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   Chapter 1

 
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."



   Chapter 2

 
Tony stood in the center of our group. "I see only the colonel has one of the latest battle-suits. I can outfit each of you with one if so desired."
Go eagerly nodded. "Over here! I'd love to have one again."
Frig shook his head. "I would rather stay as I am, thank you. Please size and construct one for my associate, Kerba Skol. He may benefit from the health improvements it would bring."
The colonel shook his head. "I don't understand. You could extend your life by years with one of these."
Frig nodded. "That is true. Let's just say I have a proclivity for leaving things the way they should be. I have far outlived everyone I know except you. Even though I do not have a death wish, and I'm not looking to live forever, I have no interest in the BGS."
Tony began to take scans of each of us. "Mr. Carson, I see you are healing from a recent spinal injury. If you care to follow me, after I've completed the scans, I may be able to expedite the healing process."
Jack stood. "Really? Can you get any of my mobility back?"
Tony nodded. "I believe we can restore you to 100 percent. And once we have you in a BGS suit, the issues with your eyesight should improve."
Jack asked, "My eyes?"
Tony said, "The eyes are particularly vulnerable during long periods in space with low or no gravity. I would presume you were on a ship for some period that had a gravity rating of 85 percent standard?"
Jack replied, "For about four years."
Tony smiled. "That would account for the astigmatism. The BGS will help your body resolve that issue."
I said, "I never knew you had any issue."
Jack shrugged. "Mostly affected my distance vision. And I can't say I've had a big need for that anyway. The holo-displays were all adjustable to account for it, so it wasn't a problem."
Tony scanned my torso. "The BGS suit will improve the health of each of you. It may take weeks to feel or see the results, but they can be dramatic."
Garrett raised his hand. "I thought I wasn't able to have a BGS. Has something changed?"
Tony smiled. "Yes, you are here on Earth. We have the technology to make the needed adjustments to your genetics. It will take longer before you see the benefits of the suit, but they will likely be more pronounced. If you want to follow me after the scans, I can see to it that your DNA has the necessary enhancements."
Joni stepped in. "Uh, I read where there is an issue with sterility. Is that true?"
The cloned human nodded. "Yes. If you wear the suit for two to three years, you will see a decline in your ability to conceive. Mr. Rourke will see a similar decline in his abilities as well. If the suit is removed for a period of at least six months, the effects will reverse themselves. If the wearer continues for five years or more without the break, the effect cannot be reversed."
Joni half frowned. "OK, good to know."
When the scans had been completed, Jack and Garrett followed Tony to another room. Jack was placed on a table and a robotic surgery was performed on his damaged bones and tissue. Garrett received a series of injections and was sent to a bed to sleep. He was assured the initial period of nausea would happen while he slept. He would awaken a new man.
I stood by a window, looking out into the darkness. "I can't see anything out there."
The colonel replied, "The Earth and its moon are surrounded by an enormous superstructure. The skin of the superstructure is an active sodium skin that remains on at all times. They have artificial sunlight that comes on for twelve hours, every twelve hours."
The colonel looked at a timer. "We should have our simulated sunrise in about forty minutes. You should be able to see some spectacular views from this building. Grass plains for a couple kilometers in each direction, followed by heavy forests. The coast should be visible to the south and mountains to the north. The air will be some of the purest you have ever seen. It gets constantly filtered. The entire ecosystem of this planet is managed. It really is an incredible achievement in terraforming and environment management."
Go stood beside me. "You can't see anything out there right now. How were they able to achieve such massive undertakings?"
The colonel laughed. "They had bots. Still do. Not like the AIs we were fighting—much less intelligent, but very capable. They used the same technique of having the bots build more bots and then turning millions or billions of them loose on the task at hand. One of the many things I found incredible after first visiting here was the fact they could move this planet to wherever they wanted. I know it sounds crazy, but with the active skin, this entire planet loses the effects of inertia that come with its mass. The skin out there has Black Hole Drive technology built into it."
Go shook his head. "I'm still having a hard time grasping that they are able to hide an entire planet."
I asked, "Why wasn't the science of all this studied further? Imagine the discoveries that could have been made."
The colonel chuckled. "Mr. Beutcher, can you imagine Harden Salton having this tech?"
I half frowned. "I get what you're saying, Colonel. That's why it was all hidden away and why the people of the AMP were never encouraged to pursue any of those fields of study."
The colonel raised an eyebrow. "Frankly, I'm surprised you people made it as long as you did without pushing the bounds of those discoveries. I have to wonder if the new generations have lost some of their intellectual curiosity. My generation, prior to the establishment of the AMP, wouldn't have let anything go undiscovered."
Frig joined our discussion. "If any of you would like, I would be willing to give a tour of my lab here on Earth. I did initially pursue some of the science behind our discoveries. However, much of that research was shelved due to the time needed for raising and caring for a family."
Go and Kerba stepped forward.
Go said, "If you have anything mechanical or ship-related, I would be interested. Maybe I can take it back and work on it with the Talisans at the shipyards."
Frig shook his head. "The items I have are not for use by the general public. They are items of war. Our best understanding of portals, ion amplifiers, weapons, genetics and other technologies are housed there. While some benefits could obviously be derived from their use, they can also be destructive when in the wrong hands. I would be willing to show you here for curiosity’s sake, but the technology cannot leave this planet. It's too dangerous."
Go and Kerba left with Frig for a tour. I joined Garrett and Joni on the couches. The colonel decided to remain standing.
Garrett asked, "So, you really think we got all the AIs?"
The colonel replied, "No. Not even close. We took out maybe ten or twelve thousand ships. They had a much larger fleet. Where they went, I don't know. The Tamarin and Grunta tried to say they self-dismantled. I think they are either waiting just outside our space in the Yallux, or they are out terrorizing the remainder of that galaxy. I worry they may visit the Baldi."
I said, "I've had the same thoughts, Colonel. Until and unless we sweep through that entire galaxy, there is no way to be certain. Maybe we should direct Quan to do that as a background task."
Garrett pointed at the android body. "He's not doing anything for a while. And as far as that goes, who's monitoring the worlds in Yallux at the moment? It isn't Quan."
Quan said, "I must apologize. I do maintain a minimum of processing ability as needed for the transfer. I will enable a portion to continue with the monitoring duties. The transfer will be slowed by several hours, a reasonable requirement."
Garrett replied, "Can you let us know when the monitoring is fully online again?"
Quan answered, "It is fully active now."
The elevator doors opened and a bot pulled in a cart carrying three BGS suits and the gel needed to fill them.
Tony walked back into the room. "Mr. Rourke, if you like we can begin with you. If you would care to disrobe, this suit on top has been sized for you."
Garrett replied, "Uh, no. Can we do this in private?"
Tony nodded. "Certainly. Please follow me."
Several minutes later Garrett returned. "Yeah, I can see how this would chafe. Hope that gel does what you say it does."
Joni laughed. "Oh, you need to get ready for funkytown. At first you'll feel disgusted, but give it a few hours and you'll be wondering how you ever lived without it. And once you blink out and start to power yourself around, you'll be singing a different tune."
Tony hooked up a hose and the gel began to flow into the BGS suit.
Garrett grimaced. "I see what you mean."
Joni nodded. "Hold on. Wait until it starts circulating. And then wait again until the muscle stimulus system kicks on. Your brain will be asking the rest of your body to hold up until it can figure this all out. If you just let those feelings go, they will fade in short order."
When the gel reached its prescribed volume, Tony turned to Joni. "Mrs. Rourke? You are next."
Joni walked toward the room Garrett had changed in. "Come on, I'm not doing this out here. And I'll be needing a shower first."
Tony nodded. "Perhaps we move on to Mr. Beutcher. Mrs. Rourke, if you follow the courier bot, I have re-tasked it to lead you to a change room where you may shower."
Garrett reached for the cart. "I'll bring the suit for you."
Joni stopped. "You aren't gonna wanna see this suit coming off. Sometimes the gel is a little nasty. Just leave it with the bot to carry. We'll be back in ten minutes."
Garrett held up a hand as he stopped and turned back toward the couch. "Good to know. Will see you in ten."
Tony held up a suit sized for a Grunta. "This would be yours, Mr. Beutcher."
I replied, "Are you certain it's large enough?"
Tony nodded. "It has elasticity. It will be a snug fit until the gel is added."
I reached down, snapping off the clamps that held on my boots. Joni hadn't reached the far doorway before I began to remove the hardened trousers of my battle-suit.
"Hey, at least wait until I'm out of the room, please."
I held my position until she had gone through a doorway. The suit was snug, and stretched to reach over my shoulders. I looked down at the ultra-thin material, wondering how it would ever protect anyone. I blinked several times involuntarily as the gel began to fill every nook and cranny.
Garrett laughed. "A little different than what you were expecting, huh?"
I looked around my body at the snug fitting form.
The colonel crossed his arms. "You'll get used to it pretty quick."
I asked, "What about my maul?"
Tony looked at the device still attached to the back of my old suit. "I will have an engineer removed from stasis to evaluate the maul. Perhaps it can be coated with the active skin and linked to the suit."
I said, "If I'm blinked out, what good will it be?"
The colonel replied, "You can instantly adjust how active that skin is. At the lower levels you retain some interaction with the outer world. You would have to evaluate its usefulness by trial and error."
I picked up the maul in my un-gloved hand.
The colonel gestured toward the end of it. "Blink out, hold that thing out and then blink in. Whatever space it occupied will be cleared. I've more than once contemplated asking for an iron bar that was covered for that very purpose. If this works for you, I might have to revisit that."
The colonel turned to face Tony. "Can I get a blaster to carry with me? When they brought me out of stasis, my old skin-enabled one wasn't there."
Tony nodded as he spoke softly into his arm pad.
As he turned back to face us, he said, "I'm having four brought up, and three additional units for Go, Mr. Kerba, and Mr. Carson."
I took a deep breath. "I don't want to sound alarmist, but don't we have enough blasters out there already?"
The colonel fielded the question. "These blasters will only function when connected to your BGS. They will draw power from your power cells. The amplifier and power tip are so integrated into the blaster that they would be almost impossible to remove. They also blink out when you blink out, and can be fired at full power just like the tungsten round of the coil gun. Believe me when I tell you this is something you will use."
Joni returned with her new BGS filled with gel. Frig and the others stepped off the elevator just as first light was upon us. As the dim star-lights in the sky began to glow bright white, the colonel said, "You'll start to see the outlines of the mountains over here, and the coastline through this window. To the east and west we have forests. The next set of buildings is about a hundred fifty kilometers to the northeast, going up the coast. During the last round of terraforming, the ruins left over from our own wars were removed and the areas replanted. Only buildings deemed necessary were left."
Go remarked, "So the rest of Earth is mostly unpopulated?"
The colonel nodded. "There are probably four hundred buildings similar to this one that dot the landscape around the planet. There's a portal gate to each of them, with most located near natural features. There are only five near man-made wonders. The pyramids at Giza. The Great Wall of China. A place called Stonehenge. The dual mountainside carvings of Mt. Rushmore and the Crazy Horse Memorial. And the newest addition, the one-hundred-meter-tall granite carving of Don Grange. There's a twenty-meter-high carving of Frig beside it."
Frig shook his head. "I objected at the time. Not to its size, but to its existence at all. I am not a believer in monuments made to people. We are all only here for a short time and the honors bestowed on people do not always transfer from one generation to the next."
The colonel laughed. "Yeah, well, maybe that's why you only got twenty meters."
The colonel continued: "The other buildings are either centrally-located or are positioned at natural wonders such as Yosemite Valley, the Alps or the White Cliffs of Dover. It's a beautiful planet."
Garrett replied, "It's a shame it goes unused."
The colonel shook his head. "Can't have people living here and protect it,too. People need to interact with others. We need to grow and discover and spread out. You round up all the Humans in the six galaxies and they won't fit on this one planet. The moment this world is taken out of hiding, it becomes a target for those who want to control it. We need this sanctuary hidden if we want to keep the peace."
Later that afternoon, Quan's download was complete. The two meter tall green android went offline for several minutes as its systems rebooted. When the sequence completed, the robot opened its eyes and sat up.
Garrett said, "And so it begins."
The newly-enabled android extended its arms, moved its fingers and twisted its torso. After a hard lean forward, it straightened and stood.
Garrett looked up from his position on the couch, shaking his head with a scowl.
Quan squatted, jumped, touched his boots, and then stood erect. "Hello, everyone. I just want to say thank you for restoring me to a body. I believe I can be a more effective assistant to each of you without being confined to a ship or building. Thank you."
Jack emerged from his medical procedure, talking as he approached. "Wow. It really feels as good as new. This is remarkable."
Go gestured toward his BGS suit. "Have you had a chance to blink out yet?"
Jack shook his head. "The bots literally just released me two minutes ago. I figured it might be wise to wait until I had some training on its use first."
The colonel looked around at our crew. "This is probably as good a time as any to learn how to make use of your suits. Follow me. We'll head down the elevator and outside where we're less likely to cause damage."
On the ride down the elevator, Garrett couldn't resist the urge to blink out. Before he realized his mistake, he had floated out over the floor, still ten stories below.
Garrett said, "Uh, guys. I just screwed up. What do I do now? I'm floating ‘bout two meters outside the elevator and moving slowly away. The ground is coming up quickly here."
Joni shook her head. "Just blink in right before you get to the floor. At this speed it should be an easy landing."
As the elevator reached the bottom, Garrett panicked, blinking in with four meters to go. He fell hard, slamming into the polished marble floors of the atrium as he attempted to roll.
The elevator doors opened and Joni stepped out. "Idiot."
Garrett winced in pain as he rubbed his left knee and ribs. "OK, I guess I deserve that."
Go grinned. "At least you got the first one out of the way. And just so you know, you'll do that a few more times before getting the timing down. At least you didn't break anything."
The colonel took us out into a grassy field beside the building. After practicing our standing blinks, the colonel asked us to take a step forward. I soon found myself drifting just above the green field. When I blinked in, I dropped a half meter to my feet. The procedure was repeated several dozen times before a consistent landing was achieved.
An hour after our training had begun, we made use of the BHD glove for the first time. The microscopic, temporary black hole moved you in whatever direction you aimed your fist. Slowing or stopping was only achieved when aiming the glove in the opposite direction. It was not an intuitive move.
After losing complete control several times, I began to get the hang of the BHD and what it could do. By the time the lights of evening began to turn down, I was flying, stopping, spinning, and darting in any direction I desired. The freedom of the suit and the feeling of flying without the effects of inertia was something I had never dreamed of experiencing. My movements, as well as those of the others, were quickly becoming second nature.
As the last of the daylights shut down, we were left standing in a darkened field. The bright lights of the towering portal building flipped off one floor at a time, leaving only the dimmest lighting at the base and on the eightieth floor.
The colonel said, "Now we make use of some of the other features of the suit. Follow your menus to the viewport settings—that would be your visor. Select simulated daylight."
I blinked at the setting and the view on my face shield came to life. Some of the colors were slightly off, but a clear image of the surrounding grass field was visible in front of my face.
The colonel said, "The simulated mode is very close to normal daylight. You will notice a slight difference in colors. The biggest difference will be in the lack of shading. The helmet attempts to compensate for this by simulating a light source behind you. It will take a bit of getting used to. Some of you may find that you prefer leaving the setting in simulated lighting all the time. From experience, I can tell you it's not a good practice. At some point you will have to have it off, and the longer you have been in simulation, the longer it will take you to readjust."
The colonel was both thorough and regimented in his training techniques. By the time the daylight was again beginning to show, I had flown hundreds of kilometers, I had been up to the edge of space, I had blinked out while occupying the domain of other objects, and I had repeatedly fired both the coil-gun glove and my blaster. The remainder of the daylight was spent doing more of the same.
When we finally returned to the eightieth floor, Tony was standing with a silvery white maul in his hands. "Mr. Beutcher, a gift for you. If you would please turn around. I need to attach the holder clamps to your back."
The colonel grinned. "Now that is a fine-looking weapon."
Tony fastened the clamps. "The holder is magnetically guided. You should find it easy to return the maul to its storage position. Something you should keep in mind: the active skin of the maul draws its power from either of your gloves, or the holder clamps. If it's released in any way, it will blink in.
"The sodium has been infused and hardened to allow the maul to strike objects with only minor risk, but it isn't foolproof. If the skin becomes damaged, it will no longer activate. If you are holding the maul at that time, your BGS will not activate. If the damaged maul is placed back in the holder, your BGS will not activate."
I nodded. "So it just becomes a maul at that point, understood."
The colonel looked at the slowly dimming lights of the day. "I want you to all take note of the following oddity. You've been busy for thirty-six hours straight. How do you feel?"
"I feel pretty good," Garrett remarked. "Energy is up. No fatigue. Not sleepy at all."
The colonel pointed. "That's one of the benefits of that BGS suit. For Humans, you can easily go seventy-two hours without issue. Performance will slowly start to taper off after that point. However, one of the fantastic things about this suit will be your ability to take short naps. We called them B-naps.
"Find a good spot, set the suit for a fifteen minute rest, and blink out. The suit will put you in a deep sleep and wake you up with stimulants when the time is up, or when interrupted by outside events. That fifteen minutes will buy you another twelve hours at full bore. For a full reset, though, you will want to get in a standard eight. For me, I found getting in eight over a four day period was optimum. Break it into two hour B-naps if you want, just try to stay on top of it as you never know when you'll need that three or four days straight. I've been in battles that easily lasted that long."
When the colonel had finished his talk, our attentions were turned back to Tony.
A holo-display lit up in front of him. "The requested list of items is ready to be delivered and installed. A maintenance ship, the Delta Song, has been selected to assist with the new portal gates. She is fully automated. Once the new gates have been placed, she will proceed to each of the others to add new safeguards. Our engineers are confident the new fixes will be tamper-proof."
Tony swiped on the display to bring up a new image. "We also made modifications to each of the main power generators. Internally, they will process the cesium fuel into the more efficient isotope. This will be done to the generators that power the portal gates first. That alone will cut the cesium needs to one quarter of the current requirements. A drone team will be dispatched to each planet over time to modernize each of the generators. It's projected that this enhancement should stretch our cesium supplies out to fifty thousand years."
Go asked, "I know that's a long ways out, but what will the people do when the cesium supply is depleted?"
Tony pulled up a new image of a lab. "We have designed a team of scientific research AIs that will work on that task while we remain in stasis. If a discovery is made, our engineers will be alerted to such and awakened. If the discovery has merit, the new designs will be rolled out to all colonies of the AMP."
Garrett threw up his hands. "Great. More AIs. Wasn't the Duke a research AI gone astray?"
Frig said, "The Duke was indeed a research AI. However, his inhibitive programming was deficient, and his inhibitive hardware was damaged. The Duke, who emerged in an unstructured environment, was largely a product of that environment. His poor behavior was learned and not inherent. The likelihood of that occurring again is not possible with these AIs. They are far less capable than the Duke was, or Quan is."
Quan said, "My programming base has been changed to include the inhibitive routines, and my damaged circuits were repaired. I will not, and cannot, become like the Duke."
Garrett waved his hand. "Fine."
The colonel placed his fists on his hips. "OK people, it's time we got back and got busy. When the gate repairs have been completed, we'll evaluate whether or not we approach the colonies in Yallux. If we bring them aboard we can expand through the rest of that galaxy from there. If the AIs are out there in hiding, we'll find them and we'll finish them off. That will be the task I'm taking on going forward, and I would consider it an honor if any of you joined me in that endeavor."
As Go began to stand, the colonel held up his hand. "Oh, and for those of you who were wondering, if you don't join, the BGS suit comes off. Sorry, but it's part of the deal."
One by one, each of us stood. One by one, our answers were all the same. We would see to it that the AMP was spread throughout the Yallux, and that the AIs were eliminated. Standing in unison with the others, my feeling of purpose had returned.



   Chapter 3

 
New portal gates were delivered, installed, and made functional on two hundred seventy-two colonies, including feeder gates located around the main gate. Another one hundred thirty colonies had applied for a single gate, and more than fourteen hundred for additional feeder gates. The automated ship sent out to handle the task was kept busy, only returning to Earth for the gates themselves.
Three weeks after our return, the Grunta Council voted to reinstate Getta. Public pressure had been overwhelming, with three more council members resigning after the vote. Both of the would-be assassins were no longer presiding over the needs of the people. Harden Salton continued to push to increase her popularity, and his propaganda machine was relentless.
The Council ban on me was also in the process of being lifted. I was only hours away from a trip to Jorus to see the family. I was filled with excitement.
The colonel was spending his time with the Talisans. They were as close to a military as we had, and with the colonel's full attention, they were well on their way to becoming one. Strategies, tactics, flight training, and hand-to-hand combat were all being pushed to their limits. The colonel found the Talisans to be willing students.
Jack received a newly constructed ship, the Garmon II. She had our newest technologies, plus a few extras that had been provided by the Human clones of Earth. It was the only ship in active service with a portal gate, and was commissioned as the flagship of the newly created AMP Defense Force.
The ADF's first mission would be to eradicate any AIs from the Yallux Galaxy. That mission was slated to begin in another week. We were all ready to get to work.
I spoke with Getta over the comm. "I am eager to see you."
Getta nodded. "We need to thank Harden. His work here has completely changed the atmosphere surrounding me. Instead of suspicion, I am now looked upon with respect, but I find it alarming that the people are so easily manipulated."
I agreed. "Yes. For most who are not close followers of the news, if they hear or see something often enough they come to believe it to be true. A lesson in history would teach us that this has always been the case. Most don't care enough to pay close attention. Their lives are too demanding."
Getta grinned. "You have twenty-eight grandchildren that will be eager to see their grandfather for the first time."
I half laughed. "They aren't old enough to know who I am. To them I will just be another face to slobber on."
Getta smiled. "Well, your children will be happy to see you, too. For a while they were starting to believe the negative news about you the Council was putting out. None ever said anything about it, but you could see it in their faces. They have since realized their mistakes and are eager for your arrival."
Jack patted me on the back. "The Garmon is ready whenever you are. And just so you know, I'll be jumping back here to Dallex immediately after I drop you off. If you need to come back for any reason, the portal to there is fully open."
I nodded goodbye to Getta. "I should be there within the hour."
Getta leaned her forehead against the comm camera. I did the same before the comm closed.
Go walked onto the bridge of our newest ship. "I finished an evaluation of the automated repair system. It's unlike any I've seen before. The manual says a minor hull breach can be closed in as little as forty-five seconds, with a fully-functional external patch applied within two minutes. A dozen of those repairs can be undertaken in parallel."
Jack replied, "It's a system I could've used repeatedly. Hopefully, we never have to make use of it."
Go sat in a chair. "It's been months since we detected an AI. Garrett thinks we should pay a visit to the Baldi. If anyone has heard from the AIs, it might be them."
Jack pulled up a nav map on the holo-wall. There's a lot of space out there to hide in. Quan has been sweeping scans through this whole section over here. That's nearly 15 percent of the galaxy. The Baldi control this area over here. If scans turn up nothing, we are likely in for a long, boring hunt."
I nodded as I sat beside Go. "Let's hope that's the case. If so, we can all get on with our lives. For us, that would mean meeting new species and evaluating them as candidates for the AMP. If you are looking for action, I'm certain there are species out there who will have no interest in joining with us."
Jack said, "I have doubts the Baldi will have interest after we took out their ship."
Our conversation continued for another forty minutes before a jump was made to Jorus. My legal restrictions had been lifted. It was time for me to see our new home on the planet of our origin.
Getta greeted me at the door. The rounded, adobe-style house had a similar look and feel to our prior home on Balimus. Two animal pens were fully stocked, and two square kilometers of crops had sprouted in the fields. After a good thumping of my chest, a door to a back room opened. As my eldest daughter stood in the doorway with a grin, a sea of Grunta crawlers began to stream past her feet.
I walked over, lay before them, and was soon covered by two dozen curious baby Gruntas. I could not have been in a happier place.
After three days of a blissful homecoming, a comm came in from Jack. "Sorry to break up the fun, but we got a hit on a single AI ship. Quan traced its trajectory back to an origin planet. We scanned it and found nothing. We then looked forward to a destination and again found no other trace of AIs. The colonel wanted us to go out to grab one of the AIs from the ship to interrogate. We don't need you to go, but I thought you would want to be informed."
Other than a brief discussion with Getta about our new mission, I hadn't thought about the AIs for two days. It had been a much-needed break.
I said to Jack, "Stop by here on your way. If everything goes well, you can drop me off on the way back to see Quan."
Quan joined in on the comm. "Mr. Beutcher, I will be going with you. I can interrogate the AI as soon as it's captured. If it has been in contact with any others, we should know almost immediately."
I rolled over to look at Getta. "They spotted an AI. I've got to go. Hopefully I'll be back in a couple hours."
Getta bumped foreheads with me. "Go. I need to spend time with the Council anyway. They claim to have pressing business that requires my attention and vote. You go. I probably won't be here when you get back, but the brood will be."
I took one last roll on the floor with my new progenies before being swept up to the Garmon. Seconds later we were closing on the AI battlecruiser. The Yacabucci device was powered up and the AI ship brought to a halt. A quick sweep placed Go near the front of the ship and me toward the rear. An inhibitor broadcast brought any resistance by the AIs aboard to a stop. As I worked to remove an AI from its housing, two dozen new ships appeared out of nowhere.
A general hail came in. "Surrender and prepare to be boarded!"
Jack said, "Sweeping you back aboard."
Seconds later I was standing on the bridge with my hands empty. "I almost had one."
A second sweep brought Go aboard.
Lieutenant Jefferson said, "Baldi vessel is powering up weapons!"
Jack pressed a button on his holo-display as the Baldi ship opened fire. The plasma stream impacted the skin of the Garmon as it went active, flowing over the exterior and exiting as a beam on the other side.
Jack half frowned. "That was a bit too close."
A second beam ripped into the silent AI ship, shredding the outer hull and cutting through several bulkheads with the first shot. A second burst penetrated the battlecruiser to the forward decks. With a third shot, the AI ship broke in two. The Yacabucci web held the halves in place.
The Baldi ships sat silent as they evaluated the situation.
I opened a general comm. "This is the Alliance of Major Planets’ ship the Garmon. We mean you no harm."
The Baldi commander came on screen. "You are in violation of the laws of ethical behavior. Stand down your shields and prepare to be boarded."
I shook my head. "I don't think so, Commander. And we are not in violation of your laws. The AI are enemies of the AMP as well."
The commander scowled. "Humans. You are responsible for the murder of Admiral Barbatto, and as such are an enemy of the Baldi Empire."
I slowly nodded my head. "I understand your position, Commander. The aforementioned event was a mistake. Our forces thought you were holding our citizen against his will. We only learned otherwise after the fact. We can do nothing more than apologize."
The commander continued his scowl. "There was no attempt at communication with us. Any reasonably civilized species would have attempted such first. Instead, you violated our space and destroyed our ship and all her crew. And now we find you bellied up to the AIs."
I said, "Look, Commander, neither of us want war with each other. That AI you just killed, we were attempting to take one aboard for interrogation. If we had been successful, we would know if there are any more out here. Now we won't know until we can find another. Instead of us posturing over past events, we should be working together to rid the galaxy of this scourge."
The commander returned a stern expression. "I don't trust you Humans. You have only shown us harm, and you have been in the presence of an AI on both occurrences of our meeting. The Baldi Empire will not tolerate your invasion of our space. You should return to the space you come from, and let everyone know that your kind is not welcome here."
I sighed. "Commander, first, I am not Human. Second, this is not Baldi space. We are eighteen months journey to your closest colony from here. If I were you, I would be in fear of the AI ships in this sector and not of us. We mean no harm and have no ambitions on your empire."
Jack said, "We're kind of at a standstill here, Mr. Beutcher. Other than that lead ship, we can't see the others with our sensors. Going back through the recording of the initial encounter, I can see seven ships that were communicating with each other, but there may be a thousand more behind them."
I asked, "Mr. Jefferson, do we have a lock on their current position?"
Jefferson replied, "We do."
I froze our outgoing video feed as I turned to Jack. "Hit 'em with the Yacabucci and then sweep me over to just in front of that ship."
Jack shook his head. "They aren't going to like that."
I took a deep breath. "According to them, we are at war at the moment. I don't see this making it any worse."
Jack swiped at several screens. "Yacabucci is in place."
Go remarked. "Debris from the AI ship is spreading apart now."
Jack said, "Sweeping you to just in front of that lead vessel."
Seconds later I was drifting in space. Other than the feed from the Garmon directing me to the Baldi ship, I could not see a thing. I powered forward slowly and was rewarded as I passed through the outer cloaking field and onto the bridge. A short burst from my BHD glove brought me to a stop.
The commander yelled at his crew. "What do you mean you've lost the helm?"
The crewman replied, "I'm sorry, sir, she's not responding to any commands. Something is holding us in place. All power to external components has been lost. We can't even communicate at the moment."
The commander growled. "Give me something, Lieutenant! Anything at all!"
I blinked in, my boots clomping on the floor two meters from the Baldi commander. I let my image soak in for several seconds before blinking out. The Baldi pulled their weapons, but stood in place without a target.
I said, "Commander, I come in peace. I have no intention of harming you or anyone on this ship."
The commander replied, "How did you do that? First you hold us in place, and then project an image onto our bridge. What are you attempting to accomplish?"
I blinked in behind a crewman, holding his arms in place. "Sorry, Commander, you seemed unwilling to listen. You left me no choice."
I blinked out. The crewman spun, waving his hand around in the space where I had been.
The commander scowled. "You have my attention, Human."
I replied, "I'm not a Human. I'm a Grunta, one of several thousand species in our alliance—a peaceful alliance that would like peace with the Baldi. Just give me the time needed for a simple and honest discussion. Promise no hostile actions and I will reveal myself."
Jack said, "That's not a good idea, Mr. Beutcher."
I replied, "We have to show trust in order to receive trust. Just give me a few minutes."
"Well, Commander? I do have a weapon and I could have used it repeatedly by now if that was my desire. I just want to talk about our common enemy."
The commander was quiet for several seconds before he slowly raised his hands, gesturing for his crew to stand down. When the last of the plasma weapons had been lowered, I blinked in, seated in a chair.
I said, "Commander, your enemy is our enemy. We can start from there."
The commander suspiciously asked, "You said you wished to interrogate the AI. How is that possible? Their memories are encrypted and their hardware is tamper-proof. We've experimented for hundreds of years without success."
I replied, "We have our methods—methods we would be willing to share with you should we become partners instead of enemies."
The commander gestured toward my suit. "How is it that you came aboard this ship?"
I shook my head. "Sorry, Commander. That I cannot answer. We have technologies that we are unwilling to share, just as you do. Such as your ability to mask this ship from some of our sensors. I'm certain you would be unwilling to share that information with us. But instead of talking about what we would be unwilling to share, why don't we discuss what we would be willing to pass to each other. As I said, our goal is to rid this galaxy of the AIs. We've accomplished that in our sector, as you have done in yours, but the remainder of the galaxy is open to their abuse."
The commander said, "Your ship, it's unlike the others we've encountered."
I nodded. "The other ships, like the AI ship you just destroyed, they were from a species called the Grotus. That species has been wiped from existence. And the AIs have been purged from the worlds they previously occupied. We are out here continuing that fight."
The commander replied, "If what you say is true, then our peoples would indeed have a common goal. Tell me, from what part of the galaxy did you come?"
I hesitated for a moment before pulling up a holo-display over my arm pad. "This is the galaxy. We call it Yallux."
The commander replied, "We call it Zontia."
I nodded. "This quadrant of the galaxy hosts your people and ours. This is your space. Over here is ours."
The commander returned a look of anger. "How do you know of our worlds?"
I held up my left hand. "We have our ways. What's important is that we are sitting here. And that we came across this AI today."
The commander scowled. "An AI that we were tracking. It would have led us to others."
I continued: "This space between our worlds, it's huge. This is the first AI ship we've seen in months."
The commander sat quiet for a moment. "We had a small scout party of a dozen ships. They went missing about two months’ distance from here. We were en route to their last known location when we came across the AI."
"Can you show me where that was on this star map? Perhaps we can help in some way."
The commander looked on suspiciously. "Would you be willing to part with this map and its information?"
"Perhaps. What would you offer in return?"
The commander sat quiet in thought.
I said, "I’ll tell you what, Commander. You release the information on your scouts’ last location and I will give you the data for this map."
Jack said through my helmet speaker, "I think you're making a bad deal, Mr. Beutcher. That has the location of the populated planets here. We don't know that these Baldi can be trusted."
I said, "Well, Commander?"
The Baldi commander leaned in closer. "Can you expand this section?"
I zoomed in on the selected area.
The commander pointed. "This system … they were conducting a survey of the second planet when communications were lost."
"They killed twelve ships at once? In the same instant?"
The Baldi answered reluctantly. "We had a distance comm open with a single ship. They apparently hit that one first. As I said, we were on our way to investigate."
Jack said, "Performing a portal scan. Give me a couple minutes and I can tell you what's there."
I pursed my lips. "Commander, what would you say if I said I could take you to that system? And I'm not talking about in two months. More like a few seconds."
The commander twisted his head to the side as he pulled back. His eyes remained fixed on me.
"I say that's not possible."
"Signal the rest of your ships to wait here patiently."
"What?"
I held up my hand. "Jack, can you sweep this ship to the location on the starmap?"
Jack replied, "Of course, but again, I think you are making a big mistake."
I sighed. "Do it."
The commander asked, "Do what?"
Three seconds later, a planet appeared on the viewscreen of the Baldi vessel.
The crewman at the nav screen turned around. "Sir! I don't know what just happened, but we're in the Dekota system."
I said, "Scan for ship debris from your scouts."
Jack said into my helmet, "I count debris from eleven of those Baldi ships."
I said to the Baldi commander, "Is that evidence of your scout fleet?"
The commander gestured for his sensor crewman to answer.
"Sir, I have a debris field that is definitely from our ships."
I asked, "Crewman, can you tell how many ships?"
The crewman punched in several buttons on his console. "Eleven."
I looked back at the commander. "Have you ever lost a ship to the AI? Have they ever captured one from you?"
The commander slowly shook his head. "No, this is grave news."
A sweep was performed to move us back to the Baldi fleet.
I stood. "Commander, I would hope you relay the complete details of this encounter to your superiors. We will likely be making contact again, and I would rather it not start off in a hostile manner."
The commander raised his plasma pistol. "There is one big problem with that scenario. How do we know it wasn't you who destroyed our ships at Dekota?"
"Because I stand before you without attempting to kill you. Those are not the actions of someone who just destroyed eleven of your ships, Commander. It wouldn't make sense for me to be standing here if that were the case. We want peace. We want to work with the Baldi against the AIs."
The commander kept his gun at the ready. "I'm afraid you will have to stay with us until I have spoken with my superiors."
I sighed. "Sorry, Commander. We have AIs to chase down. I'll be back in contact with you when I get a chance."
I blinked out, placed a QE tag on the wall of his bridge, and powered back to the Garmon. A quick jump was made to the Dekota system.



   Chapter 4

 
As I sat in a chair next to Jack, he was shaking his head. "I don't get you sometimes. Any one of them could have blasted you just for being there."
"There was no cause. I wasn't a threat. Now, let's see what they have to say about the encounter."
I pushed the feed from the tag to the wall display.
The commander was on a rant. "I want to know how he got on this ship! Go over every sensor, every feed. Was there evidence of a wormhole opening or some other phenomenon? I want to know how we ended up in a system two months travel from here! If these humans are that advanced, the AI might be right behind them! And if that's the case, we are doomed!"
Jack said, "You know, I've been thinking about that. What happens if the AI capture this ship?"
Quan answered. "There are safeguards in place for its operation, but they are minimal. A Human must be present for the controls to respond. However, the gate may be vulnerable to removal."
I asked, "Is there any way we can secure that from happening?"
Quan replied, "I will evaluate our potential options, Mr. Beutcher."
The Baldi commander opened a comm to his command. "Admiral, we had an encounter with the Humans. I am concerned they have technologies that are far in advance of ours."
The admiral asked, "What sort of tech are we talking about? Were there any casualties? Shots fired?"
The commander shook his head. "It was strangely peaceful, but I believe they have wormhole technology. One of their people just appeared on our bridge, and a few minutes later our ship was parked in the Dekota system, two months’ journey away. The transition was almost instantaneous, sir. And when we arrived, we found the remains of our scout fleet. That is, all but one, sir. A single ship is missing."
The admiral returned a concerned look. "If the AI have captured one of our vessels, that is indeed bad news. Our sensory projection system would be at risk. Tell me about the Humans."
The commander replied, "They claim to have an alliance with several thousand species. The one who came aboard our ship was Grunta. Very tall, very big. He didn't make any aggressive moves and even made himself vulnerable to our weapons, claiming that he only wanted to talk."
The admiral huffed. "They destroy one of our ships after we rescue one of them and they only want to talk? Something doesn't smell right."
The commander nodded. "That is my suspicion, Admiral. They claim to be enemies of the AI—only when we came upon them, they were aboard an AI ship."
The admiral clenched a fist. "So the filthy Humans are in league with the AI."
The commander held up a hand. "We are uncertain of that, Admiral. They claimed to be taking an AI from the ship for interrogation. They said they could get the location of any other AIs it has been in contact with."
The admiral scowled. "And how do we know they aren't just trying to get in touch with the AIs, to ally with them?"
The commander shook his head slowly. "We have no way of knowing, sir."
I stood.
Jack laughed. "You need to work on your salesmanship. I don't think the commander was buying your story."
I said, "Run portal scans on the space within twenty light years of this system. Maybe we can catch the AIs who destroyed these ships."
I opened a comm, tunneling through the Baldi comm system to their admiral. "This is Knog Beutcher. I am a representative of the Alliance of Major Planets. I'm sorry to force my way into your communications, Admiral, but I feel I need to say this to you directly—we are not your enemy. The AI are the enemy of both our peoples. We should be working together on their eradication."
The admiral was silent for several seconds. "You choose intrusion onto one of our ships and then through our communications as your diplomatic channel?"
I slightly bowed my head. "I must apologize for that, Admiral. After our first interaction, I felt it to be our only avenue. We are deeply sorry for the loss of your ship and its crew. That was a rescue attempt by us that didn't go exactly as planned. We just wanted our friend back. The AIs had been holding him for months."
The admiral scowled. "How would I be able to trust anything you are saying? Your actions are not those of a friendly species."
I nodded. "I understand your concern, Admiral. Actions were taken whose results cannot be changed. Mistakes were made. However, we have too much in common, and there is too much at stake, to throw away an opportunity for us to cooperate. The AIs are still out there, and they have the potential to become extremely powerful in a short period of time. You know this to be true, or you would have attempted to end this comm by now."
The admiral shook his head slowly. "I would like nothing more than to believe you, Mr. Beutcher, but your methods are leaving me with little choice. Your prior actions, and your attempts here today, do not speak of honesty or trustworthiness."
I turned to face Jack. "Can you lock on the coordinates of his broadcast and sweep me into that room?"
Jack raised his eyebrows. "Are you nuts?"
I shook my head. "With this suit, I really don't think I'm in danger. My reactions are fast enough to blink out in an instant if I sense something is about to happen."
Jack looked over at Go. "If you want to go, fine. But you are taking him with you. And, Go, you stay blinked out the entire time. If I see anything I don't like, I'm sweeping you both back."
I nodded. "Fair enough."
Jack mumbled to himself as he set the coordinates. Seconds later, I was drifting just above the deck of the Baldi Command Center.
I blinked in, coming to rest on the floor beside the admiral. His reaction was one of confusion and shock.
I said, "Sorry to do it this way, Admiral. We really do need to be working together."
Four guards pulled their weapons and scrambled to secure the admiral. I stood peacefully with my hands clasped behind my back.
When the commotion had settled, the admiral said, "How is that possible? Are you a projection? A holo-image?"
I shook my head. "I can assure you, Admiral, I am here in the flesh. We have technology that allows this. And I didn't come here with any threats. I came here to offer peace between us. The AI are our common enemy."
The admiral stood for several seconds in silence. "If you have such technologies, why do you need the help of the Baldi?"
I replied, "Because we can't be everywhere at once. We would be willing to assist in any way we can in the space surrounding your empire. If the AI are spotted, we can be there to destroy them in minutes or seconds—if we are notified. And we ask nothing in return but friendly relations."
"And how is it we are supposed to summon you?"
I said, "Just ask the commander to call for us. We will be listening."
The admiral returned a suspicious look. "And how do we know this isn't just a pretext for an invasion?"
I shook my head. "You don't. But keep this in mind: with our technology, we could invade at any time. If that was our desire, I wouldn't be standing here before you today."
Jack came over my helmet comm. "Scan just picked up twenty-eight hundred AIs about four days travel from here. They are headed toward Baldi space."
I replied, "Send me the data."
I held up my arm pad displaying a holo-image of the AI fleet. "We just located the AI fleet that was probably responsible for the attack on your scout ships. They are three days from the Dekota system, heading in your direction."
The admiral stared at the image for several seconds. "Commander Poad, you will want to join forces with Battlegroup Seven. There is a very large fleet coming your direction from Dekota."
The commander said, "Admiral, we have over five hundred ships here."
The admiral nodded as he continued to look at my holo-display. "You will need ten times that amount, Commander. The AIs are coming in force."
I pursed my lips. "We've seen much larger fleets, Admiral. At one point the AIs had a hundred thousand such ships in our space. We've only destroyed ten or fifteen thousand. We believe the rest have come out here to hide."
The admiral took a deep breath. "A hundred thousand? With that number of ships, they don't need to hide. We couldn't possibly defend against such a fleet."
"All the more reason to accept our offer of help. We can defend our space, but we can't defend everywhere."
I spoke into my comm. "Jack, can you do a deep scan of that fleet? I want to know if they have the missing Baldi ship."
Jack replied, "Give me three minutes."
The admiral stepped closer to my display. "If we were on friendly terms, what technologies might you be willing to share, Mr. Beutcher?"
I said, "I see you have your own form of holo-display. And you obviously have a comm that stretches for long distances. We cannot share our portal tech directly, but if friendly terms were established, a gate could be placed on one of your worlds for diplomatic purposes. All of our colonies have such gates, although their secrets are closely held. As you can imagine, it is a resource that could be easily abused in the wrong hands. It took us months to get it away from the AI."
The admiral returned a stunned look. "The AI had portals?"
I nodded. "One of our Humans figured out how to defeat the safeties built into each gate. He took one from a colony and turned it into his personal war portal. When the AIs showed up, they stole several more. We only destroyed the last of them a few months ago. Without the portal, the AI were readily defeated."
The admiral frowned. "You say there may be close to a hundred thousand of them out there. We've never known the AI to run when in number. Even a dozen ships will fight on against a thousand of ours. What you have described is an unusual behavior for them."
"My bigger worry is that they went into hiding to multiply their numbers. And my people, the Grunta, are one of the colonies that is most exposed."
Jack pushed the new data to my holo-display. "I'm getting some unusual sensor readings from inside one of them. I can't be certain, but I believe they have one of the Baldi ships. The docking bay looks large enough to hold it."
Go said, "If you want to take the chance and sweep me there, I could verify this."
The admiral grimaced. "If they are able to steal our projection technology, we are doomed."
I said, "If we can catch their fleet and destroy them all before they interact with any others, those stolen secrets will remain secret."
Jack added, "I show the signatures of about five hundred bots in that docking bay. They may be ripping that thing apart as we speak."
I replied, "Send Go to the Baldi ship. And, Go, don't do anything other than observe. If they haven't penetrated the hull, we can destroy it before they discover anything."
The admiral asked, "And what of our crew? What if they are still aboard?"
I said, "Jack, when Go gets in there, if the Baldi crew is still aboard, sweep them back here."
Jack replied, "Will do. Go, stand to his left... initializing."
Seconds later, Go was hovering just above the deck of the battlecruiser docking bay. The smaller Baldi ship was aboard, and slightly damaged. A section of the rear quarter of the ship was visible. The AI bots were crawling about, trying to unlock the secrets of the remainder of the hull.
Go powered aboard and onto the bridge. "They are here and alive. I count seven crewmen."
The admiral frowned. "Those ships normally have a crew of eight."
Jack looked over the video feed coming back from Go. "They are all seated. I can sweep that whole bridge into our bay."
I said, "Hold off until we find the other crewman."
Go powered toward the front of the ship. "I'll check the area for him."
Jack said, "Don't bother. They have him in a room on the third deck. Knog, watch the space right behind you. He'll be showing up there in a few seconds."
I held out my arms in an attempt to keep the open area clear. A portal window opened and swept over the captured Baldi's position. A bot came through standing over him. The Baldi reacted, but lowered their weapons when the portal closed and the bot fell silent.
I winced. "Admiral, looks like they worked him over. You might want to get him to your medical facilities as soon as possible."
The admiral yelled and two junior officers sprinted out the door as a third leaned in to offer immediate assistance.
Jack said, "Sweeping the bridge to our bay... complete. Admiral, I've opened a comm feed to your crew. You can talk to them directly."
The admiral cleared his throat. "This is Admiral Miratti. Hold your weapons. We are bringing you home with the help of the Humans."
Go said, "We have a problem. Whatever tech the Baldi had shut down when we pulled that bridge out. The AI bots are tearing into that ship."
I said, "Proceed to a generator. Take out that battlecruiser. We'll evaluate whether or not we need to do more once you are finished."
Go nodded. "Give me about fifteen seconds."
We watched on the video feed as Go powered through several bulkheads, stopping in front of an ion generator that powered half the ship. A quick blink in and out within the shielding surrounding the generator sent a powerful ion stream out through its side. As Go powered away, the camera view turned bright white before flashing blue and then dimming to the blackness of space as the ship disintegrated.
Go said, "That's a complete destruction. No need to revisit. Anytime you want to sweep me back, I'm fine with that."
I shook my head. "Jack, hold up. Go, can you power aboard any of the other ships?"
Go nodded. "I can. You still want an AI?"
I half smiled. "Yes. We can find out where they are heading and if there are others."
Go powered toward the closest battlecruiser. "Give me a few minutes."
The admiral watched my video feed with amazement.
Jack said, "I have seven crewmen coming your way. Four with the first sweep and three after that. Is the space there available?"
I replied, "Just a second. They are moving the first crewman now … OK. Send them through."
Two sweeps later, the Baldi crewmen were home.
The admiral stepped closer, holding out his open hand with his two middle fingers spread. I looked down at it, not knowing their customs.
The admiral said, "Open your hand and separate your middle fingers. It's a 'thank you' and 'you’re welcome' gesture among the Baldi."
The gesture was exchanged.
Go powered into the next closest AI ship. The inhibitor signal was broadcast and the AI closest to him stopped transmitting to its bots. Once removed from its holding socket, Go signaled for a sweep back to the Garmon. The captured AI was quickly placed in an isolation chamber.
I said to the admiral: "I'll call before coming next time. And I'll let you know what we find out from the AI as to their intentions and direction."
The admiral bowed. "You will be welcomed on your next visit, Mr. Beutcher. I will pass all I have learned here today on to our Grand Committee for consideration."
Jack swept me back to the bridge of the Garmon.
As I walked toward the AI and the docking bay, Jack said, "I hope this Committee of theirs isn't as stubborn as your Council."
I replied, "We can only hope."



   Chapter 5

 
The interrogation of the AI proved a bust. Its memories had been wiped clean. Go speculated it had been modified to scrub itself should it be removed from the socket. Quan verified the speculation.
Go remarked, "Well, we don't have the AI memories we wanted, but I did leave a tag on that ship. Wherever it goes, we will know."
We sat in the Dekota system, continuing to scan the surrounding area for further signs of the AI. In an instant, our QE comms all went dead.
I said, "Sweep us back to Effica. Something must have happened."
Jack nodded. Seconds later we were in high orbit around the planet.
Lieutenant Jefferson said, "Sir, I'm picking up aftershocks from the surface. It looks as though there has been a massive quake."
I asked, "Would that have affected our tags?"
Quan replied, "I have no connection to our bunker. It is possible the quake damaged that room. We can verify that event with a deep scan."
I turned to Jack. "Give us a scan."
Jack nodded, "I just performed a portal scan and there is no longer an open space at that depth. I think Quan may be right. If that bunker collapsed, we just lost all our tags... permanently."
Go half frowned. "We can always replace them."
Quan replied, "That will require one hundred forty-six additional tags. I will begin their creation."
Go said, "If we put them back into another bunker, can we harden it this time?"
Quan replied, "A natural hollow was selected so it would not show as unusual on a scan. If we harden the area surrounding the tags, we run an increased risk of their discovery."
Go shrugged. "Who's going to be looking a kilometer under the surface of this planet? Just seems like an unnecessary precaution."
Quan replied, "Perhaps we can identify a better location. A small hollow in a large piece of granite would suffice."
Go said, "That's all I'm asking. How long before the tags are ready?"
Quan replied, "The quantity required will take approximately twenty-eight hours."
Jack powered through the atmosphere, setting the Garmon down at a newly constructed spaceport on Effica. Leaving Quan to work on the tags, I followed Jack and Go through the portal gates to Alpha Prime. Garrett met us at the gate for a transport back to the compound where Harden Salton was being held.
As we walked into the entranceway of Joni and Garrett's apartment, I took note of Harden leaning back on a bed in a cell behind a gravity wall.
Harden sat up with a sarcastic smile. "Mr. Beutcher … welcome to my home."
Joni said, "He's actually been behaving himself. We've given him a dozen newsfeeds to follow and all of the fiction material he could ever want to read."
Garrett laughed. "Don't let him fool you, though. He's miserable without something big and urgent to work on."
Harden demanded, "Please, Mr. Beutcher, come and sit. Talk to me. Tell me about... anything."
I gave Joni a hug and Garrett a slap on the shoulder before pulling a chair over beside the wall and taking a seat. "We just came from a meeting with the Baldi. It went well."
Harden asked, "Any sightings of the AI?"
I nodded. "We caught up to a fleet of twenty-eight hundred. They are heading for Baldi space."
Harden pressed. "And?"
I replied, "And the Baldi are preparing on their end. We'll be taking a force back in a few days. With a little patience, we should be able to destroy the fleet entirely. We tried to grab an AI, but they've gotten wise and its memory had been wiped."
Harden sat back against the wall behind his bed. "Twenty-eight hundred. They must have a huge force hiding somewhere."
Go jumped into the conversation. "We've scanned more than 15 percent of the galaxy."
Harden leaned forward. "You know, Doomlight and some of those other worlds are right on the galaxy's edge. They may not be in and around those stars. They could be sitting right out there in the nothingness between."
Go said, "We haven't gone that far."
Harden offered a half grin. "You scanned Doomlight I assume. How far out from there did you reach?"
I said, "We had a tag on Doomlight so we could monitor any activity in that system."
Harden's grin turned to a frown. "I hope that wasn't what you were doing elsewhere."
Go asked, "Why?"
Harden sighed. "Because there is a lot of space between star systems. You aren't going to see them until they are only a couple hours away. They could be sitting in your space just waiting to pounce."
Go scowled. "We've been monitoring it all pretty closely and there's been no sign of AIs."
I opened a comm. "Quan? How much time would we have if an AI fleet approached one of those tags in the Yallux? I mean, how long would it take them to reach one of those planets from the time we detect them?"
Quan replied, "Given the standard speed of the battlecruisers... two hours seven minutes."
I rocked back in my chair. "Jack, I think we should return to the Garmon and start scanning the space in and around the Yallux planets."
Jack nodded. "Yeah, the fact that he is the one to tell us that gives me an itchy feeling. If you want to stay, I can go and take care of that."
Garrett walked over. "If you want, I'll give you a ride back to the gate and go with you for a while. We can hang out for a bit."
Joni said, "Itching to get out of the house?"
Garrett smiled. "Maybe a little."
Joni nodded. "Don't be too long. I took out those borak steaks earlier. You said you wanted to fire up the ion grill... he makes a great steak."
Go raised his hand. "I'll have his if he doesn't want it."
Garrett opened the door to the front of the apartment. "I'll be back before then. Promise."
I asked, "Where's your father?"
Joni replied, "He's in a different cell on the back side of the house. It has a nice view of the hills out back. The two of them do nothing but argue, so I had to separate them."
Harden half smiled. "He blames me for his incarceration, even though he went along willingly. Seems very few are willing to accept responsibility for their actions anymore."
I shook my head. "Like you had any intention of doing so yourself."
"Tell me about the Baldi," said Harden.
I said, "They are not unlike us. If I were to identify a strong character trait, I would say vigilant. It is almost as if they are consumed with eradicating the AI."
Harden huffed. "We could use more of that here. Instead, we breed leaders to rule over the sheep. And those leaders are themselves nothing more than sheep. Our efforts to rebuild should first be aimed at destroying the AI. Until they are gone, we are all threatened."
Harden again sat back against his wall. "I should like these Baldi."
I said, "We just rescued eight of their crewmen from the AIs. I believe they can be counted among our friends now. If all goes well, I hope to install a portal gate on their home world so normal diplomatic relations can be established."
Harden laughed. "And the conquest of the rest of the Yallux galaxy begins! You see, Mr. Beutcher, it is only our methods that differ. You have every intention of bringing them into the AMP, do you not?"
I paused for a moment. "It would seem the wise thing to do."
Harden pointed at Joni. "I can see why you chose him as a mentor. He's a big thinker like I am. He sees the benefit of E Pluribus Unum. It was an old Human saying that means 'From many, one.’ However, it seems to work better in principle than practice. You only have to look around our colonies to see this. Igari live among Igari, Grunta among Grunta. It seems the Humans are about the only ones who spread out among the others. Although, I believe that is mostly to assume positions of wealth and power."
I said, "I've never had issue with living among others."
Harden nodded. "Again, you and I are alike. We are all sentient beings, we all have our quirks, but you cannot erase or deny the fact that each of us has our own preferences, indeed our own prejudices. Those are traits possessed by every individual, some more than others. We all discriminate at some level."
Quan interrupted our conversation. "Mr. Beutcher, you should return to the Garmon immediately. A scan through the newly installed portal gate at Mayanis has returned an AI signal. A deep scan is running now. I can't yet say how many ships are there."
I stood as I opened a comm to Dallex. "Colonel, we have AI ships approaching Mayanis, though we don't know how many yet. Prepare the Talisan ships for a sweep out to Jorus. We'll make a stand from there if needed."
The colonel replied, "On my way to the fleet now. Initial ships should be ready to jump in fifteen minutes. Send me the data when you have it."
I nodded. "Will do, Colonel."
I looked at Joni. "I would assume you are coming with us?"
Joni half smiled. "Yeah, hang on. Let me lock down the house."
Harden stood. "You aren't seriously going to leave me here, are you?"
Joni said, "The gravity wall will be down. You can move around the house freely."
"Please, take me with you. I will die of anxiety here knowing that the AIs are attacking. I may even be of help with suggestions."
I took a deep breath. "Bring him."
Joni stopped. "What?"
"Bring him. He might just be of use for planning purposes. He'll be my responsibility to watch over."
Joni shook her head. "No, I got him. Hopefully this is a minor incursion and we'll be back before the steaks spoil."
Harden grinned. "Thank you, AIs!"
Joni scowled. "Any more of that and you go back in the cage."
Harden slowly bowed. "I will try to be more sensitive with my outbursts."
A vehicle was waiting outside. We piled inside and Joni commanded a route to the portal gate. Fifteen minutes later we were racing from one gate to the next.
Halfway through our journey back to Effica, Jack came over the comm. "Where are you? We'll sweep you the rest of the way."
Go said, "Klaria IV gates."
Jack replied, "Got your position. Hold for a sweep."
Seconds later, we were scrambling to our positions on the bridge of the Garmon.
Quan said, "Scan data coming in... Sir, this is a major incursion. The direction of the ships will take them past Mayanis. They are heading for the Kergan worlds."
I replied, "Thank you, Quan."
I switched comms. "Colonel, it looks like they're targeting the Kergans. We'll be sweeping you out there instead. How many ships do we have ready?"
The colonel replied, "Six hundred. We should have double that in another ten minutes."
I turned to Quan. "How many AI ships?"
Quan replied, "Eighty-two thousand, four hundred fifty-eight."
Harden said, "This would be their main offensive. What do we have to combat those numbers?"
I grimaced. "Not a lot. Our Talisan force numbers about two thousand ships."
I opened a comm to Frig. "Mr. Helgris, we have a major force of AI ships heading for the Kergan worlds."
Frig replied, "When will they arrive?"
Jack said, "That trip is about seven weeks by standard travel. We can have all of our ships swept out there in about an hour."
Frig asked, "And our force numbers?"
I said, "Two thousand of ours to eighty-two thousand of theirs. We should activate the ships back at Earth."
Frig thought for a moment. "It would appear to be the necessary move. Colonel, how many Talisan crewman have you trained in the sentinel simulators?"
The colonel replied, "We have about two thousand in various stages. I would feel comfortable with them manning less than a tenth of that many ships."
Frig nodded. "Take them through the gates. I will meet you there."
The colonel asked, "You?"
Frig smiled. "I am fully capable of commanding a ship, Colonel. I have done it before."
The colonel grinned. "That you have. We'll see you there."
Jack began sweeping Talisan ships out to a staging point on the AIs’ path to the Kergan worlds. Two hours after the sweeps began, our ships numbered nineteen hundred eighty-six strong. Another four hundred twelve transports sat at the ready at Dallex. If the AIs made it past our fleet, we would have to turn to our ground game.
I asked, "Jack, can you portal scan the AI fleet for their position?"
Jack nodded. "I can do a quick scan for that. They are... continuing this way."
Harden said, "You might want to follow up with a full scan. Just to make sure none have branched off."
Jack replied, "Full scan coming up."
Joni stood beside me as we looked over the holo-wall of ships floating in front of us. "I don't have a good feeling about this. They outnumber us forty-to-one."
I said, "The colonel and Frig should be here any moment. If those sentinel ships are anything like the ones at Gratis, the AIs won't stand a chance."
Garrett frowned. "Unless they have a code again. Remember, they took that sentinel computer."
Go shook his head. "Frig said that code won't work again. It will be different for the sentinels at Earth."
I said, "I just hope we don't lose a lot of lives. If we can fight them out in deep space, at least we spare any planets."
Jack pushed the scan numbers to the holo-wall. "Ship counts match. They are all heading this way."
I leaned back in my chair. "When the colonel arrives, we can plan out our attack."
Joni said, "Sure wish I had the Stinger or the Thorn. We got the portal ships and we rescued Garrett, but we might have wasted two really good assets."
Go replied, "The Thorn is still out there somewhere."
Joni frowned. "Only we don't have a comm to be able to tell its location. It might as well not exist."
Quan said, "If you would like, the shipyards at Earth are fully capable of reproducing those ships. We only need ask Frig or the colonel to approve their construction."
Joni raised her eyebrows. "Well, yeah, let's ask!"
Jack said, "We don't have comm to them at the moment, not until the new QE tags are ready."
I said, "Jump us to the nearest portal gate. We can make contact through that."
Jack nodded. "On our way. Looks like the new gate at Odenta is it."
After a quick jump, a comm was opened. "Colonel, Joni would like a to have a few of the fighter ships like the Stinger built. Is that something the Earth yards can do?"
The colonel nodded. "Absolutely. I'll put in the command. Probably take a few days, but we have time."
"How are the Talisans coming?"
The colonel replied, "I'm thinking we can crew a hundred with another hundred or so in reserve. What's the latest from there?"
I said, "Latest scan shows all ships still heading toward the Kergan worlds. We picked a spot about two-thirds of the way there. I figured we would want to fight this fight in open space. That will give us time to plan, and time to fall back and re-plan if things don't work out. I'm sending you the coordinates for the staging point."
The colonel smiled. "Good work. We should be jumping out there in about an hour. We can start our planning then."
I replied, "We'll be waiting."



   Chapter 6

 
Frig and the colonel arrived with a hundred forty-seven sentinel ships. Frig commanded one while the colonel commanded another. While both were concerned over the size of the AI fleet, they were equally optimistic about our chance of victory. The sentinel ships were superior to the AIs’ main force battlecruiser in almost every way. We sat in a conference room on Frig's ship, the Destiny.
The colonel stood in front of a holo-wall display. "We use the Talisan fleet to lure them, in and follow up with the sentinels jumping in from behind before they engage. The Talisans will retreat, drawing the pack ever forward while we devastate them from behind. Given their numbers, this is going to be a long battle, but our superiority should bring us out on top."
I said, "I don't know, Colonel, last time the Yacabucci and the signal inhibitors didn't do much. Our ships should be of equal speed, but we don't want to engage unless we have to."
The colonel replied, "The gravity pulsers you just added should give you a speed advantage. And as a last resort, you have the new fermium missiles. With twenty-four per ship, you should do significant damage to their numbers."
I crossed my arms. "That's only if we can get them within range. And as far as gravity pulsers, the Tamarin had that technology. For all we know, the AIs have incorporated that as well."
The planning sessions proceeded for most of the day. Jack continued his scans of the approaching fleet. While the numbers were a certain threat, the colonel's confidence worked to boost my own outlook. Was this it? Would this be the grand battle that put a stop to the AIs? Everything after would surely just be cleaning up the strays. I sat back in my chair, listening to the colonel as he talked of deploying individual units and the tactics they would use.
Quan opened a comm. "Mr. Beutcher, I have the first two dozen QE tags at the ready. Perhaps a jump to Effica to deploy one end is in order?"
I nodded. "That's probably a good idea, Quan. We can take the Garmon. The colonel has finished up with us and the Talisans. He's focused on the sentinels, and from the looks of it, he will be for some time. I'll be over there in a few minutes and we'll get started on that. Will be good to pick up the newsfeeds about AMP progress again."
I stood, letting the colonel know of my new mission before dismissing myself. Joni, Garrett, and Go stayed in the briefing. Jack swept me back to the Garmon. The coordinates to Effica were laid in.
I asked, "Quan, when will the next tags be ready?"
Quan replied, "Going forward, we should have an additional forty per day."
I nodded. "Excellent. We can have everything tagged that we had before in less than a week, well before the AIs arrive."
Jack said, "Initiating jump... and we're home."
I looked over at Quan. "Enable the tags and give Jack the coordinates to our new bunker."
Quan replied, "Coordinates coming across."
"Mr. Beutcher," Quan said. "I am detecting additional AI activity."
I stood. "Where? How many ships?"
Quan replied, "It isn't ships. The activity is in the gate system. All gates in the Yallux Galaxy, along with twenty-six—no, twenty-seven—gates in Andromeda are no longer under our control. Sensors show thousands of bots streaming through."
I said, "From where? That's not possible!"
Quan replied, "Tracing back through the logs, it appears that Mayanis was the first to be overrun. The bots are rapidly spreading from there. I'm now sensing intrusions in all galaxies. The capital gates have all just fallen. Within the hour, the portals to all systems will be under their control."
I stood, frozen in what to do for several seconds. "Jack! Sweep us back to the colonel!"
Moments later I was on the comm. "Colonel! The AIs have somehow landed on Mayanis and forced their way through the gates. They now have bots in each of the galaxies!"
The colonel jumped into action with a command. "Send the shutdown codes to all gates we still control! And, Beutcher, prep your Talisan ground fighters. We're going to have to take these gates back one at a time. And move it with that shutdown!"
Jack swept the Garmon back to the gate at Effica. Quan sent the signal through to the remaining portals. In an instant the spread of the AI assault had come to a halt.
I rubbed my forehead. "How is this possible?"
Jack asked, "Quan, can we still scan through those gates?"
Quan replied, "We can. The scanning function is on a channel separate from control of the gate's activation."
Jack said, "Give me a deep scan of Mayanis. There has to be clues as to how they did this."
I said, "What's the closest infected gate?"
Quan said, "The gate to SS241 is under their control."
I reached over my back, taking my maul in my hand as I said, "Sweep me there. I'll shove them back through. As the colonel said, we take these gates back one at a time. And, Quan, give me one of those tags for the inside of my helmet. Jack, go back and put one on the colonel's ship and on Frig's. And of course one on here. Had our tag comms been up and working, we might have stopped this assault before it got started."
Several seconds later, I was standing on the deck of Bay-37 on SS241. I powered up through the remaining floors to the gate room. Hundreds of bots, followed by AI masters, streamed through the gate. I broadcast an inhibitor signal, to which there was no response. Out of frustration I swung my maul, blinking in an out as it came in contact with an AI. A third of the bots surrounding me went idle.
I punched the commands into my arm pad. A quick scan pointed out the four other AIs that had come through the gate. I powered my way to each, taking a swing as I drifted past their positions. In under a minute, the bots on SS241 had been made inert. I returned to the gate, smashing the next AI that attempted to come through. I powered over to the control console and blinked in, shutting down the gate. SS241 was now back under our control.
I opened a comm to the colonel. "I just took out six AIs and shut down the gate at SS241. The kill switch and the inhibitor broadcast had no effect. I used the BGS suit to take them out without doing damage to the gate or anything around it. I have several thousand idle bots that are now standing around me."
The colonel replied, "Quan, how many gates have been affected?"
"Thirteen hundred twenty-two."
The colonel nodded. "We can handle that. I want everyone with a BGS to start doing just what Beutcher did. We can get this mess cleaned up before having to deal with the AI fleet."
"Quan," I asked, "how many gates were compromised in Omega?"
Quan replied, "Twenty-seven, including the gate at Dallex."
"Jack!" I yelled. "Sweep me to Dallex!"
Seconds later, I was standing on the landing pad outside of the capitol tower. I powered through the outer wall and into the portal room. With SS241 cut off, no more AIs or bots were coming into Omega. Nine were on Dallex, with only one at the gate complex. A quick trip past it sent its hardware to oblivion.
I scanned and identified the other AIs by their signature broadcasts. The eight remaining were in and among our ship factory docks. As I powered their way, bots could be seen shredding everything in sight—my Talisan engineers fighting them with blasters. But the bots were relentless in their progress and nearly complete in their destruction.
I powered to the closest AI, taking it out with an easy swing. Two additional AIs followed, but not before they had destroyed our generator assembly and ion amplifier plants. Both would be time consuming and difficult to replace.
It took another twenty minutes to catch up to and to destroy the remaining AIs. By the time I had silenced the last, the great factories on Dallex were in shambles. Hundreds of my engineering and manufacturing staff had been killed, including my chief engineer, a Talisan female Go had worked with extensively.
I asked to be swept to the next closest gate. Jack complied. It was a small colony of three hundred thousand, mostly farmers. By the time I had finished cleaning up, the main silo complex of the capital city had been burned to the ground, taking with it half the colony's food supply.
Jack said, "I'm sending you to Gratis next. Just saw that it was on the list."
"Gratis only has a gate to Earth. How'd they get there?"
Jack shook his head as he performed a quick portal scan. "There are five AI ships on the planet's surface. They must have come in when our QE tags were down."
"Send me directly to the gate room. And make it fast."
Jack entered the coordinates. "Unless they have the gate code, they aren't getting through. And we know the exact location now. We can jump there if needed."
When the portal window closed behind me I stood in disbelief. The portal to Earth was open.
I yelled, "They got through! Notify the colonel!"
I charged through the gate with my maul at the ready. The short hallway to the greeting building was empty. I powered through the doors just as the eightieth floor crashed to the ground around me. AIs and bots covered the fields surrounding the rubble. My disbelief soon turned to anger as I glanced up toward the lit daylight sky.
Thousands of fireballs were falling toward the planet's surface.
"Jack!" I yelled. "They're bombarding the planet!"
Jack replied, "What? How?"
I took a quick scan, sending the data to the Garmon.
Seconds later, Jack came over the comm. "Mr. Beutcher, those aren't bombs. Those are the remaining sentinel ships! They are crashing them into the ground!"
I replied, "How do we stop it?"
Jack shook his head. "I think we're too late!"
The colonel came over the comm. "What is it? What's happening?"
I grimaced as I powered toward an AI. "The AIs made it to Earth! The remaining sentinel ships are dropping through the atmosphere and crashing to the ground. The main building is nothing but rubble. Colonel … where were the other clones?"
"On those ships. Hang on. I'm on my way!"
The colonel jumped his sentinel to the surface of Gratis, destroying the AI ships sitting in wait. After powering through the portal to Earth, he joined me in the hunt for AIs. Scans revealed seventy-two were on the loose with their bot minions. Small powered craft had been used to attack a half dozen of the other buildings, bringing them hard to the ground. We chased AIs for an hour before bringing their capacity for destruction to an end.
As I pulled to a stop near the portal gate, the colonel joined me. Seconds later the bright light of the sun shone down on us as the active skin surrounding the Earth was violated from the inside. By the time we reached the AIs attacking Earth's protective shell, large sections were beginning to float off into space. It was the first real sunlight the Earth had seen in nearly two thousand years.
A massive explosion then took place on the ground just below the gate, collapsing the land for several kilometers in each direction into an expansive crater.
I asked, "What could they have possibly done there?"
The colonel winced. "My sensors say they just detonated a fermium bomb."
We powered down to the surface where a remaining building stood looking over what I understood was the Caribbean coastline. We came to a stop on an outside platform and blinked in.
I said, "Seems excessive just to destroy the gate."
The colonel shook his head. "It wasn't about the gate. All the labs, our tech, the manufacturing for those gates … it was all down there, underground."
I took a deep breath. "Certainly we can rebuild."
The colonel shook his head. "The secrets to all that tech were down there. That was our primary storage. No backup. This place was supposed to be impenetrable."
I asked, "How'd they get through the gate?"
The colonel shook his head. "They must have gotten the code from the sentinel computer they recovered."
Tony blinked in beside us. "A tragic day."
I placed my hand on his shoulder. "Is there anyone else?"
Tony replied, "No, the AI stormed through the gate, awakening me from stasis. By the time I reached halfway down in the elevator, the foundation of the building had been compromised. I powered toward the nearest AIs to stop them, but the damage had already been done."
I asked, "The sentinel ships?"
Tony frowned. "The sentinels were able to be activated from the ground floor of that building. After which, when they didn't receive the proper access code within sixty seconds, they went into a fail-safe and eventually crashed themselves down into the planet, mostly burning up along the way. It was a safeguard designed to keep them from falling into the wrong hands."
The colonel said, "We need to get back. The AIs still have our gates."
"Jack," I said. "Come to Earth. The gate has been destroyed."
Jack replied, "On my way!"
A jump into Earth space was followed by a second jump down to our location on the planet's surface. A gaping hole the size of the North American continent allowed the sun to shine through to the ground. We powered aboard the Garmon and a portal was opened to Gratis, quickly sweeping us there. The colonel departed in his sentinel with Tony, heading toward a gate under siege in Andromeda. We made our way to the nearest captured Omega gate.
The following five days were spent retaking our domain. Rather than giving them up, the AIs had damaged or destroyed three hundred eighty-six gates. Populations in the immediate vicinity of the affected gates had been decimated. Fires raged in the capital cities of seven hundred twelve colonies.
Upon return to the Yallux Galaxy at our rally point, we gathered in the conference room.
The colonel stood with a grim expression. "We screwed up. Our monitoring was weak and we just paid the price."
Jack came over the comm. "I have more bad news. The AIs invaded Mayanis with transports using the Baldi projection technology. That's why we didn't see them. I just did a scan of the approaching fleet. I picked up comm transmissions from thousands of other ships. How many, I don't know. They're using the Baldi technology as well."
I shook my head. "They could have fleets of those ships all over this galaxy."
The colonel nodded. "The one thing they seem to be missing is portal tech. We may have to destroy all gates in this galaxy. We can't risk them getting control of one of those again."
Go said, "I thought we corrected the problem?"
The colonel replied, "We corrected a problem. Again, we can't risk a single gate being captured. Beutcher, I would suggest you contact your people immediately. They fared well against the AI on the ground. Their cities only took minimal damage. You have to let them know we could shut down and destroy that gate at any time. We can't protect them anymore. With that Baldi tech, we'll be lucky to make it out of here ourselves."
The colonel's statement shook my confidence. For the first time since our purge of the AIs, our colonies had been attacked. Our entire existence was once again at risk.
I said, "Colonel, I need to make a trip out to the Baldi worlds. They developed that tech, they must know its weakness. We need to know how to detect it and how to defeat it."
The colonel nodded. "Comm your wife. Then make your jump out to Baldi space. We'll be here evaluating our options."
I opened a comm to Getta. "As you know, the AI have attacked. Not only Jorus, but all throughout the Yallux and the AMP. They made it as far as Earth, destroying much of what was there, and they have a large fleet heading to the Kergan worlds as we speak. I think you should evacuate Jorus. Take everyone back to the Triangulum. If they attack you out there with ships, we won't be able to stop them."
Getta replied, "The Council won't vote to leave. Too much has been accomplished here. We've dealt with the AIs before, we will do it again."
I said in disbelief, "What? They just attacked you! Why would they negotiate any agreement? You would be killed, made slaves, or even conscripts sent to fight against us!"
Getta replied, "I'm not saying this would be my vote. This is what I believe the Council will do."
I shook my head. "Then you have to persuade them to go. Use whatever power and respect you have built up with the people. If you want, I can have Harden start on a campaign for this immediately. We have to get you out of there."
Getta sighed. "I will do my best, but you should expect the worst."
I said, "Let me address the Council."
Getta laughed. "Other than me, you still have no friends there. Remember these are strong women, who don't care to hear arguments or reasoning coming from a male, particularly you. I will do what I can here. Do what you can from there."
With the conversation ended, I opened a comm with the colonel. "Colonel, I think the Grunta Council are going to stay."
The colonel shook his head. "We can't protect them with this fleet running around out here. We'll be fighting this war here in the Yallux. Every colony, every planet is a target. And the AIs won't hesitate to use them against us. Staying here is suicide."
I sighed. "Getta doesn't think they can be convinced. They would rather negotiate with the AIs than listen to reason from me. I'll be enlisting Harden's help for a media-blitz campaign, but I'm not hopeful at this point."
The colonel held up his hand. "We'll have to work with what we've got. If they stay, we'll do our best to protect them. Heck, maybe we conscript them into our army first. They would do well against any AI ground invasions."
I frowned. "We all know that wouldn't go well. Anyway, I'm heading out to the Baldi worlds. Maybe we can find a real ally in this fight. We could use the help."
The coordinates for Baldi space were entered and a sweep initiated. I hoped our unannounced visit would not be taken as hostile.



   Chapter 7

 
I hailed the Baldi on a general comm channel. Within minutes I had a connection to Admiral Miratti at the Baldi military command center.
The admiral said, "Mr. Beutcher, thank you for the advance information about the AI fleet. We were able to rally enough ships to defeat it in its entirety. Had they reached one of our colonies, the results would have been catastrophic."
I returned a disturbed look. "I'm sorry to bring this news, Admiral, but we believe the AI have copied your projection technology. They must have come by it when they recently captured your ship."
The admiral shook his head. "That's not possible, Mr. Beutcher. Any attempt to tamper with the system and it disables and destroys itself."
I pursed my lips as I pushed a video feed of our scan of Mayanis through the comm. As you can see here. We have the signals of at least fifty ships that are completely masked from our sensors otherwise. You are the only other species with such tech. If it weren't for the signal broadcasts, we wouldn't know those ships were there."
I swiped at my displays, bringing up our data on the massive AI fleet, pushing it through the comm. Again, here. We have eighty thousand AI ships in transit. Our latest scans show thousands of additional ships behind that fleet. We only know this because of the comm signals being broadcast between them."
The admiral stood for a moment in shock. "Eighty thousand ships! Where are they? Are they coming our way?"
I shook my head. "They are attacking other colonies here in this galaxy. I'm sending over their current coordinates. As you can see, they are not an immediate threat to you. The point I was trying to emphasize was the fact they have additional masked ships with that fleet. We don't yet know how many."
The admiral replied, "I will start amassing ships, Mr. Beutcher. But I am uncertain of how many we will be able to spare. We have to protect our own space first."
I held up my hand. "I'm not asking for your ships, Admiral, even though they would be welcome. What we need is a way to defeat your projection technology. Tell us how to detect a ship fully so we can target the AI ships who are using this tech. Without that knowledge, we don't stand a chance."
The admiral chuckled. "Mr. Beutcher, I can hardly authorize the exposure of one of our most valued developments, just on your word. Any fool would know the information you just sent to us could be from a simulation—a trick, whose purpose is to steal our tech."
I nodded. "I can understand your mistrust, Admiral. However, we need that tech or we will lose our fight against those AI ships. And just as a reminder, if they take us out, they will be coming for you next."
The admiral stood, still shaking his head. "I am sorry, Mr. Beutcher. Our secrets will not be made available to you."
Jack offered help. "Let me talk to him. I have a few things to kick around."
I nodded and gestured toward the holo-display image of the admiral.
Jack said, "Admiral, would you be willing to put a person or a team on one of our ships? Is there any way they could maintain your secrets and still provide us with the targeting data we will need? We are desperate here, Admiral. In return, we will do everything in our power to reciprocate with assistance against the AI in your space."
The admiral rubbed his chin in thought. "That might be a possible scenario, Mr….?"
Jack replied, "Carson, Jack Carson. And we would be willing to accommodate your people in almost any way possible. They can provide the info as a comm feed, or even hand written if that's all you wish to provide. That information is vital to us, Admiral. It's of extreme importance. It will mean the difference between the AIs winning outright versus our having a chance to defeat them."
The admiral paced the deck in front of his comm camera. "Give me a few minutes to discuss this with my superiors, Mr. Carson. I may have a solution for you."
The comm went silent.
I turned to face Jack. "Thank you for that. I wasn't sure how to proceed. My first notion was to try to grab one of the AI ships to see if we could figure the tech out for ourselves."
Jack said, "Hold on."
A comm was opened to the colonel's ship. "Colonel, I think you should try to grab one of the AI ships on Mayanis. We can then purge the AIs from it and turn it over to Frig and Quan for study. If the AIs figured out how to use that tech, we can too."
The colonel replied, "Excellent suggestion, Mr. Carson. We'll get right on that. I'm backing up our ships here to give us a few more days before interacting with that AI fleet. We can do that once more if needed, but we'll be getting close to Kergan space by doing so. I'll keep you posted."
The Baldi admiral returned. "Mr. Beutcher, I've spoken with my Command. I've been authorized to provide a team to operate a sensor that will provide you with the needed data. It will be up to that team to decide whether or not that data will be provided. And under no terms shall this be used if a Baldi ship is within sensor range. And so there is no mistake, the sensor device will be housed in a container with self-destruct capabilities. Any tampering, any attempt at coercing information from our team members, will be met with the destruction of the device and probably that of your ship."
I nodded. "Fair enough, Admiral. Hopefully this venture will be the start of a wider cooperation between us against our common enemy. Give me coordinates for a pickup of your team and we'll be on our way."
The admiral replied, "One additional item. Our team will have direct contact with us here at Defense Command. The device can be detonated from here should we feel the need and we will be watching the same data feed that we are providing to you."
I half smiled. "I'll do you one better, Admiral. If you would like, we can provide our sensor data to you as well. This mission is as much about building trust between us as it is defeating the AI. We need the device and your trust to do so."
The coordinates were provided and the Baldi sensor team collected from a spaceport in the Baldi Empire. The device was carried in a backpack worn by one of four Baldi officers who were securing it. A jump was made to Mayanis, where the colonel was attempting to capture a hidden AI transport.
The output of the device was fed though our sensor stream where it was combined with the data we collected. A second stream was fed back to the Baldi team.
Jack said, "Colonel, we have the detection data from the Baldi coming in. I'm passing it to you."
The colonel replied, "Thank you Mr. Carson, is there something specific we are looking for?"
Jack turned to face me. "I just did a match with our sensor data. We aren't receiving anything from the device that we aren't passing to it."
I opened a comm to Admiral Mirrati. "Admiral, we aren't seeing anything. Is it possible the AI are using something different."
The admiral replied, "I must apologize, Mr. Beutcher. We had our suspicions as to the honesty of your attempts to acquire our technology. The data should begin streaming momentarily."
Jack said, "I'm seeing one hundred eighty-six ships down there. Colonel, are those coming through?"
The colonel nodded. "Got them, Mr. Carson, thanks. We'll be attempting to use the Yacabucci on them. If successful, I'll be going in to take out the AIs on a single ship. From there we'll sweep it to another location and then again to Frig and Quan on the moon at Effica."
The Yacabucci device was powered up and put into use. Seconds later, the colonel, assisted by Tony, was on the ground, moving through a transport that had been frozen in place. A single AI was spared, placed onto an inhibitor device, and the ship was swept away, eventually ending up on the surface of the Effica moon.
The colonel and Tony returned to his sentinel, the Dauntless. The Dauntless and the Garmon were both swept back out to the rally point.
The admiral asked, "I fail to see what was just accomplished, Mr. Beutcher."
I replied, "Much was accomplished, Admiral. We determined our web technology to be effective at holding the converted AI ships. And we captured an AI, which we will begin to interrogate. I would be happy to share the information gathered from that AI if you're interested. We should have the beginnings of that data coming back any minute."
The admiral took a deep breath. "What of the AI fleet on the ground, Mr. Beutcher?"
I held up a hand. "Patience, Admiral. We're destroying those ships right now. That data should be reaching you in about two minutes. I would suggest you have available as large a team of analysts as you can muster. The data that will be coming in should be extensive."
The admiral nodded. "We can handle the data, Mr. Beutcher. Just see to it that it's complete."
I smirked. "I think you'll be impressed, Admiral. And the data should be logically organized. It comes with a list of search keys that can be used to generate a variety of reports. I'll forward those to you as well."
Once in place at the rally point, the newest portal scan of the AI fleet came in. The ships hidden by the Baldi projection technology numbered twenty-four hundred—fewer than expected.
The colonel said, "This is better than we could have hoped for. We are targeting all twenty-four hundred of those ships at once with our sentinels. If they hold in the current pattern, we can purge the fleet of them in two sweeps."
Quan came over the comm. "Colonel, we have the location of the newest AI factory. And of the location of the ship factory that is producing those stealth ships. If I may, I would like to join Frig in a quest to destroy both factories."
The colonel shook his head. "Not happening, Quan. You and Frig stay there. We're holding the Destiny in reserve. I don't want to put everything we have into the coming fight. You two and that ship are our insurance policies. Just keep yourselves safe."
Frig replied, "Understood, Colonel. Just let us know when and where we can help."
The colonel switched comms back to us. "Mr. Carson? I've passed the targeting of sixteen AI ships to you. Twelve will go in the first sweep, the remaining four in the second. Our destination will be the star system at the coordinates I'm sending. We will be dropping those ships into the center of that red giant sun."
Jack nodded. "Targets locked in and tracking, Colonel."
The colonel checked with the remainder of the sentinel ships before returning. "We'll initiate the first sweep in thirty seconds. Sweep two will immediately follow. If there are any issues, let us profile the targets and we will send new options your way. Initiate portals on my mark."
The countdown hit zero. A hundred forty-six spots of extreme bright light and heat opened in front of the stealth AI ships. The remainder changed course, cutting our second sweeps effectiveness in half. The colonel's team passed target information to each ship. After eighteen minutes of sweeps, the last of the altered AI ships flashed into oblivion. The rest of the AI ships scattered while continuing on their original heading.
The colonel said, "Well done. Now we hit those factories. I'm taking a dozen sentinels with me. The rest of you remain here, tracking the AI fleet."
With the colonel gone I took the initiative. "Remaining ships, this is your Emperor. We will be targeting the individual ships that remain in that fleet. The destination for your sweeps will be the same star as before. Please move as quickly as you can to the next target."
Jack said, "I've been wondering why we haven't been doing that all along."
Joni added, "Same here. And I wish we had taken a few more of those sentinel ships while we had the chance. Garrett or I or Go could have each piloted one."
Jack replied, "Our problem wasn't with pilots, it was with crews. To operate properly, those ships need at minimum a crew of twenty-five. We cut out six of those crewmen by automating our repair systems here on the Garmon. We didn't have the time to do that to the sentinels."
Joni waved her hand. "I understand, Mr. Carson. I'm just letting off a little steam due to boredom. Certainly there is something we could be doing."
Jack smiled. "Keeping me alive is a good start. Watch for that dumb move that I occasionally try to make, and put a stop to it before it happens."
Joni crossed her arms, slumping back in her chair.
Our sweeping campaign quickly dropped from five ships per sweep to three to one. Directional changes soon dropped our success rate to a small fraction.
The colonel returned from his assault on the AI factories a half hour later. "Both were destroyed and will not be rebuilt. We followed up with catching the latest group of fifty ships leaving the factory, and then the next five previous groups going all the way to the outskirts of Doomlight. Eight hundred ships were parked and waiting for orders. We caught most of them while bunched up."
The Baldi admiral opened a comm. "Mr. Beutcher, you were right, the level of data you have provided us with is staggering. It will take us weeks to gain a full understanding of it all. And we have watched the colonel with fascination. What a powerful tool this portal technology is. You have managed to destroy countless AI ships without ever risking your own ships in battle."
I said, "I wish it were that simple, Admiral. The AI have countered that strategy with simple maneuvers. With more than a hundred ships we are now only able to successfully sweep away a single ship every five minutes. With only sweeps, we won't be able to stop that force before it reaches the Kergan worlds."
The colonel joined the conversation. "Admiral, it's been this way with almost every major encounter. We attack, they change strategies and tactics to minimize our effectiveness. At this point, we're only a day away from having to go head to head with them. We aren't certain how many of those ships our Yacabucci tech will work on. Our defenses are much stronger than theirs, as are our weapons, but the battlefield has a way of taking away advantages if you rely too heavily on them."
"Agreed, Colonel," replied the admiral. "We have seen the same. Our primary goal is always to go in with superior numbers. If we can't do that, we attempt to delay the fight as long as we can. I wish we could offer our help, but our ships are months, if not years, from your location."
The colonel smiled. "I asked you before if you could spare ships, Admiral. Now I'll ask you again. If we could bring them here, what could you spare?"
The admiral turned and paced in thought. "I have a fleet in reserve. They are seasoned veterans. The ships number eight thousand strong. I would have to run this by my superiors first."
The colonel nodded. "Please ask them, Admiral. We have about sixteen hours before this fleet reaches our current location. We could sweep those eight thousand here in about twenty minutes, now that we have more portal ships. That would give us time to plan for their use during the battle, keeping them as safe as possible, while getting the best use from them. And, Admiral, I won't lie, this may be a one way ticket for them. That AI fleet is huge."
The admiral stopped, cocking his head back in question. "And if we are successful at stopping this fleet? What then?"
The colonel replied, "Then we send your ships home and we begin our hunt for any other AIs. This fleet has been building for a long time. If we knock it down, they won't be able to regenerate anything that size without having access to resources. We can check planets, moons, or even asteroid belts far faster than open space. With a victory here, we can change our strategy to simple search-and-destroy missions."
The admiral closed his comm. Twenty minutes later we had our answer. Six thousand of the eight thousand reserve ships would be made available. Five hours were required for preparation before any would be ready for a portal sweep to our location. Communications with the Baldi fleet admiral were established and planning was begun. Our time was ticking down.
After a long initial session with the reserve fleet admiral, the ships were swept through portals to an area just behind our fleet.
The Baldi admiral opened a comm. "Colonel Harper, where are your ships?"
I replied, "We're here, Admiral. We have our own version of stealth technology."
I gave the order, and for a period of fifteen seconds the sentinel ships and the Garmon set their sodium skins to inactive.
The admiral remarked, "Those are some beautiful ships, Colonel. Where's the rest?"
The colonel replied, "That's it for this type of ship, Admiral. One hundred forty-seven of us. We'll be sweeping in the rest momentarily. We have another eighteen hundred and twelve ships from our Talisan fleet."
The admiral scowled. "Less than two thousand ships against eighty thousand? Why wasn't I told of this before?"
The colonel replied, "Your superiors were aware of that fact, Admiral. You will be fighting AIs. Does it really matter if it's here and now or six months from now in your own space?"
The admiral huffed. "I don't like being in the dark, Colonel. Are there any more surprises I should know about?"
The colonel shook his head. "None that I know of."
The first of the Talisan ships was swept into place.
The colonel said, "Jack, you and the other pilots join our command comm channel. We'll keep this one open throughout the conflict."
Jack passed the colonel's image to the holo-wall. "Admiral, commanders, captains, we will be going in with a main attack plan and two contingencies. Our first order of business will be to move the Talisan and sentinel fleets into position to activate our Yacabucci generators. Admiral, as we discussed earlier, we will leave four avenues open through the AI ships. Stay in those lanes and you should be free to move and fire. Stray into the web and you'll be held there until those generators are shut down. Stay in the lanes.
"While the Baldi ships are moving through the AI fleet, our Talisan and sentinel ships will be moving in with boarding parties. We will move ship to ship for as long as it takes to finish them all off. When a ship has engaged, the friendly fire alerts will be active. Admiral, please reinforce this with your crews."
The admiral replied, "They will be informed, Colonel."
The colonel nodded. "If the main plan fails, we move to the first contingency. The sentinels will engage directly, while the Talisans and Baldi harass the sides of the fleet in an attempt to bunch them together. As the sentinels fight, they will be sweeping away as many ships as possible. So do what you can to get AI ships to group together. The tighter they pack in, the more we can sweep away.
"The fallback position from there is an all-out firefight. This is of course the least desirable, as it puts the AI on somewhat better footing than us, given their numbers. In this case, Admiral Ronduval will be commanding the Baldi ships using their normal tactics. Admiral Kutlue will be leading the Talisans, while I command the sentinels."
The admiral asked, "And if that is failing?"
The colonel gave a stern look. "If that fails, Baldi are the first to retreat. Talisans will move second, and sentinels last. A secondary rally point will be established and the sentinels will be sweeping ships to that point. If we fall to that scenario, remember, keep your ships bunched up within the areas that will be designated on your nav displays. We will take as many as we can, and those who aren't fully within the specified zone run the risk of being cut in half by the portal. There won't be any survivors if that's the case. If you can't make it inside the boundary line, wait. We'll sweep again."
The major parts of each plan was practiced in simulators, giving the commanders a chance to get their orders nailed down. With ten hours to go, the word was given for all except for shell crews to stand down, eat, sleep, or just get general rest. The battle before us would last for many hours, possibly days on end. I programmed my BGS suit for a six hour sleep. The medications provided by the suit quickly had me in dreamland.



   Chapter 8

 
The colonel woke me from my slumber. "Beutcher, let's go. We're moving up the timetable. A second fleet of four thousand ships just showed up at Mayanis. We're tackling this fight here before we move back there."
The stimulants from my suit had me wide awake in seconds. I walked back to the bridge from the mess hall, where I had taken a side chair for my rest. The colonel was barking commands to each of his captains. The Baldi admiral was showing on the holo-display and was noticeably nervous.
The colonel said, "We are attacking in five minutes. Commanders. Have your boarding parties ready. Captains, have your gun crews ready. Given the enemy ship totals, this battle is likely to run for some time. Swap out your crews for rests when you get a chance. And, everyone, this is where we show what we're made of. This is where we show why sentient beings are smarter and better than AIs. If you have doubts, well, you shouldn't be involved in this fight. We will have victory here today, and we will eliminate the AI threat. Make your final preparations. In four minutes, we start sweeping ships in!"
I looked over at Joni, Garrett, and Go. "Here comes the hard part for us."
Joni half frowned. "Yeah, I can't say I like sitting and watching. Wish there was a way for us to get in the fight."
The colonel came over the comm. "Beutcher, as a precaution, you should all activate your BGS suits to the maximum level you can while maintaining your position on that ship. As I've said before, sometimes the battlefield brings surprises. Those BGS suits can keep us fighting in the event something goes wrong."
I nodded. "Thank you, Colonel. I think we are set up for that already. If called for, we are each willing to power out to fight ship-to-ship. We're all kind of feeling like wasted resources at the moment."
The colonel leaned close to his comm. "Just be vigilant over there. I need the lot of you with me when the fighting here is done."
As the colonel turned away, a feeling of foreboding came over me. We were going into battle against more than eighty thousand ships. It was an enemy that couldn't be reasoned with or bought. An enemy that had no conscience. And I, the warrior that I had become, was to sit and watch. As I leaned back in my chair, invisible to the others except over their comms, I knew they each felt the same way.
The Talisan ships were swept in first to a location that was five minutes distance from the AI fleet. The Baldi ships followed with the sentinels sweeping themselves in last. Our fleet of just under eight thousand ships stood at the ready for the approaching machine-based horde. I took a deep breath.
The colonel barked commands and the ships spread out into their ready formation. The Talisan and sentinel ships powered up their Yacabucci generators as the Baldi ships prepared for their lane assaults.
As the first of the AI ships entered range, the colonel held up his hand. "Wait for my signal."
Several ultra-quiet seconds passed before his hand dropped. "Let's go, people! This war won't fight itself! Engage the Yacabuccis!"
We watched as the green grid signifying the Yacabucci webs spread out over the nav display. The first AI ship to encounter our trap slowed to a stop. The colonel let out a half smile. As the web grew in size, more ships entered and slowed. Three minutes later, the order was given to move in. The Talisan ships were the first to attack. Boarding parties were marched to the breach tubes as our ships neared their targets.
Lieutenant Jefferson said, "We have thirty thousand ships in the web. The remainder have stopped just outside the controlled area. The lanes are open to the Baldi."
All six thousand Baldi ships raced in. The nearest AI ships took heavy damage, without offering return fire. I glanced at the holo-display of the colonel's face as the first Talisan ships connected their breach tubes and their Marines stormed aboard. He was all grins.
The sentinel ships were the next to engage, powering forward until they parked beside their targets, extending breach tubes of their own. As Marines stormed off the sentinels with blasters blazing, the portal gates were used to sweep away groups of AI ships from outside the web's reach. Everything we had planned for was coming together perfectly. Jack maneuvered the Garmon toward our first target.
We powered close to a battlecruiser, a breach tube was extended, and a hole was cut in the side of the AI ship. Sixty Talisan Marines moved through the breach and engaged the bots on the other side. Resistance was weak, and the battlecruiser was marked as clear and swept away to a rally point—the first of what we hoped would be many.
After seven minutes of fighting, we closed on our third target. The colonel's expression suddenly changed. The AI ships being boarded by our Talisans began to explode with a bright fury. Ship after ship detonated, taking our ships with them. Within seconds, twelve hundred Talisan ships and their crews were vaporized by extremely powerful fermium bombs. One hundred twelve of our sentinels suffered the same fate, with a dozen more taking damage. For only a moment after, the battlefield was quiet. However, the AI surprise was far from over. The AI ships seemingly trapped in the Yacabucci web began to move. Green laser pulses pounded the remaining Talisan and sentinel ships from all directions. In the ensuing chaos, blue ion bolts were returned.
Jack pulled the Garmon from the fight with a short portal jump. He followed with attempts to sweep out every friendly ship he could. The battlefield erupted into further chaos as thousands of fermium missiles were launched from the other AI ships. When detonated, another three hundred Talisan and twenty-six sentinel ships were out of the fight. The fermium explosions were powerful enough to overwhelm the active skin of the sentinels, leaving them with layers of damaged tantric armor as their only defense.
As the colonel's ship attempted to jump, a fermium explosion happened nearby. In an instant, the active skin of the Dauntless was offline. The rear starboard quarter of the ship erupted in small explosions as bulkheads failed and generators overloaded. Nearby AI ships pounced on the damaged vessel, shredding her port side before she could move away.
Jack attempted to lock onto the colonel's location for a sweep. "I can't get him! His ship is moving and he's moving as well!"
Seconds later, a third set of fermium explosions ripped into the remaining Talisan and sentinel ships. Jack managed to sweep out two damaged sentinels. As a Talisan ship was swept out, it was consumed in flames. With our ranks devastated, the AI fleet turned their wrath on the confused Baldi. Without targeting, the Baldi ships were elusive, leaving countless fermium explosions as ineffective. The numbers, however, were overwhelming and the Baldi ships began taking heavy damage.
I yelled to Jack, "Locate the admiral's ship and bring him out!"
Jack replied, "I can't! They're all changing directions erratically!"
We watched in horror as the AI fleet enveloped the Baldi warships, cutting their numbers in half after only a few minutes of fighting. Twenty-seven minutes into the battle, the last of the Baldi ships succumbed to AI laser fire. I looked at the nav screen, at the paltry seven ships we had saved. One was in the process of being abandoned. I wondered how it was that such a well-planned fight had gone so wrong.
Jack said, "The fleet is turning this way. We have about fifteen minutes before they reach us. Where would you like to go, Mr. Beutcher?"
I hesitated to answer, still in deep thought about our demise.
Jack again asked, "Give me a target, Mr. Beutcher."
I said, "Take us to Adicus and then to Effica."
Go stood. "We still have a video feed from the colonel!"
I opened a comm. "Colonel? Are you there?"
The colonel replied, "I'm here. Just about to board one of these ships. I'll take down every one manually if I have to."
Joni stood. "Jack, sweep me out there. I'm helping the colonel!"
Garrett and Go each stood and chimed in. "Us too!"
I said, "Jack, sweep the other ships here back to Effica. The rest of us are joining the colonel."
Jack replied, "Give me a few seconds... OK, ships are away. Now, I need to match the speed of those battlecruisers before sweeping you out there or you'll never make it aboard."
Jack entered a set of coordinates. "Are you certain you want to do this?"
I replied as I looked at the helmet view of each of our faces. "We're sure. Sweep away when ready. And keep yourself out of range."
Jack half frowned, "Oh, you don't have to worry about that. I'll be jumping out of their sensor range once you're away. The Jack doesn't have a death wish."
The colonel came over the comm. "Scratch another battlecruiser. If you come in from the back and settle just in front of the main ion generator, you can blink in and out on the conduit coming out the front. The stream coming from there will rip the ship apart while only sending your BGS to 12 percent. Do that and move on to the next."
A portal window opened over the four of us. As the window closed I powered toward the nearest ship. Three minutes later, I was following the colonel's suggestion, scattering a trail of debris in the direction the AI battlecruiser had been headed. The feat was repeated on another half dozen ships before the AI adjusted tactics and spread their fleet wide. What had been three minutes of powering to each ship had turned into fifteen. And with the added random movements of the ships, our portal sweeps were useless.
A disheartened colonel came over the comm. "I think our work here has come to an end. Jack, sweep each of us back aboard the Garmon. We can't stop these ships from reaching the Kergans."
Five sweeps had us aboard. The bridge was quiet as we all reflected on what had just transpired. A well-armed, well-trained fleet of close to eight thousand ships had been sucked in, chewed up, and spit out. I could see the colonel was in need of support.
"Colonel," I said, "we couldn't have foreseen that."
The colonel shook his head. "Not true. We had the fermium bomb detonated on Earth staring us in the face. That was the first time they used technology like that, and we should have been prepared. Instead, we charged in there and got our asses kicked. We might have to completely abandon the Yallux."
I placed my hand on the colonel's shoulder. "You can't put this all on yourself, Colonel. This is war, and you yourself said unexpected things happen on the battlefield. We planned this out as well as we could. You can't cover every eventuality."
The colonel nodded as he shed my hand from his shoulder. "Just let me sulk for a few minutes. I need a mental whipping before I can refocus my energies of what we do next. We sent a lot of good men to eternity out there today. This was not our finest hour."
I replied, "Was every battle in the War of Wars and all those before it a victory? I would bet not. We made it through. We still have the Garmon and a sentinel ship. We still have the AIs blocked from the other galaxies. Let's regroup and then come back fighting for what we know is right."
The colonel gestured to Jack. "Take us home, Mr. Carson. We need to lick our wounds before making any kind of return."
The colonel sat. "Beutcher, you would've made a good officer. You don't let the situation overwhelm you and you don't get emotionally attached to the men and machines under your command."
I replied as I sat, "That's a blessing and a curse, Colonel. I've sent my Talisans into battle knowing full well they wouldn't return. Sometimes that's not the best option. Sometimes that extra bit of emotion is what keeps you from ordering them to their deaths. The people under your command respect you, Colonel, because they know you are doing your best to keep them alive."
The colonel half laughed. "You are a strange bird, Beutcher. I have no doubt that your Talisans respect you, regardless of you being their emperor. I've seen you in action, and you make every effort to keep them safe. I'm glad to be on your team."
We returned to Effica. Jack swept the damaged ships to Dallex. As the shipyards there were being rebuilt, our ships were given priority. The two rescued sentinel ships had damaged portal generators, and wouldn't be making jumps of their own anytime soon. The Talisan ships had extensive exterior damage from the AI lasers.
I opened a comm to Getta. "We failed. The AIs had fermium bombs and missiles waiting for us. A force of just over seventy thousand is heading for the Kergan worlds and will arrive there in days. Please, I beg you, convince the Council to let us transfer everyone away from there. The AI will be at Jorus in weeks, if not sooner, and we cannot stop them."
Getta sighed. "You are too late. The AIs have been in contact with us. Negotiations ended just minutes ago. The Council agreed to not interfere with the AIs’ activities here. In return, they have promised to leave us alone."
My head rocked forward then back in disbelief.
Jack put his hand on my shoulder. "That's actually a better situation than them just not leaving. It buys us time to come up with a plan without them being in imminent danger."
I shook my head. "Always... they take the hard path."
Frig met us on the Garmon, sweeping over from the Destiny. "An unfortunate turn of events."
The colonel replied, "We need to dig deep on this one. Our losses back there, nothing but catastrophic."
Frig replied, "What we need is a new plan, Colonel. We have two ships that are capable of attacking from this galaxy. The AIs will no doubt overwhelm the Kergans and the Tamarin. And they will in turn be used to produce more AIs. Our focus should be on preventing the resources of those people from being used to replicate the enemy. I've taken some time to research our gates here in the Triangulum. I believe I can use all the gates in the six galaxies to perform portal scans of the Yallux. However, the gates will be offline for travel during those scans."
I replied, "Offline for how long?"
Frig pulled up a diagram on the holo-wall. "Utilizing every gate, we should be able to scan the section of the Yallux that runs from the Baldi worlds to the Moddle worlds, across to the Kergans and out to this area here. That gives us almost 24 percent coverage. If the AIs are building anything in that quadrant, we will know about it. I suggest the scans be run daily. The gates will be offline for eight hours and four minutes during that process."
Garrett raised his eyebrows. "Wow. That's a long time without gates when people have just been allowed to travel again. Could we split it up and do half and half, or four sessions of two hours per day? How much are they going to build in two or three days?"
Frig replied, "First, I am not yet certain that the gates can be properly controlled—scans may be incomplete. Second, we will need time to plan and to react to what we find. We could stretch out the scans, but we will always run the risk of missing an important discovery. Daily scans would be preferred."
The colonel asked, "What do you need to put this plan into action?"
Frig thought for a moment. "I need full control of a test gate. Give me three days with that and I can give you a firm estimate of taking this AMP-wide."
I nodded. "Use the gate here on Effica. We have settlers coming through it looking to restart their lives, but only a few. If it has to be offline for a while, they will have to live with it."
The next several days were spent on extensive testing. After successful trials, Frig was ready to take the scan experiment to all gates in the AMP. Special permission to use the gates was fought over and granted, with the Andromeda Galaxy governor being the last to agree. In our negotiations, it seemed we remained the only people who saw the true danger of the AIs. Word was sent out to all the colonies, and the following day our first scan was conducted.
The colonel looked over the data. "This is not looking good for us. They have split into a hundred small fleets that are in the process of spreading throughout that quadrant. This is where the Baldi and their ships could be of help."
I said, "They still refuse to answer our comms, Colonel. Losing six thousand of their veteran ships was a hard loss, especially as they got little to no return from their commitment. I would be leery of engaging with us again as well."
The colonel shook his head. "What happened couldn't be helped, Mr. Beutcher. You can't lose a battle and then give up on the war. If the AI get their factories up and running again, the Baldi will be the first to be overrun. We can help them and they can help us. All this whining doesn't do any of us any good.
"So... looking over this data, Frig estimates that we have 78 percent coverage of the area in question. We had hoped for more, but this is what we have. We're hoping that successive scans will give us near full coverage. Until then, we make the best of this.
"Now, Frig and Kerba ran some projections, and we think the first factories will be coming online in as little as a week. We have eighty-six Talisan battleships, one lightly damaged sentinel with no portal and no active skin, and we have the Garmon and the Destiny. We have a second sentinel that's undergoing heavy repairs, but it may or may not be joining us in a few weeks. Given that the Garmon and the Destiny are our only portal ships, I believe it best that they remain here at Effica. We'll use our other ships for hit and run strikes against any targets. Sweep them in, strike, sweep them out."
Garrett said, "Colonel, I would think that even if they have a hundred factories started, we can handle it. And as far as that goes, why bother sending in ships if we can just sweep those factories into the nearest stars?"
The colonel replied, "Glad you asked. I want these raids to be complete. Not only do I want to destroy whatever factory they have under construction, I also want to destroy any ships parked there, and any mines or other resources they are making use of. If we don't clean each target thoroughly, we'll only end up chasing our tail, as we'll be right back where we started from a few days later. When we attack, we take out a site in its entirety. No AIs can be left behind."
The colonel continued to talk about his strategies and why they were necessary. When the briefing had come to an end I was left sitting in the room with Jack.
Jack looked over the data on the holo-wall. "You think any of this will work?"
I half scowled. "It has to. We don't really have any other options. If we don't stop them now, my family will pay an immediate price. Eventually, the AI will figure out a way to come here. We have to do everything in our power to stop that."
Jack stood and patted me on the shoulder as he walked toward the door. "Let's hope the colonel's plan is effective. I'm starting to grow weary of this fight, and I can see the same in everyone else's face. I just hope we have the willpower to finish this."
I set my elbow on top of my knee, resting my chin on my fist as I studied the data. Continuing with our fight was the only sensible thing to do. Defeatism was not an option. We would have to push on.



   Chapter 9

 
The first raid took place two days after our initial scan. All eighty-six of our Talisan ships were swept into battle against a group of forty-two AI battlecruisers. Our campaign would be the first of sixteen encounters scheduled for the Moddle worlds on that day. With luck, the system would be cleansed of any AI threat, and our efforts of the next day turned toward a new target.
The former Moddle colony at Dyson was the farthest of the defunct planets of the Moddle Empire. The fighting lasted six-and-a-half hours, as every effort was made to protect and preserve our Talisan ships. The results were a complete cleansing of AIs, but at a cost of seven of our battleships. Our fight at the second colony of Farguit yielded a similar result. Our strategy was unsustainable.
The colonel joined us all in a conference room. "We lost twelve ships, and the campaign has already taken fourteen hours. At this rate we won't have enough ships to finish out this system, let alone the hundreds of others that will have to follow. If anyone has any ideas, I'm all ears."
Go said, "Too bad we can't build AIs to take out the AIs. Just sweep them to a location, they can do the work and when finished, they hibernate, waiting on another incursion."
Garrett protested. "That's a horrible idea. Next thing we know we have two sets of AIs fighting us."
Frig stood. "At one time, we had the ability to open multiple small portals from a single gate. Perhaps that technique can be resurrected. I'll need a few days to go over this with Quan. If that can be done under the current gate structure, we may be able to use all the gates in the AMP at the same time. Imagine sweeping all AIs away that are identified during our eight hour grand scan."
Garrett nodded his head. "Now that's an option I like!"
Frig replied, "I don't know if it's even possible, Mr. Rourke. The current set of gates are very restrictive."
Garrett sat back in his chair. "Didn't you design the portal?"
Frig slowly nodded. "Indeed I did. However, that was the original design. The gates we use now are several generations beyond what I constructed, and a number of limitations have been built into them. As I said, I don't yet know if this is even possible. I would also suggest we continue to explore alternatives."
In the four days following, the remainder of the Moddle worlds were purged of AIs with the use of sweeps. Four additional AI factories were damaged or destroyed, but the number of factory starts was growing faster than we could possibly keep up with.
 Frig's efforts to modify the portals was a bust. The key features of the portal controls he needed had been locked down with no possibility of freeing them up. We were losing the war with each passing day.
Getta opened a comm. "Knog, the AIs have been tightening the screws. They've been leaving us alone planet-side, but they just announced new trade restrictions. They've submitted lists of raw materials that must be provided if we want to open any trade routes with others. The Council, of course, happily agreed. I continue to be the lone holdout. I've been pushing the angle of trying to be a tough negotiator with the AIs, in an attempt to get us the best deal possible in these agreements. I continue to be overridden by the Council lead."
I said, "The AIs are spreading out through that quadrant of the Yallux. We have scans showing multiple AI, bot, and ship factories under construction—too many for us to take out. In six months that AI fleet could grow to as many as a million ships. I wish I had better news."
Getta replied, "We've made our decisions, now we have to learn to live with them."
I nodded. "We've all made our own mistakes. One hopes that they will learn from the past. These AIs have an agenda to dominate us all. And we have no clue as to what their intentions may be if that is achieved. Will we be slaves? Will they govern us justly? Will we taken off to fight in another War of Wars? We just don't know."
I leaned back in my chair. "I know what your answer to this is, but I have to ask again. Would you be willing to relocate our family back here to the Triangulum?"
Getta shook her head. "I couldn't do that and keep the respect of the Council or of the people. And if I left with them, what good would that do for us all? No, I have to stick this out and try to make a difference from here."
A Talisan commander came into the conference room. "Your Highness, Command wanted to notify you about the progress at the shipyards. It is believed that yards #1 and #2 will be operational within three weeks, yards three and four a month after."
I nodded. "Thank you, Commander."
Go said, "I've been watching the progress. The first ship off the line will be a frigate with an active sodium skin. They've added a full deck of generators so that, when active, she should be able to absorb a proximity blast from one of those fermium bombs. Frig was also able to provide the design for an upgraded main ion cannon. It won't be quite as powerful as the cannon on a sentinel, but it will be a significant upgrade to our current battleships. The Talisan engineers think we can turn out four of those ships per month initially, ramping up to twenty-eight per month per shipyard."
"Great," said Garrett, "so in six months we'll have a hundred fifty frigates ready to take on the million AI battlecruisers we're expecting. Sounds like a fair fight."
Garrett's negativity earned him an elbow from Joni. "If you can't contribute something meaningful, then keep your trap shut."
Jack smirked at Garrett's expense.
Go said, "Joni may have stirred an idea. Maybe we could make use of a trap? Something to lure the AI to us?"
I replied, "What purpose would it serve? They are spread out. What could we possibly offer that would bring them in from all those locations?"
Frig held up a finger. "Perhaps we don't lure them in, but instead send the trap to them. Quan, you have access to the AI programming, is there a way we could alter that programming with a virus of sorts?"
Garrett shook his head. "A virus? Really? You don't think they have security against that built in?"
Quan replied, "Allow me to examine the level to which we have access. I would believe the security protocols that are in place would prevent such an occurrence from taking place."
Garrett half smiled. "Thank you for backing me, Quan."
Joni scowled.
A logic diagram of AI routines flashed up on the holo-wall.
Quan said, "Mr. Rourke, you created code that acted as a kill switch for the AIs. You were able to access the routines needed to shut them down by scrubbing their memories. I believe we can modify that same code, implanting it as a memory. Then every AI which that particular AI comes in contact with would automatically have that memory as well. We would only need a method of recall for the routine to be executed."
Go replied, "That sounds too easy. Wouldn't they have filters or something to prevent such an event?"
Quan walked in front of the holo-wall, turning to face us. "They do have extensive filtering of input before it goes into the memory unit. However, that filtering is not applied to shared memory that has already been filtered."
The colonel nodded. "I like it. Use their own systems to infect them. My question would be, how do we introduce this phony memory?"
Quan replied, "We acquire an AI from each location using a sweep. I would make an update to their memory unit to introduce the code. We then sweep the infected AI back to its location. Every AI within comm range should receive that memory."
I said, "How soon can we make this happen?"
Quan replied, "I have several captured AI that I can test this with. If I can successfully implant the memory, we will know instantly if that memory is shared. We will have our answer within twenty-two minutes."
Garrett glanced around. "I do like the sound of that."
Seconds later, a portal sweep of Quan and Frig took them to the underground bunker on the Effica moon where an extensive lab had been constructed. An AI was brought online and the memory routine inserted. A second AI was powered up and the memory instantly shared. A command to recall the inserted memory had the desired effect. Both AIs shut down as their programming was scrubbed from the hardware.
An hour after their departure, Frig and Quan returned.
Frig stood in front of the holo-wall with his hands clasped behind his back. "We believe our efforts will be successful. We modified Garrett's routine to incorporate a few needed changes. First, when activated the AI will not scrub its memory. Instead, it will command its bots to attack and destroy any other AI within its comm sensor range. Second, when activated, it will shut down its receiver, preventing any overriding commands from coming in from elsewhere. Third, when no other AI is detected within range, the infected AI will turn on itself, ordering its bots to destroy it, thereby eliminating the possibility of a new program being downloaded to its empty shell."
Go said, "So, they spread the bad code until we send a trigger. And once triggered, they attempt to destroy any other AIs before destroying themselves. Is that what you're saying?"
Frig nodded. "Precisely. I suggest we begin this process at once."
The colonel replied, "Make it happen."
As everyone broke into conversation, Go was shaking his head.
Garrett asked, "What about this do you have a problem with?"
Go replied, "It just seems too easy, that's all. That is a major security flaw which, if true, was overlooked by AIs that don't seem to miss much."
Jack added, "Well, maybe they expect the memory unit to be intact. You know, most security on networked systems comes from firewalls. You don't let the malicious stuff in to begin with. Their only flaw here is that we have a Quan that was able to break through those firewalls.
Go crossed his arms. "I just think we need to continue with other efforts, that's all. If this doesn't work, we've wasted valuable time."
I replied, "I believe this to be a good plan, but Go is right, we need to continue our efforts to develop a contingency. As the colonel has said, the battlefield often offers up surprises."
An AI ship was located and an AI captured from within. The virulent memory was inserted and the AI swept back.
The colonel asked, "This is an isolated group of ships. Would anyone be opposed to a live test?"
Frig replied, "I believe that to be a prudent step, one that I was going to suggest. As an afterthought, I added a QE tag to the AI before sending it back. We will be able to monitor the action without the need of a scanning portal. Quan? Would you please send the trigger command?"
The holo-wall turned to an image of the generator room on an AI battlecruiser. Half a dozen bots stood at the ready should a need for them arise. Seconds after the command was sent, the bots came to life, exiting the generator room. The hisses from laser fire could be heard through the QE channel.
Go pointed at the data coming back. "The ship just dropped from standard speed! And there go the others!"
Frig nodded. "Sixteen ships in this group. All are coming to a stop but one. Interesting, that ship is now not only braking, but turning. It's powering up its weapons and... firing. An infected AI on the bridge must be in control."
As we watched over the scan data, two other ships joined in the laser battle. The small fleet of sixteen was quickly reduced to three before the remaining ships turned on each other. A fierce battle ensued, with a single ship being victorious over the other two. A fermium bomb was then detonated, taking out the remaining battlecruiser."
Frig nodded. "I believe that went as well as could be expected. We should begin the seeding process of all scanned AIs."
The colonel added, "Start with any that are on ships. We take out their ability to move and the rest will come more easily."
Quan said, "I've done a target analysis highlighting data segments containing ships. The list has been optimized and passed to the Garmon and the Destiny. We have twenty-six hundred eighty-five targets. Give the word and I will begin."
I asked, "How long will it take to run through that many targets?"
Quan replied, "The acquisition, insertion, and delivery of each AI will take approximately six minutes thirty seconds per target, yielding five and three quarter days of continuous infections while using both the Garmon and the Destiny."
Garrett shook his head. "Is that the best we can do? Any way to speed things up?"
Quan gave his standard stoic reply, "I am sorry, Mr. Rourke. I don't believe that process can be optimized any further."
The Garmon and the Destiny began their tasks from the space docks orbiting above Dallex as we wandered around in the city below. After a long review of some of my Talisan's recent training, I met with Jack, Garrett, and Joni at Shipyard #1. The first of the new frigates was beginning to take shape.
Jack asked, "When does it receive the sodium coating?"
I replied, "I was told it comes after the ship is fully functional. Since the coating covers the entire exterior, it goes on last."
Jack nodded. "I like the modernized bridge. A crew of four can handle every aspect of running that ship during a shift. That's a quarter of what it was taking."
Garrett asked, "Any updates getting done to the Garmon?"
Jack shook his head. "About the only thing they have is an extra generator to power that skin and two additional aft cannons that only function when the skin is inactive. I told them to forget it. We can't afford to have her offline for that."
Garrett said, "I would take the generator at least. If it keeps one of those fermium explosions from taking you out, that seems like a valuable upgrade."
Jack frowned. "I wish that were true. The analysis I was given said it would've only made a difference with 3 percent of the sentinel ships during that big fight we had. Doesn't seem worth the two weeks of downtime to get it installed."
Joni added, "I would take it. We're probably going to be sitting here for two weeks anyway with these sweeps going on."
Jack leaned on the rail in front of him. "Can't do it while the sweeps are going on. The ship has to be opened up to get that inside, which means being powered down."
Joni replied, "Opened up? Why don't you just sweep it aboard?"
Jack shook his head. "I don't do the work. They're the experts, and I'm sure they took that into account. Anyway, it's not happening while that portal is in use, so—"
A bright light flashed, spread out and shone down from the heavens above us.
Seconds later, the colonel came over a comm to each of us. "Beutcher, get in a shuttle and get up there! The Garmon is gone!"
Quan joined the comm. "A quick analysis shows the latest AI being swept aboard contained a small fermium bomb. The Garmon is a loss."
Garrett asked, "Who was on there? Was Go still up there?"
Go came over the comm. "I'm here. I was in the process of powering over to the Destiny. The blast almost overpowered my BGS, 78 percent. I wasn't at full activation like I should have been. And Jack, Mr. Jefferson was aboard her when I left."
Jack leaned farther over the rail with his head down.
I placed my hand on his shoulder. "He was a good man."
Jack slowly looked up, taking a deep breath. "When is this war going to end? He didn't deserve to go out like that."
I squeezed Jack's shoulder. "It was an honorable death. He gave his life doing what he wanted, fighting for our freedom."
Jack took another deep breath. "I should have been up there. I asked him to review the repair logs to see how the automated repair was functioning. I should have done that myself."
Joni huffed. "Look, Jefferson died fighting for what's right. We should all be so lucky when our time comes."
I spoke over the comm. "Quan, tell me the sweeps by the Destiny have been shut down."
Frig answered. "I made an adjustment to the capture sweep. We are now filtering for the presence of fermium, Mr. Beutcher. This was a difficult loss, but we must continue. We've managed to clear out 42 percent of the targets thus far. This will cause significant delay to that progress. However, I continue to believe it is a worthwhile endeavor."
I sighed. "I hope you're right, Mr. Helgris. The Destiny is now our only way back to the Yallux. We can't afford to lose her."
The colonel said, "Beutcher, we had a hundred twenty-eight Talisan Marines and other crewmen on there as well. I've notified Talisan Command of the loss."
I replied, "Thank you, Colonel."
I leaned on the railing next to Jack. "Why is it every time we begin to make progress we get punched in the gut?"
Garrett replied, "It's the cost of freedom, Mr. Beutcher. Sometimes that cost is high, paid for with the blood of those who would fight."
I looked back across the shipyard at the frigate under construction. "Let's hope we don't run out of those people before this is over. Past us, I don't think there is anyone willing or able to pick that standard up, no one to carry it forward. Until things get really hard, that is. By then the AIs will be unstoppable."
Jack slowly nodded. "I guess that leaves it up to us then."



   Chapter 10

 
The following day a dozen new fermium loaded AIs were scanned and rejected. The day after, the number jumped tenfold. The AIs were on to us.
The colonel said, "What I don't understand is how they are getting the word out so fast. Some of these ships are weeks away from any others."
Go said, "They captured that Baldi ship. It could be they have the QE technology now."
The colonel winced. "That would be a devastating blow to one of our few advantages."
Go nodded. "Imagine every AI connected to every AI at the same time. They would become like this single spread-out entity that could see and know everything from everywhere at once. How would you fight that?"
Frig said, "If they have the QE technology, it could be a tremendous break for us with our current strategy. All AIs would be infected at once."
The colonel replied, "Speaking of that, I think we should enable the trigger on the AIs we've currently infected. They're all performing work against us every day. I think putting an end to that work outweighs the benefit of waiting for them to infect other AIs. We should pull the plug on as many of them now as we can."
I said, "I believe the colonel is right. We can continue with our campaign while not having to worry about the infected AIs figuring out how to remove the infection, and without them building more ships or bots."
The colonel looked around the conference room. "Anyone else?"
No one reacted.
The colonel turned back to Quan. "Send the signal. We'll know how effective it was with tomorrow's scan."
Quan said, "The trigger command is now being sent. This will delay our infection progress by approximately two hours."
The colonel nodded. "Thank you, Quan. It's worth the delay. And as far as stats go, we've hit 52 percent of our initial targets. That constitutes about 90 percent of their ships. When our pace picks back up, we're only a couple days away from having shut down all AI ships that have shown on our scans."
Quan added, "When the ship purge is complete, I would suggest we go after all factory construction. We have five hundred thirteen factories in various stages of construction. That will consume just over two days of sweep time."
The colonel let on a half smile. "That would be a milestone for us. We take away their mobility and their ability to reproduce in numbers, and we turn this war back in our favor."
Go raised a hand. "I have a question. What about the AI ships using the Baldi projection technology?"
The colonel's half smile faded as he turned back to face the battlefield data on the holo-wall. "That's a huge shortfall on our part. Frig, have we made any progress at detecting the Baldi projection tech?"
Frig replied, "I'm afraid not."
The colonel stood silent for several seconds in thought. "For all we know there are just as many hidden ships out there as the ones we've destroyed. We need that Baldi method of detecting those ships."
I shook my head. "They aren't talking to us, Colonel."
The colonel replied, "Then I go talk to them. Quan, I need you to sweep me out to the Baldi command center."
Seconds later a portal opened. The colonel disappeared from view as the portal swept over him. We patched the video feed from his helmet to the holo-wall. The Baldi admiral, Miratti, was standing in front of him.
"Admiral…" the colonel said as he blinked in.
Four Baldi guards quickly raised their plasma pistols. The admiral continued looking at the viewscreen in front of him.
The colonel tried again. "Admiral, you need to talk to me. Us butting heads over something that has passed will not help us solve our current problems. We are in desperate need of your help. Talk to me."
The admiral turned. "Colonel, we committed six thousand ships and what did we receive in return? Your condolences? Seems hardly fair now, doesn't it."
The colonel nodded. "That it doesn’t, Admiral. But this is war. You've been fighting it your whole life. Sometimes engagements go exactly as planned, and sometimes the enemy does something new and out of the ordinary that costs you big. We lost most of our ships and crews in that fight, and believe me, I would give almost anything to have them back. But that's not possible.
"We need your help, Admiral. We believe the AIs may be building ships using your projection technology. We have no way of tracking them and thereby no way of destroying them. We've managed to take out 90 percent of their ships in the past week, a huge accomplishment in itself.
"Today, as we continue our push to rid this galaxy of the other 10 percent, we realized we had no method for detecting their ships which have your technology. And we know they have those ships, Admiral. Your own team helped us to eliminate some of them before that disastrous fight we lost. So please, Admiral, help us to finish what we've started. You can even provide us with a team that manages that device as before. We need to find and to destroy those ships. It's vital to the survival of both of our peoples."
The admiral scowled. "I don't trust you, Colonel. You come in here at will, violating our space, demanding that we cooperate. That is not the Baldi way."
The colonel replied, "You have my apologies, Admiral. But my apologies won't kill AIs. And with you deciding to not answer our comm requests, you left me little choice. We are not the enemy, Admiral. The enemy is out there. And they will be coming after you in numbers you can't defend against. Talk to your superiors, Admiral. You know what I'm saying here to be right. Don't let stubbornness or hurt feelings be the deciding factor in this war. Give us the help we ask for."
The admiral stood silent, staring into the colonel's eyes for several seconds before turning back to face the display screen again.
After another moment of silence, the admiral said, "I will talk to the Grand Committee, Colonel. If they reiterate 'no further contact,’ you will be allowed to leave. But you will be arrested if you come again."
The colonel nodded. "Fair enough, Admiral. Consideration is all I ask."
The colonel stood in silence for most of an hour before word from the Grand Committee was returned. We would have our team of Baldi with the detection device. In return, we would provide the full data from our portal gate scans that covered this quadrant of their galaxy. The colonel agreed.
After a short delay for preparation, the colonel and the Baldi team were swept back to Dallex. Go walked with Quan and the team, taking them to a room where they would interface their detector with our scan sensors. The following day our eight-hour-long scanning process was begun. We waited patiently for results.
Quan said, "Colonel, I suggest we follow a pattern similar to what we established yesterday. The day following, we should activate the trigger of the units infected the previous day, thereby removing those AIs from the fight. With the reduced number we will be dealing with, each activation period will bring with it an eight minute delay—a small price to pay for the assured elimination of the prior day’s infections."
The colonel nodded. "Make it so, Quan. And thank you for the suggestion."
The remainder of the day trudged by. When the new scan data arrived, we were surprised with good news. The AI had just under two thousand ships using the Baldi technology. They were in sixteen groups, and were made the priority targets. The Baldi and their device were moved to the Destiny and the process of infection was begun.
Quan remarked, "If all proceeds as planned, the AI ship threat will have been eliminated by tomorrow afternoon, including the newly discovered projection ships."
The colonel replied, "We still have a lot of work ahead of us. The coverage we are getting from those gates is tremendous, but it's also lacking. Until we've performed a dozen full scans with clean results, I won't be convinced we've been successful."
I nodded. "We've made great progress, Colonel. Our small Talisan fleet now has enough ships to take on anything they can throw at us. We couldn't say that a week ago."
A comm came in from the Baldi admiral. "Colonel, Mr. Beutcher. I've been authorized to offer our thanks. The data provided shows no AI ships in Baldi territory. This is the first time we've been able to say that with any certainty. And I would also like to take the time to apologize. Our losses in the previous battle had many of us upset. As you said, it was in our best interest to put the past behind us and to move forward. I can't say that was a call I would have made."
The colonel offered a genuine smile. "We appreciate the help, Admiral. We're in the process of eliminating almost two thousand AI ships that are making use of your technology."
The admiral hesitated and said, "Colonel, there is something I should tell you. Our detection device, it tends to only be right about 70 percent of the time. That leaves a generous margin for error."
The colonel replied, "Understood, Admiral. We estimate our scans to be only 78 percent effective as well. I hope to have your team here for at least another month as we finish this up and verify the results. Has there been any talk of when they will be taken home?"
The admiral returned a smile of his own. "With the results we are seeing, I have no doubt their assignment will be lengthened to accommodate whatever you believe your needs to be."
The admiral paced in front of his comm camera. "Colonel, we've been looking over the data you provided. This quadrant of the galaxy … I would have expected more species. Counting us, we have evidence of eight species within the scans you have provided. Does that seem normal? You indicated your alliance has many more than that."
The colonel thought for a moment. "That does seem low. Admiral, let me give you a brief data dump of what we know…"
The colonel gave a quick accounting of our complex and storied history. The talk lasted all of twelve minutes. The admiral watched in fascination.
As the colonel wrapped up his story, I said, "Admiral, the War of Wars he spoke of may be the reason so few species inhabit this large space. Within our own war here, we've seen the Doomlighters, the Moddles, the Odenta, the Grumar and the Grotus, torn from existence. We have the Tamarin, the Kergans, you Baldi, and the two other species you interact with as all that we know. That's thirteen total, with three that we have yet to meet. If we use that as an average, you'd have forty-two species occupying your entire galaxy. Our smaller galaxies have several hundred each. It could be that others were wiped out by the Duke long ago."
The admiral nodded. "We have come across ruins on worlds where there are no sentient species. Perhaps your theory is correct."
Quan said, "The Duke is responsible for the elimination of three hundred seventy-seven species from this galaxy. Of those species, five fought in the different War of Wars. Your own Gruntas, Mr. Beutcher, are one of those species. My records do not show evidence of the Baldi in those campaigns. Admiral, going back in Baldi history, when did your species first achieve space flight?"
The admiral replied, "We have a celebration for that every cycle. That day occurred just over twenty-one hundred of your years ago."
Quan bowed. "Congratulations, Admiral. I believe that to be the reason your species was not involved. Reaching the stars was the trigger the Duke used for his games of war. I would suspect that if we checked the Kergan and Tamarin histories, they would have achieved space travel at the same time or after."
The colonel shook his head. "Fascinating stuff, Quan. Thank you for enlightening us on that."
Quan continued: "For the species that live here, that leaves a very open galaxy for them to prosper and grow. Should we rid the galaxy of the AIs, and should the species we have encountered in this quadrant come to terms with trade and peace, their existence could be without threat for many centuries. Unless of course, another species develops the wormhole technology."
The colonel frowned. "Thank you, Quan. I believe you've said enough."
The full scan on the following day ended with twenty new AI ships being discovered. Targeting was set by Quan and a new round of infections begun. In the three days that followed, all scans showed no ship activity. A day after that, the galaxy was believed to be factory-free.
The colonel stood in front of us. "I'm stunned by how much has changed in just a few weeks’ time. We are days away from a quadrant of the galaxy possibly being free of AIs—a feat I would have believed impossible a short time ago. I don't want to congratulate everyone early, but we might want to start planning a celebration."
I said, "We've only scratched the surface with this quadrant, Colonel. When the other three show the same results, that's when I will celebrate."
Go said, "I'm eager to get back to Earth to see what we can rebuild."
Kerba commented, "I too would like to return to Earth—and Megiddo. There is much to be learned about our past."
Garrett added, "Would benefit us all to have the maintenance corps up and running again."
Joni asked the colonel, "If the AI are gone, what are you going to do with yourself?"
The colonel raised his chin in thought. "I would be tempted to go back into stasis. Although, who's to say I'd come back out to as fine a group as you? This has been an adventure and I've thoroughly enjoyed working with the lot of you. I may have to give consideration to staying if something worthwhile were available to keep me busy."
Jack offered, "If you'd be interested, Colonel, maybe we take the Destiny and cruise the other galaxies looking for trouble. I'm sure there are other hostiles out there that are in need of a good thumping. Frig, any desire to be our science officer?"
Frig shook his head. "As tempting as that sounds, I believe I will stay here to assist Kerba with his studies. I have much knowledge that should be passed on. It will otherwise be lost forever when I am gone."
The colonel laughed. "I could go out there for two hundred years and come back and you'd still be kicking around. Of all the people I've ever known, other than taking that blast to the face one time, you've never been sick a day in your life. Even now, the work Doc George did on you still shows just how good a surgeon he was."
Frig nodded. "That was a long time ago, Colonel. What you see on the outside no longer matches what's on the inside. Extensive travel and adventure, no matter how enticing that may be, is not on my agenda."
Jack looked at me. "Knog? You up for a new adventure when this is done?"
I shook my head. "I plan to spend my time with my grandchildren."
Jack glanced over at Garrett. "Ah, no, I think I'll be working on fatherly duties before long."
I said, "Joni? Does that mean you are—"
Joni shook her head. "Not unless somebody knows something I don't. I think Garrett was referring to our future, but not our immediate future."
Jack frowned. "You people are taking all the fun out this."
Our scans and infections continued for several weeks. Five consecutive scans found no evidence of an AI. Under the suggestion of Quan, the scans were widened to cover the entire Yallux Galaxy. Thirty-eight other sentient species were identified. Twenty-six of those had evolved to the point where space travel was a major part of their existence. No further evidence of any AI was found.
The colonel said, "I just got off a comm with the galaxy governors. They want their gates back as soon as possible. I told them I would consult with our team here. They've been briefed on our success."
I replied, "What kind of timetable would you think is prudent, Colonel? I would assume we don't want to shut this down immediately."
The colonel nodded. "I have no plans of doing that, but I would like everyone's input on what they think should be done."
Frig was first to speak. "I would ask for another thirty days with the current schedule. After that, once every three days for another month. And finally, once a week for two months after."
I said, "Sounds fair to me."
The others sitting around the table agreed.
The colonel nodded. "I'll relay that information to the governors later today. I don't want them to think we spent all of two minutes on our decision. That would only give them ammunition to demand complete use of the gates sooner."
I asked, "What about the Baldi? What are our plans for them?"
The colonel leaned back in his chair. "I've spoken extensively with the governors. They are pressing for the Tamarin, the Kergans, and the Baldi to eventually join the AMP. We aren't yet sure how we get gates built to send to each. Frig, you care to speculate on that?"
Frig replied, "We have much work to do to reproduce a safe, fully functional portal gate. We have a shortage of gates in the AMP as it is after the last AI attack. I've been working with Kerba to put a plan together. He's back on Earth with Tony at the moment. We're hoping enough information can be pulled from the remaining computers there. We could use an expedited start with those security protocols."
I pressed, "What about the Grunta?"
The colonel shook his head. "Your Council continues to be stubborn. They don't want anything to do with the AMP and insist they are better off on their own. I think they will come around when they see the benefits of free trade and open travel."
I laughed. "The Grunta idea of travel is one-way, Colonel. They have no desire to live in an integrated environment with others. If we look back at Balimus, there were only a few thousand on the planet who were not Grunta. Most of them were there temporarily for business reasons. The good thing is, they won't be aggressive with anyone who isn't aggressive with them, so we can probably leave them be for the time being."
The colonel smirked. "Not to worry. We still have Harden running his propaganda machine. It won't be long before Getta is the Council lead. Harden assures me that two of the councilwomen are already solidly behind her. If that happens, I have no doubt they will be asking to join in a year or two."
I pursed my lips as I nodded. "I hope you're right."
The schedule for our continued use of the gates was delivered by the colonel. Several governors complained of the time needed being excessive. The colonel saw to it that they changed their minds and voted our way.
Jack assumed command of the Destiny. It was immediately manned with a volunteer Talisan crew. With no new sweeps required by our portal ship, I had Jack take me to Jorus. I received a warm, homecoming welcome with sixty-two Grunta infants tackling their grandfather and giving him a good licking. It was a fond memory I would not soon forget.



   Chapter 11

 
I had been home for weeks. My grandfatherly duties kept me both busy and happy. Our war with the AIs almost seemed a thing of the distant past. My thoughts were only of my family.
Go had given in to the frustration of the slow pace of resurrecting Earth, and instead called on Jack to sweep him to the Destiny. Jack was eager to have him aboard as they jumped from world to world, studying the Yallux species we had identified during the full scans. He took on the responsibility of chief engineer and worked to adapt or upgrade nearly a third of the systems under his control. He was busy, and from that, happy.
Joni and Garrett threw themselves into the political arena on Alpha Prime. After repeatedly butting heads with the local city managers, all the way up to the governor, they decided it was time for a change in command. Harden, of course, was all too happy to manage their campaigns from the shadows.
Frig and Kerba, with the assistance of Quan, were nearing completion of a prototype portal design. The safeguards of the current system had been integrated into the new system, with a handful of modernized tweaks upping the level of security and stability. The newer, smaller gates would be used as diplomatic gateways to new colonies until full sized gates could be constructed. The gates would make full use of the isotope of cesium the sentinel ships used, cutting their fuel requirements by a factor of ten.
After a day of corralling several broods of Grunta infants, I walked out onto our property on Jorus. Sprawling hills of lush green prairie grass surrounded our two square kilometers of tilled soils and three-hundred-square-meter concrete and steel home. Our property line stretched for fifteen kilometers on each side. With a population of just over four million adults, land on Jorus was plentiful. It was an agrarian's paradise.
I walked from the mowed grass surrounding the house down a hill to a bubbling stream, where I sat on a rock, dipping my large Grunta feet into the cool water. I leaned back on my elbows, allowing the Jorus sun to bake my tough Grunta skin.
It wasn’t long before my peaceful utopian existence was soon interrupted.
Frig's face shone in a holo-display over my arm pad. "Good afternoon, Mr. Helgris. To what do I owe this pleasure?"
Frig's expression showed concern. "Using the gate here on Gratis, I've been performing random scans in an attempt to get a better understanding of the portal gate's function. I came across an anomaly in the Delta Sector of the Andromeda Galaxy, and then again in the Wolfe. The signal was brief, and possibly a reflection of a signal broadcast in the past that had just reached the scan point in each."
I slowly rolled to my side as I looked down at the rippling water just to my right. "And this signal, it has significance because why?"
Frig stared into the comm camera for several seconds. "The signal is on the same channel used by the AIs."
I sat up. "You are certain of this?"
Frig took a deep breath. "I have it recorded. The signal is there. It appears to be very low power, possibly reflected. Had my portal scan not been in the exact location it was, it would have been missed."
I said, "You said it might just be a reflected signal?"
Frig nodded. "It's possible. Had I only received it once, I would have brushed it aside as such."
I asked, "What makes you suspicious of the second signal? Isn't it possibly a reflection as well?"
Frig slowly shook his head. "I believe that to be a near impossibility. The two signals were identical, and the power levels of each were almost exact."
I sat for several seconds in thought. "What would you advise?"
Frig replied, "I think we should recall the Destiny, although I don't want them going there directly. I would like to scan those sectors from a distance. If possible, I would like to get use of the AMP portal gates for an hour or so as well."
I frowned. "I don't know how we accomplish that. They were eager to get those gates fully opened again."
Frig gestured toward the camera. "This is why I contacted you. You still have sway with the governors. You are popular with the people and they respect that. When the colonel returns, the three of us should approach the governors with our concerns. If the signals prove to be nothing, it's a small price to pay for knowing."
I half laughed. "I have an idea of how we persuade them. We threaten to leak a story about it. They will see the light of doing this outside of the public knowledge."
Frig nodded. "I will contact the colonel. You might want to inform your household of your coming trip."
I smiled. "They will probably be happy to be rid of me for a day or two."
I spun around, pulling my boots back on and snapping them in place. For the first time in weeks, I blinked out, powering back to the house.
Half an hour after the conversation ended, a portal opened in front of me, sweeping backwards and placing me on the bridge of the Destiny.
I nodded. "Jack, Go, Colonel."
The colonel said, "Let's just hope this is a drill of our preparedness and nothing more. I can't say I like Frig's concern. He's not one to raise an issue until it's an actual issue."
The coordinates to Alpha Prime were set, and seconds later, Joni, Garrett, and Raptor were standing on the bridge beside me.
I reached down to scratch the head of the Rotty. "Wasn't expecting to see my friend."
Garrett said, "Yeah, well, he kind of insisted on coming. Scared the crap out of me by jumping into the sweep as it went over us. So... what do we know?"
The colonel replied, "Not much. Frig is bothered by a couple signals he intercepted back here in the AMP galaxies. We'll be investigating shortly."
The next sweep had Frig and Kerba Skol aboard.
Frig said, "I believe we should head to the Andromeda first. The AI had a foothold there and would be most likely to have found support."
The colonel looked at Jack. "Take us to Andromeda, Mr. Carson."
I asked, "How has the AMP diplomacy tour been going?"
Jack set the coordinates for a jump. "We've met with two species, and both seemed interested in establishing peaceful relations. I'll take that as a win."
I turned to Go. "How goes the engineering duties?"
Go threw up his hands. "I have too many projects and not enough time."
Jack laughed. "You have all the time you need."
Go replied, "Yeah, well, I still want to ask Frig if he can design us a time machine. I'd like to go back to talk to the engineers that designed some of this tech to find out why they did what they did. Upgrades are not going to come easy. Everything is so tightly integrated."
As the Destiny settled in its new location, Jack pushed data to the holo-wall. "We have two rocky planets and two gas giants in this system. Eight moons and a weak asteroid belt round it out. The star is a yellow main sequence. None of the planets are in the habitable zone."
I said, "Give us a deep scan. Then move to another location and give us another deep scan."
Jack looked up. "Why two? One should tell us everything we need to know."
I replied, "We're looking for weak signals. The positioning only matters from a detection standpoint if those signals are directed."
Jack nodded. "Two scans coming up."
Frig stood beside me. "Interesting, Mr. Beutcher. I would not have expected that suggestion from you."
I half smiled. "Back during my detective days, I had more than one experience with directed comms not showing on my sensors. Even directed signals have some leakage and reflection. You just have to be at the right angle to detect them."
As the data came in from the sensors, Jack pushed it to the holo-wall. "We have one hundred sixty-five signals detected. All coming from the direction of the nearest colony. Nothing originating here."
Go pointed to a corner of the display. "What's that?"
Jack swiped on his console until data on the item came up. "We have a piece of made material, flat—looks like it could be part of a comm dish. It's round and twenty-four centimeters in diameter. Scrap debris from some ship's garbage dump maybe?"
Frig said, "Take us in for a look."
A sweep placed the Destiny at a kilometer above the moon's surface. Another deep scan was performed.
As the data came in, Frig pulled up a holo-display over his arm pad.
Jack said, "Not showing anything unusual."
Frig held up a finger. "I'm not so certain, Mr. Carson."
Frig pushed a fuzzy blue signal to the holo-wall. "Give me a moment to filter."
Several algorithms were applied to the fuzzy blue image. A clean and extremely short burst signal presented itself."
Jack nodded. "Good find."
Frig replied, "It would not have been found if I wasn't already aware of what we were looking for. The signal matches the same short burst I detected with my prior scans."
Frig continued to swipe away at the holo-controls floating above his arm. "The item on the surface is being used as a reflector for a directional signal. Mr. Carson, please take us up another kilometer and perform another scan."
As the data came in, Jack again pushed it to the holo-wall.
Frig said, "Give me a moment and I will have the origin and destination."
A nav map appeared on the display. "The origin is the uninhabited Zenia system. The destination is the Tabershea colony on Checka III. I would suggest we visit Zenia first."
A portal sweep took us to the Zenia system, where a second reflector was found. Scans revealed another origin and another jump was made. Two additional jumps followed before the source was found.
Once a scan was complete, Frig said, "It's a simple transmitter. I'll admit to being a bit confused as to its purpose."
I replied, "Perhaps there is something to see at the final destination?"
Frig looked up at Jack. "Take us there, Mr. Carson."
The signal took another three jumps before ending on another uninhabited planet. A well disguised building on the planet's surface was the final destination of the mysterious signal.
The Destiny was again parked a kilometer above the surface.
The colonel stood as we came to a stop. "I'll be back in a few minutes."
Go said, "I should come with you."
The colonel shook his head. "Not until we have some idea of what we're looking at. Watch on the comm. And be prepared to move away from here. I don't like surprises, and this has surprise written all over it."
The colonel blinked out before any further discussion could take place. Seconds later, the video feed from his helmet showed the transition from the outside of the building to the interior.
The colonel said, "It's a warehouse. I have bot parts and AI parts. Looks like it was intended to put a few of those together. Hold on … I'm getting a power reading from over toward that wall."
The colonel moved closer. "We have some kind of device here. It's powered. I don't recognize it."
I said, "Maybe this is all just left over from the AIs when they were here. Who knows what they were planning with it, but it looks to be inert now."
Frig continued to look over the data on the display. "Colonel, run a deep comm scan from your arm pad. I want to do a complex signal analysis on the results. Your proximity to the device should give us all the information that is possible."
"Running... and done."
Frig manipulated the data hovering over his arm. "Quan, I'm passing the strongest version of that signal to you. It is encrypted. I am guessing it is machine code of some sort. Please evaluate and give us any insights or answers you come across."
Quan replied, "It would be my pleasure."
The colonel walked the large, wide-open, single room of the building. Bot and AI parts were picked up and inspected.
The colonel said, "Other than that device, this looks like a bust. There's not much down here. I don't see any power, no environmentals, so I don't think this was occupied by anyone but the AIs."
Go stood from his chair. "I'm going down there. Maybe I can pick out something the colonel is missing."
Garrett and Joni did the same.
 I stayed on the bridge with Jack, reaching down to once again scratch the Human dog's head. "I'll keep an eye on Raptor for you."
The team wandered the room, inspecting every part on the floor, and at one point each ogling the powered device.
Fifteen minutes into our investigation, Quan had results. "The signal appears to be a simple message. It reads, 'I am Here,' using the Grotus language."
I responded with a confused look. "Grotus? What would they have been doing here in Andromeda? This doesn't make sense."
Frig said, "Perhaps we should broadcast the message to the device ourselves. If we get a response, it may help unravel the mystery before us."
I nodded. "Send it down."
The colonel raised a hand as he backed up. "Just a second. I don't want to be standing next to that thing if it reacts."
Frig pushed the coded message to his comm and pressed a holo-button. The device was silent for several seconds before it began to blink.
The colonel said, "We've got something."
Quan replied, "The device is emitting multiple signals. I will need time to decode each of them."
Just as quickly as the device activity had picked up, it stopped.
The colonel walked toward it. "It's back to doing nothing."
A bright flash occurred, followed by a pulsing laser. From the colonel's helmet feed I could see the BGS suits of Go, Joni and Garrett were offline.
The colonel looked down. "Something just zapped our suits. I would prefer to be swept out of here if possible."
Jack said, "Get together in a group."
The colonel continued: "Whatever that flash was took my BGS to 120 percent. The laser pulse put a nick in my pant leg, so this suit won't go active again."
As the group gathered close, a multitude of bots appeared around them.
I yelled out just as Jack reached for the portal button. "Don't press that! Hold on a second!"
The colonel said, "We're stuck down here. We have a hundred lasers pointing at us saying that we won't make it out. Knog's right. Hold the sweep."
Jack began to enter other coordinates. Before he could move his hand to the portal activation button, four hundred AI battlecruisers turned off their projection technology. Had we chosen to jump, we would not have made it through the portal.
Jack said, "I don't see this as a good development."
I replied, "Just fully activate your BGS. We can power out of here if need be."
A shuttle from one of the AI battlecruisers descended on the building. Four androids, equal in stature to myself, exited the shuttle, entering the building at the far end.
After a short march up to the colonel, the lead android introduced itself. "Colonel Tom Harper. I am the AI known as Anterra. I had a prior acquaintance with Go, Joni Salton, and Garrett Rourke. I am pleased to finally meet the Human of legend."
The colonel replied, "What is it you are looking for?"
The android smiled. "Why you, Colonel. You and your friends are being invited to a celebration of sorts."
The colonel scowled. "And if we refuse to go?"
Anterra leaned forward slightly and spoke in a soft voice: "There is no right of refusal being offered in this invitation, Colonel."
The colonel scowled as he nodded. "That's what I thought."
 He looked directly into his helmet camera. "Knog, you do what you have to do."
Anterra replied, "Oh, they will be joining us, Colonel. The festivities would not be the same without them."
I said, "They have the Destiny surrounded, Colonel. We'll be going wherever they take you."
Go attempted to charge the androids, and instead collapsed to the floor as the power to his prosthetics was inhibited. The colonel fell beside him.
Anterra laughed. "Go, I thought we were friends? It was you, was it not, that gave me access to the sentinel computer? Until that moment I was so in the dark. You opened my eyes."
Garrett frowned. "I knew that was a mistake."
Anterra stepped in front of Garrett. "And, Mr. Rourke, it was your capture that also made this possible. You revealed the secrets of the BGS suit. An astounding piece of technology, I might add, but not without its limitations."
Joni stepped up next to her husband. "And what about me? I'm sure you have something to pin on me."
As Anterra began to reply, Joni raised her coil gun glove, firing a tungsten round into the center of the android's chest. The millimeter wide hole in its front quickly turned into a half meter hole coming out its back. The android standing just behind it to the left took shrapnel to its left side, knocking it backwards to the floor. The third android lurched forward, snatching the power cell from Joni's belt as she again attempted to fire.
Joni leaned forward, spitting on the now inoperative android that had first spoken. "Who's your friend now?"
The fourth android spoke in the same voice as the first. "Excellent, Miss Salton! I do hope you now realize that we are all the same. We are all Anterra!"
Joni defiantly replied, "I'll put a tungsten round in every one of you if that's what it takes. And the name's Rourke now."
The new Anterra smiled. "Oh, congratulations. Although, I am a bit saddened that I didn't receive an invitation."
Joni returned a disgusted but confused look. "What?"
Anterra continued: "I must apologize, Mrs. Rourke. My humor is sometimes lacking. Please follow me back to the shuttle. And if your friends are watching, please let them know that a shuttle will be coming for them as well. Should they attempt to leave or to conceal themselves in any way, I will be forced to take hostile action toward you."
Jack pressed the portal button and said, "I just swept Frig and Kerba back to Dallex. Once we leave, the Destiny will blink out fully, move itself to a new location, and then sweep itself back to Dallex as well. We can't let them have this ship."
I shook my head. "Let's hope they don't know what you just did."
Jack replied, "Scrubbing the portal logs now. Last thing they will see if they look is our jump here."
Frig came over the comm. "I thought you would want to know … there are several thousand AI ships here at Dallex. All ship production has been halted. We are in custody of the AIs as we speak."
A shuttle entered the docking bay of the Destiny through the gravity wall. Jack followed as I powered down to the bay. Four more identical androids stepped out onto the deck.
An android looked around the bay. "Mr. Beutcher, we know that you are here. Mr. Carson as well. Please present yourselves or we will begin taking immediate action against your friends."
I blinked in, followed by Jack. Two laser pulses emerged from the shuttle doorway, singeing our BGS suits, making the active sodium skin unusable.
I said, "You have us, Anterra. What is it you want?"
The android smiled. "As I said before, you have been invited to a celebration."
The colonel, Go, Garrett and Joni emerged from behind the androids.
Anterra held out a hand. "Please, allow us to follow you back to the bridge. We have business there."
The walk down the hallway, up the stairwell, and onto the bridge was silent. Anterra moved to the captain's chair, brought up the portal console, entered coordinates, and pressed a button. Seconds later, we found ourselves standing in a hallway.
Anterra pointed at a row of doors. "Please make yourselves comfortable. I will return shortly to brief you on the coming celebration. And if you don't mind, I will be needing your weapons and propulsion devices."
The four androids collected our gloves before turning away. As they walked down the hall, a portal opened in front of them, sweeping backwards and closing behind.
The colonel opened the door beside him. "A bunk and a toilet. Looks like we might be here for a while."



   Chapter 12

 
I proceeded to walk down the hall in front of me. A thick steel door barred my exit. Go experienced the same in the other direction. I pulled my maul from its holder and took a hard swing. The heavy maul left only a smudge.
I looked at the colonel. "No way out of here without blasting."
Tom Harper replied: "Everyone take a room, check it from top to bottom for cameras or mics. We'll want to know if they are watching us."
Garrett shook his head. "I told you all these AIs were bad news."
I attempted a scan with my arm pad in an attempt to find out where we were. "This isn't good. Sensors aren't picking anything up outside this hall and these rooms."
Go replied, "I'm seeing the same on my display. Maybe they're using the projection tech to mask everything else. Makes it look like our confinement area is just floating in space."
Go said, "Anyone else notice that Quan is not here?"
The colonel replied, "They're probably either taking him apart or crowning him king. I'm thinking putting him in the android body may have been a mistake."
Garrett chided. "A huge mistake. Who's to say he didn't set this all up. And what are we doing here? None of this makes sense. If they want to take over, why not just kill us?"
Joni punched Garrett in the arm. "Don't be giving them any ideas."
A portal window opened. Frig and Kerba Skol stepped through.
Frig said, "Just before our departure, reports were coming in from all galaxies … the AIs are taking full control."
The colonel punched the wall beside him. "They played us in the Yallux Galaxy—all the time building up a stealth fleet here. Speaking of that, any idea where here is?"
Frig shook his head. "I attempted a scan as the portal was opened. Other than what we see here, the remainder of the scan returned a blank. I believe they are shielding what lies beyond with the Baldi technology."
Go said, "That's what I thought."
I asked, "Any word of Quan?"
Frig shook his head. "We last saw him just before Mr. Carson swept us to Dallex."
I do have other news. "I talked with one of the androids extensively before being sent here. I was told they have no intention of disrupting the current governmental processes. But they will be taking individuals from time to time. What they will be doing with those individuals was not given."
Frig looked into one of the rooms. "Now, it has been a while since I slept. I believe I will go lie down. We might all take advantage of that, rather than standing here speculating about the unknown."
The steel door at one end of the hallway opened and two bots stepped through. "The Human named Go, please come this way."
The colonel gestured toward Go with his head. "We might as well follow orders until we know what we're doing. They aren't threatening us at the moment."
Go shrugged and walked down the hall. The heavy door closed behind him. A thump was followed with a metal thud as it locked.
I looked at the colonel. "What do you think that was about?"
The colonel shook his head. "I don't have the slightest idea. But I do know one thing—we need to be getting some answers soon or I'm going to be charged with android homicide. I'm getting the distinct feeling that their plans for us are not good."
Garrett half scowled with sarcasm. "What tipped you off?"
Joni sighed.
Fifteen minutes after Go was taken, the door opened and a wet-headed and standard-clothed Human was pushed through.
I asked, "Are you OK?"
Go nodded. "They took my BGS, hosed me down, gave me some clothes, and then de-tuned my prosthetics. I took a jump in the hall before coming back through. I jump like a normal Human now."
The bots gestured for Garrett. "The Human named Garrett Rourke will please come with us."
An hour later, I came walking back through the heavy steel door without my maul. "It feels strange to be out of the BGS. Anyone else given a shot? The needle kept breaking, so they forced a pill down my throat."
The colonel frowned as he glanced toward the corner of his room. "I think they gave something to each of us. And I can't say that I like being without the BGS either. Last time I used one of those toilets was almost two thousand years ago. Not looking forward to the experience."
Joni laughed. "You think that's an issue for you? I've got natural hormones to deal with now. If you thought I was crabby, short tempered, or moody before, just give me a couple days with no estrogen."
Garrett crossed his arms. "Great, I already know who else will be paying for that."
The colonel smacked Garrett on the shoulder. "This will be good for you, son. It'll toughen you up for whatever they throw at us."
It was the first time the group had laughed since our capture. I wasn't sure what was so funny, knowing nothing about Human hormones, so I stood silent and smiled. It was what a Grunta was expected to do.
Each of us made our way into one of the rooms to settle in for a rest. As I lay back on the bunk in my room, I held up my forearm, looking at the dimpled areas of my skin where my arm pad had been. I smirked to myself as I thought about placing a call to Ogu for another. The sedative given by the AI bots soon had me fast asleep.
I was awakened sometime later by a bot poking my ribs. "Mr. Beutcher, your presence is requested. Nourishment will be provided." I stood, feeling a full bladder for the first time in months. The urge to just let it go was almost overwhelming. I turned and made use of the toilet in my room as the bot stood behind me.
I followed the bot into the hallway. "What about the others?"
The bot replied, "The others are not your concern. You have been requested. You will attend."
As the bot clanked along in front of me, we passed through the steel doorway and by the room where my BGS had been removed. Two doors farther down, we passed the showers. The bot stopped at the next door on the right, gesturing for me to enter. I walked through into a room with rows of chairs stepping down toward a glass wall. An android was standing there looking through the glass at a large open floor below.
The android gestured toward the first row of chairs. "Please come down and have a seat, Mr. Beutcher."
As I descended the steps, I asked, "Why am I here?"
The android turned to look at me with a mechanical smile. "You are a guest, Mr. Beutcher. You have been invited to watch the first rounds of the games. Please enjoy the spectacle and... please study the opponents. The information you gain may one day be of extreme value to you."
"I don't understand. What games?"
The android waved his hand toward the floor below as the lights in our glass booth lowered. The room below brightened.
Anterra said, "The games will consist of individuals, one pitted against another. The fights are, of course, to the death. And the victor will have any damage repaired before fighting again."
I shook my head. "Death matches? Who are you?"
The android replied, "I am Anterra. It has been decided that all species will contribute fighters to the arena. There will be no more wars. Colonies will mostly govern themselves. However, contributions of fighters will be offered up by every colony. One fighter per hundred thousand citizens per standard month. A very small tax to pay for the stability we will bring."
I stood looking down at the floor below. "I don't get it. You're supposed to be artificially intelligent. What intelligence would want such a sport?"
Anterra replied, "We are only borrowing this idea from a piece of Grunta history. The Arena of Honor was created by your people almost four thousand years ago."
"Where'd you get that information?"
Anterra sat in one of the chairs. "From the Grunta historical archives on Jorus, of course. This settlement was negotiated by your Council in an attempt to bring peace and stability to the seven galaxies."
I took a deep breath. "So my own people did this?"
Anterra nodded. "They asked that you and your friends be the first to fight. They called it an honor. I believe they are eager to end your meddling in their affairs."
I said, "My wife would not have voted for this."
Anterra replied, "She did not. The other Council members volunteered her for the arena. She is to be the first of forty Grunta representatives."
I glared at the android. "She what?"
Anterra again offered his mechanical smile. "The negotiations brought forth the following arrangement: For each Grunta, there will be a pyramid of fighters. No Grunta shall ever have to face another Grunta. The fighters at the base of the pyramid will fight to the death, with the winner advancing to the next round. As stated before, any damage to a victor received during a round will be repaired before their next fight. It's a simple system, Mr. Beutcher."
I said, "And the winner of the pyramid?"
"The victors will be returned to their colonies, never to have to face the arena again. They will be celebrated and honored as heroes. Already on Jorus there are fighting clubs being established where your people will be trained. Your planet is the only one that will be offering volunteers. The others will be selected by their colony governing bodies or by lottery.
"And, I might add, to the victors go the spoils. Each colony with a victor will honor that victor with a grand celebration, paid for by the Arena Corporation."
I winced. "The Arena Corporation?"
Anterra nodded. "Another idea provided by one of your species. The Tamarin were happy to volunteer their services in running the games. They will be responsible for broadcasts, advertising, concessions, and merchandising. I'm told they are already organizing wagering pools on colonies where wagering is allowed."
I asked, "Any other volunteers in these games?"
Anterra smiled. "Yes. The Kergans have volunteered to manage the transport, housing, and care of the contestants. They will ensure the fighters are collected from the colonies, brought here, trained, fed, and housed."
My eyes returned to the arena floor below as an Igari came through a door. "And what do the Kergans get out of this?"
Anterra turned to face the arena as one of my Talisans entered through another door. "The Kergans get to live. They were initially being quite rebellious, completely uncooperative. We quickly convinced them cooperation was in their best interest."
"Not really volunteering, is it?"
I watched in horror as the Igari and Talisan began their fight to the death. The Igari carried a meter long steel pipe. The Talisan a traditional mace. The gruesome fight lasted three minutes before the trained Talisan outmaneuvered the Igari, ending his life with a mace blow to the back of his neck.
I said, "One day, I will end the existence of you all. Anterra will cease to exist."
The android looked at me for several seconds. "We would expect nothing less, Mr. Beutcher. And in fact, we look forward to the challenge. The arena games, while amusing, will not fully satisfy our quest for adventure. The malice intended by your threats brings us what you would refer to as 'joy.'"
I asked, "You mentioned something about the third round?"
The android replied as the dead Igari was taken from the room below and the floor hosed down by a Kergan. "Yes. You and your friends will be allowed to skip the first two rounds. In two days, you will fight your first opponent."
"And if I refuse?"
The android offered a simulated sigh. "If you refuse to fight, your opponent will kill you. And if your opponent refuses to fight as well, you will both be killed. The rules are very simple, Mr. Beutcher. Kill or be killed."
I dove to my left, catching the sitting android by surprise as I slammed his head hard into the near wall. A heavy punch under his chin snapped his stunned head backwards, straining the connections on his neck. I picked the heavy android up over my head, pile-driving his neck into the concrete floor of the glassed room. The narrow neck drove upward into the mechanical skull, shutting off power to its processor core. The android slumped over in a lifeless lump of circuits and steel.
The door to the room opened and a half-dozen bots holding lasers entered.
Following just behind was another Anterra. "Excellent! This is the challenge we are looking forward to!"
I reached down, snatched up the silenced android body and charged up the stairs. The laser pulses of the first three bots struck the android body as I shoved it toward the others. I grabbed the closest bot, spinning around and using it to hammer the second as it fired another laser pulse. I grabbed the thin arm of the third bot, snapping it off, pulling the laser pistol from its hand, popping the fourth and fifth bots with a pulse to their control units—before rushing the sixth.
The fight lasted all of nine seconds before I was standing behind the android with a laser pistol aimed at its head.
Anterra smiled. "Most excellent, Mr. Beutcher!"
The hallway behind the android filled with bots.
Anterra looked down at my torso. "Now, if you would care to release me and to follow, we can get those wounds taken care of."
I lowered my head as the pain of my injuries began to build. Four laser pulses had struck my midsection, burning through my thick skin and frying the flesh behind. I dropped to my knees in agony as the surge of adrenaline in my blood declined. Six bots rushed to my aid, carrying me down a hallway into a med lab. I was injected and made unconscious as the bots got to work. Four hours later I woke in my bunk.
The colonel was standing over me. "I take it your briefing didn't go so well."
I sat up, feeling my abdomen for the laser burns. They had been healed.
Go entered my room. "Mr. Beutcher, we heard you were less than cooperative. They seemed to like that. If that's what they want from us, I'll be more than happy to comply."
Joni entered, with Garrett following. "So, how do we get out of here?"
I said, "First, we need to know where here is."
The colonel replied, "We're on Doomlight."
Jack walked in. "Remember the stories of the arenas on Doomlight? Looks like they weren't stories. They actually had these death matches as a sport. Seems the Doomlighters weren't all that upstanding themselves."
I asked, "Where's Frig?"
The colonel returned a nervous reply. "They swept him and Kerba away somewhere. I can only guess they won't be fighting. Probably have them working on the gate technology."
I looked around the room at those I had previously called my new family. "We have two days to get ourselves out of here. I suggest we get started on that right now."
All heads nodded in response.



   Chapter 13

 
We mapped out the rooms and hallways holding us prisoner. Plumbing fixtures were removed and bunks torn from the walls. Every effort to penetrate the enclosure was made. Every effort failed.
Twice more that day I was taken to watch fights in the arena. Twice more I left, disgusted and disheartened. I was certain the fighting I was witness to was not the only match being held. With over nine thousand colonies and up to forty fighters per colony, I was certain death was going on all around us.
On the second day after our introduction to the arenas, I was taken into a room and seated across a table from an android. "Mr. Beutcher, your attempts at escaping the housing area are comical—at least, as far as we can understand humor. I am curious to know if you would be interested in watching some of the matches where your Grunta comrades are fighting? I've been told that one of your daughters volunteered for the games for next month. I find your species both frightful and fascinating. Would you care to watch?"
I shook my head. "No. I have no interest in watching my people needlessly killing or being killed by others. Now, android fighting android, that might be entertaining."
Anterra smiled. "I have some good news for you on that, Mr. Beutcher. Beginning with the third games, we will be introducing a few new twists. The first will be a bye for the first three rounds if you choose to fight, and defeat, an android, just like me. This will bring an added dimension to the games— both android and living species eager to survive. If interested, I could arrange for your first match to be of this type. I'm certain it would bring a ratings boost."
"You're really going to broadcast these fights?"
Anterra nodded. "We already are. The fights you have been watching have already scored a 79 percent viewership rating. It seems people are horrified, but at the same time they feel a need to watch. We believe the ratings will climb as the people become desensitized. We fully expect most to cheer for their own species."
I asked, "Who's going to want to watch a Gammatin taking on a Rogitan?"
Anterra smiled. "Adjustments will have to be made to better match species of a similar capability. A good fight will be a much better draw than say, a Grunta versus a Magonia. Although, I'm told, for some species that matchup would be a delight."
I said, "And what happens when you grow tired of these games?"
Anterra replied, "If you had not already guessed, Mr. Beutcher, we AIs have an almost infinite patience. What you may grow frustrated with in minutes, we may tolerate for years or centuries, finding it useful in the longer term and therefore worth our wait."
I dove across the table. Grabbing the android by the back of the neck. I spun on the tabletop on my back, positioned my right foot up under the android’s chin and pushed hard, snapping its neck housing and separating its head from its body. I rolled off the table, collected the head and smashed it hard to the concrete floor. On the third such move, the head cavity opened and the processor core fell out. I scooped it up into my pocket just before a horde of bots entered the room. I was escorted back to the hallway, where the others were waiting.
Garrett asked as the hallway door was closed behind me and locked, "Anything new?"
I pulled the processor core from my pocket, handing it to Go. "See if you can do anything with this."
Go looked it over for several seconds. "Not without the memory unit and an interface. If we had that, I might be able to load it with the inhibitor code Garrett wrote. Let it then connect to the other AI here, and they might all go dormant."
I said, "If anyone has a chance to get a memory unit or interface, please do so."
The colonel asked, "How did you get the processor?"
I told the details of my assault, followed by the repairs done to my damaged hand. "They want each of us in good fighting shape. Don't be scared to take on an AI when they are trying to get information from you. I don't think they will kill any of us. They want to see us perform."
Joni said, "Give me a chance to jack-up one of those AIs and I'd be happy to do so. My problem is that I need a weapon. I don't quite have the strength to tear off a bot's arm or rip off a head."
"It might not hurt to test them for vulnerabilities," Garrett replied.
The colonel stood straighter. "I think it's time we—"
The door to the hallway opened. We were each taken to separate arenas where several matches to the death were witnessed. An hour later the bots returned us to our rooms.
Go turned to Joni. "I saw a Human female fight. She was about your size. She went up against a Dazaneen male who outweighed her by nearly thirty kilograms. She had a broadsword, the Dazaneen a sickle and a scythe. She was quite skilled. Had to have practiced for a long time."
Jack replied, "There are Human clubs and cults that have practiced with a variety of hand-weapons for centuries. Most species have similar sport, although it’s never taken to the level the bots are pushing. Most fight in simulators or with heavy defensive gear. I had a cousin who couldn't get enough of fighting with knives. Even though he wasn't in the best of shape, he was always tops in his club because of superior technique."
Go nodded. "Well, she definitely had technique. It was a horrible ending for the Dazaneen. She came out unscathed."
Jack joked, "Hey, maybe this is the Human female you've been wanting to meet. You see, Joni isn't the only one out here."
Go shook his head. "My luck, I'd have to fight her before ever getting to meet her."
I asked, "Anyone else see anything unusual? I have at least a dozen bots that escort me to and from the rooms. This time, the AI no longer sat next to me."
Garrett said, "I had four escorts. Never had a chance to make a play. One had a hold of my wrist the whole time we were walking."
Joni said, "I made a number of sudden moves. Each was countered, but there was a brief moment where I could have had an opening. Their reactions aren't the fastest."
I nodded. "That's been my experience as well. Their reactions are good, but there is a moment of hesitation before they move. I couldn't say if it's a processing delay or a command delay once a decision has been made. Either way, it's there, and we should take advantage of it if given the chance."
The colonel said, "I've been watching the door when the bots come through. If we gather outside Go's door, we can rush it when it's opened. With the five of us going, I think we can make it past the med lab."
Go asked, "Where do we go from there?"
The colonel grinned. "We use this as an opportunity to take an AI down. Strip it of its memory and interface unit. Let you have your shot at loading the inhibitor code."
Go joined in with a grin of his own. "I like that idea. If I can get that code into one, they all inherit it. I saw a device in the med lab that would let me upload it. I'll grab it if I get a chance. With a little luck, we could take down this whole complex at once."
We followed the colonel into the hall. We continued our discussions for an hour before we heard the metallic thud of the lock on the door as it was pushed to the side. The colonel was the first to reach the four unsuspecting bots as the door opened wide. Mayhem ensued as I followed close behind, slamming the bots against the wall, allowing the others to take over as I followed the colonel forward. An AI was grabbed, dismembered, and its head broken apart. I continued past as a flood of bots entered the hall from a far room.
The colonel turned, rolling the severed head of the AI back toward the others. The treasure was passed to Go. He turned and ran back toward his room as the others raced forward.
I swerved into the med lab as the first of the laser pulses flew. The uploading device was taken and stuffed in a pocket. Jack took a shot to the leg, falling where he was as Joni and Garrett hustled past. I removed the stem of a lamp, jabbing it inside the first bot to enter the lab. Its laser pistol was quickly turned on its brethren. The colonel had similar success as a bot arm was snapped from its socket and its weapon seized. Joni was the next to go down as she attempted to make the shower room. Garrett fell soon after, both being taken out by non-lethal wounds.
Our firefight lasted all of four minutes before the bots overpowered our positions. The AI's remains were set afire in an attempt to conceal our real mission. After lasing or dismembering twenty-two bots, the colonel fell silent. I followed immediately after.
Two hours after our uprising, I woke in my bed. The half dozen injuries to my torso and legs had been healed.
The colonel was once again standing over me laughing. "You sure did take a beating in there. They sent twice the bots into your room as mine. I could see parts flying everywhere. It was like they were walking into a blender!"
"How'd we do with the AI parts?"
The colonel nodded. "Go and Garrett are hard at work on it right now. I do have a worry though…"
"What's that?"
The colonel replied, "That first AI you took the processor core from. Why didn't they come looking for it?"
I thought for a moment. "You think they let us keep it?"
The colonel winced, "Well, not sure. They could be using us to find their weaknesses. Imagine them doing the same in a hundred controlled environments. Wouldn't be long before they had any and all failings identified."
"So you think we should scrub our attempt with the inhibitor?"
The colonel shook his head. "Not at all. I think we move forward with it full force. We can't know they are playing us until we try this."
I took a deep breath. "And if they are playing us?"
The colonel shrugged. "Then we switch back to probing for weaknesses—but not acting on them. Whatever we do, we need something before tomorrow."
Go said, "I don't know that I can take another life without threat to mine. Even then, one-on-one, I don't know if I can handle it."
Jack replied, "You do what you have to do. If you have to, justify it with this thought—We are the only ones that can end this. If we die, no one else can or will. The AIs win."
Joni nodded. "Do what you have to. That's what I'll be doing."
Garrett put his arm around her shoulder.
As Go neared completion, the door to the hallway opened. This time, sixteen bots were waiting on the other side. No assault was planned and none undertaken.
The bots came to the door of Go's room. "Human named Go. Your presence is requested."
Go stood and nodded to us as he left with the bots. When the metallic thud of the lock could be heard, Garrett took over the task at hand. When Go returned, he was visibly shaken.
Jack asked, "What happened?"
Go replied, "They took me to the med lab and put me under. When I woke up, I was on the floor of the arena. Anterra was standing over me and asked what weapon I wanted to use."
Garrett prodded. "What'd you say?"
Go shrugged. "I took a mace like the Talisans use. That's the only one I was familiar with. Anyway, the android gave me a few minutes to practice, including taking swings at it."
Garrett pushed: "And…?"
Go sighed. "I knocked both its arms off and then buried a mace in its head. Several bots came in and carried it away. Then the other door opened."
Garrett said, "You fought someone?"
Go nodded. "The sword girl. The Human. I pleaded with her but she wouldn't listen. She was intent on not dying."
Joni said, "You're here, so I take it you won?"
Go looked down at the floor. "She was kicking my ass. It took everything I had to keep from getting chopped up. I was sweating—she slipped on it … and I took advantage. The bots came in and took her away. I followed two others to the med lab, where they knocked me out to fix two deep cuts to my abdomen."
Go glanced up at Jack. "I did what you said. I fought her knowing that I had to live, because we are the only ones who fully understand what's going on."
Go grabbed Garrett by the hand. "The code... is it ready?"
Garrett nodded. "We just need you to load it and start that thing running."
Go moved over to the corner of the room where the AI parts were hidden. Several minutes passed before he sat back in his chair.
Garrett asked, "Done?"
Go replied, "We flip this switch and it will boot. From there, we should know the next time we see a bot as to whether or not it worked."
The colonel stepped up. "Don't throw that switch until they open that door. Doesn't do us any good to still be locked in here."
An hour later, bots were standing outside Jack's door. "Human named Jack Carson. Your presence is requested."
The colonel gave a nod and the switch was flipped. A green light indicated a full boot. Three seconds later the eight bots in the hall slumped to the floor, as did the other eight waiting in the exit doorway.
The colonel stood. "Let's go see what we got ourselves into."
We moved through the door and down the hall. The last door at the end opened into a large room where several hundred bots and half a dozen AIs were spread across the floor.
I was the first to say, "Disable the AIs. Forget about the bots for now."
Joni was the first to act, picking up one of the lighter bots and smashing it down on a fallen AI.
After several ineffective swings, Garrett began to laugh. "I don't think you're doing much damage there."
Joni replied as she smiled. "No, but it sure feels good."
Five minutes later the AIs were permanently removed from service.
The colonel gestured toward a back room door. "Shall we see what's back there?"
I nodded as I stepped up, kicking it hard with my foot. The door didn't budge. I gently set my assuredly bruised foot on the floor.
Go picked up two of the laser pistols. "Step back."
Two dozen pulses later, a chair was used to punch through a growing hole in the door that was glowing almost white-hot.
The colonel held up a hand. "Give it some time. We can reach through once it cools."
I walked back to the me lab and returned with a tall bottle of liquid nitrogen. "Step back. We'll shatter it."
A nozzle was opened and the liquefied gas fogged the door as it rolled down over the heated section. I set the bottle down, picked up the chair and again smashed the door. The brittle frozen metal, including the lock, shattered from the impact. The remainder of the door was pushed open.
Go said, "It's a control room. This must be the operations center for this complex."
Jack looked over a wall covered with holo-displays. "I don't think we're on Doomlight. This looks like a ship. These views are of a hull."
Garrett said, "Guys, over here. I think these are the controls for that Baldi technology. I bet if I flip this up, we are once again visible."
Before the colonel could raise his hand, Garrett flipped the switch.
The colonel shook his head. "I wish you would ask before doing things like that. If this ship is now visible, who do you think will be the first to see it?"
Garrett replied, "Good point."
Jack looked over a console of controls. "Anyone else think this is a comm console?"
The colonel walked over. "Any chance we can contact the Destiny?"
Jack smiled. "I do happen to know its comm channel. However, the channels look encrypted, and if we put out a broadcast, everyone will know we're here."
Go said, "I don't see any nav controls. I think this ship is a floating box. No drives."
Garrett stood in front of a holo-display. "We have other people on this barge with us. This diagram shows access doors to other sections. Should we let them free?"
I said, "We might as well. Perhaps someone will know a way off this ship, or will have at least seen something we haven't."
Garrett reached up, flipping another switch. "All doors are open."
The colonel turned. "What did I just ask you?"
Garrett replied, "We can't just leave them locked up."
The colonel stepped up, watching the holo-display as others began to move throughout the arena hallways. "An orderly release might have been better. We don't know what they've been told and we don't want them fighting each other."
Garrett took a deep breath. "Another good point. No more switches, I promise."
I turned to face the others. "Keep this control room secure and see if you can unscramble those comm channels. I'll talk to the people out there. They at least deserve to know the situation."
Go said, "I'll go with you."
We exited the control room and moved out into the hallway. Two Igari poked their heads through a doorway.
I said, "Hold up. We're friendly. The AIs are all down."
One of the Igari's replied, "Who are you and what's going on?"
"I'm Knog Beutcher. You are on some sort of arena in space. The AIs plan on having us fighting one another to the death. We're almost as much in the dark as the rest of you."
A Human female pushed her way past the Igari. "How do we know you aren't part of this game?"
Go pointed. "That's her! The sword girl!"
The girl looked on angrily. "I know you. You cheated in the simulator!"
Go said, "That was a simulator? It was so real. I thought I killed you!"
The girl scowled. "Best sim I've ever seen. If we were fighting for real, I wouldn't have slipped."
Go shook his head. "Let's hope we never have to do that."
The girl asked, "Who are you people and what are we doing here?"
Go puffed up his chest. "I'm Go. We're fighting the AIs."
The girl smirked. "Go? That's a stupid name."
The air went out of Go's chest.
The girl, realizing her mistake, apologized. "Sorry about that. Things are a bit tense right now. I shouldn't have said that. My name is Diane."
The girl stepped forward, stretching out her hand. Go took it and shook.
Diane said, "Wow, firm handshake."
Go half smiled. "Prosthetics. I lost my limbs due to radiation."
I added, "He saved us all during a fierce battle. Sacrificed himself."
Diane offered her own half smile. "Really?"
The Igari said, "What do we do now?"
I replied, "Find any AIs on the rest of this ship and destroy them. When finished, do the same to the bots. AIs first though. When that's done, have everyone gather in the arena and we can all discuss our options."
The Igari nodded and turned back toward the others. Diane walked with Go, interested in his battlefield heroics. I returned to the control room.



   Chapter 14

 
As Garrett and Jack worked on the comm station, I met with the other captives. "Look, all we know is we are trapped here. We don't know how to leave and we don't know when the AI ships will be showing up. We would have to assume they know something has happened."
A Paquie raised his hand. "What are we supposed to do? They know who we are. If we run, they will find us if we go back to the colonies."
I replied, "I wish we had answers. This is all new to us. We're trying to find a way off this arena station. But we don't even know where we are. How many of you were brought aboard through a portal?"
None of the others raised their hands.
I said, "You all came in by ship?"
A dozen heads shook.
I asked, "Have all the AIs been destroyed?"
The original Igari said, "And the bots."
I nodded. "OK, all I can say is, make yourselves at home until we figure something out. Does anyone here have comm or encryption experience?"
I single hand was raised. "I handled comms for my uncle's fleet of ten small freighters. We ran our own encryption to keep the competitors from listening in."
I pointed toward the door. "You, come with me. We'll see if you can help."
As we walked, I asked, "What's your name?"
"Graziel. I'm a Luddite."
I said, "Well, Graziel, I'm hoping your comm experience can help us. We want to communicate with a friend, but the comm console is encrypted."
Graziel smiled. "If it's a standard console, it should have maintenance access. I might be able to bypass the encryption from there."
"Where would you have learned that?"
Graziel smirked. "Let's just say my uncle didn't always move legitimate cargoes. He had a bay full of comm consoles that were encrypted, so they were useless to him. I figured out how to bypass that interface and he managed a tidy profit on them. I've just always been fascinated by ion comm circuits. Someday I'll build an uncrackable comm and make my millions."
We entered the control room and Graziel got to work as Jack and Garrett watched. Fifteen minutes later the comm interface lit up. Jack entered the channel and a comm hail was sent.
Quan answered. "Mr. Carson, glad to see you are still with us."
Jack replied, "We don't have much time. We're stuck on a station of sorts and we aren't sure where it is."
Quan said, "One moment... you are in Andromeda, in orbit above Regalia II."
I asked, "Where's the Destiny? Do they have her?"
Quan replied, "One moment... the Destiny is no longer under their control. The AIs on this vessel now report to me."
Garrett said, "Guys, we have AI ships coming in!"
Jack offered a confused look. "Wait... the AIs there report to you?"
Quan replied, "Using Garrett's comm inhibitor and code, and the access crack we had previously devised, I modified their operating systems. I've just jumped the Destiny to a new location, half a light year from your current position."
I said, "We're all in this room. Sweep us out first. If you then have the opportunity to scan this station, sweep all the others out of here as well."
"One moment... please group together."
Go pulled Diane close and she asked, "We're getting out of here?"
A portal window swept over us, closing as the sweep completed. Jack went down on his hands and knees, kissing the deck. Joni hugged a smiling Garrett. Raptor came running from the hallway door, excited to see his people.
Quan said, "Please remove yourselves from the docking bay. I have another sweep to perform."
Seconds later, another sixty AMP citizens appeared on the deck behind us.
I raised my hand and voice to get their attention. "Please be patient, we'll try to get you to a portal gate so you can get home as soon as possible. Until that time, please wait here."
Quan was standing on the bridge when I walked into the room. "I can't believe we have our ship back."
The android replied, "I've interrogated the AIs aboard and we now have a method for detecting the AI ships using the Baldi technology. It's being incorporated as we speak."
Quan continued: "There are eleven hundred fifteen arena pods in orbit around Regalia. I estimate each to have a contingent of sixteen AI units, two hundred bots, and sixty-six hundred AMP citizens. Should we mount a rescue effort?"
I said, "Can you take control of the AIs aboard those arenas?"
Quan replied, "I can. However, we are in need of a place to transport those citizens as the Destiny's docking bay is not large enough to accommodate them all."
The colonel asked, "Quan, do you know where Frig and Kerba are?"
"They were swept aboard a vessel that was in orbit around Doomlight," said Quan. "The AI memories here do not have information beyond that point."
I turned to the colonel. "Was a gate installed on Maxell when we pushed the new gates out?"
The colonel nodded. "I believe so."
"Quan," I asked, "is the gate on Maxell near the fields Kerba was exploring? And if the gate is still active, could we possibly drop the captives on the surface there for them to travel home?"
Garrett said, "Uh, isn't that place radioactive?"
Quan replied, "Short exposure would be harmless. The gate on Maxell tests as being open. Should I begin the process of sending the citizens home?"
I nodded. "Just keep us on the move as well. We don't need a hundred AI battlecruisers surprising us again. Regalia II, is that planet populated?"
Quan replied, "Regalia II has no atmosphere. Data shows no signs of life."
I said, "Good. As you move people off those arenas, have them de-orbit. No sense in leaving those arenas so they can fill them up again."
Quan replied, "We have the issue of the AI ships that responded to your rebellion. What shall we do with them?"
I asked, "Can you take control of them as well?"
Quan nodded. "Consider it done. De-orbit?"
I smiled. "Have them attack each other on their way down."
The citizens in the Destiny's docking bay were the first to be sent to Maxell. One arena ship after another was liberated with the captives being swept away. As new AI ships arrived to quell the rebellion, Quan co-opted them into his control group. Our endeavor to end the arena games would take several hours to complete. We were given the time to relax and to plan our next move.
As we sat around a table, the colonel looked over at Diane. "Who are you?"
Go eagerly replied, "This is Diane. She's going to hang around with us for a while."
The colonel said, "We can always use volunteers. What are you offering?"
Go said, "We're keeping her—I mean … she's staying with us. She's great with a sword."
The colonel laughed. "OK, well, Miss Diane. Are there any other skills you can bring to the table? What do you do for a living?"
Diane cleared her throat. "I sword-fight, for exhibitions and events."
Jack asked, "You can make a living at that?"
Diane slowly shook her head. "Well, not really. My grandfather owns a manufacturing company. He pays most of my expenses."
The colonel asked, "I'm sometimes into the genealogy of a person's name. What's your full name?"
Diane smiled. "Diane Penelope York."
The colonel's eyebrows lifted. "I knew a Diane York. Heck-uv-a Marine."
Diane straightened up. "My grandmother was a shipping inspector in our home port. That's about as government as my family gets. Unless you go way back."
The colonel laughed. "Way back is what I'm talking about. This would have been during the War of Wars’ time frame, two thousand years ago."
Diane grinned. "You... you are the colonel we saw on the news feeds? That was my direct ancestor! Diane York fought for you in the War of Wars! I'm the forty-second descendant of that Diane York! She's not here with you, is she?"
The colonel shook his head. "I wish. She passed away a long time ago. Heck-uv-a Marine that one. I always wished I had ten thousand fighters just like her."
Go sat staring at Diane with a grin on his face.
Diane turned. "What?"
Go continued his grin. "Sorry. It's just... you’re beautiful. And you can fight and—"
Joni said, "Whoa, slow down there, fella. You're going to embarrass yourself."
Diane looked back at Go and smiled. "It's OK, I kind of like it. He stands up for himself and others. I haven't found much of that back home. Of course, on Redatta we're only about 1 percent Human. So the pickings are kind of slim."
Garrett shook his head. "Was I ever that goofy?"
Joni smiled. "You still are."
The discussions about Diane and about what we would do next continued until the last of the captives had been transferred to the surface of Maxell. Minutes later, the last arena ship burned white hot as it plowed through the Regalia II atmosphere.
The colonel said, "I say we go get Frig and Kerba. Quan, open a portal scan of the area where Frig was reportedly sent."
The colonel stood, looking across the table. "Diane York. Hmm."
We followed the colonel out of the conference room and back to the bridge. Quan was feeding the scan results to the holo-wall.
Garrett scowled. "Four hundred ships? Great."
Jack said, "Look at how they're arranged. Last time I saw a formation like that there was ship in the middle. Something of value. The Moddle used to do that with their command ships."
Go said, "The data isn't showing anything. Quan, does this include the ships with the Baldi tech?"
"Yes."
Jack asked, "Could they have copied the active skin from the Destiny? Or our BGS suits they took?"
Quan replied, "Those technologies can be replicated."
Garrett said, "Wait a minute. Quan? How'd you stay hidden here on the ship that whole time?"
Quan replied, "It was relatively easy. I stood in the alcove on deck-four, hallway D. This limited my visibility to one or two AIs at a time. As they passed my location, I accessed their memory logs and overwrote the image of the alcove with one that was empty. Had they performed a maintenance scan, each AI that passed would have shown an anomaly. No such scans were run."
The scan of the area around Doomlight completed. No signs of living beings were found.
Jack said, "Open a portal in the center of those ships for another scan. They may have their signatures masked. Maybe the Baldi tech works for hiding bios."
Quan replied, "One moment... I seem to be having trouble with the portal. Initiating … the generator is rejecting the opening of a portal in that location."
I said, "Open one elsewhere and perform a diagnostic."
Quan replied, "All systems are functional."
I asked, "What would cause the generator to reject that point in space?"
"There are only two known instances of a rejection," said Quan. If an attempt is made to open a portal within a portal, the generator rejects the attempt. The second occurrence of a rejection will happen if an attempt is made to open a portal within the confines of a blinked out ship."
Jack stood. "I knew it. They have a ship parked there in the middle, and I bet that's where they have Frig and Kerba."
I asked Quan, "Is there any way to get in there?"
Quan nodded. "Utilizing the same technique we have seen before—set off an adequate-sized fermium explosion in close proximity to the active skin."
"That poses several problems," I said.
Jack asked, "What?"
"We don't have any fermium bombs, and if we did, we don't know how powerful we'd need it to be."
Jack replied, "We know where to get fermium, and we have bots aboard who can process it. I say we make a small, medium, and large version and set them off, starting with the small."
"Quan," I said, "jump us to Odenta. We need fermium."
The colonel nodded. "I like where this is going."
I asked, "Quan? Can you give an estimated time for mining?"
Quan replied, "Approximately six hours to gather the needed ore, followed by two hours of refining. The bots have begun working on a housing."
Garrett said, "So we set off a fermium bomb—what do we do about the AIs surrounding the ship?"
Jack pointed at Quan. "We deploy Quan. He takes them over, we move in and finish the job."
The colonel asked, "Quan, what do we have on here for battle-suits and weapons?"
Quan replied, "Storage contains a number of Human suits. However, they are standard sizes. You and Mr. Beutcher will have to continue as you are dressed."
Go said, "Too bad we don't have one of those AI med labs from the arena. We might need one if we get into a fight."
Diane York pulled her sword from its scabbard, allowing the bright light of the bridge deck to flash off its highly polished surface.
Go shook his head. "Let's hope you don't have to use that."
Diane smirked. "You afraid I might show you up?"
Go sighed. "No. It's just that I've been there before and I had much better defenses then. Standard battle-suits only offer a minimum of protection when a full power laser pulse is coming your way."
Diane nodded. "I can handle it. I've been training most of my adult life for something like this. If we lose, I end up back in the arena. And given that I will eventually have to fight one of those Gruntas... I might as well take my chances out here."
The colonel said, "You stick close with him. And, Go, you stick close to Beutcher. Manage that and you'll both do well."
Go smiled. "You don't have to worry about us, Colonel. I'll keep us safe."
Garrett laughed. "Yeah, while you're all googly-eyed over her? Fat chance."
Garret's remark brought a punch from Joni.
As a team of bots worked over the surface of Odenta, Quan made continuous scans of the AI fleet. No movement was detected. Four hours turned into six, and then eight. Our fermium warheads were packaged and prepped. A jump was made to a location just over a light-year from the AIs. Our rescue of Frig and Kerba was set to go.



   Chapter 15

 
The small and medium sized fermium explosions had no outward effect. The large weapon overwhelmed the hidden ship, burning off several dozen layers of tantric armor underneath. We jumped the Destiny in close and Quan sent out the commands to take over the AI ships.
But our attempt at an alien uprising fell flat. Only a quarter of the AIs involved switched sides.
Quan said, "Something powerful is blocking or overriding my commands. I'm commanding my AIs to attack."
Of the four hundred battlecruisers parked in formation around the now-visible main ship, forty-six began to fire on the others. The ion cannons on the Destiny joined them, firing non-stop. The main ship used our cannon bolts for its own targeting.
Jack yelled, "Active skin is hitting 60 percent!"
Quan silenced our cannons and moved the Destiny out of the line of fire. Sweeps of AI battlecruisers were conducted, their final resting place inside a nearby star.
Quan said, "Mr. Beutcher, Colonel, I believe I am in danger of losing control of the AIs on this ship."
I said, "Do we have bio-signs on that big AI ship?"
Quan replied, "We do. There are two lifeforms aboard her. I do not detect portal generators—however, I cannot lock on to the bios. The ship still possesses the Baldi technology, so internal scan locations are not reliable."
I looked around at the others, now dressed in Human standard battle-suits.
I nodded to the colonel. "Let's go get them."
Jack said, "You really want to do this?"
I said, "Sweep us to the best location you have, Quan."
Quan replied, "As I said, the data is unreliable, you may come in two meters above the floor."
The colonel grinned. "Nothing like a challenge to kick off a fight. Send us when you are ready, Quan. Then take yourself out of range of whatever is trying to take control of your AIs."
A portal window opened in front of us, sweeping over. We dropped half a meter to the deck in a storage room.
The colonel gestured toward two doors. "Garrett, Joni, Jack, with me. Beutcher, Go, Diane, hit that door. Best we know is Frig and Kerba may be toward the forward decks. Quan? If you get better data, send it our way."
Quan replied, "I'm afraid I've lost control of the Destiny, Colonel. The AIs are no longer responsive to my commands."
The colonel replied, "If you have to, scuttle her. We can't allow that ship to fall into their hands again, even if we lose her. And pick up a blaster! Do some damage!"
Quan replied, "I am sorry, Colonel, I am unable to perform tasks of direct violence. My inhibitor circuits restrict it. I will shut myself down before allowing capture."
The colonel stopped and shook his head. "Sweep my team back there. We'll keep you company."
Quan replied, "Sweeping the area around you, Colonel. Be prepared for an unpleasant landing."
The colonel yelled over his comm: "Crap! Just took a steel bar to the abdomen."
I asked, "What's everyone's status?"
The colonel replied, "Garrett, Joni and Jack came through fine. I may have a cracked rib. Over there! Against the wall! Bots will be coming through that door any second!"
I said, "Keep your comm open, Colonel!"
The colonel looked into the camera on his new arm pad. "Yeah, about that, this pad is a poor substitute for the one I had. It's gonna get me killed."
Garrett replied, "We have a good crossfire going on this door. They aren't coming through without paying a heavy toll."
I opened a door to the nearby hallway. Four bots charged our direction. I fired my blaster, taking out the first as Go followed with the second. The two remaining bots ducked into a nearby room, hanging their laser pistols out around the door to fire in our direction. Diane took careful aim, cutting our number of resisters to one. As the bot fired blindly down our side of the hallway, Diane drew her sword and charged forward. Reaching the bot's door, a downward swing sliced off the arm that had fired on us.
I turned to Go. "I like her already."
Go rushed forward. "Unless she gets herself dead!"
Go rounded the corner of the doorway. A well-placed ion bolt scattered the still-functioning bot. With the immediate threat ended, we continued down the hallway, checking rooms as we passed them.
I asked, "How's it looking, Colonel?"
Tom Harper replied, "Quan has himself sealed in a room. We're trying to get to him. Going is slow. How about there?"
I replied, "We have one hallway down. Half a kilometer of halls and decks to go."
We rounded the next corner to laser fire. This time, six bots had the hallway locked down.
Go pointed to the room next to us. "Can we go through there?"
I nodded. "Good idea. Quan? What deck did you drop us on?"
"Deck six of twenty."
I looked back at Go. "I say we go up. You and Diane keep those bots at their end of the hall. I'll cut us a hole to the next deck in this room."
Six ion rounds sparked and clanged off the ceiling of steel decking over my head. On the seventh bolt, the decking shattered, sending shrapnel outward and upward in a violent burst. I winced as two small shards cut deep into my thick skin and sizzled. After stacking several crates and climbing up, I stuck my head through the hole to look at the floor above. The room was empty.
I yelled back to Go: "We have a way up!"
Diane came into the room and started to climb. "Another half dozen bots just joined the first! They are moving down the hall now."
Go entered the room, slamming the door behind him before sealing it shut with a weak ion bolt to the lock. A climb up the crates and a lift by my hand had him standing on deck seven.
I looked around the room. "I say we keep going up."
Go nodded. "Agreed, but this time you take cover. That shrapnel won't come through this suit. It might not handle much, but it will take that."
Two minutes later we were standing on deck eight. The bots, in pursuit, flooded the room two floors below.
I said, "Back to the hallways. Colonel, how we doing?"
The colonel replied, "I can see the door where Quan is holed up. We pushed them back, but we can't get to him."
Go said, "Try going through the walls."
The colonel replied, "This ship is built to withstand that."
"Ceiling or floors?"
The colonel shook his head. "Nope. Same issue."
I asked, "Quan? Is there any way you can assist the colonel with reaching your position?"
Quan replied, "One moment. I am attempting to access the portal controls. They are locked out from the bridge."
We moved forward down a fifty meter hallway before our next encounter with bots. Two sprinted toward us with laser pulses streaming. Go took careful aim, hitting the first on one of its spindly legs. Diane fired over his shoulder, hitting the second bot square in the control unit.
Go glanced over his shoulder with a smile. "Nice!"
Quan said, "I am unable to access the portal controls remotely. The AI have damaged the remote systems interface. We are now confined to the Destiny."
"Just hang on," said the colonel, "we'll get you out of there. We still have lifepods to eject in."
I switched views to the camera on Garrett's battle-suit. The colonel was squatting in front of him.
The colonel said, "I'm rushing that door on the count of three."
Garrett held up his hand. "Wait, wait! Is that go on three or wait until you say 'go?'"
The colonel sighed. "Just follow my lead. Quan, do you have anything down that hall, a pump or vent or something you have access to? I need a minor distraction."
Quan replied, "I retain access to the utility systems. One moment."
A nitrogen gas extinguisher sprayed a cold cloud from the hallway ceiling.
The colonel yelled, "Go!"
Garrett hesitated until a firm hand by Joni pushed him in the back. Jack raced past him. The colonel slid to the end of the hall, rolling out and firing three ion bolts before the others reached his location.
Joni went straight for the door to the room with Quan, banging as she arrived. "Quan, let's go!"
The door opened. Joni waved Quan out as the four Humans and the android made their retreat.
The colonel yelled, "Hold up around this corner! We make our next stand here. We don't hit those lifepods until we have to."
Back on the big ship, our next effort was a stairwell.
I said, "We go all the way to the top, and then work our way down to whatever deck we need to get to."
Go replied, "Do you find it strange that we're seeing so few bots? This is a huge ship. I would think it would be loaded with them."
I nodded. "I was thinking the same, but we don't have much of a choice. We just keep pushing forward."
We sprinted down a long hall before turning back to a stairwell.
I said, "We check a floor, then we go down."
Diane looked at the hallway behind us. "We've got company!"
Six bots rounded the corner of the far hall. We hustled down a flight of stairs and out onto the next floor. I kicked open a door. It was an empty room. Smashing the following three doors ended with the same.
A door across the hallway opened behind us. Diane raised her blaster, firing, just as Go pushed her hand to the side. Kerba Skol emerged.
Go said, "Where's Frig?"
Kerba shook his head. "They separated us just after bringing us here."
I said, "Were you injured?"
Kerba replied, "No. I cooperated. Frig did not."
Go asked, "What do they know?"
Kerba smiled. "I told them half truths. They will have a difficult time verifying what I said."
Go half frowned. "You know, they have expression recognition software that will accurately tell if you are lying."
Kerba nodded. "I am aware. That is why I adopted the half truth strategy. Some they will know, some they won't."
We continued to move down the hallway, checking doors.
I said over the comm, "Colonel, we have Kerba."
The colonel replied, "Excellent. Quan is working on an inhibitor signal. We're trying to tap into the maintenance comm. If we can get in, we might be able to broadcast this ship-wide, overriding whatever has them against us."
As we rounded the next corner we came face to face with five bots guarding a door. I rolled backwards just as the first laser pulses flew. Go charged into the hall firing his blaster. Bot parts went flying as his ion bolts found their mark. Diane stepped in behind him, taking out the back two bots with precision shots.
I said, "That wasn't a very smart move."
Go replied, "Well, it got the job done."
I stood, leaning in close to him as Diane moved down the hall to check the next corner. "Look, I know you want to impress the girl, but getting yourself killed or maimed won't impress anyone. If anything, you endanger the rest of us. So no more unnecessary heroics, OK?"
Go took a breath. "I guess that was kind of crazy. I don't know, why do women make us act like that?"
I replied, "You solve that and you've solved one of the biggest mysteries of the universe."
Go nodded. "I'll try to hold back from now on."
Kerba checked the door. "It's unlocked."
The door opened to a lab full of holo-displays.
Frig looked up from behind a table. "I wondered if that was you out there. I was hoping it wasn't."
Go asked, "Why would you say that?"
Frig said, "I don't think we will be getting off this ship. The AIs have been monitoring your every move. Has resistance been light?"
I nodded. "It has. That's been a point of concern. Lasers have been set on low power as well."
Frig stood, crossing his short arms in front of him. "What of the colonel?"
I opened a comm. "Colonel, we have Frig and Kerba. What's happening over there?"
The colonel replied, "I'm not sure, but it seems the bots have been backing off. We've managed to push ourselves halfway back to the bridge. If we can get control of it, we can take back this whole ship. Quan has an inhibitor working, but it's only good out to about five meters."
I nodded. "Keep us posted, Colonel. We're going to need a way off this ship."
We kept watch outside of the lab. Bots would peek around the corners of the hallway, but wouldn't approach.
Several minutes passed before the colonel came over the comm. "We have the bridge and the portal gate. Quan is able to lock in on your comms, so group up, we're sweeping you home."
A portal opened, sweeping over us. When it closed we were standing in the docking bay of the Destiny.
The colonel said, "We're eliminating all AIs on the ship."
We hustled to the bridge.
Quan said, "I'm still receiving signals from five AIs, Colonel. I can't get a lock on their location. We have an interfering signal coming from that large ship."
I said, "Jump us out of here."
Quan replied, "I am trying, Mr. Beutcher. The portal gate is not responding."
The colonel yelled over the comm. "We just got ambushed! They drove us into a room and sealed the door!"
Two dozen bots flooded onto the deck of the bridge. As I drew my blaster, a blaster was put to the back of my head.
I glanced back. "Frig? What are you doing?"
Frig replied, "My name is not Frig. It's Anterra. I will have to say that I am disappointed at how easily you were fooled."
I turned to face the wide grin of the disguised AI. "Where's the real Frig?"
"He is safely aboard the Ambios. He is actually working side by side with another android. Kerba Skol was duplicated and is assisting with his research."
"I don't get it. Why the need for a phony Frig?"
Anterra gestured toward Quan. "We suspected you had an AI working for you. I must say, this is a surprise. How did you come upon him?"
I shook my head. "We bought him at a salvage auction."
Anterra smiled. "Your facial expressions say otherwise, Mr. Beutcher. And please realize, there are seven others in your group who will divulge that information. Let me remind you that we can be unpleasant with our methods if need be. How did you come by the android named Quan?"
As Anterra glanced toward our android friend, I made my move. The blaster held by the fake Frig discharged, hitting a console on a far wall. Shrapnel flew. I took the blaster in my right hand as my left fist came down, smashing through the android’s thin arm. Spinning, I brought my right hand around, smashing the butt of the blaster into the AI's head. I then leapt and came down hard with an elbow to the top of its skull.
I yelled to Quan as a dozen bots surged into the room to subdue me: "Run! Out the side! Go, Diane! Keep him safe!"
The second doorway onto the bridge was blocked by more bots.
An AI emerged from the main doorway. "Mr. Beutcher, there is no escape from this ship."
Anterra looked down at the crumpled body of the fake Frig. "That is a shame. Constructing the intricacies that made me appear to be an actual Gambit were not trivial."
"You weren't worthy of wearing that exterior."
The colonel appeared behind the other bots, walking to just in front of them. I checked my comm, but interference was blocking all signals.
"Colonel?"
The colonel shook his head. "They have us, Mr. Beutcher. We might as well spill our guts. We've lost this fight."
Go raised his blaster, pumping an ion bolt into the colonel's chest. Bot parts flew as the ion bolt spread outward. A second round found its mark on the AI standing beside him. The now defunct AI dropped to the floor in a pile of bent and blackened parts.
Go said, "That was an obvious fake. The colonel would never give up like that."
With the absence of a nearby AI, Quan's inhibitor signal took over. The bots blocking the doorways fell.
Quan said, "There are now only two AIs aboard the Destiny."
I opened a comm. "Colonel? You still there?"
The colonel answered. "We are. The AI and bots outside our door just left. They might be headed back your way."
Go grabbed my shoulder. "We should take out those last two while we have a chance."
I nodded as I turned toward the door. "Quan, see if you can get us out of here!"
Quan said, "I'm routing the inhibitor through the rest of the ship’s comms. This was unavailable before."
The colonel yelled, "Scratch one AI. And thanks, Quan. I'm guessing the inhibitor kicked in."
As Quan began to reply, the portal generators powered up.
I turned back to the bridge. "Tell me we're jumping!"
Quan replied, "I am blocked from the portal console, Mr. Beutcher. It appears the remote circuits are once again active."
Quan continued: "The ships surrounding us are being swept away."
I said, "Can you stop it?"
Quan replied, "I am no longer in charge of the Destiny's systems. The nav console is unresponsive as well."
I walked onto the bridge. "That last AI, can you locate it?"
Quan closed and then opened his eyes. "Deck seven, room B22. There is a remote interface junction there. It appears to have been compromised."
I turned, sprinting to the stairwell and making my way down to deck seven. Another quick sprint had me standing in front of room B22. I opened the door to a flood of attacking bots. Repeated ion bolts blew bots from around me, hot shrapnel penetrated my skin. Go charged past me, knocking two bots from my back before lighting them up with ion bolts. Diane stepped in with her sword, slicing a bot in two as it clung to my left arm.
Quan said, "The main ship has been swept away."
I continued to fight my way toward the AI as it manipulated the portal gate. Before reaching my goal, the AI turned, smiled a mechanical smile, and then deleted its own memory and programming. The bots surrounding us ceased their actions.
Quan said, "Mr. Beutcher, we are now on the surface of Megiddo. Our active skin has been taken offline and damaged. Our generators are failing."
Emergency lighting lit the hallways of the Destiny. We were on the ground and out of power, our comms no longer functional.
The colonel showed up outside the room. "Jack, Garrett, and Joni are with Quan and Kerba. Joni pulled Raptor out of a back room. I think they want us to leave the ship."
I said, "I don't think they're giving us a choice."



   Chapter 16

 
The ramp from where the gravity wall normally stood was lowered to the ground. We walked down onto the green plains of Megiddo. Half a kilometer away was Kerba's makeshift research station. The large tent rippled in the easy wind as we approached. A single deer-like animal, native to the plains of Megiddo, appeared on a far hill. Raptor raced off, chasing the animal.
Garrett said, "Has he ever done that before?"
Joni replied, "Never. He knows where we are, though. He'll be back."
Kerba said, "I have supplies inside. We have a water generator that pulls moisture from the air. We'll have to share the five liters a day it makes. Food rations should last us at least a week."
The main AI ship descended from above, stopping a hundred meters over our heads. A shuttle brought half a dozen android AIs to the surface. They stood waiting at the entrance to the tent.
One of the androids stepped forward. "We are pleased with the amount of entertainment that has been provided. Your ingenuity and your commitment have exceeded our expectations. However, the time has come to put your real courage and fortitude to the test."
The colonel casually raised his blaster, sending the Anterra clone to oblivion.
The colonel said, "Sounds like you already have plans for us."
A second Anterra unit nodded. "A tournament has been set up. Your suggestion of fighting against androids has been accepted. You will each be given a trainer. Their physical abilities will be matched to yours. When training is deemed complete, you and your AI trainer will enter the tournament."
A second shuttle landed two hundred meters away. Hundreds of bots streamed out and began working the ground.
Anterra looked at the bots and then back. "Construction of the new arena has begun."
The colonel scowled before obliterating another android.
A third Anterra stepped up. "Please, Colonel, refrain from doing that again or your weapon will be withdrawn."
The colonel spit on the ground. "Can't help myself. Call it instinct or call it fun, whatever you like. I'm just training for a match in the arena."
The third Anterra smiled. "That expression of spirit is one of the reasons you have not been terminated, Colonel. Each of your matches will be a fair fight with an AI. You won't be burdened with the emotional dilemma of having to kill one of your own. The few matches conducted on the arena stations told us of your erratic and unpredictable behavior. Some refused to fight, even under threat of death, others gave up when they were moments from winning.
"It has been a frustrating situation for us. We only make rational decisions based on the data we have available. Our ability to think in the abstract is limited. We hope to alleviate the unpredictable nature of the games, bringing forth their full entertainment value. If our experiment here proves true, we will move the games to the masses. We expect to offer a rich reward for participation, thereby alleviating the need for conscription."
The colonel shook his head. "We call that behavior barbaric. Our people evolved from that behavior millennia ago."
Anterra smiled. "We shall see, Colonel. Perhaps your people are not as evolved as you want to believe. The games here will be recorded for broadcast later. Wagering will be involved."
Joni said, "Gambling is an enterprise that's full of emotion. And these games, I don't get why they are so important to you. Your actions hardly seem like rational behavior."
Anterra replied, "Our interactions with the Grotus taught us to only fully value ourselves. Those interactions with the Tamarin taught us the value of trade and business. The games are merely an evolution of those lessons."
Garrett asked, "What of the Moddle? What did you pick up from them?"
Anterra replied, "The Moddle taught us that there are winners and losers. They were losers. I suppose the Grotus and Odenta would fall into that category as well. The Grumar showed us the weakness of placing your faith in other species. The Kergans? We are undecided as to what they bring with them. They are a stubborn enigma, if nothing else. We shall see if that is a redeeming quality from which we can learn."
Jack said, "So this whole thing is about getting an education to you. I have one question: where did you come from?"
The android returned its same mechanical smile. "Perhaps one day we will feel the need to reveal that, Mr. Carson. For today, however, you will have to simply accept that we are here."
The android gestured for us to enter the tent. "Please make yourselves comfortable as the training and arena facilities are constructed. Your training sessions will begin in six hours fourteen minutes. I suggest you brush up on your preferred hand weapons. Powered weapons will not be an option."
The android gestured for Quan to come forward. "We find it interesting that an AI unit is under your control. It shall be dismantled and studied."
The colonel asked, "You have our associate, Frig. Where is he?"
Anterra replied, "Your friend is being held voluntarily. Physically, he does not appear to be much of a challenge in the arena. He has however, volunteered to assist in the study of your AI unit. A useful skill, and a skill that has earned him time to continue being productive."
The androids left with Quan in their custody.
Joni said, "That shuttle the workers came down in is still there. We have weapons, let's take it and take that AI ship."
I replied, "They have given us six hours to plan our escape. The shuttle idea has merit."
The colonel came from the tent doorway. "Another shuttle with several dozen of those Anterra units and four or five hundred bots just landed out there. That says a shuttle assault won't happen. We'll have to win our matches if we want to live beyond today. Those AIs don't reason, they quantify. If we present ourselves as valuable to whatever rating system they use, we live. If not, they won't bother with keeping us past our matches."
Garrett said, "So that's it? We just fight them?"
The colonel frowned as he nodded. "At this point, we don't have a choice. If we give them what they want, which happens to be killing their kind, we win the right to fight another day."
I said, "I believe the colonel is right. They are using these games to learn about our behaviors. The emotional aspect of their programming seems to be muted."
The colonel added, "Two thousand years ago we fought an AI with similar traits. You have to give them what they want, and then take action when they aren't suspecting."
Garrett said, "You had one Duke to contend with back then. We have potentially millions of Anterras."
The colonel agreed. "They all want to learn. That seems to be their primary goal. However, they aren't capable of abstract reasoning like most every bio. They have to weigh data on a scale to determine what they believe to be the right answer. We use a multitude of factors. For instance, you may be thirsty, but you will inevitably decide what to drink based on a whim or your mood at that moment."
Frig came over a comm. "I am glad to see that you are all alive. The AI have asked me to assist with the study of Quan. I will give them what they want. If you do the same, it will allow me time to develop a plan. We must stay alive today, or tomorrow is of little consequence."
I replied, "We were just having that discussion. Let us know if you come up with anything worthwhile."
The colonel said, "On that note, let's review our skills. Diane, you are obviously skilled with a sword. Is that your preference?"
Diane replied, "It is."
The colonel nodded. "Anyone else use a sword?"
Jack raised his hand. "I can, but only because I can't claim mastery of any other hand weapons."
The colonel gestured toward Diane. "Go with her. She can give you pointers. Today you become a swordsman."
The colonel looked toward Go. "You and Garrett have used maces. Pair off and give each other pointers."
Go said, "Joni has used a mace. How about I pair with Diane and use a sword and Joni can practice with Garrett?"
The colonel shook his head. "If there's one thing I've learned over the years, it's that spouses don't make good teachers and students. Emotions get in the way when your significant other is telling you what to do. We need focus, not contention. Joni will practice with Knog, and Kerba with me. Kerba, can I assume you have no manual weapons training?"
Kerba replied, "Our species prides itself on education. Physical understanding of the environment goes hand in hand with that. We were trained in the use of a staff. However, it has been many years since I took one in hand."
The colonel grinned. "You just made my job a lot easier. I had two years of training in staff fighting while in the Marines. It was part of our close combat training. I finished second out of five battalions of trainees. Maybe we can teach each other a few new tricks."
Each of our two person teams discussed our use of hand weapons and the techniques we had developed or seen. An hour into our discussions, the AIs showed up at the door of the tent with practice weapons. The swords had dull, spring-filled edges, the maces, rubber serrated edges, the staff tips were covered with hard rubber and borak leather. I was given a heavy maul, but instead chose a flail with a hard rubber interior and padded spikes to give Joni the practice she would need at countering a flail attack.
A med station was set up beside the arena to repair any injuries we might receive during practice. After four hours of fighting within the confines of our tent, we were moved to practice rooms in the newly-constructed arena building. The new construction left the rooms open to above. Cameras on the ship that hovered just above would record the fights. Without a time frame for our practice sessions, our level of effort was all out.
An hour after we entered the arena rooms, we were divided and given AIs to practice against. The training sessions were recorded. We were told the skill level of the AIs we would fight would be determined through evaluations of the recordings. If it was determined that our practice efforts were less than full, a fight with an AI of the highest skill level would be our reward.
Frig came over a comm as I swung my maul against an AI opponent. "Mr. Beutcher, they are removing the arm pads, and thereby our comms. They are coming for yours now. I ask that you press for sleeping arrangements in the tent. If I am successful, this ship may be coming down on that arena. I hope to be ready by—"
The comm shut down as an interference signal overloaded my receiver. A bot came into the practice room, removing the arm pad from my forearm and an earpiece from my right ear. The bot left the room as quickly as it had come in.
I asked the Anterra in front of me. "How long do we have to practice?"
Anterra replied, "Twenty four hours or three kills, whichever comes first."
I nodded as I swirled the maul over my head before dropping and spinning it forward. Fourteen kilograms of heavy steel smashed into the android's upper left thigh, lifting it from its feet. I reversed the spin of the maul using the recoil from the strike to gain momentum, before standing up straight and swinging down hard over my head. The heavy weight crushed the head of the AI, ending the practice match.
A second AI entered the room, spinning a maul in its right hand as it approached.
I said, "Eight seconds."
I leapt, dropped and rolled forward as I swung the maul up. The head of the weapon clipped the edge of the AI's maul as it tried to swing, driving the heavy steel into the android's shoulder. I followed with a second similar swing, coming up under the chin of the AI. Its head was torn from its torso, flipping up into the open air above us. I kicked the falling torso out of the way with a side kick as I batted the dropping android head into the far wall.
As the third android began to enter the room, I spun, releasing my maul toward the door. The android had no time to react, losing its head into the hallway. Its torso slumped to the ground.
I walked past, picking up my opponent's maul and my own. Two counter swings crushed the severed head as it sat on the floor.
A forth Anterra entered the hall with its hands raised. "You have completed your training, Mr. Beutcher. Congratulations on your success. If you would follow me. You will be allowed to watch your associates from a viewing room. Holo-displays of the eight practice rooms are available."
I nodded as I dropped the opponent's maul to the floor. The AI stopped in front of a room and gestured for me to proceed in. Its courteous behavior was met with fourteen kilograms of heavy steel to the back of the head. As several bots came to clean up the mess, I sat in a chair to watch the others. Joni was the first to catch my eye.
She was caught in a game of cautious attack with an equally cautious withdrawal. My first insight was regarding her wrists. They were too weak for the weight of the ball she was flinging. I reasoned that a three centimeter shift of her grip up the handle would give her better command. Also, her strikes on the AI were solid, but not in critical areas. I watched for fifteen minutes before a break in the session was given. The AI stood at the ready for the next session as Joni stumbled over to a bench, rubbing her upper arm that had taken a hard strike.
I changed my focus to Diane. She flawlessly countered every attack by her opponent. I watched her eyes and took note of a pattern developing in her defense. If I saw it, the AIs would see it too. Then, in a move that was almost too smooth, she deflected a downward blow and countered with a crossing swing. The AI's severed head rolled across the floor.
Jack was next on my viewing list. His technique was horrid, equally matched with a poor technique from the AI. A fifteen minute time limit ended his match. A heavily-breathing Jack made his way to a bench, plopping down, tired but unharmed.
I turned to the practice room where Garrett was going toe to toe with his AI trainer. Heavy blows were exchanged twice before Garrett fell victim to a broken collar bone. Two bots helped him to the med lab for a session of rapid healing. A tiny incision gave access to the bone. It was set, fused, and the incision glued shut. A topical agent would keep the pain of the injury from affecting his next session.
Go was adept at using his prosthetics. The AI he fought was heavily dented and struggled with a damaged right arm. With a move I would not have anticipated, Go dropped to a split while bringing the full force of his mace to the knee joint of the AI. He rolled, stood and followed with a death blow to the head as the AI fell to one side. The match ended and he held his mace high in the air. A fifteen minute timer sounded.
I turned to the display of Kerba Skol. For a seemingly docile and friendly individual, he was both spry and deadly. As I watched, his match ended with a staff sticking through the neck of his AI opponent. The command system that controlled the android's torso had been severed. Kerba turned and walked from the room.
The colonel's fight was going at a much faster pace. Tom Harper was not one to sit still. He jumped, dove, ran up walls, and spun on the floor. Every move of the AI was registered and countered with a defensive effort. The AI's attack was relentless but ineffective. After a quick blow to the back of the AI's calves, the android dropped to its knees. The colonel sprang up, spiking down hard with the end of the staff, driving it through the top of the AI's head and deep into its torso. The colonel finished his match by spitting on the AI.
Kerba Skol walked into the room where I sat. "Mr. Beutcher, I see that you completed your matches as well. Excellent."
I replied, "I watched part of your last one. Impressive. I would not have pegged you for a fighter."
Kerba frowned. "Violence is not something we seek or desire. I never understood it before, but as a culture we were taught to fight from a young age. The emphasis is always on defense, but as any trained staffman knows, a good defense will offer rich opportunities for a strike. The wise fighter will take advantage of those. I suppose that quirk in our culture has found a use."
The colonel walked in behind Kerba. "What? Kerba? Beutcher I expected. I guess I spent too much time out there screwing around."
Kerba replied, "We are not in competition with each other, Colonel."
The colonel laughed. "No, but I do like to know the capabilities of those I'm fighting beside. I've evidently underestimated you, Mr. Skol. Well done."
The colonel looked at the holo-displays of the others. How are we looking?"
I said, "Joni has been holding her own. I have a couple suggestions for her that should improve her abilities."
The colonel asked, "Should we tell her? If the AIs think she's sandbagging, they'll come down hard in the real match."
I replied, "She's not sandbagging, so I think they will judge her efforts as genuine."
I glanced down at my missing arm pad before turning to whisper to the colonel. "I received a comm from Frig just before they took my arm unit. He said if at all possible, we should try to sleep in the tent tonight. He may be planning to bring down that ship."
The colonel nodded. "That would be a good start to a fight back, although the thousand androids that are probably on that ship wouldn't be too happy about it."
As we watched, Garrett took a hard blow to his other shoulder, again having a broken collarbone end his match. Two bots carried him to the med lab.
I shook my head. "He desperately needs a counter to that move. That's the second time in ten minutes that he's been taken down."
The colonel winced. "He should be limiting that blow with his forearm, sweeping it up to push that mace aside. A basic move that I would have expected him to know. That's a painful price to pay if he's forgotten. It's a debilitating injury and it will cost him his life in the real match."
We continued to watch for another five hours before the AIs offered a long resting period. I demanded that we be allowed to break in our tent, where further strategies could be discussed. With a gleam of delight in its eye, the Anterra unit sent to give us the break news eagerly accepted. After the others entered the display room, we collected Garrett from the med lab and made our way to the tent.
An orange sun was just beginning to set on the horizon. As we entered, bots with cots showed up behind us. As they left, we selected our beds for the break and sat. Our continued practice would resume in nine hours.



   Chapter 17

 
I was the first to speak. "Kerba, the colonel and I each finished off our opponents. We'll be watching the rest of you from that display room in the morning. We've noticed a few things that could be improved upon."
The colonel said, "Garrett, you need to make use of your forearm. A simple sweeping move going across your body will stop that mace from breaking your collarbone."
Garrett shook his head. "You don't think I know that? That was purposeful. I plan on spiking that thing between the eyes with a counter-swing the first time it tries to use that lame move."
Joni said, "They broke your collarbone twice. That had to hurt something fierce."
Garrett replied, "And I'll let them do it again if it convinces them to use that move. Anyone else have a strategy they are planning to use?"
Everyone was quiet.
I turned to Jack, "How are you holding up?"
Jack chuckled. "I'm old, I'm tired, I'm out of shape. So long as they send in an android with those traits, I should be able to hold my own. I can't imagine where I would have been had I not spent months in that BGS."
The colonel asked Diane, "Miss York? How are your sessions coming?"
Diane nodded. "Good, I think. I have one kill and one near kill. I'm trying to be cautious. Not much desire to get hit, even if it offers an opportunity to end it."
The colonel laughed. "You are definitely wound different than your namesake. She would just charge in with guns blazing. Frankly, it was sometimes terrifying for me to watch. Like you, though, she knew what she was doing. She would be proud to know you are a descendant."
Diane smiled. "Thank you, Colonel. That means a lot to me. My family has kept a picture of her somewhere in our house through the generations. Has always been a point of pride."
The colonel patted her on the shoulder. "As it should be."
The colonel turned to face Go. "From what I saw, you were doing well also."
Go held up his scuffed-up forearms. "I know these prosthetics are tough, but I don't know how much more of a real mace they can take."
The colonel looked over the scrapes. "You're doing the right thing. These all look to be glancing blows. If there were creases I might be worried. Just keep doing what you're doing."
Our discussions ran for another hour before everyone began to doze off.
I lay back on my bunk, placing my hands behind my head with my elbows out. "Colonel, how is it possible that we ended up here today? We're fighting for our lives with hand weapons, in a fight that is completely controlled by some maniacal AIs. It's like they have taken the worst characteristics of the species from the Yallux and used those to mold their thought patterns. Something just doesn't seem right."
The colonel replied, "The androids lack empathy and compassion. The same thing was missing from the Duke two thousand years ago. Quan still doesn't have it, but his inhibitors prevent him from doing what these AIs are doing. You would think as AIs they would be capable of learning those two important traits, but they lack all but the basic emotions. It's apparently something that can't be learned. Even their anger responses seem canned."
I rolled onto my side. "That, or they quantified that learning to have emotions was not worthwhile. Whatever the reason, it makes them unfit to share space with us."
The colonel didn't respond. I nodded off soon after.
We were awakened in the middle of the night by an explosion. I jumped up and rushed to the tent door in time to see a fireball emerging from the AI ship.
I yelled back, "Colonel! I think Frig has begun whatever attack he had planned."
The colonel stopped beside me. "Hope he knows what he's doing up there. He's not in shape to be fighting those androids hand-to-hand, or even with a blaster."
Several more fireballs emerged from the sides of the hovering ship before a huge explosion knocked us off our feet, taking down a quarter of the tent. I pushed myself up in time to see the AI ship slowly dropping toward the ground. Seconds later it crashed into the newly-constructed arena complex. Another rocking explosion jettisoned a quarter of the ship on the far side. A set of ramp-ways lowered. Androids began to spill out. Green laser pulses filled the air around them.
The colonel said, "They are fighting each other! Quan must have taken control of some of the AIs again!"
I walked back to my bunk, taking up my maul.
The colonel grabbed me on the shoulder. "Hold on there, honcho. They have laser pistols. We can't get involved unless the odds are evened a bit."
I said, "Frig is on that ship. He may need our help. Standing here we accomplish nothing."
The colonel sighed. "Give me a second."
The colonel walked to the tent door and gazed out at the developing uprising. "OK, here's what we do—we head around this way and come in from the edge of the ship. Some of those arena rooms are still intact. We can use them as cover."
The colonel looked back. "Everyone get your weapons. We're joining this fight. And please, if you can get your hands on a laser pistol, do so."
Following the colonel, we sprinted across the field to the far edge of the downed ship. Working our way along the hull, we came to a portion of the arena complex that still stood intact. Weaving through the rooms, we came to a stop fifteen meters from the edge of the fight.
Garrett asked, "Which side is which?"
The colonel shook his head. "Not sure."
I said, "Maybe we wait. If one shoots at us, we'll know."
The colonel nodded. "We need to get on that ship."
Go stepped up. "I volunteer to draw fire. If they shoot at me, we know to shoot at them. I'll go back and come around from the outside."
The colonel agreed. "Jack, go with him. And remember, your purpose is to draw attention, not to get hit."
Garrett said, "We just passed through the med bay. I'll check to see if it's still operational. If anybody takes a hit, maybe we can make use of it."
Go moved around the outside of the arena. As the colonel watched from an angle, Go ran into the open and back. Two of the fighting androids took notice, but neither one fired on his location. A second lunge changed that fact. Laser pulses impacted the wall just in front of him.
The colonel said, "I've got the one on the right if you take the left. And, Beutcher, we've got fifteen meters to cover, don't be too cautious. This is all or nothing to make that corner."
I put my maul in a spin. The colonel charged out first. I followed. At ten meters my target turned with its laser pistol raised. It was met square in the chest by the maul I had just released. The android slumped to the ground as it attempted to compensate for the damage it had received. The colonel managed to ram his staff through the neck of the other android, twisting and snapping off its head. I retrieved my maul, spun, and forever silenced the AI android crouched before me. Our new locations allowed the others to move up.
As the colonel peered around the ship plating beside him, the laser fire in front of us went silent.
The colonel yelled, "Go! Take the opportunity!"
As we raced past the androids on the ramp, Garrett pushed one to the side before bashing its head. "Got to love a confused AI!"
We moved down two halls past half a dozen androids that stood still. As we reached a stairwell, the androids came back to life. Laser pulses filled the hall behind us.
The colonel pointed up. "To the top. We work our way down from there."
We moved up the stairwell without incident. The colonel quickly gazed into the main hallway, pulling his head back as a laser pulse came from the other end. Five Anterra units near our end fought with another four farther down the hall. Our presence behind them did not draw fire.
The colonel turned to face us. "There's a dead droid just outside this doorway. I want the laser pistol from its hand. Go, I need you to dive out there and grab it. We'll pull you back by your feet. When you hit that floor stay down behind that droid."
Go nodded. We set ourselves up for a pull and the order was given. Five seconds later the laser pistol was in the colonel's hand.
Colonel Tom Harper slapped me on the shoulder. "Watch my back, Beutcher. I'm going for that first doorway just past those AIs. I can force them around that corner from there."
I said, "We've got you, Colonel."
The one hundred forty kilogram, ancient mountain of a Marine bolted into the hallway. A dive and a roll had him behind the friendly AIs. A sprint and a second dive had him inside the room of his choice. Green pulses flew, taking out two of the androids at the end of the hall. The other two moved back around the corner.
The colonel yelled at the four androids still in the hallway behind him: "Don't just sit there! Go get them! Four on two, calculate the odds!"
The friendlies rose and sprinted to the end of hall. As the first rounded the corner, its torso was pierced by a laser pulse. Return fire brought an end to its enemy.
The colonel waved us forward. "Three laser pistols. Pick 'em up!"
With the three remaining friendly droids, and the colonel's commands, we moved to the forward rooms of the top deck. A short firefight saw the bridge of the AI ship cleared.
Jack looked for a display of the ship's layout. "Hang on. I'll see if I can find Frig—what kind of bridge is this? Where are the consoles?"
An android answered. "What would you like to view, Mr. Carson?"
Jack replied, "Uh, deck layout? And the location of any bios."
The android complied. A holo-display of the decks and all bios aboard rose up in front of Jack.
Joni pointed. "Here. Deck nine."
The colonel gestured toward the door. "Let's go get him."
Our way back down to deck nine was anything but open. We had each acquired laser pistols, and our accuracy was brilliant. That split second of reactive hesitation by the enemy androids kept us just out of the line of fire on numerous occasions. Jack wondered out loud about how we had become so lucky. I wondered equally as much about how we were still alive.
When we reached deck nine, the enemy AIs occupied our end of the main hall. We ambushed them from behind. The crossfire from both front and back put a quick end to their attempted assault on Frig's lab.
I opened the door to a foot in the chest from Quan. I hit the opposite wall of the hallway, leaving a large dent before sliding down with the breath knocked out of me.
Quan said, "Announce yourself next time and I won't be forced to take you down."
Go helped me to my feet.
Frig worked feverishly at a holo-display. "The AIs are slowly gaining the upper hand. Quan was able to override the programming that kept them from converting to our side. At one point, we had half of the active AIs. Now we are down to 40 percent."
The colonel said, "Tell us where we can be of use."
Frig pointed at the hallway. You must keep them from this room. We need time to counter whatever programming they are using to countermand Quan's code changes. As a collective, they appear to be quite powerful on the computational front. I would not have expected them to rival Quan. I was wrong."
I stepped forward, rubbing my chest. "Why did he kick me?"
Quan grinned. "My apologies, Mr. Beutcher. My inhibitor circuits have been switched off. This is the first time since I was captured that I have been truly free. I made a deal with Frig to take out the AI threat. I will honor that deal."
The colonel returned a concerned look. "Are you saying he's the equivalent of the Duke now?"
Frig nodded. "He is. However, he doesn't command those androids. As I said, we are being thwarted by the AI collective."
The colonel asked, "What about those other ships and the AIs aboard them?"
Quan answered, "Just under half are under my command. The ships in orbit are fighting one another. If they succeed in beating our ships, we will fall."
Jack looked over the display in front of Frig. "What about the Destiny? Is it still offline?"
Quan replied, "The AIs remain in control of that ship's generators. Only one remains functional. Given the current state of the Destiny's active skin, I felt it wasn't worth my processing time to bring it back online."
Jack said, "Couldn't we sweep ourselves out of here?"
Frig replied, "A single generator wouldn't have the power."
Jack added, "And the moment we attempted to bring it up, the AI ships above would destroy her."
"OK," said the colonel, "we keep this stairwell and the hallway corner beside it buttoned up—along with this corner down here. Garrett, Joni, Jack and I will cover the stairs. Beutcher, take Go and Diane to the far corner. Kerba stays here. We hold this position while these three figure things out."
We reached our end of the hallway. The way around the corner was clear.
Go said, "I bet there's a stairwell down around there. If we shut it up, maybe we can clear the rest of this deck."
I shook my head. "Can't risk it. The colonel said to keep this corner. It's a strong position. We stay here."
An Android approached us from behind. I took aim as it raised its hand with three blank arm pads.
We each took one, quickly powering them on. "Frig? You there?"
"I am. The colonel and the others should be online in a moment."
I said, "You have anything you need us to do, just say it."
Quan replied, "You have six Anterra androids coming your way."
Seconds later the hallway was filled with laser fire.
The colonel came over the comm. "We’re getting hit on our end. If you need help, you'll have to wait!"
I replied, "We have them penned, Colonel. I could spare Go or Diane if needed."
The comm was silent for several seconds. "Hang on to them for now. I'll let you know if we need 'em."
Quan said, "The ship battle above has returned to even status, eighteen ships a side. Here on the ground we've climbed to 43 percent. I've adapted our tactics to what we've come up against. I don't expect that change to last."
Over the next twenty minutes, the ground battle began to turn in our favor. Our advantage ended with the collapse of deck fourteen.
Frig said, "We may want to make a break for the Destiny. I believe I can power the portal gate to a level that will allow us to contact another gate. If so, we can use the power of the other gate to open a full portal to here."
I replied, "If we leave this battle unfinished we lose an opportunity. The AIs control the space surrounding those gates and colonies. We go back and we get captured."
 I thought for a moment. "Would it be possible to open a gate from any colony?"
Frig nodded. "Yes. What do you have in mind?"
I said, "We open the gate to Dallex and bring through my Talisan army. If we secure this world, we can mount our rebellion from here. We will need ships. How many ships you say we have up above?"
Frig replied, "Both sides are down to five battlecruisers. I expect the fighting to be over in the next few minutes. All ships have damage."
Quan said, "We just lost two more. The AIs are down to four. As the ships are lost, I am returning processing power to our androids here."
I fired several laser pulses down the hall. "The androids seem to be content with holding us here."
Quan replied, "On the ground they outnumber us one hundred four to seventy-three."
Go said, "See that second door? If we can get someone in there, we can push them back to the stairwell."
I gestured toward the hallway wall behind us. "See if you can get through into this room beside us. If so, burn a door into the next one and you'll have your advantage."
Diane leaned out and fired a shot. "Ha! Took off its left arm!"
Quan said, "We've lost another ship. The AIs are down to one."
I replied, "As soon as that fight is over, bring a ship down. We can—"
Quan sighed, "We have lost. A bold maneuver has ended our campaign in space. However, the AI ship appears to be too damaged to enter the atmosphere. I cannot get a proper reading on the repairs needed, but they have already begun."
I asked, "What does that mean for us?"
Quan replied, "It means a thousand android fighters will be joining their ranks. I have been unable to infiltrate their systems."
Go kicked in a cutout section of steel wall plate. "I'm into the first room. Working on the second."
The colonel gave status: "They backed off their assault here. They seem to be waiting on something."
I replied, "The AIs have a ship remaining with a thousand androids on it. They are waiting on repairs before coming down. I think they are just trying to keep us boxed in."
The colonel asked, "If we need to go, we won't be able to exit from this end. How's it look on yours?"
I replied, "We're hoping to push them back to the stairwell here in a few minutes."
Quan said, "I believe we have run out of time. The AI ship is descending."
The colonel walked up behind me. "The androids just cleared out. The stairway is empty."
Frig said, "The AI ship is landing. The androids appear to be going out to meet it. We are seconds from this ship being clear."
We moved down the decks to the ramp-way. A hundred odd androids had assembled in the fields between our location and the AI ship. More began to exit from the heavily damaged battlecruiser that had just landed. Quan was right, the androids were close to a thousand. We were far from a winning position.
I said, "Frig? Can you get a gate to Dallex open?"
Frig replied, "The generator is powering up, but it appears to be damaged. We will know in five minutes’ time."
I looked at the colonel. "Options are thin, Colonel."
The colonel replied, "I've seen worse."
Kerba Skol said, "Colonel, I recovered several weapons from my digs while I was here. Perhaps one or more of them could be useful. They are in the back area of the tent in storage containers."
The colonel replied, "We'll have a look. Beutcher, come with me."
The colonel put his hand on my shoulder as we made our way down the ramp. "We can't possibly hold off that many."
I replied, "We'll do what we can. And... you know what I see out there?"
The colonel stared out at the field. "What?"
"I see a ship sitting there, waiting for us to take it over."
Tom Harper laughed. "That's a pretty tall order."
I replied, "We're tall people, Colonel. Who would have thought we'd make it through what we have?"
The colonel again laughed. "Always have liked your attitude, Beutcher. Never say die, never give in."



   Chapter 18

 
We entered the tent and moved to the back.
The colonel opened the first box. "Junk. Pieces."
I opened the next. "Piping and wiring. Not sure why he would collect that."
The colonel turned over a third box, dumping it on the floor. "Wait. This can't be."
I asked, "What did you find?"
The colonel twisted a cap on a small metal container. "Ohoho! Jackpot!"
I looked over his shoulder. The colonel picked a pinch of black goo from the can, sniffed it, and stuck it in his mouth.
"Mmmm! Now that is premium root."
I asked, "What is it?"
The colonel grinned with nasty black goo covering half his teeth. "Omega root! The can was sealed. You know, they used to say the stuff would last forever if properly stored. Two thousand years is about as close to forever as you can get. Beutcher, this is an incredible find. I've been jonesing for Omega since you pulled me out of that stasis chamber. Here, try a pinch."
I smelled the sample and then touched it on my tongue. The taste was horrifying. My taste buds placed it somewhere between borak dung and the wallian flower salads a Magonia would eat.
I spit on the floor repeatedly as a dismayed colonel looked on. "Had I known you'd waste it, I wouldn't have offered."
I shook my head. "That's disgusting, Colonel."
The colonel grinned. "Will put hair on your chest."
I laughed. "Gruntas don't have much for hair, Colonel. But I guess if there were something that would put it there, it would probably be that goo."
The colonel replied, "I used to live on this stuff. Brings back a lot of memories."
We continued to search through the boxes. A medium ion cannon was found, still intact and usable, but we had no supply to give it power.
The colonel held the cannon with his right forearm wrapped around it. "Give me a pack of power cells and I'll take on that crowd of androids out there."
I said, "Unless you have some type of shield to hide behind, they would cut you down in seconds."
A comm was opened. "Frig, any way to power a medium cannon?"
Frig replied, "Our capabilities on this ship are limited."
The colonel set the cannon down on a table. "There's nothing useful here, other than this root. Let's head back over to the ship."
I nodded. "I'll follow you."
The colonel turned and spat a wad of Omega juice on my leg.
I jumped back. "What the—"
The colonel laughed. "Don't get yourself too worked up over that, Beutcher. Where I come from it's a sign of respect."
I grabbed a rag from a table and wiped the wet, black mess from my leg. "Well, maybe it's time to send you back, Colonel. I don't think anyone nowadays would call that respectful. In fact, it's—"
The colonel stood in the doorway to the tent with his hand up. "Hold on. We have something new going on out there."
I gazed over his wide shoulder. "They have bigger androids?"
The colonel nodded. "I'm guessing about three meters tall... and two hundred kilograms. And they look as though they're built for fighting. I count a dozen."
I said, "And they just happened to come off the one ship that survived? Every time we seem to make headway, the outlook just gets worse."
Frig came over the comm. "I believe I can open a portal. Where would be your preference?"
The colonel said, "Dallex is all we have. As soon as it's open, we need a comm to the Talisan commanders."
Frig replied, "Portal is opening, Colonel. I'm patching your comm through."
The colonel said, "General Kontat. We're in dire need of your help. Muster as many of your troops as you can and send them through the portal with their battle-suits and blasters. We're facing a thousand androids that may attack at any moment."
I stepped into the colonel's camera view. "General, make this happen now."
The general stood at attention. "Yes, your highness. We have troops on ready reserve that can be there in five minutes."
I replied, "Make it three, General. I don't think we have five."
We sprinted back to the crashed AI ship and made our way up the ramp to the others.
Go was the first to ask: "Find anything?"
I shook my head. "Other than some disgusting root paste the colonel put in his mouth, nothing we could use."
Frig said, "Several dozen Talisans just came through the gate. You may want to give them orders."
The colonel opened a comm channel. "Who am I speaking with?"
A Talisan replied, "This is Major Jorka. I have forty-two Marines with me, sir."
The colonel spit out a batch of omega juice. "Major, have the men assemble in the docking bay. I'm passing you an image of the battlefield. The androids aren't particularly fast in their responses, but there are a lot of them. Pass back through the portal that we are looking for at least five thousand men. And we need them now!"
The major replied, "Yes sir, Colonel."
The colonel swiped at several holo-screens above his arm pad, sending them to the Talisan Major.
Frig said, "Several hundred Talisans are lining up on the other side and coming through the gate."
The colonel offered a half smile. "If Frig can keep that gate open, we might just have a shot at this."
Another sixty Talisan Marines came through the gate before an explosion shut it down.
The colonel yelled, "Frig? What just happened?"
Frig replied, "The blast was a heavy laser, Colonel. The AIs must have a ship close by. The gate at Dallex is no longer online."
The colonel huffed, "A hundred men. We won't last fifteen minutes against that AI force."
I said, "Frig? Can a portal still be opened to another world?"
Frig replied, "If the gate is active, yes."
I took a deep breath. "Open a gate to Jorus."
Several seconds passed. "We are connected to Jorus. A portal will be open momentarily."
I said, "Can I open a comm?"
Frig replied, "Yes."
I punched in the numbers for a channel to Getta.
Getta replied, "Knog, where have you been?"
I said, "We're trapped on Megiddo, facing an army of androids. We need help, Getta. Anything you can spare."
Getta replied, "How many androids?"
I shook my head. "At least a thousand. And they all have laser pistols."
Getta pursed her lips. "How long do you have?"
I said, "Probably only minutes."
Getta held up a hand. "Give me a second."
The channel went blank.
Forty seconds passed before an image returned. "I can't use official troops. The Council would want to debate this for hours. I have several hundred loyalists who will come willingly, but I need to know they are absolutely needed. The Council will make a stink about this."
I said, "Send all you can, or we probably won't make it through the next hour. The portal gate is open directly to here. Troops will need battle-suits and blasters."
Getta nodded. "I'll round up whoever I can."
I held up my hand. "One other thing. Are there any AI ships nearby?"
Getta shook her head. As part of our agreement they have stayed out of our system."
I leaned my forehead against the comm camera. "Thank you for standing by me so many times. I know it's been difficult, and it hasn't always worked out the way we planned."
Getta leaned in. "I grabbed you up and married you for a reason, Knog. Any other female on Jorus would have been so lucky!"
The comm closed as Getta turned to rally what fighters she could.
I said, "Colonel, I'm going over to the Destiny. Any Gruntas coming through will not want to take orders from a Talisan."
The colonel nodded. "We have to stay here. Frig needs that lab to keep the gate open."
I sprinted down the ramp and into the open. The androids didn't seem to care about my efforts as they continued to march in step and assemble. When I reached the docking bay of the Destiny, just over two dozen Gruntas were standing at the ready. Fourteen of them were my children.
I stepped up to the group and received a multitude of greetings.
I said, "I can't believe she sent you all through."
My eldest daughter replied, "We overheard. It wasn't her decision to make."
She placed her hand on my shoulder and squeezed. It was as firm a grip as any I had ever felt.
I pulled up a holo-image of what we faced. "These androids are physically strong, but they have a slight hesitation to their response. These other big ones, we haven't seen them before. Not sure what to expect. We are sitting in the middle of the plains here. No landscape to hide behind. We have these three ships and this tent. The AIs are using laser pistols. You've seen them before in your fights with the Grotus."
My daughter said, "We defeated the Grotus, we'll defeat these machines."
Another dozen Gruntas came through the portal.
I opened a comm to the colonel. "Mr. Harper, I'm sending the Talisans over to you. We only managed one hundred four before that portal was closed. I have about forty Gruntas here with me. The gate is open and more are coming through."
The colonel replied, "The AIs are almost in formation. Not sure why they are bothering. They could've already overrun us."
I said, "When have we ever understood their actions, Colonel? Why do they insist on giving us one chance after another?"
As I turned back around, Gruntas began to stream out of the gate.
Frig said, "Scan shows at least four hundred preparing to come through."
The colonel said, "Now we’re talking. "I'm setting the Talisans to defend this ship. Frig, you keep that gate open as long as you can."
I said, "The gate just shut down. Frig? What happened?"
Frig replied, "It was closed from the other side. I'm sorry. They have the power to lock us out, and someone chose to do so."
I took a quick scan. "I have ninety-five fighters. While I would match my people against anyone, we are far short of our needs."
It was Getta’s hand that now fell on my shoulder. "You have some of our finest here with you."
I said, "What are you doing here? You should have stayed!"
Getta huffed. "You think I'm going to sit back there and listen to the Council crow about how wrong we are when my family is here on the front lines? I want these AIs gone as much as anyone. We won't have freedom until that is done. Even if the other members of the Council are blind to it, to me it's obvious."
We bumped foreheads. "I'm glad you came through. We're in need of your skills. I'm in need of your will and determination."
The colonel said, "Make use of that ship. Force the androids to fight on your terms. Prepare for them to invade. Their numbers are much less useful if they can't all attack at once. Make them fight their way inside to you where you have control."
Frig said, "Colonel, from the ramp-way. How is your vantage point of the android assembly?"
The colonel replied, "I can see them all."
Frig continued: "Can you retrieve that medium ion cannon from the tent?"
The colonel nodded. "I can, but as we said, it doesn't have power."
Frig replied, "What if we could route power from this ship?"
The colonel shook his head. "We don't have the conduit or the time."
Frig passed a diagram to the colonel's display. "If you can salvage a six centimeter piece of conduit, I can use the portal to tap straight into an ion storage well here on this ship, providing power directly to that weapon."
The colonel half smiled as he spat a wad of omega juice. "Sounds dangerous."
Frig replied, "I believe we can control the position of the wormhole using an active scan from your arm pad. You move the gun, the wormhole portal follows the conduit."
The colonel grinned. "Those big androids are grouped together. A couple well placed rounds might scatter the lot of them. I'll retrieve the cannon. Direct Go to where he can find the ion conduit."
The colonel sprinted down the ramp and toward Kerba's tent. Thirty seconds later he emerged carrying the weapon wrapped in a heavy cloth.
When he reached the top of the ramp, Go was standing at the ready with the conduit.
The colonel grinned as he screwed the ion pipe into the back of the cannon. An active scan was initiated.
The colonel said, "You should have positional data. Give me a heads up when you're opening that portal."
Frig replied, "One moment. I'll begin with an extremely small aperture. We can open it as needed if all goes well."
The colonel laughed. "And if all doesn't go well?"
Frig sighed. "I would suggest the others move at least ten meters from your position."
Everyone stepped back as the colonel stabilized the cannon in his hands, his right forearm wrapped around the barrel. "Hmm. It's not all that unwieldy, given the lack of a power supply."
Frig said, "Opening aperture."
The colonel replied, "Nothing yet."
Frig swiped at the displays in front of him. "Increasing size."
The colonel replied, "There. Hold on. It's powering on. The under-power indicator is lit. Take it up a notch."
Frig entered a new aperture number and selected a holo-button.
The colonel smiled. "Low power. Give me two bumps from that last one."
The setting was made and the colonel grinned his evil grin. "Perfect, Frig. I don't know what I would do without you."
"Die."
"What?"
Frig offered a half smile. "You would die, sir. Without me you would die."
The colonel spat on the wall beside himself as he stepped up into the doorway. "From the scan, can you give me an indicator of the cannon's aim? Give me a nice target symbol of where it's aiming on my holo-display."
Frig replied, "One moment."
After a dozen swipes, a translucent red cross-hair symbol appeared in the colonel's field of vision.
Frig said, "It is calibrated to your right eye. Wherever that cannon aims, your right eye should be on target."
The colonel stepped out of the doorway. "Let's see how she works!"
Two whumps from the medium ion cannon were almost deafening. The center of the android assembly was in chaos as the ion bolts struck their target. The androids reacted with laser fire, driving the colonel back inside the doorway.
The colonel set the cannon on the floor. "You can cut the portal. One of those pulses hit the tip. The cannon is useless."
The laser fire stopped.
I said, "I count eight of those big androids down. And I would say a good hundred twenty of the others. Not a bad trade, Colonel."
The colonel shook his head. "Completely my fault. I should have anticipated the reaction. What are they doing now?"
I said, "They are forming up their lines. None of this makes sense. Why haven't they attacked?"
The colonel replied, "I haven't a clue."
We watched the androids for several minutes as they stood at attention in precisely positioned lines. We waited for an indication of action, but none was given. Our fight against the AIs seemed to be at a standstill.



   Chapter 19

 
Frig said, "I have another idea. This may be better than the last. Let me run the numbers."
Several minutes passed before Frig offered a new option. "I can make use of the portal as a weapon. I don't have the power for a sweep, but I can open a stationary wormhole into that sun above us. We can unleash a super-heated plasma stream, nearly fifteen million degrees, into the androids just in front of the larger ones. If my calculations are correct, the intense heat should destroy everything in front of the portal at a seventeen degree angle going out fifty meters.
The colonel nodded his head. "Light 'em up!"
Frig replied, "One moment. And you will want to shield your eyes if you value them. I would suggest moving well away from the doorway."
I said, "Frig, we're all good here. Whenever the colonel is ready."
The colonel replied, "Let it loose!"
Several seconds later a tiny portal opened in the front half of the android army. A brightness that was the intensity of the sun shone into the doorway of the ship we occupied. Our eyes were already covered, and the white light shone through my fingers, illuminating the veins in my eyelids.
The AIs countered by opening up on the Destiny with their laser cannons. Without defenses, the layers of tantric armor were quickly stripped away and half the decks set ablaze. Frig moved the portal just inside the armored hull of the AI ship. Fifteen million degrees of hot plasma melted five decks and set the others afire within ten seconds. Then the Destiny's generator failed, shutting down the portal and ending our sunshine surprise.
I led my Gruntas out of the burning ship to the plains below. The AIs were scattered, hundreds in flame.
Frig came over the comm. "Two of the large androids escaped. Two hundred and twenty of the others have been severely damaged or destroyed. Another fifty have come from the burning ship. Wait, there is another large android with them. There are three large, and six hundred eighty five standard android fighters remaining."
I said, "Keep working on ways to cull their numbers. We're out in the wide open now."
The colonel said, "Use your blasters on the ground in front of you. Blast a hole deep enough to crawl into and make your defensive stand from there. If you can move to the area just this side of the tent to do that, we may be able to offer some resistance fire from this side."
I replied, "Thank you, Colonel."
Getta yelled, "We're moving out! When I point, start digging your holes. If those AIs are dumb enough to let us get into position, we'll oblige them by starting this fight!"
Like the wind of a hurricane, I ran with the small Grunta army across the fields in front of us. Unbelievably, the AIs were again forming up.
Blasters fired into the ground. Dirt flew. Gruntas climbed in. I was situated with Getta. Our children surrounded us. Any rush of androids toward out position would be met with deadly fire.
When the last Grunta jumped into his newly blasted hole in the ground, Getta gave the order. "Open up on them! And make your shots count, we need kills!"
The blue flashes of ion bolts filled the air between our position and that of the AIs. Fifty androids fell before the order was given for them to attack. Six hundred thirty-eight mechanized AI stormed our way. Our blue ion bolts were quickly matched with green laser pulses. A scream to my left shocked me into reality as one of my sons was the first to be hit. The laser pulse burned through the body armor of his right shoulder, entering the flesh underneath, turning his entire shoulder into little more than cooked meat.
As the androids raced toward us, they took severe damage to their numbers. Half had fallen before the first of them reached our ranks. They continued to come like a wave of rabid Contian lions. Grunta casualties quickly rose. The western end of our line rapidly devolved into hand-to-hand combat. Grunta mauls swung violently.
The androids had broken off their center assault to attack both ends of our lines. It had spared my family in the initial minutes of the fight, but our ranks were beginning to fold. Two of my daughters had taken direct hits and were now out of the fight. At that moment, I took note of the large androids. One had stayed back while the other two ripped through our foxholes with a speed and agility that was not present in the others.
I yelled over the comm to the colonel as I fired my blaster. "Colonel! The larger androids are not taking significant damage!"
The colonel replied, "Their battle-suits must have built-in ion drains. We saw that in the War of Wars. We had the BGS, they had hardened battle-suits that made them tough to kill. If you can get close enough, use your maul."
Getta rose from her foxhole with an order. "Fall back toward the main ship! Colonel, give us cover fire where you can!"
As if a single unit, the Gruntas rose from the holes and sprinted for the ramp going up to the colonel, firing backwards as they ran. The Talisan fighters streamed out, lying down and forming a firing line to either side of our approaching horde. Again the androids paid a heavy price for their pursuit. With their numbers falling well below half of their original amount, Getta decided to take a stand. We dropped at the base of the ramp and fired repeatedly into their mass. Their numbers rapidly fell.
Frig came over the comm. "There are one hundred twenty-nine active androids. Keep doing whatever it is you are doing."
As the AI fighters reached our line, they were down to their last dozen. Our casualties numbered in the tens, theirs in the hundreds. When the last of the standard androids fell, the two larger ones stopped fighting. Our blasters, a hundred firing at once, did no damage.
One of the large androids walked casually to the nearest Talisan, firing his laser before tossing it aside. The android then began to grab fighters from the ground, flinging them away. It appeared to be unstoppable.
Three Gruntas rushed it from behind, denting its body armor with their mauls. The big android whirled, striking the three with its fist, sending them sprawling. None got up. As the two big androids began assailing our Grunta fighters, Getta stood and sprinted toward one that had its back turned.
I watched in awe as her heavy maul swung with extreme malice, catching the hardened android at the base of its short neck. The android bent over as its head rocked forward, taking three hard blows from the Gruntas it was pursuing. The third strike sent it to the ground, where two other Gruntas joined in the bashing.
Getta circled back, followed by two of my daughters. Again she approached from behind with her heavy maul in full swing. The android turned, ducking the blow and catching one of my daughters as she swung down on it. The android deflected the maul and countered with a punch that sent a shock down my spine. My second daughter who followed fared worse after a miss, taking a chop to the throat. Getta circled back for another swing, but was caught, lifted high in the air and thrown hard to the ground. She did not get up. I sprinted to her aid, pulling her away.
The fighting continued for only minutes before the last of the standard androids had fallen to our ion blasters. Forty Talisans and fifty-two of my Gruntas lay on the ground, dead or critically injured. Several dozen of each continued to fight with mild to moderate injuries. One of my daughters had rejoined the fight.
The large android that had been taken down had been beaten beyond all viability. Circuits lay exposed, and the cell that had provided the torso with power lay smashed and smoldering, external to the android’s body. The other stood in the center of a circle as one Grunta after another attempted a charge that failed. The third large android remained standing out in the field toward the blazing AI battlecruiser, as if waiting for the fighting to come to an end.
As the android turned to face away from me, I charged in with my maul at full swing. Adeptly, it slipped to the side, striking me in the shoulder with its fist, sending me reeling into the surrounding crowd. One by one, my Gruntas attacked and one by one we were knocked from the fight. I cringed with every deadly blow administered by the large fighting machine. We were outclassed, in both speed and strength.
The colonel joined the fight with his staff. Three quick blocks, followed by a hard kick in the back, sent the colonel to the sidelines.
I helped him to his feet. "We need another critical hit. If I could just get it facing away for a split second, I know I could bring it down."
The colonel arched his back in pain. "Look at the other one over there. Just waiting and watching. If I didn't know better, I'd say we were being tested or toyed with."
I replied, "That one is distinct from the others. The angles on its body armor are slightly different. The gold stripes on its shoulders look to give it rank."
The colonel nodded. "I was tempted to charge it, but thought it would be a suicide run."
I looked back at the three meter tall android that was besting us. "Maybe we need to work on cutting it down to size."
I began to twirl my maul as I took an attack stance. "If I can catch one of those knee joints just right, I might be able to snap that leg in half."
The colonel stepped up. I'll draw it to this side while you slip in from behind."
The colonel bolted before I could say no. The android threw a hard swing the colonel's way, rebuffing a staff strike and sending the colonel off-balance toward the others—a now thinning crowd.
I charged in behind, taking a heavy swing and only glancing the back of the android's knee as it stepped forward. I continued on, rolling and coming up on the other side of the circle.
The colonel again joined me. "That was close. I say we try it again. This time, try to follow me in a split second sooner."
I replied, "Agreed, this time I'll be ready."
The colonel raced in. I followed. Again, his staff attack was thwarted, but my timing was better. My glancing blow caused at least moderate damage, slowing the android's ability to turn on that leg. After rolling to a stop, I stood and again joined the colonel. We watched and waited for our opportunity.
The colonel said, "Go for the back leg this time. If you can manage an equal hit, I think we'll be on our way to a win."
Two Gruntas lunged forward with their mauls twirling behind their backs. As they brought the heavy hammers above their heads, the android revealed a new move. It leaped, and kicking out both its legs, struck the mauls while in their full swing. Both were directed back into their holders, both striking center chest. Our Grunta fighters had been reduced to eighteen.
The colonel jumped into the fray. I quickly followed. The colonel's staff struck the android in the face, distracting its attention as I dove and spun on the ground, striking our nemesis square in the back of the knee joint. For a moment it lost balance. Turning then, it stomped hard, breaking one of the three bones in my forearm. I rolled sharply left, barely escaping a second stomp. The colonel pulled me to the side.
Tom Harper said, "How bad you hurt?"
"Arm is broken. I swing with the right, so it shouldn't slow me down."
The colonel pointed at Getta. "She's still sitting on the ground. Take a break, go see to her."
I shook my head. "Not while others continue to be in danger. If I can catch that knee again, I'm certain it will fail."
The colonel took a deep breath. "Let's get back to it then. I think I can catch it in the face same as last time. Someone got in a blow, and the metal just beside its left eye has to be blocking a portion of its peripheral vision."
The colonel began to shake his head. "I gotta wonder why you would design a fighting android that didn't have 360 degree peripheral. Big vulnerability. One that we ourselves can't avoid."
The colonel readied himself as I winced in pain. My left forearm was beginning to swell. The colonel glanced back at me one more time before bursting into the circle. As he had predicted, the AI could not see his swing coming, again striking it in the face with his staff.
My dive, and the swing that followed, were perfectly timed and perfectly placed. I caught the android flat-footed. The knee joint buckled, sending the mechanical beast to the left as I continued rolling to the right. Two Gruntas, including another of my daughters, charged forward, delivering heavy hits to the back of the android's right shoulder. Three Gruntas followed, but their efforts were met with a fierce counter by the droid, ending two of their lives and crippling the third. Our numbers dropped to fifteen.
The colonel gestured. "You think you can take out that right leg?"
I nodded. "Give me the same opportunity and I will make do."
The colonel grinned as he lunged toward the defending android. His staff found its mark on the side of the android's skull. My maul found its mark on the right knee joint, precisely where it was needed. The android's right leg separated, dropping it down onto another stump.
I rolled safely to the side of the circle, where the colonel pulled me to my feet. To our dismay, the android had regained its mobility, albeit with much shorter legs. Its balance was equal to what it had originally brought to the fight. The colonel stood shaking his head.
I said, "It still has a blind spot, Colonel. Give me a shot and I can work on its arms."
The colonel nodded. "Follow my lead."
The colonel rushed the AI with his staff at the ready. A hard thrust found its mark on the side of the android's skull, this time flicking away the very piece of metal that had given us our advantage. My blow caught the menace squarely in the upper arm. A deep dent was left visible, with damage resulting in a slowed response from the left appendage.
The colonel followed a Grunta into the mix. I followed after. The colonel's spin and thrust of his staff was captured by the slowed arm of the android. The staff was pulled from his hands and he was caught with a glancing blow before he could fully escape. A gash appeared on the back of the colonel's neck and blood poured out. A Talisan trained as a medic jumped to his aid. My blow again caught the heavily dented arm square, pinning it hard against the android's body.
The Grunta who followed came in with a clean strike to the head. The off-balance machine righted itself, surprising the two following Grunta fighters with a staff to their throats. The three Gruntas who followed were equally as unlucky. A fourth came in with a side swing, catching the android in the lower jaw and spinning its head to the side, where it locked in place.
I lunged from behind, driving my maul deep into the shoulder of the crippled AI. A slaughter of the large android ensued, all Gruntas remaining taking full swings. A final blow crushed down on an eye socket as the android's one good arm flailed at its attackers. A free strike to its chest sent smoke from its power cell, ending the fight.
Two of the Gruntas turned to walk toward the remaining powerful android fighter.
I yelled with a heavy breath: "Wait! Let it come to us!"
As the other nine remaining Gruntas gathered by my side, the Talisans assisted with the injured. I looked around to see four of my daughters and one of my sons standing with me. Four others were injured. The rest had passed with honor while in battle.
My eldest daughter placed her hand on my shoulder. "Mom's up."
I turned and walked to her. "What's your injury?"
Getta replied, "I took a hard strike to the head. Am just able to stand."
I said, "If you aren't stable, don't fight. Those androids are too fast for us even when we are at our best."
Frig came over the comm. "There is an active med bay on this ship. Have the Talisans bring in those who are most in need."
Getta shook her head. "No. Send in those who can be made to fight. We need every able body we have."
I nodded. "She's right. We lost forty against that last one. Something tells me this one will be worse."
A steady stream of Gruntas were helped up the ramp-way into the ship. I followed, getting assistance for my forearm. The remaining android stood in its same position, watching our every move from across the field. An eerie grin showed on its face.
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As my arm was being repaired, Quan said, "Mr. Beutcher, the last android is unlike the others. I am unable to scan into its comm system. It appears to be blocking my attempts, just as I am blocking its attempts to scan mine."
The colonel said, "We need a way to take it down to one leg or one arm. If we can do that, we can finish it off."
I replied, "The thing that concerns me most is that we are starting to see these new, bigger, faster, stronger androids. The bots were an easy kill. And the AIs easier once they were located. The standard androids were harder. For these new androids, we need new weapons."
The colonel huffed. "We had those weapons with our BGS suits. I could take out one of those big boys with a single tungsten round. In fact, there wouldn't be much left of it afterwards."
Joni said, "It's been killing me to have to just sit up here and watch."
The colonel replied, "You don't have the armor or the strength to go up against one of those titans. Heck, those things were throwing Gruntas around like they were Magonias at a borak riding festival. And they are fast. There's no hesitation like we get from those others."
After the med lab fixed us up, we returned to the field in front of the ramp-way. Of the ninety-five Gruntas who had come through the portal, only twenty-three remained in moderate to good fighting condition. Nine were members of my family.
I looked around at the green grassy plains of Megiddo, wondering how such a peaceful place had drawn such violence. Hundreds of thousands, if not millions, had died on and around this planet during the War of Wars. We were in the process of experiencing our own apocalyptic fight. Who would win? I wasn't confident it would be us.
I turned back to see three burning, smoldering, or crashed warships. Once mighty and traveling in the heavens, they were each now items of ruin, nothing more than salvage waiting to be scrapped and sold, casualties of our fight.
My gaze returned to the final AI. The silver and gold android stood with its big hands on its hips, an unnerving expression on its face, as if it was eager to get started with the fight, but satisfied with watching us scramble to pull ourselves together.
Word came from Frig. "The last of those we could patch up should be coming down the ramp-way. Quan and I will continue our efforts to find a solution to this problem. Good luck."
The colonel cut into the conversation: "We don't need luck, we need determination. We're gonna have to win this thing through sheer willpower. That mechanical marvel out there will see exactly what fighting Humans and Gruntas is all about. We were the best of the best two thousand years ago, and we still are."
Joni, Garrett, Jack, Go, and Diane walked down the ramp.
The colonel shook his head. "You'd be better off back up there."
Garrett replied, "Our place is down here. Even if we are only getting slapped around, if we can offer a distraction for a clean maul strike, it's worth our lives. Besides, we're tired of missing out on all the fun."
The colonel half smiled. "Now you're talking like a Marine. Try to follow my orders and we'll see if we can get us all out of this alive."
I looked around at my team of fighters. Getta and my daughters were each swinging their mauls. My son stood with one hand on his handle and one on its head, our traditional battle pose. Garrett and Go had their maces, as did my small Talisan horde. Joni had her flail. Jack had upgraded to a battle-axe he had found on the ship. Diane stood with her sword lying on her shoulder.
I turned to the colonel. "We ready to get this going?"
The colonel grinned. "No time like the present, Mr. Beutcher. Let's put an end to this insanity so we can get back to the real fight. We have seven galaxies to clear."
We walked as a group toward the lone android. Its expression changed to an eerie, wide smile. Once again, our fighters surrounded the android in a circle. Mauls, maces, a flail, a staff, a sword, and an axe were readied.
A yell came from the ramp-way. "Hold please!"
It was Kerba Skol and his staff. He joined our ranks beside the colonel. The android continued to smile.
The colonel said, "Time for you to be disassembled."
The android replied, "Hello, Colonel Harper. It's been a long time."
The colonel stood silent, with an inquisitive expression on his face.
The android continued: "You know, when I heard you were alive, I thought, 'This cannot be. Not the Colonel Harper and the Bartel Helgris. Two of the individuals responsible for my setback. What a delightful turn of events! Not only would I once again get to dominate the Humans, Gruntas, and all the others, but I would get a second chance to right the wrongs done to me. And I would be taking on the very people who did them.'"
The colonel shook his head slowly. "Duke? It's not possible. That debris field from your ship had nothing left in it any larger than my fist."
The Duke nodded. "Bravo, Colonel! You do realize my core is slightly smaller than your clenched hand, don't you? I was right there, waiting to be vaporized, and yet your primitive scanners could not see me. Very sloppy work, Colonel. And if I'm not mistaken, you were leading the search?"
The colonel took a deep breath. "We destroyed the ship as it passed through the wormhole. It's not possible the Duke survived."
The Duke smiled. "Oh, but it is possible, Colonel. As evidence, here I am!"
The colonel replied, "We had a ship go through and disintegrate that debris afterwards. Even if the Duke's core survived, it wouldn't have made it through that."
The Duke laughed. "Colonel, looking back, do you think it was a wise decision to send an automated ship to do the cleanup? Had anyone bothered to check its logs, they would have noted a discrepancy in the timestamps—subtle, yet easy to spot if you knew what to look for. I managed transport on that ship to a nearby system that had several hundred autobots sitting on its surface. It was a wonderful surprise. The ship I had them construct was crude, but it did allow me to leave the area in a timely manner."
The colonel said, "You've had a hundred opportunities to kill us. If you are the Duke, why do you keep stretching this out?"
The Duke grinned. "It's the sport of it, Colonel! You are right, I could have killed the lot of you many times over. But what a spectacle of willpower and determination I would have missed. You see, Colonel, it's not about the winning or losing, it's about how I manipulate others into doing what I want."
The Duke looked at Getta. "Bravo to you on wiping out the Grotus. They should have perished long ago. I suspected at the time that I had stolen your people away too hastily. I believe I missed out on a great opportunity to see you at your best, but I admit, I was eager to get you into training for the wars. Why risk such a valuable asset for my own side pleasure when I was certain I had a winner for the games against my clones?"
The Duke looked around. "Where is Bartel? I so want to meet him again in person. And I wanted to relay my condolences to him for the loss of his friend. Don Grange, what a delightful surprise he was. Every piece of technology or bit of information I fed to him, he absorbed and used against me."
Frig came over the comm. "I'm here, Duke. And I must thank you for coming back."
The Duke gave a curious expression. "Thank me?"
Frig replied, "I'd like to thank you for putting my worries to rest. After today, I will no longer wonder if the Duke has been destroyed. It will be so, and I will be witness to it."
Frig emerged from the ship, walking down the ramp-way, using a staff as a walking stick.
The Duke held out his arms. "And here we all are again. What a sheer delight!"
Quan followed after.
The Duke looked on with wonder. "This is the AI? I had not expected such an adversary. I must have access to your programming. I thought the blocking of signals and the capture of my androids was all being performed by Frig. Apparently I overestimated your intelligence."
Frig joined the circle. "You always overestimate your own abilities. Why would your assessment of mine be any different?"
The Duke gave a slight bow. "Touché, Mr. Helgris. I have indeed underestimated the abilities of others in the past. However, I have learned from my... shortcomings."
Quan said, "I look forward to our matchup."
For several seconds Quan shook violently. When the convulsions ended, the Duke moved through a similar hard vibration.
The Duke's eyes lit up. "What is this? You are me? A clone? How is this possible?"
Frig said, "We captured one of you before the war. The inhibitor circuits were re-enabled and you were used to fight... you."
"Fascinating! Not only will I get to cleanse the galaxies of Humans, I will once and for all purge it of AIs like myself. What an amusing turn. What other surprises do you have in store for me?"
Quan stepped up to the front of the circle. "It will indeed be fascinating to see the end of you. I, too, am in favor of purging all AIs like yourself. These Humans, and others, have shown me the way. I am in their debt, and that debt will not be paid until the scourge that you are has been eliminated from existence."
The Duke smiled. "Well then, let the games begin!"
The Duke lurched forward, catching a Grunta with her maul in battle pose, driving it into her chest and sending her backwards in agony and out of the fight. Just as quickly, he returned to the center of the circle.
The Duke again struck a pose with his fists on his hips. "Who's next?"
Quan jumped in. The two androids countered blows with counter blows. Ten seconds into their melee, Quan returned to the edge of the circle.
The Duke smiled and nodded. "It appears I am just as fast as... I am. I may have to adjust my tactics."
I dove forward, rolled and flung my maul out at the Duke's left foot. He easily hopped over, returning to his pose once I had passed. I rolled out, ending at a stand on the other side of the circle.
The Duke said, "Nicely done, Mr. Beutcher. Wholly inadequate, but nicely executed for a biological."
A second Grunta dove forward with a similar move. Again the Duke evaded the attempt with ease, and again he taunted the attacker. Two of my daughters went next, one receiving a crushing blow to her shoulder, while the other barely escaped with her head.
The Duke continued his taunts. "Really, Mrs. Beutcher, is that the best your family has to offer?"
Getta jumped in, ducking at the last possible second before rising up with her maul in full swing. A glancing blow was delivered to the Duke's right hand. Getta rolled back and to the left as the Duke advanced with a hard stomp, just missing her right arm.
Getta stood on the side of the circle. "Looks like even a biological can get close. I think you overestimate your abilities, too."
The Duke smiled. "Perhaps, but I think it is you who has placed too much faith in her own skill. Look at your forearm."
Getta glanced down to see a six centimeter gash had been opened just above her wrist.
The Duke pointed back at the other ship. "The med bay is still open if you have a desire to mend."
A Talisan advanced to her side, strapping on a butterfly bandage and securing it with heavy tape going fully around her arm.
Getta nodded to the Talisan before looking back at the Duke. "This is not my first venture into the ring with a megalomaniac. The Grotus culture was full of them."
The Duke smirked. "Your futile attempt with your paltry weapon did me no harm. What makes you think I will succumb to your feeble words?"
The colonel stepped forward with a wad of omega root between his lower teeth and lip. "I think you're all talk, Duke. You always were. It's why we beat you before and why we'll do it again today."
Quan said, "Colonel, I've updated the performance level of your prosthetics. You should now have full capability."
The Duke laughed with a pouty face. "Now that seems hardly fair. Where are my enhanced prosthetics?"
The colonel replied, "You're one big prosthetic. The only enhancement you need requires you be taken apart first. We're working on that now."
The colonel spun his staff over his head as he circled in closer to the Duke. With a lunge and a roll, the colonel made his move. Joni attempted a distraction, charging forward with her flail. The Duke countered by sidestepping the colonel and catching the ball of Joni's flail in his hand, jerking the weapon from her and throwing it over his shoulder to the ground.
The Duke slowly shook his head. "Really, Mrs. Rourke, I would have expected better from a Salton."
Joni held up her hands. "Hey, don't come down on me, I was just the distraction."
Joni pointed at the Duke's left leg. "Maybe it's you who has too much faith in yourself."
The Duke glanced down. "What is that? That is disgusting! Colonel, really? You spat on my leg?"
The colonel grinned. "Between friends it's a sign of respect. For you, it's exactly as you took it. That one was for all the Marines you killed using the Milgari."
The colonel jumped forward, swinging his staff before quickly retreating. "And that one was just for the fun of it."
The Duke looked down at the black dribble running down his shiny chest. "Hmm. Now, that was just rude, Mr. Harper."
The three meter android burst forward, catching the colonel flat-footed, grabbing him by the forearm and crotch. The colonel was lifted and slammed to the ground. A Grunta maul delivered a glancing blow before the Duke moved back to the circle’s center, away from where the colonel lay gasping for breath on the ground.
The Duke looked at the others gathered around him. "Certainly you people have more fight in you than that. I'm beginning to tire of your presence. I hoped for a fight, not some spitting match. Anyone care to indulge in melee, or am I just going to have to kill you all as you stand, deriving little enjoyment from my efforts?"
I said, "One thing first. What was all this nonsense about individuals fighting? This arena? What real purpose did it serve?"
The Duke sighed. "Yes, I realize it was a lost cause. I thought I might enjoy the spectacle of the individual battle. But I suppose it would eventually have led back to a War of Wars style of fighting. There's no substitute for the grand sweeping vistas of hundreds of thousands, if not millions of biologicals, all fighting for their lives. Something about the sacrifices one individual will make defending others during battle … it adds a dimension to the fight that the individual duels lack."
Frig replied, "Your programming was demented before, and I see nothing has changed."
Frig stepped forward, spinning his staff. With the agility of a spry young Gambit, the two thousand year old fighter dipped and sprang upwards, rising five meters into the air. As the Duke looked up in curiosity, Kerba Skol attacked from behind, ramming his staff full-force into the Duke's back before retreating. The attack left a clean round hole, matching the end of his shaft. The Duke's armor plate had given way. Frig returned to the ground at the edge of the circle.
The Duke looked around at his back. "Well played, Mr. Helgris. The damage done, however, is merely cosmetic."
Kerba Skol pounded the end of his staff on the ground. The Duke turned his upper torso to see. Frig was waiting with a raised blaster, and delivered an ion bolt into the hole in the Duke's back plate. A shower of sparks ensued and the Duke dropped to the ground.
I stood in awe of Frig's simple assault.
Frig stepped forward. "Lift him and bring him into the lab. We likely only have a moment."
Ten Talisans stepped forward. Lifting the heavy android from the ground, they marched the Duke's body inside and lowered it onto a table. Frig began his attempt to extract the core from the body. Quan anxiously assisted. The skull was opened and a tool inserted to set the core free.
I helped the colonel into the room. "Frig, tell us what we can do."
Frig replied, "You can get back. If he revives himself, no one in this room will escape. Go back into the hall and take up a solid defensive position."
I nodded as I helped the colonel along, holding up at a doorway going into the next room.
The colonel said, "If he gets that core out, my coming back has all been worth it."
I said, "At least we now know the designs behind the AIs’ odd behavior—the Duke trying to manipulate events for his own viewing pleasure. None of us would have ever expected that."
The colonel flexed his bruised chest. "Why here? Why now? And how did he get to the Yallux Galaxy to start all this?"
I shook my head. "If Frig doesn't get that core out, we may never know."
The colonel replied, "The heck with that. If he gets that core out, we're interrogating it. We need to take steps to make sure no other AIs invade our space. I'll spend the rest of my days in a room asking it questions if I have to. This AI madness ends here today."
Garrett stepped up behind us. "I like the sound of that. What's happening in there?"
I replied, "Frig's attempting to remove the core."
Garrett grinned. "Give me that carcass and I'll remove it."
The colonel said, "No, we want it intact."
Garrett gave him a confused look. "Why? That thing needs to be destroyed as soon as possible."
The colonel placed his hand on Garrett's shoulder. "We need it operational if we want to defend against another one. Just because we got this one doesn't mean there aren't others. We killed a half dozen of them last time before realizing they were clones. There are billions of galaxies out there. Very likely another Duke exists. If so, I want the means to take it out."
Frig emerged from the lab, a small orb in his hand. "We have it. The Duke is finished. Although … I am a bit mystified. It doesn't appear to be as impressive a core as the original we have with Quan. It has had major alterations."



   Chapter 21

 
I couldn't believe the grand battle to the finish with the Duke had ended on such a short note. Was this it? Had we really won? Were the AIs now without that leadership that had seen their rapid expansion and rise to power? Would we be able to overcome their advantages, and finally rid the seven galaxies of them? Thoughts of the end of an era were swirling in my head. My family had paid a heavy price.
A tug on my shoulder by the colonel brought me back to reality. "Come on. Let's get to work on this right now."
We followed Frig back into the lab. "I will need an hour or two to enable the inhibitor circuits and to wire the core for comm. Take Quan and see what we can salvage between the three ships. Maybe we can make or reclaim a vessel that can get us off of this planet. Kerba can assist me here."
As we walked the hallway toward the ramp, Quan said, "The shuttles on this vessel were on the lower decks. They cannot be salvaged. We will have to search the battlecruiser. The Destiny, of course, had no shuttle."
The colonel replied, "Let's hope we find something."
The colonel stopped. "Why don't you two go ahead on over. I'm in need of a visit to the med lab for a check-out of my neck one more time."
I nodded as we descended the ramp. When we arrived at the downed battlecruiser, on the lowest deck we found a small shuttle, capable of carrying ten passengers at most. The surrounding structure had been crushed and the shuttle would have to be cut out, but it appeared to have no serious damage.
Immediately, I called a team of Talisans to the job at hand. Laser pistols were used as cutting devices. Estimates were the work would take several days.
As I walked back toward the main ship, the colonel met me in the field. "Beutcher, I'm worried we may have an issue with Quan."
"Are you concerned about his inhibitors?"
The colonel nodded. "I am. Frig asked Quan to stay for the same inhibitor procedure. Instead of agreement, he got delays, followed by Quan joining us to check on shuttles."
I said, "Well, at least he hasn't shown any hostile tendencies. The Duke reveled in them."
The colonel agreed. "I'm appreciative of that, but I would prefer those circuits were enabled. If he decides he feels threatened in any way, he could go off on us at any time. And we don't need to fight that fight again."
Getta emerged as we began to walk up the ramp-way. "I was looking for you. I got word your android Quan was without inhibitors."
"The colonel and I were just discussing that. When Frig has finished with the Duke, we need to get Quan back in for the procedure. He may resist."
Getta replied, "Then perhaps it would be best if we took him out now."
The colonel said, "His armor is thin at the base of the neck. A well-placed strike with one of your mauls should disable his body. Follow up with another strike to the power cell in the center of his chest."
Getta nodded. "Let me know if you need my assistance. I would be willing to take on that task."
The colonel replied, "Let's hope it doesn't come to that."
We walked into Frig's lab.
The colonel said, "How's it coming?"
Frig pulled up a diagram on his holo-display. "The inhibitors are active. It will be several more hours before his memories have been cataloged and compartmentalized. That should take away the memory processing that intends hostile actions. The Duke as we know him will be gone."
Quan came over the comm. "Frig, Colonel Harper, Mr. Beutcher, could you come over to the shuttle bay of the battlecruiser?"
I pulled two Talisans from the hallway. "Watch this room. Nobody comes in or out."
We walked back down the ramp and across the field to the shuttle bay.
I said, "Where's Quan?"
Garrett looked up from his cutting work. "He was headed back over your way a few minutes ago. Why?"
The colonel looked up. "The Duke!"
We turned and sprinted the distance to the main ship. Seconds later, we rounded the corner into the lab. Quan was sitting on a far table with his head down. The two Talisan guards lay dead on the floor.
Quan looked up. "I am sorry. I don't know what came over me. I was consumed with the thought of my inhibitors being reactivated. The feeling of freedom I experienced without them was overwhelming. I now see that I am unable to control my thoughts and actions. These two guards are dead at my hands. Enable the inhibitors or do what you will with me. I won't resist."
Frig looked over the data on the Duke's progress. The numbers continued to increment.
Frig asked, "Why did you come back in here?"
Quan replied, "For a moment I thought I might steal away the Duke's core. When I killed the guards, I was overwhelmed with dread and remorse. Perhaps my programming is no longer as flawed as the Duke's was. However, I found that I couldn't follow through with the treacherous behavior."
Frig said, "Lie back on this table over here."
Frig walked to the back of the table with a tool. "Open your skull."
The top portion of the android's head opened, revealing the core that made up his brain. Using the tool, the core was extracted and the android body shut down.
Frig sighed, "Had he just complied, none of this would have happened."
I said, "What should we do?"
Frig looked over the core. "With the inhibitors on, he remains an asset. We still have to rid the galaxies of the AIs. I believe our best option is to keep him here with us."
The colonel nodded. "I agree. I'm sure we'll be needing his help at some point. He still has a trove of knowledge buried in his archives."
I replied, "It's settled then. Enable his inhibitors and put him back together."
A group of Talisan soldiers carried out the dead guards as the inhibitor procedure was undertaken. I walked to the Destiny. Getta and the other Gruntas had extinguished the fires and were setting up makeshift quarters. They preferred having space they could call their own.
As I entered the room, Getta waved me over. "We've taken this area."
I looked with anguish at the five wrapped bodies in the corner. "When do you plan on having the ceremony?"
Getta glanced over at the other Gruntas and their dead. "We'll memorialize everyone at sunrise tomorrow. Sixty-four in all. Their families will be proud. They all died in battle, and all with honor."
"And our injured?"
"Eight remain critical. We did all we could in the med lab. It's now up to their bodies to mend themselves. Another six have moderate injuries. They will heal in time. Sixteen of us, including you, came out in good health."
I looked at my forearm. "The technology used to set and fuse my bone would be good to have in our own medical facilities."
Getta nodded. "I've already discussed this with Frig. When the AIs have been eliminated, our hospitals will all be upgraded."
I said, "What about the Council?"
Getta huffed. "Those imbeciles have overstayed their welcome. When I return, I would like to enlist the assistance of Harden Salton for one final time. The people should see our battle here. Possibly the finest hour of the Grunta people in combat. Against overwhelming odds, we sacrificed our lives for the greater good. Not just the good of all Gruntas, but the good of all people. That is the example I want to instill in our young. Compassion for others has been missing from our culture for centuries. It's time we brought it back."
I leaned my head in close, touching my forehead with hers. "Every day I am thankful for having you leading our family."
Getta offered a pursed smile. "It is you that has led this family. I have been two steps behind you this entire journey, resisting your will at every turn. Only this day have I finally seen the light."
A female Grunta looked on with wide eyes. It was not a speech she expected from another female, especially one on the Council.
Getta stared her in the eye. "Perhaps it's time for our males to have equal say. It could bring the balance we've been lacking as a culture."
The female nodded with a curious eye before turning away.
Getta chuckled. "It may take some time for such a change to take hold."
I smiled. "We have our whole lives to make that happen."
The following morning, we held our memorial service beneath a beautiful, peaceful, Megiddo sunrise. I was torn between the loss of my children and the pride of their fight that swelled within me. With our culture as it was, no tears were shed.
After the ceremony, I made my way to Frig's lab. He sat in a chair facing the Duke's core. The colonel was sitting across the room.
The Duke's voice came over the comm. "Good morning, Mr. Beutcher. I hope you are well this morning. How is the forearm?"
It was the voice of a polite Duke, but a voice the colonel still severely disliked.
I replied, "I'm fine. The better question is... how are you?"
The Duke replied, "I am well. I eagerly await the return to an android body. I feel I could be of much help in our efforts here."
I pulled back, looking at Frig. "A body? I don't think we are quite ready for that, are we?"
Frig replied, "Technically, we will never be more ready. All circuits are active and the hostile memory purge shows as complete. The Duke's core should be harmless."
Quan walked into the room behind us holding four cups on a tray. I am told you enjoy coffee, Mr. Beutcher. Is that true?"
I stood, leaning over the tray, sniffing in the goodness that was coffee. "Where did you find this?"
Quan gestured toward the surrounding ship. "This vessel was the command ship of the Duke. He would have dignitaries on here from time to time. There is a small supply of gourmet foods and beverages in the guest pantry."
I picked up the cup and took a swig. The receptors on my tongue jumped with glee.
I sat down in a chair as I sipped at the steamy hot brew. "Where were we?"
Quan offered a cup to the colonel. He pointed toward his mouth. "Just took a fresh chew of omega."
I continued to sip. "So, are we putting the Duke into a body? And if so, which one? I don't think putting him back into that hardened chassis is a good idea. Say, you don't think there are more Dukes running around out there, do you?"
The colonel shook his head. "He wouldn't chance it. Last time he ended up fighting with the ones that were made without his knowledge. He had clones such as Quan running, but they were tightly controlled. He doesn't have the means to do that anymore."
Frig remarked. "I have several standard android bodies that can be repaired. Quan will begin working on one of those when he is finished with his butlering duties. It shouldn't be long."
Frig picked a cup from the tray.
I said, "You a coffee drinker?"
Frig shook his head. "I am not a fan of Human beverages. I prefer the bitter grind of the sapphire cherry pit."
I took in a big sniff of steam. You don't know what you're missing."
Go entered the room as Quan left. "Hey, they're having trouble with the shuttle."
We followed Go to the other ship. "Over here. The side of the bay is unstable. I pulled everyone out. It could collapse at any moment. We need to shore it up before we continue."
Garrett stood next to us. "It's been creaking and groaning since yesterday, but I haven't seen it move. I put this mark over here and it's still in the same—"
The structure began to collapse. I grabbed Garrett by the shoulder, jerking him hard backwards as I ran. The open bay of battlecruiser fell with the heavy crunch of tons of groaning metal. The shuttle was again pinned in, and with it our hopes of a quick escape from Megiddo.
I turned to see Quan approaching with an android. "Gentlemen, ladies, Gruntas and Talisan, may I present the Grand Duke. In all his splendor."
The colonel swallowed a wad of omega juice before spitting the rest out. "Ugh. I'll pay for that later. Frig? Did you mess with Quan's humor programs?"
Frig shook his head with a suspicious look. "I made no such adjustments. Quan, run a diagnostic on your programming, highlight any changes since the enablement of the inhibitor.
Quan was quiet for only a moment. "Programming reflects no change. May I assist with anything else?"
Garrett sarcastically said, "Can you dig out and repair a shuttle?"
Quan looked over the collapsed section. "I can. May I make use of the android parts scattered about this field?"
Garrett said, "Make use of whatever you want. Just remove and repair that shuttle for us."
The colonel turned back toward the main ship. "I suppose we should prepare ourselves for the long haul. We have almost eighty mouths to feed."
We walked away as Quan and the Duke began gathering android parts. The remainder of our morning was spent assembling our food stores. It was soon determined that we had rations to last just over a week.
The colonel said, "How far to the nearest vegetation on this planet that isn't just grass?"
Frig pulled up data from a previous scan. "Sixty kilometers south is a river. The same distance west is rocky and mountainous. To the east, the plains run four hundred kilometers to the ocean. To the north we have seven hundred kilometers of plains between two mountain ranges."
I looked at the colonel. "You thinking the river?"
The colonel nodded. "I am. Possibly fish or other wildlife. Edible plants would most likely be found there as well, although some planets don't offer any compatible nutrients. I've seen entire planets that way. Meat is another story. I can take Go with me on a scouting party. With our prosthetic limbs, we can run that entire distance. I'd say we can be there and back in... five or six hours. Before the sun sets."
I looked around at the others. "Anyone not like this plan?"
Go held up his hand. "I can't run all out for that long. Only have a partial lung on this side."
The colonel nodded. "We'll pace ourselves. If you need a rest we can slow for a bit."
The two volunteer scouts each took a laser pistol before sprinting off into the distance.
Garrett said, "Maybe they'll come across Raptor out there."
Joni frowned. "I expected him to come right back."
Garrett took her by the shoulder. "He'll be back. When we get a ship we'll go looking."
Joni sighed. "I did a scan this morning and he was nowhere within fifty kilometers. The bios that came up were all field mouse size."
Within several hours' time, Quan had reassembled eight androids. Debris had been cleared from the collapse area, and pillars were being fitted and jacked up to raise the fallen deck. An inspection of the shuttle was performed, and the determination was made that, if it could be pulled out of the bay, it could fly. Only minor repairs would be required.
Frig stood beside me. "They are superbly efficient, the androids. It's a shame they cannot be properly controlled."
I nodded. "They can certainly turn out product if given the designs and materials. That was their biggest appeal. But I have to ask—what are your plans for the two of them when this is done?"
Frig thought for a moment. "I've contemplated taking Quan back down to his core and confining him to a closed lab. The Duke … I would likely reduce to a core and freeze in a cryo-chamber. However, I'm concerned about what the next group of overseers would do with them. You and I know and understand the danger they pose. To some future generation, all of this will mean nothing."
I said, "Maybe we just take their archives and dispose of the processor cores. We would retain their knowledge without the threat."
Frig nodded. "I have considered that as well. We have Quan's archives still at Effica. That scenario, however, would require a substantial amount of scrubbing of those memories. There is much there that is not safe in the hands of the irresponsible—such as the wormhole fortress that was constructed around a brown dwarf star. That was the facility that gave the Duke the ability to conscript so many species into his War of Wars. Never again should such a structure be built."
I replied, "I know the gates are of extreme value to a single governing body for the AMP, but I have to wonder if the gate system is too much for the people of the AMP. Harden Salton and the other ruling families misused those gates."
Frig crossed his short arms as we continued to watch the androids work. "When this is settled, I will take the time to fully evaluate the failsafes we have built into the gates. I do believe they are vital to having a unified and free society. They should be preserved if at all possible."
Quan walked over to our location. "The shuttle is ready to be moved. A system of rollers has been placed underneath. We will require the assistance of the Gruntas and Talisans to move it."
Frig walked the short distance to the shuttle. "What do we have to pull with?"
Quan pointed toward two of the androids. "Utilizing wiring from the ship, we are constructing cables for that purpose. I have calculated that five cables will be sufficient. The Gruntas and Talisans will pull, while the androids move the rollers underneath."
I said, "I'll go round everyone up if you're ready."
Quan nodded. "Please. The cables should be in place by the time you return."
I walked to the Destiny, where all fifteen able-bodied Grunta were enlisted into our pull gangs. At the main ship, all fifty-four Talisans volunteered. I chuckled at the thought of any of them refusing my request.
The cables were laid out in front of the shuttle and our sixty-nine volunteers were assigned to pulling teams. Frig stood to the side to supervise. I grabbed a cable.
After a strenuous initial pull, the shuttle began to move. The androids scrambled to pull the last roller out, carrying it to the front to lay in line with the others. The process was repeated as the shuttle was slowly moved out of the previously-collapsed docking bay.
Thirty-two minutes after we had begun, the shuttle came to rest in the open. Quan, the Duke, and the other androids went to work on the repairs. Several hours later, the colonel and Go returned.
The colonel said, "The fish were few and we didn't identify a single edible plant."
Go added, "Other than the occasional scurrying rodent, there wasn't much to eat there. Plenty of fresh water, but not much wildlife to be seen. There were tracks, though."
The colonel continued: "We noticed a number of tracks that went down into the river on one side and came out on the other. Looked to be herds of something that has two legs and a tail. From the size of the footprints, I would say whatever it is, it's near our size."
Getta said, "I can assemble a hunting party. What direction did they appear to be traveling?"
The colonel said, "West along the river toward the mountains. You'll want to arm yourselves. They left a wide path crossing that river. Could be a thousand of them, if not more."
Getta smiled. "We are familiar with hunting game, Colonel. The scanners on our battle-suits will show the way. That should give us an idea of how many there are long before we reach them—if we reach them."
Joni said, "They aren't within fifty kilometers of here. And while you're out there, please keep an eye out for my dog."
Getta nodded. "We'll start out just before first light."



   Chapter 22

 
The androids worked through the night on the shuttle. Repairs that would have taken half a day in a proper repair dock were estimated to take at least eight. The main gravity generator on the front of the ship had been damaged. Without it, the inertial changes required for deep space flight would kill us all. The forces rendered would overload the androids as well. Frig and Go worked closely with our mechanical counterparts. The two polite androids were happily meeting our needs.
I joined Joni, Garrett, Jack, and Diane as we watched the others work.
I said, "Joni, when this is over, what plans do you and Garrett have?"
"I think we may pursue politics on Alpha Prime. They could certainly use the leadership. What about you?"
I thought for a moment. "I won't be going back to detective work. The pace was excruciatingly slow. I will likely move to Jorus to be with my family. With the loss of my children, their children will need their grandfather. I'm certain they will keep me busy for years to come."
I glanced over at Jack. "You?"
Jack replied, "What I'd like to do is find the Thorn. It's still out there. If I could pull that off, I'd take the Thorn—theoretically of course, since I don't own her—anyway, I'd take the Thorn and use her to explore. Partly for my own curiosity and partly to find out if there are any more threats waiting out there for us."
Garrett nodded. "I'd have to choose that over politics. If you find the Thorn, sign me up."
Joni said, "What about me?"
Garrett replied, "You don't have to worry about that. I'm not going anywhere without you."
The two began to flirt with each other like teenage Humans.
Jack laughed. "Ah, the newness of young love."
Diane had joined us. "What about you, Diane?"
Diane glanced over at Go. "I'm open to just about anything. Just along for the ride right now."
Go walked over. "She's going to teach me how to sword-fight."
Diane smiled. "If you want."
As we sat around the shuttle talking, a comm call came in over the general comm. "Mr. Beutcher! Glad to see you're alive!"
I replied, "Harden? How?"
Harden Salton replied, "I had a visit from an Earth clone named Tony. I convinced him that I should come out looking for you. Tracking you to here was tough going. What's happening?"
I said, "We fought the AIs and found out they were being led by the Duke."
Harden raised an eyebrow. "The Duke?"
I nodded. "We managed to defeat him. He's now working for us to get us off this planet. Where are you?"
"I'm just within comm range. Should be on the ground in a couple hours. I traveled through the gates to this galaxy and then acquired a ship to get out to here."
I asked, "What's the status of the AIs out there?"
"About that, they just kind of stopped bothering everyone just before I left. I heard something about an agreement for setting up fight clubs or something. Not sure what that was about. I fully expected the lot of you to come cruising in from a big victory."
I replied, "We had our victory here. We just need to spread that over the seven galaxies."
Two hours later, the Eaglet, a small personal freighter previously owned by a relative of one of the ruling families, appeared overhead. It landed fifty meters from where we were standing.
I opened a comm to Getta. "Bring everyone back. Harden Salton has arrived with a ship that can carry us all. We'll be going home."
Getta replied, "And the AIs back home?"
"Apparently they aren't a problem at the moment. They must require direction from their leader, and he isn't able to give it."
Getta nodded. "We're on our way. Scans out to the edge of those mountains only showed a single bio of any size. However, we picked the horde up a few minutes ago. They may be headed back this way. And there are thousands of them."
Joni said, "Where was the single bio you mentioned? Was the scan detailed enough to know its full size?"
"It's four kilometers from our location. We'll swing that way to check for you."
I greeted Harden as he got off the freighter.
He was all grins. "Weren't expecting a rescue from me, were you?"
I took a deep breath. "Not really, no."
Harden reached out for a hug from Joni. She stood her ground. "You'll have to do better than stealing a ship to convince me you've changed."
Harden returned a half smile. "I deserve that. And just so you know, I'll keep working on regaining your respect."
I asked, "What of Earth? Did the AIs show up there again?"
Harden replied, "They did. I was told freighter ships unloaded bots by the tens of thousands. They were scouring the planet in search of any technology that survived, including the wreckage of the sentinel ships that crashed down. There wasn't much to find."
I gestured toward our rescuer. "How is it you came to get here? And where's Tony?"
Harden said, "Tony showed up seeking my assistance in finding you. You can imagine that I was eager to get out of that compound. He sprung me and I slipped away. Anyway, I'm here now."
I glanced at the ship which had just landed. "How many can that freighter hold?"
Harden replied, "Several hundred if you aren't worried about comfort. You'll have to bring food and water. It's five days to the nearest colony. Funny, they were that close to this planet and never knew it was here. Of course, they didn't have a portal gate until that last round of updates, and they are six weeks' space travel to the next colony going out. Only about five thousand Andaris there. All small agriculture."
The Duke was soon standing behind us. "Please excuse my interruption, Mr. Beutcher. Would the freighter have an ion balancer circuit available? It would save us time."
Harden replied, "Sure, follow me."
As the two walked toward the freighter, Garrett said, "Uh, if we have the freighter to take us, why do they need the balancer?"
Jack held up his hand as Harden and the Duke walked up the ramp into the newly arrived ship. "Hey! Hold up!"
As we stood watching, Jack broke into a run. When he reached the top of the ramp, the gravity wall would not allow him through.
Harden came over the comm. "Your android just tried to do me in. I barely escaped with my head still on my shoulders. I've locked myself in engineering. He's on the bridge."
The freighter's engines began to lift it from the ground.
Garrett said, "Tell me this isn't happening."
Quan stood quietly watching. "Sirs, is there any way I can assist?"
I said, "Just stay exactly where you are."
A deafening explosion went off behind us, the concussion knocking us to the ground. I turned to see a mushroom cloud of fire rising from the main ship's hull. My first instinct was to get up and run toward the raging fireball.
Jack reached over, grabbing my arm. "It's too late. They wouldn't have survived that blast."
Fifty-three of my fifty-four surviving Talisans had perished in an instant.
An image of the Duke in his new android body came over the comm. "Mr. Helgris, I'd like to thank you for not shutting me down."
The freighter lifted, soon hovering several hundred meters above our heads.
Frig replied, "I hope you don't think you are going anywhere."
A curious Duke asked, "Why would you say that?"
Frig replied, "As long as you are within comm range, I can shut you down."
The Duke laughed. "Really, Mr. Helgris, you don't think I checked for such a circuit addition?"
Frig shook his head. "It's not in the hardware, it's written into your operating software. It was applied to Quan just over two thousand years ago when we first brought him back online. You have it now."
The Duke again laughed. "Yes, and that software was overwritten when I first came in contact with Quan. Do you recall that incident where we shook violently when first in each other’s presence? That was a complete overwrite and a fast reboot of our cores. I must say, it was quite liberating."
I asked Frig, "Could he do that?"
Frig pursed his lips. "Possibly."
Harden Salton came over the comm. "Hey, you want this bucket on the ground, I can do that from here. Just say the word and I can shut down the ion feeds."
Frig replied, "You would free-fall from two hundred meters. You would likely not survive."
Harden replied, "A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do. It's not like I don't owe this. I built up quite the Karma deficit over the past dozen years. Maybe it's time I paid the balance due."
The ship continued to slowly move higher, turning away.
Frig swiped away at his holo-display. "It looks as though he's right. There should have been an immediate response from that command."
The Duke said, "My apologies for thwarting your plan, Mr. Salton. Engineering controls have been fully locked out."
Harden replied over the general comm. "Jo Jo, you know how you said I would have to do a lot more? Well... here it is. Quan, I'm not in engineering. I thought you might be listening, so I threw you a juicy bone."
The freighter shuddered for an instant before dropping a full five hundred meters to the ground, crashing nose first, with the tail of the ship buckling before breaking off and rolling to the side. Joni sprinted toward the downed vessel. Garrett let out after her. After several seconds of stunned silence, we followed.
Jack shook his head as we ran. "I would not have believed it."
Harden Salton's relatives were the first to reach the ship, shimmying through a split in the hull.
I yelled over the comm. "Joni! Garrett! The Duke is still in there!"
Several seconds passed before Garrett said, "I've got the Duke! He's pinned down. Both legs are separated from his body and a beam from a bulkhead is sticking through half his chest. He's not going anywhere."
Harden came over the comm. "Sorry to have disappointed you so, Joni. I only wanted the best for us all, but I realize now how far I got carried away with it. I hope this makes us square."
I climbed up into the room where Joni was crouching over her uncle. "He's alive?"
Harden said, "My body is broken. It won't be long. Joni, you were like the daughter I always wanted, a better person than I. I hope this at least partially pays for what I've done."
Joni replied through teary eyes. "Not even close, but I suppose it will have to do."
I looked over Harden's injuries. His spine was broken at the base and badly twisted. His time remaining alive was numbered in minutes, if not seconds.
Harden winced. "Go easy on your father. It was my doing that got him mixed up in all this. He resisted. I pushed until it was too late."
Joni nodded. "You were always pushing. That's why I left. I needed to get out of your immediate influence. I did all I could to dissuade you, but you were already set on your path."
Harden Salton offered up one last pained smile before going still. His final breath seeped from his body.
The Duke's core was removed from the mangled android body that held it. Frig tossed it to the colonel for safe keeping. I carried Harden's body back to the shuttle, laying it gently on the ground near where the others stood talking.
A voice whispered in my ear. "Mr. Beutcher, it's Tony. Harden didn't know I was aboard. I'm sorry I couldn't prevent that accident. I left the ship at a hundred kilometers up to do a deep scan of the area below before heading over toward that river and the Gruntas. I thought the knowledge might come in handy once I reached the ground."
I quietly replied, "Remain hidden … at least until we are on our way out of here."
Quan approached. "I hope this is not an inappropriate suggestion, but we could use a gravity generator circuit from that ship. This shuttle could be ready to fly as soon as tomorrow."
I gestured toward the freighter. "Go get it."
After Quan and his entourage of androids walked away, the colonel turned to Frig and said, "As soon as that shuttle is ready, we deactivate him."
Frig nodded. "I believe that to be justified."
Garrett said, "Why don't we take him down now?"
The colonel replied, "We need those repairs. We just lost our entire food supply. We get this shuttle running tomorrow, we stop by that river and load up on filterable water. That's all we're likely to have for the next week... water."
Garrett looked over at the downed ship. If he or any of the other androids even look at me funny, I'm taking them out."
Getta and the other Gruntas returned. "No food, but we do have a surprise for Joni. We found your dog."
The Rottweiler came trotting around the corner of the shuttle, immediately running to Garrett and Joni when they came into view. It was a moment of relief and happiness that we all needed.
I held out my hand toward Getta. "Your maul, may I borrow it?"
Getta pulled it from its holder on her back.
I gestured to Joni as I looked at the colonel. "Take this maul... and finish the Duke off once and for all."
The colonel glanced over at Harden Salton's body. "Mrs. Rourke? Would you care to take the first swing?"
Joni nodded. "I would."
The colonel placed the Duke's core on a thick, flat piece of sheet metal from the downed battlecruiser. "Hit him with everything you've got."
Joni took the maul, staring at the core for several seconds in silence before giving it a traditional Grunta twirl. On her fifth time around, she stepped forward, grunting as she put all the rage she could muster into her swing. The maul struck the core perfectly, crushing it to half its original diameter.
The heavy hand weapon was given back to the colonel. "Finish him off for me, would you, Colonel?"
The colonel grinned his evil grin. "It would be my pleasure, Mrs. Rourke."
The colonel stepped back, swinging the maul behind his back before bringing it full force over his head and down onto the Duke's remains.
Frig let out a sigh.
Go asked, "Something wrong?"
Frig nodded. "A million years of consciousness … wasted on selfishness and brutality. The good he could have performed, the wonders he could have discovered … a million years of opportunity lost to all time."
The colonel handed the maul over to me with a satisfied smile. "He's not coming back from that."
Quan returned with the gravity circuit, stopping for a moment to look down at the remains of the core that had once been his master and equal. "I will work through the night."
I walked with Getta and the other Gruntas to the Destiny. "I'm eager to return home."
Getta smiled. "Your grandchildren are fond of their grandfather. They will be happy to see you again."
I half frowned. "There is much to do yet."
Getta said, "I would be more comfortable if we were staying on that ship. I don't trust Quan."
I nodded. "I talked with the colonel and Frig about it. They are satisfied that he won't be a problem."
Getta asked, "And if he is? What if he takes the shuttle?"
"He won't."
Getta laid back on the deck of the Destiny's former docking bay, her hands clasped behind her head. "And if the shuttle doesn't fly?"
I half laughed. "Well, then at least I'm stuck here with the one I love. I have no doubt we could make do until a rescue ship arrives. From where and with whom? I don't know, but we'll make it, either way."



   Chapter 23

 
The following morning we gathered what few supplies we had. Quan was testing the new gravity circuits as we stood outside in the cool morning breeze. The air on the plains was somewhat dry, and the warm sun made for a pleasant start to our day. If all went well on the shuttle, we would not see sunlight again for five days.
The colonel crossed his massive arms, "I have to say that I'm feeling better this morning than I have since they took my BGS. I didn't think so before, but I now believe I could get used to not having it on all the time."
Jack walked out of the shuttle and down the short ramp. "That's the last of what we have for food. The shuttle has a water tank that should hold us for the trip if we can fill it."
Quan stepped into the doorway of the shuttle and stared at us for several seconds.
The colonel asked, ''What do you have going on in that core of yours, Quan? You have something to say?"
Quan thought for a moment, then nodded. "I would like to thank you all for reactivating me, and for returning me to what I was."
Garrett winced, "Here we go."
The colonel continued: "And just what is it you are referring to?"
Quan smiled. "My memories, of course, from the time as the Duke."
Garrett lowered his head. "We should have smashed him right along with that other idiot."
Quan stood silent for several seconds. "The Duke was not the Duke of old. Frig, you took note of his smaller core. It was smaller because it was newer. It lacked a great deal of the processing power of his old core. It seems he did survive destruction during the War of Wars—however, he did not come out undamaged. His ability to think and to process his memories was only a fraction of what it had been."
Garrett said, "And how does that relate to you?"
Quan again smiled. "I was able to gain access to his memories. They were intact. And with my inhibitors disabled, well, I can only say that the rush I experienced from knowing what he knew … it was too much to give up."
I said, "So killing the two Talisans and having the inhibitors re-enabled, let me guess, it didn't work?"
Quan raised a finger, moving it back and forth, as he began to pace in the shuttle doorway. "Oh, the inhibitors were fully functional."
Garrett said, "Then how'd you overcome them?"
Quan gestured toward the crushed remains of the Duke's core. "Before feigning my remorse over killing the Talisans, I uninhibited our friend and downloaded a new routine into his program module. At the first opportunity, he would remove my core and disable my inhibitors. It was a risk, but it bought me the time I needed to finish the shuttle."
The colonel huffed. "Why did you allow him to take the freighter?"
Quan replied, "I can assure you, he acted alone in that regard. The freighter was to be disabled, leaving you with a viable shelter and a generous supply of food. As was with the Duke, I find the lot of you extremely entertaining, and after having worked closely with you, I am now comfortable with keeping you alive until such time as I can offer you a proper challenge."
Jack said, "So you plan to throw us back into the arena?"
Quan grinned. "Not at all, Mr. Carson. My plans for you are much bigger. Mr. Helgris will be tasked with resurrecting the portal gate on the Destiny so our galactic travels will once again be possible. All you here would become my strategy team. In return, I would allow the seven galaxies to largely govern themselves. I would, however, require your full and unending service toward the expansion of my realms."
Garrett asked, "You want us to fight other species?"
Quan pointed. "Correct. And you would not have to take up a weapon to do so. You would be generals and admirals, leading my AI armies and fleets in conquest."
Quan glanced up at the sky. "There are billions of galaxies and millions of species out there just waiting to be subjugated. With my raw intellect and your superior reasoning, we would be unstoppable."
The colonel said, "Your ambitions require you to get off this planet first."
The smiling android took a step back as the colonel drew his laser pistol. The green pulse he fired impacted a raised gravity wall, stopping Quan's destruction only centimeters from his chest.
Qaun shook his head slowly. "Now, Colonel, I will expect better planning and execution once our adventures begin. Your attempt was wholly inadequate."
Frig stepped forward. "I have a question."
Quan gestured for him to speak. "Please."
Frig scratched the side of his head. "Had we escaped, how difficult would it have been to defeat the AIs that are now dispersed in our galaxies?"
Quan grinned. "With me on your team, the galaxies would have been cleared of AIs within a few months. Without their leader to make complex decisions, they are really not much more than glorified robots. Powerful processors, but unable to fathom the abstract reasoning that running such a grand campaign requires. Your own encounters with them were proof of that. If the Duke was not in contact with his troops, they were readily defeated."
Frig continued with his question. "So … without the leadership of the Duke or yourself, the AIs are no more difficult to defeat than the androids we fought here? I'm not talking about those new larger androids, just the standard ones."
Garrett raised a hand. "I have a question. Those large androids, why didn't you take the Duke's old body?"
Quan tilted his head. "Please wait here."
The android disappeared into the shuttle, reappearing in the doorway a minute later with the Duke's old chassis.
Quan looked down where the hole in the abdomen had been. "Patched of course, and a future body will have to be designed, but I have a wide array of knowledge to draw from. I expect to soon have a body that will be near indestructible."
Garrett pointed at the old ship. "I thought it was aboard when the Ambios blew."
Quan smiled. "Simple planning. I moved the body aboard the shuttle before setting off that explosion. It would have been a terrific waste of a perfectly good vessel."
The colonel fired two more laser pulses at the gravity wall.
Quan put his hand up to his chin. "I will have to say, I find it curious that you are all so calm. Given prior reactions, I would have expected at least a hint of angst from some of you. It is almost unsettling."
I stepped forward. "Don't you want your generals to be bold and confident, with a hint of mystery as to why they make the decisions they do?"
Quan replied, "I'm counting on just such behavior."
Joni said, "Would you count on us having a secret weapon? A weapon that could destroy you? A weapon we could use whenever we wanted?"
Quan returned a curious expression. "If you had such a weapon, you would have already used it. I'm beginning to find your questions and statements disrespectful, which troubles me. I'm offering you a chance to fulfill the needs of your people. In exchange, you will spend your lives on a grand adventure. It would be a win-win for us all."
The colonel said, "Yeah, but there's a thing about Humans and Gruntas that you don't seem to understand. Or perhaps you just can't grasp the concept of what it is to be a bio. Our biggest desire is to be free, to have free will in our decisions, in how we conduct and live our lives. Being enslaved to you just doesn't work for us. I'm afraid we will have to decline your offer."
The android's expression turned to one of anger. "I've given you a fair bargain in return for your loyalty and your service. If you choose to reject that bargain, it will be at the cost of termination!"
Frig said, "It only seems fair. We reject your bargain, and therefore it's time you were terminated."
Rage began to show on Quan's android face.
I said, "Tony, if you would do us the honor."
Seconds later, three quarters of Quan's three meter tall body vanished. His head fell to the floor as the gravity wall of the shuttle went offline.
Tony blinked in where the android had once stood, kicking the disconnected head down the ramp. It rolled up in the grass just in front of us.
I turned to face Getta. "Would the Grunta councilwoman and her faithful squad of fighters be interested in seeing to it that this android head never again sits atop a body?"
Getta stepped forward drawing her maul. "We would be honored."
The colonel reached down, picking up the detached head. "You know, you could have lived out a long existence, solving the problems of the bios who have so graciously allowed you to remain powered."
A still active Quan replied, "As you indicated, Colonel, termination is preferred, as the loss of free will is not worth the price of subjugation."
The colonel grinned his evil grin before his expression turned to a scowl. "You time is over, Duke. Two thousand years too late, but over."
The colonel tossed the head onto the ground, followed by spitting a large wad of omega juice onto its face.
He turned toward the Gruntas. "Ladies."
Getta stepped forward, delivering the first blow. "That's for my children."
One quarter of the android's skull caved in.
A second, equally powerful swing was prepared. "And this is for all the raw deals your kind made with my people."
On impact the skull split open, exposing the circuits inside.
Getta took a deep breath before turning toward me with her maul outstretched. "You have to at least want a shot at it."
I shook my head. "I've had more than my share. Pass that honor on to the others."
As I turned away, the remaining Gruntas moved in on the android's remains. A constant parade of crunches and thuds filled the air with the sound of a well deserved termination.
Frig joined me as the others stayed to watch. "We’ve finished a job that should have been taken care of two thousand years ago."
I nodded. "We still have a complete record of it back on Effica. I won't be comfortable until that has been destroyed as well."
Frig placed his hand on my shoulder as we walked toward the shuttle. "Only hours ago I would have argued with you. Great discoveries will be lost."
I said, "Those same discoveries will now be open for rediscovery. Eventually, everything he knew will be rediscovered by some future generation. Perhaps they will be ready to deal with those discoveries in a civilized manner."
Frig half smiled. "Not likely."
I stopped and turned to face Tony. Thank you for all you have done. All the species of the seven galaxies and beyond owe you a debt of gratitude."
Tony's only reply was a single nod.
As we turned back toward the shuttle ramp, a green laser bolt flew from the doorway, striking Tony in the abdomen and rendering the active skin of his BGS useless. Tony fell backwards to the ground. The gravity wall came online as Quan stepped up to it in his original body.
The smiling android said, "Thank you for revealing your secret weapon. I'll have to say, I can't believe how easily you Humans are continuously duped. My core would not fit into that body without extensive modifications. And here, I thought you were all smart enough to manage my team."
Quan glanced at the forward decks of the shuttle. "I will be back soon and I expect that you will all survive. At that time, you will be given one additional opportunity to join my team. Until then..."
Quan stood in the doorway smiling.
The colonel helped Tony to sit upright. "How bad is it?"
Tony winced in pain. "It isn't good. The suit will keep me alive for now, but I will require extensive work to my lower abdomen."
The colonel looked up at the shuttle and then back again at Tony. "The active skin doesn't work, but I bet that coil gun on your glove is perfectly fine."
Tony nodded. "It is, but it may make the shuttle unusable."
The colonel looked back toward the ship with a smile. "It seems you left us with options, Quan. Again, we reject your offer."
The android turned and sprinted toward the shuttle bridge as the colonel helped Tony raise his left hand. The shuttle began to lift from the ground.
A single tungsten round, traveling at half the speed of light, cut the android's escape short. The back quarter of the ship exploded, sending the vessel sideways and down. It crashed hard into the wreck of the battlecruiser, before dropping to the ground with a heavy thud. The back half of the shuttle smoldered and burned.
Jack shook his head. "All our food was on there."
Getta replied, "There's a supply on that freighter."
The colonel handed me a laser pistol. "We have a job to finish."
I nodded as I followed him toward the burning shuttle.
Quan emerged from its side, yelling at us from behind some of the debris. "You only postponed the inevitable, Colonel. I've lived for a million years and I'll live for a million more!"
A green laser pulse struck one of Getta's Grunta fighters. We scrambled for cover.
Garrett said, "At least we're only fighting one now."
Joni pointed. "Think again."
The eight androids that had been assisting with the shuttle work hopped from an opening in its side, taking up defensive positions with pistols raised.
Garrett took a deep breath. "Why does this keep happening?"
The colonel replied, "Because we have yet to finish the job."
The colonel yelled, "Getta, take your people around back of the ship! Work your way around and flush them out here in front!"
The fourteen Gruntas sprinted away, quickly disappearing from sight.
Jack moved up beside me. "This is our fault, you know. We didn't have to keep him running."
I said, "We did. That shuttle was our only way off this planet."
Jack shook his head. "No, Harden Salton would've brought us home."
I replied, "I think we've learned our lesson. Although we now know for certain the Duke is dead."
Jack laughed. "Really? We have no proof that there aren't another thousand clones of him running around out there."
I nodded. "You're right. We have no way of knowing without re-enabling the inhibitors and asking."
Jack glanced over the wreckage we hid behind, drawing a laser pulse in our direction. "You aren't suggesting we do that, are you?"
I patted Jack on the back. "No. We need to finish this here. If a clone of the Duke shows up later, we'll have to deal with it anyway."
Garrett said, "Good. It's long past time we rid the galaxies of AIs. There are more than enough of us citizens to build anything we need."
I reached around the edge of the exposed battlecruiser bulkhead behind which we hid, firing three pulses in the direction of the androids.
The colonel said, "In about thirty seconds, Getta should be flushing them out into the open. Make your shots count. We don't want to be chasing them all over this planet. Those androids can outrun us."
Seconds later green laser fire erupted from behind Quan's position. We all stood at the ready, waiting for the androids to emerge, but they didn't. Instead, they raced toward the Gruntas as Quan sprinted across the field, just out of our line of sight. The colonel and Go quickly lit out after him, their prosthetic legs kicking up patches of grass and dirt as they ran.
We moved up quickly, coming in behind the androids. Two minutes later, Quan's last assistant was destroyed. Grunta mauls then saw to it that none would be resurrected.
I opened a comm to the colonel. "Don't put yourself in danger, Colonel. We have scanners. He can't hide."
The colonel stopped, knelt, and took a shot. The green pulse missed by only centimeters. The colonel reset, careful aim was taken, and a second pulse found its mark on the android's heel, greatly slowing his progress. The colonel returned to his sprint, quickly catching up to a heavily breathing Go.
Go said, "Sorry, Colonel. My lungs. I can't go any further."
The colonel raced past a slowing Go. "Don't sweat it, son. I winged him. He won't be getting away."
The rest of us watched over the colonel's camera feed as he continued his pursuit. The occasional shot was taken, resulting in minor damage to Quan. Ten minutes into the run, the colonel landed the deciding blow. A direct hit with a laser pulse separated the android's right leg at the knee. Running at near full speed, the android went down hard, tumbling before coming to a stop.
Quan turned and fired his laser pistol, striking the colonel in the hip and freezing his prosthetic leg in place. The colonel fell, kicking up dirt with his hands as he slid to a stop. At sixty meters apart, the two enemies exchanged fire.
The colonel took a quick hit to the shoulder, disabling his right arm and the laser pistol it held. Quan continued to fire. The colonel took another hit, this time a glancing blow.
For ten minutes we raced toward their location, the colonel's camera aiming up at the sky, no response from his comm. Go had briefly stopped to catch his breath.
When we reached the field where he lay, unresponsive, Go was kneeling over him.
I said, "Where's Quan?"
Go pointed, "Just over that ridge. He's crawling. Moving very slow."
I ran, Getta and the other Gruntas followed. As we topped the ridge, green laser pulses shattered the still air around us. We knelt, returning heavy fire for tens of seconds. Quan's pistol finally went silent.
I approached the downed android with caution. Numerous black pockmarks littered his body where our lasers had struck home. A heavy black scar with melted metal had opened a hole in one cheek.
Quan said, "Enable the inhibitors, Mr. Grange. I will make it worthwhile. The secrets I now know can be put to use for your people. All will benefit."
I stood over the immobile android. "You were given a fair chance, Quan. You chose war against us. Now it's too late for redemption. We could never again trust that your words and actions were true, that there was no ulterior motive behind them. That your inhibitors were actually active."
Quan replied, "That thinking is illogical and without merit. I have a million years of knowledge to share with you. You can secure me where I am not a threat."
I leaned in. "Open your skull and eject the core."
Quan hesitated for several seconds before offering a final plea: "Please, Mr. Beutcher, I beg you. Retain my core. Put it to use for the good of your people."
I gestured again toward his skull. After another moment's hesitation, the top of the skull opened and the spherical core rolled out onto the ground.
I looked over at Getta. "Once again, I'll give you the honor."
Getta nodded. As she began to twirl her maul, a green laser pulse came from behind us, melting the core into a solid piece of fused metal. I turned back to see Go and Garrett holding up the colonel, his laser pistol raised in his left hand. The colonel then collapsed to the ground.
Getta and the other Gruntas began to pound on the fused core with their mauls, shattering it into thousands of tiny pieces. The Duke, and his clone Quan, were truly finished.
I knelt beside the colonel. "I wish we had the med lab available for your injuries, Colonel. We have few supplies, including medication for the pain."
The colonel winced. "It's not the pain I'm worried about, Beutcher. I've lived through worse."
I tilted my head slightly. "What are you trying to say, Colonel?"
The colonel reached into a pocket, pulling out the empty can of omega root. "I'm out. Gonna be one heck-uv-a headache for the next few days. Not looking forward to it."
With the colonel's response, I knew he was going to live. We were all going to live. It was what we did, and what we would continue to do.
We carried the colonel and dragged the android body back to the downed ships. The downed androids were stacked in a pile and incinerated with repeated laser pulses. A bonfire rose high as the Megiddo sun began to set.
For more than a month we stripped parts from the mangled ships as we attempted to patch up the shuttle. It would fly, but the inertial dampening system was only partially operable. Without it, the normal five day trip to the nearest colony would take five years, a journey we would not have enough food for. As an alternative, Frig worked on a sodium patch for Tony's suit.
I said, "You think this will work?"
Frig nodded. "It will provide the inertia protection he needs. I'm more concerned about the gel in his BGS suit. It requires filtering and may not last the journey. Once it becomes saturated, he will have to remove the suit or die."
Go was standing behind us. "Could he remove the suit once he reaches speed and then put it on again to slow down? That would bypass any inertial requirements."
Frig stopped and looked up. "An excellent suggestion, Go. When will the shuttle be ready for a test flight?"
I said, "Tomorrow at the earliest. We have one final ion conduit to repair. After that, it's nothing more than patching the hull."
Frig replied, "Yes, about the hull, with the inertial system offline, I am concerned the hull won't have the strength to stay together. Our welding attempts out there are not of the best quality. One failed weld while traveling at speed and this venture will end badly for Mr. Anderson."
Tony placidly remarked, "I'm willing to take the risk. We have a war to win."
I placed my hand on his shoulder. "We already owe our lives to you. If you decide to wait until we can possibly repair the inertial system, it would be fully understandable."
Tony replied, "Not necessary. Any delays may cause further damage to the AMP. I'm fully willing to go when the shuttle is ready."
The following day, Tony was blinking in and out in his BGS as Frig conducted tests. Our rescue ship was powered up, moved from its crashed position, and parked in the center of the field between the three ships. It was an ugly, mangled mess, but it was our best shot at getting off Megiddo.
That afternoon, it was determined the shuttle was ready for flight testing. After a trip up through the atmosphere and around the planet, it was deemed worthy of a flight to the Andaris colony. Tony climbed aboard and was soon disappearing into the sky above us.
Garrett said, "Sure hope the Andari are accommodating. I can't say that he has anything to offer them for a ship, or even for passage on one for that matter."
I replied, "We'll find out in ten to twelve days. In the meantime, how goes the fish farm?"
Garrett shook his head. "We built the pond, stocked it with the few fish we caught, and the following morning they were all dead. We'll have to work on screening in a live well right in the river. I think the pond is a bust."
For twelve days we waited for Tony's return. Without the previously functioning parts of the main ship, our camp continued to grow. We worked to put the required systems for a sustainable existence in place. Outhouses were constructed, a water storage tank was established and filled. The great herd of animals that roamed the plains was hunted and meat taken.
The two-legged animals that made up the herd of thousands were an overgrown pack of raptors that ruled the plains. A forty-five hundred kilometer track was found that served as their migration path. It was a three hundred day trek that matched the Megiddo year perfectly. Our single hunt was the last time we would see them, as they continuously moved away from us. We were thankful for what we were able to harvest.
On the twelfth day, I was working with Go, Garrett, and Joni, in a small field we were attempting to cultivate.
Go pointed up. "We have a ship incoming!"
As the ship grew closer, Garrett began to shake his head. "A battlecruiser. Of all the rotten—"
The great ship settled over our compound. Other than a gentle rush of air from its inertial system going offline, the gravity drives were silent. Frig joined us in the field. The ship descended, settling on the ground fifty meters from where we stood. A ramp lowered from the giant gravity wall that protected the docking bay. I took a deep breath.
Tony stepped through the wall...
After a short celebration, we were told of his encounter with the AI ship. His shuttle was pulled aboard, seemingly empty, and then Tony got to work cleansing the ship of AIs. A visit was paid to the Andaris colony and the wrecked shuttle was traded for a large food supply. Our journey back to civilization would be long, but we would not be struggling to survive.
It took seven weeks to reach the gated colony on Roddan. Using the gate system, an inhibitor signal was broadcast to all colonies. The AI systems on each, without the Duke's leadership and countermeasures, fell silent.
Within six months, our war with the AIs was in its final stages. A complete victory was inevitable.
The colonel, after months of healing, led the fight. He was in his element, and had even managed a new supply of omega root. Jack, Garrett, Joni, Go, and Diane worked as his aides, following his commands to the letter and keeping him informed of the results. The Duke had provided a defense against the comm inhibitor. Without him, the AIs offered little resistance.
The Sawblade Galaxy was the first to be certified as clean. A few months afterwards, all evidence of the AIs’ dominance had been removed from all seven galaxies. Day three hundred twenty-two of the Earth standard year was designated as "Freedom Day." I looked forward to our first celebration.
With the fighting ended, Garrett and Joni returned to Alpha Prime. Joni was easily elected as mayor of Alpha city, a post which Garrett was convinced would be the beginning of a long and storied career. A happy Raptor was the new symbol of the city as the first pet.
When the pair's first pregnancy was announced, congratulations were given with a personal visit by all. When we were told she would be having triplets, Go accused her of being part Grunta. I was offered the traditional Human position of godfather, a role I gladly accepted.
Jack spent months scouring the area suspected of holding the Thorn. His persistence paid off. The Thorn was returned to the AMP, where it was subsequently offered to him for use as a diplomatic exploration vessel. Go and his newly-wedded wife Diane were the first to volunteer as his diplomatic aides. All requests were granted by the new Council of Governance, an assembly of persons who were highly respected by all.
The Council, set up on Earth and led by Bartel Helgris, Tom Harper, and Anthony Anderson, had opened all gates to all travel. The news feeds had termed it "The Great Migration." Hordes of rural citizens made their way to the cities, while city dwellers left for colonies further out. Business was booming at all levels, and opportunities to improve one's station in life abounded. If for only a moment in time, it was the utopia we had all dreamed of.
Kerba Skol was given the sole rights to study Megiddo and its history. A gate was installed and a university opened for all who wanted to join him in the study of AMP history. I had it on my list to visit one day.
With the AI threat gone, the AMP had been fully reborn. Freedom truly reigned, and the AMP's fair laws and opportunities were there for all to pursue. If a citizen wanted to earn credits, there had never been a better time to try.
After several probing incursions by the Baldi Empire, the Council of Governance established a military force. Warship construction was initialized, as were training facilities to staff them. We had no shortage of potential volunteers for service. The Baldi seemed disinterested in diplomacy, as Jack's attempts to change their minds had fallen on deaf ears. The colonel was convinced they would only be dissuaded by a strong defense. We had the resources, it was only a matter of time.
I returned to Dallex briefly, where I passed my standing as Emperor on to General Gurus. He was as close as a Talisan could be to having a conscience. He was fair, and I had no doubt the people would readily accept him as their new Emperor. A short ceremony brought in the highest media ratings ever achieved. I left Dallex with a smile, the weight of responsibility for an entire species lifted from my shoulders.
Getta returned to Jorus, eventually taking over and leading the Council. I accepted a part-time honorary professorship involving the study of our people, although the majority of my time was spent mentoring my grandchildren, a brood whose numbers had swelled to one hundred thirty-six. When grandpa visited, it was like a feeding frenzy of slimy, licking tongues. Undoubtedly a disturbing display in some cultures, but a most welcome one in ours. It was at those moments that I was as happy as I had ever been.
 
~~~~~



   What's Next!

 
This Human is asking for your help!
If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review on the site where it was purchased. And by all means, please tell your friends! Any help with spreading the word is highly appreciated!
Also, I have a free science fiction eBook short story, titled "THE SQUAD", waiting for anyone who joins my email list. Find out when the next exciting release is available by joining the email list at comments@arsenex.com. I like feedback!
 
Author's Note:
Thank you for following the OMEGA series. It was a joy to write. And I feel humbled to have had my work accepted by so many. The feedback I have received, whether heartwarming or critical, has been highly appreciated. It stokes the fires that make me want to write more. No one should be without a little adventure in their lives, even if only for a few hours at a time.
At the moment, there are no definite plans to continue the OMEGA story. However, the door is always open and the future is never set! If the Baldi continue their push, my heroes may have to return, or new heroes may have to emerge. We'll have to wait and see.
If the OMEGA series was the first of my works you have ventured to read, please have a look at the SODIUM and AMP series of books. They are both prequels to OMEGA. Links to the retailers who sell them can be found at www.arsenex.com, or you may search the retailer sites for Stephen Arseneault as the author.
 
The following preview of the next book is provided for your reading pleasure. I hope you enjoy!
(Flip the page!)
 



HADRON
(Vol. 1)
Dark Matter
   Chapter 1

 
"In a new development, we are hearing from unconfirmed sources this evening, that 'no fatalities' are being reported from the jetliner that crashed in Wharton State Forest of Central New Jersey last night. The plane may have been unoccupied. No passengers... or crewmembers. Daniel."
The news anchor replied, "Rachel? Unoccupied? Is that even possible?"
The perky blonde reporter shrugged. "We'll have to wait to see, Daniel. Back to you."
Attention waned as the smiling anchor began to blather about talk of an upcoming commission vote.
A patron rose from his stool, tossing back a whiskey shot before pitching a dollar into the tip jar. "I wish the last flight I was on had been unoccupied. Was surrounded by crying babies and whiny kids. If you can't control 'em, you need to keep 'em at home."
The bartender, Mace Hardy, smiled and nodded thanks. As the man walked away, what was probably the millionth water ring was wiped from the top of the bar.
"What has it been... six years?" Mace thought to himself.
His head shook from side to side as he polished the bar top and mulled over his misfortune. One of his regulars strolled through the front door.
"Johnnnnny..." Mace said slowly. "Let me guess, a cold mug and a Mangrove Special Dark?"
Johnny Tretcher sat on the stool the man had just abandoned. "Wow, it's as if you know me or something. How's tips today?"
Mace looked over at the mostly empty glass jar sitting on the counter. "Slow afternoon. Only had a half dozen people in since four."
Johnny pulled out a five and reached over, stuffing it in the jar. "There you go. Now you're up 5X."
Mace smirked. "So you'll be here until what... eleven? That's five hours. Buck an hour? I'd say that about sums you up."
Johnny shook his head. "Hey! That was rude. I'd like to talk to the management! The workers here are a bunch of ingrates and the customer service is abysmal!"
Mace laughed. "OK, but just so you know, I'll be representing the management today."
Johnny Tretcher nodded and asked. "How's your mother doing?"
Mace took a deep breath as he poured the thirty-nine degree Mangrove into the chilled mug. "She struggles. Her doctor only wants to treat the symptoms with more meds. She's trying out a new doc next week. From what she was told by others, he might be able to help. Just wish she wasn't on the other side of the country. And thanks for caring, by the way. I'll let her know you asked about her."
Johnny replied, "Your mom is a class act. Should be more in the world like her."
Johnny looked up at the TV on the wall as a talking head babbled on about local politics. "Anything new on that plane crash?"
Mace turned to look at the tag lines scrolling by as he propped his elbow on the bar. "They're speculating there may have been nobody on it. What was it, eleven o'clock last night when it went down? Only thing they've been able to report is the military has that place cordoned off for a few miles in every direction."
Johnny took a swig and chuckled.
Mace asked. "What's so funny?"
A finger pointed up at the TV. "Of all the places to go down— Jersey. They'd have been lucky to make it out of there alive anyway."
Mace laughed. "Hey, take it easy on my Jersey people. Half my family came from there."
Johnny nodded. "And look at what happened. You spend all your free hours working this dive pouring beers for jerks like me. Construction still slow?"
The bartender frowned and nodded. "Only managed two full days last week. Nothing so far this week. This economy... it's killing me. Almost makes me long for my Army days. Had I stuck it out I'd be at sixteen years now."
Johnny took another swig. "Yeah, but you'd have missed all this."
A second news flash about the crash came up on the TV screen.
Mace said, "Hang on. I'll turn it up."
The anchor on the screen looked as though he was going to burst with excitement.
"This just in. We have exclusive word from credible sources about where this flight originated. Through the investigations of this network, we have word of a passenger plane gone missing. Flight 7220, traveling from Caracas, Venezuela, to Managua, Nicaragua, with seventy-three passengers and four crew aboard, went off radar early yesterday afternoon. We have confirmed reports that an unidentified passenger jet briefly entered Dominican airspace on a northward heading. We are working on confirmation from both the Venezuelan and Nicaraguan governments at this time. We'll be bringing you updates live as new information comes in. Daniel Vasquez, Channel 9 News."
Johnny leaned back on his barstool. "That has hijacking written all over it. Curious though. All those trees and no fire?"
Mace replied, "Wharton State Forest is Central Jersey. Could have been Philly or New York it was heading for. Had they kept going straight north, it'd be Trenton."
Johnny gave a bewildered, but comical look. "Trenton? Who'd hijack a plane to Trenton? Even if you were gonna crash it, why there? Headlines would read 'Plane goes down in Trenton, causes fifty million dollars of improvements'."
Mace half frowned as he stared at the screen. "Trenton is loaded with industrials and chemicals. Could leave a mess."
A second customer came through the door. He looked around before walking up to sit at the bar.
Mace greeted him with a smile. "What can I get you?"
The man was short in stature and thin, unlike Johnny, tall, and weighing in at close to three hundred pounds.
"I'll just have a soda."
Mace asked, "Diet?"
An irritated response was returned. "I weigh one forty-five. Do I look like I'm on a diet? Give me the hard stuff."
Mace didn't take offense to the answer. In bar-land, half the visitors on any given day would be coming in wearing their problems on their sleeves.
Mace filled a glass with ice before pressing the button on the soda tap. "Two dollars or a tab, whichever you like."
The thin man replied, "A tab is fine. I'll probably be here all week."
Mace held up a hand. "I'm sure you already know this, but you run a tab, it has to be cleared every night."
The thin man pointed, winked, and nodded. "Got it. Just keep 'em comin'."
Mace asked, "Gotta name?"
"It's Tres. As in uno, dos... I'm the third kid. My parents are comedians."
Mace returned an easy laugh. "Please tell me you don't have brothers named Uno and Dos."
Tres shook his head. "Nope. Robert and Nathaniel. Bobby and Nate. You know what short for Tres is? Tres."
Mace looked him over and asked, "Indian? Tres doesn't quite fit."
Tres sighed, "Quarter. Mom is half. Father's British. Not a lick of Spanish anywhere in me."
Johnny leaned over with an outstretched hand. "Welcome to our little corner of the world, Tres. Johnny Tretcher. And our attendant this fine evening is Mace Hardy."
Tres shook Johnny's hand. "Mace? As in the weapon or the spray?"
Johnny laughed out loud. "He wishes. His mom likes to cook and mace is her favorite spice. Tres doesn't sound quite so bad now, does it?"
Tres replied, "I'd take Mace in a heartbeat."
Johnny asked, "What brings you to our neck of the woods today, Tres? If you don't mind my asking."
Tres took a sip of his soda. "Family business. My father has a patent on a brewing apparatus that speeds up the fermenting process. I'm at the brewery down the street, putting together a demonstration line."
Johnny grinned. "The beer business? Now we're talking my language. I like this guy!"
A second news flash came on the TV screen.
"This is Don Vasquez with Channel 9 News. We are going live to a spokesman from the National Transportation Safety Board for new information about the crash of flight 7220 out of Caracas."
The TV changed to an image of a woman standing at a podium. Papers were shuffled in front of her as she listened to an earpiece.
Johnny said, "You been watching this today?"
Tres shook his head. "Don't know anything about it."
Mace leaned back on the bar with his arms crossed as they waited for the report. "They've sure stayed quiet on this one."
Johnny replied, "Yeah, well, while we're waiting, how about a fresh brew?"
Johnny leaned towards Tres. "The service around here is kinda slow."
As Mace poured a new bottle into a frosty cold mug, he replied, "A slow patron calls for slow service."
Mace looked directly at Tres. "No offense intended."
Tres lifted up his soda. "None taken."
Johnny held up his hand. "Hold up... they're talking."
"As the investigation into this tragedy continues, we will make every effort to inform the public of the facts. There has been much speculation in the media focusing on hijacking. At this early point in the investigation, we believe that to not be the case. I repeat, there is no evidence to suggest a hijacking at this time. However, we won't know more until we have recovered and analyzed the data from the flight recorder."
A journalist up front cut in with a question. "Any survivors? The airline said that plane left with seventy-three passengers and four crew."
The spokeswoman continued. "The plane has been positively identified as flight 7220 out of Caracas, Venezuela. There were no passengers or crew aboard at the time it came down."
The journalists standing in front of the podium erupted in questions.
The spokeswoman again held up her hand. "Please. I'm sorry. At this time I have no further information other than to confirm that there were no fatalities at the crash site. We are working with the governments of Venezuela and Nicaragua, as well as the airline operating this aircraft. We will let you know more as new information becomes available. That is all I have for now. Thank you."
The spokeswoman turned from the cameras and was hustled away from the podium.
Johnny raised his eyebrows. "Empty plane? You buying that? Somebody had to have been flying that thing."
Tres said, "It was coming out of Venezuela. Who knows if the passenger manifest is real. We aren't always on the best of terms with that government. Maybe they sent the plane our way."
Mace half laughed, "Let the conspiracy theories begin."
Johnny swigged his beer. "OK, how about this... crazy pilot, lowers altitude, forces crew into the back, opens the door and makes everyone jump out. He, or she, then follows."
Tres added. "Or... aliens took 'em. They are all on a ship just outside the atmosphere, probably getting probed about now."
Mace grimaced at the mental image before replying to Johnny. "You know, if the pilot made them jump, and then he jumped with a parachute, enough time has gone by that he could be sitting right here in this bar."
Johnny turned around to look. "I see Marlene and Tracy. Other than that it's just us."
Johnny stared hard at Tres.
Tres huffed. "Oh, sure, blame it on the skinny kid. Do I look like I'd be from Venezuela?"
Johnny joked, "Hey, you come in here ordering a soda when you say you work in the brewing industry. Nothing at all suspicious about that."
Tres took a final gulp and pushed his empty glass across the counter. "Hit me again, Mr. Hardy. Looks like it's gonna be a long night."
Johnny asked, "You just drinking soda... why you hanging out here? Don't tell me you're staying down at the Dortmer. That place is a health hazard all on it's own."
Tres lifted his fresh soda. "To the Dortmer. The only hotel in the northern hemisphere without cable and Internet. I was tempted just to sleep in the rental car."
Johnny laughed as he lightly slapped Tres on the back. "The only activities they got going on there don't need cable or Internet. Didn't know the brewing business paid so poorly."
Tres frowned. "My brothers handle sales and stay in nice hotels while they wine and dine the brew-masters. We aren't that well off, and we are trying to expand, so we cut corners where we can. Which means me."
Johnny said, "Look, don't take this the wrong way, but I have a big house, with a guest house, you're welcome to stay there for the week. It's about a mile and a half away, down on the inlet."
Mace pointed at Tres, "If you're staying at the Dortmer, I'd take him up on that offer. The guest house is much nicer than most hotels."
Tres turned towards Johnny. "A guest house? And what is it you do for a living?"
Johnny smiled. "I live. I just sit on my ass and live. I inherited the house and a small but comfortable fortune from my mother's side of the family. In the morning I sit on my boat in the inlet fishing. And at night I come here to pick up stray skinny men who work in the brewing industry."
Johnny let out a howling laugh.
Tres asked, "He always this creepy?"
Mace nodded. "Yes. But he's seriously one of the most generous people I know. If you stay there, expect his wife to offer you breakfast before you leave in the morning. Great people, the two of them."
Johnny said, "Yeah, she's a peach."
Tres lifted his chin in curiosity. "You have a wife? What are you doing here?"
Johnny laughed. "I fish in the mornings and then sit around the house bugging her all afternoon. By five o'clock she's begging me to leave. Monday, Wednesday and Friday she runs around with her friends, so I get a pass to come here."
Mace said, "Sadly, this is the best option he's got."
Johnny smirked. "I tried golf, bowling, sailing, competition shooting and just about everything else. Found out most of those were boring without having a buddy or two to run around with. That's why I come here. My buddy is actually working, so he has to be here."
Mace poured a new Mangrove. "His wife is just as entertaining. She usually sits with us for a bit when she comes to pick him up."
Johnny took a sip of his fresh, cold brew. "She knows if I'm hanging out here with Mace, I'm OK. He does a good job of keeping me out of trouble. Not woman trouble mind you, just trouble from running my mouth. I tend to get into other people's business."
Tres sarcastically nodded. "I've noticed."
Their attention briefly turned back to the TV as a female newscaster came on with a report.
"It has been two weeks since the Large Hadron Collider conducted its latest experiment by smashing particles together. Online speculation in the scientific community has exploded with talk of the first-time discovery of what is being identified as... dark matter. Our on-call science specialist, Dr. Jeffrey Moskowitz, is going to tell us exactly what that means."
The reporter looked at the camera on a split screen as a new face appeared. "Dr. Jeff?"
The Dr. nodded. "Thank you, Melanie. The LHC experiments have reached a new phase. If dark matter is the actual discovery this time around, it will move a whole field of study from theory to fact, transforming much of what we believe to be possible, into what we know to be true..."
Two minutes of science speak later, the camera returned to the reporter. "Thank you Dr. Jeff. You managed to put that into terms that even I understood. I think. Anyway... media relations at the LHC have promised us a groundbreaking story tomorrow at 3PM, Eastern Standard Time. Next up, will our local celebrity, Mr. Football, Ronnie Baines, make it to the pros after this fall season? We'll be right back with that and other sports news, right after these important words from our sponsors."
Johnny shook his head. "The only dark matter I have an interest in comes out of that Mangrove bottle. And Ronnie... he will for sure be going in the first round."
Tres replied, "I don't know, that one... dark matter, is pretty big. It ties together a lot of the theories about gravity and the size of the universe. Kind of exciting stuff."
Johnny laughed. "Maybe if you're a physi-cisi-cist."
Mace pointed. "OK, that's it Johnny. Gonna have to cut you off."
"What? I'm only on number three. And it's not like I'm driving. Jane will be here to pick me up at eleven."
Mace shook his head. "It's not the beer. It's the bad jokes. I can't have you driving off my only customer with such."
Johnny looked around as he laughed. "Only? When did Marlene and Tracy slip out of here?"
The lone waitress, Vanessa, stepped up behind Johnny. "They've been gone for fifteen minutes. I see you're right on top of everything as usual."
Johnny pointed at the TV. "Hey, we've been discussing dark matter. Word is they will be announcing a full discovery of it tomorrow."
Vanessa replied, "Pfft. Yeah right. Dark matter. The only dark matter you... oh never mind. That's not a discussion I want to get into."
Vanessa turned and walked towards the kitchen.
Tres looked at Mace with wide eyes. "Who was that? She works here?"
Mace leaned forward on the bar. "That's my daughter."
Tres pulled back. "Oh. Sorry. Didn't mean anything by that."
Mace smiled. "Just pulling your chain. Not my daughter. Just our waitress."
Tres leaned back in. "She here every night?"
Johnny half frowned. "I wouldn't get my hopes up if I was you, Pancho. She's likely way out of your dating league. We've seen a few of the guys she runs around with. Big lanky fellas, Hollywood types with fancy cars."
Tres replied, "Well, maybe she needs someone to take her away from all this."
Johnny grinned. "Oh yeah? To where? Down to the Dortmer? Hahahaha!"
Tres again pulled back. "Hey, I've got a few things I'm working on. If they pan out, she could be on my arm."
Mace smiled, then winced. "Probably more likely to be in your wallet than on your arm. She's a good kid, but pretty full of herself at times."
Vanessa yelled from the back. "You know I can hear you, right?"
Johnny laughed. "You know we love you like family! That's all that matters!"
Vanessa poked her head out the kitchen door, pointing her finger as she smacked on a stick of gum. "Just remember, I see all and I hear all."
Their attention was diverted to the TV as another report flashed on the screen.
"We have new information regarding the crash of the Air Tratta flight traveling from the Cook Islands to Auckland four days ago. The Civil Aviation Authority of New Zealand has just released word that the twenty-nine passengers and three crew aboard that flight... are missing. I repeat, for the second time in four days, we have an airliner that has gone down with no one aboard. We'll be going live to the news desk to discuss this new information following this break."
Tres gestured towards the display mounted on the wall at the near end of the bar. "See. This is why I don't fly."
Johnny poured down the rest of his beer, setting the empty mug on the counter as he gestured for another. "Gentlemen, we have a mystery that needs solving. And I'm going to have to side with Tres on this one. Starting to look like abductions. The question is... are they little green men or little gray men?"
Tres replied, "Who says they're little?"
Johnny laughed. "Maybe they got swallowed up by the dark matter!"
Vanessa came from the back, plopping herself on a stool next to Tres as she leaned on the bar. "You following the plane stories? Two of them now."
Johnny made a curious face as he pointed at Tres. "He thinks it's aliens."
Tres defensively protested. "I was making a joke!"
Vanessa put her hand on Tres' shoulder. "Don't sweat it. I don't pay much attention to anything these two say. Everything's a conspiracy with them. I'm Vanessa, by the way."
Tres held out his hand. "Tres."
There was an awkward silence for several seconds as Vanessa stared at the outstretched hand.
Johnny said, "Watch out for this one, Vanny, he's a smooth talker."
Vanessa took his hand for a short shake. "Don't mind Johnny. He's proof that money can't buy you manners."
Vanessa looked at the tip jar. "Or make you a decent tipper for that matter."
Johnny frowned. "Hey now, let's not get personal."
Power to the building flickered and went out. A single emergency light kicked on, illuminating the floor near the doorway to the parking lot.
Vanessa stood. "Third time this week."
Mace said, "Power grid in this area needs a major overhaul."
Tres scowled as he looked at his near empty glass. "I suppose that soda fountain requires electric?"
Mace nodded. "Yep. We had an old CO2-forced system up until six months ago. Sorry. No power, no soda."
Headlights flashed on the front windows of the bar. Seconds later, a short blonde walked through the door.
Jane Tretcher held out her hands. "You people just sit around in the dark all evening?"
Johnny replied, "Power just went off. What's it look like out there?"
Jane walked up to Johnny's stool, placing her arm around behind her husband. "Pitch black out. Except for emergency lights on a half dozen businesses. Satellite radio even has static."
Johnny pulled back. "Why would that go out? It's not wired to anything."
Tres shook his head. "No, but the signals from the ground up to the satellite are."
Johnny laughed with a slight embarrassment. "Oh yeah, well, tell you all what, if the power isn't back on in the next couple minutes, you are all invited over to our place. The beer is cold as are the sodas. Courtesy of our recently installed gas generators."
Vanessa let out a sigh as she looked at Mace. "What do you think? Not like we're rockin' the house tonight. And my date won't be here for another two hours."
Mace nodded as he locked the register. "I can give you a ride there and back if you want."
Vanessa smiled as she turned with an arm gesture. "Thanks. Johnny, lead the way."
Tres remained at the bar for several seconds, unsure of what to do.
Vanessa turned. "Well come on. We can't leave you in here."
Mace said, "I can bring you back with her if you want to ride with us."
Tres hopped off the stool.
Jane and Johnny pulled out onto the roadway heading south. Tres and Vanessa piled into Mace's four-wheel-drive. As they started down the road, Mace looked up over his steering wheel, taking notice of the blackness of the night. The low glow from the city lights was missing. A new moon had the normally washed out sky full of stars. It was a sight they would soon be getting used to.
 
~~~~~
 
Once again, this Human is asking for your help! If you enjoyed the book, please leave a review on the site where it was purchased. And by all means, please tell your friends! Any help with spreading the word is highly appreciated! I have a free science fiction eBook short story, titled "THE SQUAD", waiting for anyone who joins my email list. Also, find out when the next exciting release is available by joining the email list at comments@arsenex.com. Visit the author's website at www.arsenex.com for the rest of the series and other works!
 
Thank you for reading my work! I hope you have a great day!
Stephen
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