested. It would seem that a freighter was hijacked from the Domingo colony. Thirty thousand colonists had armed themselves with conventional, kinetic weapons. The freighter was taken to Logilla, the capital of Gamma and the home of the Mogglia family.
"The freighter landed beside the Mogglia compound. An assault was conducted and the Mogglia family forces were overrun. The Domingos executed the Mogglias for what they considered prior crimes. A number of high ranking officials on the planet were taken into custody and executed as well.
"The situation however, has turned. The Domingos have peacefully returned to their colony, laying down their arms. Governance on the capital world is chaotic at the moment, but we expect order to be restored well before these auctions are complete."
The Gamma sector auction went off without a hitch. A heated bidding war pushed the winning bid above the expected amount with the winner beaming with pride over her victory.
The sectors of the Milky Way went up for bid next, and finally those of the Triangulum. When bidding on the last sector, Triangulum–Omega had completed, the Triad running the Tamarin Corporation had been enriched by nearly twelve trillion New Alliance credits.
With the sector auctions over, the Triad members left the auditorium, taking pneumatic elevators to the fiftieth floor. Joni powered after them.
Jack, followed by Go, left the bridge for the docking bay. Joni settled in on the fiftieth floor of political tower two as the wealthiest and most powerful individuals ever to rule the seven galaxies sat in ornate chairs around a small round table.
Vagra Withers said, "Gentlemen, what shall we do with our newfound wealth?"
Moortim Blon replied, "Management of our current portfolios will require a substantial amount of our time."
Galat Carhe smiled. "We have a ship that can travel between galaxies. There are a thousand worlds in the old Alliance with gates that can be taken and used to spread the corporation beyond this and those galaxies. We have competent managers in place who can run our sectors with precision and efficiency, just as they have done with our colonies.
"With billions of galaxies waiting, I believe we have no choice but to involve ourselves in conquest. Who's to say that some other species with portal technology, sitting in a nearby galaxy, isn't preparing to take what is ours? We must move while we have the opportunity."
Vagra nodded. "I have had the same thoughts. A fleet of portal ships, followed by many fleets of AI ships, would be unstoppable. There are many thousands of Tamarin, trained in the ways of capitalism, who would be willing to take on governance roles in newly-acquired territories. I believe we should begin to organize management teams to oversee this effort."
Moortim Blon concurred. "It is decided then. I have two individuals I would like to contribute to this planning team. They have served me well and would jump at such an opportunity."
Vagra reached to the small round table, raising a platinum chalice. "Gentlemen. To our continued expansion and profit."
As the other two members of the Triad raised their glasses in agreement, a wormhole portal opened beside them, sweeping across, leaving the three Tamarin rulers sitting in their chairs on the deck of the Ares docking bay.
Joni pulled one of the remaining stealth tags from a pocket on her suit, placing it on a wall of the tower room.
The Tamarin rulers glanced around the docking bay with stunned looks on their faces.
Go raised a blaster. "Gentlemen... welcome to your new reality."
Vagra stood. "What is the meaning of this? Where are we?"
Jack stepped forward with a surly expression on his face. "You are now assets of the AMP. So we're either going to have productive meetings or you will be determined to be useless assets. You do know what happens to useless assets, don't you?"
Go smirked. "I know this one. They're written off, done away with, or recycled."
Go waved his blaster menacingly. "Any of you feel like being recycled?"
Vagra sat. "What is it you want? Credits? We can make you wealthier than you've ever dreamed."
Jack shook his head. "We aren't interested in your stolen credits."
Joni popped into view. "What we want is a person you took from us. His name is Garrett Rourke. He was pulled aboard one of your ships. He fell unconscious after he was drugged."
Joni stepped forward, shoving the blaster tip of her weapon into the ear of the Tamarin leader. "Have you ever seen what a cabbage looks like after it's been hit with a large mallet?"
Vagra replied, "No."
Joni smiled. "It's a mess. And a blaster bolt to the head is a much bigger mess. So tell us what you know about the whereabouts of Garrett Rourke. And if you say you know nothing, well, I think that makes you the useless asset that Mr. Carson was talking about."
Joni pressed with the blaster. "Where is he?"
Vagra slowly held up his hand. "I can assure you I have no knowledge of this Garrett Rourke. However, I have a brilliant staff of individuals who can find him if he is within our space."
Galat and Moortim each nodded in agreement.
Joni shook her head. "You control the portal ship currently in your possession. You will contact your staff, and they will bring Garrett Rourke to Tasia. In fact, they will bring him to the same room we took you from."
Joni again pressed with her blaster. "Understand?"
Vagra nodded. "If I might make use of my comm to relay that message, perhaps we can clear this issue from before us."
Jack leaned forward. "We'll handle the comms. Knog, have you moved us away?"
I replied, "We are well outside the comm range of the Tamarin worlds."
Jack said, "Here is what we're going to do. You, Vagra, will tell me the channel you use to comm with your chief of staff. I'll give them a call and we'll talk them through what's needed."
Vagra held up the band on his wrist, pressing several buttons before offering a reply. "G-44-778-QW-331 using your New Alliance English as a channel basis."
Jack entered the channel ID, patching a comm through the stealth tag Joni had left in the tower. Several seconds passed before a face stood before a comm camera.
A Tamarin businessman answered, "Mr. Withers. How might I be of assistance?"
Jack opened a video stream. "Mr..."
Vagra said, "Jans Hurrik."
Jack continued, "Mr. Hurrik. We have Mr. Withers, Mr. Blon and Mr. Carhe here with us. I'm told that you either know or can find the whereabouts of a Human named Garrett Rourke. Mr. Withers would like for him to be brought to the fiftieth floor of tower two on Tasia. Is that something you can accomplish in short order?"
Jans Hurrik replied, "I take my tasking from Mr. Withers and only Mr. Withers."
Jack turned his camera to face the captured Tamarin ruler.
Vagra said, "Mr. Hurrik, it is important that you locate the individual named Garrett Rourke. Bring him to the second tower as Mr. Carson asks. He is to be unharmed, conscious, and cognitive when he arrives. Please expedite this task, Mr. Hurrik. We have pressing business that needs our attention and need this matter wrapped up quickly."
Jans Hurrik slowly bowed. "I will assume this task in full, Mr. Withers."
I pulled up an image of Garrett, passing it through the comm. "This is who you are looking for. And you'd better make this happen fast, it's costing your boss a lot of credits."
Vagra stood as the comm channel was closed. "You should not have offered that last statement, Mr. Carson. It was a sign of weakness and desperation. There are those who will attempt to take advantage should they become aware of our situation."
Go smiled. "All the more reason for you to cooperate, Mr. Withers. Your whole corporation lies in the balance over this one man. Find him and you might just find yourselves back in the tower."
Moortim Blon said, "Allow me to contact my chief of staff. We can use him to verify the task assumed by Mr. Hurrik is being properly carried out."
Galat Carhe raised his hand. "I have an assistant as well."
Vagra scowled as he sat. "How quickly we turn on each other."
Galat replied, "You signed a contract to protect the three of us. I believe this situation places you in breach of said contract. Would you deny us our just due with regards to insuring this situation... is being handled properly?"
Moortim said, "Yes, I am in agreement. I believe this warrants an intercession on our part. Mr. Withers, I—"
Jack cut in, "Can it! If this Hurrik guy can't come through, the two of you will each get your chance. Let's all hope for Mr. Withers' sake he finds the man we're looking for. Now, the three of you come with me."
I watched over Joni's comm as the three Tamarin rulers were prodded along by Go. Three separate rooms were opened and the Tamarin shoved in. Go pulled a chair from a fourth room, setting it in the hall near the captives.
Go began to sit as Jack tapped him on the shoulder. "Not you. You get to hang out on the bridge in case Knog needs you for sweeping duty."
Joni stood behind them. "He's right. Jack, you take the first twelve, I'll take the second."
Go said, "What if they can't find him?"
Jack smiled. "If Vagra's guy can't find him, we make sure the cronies of the other two can. And I think I know how to get that done."
Go and Joni soon joined me on the bridge.
Joni plopped down in a chair. "If they don't produce him, I say we open a portal and sweep each of those towers out here into space. We'll see who wants to govern then."
Go thought then nodded. "We could wipe out most of their leadership with a couple button presses."
I replied, "We don't want to risk retribution for our people at this point. If we take out the political caste, we might end up putting the military in charge."
Darba said, "You do not want to do that. They would be happy with killing any who resist rather than attempting to cajole them with the potential of profits. The military will not be reasoned with. Their decisions are based on immediate goals without taking into account the longer term capital or social costs."
Joni replied, "We can take out the military leadership just as easily. Speaking of that, why aren't we doing that now?"
I turned to face Joni. "As I said, we do not want to start a war where our people are put at risk. If the intent of the Tamarin is only to manage the Alliance as a resource, it gives us time to plan for their overthrow."
Joni stood, "I'm heading down to talk with my father and uncle. If anything changes just let me know."
Go looked over at me. "So, what do we do in the meantime?"
I replied, "We wait."



   Chapter 4

 
With time on my hands, I left the bridge to check on Joni as she talked with her family. When I arrived, I was surprised at how casual and relaxed Harden and Joseph Salton looked. I began to wonder if the time away from the stress of empire had done them good. I wondered if perhaps I could use some of that time away as well.
Harden said, "Knog! I'm so glad you came down here today. Joni has been filling me in on the happenings. I understand you are holding the members of the Tamarin Triad on this ship. If so, I would like to offer my services for the interrogation. I'm certain you have an understanding of my vast experience in that field. If the Tamarin have knowledge you are interested in having, I can get it for you."
Joni stood. "I'll head up and keep Go company."
I shook my head at Harden. "I think we are doing just fine in that category. Our bigger concern right now is how to secure the portal gates so the Tamarin don't build more of the portal ships. There are thousands of gates out there, and they will attempt to make use of each and every one of them."
Harden rubbed his chin. "I would suspect the only way to accomplish that task is to destroy each of the gates. It would be a tremendous loss, but the alternative is far worse."
Harden sat back in his chair, crossing his legs and folding his arms in his lap. "You know, it was my father who discovered the secret of controlling the portal gates. That stationary gate we were using to travel between galaxies, his researchers and engineers put that together. I merely inherited his work."
I asked, "And the portal ships?"
Harden smiled. "Oh, I take full credit for those."
Harden looked at where Joni had been sitting. "Unfortunately, unforeseen events changed our well-laid plans. I have been unable to get Jo Jo to reveal to me how you were able to take this ship. We studied the logs of all the nearby ships at the time the Ares was taken, and there was no evidence of an external approach. Do you have a portal of your own? If so, how did you come by it?"
I had to reply with a half laugh. "You just don't stop do you? Always trying to work the angle."
Harden sighed. "You must admit, had I been successful in my campaign, the AMP would be fully reunited. And these new galaxies would be there for the taking. Imagine the resources and wealth that would be brought to our colonies. Our people would have prospered."
I shook my head. "Your problem is you are hooked on the grandeur of building an empire, and not on the responsibility of taking care of your people. You already had tremendous resources and wealth available to you. And yet you chose the path to war. A path that was at the expense of whole colonies. If it wasn't for your niece's pleas to the rest of us, you would have been executed for your crimes."
Harden leaned forward. "You dislike me, Mr. Beutcher. That's understandable. However, what you are not seeing is... I am a valuable resource, a resource you now have in your possession. Make use of my experience and genius to overcome these Tamarin. Allow me to run this campaign for you and I will have the Tamarin begging at you feet in only a short while."
I returned a half smile at the gall of Harden Salton's suggestion. "I don't think—"
Two of Hardens henchmen had slowly circled behind my location. A quick charge by one knocked me from my chair while the other dove on top of my sprawled out body. The two Humans, even though strong for their Human size, had no idea of what fighting a Grunta would be like. Their feeble actions showed how poorly prepared they were.
I spun my upper torso, catching the Human on my back in the jaw with a hard elbow. As he fell to the side, the second henchman jumped on top of me. I quickly rolled out of his grasp, spinning back around to catch his fist in my much bigger hand as he swung for the back of my skull. A quick punch broke his nose, also shattering an eye socket as his head snapped backwards. I stood, grabbing the second henchman by the shoulders and lifting him up to my chest as I ran forward, driving him hard into a near wall. The Human attacker slumped to the floor.
I turned to face Harden Salton. "You offer help and then attack?"
Harden shrugged. "I'm trapped here while imbeciles are taking control of my empire. What would you have me do?"
I stepped forward, leaning my head down until I was just in front of Harden Salton's face. I growled my meanest growl and offered what I considered my most intimidating face.
Harden Salton didn't flinch.
Seconds into my attempt at intimidation, Harden waved his hand and turned his head to the side. "Perhaps a breath mint would help with that awful smell. I find that hygiene is an important trait in a leader when communicating with others."
I stood straight. "Perhaps one day I will have the pleasure of slamming you into a wall like your friend over there."
I returned to the bridge.
Joni was sitting in a chair. "I watched that whole episode on the display. Thank you for not taking it out on my uncle. When this is all over, I'll have to drop them on a remote colony where they can't cause trouble."
I replied, "I don't know if such a place exists."
Joni smiled. "Maybe we can park him on Gratis. I would say Maxell, but the radiation levels there aren't conducive to long-term living. Anyway, I'll put him where we can keep him in check."
The remainder of the day slipped by with no word from Jans Hurrik.
The following morning a comm call came in from Vagra Withers' chief of staff. "I have been through each of the connections I have. There has been no word of a Human having been taken prisoner. It's possible this was done by the AIs and we were not informed. They do operate in a somewhat autonomous fashion."
I said, "So you are saying you have no word for us?"
Hurrik nodded. "I have a number of operatives attempting to locate Garrett Rourke. I haven't received any information regarding his whereabouts or that he was even picked up by our people. We will continue to look."
I walked down to Jack as he sat in the hallway. "No word from Hurrik."
Jack nodded. "I heard. I think we take this to phase two. I'll bet the associates of Mr. Blon and Mr. Carhe will be eager to take this on. Give me a minute and I'll convince them of the importance of results."
Jack stood, walked to the door of the room holding Vagra Withers and entered with a smile.
Seconds later Vagra could be heard yelling. "I will not tell you anything!"
The door opened and a panicky Vagra Withers was escorted out by Jack Carson. A hand was clasped tightly over his mouth as he was moved down the hall and around the corner to another room. Jack returned, smiling as he reentered the room.
Jack yelled, "This is your day, Vagra! Your twenty-four hours is up! We told you there would be consequences!"
Two loud thuds spoke of a blaster being discharged. I rushed into the room.
Jack held a single finger up in front of his lips, speaking softly. "I thought those other two might need a little extra incentive. If they think Vagra is dead, they will make every effort to have Garrett safely returned to us."
Jack walked to the second room, pulling the door open hard as he stormed in. "Mr. Blon. Give me a channel ID to your chief of staff. You now have twenty-four hours to produce our friend."
Moortim Blon stood with a pensive look on his face. "I will do my best to see that your friend is found, Mr. Carson."
Jack opened a comm, allowing the commands to be given by the second member of the ruling Tamarin Triad.
A quick trip into the third room had Galat Carhe convinced that it was in his best interest to do the same. A short chat started the ball rolling.
Jack closed the door, turning back to face me with a smile. "If we don't hear something about Garrett in the next twenty-four hours, I don't think these Tamarin have him."
I returned to the bridge.
Darba said, "Mr. Withers would have known. Perhaps a trip to the planet's surface for dangat root is warranted."
I replied, "We'll let this play out for another day."
Go said, "Not to change the subject, but we're down to 30 percent on our fuel reserves."
Quan replied, "If all goes well, I will have a cesium processor operational later today. I will begin readying a supply of fuel for the Ares, Stinger, and Thorn."
I stood and made my way back down to the holding room containing Vagra Withers.
I stepped in, closing the door behind me. "Mr. Withers. I have a question for you about the AIs. Where are they manufactured?"
Vagra Withers replied, "Prior to our taking control, the Grotus and the Kergans each had their own AI manufacturing facilities. Those have all been consolidated into a single location. On our star maps you will see a planet named Fiklun. The manufacturing is done there. We can't afford to allow anyone else access to the AIs, so they are all built and managed from there. Ship factories are spread throughout the many worlds we possess."
I opened a comm to Joni. "You want to go and stop the AI production?"
Joni replied as she blinked in. "I'm right here behind you. And yes, at least that will move us forward as we wait. You know me; I don't like sitting around if there's work to be done."
I stepped back out into the hallway. "Jack? Take the Thorn. Go with Joni and let’s see if we can stop the AI production."
Jack replied, "If we run into trouble you can expect us back here pretty quickly."
I shook my head. "I don't think there will be any trouble. Use the comm inhibitor. If those AIs are all patterned after the ones stolen from us, you should be able to silence every AI on every ship within comm range while you destroy that production."
Jack nodded. "I like the sound of that. Mrs. Rourke? Care to join me?"
Joni replied, "I believe I will. Thank you."
After a quick jump to the planet named Fiklun, they shut down and destroyed the AI factories for the Tamarin Corporation . Joni and Jack returned without incident.
I asked, "Quan? How much effort would it take to manufacture a few thousand generator- and comm-inhibitor combos?"
Quan replied, "Those are simple devices. I would expect no more than a few days. Would you like me to divert resources from our cesium fuel project?"
I shook my head. "No. We need that fuel as soon as possible. What I'm thinking of at the moment is that if we had the inhibitors, we could sweep them out to every planet in the seven galaxies from right here. We could disable every AI within comm range of every planet. Does that sound like something that could be done?"
Quan replied, "That is an interesting concept, Mr. Beutcher. With enough of such devices and timely delivery, you could conceivably neutralize the entire AI population in all seven galaxies. However, for that strategy to work, the generators would have to be quite large. For a standard ship generator, such as that which I manufactured for the Stinger and the Thorn, you would nullify an area out to a five standard planet diameter. A thousand such generators and comm pairs would be required for an average sized star system."
Jack frowned. "There's always a catch. Great idea, by the way. Hey, we could or should put one of those combos on each of our ships. Would at least keep the AIs from attacking us."
Quan replied, "I would suggest that option as a first-line defense. Give me a short time to analyze the power needs of both requirements. Perhaps I can reduce those requirements through an analysis of your inhibitor circuit."
I looked at Go. "Pass Quan the designs for the inhibitor."
Go nodded. "If this works, we could shut down the AI fleets without firing a shot."
Kerba Skol came over the comm. "Quan has given me access to his archives. They are not fully accessible and responses are slow, but I believe I have located the planet Megiddo. The real Megiddo. It's in the Sawblade galaxy. I cross checked it with our current star maps and again, just like Gratis, it doesn't show. Is there any way I could be taken there? I know there is much going on, but I believe this to be a worthwhile venture."
I looked at Jack. "Would you want to pack a couple months of supplies and drop him out there?"
Jack nodded. "I'll take care of that right now. Mr. Skol, are you ready to go?"
Kerba replied, "I am."
Jack left the bridge.
Quan said, "Mr. Beutcher, I have completed the fabrication of the cesium processor. We should have our first kilogram of the fuel material in two hours' time."
I smiled. "That's great news, Quan. How much does the Ares hold?"
Go replied, "Nine hundred kilograms."
I performed the calculations in my head. "So we are looking at a full supply taking nearly eighty days. Can we improve on that?"
Quan replied, "If the tests of this first processor prove successful, I will fabricate additional processors. Given our current supply of cesium ore, fuel will no longer be an issue."
Go asked, "Quan, the processed ore we use as fuel, can the AIs use that for their cesium needs as well?"
Quan replied, "No. A standard generator requires the natural isotope of cesium. The two fuels are incompatible."
Go posed a question. "Would it be possible for us to replace a ship full of the standard ore with the ore processed to our needs?"
I asked, "What are you getting at?"
Go said, "Well, if we had an ample supply, we could swap out the cesium in all those supply ships they have stationed everywhere. If they load up that portal ship and try to jump, we might be able to catch them with of a load of bad fuel."
Quan replied, "While possible, the processing of that amount of fuel makes it a logistical improbability. Processing the ore from a single freighter would require several months with many thousands of processors. With the use of autobots that were continuously building more processors, six months of time would pass before the first fifty freighters of ore had been exchanged. As we have seen, over that time the Tamarin would have hundreds more of these ore-laden ships sitting in wait. When the first was discovered, the others would all be tested."
Go frowned as he stood and paced the deck. "We need something. There has to be some way of stopping that ship."
I brought a display of a stationary portal gate up on the holo-wall. "Quan, could you monitor all portal gates? If they are attempting to take new ones, maybe we can catch them in the act."
Quan replied, "One moment... there are five gates offline or missing. I would suggest we begin any searches at those gates. With the fuel soon to be coming online, I would also suggest that I be allowed to return to Gratis. We may be able to pull information from the wreckage of the sentinel ships. That knowledge may be useful given my lack of access to my archives."
I opened a portal to Gratis for a scan. "The area looks clear. Just keep yourself prepared for a jump. We can't afford to lose both you and a portal ship."
Quan said, "I do not expect to remain there long. A few deep scans should provide us with the information we seek."
The time came to check in on the searches for Garrett. A visit to Vagra and a comm to his aide Hurrik offered no new information. As the comm closed, Vagra looked perplexed.
I asked, "What's wrong."
Vagra Withers replied, "Jans was evasive. I've known him since he was a youth. He's hiding something. I didn't recognize some of the others there in the room with him. They are not associates of mine. One looked familiar..."
I sat on the bench beside the captured Tamarin ruler. "If he's making every effort to conduct a search, wouldn't that include others who you wouldn't necessarily know?"
Vagra shook his head. "My staff only associates with my staff. You have to go many levels down the chain of command to find external operatives. Wait—"
Vagra stood. "I recognize one of those behind him. He is an advisor to Moortim Blon. This is not a good development, Mr. Beutcher. Members of my staff would never associate with those who are commanded by and loyal to others. I believe we have been usurped."
I stood. "Come with me."
We moved down the hallway to the room holding Moortim Blon. A comm call to his aide yielded a similar reply, no word of Garrett Rourke. Moortim's aide offered only furtive glances at the comm camera.
I said, "He's lying. He's having difficulty looking you in the eye."
We moved to the next room where the aide to Galat Carhe lied to us with a smile.
Galat demanded, "Miss Plune. Are you or are you not taking power? You do realize this is punishable by death, don't you?"
The Tamarin aide smiled. "It is obvious that you are no longer in control of where you are, Mr. Carhe. I have joined with Mr. Hurrik and Mr. Gallasi to form a new triad. The three of you are now considered outlaws of the Tamarin Corporation; warrants for your arrest will be issued shortly."
Moortim Blon replied with an angry tone, "You will pay for this Plune. You, Gallasi, and Hurrik will pay with your lives!"
Kerlis Gallasi stepped into the camera view. "A new age is dawning for the Corporation. The three of you have failed to maintain control and as such are in violation of your own contracts."
Vagra replied, "We do not have contracts with the Corporation. We own it."
Jans Hurrik joined the other two self appointed rulers on camera. "Mr. Withers. I would like to thank you for providing us with this opportunity. There will be immediate changes coming to the sector contracts that have been auctioned, but remain unsigned. And as to not having contracts, that is a false presumption on your part. Each of you signed an agreement three months ago. That agreement contains language stating that in the event that any of you fail to maintain full control of your assets, all would be forfeited to the next person in the chain of command."
Vagra gave a heated reply, "I signed no such agreement!"
Jans Hurrik pulled up an image of the agreement. "I'm afraid you did, Vagra. Language within the agreement, which also covered control of the Kergan and Grotus empires, states that in the event any of you are unable to govern, those duties fall to your chiefs of staff. The enactment of the agreement clause has already been approved by the trade board and defense league. All assets previously belonging to you have been reassigned. As of three hours ago, you are no longer the owners of the Tamarin Corporation. Should you attempt a return of any sort you will be immediately arrested, tried, and executed."
Moortim Blon stepped back, collapsing on a bench. Galat sat beside him as Vagra stood in disbelief.



   Chapter 5

 
I placed my hand on Vagra's shoulder. "If the three of you fully cooperate, I will see to it that you are released unharmed."
Joni said, "You get us Garrett back and we'll see to it that those three back-stabbers are spaced."
Vagra looked me in the eye. "The AIs have your friend. They requested he be turned over to them for interrogation. We had much bigger issues to deal with than the fate of a single Human. I am unsure of how you go about questioning the AIs now that we are not in control."
Joni said, "I say we sweep those others here and let these three question them."
I shook my head. "We are not looking to shake up the reins of power again until we have Garrett."
Joni said, "How about we sweep them here, ask them the question again and then send them back. They would have to know we could take them at any time."
Vagra sighed. "They would disappear from public view. Correct me if I am wrong, but wouldn't you have to know their whereabouts to use your portal device on them?"
I replied, "We would."
I thought for a moment. "Quan, if we brought you an AI, would you be able to interrogate it? If it's been in contact with an AI that knows Garrett's location, could you extract that information?"
Quan replied, "I could. I was able to gather some information from the damaged AIs on Maxell; however, the information was difficult to access without asking very specific questions. I am unable to read directly from their memories. I can ask pointed questions to which they can be made to respond."
Joni looked around the room. "Let's go get an AI. There are millions of them running around out there."
Vagra offered a suggestion. "I would start with a ship near Kral. A military vessel will likely have had the most interaction with other ships and consequently other AIs."
Jack returned from delivering Kerba Skol to Megiddo. "I dropped him off with three months of supplies. He is certain that it's the real Megiddo. I performed a scan and the surface of that planet is loaded with debris. He'll be digging that place up until he figures out he's hungry."
Quan said, "Mr. Beutcher. I would like to ask you a question in private."
I stepped out of the room and moved down the hall. "Go ahead."
Quan said, "I am on Gratis. I scanned the sentinel ship debris which remains in orbit as well as a few sizable pieces that fell to the planet's surface. I believe I may have located the stasis pods for Colonel Tom Harper and Bartel Helgris. Would you like for me to recover and analyze those pods? I did not want to ask that question in front of the Tamarin."
I nodded into my comm camera. "Yes, please do. If the pods are functional, please sweep them to our docking bay. I'd like to revive them here."
Seconds later a pile of mangled debris appeared on the deck of the docking bay. Go came down from the bridge for a look as Jack took over the nav post. Joni powered up the Stinger, jumping to Kral with the intent of grabbing an AI.
Quan said, "Several dozen automated Tamarin ships just appeared above Gratis. I am moving to a new location. If they follow, I will continue until they cannot. When free, I will return to Effica to continue to work on bringing my archives back online."
Go stood beside the pile of debris. "If there are stasis pods in there, I don't know how they survived. I'll get a cutting tool and get started on that mess."
I replied, "Bring two."
Go nodded as he walked away, returning several minutes later with a pair of laser cutters. We immediately began the task of freeing the pods from the tangled mass of sentinel ship debris.
Go sliced into a twisted steel beam. "If either one of these two is alive, imagine the stories they could tell. I mean, they were there, at the beginning of the War of Wars."
I thought for a moment about that statement. "And we are here now, fighting for our lives. In the grand scheme of things, is our struggle much different?"
Go half laughed. "No, I guess it's not. Funny how you build past events up in your mind when comparing them to your own situation. They fought, they won. We're fighting... we're going to win. The danger they were in probably wasn't any worse than what we face."
I smiled and nodded as I cut through the snarled beam in front of me, revealing the charred corner of what was once a repository for an extremely long slumber.
After pulling up a steel plate, I frowned at the condition of the pod beyond. "I don't think this one made it. I can see into the base and the cryo-circuits that would have maintained this thing are in shambles. There's no indication of power going to the housing and I see stains where cryo-fluid has leaked out."
Go yanked hard on a metal grate which was previously a deck plate from the ship that housed the pods. "I've got evidence of fluid over here as well."
As I cut away a solid steel pole, the damaged cryo-chamber slid out of the wreckage, slamming hard into the floor. The viewing lens shattered. Several liters of cryo-fluid spilled out, making the deck of the docking bay slippery and unsafe.
I stepped back from the stasis module with a wince. "That is a horrid smell. You may want to close your visor and enable your suit filter. I'm suddenly feeling lightheaded."
Go took a sniff. "Just smells like cryo-fluid to me. It's not pleasant to Humans either, but it's tolerable."
I closed my visor. "That is not a smell that agrees with Grunta physiology. I will need a few minutes to recover."
Go looked up and waved a hand. "Just go back to the bridge. It looks like this was a bust. From what I read, you lose fluid you have at best five minutes to be brought back. There's no way anyone would have survived. Just go back, I'll keep cutting."
I nodded as I turned, almost stumbling with my first few steps. As I sat in a chair on the bridge, I reopened my visor.
Jack looked in my direction and chuckled. "You're looking kind of green. Almost makes you look like a Grotus."
I took in a deep breath from the bridge air. "Cryo-fluid does not agree with my physiology. The two pods we uncovered were both inactive and leaking."
Quan said, "I took the moment to analyze the sweep you performed. The cluster of debris that was swept into the Ares bay should contain six stasis pods."
I took another deep breath as I attempted to clear my head. "Two pods were damaged. Go is continuing to cut into the debris."
Jack stood. "You going to be OK?"
I nodded. "I just need a few minutes to recover. I suspect the smell of that fluid has blocked my lungs from taking up oxygen."
Jack walked over, slapping me on the shoulder. "Cryo-juice is mostly neon. If it's been heated, you might have a high level of hydrogen sulfide with it as the other parts are organic compounds. If you saw orange-brown liquid you probably got your lungs full of it. Not seeing what you're breathing is what gets you. You just gotta leave when your nose tells you to go. Anyway, if Go's still cutting, I'll give him a hand."
Jack walked off the bridge. The Stinger passed through the gravity wall of the docking bay, settling to the deck just beyond the pile of debris.
Joni blinked in beside Go.
Go jumped. "I wish you would give me some warning before you did that. You're gonna make me soil myself."
Joni frowned. "Thanks for the mental image. And I have an AI on the Stinger. Grabbed it from a fighter ship."
Go pointed with a worried expression on his face. "You have an AI on there?"
Joni nodded. "It's inactive. I have the comm inhibitor running. Besides, we don't have any bots on this ship for it to command."
Go stood. "Yeah, but we have a ship that it can command. So having it here seems like a bad idea."
Quan said, "Joni. Please bring the AI to me at Effica. An interrogation may require several hours of questioning."
Joni turned and walked back toward the Stinger. "Be there in a minute."
In an instant Joni was gone.
Jack stood next to Go. "Hows it looking? Quan says there are six pods in there."
Go cut through both ends of a metal shaft. "Help me pull this unit out. There should be another right behind it."
I watched over the comm camera on Jack's helmet.
Jack grabbed the end of the pod and pulled hard, using every muscle in both his legs. "Grrr. That's not coming free. It's still bolted to something."
Go stooped, shoving his helmeted head into an opening. "Got it. One last weld."
The stasis pod dropped to the floor with a thud. Jack and Go pulled hard, dragging it through a pool of quickly evaporating cryo-fluid as it spilled out of the damaged pod.
Jack stopped, stood, and rocked forward and back. "Whoa. I think I know what Knog was feeling."
Go said, "Drop your visor and let the helmet filter do the work for you."
Jack flipped down his visor as he replied, "Why'd that only hit me when you've been breathing it in, too?"
Go shrugged. "Not sure. It might be this bio-suit takes care of that for me."
Jack frowned. "You still have to breathe, don't you?"
Go pushed hard on the stasis pod, moving it several meters away from the pile of debris. "All I can say is it doesn't bother me much. It smells, but clean out a few sanitary systems on a detective's ship sometime, this smell will seem like a flower garden."
Go stooped to look over the next pod. "Hey, this one has power. Grab that beam over there and jam it up under here. When I cut those welds I don't want it falling."
Go reached in with his laser cutter, holding his arm at an odd angle.
Jack said, "That doesn't look comfortable."
Go smiled as he moved to the next weld. "It's robotic, so I can turn off any pain signals if I want. I can also spin the elbow completely around backwards. It's kind of cool."
Jack shook his head. "That really looks unnatural. If you find yourself one day trying to impress a girl, don't do that."
Go laughed. "Like I'm going to be meeting any out here anyway."
Jack gestured to where Joni had been and smiled. "Garrett met someone. It could happen."
Go cut the last weld. "OK, help me lower this down slowly. When we get it flat, I want to roll it up on its base."
Jack nodded. Grunts could be heard as the two Humans turned the pod to face upwards.
Jack gestured toward the transparent view plate. "Have a look."
Go moved in, leaning over the top of the pod. "Gah! Empty."
Jack looked back at the pile. "Three down, three to go."
The next ten minutes saw Joni return in the Stinger.
She was soon standing behind Go and Jack as the next, still-operating stasis pod was lowered to the deck and moved out.
Jack said, "Joni, give us a hand flipping this thing."
Joni smirked. "Too much for an old man and a one-armed kid?"
Go half scowled at the far end of the pod. "Just grab it."
The pod was spun over and inspected.
Go huffed at its empty compartment. "OK, two left."
I closed my visor, transferred the nav screen to my arm pad display and left the bridge. The fifth pod was on the deck by the time I arrived in the bay.
Go pushed on the pod. "This one has to have somebody in it. I can't move it by myself like the others."
We pushed hard on the fifth pod until it moved into open space. Joni, Jack, and Go manned one end while I took the other. The cryo-pod was slowly turned until its base was firmly seated on the deck.
Go stepped up. "Let's see what we've got... whoa. There's someone in there. It's an old guy."
Quan said, "That would be Colonel Tom Harper. He was the leader of the Human military during the War of Wars. Any other information I have on him is currently trapped in my archives. Sorry I cannot be of more assistance."
I looked over the pod. "It's undamaged. Quan, do you know the restore sequence?"
Quan replied, "I'm afraid I do not have that information."
Jack pointed to the remaining pod. "Let's pull out that last one while we figure this out."
The welds were cut and the pod lowered. A quick push and spin had the two thousand year old cryogenic stasis pod sitting upright.
Go looked into the viewing window. "It's an Ankor."
Quan said, "The individual in the pod is a Gambit. The Ankors are descended from the Gambits. His name is Bartel Helgris. Both were chief players in the Human victory over the Duke. Further information on Mr. Helgris remains locked in my archives."
An alert came up on my nav display. "The portal ship has jumped into the space around Tasia!"
Joni blinked out as she powered toward the Stinger. I sprinted toward the bridge, flipping display screens on my arm pad as I ran. Go and Jack followed just behind me.
Joni said, "Jumping in three... two... one. Got you... you automated piece of crap!"
The Ares jumped quickly after.
Joni moved the Stinger beside the portal ship, powering out through its hull as the Tamarin ship began to jump. As the portal moved over the section beside the Stinger, the small ship was cut in half. In an instant, the two halves of our second fighter froze solid before shattering into a thousand tiny pieces.
My heart raced until I flipped my display to that of Joni's helmet camera. She was aboard the ship and already at work disabling the AIs and bots that controlled it. Two minutes later the Tamarin portal ship was in our possession.
Joni said, "We have their ship. Garrett is not here."
I replied, "Sweep it to a new location and then to Effica. We can refuel it and use it as a backup if so needed."
Joni nodded. "I lost contact. I take it the Stinger didn't make it?"
Go said, "Cut in half by the portal as it swept over your position. Had you stopped a couple meters closer, it would have been there with you."
Joni grimaced. "Well, at least we have their last ship. Quan, any progress with that AI?"
Quan replied, "I am interrogating its systems as we speak. I expect to have access to its standard speech module in less than an hour. From there I can begin my queries as to Mr. Rourke's whereabouts."
Two sweeps later, the Ares was parked above Effica. The newly captured portal ship was taken down to the surface of an Effica moon, powered down, and left for possible future use.
Joni blinked in on the bridge of the Ares. "That is a huge relief."
Jack replied, "Four portal gates remain missing. I'd only call that a minor victory."
Joni crossed her arms. "Well, any ideas of where they might be building new portal ships?"
Go said, "I have one. How about Adicus? They built the Ares there. And although we destroyed the stationary portal gate, we didn't touch the manufacturing docks. They might be using those."
A quick jump to Adicus told us of our mistake. The portal ship construction docks were gone. After a dozen portal scans of possible locations, The Ares swept itself back to Effica. The next hour was spent refueling.
Quan said, "Miss Salton. I have a number of the QE stealth tags available. I believe it was previously proposed that we tag cesium freighters in an effort to catch portal ships. I believe we should proceed with that effort."
Jack raised his hand as he looked at Joni. "I can do that in the Thorn if you like."
Joni frowned. "No, I've got the BGS suit. It's got to be me. Quan, can I assume you have the tags with you there on the ship?"
Quan replied, "I do."
Joni sighed, "I'll be over there in a sec. If someone could scan a few targets for me I'll get started tagging them."
Quan again replied, "Performing scans through the current portal system... I have seventy-eight targets. Each has been weighted as to its importance. Major planets and colonies are at the top of the list. I am passing that data to you now."
The Thorn lifted out the docking bay and was soon through a portal to Effica. Minutes later it arrived at a colony in the Andromeda galaxy. The first tag was applied and activated. Joni confirmed the next selection and the Thorn quickly jumped to the next target.
Jack said, "What do we do with the three Tamarin we have down there?"
I leaned back in my chair. "I think we hold on to them for a while. If we manage to find Garrett, they may be useful in a fight against their people."
Go asked, "Why would they help us with that?"
I thought for a moment. "Perhaps we would have something to offer them, such as a return to their positions of power in their corporation. It would of course be an asset of the AMP, but they would be able to profit from that arrangement, and... They don't have much of an alternative."
Darba nodded. "They are motivated by profit and power. Given their current situation, they would be more than willing to assist in any way they could."
I said, "Bring them up here to the bridge. We'll confine them to the corner over there."
Jack tilted his head slightly. "Why would we do that? They'll see everything we're doing."
I replied, "If I need assistance, I want to be able to ask them directly. And if they are to have any trust and any belief in our cause, they need to see us in action. If they know our motivations are true, they will be willing to deal with us in a more fair and open manner."
Jack chuckled. "You have a lot more faith in people than I do."
"Motive can be a powerful persuader, Mr. Carson," I said. "If we give them motive to assist us, they will be much more likely to contribute to our cause. Nothing more than simple psychology at work."



   Chapter 6

 
Quan said, "I am troubled by a new development. I opened a small portal and scanned Gratis. There are hundreds of automated ships parked on the surface and millions of bots scouring the planet. With analysis of the sentinel debris, they may be able to reverse engineer some of the technologies used aboard those ships. It would give them further advantage against us."
I replied, "Are you proposing that we go there and stop them?"
Quan answered. "I believe that to be in our best interest."
I nodded. "OK, we'll jump over and see what we can do. Worst case, we just have to sweep their ships into the star of that system."
I opened a comm to Kerba Skol on Megiddo. "How's the adventure coming?"
Kerba replied, "There is so much history here. I wasn't sure how to proceed, so I just began digging. I've uncovered the remains of a sixty-legs-per-side species, still in its battle-suit. I checked the history archives and found it to be a Harmath. They all perished in the War of Wars. Their origins were not in the AMP galaxies. Which brings me to another thought. Why was the AMP limited to six galaxies? There are billions of others, such as the one you have identified as Yallux. Why did they limit the AMP to only six?"
I replied, "If we can get our two stasis pod guests revived, we might just be able to answer that question."
Kerba hesitated. "What stasis pods are you referring to?"
I passed along an image. "Quan led us to the wreckage of the sentinel ships. The two pods that were occupied survived. We have them aboard the Ares, but we aren't certain of how to revive them. The occupants have both been in there from the origins of the AMP, nearly two thousand years."
Kerba replied, "You must bring me back. Living, breathing beings from the origins would be able to answer many questions, possibly filling many of the gaps in our history. If you remember, I told you before of my prior business. I dealt extensively with environmental control units. While I haven't had direct experience with a cryo-unit, I am familiar with its workings. Perhaps I can assist with bringing them safely out of stasis."
Jack stood. "I'll get him, wait... Joni has the Thorn."
I entered the coordinates for Megiddo. "We'll be right there, Kerba."
The kilometer-long Ares hovered only meters above a field where Kerba Skol had performed his first dig. He was quickly swept aboard the portal ship to the bridge.
I stood and gestured toward the hall. "This way. They are in the docking bay. Jack, take us back to Effica if you would."
The Ares was swept through a portal of its creation, sending the ship through a hole in space to our previous location at Effica.
Kerba's eyes lit up as we approached the pods. "These are from the origins? They look as though they were constructed yesterday."
I replied, "As far as we know they are from almost two thousand years ago."
Kerba leaned over the pod containing Colonel Tom Harper. "He appears to be rather old, but well preserved. I don't see any signs of a failure at any point during the cryo-process or during the stasis period. We should be able to bring him back."
Kerba walked over to the second pod and stared down through the viewport. "This is the same person that Quan has been using for his likeness. I can't believe I'm staring at one of my ancestors. Mr. Beutcher, my two hearts are racing each other. This is such a wondrous occasion."
I looked over the cryo-unit containing Tom Harper. "This Human has a stature that is almost equal to mine. He lacks my height, but his shoulders are stout, as well as his midsection. The controls look easy enough, but we don't have any instructions of how exactly this should be done. I don't want to attempt a revival until we are certain we are doing the right thing."
Kerba nodded. "Yes, we owe it to them to do this right. Does Quan have any knowledge of these units?"
Quan replied, "If I do, that information is locked away in my archives. Perhaps you could work to recover it?"
Kerba replied as he looked over the pod of Bartel Helgris. "I will certainly give it a try. Mr. Beutcher, if you would be so kind as to transport me back to the surface, I will attempt to access Quan's records pertaining to the operation of these pods."
I returned to the bridge. Kerba was swept down to the surface of Effica and was soon sitting at a console attached to the massive archive structure.
Quan said, "I have good news. Garrett Rourke was taken by the AIs. The knowledge of this AI is two days old with relation to Mr. Rourke, but he was alive at the time. He was last on a ship that was stationed at Mayanis."
Joni replied, "I'm on my way there. Give me a minute to scan."
Go said, "I hope this is it. We need him back. I need him back."
Jack said, "We'll find him."
The scan completed.
Joni growled, "No living beings on those ships. He must have been moved."
She pounded her fist. "I'm taking another AI. These have to know where he was taken."
I said, "Be careful, Joni. They may be wise to one of their own having been captured."
Joni shook her head. "They won't see me coming and won't see me going."
The Thorn was swept into the docking bay of an automated ship. Joni powered out, heading to the nearest AI which busily commanded worker bots as they moved about the bay. The comm inhibitor signal was broadcast, the AI unit collected into a special container, and taken aboard the Thorn. Two jumps later, Joni was parked on the surface of Effica. The freshly captured AI was turned over to Quan's bots where it was quickly taken into a sealed chamber.
Quan said, "I should have answers in a few minutes. The same methods used to bypass the security layers of the other AI should apply. One moment... the automated ship departed for Jorus under normal power. Given the time of departure and the approximate speed of the AI ships, I am passing you a coordinate for a jump."
Joni turned, powering hard back into the Thorn. "Thank you Quan. If we get him, I'll owe you big."
Quan replied, "Thank you for trusting me, Joni. I do not require compensation or credit for my actions."
The Thorn moved through a wormhole to the destination Quan had provided. A deep scan revealed the tail end of a convoy of automated ships.
Joni said, "I'm jumping in the middle of them for a scan. Please let Garrett be there."
The tension built as we waited on results.
Joni yelled, "We have a bio on one of the ships! I'm going in!"
The Thorn was swept into the docking bay of an automated Grotus battlecruiser. Joni powered out of her ship and up through five decks where the still living bio was being held. After passing through several walls, she came to a stop in a small room. A Human male lay on a cot against a wall, his back facing Joni. He was missing an arm from just below the shoulder. Joni hesitated to move forward.
I said, "He's breathing. How do you plan to get him to the ship? Can he walk?"
Joni sighed as she powered to the cot. "It's not Garrett. It's Lieutenant Jefferson. Aside from the arm, his face is badly scarred, looks like burns."
Jack stood. "Please bring him home."
Joni took a deep breath. "I will. Give me a minute."
The Thorn was moved, powering up the five decks while making full use of its active sodium skin. Once in position beside the holding room, the skin was powered off, leaving the Thorn parked halfway into the room with the remainder of the small ship spread throughout several rooms of the fifth deck. A side hatch was opened.
Joni powered out, blinking in as she reached for Jefferson's shoulder. "Mr. Jefferson, hey, it's Joni. Come with me."
The lieutenant rolled slowly over, standing only after receiving help. "Joni? They tortured me. I told them everything."
Joni nodded as she helped him to the hatch. "Couldn't be helped. Don't worry about it. Let's just get you out of here."
As the hatch was pulled closed, the door to the room opened. Autobots streamed in, their metal pincers clanking hard against the Thorn's hull. Joni dropped into the pilot seat, pressing the holo-button that would activate the sodium skin. Nothing happened.
Joni yelled, "I've got a problem here!"
Go said, "They must have damaged the active skin! The ship has to have complete coverage for it to activate!"
Joni yelled, "I'm sweeping out of here!"
Seconds later the Thorn and the surrounding rooms were floating in space. Joni opened up with her ion cannon, blasting away the structure clinging to her hull while also damaging several layers of the tantric coating that made up the Thorn's armor.
Joni said, "I'm free. Jumping to Effica."
Jack yelled, "Wait! You jump directly here and they will get our location. Make at least one hop first."
Joni replied, "Got it. Heading to Alpha Prime first."
After the sweep, Joni said, "They are building something massive at Alpha. Doesn't look like a ship factory."
After a second sweep, the Thorn was parked at Effica, sitting on the deck of the Ares in the docking bay. Jack hurried down to see his crewman and long time friend.
Joni said, "As soon as you have him, I'm heading back out. I'm going to grab another AI from that convoy. If that first AI said Garrett was there, he must have been taken elsewhere. After that, I have more cesium freighters to tag."
Jack arrived as Joni helped the injured Lieutenant onto the deck. Go followed behind with a gurney.
Jefferson was spirited away by Jack as Joni pulled the hatch of the Thorn shut. "I have a couple dozen tags left. Then I'll be back."
Go said, "Hold up a few minutes. I'll see if I can seal your sodium coating."
Joni nodded. "I guess that would help. I'm so used to not being seen, I would have just jumped right in there without thinking about it."
Go scanned the exterior of the Thorn, applying a patching coat of sodium to the handful of small spots the bots had damaged.
Go stepped back. "Give it a shot."
The Thorn disappeared from view.
I said, "Finding Jefferson was a good rescue. Garrett is out there. We'll find him."
Joni replied, "I want to stay positive, but I just keep getting let down. If you're worried about me coming apart, don't. I'll keep searching until breath no longer fills my lungs."
Seconds later, Joni and the Thorn were gone.
Kerba Skol opened a comm. "Mr. Beutcher, I think I found the instructions for the stasis pods. What I have appears to be from a different model number, perhaps an older one, but I believe the procedure for the two should be the same."
I replied, "Are you extremely confident in this process?"
Kerba looked back over the display screen in front of him. "I am. There are too many similarities."
I asked, "How were you able to find that so fast?"
Kerba replied, "Quan has about 3 percent of the archive active at any one time. I happened to search in the right storage space at the right moment. It would have otherwise taken me a minimum of several weeks."
Go said, "Well, let's get you back up here and get these open."
Kerba nodded. "I will be waiting outside."
A portal opened in front of the Ankor, sweeping past and leaving him standing in the docking bay of the Ares. A short walk had Kerba standing over the pod of Colonel Tom Harper.
Kerba pulled up the instructions on the holo-display floating over his arm pad. "It says to press the blue button. A timer should appear on the viewport window with a countdown of five minutes. When the timer has completed, use a visual inspection to verify the cryo-liquid has been pumped from the body chamber. When that has been confirmed, press the red button on the right hand side of the pod to begin the warming process."
Go looked over the pod. "There's not a red button over here. I don't see a red button anywhere on this unit."
Kerba pointed to a leaver on the base of the unit. "I believe that to be the warming activator. The wavy lines embossed on the case above the handle would indicate warming. A second five minute timer should initiate. When the warming is complete, the green button just above the viewport should light up. Before proceeding, look inside the viewport for a temperature reading indicating that the subject has reached normal body temperature. If confirmed, press the green button. When the final stage is complete, the pod door will open. The subject should be revived."
Kerba looked over at me. "I believe the process to be straightforward. As a precaution, I would suggest we keep a running timer of our own. We cannot be certain that a timer will display on the viewport."
I asked, "What happens during the final stage of revival?"
Kerba swiped away at several display screens. "The subject will be injected with adrenaline and an electric shock administered."
Jack crossed his arms. "These units are almost two thousand years old. Are we sure they will work as suggested?"
Kerba replied, "As I understand it, cryogenics is fairly simple. The individual gets into the chamber and it is sealed. A sleeping gas is administered, followed by the cryo-liquid. When the chamber is full, including the lungs of the individual, the liquid is flash frozen. On the reverse side, the liquid is warmed and drained. The body is warmed to normal temperature. And a shot of adrenaline and a shock start the heart beating. Remarkably, the same process seems to work on almost all species."
Go asked, "What about you? Don't you have two hearts?"
Kerba nodded. "Yes, although we are not that dissimilar. We have two hearts, each with a single chamber, while you have a single heart with two chambers. The function of our two is nearly identical to that of your one. Depleted blood is pumped through one heart into the lungs where it is re-oxygenated. The second heart, or chamber in your case, takes that oxygenated blood and pushes it out into the body. Most sentient species have a similar arrangement."
Jack rejoined us in the docking bay.
I placed my hand on his shoulder. "How's Jefferson doing?"
Jack looked up with a pensive expression. "I think he took a few beatings from those bots. He'll recover, but with both emotional and physical scars. Strange to think a machine would be so ruthless. He said they tortured him for several days before he broke. They now know we have a special suit and he thinks they will be trying to capture Joni."
I immediately opened a comm. "Joni, the AIs know you have a BGS suit. You will need to take every precaution from now on as they will make every attempt to grab you."
Joni replied, "I got that impression from Jefferson. I'll keep on my toes."
I turned back toward the pods. "Kerba, if you are certain you can do this, start the process."
Kerba took a deep breath. "I'm starting a timer."
The blue button on the cry-unit containing Tom Harper was pressed. The unit began to hum. Just over a minute into the process the frozen cryo-liquid changed states. Seconds later it began to drain. No timer was visible.
As the five minute mark was reached, an alarm went off on Kerba's arm pad.
I said, "Should we flip on the warmer?"
Kerba held up his hand. "Not yet, the liquid has not fully drained."
At seven minutes I pressed for flipping the lever.
Kerba responded. "We must wait. The liquid must be fully removed."
The pod chamber began to rise at the base, pushing Tom Harper's feet above his head. A small arm with two suction cups emerged from the side of the chamber, attaching the cups to the Colonel's upper chest. The arm moved slowly up and down as cryo-liquid spewed from the sleeping man's nostrils. When the chamber base returned to its original position, the remaining cryo-liquid was pumped out. Kerba reached over, flipping the warming lever to its 'On' position. A new timer was started.
Kerba said, "I am concerned."
I replied, "What?"
Kerba gestured toward the pod. "I would have expected to find a temperature gauge somewhere on this unit. I hoped it would show once the liquid was drained."
I shook my head. "So how are we supposed to know that his body temperature has reached the prescribed level?"
Kerba winced. "Of that I am uncertain. The instructions mentioned five minutes or when his body temperature reached normal. Given the slow response of the pump, I now have to wonder if five minutes is enough."
I replied, "We have to get this right, Kerba. We can't let this man die after two thousand years because we screwed up the process."
Kerba sighed. "I am as concerned as you are, Mr. Beutcher. I have taken another's life into my hands. I will treat it with the utmost of respect and care. Please have patience."
At five minutes the timer on Kerba's arm pad again sounded.
As Go reached for the green button, Kerba held up his hand. "Wait! I don't think he is ready."
Go asked, "The instructions said five minutes."
Kerba replied, "Please, I ask for your patience."
As the timer passed through seven minutes, a buzzer on the pod sounded. Kerba pointed at the green button. Go pressed it.
A second small arm extended from the side of the pod. A long needle was jammed into the heart of Tom Harper. When the needle retracted, a set of shock paddles extended down to his chest. As a high-voltage electric shock was applied, the colonel's chest heaved into the air. A second shock was administered shortly after the first. Several seconds later, the transparent viewport of the cryogenic pod slowly spun open. The colonel lay motionless.
Kerba stepped forward, feeling his wrist for a pulse. "I don't understand. His heart should be beating."
We all stood in silence.



   Chapter 7

 
Go pointed. "He just moved. I at least saw an exhale."
Several more seconds of concern passed before Colonel Tom Harper drew in a deep breath. The two thousand year old Human was alive!
Kerba stepped back with a smile. "We are witness to an incredible event today. A piece of our history has come back to life. The mysteries about the founders that this man can solve... I just hope he is willing to talk."
After several minutes of deep slow breaths, the Colonel gradually opened his eyes. He blinked several times before slowly glancing over to one side. Smiles on Go's and Jack's faces brought a furtive nod. As the two thousand year old Marine looked the other way, he said, "Frig?"
Kerba Skol shook his head. "I am Kerba... Kerba Skol. I believe your friend is in the pod next to you. We have not attempted to revive him yet."
The colonel tried to sit up, but was unable to move. "Gah! I need new power cells. Seems the ones in my arms and legs have run out."
Kerba looked at me. "That's why I felt no pulse."
The colonel turned his head my way. "A Grunta. Are we on Balimus? And what has happened? Was I needed? Has the Duke returned?"
I replied, "I am Knog Beutcher. We are not on Balimus; we are near a planet named Effica, in the Omega sector. As to the Duke, there is no evidence of a return, but the AMP has been overrun."
The colonel's face turned to one of anger. "Overrun? By who?"
Jack said, "We had our own internal issues with the AMP being overthrown about a dozen years ago. Since then, we have been overrun by a power from a galaxy outside of the AMP. A species called the Tamarin."
Harper scowled. "Tamarin? Never heard of 'em. How long have I been under?"
I replied, "Nineteen hundred, forty-eight years."
Tom Harper closed his eyes for several seconds. "Wow. That's been a good run. Other than your recent problems, how did it go?"
Jack leaned in. "It went well until the overthrow. Two thousand years of peace was indeed a great run. People were free to pursue their dreams without fear of going hungry or going without shelter. But I think not having to work on surviving every day led to a slow decline in moral values. Corruption slowly crept in and then bam! The scumbags took full control."
Jack pointed toward the crew deck. "We even have the guy here who was responsible for it. Not that it does us any good with the Tamarin and their AIs."
Harper furrowed his brows. "AIs? Those were banned in the founding constitution of the AMP."
Go said, "They came from another galaxy. You see—"
The colonel interrupted. "Hold on. See the depression on the side of the stasis pod? Up here, just above my head."
I nodded.
The colonel said. "Press it hard three times, about a second apart."
I complied. A compartment opened, revealing four small power cells.
The colonel glanced toward one of his arms. "Just inside, midway up my upper arm, if you feel, there is a rubbery hard spot. Press it three times in succession."
I again complied, and was rewarded with a seam opening in the skin followed by a long thin power cell ejecting halfway out. I reached for the expired cell, pulling it from its holder. A cell from the compartment on the side of the pod was taken and gently shoved in.
The colonel said, "Now push it shut."
After a friendly nudge, the cell holder closed on its own. Several seconds later, the colonel began to move the fingers attached to the hand on that arm.
Tom Harper smiled. "Now the other three if you please. I wouldn't mind getting up and walking around for a few minutes."
As the last of the new power cells came to life, the colonel sat upright. After stretching his legs and wiggling his toes, we helped him out of the chamber that had kept him in stasis for almost two millennia.
The colonel stood on his own two feet, extended his arms and took a shaky step. "Hmm. Wasn't expecting that."
Go remarked. "Your arms and legs are robotic?"
The colonel looked at the empty steel socket on Go's shoulder. "Yep. Looks like you have the same. Robotic limbs were not allowed. You people break all the AMP rules?"
Go shrugged, "The AMP is no more, so I don't see it as an issue. Besides, I'd rather be a rule breaker than have to have someone carry me around all the time."
The colonel raised an eyebrow. "You should be able to get a leg or arm regrown and reattached. Every medical facility should have that capability."
Jack frowned. "Yeah, about that. Seems we had a few doctors who attempted to modify that equipment about eighty years or so ago. They only succeed in shutting down every genetic growing station in the AMP. Ever since, we've had to make do with what we had. And we had no real robotics until the AIs showed up."
The colonel shook his head. "I told them not to tie the whole system together, but I was overruled. Why wasn't it repaired by the Maintainer Corps?"
Kerba fielded the question. "With everything so easy, and with so few equipment failures, the Maintainer Corps shrank in size until there was only a single individual for each galaxy. The last of them passed away more than three hundred years ago, taking the secrets of keeping the systems running with her."
I said, "If it's any testament to the designs and devices your people left us with, they did run for over three hundred years with only minimal failures."
Go added, "Yeah, it's only been of late that we've seen issues related to gates and power. This section of the galaxy has been running low on cesium for decades."
The colonel frowned. "Hmm. We estimated we had enough supply to at least last for eight thousand years or so. You should have been able to move plenty from elsewhere through the portal gates."
I replied, "Greed may have been a factor."
The colonel took a short hop into the air, followed by a leap that took him almost to the ceiling of the docking bay, sixty meters above.
As his feet slammed the deck in front of us, the colonel grinned and spit on the floor beside me. "Looks like I'm back in action. Wouldn't happen to have any Omega root on you, would you?"
I looked at the others. "I don't think we're familiar with that. Are you hungry?"
The colonel shook his head. "Naw, just as well. It's a nasty habit. I ate right before I got into the chamber. That food is still digesting in my system."
Jack gestured toward the colonel's mostly naked body. "We have clothes if you want them. Might make us all a little more comfortable with each other."
The colonel laughed as he walked around to the other side of the pod. "Don't need 'em. I have a BGS."
A second depression was pressed on the side of the pod, revealing another hidden compartment. The colonel stepped into the BGS suit, pulling it up and over his torso.
When the suit was sealed up, the colonel turned to face me. "You have a gel station?"
Go nodded. "Probably not what you had before, but we have one that we made."
The colonel slapped Go hard on the back, nearly knocking him from his feet. "Take me to it, son. This suit is useless without its gel."
I gestured toward the other pod. "What about your friend?"
The colonel grinned. "He can wait a few more minutes. Get me that gel and we'll bring him back online."
Five minutes later, the colonel returned with Go at his heels. "Gel felt a bit different than I remember. I checked the formula against what it should be and I have a few adjustments you can make to improve it. Nothing critical for the moment. It will help with long term wear, though. I'll pass the information to your comms."
The colonel stepped up to the second pod and pressed the blue button. At the moment the cryo-fluid turned back to liquid he flipped the warming lever.
Kerba asked, "Shouldn't you wait until the fluid has drained?"
The colonel smirked. "Only if you want to reuse it. With what you've told me about the state of affairs, I don't see that happening anytime soon. We can make more fluid if we need it."
As the warming buzzer sounded, the colonel pressed the green button. When the stasis restoration process had completed, Frig, otherwise known as Bartel Helgris, opened his wide, frog-like eyes. After seeing the colonel's face, he sat upright.
Tom Harper grinned. "Frig, good to see you back. These people need our help."
The Gambit looked around as we each stared at him. "Would someone mind opening the clothes compartment for me? I would like to get dressed before presenting myself."
The colonel laughed. "Always the modest one."
Go scrambled, quickly laying the clothing on Frig's lap. "Oh, sorry, didn't mean to look."
After a quick dress, Frig stood, hopping out of the pod and onto the steel deck of the docking bay, his small boots clumping as he landed.
I asked, "You don't have a BGS like the colonel?"
Frig stretched and yawned before responding. "I prefer standard clothing. I gave up the suit long before going into that chamber."
The colonel pounded his chest. "I'll take the BGS. Keeps me young... and fed."
The Thorn appeared before us with Joni popping into view a few seconds later. "So they both lived? Awesome."
Joni stepped forward and stuck out her hand. "Joni Rourke. I see you have a BGS. Is it fully functional? Looks different than mine."
The colonel looked her over. "Interesting. How'd you come by that suit?"
Joni replied, "It was given to me by a sentinel ship at Gratis."
The colonel nodded. "Good, we have sentinels. That's a good start."
Jack shook his head. "Sentinels were destroyed by the AIs. We inadvertently transferred the access code and they were quickly overrun."
Quan said, "Hello Colonel Harper. It is good to see that you are well."
The colonel asked, "Quan? You were activated too?"
Quan replied, "I am limited at the moment, Colonel. My archives are not available. I know you in name and rank only at this time. I was merely offering a standard greeting."
The colonel nodded. "Glad you are still kicking anyway. Frig, it seems our descendants have gone and screwed things up. The AMP is gone and a group called the Tamarin have taken over."
The colonel turned toward Jack. "Who's in charge here?"
Jack glanced my way. "It's kind of a democracy, but he is for the most part."
The colonel took a deep breath. "You have somewhere we can sit and discuss?"
I gestured toward the exit as I turned. "Follow me. We have a conference room we can use."
As we moved into the room the colonel sat across from me.
I looked at Go and Jack. "Can someone stay on the bridge? I don't think we need everyone here to tell them what's going on."
Go nodded. "I'll take it."
Jack stood. "I'd like to check up on Mr. Jefferson."
Joni leaned back in her chair. "I have all the tags in place, so unless we get a hit from one of them, I'd just as soon stay and listen."
I began with a brief history of the overthrow of the AMP, describing what conditions had led to that event and who had driven it. I next moved on to the portal gate Harden Salton had used to access the Yallux galaxy. I talked of the conscription of whole colonies and of the spread of the AIs. Several hours later, the story ended with the opening of the pods.
Frig said, "This artificial intelligence, it's of a distributed nature. That may be difficult to defeat."
I nodded. "The more it grows, the more it knows. We do have one significant advantage… that is, if it hasn't been discovered."
Frig propped his elbows on the table. "What would that be?"
I replied, "The AIs the Tamarin are building, they stole from us. Our designs had a kill switch built in. If we send the proper signal over a comm channel, all AIs within range will shut themselves down and scrub their own memories. The hardware remains, but it's useless without the software to run it."
The colonel asked, "You said 'if'."
"Yes," I replied. "If they haven't discovered and removed our fix. We used it once; they may have uncovered how we did it. If so, the kill switch option may have been removed."
Frig continued, "You mentioned the AIs being built by the Tamarin. Are there others?"
I nodded. "There were many others. A species called the Grotus, sworn enemies of the Grunta, were producing them on a large scale. So were several other species, including Harden Salton and the Humans, although they claim to have built in their own kill switch as well.
"We were preparing to have Quan broadcast the signal through all portal gates, potentially shutting down all of the AIs within range of those gates. However, we haven't attempted to go forward with that, as the AIs have one of our people at the moment, and we want him back."
The colonel leaned in. "So you're placing this one individual's life above that of everyone else?"
I held up my hand. "It's not so simple, Colonel. We have no guarantee that the kill switch will work. Or if it does, will it work well? We don't know. This individual they are holding means a lot to us. We'd like him back."
Frig asked, "How are the Tamarin moving here from the Yallux galaxy?"
Joni frowned. "That would be my grandfather's and uncle's doing. My grandfather figured out how to make a portal gate operate independently of its original location. Take it, power it up, and have it point wherever you want a portal opened. My uncle figured out how to make it mobile by building it into a ship. We think the Tamarin may have up to four of those ships in operation after shutting down and stealing gates."
I added, "The ships are fully automated and they're being run by AIs. Even though the Tamarin claim to be in charge, we're not so sure they are. The case may be that they only think they are."
Frig continued, "And these AIs, they operate on a distributed comm network?"
I replied, "Yes. We have a jammer of sorts that we can use when in close proximity. It disrupts the comm between AIs as well as between them and the bots they are controlling. What we've done is manage to overwhelm the comm channels they use with high power signals. Unfortunately, those signals require a tremendous amount of energy to broadcast, only making them useful in a limited area around a transmitter."
Frig nodded. "I would like to see the designs for this. Perhaps it can be improved upon."
The colonel tapped his knuckles on the table for attention. "Through all of this I haven't heard any talk of a military force. How many of you are there in this fight? Where are your troops?"
I shook my head. "We don't really have any troops, Colonel. There are seven of us with a couple other associates. I do command several million Talisan fighters, but they are not my army. And my own people, the Grunta, they are capable of fighting as well, but again, they are not our army. We've done our best to try to keep them out of the fighting."
The colonel frowned. "You're not giving me much to work with here, Mr. Beutcher."
I replied, "To work with for what?"
The colonel leaned forward. "To work with on taking back the AMP! You brought us back for that reason, did you not?"
I took a deep breath. "I suppose we did. We guessed that you might have knowledge that could help us in our cause."
The colonel scratched his chin in thought for a moment. "This ship is a portal ship and you are making use of our generator designs, courtesy of Quan. We can jump wherever we want, whenever we need to. We have fighters we could bring into this if needed, but we have no ships or armaments for them to use. What we need is a fleet of those sentinel ships and crews to man them. I think I can get the ships, if you can manage the crews."
I sat forward. "You have sentinel ships?"
The colonel shook his head. "No, but I think I know where we can get some."
I asked, "And where is that?"
The colonel grinned. "Earth. There should be several thousand of them parked there, waiting for our use."
I pursed my lips. "And how do we get to Earth, Colonel? We have no idea where it is."
The colonel sat back, crossing his arms. "The Earth sits inside a giant shell with an active sodium skin. It's there. You just can't touch it, see it, or feel it. And there is only one way in. Buried deep on Gratis is a portal gate that opens directly into a gate on Earth's surface. Take me back to Gratis and I'll take you to Earth."
I sighed. "Gratis is under control of the Tamarin. There are several thousand AI ships there right now. We believe they are attempting to acquire and make use of the technologies that may remain from the destroyed sentinel ships."
The colonel displayed an evil-looking grin. "Sounds like we need to go and take it back."
I gestured at our surroundings with my arms. "This ship is our only effective weapon against them. We can sweep ships away, one or two at a time, but we can't prevent new ones from being sent in so long as they have portal ships of their own."
I pulled up a display over my arm pad and started a portal scan of Gratis. Three minutes later the data was transferred to the conference room holo-wall. A giant floating image of Gratis was displayed.
I pointed at the data. "More than a thousand Tamarin ships in orbit and down on the surface. We can't get down there without a fight."
The colonel replied, "Not true. I have the exact coordinates of the gate room. So long as they haven't accessed it, we can portal directly there. After that we activate the gate and walk through to Earth."
I half smiled. "We can only hope it's that simple."
The colonel stood. "We have a plan. No time like the present to put it into action."
The colonel followed me to the bridge.



   Chapter 8

 
I sat at the portal console. "Joni. I'm sending the colonel down to the gate coordinates he provided. I want you to go down there as well until he is able to get through that gate. Just keep him safe."
The colonel laughed. "Safe? Not to worry. The BGS suit I'm wearing will keep me safe. This is a combat suit. Hers is a maintenance suit. I'll be having to keep her safe."
I replied, "OK, what would you suggest?"
The colonel glanced around the bridge. "How about the one-armed bandit over there? I can take him through to Earth and get him a new arm. And a new suit. Heck, I can bring him back battle-ready. I would suggest we put BGS battle-suits on the lot of you. If we are going to turn the tides of this war, we need to put our best selves forward."
I looked at Go. "You interested in a visit to Earth?"
Go eagerly nodded. "Very interested. When do we leave?"
I performed a short scan of the underground gate. "I don't see any activity around it. Stand next to the colonel and I'll sweep you both down there."
As Go stepped up to the colonel, Tom Harper slapped him on the back. "We'll get you all fixed up, son."
Go winced. "Please take it easy on me, colonel. I only have half a lung on that side."
The colonel pulled back. "What? You carry yourself very well."
Go half smiled. "I lost many of the functions on my right side due to a radiation incident. I'm down a kidney, some intestines, and half a lung among, other things."
The colonel gently squeezed his shoulder. "We have medical facilities there. I might have to leave you for a week or two, but they could make you good as new."
Go's eyes lit up. "What? They can do that?"
The colonel smiled. "If we can get the AMP restored, I'll see to it that the tissue replicators are installed throughout the galaxies. No reason for anyone to go around with a bum lung or bad foot when it can be regrown or repaired."
Seconds later a portal swept over the colonel and Go. We watched patiently as the colonel attempted to power up the millennia-old portal gate.
It was quickly evident that something was not right. "Colonel? What's happening down there?"
The colonel replied, "I need the passcode. As a security precaution, the gate hardware was encoded with multiple passcodes. When the sentinel ships were compromised, the primary code was automatically replaced with a secondary one. I was told what that was, but I can't recall it."
I said, "How do we recover this secondary key? Would it be in Quan's archives?"
The colonel thought for a moment. "No. It would have been encrypted into the ship's computers of those sentinels. Were there any left that were operational?"
Quan replied, "I have been monitoring the debris taken by the AIs on the surface. A section of a ship that possibly contained a potentially still operational computer was taken aboard one of their ships. That ship has since left the Gratis system."
The colonel made an angry face. "That means we either have to defend this gate or destroy it. Letting those AIs have access to Earth and her technologies would be a disaster."
Jack said, "With the Talisans and Gruntas we could take Gratis. I just don't think we could hold her for long."
The colonel asked, "Who are the Talisan?"
I sighed. "They are a species that claim me as their emperor. Even though they would go willingly, I would rather not involve them in any more of the fighting. They have already lost enough."
After a sweep, Tom Harper was towering over me on the bridge of the Ares. "These Talisan, do they live in this galaxy?"
I replied, "Yes."
The colonel leaned in with a growl. "Then they have a place in this fight. If they're an available resource, it's in their interest to join us. I don't care if they are Humans, or Gruntas, or Talisans. They all have a stake in this war and should not be excluded from taking part because of prior loses. This war is being fought now and we need all hands on deck."
"I understand your thinking, Colonel," I said, "but we don't have a plan where they would be of use."
The colonel stepped back and grinned his trademark evil grin. "Then we make a plan. Look, you said we know where the Tamarin are. If we take them out, do we then control the AIs?"
I replied, "Of that we can't be certain, but I believe the Tamarin have less control than they think they do."
The colonel sat in a chair, flexing his broad shoulders and powerful cybernetic arms as he stretched his upper torso. "I suggest we take the fight to the Tamarin and see. If we're able to recover that sentinel computer from them, we may have our access to Earth."
Frig asked, "Mr. Beutcher, I would like to do an analysis of your systems to see if there is opportunity for improvement."
Go laughed. "He doesn't have any systems, he's 100 percent Grunta."
Frig offered a polite nod. "I was referring to the systems of the Ares, but thank you."
I replied, "That would be appreciated, however, I think we would benefit more by having Quan's archives brought back online. There is much useful data stored in there that we are in need of."
Frig agreed.
I punched in the coordinates of the portal ship that contained the active circuits that made up Quan. Seconds later our new Gambit friend was standing on the bridge deck of Quan's portal ship.
After a brief tour, Frig opened a comm. "I believe we can have the archives online in as little as a week. Afterwards, I will work to reintegrate Quan's circuits into a single core. I believe his cooperation during the prior wars, and now this one, have shown that he can be trusted. His dis-integration was done so that control could be more readily maintained. I no longer believe that to be necessary."
Kerba asked, "So you're going to shrink him down? What size was he before?"
Frig replied, "Not much bigger than the size of your fist."
Kerba asked further. "And what of his archives?"
Frig smiled. "Those would be included in that size. Would you like to assist with this work?"
Kerba stood. "Please!"
Frig nodded. "I suppose you would be interested in Gambit history as well?"
Kerba almost burst with delight. "Please send me over, Mr. Beutcher. I have so many questions to ask."
Seconds later, Kerba Skol was standing on the bridge deck of the Quantix. The Gambit and the Ankor were quick to get to work.
I turned to face Tom Harper. "I suppose you would like to meet the Talisans and to have a briefing on the Tamarin?"
The Colonel nodded. "Those would be first in order."
I looked over at Jack. "You eager to take control of the Ares again?"
Jack replied, "I'm happy to contribute in any way I can."
Joni asked, "What about Go... and me?"
I gestured as I stood. "Let's head back to the conference room. You two can make sure I give the colonel all the information he needs. We'll give all the data on the Tamarin followed by a sweep out to Dallex. It will give me an opportunity to see my family."
Much of the remainder of the standard Earth day was spent in the conference room. Each of the encounters with the Tamarin was discussed, followed by a complete rundown of the Tamarin worlds. I could sense the gears turning in the colonel's head as he began to plan a strategy. He was focused and determined if nothing else. As the discussions concluded, we prepared for our jump.
I was swept onto the platform along with Joni, Go, and Colonel Harper. My Talisan staff was waiting to greet us.
I stepped forward. "General Kontat, this is Colonel Tom Harper. I would like you to give him a full review of your troops and their skills and abilities."
The general bowed to show his acceptance of the task. "Your Highness, the AI ships patrol this area of the Omega sector on a regular basis. We expect a visit within the hour. I would suggest we move your party inside quickly and that we keep your interaction with others to a minimum. I do not believe the AI pose an immediate problem, but they do have a propensity to ask the odd question which elicits further questioning from them. If this strategy is inadequate in any way. I humbly ask your forgiveness."
I shook my head. "Sounds prudent, General. Let's keep our contact and knowledge of our visit and its purpose to a minimum."
The colonel raised an eyebrow. "Your Highness?"
I half smiled. "They seem unwilling to address me in any other way, so I let it be. Colonel, these people are good fighters, and they will do whatever is asked to the best of their ability. I would ask that you make every effort to not risk their lives needlessly."
The colonel returned a stern look. "Mr. Beutcher, I can assure you that I will make every effort to keep every one of them alive. I've commanded troops for most of my adult life. Every loss hurts. I've lost brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, cousins, and best friends; many of them lost as they fought by my side. Every life matters, and I'll take every precaution I can to ensure that every one comes home."
I nodded. "Thank you, Colonel. Now, I'll leave you in the capable hands of Joni, Go, and General Kontat."
I had an officer fly me to the encampment of Gruntas that had taken over a city named Dolivu. Seventy percent of the city's population had been lost in the wars with the Grumar and Grotus. The remaining population had been relocated to other Talisan cities. After a short flight we landed and I was escorted into a conference room where Getta was waiting. Our usual embrace was followed by a bruising beating of my chest. I was elated.
Getta said, "The Talisans have treated us well. However, the Council looks for a way to get us back to Jorus."
I shook my head. "We can't return to Jorus until the Tamarin threat has been removed. They run everything now and care nothing of Grunta desires or needs."
Getta countered. "Then we take the fight to the Tamarin."
I replied, "I have something to tell you. I know this may come as a shock, but we found a planet named Gratis that some, from the War of Wars, settled on after the AMP was founded. There were five great sentinel ships waiting to dissuade any visitors from landing on the planet. We managed to get a code that allowed us access to the ships and the world below. Unfortunately, we didn't safeguard that code and the AIs used it to destroy the five great ships.
"In the wreckage of one of those ships were two stasis pods. One pod contained a great Human warrior from the War of Wars. Colonel Tom Harper has been in stasis for nearly two thousand years."
Getta inquired, "And the other?"
I replied, "The other was a Gambit, we know them as Ankors, named Bartel Helgris. He was one of the founding fathers of AMP as well, and was also a warrior who was instrumental in the Humans winning the War of Wars. The colonel is here, meeting with the Talisans as we speak. Bartel Helgris, he prefers to be called Frig, is assisting us in other ways. I'm telling you this because the colonel thinks we should be taking the fight to the Tamarin. He's here to raise an army."
Getta returned a half insulted look. "Why did he not come straight to the Council?"
I sighed. "He will. And he will want to know your strengths and abilities as well as your numbers and eagerness to fight. I assured him he will have no problem getting volunteers, although I warned him that any such service would likely come with requests and assurances."
Getta smiled. "This is tremendous news. I should tell the Council so that we may begin making plans. The Tamarin worlds are in the same galaxy as Jorus. Getting us to the Tamarin worlds solves the biggest obstacle to our return home."
I winced, "I wish it were that simple, but we need to let the colonel do this on his terms. You must be patient and wait for him to come to you."
Getta stepped back. "Are you trying to protect us?"
I replied, "I did, but the colonel saw through it and requested an audience. That's why we are here today."
Getta grabbed my left shoulder with her right hand and squeezed. "You are a good husband and father, Knog Beutcher. I am glad you are here today, and I am glad that it is you who fathered our children. The girls take pride in having a strong father."
"Can I see them?" I said.
Getta smiled. "Follow me."
We walked down a long corridor before taking a sharp turn to the right and then again to the left. The halls were painted a Talisan yellow. Getta stopped in front of an opulent red doorway.
I glanced at the ornate carvings.
Getta said, "Don't ask."
The door opened and we stepped inside. In seconds I was surrounded by my children, all of which were nearly my size. I closed my eyes and awaited the tremendously satisfying licking that I knew was coming. My eyes opened to a welcoming beating like I had never before received. My children were no longer children. They were Grunta warriors and expected to be greeted as such. When the beating stopped, I stumbled over to a heavily cushioned chair and flopped down in it with a pain-filled, but happy, face. My little band of children were warrior adults.
Getta sat in a chair next to me. "I see you were not expecting that."
I slowly shook my head. "No. It was a bit of a shock."
Getta smiled. "They are grown, Knog. I'm sorry you missed the Pantras ceremony. You would have been proud. Not a tear was shed. And each of your girls placed first in their competitions. It was a good day to be a Beutcher."
I replied, "Your parents must have been proud."
Getta nodded. "We gave them a day they will talk about for the rest of their lives."
"And our boys?" I said.
Getta looked around the room at the grinning faces of our offspring. "None finished at less than third. Some groups had as many as a hundred boys."
The remainder of my evening was spent discussing the Pantras with each of my Beutcher family warriors. It was a break that I had been in need of, and a break that was well deserved.
The silence of the following morning's slumber was broken by a comm call from Joni. "I think the colonel may be ready to meet with the Grunta. He's already laid out a command structure for the Talisans and has them working on a reorganization. He gave reasons for each of his requests. He sounds like he knows what he's doing."
I replied, "I'm certain the Talisan will follow his every lead. Is he expecting a meeting with the Grunta Council?"
Joni nodded. "I think so. He asked for a few hours to study the information he has. I would expect him to ask for a meeting when he's done."
I rolled over to inform Getta. She had already left for her first meetings of the morning. The new Council was active, even without the immediate threat of war.
I raised her on the comm. "I think the colonel will be ready to talk to the Council later this morning. If you wanted to prep them for it, I would see no harm in doing so. All I ask is that you be judicious with the information I told you yesterday. Let the Council know only what the Council needs to know."
Getta scowled. "Who is the councilwoman in this family?"
I slowly nodded. "I apologize. I believe I have been among the Humans for far too long. I didn't intend any disrespect."
Getta's anger turned to a smile. "I know you didn't, but I thought it best to give you a reminder of proper etiquette when dealing with the other Council members. They would not be as forgiving as I am."
I continued, "I will brief the colonel on the proper behaviors as well. Should he ask for the help of the Grunta people, it would be as subordinates to his command. This would be similar to the terms agreed upon with Harden Salton, only with the colonel, you will know that he has all of our best interests at heart."
Getta replied, "I cannot say that this Council will be agreeable with those terms. I had hoped that our recent elections would bring new blood and new thinking. What we have now is largely more of the same as what we had. The powers behind the Council have been hard at work getting their people to vote their will. I should not be having this discussion with you, but I know it is done in confidence."
I sighed, "I'll clue the colonel in as to what he can expect. I believe his response to the Council would be that they can join in this fight under his terms or stay put right here."
Getta asked, "How will you be involved?"
I half smiled. "Given that I don't yet know what he plans, I would have to say that I will do whatever he asks of me. If that means taking up my maul, then so be it."
Getta smiled, "I love a male with a good maul."
A voice could be heard behind her. "The Council is reconvening, Mrs. Beutcher."
Getta nodded in affirmation. "Thank you. I'll be right in. Knog, let me know when the colonel is ready."
I reopened the comm to Joni. "When the colonel is ready, bring him to my home, and we'll head to the council from here. I will need to give him a short briefing on what to expect. Oh, and how'd the visit by the AIs go?"
Joni pursed her lips. "We couldn't tell. The Talisan said they were tight lipped, but they also said the AIs were unusually inquisitive. The colonel suspects they may have programming that allows them to analyze voice stress. If so, they may have picked up on nervousness by some of the officers. They did leave without incident, so we at least have that."
"Interesting," I said. "I often wished for such an application when inspecting cargoes and was told repeatedly that it violated AMP laws about privacy. It was one of the reasons I took to studying psychology. Everything told me that stress could be seen in facial expressions and heard in vocal inflections. I used those extensively to determine whether a subject was telling the truth. I would think the AIs would have the ability to write such a program in an instant. When shared between them with multiple experiences it could become quite accurate. We should keep that in mind if we are ever conversing with one."
Joni grimaced. "Hmm. Lie detectors running all the time. I'll pass that on to the others."



   Chapter 9

 
After completing his studies, the colonel, accompanied by Joni and Go, made their way over to my home. A short ride later we were standing outside the Council chambers. An aide signaled for us to enter.
Getta stood. "Ladies of the Council, you all know my husband Knog. With him today is the Human I was talking about earlier. This is Colonel Tom Harper. He will be coordinating and leading a movement of resistance against the Tamarin. Please listen to what he has to say. We will discuss the information he brings and decide on a course of action after he has finished his talk."
The colonel walked to the center of the table, looking around curiously at the Grunta women who lined its outside. "Ladies, first let me commend you on your history as warriors. The abilities of your ancestors precede you, and I can only say they were a formidable foe. It was only through the use of technology that we were able to overcome their skill and determination.
"Now, I'll move on to the matters of the day. I would like to propose that we take the fight to the Tamarin. We will build the necessary fleets to get us to the Yallux galaxy. And we will wage an assault on each of their planets until the Tamarin Corporation is no more. I've begun laying out plans for just such an invasion and I would like to have the Grunta heavily involved.
"We believe we can neutralize the ships in the Tamarin fleet, leaving only ground forces to contend with. With the current state of affairs, we believe those ground forces to be ill-prepared and unfit for mounting a ground defense against the assault we are planning. With your involvement, we could wrap up such a fight in a matter of weeks.
"So you would ask, 'What's in it for the Grunta?'
"As I understand it, you are interested in getting to Jorus... to reclaim your home planet. Getting back to the Yallux galaxy is the first step in that process. The second step would be for you not only to resettle on Jorus, but also to have the ability to defend her. With the Tamarin in control, that is not going to happen. If we can defeat the Tamarin, we plan to bring back the AMP. With that victory would come your freedom and security. I've seen the images of Jorus, a beautiful world. I'm certain you are eager to return and to get settled."
The colonel continued his talk for nearly an hour. After a quick exit from the Council chambers, the aide who had escorted us in closed the doors. The long Grunta debates began.
Joni whispered into my ear, "If you want I can listen in."
I sighed as I shook my head. "Not necessary. They will make up their own minds. Us knowing now or an hour from now won't make any difference."
The colonel made a statement, "I thought that went well. There were few questions."
I replied, "You will find that the Council members are a stubborn lot, Colonel. Their reasoning is not always along the lines of what you would expect. I believe they will accept your terms, because it gets them to the Yallux galaxy. After that, their motivations will change."
The debates raged for several hours before the doors to the chamber once again opened. I followed the colonel through the door. He again took position in the center of the large round conference table.
A councilwoman stood. "Mr. Harper, Colonel, we have decided to accept your offer to join the invasion of the Tamarin worlds. We do however, have conditions. The first of which would be that although you control the larger war, we will have complete control when it comes to an assigned battlespace. If the desire is to take a city by a certain time, we reserve the right to determine how that task is to be done. We will happily accept your input, but the decision as to how we proceed will be our own."
The colonel nodded. "Fair enough."
The councilwoman continued, "We also reserve the right to pull out of this fight should we believe it to be in our best interest to do so. While the goal of returning the Amp to power is a worthy goal, it is not our primary goal. Our decisions going forward will be based on our needs and our needs alone."
The colonel grinned. "Welcome aboard. I'll have a staff member contact you to get a line of communication established with your command. We'll coordinate our efforts from there. And let me just say, it is a pleasure to have you in this fight. The Tamarin won't know what hit them."
After leaving the meeting the colonel remarked as we walked toward an open area. "I suspect you are right about your people, Mr. Beutcher. Their commitment is to getting back to Jorus. I didn't see any eagerness or concern for the AMP."
I replied, "I've come to realize they can be very short-sighted, Colonel. Their goal of returning to Jorus seems to override all other issues, even those goals that regard our security once that first goal is met. I've been fighting this issue since Harden Salton opened up the Yallux galaxy with his portal."
When an open area was reached, Jack powered up the portal gate and swept us back aboard the Ares. The colonel made his way to the conference room to continue his assault plans. Go willingly followed as his new assistant. Jack was eager to discuss a new development.
As I approached the nav console on the bridge of the Ares, Jack was shaking his head. "I have some interesting news for you. It seems the Grotus attempted to have the Grumar overthrow the Tamarin."
I asked, "How'd you find this out?"
Jack answered with a solemn expression. "I've been performing portal scans of those worlds while you were down on the planet. And don't worry; I didn't do them from here. I jumped to the Delta sector before opening the portals. It seems the Grumar had a fleet of reserve ships hidden away in another system, an uninhabited system. The fleet was piloted remotely from the surface of Modus and used to kill off all the AI ships in the system. They were in the process of loading what people they could onto transports to take elsewhere. I believe the Grotus were looking for them to establish a base elsewhere before returning for them.
"Anyway, the Tamarin AIs returned with a large force. The Grumar put up a good fight, but were overwhelmed by superior numbers. As a punishment, the Tamarin CEOs decided the Grumar were not worthy of remaining in the corporation. A complete purge was undertaken. All the Grumar on Modus were executed, wiped out. You can scratch the Grumar from existence."
"What about any that might have been at their hidden base?" I said.
Jack shook his head. "The AIs paid them a visit as well. Unless they had other secret bases, the Grumar are no more."
I frowned. "They were destined to a fate such as this when they took to worshiping the Grotus. I'll have to let Getta know of this development. It makes the Grotus more vulnerable and the Council will again make a push to go after them."
Jack replied, "Maybe it's best we keep this information to ourselves."
I winced. "I cannot. I would not be forgiven for withholding such an event. And the Council would again vote to ban any contact with me. Were there any other developments while we were down there?"
Jack sat back and crossed his arms. "The AIs have increased their presence on Gratis. I suspect they may be preparing to build some sort of base there. And a scan of the news feeds from Alpha Prime showed that a Tamarin delegation had landed there and on each of the prior capital worlds. If I were to guess, this is the first stage of the roll outs of their new governorships. I would imagine we could expect to see a lot more of these delegations visiting each of the colonies. Including Dallex and Effica. We may have to move our base of operations."
Joni asked, "Any hits from any of the tags we left on those freighters?"
Jack replied, "Nothing before an hour ago, but I've been preoccupied with the news of the Grumar. Let me check... and we do indeed have a hit! Head for the Thorn and I'll pass the coordinates to you. It just happened within the last ten minutes."
Joni blinked out and powered through the decks of the Ares to the Thorn. Seconds later, the small black ship was parked within sight of the cesium ore freighter in question. A second sweep placed Joni and her ship inside the Tamarin portal ship as it reloaded its cesium stores. A quick scan of the area told that no bios were present.
Joni said, "The ore bays are almost full. I'm taking her down. I should have her at Effica in five or ten minutes. Powering up the AI inhibitors now."
Jack stood. "Knog, if you could take over the console and sweep me to that portal ship when it arrives, I'll try to download her logs. Maybe we can pick out a place the Tamarin have been using as a base."
I replied, "Do we have the logs from the other ships we've taken?"
Jack nodded as he stepped away from the console to an open space. "Yep. I've scanned and cross referenced each of them. They've been busy, but those ships had only visited worlds we had already scanned. Maybe we get lucky and this one has been somewhere different."
Joni worked her magic. Eight minutes later a new portal ship was parked at Effica and added to our fleet. I swept Jack over to the new ship as Joni returned in the Thorn.
Joni blinked in on the bridge. "No Garrett, but we have them down to no more than three portal ships now."
I replied, "Each one of these we take will limit their ability to move about. I'm guessing you had no difficulty with taking the ship this time?"
Joni nodded. "Yeah, the AIs at the far end of the ship, outside of the inhibitor, didn't even put up a fight this time. No resistance at all."
I stood. "We have to move! This may have been a trap!"
Joni shook her head. "That's not possible. I jumped twice before stopping at Effica. No one followed."
I opened a comm to Jack. "Open a continuous scan for any signal broadcasts. I think this ship might be a setup."
Jack replied, "I'll do that now. What makes you suspicious?"
I said, "Joni said the AIs offered little resistance. If they are changing tactics, they must have something planned."
Jack began a comm scan and attached it to an alert. "If anything comes from this ship, we'll catch it. I should have the logs opened in a few minutes."
Joni turned toward me. "I'm going back onto that ship."
I said, "Why?"
Joni replied, "I shut down those AIs. I'm going to bring one back and give it to Quan for interrogation."
Joni blinked out as she continued to talk. "I can't believe I almost missed that opportunity. And while Quan is at it, maybe he can extract the travel logs from the AI."
I said to Quan, "Joni will be bringing over another AI for interrogation. Since each of these AIs pass all of their information to each other, see if you can do an analysis and come up with any patterns for how they move around. Maybe we can glean something from it."
Quan replied, "I will reopen the previous two AI memories and perform an analysis on them as well."
I asked, "How goes the work on the archives?"
Quan answered. "Bartel Helgris is a tireless worker. His latest estimate places a re-connection at just over three days from now. With access to my archives, perhaps I would have suggested this extra analysis of the AIs before. Without the ability to draw on past experiences, my programming lacks initiative."
I half smiled, "One more reason we need to bring you back online fully. Oh, and if you have spare cycles, could you look to see if the AIs have any type of facial expression analysis or vocal analysis applications or algorithms running? I would like to know if when we are in discussion with them, if they can tell when we are being deceitful or withholding vital information."
Quan replied, "I will make that a secondary priority."
The colonel opened a comm. "Beutcher, I have a plan for the overthrow of the Tamarin I'd like to run past you."
"I'll be down there in a sec, Colonel. Jack, the nav is yours."
As I entered the conference room, a sky-view city-map of the Tamarin political capital was floating in the air in front of the holo-wall display.
The colonel stood and walked to it. "This building is where their board of trade has been moved. It also has the three new members of the triad. Go and I took the liberty of talking with the old Tamarin chiefs you have here. The word was, you take the city, you capture the trade board and these three individuals, and you effectively capture the Tamarin Corporation.
"After several discussions, the three former triad members came to an arrangement with me. If we can take that building and hold it long enough for them to return, they will withdraw fully from our galaxies, turn over control of the AIs, and submit to becoming members of the restored AMP."
I asked, "How did you manage that?"
Tom Harper replied. "Nothing like a mean old grumpy Marine colonel in your face to get you to take stock in your current situation. I may have also thrown in the possibility of them getting spaced if they didn't agree. Doesn't matter which one worked as they readily said 'yes'."
I nodded. "Intimidation is a tactic I use as well. It can be very effective and doesn't require actual violence."
The colonel grinned his evil grin. "When this face gets in your face, be assured it's not there to wish you a happy birthday."
The colonel looked back at the map. "Using the Ares, I plan on sending in five thousand of your Gruntas. We'll drop ion inhibitors, here, here, here, and here. We can then drop in the troops in four quick sweeps. They move into the four entrances of the building and work their way up. The Tamarin there will be limited to hand weapons, and against your Grunta I don't expect much resistance."
I asked, "What about the AIs?"
The colonel replied, "Simple, we go in with comm inhibitors running as well. When our people have replaced the new triad, we can extract the Gruntas and disable the inhibitors. I've allowed fifteen minutes to take the building and another fifteen for the Tamarin in the next room to reassert their control. After that, all that is left is to celebrate the rebirth of the AMP."
I reached up, rubbing my chin. "I can't say that I dislike this plan, Colonel. It certainly shortens the time frame for an overthrow and if it can be done with a minimum of violence, all the better. My concerns would be that the AIs are an unknown and the Tamarin may decide to stab us in the back. And we don't know where those other portal ships are. The Triad could have themselves swept out of there before we ever reached them."
The colonel again grinned. "That's where our contingency plan comes into play. I will be going in with my BGS suit activated. I can sit on the Tamarin who are in charge until the Gruntas reach them. If a portal opens to sweep them away, I go through it as well. That would solve another problem for us of getting another one of those portal ships offline."
I looked over the map in thought. "And is there a contingency for the contingency?"
The colonel pointed at the top of the building. "Always. I'll be tagging the Tamarin before any of the action begins. If they go somewhere, we know where they went and we can go get them."
I asked, "Why don't we just go in and tag the Tamarin now? I would think they would have to reveal the whereabouts of the portal ships to us at some point."
The colonel frowned. "Don't we wish it was that easy. After talking to the former triad members, we discovered that they aren't the ones calling the shots. They are just figureheads that face the people. The real power is in the defense league. And the decisions as to how the portal ships are to be used has been given over to the AIs. The defense league makes a decision on the action they want, such as searching Gratis, and the AIs take it from there. Now the Tamarin claim the AIs report to them, and that they only allow this method of direction because of its convenience. I think they may be fooling themselves."
I added, "Those are my thoughts as well. And those thinking machines are not here to serve us as they suggest. They have an agenda. We just haven't been made aware of it yet."
I sat down in a chair. "When do you think you'll have all of this ready to go?"
The colonel looked over the map as his big fists rested on his hips. "Tomorrow at the earliest. I have to present it to the Council and then again to their Command. I expect things to progress rapidly from there."
Joni blinked in, sitting beside me. "I'd like to be there with you, Colonel."
Tom Harper gestured for Joni to sit. "I want to keep you in reserve. If something happens to me or if the situation changes in some way, I want the option of calling you in. We can't afford to allow our portal tech, the inhibitors, or any of our people for that matter, to be captured. We all have memories and they have ways to extract them. So I'd like you to stay put here. Besides, if you get an alert about your husband, you'll be off in a heartbeat. I can't afford to plan you in if there's a possibility you won't be there."
Joni raised her hands from her lap. "So that's it? I don't fight anymore?"
The colonel smiled. "Little Bit, every battle is a new battle. If I think I need you there, you best plan on being there."
Joni shook her head as she looked down at the floor.
I asked, "What's wrong?"
Joni replied, "He called me Little Bit. That's almost as bad as Jo Jo."
The colonel stepped up. "I apologize, Mrs. Rourke. I failed to realize that I was running a nursery school here instead of a war!"
After a short moment of awkward silence, the colonel burst out laughing. "I hope you're not so easily offended by me, Mrs. Rourke. I can be a bit rough around the edges sometimes."
Joni nodded and smiled. "I can hold my own, Colonel. You say what you gotta say and I'll deal with it. I've had a lifetime of dealing with a jack-ass for an uncle; you'll be a picnic in comparison."
I added. "She's no slouch, Colonel. I've seen her in action."
Tom Harper smiled. "You would've made a good Marine, Mrs. Rourke."



   Chapter 10

 
The plan was agreed to by the Council, Grunta Command was briefed and a force of five thousand warriors selected. Four of my children made the cut. As a councilwoman, Getta had the option of keeping them home. It was a favor often granted to the Council's family. She would have none of it.
A raid was conducted on a Kergan colony and a transport stolen and swept away. The colonel was swept into the Tamarin building and quickly powered his way to the top floor. All three triad members sat around an opulent table, making puns with each other about the sector governorships and how they would be heavily taxed once they had assumed their positions. The new triad had already been overtaken by greed.
The Grunta force was loaded on the stolen transport and with the press of a button the assault was begun. Four ion inhibitor spikes fell through the atmosphere and jammed into the city streets. Seconds later, everything running under ion power for a hundred kilometers outward shut down.
Before the surrounding AIs could command bots to move to defensive positions a second sweep sent in a powerful comm inhibitor. Every AI on the city side of the planet went idle.
The Grunta transport came into existence only meters from the Tamarin Corporation headquarters building. The five thousand Grunta warriors streamed out, surrounded the building and then hurriedly moved inside. The three Triad members sat in the darkened fiftieth floor, unable to call for protection.
The colonel blinked in behind them. "Gentlemen, your moment of glory is at an end."
Jans Hurrik stood. "What is the meaning of this? Who are you and how dare you enter our sanctuary!"
Seconds later the three prior Triad members were swept into the room.
Vagra Withers stepped forward. "Mr. Hurrik. You are guilty of high treason and you shall be dealt with accordingly."
As I watched over the colonel's feed, the four guards in the room pulled their blasters. After determining they were not operational, the guards bowed to the colonel's gaze. A short scuffle could be heard outside, followed by the doors to the sanctuary bursting open. A dozen Grunta warriors rushed in.
I turned toward Go who was standing beside me. "How is it that our stealth tags are still running?"
Go smiled, "Remember the open channel we added to the inhibitors? Those tags operate on that channel. Our normal comms won't work because we still can't power our arm pads. Those tags were easily shielded."
I replied, "Good to know."
The colonel said, "My work is done here. Sweep me back."
Three seconds later the colonel was standing near us on the bridge. "That went a lot smoother than I thought it would. You can send the signal to power down the inhibitors. The coup is over."
I raised Getta on the comm. "The mission was a success. We are now in control of the Tamarin Corporation."
Getta replied, "Good. The Council would like to know if you could open a channel for us to use to speak with our people."
I made several swipes at the console in front of me. "I've patched you through. Let me know when you're done."
Getta nodded. "The Council was eager to congratulate the on-site commander. It seems an odd request."
The colonel stepped forward. "You can tell her that as soon as the situation on the ground there is stable we can start to plan for the Grunta trip home. I wouldn't want to move them before that time."
Getta replied, "I heard that, Colonel. And thank you for that information. I'll pass it along."
Getta motioned and the comm channel closed.
The colonel slapped me on the back. "You've got a fine woman there, Mr. Beutcher. I like a woman who’s always in control."
Seconds later a red faced Getta was back on the comm, and on the run. "The Council has double-crossed us! They made a deal with the Tamarin that the Corporation would remain in charge and that they would have four seats on the board! Withers and the others eagerly accepted!"
I asked, "Why are you running?"
Getta scowled. "Three assassins just attempted to kill me. I pulled one of them in front of me just as she attempted to jam a blade up under my arm."
I stood. "Where are you? I'm coming to help!"
Getta shook her head. "Don't be silly. They would kill you without hesitation!"
I punched in portal coordinates for the Council chamber.
The colonel grabbed my arm. "I'm going with you."
Joni stepped up. "Me too."
Go began to speak and I held up my hand. "Forget it. I need you here."
The button was pressed and a portal window opened in front of us. When the window collapsed, we were standing in the center of the Council table as several of the members argued.
An angry voice yelled out at me as Joni and the Colonel blinked out. "What is the meaning of this intrusion?"
I yelled back. "What treachery has this Council been up to? As we speak, my wife is being chased by two assassins! Call them off now or I kill the lot of you right here and now!"
Getta yelled over the comm. "The second assassin is dead! Don't do anything rash!"
Four Grunta guards rushed into the chamber with their weapons trained on me.
The lead councilwoman pounded the table in front of her. "Nobody move! And if any of you guards pull a trigger, I will personally execute you with my fist!"
The colonel yelled over his comm. "I've got her on a scan! Two hundred meters and moving laterally! Joni, stay here."
The colonel powered away.
I scowled at the angry faces that looked upon the intruder. "One or more of you is trying to kill my wife! I will find out who it is and I will take vengeance not only upon you, but your family and your staff! If you can stop this, you better do it now!"
The lead councilwoman glared around the table. "Who is responsible for this high treason? Stop this now and come clean and you will not be executed!"
My eyes were glued to the camera feed as Getta moved into a room. The door behind her slammed open. The assassin, carrying a heavy maul, stepped through.
I watched in horror as Getta flipped a desk on end and charged the assailant. The maul came down hard, ripping through the desk and smashing into her shoulder. For the first time in my life, my whole body was frozen in fear. I watched, paralyzed and powerless as the assassin swung the maul around and behind herself for the death blow.
As her swing started forward the colonel blinked into existence, punching her in the back of the head. With the unexpected strike, the maul went skyward, leaving the assassin's hands and slamming hard into the ceiling, five meters above.
The assassin pulled a dagger, spun quickly around and attempted to bury it in the colonel's forehead. A raised arm intercepted the blade, which spiked deep inside and stuck. The colonel, with his prosthetic limbs, moved forward, thrusting two fingers up and under the right arm of the attacker. The assassin froze and then slumped to the floor, paralyzed with pain as the colonel's fingers pressed on her most vulnerable point.
The colonel offered his evil grin. "I thought you would have learned it by now. Don't mess with Humans!"
The colonel knelt beside Getta. "Shoulder looks bad."
Getta glanced at her wound. "It's broken, but I will live. I thank you for stepping in when you did, I otherwise might have killed her."
The colonel sat for a moment in thought before bellowing out in laughter.
Joni blinked in, standing over the powerless assassin with a blaster.
The colonel helped Getta to her feet with a grin. "I like this woman, Mr. Beutcher. If she ever dumps you, I might just be waiting there in the shadows!"
Getta scowled. "Uh, that would never happen. I detest you filthy Humans."
The colonel howled in laughter.
I turned to face the Council. "One or more of you will answer for this!"
The lead councilwoman scowled. "We will handle this abomination from here, Mr. Beutcher. I suggest you leave this chamber before raising the anger of those who support your wife!"
I stepped over to the councilwoman, leaning in with my fists placed flat on the table. "I'm declaring this Council null and void!"
The lead first winced and then laughed. "You can't do that! You have no authority here!"
I gestured toward a faraway place. "We had an agreement with the Tamarin. You stabbed us in the back!"
The lead leaned forward, almost touching her broad forehead to mine. "We broke no such agreement, Mr. Beutcher. Our terms were that we would assist in the overthrow. We did that."
The councilwoman stood straight as she addressed the remainder of the members. "Now, this act today was high treason. We have one of the assassins. She will talk. Names will follow. Come clean here and now, and as I promised, there will be no execution."
The councilwoman again leaned in close to me. "As for you, Mr. Beutcher. Your trespass here today is also a violation punishable by execution. However, given the circumstances, I am certain that this Council will waive any punishment if you leave this chamber now."
I slowly shook my head. "Waive my punishment? Who do you think you are?"
Joni blinked in behind me, placing her hand on my shoulder. "Let's not make things worse."
The colonel entered the room with a scowling Getta on his arm. "Who did this? Who among us is lower than the worms that crawl in the earth under our feet?"
The lead councilwoman pressed. "Well? Speak up! If you fail to do so now, your skull will be crushed and your family shamed for generations! Who is responsible?"
Two of the council members sat down in their chairs with their heads lowered.
The lead again looked at me. "You have your criminals, Mr. Beutcher. I would suggest you leave now so we can continue with our people's business."
The colonel stepped forward. "Not so fast. This council has some explaining to do."
The lead lowered her head, sighed and then slowly raised her angry eyes toward the colonel. "You are not familiar with our ways, colonel, so I will let this transgression pass."
The colonel began to step forward. I held out my hand.
The lead scowled and continued. "We have taken control of the Tamarin and the AI fleet, that is true. However, we have no designs on the AMP, these galaxies, or any of the colonies or planets within. Had this incident not occurred, you would have been contacted with the good news. All AIs will be removed from the six galaxies and the portal ships returned except for one. The gate from that ship would be removed and put into service on Jorus, as a diplomatic gateway to the Yallux galaxy from the AMP.
"The Tamarin Corporation will retain control of their worlds, with all defense needs passed over to a new alliance to be run by this council. The Kergans and any other peoples within that galaxy will be subjects of this new alliance, Tamarin included."
I said, "And what of the Grotus?"
The lead councilwoman replied, "The Grotus are of no concern to the AMP. This council and this council alone will determine their fate."
I asked, "And what of the AIs?"
The lead continued, "The AIs will be used extensively to rebuild the sustainable infrastructure needed to support the worlds in the alliance. After a period, not to exceed five years, the AIs will be removed from all use and terminated."
I shook my head. "And you expect us to believe this will happen? What's to keep the AIs from taking over? What happens if the AIs decide they don't want to be terminated?"
The lead replied, "We will take precautions and will have contingencies in place for each of those. These items are the business of the Council and not your concern. Now, it is time for you to leave, Mr. Beutcher. We have the people's business to attend to and you are holding us from that work. Mrs. Beutcher, if you are in need of immediate medical attention, I would suggest you get that taken care of. All voting will be suspended for at least twenty-four hours while this matter of attempted assassinations is handled."
Getta answered, still in obvious pain. "Let it be known that I wish to cast my vote on the fates of these two criminals. I would ask that any such vote be postponed until my return."
The lead replied, "We will take that request into consideration. Now, Mr. Beutcher. Leave!"
I helped Getta out of the Council chamber to a waiting medical aid team.
After being placed on a gurney, Getta looked up at me. "I didn't vote for the deal with the Tamarin. However, I believe it to have potential. Focus your energies on reconstruction of the AMP. Through the strength of that union you will be in a better position to negotiate with the Council."
A member of the med team tending to her held up a device and scanned her shoulder area. "We have two fractures in the latoid fescimil. The bones have not separated. They should mend without issue. The bruising is extensive, but that too will heal."
Getta asked, "How long before I can go back to the business of the Council. There is much to be done."
The med tech replied, "You should be on rest for a minimum of a week, probably two. That bone will need time to properly mend and that tissue to heal."
Getta asked again, "If I avoid physical labor, how long will I be out?"
The tech looked at the display of her injuries. "With no physical activity and with a strap to immobilize that shoulder, technically, you could go back to work today."
Getta slung her feet over the side of the gurney and slowly stood. "Have someone bring the shoulder strap to the Council."
The tech said, "I can give you something for the pain."
Getta looked back. "Will it make me loopy?"
The tech nodded. "It's a powerful anesthetic."
Getta gently shook her head. "Forget it. I'll tough it out."
The tech shrugged. "You're likely to have a lot of discomfort."
Getta half smiled as she took steps toward the chamber door. "Being in there is already a discomfort. I'll deal with the pain."
As the Council chamber door closed, the colonel clasped his big hand on my shoulder. "Tough as nails, Mr. Beutcher. My kind of warrior right there."
After a moment of thought, I turned. "We have the business of the AMP to tend to, Colonel. And we have Garrett Rourke to recover. If the AIs truly report to the Tamarin, and now the Grunta, there should be no issue with them turning him over to us."
The colonel nodded. "I think you should pay a visit to the Tamarin Triad. I can't see a reason why they wouldn't cooperate. I have six galaxies of colonies to bring under control."
Jack came over the comm. "Gentlemen, we've had some trouble. The AIs came and took back the latest portal ship. I couldn't stop them."
I asked, "Did they take anything else? Are they there now?"
Jack shook his head. "No, we're safe. After you left I decided to move the newest portal ship to a different location. You were right about something being suspicious. An hour after I moved it ,I got an alert from the broadcast monitor I installed. Within minutes of a message being sent, several dozen AI ships appeared and bots stormed aboard her. Had I not moved her, they would have had the other portal ship, all of the cesium freighters, and Quan's archives down on the surface of Effica. If the AIs are following the lead of the Tamarin still, they have not given up on controlling the six galaxies and they have no intention of giving up those portal ships."
I sighed. "Sweep us back to the Ares. After that, send me out to the Tamarin building we overran. I'll have a talk with Vagra and the others."
Several minutes later I was standing at the southern doorway of the Tamarin Corporation headquarters. Four Grunta guards blocked my entrance until Vagra Withers gave orders to let me pass. After a long elevator ride up, I walked into the Tamarin sanctuary.
"Mr. Beutcher, welcome!"
I replied, "Our deal didn't last very long I see."
Vagra smiled. "Not to worry, Mr. Beutcher. We are asserting our control as we speak. All AI ships have been recalled to this system. We expect they will be completely out of your galaxies within the next few days."
"Were you aware of their attack on one of our ships just minutes ago?"
Vagra squinted. "That's not possible. Orders have been given and received by all registered ships. All eighty-six thousand of them acknowledged our requests and are in the process of complying. You do understand that we will be in need of the remaining portal ships until we have our AI forces distributed to rebuild the colonies of this galaxy as we desire? I can assure you that when that has been accomplished, the portal ships will be turned over or destroyed, whichever you prefer. We have no intention of having further conflict."
I asked, "What about Garrett Rourke?"
Vagra smiled. "Your friend has been located and should be here within the hour."
I said, "That's not acceptable. Just tell us where he is and we'll get him ourselves."
Vagra nodded as he waved over an aide. "Very well. Miss Bellont, please assist Mr. Beutcher with the return of his friend. See to it that he is satisfied."
I opened a comm to Joni. "They have Garrett. As soon as I find out where he is, we'll go get him."
A giddy Joni popped into existence beside me. "I'll be going with you."
I smiled. "I wouldn't expect anything else."



   Chapter 11

 
Only minutes after the discussion about Garrett Rourke with Vagra Withers, the senior Tamarin CEO approached with a bowed head. "Mr. Beutcher, I'm afraid there has been a complication. We have lost contact with the group of ships that had possession of your colleague. I have given orders for one of our portal ships to jump to that location to investigate."
I returned a stern expression. "Tell me the coordinates."
Vagra again bowed. "Certainly. Miss Bellont. Please assist Mr. Beutcher with whatever he requires."
The aide pulled up a display on a tablet she carried. "I'm passing the last known coordinates to you now. The last transmission we received was from our own people. It stated 'all quiet'. That was just under four weeks ago. They wouldn't be overdue to check in until tomorrow."
I said, "Jack, pick us up. I'm passing coordinates for a jump to immediately follow."
Seconds later we were standing on the bridge of the Ares. "Coordinates are in; we can go when you're ready."
I replied, "Take us there. And Joni. Get in the Thorn. We don't know what we're jumping into."
Jack said, "I can scan it before we jump."
I frowned. "Please do. With no plan, I sometimes make decisions without thinking things through."
Jack laughed. "You and everyone else in this universe."
A quick scan told us of our target.
Jack pushed the data to my display. "It's a star system. Five planets, seven moons. I'm not reading anything in the heavens, but I have signal coming from one of the planet surfaces. Fourth planet. Looks to be habitable. Signal is not a format I recognize."
I gestured toward the console. "Make the jump."
The fourth planet in the system was a beautiful blue-green marble. Slightly smaller than Earth standard, but of an equal density. Four small continents split the hemispheres while 80 percent of the surface was covered with ocean. A scan of the surface showed only a single outpost.
Jack said, "The signal is coming from that location. We have four moderate-sized buildings surrounded by a high wall. Looks like we have about a dozen bipeds in that compound and the surrounding area is flooded with animal life. From the looks of those polar icecaps, I'd say this planet has a seasonal tilt. Temperatures at the equator are right in the moderate zone. It's a jewel of a planet."
Joni added, "Jewel or not, I'm heading down. If the Tamarin ships were here, those people might know where they went."
Jack raised his hand. "Hang on. I've got ship debris just on the other side of planet three. Looks like... debris is from a Grotus-style battlecruiser and there's more. I have debris from at least a dozen smaller unidentified ships. I'd say they put up a fight."
I opened a portal comm to Vagra Withers. "How many ships did you have holding Garrett Rourke?"
Vagra replied, "One moment... two. A battlecruiser run by AIs and a transport with our people and your friend. The transport had a crew of six, a diplomat, and a guard unit with twenty-four. The report I'm looking at says they had made contact with a new species. I'm sorry, Mr. Beutcher. All of this has happened since you took us captive. I can't be certain if this was a chance encounter, or if the AIs had undertaken some exploration efforts of their own, but I will find out."
I said, "There was a fight. The battlecruiser stationed there was destroyed and the transport, with our friend, is missing."
Vagra nodded. "I apologize, Mr. Beutcher. I will make this my priority until your friend is found. I owe that to you for your just actions as my captor."
I watched on the display as Joni landed the Thorn in a grassy area beside the compound. After powering through the outer wall, she came to a stop in a building with a dining area. Six guards sat at tables, eating at a time we would call lunch. A plate of green and red plants sat on one plate with a pile of white cubed meat on another. The guards chatted as they ate.
Joni said, "I'm at 50 percent lock on the interpreter. If they keep this up we should know what they are saying in another five or ten minutes. The rest of this building appears to be quarters. This is where they live."
Go remarked, "Look at those chameleon eyes. Independent and on the sides of their heads. That's the first sentient species I've seen with that trait. They can see in all directions at once."
Jack replied, "You won't be sneaking up on them, that's for sure."
Joni smiled. "I already have."
Jack nodded. "True."
Several minutes passed before the interpreter application, given to us by the AI named Anterra, locked in at 90 percent.
The guard closest to Joni was the first to be understood. "It was thirty meters tall, I tell you. With that long neck, it could have stuck its head over that wall. I know we've been told they are not dangerous, but I get a crick in my right eye every time I walk the perimeter. I can't help but keep it constantly looking up."
Another guard let out a laugh that made it sound like he was having trouble breathing. "Juuta, you are so paranoid. Not once have the duntas even approached the wall. How is it you were selected for this duty?"
The guard named Juuta replied, "I missed the science exams by one point due to a sneeze. The exam only allows the change of an answer once. That sneeze changed four right answers that I could not change back."
A third guard joined the conversation. "A sneeze? If you are too dumb to come up with a better excuse than that, you were placed in the right occupation."
Juuta replied, "No, really. It happened just like that. Now I'm stuck here for another three cycles of boring duty."
Joni said, "Algorithm says a cycle is about two standard years."
I looked over the display of the compound. "Explore the other buildings. I get the impression these guards won't be telling us much."
Joni pulled up close-in scan data. "Hold on. These guys each have two brains."
Go concurred, "I bet each eye feeds an independent brain and the two then contend for control. That must lead to some fascinating conflicts. Imagine two hot chameleon females, one sitting on either side of him. Which one would he go for?"
Jack chuckled, "The closest one of course."
I held up my hand. "You Humans are too easily distracted. Joni, please conduct checks of the other buildings."
Jack said, "I cracked the comm signal. The last broadcast was a daily status log. Nothing to report except the sighting of a Maxada, whatever that is."
Jack pressed several buttons on the console before swiping at screens. "I'd have to guess they are referring to this. Looks similar to what an armor-plated borak might look like, only about ten times its size."
Joni powered through the next building. "Just have supplies in this one. Moving on."
Go zoomed in on an image of one of the chameleons. "Check out their weapons. Does that look like a laserblade to anyone else? I mean, it doesn't look like it fires or projects anything out. And the data isn't showing ionics for power anywhere. This is old-style electric current. I'd say they were way behind us in technology."
I replied, "And yet their ships managed to destroy a battlecruiser. Until we've had a chance to study everything they have, I wouldn't underestimate their abilities."
Go nodded. "Note taken."
Joni said, "Third building has ground vehicles. I'd say they've done some animal trapping and hauling. Moving on to number four."
As Joni pulled to a stop in building four she winced. "Whoa. I've got two, no three, dead Tamarin in here. Someone has been cutting them up. And hold on. I have a fourth lying on the floor in a cage."
I looked at Jack. "Lock in those coordinates and sweep him up. If he's in good enough shape, maybe he can tell us what happened."
Seconds later the captive Tamarin guard was lying on the deck.
Go knelt down beside him. "He's out. Could be drugs. Hold on... data says he's just knocked out. He is missing a foot, though."
Joni replied, "I bet this is his foot on the table over here. It's been cut open for study. I don't see any damage to it, probably took it off of him live."
The colonel spoke for the first time since our arrival. "The Milgari used to do that to our Marines. That was two thousand years ago. I can't say it's a practice that I've missed."
The colonel knelt beside the Tamarin. "I can administer a small amount of stimulant from this glove."
Go half laughed. "Make it a third of normal if you do, you're about three times his size."
Jack said, "I have a ship of sorts approaching. It appears to be using turbine propulsion."
Joni added, "Hardly even shows on the sensors. They must have a good stealth technology. Hold on. I'm going outside... I have a visual. It's a small craft. Sensors aren't providing any data from inside its hull."
Jack nodded. "I'm seeing the same from up here. Barely shows. We'll want to study that. Might be why that battlecruiser got taken out. If you can't target, the chances of a hit with those ion or plasma cannons are pretty low."
Joni said, "The ship has landed. There's a bay door on back that's opening. They've captured some creature. It's a small version of that armor-plated borak you mentioned, and it doesn't look happy. The cage it's in has some of the bars bent on it. Can you hear that whine on the audio? That has to be ear piercing to anyone without a helmet. I'm seeing one hundred thirty decibels for tens of seconds."
The Tamarin opened his eyes and began to scream.
The colonel held him down to the floor. "Calm down. We're here to rescue you."
The Tamarin slowed his struggle. "You... you speak Tamarin?"
The colonel nodded, "Courtesy of our translator app and interaction with your species."
The Tamarin looked over the colonel. "You are Human. Like the Human we had, only bigger."
Joni said, "Did he just say like the Human we had? Ask him about Garrett."
The colonel released the Tamarin's shoulders after pulling him up to a seated position.
The Tamarin squealed. "Where's my foot? What have you done to my foot?"
The colonel gently took hold of his forearm. "Relax. It wasn't us. It was those chameleon looking things down on the planet."
Go said, "You mentioned a Human. Did he look like this?"
An image of Garrett Rourke hovered over the single arm of our lone engineer.
The Tamarin studied the image. "Yes. That's him. He was being held in the compound before the Baldi attacked."
Go asked, "The Baldi. Is that the name of the chameleons?"
The colonel interceded. "I'm Colonel Tom Harper. We've just recently come from Tamarin Corporation headquarters. What's your name?"
The guard hesitated, but replied. "Kritean. Private Daleg Kritean."
The colonel continued, "Did the Baldi take the Human?"
Daleg shook his head. "I do not know. They came in quickly. Half of the ship was afire before the alarms sounded. Only four of us made it to our fighters and into the fight before the ion generators blew. We were outnumbered by a thousand to one. Our lieutenant ordered our surrender. Have you seen him? Or the other two pilots?"
The colonel frowned. "I'm afraid your comrades didn't make it. What happened when you surrendered?"
Daleg looked down at his missing foot. "We were taken aboard a ship and placed in a holding cell. One by one we were taken out, I was the last. The last I remember, I was being injected with something."
Joni asked, "What can you tell us about the Human. Was he OK? Alert?"
Daleg again shook his head. "I cannot be certain. I only heard rumors and saw images of him that were passed around by some of the guards on the security deck. It was my understanding that he was just being held. For what purpose, I could not say. But the lieutenant, he said he took the Human out with him. I don't know why he would make up such a story given our situation. I never saw or heard of the Human other than that. If he escaped with the lieutenant the Baldi have him... or he is dead like the others."
The colonel looked at Go. "Take him down to the med bay and get him cleaned up. We'll return him to the Tamarin when we get back."
Joni said, "They're wheeling that beast into the room with the dead Tamarin. I say we grab one of them for interrogation. They came from somewhere and somebody has to know where."
Jack pulled up a nav image. "We're a good thirty-four months of normal flight from the Tamarin worlds. It's likely these two species have never encountered each other. I wonder if the Tamarin invaded their space."
The colonel replied, "The Tamarin have probably been busy sending ships out to all parts of this galaxy, scouting out what they would one day be conquering. Mr. Beutcher, you might want to talk to Mr. Withers. I can guarantee they have a database with all of their findings. If we get a hit in there about these Baldi, we'll know where to begin our search."
Joni said, "I think the guy in charge down here just noticed his Tamarin was missing. He's yelling at the top of his lungs at his guards. Whoa... that beast is getting riled up!"
I opened a portal com to Vagra Withers. "You have been busy scouting the worlds in this galaxy. I need you to do a scan of any data you've collected. We're looking for a chameleon looking species called the Baldi. If you've come across them elsewhere, we need to know where. Oh, and we rescued one of your fighter pilots. We can send him back to you if you want to debrief him."
Vagra replied, "I will see what I can find. And yes, please send him home."
I looked back at the colonel. "You need him for anything else?"
The colonel stood and replied, "I believe he has given us all that we can use."
"Step back," I said. "He's going back to headquarters."
Joni yelled, "That beast is breaking out! Ohh! That's gotta hurt! It just trampled two guards. It's chasing the others around the room. Should I intercede?"
I replied, "Leave them to their just reward. Go back to the dining hall and we'll grab one of the guards from there."
Joni powered out into the open. "Uh, they are all standing out here, listening to that high pitched squeal of that beast. You can pull the sweep coordinates from my camera view."
Jack shook his head. "They're all running."
Joni half laughed. "Yeah, it's a circus down here. That creature just rammed a hole in the wall of that building and squeezed out. It's chasing them around the compound!"
Jack looked over his sensor data. "They've got bigger trouble headed their way. I count twenty of those beasts, full grown, heading toward that compound. That skimpy wall is not going to hold them back."
Joni replied, "Well, just pick out one of those Baldi and sweep him up."
Jack swiped at his screen. "Hold on. Maybe I can get in front of one of them."
The portal button was pressed. Three seconds later, half of a Baldi guard appeared on the deck with his insides spilling out.
Go stepped back. "That is disgusting!"
Jack again swiped at his screens followed by a button push. "Sending him back. Joni, you need to corner one of those guys long enough for me to sweep over him."
Joni replied, "We're down to two candidates! Another one just got trampled. Those others are breaking through the far wall. If we're grabbing someone, we have to do it quick!"
Jack said, "I'm setting up a sweep on the other side of that building. Send one of them that way and I'll pull him out."
Joni replied, "Tell me when you're ready."
Jack nodded. "Ready now."
Joni glanced over her shoulder at the rampaging beasts. As a guard rounded the back corner of the building, Joni blinked in just in his path. The guard's feet froze; he skidded to a stop in the rich brown dirt that made up the compound grounds. Joni ran toward the confused guard, pointing at the back of the building as she approached. A great beast slid to a stop in the alleyway between the buildings and began to charge their way. The guard turned and ran.
Joni said, "Coming your way!"
Jack swiped at his screens as his finger hovered over the portal button. "That creature's closing! Get out of there! Initiating!"
Three seconds later the small portal opening ran across the deck. The Baldi guard stumbled and fell as the image before his eyes changed to that of the bridge of the Ares. The head of the beast appeared before us as the portal closed. Cut off, its head slid to a stop beside the terrified Baldi, with its confused eyes still blinking.
Seconds passed before Joni said, "That other guard didn't make it. How's our guy?"
Jack said, "How are you? What happened?"
Joni shook her head. "I'll admit that was crazy scary. I blinked out before I hit the corner, drifted through the wall."
Jack laughed. "We have him. He's a bit shook up and I'm sure he's confused as to what just happened. The colonel is standing over him with a growl right now."
Joni said, "I'm coming back up."
The colonel looked down at the Baldi guard with an angry face. "We just saved your ass. Cooperate or I'll shove you out an airlock."
The Baldi held up a hand in surrender. "Where am I? What has happened?"
The colonel grabbed him by his collar, pulling him to his feet. The laserblade was taken from his belt-holster and handed to Go.
The colonel got in his face. "We just pulled you from certain death. I'll give you the choice as to whether or not things stay that way."
The colonel dragged the guard over to the floating holo-display of the nav map. "We are here. Where are you from?"
The Baldi grimaced. "What? I don't understand what's happening. Where am I?"
The colonel exhaled slowly. "I'll give you one more chance to answer me."
The colonel swiped on the display floating over his arm pad. A video feed of the stampeding beasts was displayed on a near holo-wall.
The colonel turned the Baldi's head to face the rampaging beasts. "Tell me where on this nav map you are from or I'll send you back down to that compound!"
The Baldi turned back to look at the map. "Here! I am from here!"
The colonel smiled as he turned toward Jack. "Give us a portal scan of that system. We'll know real quick if he's telling the truth."
The colonel got back in the Baldi's face. "If you lied to me I'm going to enjoy watching your bug-eyed ass getting stomped into the dirt down there."
The shaking Baldi nodded. "Please... I'm telling the truth!"
Jack displayed the results. "Eight planets. Starships everywhere. Two planets show significant population. Broadcast signals translating to... Baldi. Looks like this is his lucky day."



   Chapter 12

 
Jack turned. "Should we open a portal to that system?"
I replied, "I think we're dealing with conventional ships. That's a five month journey under normal propulsion. Start up a string of portal scans, starting from here and going toward that system. They have to be somewhere between here and there."
Jack tilted his head. "That's if they're heading home. They could have gone in any direction."
I looked at the nav display. "I think they just picked up a prize with Garrett and the Tamarin. I would have to believe more Tamarin than four escaped, and those others were taken back home for study with Garrett. With that small compound as the only outpost out here, I would bet they only recently traveled here for the first time."
The colonel looked at Juuta. "When your ships left, did they take the Human?"
Juuta nodded. "Him and eight of the others."
The colonel asked, "Were they heading home?"
Juuta shrugged. "I... I don't know. I'm not given that information. All I know is the next supply ship will not be here for another cycle. Please don't send me back down there."
Go gestured to the colonel. "Follow me. We'll take him down to a holding cell."
Go turned to the Baldi guard. "How you feel about that sneeze now?"
The Baldi returned a confused look. "What?"
Go continued, "You know the science exam you flunked because of a sneeze. You are Juuta, right?"
The Baldi replied as they walked off the bridge, "How do you know my name?"
Joni turned to face me and said, "Wouldn't it be faster for us to make jumps instead of scans?"
I replied, "We don't want to jump into the middle of a fleet while not knowing what we're up against."
Joni plopped down in a chair. "Are we ever going to catch up to him?"
I walked over, placing my hand on her shoulder. "We know he's alive. And this is the closest we've been to recovering him. We're almost there. Without a portal ship, they can't run very far."
Joni patted my hand. "Thank you for being there for me. You’re like the father I always wanted mine to be."
I smiled. "And you would have made a fine Grunta daughter. Your fight and spirit easily match that of any of our warriors."
Joni chuckled. "Pfftt. Yeah, like I could keep up with any of them. This suit is a great equalizer, but on a physical front, your weakest female would turn me into a bag of crushed bones in seconds."
Jack said, "We have a hit! They haven't gone far at all. That's gotta be... three days travel. Baldi probably could have told us that."
I moved over to the nav display. "What are we looking at?"
Jack began pushing selected data to the display. "Just over two hundred ships. They're all the same size, and they match the debris estimates we saw from that fight with the battlecruiser. They're also slower than our standard speeds by half. Twenty months coming out is a long journey. Catching the Tamarin out here must have been a fluke. They would've had to leave their home system long before the Tamarin even got here."
"Those signatures are tiny," I said. "How'd you pick them up on a scan?"
Jack moved a comm screen onto the display. "They're broadcasting like nobody's business. It's an extremely narrow band, maybe in their world it's hard to detect. Stands out like a sore thumb to our sensors. The encryption on it isn't very strong, either. We should have a crack in about ten minutes."
Go and the colonel returned to the bridge with Harden Salton standing in front of them.
I had to ask. "What's he doing here?"
Go pointed at the colonel. "It was his idea."
"Colonel?" I asked.
Tom Harper took a deep breath. "You aren't going to like what I'm about to suggest."
I stood staring, in inquisition.
The colonel continued. "I need to take him back to Alpha Prime."
Joni stood. "What? No! That's insane!"
The colonel held up his hand. "Let me explain. The Tamarin are pulling the AIs out of the six galaxies. There is no government. It's going to be a complete power vacuum unless someone asserts control. You want chaos? Every wannabe thug in every colony will take to the streets to exploit the situation. Riots, possibly wars and colonies starving due to supply and money flow problems... we need to get back there and to establish control."
Joni demanded, "What does that have to do with him?"
Harden stepped forward. "I am a known authority. People will rally around my image in order to establish a government and a stable society for us to build upon."
I shook my head. "Colonel, this is unacceptable. You can't put this man back in charge. He's personally responsible for the death of millions if not billions."
Harden chortled. "Twenty-two million is hardly billions."
The colonel placed his big hand over Harden Salton's face, squeezing it with his enormous fingers. "Shut your hole, Harden. Mr. Beutcher, I can assure you that I have no intention of actually putting this man in charge. He will be a figurehead that I throw in front of the video feeds for the purpose of keeping order."
Joni said. "He'll turn on you, Colonel. You give him the smallest sliver of an opportunity and he will pounce."
Harden frowned. "Really Jo Jo. That hurts coming from my own family. What I've agreed to do here is what—"
The colonel again grabbed Harden Salton by the face. "Shut... your... hole."
A hard squeeze, followed by a shoving release, got the message across.
The colonel continued. "You aren't in need of my military services at the moment. If we don't take this opportunity to assert control, we may never have it again. New, local alliances would form, wars would break out. Millions if not billions would die."
I chuckled to myself.
The colonel asked. "What was that?"
I shook my head. "Sorry, Colonel. It's just that I used that very reasoning for wanting to keep him in power when all of this started up. It does make sense, just not with him actually being in power. I just hope you know what you are doing and that you know how much of a threat he is."
Tom Harper smiled. "If he causes me any trouble I'll bring him back here to feed to a Maxada."
Harden asked, "What's a Maxada?"
A jerking gesture by the colonel shut him up.
I sighed. "Jack, I never thought I would ever say something like this, but could you sweep Harden Salton and the colonel back to Alpha Prime?"
Joni plopped back in her chair, crossing her arms in disbelief. The colonel moved Harden to an open area, seconds later they were back on the capital world of the new AMP.
Jack turned his eyes back to the nav display. "We have a crack of their comm encryption. I'll start a monitor program to see if we get a hit on anyone talking about the Human."
Joni moved uncomfortably in her chair. "I can't believe we just let that happen. The colonel can't be awake at all hours. My uncle will slip away the first chance he gets."
I shook my head. "The colonel's a smart guy and a big guy. And I think he'll keep Harden under his thumb. He's right about the galaxies needing control. It will be hard enough for him to keep the colonies all together as it is. Every tinpot governor will be looking to expand their power."
Joni continued to scowl. "The colonies of those other families aren't going to like this. And how is he going to enforce anything? He's got no fleet or army."
I opened a QE comm to the colonel. "Joni just brought it to my attention that you'll need some type of force to show strength and keep peace. I suggest you make use of my Talisans. They will be 100 percent loyal and will follow your orders as precisely as possible."
The colonel replied, "That's an excellent suggestion. I was just in contact with Vagra Withers, and I asked him to leave a thousand of those AI ships for me to command. I would prefer to man them with your Talisans rather than leaving the AIs."
I nodded. "You'll want to strip the AIs from every one of those ships as soon as possible. They have no loyalty to anyone, and we can't rely on them to always act in our best interest."
Tom Harper winked. "We think a lot alike, Mr. Beutcher. I've already contacted Quan and asked him to put together a plan for that very thing."
I asked, "When did you do that? You've only been gone for a minute."
The colonel smiled. "I made that comm before bringing Mr. Salton up to the bridge. I've also had Mr. Salton contact those of his planning teams that are still around. They will know how to best get things done. And don't worry; Mr. Salton will not have any contact with them directly. They will all report to me."
I suggested, "Make use of the Talisans if you can. And I'm not just talking about for a military. They are excellent administrators as well. You tell them what you want to do and how and they will get it done. Keep in mind though; you will need to set boundaries. They don't have much for a moral conscience."
The colonel nodded. "Will do. Thank you, Mr. Beutcher."
Jack said, "I think we might have a hit on Garrett. Listen to this."
"His diet differs from the others."
Joni replied, "That's inferring a lot, Jack."
Jack half smiled. "I don't think so. That has to be Garrett they're referring to. Let me do a signal analysis. I might be able to tell which ship broadcast that message."
Frig opened a QE comm. "Mr. Beutcher, Quan's archives should be coming online within the hour. Is there any specific information you would like to inquire about?"
I thought for a moment. "We'd like to know if Quan has any information about the portal on Gratis. Such as, how do we power it up? The colonel was told the passcode at some point, but has forgotten. You were an important figure; I don't suppose it was given to you or that you might know where else it might be stored?"
Frig replied, "I'm afraid not, Mr. Beutcher. At the time I thought the portal to be unnecessary. I was mistaken. The assets of Earth would be useful during the approaching rebuild of the AMP. I've spoken to the colonel and will be joining him when my work here is complete. Organizing a government to control six galaxies of colonies is a daunting task. We established that control initially over a period of nearly a hundred years."
"How is Kerba working out?" I asked.
Frig slowly nodded. "He is a delight to work with. He is well mannered and has an excellent understanding of science and technology."
I said, "In the short time I've known you, I've found it interesting how alike the two of you are. Have you checked his ancestry? You could be related."
Frig smiled, "Mr. Skol was eager to check for that information. Quan tapped into the records on a nearby security station. Unfortunately, Mr. Skol and I are not related since the inception of the AMP. There is always the possibility that a connection exists from Gambrel, our original home world. Perhaps we are distant cousins."
Frig continued, "I've taken the liberty to uncover the information in the archives about the design of Go's missing arm. I have a number of Quan's bots working on a new limb for our friend. It should be ready in the next few days."
I glanced over at a smiling Go. "I think he's ready to have his arm back."
As the comm with Frig closed, I leaned back in my chair. Was all this really happening? Was the AMP really coming back? Would it reach its former level of fairness and opportunity for everyone? Would I even be involved? If the Grunta moved back to Jorus, would I move out there as well? If a portal gate was established there, I could always jump through to visit the family. My mind was suddenly awash with all of the questions I had previously dared not ask.
I tapped my fingers on the console in front of me as my anxieties began to shift from what we needed to accomplish today to what we would need to accomplish tomorrow.
My minute of contemplation was interrupted by Jack. "I have a fix on the ship that broadcast that message. Joni? Want to pay them a visit?"
Joni stood and nodded, just before blinking out. "Heading to the Thorn. Send me the coordinates."
Jack held up his hand. "Hold up. We need to figure out how we're going to get you on that ship. We can't scan the interior, so we don't know what space is in there for you to place the Thorn in. You'll need to move Garrett right onto the Thorn; he won't have a battle-suit, or any suit for that matter. He'll need to stay in a breathable atmosphere."
Joni stopped. "I'll figure it out when I get there."
Jack again held up his hand. "Hang on. There's nothing you can think up there that you can't think up here. If they are alerted to our presence, they might scatter and we could easily lose the ship Garrett is on. Let's review our options for a few minutes at least."
Joni blinked in and plopped back down in her chair. "How about this? I take the Thorn and drift through the interior of that ship. We map it and then decide on our next move."
I looked at Jack. "Sounds like the logical thing to do."
Jack lowered his hand. "I have no problem with that. I just thought it might be better to approach with some caution. This is our first opportunity to rescue Garrett, and for Joni's and Garrett's sake, we need it to come off smoothly."
Joni offered a sincere expression. "I appreciate your concern. Send me the data and I'll drift through that ship, repeatedly if I have to. Nobody wants Garrett back safely more than me."
Jack nodded. "Coordinates coming your way."
The Thorn powered up her portal generator and shortly afterward was riding alongside the suspect Baldi ship. A slight maneuver to the left started the small fighter craft drifting.
We watched the sensor feeds of the Thorn as it slowly moved into the space occupied by the captor's vessel.
Joni said, "I'm not getting much of anything. Everything is muted and mostly dark. Something is interfering with our sensors."
Jack replied, "Hang on. I'm looking over the data. Maybe we can find a way to tune the sensors. There has to be something we are missing. They've done a good job at blending the exterior of those ships with their surroundings as far as visual, infrared, and ultraviolet signals go. I could have easily missed them on the scan search had it not been for their broadcasts. If they went silent and changed direction, we might even lose them."
Joni came back. "I can't do anything with this. Point me at another ship. I'll drift inside myself."
I asked, "What do you plan on doing once you're inside?"
Joni said, "I'll blink in and we'll see what happens."
I shook my head. "That's not a good idea. If you can't see where you are, what happens if you blink in inside a generator or inside some mechanical turbine or other machine? Without the protection of that active skin, you could be vaporized or possibly shredded. These ships are on a long journey. We have time to figure something out."
Jack nodded. "I agree. There's no immediate need to rush in there. Let's be patient and work this through. Give me a chance to analyze that which we do know."
Joni huffed. "Fine. But I'm not waiting long. If we can't come up with something soon, I'll go in blind."
I opened a comm to Quan and Frig. "We have a priority task that we need help with. We believe we've located the ship holding Garrett, but our sensors can't penetrate the hull, and they don't function once we're inside either. We need help. I'm passing our current data your way. Please make this a priority."
Frig replied, "We will do our best. The restoration of the archives can continue as a background task with little to no impact on our schedule. Give us a few minutes to examine the data and we will return with any questions."
Joni said, "We'll, I'm just sitting out here. Let me know if there's anything I can do."
Frig was silent for a moment. "Miss Rourke. The data shows a single pass through the center of the ship. Could you repeat that effort, building a datamap of the entire interior for us? Perhaps a pattern or an anomaly will present itself. Something that we can exploit."
Joni replied, "Let me program that in. I should have that data for you in a few minutes."
A drift pattern was programmed into the nav computer of the Thorn and the button to begin pressed. Joni settled back in her chair with a frown. The next pass through yielded a similar result.



   Chapter 13

 
As the drifts moved to the forward part of the ship, Joni was startled into action by the bright lights and activity of an occupied deck. The Thorn was brought to a stop.
Joni said. "We have people moving everywhere!"
Frig replied, "Please be patient. I would ask that you continue with your pattern until our image of the ship's interior is complete."
Joni shook her head. "Sensors are working fine in here. That's probably 10 percent of the ship we can see. I have a bridge, living quarters, dining hall, even restrooms. And... I have a Human signature in one of the cells! I'm going in! That must be Garrett!"
I yelled, "Don't make a move until we have an extraction plan!"
The video feed from Joni's camera came to rest displaying the image of the crew quarters. Several Baldi moved about as others could be seen sleeping in their bunks. The data on the camera feed showed the skin of the Thorn had gone inactive. Two decks of crew quarters had vanished from existence as the fighter ship had appeared. The conscious Baldi were standing, staring at the black ship that now partially occupied their deck.
Joni powered out and through the next wall toward the holding cell. Once through a second wall, her stern expression turned into a broad smile. Garrett lay on a bunk... sleeping. Joni blinked in, dropping the half meter to the floor with a thud as her boots impacted the deck.
Garrett opened his eyes. "Joni?"
Her helmet visor flipped up as she leaned in for a kiss.
I said, "We don't have much time. Cameras on the Thorn are showing aggression. If they damage that hull, your active skin is gone."
Joni stepped back and stretched out her hand. "Come on! We're getting you out of here!"
Garrett held up his hands excitedly. "Hold on! There's a few things I have to tell you first!"
The door behind Joni opened. She spun quickly firing a tungsten pellet into the Baldi standing in the doorway, his chest exploded. Joni pulled hard, jerking Garrett to his feet.
Garrett yelled, "What are you doing!"
Joni stepped into the hallway, firing two additional pellets into the approaching Baldi crewmen. Their fate was sealed. Joni blinked out as laser pulses began to impact the wall behind her. Another round ended a crewman's assault.
"Follow me!" Joni yelled as she made her way back toward the Thorn.
A protesting Garrett followed.
The crew quarters were entered and five low-power tungsten rounds put an end to the Baldi who occupied the room.
A hatchway on the Thorn opened; Joni stormed inside, yelling back at her spouse. "Come on! We have to go!"
Garrett stepped up and into the small cabin. The hatch closed and sealed behind him.
The active skin was flipped on but failed to enable.
Joni yelled. "Doing this the hard way!"
The cannons of the Thorn spat out powerful ion bolts. The Baldi ship disintegrated around them, quickly breaking in half. The once powerful warship exploded, stretching out in a long line of debris. The portal generator sprang to life and seconds later the Thorn was swept to a safe location. A second portal jump had the small black escape ship parked in the docking bay of the Ares.
Joni flipped up her visor and sang out in victory as she pumped her fists in the air. "Yes!"
Garrett sat behind her shaking his head. "What have you done?"
Joni turned. "What I've done is rescued you! What is going on? What's with the attitude?"
Garrett rubbed his fingers through his hair. "The Baldi rescued me. I was safe. They would have been our allies against the Tamarin!"
Joni pursed her lips. "Sorry. But that war is over. We aren't at war with the Tamarin. Or anyone else for that matter. And you are now safe, and back here with me. I thought you might be excited by that."
Garrett stepped forward, wrapping his arm around her shoulders from behind and moving his head up close to hers. "I am. There was nothing I wanted more than to be back here with you. I'm sorry if I gave the wrong impression. It's just, so much has happened since I was taken. Is Knog here? Jack? Go?"
Joni sighed and nodded as the hatch flipped open. "On the bridge. Come on."
Garrett walked onto the bridge. Hugs and greetings were passed around.
Garrett planted himself in a chair. "I have news about the AIs."
Go said, "We're hoping they are no longer a concern."
Garrett waved his hand. "The Baldi, once I was aboard their ship, were speaking to me freely. I was an enemy of the Tamarin and the AIs, so I quickly gained favor. They have been at war with the AIs for centuries, before they showed up at the Grotus world. The Baldi have been fighting them off repeatedly."
I said, "Explain."
Garrett settled himself. "The AIs showed up in Baldi space, making themselves out to be lost explorers. After years of cooperation and trade on a remote world, the AIs began to press for closer ties. The Baldi were suspicious and held them at arm’s length, never allowing them into their inner territories. They soon discovered that the AIs were using the trade of goods to multiply their numbers and to build armed ships. A war ensued and the AIs were defeated before they could grow their numbers strong enough to attack.
"The Baldi claimed to have terminated all but one of the AI ships. The surviving ship sped away toward what we now know as the Grotus world of Mayanis. The Baldi sent out a force to find them, recognizing their potential for returning in numbers, but that force was never heard from again.
"The Baldi have had fleets, like the one you just attacked, out patrolling the space surrounding their systems for the last century. When they encountered the Tamarin ships with the AIs on them, they attacked. Of the twelve Tamarin who escaped the assault, four would not talk and they were left behind for the outpost to deal with. The other eight, along with me, were on that Baldi ship."
Garrett shook his head. "We just killed one of their most decorated admirals with my rescue. They would have peacefully turned me over had you made contact first."
Jack shrugged, "We had no way of knowing. Anyway, the war is over. The Tamarin have capitulated and we are in the process of restoring the AMP."
I opened a comm to Frig. "Priorities have changed; you can drop that task back to a background task. The archives are again number one."
Go placed his hand on Garrett's should. "It's good to have you back, brother."
Garrett looked up over his shoulder and nodded. "It's good to be back. I just hope we didn't just kill off a relationship that could have helped us defeat the AIs."
I said, "If the AIs were their enemy, they are still their enemy. The rescue may have been unfortunate and unnecessary, but we had no way of knowing the situation. Even if Joni hadn't jumped ahead, the outcome might have ended the same, or worse. We can approach the Baldi again if needed."
Garrett asked, "Who is Frig?"
Go jumped in. "Remember the two stasis pods on the sentinel ships? They had people in them from the beginnings of the AMP. We were able to recover them. One is a Gambit, Bartel Helgris; he likes to be called Frig. He's with Quan trying to restore his archives. The other is a Human, Colonel Tom Harper. He's back on Alpha Prime with Harden Salton trying to restore the government for the AMP."
Garrett sat up. "What? Harden's back in power?"
Joni sighed. "Yes and no. The colonel claims he's just going to use his face and voice to establish some stability. I think it's a risky move."
Garrett glanced over his shoulder at Go. "Still don't have an arm?"
Go shook his head. "Nope. I hope that can be remedied in a few days. Frig has the bots working on it."
Garrett looked over at me. "What about the Tamarin and the Grunta? Anything new with your family?"
Go stepped in. "Two members of the Council tried to assassinate Getta. She took a hit to the shoulder, but she's recovering. The Talisan are on Dallex and are doing fine."
"The Grotus? Kergans?" Garrett asked.
I replied, "The Kergans were subservient to the Tamarin, as were the Grotus. Both of them will now answer to the Grunta, as do the Tamarin. There is talk that they will join the AMP when it's back to being functional. I don't believe the Council will allow that. If the Council has its way, the Grotus won't be with us much longer. As soon as my people are able, they will see to it that they are wiped out."
Garrett shook his head. "That just goes against everything we stand for."
I replied, "I would agree, but I know of no other resolution. The Grotus will not be managed or subjugated by the Grunta, and the Grunta do not trust them not to attack one day."
Garrett folded his arms. "Maybe we make an offer to move them all to another galaxy. We have the means to do so. And neither side would ever have to interact with each other again."
I nodded. "I'll take that option under consideration and relay it to Getta the next time we speak."
I pulled up a murky image of a Baldi ship. "What can you tell us about their technology?"
Garrett shrugged. "Now? Nothing. I had only just started talking with them. Whatever it is, it gave the Tamarin and their AIs fits. What about the AIs in all of this? Where are they? What are they doing?"
Jack answered. "The AIs were in the process of pulling out of the six galaxies. That has changed. The Colonel asked for some of the ships to remain. He plans on staffing them with Talisans. The remaining AIs are supposed to report to Jorus under the authority of the Grunta. They are to be used to rebuild all of those surrounding worlds, after which they are to be terminated. It's supposedly a five year plan."
Garrett frowned. "Anyone here think the AIs will all be terminated in five years?"
The room was silent.
"What about the portal ships?" Garrett asked.
I replied, "The gates are to be returned to the colonies they were taken from. All but one, that is. It will be installed on Jorus and linked to Alpha Prime. It will be the main artery between the AMP and the Yallux galaxy."
"How about you? How are you?" I asked.
Garrett half smiled. "I'm OK. After an initial intense interrogation, I told them everything by the way, after that, they pretty much ignored me. The Tamarin had interests in using me for leverage. Other than that I just sat in a cell."
I gestured toward the medical bay. "Joni, just for the sake of being careful, take Garrett down and have a full diagnostic run on him."
Garrett held up his hand. "I'm fine. I would like to eat something though. They were having trouble finding food for me to eat."
I insisted. "Take him to the med bay, the scan only takes ten minutes. Then get him something to eat."
Joni grabbed his hand. "Come on. No arguments."
The two left the bridge poking and prodding each other.
Go said, "It's good to finally have him back."
I nodded. "Indeed it is. With his rescue behind us, I believe now to be a good time to focus on getting control of those portal ships. Jack, take us back to Jorus. We can help with the transfer of the Grunta from Dallex. After that, we'll move the portal ships back to the colonies the gates were taken from. The sooner those ships are dismantled, the sooner the threat from the AIs can be put to rest."
Jack poked in the coordinates. The image on our nav screen quickly turned to that of the area surrounding Jorus.
I opened a comm to Getta. "We're in position at Jorus. Have the Tamarin send all of the portal ships here. We'll move our people here, followed by all of the AI ships. We should do a complete purge of all AIs from all systems. We need to reduce their numbers to the point where they can be counted and controlled for the rebuilding here and nothing else."
Getta replied, "That will have to wait."
I asked, "Why? What's going on?"
Getta shook her head. "I cannot say. It's Council business."
I took a deep breath. "OK, well, when the Council business is done with, we will be here to assist with the move."
Getta smiled. "Noted."
The comm closed.
Jack asked, "What pressing business could the Council have?"
I said, "Open a portal scan of Mayanis."
Minutes later we browsed through the data returned.
Jack rubbed his head. "If you were looking for an attack there, I don't see much happening."
"Hold on," I said. "Check the surface data. Do those look like big massive transports?"
Jack replied, "Not like any I've seen, but I don't know what else they would be. You think they're getting ready to go somewhere?"
I shook my head. "I don't know. It does look that way though. I'm not seeing armaments, those are just transports."
Jack zoomed in on an image of one of the enormous ships. "They are loading them up. Are they running, or are they just moving somewhere else? I wonder if they have designs on Jorus."
An arm appeared on the deck of the bridge.
A comm came in from Frig. "The bots were able to finish the arm for Go. It has been de-tuned to have a 15 percent response rate until you gain proper control. Hold it up to your shoulder socket. It will self attach."
Go walked over to the arm. After lifting it for a quick inspection, the open end was held up to the shoulder socket. A magnetic pull sucked the arm to the socket and several clicks later it was fully attached.
Go experimented by slowly moving his fingers. "Finally!"
Frig said, "The response rate should increase by 5 percent per day. If you feel comfortable, we can increase that number to 10 percent. The purpose is to keep you from injuring yourself or others while learning to control its movements."
Go replied, "Thank you for this. And I'm well aware of the need for training my brain slowly. I smacked myself hard more than once on the first go-round."
I glanced over at Jack. "We have some time. I'm going down to the holding cell to talk to the Baldi. I don't like leaving a potential future enemy out there."
Jack nodded and laughed. "OK, I'll try to keep Go and his new arm in line up here."
After making my way to the holding room, I settled in with the intent of learning all I could about the Baldi. An uneasy Juuta sat on a bed on the other side of the room.
I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. "Juuta, how long have you been in the Baldi military?"
Juuta replied, "Six cycles."
I pulled up a display over my arm pad. "That's twelve of our years. A cycle would be two of our years. What did you do before the military?"
Juuta looked down. "School. How did you know about my test failure?"
I gave a half laugh. "We were listening to your lunch conversation. Nothing more. Tell me about your war with the AIs."
Juuta grimaced. "I'm not permitted to discuss that. You are with the AIs."
I looked on as one of Juuta's eyes stayed fixed on my position as the other was in constant motion, darting back and forth as it scanned the room.
"Your eyes," I said. "One watches me as the other watches the room. I find that fascinating."
Juuta's second eye focused in on me. "The left brain of my species is dominant in language; therefore my left eye follows you as you speak. My right brain has better attention and creativity, therefore my right eye is constantly moving, observing that which surrounds me."
I took a moment in thought. "We have a single brain with two hemispheres, each having dominant traits. Your two brains work in a similar manner. That functionality seems to be common among sentient beings."
I returned to Juuta's prior statement. "We aren't with the AIs. The Tamarin, the people you fought back there, they were with the AIs. They were also holding one of our people hostage. The Human you heard rumors about."
Juuta nodded. "But you aren't Human. What are you?"
I replied, "Grunta. We have been allies of the Humans and at war with the Tamarin and their AIs. It has been a confusing time as to who's who. We have been interacting with multiple species, and they all seem to have a propensity for switching allegiances. I understand the AIs attacked your colonies, or at least tried to."
Juuta sat back on his bed. "The AIs are virulent expansionists. Our leaders, from when the first AIs arrived, mistrusted them. Our saving grace was their vigilance in observing them, always suspicious of their intent. They discovered the AIs were using the resources we traded to them to first rapidly grow their numbers and then to build a fleet. We attacked, a single ship escaped. A fleet was sent to chase them, but it never returned. We have patrolled the space surrounding our colonies ever since, waiting for their resurgence."
I asked, "The technology that makes your craft almost invisible. How do you do that?"
Juuta hesitated. "I do not know. I am but a guard."
I slowly nodded as I raised and wagged a suspicious finger. "A guard who actually passed the science exam. You seem intelligent enough. I would have to believe you know. However, I won't press for that information. I understand the need to keep such things secret from those you mistrust."
I shifted in my chair, sitting upright. "Your colonies, that's a two cycle journey for your ships. That's quite the haul coming out to that planet and back. Was that just an outpost? Watching for the return of the AIs?"
Juuta nodded. "We only came out this far three cycles ago. The camp was established and we were ordered to sit and watch. A small science team was left with us to study the planet. I was halfway through my assignment. The AI ships showed on our sensors, we signaled our fleet, they were in the area, and the AIs were destroyed."
I again leaned in. "The building your scientists manned. There were three Tamarin in there that had been dissected. Is that the way the Baldi treat prisoners?"
Juuta sighed. "I had wondered about that. I heard screams. They would last a few days and then there was once again silence. My colleagues and I, we only walked the perimeter wall. That was our only duty. We were not allowed into that building once the Tamarin were captured. We are not a barbaric species. We have fair trade and good relations with two other species we've encountered."
I asked, "Had either of those other species come in contact with the AIs?"
Juuta frowned. "I do not have knowledge of that."
Our conversations lasted for another hour before Juuta decided it was best to not talk. I returned to the bridge.
Jack pulled up an image of the Baldi system we had scanned. "Looks like they have a robust economy going, at least in this system. Did he tell you anything?"
I shook my head. "No, he confirmed much of what Garrett had said. Other than that he was stingy with his information."
Jack crossed his arms. "What do we do now?"
I replied, "We wait for the Council."
Jack sat forward. "Well, I can at least map the area surrounding that Baldi world. Give me an hour or two and we'll have a complete accounting of their colonies."
I nodded. "I'll browse the data as it becomes available."



   Chapter 14

 
Hours were spent familiarizing ourselves with the colonies of the Baldi Empire. Seven robust, self-sustaining planets made up the main territories, with dozens of small outposts dotting the surrounding systems. After listening to and analyzing communications from in and around the colonies, a pattern emerged. The Baldi would build a colony to its maximum sustainable population and a new world would then be settled.
Interactions with the other two species they had encountered happened once every two cycles. A single station had been constructed for the three empires to congregate and trade. The Baldi appeared to be the most paranoid of the three, having a military more than twice the size of either of the others.
I said to Jack. "They have a comm system similar to our QE comms. Instant communications across vast distances. I have to wonder if their scientists made the same discovery of quantum entanglement."
Jack replied, "Our people figured that out three thousand years ago. It was inevitable that someone else would too."
A comm came in from Frig. "Mr. Beutcher, we've been conducting tests for the past hour. I thought you would want to know that Quan's archives are back online. I will now work to reduce the size of his memory units. Quan will focus on having the bots transfer the archives to his portal ship."
An image of Tom Harper appeared over my arm pad in a comm hail. "Mr. Beutcher. I would like to be sent to Gratis."
I said, "What about Harden Salton?"
The colonel replied, "We've sent out three broadcasts to all news and media outlets on all colonies, announcing the fact that the AMP was being brought back to life in its former structure. Security forces will be backed up by military force if needed, and all colonies are to schedule elections for offices. All citizens of age 20 and over will be eligible to vote. Unrest has only been reported on two worlds, and we're sending ships and troops to have those officials removed by force if they don't comply with the new election schedules.
"And Mr. Salton should not be a concern. We are back at his compound. Quan sent five thousand bots to rebuild this place. They just arrived, along with fifteen hundred of your Talisans. All government communications will originate from here for the time being, and Harden Salton is under confinement. Possession of all blasters in the AMP has been criminalized, and the security forces have been given top priority to collect them all. Refusal to comply can be punishable by death. We won't go that far of course, but the populace doesn't need to know that. That notice should go out within the hour."
I said, "I would belay that order, Colonel. Many of those with blasters have them for self defense. If we deem it necessary in the future to remove those weapons, that can be revisited. For now, I would rather they feel secure with their families. The AMP brought with it security, but that hasn't been reestablished yet. Maybe you could put out an edict stating maximum prosecution if a blaster is used for any other purpose other than self-defense.
"How goes the purge of AIs?"
The colonel replied, "Slow. We have reports of close to fifty thousand ships remaining in the six galaxies. Our Tamarin friends seem to be about making excuses. The numbers are falling, but not as fast as I feel they should be. And I like your blaster suggestion. It's a reasonable request to want to maintain personal security when the governmental form is suspect. I'll have that order changed immediately. I don't like this AI situation."
"I'll give Vagra a call," I said. "What's your need on Gratis?"
The colonel was swept from his location on Alpha Prime to the bridge deck of the Ares. "I would like to have another attempt at getting that gate to Earth open. There are valuable resources there that would make our transition back to the AMP simpler. For one, new portal gates can only be constructed there, and we are in need of replacements for those that have been destroyed. Looking over the data, there are also a number of new candidate colonies for gates.
"I would like to have a gate to Yallux from each of the galaxy capitals. The free flow of people is our best defense against another overthrow. I would also like to bring back the day when any citizen could travel to any colony in the AMP without hindrance. That opens up equal opportunity for everyone when it comes to their economic achievements. I've looked over the rulings that led to the prior overthrow, and I have a few tweaks to the laws that should add more checks and balances."
Jack performed a quick scan of Gratis before the colonel's transfer. "Uh, we have a problem."
The colonel walked and stood behind Jack. "The AIs are still there in force. Get me a scan of the buried portal gate."
Jack replied, "Wow. They've dug it out. This can't be good."
I opened a comm to Vagra Withers. "Vagra, we are having a problem with the AIs. Their numbers in our galaxies are falling, but at far too slow a pace. And they seem to be actively attempting to steal one of our portal gates. What orders have come from your end?"
Vagra shrugged. "All authority over the AIs has been passed to the Grunta Council. That happened yesterday during our agreement with them."
I nodded. "Thank you."
I opened a comm to Getta. "We have a problem."
Getta replied, "I cannot talk at the moment, Knog. There is too much going on. I'll comm you back when I have a chance."
The comm closed before I could reply.
I turned to the colonel. "This is our galaxy. Take the Thorn. If you park beside the gate and enable its comm inhibitor, that action will bring every AI and bot within a few hundred meters of that gate to a stop. I would be interested in their response."
Jack said, "Why don't we just open a portal from here and pipe an inhibitor signal through? With that small a portal opening, I can reroute a few generators and push the signal out to several kilometers."
I replied, "Do it. I'd rather not send the Colonel or the Thorn in there if we don't need to. We need to know if this is the AIs acting on their own, or are they being directed by the Council."
Jack punched in the generator routes followed by the portal coordinates. "Initiating gate, piping through the inhibitor signal."
Both Go and the Colonel dropped to the floor, their artificial limbs had ceased to function.
The Colonel blinked out. "That's a first. I'm OK now."
Go said, "Wouldn't have thought that signal would interfere with these prosthesis. They don't have comm channels to each other."
The colonel replied, "No, but they do communicate that way internally. That boosted signal must be enough to get through the shielding. It's a good thing the Duke didn't figure that out. Half our Marines voluntarily had their arms and legs replaced just before the War of Wars. I can't say things would have gone our way during that campaign if this had happened."
Go motioned with his head. "Well, can someone at least prop me up in a chair?"
Jack walked over, pulling him to the nearest seat and setting him upright.
I said, "Bots are clear at the gate, Colonel, if you want to go in. And I would add that inhibitor signal to your personal broadcast abilities just in case you need it in the future."
The colonel shook his head. "Can't say I'm fond of that option at the moment. I can broadcast with the active skin enabled, but I will be affected too."
I nodded. "If that happens, we'll come get you."
The colonel made his way to the Thorn, sweeping himself to Gratis. The portal gate had been contained and moved from nearly a kilometer underground to a position just on the surface. The colonel drifted out of the Thorn, floating just in front of the twenty meter tall structure.
Tom Harper said, "It's still intact. I can now see how they've been moving these gates without issue. They were designed to automatically shut down if tampered with or moved. I see fixtures covering each of the sensors that feed that information to the circuits inside. Supposedly they should not have been able to synchronize the disabling of all those sensors at once, but they evidently found a way. Go, I'm passing you the dimensions of this gate. It's smaller than those on a standard colony. Tell me if it will fit in the bay of the Ares."
Go replied, "Uh, I'm not doing anything until that signal is turned off."
Jack laughed, "Hang on, Colonel. I can get that for you. Let's see... we need another two meters. Just a sec... I think we can modify the crew deck above. Would cut it in half, but it's rarely in use anyway. We don't have that many people aboard."
The Colonel asked, "How long will it take. I'd rather get this moved out of here soon if we can."
Jack replied, "I can help you with that too. Hop back in the Thorn and move away. I'll send that gate over to Maxell until we are ready for it here. That will also allow us to turn off that inhibitor signal."
Go said, "Please, Colonel. Take that option."
The colonel replied, "Make it happen, Mr. Carson. I'll be waiting at Maxell for a second sweep onto the Ares."
Jack entered parameters for the portal generator. "Widening the portal and sweeping... now. OK, Colonel. It should be waiting for you on the surface of Maxell. I'm sending the coordinates."
A thousand bots were sent to the Ares by Quan. Half an hour after they had begun, the bay of the Ares had been expanded. Seconds later, the Earth portal gate sat on her docking bay deck.
Go walked down to look the gate over as the colonel stood in front of it. "Now we just need the access code, Colonel. Are you sure it hasn't popped into your head?"
The colonel looked over the devices keeping the gate intact. "I'm over twenty-two hundred years old, Go. My memory isn't quite what it used to be."
Go laughed, "For a senior citizen you're doing pretty well. So we know how they steal the gates now. Is there anything we can do that would prevent that in the future?"
The colonel turned. "That's precisely what I was just thinking about. If we can get to Earth we can modify all these gates in any way we want."
Go was shaking his head. "I can't believe they were attempting to steal another one."
The colonel froze. "Quan. I need a scan of every gate out there. Tell me if there are any AIs in close proximity to any of them."
The comm was silent for several seconds. "All gates, except those which were previously missing, are accounted for. Sixteen of those gates have an AI signal in close proximity."
The colonel scowled. "They're trying to take more. Quan. I need you to pipe the AI inhibitor signal through every one of those gates. Go, come with me, we're going to take out a few AIs. Send them a message."
Go followed the colonel onto the Thorn as Jack and I watched on his video feed. Seconds later the first AI and more than two thousand bots it controlled were blasted away by the Colonel and Go. Destruction of the remaining AIs at the fifteen other gates in question, followed. When the last of the gates had been cleared, the Thorn returned to the Ares.
The colonel said, "Contact your Council. I want a full accounting of the remaining portal ships."
I replied, "They aren't talking, Colonel. Getta claims too much is going on. They do have an entire planet to resettle."
The colonel gestured toward the nav console. "I would like to see the data that supports that, Mr. Beutcher. They shouldn't be so busy as to not answer a simple question or two."
Jack initiated a scan. "Give it a couple minutes."
I said, "Colonel, my people have been conscripted and taken from their homes. They've fought with numerous species, with promises not being kept. They've only just discovered our original home world, the place of our species birth. And they're threatened by a rival species, the Grotus. If they need time to get resettlement underway, I won't begrudge them that time."
When the scan had finished, Jack began pushing data to the screen. "Knog, I don't think you're going to like this. Data says you have about one hundred fifty thousand Grunta on Jorus right now. I thought they had all been moved."
I thought for a moment before a feeling of anger began to grow in my gut. "Give us a scan of Mayanis."
Several minutes later my fears were confirmed. Data showed a fleet of transports parked on the planet's surface. A third of the planet was blanketed with the domes brought on by ion inhibitor spike towers. The Grunta, my people, had attacked.
I stood, commanding Jack. "Take us there, now."
The colonel walked over, placing his hand on my shoulder. "Son, you need to step back for a moment and give yourself room to think. If you decide to just charge in there, you aren't doing yourself or anyone else any good. Give us a little time and we'll figure out how to best help your people."
I opened a comm to Dallex. "General Gurus, I will be sending transports to pick up twenty thousand soldiers. Have them ready with the ion blasters we made that will work within an inhibitor field. We are going in after the Grotus. My people are on the ground fighting as we speak."
The General nodded. "As you wish, Your Highness. The troops will be ready within the hour."
Jack said, "There will be a lot of fighting taking place within an hour. Isn't there a better way to help? Those inhibitors only cover a third of the planet. The Ares is heavily armed. We could take her in and do some major damage."
The colonel stepped in. "OK, let's do ourselves a favor. Take the portal gate out of the docking bay and put it somewhere safe. Give it to Frig and Quan. They can work on possibly getting it open while we work on your problem."
Arrangements were made and the portal gate from Gratis was transferred. A sweep of two of the Grunta transports had them sitting on the surface of Dallex. Once loaded with Talisan fighters, the transports were swept back to Mayanis, settling down just outside the inhibitor fields.
The Ares was brought in low over the inhibitors and visual cameras were used to scan the grounds. Two large groups of warriors were found. Six million Grotus stood facing nearly four million Grunta. The fighting had yet to begin.
I moved to the docking bay and donned a parachute I had kept since my prior jump on Jorus.
The colonel placed his hand on my shoulder as I slapped my maul into its mount on my back. "You sure you want to do this?"
I nodded. "I cannot allow my family to face the Grotus on their own. Cowardice is not looked upon kindly in my species."
The colonel shook his head. "From what I've seen, you are far from being a coward. However, I thought you to be a planner. War may not be won with plans, but the outcome can be heavily dependent on planning. Don't needlessly rush forward if there are good alternatives."
I said, "Have you never rushed into battle, Colonel?"
The colonel laughed. "Far too many times. And the outcomes were often costly. All I'm asking is that you give us a little time. The fighting hasn't begun; maybe we can give you better options."
Joni and Garrett emerged from private time in the crew quarters. "What's going on? Where are you going?"
The colonel replied, "The Grunta are about to fight the Grotus. Knog wants to go down there. I think he needs to go in with a plan."
I cinched the straps on my parachute tight before turning to face the others. "I'll be back."
Before Garrett could speak, I stepped backwards through the gravity wall and began my free-fall toward the surface, landing in a field a hundred meters from a post set up as Grunta Command.
I was startled to see a half dozen Grotus standing in and among the Council members.
After pressing past a guard, I walked up to Getta. "What is going on?"
Getta replied, "The Council has decided on peace. Our past differences are just that, past. Both sides have agreed to cleanse the hatred that has filled our people's hearts for so long. It's a new beginning. A beginning in which the Grotus will be members of the New Alliance in Yallux. If all goes well, we may both become future members of the AMP."
I shook my head in disbelief. "And the Grotus agreed to this?"
Getta nodded. "It is a peace that has been brokered by the AIs. Both of us can now focus our energies on the rebuilding process."
I stepped back. "The AIs put this together? You aren't sending any of them here are you?"
Getta nodded. "And to the Kergan worlds. There is much infrastructure to be repaired and improved. The Grotus will be providing us with food until such time as our own crops can be grown and harvested. Only weeks ago, this peaceful resolution could not have been dreamed of."
I asked, "The portal ships, you have full control of them?"
Getta replied, "Look, the AIs are working for our side. They've done everything we've asked, including brokering this peace. They have agreed to assist in rebuilding and to termination when the job is done. I don't know what else we can ask for. Now, I have duties to attend to. I'll give you a comm when I'm free."
The ion inhibitor fields powered off. Seconds later the Thorn unveiled itself in the same field in which I had landed. The colonel stepped out and waved me over.
As I walked toward the Thorn I asked myself, "Is this possible? Peace with the Grotus? All fighting at an end? Would I finally be going home to my family?" My mind swirled with thoughts about the many possibilities.



   Chapter 15

 
When I reached the Thorn, the Ares was settling in behind her. A shock of fear ran through my heart.
I ran toward the Thorn as I opened a comm. "Jack! What are you doing! Get that ship out of here!"
Jack replied, "You just told me to bring her down. It was over the general comm. I thought—"
"Colonel!" I yelled. "Get the Thorn out of here!"
As the colonel blinked out a portal opened on the opposite side of the Ares, sweeping across her midsection and taking a large portion of the Ares with it. The front and tail sections that remained fell twenty meters, setting off enormous clouds of dust as heavy rumbles shook the ground. The sweep moved across the area of the Thorn. I couldn't see if the colonel had made it inside.
A second portal sweep followed, taking the tail section of the Ares with it. The AIs were stealing our ship, one section at a time.
I yelled over my comm. "Jack! Joni! Garrett! Go! Get out of there!"
Garrett replied, "Jack's hurt! We can't move him!"
I watched in horror as a third sweep moved across the forward part of the Ares. Jack, Joni, Garrett, and Go were suddenly gone, along with the portal gate that had given us our freedom of movement. I dropped to my knees in shock.
Seconds later the thuds of ion blasters could be heard as the truce and peace accords between my people and the Grotus splintered. The fields between them erupted with blue ion bolts and green laser pulses.
A call came over my comm. "Your Highness, the fighting has begun, where would you like us?"
I took a moment to clear my head. "Where are you in relation to the inhibitor spikes?"
General Gurus replied, "We are positioned at the one nearest you."
I asked, "Can it be powered up? Can you bring it online?"
Gurus answered, "Consider it done, My Lord."
I stood. "Bring your men forward and move them to the front lines as that field goes active. Take advantage of every high point you can to fire into the backs of their ranks. And tell the troops to make every effort to not allow those weapons to be captured by the Grotus and used against us."
The general replied, "As you command, Your Highness."
The inhibitor covering the battlefront came to life. The blue and green flashes of the powered weapons quickly died off. Mauls were pulled from their mounts as battleaxes were swung. Both sides rushed forward with bloodlust in their battle-cries. It was the hand-to-hand fight I had originally envisioned.
The Grunta mauls were deadly to the Grotus. A sudden surge forward from our lines was met with a counter-surge. I raced toward where I had last seen Getta. Two of the Council had taken heavy wounds with the onset of the fighting. Getta, although advised not to by the other Council members, had sprinted for the front lines.
I slid to a stop as Colonel Tom Harper blinked in, standing in front of me. "Beutcher! Hold up!"
I replied, "Colonel! Jack and the others! The AIs have them!"
The colonel shook his head. "No. They're with Frig and Quan. They swept the front section of the Ares away to Effica."
I took a deep breath. "What about the Thorn?"
The colonel nodded. "The AIs have it, but I don't think they know they have it. I activated the skin before the portal closed."
"They said Jack was injured. Have they said any more?"
The colonel replied, "I haven't heard. We lost comm when the inhibitor came back live."
I continued to walk toward the front lines. The colonel stepped in my way.
I moved my face close to his. "Out of my way, Colonel. My fight is up there with my family."
Tom Harper stood firm. "We need you in the bigger fight. The AIs set this up. They took out the Ares. If we don't reestablish control, they will take this galaxy. And following this one is the six that make up the AMP. You were suspicious of the AIs and their intent. Well, now they have played their hand. You go in there and fight and get killed and the AIs win. We need you, Knog Beutcher. Yours is a name the Grunta know. It's a name the Tamarin know. It's a name that those in the AMP know. The Talisans are engaging as we speak. The Grotus won't be successful in their attempt to wipe your people out."
I asked, "What do suggest we do, Colonel?"
The colonel took hold of my shoulder. "I have almost a thousand ships back in the AMP that the AIs have been stripped from. Your Talisans are readying those ships for war. Half are ready to fight. I suggest we bring those ships here, drop the inhibitor fields and clean this cesspool out. But we'll have to work fast, as the AIs will most assuredly counter with ships of their own. This is the only fleet we have, so we can't afford to lose them."
I glanced toward the front lines. "And what of my people?"
The colonel smacked my shoulder. "We send them back to Dallex and then to a new world. Maybe Effica if we don't have anywhere else."
I said, "They will want to return to Jorus."
The colonel shook his head. "We can't protect them there. Heck, we can't protect them on Dallex either, but we have infrastructure there that can support them until we can make another move. The first option you've chosen here... it accomplishes nothing. You are needed in the bigger war."
The colonel stepped forward, pulling on my shoulder. "Come on. I have to get you out from under this inhibitor."
I looked one last time toward the fighting before deciding the colonel was right. There was a bigger war on the horizon. The AIs had four portal ships under their control. We had stopped the theft of more gates, but they would no doubt try again.
The colonel pointed toward a hilltop. "We make it over that and we should be home free. We need comm with the others and we can't do that while in this field. And this suit is now a hindrance. I wish you hadn't forced me into blinking in. Would have made things a lot simpler."
After a long jog we reached the edge of the inhibitor field.
The colonel attempted a comm back to Frig. "I've got nothing. No reply. I hope the AIs didn't somehow trace us back to them."
I shook my head. "How could they? You were using the QE comm, right?"
The colonel frowned. "We no longer have that option. Those lines went dead when the power was cut to the front half of the Ares. Remember, those QE endpoints were on that ship."
I asked, "You wouldn't happen to have any of the stealth tags would you?"
The colonel replied, "Nope. We have no way to comm with them unless they open a portal."
Seconds later, Frig came over a comm channel. "Colonel, stay where you are, we're sweeping you out of there."
My view of the grassy hills of Mayanis's southern region was replaced by row after row of circuit boards on racks. We were now in what used to be the docking bay of Quan's ship, the Quantix.
Garrett said, "Ah, thank goodness you made it."
I replied, "The Talisan ships... we need any that are ready to be swept out to Jorus. The Grotus must be stopped!"
Garrett nodded. "I'll get right on it."
I asked Joni. "How's Jack?"
Joni shook her head. "It doesn't look good. When the ship dropped... he dropped with it, catching his chin on the nav console. He has a fractured vertebra in his neck. He's in the med bay right now getting scanned. Frig is seeing to him."
"And Go?" I continued.
Joni pointed toward the med bay. "Slight concussion from the hard bounce. His prosthetics took the brunt of it. Our Baldi friend wasn't so lucky. He came down hard on a chair arm, driving one of his ribs through one of his hearts. My father and Harden's people that we still have are all shook up, but nothing major. It all happened so fast."
I half frowned. "The AIs set us up. We should not have had the Ares in that close. There was no reason for it. I should have had you drop me from the Thorn."
Joni replied, "What's done is done. Where do we go from here?"
I said, "The colonel wants to take what Talisan fleet force we have available and to send them to Mayanis. We defeat the Grotus and pull my people back. After that we can focus on the AIs. We have to get those portal ships. They are key to shutting the AI down."
Joni nodded. "Maybe we'll get a hit on one of the stealth tags."
I shook my head. "Those are no longer valid. When the Ares lost power, those QE links were lost."
Joni replied, "Not true. The other ends of those tags are buried at Effica. All we need is new links from there to us. Quan still has monitoring of the stealth tags ongoing."
I sighed. "That's the first good news I've had today."
The colonel said, "Quan is sweeping four hundred Talisan warships out to Mayanis. The Grotus will be finished within the hour unless the AI intervene. As soon as the inhibitor has been dropped we'll pull the Grunta out of there."
"Send me back in," I said. "The Grunta won't leave unless I tell them to. And even then, so long as they know a single Grotus is alive, they will push back."
The colonel grabbed a stealth tag, poking his finger through the opening of my face shield and depositing it on the inside of my helmet. "Go, activate that tag."
The colonel said, "Quan. Sweep him back to Mayanis at the point we picked him up. That should give the Talisan time to start their campaign. I'll go with and power to the front lines to let them know what's coming. Blasters will likely be in use for several minutes before those ships take control out there."
I flipped down my visor. "Ready when you are, colonel."
The colonel glanced over at Go, receiving a thumbs-up about the tag. Seconds later the two of us were standing on the same hilltop we'd been pulled from only minutes before.
The colonel said, "You shut down the inhibitor and I'll head for the front line."
I nodded as the colonel blinked out.
I looked at the far hill, knowing that a few kilometers to the other side was my family, no doubt embroiled in a fight to the death with any number of Grotus warriors. I pushed myself to the limits of my endurance as I ran. My arrival at the inhibitor spike could not come soon enough.
I sprang up, climbing the twenty meters to the top in seconds before flipping the power switch to off. As I dropped back to the ground my arm pad came to life.
I opened a comm. "Getta! If you can hear me, pull back! Have everyone pull back! The Talisans are coming in with ships! Move back and give them room!"
There was no response. I continued my heavy sprint and was soon topping a hill that gave me a panoramic view of the chaotic battlefront. With the inhibitor field down, blasters once again battled lasers as the two sides took cover behind anything and everything. With the continuous bright flashes of light, it was almost impossible to make out the enemy across the small stream that ran the center of the field in front of me. The trees, shrubs and grass that had been there were nothing more than smoldering stumps and charred remains. Bodies covered both sides of the raging fight.
As I ran down the hill the Talisan ships moved overhead. The Grotus lines were ruthlessly obliterated in a torrent of powerful blue ion bolts. In under a minute, the fierce battle on the ground had turned to a mop up operation. When the few remaining Grotus attempted to run, a merciless rain of ion bolts cut their escapes short. The Talisan ships quickly moved on to other Grotus targets.
I ran up and down the line looking for my wife and children. A panicked feeling began to set in as they were not in the area I had searched. As I continued down the line, I came upon the first of my sons. He had given his life for our people. I was both proud and heartsick at the same time. We had been taught since birth that the valor of dying in battle for a just cause was a death to be held above all others, a death to be celebrated. The reality of it was... celebration was the last thing on my mind.
I continued my search, this time moving back to the injured. My next encounter was with two of my daughters. One was missing a foot while the other's shoulder had a deep wound from an axe. Both would live, and both were smiling over the great victory. When told of their brother, they continued to smile and cheer. The Grotus were dead, and he had perished in the fight that had forever freed his people from their threat. I was shocked by their lack of sadness or concern. I again reasoned that perhaps I had been around Humans for too long.
As I moved further down through the ranks of the injured I came across Getta. She was unconscious and had a deep laser burn to her lower right abdomen. The medical team working her wound quickly pushed me aside as they loaded her on a stretcher for transport back to the ships and their medical bays. I scanned the crowds of cheers and moans for the others.
A hand settled on my shoulder from behind. It was a daughter.
"Father," she said, "it was a glorious battle. You would have been proud of us all."
I slowly turned around to see the remainder of my children standing before me. I dropped to my knees as they gathered around.
A son said, "What a tremendous victory here today!"
I asked, "Your mother, what is her condition?"
My eldest daughter replied, "She will live. The burn missed any major organs. Her healing will take months, but they assured me she will recover."
I said, "We lost Gracka."
The others smiled. "He fought valiantly, taking at least twenty Grotus with him. Gracka will be remembered with honor!"
I suddenly felt as though I no longer knew my children. They were tough, they were strong, and they had grown up without me. While I had little interaction with Humans and their children, my interactions with Human adults were different. There was compassion for others, a trait that seemed to be lacking in Grunta culture. And there was my own impulse to help everyone, regardless of their species, another trait that seemed missing when it came to Grunta mentalities.
I bumped foreheads with each of them and pointed toward the transports. "Offer what assistance you can at getting everyone back to the transports. And where would I find the remainder of the Council?"
Six arms pointed to the left. I made my way over and struggled to get past a pair of guards.
The eight uninjured members of the Council were standing in a circle. "I apologize for this intrusion, but I must speak with you. The AIs are taking control and they must be stopped."
The lead councilwoman said, "Mr. Beutcher. Shouldn't you be seeing to your wife?"
I replied, "What? Did you hear what I just said?"
The lead replied, "We have adjusted our agreements with the AIs. They will not meddle in our affairs with the Grotus and we will not terminate them when our five year restoration and modernization program comes to an end."
I shook my head. "When did this happen? Do you not understand that they plan to dominate this galaxy and the others? You are enabling them to do so!"
The lead huffed. "Mr. Beutcher. The AIs are reporting to us. They will help us to rebuild the worlds here and to make them strong where intruders will not threaten us. Jorus will be the center of trade and culture, and the citadel of our combined military. The AIs have assured us that they will not bother the colonies of the AMP."
I pointed toward where the Ares had once been. "They were attempting to steal a portal gate on Gratis and then, just hours ago, they attempted to take our portal ship. What do you not understand about their intentions?"
The lead frowned. "The AIs report to us and the portal ships are under our control. When the work here is done, those ships will be dismantled and the gates returned. That has been our agreement all along, nothing has changed."
I gestured toward the charred fields around us. "The AIs turned on you just hours ago. How can you so easily trust that they won't do the same again later at their convenience?"
The lead stepped forward, placing her angry face just millimeters from mine. "It's time you left, Mr. Beutcher. This Council is done with your intrusions. I suggest you leave now before I give you the beating of your life."
I exhaled a deep hot breath into her face before turning away. I could feel the hatred burning on my back as I walked. The Council would not be receiving my counsel so long as Getta was injured and unable to attend. I made my way to the transport that carried her, only to be forced to wait in a hallway as the medical teams worked on her injury. An hour later the transport was swept to Jorus where the injured would be cared for in a newly constructed hospital the AIs had been hard at work building.
I opened a comm to the colonel. "I'm on Jorus, Colonel. My wife is in recovery. She took a heavy laser hit to her abdomen. Looks as though nothing major was hit, though her recovery will take several months."
The colonel asked, "What about your children?"
I said, "I lost a, and two daughters have severe injuries."
The colonel sighed, "War is a hard thing, Mr. Beutcher. I'm sorry for your loss. I've never had children of my own, but I have lost hundreds of sons over the years. Each one tears a small piece of your heart out."
I nodded. "Thank you for your compassion, Colonel. It's something my people seem to lack. I myself am torn on whether to celebrate his life or mourn his death. I grew up being taught to do the first."
The colonel said, "That's what we do in the Marines, Mr. Beutcher. As a group we celebrate their lives, their accomplishments or even just who they were. Any mourning is done on the individual level and in private. We found it helped us deal with the constant loss of comrades during that endless Milgari war. I myself cried for two days straight, in private, when it was over.
"The latest report from your Talisans says the victory over the Grotus is nearly complete. I have to say, it's a savage thing to exterminate a race. I can see the reasoning behind it in this case, but I still find it a harsh resolution."
I took a deep breath. "We were given no other choice, Colonel. I mean, using the portal ships, we could have resettled them on a world in another galaxy. Just set them up there and let them be, never again in our lifetimes to be threatened by them. There was just one problem with that. Eventually, they would find their way back here, or our future generations would find our way there, only postponing the inevitable battle that took place today."
The colonel frowned, "There is also the alternative of changing one's mind. That may be a difficult thing, but it does only require the willpower to do so."
I nodded. "That solution also requires time, Colonel. Something neither species was interested in investing. It makes me fear for the long term viability of our culture as a supposed peace-loving people. There will be those coming to dominance who revel in our new power. They will have the desire to expand our assets and our influence. I fear this victory may only be the beginning of us returning to our militaristic roots."
The colonel laughed. "Seems to be a common trait among most successful sentient species. The Grunta certainly aren't the first to exhibit a penchant for war. And I'm certain they won't be the last."



   Chapter 16

 
Over the next three months the AIs were quiet. Their ships had been removed from the AMP galaxies and their efforts seemed geared toward building up Jorus and the surrounding worlds of the Yallux. Including a military presence.
I had spoken with Getta on numerous occasions. Her injuries were healing nicely. The Council, as expected, had banned me from coming to Jorus. Getta asked me to give it time as she was working to soften the Council's opinions, a difficult task given the fact that the Grunta were now home... and thriving.
Any threat from the Grotus, whether real or the thing of legends, was now only another chapter of Grunta history, a history that now had record of a beginning on Jorus. The worlds of Mayanis and Modus would be the first of the expansion colonies under the new Jorun Empire. Announced pregnancies among our people were skyrocketing. A fledgling, but powerful, empire was beginning to take hold.
The colonel was busy; his efforts to establish a central government for all the galaxies of the AMP had been a difficult undertaking. All former colonies had agreed to rejoin except those in Andromeda. They insisted on a new alliance all their own with no ties to the rest other than through diplomacy. No galaxy was dependent on trade from another.
The portal gates between the other five galaxies and Andromeda were opened, but heavily guarded, with only diplomatic travelers allowed through. We suspected an AI influence was taking hold as the only portal gate into the Yallux, the gate at Jorus, had been connected to Bariuns IV, the new capital of the Andromeda Alliance.
We had restored our QE comms to each other. In addition, Quan's bots were busy with attempted repairs to the Ares. The portal gate was intact, but the generators that powered it were gone and difficult to replace.
Frig had continued his work at shrinking Quan's circuits. The active memories and archives now took up only a single deck. Our portal gate to Earth was still inoperable. Using the devices the AIs had been using to steal it, we were able to incorporate the gate into a ship with an active skin. The gate was now well hidden, awaiting a time when we would be able to make use of it.
A comm opened from the colonel. "Beutcher, as if we didn't have enough problems with cooperation, the governors in the Sawblade have been in secret discussions with the Andromeda Alliance. I'm concerned that we may have already lost them."
I said, "Would a show of force be persuasive? Can we send ships there?"
The colonel shook his head. "I think that option has already passed us by. We need to take our case to the people and we need to convince them that following the AMP from Alpha Prime is in their best interest. That's a hard sell at the moment, when all of the governors are being nationalistic about their own galaxies. Agreements with Andromeda would be made with a free galaxy, as opposed to having to have acceptance from Alpha. Nationalism can be a powerful motivator."
I said, "If the Sawblade goes, what's to keep the others from following?"
The colonel replied, "Not much. The collapse of the AMP and the corruption it exposed has many of the peoples skittish about trying to rebuild the AMP. I can't blame them for their concerns. I'm having enough difficulty with colonies right here in the Triangulum. Those who were heavily wronged by Mr. Salton and the New Alliance want reparations from the colonies that benefited from his rule. Having him as a figurehead may have been a mistake."
I sighed, "All we can do is move forward, Colonel. What's done is done. Maybe it's best to let the AMP be completely voluntary."
The colonel grimaced. "We give up what little control we have now and we may never get it back. I tell you, Mr. Beutcher, it's a lot easier fighting a war to get a colony to join than it is with trying to convince them verbally. There is so much still in disarray in this government that I'm afraid we don't have a very convincing argument to offer. What we need is a rallying point . . . and frankly, at this stage, we don't have one. The AIs are behaving themselves, and every governor is contemplating requesting their assistance to get their economies rolling again."
I thought for a moment. "We have AIs. They are controlled by Quan. Maybe we ramp up their numbers and loan them out to the colonies. We could have him build a billion bots over the coming months and then loan them out to a hundred colonies at a time at ten million bots per colony. I can't say it's a favorite idea of mine, but we need something to show we care and we are working to make things better for everyone."
The colonel frowned. "I can't say I care for that idea, either. At the moment, no one, including the AIs, know that we have Quan and the bots."
Garrett stepped in. "That may not be true, Colonel. The AIs had both Mr. Jefferson and me. Whatever we knew, they know. And if we show up with bots of our own, who's going to trust us? They'll be asking why we waited so long to offer them up. And besides, even with as much assistance as Quan has given us, I can't say I like the thought of him being in charge of a billion bots."
Joni added, "I'm with Garrett on this, we need a better solution."
Quan said, "Mr. Rourke, I am sorry that I have yet to gain your trust. However, I can assure you that my circuits are loyal to the AMP and to her continued existence."
Garrett threw his hands up. "Hey, I'm just saying that I'm not comfortable with giving AIs power and control. I welcome the help you have given, but I will always be a skeptic."
Quan replied, "Noted."
The colonel said, "Maybe it would be a good idea to start with a colony we are familiar with. What repairs could Dallex make use of? If we show our success there, other colonies will fall in line to be next. We would at least benefit from the appearance of something being done. We make a media presentation of it and then ship that out to all the colonies in the news feeds. That may take the legs out from under the efforts of the AIs."
Go added, "And we could put out a few hit pieces on the AIs and their strategy. Make people nervous, and they won't even consider that as an alternative. The governors will mostly go the way their people are leaning."
The colonel shook his head. "That won't work. If you demagogue the AIs and then bring in your own, you have already set a negative tone for opinions on AIs. It will only make our work more difficult."
Garrett said, "We'll need a media campaign that makes the Grunta AIs look bad. Harden has experience with sending out those types of messages. Maybe we tap him to run that campaign and place someone else as the figurehead. Maybe we put Knog in front of a camera?"
I replied, "I would not do well in that position. Besides, you can't bash the Grunta AIs and then put a Grunta on camera as your spokesman. It just wouldn't work."
The colonel said, "I do have an idea of who we could put there. Bartel Helgris. The colonies are unaware of either of us. He is well spoken and an overall likable person."
Frig replied, "And what about you, Colonel? Perhaps you would be best suited for this role. You have the experience of being in command, and those who have worked for you and with you have always been loyal, speaking only your praise."
The colonel pointed to his broad, muscular face. "You want to put this mug on the feeds? Are you looking to scare all the children?"
Frig replied, "Perhaps a little intimidation would do them good."
The colonel half smiled. "The wise face of a two thousand year old grandfather is a much better option. A face that can be trusted."
Joni said, "Looks like all three of you are eager to step up. Maybe a trio with a Human, a Grunta, and a Gambit is in order."
Quan said, "Perhaps a computer-generated spokesman would do well. I could create such a spokesman for each species, incorporating the best features of those species. If a species prefers a firm chin and yellow eyes, that will be who we present. I can craft a message if required that will be spoken in their native accent. Give me a few parameters and I can have this done within the hour."
I sighed.
Go asked, "What's wrong?"
I said, "This is precisely what the AIs did to lure in the Ares. A CGI image of me was used to deliver that message over the general comm."
The colonel raised his hand. "I say we pass this off to Quan. I like the idea of a spokesman for every species. Nothing like hearing it from your own people."
Joni nodded. "Even better, how about a male and female spokesman paired together to deliver the message we want?"
Quan said, "That is an excellent suggestion, Joni Rourke."
A message was crafted and given to Quan for conversion. Forty-two minutes later, the initial pair of CGI spokespersons was ready for a test. A handsome and visually aesthetic pair of Igari newscasters graced the holo-display on the bridge wall.
"Good evening citizens. We bring you good news about the return of the Alliance. Laws, taxes, fees and policies are being reverted to those of the AMP from two hundred twenty-seven years ago, considered the golden age of the AMP. Through the central command of the Council of Governance, management of inter-colony trade and diplomatic disputes will be settled in a peaceful and yet binding manner. Colony governors will once again have the authority to set policy at the local level. All such offices will be elected offices with terms limited to two, three-year standard terms. A brighter future is coming for us all! Be a part of the new AMP! Be a winning citizen!"
Garrett remarked, "Kind of cheesy, but it should sell well. I would put that in front of Harden and then temper any suggested changes he might have. I believe a communication-to-the-masses campaign through the media will be the most effective way to go. Say something enough times, with reason, and people will start to believe it."
The colonel said, "I like it. I'll take it to Harden myself. Quan, please sweep me to Alpha Prime."
Two hours later, the first Igari broadcasts went live. The feedback was almost immediate. Within a day, the broadcast was shown on every video feed and had been seen by 85 percent of the adult Igari population, and likely discussed among the rest. Positive support began to flow in.
The colonel said, "Brilliant move with the individual species, Quan. And Joni, including both genders in those broadcasts, highly effective. Let's roll this show out to every species, including those in the Sawblade; they have yet to vote on leaving the AMP."
Quan added, "Colonel, we still control the video feeds in Andromeda. I can broadcast the message there as well."
The colonel held up a hand. "No, they have already made their decision. Let this spread there naturally. If we try to force it, those that don't want to be part of the AMP will use it against us. If it initially comes from the people, it will add validity to the message. See to it that it's made available, with representatives of each of the species there. Let the people do our work for us."
Over the following week a number of messages were delivered by the new AMP species spokespersons. The feedback received told of the effectiveness of the campaign. The negative stories on the news feeds were replaced with positive stories about improving conditions, most of which were partial truths, but all widely accepted and cheered.
Over the next several months, as the colonel continued his restoration of the AMP, I focused my energies on the Omega sector. Bots controlled by Quan were utilized to restore the Talisan world to its former glory. Manufacturing prowess was centered around the automated miners with hundreds of new mines opened on uninhabited planets and moons. Mined ores were pouring into Dallex and markets were being developed and served. Preorders for product had the Dallex officials scrambling to meet new demands.
Over that time I had made two journeys to Malybay. It was as close as I was allowed to Jorus. Getta was doing well and was granted the time off to see me, although begrudgingly so. The AIs had so far lived up to their promises, with dozens of cities planned for future population growth. Eight out of ten Grunta females of child bearing age were pregnant. Jorus was a happy place and a population explosion was only in the early stages. I was to be a grandfather to multiple broods in four months' time. While tensions had eased, I would likely not be granted access to visit with my grandchildren for the foreseeable future. Vengeful Grunta emotions ran deep.
As expected, the AIs had spread to the other worlds in Yallux. With construction going on everywhere, the citizens of the Jorus Empire were busy and content.
A single ship factory of immense proportions was under construction at Jorus. At night, with only minor magnification, light from the structures being assembled could be seen from the surface of Malybay. After performing a distant scan I was shocked by its size. Its first product, an agricultural freighter, was only weeks away from completion. I began to question my fear of the AIs.
Upon return to the space around Effica, I sat down with Joni, Garrett, and Go for a status update.
Jack walked into the room we occupied; a strong steel bar supporting his neck.
I stood. "Wow, you're up and moving."
Jack attempted to nod but his head didn't move. "Doc says I have another month in this contraption. I should have 70 percent mobility when it comes off."
Go replied as he swung his own head around, "Wow. I can't imagine."
Jack laughed. "Hey, it beats being dead. Now catch me up on what's happening."
I said, "I have scans of the ship factory at Jorus, but they're at a distance. The first ship coming out of there is a freighter."
Joni suggested, "If we really want to know what's going on out there, let me go drop a tag. With a scan we'll know exactly what they're doing."
I shook my head. "We can't risk it. If they find this ship we are finished."
Garrett replied, "So, we setup an additional tag on a moon in the Delta sector and patch a scan through there. They can search that moon all they want and they won't find us."
Joni added, "And while I'm at it, I think Jorus needs a few tags as well as the Tamarin and Kergan worlds. We could have everything set up and operational in a few hours. No sense sitting in the dark when we don't need to."
Go nodded. "We could limit scans to passive until we thought there was a big enough need to risk discovery."
Frig appeared on a holo-wall feed. "I believe this to be an excellent idea. Knowledge is key to any successful strategy. If we are to make plans to counter threats, we should first know what those threats might be. I suggest we undertake this immediately."
I raised my hands in surrender. "Fine. My hesitance is only that this can be construed as an act of war. If we do this, we have to do it with extreme caution. As far as the AIs know right now, we might have moved to a new galaxy. None of us, except me with Getta, have been seen in public. I'd like to keep it that way."
Frig said, "I've reduced Quan's space requirements down to the size of not much bigger than this room. With the technologies we have, that is as far as we can go."
Jack attempted to nod. "Still, that's a major improvement. Have we made any progress at restoring the Ares?"
Frig pursed his lips. "I'm afraid the news is not good. The gate was damaged when the ship fell to the surface of Mayanis. We don't have the technologies needed to repair it. They are on Earth, which brings up another subject. Earth. Quan is running a cracking algorithm on the missing access code."
Jack said, "What about the other portal ship? Can we use the gate from there?"
Frig replied, "I'm afraid the news there is bad as well. When the ship was powered down, the stabilizers used to maintain the gate powered off as well. The gate shut itself down when it determined its location had moved."
The colonel asked, "Any estimates for the crack of the Earth gate?"
Frig nodded. "If all possible permutations are run, a fair estimate would be two years. Given the likelihood that we will reach our goal by the halfway point, a year would be an average estimate. Of course, there is always the possibility that we will crack it tomorrow."
The colonel half smiled. "Keep at it. We may not have a year before the AIs make their move."
I said, "Colonel, the members of the Grunta Council are convinced the AIs are not planning anything."
The colonel frowned, "And you're buying into that?"
I took a deep breath. "No, I remain suspicious. The activities in Andromeda and the Sawblade have me almost convinced that the AIs are behind them. If we can obtain proof of that, there will be little doubt left."
I looked over to where Garrett was seated. Raptor lay at his feet. It had been months since the dog had been social with the crowd on the bridge of the Ares. Only since Garret's return had he come out from hiding.
I said, "That dog hasn't left your side since you returned."
Garrett smiled, "What can I say, he likes me."
Joni replied, "That he does. He was in a funk the entire time you were gone. Hardly ate enough to stay alive."
Garrett reached down and scratched his head. "I've been thinking it might be good for him to have a companion."
Jack laughed, "He's already got one... you!"
Garrett waved a hand with a half frown. "No, I'm talking another canine. He needs a friend for when Joni and I are out gallivanting around."
Garrett looked at Joni. "He could use a female to keep him distracted."
Joni huffed, "So, I'm a distraction?"
Garrett nodded. "A major one."
The banter continued for several minutes as separate discussions broke out. The Rourkes continued their friendly spat. Jack made conversation with Go, Frig, and the Colonel about the possibility of getting a new ship to pilot. My thoughts remained on my wife and children. Were the AIs truly helping or were they just cementing their hold? It was the one question I most wanted an answer to.



   Chapter 17

 
Over the next month, we managed to get new stealth tags placed in and around the colonies in Yallux. Three such tags clung to the outside edges of the giant ship factory as it floated in the emptiness of space above Jorus. Several agricultural freighters had been launched from the factory with flight trials following immediately after. One of the tags revealed a vast section of the factory that bustled with activity, but appeared to produce little product.
I asked Joni as we looked over the data, "We need to know what's going on inside that factory. You can see from the power flows to that section that something major is happening."
Joni opened a comm to Quan. "Can you sweep me out to the Jorus ship factory?"
Quan replied, "One moment."
Seconds later, I watched Joni's video feed as she powered toward the massive factory. "OK, I'm heading straight into that section. We'll know in a few seconds what it is they've been hiding."
The outer walls of the factory flashed as Joni passed through them. After moving through several bulkheads, she came to a stop in a large warehouse.
She turned her head slowly to allow her camera to pan. "You seeing this?"
I replied, "Yes. Are those what I think they are?"
Joni nodded. "Bots. Millions and millions of them. All neatly packed. I would bet those ag-freighters we have been seeing leave are not empty. Probably full of bots."
I pulled up the data we had on the previous freighters. "Two have gone to the Kergan worlds and two to the Tamarin. A fifth headed off toward Mayanis. That last freighter won't be there for a few more weeks if it's going under its own power. Let me pull up the logs from the tag you have on Mayanis."
After browsing through several pages of data, I said, "No ships reported entering the space around Mayanis. A full scan from Quan should show us if anything is happening on the surface. Quan, bring Joni back and get us a scan of Mayanis."
Quan swept Joni back aboard followed by jumping the portal ship to a new location. A wormhole was opened and a full scan conducted of the surface of Mayanis.
When the scan was complete, Quan offered results. "We only have data on this side of the planet. It shows no activity. Would you like a scan of the far side?"
I replied, "Please."
Three minutes later the data came in. Just as I pulled up the first screen, Quan swept the portal ship we now called home, back to Effica.
As we came to rest in our usual hiding spot near an Effica system moon, Quan said, "Mr. Beutcher, I detected a wormhole opening just as ours swept over us. The AIs may have copied our technique of scanning through a portal for its destination. If so, our location here may have been compromised. I will be moving us to a location a half light year away until we are certain that is not the case."
I replied, "Let the Colonel and Frig know as well. They aren't in here with us."
I turned my attention back to the data from the second scan. As I zoomed in on a signal coming from the planet's surface, a structure measuring nearly four kilometers long came into view.
I said, "Jack. Are you looking at this?"
Jack nodded. "Yep. Looks like our AI friends have been busy. Look, over to the west about six kilometers. That's a mine entrance. They are pulling ores."
I zoomed in on the far end of the building. "What are those piles of earth we're looking at?"
Jack replied, "That's ore tailings from iron, copper, nickel and that one's aluminum. The question would be, what are they building inside there?"
I turned to Joni. "Interested in a trip to Mayanis?"
Joni nodded as she flipped her face shield shut. "A girl loves to travel. I'm ready when you are."
Again, Quan took the initiative to move us to a new location. The portal sweep would only last seconds and was limited to a confined area, but any portal opening could be scanned for the location of its other end, something we believed the AIs were now making use of.
Joni was swept to the surface of Mayanis where she powered into the ultra-long building. "Whoa! I'm seeing packaging for millions of AIs. Hold on... checking something... these are clean of Garrett's kill switch. If these are each brought online with a full load of bots, that's billions of bots. Imagine the number of ships they could construct with those resources. I think we just found the evidence of the AI's intent that you were looking for."
I said, "OK, let's get you back out of there while we figure this out."
Go swiped away at several screens. "Hold up... take us down to the assembly line. Show me where they are loaded with the operating system."
Joni powered through several separated rooms before coming to the OS loading station. An AI would enter at one end, receive its software, and then move out on a conveyor as it booted up. The machine following attached the functioning AI head to its memory unit.
Go said, "I need a scan of the software load. If we can put Garrett's code in that machine, we should be able to keep our kill switch."
Joni nodded. "Tell me what to do."
Go asked, "Can you look around for me? We need a diversion."
The video feed from Joni's helmet panned the room as she slowly turned her head.
Go said, "Hold it! Right there. See that wobble each AI does as it comes around the corner of that line? You're going to give one of them a shove. When it falls off, I want you to stick a stealth tag on the maintenance port of that loading machine. You can just slap it right on top of the port."
Joni said, "Why can't I just do that now?"
Go replied, "You can, but I still need that line stopped. I have to make a connection with that maintenance port and a connection is not likely to happen when the line is active. Tag it now if you like, but wait to push an AI over until I'm set."
Go swiped away at the holo-display hovering just in front of him for almost a minute. "OK, make your moves when you're ready."
Joni placed a QE stealth tag on the maintenance port before powering over to the conveyor line. A partial blink in and then out had an AI toppling over to the ground. The conveyor stopped as two bots came to inspect the accident. After several seconds of poking and prodding, the AI head was returned to the conveyor and the line restarted.
Go stood, pumping a fist in the air. "Yes! Yes! Yes!"
Jack laughed, "I take it you think the upload was successful?"
Go nodded, "As smooth as the skin on a Mallian otter's belly! Garrett's code should be on every AI coming off that line."
Joni said, "Well, that works. Only thing is there are at least a dozen more of those assembly lines running in this room. Get yourself ready for the next one."
Twenty minutes later the reprogramming of the assembly lines was complete.
Joni powered to the next room. "Good news and bad news. The bad news is there are more assembly lines. The good news is they are not yet running. They are still being built. No stoppage necessary."
Go frowned. "If they aren't powered up, we have a problem. I need power to upload the code."
Joni pulled a stealth tag and slapped it on a wall, activating it before stepping away. "Can you monitor those lines from this tag? If so, Quan can pull me out of here and I'll come back when they're ready."
Go nodded. "Yes. I can passively see when those units come up. You can tag the maintenance ports now if you want."
Joni shook her head. "I was just about to say, I'm down to my last couple tags. Let me power through the rest of this place. If there are more lines under construction, we will want to hit those too."
Quan said, "Miss Rourke, if you would like, I can deliver more QE tags to your location. Just say the word."
Joni smiled into her camera feed. "The word. Send them on."
Two additional rooms of assembly lines were found after a short search. The AIs were only in the beginning stages of production. A quick count in the warehouse area showed assembly of nearly thirty thousand AIs had been completed. As Joni waited for the new lines to power up, a freighter from the ship factory at Jorus landed outside. Hordes of bots began to load the new AIs into the cargo holds.
I leaned back in my chair. "Joni. This ship will have all the AIs without Garrett's code. I think you should go aboard, wait until it’s away, and then destroy it."
The colonel walked into the room. "I'll take that on. We need her to stay on top of those lines. Every AI coming out of that factory needs that code installed on it. Quan can sweep me out there and I'll down the ship."
I frowned, "I can't say that I like having both of you in the same place at the same time. Those suits, along with this portal ship are our only weapons in this fight. And the more portals we open, the bigger risk we put ourselves at for being caught and tracked. We're the only thing standing between the AIs and their total domination of all these galaxies."
The colonel nodded. "We take extra precautions then. Quan, sweep us to a new spot. When you open a portal to take me to Mayanis, send me to Modus. I can power over from there in about an hour."
Joni said, "I don't think we have an hour colonel. These bots are moving pretty fast."
The colonel replied, "OK, Quan, drop me in high orbit around Mayanis. I can power down from there in a couple minutes."
Quan answered. "We are in position for the sweep colonel. Let me know when you're ready."
The colonel flipped down his face shield. "Sweep away, Quan."
After powering aboard the freighter, the colonel said, "We're all set here. And Joni, when you get that new set of tags, stick one on an AI every once in a while. Maybe we get lucky and get one of those AIs in an important spot. We'll let them gather intel for us."
Joni nodded into her camera. "Excellent idea, Colonel."
Go added, "A tag and release program. I like it."
Soon after the colonel's boarding, the freighter lifted off. Its direction was toward Doomlight. Five minutes into its journey, the ship passed through a portal that opened in front of it. The colonel made his way toward the large ion generator that powered the ship.
Joni said, "Take out that generator and you'll take out the back half of that ship. Those AIs don't need to breathe, so you'll need something more if you want to kill them all."
The colonel nodded. "The plan is to take out this generator as we start into the atmosphere. We'll let gravity and friction do the rest."
"Hang on," the colonel said, "I want to try something."
The colonel powered into one of the cargo holds, grabbing a single AI from its holding container. The colonel then sprinted the five hundred meters distance to the side of the freighter, stepping into a life pod when he arrived. A stealth tag was pulled from a pouch and slapped onto the inactive AI. As we watched over his camera feed, the colonel dropped the tagged AI into a seat in the pod. The door was closed and a timer set to coincide with the destruction of the ion generator. The colonel powered back to his prior position, arriving just as the ship began to buffet from its entry into the Doomlight atmosphere.
The colonel said, "Here goes."
The camera filled with blue light as the colonel blinked out and powered away. The bright orange friction flames, pounding the gravity wall in front of the slip as it slid through the super-heated air, spread to the thousand pieces of ship as it broke apart. As expected, the exploding ion generator destroyed the back half of the immense ship, gravity and friction taking care of the rest. The colonel smiled as a single lifepod, with a tagged AI, headed to the planet's surface.
The colonel said over his comm as he floated in the dead of space above Doomlight, "Quan, we're done here, you can sweep me back any time you like."
Quan replied, "One moment colonel. Hold your position."
As the colonel was returned, Joni said, "The second line has power. Load the code."
Go replied, "Thanks. And as far as needing you there any longer goes, we don't. You can come home. With those tags I can monitor the other lines and hit them as they power up."
When Joni was standing on the deck, I stood and said, "This could be a major turning point in our fight. This has to be the main factory for producing more AIs. I can't imagine that happening anywhere else. The number being produced here is astronomical."
The colonel nodded. "It's been a good day indeed."
Go asked, "What were they sending the AIs to Doomlight for?"
Quan replied, "Data from the colonel's feed showed several very large buildings on the planet's surface. Initial analysis points to those being bot factories. If so, the three buildings that could be seen, extrapolating from the AI factory production, could turn out a billion bots per month."
Jack shook his head. "Those numbers are insane. And the sad part is their growth in numbers is only limited by the raw materials they can gather. We have to find those portal ships or this will continue to get worse. It would have only taken an hour to deliver those AIs from Mayanis to Doomlight. We can't fight something that can grow that fast and instantly travel that far."
A comm came in for the colonel from Alpha Prime. After several minutes of discussion, the colonel sat down in a chair.
I asked, "What is it, Colonel?"
Tom Harper replied, "The Sawblade galaxy just voted to secede from the AMP. They are joining the Andromeda Alliance. The Sextans have scheduled a similar vote for tomorrow."
Go said, "That leaves the Triangulum, the Wolfe and the Milky Way."
The colonel clinched his fist. "The Wolfe will follow the Triangulum. I'm afraid our prospects here may be in jeopardy as well. Quan, sweep Harden Salton from his cell to here, please."
Seconds later, Harden Salton was propped up on his elbow, lying on the deck of the room we occupied. "To what do I owe this honor? Hello, Jo Jo."
The colonel stood, walked to Harden and squatted down. "You fouled this up with your last broadcast. The other families, they aren't coming to your aid, they are seceding from the AMP and joining forces with the Andromedans, who are all cozied up to the AIs."
Harden laid back flat on the floor. "So the other galaxies are joining the AIs. I told you this would happen if you didn't show some willingness to use force. Those happy videos you've been disseminating, they only work on those who already want to believe. The bulk of the rest all have to be persuaded, with a large part of them only responding to threat. I told you to let me work with the tools that have proven worthwhile in the past, but you whined about me only wanting to use them to retake power. Look where it got you."
The colonel took a deep breath. "Look, I was evidently wrong. This is our new situation: how do we stop the bleeding and how do we get those three galaxies back on our side?"
Harden sat up. "If I tell you, will you allow me to reassemble my advisers? For me to actually talk to them? And will you allow me to run the campaign as I see fit? You can monitor each and every step, every decision, but I must insist that you do not interfere. Is that something you can live with, Colonel? Anything less and I have little to offer."
The colonel looked around the room. "Voice your objections now if you have them."
The room was silent.
Harden began to grin. "Finally, the blind can see the light!"
I walked the floor to Harden's location, looking down. "If any of us suspect you're up to no good, I'll be more than happy to crush your skull with my fist."
Harden eyed my clinched hand as he slowly got to his feet. "I'll bet you would. OK, just let me say a few things first. Those AIs, when we first came upon them in the Yallux galaxy, I thought, wow, this is incredible. Just think of what we could do with thousands of these controlling millions of bots. We could build great cities, terraform new planets. No citizen would ever have to work again. Those are powerful motivators, and they were the reason for initially welcoming the AIs into the alliance.
"There were worlds to explore and conquer out there, and the AIs would enable us to do exactly that while at the same time healing up our infections. Imagine all of our trade disputes settled, all of our daily needs met. Our focus as an alliance could be turned toward discovery and growth.
"However, I soon discovered my early acceptance of the AIs was a huge mistake. They were prolific, inserting themselves into every task. Taking control of every need. We were lucky we were able to rein them in before it was too late. The Grotus and then the Tamarin showed me the light. The AIs are insidious. You had to take a step back to see the big picture of what was really going on.
"Once I had come to that realization, the AIs turned on me and made alliances with the Tamarin. You were all there; you can see how easily they took control once they had their numbers up. The Tamarin were blind to what was happening, just as the Grunta are today. I've made my mistakes, but my goal, once I realized the danger of the AIs, was always to rid us of their kind. It may not have appeared so at times, but we have been on the same side for much longer than you think."
I said, "And all that talk about controlling all of the galaxies and then pushing our influence beyond the six?"
Harden half smiled. "I'll admit I can be ambitious. And as I said, I will admit to having made mistakes. But my loyalties have always been to our peoples. I would add that I sometimes use rhetoric as a motivator, so things said may not always properly reflect my intent."
Joni shook her head. "You might as well quit trying to blow smoke in the faces of these people. We all know who you really are. I'll add this one thing before shutting up. I've stepped in repeatedly to save you from your due punishment. If you foul this up, I won't be stepping in. You either do this right or I'll personally see to it that justice is served."
Harden smiled. "It's nice to know that my family will be standing behind me. Now, I need my team..."



   Chapter 18

 
Harden Salton wasted little time pulling together as many of his prior staff members as he could. An operations center was set up, and the once self-proclaimed ruler of much of the Triangulum galaxy got to work. Within days a dozen news broadcasts were released, highlighting the improvements that were being put in place and what the long term effects of those improvements would be. In addition, taxes were once again lowered and all portals between colonies were opened for free and unlimited travel.
A week into the new regime and the Wolf-Lundmark-Melotte galaxy scheduled a vote on secession. Harden made a trip in an attempt to sway governors to our side. An assassination attempt cut the trip short. The news feeds were immediately flooded with stories of how the AIs and the Andromeda alliance were meddling in the business of the Wolfe and her colonies.
Denials of such unscrupulous activities were immediately written off as further propaganda. I made a special trip to Alpha Prime to see Harden's operation at work. A large warehouse had been converted to the op-center. Six groups of staffers occupied conference tables with holo-displays floating above as other staffers scurried between the groups. Harden entered the op-center upon his return from the Wolfe.
I stepped into his path as he headed for a worktable. "Make it fast, Mr. Beutcher. We have deadlines to meet."
I said, "I saw the news feeds about the attempt on your life. We can provide some added security if needed."
Harden laughed. "Good! I have to commend my people for managing that story. There was no attempt. That was both a ploy to make me look sympathetic and to make everyone suspicious of the Andromedans. Your reaction tells me that it was successful."
I stopped. "There was no assassination attempt?"
Harden smiled. "Even the explosion on the deck of the transport was simulated. There were no injuries and no damage was done to anything but the reputation of the Andromedans."
Harden gestured for me to continue to follow as he walked toward the workgroup in front of us. "This group up here was responsible for that entire story and all of the news feeds surrounding it. You know, we still have access to the feeds through the security stations in all six galaxies. Those same stories played in Andromeda to billions of concerned citizens."
I asked, "Whose idea was this?"
Harden replied, "This came from the team. We've done a thousand stories just like this over the years. You know, our trade wars with the other families of the New Alliance were of little consequence as compared to the propaganda machines each of the families had running. The discontent in so many of our colonies was the doing of the other families. Of course, their issues were much worse than ours. The people in this room are probably the finest propaganda machine one could ask for. Simply brilliant."
I said, "So that's how we win this thing? We lie, cheat, and steal?"
Harden slapped me on the shoulder. "Welcome to politics, Mr. Beutcher. Power comes from the people. If they are behind you, there is nothing you can't accomplish. You can lie, cheat, and steal, be rude and obnoxious and ruthless, but none of that matters so long as they give their support. Once you resort to force, any support can quickly dry up."
"So why did you resort to force, most notably conscription?" I said.
Harden pursed his lips. "My hand was forced. Support had fallen to a level that encouraged rebellion. The use of force is a double edged sword. It can be useful to quell rebellion through threat, but it is a short-lived policy that can easily end badly, as we saw."
I looked over Harden's shoulder as he browsed data on a display. "The assassination attempt by the Igari where you were injured, was that staged as well?"
Harden shook his head. "No, that was real. I still don't know how Jalud escaped. We locked that place down tight. He couldn't possibly have gotten out of that compound or off planet."
I said, "We took care of him. You can thank Go for being there for you."
Harden stopped and turned. "What? You people did that? What did you do with him? I'd like to find out who set that up."
I replied, "Jalud is gone. He won't be answering any questions. Just accept that you were spared and move on."
Harden turned back to face the display. "You people are always full of surprises, Mr. Beuthcer. Just when I think I have you figured out, you do something that I could not imagine being possible. One day I would like to be let in on your secrets."
I frowned. "I doubt that day will ever come, Mr. Salton. Our secrets will only be revealed with trust and at the moment you are running a huge deficit."
Harden laughed, "And just what is expected of me? How can I eradicate that deficit?"
I said, "Perhaps if you give your life for the cause. I would happily reveal them to you then."
Harden swiped at the display. "I see. Well, I can't say that I will be in a rush to gain that trust then. I can't say that I like the cost."
Harden pointed to the data in front of him. "There! We are already up five points in the polls since the incident. Mr. Blodgett? How is phase two coming?"
The staffer replied, "The attack on the governor of Balexia should be underway shortly. He is fully aboard with the simulations and is willing to take the political risk. We've assured him Balexans will be sympathetic to the news feeds that will be released afterwards. Out teams have been recording and refining those broadcasts for the last forty-eight hours. We will be applying the same news blitz as before, only this time all reports will appear to originate from Balexia."
Harden asked, "Does the governor have a pet?"
Bonair Blodgett replied, "Yes, Sir. He does. It's a Glacow Penguin. The people love that penguin. Rumor has it he would not have been elected without including it in his campaign news feeds."
Harden nodded. "Good. Pets can be a powerful tool. Kill it."
Bonair grimaced, "Sir?"
Harden shook his head in disappointment over the misunderstanding of his intent. "Don't physically kill it, Mr. Blodgett. Simulate its death. People will be outraged. And give them a simulated character from Andromeda that has been captured. Have him spew a few nasty words to the camera before he blows himself up. Make it a nice neat package that the governor can easily keep investigative control over. Tell him his numbers will skyrocket. His beloved pet will have to be put into hiding for a while, a small price to pay for his increased popularity."
I said, "You have this down to a science, don't you?"
Harden pulled up a new data feed. "There will be several more incidents in the coming days. The Andromedans will be looked upon with indignation. Our polling in a handful of colonies there says they have dropped two percentage points among their own people. If the governor's pet being killed as everyone watches goes off as I think it will, we may draw another three points from their favorability."
I said, "What you need is an incident with the AIs."
Harden turned with a smile. "Now you're thinking, Mr. Beutcher. What would you suggest?"
I shrugged, "Something heinous."
Harden turned back toward the display, placing both hands on the table in front of him as he leaned on them in thought. "Mr. Blodgett. I have a new suggestion, courtesy of Mr. Beutcher. A transport loaded with orphans is about to be sabotaged by an AI ship. The transport will be found adrift after its guidance system failed to carry it into a star. The oxygen and heat was shut off prior to the ship's waypoints being changed. Speculation will say the AIs have decided that orphans are nothing more than a hindrance to society and that they should be purged. Cite numerous sources as saying rumors of such a campaign have been circulating for weeks."
Bonair nodded. "I'm thinking orphans and their pet companions. It would be a nice continuance story to the governor's loss."
Harden turned back to face me. "Very good, Mr. Beutcher. More than 65 percent of households in the six galaxies have pets. If the AIs are seen as anti-pet, we may destroy their whole insidious campaign in a matter of weeks. Perhaps you do have a little politician in you."
Harden leaned back against the table's edge. "You know, when I gave you the fourth and fifth stars, back when you were a detective, I did so because you were an outstanding detective. You cared about your job and you did it to the best of your ability. You were responsible for resolving two major incidents. And you kept my niece alive while doing it. I don't remember that I ever really personally thanked you for that."
I replied, "You did. Just before you exiled me to Omega."
Harden laughed before becoming serious. "Still. Had you not gone to Omega we would not be here today. Who knows? The AIs might have fully overrun this place. I'm still in disbelief that they pulled back what forces they had here. I have doubts that we could have ever kicked them out on our own. I sometimes feel like they are playing some sort of game."
I said, "I've had discussions with one of them that we had captured. At first I was suspicious. After a while, it seemed genuinely interested in helping us. But it didn't take long for its real intentions to begin to show. Had we not taken a few early precautions, we wouldn't be here today. Joni's husband, Garrett, kept us from walking into their trap."
Harden held up a hand. "Wait... her husband?"
I was silent in thought for a moment. "She never told you?"
Harden shook his head slowly. "Not a word. And if she told Joseph, he didn't reveal it to me either. Hmm. I'll have to congratulate her the next time I see her."
I asked, "Why not make a comm now?"
Harden frowned, "She won't answer them. She hasn't talked to me since this deal was struck. I'll have to quiz Joseph about this, but don't worry, it won't be a distraction."
I gave a snarky reply, "When has it ever been?"
Harden sighed. "Just when I thought I was making headway, we're sucked back into the vortex."
I replied, "A vortex that you created."
Harden nodded as he turned back to face his data. "I suppose. Now, I really have to get back to our campaign, Mr. Beutcher. We have much to do in an extremely short time."
The following day I sat watching the news feeds as the story broke about the governor and the demise of his beloved penguin. Hours later, a second report came in about the orphan transport. The news feed flashed up the image of the dead orphans, all snuggling their pets with anguished looks on their young innocent faces. Harden Salton’s crews were very good at what they did. A check of opinion polls the following morning had the vote in the Wolfe galaxy swinging our way by six percentage points. It was an exact reversal from only three days earlier. I had no doubt that Harden Salton had more stunning and frightful stories to come.
Joni approached. I filled her in on the news that her uncle now knew of her marriage. She seemed disinterested in his reactions.
Garrett joined us. "What are we talking about?"
I replied, "Your in-laws. Harden knows that you're married. Does Joseph know?"
Joni scowled. "I don't particularly care right now. They both made their choices, now they have to live with the repercussions."
Garrett put his arm around her shoulder. "I'll support you in whatever you decide when it comes to the two of them."
Joni raised an eyebrow. "That would be wise."
Garrett bowed out, walking over to chat with Go.
Jack yelled. "We have AI ships in orbit around Alpha Prime! Hundreds have come through a portal with more coming in!"
"Quan!" I yelled, "Can you sweep Harden Salton's op-center off that planet?"
Quan replied, "Can you give me a destination?"
Jack yelled again. "Move us to near Adicus. Sweep it out there and then again to the mines on Telfor. From there we can look for a more permanent home."
Quan replied, "Excellent suggestions, Mr. Carson. I shall undertake that immediately."
Garrett added to the conversation as he looked at the display in front of Go's console. "They just showed up at about a half dozen colonies in Wolfe. I don't think they appreciate the stories Harden's been putting out."
The colonel said, "Quan, as soon as you have Harden on Telfor, sweep me to Dallex and wait for my command. We’re sending all of our ships to Alpha Prime. They will be forced to either retreat or reinforce. Either way, they will be opening a portal to do so and we will be sweeping as many ships as we can to that location. This might be an opportunity to kill off one of those portal ships. We can cut them down to three."
A portal sweep of the Harden headquarters to Adicus was followed by a second sweep to Telfor. After a quick comm check to see that Harden and his team had made it through OK, we turned our focus to the Talisan fleet. Eight hundred ninety-six ships were repositioned to face the AI fleet of just over three hundred converted battlecruisers. We prepared for another jump.
The colonel opened a general hail to the AI ships. "You are in violation of AMP space. Surrender immediately or be destroyed!"
The comm was silent for fifteen seconds. A portal opened sweeping over the AI ships.
The colonel yelled. "Passing the location now!"
Quan initiated a sweep, sending five hundred of our Talisan ships to within close proximity of the AI portal ship. A multitude of heavy ion cannon blasts ripped through the scantily defended ship.
The colonel yelled, "We have another portal ship here! Admiral! It's jumping! Hit it with everything you've got!"
We watched on the colonel's feed as the battle quickly evolved. The AI ships that had just come through began to engage. The space surrounding the newly destroyed portal ship erupted in heavy blue bolts and heavy green pulses.
The colonel again yelled, "Quan! Take us home!"
A portal opened in front of the Talisan ships, sweeping backwards. Seconds later the remains of a few green laser pulses disappeared into the blackness of space as the Talisan ships were moved to safety.
I asked, "Colonel? Did we get the second ship?"
The colonel nodded. "I believe so. There was evidence of generator explosions just as that portal closed. And it appeared to close short. I think we just scratched two of their four ships."
Go said, "The rest of their ships are moving back! If we scan the space around Balexia we may be able to catch another!"
Quan said, "Initiating sweep of Talisan ships to Balexia."
Go added, "Only two hundred AIs there!"
Seconds later, the colonel said, "We have a new portal opening! Quan, take us through!"
Garrett screamed, "Wait! It's a trap! Scan shows several thousand ships on the other side!"
A portal opened in front of the Talisan ships and then quickly collapsed.
Quan said, "Sweep aborted."
I held up my hand. "Bring 'em back Quan. Then take us all home."
Garrett pushed the data to a wall display. "Twenty-eight hundred ships sitting in wait. Was that all a setup?"
The colonel replied, "No way. They would not sacrifice two of their most valuable assets for a chance at taking out a few hundred Talisan ships. Not a fair trade. I think they screwed up and they know it."
Harden came over the comm. "Please transfer as much of the footage of both of those incidents to me as quickly as possible. I can have a dozen very damaging stories out about a thwarted invasion in less than an hour. This might be the bolt that seals the airlock shut. Let their campaign suffocate outside and die."
I gave the nod and Go prepared to send the video files.
I again held up my hand. "Hold up on those. I only want views from the Talisan ships and none that show our portal window. Harden can get extra mileage out his stories if the people think our ships were already there protecting those colonies."
The colonel was swept back into the room we occupied. "Excellent work everyone. I don't think I've ever worked with a more responsive team. We knock out two more portal ships and the AI might as well call it quits."
Harden came over the comm. "I just looked over a few of the video files. Fantastic!"
The colonel said, "We lost two ships out there, and the men aboard them."
Harden replied, "Sad to hear it, but I can't use that. This is a chance to give the people a feeling of security if they stick with the AMP. Those sacrifices will have to only be remembered by us for the time being. I'll change around a few of the feeds to make it look like the AIs fired upon us first; we followed and destroyed the threat. Fantastic work people!"
The comm closed. I let out a deep sigh.



   Chapter 19

 
The Wolfe vote came and went with the people deciding to stay with the AMP. In further proof that Harden's propaganda blitz was working, movements in both the Sextans and the Sawblade were pushing to rescind the prior vote or to hold a new one. News reports from Andromeda told of a growing discontent with the new regime. The successes only made Harden work his team harder.
I asked Frig, "How goes the cracking of the Earth gate?"
Frig replied, "As well as can be expected. We are committed to bringing in that two-year time-line, having cut another month from our original estimate. Quan is running his processors at 90 percent. Unfortunately, disruptions like the attack on Alpha divert his efforts and slow the process down. We are working on a promising solution."
"What would that be?" I asked.
Frig replied, "I am attempting to design a dedicated AI to assist in the code manipulation. It will run in parallel with Quan's processes and if successful, we should see up to a five percent increase in the number of codes being attempted."
I said, "Sounds promising."
Frig smiled. "Oh, it's more than promising, Mr. Beutcher. If a single assistant yields a good return, we can gang hundreds of them in parallel. Best case would be a 60 percent reduction in our time estimate."
I nodded. "That would be incredible. I know I may not have said this, but thank you for all you are doing here. I'm sure this wasn't what you ever expected to awaken to."
Frig turned from his display to face me. "This is precisely why I went into stasis to begin with. When my wife had passed, and Don Grange and Ashley had passed, I found myself depressed. My scientific experiments weren't enough to keep me happy. I felt I had no purpose. With no wars going on, the colonel was having similar feelings. Why were we here? Was this it? Would the last days of our lives be spent in depression or despair?
"That's when we hatched the stasis plan. We would go under while aboard a sentinel ship and wait to be awakened when there was a critical need. I would say the current situation fits that precisely. It gives both of us purpose again and that, Mr. Beutcher, is what life is about."
I placed my hand on Frig's shoulder. "Well, the both of you have been invaluable so far. And if you can get that gate to Earth open, you might just be the hero of this whole effort."
Frig replied, "Heroism is not on my list of things to accomplish, Mr. Beutcher. I only wish to contribute all that I can."
I laughed, "I think that's part of what defines a hero, Frig. Giving all you have with no expectations in return. Anyway, I'll let you get back to work."
The colonel came over the comm. "Mr. Beutcher, I'd like to talk to you about your Talisan forces. They are good fighters and good soldiers, but after talking with them, I see they could use some training in ship assaults. While we have the time, I'd like to take on that task."
I said, "Colonel, I'll give General Gurus the command to follow your every order. If you want to teach them, they will learn."
I made another trip to Malybay to see Getta. She seemed apprehensive and slightly annoyed.
I asked, "What's the matter?"
Getta replied, "There have been incidents with the AIs in this galaxy. Is that your doing?"
I hesitated before responding. "Well, yes. I know you don't believe this, but we are at war with the AIs."
Getta scowled. "Precisely, you are at war with the AIs even though they are not at war with you. Some of our staff have analyzed the news-feeds of the attack on Alpha Prime. There are gaps and some parts have been simulated. The rumors being passed about are that the attack never occurred. This is all propaganda, made up to sway the public opinion against the AIs."
I shook my head. "The AIs are dangerous. And they intend to take over. Your alliance with them is making them stronger. Were you aware of the AI factory on Mayanis?"
Getta looked back at me. "What? There's no activity on Mayanis."
Using my arm pad holo-display, I pulled up an image of the giant factory on the planet's surface. "There. That factory is turning out thousands if not millions of AIs. We believe there are other factories hard at work turning out bots. And those AI ships at Alpha Prime, they were real. You and the rest of the Council need to open your eyes. By allowing these AIs to run loose you are jeopardizing the future of the very people you are purporting to protect."
Getta began to show anger. "The AI have done nothing but what's in the interest of our people. Already we have hospitals, schools; our government facilities and our housing are all top notch. Our fields have been plowed and planted, mines have opened. As far as I can see, the AIs have lived up to their word."
I said, "I have this one test for you. Ask them to turn over one of the portal ships to the Council. They currently have two. Ask for one of them."
Getta replied, "I don't see what that will prove. We aren't in need of one of those ships at the moment."
I frowned. "They really have you under their spell, don't they? If you won't ask for control of a ship, at least check the factory on Mayanis. I bet that was something that was never agreed to."
Getta stood staring at me for several seconds. "You really can't see all the good they are doing, can you? Our people are home, they're happy; our children play in the green fields while our scholars search through the troves of historical information that was left behind by our ancestors. It's a new beginning for our people. We have an identity, a history, a home. And you and your friends seem intent on working against all of that. It's as if you want to destroy the very things that define who we are."
I looked up at the ceiling and sighed. "You have a thick head, Getta Beutcher. You and the rest of the Council. The AIs are setting you up. They're using you to permeate the Yallux galaxy. One day you will open your eyes and an AI will be staring you in the face, asking you to turn over your maul and your blaster. On that day you will realize you willingly gave your freedom away."
Getta's face grew red. "I don't like being in disagreement with my husband, but you are forcing my hand. Know that in this instance, I stand with the Council... as do our children."
Getta turned to walk back to the cockpit of the transport that had brought her to Malybay.
She took a step and stopped. "I will check on this factory you speak of. Consider what your stance means to your family. Your children would like their father in their lives. A grandfather should be there to play with and guide his grandchildren. Unless you resolve your differences with the Council, you will be shut out."
As Getta turned back toward the cockpit, I spoke into my comm. "Quan, bring me back."
Seconds later I was standing in the conference room that had become our operations center.
As I looked around the room at my new family, Jack yelled, "We have a portal opening to starboard!"
Quan said, "Initiating jump."
Garrett yelled, "We have green lasers!"
Quan replied, "Portal is open and sweeping over us."
Quan continued, "Reinitiating."
The AI assault blasted layer after layer of tantric armor away from our hull. With each sweep, their portal fell further behind. Four jumps later, our ship was swept to a new location before the AI's arrival at the last. Our next jump was back to Effica.
Jack said, "I think you may have just had your last visit to Malybay. They followed us from there. I hate to think Getta was in on that."
I shook my head. "No, she would not do such a thing. That is the work of others in the Council."
As I settled back into my chair, a comm came in from Getta. "I had a team scan the surface of Mayanis for a factory. None exist. There's nothing there but ruins from the Grotus. I don't know where you got your information, but someone is lying to you. The Council has ordered me to stop conversing with you until all of this is resolved. Be careful with your decisions, Knog. They affect others, not only you."
The comm channel closed before I could respond.
I turned to face Go. "The factory on Mayanis, do our stealth tags show it as still being there?"
Go pulled up a screen. "No. It's been moved to Doomlight. The whole thing."
I tried repeatedly to open a comm to Getta. She would not accept.
I turned to Joni. "I need you to place a tag on the outside of that factory. We need to know if ships are coming or going. If they're building AIs and bots there, where are they taking them?"
Go said, "Of the AIs we tagged in there, four are still on Doomlight and three are on the Kergan worlds. Of the four on Doomlight, one is involved with mining and three are... constructing some sort of factory."
Jack added, "Making more to build more."
Go continued, "Of the three on the Kergan worlds, one is building a bridge, one a power plant and one is mining. Each of those is controlling two thousand bots."
I said, "Keep an eye on that factory on Doomlight. I want to know what it's going to be building."
Joni was swept out to Doomlight, where a handful of QE stealth tags were placed on the factory's exterior and activated.
Go said, "On Doomlight. That's not a factory being built. It's a container. They just closed up the top of it and opened a side door. And they are moving AIs into it. It's a giant shipping container."
I opened a comm to the colonel. "Be prepared for a sweep and a fight. We might be able to catch another portal ship in action. The AIs have constructed a large shipping container that they are filling with new AIs. I think they are planning to sweep that container to a new location. It makes sense to just build a box for shipping rather than a whole ship. Open the portal and place the box wherever you want it."
The colonel replied, "Were in the middle of a drill. I'll need two minutes."
I nodded. "They are just filling the container now. Don't take any longer though; this may be a chance to get another one of those portal ships. We can't pass this opportunity up."
The colonel turned and barked orders. "Get ready for a sweep in sixty seconds! We're going after another portal jumper!"
The Talisans in the camera view scrambled to comply.
Go remarked, "The container looks to be half full. We can expect a sweep, possibly in the next few minutes."
Quan said, "Moving the ship into position."
Joni yelled, "Hold on! Before you attack. Instead of the Talisans, sweep me to its location. Let me tag it. If we're lucky it will lead us to the other one. We shut them both down and this whole thing turns around. We'll control the heavens."
I nodded. "Excellent idea."
Joni replied, "I have tags. Just send me in at the first sign of a portal opening."
When the container reached capacity the side door was closed. As expected, seconds later, a portal opened in front of the container, sweeping it through to a new location. Joni disappeared from our op center. As she blinked out a portal swept over her location.
Quan said, "She is approximately five hundred meters from the target. The portal ship is initiating a sweep."
Joni said, "I'm aboard. Setting the tag. Powering out. Nav display says I'm on one of the Moddle worlds. Whoa... hang on. I have a massive ship factory under construction out here. And there's a line of several hundred battlecruisers that look like they are freshly assembled. I'll bet the Council doesn't know about this."
The colonel said. "Mr. Beutcher, I think the time to strike is now. We let that portal ship run, but we take out that factory before they build any more ships. And Quan, scan our feeds for a new portal opening when we attack. They will fly that ship out, but they might try to bring in their other battlecruisers. If so, they will be using that other portal ship. This could be our moment in the sun."
Joni said, "I'm powering over to that row of ships to tag as many as I can before this starts. It might serve us to know where they are later."
 As we watched on Joni's camera feed a host of automated shuttles emerged from the growing factory. The newly arrived container was opened and the AIs within moved to the new factory by the small fleet of ships.
The colonel made a statement. "Quan, we are ready here. Sweep us in."
Joni pulled back. "These ships are stationary, but active. Expect a fight when you get here."
The colonel replied, "I was counting on it."
A portal window opened in front of the six hundred Talisan warships that had been collected for the mission. As a counter reached zero, the portal closed, leaving the Talisan fighters only a few hundred kilometers from the enormous factory.
The colonel gave the order to attack. "Light 'em up! I want all comm inhibitors online. Any ship that's still moving after that is a first target. T1020 and T1447, you are assigned to that factory. Shred it. The rest of us, go-ship-to ship if you can."
Blue bolts filled the heavens around the Moddle world called Kianic. The newly built AI battlecruisers powered away from their positions, only to have nearly half of them drop offline.
Go said, "One hundred twelve battlecruisers remain active. The inhibitor signal must be working on the rest."
Fifteen seconds into the fight the tagged portal ship jumped to a new location. Shortly after, a new portal opened, sending four hundred AI battlecruisers through. A third immediately went inactive.
The colonel yelled out a command. "Close on those active ships and prepare your boarding parties! We're taking these out from the inside!"
The two ships assigned to the factory destruction began their relentless bombardment of the massive structure. Automated shuttles attempted to distract the assault by flying directly toward the two Talisan Warships. Their efforts were thwarted as the medium ion cannons that lined each side of the Talisan warships made short work of the automated nuisances.
After a fierce initial burst of ion bolts and lasers pulses, the Talisan deployed a new tactic. Negative ion fields were generated from a new type of generator. The generator output, called a Yacabucci web, brought the free ion flow aboard the attacking AI ships to a stop, shutting down the ship's systems. It was a device resurrected by Frig, coming from before the War of Wars two millennia ago. It had been added to the Talisan ships as part of the colonel's ship assault training strategy.
As the AI ships came to a stop, the Talisan ships pulled close. Boarding parties stormed across breach tubes and flooded the AI battlecruisers. The AIs that staffed the ships were easily destroyed and the ship's manual controls used to take over.
A second portal opened, sending through another thousand battlecruisers. The newly captured ships were turned against their former AI brothers as the Yacabucci web generators were shut down.
Quan said, "The second tactical team has gone through to the portal ship's location. It is the second, yet-to-be-tagged vessel. Our ships are engaging... the portal ship has been damaged! Surrounding vessels are closing on our ships."
The colonel yelled, "Sweep them out to the second target!"
Quan replied, "Initiating. Sweep complete. A portal is opening. The portal ship successfully jumped. Initiating a second sweep. Talisan ships are engaging. We have the destruction of the second portal ship."
Go let out a yell of his own as he stood, pumping a fist in the air. Our conference room converted to an op-center was charged with emotion as Garrett and Jack joined in the celebration.
Quan said. "Talisan second team is disengaging. Sweep to neutral point is complete. Aligning secondary sweep to the ship factory. Initiating. Sweep is complete."
Four hundred additional Talisan warships joined the fight above the Moddle world. The Yacabucci device was employed repeatedly as a myriad of smaller battles ensued. It was soon evident the AI strategies and technology were inferior. Forty minutes after the first Talisan ship had been swept into the Moddle system, the last AI battlecruiser went silent. Over the following twenty minutes, the massive AI ship factory was destroyed, the debris falling toward the planet as if a thousand meteors had been dropped from space.
When the last of our ships was swept back to our space, two hundred forty-two additional AI battlecruisers were in our possession. The newly updated ship factories at Dallex were immediately put to use for repairs and conversions. As a portal opened in our makeshift op-center, Joni and the colonel returned.
The colonel grinned, "That should mark the beginning of the end for these AIs. Without their interference, we should be able to secure the six galaxies followed by cleaning out Yallux."
The colonel looked around the room. "I'm always amazed at what a small, determined team can do if given the right tools. You should all be proud of your accomplishments today."
In the weeks that followed, The Sawblade, Wolfe, and Sextans galaxies all fell in line with the AMP. A flood of Andromedans had changed allegiances, once again wanting to be a part of the winning side. Given the circumstances, a new vote had been scheduled. Polls placed the current public sentiment as having a desire to rejoin the AMP.
Harden Salton continued to work his propaganda magic from behind the scenes. As much distrust as I had for him, he reveled in the responsibility he'd been given and applied every bit of his knowledge and ability toward achieving our goals. Had I not known his past transgressions, I would have eagerly thanked him for his efforts.
Joni and Garrett had largely disappeared from our presence, instead choosing to spend their time with each other and away from the portal ship. Raptor had been left for a visit with me. Jack and Go had been spending their time planning the construction of a new ship with Quan. Frig continued his efforts to unlock the gate to Earth and the colonel spent his time with the Talisan troops. They were needed for putting down a developing problem of pirates. The Alpha sector in particular was still awash with ion blasters.
I had turned my efforts toward attempting to contact Getta. Comm connections were repeatedly denied. I began to wonder if I would ever see my family again.
In an effort to keep tabs on our adversary, scans were conducted on a daily basis. The ship factory at the Modus world remained nothing more than a cloud of debris floating just about the planet. Immediately after our raids on that factory, we had done the same to the AI and bot factories on Doomlight. If the AIs had chosen to construct more of themselves, they were keeping any signs of it well hidden.
I sat on the deck of our op-center on the ship we called the Quantix. Raptor lay on the deck beside me. As I stroked the loose fur on the back of his neck I ventured to wonder what all this looked like to him. We had risen up and fought for our freedom. We had risked our lives so that others might live under a government that treated all in a fair manner. With the return of the AMP, all who wanted to achieve more than a mere existence would have the opportunity to do so.
As I looked into his satisfied eyes, I began to long for a good chest beating. I closed my eyes and began to imagine Getta's heavy fists battering me in slow motion. I let out a deep sigh. My moment of bliss was interrupted by an incoming comm. I eagerly answered with a smile.
Getta said, "Knog, we have a problem. The AI are demanding our gate. This was never part of any agreement. We have a contingent of warriors guarding it, but I'm getting nervous that something is going to happen and that we won't be able to stop it. We no longer have any ships, having given them up for the gate. If they take that gate from us, we are completely isolated on this planet."
I replied, "If they get that gate. They will once again be able to travel where they want, when they want. Let me contact the colonel, we can send Talisan ships to back you up."
Getta shook her head. "I don't think that is possible. The Council is not seeking help. I am going behind their backs to talk with you right now. Should they find out, I could be removed from the Council altogether."
I nodded. "Understood. I'll see what we can do from this end without involving you. We can't allow the AIs to take that gate. And if you wanted to know, we do plan to eradicate them from the Yallux galaxy as well. We are still weeks away from accomplishing that here. It seems every time we think we've captured and destroyed the last of them, a new pod of them shows up. They're like the cockroaches of space. You kill five and two more show up a day later."
Getta smiled, leaning her forehead into her camera. "Be careful, Knog, the Council still despises you. Any interference in our affairs will be looked upon with disgust, even if evident to be in our best interest."
I leaned my head into the camera as well. Raptor sat up, licking my hand.



   Chapter 20

 
Returning from his training stint with the Talisans at Dallex, the colonel unveiled his plan for the portal gate at Jorus. "Look, if the AIs decide they are going to take the gate, we take them out. I can put a thousand ships in orbit around that planet in a few seconds. I think we can handle whatever the AIs throw at us. Heck, we might even come back with more ships than we left with. The Yacabucci was highly effective against them last time out, and we should see similar results if we use it again."
I nodded. "If things go bad, we also need to be prepared to just destroy the gate. The AIs will have to mount their attack using normal space travel. We should have plenty of warning of an impending assault. We can adjust our response accordingly."
The colonel replied, "I agree. I'll head back to Dallex and form up a plan of action should the AIs make a move."
A portal opened in front of the colonel, sweeping backwards and sending him back to Dallex.
Harden Salton came over the general comm. "Mr. Beutcher, with efforts moving forward here at home, I thought it might be wise to redouble my efforts in Andromeda. We have achieved getting a vote on rejoining the AMP, and I would like to seal that vote in our favor, but you must give me more leeway and more access. The current set of restrictions are hindering our potential."
I replied, "The restrictions stay, Mr. Salton. You have shown yourself to not be trustworthy in the past, and any normal level of trust is far from being recovered. Make use of what you have and give us the results we desire. I have faith in your ability to do so."
Harden laughed. "You are starting to give speeches like a true politician, Mr. Beutcher. Praise the people as you tighten the reins of control. You have proven yourself as both a competent adversary and a fair overseer. I hope our relationship and interaction can continue to grow."
Jack said, "Knog, I have a large AI fleet heading toward Jorus. I took the liberty to scan the travel lanes between the colonies out there. We have just over fifteen hundred ships heading for Jorus from the Kergan worlds. They should be arriving about three days from now."
"Push the data to the holo-wall display," I said.
Seconds later a bright image of a fleet in transit showed on the wall.
Jack circled three sections of the ships. "We could do a preemptive strike. They are bunched closely enough that a sweep within any of those sections could catch as many as fifty ships. We might get in a few sweeps before they scatter."
I said, "What do you propose we do with any that we catch?"
Jack shrugged, "Dunno. We could try the Yacabucci and boarding parties, or just sweep them into a nearby star."
I opened a comm to the colonel. "We have a situation brewing. We've located a fleet of about fifteen hundred AI ships. Jack thinks we might be able to sweep a hundred or so out to a new location, maybe into a nearby star, or perhaps we try to board and capture instead."
Jack pushed another data feed to the holo-wall. "We have another set of ships approaching Jorus. These are coming from the direction of the Tamarin worlds. I count just over two thousand. Arrival estimates place them at the same time as the ships coming from the Kergan worlds. I'm changing up my portal scans to cover the same distance in all directions from Jorus. If there are two fleets, there could easily be more."
I attempted to contact Getta, but was denied a connection. "The Grunta Council should know what's coming their way. Even if they dislike me, they should see this."
Jack said, "We do have a course of action if you're willing to take it. We can sweep you right into the Council chamber."
I replied, "They wouldn't listen. They would only attempt to arrest me."
Go held up his hand. "I have an idea. Why don't we bring one of them here?"
Jack smiled, "I like that idea. Sweep one of them here, show them what we're seeing and then send them home. Let them be the bringer of bad news."
Joni and Garrett came into the op-center. Raptor raced over to greet them with his nub tail wiggling wildly.
Joni said, "We were listening just outside. I agree with Go's idea. We can bring one of them here. They won't even have to get out of their chair."
Jack referenced the screen. "They need to know and I can't think of a better way to make them see. Just say the word and I'll make it happen."
Frig offered his opinion. "I believe this to be the wisest course of action. You might consider sweeping two of them at once. It would add to the legitimacy of the data you are trying to push."
Jack laughed. "Why don't we just sweep the whole chamber here? Or at least that table they all sit around. You can meet them in the docking bay and give them the news. When you're done, we sweep the whole thing back. They would probably be too stunned to take any immediate action."
After short time in thought I gave a nod. "Jack, set this up, but don't execute until I've spoken to the colonel."
Jack asked, "Are we talking a single member or the whole lot?"
I replied, "Bring them all."
A comm was opened. "Colonel, I plan on bringing the entire Grunta Council here to brief them on the latest data. I would like your opinion."
The colonel frowned. "I can't see a better way to get this news to them. If we just send the data, they may ignore it considering the source. I can't believe they would ignore it if seen with their own eyes."
I turned to Go. "Can you enable a holo-wall in the docking bay? I'd like this data to be visible when they arrive."
Go nodded as he turned back to his console. "It will be there."
I looked at Jack. "Are you ready?"
Jack nodded. "We are. Last scan shows them all seated at the table."
I stood. "I'll signal you once I reach the bay. Bring them through then."
Go stood, joining Joni and Garrett as they followed me out of the room.
As we entered the docking bay, I sent a signal to Jack. "Make it happen."
Only a handful of seconds had passed before a portal opened up thirty meters from us. After closing, the bay was silent as the eleven members of the Grunta Council looked about in confusion.
I stepped forward and was immediately met by an angry scowl by the council lead. "Beutcher! You will pay for this abduction!"
I raised my hand. "You may voice your condemnation later. We have important news for Jorus."
I pointed at the fleets displayed on the holo-wall. "You have thirty-five hundred AI ships converging on your location. We believe they are coming to take your gate."
The lead pounded her fist on the table as the other members grumbled in disgust. "The AIs are coming here because we asked them to. Your meddling in our affairs is precisely why they have been summoned. We have no interest in rejoining your AMP alliance. We will be a free people and the other species in this galaxy will be free people as well. The AMP has no claim here. And as for this abduction, consider it an act of war! Return us to our home or you will forever be known as the mortal enemies of the Grunta people!"
I signaled to Jack. A window opened behind the still scowling Grunta females, passing over the lead as she took her seat.
When the portal had closed, Jack made a comment. "That didn't quite go as planned."
Garrett frowned. "I don't know how we handle this one. Why would they invite the AI there to Jorus?"
I sighed. "The AIs have convinced them that it is we who are the threat."
Garrett said, "Well, we can't just let them give the gate away. We'd be right back where we started."
I began to pace the deck of the docking bay. "Jack, perform a scan of that gate. I want us to have the option of sweeping it out of there. I don't want to have to fight for it."
I walked back up to the op-center, plopping down in my chair.
Joni stood behind me with her hand on my shoulder. "They'll come around. We just have to show them the way. The AI's have to be dealt with first. After that. The gate can be returned."
I lowered my head. "Should have listened when you and Go wanted to plant a tag in the Council chamber. I wanted so badly to maintain a distinction between having their best interests at heart and being a spy. Had I chosen the later, perhaps we wouldn't be in this predicament. Grunta women do not forget. The annihilation of the Grotus show that."
Joni shook her head. "Oh, come on. We can hardly be compared to the Grotus."
I replied, "Can't we? We've been countering the moves of their allies, the AIs, for months now. We just kidnapped the entire Council. We seem to be going against their wishes at every turn. They are wrong; I have no doubt in my mind about that. That fact, however, does us no good if they disagree."
Jack said, "I just picked up another fleet converging on their location. This one is more than four thousand ships all on its own. I have to believe they are calling in all the AI ships."
The colonel opened a comm. "Beutcher, this might be an opportunity for us to catch them all at once. We took out their portal ships. If we can knock down their space travel altogether, our mission to end this fight will only require search-and-destroy teams on the ground. That's something we could do one planet at a time. We can test that out here in the AMP first. There are bound to be a few of those AI still hanging out here."
I nodded. "Put together a plan for that in the background, Colonel. We need a strategy for dealing with this fleet."
Garrett said, "I have a suggestion. Why don't we attempt to contact the Baldi? The AI are their sworn enemy. With the amount of space they have been protecting, they have to have an enormous fleet. And their ships seem to be more capable than ours when it comes to fighting the AI. I would volunteer as a diplomat."
Joni added, "And I can go as his unseen escort to keep him safe."
A portal opened and the colonel stepped through. "We should establish relations with the Baldi, even if only for the longer term. The species out in the Yallux will be bumping into them eventually. If the Baldi run into any of these species that consider the AIs as allies, it will mean immediate war. That won't go so well for your Gruntas."
A comm came in from Harden Salton. "Mr. Beutcher, we have isolated what we believe to be the largest source of pro-separation propaganda. That's propaganda that is working against us in Andromeda. It is coming as feeds from the Grunta world of Jorus. We are having difficulty dealing with this situation as we don't have the proper tools. We can only run so many counter stories before they begin to lose their effectiveness. In other words, they only have a short life where they are valuable, after which they become a liability. Again, I appeal for you to give me the tools I need to do the best that I can."
I looked at the colonel. "It may be time to take the gate from the Gruntas. If they haven't already declared war on us, they are certain to when we take it."
The colonel nodded. "Agreed. The longer we leave it there, the bigger a liability it becomes. Besides, they don't own the gate, it belongs to the AMP."
I glanced over at Go. "Head down to the docking bay in case there are any issues. Joni, you and Garrett should go with him."
I turned my attention to Jack. "Set it up. Give the others a heads up when it's going to be coming."
Jack nodded. "I'm all set now."
I sat in thought for a moment. "Quan, we're sweeping you out of here. If this is a trick I don't want you on this ship if they follow us back here. Jack, send him to Dallex."
Jack replied, "Initiating portal... and Quan is secure."
I sighed as I leaned back in my chair. "Lock in on Jorus and make it happen."
The colonel said, "They won't be chasing us. All portals are accounted for. That's the last one we don't have control over."
Seconds later the portal gate from Jorus was sitting in the docking bay of the Quantix.
A comm call came in from Getta, I answered. "Yes?"
Getta said, "It was you then?"
I slowly nodded. "The Council left us no choice. The AI would have taken it from you to create another portal ship."
Getta took a deep breath. "The AI had no intention of taking the gate. I must go. I can say no more than for you to watch yourself. I don't have specifics, but others here seem giddy over the thought of you taking it."
I stood from my chair as a gloved hand took hold of Getta's arm. At that moment, the comm connection closed.
Jack asked as he looked over his display, "What'd she have to say?"
I hesitated in thought before replying, "She... they just took her."
Jack turned to face me. "Who took her?"
I replied, "The Council. She risked giving me a warning that they were coming for us. She was taken by a hand wearing a battle-suit glove just before the connection was shut off. We have to get to her."
Jack said, "Let me do a scan. I can bring her right here before they do anything."
I slowly nodded.
Go opened a comm. "Hey, this gate is still open to Andromeda. The control box looks like it's been sealed off. Why would they do that?"
I looked through the comm feed at Go. "Get out of the bay and seal the doors behind you! Jack! We need to sweep that gate out of here!"
Laser pulses flew from the portal gate as hundreds of AI bots emerged. Go and Garrett scrambled for the door as Joni blinked out, firing a low power tungsten round into the first dozen attackers to step into the bay. Robotic parts flew as the bots following spread out to avoid the same fate.
Jack said, "I've lost control of the portal! I can't signal the generators!"
Go replied as he ran. "They blew a hole in the floor! That's the control lines heading back. They knew right where to hit us!"
I swiped at the console in front of me. "Joni, I'm powering up the kill switch signal."
Joni replied, "I can take this gate out!"
Jack yelled, "No! You do that and you take us with it!"
Garrett yelled, "Signal's not working! We've lost the doorway! They're... they're pushing us up the hall toward the stairwell!"
The colonel blinked out. "Garrett, you and Go fall back to the stairs! I'm coming down to you!"
Joni said, "This bay is flooded with bots. There are too many coming through for me to stop. I have the comm inhibitor signal running, but it only knocks them down for about five meters out from me. They must have developed a countermeasure!"
The colonel replied, "Get into that portal opening. You can at least shut off the flow. We'll take care of the rest!"
Joni yelled back. "Got it... no more coming through. They're stacking up!"
The colonel said as he powered away, "I'm heading to the stairs. At least we can keep them bottled up until we can kill them off."
Jack stood with his blaster. "I'm not feeling good about our chances here."
I asked, "Why?"
Jack pushed a video stream to the holo-wall. "They're about to start shutting down generators. They don't need to be here or on the bridge to do that."
Jack pounded on his controls. "I'm putting us down on Effica! I just hope we make it before they hit the last generator."
"Joni!" I yelled. "Blast that portal gate and head for the main generator hallway. We need you to stop those bots before they cut all of our power!"
Joni replied, "I can’t kill the portal! I hit that and this whole ship might go with it!"
Jack said back to her, "Forget about the portal gate itself! Pop one of those position stabilizers! The portal will shut itself down!"
Joni yelled back. "Scratch one stabilizer... I don't see a difference. Heading for the generators!"
Garrett and Go came into the room panting. "That happened so fast. We couldn't stop them."
I pointed back toward the door. "Keep watch on those stairs!"
Go nodded as he drew in air. "OK, but the colonel has them blocked off."
Jack said over his shoulder, "Six generators are already down! That leaves fourteen and I see bots already on five of them!"
I asked, "How long until we reach the surface?"
Jack replied, "Three minutes plus a few seconds. Joni has to hold at least one of those gens or we aren't stopping until that ground stops us. And I don't think any of us would be all too happy about that."
"Joni?" I yelled. "How we looking?"
Joni replied, "Just at the end of the hall. I have two generators behind me. The comm inhibitor is shutting them down. They're stacking up in front of me."
I flipped on the video feed of the docking bay, sending it to the holo-wall. Bots continued to stream out of the portal gate we had taken from Jorus.
I flipped my comm to the colonel. "Mr. Harper. Can you go shut that portal down? Joni took out one of the location stabilizers, but the gate is still operational."
The colonel replied, "I'll see what I can do. But be prepared, I don't know how long Go and Garrett can hold this stairwell. Those bots were pushing pretty hard."
I said, "Just shut down that gate, Colonel, or they'll keep coming through."
I stood and ran toward the stairs with my blaster out and ready.
Frig said, "I wish I could offer my assistance, but warfare is not my forte. If it's any consolation, Quan continues to function although his comm circuits are having problems. We may not have fully removed those from the ship."
"Jack," I said over the comm, "how long?"
Jack replied, "Forty seven seconds. We're almost home."
Joni yelled, "I've lost containment of the left generator! They came through the wall! I'm moving up to try to stop that from happening to the last one!"
Jack said, "Gen number two is down. We're on our last leg. Twenty-eight seconds."
The colonel powered toward the back of the ship. "The portal gate is offline! I'm headed back to give Joni a hand!"
The bots had pushed us to the top of the stairs. We were desperate for a break.
I flipped down my face shield as I pulled my maul from its holder, crushing a bot as it came up the stairs.
Go and Garrett followed me down into the flurry of green laser pulses coming up from the bots. We fired our blasters, clearing off two flights of steps just below.
Joni yelled, "We've lost containment! Last gen is going down!"
Jack replied over a comm feed, "Three... two... crap!"
The lights flickered as the massive portal ship hit the ground hard. The lowest deck collapsed as the ship's momentum came to a stop. Go, Garrett, and I were jolted off our feet, I pushed myself up, quickly adjusting to the gravity of Effica.
The bots continued their assault.
I yelled out as I fired several bolts, "Colonel, I thought you took out the gate? These bots are still fighting!"
Joni replied, "Hold on! They must have slipped an AI aboard."
The colonel said, "Get out of there and shut yourselves in the op-center! I'm on my way!"
I gestured to Go and Garrett. "Back in the op-center! We'll hold up there!"
As we sprinted down the hall and into the room, Garrett slammed the door shut behind us. I rolled over to face the oncoming attack. The door began to glow red from the onslaught of laser pulses.
Several seconds later the door dented with a loud bang. The bots outside went silent.
The colonel blinked in beside me. "I took about half out with a tungsten round. Joni must have taken out the AI, the rest just went dead."
Joni blinked in beside him. "Party's over. There were two AIs running them from the bay."
The colonel kicked open the dented door, looking down the hall. "Looks like we're done."
I replied, "Done about covers it colonel. We no longer have a portal."



   Chapter 21

 
Our lone portal ship was down. All links to the Yallux galaxy had been broken. Go followed the colonel through the mess of destroyed and silenced bots for an inspection of the damage to the generators. It wasn't long before we received the bad news.
Go came over the comm. "They are down and we don't have the parts to fix them. Spares were down in storage on the lower deck. Everything there was crushed."
I opened a comm through a QE tag we had placed at Dallex. "General Gurus. Please send a few dozen ships to Effica. We're in need of generator parts, engineers and ship tradesmen. We have extensive repairs that need to be taken care of as soon as possible."
When the comm closed, Go was shaking his head. "They can't make repairs here. There's too much damage."
I said, "If they can get a couple generators going, do you think she would fly?"
Go winced. "That's difficult to say. She came down hard. It might not just be the generators that are shot. There could be problems with structural integrity."
I asked, "What about the portal gate up front?"
Go gestured, "Let's go check it out. If it can be salvaged, we could eventually put it in a new ship if the Quantix won't fly."
Jack walked behind us. "Am I the only one worried about the AIs knowing where we are? We should be leaving this planet as soon as possible."
Garrett said, "We still have Joni and the Colonel to keep us safe. Unless they show up with a fleet, of course."
The colonel came over the comm. "I'm just outside. When you're done with the portal gate, you'll want to come see this."
I replied, "Just tell us what you're looking at, Colonel."
The colonel pushed data to my arm pad display. "I think you'll see that this bird won't fly. Half the decks down the port side have been laid wide open. We aren't doing any repairs down here without it being a major operation."
I took a deep breath. "I was afraid the damage from that landing might be too much."
I walked around the corner into the gate room. "Colonel? Can you see the nose of the ship?"
The colonel replied, "Hold on... you're not going to like this either. The nose is split in half, and I'm guessing that's a part of the portal gate I'm looking at."
I sighed. "Everything is cocked hard to one side in here. We're going to need another gate if we build a new ship."
The colonel replied, "Maybe this is for the better. We can't go there, but nobody else comes through."
I shook my head. "Not acceptable to me, Colonel. My wife and family are there and they are at the mercy of the AIs. I have to go to them."
The colonel blinked in beside us. "I think that pretty much settles it then."
The colonel slapped me hard on the back. "We're gonna need a new gate."
Go said, "I'm in."
Garrett and Joni nodded. "Us too."
I glanced over to see a smiling Jack. "Wouldn't wanna miss out."
I slowly bowed and raised my head. "You are true friends. No, you are more than that. You are family, and I would lay my life down a thousand times for each of you."
Jack chuckled. "Well, let's hope it doesn't come to that. I mean, the first dozen times might be entertaining. After that... meh."
I nodded to everyone in thanks as I placed my hand on Jack's shoulder and gently squeezed.
The colonel again slapped my back hard. "Beutcher, what do you have for us to do at the moment? What can we organize or accomplish?"
It was a moment I had not expected. The colonel was implying that I was the defacto leader of our group. It was not something I had thought deeply about or wished for. We had always been a team, but a team of equals, not a team led by an individual. I felt a sudden weight of responsibility.
I cleared my throat. "How's our food rations?"
Jack answered, "I can go check."
I looked at Tom Harper. "Colonel, what do we have for defenses should an AI ship show up?"
The colonel grinned, "I'll get right on that, Mr. Beutcher."
I turned to Go. "You think you can scout out living quarters for us? Are ours intact? The Colonel's camera showed a bit of snow on the ground outside. Will we need a way to stay warm?"
Go smiled, "I'll see what I can do."
Garrett stepped forward. "What can I do to help?"
I glanced around. "Take Raptor for a walk. He hasn't been out in a while. It might do him some good."
Garrett returned a half disappointed look at the level of his task. A nudge from Raptor changed his train of thought.
Joni asked. "And me?"
I pointed up. "We need a recon of this area. Get us a deep scan for ten kilometers in each direction, then go higher and get one out to a hundred."
Joni nodded and smiled as she blinked out.
I looked over the warped ramp-way leading up to what was at one time a portal gate.
I shook my head as I talked to myself. "I hope you know what you're doing. These people are counting on you for leadership and you had better deliver. For that matter, Getta is counting on you, too."
I took another deep breath as I turned and began the walk back toward the op-center. As I walked the hallways heading back I took note of the emergency lighting.
I opened a comm. "Go, how long can we expect the ship's batteries to last?"
Go replied, "I checked the manual on my arm pad. It said three to four days. If we shut down the sections of the ship we won't be using, we could easily triple that. And if you were curious, there's only one battery and it's not very big. My guess would be that if you don't have enough power for life support, lighting won't much matter."
As I walked past the body parts of my dead Talisans, and through the scattered debris of the bots, I stopped at the door to the op-center. "There's nothing we need in here. Go? Anything left of the crew quarters?"
Go replied, "We took out all but two rooms when we widened that bay. There are six bunks in each and a single bath, but we don't have power to pump or heat the water. We are going to have to make accommodations by going outside. I can get started digging a pit."
Garrett asked, "A pit? For what?"
Go laughed. "I guess if you've spent your whole life on a ship you wouldn't know. Back out in the sticks where I lived as a boy, we dug a pit and built a seat over it. When you gotta go, you go in the pit. It's called maintaining a minimum level of sanitation. Come on. We'll build it together. I can always use another digger."
Joni blinked in. "I have a better idea. Pick the spot you want your pit and I can blink out and in a few times to dig it for you. Will only take me seconds."
Go nodded. "I like the way you think. Just pick a spot and Garrett and I can work to build some privacy around it."
Jack walked into the op-center. "We have food for a couple months. It would be double that, but the freezers are down. If we focus on the food from there first, we can stretch out the dry goods."
I glanced around the room. "We need a new op-center. The damage here is severe."
Jack placed his hand on my shoulder. "Come on. There's another meeting room on the other side of the ship. It's not quite as big, but it gives us a place to gather."
I followed Jack to the alternate room. Two small round tables sat at one end with rows of storage shelves at the other.
Jack said, "It's a little closer to our quarters. If we shut the lighting down everywhere but here, the quarters and the pathway to outside, we can easily get a month out of the battery."
I pulled up a display over my arm. "Temperature has already dropped a couple degrees."
Joni blinked in. "Pit is done. And the temp is really dropping out there. The sun is just on the horizon and it's already minus four. The boys should have our out-room done in about fifteen minutes. Garrett is eager to give it a try."
The colonel blinked in. "I'm not liking our defensive posture here on the ship. There are too many avenues coming in from the outside. We should attempt to block hallways and stairwells. Any of those would only be temporary, and would only slow down any reasonable assault for seconds, a minute at most. I looked over the data from Joni's scan. There is a blind canyon about five hundred meters to the south. That might offer a small amount of shelter in an attack, but nothing of significance."
I replied, "OK, I guess we just hole up in here. We'll do what we can to block off hallways and leave ourselves at least two avenues of escape. Maybe we run for the canyon as a last resort."
The colonel agreed, "Sounds like a plan. When Go and Garrett get back from their current project I'll enlist their help."
Jack asked, "So, what do we do now?"
I thought for a moment. "Let's bring a supply of dry goods in here in case we get pinned in. I don't want to have to fight to get food."
Jack replied, "If that blind canyon is in the shade, it might do us good to store some of the frozen stuff in there. If the temperature stays at or below zero, we might be able to stretch those foods out too."
I nodded, "One thing we haven't talked about is heat. This ship is normally well insulated, but it's full of holes. I don't see our temperatures in here staying much above what they are out there. We each have our suits, but those lose effectiveness when the power cells in them run out."
I glanced down at my arm pad. "What do we have, thirty, forty-five days on these arm pads?"
Jack replied, "Sounds about right. Funny, we live with so much technology around us that it's almost hard to imagine life without it. How long before the Talisans get here?"
I pulled up the data on my arm pad. "Under a week. Give or take a day, depending on whether they try to avoid detection by the security station or not."
Jack half smiled. "Well, that's not so bad. If we manage to not be attacked by AIs between now and then, we should be in good shape."
Frig opened a comm. "Gentlemen. I've diverted resources here at our compound toward building a shuttle craft large enough to carry you all. I anticipate a flyable hull within the next twelve days. Our compound here is buried beneath the surface and could easily house you until the Talisans arrive. That downed ship is a beacon to any AI ships that might be in the area, as well as to pirates and salvagers."
I replied, "We appreciate your efforts, Frig. If all goes well, the Talisans will be here before then. It might serve you well to have a shuttle at the ready there, anyway. How goes the search for the pass-code to Earth?"
Frig slowly rocked his head. "We've made a few modifications to the algorithm. I believe we have cut another month from our estimate. We will acquire the pass-code; it is only a matter of when."
Joni cut in. "Uh, guys... we have a ship coming in. I'm picking up a heat signature in the atmosphere. It's coming this way."
The colonel was quickly back in the room. "Joni, get aboard that ship as soon as possible. Maybe we can stop it before they get any boots on the ground."
Joni nodded as she blinked out. "On my way."
I picked up my maul, slapping it into its holder on my back, checked the power cell of my blaster and headed toward our main door to the outside. Jack, Go, and Garrett joined me as the colonel powered past us with his suit active. I felt a bump on the back of my leg and turned to see Raptor, standing at the ready.
I rubbed his head and pointed back toward the room we had come from. "You're going to have to wait this one out my friend. Go back and watch our space. If anyone comes in that shouldn't be there, well, make your own decisions."
To my surprise the champion- bred Rottweiler turned and trotted back.
Joni said, "It's an AI ship! And they just did a hard maneuver to my left. I won't be aboard before they hit the ground."
Seconds later the former Grotus battlecruiser came to rest. Four hundred meters separated the automated ship from our downed and broken hull. A flood of bots emerged from a side gravity wall.
The colonel powered ahead. "Joni, focus on the AIs. We take them out those bots will drop."
Joni replied, "Taking out their nav AI right now."
Garrett was the first to fire at the oncoming horde. "There must be a thousand bots."
Go fired next. "Hit the ground just in front. Kicking up debris is our best option to slow them down."
Green laser pulses began impacting the ship's exterior surrounding us as I joined in the blaster barrage.
Quan said, "I could reroute the battery power to one of those other blasters weapons on the hull, but we may be limited to no more than two shots before the battery is exhausted."
I replied, "Do it. We can't stop this many bots with these hand-fired weapons."
As the horde of bots passed the halfway point the forward, starboard blaster sparked blue. A medium ion bolt struck the center of the approaching bot army, sending parts flying in all directions. A quarter of the attackers were destroyed or fell silent. The bots scattered before a second bolt impacted the ground where the front of the group was sprinting toward us. Another fifty bots met their end.
Joni yelled. "Four AI's down!"
The colonel replied, "Three here. I count signals from another five at this end of the ship!"
We backed into the doorway as laser pulses popped on the tantric plating of the outer hull. Our position above the ground was helpful, but the numbers coming at us were overwhelming.
I grabbed Go, shoving him backwards. "Take up a position in the hall! And set yourself up to fall back from there!"
I pulled on Garrett's shoulder, throwing him back, following with Jack's. I stepped backwards just as a half dozen laser pulses popped on the frame of the outer door. As I turned and ran, the pulses followed me down the left-hand wall. Garrett reached out, pulling me hard to the right and into a room off the hall. Ion blaster bolts flooded the doorway as the first of the bots ran up the ramp from outside. The first dozen bots through the doorway were obliterated, but the others kept coming.
Quan said, "A group has broken from the main assault. All entries onto the ship are being probed."
Joni yelled, "Eight AIs down! I can't account for additional signals up here!"
The colonel replied, "Seven down. Heading for the last one."
I yelled back, "We're losing the hallway!"
I stepped out firing several bolts as I pulled my maul from its holder. The two bots closest to my position felt my wrath as the heavy maul slammed into their lightweight robotic bodies. As the maul went back in place I spun, taking Garrett by the shoulder and shoving him down the hall behind me. I took a laser pulse to the upper shoulder that fried through half the layers of the Grotus suit I wore.
I pulled Jack from his stance in the doorway and signaled for Go to follow. The two raced to the next set of doors as two more laser pulses impacted the lower sections of my suit, locking one hip joint in place. I ducked back into the near door as a hail of ion bolts flew down the hall from behind me. I charged back into the hall, firing my blaster as I ran toward the others.
Through the mayhem of flying bot parts, two new laser pulses impacted my suit. The first singed my lower right abdomen, the second burned through the armor on my right calf. I fell through the door behind Garrett as an intense searing pain shot up my leg. I scrambled to remove the boot on my right foot, pushing away the smoldering body armor as I winced in burning agony. I rolled over, grasped my blaster and pulled myself back to the doorway, taking position under Garrett's left shoulder as he leaned outward.
The colonel said, "All AIs in the back half of the ship are down, hang on guys. I'm coming your way!"
Joni yelled, "Working on the last one now... done!"
Garrett yelled back as he fired, "They're still coming!"
Jack fired twice before ducking back in his doorway. "They must have AIs outside! Quan? Is there enough juice left in the battery for the comm inhibitor?"
Quan replied, "The battery has been depleted."
I yelled, "Enable the inhibitor from your arm pads! That should give us at least a few meters!"
The colonel powered to the outer door, shutting off the flow of bots coming into the hallway. Half a dozen ion bolts later, the bot raid had come to a stop. I rolled over on my back as I continued to grit my teeth, looking directly at the blackened and bleeding burn on my calf.
The colonel said, "There won't be any more through this door, but they've entered others!"
Raptor could be heard barking, followed by the sound of repeated laser pulses popping as they impacted the inner walls, floor and ceiling of the ship. Garrett raced back. A single ion bolt put an end to the attack. A panting Raptor lay on the deck with several pieces of bot shrapnel sticking from his muscular back.
Garrett stepped into the hall, firing several bolts as two bots approached from another door. The return pulses pushed him back into the room where Raptor lay.
Garrett yelled, "I need some help!"
Jack sprinted down the hall with Go immediately after. As they reached the corner going back toward the approaching bots, the two bots collapsed harmlessly to the floor.
Joni said, "Got it! That should be the last AI!"
Garrett replied, "You better get in here! Raptor has been hit!"
Joni squealed as she powered toward their position.
The colonel blinked in and stood over me. "That's a nasty burn."
I replied as I looked down the hall toward my fur-covered friend. "I'll live."
The colonel helped me to my feet. I hopped on one leg. When we entered the far room, Raptor was still lying on his side. Joni was on one knee, hovering over him.
Jack looked over his wounds. "He'll need stitching up, but I don't see any major hits. None of the wounds go deep into the muscle."
I took a deep breath, hopped to a chair and sat down. "We have any pain killers that are safe for dogs?"
The colonel replied, "Go, head down to the med bay and see what we have."
Go shook his head. "Lower decks. Nothing left down there."
Joni said, "That AI ship out there has a med bay on it. The AIs and bots wouldn't need it, but any live passengers would."
The colonel nodded. "Let's get them both over there. Garrett, take Go with you. See what we would need to do to fly that ship. The manual controls may have taken damage. If we can get it in the air we should at least have a fighting chance if another one shows up."
The med bay of the AI battlecruiser was a welcome sight. Painkillers were administered as the automated surgeons of the med-bay got to work on our wounds. Jack bypassed the identification protocols, allowing the med bay to operate on Raptor. Two hours later, we were both patched up and sleeping soundly.



   Chapter 22

 
By the following morning, Go and Garrett had the manual control consoles of the battlecruiser repaired or bypassed. I watched over the ship's camera system.
Garrett carried on a conversation with Go, "When I came into the room, Raptor had a hold of the bot's laser arm. Pulses were flying everywhere as the bot tried to shake him off. I had no choice but to shoot. Things were happening too fast and the bot was repositioning its legs for a different move. I'm just glad his injuries weren't more than they were."
Garrett gestured to the colonel. "We're set for a test. Tell us when you're ready and we'll get this bird in the air."
The colonel replied, "Take us up when you think it's safe."
Garrett looked over at Jack. "You're the captain, Captain. Take us up when you're ready."
Jack nodded. "Initiating ion gravity drives... all parameters nominal. Hold onto your panties, gentleman, we're going exo-atmosphere."
Garrett followed Joni off the bridge. Seconds later they entered the room where Raptor and I were lying on separate beds. They both made their way to the dog, smiling and gently rubbing the fur on his head as they tried to comfort him.
I said, "I see where I come on the pecking order around here."
Joni returned a snarky smile. "Would you like me to rub your head too? Would that make you feel better?"
Garrett walked over, looking down at my bandaged calf. "What's the op report say?"
I reached over my arm pad, pushing the report to a holo-wall display. "He has slight muscle damage to his shoulder. Three weeks should see him back to moving freely."
Garrett laughed, "Not him... you. What's it say about your calf?"
Again I pushed data to the display. "Deep burn. Skin graft coming in a week. Until then, I have to stay off of it. Some muscle damage, but it will heal over time. The machine deadened a nerve that serves my lower leg, so I don't feel any pain at the moment. I see we got the AI ship flying. Are we heading anywhere?"
Garrett shook his head. "Colonel thinks we should stay. Frig and Kerba are still underground on the near moon. Quan is on Dallex. The Colonel thinks we should watch over the wreckage of the Quantix for the time being. He doesn't want salvagers picking it over if we leave. And if more AIs show, we can always run."
Joni reached over and scratched my head. "There. Is that better?"
I nodded. "It is, thank you. Garrett says we are waiting here."
Joni half frowned. "If it was up to me, we'd be headed for your Talisans. That would leave the Quantix exposed for a couple days, but we would at least be safe for half of it."
I said, "What about our cesium ore ships?"
Garrett replied, "The freighters are all still where we parked them. The single Talisan cruiser we've had guarding them is still there as well. Too bad we couldn't have called it over to protect us. It's only six hours away."
I sighed. "We did OK."
Joni said, "Maybe it's time we got rid of those ships. I'm sure there are colonies that could make use of that ore."
I nodded, "That may be, but I think we should hold onto them until the AI threat is gone. It might have done us good to sweep the ore from those ships and to bury it on one of the planets out here. We could have done so without leaving any evidence of such on the surface."
Joni replied, "That cesium is nasty stuff, I think it's best kept in its containers. We shove it down in the dirt somewhere and we risk contamination. And we don't have an army of a million bots to work toward cleaning it up."
Joni pushed an image of Jorus to the screen. "What we need to be doing is focusing our energies on rescuing your people."
I scowled. "My people only need rescue from themselves. If we eliminate the AI, the rest will settle out."
I asked, "What do we hear from your uncle?"
Joni replied, "He said things have heated up in Andromeda with the loss of the gate to Jorus. The AI have three thousand ships there. And they are attempting to acquire the resources needed to start building factories. My uncle says if that happens we can kiss Andromeda goodbye. And we don't know if the AIs there are based on the ones with Garrett's kill switch or not. Since they all have the ability to clone themselves, we have no way of knowing which one might be copied."
I said, "We need another portal ship so we can rid Andromeda of the AIs. All it takes is one corrupt governor to allow access through the portal gates from an Andromeda world and we lose another galaxy. We might want to have Quan monitoring all the gates for us."
Joni replied, "I believe he already is, but I'll double check."
Jack came over the comm. "I was just thinking, the Quantix down there, it has one of the Yacabucci generators on it. We might want to go back down and pull it. If another AI ship comes this way, it would be useful."
I replied, "Great idea, Jack. Go should be able to help with that. Take us back down."
As the Effica day passed, the Yacabucci generator was brought aboard our captured battlecruiser. Go worked on the necessary connections with the goal of tying into the forward sensor arrays of the Grotus designed vessel. His efforts bore no fruit.
The end of the following day the Talisan ships arrived. A multitude of Talisan engineers scoured the Quantix, removing every piece of hardware or technology that an enemy could make use of. Three days later, our small fleet headed for Dallex.
Once our destination was reached, I was immediately transferred to a Talisan hospital, where operations ensued and a new skin graft was put in place. I was told my recovery time would be two weeks for 50 percent use of my calf, with 100 percent usage following four weeks later. Raptor received similar care.
Two days after my operation, I moved from my hospital room to an engineering conference room on a powered chair. As I entered the room the Talisan officers and engineers stood. I waved for them to be seated.
Jack said, "We think we have a solution for the gate. The Earth gate, it's locked out from Earth, but it can be opened everywhere else. We're discussing a ship design for its use. More of a modification, really. I'll let Go talk about it."
Go nodded. "Were taking our latest Talisan battleship and removing all the crew and soldier support from it, except for enough to accommodate eight people. We have six, that allows Frig and Kerba if needed. The remaining space will be used to support cesium fusion generators using the isotope of cesium the Ares was reworked to use. Frig was able to devise a workable design, since we had lost that with the demise of the sentinel ships. Anyway, we can pack enough generators and fuel storage in that reclaimed space where we can keep the armaments and armor. It won't have the active skin, but it will be tough."
I said, "How long before we have it?"
Go replied, "The retrofit has already begun. It won't be able to sweep out a thousand ships like the Ares could, but it should be able to handle as many as forty at a time. I know that's not as good as we had, but it's the best we can do. Initial estimates are for a first jump in three weeks."
I asked Frig, "Was using the Earth gate idea, yours?"
Frig nodded, "It was. If the code crack happens, we will be able to jump to Earth immediately. It's a risk, but one I believe to be worth taking."
"Has anyone heard from Harden?" I asked. "What's the latest from Andromeda?"
Joni answered, "I spoke with him an hour ago. Word from Andromeda is that an orbital AI factory is almost half complete. If we can stick to our schedule here, we should be able to catch it just before it goes online. Harden is trying to arrange a couple of contingency plans for us using his people there in Andromeda. One businessman is attempting to build a large ion cannon in a warehouse on the surface below the factory. Another is rigging a freighter with a goal of being able to crash into it. Either would cause delays."
I said, "I will say this, your uncle has proven useful. It doesn't excuse the things he's done, but he has helped our cause."
Joni sighed. "I still don't trust him as far as I could throw him, but I did give him more rope with which to hang himself. He traveled yesterday, to the Sawblade capital world for a meeting with the resistance from Andromeda. But don't worry, I sent four Talisans to keep an eye on him at all times. He won't be using the crapper without at least one of them standing beside him. Oh, and the Andromedans canceled their rejoining the AMP vote and declared martial law. The people aren't happy, but with the AI ships available to the current governor, no one is pushing back."
Garrett said, "We've also been keeping an eye on the tags we dropped around Jorus and the other Yallux worlds. The AI are present there, but we haven't seen any new activity other than the beginnings of a new factory in orbit above Jorus."
A comm came in from Harden. "Mr. Beutcher, I've just completed a discussion with the Andromedans who are friendly to our cause. I'm in need of another favor. Travel to Andromeda is required for a direct meeting with the resistance. I believe I can organize a more effective campaign from there."
I shook my head. "I don't think I can authorize that, Harden. While we are grateful for the help you have offered, we don't have access into Andromeda to bring you back should you misbehave."
Harden furrowed his brows. "You no longer have a portal ship?"
I replied, "Let's just say it's receiving some needed upgrades. Either way. We can't trust you out there on your own."
Harden crossed his arms. "Have I given you any cause since I offered my help? Any reason at all why you should not trust me?"
I nodded, "I can give you several from before that. The Moddle, the Grumar, the Grotus, the massacre at Odenta? Need I go on? Those people have all been wiped from existence because of you."
Harden protested. "Now wait one minute. The Grotus exterminated the Moddle and the Odenta. The AIs killed the Grumar and your own people, the Grunta committed genocide on the Grotus. I may have engaged in scheming and conducting wars, but I am not responsible for those species demise."
Jack stood. "Maybe not. But you and you alone are responsible for the death of my family... of everyone I knew. And all the time I was out there fighting for our defense, it wasn't for our defense at all. There was no invasion of Andromeda. The only external threat was the threat you were making elsewhere. I'd say you've done enough to where you should never be trusted again. In fact, if you were standing right here in front of me, I would shove this blaster down your—"
I held up my hand. "OK, let's not have that discussion now. Harden, the answer is no. You've been given the resources that are available to you. Make your best use of those."
Jack sat down.
Harden replied, "It's your call, but I think we're missing a good opportunity."
The comm was closed.
During the weeks that followed, our new portal ship, Earth's Rise was commissioned, tested and put into service. After two days of ardent familiarization with our new vessel, we were ready to once again take the fight to the AIs.
I motioned to Jack as he manipulated holo-displays in front of his captain's chair. "Move us to a neutral location and give us a portal scan of the new Andromeda capital."
Jacked nodded. "Coming right up."
Jack pushed the received data to the bridge holo-wall. "I count seventy-two AI warships in orbit."
Quan said, "I can confirm that finding after running a scan through all of the gates in Andromeda. There are eleven hundred eighteen AI ships in close proximity to the gates in that galaxy. I'm forwarding the list to you now."
I replied, "Thank you Quan."
I looked at the colonel. "This is your show now Colonel. Forty of ours versus seventy-two of theirs."
The colonel grinned. "I would expect that deficit to only last a few seconds. I have a dozen fleets of forty ships each at the ready. Just keep that portal window moving and we'll have those AIs crushed in minutes."
The colonel was right. The first sweep brought the AI ships in our direction. By the third sweep, the AI ships attempted to turn and scatter. Our use of the Yacabucci web saw to it that they were held in place. The colonel's assault troops quickly moved aboard, capturing all seventy-two of the ships within a fifteen minute span. Two sweeps later, the captured vessels were parked in orbit around Dallex. Immediate conversions to standard Talisan bridge configurations were ordered.
Using the data provided by Quan, a portal scan was followed by another assault. The pattern was repeated until all eleven hundred eighteen AI ships were accounted for and captured. A similar scan was performed through the portal gates in all six galaxies, resulting in another five thousand four hundred eighty-two ships being destroyed, with another four hundred taken under our control.
A day after, the purge was complete; an uprising on the Andromeda capital world left the AI friendly government confined to a single city block of buildings. A new government was formed, and word of an impending vote to rejoin the AMP was scheduled and broadcast to all citizens.
Our swift victory in Andromeda was followed by a search of every galaxy for any AI ships or ground systems. Eighteen were found to be in transit between two colonies and quickly neutralized. Just over three thousand AI controlled ground systems were removed from operation. Continuous monitoring was setup to alert of any new sightings.
I stood on the bridge deck of the Earth's Rise, raising a glass of a frozen fruit smoothie in toast as we sat in high orbit over Alpha Prime. "Ladies, Gentlemen, Rottweiler. Today, we declare the six galaxies of the AMP to be clear of the AI threat. This morning, results of the vote in Andromeda came in. The AMP is once again complete. Efforts are underway in all galaxies to free up trade, and with luck, in a few months’ time; everything will once again begin to feel normal."
The six newly elected galaxy governors raised their glasses with us.
I continued, "The six of you have a tough mission before you. Our goal is the reestablishment of the Council of Governance, eighteen months from now. Checks and balances will be put in place to insure that no one governor, councilman, sector director or any other officeholder can attain enough power to enact any sort of a rebellion. Issues may be tough, tempers may flare, but an honest government of the people, by the people, will prevail. May the best of futures be had by us all."
As the small celebration got underway, the governor of the Sawblade galaxy pulled me aside. "Mr. Beutcher, first let me say how grateful I am for all that you have done. With that said, how will the military, your Talisans, how will they be folded back into the AMP? Or do you expect to keep control of them for yourself?"
I replied, "Governor, I would love nothing more than to turn control over to someone else, but we have one more difficult mission to complete. The AIs must be wiped out of the Yallux galaxy. Aside from the fact that my family is there, if we don't do this now they'll show up here again, and they'll be far more powerful that before. Besides, we aren't using any AMP resources for this. We have our own."
I tuned and walked away from the governor before getting angry. My hopes for a new and prosperous AMP had been dashed by a single set of questions. The self-important were already maneuvering.
Jack placed his hand on my shoulder. "Just relax. They're politicians. That's what they do. They ask questions. Always looking for the angle. In eighteen months, when the new Council of Governance is elected, he'll probably get pushed back down to whatever government job he came from. The people won't put up with his kind of disrespect."
I took a deep breath and let it out as I smiled. "Let's hope you're right Jack. I'd hate to have to do this all over again."



   Chapter 23

 
For two weeks we performed portal scans in and around the colonies of Yallux. Sixty two hundred AI ships were located and identified. A second AI factory was found to be under construction at the Tamarin worlds. The colonel worked diligently with my Talisan commanders, forming up a set of plans that he believed would have maximum impact. We prepared for our first assault.
The colonel stood in front of the holo-wall display. "First order of business is to clean out the Tamarin worlds. Eighteen hundred warships are parked in orbit or are transiting between the colonies. We take those out first. Following that, the Tamarin now have more than twenty thousand AIs integrated into their planet-side systems. We have to kill every one. If a single AI is missed, it can replicate itself, putting us right back where we started. For this reason, every colony will receive multiple QE tags. Quan will constantly monitor those for us."
The colonel looked over at Jack. "Mr. Carson, whenever you're ready, begin the sweeps to the Tamarin colonies in the order posted."
Jack nodded. "Initiating sweep number one."
As the portal window closed behind us, our nav display lit up with AI targets.
Lieutenant Jefferson remarked, "Three hundred twelve battlecruisers approaching from starboard."
Jack said, "Sweep two coming through."
The AI ships continued to close the distance between us.
Jack announced, "Sweep three coming through."
The colonel commanded, "All ships, deploy the Yacabucci."
We watched with interest as the nav display filled with a grid like pattern. Our confident demeanor took a rapid turn.
Lieutenant Jefferson said, "Web is only partially effective, Sir! AI ships continue to approach!"
The colonel took a step forward as he growled. "All ships! Looks like we have to do this the hard way. Broadcast the comm inhibitor signal. If we get no response, all boarding parties stand down and gunners start your cannons."
Tom Harper scowled as the inhibitor broadcast had no effect. The heavens above the colony were soon flooded with the same green pulses and blue bolts we had become accustomed to seeing.
Jack said, "Fifth sweep coming through. Five to go."
As several pulses passed near our ship I turned to Jack, "Give us some distance. I don't want us taking a stray pulse to our sensors."
Jack nodded. "I can take us back by that moon. Anything coming that distance won't cause damage."
I shook my head. "I'd rather us be out in free space. I don't want some rogue ship sling-shotting around that moon and catching us off-guard."
Jack nodded. "Free space it is. Sweep six coming through."
As our ships continued to come in, the casualty count began to turn in our favor. The battle above the first of the Tamarin worlds raged for more than two hours. When the last of the AI ships exploded into a thousand pieces, our attentions were turned toward the next colony.
Damaged ships were swept back to Dallex and replacement ships swept forward. After a short status check, a summary of the battle was reviewed. Adjustments were made to the continuing plan and the second Tamarin campaign began. Our Talisan battleships, and retrofitted Grotus battlecruisers, were met by one hundred forty-seven AI warships. Any early losses were quickly countered by our overwhelming force.
Twenty-two hours after the Tamarin assault had begun, the last AI ship was destroyed. Our focus was turned toward cleansing the colonies themselves.
The colonel opened a general comm to the Tamarin. "You are now under martial law. Any attempt to resist will be met with overwhelming force. All ground forces will be confined to bases and all weapons secured. Follow these rules and we promise a minimum amount of collateral damage. Again, any show of resistance will be met with deadly force."
A Tamarin military officer responded. "You are in violation of Tamarin space. Stand down your weapons and prepare to be boarded."
The colonel smirked before turning angry. "Boarded with what? You have no ships and no ground defenses. If there's someone who needs to prepare for something it's you. Prepare to have your ass kicked. Now I'm only going to say this once, we are here for the AIs and the AIs only. Step back and let us remove them and we will leave the rest of you unharmed. Interfere in any way and you will pay severely for it. You have two minutes to reply before we come in hard."
The Tamarin officer turned from the general comm to talk with others. Ninety seconds into his discussion the officer turned back toward the comm camera.
The officer replied with an arrogant tone. "What you do is an act of war. The Tamarin Corporation will defend itself to the last citizen."
The colonel's face showed agitation.
I stepped forward. "Colonel, let me have a try."
I walked into the camera view. "Sir, please inform Vagra Withers of our demands. I believe he will give different orders."
The officer laughed. "The old bat was arrested, tried, and beheaded three weeks ago for breach of contract. I don't think we'll be hearing from him."
The colonel leaned back into the camera view. "I'll be right there to discuss Tamarin terms of surrender and to smash your smug face."
The officer offered a defensive stare as he looked around himself. "Good luck with that, Human. You won't make it past the outer walls."
The colonel growled. "Mr. Carson, get the coordinates of that room and sweep me in there. I'll put an end to this resistance right here and now."
I said, "Colonel, I don't think that's a good idea."
The colonel offered an evil grin. "Mr. Beutcher, with this suit, I go where I want, when I want. They have nothing down there to stop me. Now, I want to see that smart-ass personally beg for his life. Are you looking to deny me that privilege?"
I held up my hand. "I won't argue with you, Colonel. I think you've already made up your mind."
Tom Harper smiled as a portal opened behind him. "I like it when people see things my way."
As the portal closed, we watched on the general comm camera as the room broke into complete chaos. Bodies flew; weapons were fired at empty space. Twenty seconds after the sweep, the room was silent except for one sniveling officer.
The Colonel blinked in. "Open a comm channel to your command."
The officer complied.
The colonel leaned into a new camera. "This is Colonel Tom Harper of the Alliance of Major Planets. You are now subjects of the Alliance. Stand down all hostilities against our actions or I will personally come through this video feed and give each of you this."
The colonel turned to the trembling officer beside him, punching him in the face. The officer fell hard to the floor.
An officer on the other end of the new comm asked, "How did you get into that room?"
The colonel replied, "We have portals. We go where we want, when we want. You can make this painless for yourselves and the Tamarin people, or you can make it extremely hard on yourselves. The only difference to us will be the time it takes for us to accomplish our mission. We have no beef with you, only the AIs."
A short discussion ensued just out of camera view.
The officer returned with a solemn expression. "Colonel, the leadership on this colony has decided to fully cooperate. We will not inhibit your mission. All we ask is that care is taken to not take life or needlessly destroy property."
The colonel replied, "I can only promise this, we'll be out of your hair as soon as possible."
The officer looked perplexed. "Out of our hair, Sir? I don't understand."
The colonel sighed as he looked back at the hairless Tamarin officer. "We have no plans to stay any longer than required."
The comm was closed.
Tom Harper returned to his command channel. "All ships proceed to and destroy all targets. And please minimize damage where at all possible."
Four hundred ships descended on the planet's cities. Thousands of bots came to the defense of their AIs, but their armaments were inferior to those of the Talisan Marines under the Colonel's command. Nine hours after the first Marines encountered a bot, the last of the AIs on the colony ceased to function. QE tags were placed and activated, giving full signal coverage of the planet. Quan began monitoring for all AI transmissions.
We reassembled in orbit before being swept to the next colony. The colonel repeated his demands to the local government and military officials and was granted the unfettered access as requested. Fourteen hours later, the second colony was clear of AIs.
The cleansing of the Tamarin colonies continued for the next three days. Forty AI ships were intercepted as they attempted to reassert control over the far Tamarin colony. The mini-assault was stopped and the invaders destroyed. The Tamarin campaign had gone as well as could be expected.
As the ships regrouped in orbit the colonel said, "We hit Odenta next. They've been busy building a new AI factory there. Mr. Carson, whenever you are ready to proceed."
Jack nodded. "Couple minutes and we'll be on our way, Colonel."
I asked, "Colonel, there's only a few dozen occupied, or previously occupied, planets in this sector. How far do we stretch our searches beyond?"
The colonel replied, "Phase one covers the known planets. Phase two will cover the space surrounding those planets."
"Is there a phase three?"
The colonel nodded. "It's called vigilance. We monitor all this space from here on out."
I replied, "You do know those QE tags are only good for about six months, right?"
The colonel half smiled, "You're getting into administration, Mr. Beutcher. That job will belong to somebody else. My focus is eradication."
The Odenta campaign lasted only five hours. The new AI factory was half complete. The speed at which it was being constructed shifted our focus. Our next target had been the Kergan worlds. Instead, the factory being built above Jorus had become a priority.
After a short time of planning, an attack was set. The factory would be hit and destroyed while leaving the ships and ground AIs intact. Our first priority was to stop the proliferation. The factory at Jorus was beginning to produce AIs.
Joni said, "Why risk any lives? I can go in and take out their ion generators. That would shut them down and do major damage at the same time. Sweep me in. I'll do the deed. Sweep me out."
The colonel thought for a moment. "Your plan has one flaw, Mrs. Rourke."
Joni asked, "What's that?"
The colonel grinned. "I'm going in and not you. When those generators blow, my suit offers a much higher level of protection. Your suit is a maintenance suit. You run the risk of it being overpowered when a generator blows. My suit won't go past 10 percent with a generator blast. And I've been through a number of them."
Joni gestured toward the image of the factory on the holo-wall. "By all means then, Colonel. You go. Have all the fun for yourself."
The colonel smiled as he turned to face Jack. "Mr. Carson, if you would do me the honor. Place me anywhere near this section over here."
Seconds later the colonel was powering into the new AI factory. We watched on a split screen with one side being the colonel's video feed and the other being a continuous portal scan. The three major sections that made up the factory blew apart within minutes of each other. Three-quarters of the factory, including all of its power system, had been destroyed. The colonel was swept back aboard the Earth's Rise.
The next sweeps were to the Kergan worlds. After confronting a stubbornness similar to that of the Tamarin, the Kergan colonies were cleansed of AIs.
Next up were the ships and AIs in and around Modus and Mayanis. The AI ships put up a fierce fight. We had swept in more than eight hundred warships before the battle was over. The planets were tagged and our focus turned to the next campaign. The former Moddle worlds, followed by Doomlight, were purged of all AI presence.
Our efforts after Doomlight were to search and tag the hundred and four other planets in that sector of the Yallux galaxy. Another eight hundred AI ships were encountered and eradicated. The Yallux campaign, excluding Jorus, had taken twenty-seven days. We moved on to what we hoped would be our final battle.
After an all day war in the heavens above Jorus had concluded, a general comm was opened to Grunta command. "This is Colonel Tom Harper of the Alliance of Major Planets. Your AI friends have been defeated. We will be coming planet-side to eradicate any remaining AIs."
The commander of the Grunta military replied, "Please hold, Colonel. We are contacting the Council with your request."
The colonel's right upper lip began to quiver in rage. "You have three minutes commander. If you like you can patch me through to the Council."
The commander replied, "Request noted. Please hold."
Three minutes of wait turned into four.
The colonel banged his fist on the corner of a table, nearly snapping it off. "Mr. Carson. Get me the coordinates of the Council chambers!"
I stood, "Colonel, you go in there and they are likely to start swinging. Grunta women, if pushed, can be quite irrational. We only need a little patience and this will all be over."
The colonel waved his hand. "No offense, Mr. Beutcher, but I've dealt with Gruntas before. They understand strength and I'm about to remind them of exactly what that means!"
The commander came back on the comm. "Colonel, the Council will hear your request. Patching you through now."
The image on the holo-display turned to one of the round table with the Grunta councilwomen sitting around it.
The lead councilwoman stood. "You have no right to come down here, Colonel."
The colonel placed his hands on his hips as he stood in a power stance for his reply. "No right? We have every right. You are harboring the enemy of every free thinking species. If you would prefer to round them up and turn them over we could agree upon that. However, that would mean rounding up every one. If we detect that a single AI remains, we will be coming down there whether you like it or not. Capisce?"
The lead replied, "We understand, Colonel. Please give us a moment to discuss."
The holo-display went black as the council camera feed was blanked. Two minutes later a new image appeared.
The lead councilwoman cleared her throat. "We will provide the AIs, Colonel. All will be rounded up and placed in a location whose coordinates we will provide."
The colonel shook his head. "You do understand they will give you a fight, don't you?"
The lead nodded. "We are fully aware of their desire to remain active, Colonel. This is our situation; please respect our sovereignty in this matter."
The colonel smiled. "You deliver the AIs and we will be on our way."
Five hours after our discussion was over, coordinates were specified for the delivery of the AIs.
Go said, "Anybody else seeing the smoke columns rising up down there?"
Go zoomed in on a smoke trail. Several thousand bots were fighting in defense of their AI. Each of the fights were short as the Grunta wasted little time overpowering their opponents.
Eight hours after the purge had begun; a comm came in from Grunta Command. "Colonel, by our accounts, all AIs have been removed from our cities. You will find the remains at the coordinates we sent. As per your agreement with the Council, you are expected to leave our space immediately."
The colonel nodded. "We will be gone in a few minutes commander. This purge will be to the benefit of us all."
QE tags were placed around Jorus and the remaining AI parts swept up and deposited into the Jorus sun.
The colonel turned to face me. "Mr. Beutcher, I believe our work here is done. Without the portal ships, the AI didn't offer as much of a fight as I thought they would. Frankly, I wanted to believe they had far more ships than they did. I find it hard to believe they purged their numbers from the nearly hundred thousand that were in the six galaxies at one point. Perhaps they aren't as intelligent as we thought."
I replied, "I hope you're right, Colonel. We have tags all over this sector. If any AIs show, we should be able to handle them in the same manner as what we just did. It's a great day to be a member of the AMP. Perhaps I can now work on getting my wife released."
The colonel thought for a moment. "That might be a task we take care of right now, Mr. Beutcher, while we have leverage."
I shook my head. "I would prefer to do it through a legal means. Anything else will just anger the Council more, and I know my wife wouldn't want that."
The colonel replied, "Suit yourself, Mr. Beutcher. If that's your preference, it's your call."
Before our final departure, an agreement of peace was signed with the Grunta Council. A similar deal was sealed with the Tamarin and the Kergans. No members of the Yallux galaxy were at war with the AMP. We returned home to face the normal problems that came with reconstruction.
Celebrations were few and far between. Most species in the AMP had little involvement with the AIs and as a consequence didn't much care about their defeat. Few chose to celebrate the return of the AMP as most were leery of change without seeing immediate results. The return of freedoms and reduction of taxes would take time to flow down to and have effect on the common citizen. Most just continued on with their daily lives.
The colonel and Frig desired to be returned to Gratis. The colonel would claim the old residence of Don Grange while Frig returned to the compound he had constructed two millennia before. The Earth's Rise was decommissioned and parked on the planet's surface, and the Earth gate was returned to its place of origin, buried underground. Jack stayed on Gratis as the Earth's Rise caretaker. If the AI were to again show up in the Yallux galaxy, the portal ship would be resurrected.
Go returned to Omega. He wanted to see his family, after which he would decide upon a direction for his life. The possibilities open to him were almost limitless.
Joni, Garrett, and Raptor set up house on Alpha Prime with their primary function consisting of overseeing the confinement of Harden Salton. Because of his assistance in restoring the AMP, Harden received a pardon for his millions of murder charges. A sentence of life in confinement for conspiracy was passed down with all other charges dropped. Joseph Salton received a sentence of five years. Joni would see to it that both men served their time.
After much consideration, I enlisted Harden's help with a propaganda campaign as I fought for the release of my wife. The Council frustrated my every attempt, but their popularity was falling precipitously. The constant negative news stories about cronyism and corruption had already seen two members resign. I hoped to have Getta's freedom within months.
The new governor of Alpha Prime restored my position of detective along with all my stars. A sixth star was offered, along with a position overseeing the entire security force of the AMP. I declined. My commitment to the AMP had already been fulfilled. I took my old inspector position on SS5.
Captain Paq Wendell stood, scratching his head as I walked into his office. "Beutcher, I'm shocked, but I'm not shocked that you came back here. I guess I don't really know what to say or where to begin."
I laughed, "Don't worry, Captain. I'm not looking for any special treatment. I just want to exist for a while without the worries of the universe surrounding me. When Getta is released, I fully expect to be asked to come home. Until that happens, I'm yours to command."
The captain took a deep breath as he shook his head. "You're a mystery, Beutcher... a mystery for sure. Oh, I don't know if you've been told or not, but they shipped in the Daunte this morning. I hear it took some tracking down. Some admiral was using it as his personal transport. Anyway, she's down in Bay-17 if you want to see her. Let me know when you're settled, and I'll have dispatch send you something to chew on."
For the first time in years, I felt at home.
 
~~~~~
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After a week back on the job, I was going nuts. The ultra-slow pace of traveling through space at standard speeds, the interaction with captains who were irritated about having their ships inspected, and the monotonous details required in the inspection reports, were all far less satisfying than I had envisioned. After a run-in with a particularly frustrated captain, Paq Wendell ordered me to spend some time at my desk reviewing reports. He placed no expectations on my productivity.
A comm came in from Harden Salton. "Mr. Beutcher, I have some good news. Our campaign on Jorus has gone better than expected. Public sentiment for the release of Getta is up to 56 percent. Sentiment for the Council sits at 38 percent, a historic low. The people are working hard to build their homes and businesses and I've taken every opportunity to make it appear as though the Council is meddling in the affairs of the common citizen. Most just want to be left alone."
I said, "What does that mean for her release?"
Harden smiled. "My sources say we may have a vote on the subject in as little as a week. It turns out the new Council is just as political as the councils before it. Some people were just not meant to wield power."
I nodded. "Present company included."
Harden pursed his lips. "Touché, Mr. Beutcher. Anyway, we may only be weeks away from her release. And if that happens, there could easily be a full reinstatement to the Council."
I replied, "I'm not sure she would want that job back."
Harden again smiled. "She should. My sources, along with my gut tell me that she would almost be a shoe-in for Council lead. We've been broadcasting scenes of her fighting against the Grotus and others, spectacular stuff. She is quite the warrior. By the way, how's the detective work coming?"
I slowly shook my head. "Boring. I feel as though everything is moving in slow motion."
Harden laughed. "Yes, a common feeling by those coming back from the battlefield. Normal life takes a little getting used to. Imagine my dilemma while trapped on the Ares. All this action going on around me, action that I was previously a big part of, and suddenly, I wasn't even allowed to participate or watch. Hence my futile attempts at escape."
A comm attempt came in from Go. "Harden, thank you for your efforts with regards to Getta. I have another comm. Will check in again in a few days."
Go's face popped up on my holo-display. "Mr. Beutcher, was just checking in to see how things were."
I replied, "I'm starting to think that every time I look away from the clock, time has come to a standstill. The pace is disheartening."
Go nodded. "Tell me about it."
I asked, "The visit with your family, how'd that go?"
Go winced. "They are exactly as they were. Everyone has their own little version of a scam running. Always near creditless and unwilling to work a regular job, even though jobs are plentiful."
I said, "Have you zeroed in on a career?"
Go half frowned. "No, that's kind of why I'm calling. Does your security team need any detectives? I'm more than willing to start at the bottom or even to attend the academy."
I sighed. "I don't think this job is for either of us at the moment. That is, unless you like watching the fresh paint dry in Bay-17."
Go said, "I heard you got the Daunte back. Is she in good shape still?"
I nodded. "She's as good as she ever was. Only now, without a portal gate, she somehow seems to be less than she was. Dispatch is again stingy with the portal sweeps, so every assignment takes days of monotonous space travel to complete."
I chuckled, "It's funny, that was one of my favorite parts of the job before. You were free to do as you wanted, knowing that what work you had was hours or days away. Now I just feel like banging my head against the console."
Go half smiled. "What we need is an adventure. Something to absorb some of the adrenaline our bodies are overproducing."
I pulled up a news feed and watched the news ticker as it went by. "I don't know that there is much adventure to be had in the AMP. Everyone is busy trying to make their station in life better. I will say this; I don't think there has ever been a better time for the common citizen to pursue their dreams."
Go laughed, "Yeah, common dreams maybe. I don't think the adventure we need would fall under those types of dreams. How's Garrett and Joni?"
I said, "They are well. Very much enjoying each other's company. Joni likes giving him menial tasks and Garrett seems content with doing them. They've become homebodies."
I continued my chat with Go for another half hour. The conversation ended with an invitation for him to come to SS5 for a visit. He readily accepted.
After slowly browsing a report, I decided it was time for lunch. A quick comm had Ogu meeting me at Betty's restaurant, Sam's. Other than a few more years of age, neither of my friends had changed.
As I entered Sam's, Ogu welcomed me with a hearty hug and a slap on the back Betty with a smile from behind the bar.
Ogu was first to talk. "Must have been a wild ride. How’s it feel having your feet back on the ground?"
I spent the next five minutes talking about the woes of being in the general workforce.
Ogu responded, "Well, at least you had a job to come back to. I heard they gave you a full reinstatement with back pay. You do remember that hundred credits you owe me from those arm pads don't you?"
I half laughed. "Credits are something I haven't thought about in a long time. With all that has happened, they almost seem meaningless."
I held out my arm pad for a credit transfer.
Ogu waved his hand. "Forget it. It was a joke."
Betty said, "Has there been any news with Getta?"
I nodded. "We're hoping for a vote on her release in the coming weeks. There's been nothing official set, but Harden seems to think a vote is coming."
Ogu shook his head. "Harden. Who'd of thought you would be the one who toppled him."
I half smiled, "Certainly not me. Even now, it's difficult to fathom all that has happened. I sometimes wonder if it was all a dream."
A comm from Frig interrupted the conversation. "Mr. Beutcher, we've cracked the code."
I replied as I stood, "I'll be there as soon as I can."
Ogu asked, "So that's it? You just rush off at the first call now?"
I placed my hand on Ogu's shoulder and squeezed. "I need some new material for our discussions here."
Ogu laughed. "New material? You haven't even filled us in on what's already happened!"
I nodded to Betty. "I will be back. And I will fill you both in on everything I've seen and done. I hope you live long lives, because it may take that long to tell it."
I hurried out of Sam's, heading back toward the office of Paq Wendell.
I raised Go on the comm. "How soon can you be here?"
Go replied, "If the gates are all open it should only take about twenty minutes. Why?"
I looked into the comm camera as I walked. "Frig has the code."
Go's eyes lit up. "The Earth gate code?"
I nodded. "He's expecting me there as soon as I can travel. Come to Bay-17 here on SS5."
Go grinned. "I'm on my way."
I opened a comm to Joni. "We have the gate code."
Joni turned away from the camera. "Get your bag, they have the Earth code."
Garrett stood, poking his face into the camera view. "It's about time!"
I said, "Meet me on SS5 and we'll go out together."
Joni smiled. "Give us fifteen minutes. We have to get to a gate. Have you spoken with Go?"
I nodded. "He's meeting us here. When you arrive, head to Bay-17, we'll be riding out in the Daunte."
Joni grinned. "I've been dying to get back aboard her. See you there."
I walked into the captain's office. "Mr. Wendell. I'm in need of a favor."
Paq shook his head as he laughed. "I thought you said no special treatment!"
I nodded. "I did. But this is urgent."
The captain leaned back in his chair and gestured with his hands. "Give it to me."
I said, "I need a portal sweep out to the planet Gratis."
The captain sat forward. "Gratis?"
I nodded. "It's back in Omega."
The captain asked, "What in the blazes would you want from out there?"
I set my balled up fists on his desk. "I can't say other than it's extremely important."
The captain moved back in his chair with his hands raised. "Whoa, OK. I was just busting your chops. You do know that I've been told repeatedly to authorize just about anything you want, don't you? Repeatedly... I've been told. If you want a sweep to Omega, you've got a sweep to Omega."
I nodded. "Thank you, Captain."
Paq Wendell smiled. "Well, I hope you find whatever you're looking for out there. This is the first spark I've seen in you since you got back. Not that I'm looking for you to burst into flame or anything, but a spark is a good start."
I thanked the captain again as I turned toward Bay-17 and the Daunte.
As I walked up the ramp-way, I heard the sound of paws tamping on the steel deck as Raptor ran toward me. I turned, going down on one knee for a meeting with my favorite Human dog. As a Grunta, I rather enjoyed the slobbery licking I received. Garrett shook his head in disgust.
As I sat in the captain's chair, Go came through the bay doors at a sprint.
As he topped the ramp, he attempted to talk while out of breath. "I... ran the whole way... from the gate... to here."
Garrett slapped him on the back before encircling him with a hug. "Glad to see you. You've been missed! And why the huffing? I would have thought those prosthetics would do all the work for you."
Go nodded as he clutched his thighs while leaning over. "You... too. And... you have to remember... I only have half a lung... over here."
Joni followed with a kiss to his cheek and Raptor with a strong nudge.
I looked around the cabin as the ramp-way pulled shut. "I can't say I thought I'd ever see the lot of you on this ship again."
Go held up his hand. "My first time. You talked about her a lot, but she was taken away before we met."
I half smiled in thought. "Yes, I guess you're right. Welcome aboard the Daunte, Go."
Go sat back in a chair in the cabin. "Glad to be aboard!"
Joni asked, "The code, tell us about it!"
I shook my head. "You know as much as I do. We'll find out the rest in a few minutes."
Joni sat in the copilot's chair. "A few minutes? You arranged a sweep?"
I nodded. "I just have to check in with the dispatcher."
I powered up the Daunte's drive, taxied out a half kilometer from the station and opened a comm to dispatch. "This is Knog Beutcher; I need a sweep out to the planet Gratis in the Omega sector."
Hela Gruend replied, "Hello, Mr. Beutcher. I've been waiting to catch you on dispatch. Welcome back."
"Hela?" I said. "Well, I'll have to say that it's nice to see you and hear your voice."
Hela smiled. "Likewise, Mr. Beutcher. I seem to be having trouble locating the colony you requested. Is that Gratis with a t?"
I laughed. "Hold on. I'll send you the coordinates. This one is not on the charts. And please do me a favor and don't try to add it."
Hela again smiled. "Wouldn't dream of it, Mr. Beutcher. The coordinates have been accepted. The sweep should happen in about fifteen seconds. And, Mr. Beutcher, it is good to see you."
I smiled back as the comm closed. A small but familiar portal window opened in front of the Daunte. Seconds later, we were looking down on Gratis from high orbit.
I opened a comm to Frig. "We're here. Where would you like us to set down?"
Frig replied, "We'll be waiting just outside the entrance to the Grange bunker."
We touched down on a field of grass as the ramp-way lowered. Raptor was the first down and immediately squatted in the field to take care of much needed business.
Garrett laughed as he shook his head. "That dog. I just took him for that a couple hours ago."
We joined Frig, Kerba Skol, Jack, and the colonel, following them inside. A broken wall had been pushed back, revealing a once-secret passage down to the portal gate, the same passage the bots had used during their attempt to take it. After moving down a kilometer of stairs and walkways, we came to the gate room.
Frig walked over to the control console. "We have yet to test this code on the gate. There is a slight possibility that it will not work."
The colonel stood in front of the gate in anticipation. "It'll work. Your schemes always do."
Frig smiled as he entered the pass-code. "Gate power should initiate followed by a request to open on the other end. If that request is granted, the portal to Earth will open."
Kerba stood behind the colonel, almost shaking. "I can't believe this is happening. Earth of all places. Most on Ankor believed it to be a myth."
The gate came to life with a string of red lights lining its exterior. Seconds later, the red lights turned to green and a portal window formed. As the colonel and Frig walked forward, the rest of us stood still. We were the first people to look upon Earth space in nearly two thousand years.
The colonel stopped and looked back. "Come on. Nothing on this end to be afraid of. Most things are probably shut down."
One by one we followed our ancient friends through the portal.
As I stepped onto the floor on the other side, the colonel again looked back as he smiled. "Welcome to Earth!"
The gate led down a short corridor that opened into the atrium of a tall building. As I looked up, a quick count placed the building at nearly eighty stories, the atrium running almost to the top.
The colonel walked to the center of the atrium and stood. We stopped behind him as we continued to look around in wonder. The windows to outside were black with the darkness that was night.
The colonel looked at us and laughed. "For the first time in your lives, your clocks are now actually on Earth Standard Time."
Joni asked, "Are we waiting for something?"
The colonel nodded. "Yep. They should be down in a few minutes."
Go asked, "They?"
The colonel held up a hand. "Be patient. You will all know in a minute."
A clank and a rumble could be heard coming from above. As we looked up, a glass elevator began to descend from the top floors. A Human, wearing bright white clothing, rode in the elevator. We all watched in silence as it settled on the atrium floor. Doors opened and the rider stepped out.
The Human said, "Please identify yourselves."
The colonel walked forward. "Colonel Thomas T. Harper of Earth heritage."
The Human held up a device scanning the colonel. "Mr. Harper, we have a DNA match, welcome back to Earth. My name is Mr. Anderson. You may call me Tony if you prefer. To what do we owe this pleasure?"
The colonel waved the rest of us over. "Tony, the AMP is in need of some repairs and updates. Frig can provide you with a list."
After a scan, Tony nodded to Frig. "Welcome back, Mr. Helgris. It has been a long time for both of you. Please follow me aboard the elevator."
The doors closed and the elevator lifted, although at a much slower pace than what I was accustomed to in the AMP. After nearly a full minute, I looked down through the glass at the floor far below. For a brief moment, I was overtaken by vertigo, bumping my forehead against the glass before jerking back. The colonel laughed.
The elevator door opened and we exited into a large lounge area. Couches, tables, two bars and a number of open conference rooms dotted the fifty by one hundred meter space before us. Again the outer glass walls were black with the darkness of night.
Tony gestured toward a set of couches. "Please have a seat. I will send a beverage host to see to your needs as I enter your assistance requests."
Frig walked past us toward a far room.
Garrett sat with a smile as he threw his arms up on the back of the couch he had selected. "Comfy. What is this place?"
The colonel replied, "It's just a meeting place for travelers. The clones prefer it because it's familiar."
Go asked, "Clones? As in the Human clones from the War or Wars?"
The colonel nodded. "One and the same. Tony here wasn't involved in the actual war. He was back here with his host duties."
Go looked around the room curiously. "Colonel? What happened to the clones?"
The colonel took a moment. "Most gave their lives fighting to protect us. They didn't have to, but everyone wanted to. We probably wouldn't... no, I'll take that back. We wouldn't have survived without them. It was the clones who helped us hold off the other species."
The colonel looked at me. "Such as you Grunta. The clones gave their lives on the ground, and it was their armada of ships that turned the tide in space. In fact, we were fairly certain that it was a clone ship and crew that fired the shot that took out the Duke's cruiser."
The colonel looked over at Tony. "All but about twenty thousand gave their lives that final day. When we got back, they asked to be put back in stasis should our need for them ever arise again. Never have seen such selfless behavior. And I doubt I ever will again."
Garrett asked, "The twenty thousand, they're here on Earth?"
The colonel swayed his head to one side. "I suppose most of them are in stasis on their ships in orbit."
Jack raised his eyebrows. "How many ships made it back?"
The colonel thought for a moment. "I believe we parked about thirty thousand. Tony can give us the exact number. And for your next question, yes, we have more ships than crew."
I asked, "Portals?"
The colonel nodded. "Every ship has portal capabilities. They all have Yacabucci generators, they all have active skins and tantric armor, and they have ion cannons that are probably two orders of magnitude more powerful than any you've seen. And when inactive they are a sleek silvery white. Probably the most beautiful ships you have ever seen."
I said, "That kind of power and capability, scary that someone had that."
The colonel winced. "The shocking thing is, the Duke had similar technologies. I guess he had something like a million years of confiscated engineering designs to draw from. Some of it, we never did figure out how it worked. Heck, we never figured out the portal gates. We found one on a derelict ship and Frig somehow managed to copy it. Took us years to get it working like it does. And you're right, that technology is too powerful. That's why most of it was destroyed after the AMP took root."
Joni asked, "Why only the six galaxies?"
The colonel turned to face her. "Those were the only ones we were certain the Duke had visited. We knew there were probably more, but we had no way of knowing which ones, so only the six were brought in.
"We reasoned that without portal gates from outside, the six galaxies would be secure. We thought we had the safeties in place that would keep anyone from moving them or using them to go out. Guess we missed on that one."
Frig returned with a small spherical device in his hand.
Kerba asked, "What's that?"
Frig replied, "This is Quan. Or at least it will be when we return. This was his original housing."
Go remarked, "All those memory circuits and processors fit in there?"
Frig nodded. "The design goes down to the molecular level. It's ingenious and at the same time very simplistic. The species who created this core were obviously brilliant and far ahead of us in their computer technology."
Go asked, "What happened to them?"
Frig held up the device. "The Duke killed them all. At least that's what he told us. Quan verified much of his story, only Quan had lost some of those memories. The Duke was terribly evil."
Quan said, "Thank you for retrieving my core, Frig. I look forward to regaining my mobility. Interaction with others seems much more pleasant in reality."
Frig replied, "You have shown that you are worthy of it."
Quan said, "When may we begin the transfer?"
Frig thought for a moment. "We could begin now if you like. The process will take longer over the QE connection; however, it should be complete before we return tomorrow. I'll have Mr. Anderson bring up a body for you."
Garrett frowned. "Not that Quan has been any trouble, but you're planning to transfer him to that and to put him in a robotic body? Does that sound dangerous to anyone?"
The colonel took the question. "Quan has been with us since the War of Wars. He has been nothing but loyal and trustworthy, giving us no reason to doubt his motives. Besides, he has safety circuits built in that prohibit devious or violent thought."
Garrett continued to frown. "Motives can change. I just don't trust an intelligent machine that can replicate itself."
Quan replied, "I am unable to replicate without permission and the best I could do in that instance is to reproduce myself as I am back on Gratis. I am sorry you view me as a threat, Garrett Rourke. I will have to work to gain your trust."
Garrett waved his hand. "Don't make any special effort."
The elevator door opened. A small robot pulled a cart with a robotic body lying on it.
When the cart came to a stop I stood to look down on it. It was similar in form and stature to a Human, but obviously different. The arms and legs were slightly longer with the torso being much shorter. When stood up, the android would be exactly two meters tall.
Frig walked over with the sphere. "Quan? Are you ready to transfer?"
Quan replied, "Yes, thank you."
Frig nodded. "Next time you see us it will be through your new eyes."
As a last word, Quan replied, "I look forward to it."
Frig pressed several buttons on his arm pad. A round hole opened in the top of the android's head. The sphere was inserted and the opening closed. Frig took a deep breath before pressing several more buttons and swiping away at a holo-display.
"In nine hours, thirty-two minutes, Quan will have the freedom of an android body for the first time in two thousand years."
Garrett chided, "Let's just hope this isn't a giant blunder. Our last experience with AIs didn't quite go as we'd hoped."
 
~~~~~
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