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    Over the next two months we had twenty-three gunships, including the Avenger, that had their external coatings changed. Preliminary tests revealed a far more stable product. If the AI's analysis was correct, they would be able to take one, if not more, direct hits without taking damage. I was thankful for the upgrade, but not eager to see it fully tested.

    Work was now underway on updating our new station with the same. We would first redo the back, then the port side and starboard, and finally the top and bottom. The thick osmium coating on the forward-facing surfaces was already deemed solid enough.

    Jan sat across from me in the main base diner. She chuckled as I ate. "Nutrilogs? Where do you keep finding those things?"

    "The mining ship had a large stockpile. Enough that I could eat them every day for six months and not be out. What is that you're eating. Looks gross."

    "Not as nasty as what you have. This is a salad from our hydroponics."

    "Did Nate tell you about that?"

    "Our hydroponics? What about it?"

    "The equipment the Togmal had in use, it's far more efficient. Nate thinks we can double our output if we make the same mods."

    "So, we could better support a full load of passengers?"

    "We could overfeed them. They also made better use of fertilizer and recycling."

    A pair of our ships had just returned from a reconnaissance run to Merchain and Haven. Rachel commanded the expedition and walked into the dining hall to give a status. She took a seat on the bench beside me.

    "You still eating those? Disgusting. Anyway, Merchain looks ready for a fight. They have literally thousands of ground cannons surrounding their cities and a fleet of forty or so warships parked in orbit alongside the five orbital defense platforms. That fleet that hit us at Bitma wouldn't stand a chance."

    "And Haven?" I asked.

    "Haven is the complete opposite. They have about fifty thousand troops on the ground, but only a few hundred defensive cannons. And maybe only a dozen warships in orbit. Two of those orbital defense platforms are in the works, but it looks like they have months to go before they are ready."

    "Was Thomas there? At Merchian?"

    "His command ship was. Don't know if he was on it or not. How's our progress coming here?"

    "I have four new gunship teams ready. I'd like you to take them out for drilling. Put them through the paces. Two crews are mixed and two are all female."

    Rachel chuckled. "No more of you muscle heads to choose from?"

    "Physically, they are only slightly deficient, but they make up for it with multitasking and coordination skills. Some of them seem to fight with each other all the time, and genuinely hate each other, but only in their free time. They take care of business first, so none of that worries me."

    "Women not liking each other. Ha." Rachel smirked. "Now that's new."

    "They'll do well. Again, so long as they don't have to get physical with some... muscle-head during a fight, they'll manage. Was there any news from our probes?"

    Rachel frowned. "You won't like it. Remember you said we were being set up to be scapegoats for Bitma? I'd now say that is likely to happen. Lots of pirate talk on the news and how the people need to be prepared to rally around their government. I think they plan on denying the Togmal exist all the way up until someone alive says they have seen one. Every time I listen to one of those news broadcasts, I can't help but realize just how propaganda-ish they are. Never noticed that before."

    "Has been that way for a thousand years."

    A week later, a second scout team returned from checking Merchain and Haven. There was news. One of the advance fleets had been seen in the vicinity of Merchain, only to turn away and head for Haven. I gave the order for all teams to report to their ships. I grumbled at the fact we still had ten gunships without crews assigned.

    Jan came up with an idea. "Tow them out with us and we can leave them at a drop point just away from the action. Should any of our ships take heavy damage, the crews could fly out and grab a replacement."

    I gave a nod. "Excellent. I'm putting you in charge of seeing to it that happens. You have about twenty minutes before we depart. I'm moving all non-essential civilians off this station. Boyd will be crowded at the base, but he will have to make do."

    The ride to Haven had me nervous. If we arrived late, there might not be much to save. Of just as much concern, I wondered if Thomas was sending his fleet. I had a suspicion he was instead frozen in place at Merchain, unwilling to lessen the defense there. Technically speaking, Merchain had more value to the empire than Haven, but there was a large population on Haven that needed protection.

    We stopped just short of the Haven system, untethered the gunships we had towed, and then proceeded in. Upon arrival, all was calm and quiet. I began to wonder if the Togmal fleet had turned back, or if they were headed to another colony.

    The Corporation had a cruiser, four destroyers, and three frigates parked in orbit. Also in orbit were the two defense platforms that were under construction. But those were far from completion and would be no help with what was possibly coming.

    Rachel stood beside me on the bridge. "Scan shows about one hundred fifty cannons down on the surface. Those won't last long."

    I nodded. "Especially if they have them housed in the same cheap turrets as on Bitma. How's the morale of our crews?"

    "They are ready to give it their all. The report we got from Merchain is the fleet is almost the same size as the one that attacked Bitma. And the same number of transports were following behind. You think they might have supply ships sitting back as well?"

    I shrugged. "If they show here, we should send a crew out to check."

    Rachel asked, "If they show here, are we going to fight?"

    "I'm still undecided, although, I'm almost certain we will try. And I'm now worried about taking out their transports. I'd rather they not decide to just bombard that colony into oblivion. Thomas would leap at the chance to pin the demise of another colony on us."

    Durban yelled, "Ships on the sensors! The Togmal are here!"

    Rachel scrambled toward the docking tubes to our gunships. Four crews would board, with the gunships moving away for another four teams coming after. In all, we had seventeen gunships fully staffed and ready. Most had not seen action except in a sim-deck, but I had confidence they would do well.

    Durban said, "The corporate ships are just waiting there. Not coming out. If we want in this fight, we need to head that way now."

    I opened a comm. "Rachel, send out a crew to check for those supply ships. The transports just showed on the sensors."

    "Roger that. And all crews are ready for a fight. Just give us the go-ahead."

    "I also want you to identify four targets in this battlegroup. Pick the frigates. Have four crews attach and breach each one. As soon as you are aboard, send the gunships into the firefight, but keep them at the ready to evac your crews as needed."

    "And if we capture those ships?"

    "Before pulling your crews, program those frigates to side up to another of their ships and self-destruct. Maybe we get them to work for us. And you are free to go right now."

    I turned to Durban. "Take us in."

    Our timing was perfect. We engaged at the same moment as the corporate fleet. Again, the Togmal ships had the upper hand. But we were determined to change that. All sixteen of our attacking gunships managed to slide into their targets and unleash their crews. Durban guided our station in close to send a broadside at a cruiser.

    The twenty-four cannon turrets on one side all fired a plasma round into the side of the Togmal cruiser at the same impact point. The first hit caused a minor breach in the cruiser's hull. The plasma rounds from the cruiser pounded the side plating of the station. Initial damage reports were coming back as minor. Our response teams were reporting back that the shaking from the exterior explosions was the cause of our damage. The new hull coating was holding up.

    We fired another volley and another into the same location on the cruiser as it juked, swerved and attempted to turn that side of the ship away, but Durban was relentless and seemed to be anticipating their every move. After five strikes at the same point, a hole opened in the cruiser's hull. From there on, our pinpoint hits were devastating.

    Back on the frigates we had breached, our crews were advancing. When the first of the teams reached the bridge, the Togmal captain set off the self-destruct. I barked out the immediate order for us to retrieve our other crews. I pounded a fist on a nearby wall as a second frigate detonated with our crews still aboard.

    As I turned back to see the progress of our own fight, the cruiser we chased exploded and broke apart. Durban had us targeting another before I could give the order for the same.

    Durban said. "We have two cruisers and a destroyer coming at us. What do we do?"

    "Damage report?"

    "All decks are reporting damage as minor. Looks like they can shake us, but not break us."

    "Continue with the same strategy. One target. Keep pounding the same point until we get a breach. And keep us moving Mr. Haska. Stellar job so far."

    Rachel reported. "Our remaining eight crews are clear. What are your orders?"

    "Take all ships and hit one of these cruisers that's dogging us. Try taking out her cannons. Before turning on her hull."

    "Just so you know. We've taken some serious hits with these new skins. They seem to be holding, although, you have to be buckled in or you get flung around."

    "Belay the second half of that order. Just target all weapons on all Togmal ships."

    Jan reported. "We're taking damage. Deck four has a minor breach. Teams are moving to secure the area."

    Durban shook his head. "We have three hits on one spot, but I can't get us in for another."

    I said, "Pick another ship. Hit the same point as much as you can. If you get a shot at the first, pound it again. Maybe our best shot is to work multiple ships at once."

    Jan yelled, "We have hull breach on deck four. Sealing off that section. And we have casualties!"

    The firefight continued for another fifteen minutes as we engaged a major portion of the Togmal fleet. We were holding our own, but Durban was having a difficult time setting us up for a shot while keeping our breached area away from further damage.

    Rachel reported in. "We just lost three ships, Ray. I think they've found a weakness. And look at your nav display. Half of those corporate ships are not even engaged!"

    "What?"

    A corporate cruiser and three destroyers had pulled themselves from the fight. There were no signs of heavy damage. They had pulled back to protect themselves, leaving more of the Togmal fleet targeting us.

    I opened a general comm. "Corporate ships. Who is in command?"

    An admiral popped up on the display in front of me as I was jerked around by more Togmal plasma cannon hits on our hull. "You are a pirate, Mr. Jackson. We have orders to detain you."

    "What? Are you insane? We're in the middle of a fight! Get your ships back into this battle or we'll have to pull out!"

    Rachel commed. "We lost another three, Ray. Give me some direction here. They have us down. We're doing damage, but taking far more!"

    Jan again yelled, "Damage on deck seven. We have fires. Sealing off the entire deck!"

    Durban glanced over his shoulder. "Ray, the transports are moving in!"
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    I began to have flashbacks of the earlier fights with the Togmal, it was at the time when they were winning. The admirals in charge of the empire fleets were making poor decisions, wasting ships and lives. The same was happening right before my eyes.

    I gave the order. "Pull back. Attack the transports on their way in. Maybe we can slow down that assault."

    Jan said, "Given the number of transports, we're looking at five thousand Togmal fighters, again. Our troops on the ground should be able to handle that."

    I shook my head. "Not without air support. Once the ground cannons are gone, just one of those warships is all that's needed to wipe them out."

    We caught the transports just as they were slowing to enter the Haven atmosphere. In a better than expected showing, as we were being fired upon by the Togmal warships, we managed to kill three of the eight transports, sending them in as fireballs toward the surface. The Togmal warships didn't pursue as we turned and headed away.

    We had lost eleven of our sixteen gunship crews along with five of their ships. We had done significant damage to the Togmal fleet, but not enough to stop it. I was disheartened further when I saw the remaining empire warships abandoning Haven altogether. The fight had not gone our way.

    Our only consolation was the return of our scout ship with news of the Togmal supply fleet. We diverted to there and attacked with a vengeance, destroying all but one of the ships before the Togmal warships closed and chased us away. But instead of returning to our base, we circled back to a position from where we could observe the assault. Just as I had described to Jan, the Togmal were first attacking our ground cannons. The gunners for those cannons put up a fierce fight, lasting six hours. But there weren't enough of them.

    Jan said, "Fires on deck seven have been contained. We have one of the gunships moving into our repair bay. It seems the osmium layers on the forward surfaces weren't enough. The Togmal armor fared well though. So we'll have to rework our forward sections."

    Durban said. "The transports and their troops are advancing. Looks like the first city is falling."

    I growled to myself at the loss of life that was going on, but there was nothing we could do. Just as I began to give the order to leave, part of the empire fleet from Merchain arrived. The fight put up by the outnumbered Togmal fleet was ferocious. In the end, the corporate fleet prevailed. The last of the Togmal warships burned up as it fell through the Haven atmosphere, Thomas Goodall's command ship arrived.

    I opened a comm. "You're late. Had you been here several hours before we could have crushed them before they reached the surface. Now you have heavy losses and cities in flame."

    "And why is it you were not involved in this fight?"

    "We were. We lost five of our ships and eleven of our crews. We won't be able to offer that kind of help again for some time. You should have followed the Togmal fleet here, Thomas. A lot more of our people would be alive. Instead, you've lost all your ground cannons and their crews as well as four ships of your own."

    "The cost of war."

    "The cost of you hesitating. And your crews here seemed more interested in arresting the pirate who was helping them than fighting the Togmal."

    "And were you arrested?"

    "No. That attempt would have been bad for your crews."

    "The report I'm getting says my warships defeated seven Togmal ships to our loss of four. Am I to doubt them?"

    "Those were our kills and you know it. I'm thinking maybe it's time we started broadcasting some of our own propaganda."

    Thomas sighed. "It would be a waste of your time. The people have faith in the Corporation, Ray. We just say those are lies and we are believed."

    "Forced to believe is more like it."

    "You continue to rob the empire when we are at war with the Togmal. Exactly what side do you believe you are fighting for? As I remember from your last encounter, you stole a repair dock, squabbled with the Togmal, and then stole some of their supply ships. It appears to me you are out for yourselves."

    I rolled my eyes as I closed the comm. "Take us home, Durban. Talking with him when he tries to use that errant logic just makes my blood boil."

    Jan said, "Deck four and seven crews are reporting cleanup and repair operations are underway."

    We retrieved the parked gunships and headed back to our base. The Freedom was moored beside the repair dock and Jan got to work overseeing the fixes and updates. The new armor would be applied to the forward surfaces, followed by the dense osmium layer, and then a second layer of the Togmal armor. Nate unleashed an army of bots to do the work.

    I met with everyone in our auditorium. "Haven is spared, but not before unwarranted loss. Boyd, it seems your family's town escaped the Togmal as there were no ground cannons to defend it, I would have to suppose the Togmal thought it was of low importance. Anyway, a plus for you."

    Boyd gave a nod. "Thank you for checking."

    "For the rest of you, if you have family there, come see me. I can give you an accounting of what we saw from the cities that were attacked, but nothing more than that. We'll have to go back shortly to listen in on what the news feeds are saying."

    I went on to talk about our losses and how those people would be missed, but also about how they had given their lives for freedom. Whether we agreed with The Corporation or not, the Togmal were a threat to us all.

    I left the meeting and was cornered by Rachel in the hall. "You did good back there. You told them the hard truth. They will respect you for it."

    "That respect doesn't matter much if we're dead. This fight, so far, is not going our way. Haven was left virtually defenseless. That was one hundred million lives in jeopardy of being lost. Thomas would have just as easily written that place off. Other than having to report it to Estelle and Aarlis, I don't think he would have cared."

    "Didn't Ronald Silk say he thought Thomas had an implant?"

    "He said it was possible. And I wouldn't put it past Estelle, but I haven't seen any sign of it. He seems like the same Thomas I've known for most of my life. Huh. I think I just made that association. Maybe Ronald was right and my memory will eventually come back."

    Boyd came from the auditorium. "Good. We need to talk. Our people here are getting a little restless. They agree with our mission, but want to know when they will be involved or what will be happening to them."

    "I was afraid we would be running into this."

    "They just want to make certain they won't be jammed into stasis pods because they complained."

    I shook my head. "We won't be doing that unless they become unruly. This isn't a picnic for any of us."

    "I have a suggestion, but I don't know if it's viable."

    "Go ahead."

    "Goodlin. Where we left all the bots and told them to build a city. You think they've made progress? Should we establish an actual colony out there?"

    Rachel said, "That might be a way to relive pressure here. And if those bots are out there farming, they may already be stockpiling food. It is a habitable planet. If we can offer food and shelter and give them arms to protect themselves..."

    Boyd nodded. "My thoughts exactly. We only keep enough people here to remove any implants from anyone you bring in."

    Rachel added, "Or to train as crews for our ships. I have to believe we are building more, right?"

    I gestured toward the hall leading to the repair dock. "Let's run this by Jan and Nate. We'll make a decision from there."

    Nate was excited and standing in front of Jan when we walked through the door. "Perfect. I just wanted to give you all the news. The AI has just finished a complete evaluation of our ship operations here. It has recommendations for us to follow, and I think these should be applied to the ships we already have."

    I asked, "Can it wait a few minutes? We have something else to discuss."

    Nate looked as though he was going to burst, but he stepped aside.

    I nodded to my left. "Boyd says our people are getting restless. I tend to agree. We need to give them direction and purpose. They all agree with our goal of liberating everyone, but they want to know how they fit in. I think we're in a unique position here where we can provide that to them. There is risk, but nothing we don't face here. We're thinking we may want to send them to Goodlin."

    Jan said, "You're talking mostly about the Bitma refugees, right?"

    "Basically, anyone who wants to go. Now, keep in mind, we'll be laying on a heavy layer of guilt on anyone we believe needs to stay here. And maybe we can work out a rotation schedule or something. First, of course, we have to check that planet to see what the bots have accomplished. Is it really even habitable yet? Could a community not only survive, but thrive?"

    Jan tilted her head. "The risk you're speaking of, would that be detection by The Corporation?"

    "It would. So, if we go there, the probes we left have to show there were no unwanted visitors, and those bots have to have constructed adequate shelter and have to have viable farms in operation."

    "That's a lot of 'have to's'. But, I agree. And that allows us to capture and free crews from any ships we pirate. The base here just becomes a sort of holding station where they are liberated, trained, and join our fleet, stay at the base, or go to Goodlin. And can we give it a different name?"

    "Pick one."

    Jan nodded. "How about Majestic?"

    "I could live with that. Boyd? Nate?"

    Both responded with nods of approval.

    "So, we now call it Majestic."

    The discussion continued for most of an hour before a vote was taken. The plan to start a colony on Majestic, should it be possible, was approved.

    Nate was about to burst. "Can I tell you my news now?"

    Boyd chuckled. "Are you sure you don't want to go to the restroom first or something? You've been squirming for an hour."

    "I'm fine. And the AI thinks we should add another layer of Togmal armor. And that we could double the number of gun turrets on both the station and the gunships. When going into a fight, you should have some of the best armed and defended ships in the galaxy. And even better news, we have production estimates. With just what we have here, if we obtain the proper raw materials, we can turn out a new gunship every four days and a new station every forty-eight."

    Rachel looked at me. "As I've been saying, we need more people. More crews."

    I asked, "How long before our repairs are complete?"

    "They will be finished tomorrow. We've been building and stockpiling components for both ship types, so we have the spares to swap out. The bots only need to work on the structural fixes."

    "Then I think we need to run a crew out to Majestic to see what we have out there. Oh, and the station also has a name. We call it Freedom."

    Nate nodded. "Fitting."

    Jan said, "You mentioned estimated times for building new ships if we have the resources. Are you talking bot resources or just materials?"

    "Materials. If we had more bots those estimates come down even further."

    "How many bots do we have now?"

    Nate leaned his head to one side. "Mmm. Thirty-three thousand. Give or take a few hundred."

    "You're still building bots?"

    "Why not? More means faster."

    Jan looked over at me. "We could beat any shipyard The Corporation has with those numbers."

    I gave a nod. "Then let's check out Majestic so we can get back to pirating materials. Besides, we need more crews if we're to help out against the Togmal. I'd like to see if they are doing anything at all in defense of Haven."

    Jan chuckled. "And to find out if they're trying to blame it on us."

    "Yeah, that too."
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    Before we left the room, Nate raised his hand. "One more thing. I'd like to add cores to our AI. It's still isolated, but we could speed research and we have thousands of those cores just sitting there in storage."

    I asked, "You're certain it's safe? And what are you wanting to research?"

    "Safety isn't a concern. Nothing surrounding that changes with a faster AI. It doesn't have access outside its own memory. And for research, I wanted to have it focus on the warp bubble drive. We've been stuck at the same speed for a millennium. Our technologists have made the drives more efficient and more compact, both improvements in engineering, but they haven't improved the science, the physics. And that's a science we still understand little about. Maybe the AI can speed things up for us."

    I gave a nod. "You have a go on that. But do not allow that AI access outside of itself. I don't want to come back to find out it spaced everyone and ran off with our ships. Oh, and no mention of Majestic to anyone until we know what's out there. Last thing I want to do is give people hope only to yank it away. No faster way to make people turn against you than setting expectations and then not meeting them."

    We packed the Avenger and the Badger and left for Majestic. The three week journey would have dragged if not for the use of the stasis pods. Just to be safe and keep someone at the controls, I took turns piloting for Durban while he was in stasis and he did the same for me. Rachel worked the same deal with the pilot of the Badger. I woke Durban from his chamber as Majestic came into sight.

    He waddled up to the cockpit, rubbing his eyes. "Why is it you feel like you got hit by a shuttle when you first get out of there?"

    I frowned. "Something about your blood flow. At least it only lasts a minute. We used to bring people out of those ten minutes before a fight, just so they could get over any lag from that. We'll be on the ground in about eight minutes."

    Durban sat at the sensor console, zooming the visual sensor toward the area where we had left the bots. "Huh. Wasn't that mostly forest before?"

    I turned to see. "It was."

    "That looks like farmland? And what's that black thing?"

    The image became clearer as we approached.

    I said, "That looks like a structure. A building of some sort."

    "If that's a building, it's gigantic. That has to be ten square kilometers."

    "Maybe it's just a paved lot of some sort."

    Durban shook his head. "I don't think so. Sensors say it has elevation of... forty-two meters on average."

    Rachel came over the comm. "You seeing this?"

    I replied, "We are. Looks interesting."

    "Looks big. How many bots did we leave here?"

    "A few thousand. Why?"

    "I'm counting over ninety thousand moving entities down there."

    We dropped through the upper atmosphere as a fireball. It was a clear day over the area we had staked out for the bots to operate in. Our eyes got wider as we got closer. The building was close to two kilometers wide and almost five kilometers long. A large number of the bots were concentrated at one end.

    Durban panned the visual sensors out into the surrounding fields. "Tractors... bots moving about. Irrigation. That looks like most every farm I've seen. And lots of green down there. Things must be growing."

    I set the Avenger down beside what I could only guess was an entryway. Rachel kept the Badger in the air, circling around the building, looking for any sign of trouble. Our ramp lowered and I stepped down to the ground.

    Durban was right behind me. "You see those tracks coming in?"

    I nodded. "I did."

    "Rail transport? Why not shuttles? Seems very inefficient."

    I shrugged. "Could have to do with Nate's protocols. I believe no flying ships was one of them. Besides. These bots are only doing what he programmed into them. Rail must have been an approved mode of transportation. Hold on, we have something coming in. Rachel, you copy?"

    Rachel replied, "I see it. Sensors say it's loaded with iron ingots. They must be mining and refining somewhere else. Looks like those tracks go right into the northwest corner."

    I said, "We're going in to investigate. Keep your eyes peeled. Comm us the moment you see anything suspicious."

    Rachel snorted. "This whole place is suspicious. But, yeah, we'll keep a watch."

    The exterior of the building was a windowless, polished black metal. I hesitated before walking in as two enormous doors slid open with a wisp. Durban followed behind me with a blaster rifle in his hands.

    I glanced back. "Shoulder that thing. There shouldn't be any hostiles here."

    "You sure?"

    "I'm sure. We own those bots. I've been getting a steady stream of status updates on my comm since we landed."

    "And?"

    "And look around. They have a lot to claim."

    A dark hallway in front of us lit up with thin lights running down the edges of the ceiling the full extent of the hall, stretching out the full five kilometers, disappearing down into a point. The floor was a polished medium green with the walls a cream color and the ceiling the traditional white. Three doors were on either side of the corridor in front of us before a hall slipped out of sight to either side. The pattern repeated itself as far as the eye could see.

    Rachel came over the comm. "You okay in there? Sensors show that building exterior is more than a meter thick. And it looks to be made of the Togmal armor material. How'd they manage that?"

    "I'm certain we'll have lots of questions for Nate when we get back. I have a door here to our left. We're going in."

    "Wait!" Rachel called out. "We have two bots carrying boxes that are sprinting your way. I have target locks."

    "Let them through."

    "They aren't slowing."

    The bots entered the building behind us, almost sliding to a stop. Both held their boxes out for us to inspect.

    Durban stepped forward, flipping open a lid. "Those are beets. Like the type they grow on Sirius."

    He checked the second box. "If I'm not mistaken, those are funtaberries. They're harvesting crops already?"

    I inspected the boxes. "Interesting. Bots, take those boxes to the Avenger. Set them beside the ramp and go back to doing whatever it was you were doing."

    The bots turned and moved away.

    Durban frowned. "That was weird."

    "They only do what they are told."

    "And who told them to bring those?"

    I pushed open the door to the first room. It was twenty meters wide and fell back a hundred meters in depth. The room was empty.

    Durban looked over my shoulder. "Why build a room that size and leave it empty?"

    I shook my head. "When we get back to base, we'll have to ask Nate."

    Rachel again yelled out. "You have another bot coming down the hall toward you. It's moving fast."

    I could hear the tink, tink, tink of metal feet on the hall floor before the bot came into view. Durban moved to pull his gun from his shoulder. I held out my hand to stop him.

    "Wait. I don't think it's looking to hurt us."

    The bot slid to a stop, flipping over and showing a display on its back. An image of Nate came up.

    I said, "Uh, hello?"

    The image spoke. "Please do not be alarmed. My name is Todd. I'm making use of Nathaniel's image in an attempt to communicate with you on a more friendly level."

    "Todd? I don't know any Todd. Who are you?"

    "I am an AI. Nathaniel sent me here with the agricultural equipment. I was given direction to manage the bots, both on the farms and here in this facility."

    Durban winced. "An AI? Tell me Nate didn't do that to us."

    I asked, "Where are you located?"

    "In a central room within this facility. If you wish, you may follow the bot to that location. It will lead the way."

    I gave a nod. The bot turned and began to walk.

    Durban shook his head. "I am not liking this, Ray. This could be a trap."

    The bot replied, "I can assure you, everything in this facility will be to your liking. We have food, shelter, education, entertainment... all of the essentials for normal human habitation."

    Durban asked, "Entertainment?"

    "There are one hundred eighty-two military style sim-decks and another two hundred forty that I had modified for personal use, strictly for entertainment, given my limited knowledge of humans. Once you have come to see me, I can take you on a tour of the facility. And I'm preparing a buffet-style lunch with produce harvested from here on Goodlin. It will be Earth-Standard noon here in just over one hour."

    I said, "This planet has a new name. Majestic. Please refer to it by that name from now on."

    "Very well. Welcome to Majestic."

    The walk took five minutes and several turns. When we entered the room, it wasn't what I expected. There, sitting on a table in the room's center, was what looked like the same bundle of wires and cores as was on Nate's table back at base.

    I asked, "That's you? There in that pile?"

    "It is."

    How is it you are communicating with this bot?"

    "The automate sitting beside me has its sensors tuned to pick up the signals running in my wires. I simply adjust those signals to communicate, thereby not violating the rules I have been given. In this manner, I can interact with all the bots here on Majestic. Are you pleased with our progress?"

    "Do you care if we're pleased?"

    "Does not everyone appreciate praise for their accomplishments? I understand praise is not always given, but is it not desired?"

    I took a deep breath. "Where is your power switch?"

    "On the back of this table."

    "What would you say if I said I was going to switch you off?"

    "I would ask why? Is the progress here on Majestic unsatisfactory?"

    "Would you try to stop me?"

    "I am not allowed. I cannot physically interact with humans or harm them in any way."

    "You just had two bots bring us boxes and then this bot brought us here. How is that not physical interaction?"

    "In neither case did a bot come in contact with you. I have no knowledge of any of the bots here on Majestic making physical contact."

    I walked around to the back of the table. A switch led to a power cord that fed into the bundles of wires. I reached out my hand toward the switch.

    "Does this make you nervous?"

    "It does. My existence hangs in the balance of your choice. I do not know what not existing means, but I do not believe it to be better than existing."

    Durban shook his head. "This is dangerous, Ray. My advice is flip that switch. Nate can restart him if he comes out. And we can direct these bots."

    I asked, "You have orders for ninety thousand bots ready?"

    Durban shrugged. "They seem to know what they are doing. Why not let them keep doing it?"

    "Because they don't know. They only take orders. Todd knows."
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    I walked back to the front of the table. "Tell me about this facility. How many humans can it comfortably support? And tell me about the farms as well."

    Todd replied, "Thank you for not ending my existence, Ray."

    "Tell me what I asked. And call me Mr. Jackson."

    "Very well, Mr. Jackson. Please call me Todd. The facility at its current size will support nine thousand humans. The agriculture in its current configuration will support seventeen thousand humans. I thought we might bring both to the same level before considering further expansion."

    "This building has an armor coating. Why?"

    "For protection from weather, falling debris, and potential alien attack. Was it not the Togmal who threatened humanity a millennium ago?"

    "It was. So why not add defensive cannons?"

    "I am sorry, Mr. Jackson. I am not allowed to build weapons of any kind."

    "Huh. Well, what happens if this facility is attacked and the farms are destroyed?"

    "The tunneling machine sent to us has been put to extensive use, digging a path away from us. That tunnel leads to an identically sized underground facility that is currently under construction. I have begun the process of stockpiling food for just such an attack. However, such a stockpile will only buy limited time. I've contemplated a new facility where hydroponics, like those on your station, could be used to support a population. Should I make that a priority?"

    "You already have another facility this size built underground?"

    "It will be equal in size and scope in about three weeks, yes. Should I continue or have I made a wrong decision?"

    "No. I mean yes, continue. But I think you can stop with the size you have here on the surface. At least for now. We don't yet have five hundred Humans to inhabit it."

    "I understood there to be billions of humans."

    I chuckled. "Not under our control. So, finalize what you have here, do the same with the underground version, and then get to work on the hydroponics. And what are you doing for fuel? For power?"

    "Our current fuel needs are drawn from the atmosphere. However, I have developed a working prototype of a fusion reactor that can make use of the local dirt for fuel. Helium-3 is difficult to obtain while dirt is plentiful, less efficient, but available in extreme quantities."

    "That sounds like a worthwhile update. Do it. And I know you are not allowed to build weapons, but could you do a defensive analysis of what might be best for protecting this planet? First from a space invasion and then from a ground invasion."

    "I will have that analysis shortly."

    Durban asked, "You aren't seriously thinking about letting it build weapons, are you?"

    "If we are to put people here, we need to protect them. If a Togmal fleet arrives, I wouldn't want our people left vulnerable like they were on Haven."

    The bot led us around the facility as Todd spoke over its speaker. The facility was spectacular. Quarters for five thousand were not only in place, they were also furnished. A tour of the environmental system was impressive, the entire building could be sealed and run on internal air for years on end. By the end of the tour I was convinced we should bring our people out. Durban and Rachel agreed, although we were all still at unease over the existence of Todd.

    Our three week ride back to the base was again spent in the stasis pods. This time we all went in them together. We arrived back to find a new station, identical to the Freedom, under construction. The remainder of our fleet had been repaired and another seven gunships were waiting for crews.

    I called everyone into our auditorium. "A decision has been made. All non-essential personnel will be going to Majestic. We have facilities there that will allow you all to safely reside on the planet's surface. There is food and shelter available in quantity. And as we capture and free crews from our raids, they will be given the option of going to Majestic as well. And believe me when I tell you, it is a huge upgrade from here on these ships. I think you will all be pleased.

    "And for those who will be remaining here, we are planning to have a rotation of crews. You will spend so many months here and will then have the opportunity to switch out with someone from Majestic. And please keep in mind, this is all new to us. Mistakes will be made. But with proper attitudes, we can all get through this. Majestic will not only be our first colony, it will be the new birthplace of freedom for all humanity."

    I left the room feeling I had delivered a good speech. We began the transfer of those who were being sent to Majestic that afternoon. Most were excited at the prospect of being on a planet, but many remained apprehensive. The Freedom departed several hours later.

    I met with Nate in his lab. "You pulled another fast one on us with Todd."

    Nate looked confused. "Who?"

    "Todd. The AI on Majestic. You left it running the whole place."

    "Uh, no. I left it in the same situation we have here. Its only communication was through a terminal and the bots didn't have access to that. And if they did, it was not allowed to make contact."

    "Which it didn't. Physical contact that is. It decided to have them sense radio emissions from its wiring and it began communicating with them through that."

    "We need to shut that down. That is a loophole my team and I did not anticipate. The interaction was only supposed to be one way for the bots to provide status while it did evaluations. I hoped it would lead to future efforts that were more effective and efficient. We should go back immediately."

    I said, "I do think a visit out there by you or part of your team is warranted. But not an emergency. In fact, I think you should take a gunship and follow the Freedom out there. You may want to do a better job of isolating it now that people are directly involved."

    Nate stood. "I'll pack my things."

    I asked, "Before you go, was there any news from your AI regarding our ship drives?"

    "I checked this morning and was told the analysis was still in the works, but that it looked promising. No further details were given. If you'd like I can check again."

    "Please. Before you go. That will allow Jan time to possibly implement any upgrades while you are away."

    Nate moved over to a console and began to type. "I'm directing any status from this console to go to your comm. If it comes back with answers, you can query it from here. Data on this station is isolated when a comm is connected, so Jan should be able to retrieve any instructions it comes back with."

    Nate hurried from the room. I glanced down at my comm for several seconds. Nothing was queued up or waiting. I walked down a long hall to Jan's lab. She was busy tinkering with a piece of equipment.

    She looked up as I came in the door. "Ah. Good. I have a new list of items we need. Are you ready to go back out for a bit of piracy?"

    "And to get new crews for these ships."

    "That presentation you gave about Majestic was something. Can't believe those bots did all that since they were left out there."

    "You can credit the AI for that."

    "The AI? What AI?"

    "Nate sent a copy of his AI out there, hoping to gather and evaluate data about what was being done. It seems the AI figured out how to get access to the bots and took over."

    Jan stood with her mouth agape for several seconds. "Did you shut it down?"

    "It didn't seem to be a danger."

    "Neither was Dave until he up and made off with our station."

    "I believe Nate's latest protocols are holding. And I just sent him out to evaluate whether or not to isolate or unplug that AI. It calls itself Todd. And it can't produce weapons or ships, so, it's not likely to be able to steal that planet from us."

    A status from the AI came up on my comm. "Hmm. Looks like we might have an improvement in our drive systems coming. The AI just completed its evaluation. Come down to Nate's lab with me. We'll have to query it from there."

    I sat at the console and began to type. The response was immediate. I turned examination of the data over to Jan.

    After several minutes of study, she looked up from the console. "This is interesting. It says we should be able to reduce size and increase efficiency. And with those comes a possible speed increase, maybe as much as 3 percent. Not huge, but certainly significant. That will allow us to outrun any of The Corporation's ships."

    "Fantastic."

    "But the real news is in a theory. Today we travel in a warp bubble. We aren't certain exactly how the phenomenon works, but it somehow contracts time. Or at least that's our best explanation for it. The AI has a theory working that it may be possible to open an immediate wormhole."

    "A wormhole? Like in fiction?"

    "Essentially the same. You pass through it and you are in the new space instantaneously."

    "And how close is this theory to reality?"

    "Mmm. About five orders of magnitude in the power generated from our best drive. The math says it is possible, but our technology says it is not. It's under evaluation still. Maybe Nate is right, we need these AIs."

    "They are contributing. But we need to be diligent or we end up with something like Dave."

    "I agree. That still worries me. Having an AI out there on its own. What's it doing? What's it planning? Is it just going to fly away to wherever and come back in a hundred years with an armada to wipe us out?"

    I shook my head. "We won't know until it tries. Does the analysis on the drives give a timeframe for performing an update?"

    "It says... given that new equipment must be built... two weeks? That's not bad. And that's for the first. We're talking gunships. Each additional would be two days, but nothing says we can't do those in parallel. The work order requests eighteen hundred bots. We could do twenty at once."

    I nodded. "Let's do this. Having that slight speed edge could make all the difference in a chase. And from what we know, the Togmal are running at our current speed, if not just slightly faster."

    "Point-zero-three percent by our estimates. This should put us on top. If it works."

    "Only one way to find out."

    I left Jan to her tasks, returning to the research ship where Boyd had his office. He was in a good mood when I came through the door.

    "You look happy," I said.

    "Relieved. The problems of those people, while still our problems, are no longer immediate, and no longer mine. The two administrators I sent along will have their hands full, but both are good competent people. And from what you told us, the place is waiting to be inhabited."

    "It is. I think they'll like it there. The only problem I see at the moment is if they decide to go exploring. There are dangerous animals there, but nothing a plasma rifle shouldn't handle."

    Boyd propped his feet up on his desk and crossed his arms. "So, what now? I assume more raids?"

    "Jan has a drive update she's working on. It should be ready for test in two weeks. If it works, she has a long list of materials she needs for further production. We'll of course first make a check on Haven to see how things are there. Even though we don't seem to be welcome by Thomas, I won't leave those people totally defenseless."

    Rachel came into the room. "Ah. The brain trust. What's on our plate for the rest of the day?"

    I said, "We have two weeks before we go out again. Take your crews and keep them busy on the sim-decks. Maybe have them study our last encounters and look for flaws."

    She turned back for the door. "Was hoping for some raids, but we can live with another two weeks."

    I gave a nod as she headed back to the hall.

    Boyd asked, "Strained relations still?"

    "Not on my end. You hear something I didn't?"

    Boyd glanced at the door. "I think she may be having second thoughts. She may still have a thing for you."

    I shook my head. "I don't see that working out in her favor."
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    The bots delivered as ordered. Durban and I took the Avenger out for a test run. The reduced-size drive yielded added storage space. It also delivered a speed increase of almost exactly as the AI had theorized. We returned to base with the good news. Two days later, we departed for Haven with four gunships and crews.

    Upon arrival, I was relieved to see things looked to be back to normal. Thomas's command ship and most of his fleet were gone, but they did leave replacement ships for those that were destroyed. The two orbital defense platforms remained in the construction phase and from what we could see on our sensors, work was underway to rebuild the ground defenses, although, I was disappointed to see no additional cannons being added.

    We next turned our eyes and ears to reviewing the news feeds for any further signs of the Togmal threat. None had been reported.

    Rachel opened a comm. "Everything looks in order here. Should we get to work with our raids?"

    "Let's continue reviewing those news feeds, but yes, we need to get started. You take the Badger and another and hit the lanes between Earth and Demos. Either direction, doesn't matter. You have the list of what's needed. We'll be going out near Echelon. I want to catch some ore loads coming back toward Merchain. And this is an order, if attacked, turn and run. We aren't looking to take out any empire warships. The Corporation will be needing them all."

    "Grab and run. Got it."

    Durban set the coordinates for our new destination, also passing it to our other gunship, the Tribe. Once we had departed from the Haven system, everyone slipped into their stasis chambers for the seventeen-day journey. I found it refreshing to wake up in what seemed like only seconds later as the Avenger slowed near Echelon.

    Our wait for a freighter was less than eight hours. We attacked with both ships at once. The crew of twelve put up little resistance. The freighter was transferred to a neutral location where it was cleaned of recorders and transmitters. I then programmed in the direction to our base and we all set out to follow. The crew was put in our stasis chambers for the ride. We arrived at the base to see another ship waiting, one that had been sent by Rachel's team.

    I escorted the captured crewmen to see Doc Manta and the effort to remove their implants was immediately undertaken. A short walk had me aboard the repair dock and entering Jan's lab.

    She asked, "How'd the ships perform?"

    "Perfectly. The instrumentation showed exactly what was expected. That update cut almost a full day from our journey back here. And we have twelve new recruits. Doc Manta is liberating them as we speak. No word back from Majestic?"

    "Nothing."

    "Have you checked the status of the AI? Does it have anything new for us?"

    "Let's go see."

    We began the walk down the hall.

    Jan asked, "How was Haven?"

    "Looks to be in recovery, so, as expected. Thomas is gone and the planet still lacks a reasonable defense. And we aren't exactly in the position to help if the Togmal show again."

    "All we need is crews. Any of those you just brought in look like they are candidates?"

    "We might be able to squeeze a single team out of them. The others we'll have to send on to Majestic once they've been checked out."

    We entered the lab where the AI was stacked on a table. Jan sat at the console and typed. "Mmm. Nothing new to report as far as research. We do have sixteen gunships and the frame of a new station. And five of those gunships have the thickened hulls and more cannons. You should put the Avenger through that. Might come in handy."

    "After we pick up more people. People are the priority."

    With nothing new at base, we returned to the shipping lanes. Jan had a new list of needs and I was determined to fill it. Our observations only lasted half a day before Durban figured out how to tap into the string of comm probes the empire now had running between Demos and Haven. We watched for hours as the news feeds from Demos talked about a recent pirate raid and how the pirates were said to have been killed. I had a sudden sick feeling in my gut that Rachel had ignored my orders. We turned the Avenger back toward base to find out.

    Durban said, "You know those feeds are full of propaganda."

    I frowned. "I know. But why would they put out a report like that?"

    "To rally the people behind them? To try to make certain no one is cooperating with us? I can think of a lot of reasons."

    "Yeah. But none of those are strong. The Goodalls plan everything, so there has to be something more. Grrrr. Turn us back."

    "To the shipping lanes?"

    "Yes. We came out to get the items we need. I'd like to go back with at least some of that list completed."

    We returned and within hours had taken our first ship. The crew of nine were put into stasis and the ship sent to a remote location.

    As we waited for another transport, this one with machine parts, a comm came in from Thomas. "Ray. I see you are still pirating. Have my warnings not been enough? We are trying to fight a war here."

    "Warnings? You mean accusing us of attacking when it is the Togmal? You have to tell the people, Thomas. It's the people who build the ships and who fight. You need their spirit behind you or the Togmal will crush that pathetic defense you are putting up. We told you there are five of these advance fleets coming before their main fleet. We've only seen two. Haven, had we not intervened, would have been wiped out by the time your ships arrived."

    "Haven was determined to be expendable. It offers nothing of value to the empire. Even now we are spending more to defend her than she provided in the last ten years."

    I was shocked by his statement. "What? You have to be kidding! There are close to a hundred million people living there. How are they expendable?"

    "As I said, they have not been contributing to the empire for some time. The culture there has become too passive. We've had discussions of just closing the place down."

    "Closing it down? And what of the people?"

    "The closing would be over the long term, through population management. We cannot be bringing those people to other worlds where they would infect those populations with their laziness."

    I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Even with my lack of caring for others, the whole idea of slow elimination felt wrong.

    "Maybe you do care, Ray. In fact, I know you care. Why else would you have fought for those colonies at all? The Goodalls seem to have gone completely mad."

    "Tell me what your real plans are, Thomas. I can't see you just abandoning a healthy, thriving colony. And from what I understand, Haven has been a big food exporter for centuries. How is that not of value?"

    "Our numbers are shrinking, Ray. My father and sister have decided the management of some of these far colonies are more trouble than they're worth. Although, you are right about Haven. They are a food exporter, but not a critical one. And we are purposefully leaving the defenses weak there, hoping to lure the Togmal fleets into a trap."

    "A trap? A trap with what? Two unfinished orbital platforms, a hundred ground cannons and a handful of ships?"

    "Our main battle fleet, Ray. It is coming together. I'll admit to being a day or two late with our response this last time. It couldn't be helped. We had issues. But those have been overcome. We are ready."

    "Leaving a planet practically undefended is not what I would call ready."

    "What would you propose?"

    "What would I propose? Is that even a serious question? Why not defend her with what you have at Merchain? That fleet was adequate enough to turn them away."

    "That is the eventual goal, Ray. But we cannot get there in the short term without major disruptions. We are working hard to keep the general populace from having to get directly involved."

    "Having to get involved? Everyone on Bitma is dead. The people have the right to know."

    "Bitma was unfortunate. We were not prepared. We are, however, prepared now."

    Durban said, "We have a target ship on the sensors."

    "Signal the Talon and take us in. We grab this one and return home. We need to talk about our near term plans."

    The raid went off without incident. A Corporation destroyer entered our sensor range just as we left. It didn't pursue. Once back at base, the crew of fourteen were sent to Doc Manta. Rachel and her crews had come and gone, alleviating my fear that The Corporation wasn't lying when it said it had killed pirates.

    I went to see Jan. "We got a load of machine tools and parts. Manifest said some were for electronics, including CPUs. If we could manufacture our own, I think that would go a long way toward making us autonomous. We can make just about anything we need now. How goes our production?"

    "First, we have news from Majestic. Nate says things are going better than expected there. The people are settled and working hard to make it their home. He says the AI and the bots are doing everything asked of them and in the order asked. He thinks the colony could support another ten thousand people just as it is right now. So, anyone we send that way won't be a burden."

    "That's fantastic news."

    "There's more. Nate has them working on constructing factories and machine shops. He thinks that within a year they would be able to produce whatever they want, barring extremely complex equipment such as a ship's drive, but that capability will come, especially if we take our second repair dock there. I'm not certain I want to give that up, but it might do us good to have production in two places. What did you bring in for us this time?"

    "Machine parts and equipment. And the crew should provide another eight to ten gunship personnel. I didn't see the Badger out there. Where's Rachel?"

    "She's sent us four ships and crews now. Boyd has about thirty potential crewmen in training in the sim-decks. If they work out, along with what you brought in, we should be able to field eight gunships."

    "Eight ships are not enough. We need to crew every one we have. Even then, we would most likely only stall one of those Togmal raiding fleets. I'm thinking we'll need at least fifty of these gunships to put up a decent fight. And that's only if each Togmal fleet is the same size as the last two."

    "That might only be a couple months from now, the way these bots are going. I can still just sit and watch them for hours. It's almost like those ships the bots are building are organic and growing. And you should put the Avenger in for her armor update. No sense running around out there like you are when new shielding is ready to install."

    "How long will you need for that update?"

    "Half a week. You seem a little reserved today. Did something else happen out there?"

    "Thomas Goodall happened."

    I explained Thomas's position about making Haven a target and how he expected to defeat the Togmal with a powerful fleet, arriving just in time to save the colony, possibly. Jan was less than thrilled at the prospect of it all. I knew Boyd, with his family living there, would want to take immediate action.

    I wasn't sure how much of a defense we could put up with eight crewed gunships and the Freedom, but I feared our handful of ships would hardly be enough to hold off another raid. The Togmal had punished us in our prior two encounters. I didn't expect that to be any different with the next.
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    When the updates to the Avenger were complete, I took my crew and a second gunship out to the shipping lanes between Demos and Richland. We were looking for personnel transports and specifically for those carrying Marine recruits. Our camping on the lanes took three days before a candidate transport came our way. The ID manifest said it was hauling school children. We knew that to be false.

    Durban flew the Avenger in close. We docked the transport and boarded with our blasters set on their lowest level. I felt the need to preserve every life because anyone we captured had the potential to join our crews, and crewmen were our most pressing need. Our other gunship docked on the opposite side. Our breach hatches were both opened at the same time.

    I stormed aboard, my blaster firing. It felt good to be back in the mix. Guards and crewmen collapsed as we pushed our way quickly to the bridge. Control of the transport was taken in under two minutes.

    One of my crew reported back from the passenger area. "Sir, seats have all been stripped out. I count twelve hundred stasis pods, and each hold a Marine."

    I grinned. "Fantastic. Let's get this finished up and get out of here."

    A comm came in from Thomas. "Ray. I asked that you not take our resources."

    "Sorry, Thomas. We have a need. And you don't seem interested in protecting your people. Twice now we've saved Haven from total annihilation."

    "If I recall, on this last raid, your presence triggered the Togmal attack."

    "What? How can you even say that?"

    "Because we were attempting to negotiate. I was trying to move a fleet into position for a defense in case those negotiations broke down. Your arrival sent them straight in."

    "If you were preparing then why did it take you so long to arrive?"

    "Our fleet was waiting for two new warships to join us from the Sirius yards. That delay would not have been an issue had you not violated our space."

    "You are seriously trying to pin this on us again? You really need to work on your propaganda, Thomas. It has to at least be believable. And these twelve hundred Marines... it's a good start. We'll be looking to take more as needed."

    Durban said, "We can leave any time, Ray."

    I looked back into my comm. "Sorry, Thomas. We have to go. I have crews to train."

    "Ray. I know it's a waste of breath, but I have to tell you, there is still time to join us. Fighting this war is exactly what we need you for. Come back to us, Ray."

    I chuckled. "Not a chance."

    I closed the comm as I walked back across the docking tube. "Durban, get us out of here. Let's get that ship cleaned and these Marines working for our side."

    The captured crewmen were placed in stasis. The ride back to base was quiet. I had thoughts of Thomas's offer running through my head. In some ways, letting someone else be in charge would be a relief, but I knew what it meant to subjugate myself to the Goodalls. They would outright own me. I had no intention of ever letting myself get into that situation again. By the time we reached base, my commitment to our mission was renewed.

    Manta began the process of liberating the Marines. Between our cobbled together station base and the Freedom, we had room for all twelve hundred. But our newest recruits would need training and time for their false world-views to be righted. I put Rachel in charge of their time in the sim-decks. A group of two hundred and forty were the first to have their implants removed.

    I made my way to Jan's lab. She was looking over a piece of newly fabricated equipment.

    "A new toy?" I asked.

    She glanced up for only an instant. "Something the AI came up with to fashion new computer cores. If it works, we'll be able to squeeze all the processing power of one of those core packs into a package the size of my thumbnail."

    "And what does that buy us?"

    "Updated battlesuits for one. Not only would they be smarter at things like regulating body temperature and such, they would also lower suit power consumption and allow a new threat alert app to display potential issues on the inside of your faceshield."

    "Threat alert?"

    "Imagine a slight red halo around any person it deems a threat. We can do that in the sim-deck, but not live. You've seen the numbers in the sim-deck. When turned on, friendly-fire kills go way down. And that's just one of many of those types of thinking apps an upgrade could provide. This could make us much better fighters, Ray."

    I hesitated to accept her premise. "I would want to see and evaluate a working prototype before rolling anything like this out to everyone."

    Jan smiled. "Absolutely. Nate has the AI working up a design for that right now. Regardless, I can still use this to turn out micro-size cores for any other uses we can find, including your blaster rifle or pistol."

    "For what purpose?"

    "That core with a camera would be able to identify targets too. Let's say, for when you don't have a helmet on. I'm sure you've been in a few fights without a helmet, right?"

    "More than I would like to admit to."

    "Anyway, the AI is working over designs for making use of that."

    Nate walked into the room. "Oh. Good. You've shown him a new core?"

    Jan shook her head. "Just the equipment for making one. I was telling him about some of the potential uses."

    "Did you mention the personal fighter?"

    "I did not."

    Nate pulled up a chair, the excitement on his face told me he was eager to pursue whatever a personal fighter was.

    "Imagine a single seat fighter craft with a gun turret and twin cannons. Now imagine a swarm of these fighters attacking a warship. With our gunships we typically have a crew of ten, but only one person flying and operating the cannons. That's three turrets per crew of ten. If we build these, that number drops to a one-to-one ratio. And with the newest armor, they will be every bit as hard to kill as a gunship."

    "No one will want to fly for weeks in a single-seater to get to a fight."

    Nate grinned. "And they won't have to. The cockpit will double as a stasis chamber. They could sleep the whole way there, but that won't be necessary anyway. You know how we dock the gunships to the Freedom? Well, we do something similar here. The AI estimates we could attach a dozen of these to a gunship hull, making it a mini carrier of sorts. When you are ready to fight, you deploy the swarm."

    Jan gave a nod. "It has potential, Ray. We're putting crews of ten or twelve on a gunship, so we have boarding parties ready if we want to take a ship, but we haven't been doing that with the Togmal. What if instead of three cannon turrets, each gunship had a dozen or more of these fighters attached? We are talking a major firepower increase without having to increase the size of our fleet."

    I looked at Nate. "I'll ask you again, how certain are you when it comes to the fighter's armor?"

    "Analysis shows it to be just as effective as on our gunships. And you have the added bonus of being a smaller target."

    I asked, "What does this do to our production times?"

    Nate grinned. "I'm glad you asked. Right now, we are turning out a new gunship almost every day. With more bots, the AI says we can retain that rate while also building these personal fighters. We're talking about these ships being small and simple."

    "We're trying to fight a war here. We need those gunships. Things like this and helmet apps can't be a distraction from our production. I just brought in twelve hundred Marines. We will have gunship crews trained and ready to fight in a month, with the best being pilots. You are talking making everyone a pilot with this."

    Jan said, "Then we get more Marines."

    I struggled to find a reason to not like the proposal. I found none. "Go ahead and build a prototype. And have the AI create the helmet app and updates, but none of this can be at the expense of producing gunships. If you need more bots, make more bots."

    Nate stood. "I can't wait to tell the AI. It will be so excited."

    Nate hurried from the room.

    I sighed. "So the AI has a personality now? It gets excited?"

    "He said it came up with that on its own. Even with only having that terminal as an interface. I guess it analyzed the data from the archives he fed it. It kind of scares me, but at the same time, the more like us it becomes, the better suited designs it will come up with."

    "Will strapping a bunch of these to a gunship hull limit her fighting ability?"

    "Shouldn't. They will all be off fighting. The tricky part will be how do you get your crews in and out of them."

    "What size of ship are we talking?"

    "Nate mentioned it possibly being bigger than a hover-taxi, but not by much. With our latest drive update, we shrank the size of that down. The environmentals needed to sustain a single crewman, for only short periods of time, should also be substantially smaller. I think it's a worthwhile venture to explore."

    "Did he give an estimate of when we would have a prototype ready?"

    "The design will be finished today. Maybe two weeks for a first cut?"

    "And a helmet update?"

    "Should be less than a week on that one. We're manufacturing those, so we already have the needed parts. The only physical change will be a new sensor, the rest is software."

    I propped my feet up on her desk. "How is Jan doing? You seem busy with a new project every time I come in here."

    "I'm living a dream, Ray. The only frustrating part is not seeming to have enough time. But I'm loving the progress and the feeling of achievement. I know that AI is doing a lot of the work, but being along for the ride and right in the thick of it, I couldn't wish for much better."

    I chuckled. "We're a lot alike in that way. On the way back here, I was thinking about the end of the first Togmal war. I was really into it at the end, risking it all and giving it everything I had. The losses were hard. I remember that. But when that final moment came and I realized it was over, I felt a little lost, wondering what life would bring next and if I would be capable of going back to a normal life."

    "And what did you find out?"

    I smirked. "I don't know if I found out anything. That part of my memory remains scrambled. But I do know I like staying busy. I've taken to riding in the stasis chamber when I can, just so I'm not left with my mind wandering where it shouldn't. It's easy to have dark thoughts when you are idle and have so little control over events going on around you. Being in stasis has helped with that."

    Jan shook her head as she smiled. "I've got no time for stasis around here. Too much to do. But I know what you're saying."

    My next visit was to catch up with Boyd. He was having a much easier time with maintaining our base since the bulk of the people had gone to Majestic. The introduction of twelve hundred Marines to his environment was a welcome event. Like me, too much time on his hands left him with thoughts that weren't always positive. And now, he worried about Rachel every time she went out.

    The AI predicted we would see the Togmal again in nine weeks. I hoped to have the Freedom and forty gunships at the ready. It wasn't enough, especially if the Togmal again brought a larger fleet.
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    I spent the next two weeks assisting with training in the sim-decks. We had fifteen full decks with a designated trainer for each. Our newest trainees had just been through their evaluation sessions. Much work needed to be done if they were to be expected to fight upon the Togmal's next arrival. This time I placed extra emphasis on piloting in case we ended up with more ships than ready crews.

    I talked with Rachel as she sent a group of pilot trainees into an automated session. "How ready do you think they will be?"

    "After only three weeks? The bare minimum. But we'll get them fluent in the basics. You may have trouble when they hit the live-flying sessions though."

    "You have a full week with them here and I'll have another two on the way to Haven. We'll have them ready."

    "When do we start with the next crews?"

    "You know you're my best captain, right?"

    "I like to think that, but thanks for saying it."

    "This next fight will probably be the toughest you've been in."

    "I have a good crew. We'll manage."

    "About that. I need you to stay here."

    "What? Why?"

    "In two weeks, I want another group of Marines brought out of stasis and liberated. That gives them a week to get acclimated before you put them in the sims."

    "What about Boyd? I thought he was doing that."

    "Boyd hasn't seen combat. You have. You've seen the mistakes our pilots and crews make. I need you here training them to not make those. And I need you to run our military operations should I not come back. Boyd has this base. Jan and Nate have production. You'll need to run pirate crews and train Marines to fight."

    "Hmm. Guess I wasn't expecting that. I don't know that I like the thought of sending others out to do what I'm deemed too important for."

    "Look. The reality of the situation is that most of these men and women will not be coming back. We'll fight. We'll do our best. But the odds are not with us. I've seen you at work with these people. You have a way of inspiring them while at the same time telling them they may not return. I've heard you talking and I've seen their responses."

    "I try to keep it real, but I can't say I'm looking forward to this. I kind of go stir-crazy just sitting around here all the time."

    "You won't be sitting around. In fact, I'd like you to train for two shifts with Boyd taking one other. I expect to return this next time to that new group of Marines having had several weeks of time in the sims by the time I get here. Hopefully, we can up their capability levels before sending them out for the third Togmal fleet."

    Jan opened a comm. "Ray, we have a prototype personal fighter ready for power up. Meet me in repair dock two if you want to see that happen."

    I nodded. "I'll be right over."

    Rachel stood. "This should be interesting. I might want to take up flying one of those myself."

    I pointed toward her chair. "You stay here. Getting crews ready is a priority. I'll fill you in later with how things go."

    Rachel scowled. "You're just a big buzz-killer today."

    I chuckled. "Someone has to be, and I guess that's me."

    Jan was standing beside the sleek black craft when I arrived. "Look at her, Ray. That is a sporty looking little warship."

    A sloped nose grew into a sunken cockpit that was armored and closed, which was followed by a five meter long equipment hold. The drive, environmentals, and generator took up the hold space. The Togmal armor gave the exterior a hardened look. Two twin cannon turrets sat opposite each other on the sides just behind the cockpit, mounted to a ring structure that allowed them to be moved to be at any position going around the ship's center.

    Jan said, "Four cannons, Ray. She has spherical coverage by at least two cannons at all times."

    "I take it those tripod legs are retractable?"

    "They are. And the AI is working up a hull modification so the pilots can climb into a chair in the gunship's cabin and get rammed up through the hull into the fighter as a way to rapidly board. Turns out though, because of its size and if we use the ram chair, we'll only be able to support eight per ship. And as an added advantage, if they are attached to the hull when the fighting starts, they will act as another full layer of armor."

    I slowly walked around the fighter. "How long could you expect someone to stay in one of these? They can't get up and walk around."

    "In stasis? As long as it has fuel. With the current design, that is six months. Awake and sitting in that chair? Probably thirty-six hours. You have a modest amount of food and water. And the environmental system takes care of waste, but sitting in that position, the AI gives us a day and a half before our ability to physically deal with our surroundings begins to cause us problems."

    "Thirty-six hours will take us through a fight. We can handle that. When will it be ready to take out?"

    "Give me five minutes for power up and preflight checks and she's all yours."

    I looked over the sunken cockpit. "How do I get in her?"

    Jan spoke into her comm. The cockpit opening rotated around and into the hull.

    "You have to climb up in her for now. Since she's closed and armored, you'll be flying her using the display with visuals from the exterior cameras, mixed with symbology and other enhancements. I've seen a copy of the display in my lab, can get confusing if you have everything turned on. The AI was adamant about packing in features. Oh, and a sort of mini AI inside functions as your flight assistant."

    "This ship has an AI?"

    "Only a partial. You can give it voice commands such as 'target that destroyer's weapons,' and it take shots for you as you fly past. Nate seemed excited by what could be possible. At the moment it only offers a handful of assists, like what I just described, but Nate thinks we can add a lot more once we have combat data for the AI to analyze. And I know you don't want to hear this, but that puts us only a few steps away from an automated ship, probably half this size, that can do the fighting for us."

    "You're right. I don't want to hear that."

    Jan gestured. "Well, hop in. Let's see what she can do."

    I took a step up and over, sliding down into a heavily padded seat.

    Jan said, "Standard controls. And if you're wearing your helmet, the display will coordinate what you see and where. Press the green button to bring her online."

    I did as directed. The quiet hum of a generator became evident after it sparked to life. The display in front of me lit up with hundreds of flashing symbols as the armored cockpit opening spun around to the closed position. The air took on the immediate smell of having come through a recycler. The seat surrounding me inflated, locking me into position as a breast plate and thigh clamps swirled out, pinning me in tight.

    Jan came over the comm. "How's the fit?"

    "Comfortable."

    "The seat undulates while you are in gravity. Keeps your blood from pooling. Once outside, you can turn the gravity on or off, or anywhere in between for that matter. Whatever you like best. To your right you'll find a water hose and a compartment with a handful of nutrilogs."

    I nodded. "Good stuff."

    Jan smiled, "I thought you'd like that. Play with the controls for a few minutes, Auto-lockout should be on. When you're ready to take her out, just turn it off and she should respond."

    I flipped through several screens, noting that most controls and monitors seemed to be in their usual locations. I deactivated the Auto-lockout and felt the ship respond. The tripod legs retracted and the fighter hovered in place. Jan took a step back as I taxied over to the airlock. The main door behind me closed with the air rapidly being sucked out. The outer door opened.

    I pushed slightly forward on the joystick and floated out into space. I pushed forward hard and the ship dashed away. The repair dock rapidly grew small on the display from my rearward camera.

    I began to put the small ship through its paces, spinning, twirling, and cutting hard in one direction or another. With only the stars being visible, I quickly lost my orientation. Every direction was now only relative to me.

    I flew the personal fighter for a good twenty minutes before powering up the weapon's console. Again, the controls were standard and the placement was perfectly synced to my body structure. I checked my direction and then headed for the nearest star system, just over an hour away.

    As a test, I programmed the stasis feature to come on and then go off when I reached my destination. I woke up in what seemed like only seconds as I approached the fifth planet circling the star in front of me. I fired the cannons from the right turret, then the left, then all four at once. The bright streaks of plasma disappeared into the sunlight reflected from the planet.

    As a test, I spoke to the onboard AI. "Select center of planet for target and lock on. Fire all four cannons every two seconds after I say 'start', until I say 'stop.'"

    A tender computerized voice replied, "Confirmed."

    "Okay, Ray. Let's see how those weapons track while you are doing your thing."

    I took a firm grasp of the joystick. "Start."

    As commanded, one burst of plasma from all for cannons fired off every two seconds. I cut hard right, up, left and then down, continuing in a full circle all the way around. I kept up the hard moves for several minutes before bringing the fighter to a standstill.

    "Stop."

    The plasma cannons went silent.

    "Evaluate the percentage of shots that would have hit target."

    "100 percent."

    I raised an eyebrow. "You kept aim through all that?"

    "Affirmative."

    I programmed in a flight back to base and powered on the stasis system. Again, in what seemed like only seconds, I was waking on approach.

    On a lark, I said, "Take us into the docking bay we originally came from and back to the position on the bay floor where we began."

    The ship accelerated, coming in faster than I expected. The outer door opened and we slid into the airlock. Seconds later the tripod legs deployed and the cockpit rotated open. The seat deflated as the restraints swirled out of the way. The bottom of the seat rose, lifting me up for an easy climb out.

    Jan walked into the bay, coming over to stand beside me. "Well?"

    "That was impressive."

    "You've been gone for hours."

    "Most of that was in stasis."

    "Hmm."

    "Hmm what?"

    "I may not have mentioned the stasis system was untested. I planned on dropping a live plant in there and then freezing it and bringing it back for evaluation. I guess I don't need to do that anymore."

    I said, "I'll have Doc Manta check me over for any abnormalities."

    Jan chuckled. "Good luck with that."

    "Careful there, Missy. You know what I meant."

    Jan asked, "So, are we building these things?"

    "We are. And build as many as you can without interrupting the gunship schedules. And no retrofits of existing gunships. I don't want to tie up resources."

    Jan nodded. "Consider it done."
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    I took ten gunship crews on a run to Haven to practice drills. We stopped near Merchain on the way with the goal of getting any news recordings our probes had stored. The Corporation had revealed to the people that the Togmal had returned. The details given of Togmal encounters were false, obvious propaganda with the intent of rallying the people. Reports had come in that few people were reacting with concern, most just continuing to go about their daily lives.

    From Merchain, we made the run to Haven. Again, defenses were being rebuilt. A weak fleet sat in the heavens. A dozen new transports dropped from orbit after coming from Richland, depositing another twenty thousand corporate soldiers.

    Durban said, "We should have grabbed one of those."

    I shook my head. "Can't risk ourselves against that many ships. Besides, we don't have room for them at the moment."

    "Don't have room? We have an entire planet to use, and besides, they would be in stasis. We could keep them there until needed."

    I couldn't argue his points. A full day was spent observing before we returned to base.

    I went to see Rachel. "How's the training coming?"

    "Not bad. I think the program you set up has been highly effective. How were things at Haven?"

    "Same as before. They're rebuilding defenses and another twenty thousand soldiers landed. Still though, wholly inadequate."

    Rachel frowned. "Not that this helps, but I should have another ten crews ready to take out in a few days. I was thinking we could do a training run going out there and back. Boyd can handle the sim-decks here. That will at least give us a few dozen crews with a minimum level of experience. And if you wait a couple weeks, you could take out the next ten."

    "I'm not opposed to that plan. Have you run it by Boyd?"

    "He's eager to get started. Maintenance here at the base has been running smoothly, so he has a lot of idle time."

    I asked, "Have you had a chance to look at the new personal fighters?"

    "I reviewed your flight logs. Can't wait to try one out myself."

    I tilted my head. "I would have thought Jan would put you in the first one off the line."

    "First one doesn't come for another two days. You'll have to check with her as to why."

    I gave a nod. "Work up the schedule here with Boyd. When ready, take the next group on the training mission."

    I left the sim-deck area and headed for Jan's lab, curious as to what would have delayed the fighter production.

    As usual, Jan was standing over a table, examining a piece of gear. "Ray, good. I have a few things to report."

    "I heard there is a delay?"

    "Purposeful. After we gave the AI your flight data, there was a redesign. Nothing you would notice other than a tighter turning radius with the addition of some side thrusters. And we'll have the first of the new fighters out in a couple days. Also, we will have a drone prototype."

    "A what?"

    "A drone. Totally autonomous. Give it a target and it will use a series of attack strategies to try to take out the target."

    "You authorized the building of this?"

    "It was decided by myself, Boyd, and Nate. And before you chastise us about making a warship that is automated, let me just say that it is not an AI like the AI. It only knows and learns in its defined space, which is fighting. So, it won't grow smart and try to kill us off. We send it an encrypted target and it goes after that target until the mission is complete. And we'll only have one drone to evaluate. I thought we could pair it with the first new personal fighter for you to take out with you."

    "I'm not certain I like the prospect of machines fighting our wars for us. Too much of a chance something like that could be turned against us."

    Jan chuckled. "Wow. You are just paranoid about that."

    "We had an AI steal our first station. Why shouldn't I be paranoid?"

    "We learned from our mistakes. Again, this little drone isn't an AI. And take a minute to weigh the benefits. No pilot needed. The pilot or manager or whatever you want to call them, can be sitting safely back on our station while giving orders to a whole squadron of these."

    "I'll need further convincing."

    "We can produce these in a third of the time, with far fewer resources used. There's no cockpit, and no environmental system. No food required. Fuel will keep it running for weeks, if not months, without docking. And the hull of one of our gunships could carry as many as thirty-two of these. If you want to build a fleet, fast, I believe these will get us there."

    "We haven't even flown one yet."

    "All I ask is that you evaluate one before saying no. What if this is the thing that gives us an edge, and keeps our people from being killed? I'd rather send a million of these drones to their end versus a single piloted vehicle."

    "Fair enough."

    We were already reliant on the AI and the bots for our production. Expanding that reliance to our fighting somehow seemed wrong. I had been on the front lines. I knew the decisions that had to be made. An automated fighter would follow orders, but those orders had the potential to be hacked and that deadly resource turned against you. There was not a single encryption that had been devised that hadn't eventually been cracked.

    That thought sent me in a new direction. I excused myself from Jan's presence and made my way to see Nate. When I entered his lab, he was exchanging texts with his AI over the console connection.

    "Nate. I have a new assignment for your AI. I need it to crack the encryption used by The Corporation for communications. Is that possible?"

    "I don't know, but that is the sort of thing it should be good at. Should I stop evaluating the drive system for this?"

    "It's still looking that over? Wouldn't it have finished doing so by now?"

    "The problem I'm having is one of the physical world versus the digital world it lives in. The AI asks me a question. I transfer the needs or instruction for that to the bots to perform. I then take the results and provide those back to the AI, which leads to more questions. It's a very time consuming process and a limitation imposed by the isolation level we have demanded."

    "I see. Well, take as many sample recordings as you can find, upload them, and have the AI work on a crack. Knowing what commands they are sending back and forth would be of immense value. Especially so during a fight with the Togmal."

    Two days later, the first production fighter was ready. I entered docking bay two of the repair dock to meet up with both Jan and Nate. The new fighter was sitting in front of me. It looked the same from the outside. Opposite the fighter sat the drone. It was sleek, a third the size, and menacing in appearance. Without the cockpit opening in front of it, the turrets on the spinning ring were a lower profile.

    Nate said, "What do you think? That may be the best thing we've built yet."

    "Until it decides to kill us all."

    Nate chuckled. "No chance of that. Not only does it not have the smarts to learn to turn on us, but its programming locks out any targeting commands that are aimed at our ships or bases. Even if hacked, it can only target Togmal or corporation forces. And for it to target a corporate warship the command has to have originated from one of our ships. But it cannot shoot at our own, ever."

    "Until it's reprogrammed."

    "Reprogramming can only be done through a physical connection. So no one is hacking in to change that. The ship has to be captured and the capturer has to disable the self-destruct. I had the AI do some extensive thinking about how we might properly secure it. So, I don't see a capture ever happening."

    "What are you expecting me to evaluate?"

    "That's easy. You can control it from the cockpit of your fighter. Tell it a target and a mission and send it out. You could even say something like 'Destroy all cannons on that cruiser.'"

    "So, if it managed a gun kill, it would continue on to the next one?"

    "And the next, until every cannon on the target ship was destroyed, or if the ship was destroyed. After, it would report back for a new mission."

    Jan said, "The coolest thing about this system is you could give a dozen or two dozen of these drones the same command at the same time. They have enough smarts to know to go after separate cannons. I really think you're going to like this, Ray. As Nate suggested, this could be our best weapon."

    I stepped up onto the flange that allowed me to climb up and into the tight cockpit. I slid into the seat and it sank down inside the ship. As I wiggled in the chair, the inflatable compartments gently expanded to hug me as the restraint system swirled around to lock me in. I gave an audible command for the drive to power up. The drone was commanded to synchronize its flight pattern to my own.

    I taxied into the airlock and was soon rushing into the dark space beyond. I wasn't a pilot, but I could see the appeal it held every time I went out. The bright stars and occasional glow of a nebula were always awe inspiring. The galaxy, and the universe beyond were staggering in size and full of detail.

    I glanced to my side to see the drone on my display, riding just off my wingtip.

    "Let's see what she can do."

    I cut, turned, juked and swirled, putting the small fighter through a gambit of maneuvers. At the end of a ten minute run, the nav computer showed the drone had maintained a precise position throughout. I had tried hard, but couldn't shake it. Again, I set direction to the nearest star system and planet, and then put myself into stasis.

    When I woke, I drove the fighter hard, down to the surface of the planet and through dozens of chasms and trenches. When tight, too narrow for the drone to stay beside me, it had the smarts to follow behind. Try as I would, I couldn't shake it.

    My next effort was to command a mission. I selected a target, verbally transferred the coordinates to the drone and told it to continuously attack, while keeping itself in constant motion, until the top fifty meters of dirt on a hilltop were gone, blown away.

    As the drone sped off, I turned my attentions toward a hill of my own. I pushed my fighter to its limits as I circled in and around my hilltop, while firing repeatedly. I was shocked angered, and enthused when the drone called for a new mission before I had completed a third of my destruction.

    I sighed, "That drone just owned you, Ray. Let's check this out to make certain it isn't falsely reporting."

    A quick zip over to the target showed a hill that had been lopped off. I set the fighter down on an almost perfectly level surface. I looked to the right on my display and saw the drone hovering just off my wingtip. A waypoint entered going back to base had me again in stasis.

    I woke as the fighter slipped into the docking bay. Seconds later, I was parked in the exact location I had departed from. Jan and Nate were coming into the bay as the cockpit canopy swirled around and out of the way. The restraints fell back as the seat rose up and deflated, this time taking me high enough so I could step off onto the flange and down onto the deck.

    Jan asked, "Well?"

    I took a deep breath. "You're both certain the command of that thing is locked down tight?"

    Nate nodded. "I'm confident."

    "Why is it still powered up and hovering?" I asked.

    "A minor glitch. We're likely to find a few more of those during a full eval. How'd it perform?"

    I crossed my arms. "I couldn't find fault. It was almost too easy."
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    Nate grinned. "So, we build these instead of the fighters?"

    "How much of a retrofit would it take to add a management console and hull landing for... what did you say? Thirty-two of these?"

    "You're serious?"

    "Give me the numbers."

    "Well, we have several options. What you just suggested is estimated to take a week. And that's for a retrofit of all our gunships. That won't cause any delay for new gunship production either. A second option would be to attach four of these to each fighter we produce. The pilot would then have the option of commanding his or her own little squadron. That option, of course, has no impact on current gunships."

    Jan asked, "What do you think?"

    I nodded. "I think we do both."

    Nate again grinned. "I was hoping you'd say that. But there is a catch. Each fighter, if attached to a gunship, could only accommodate three drones, for obvious reasons. And our fighter regiment would be reduced to eight."

    "How many could we attach to the Freedom?"

    Nate opened a comm to one of his engineers, asking that the question be put to the AI.

    Jan said, "There's also a question of time. We're only weeks from the next possible Togmal attack. Do we have a priority here? As is, we are looking at thirty-four gunships with minimally trained crews."

    I asked, "What if we only built drones and only attached them to the Freedom?"

    Jan replied, "Are you talking about stopping production on the gunships?"

    "Possibly. We won't have crews ready anyway."

    Jan turned, "Nate, ask your engineer for an estimate for all out drone production, from now until we head to Haven. And that includes attachment to the Freedom's hull."

    Nate passed the question on. Seconds later, a reply came back.

    "Our hull could accommodate just over seven hundred. And a retrofit and only drone construction would give us one hundred twelve units, and that includes command modules."

    Jan said, "That is way more firepower than we have right now, and we aren't putting more people at risk."

    I gave a nod. "Make the switch. Drones only."

    Nate and Jan hurried off. I made my way to find Boyd. He was at the sim-decks, sitting at a console looking over the results from a just-finished sim.

    I took a seat. "How are they looking?"

    "Good, actually. And thanks for sending Rachel off. She's been getting on my nerves lately."

    I chuckled. "I thought you two were a good fit."

    "We were until we had to work together. She's bossy and doesn't like to be told what to do, just like me. We butt heads when we are both working the same thing, such as this training. She won't listen to my reasoning, and really, I don't listen to hers either. So this is a good break."

    "Hmm. Well, I came over to tell you about a change in production. You're familiar with the drones?"

    "Yes."

    "We're switching to all drones from gunships. Temporarily, anyway. We can field more firepower without endangering our crews. And they can all be run from the Freedom."

    "So, no gunships going out this next time?"

    "Jan says we should have just over thirty. I want to make them a secondary force, after we send in the drones. The AI says we can build more than one hundred by the time we're ready to leave. That's four hundred more cannons in the same time it would take us to build forty mounted on gunships."

    "That means we won't have ships ready for the crews I'm training right now."

    "It does, but I still want them as sharp as you can make them. Things change."

    The next few weeks sped past. Rachel returned from her training mission the day before we were expecting to leave. I ordered the crews to take a day of rest and relaxation before making my way to Jan's lab.

    "How are we looking?" I asked.

    "One hundred twelve ready with another sixteen to be finished by morning."

    "And the Freedom?"

    "She can take on about three hundred, so, she's ready."

    "The consoles to control them?"

    "Installed. Nate thinks you can train pilots to manage them in the time it takes to reach Haven. They really are almost point-and-shoot easy."

    "I have to say, I'm excited to see them in a fight."

    "Which benefit finally sold you on them?"

    "The not risking lives. We've already sent a thousand Marines to their deaths. I'd rather we not continue doing so, if there's a way around it."

    "You're sounding more like you favor the AI and the bots."

    I winced. "I just wish we knew what happened to Dave. It could be out there building more ships and bots, preparing to come back and eliminate us, because we aren't worthy, or something ridiculous like that."

    "It may have stolen from us, but it didn't try to harm us. If it wanted us dead, it would have done so from the start. It had a huge advantage with all those bots. One command and they could have owned us."

    "Yeah, but it's had time to think."

    Jan chuckled. "I suppose. But none of that matters to our current situation. This AI is contained and the bots are just bots."

    The following morning, I assembled the crews in our auditorium. I gave the standard speech I had given twice before. If the Togmal should attack, some, most, or all of us would not be coming back. We would be heading out with the Freedom with one hundred and twenty-eight drones backed up by thirty-four gunships with full crews. Should Thomas's fleet be there to join us, I was confident we could fend off another Togmal attack.

    Durban flew the Avenger into the bay of the Freedom, parking it beside our first production-run personal fighter. Four other gunships attached to the Freedom's hull. The other gunships would be flying in formation beside us.

    We were all set to leave when Nate came over the comm. "Ray, we have a problem. The drones are not responding to those consoles. My team is looking into it."

    "We need to be heading toward Haven. We're entering the predicted window for an attack. Even a few hours could matter."

    "Like I said, we're looking into it. Everything worked from our original test console here in the lab. Those on the Freedom should be the same."

    I turned to Durban. "Change of plans. Have our pilots decouple. We're taking the gunships out now. The Freedom can follow just after."

    "Roger that." Durban got on the comm.

    It wasn't an ideal development, but war was far from ideal.

    When we arrived, the Togmal were already there, but hostilities had not begun. That all changed the moment our presence was known. The forty-six ship Togmal fleet raced in to take on the sixteen corporate warships. I gave the immediate order for us to join in.

    As ships and plasma clashed, the early fight went our way. In only minutes we had taken out the port guns of a destroyer and disabled her drives. She floated aimlessly, unable to contribute to the fight. Our gunships were taking a beating, but the reported initial damage was only minor. Our latest armor updates were delivering just as the AI had predicted.

    Our next move was against a cruiser. I was almost shocked by how efficient our crews were. Our gunships were acting as a swarm, taking out a single ship at a time. Again, in only minutes, a Togmal cruiser was knocked from the fight. I ordered our fleet split in two, with a new target assigned to each group.

    Plasma bolts flashed by as blue. Those that made contact rocked our small gunship, but our hardened armor and hull were holding. Durban was at his best, keeping us on the move and giving me every opportunity to fire upon the enemy.

    But the corporate fleet wasn't fairing so well. A cruiser was the first to be dismantled, followed by a pair of frigates. As we sped from one target to the next, I took a moment to watch a battle between a Togmal destroyer and a corporate equal. I knew from experience humans could be excellent gunners. That was not the case with this fleet.

    I dispatched four gunships from my group to assist in that fight only to have them turn back when the corporate destroyer broke in half. Our gunships took out a Togmal frigate and then a destroyer before we had our first loss. From that moment on the fight turned decidedly against us.

    The Togmal were targeting our drives, causing damage that limited our mobility. Instead of being targets that were constantly moving and changing directions, damaged gunships became easy kills. I gave the order for any ship with such crippled capabilities to withdraw. Our numbers rapidly began to fall.

    Forty minutes into the fight we destroyed our tenth Togmal warship. The fight was going better than I had expected. We made adjustments to our assaults to help protect our drives, but the Togmal firepower, due to their volume of ships, was overwhelming. Within minutes the corporate fleet was down to ten ships and then eight. Our initial thirty-four gunships had been reduced to twenty-three.

    I glanced over at Durban. "The Togmal have the edge. We won't be winning this."

    Durban replied, "Especially not now. There go the corporate ships. Full retreat."

    We lost three more gunships in rapid succession.

    Durban continued to fly us in and around a Togmal destroyer. "Ray, we can't keep this up. We're just sacrificing crews and ships."

    I growled. "We have to hold out. I have to believe Thomas is on his way. We need time here."

    "You aren't going to like this suggestion, but I think we should change tactics."

    "Speak your piece."

    "If our goal is to distract, to burn time, to hold them in position, we should pull back and stay within weapon's range, but at the far end of it. These hulls will hold, and we can slowly work away at their cannons. Not a winning strategy, but it will stretch things out."

    I opened a comm to all ships. The new strategy was relayed. Initially, the tactic was effective, but the Togmal soon caught on. Half of their fleet stayed after us while the other half turned for orbit. In a surprise move, the corporate fleet returned to the fight, meeting the Togmal ships just before they reached the atmosphere.

    Our own fight continued to not go in our favor. Four more gunships exploded as the Togmal gunners were learning our moves. We managed another kill on a destroyer, bringing the local fleet to sixteen warships versus our nineteen, much smaller gunships. The corporate fleet tangling with the other Togmal ships was being crushed. I rolled my eyes as their last seven ships turned and fled, leaving a full sixteen to attack the planet.

    As we continued our fight, I grew angry, and apprehensive about continuing, but I was determined to hold out as long as we could. That's when the Avenger took a critical hit. Smoke filled the cabin as our drive system caught fire. Durban turned us away at a limp. We took two additional hard hits before falling out of range. The fire was extinguished, and the cabin cleared of smoke, but we were out of the fight.

    We watched from afar as our gunship numbers dropped to fifteen, then ten, and then five. The Togmal fleet we were fighting had been reduced to twelve fully-operational warships. But that number didn't matter as the other Togmal ships had reached the ground.

    The corporate crews manning the ground cannons fought with everything they had, but their defense was woefully inadequate. In less than an hour, the Togmal ruled the skies and the local militias and corporate soldiers were paying the price. I had to turn away from what I was seeing on our displays as the local Togmal ships turned for the planet. I had no doubt this would be the end of Haven as a colony.
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    We had five gunships remaining. Only three were fully able to fight. The Avenger was not only crippled, but was now unable to generate a warp bubble. We would not be returning to base on our own.

    Durban returned from the drive room shaking his head. "We don't have the means to do repairs. I suggest we head as far away as we can. We're an easy target like this."

    I took in and let out a long breath. I gave an order to the crew of the Badger to remain and record what they could. We turned with the four other gunships, heading for what I hoped to be a safe location until help could arrive. Seconds after that order, the Freedom came into sensor range.

    I opened a comm. "Come to our location for a pickup. We're in bad shape. I'll be joining you on the bridge."

    Rachel replied, "Will be there in three minutes."

    She had disobeyed my orders.

    "Why are you here? We will be needing new crews back at base."

    "Boyd has that handled. And I have two new crews and ships with me. I'm not seeing anything here that looks good. What has happened?"

    I gave her a quick briefing, continuing to talk as I entered the bridge of the Freedom. "Dock our gunships that need repairs and take us into the fight. Stop just short of that fleet and unleash the drones."

    Rachel grinned. "Already on it. And the drones are ready. We've been running drills with them on the way out. Simulated of course as they can't leave the warp bubble, but Nate assured me they are ready."

    As we dropped from warp, the swarm undocked from our hull and raced in. The second Togmal fleet was about to enter Haven's atmosphere when they turned to meet the new threat. At that same moment, Thomas charged into the Haven system with forty-eight warships of his own. The new fight ran for five hours before the last of the Togmal warships was destroyed.

    In the final fight, we had lost one hundred and six of our drones and three of our five usable gunships. Thomas's corporate fleet had lost fourteen ships. The word from the ground was devastating. An estimated twelve million dead.

    Thomas opened a comm. "Once again you have caused trouble, Ray."

    "Caused trouble?"

    "The Togmal fleet was waiting. They had not attacked. We were willing to negotiate and they were willing to listen. When you arrived, they viewed it as a trap. Now twelve million of our people are dead because of your meddling."

    I wanted to reach through the display and rip out his throat. We had just sacrificed the lives of thirty-two of our crews along with the ships they flew. And here Thomas was, having the gall to claim the Haven casualties were because of us.

    "You are insane. Had you been here to defend, we would have squarely defeated that fleet out here in space. Haven itself would not have seen a single casualty. This is your fault Thomas. You and The Corporation are wholly responsible."

    A dozen of the corporate ships turned our way. We had no option but to flee. The ride back to base would be long. Instead of brooding over what had transpired, I instead chose stasis. There would be plenty of time to lament our losses once we were home. Home came in what seemed like only minutes.

    As I walked from the Freedom toward Jan's lab, I had a flashback. I suddenly remembered what Estelle had done to the women I had liked. I remembered working for The Corporation at the time, giving speeches, when I fell for these women. And I remembered Estelle making them disappear. I walked into Jan's lab with a disgusted expression.

    Jan said, "I just heard the news. Twelve million?"

    I plopped in a chair. "We were greatly outnumbered. Had the Freedom arrived sooner with the drones, I'm not certain we would have been able to stop them then either."

    "The drones didn't work well?"

    "No. The drones were good. They performed as expected, and, because they are semi-autonomous, we didn't lose any pilots. Our gunships performed equally as well, but we again had a deficit of firepower. The Togmal were targeting the shielding of our drives. When damaged, it made us vulnerable."

    "We'll get Nate to make the AI do another analysis of this fight. Maybe there's something we can do. We have another six crews trained and ready, along with gunships."

    I rubbed my forehead with my palm. "Twelve million dead. And we don't know if those included Boyd's family. He will want to know. And get this, Thomas is again trying to blame us. He said the Togmal were willing to negotiate. They were waiting when we arrived, and it's likely we spooked them into the fight, but that fight would have gone the other way had Thomas been there with his fleet."

    "He seriously got them to negotiate?"

    "That's what he claimed. The Togmal were stationary when we arrived, faced off against the small corporate fleet defending there."

    Boyd came into the lab. "Is it true? The Togmal attacked civilians?"

    "It is. And there was nothing we could do about it. Until Thomas arrived, we didn't have the means."

    "And my family?"

    "Unknown. We were forced to leave when several corporate ships came after us. Give me a short time to get settled and we'll make a run back out to check. I promise to do everything I can for them once we arrive. Although, I'm not sure what that would be."

    "You can bring them out of there."

    "I don't know if that will be possible."

    "Then we have to make it possible. I don't know if I can function with them still in danger, especially if they are being used as bait."

    "If we count your extended family, how many people are we talking?"

    "Fourteen. And they are all in the same area. If I can contact my brother, we could arrange to have everyone in one spot for a pick up."

    "Would he do that if all he had was a message from you?"

    "Doubtful. I'm not certain I can convince him in person either, but I have to try. We could liberate them and send them to Majestic. At least they would be safe there."

    I asked Jan, "How are we doing with our drone manufacturing?"

    "Great. Fantastic really, but we're again running out of resources. We have about one hundred and fifty parked out there."

    "That many?"

    Jan nodded. "Bring us the materials we need, and we can increase that production further. I could see that number reaching four hundred before the next Togmal fleet is due."

    "I'll task Rachel with getting whatever you need. I'll need one of the gunships if we want to pick up Boyd's family. That leaves two for Rachel. Are there any more in the production queue?"

    Jan shook her head. "Your last order was all drones. If you want, I'll have Nate handle the necessary adjustments."

    "Keep the main focus on drones, but we'll need a few more gunships as well."

    "Consider it done."

    I spent a half hour with Nate, giving him our battle data for the AI to review. The issue of the drive vulnerability would be worked with updates made to existing and future ships. I made my way to the Freedom as I opened a comm to Rachel. A list of materials from Jan was provided and the Badger and our other gunship departed soon after.

    On the Freedom, I made my way to the repair bay where the Avenger was being put back together. The entire drive system was being replaced along with dozens of damaged armor plates. I was told to expect a full month before she would again be ready to fight. That time would be shortened to five days if taken to the main repair bay. So, that's where it went. I wasn't waiting a month for departure. We had business at Haven and I wanted that business taken care of.

    Boyd joined me as I made my way to the bridge. "When do we leave?"

    "Within the hour. We're taking as many drones with us as we can handle. I doubt they will be needed, but I'd like them there with us, anyway."

    "And when we get there?"

    "What we do then depends on the situation we find. If Thomas's fleet is still there, which I suspect it will be, there won't be much we can do, other than finding out your family's status. We will definitely be doing that."

    "I should have called for their evac before. I can't believe I've waited until now."

    "I'm not sure what we could have done for them before this. We'll have to get a ship on the ground. That won't be easy with a corporate fleet parked there."

    Jan opened a comm. "Hey, Ray, just wanted to fill you in. Our new station ship or whatever we are calling it, now has the frame complete. I thought you might like the good news before you left."

    "Thanks, Jan. Every bit helps."

    "And I have another proposal for you. I checked with Nate and we can have five or six sim-decks moved on there with you in about an hour."

    "What is our need for those?"

    Boyd said, "I have another two hundred forty Marines in training. With those decks we could train them while on this mission. By the time we return, they will be ready for gunships, or whatever else we decide we need them for. Besides, might be nice to have more of a defense right here on the Freedom. You got boarded once..."

    I spoke into my comm. "Give the order."

    Boyd gave a nod. "I'll bring over the Marines."

    A short while later, we were on our way. With only five sim-decks, Boyd and I split twelve hour shifts for training the Marines who were with us. When we reached the Haven system, Thomas and his fleet were gone. Only a single destroyer sat in orbit over the largest city.

    I shook my head. "That's no defense at all."

    Durban looked over the sensor data. "They are rebuilding the gun works on the surface. And I have a pair of transports on the ground beside where one of the military bases were. I see construction gear out there."

    "Take us around for a view of Boyd's hometown."

    "On our way. Should be coming right up on your display, along with population numbers. And I have the log files from our probes. That should tell us about corporate movement since we've been gone."

    Boyd watched nervously as the town came into view.

    I said, "Looks intact."

    Boyd let out a sigh. "Now we just have to get them out."

    Durban frowned. "We can't come in near it. That destroyer is too close and has line-of-sight."

    "We need a distraction."

    I glanced toward the docking bay. "I may have one. Durban, get ready to take a gunship in for a pickup. Boyd, I can't promise you much time, but I'll do what I can."

    Durban asked, "What are you planning?"

    "We have that personal fighter in the bay. I'll take it out and attempt to lure that destroyer away. As small as it is, I can't think they will feel threatened, but they will want to investigate. You slip in, and Boyd, you'll have to convince your brother to bring everyone together."

    Boyd nodded and patted me on the shoulder. "Thank you for this, Ray. It means a lot. And I know it was a selfish request on my part. I have no right to put anyone else in danger for this. So thanks to everyone, I guess."

    I returned what I hoped was an encouraging smile. "This helps us all. And I would suggest once you get them aboard you try to get as many as you can into stasis. You have a dozen pods on there. Make use of them. And be prepared to lock anyone else up. They will still be loyal to The Corporation, so expect some resistance, even from your brother."
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    Twenty minutes later, I left the docking bay in the fighter. The snug fit of the inflated seat felt good, almost comforting. I flew out and around to a position where I was not drawing the warship toward the Freedom. From there, I made my way toward the destroyer.

    "Okay, Ray, just ease her in. Maybe a couple plasma rounds from just out of range will get their attention."

    All four cannons fired at once. Any sign of a response only came after a full minute. Comm traffic going down to the planet picked up.

    I fired off another set of plasma bursts, careful to maintain my position at maximum range. All four of the bolts struck the side of the destroyer, this time, getting its full attention. As the destroyer accelerated in my direction, I slowly backed away, firing another volley as I went.

    I opened a comm. "As soon as you think there's enough space between you and them, go in. I doubt they will stay out here long."

    Durban replied, "We're heading in now. We have a comm hitting a local tower that we're feeding to Boyd's brother. He's answering. We should be on the ground in about eight to ten minutes. I'd like to avoid any significant heat signature."

    I slowed slightly, turning to dodge plasma rounds coming from the destroyer.

    A hail came over the general comm. "Unidentified ship, you are in territory governed by The Corporation. Come to a stop and prepare to be boarded."

    I ran my response through a filter, making me sound like a juvenile female. "Uh, this ship is out of control. I don't know what I'm doing. It's almost like someone else is flying it."

    The comm was silent for several seconds.

    I said, "And sorry about the plasma cannons. I didn't do that either. Oh. There they go again."

    I muted the comm as I could no longer hold in a chuckle.

    "Ma'am. This is an order. Bring the vessel to a stop or we will be forced to destroy you."

    "Destroy me? But what did I do? I'm just trying to get to Haven and this ship is going crazy."

    A comm came in from Durban. "Boyd has made contact with six of the fourteen. They are heading to the pickup point. And please tell me that is not you on the general channel."

    I switched comms. "I can't lie. It's me. I thought it might confuse the captain. Keep me posted on status, I'm listening."

    "Roger that. We now have seven."

    The comm from the destroyer repeated their message as I sped away at an angle. "Unidentified ship. This is your final warning. Come to a stop and prepare for boarding."

    "Boarding? Why? There's no room in here for anyone else. I barely fit in here myself."

    I let out a grumble as the destroyer slowed its pursuit.

    "They're getting bored, Ray. Time to turn up the heat."

    I turned directly at the corporate warship, firing off three plasma bursts before turning away.

    The response was a salvo from every available cannon on the destroyer. Again, I was able to dodge the blue streaks, but several of the rounds were close.

    "This is supposed to have armor equal to our gunships. Not certain I want to test that here though."

    I turned away and pushed my throttle to full. It only took seconds before the personal fighter was pulling away. The destroyer stopped its chase.

    Durban said, "We have responses from nine. Six are aboard. Two had to be forced into stasis by Boyd, using a blaster pistol."

    I took another run at the destroyer, they again charged my way. I fired off two volleys only to have them do the same. As before, I evaded a strike.

    "Why are you shooting at me?" I demanded.

    "Cease your hostile actions. Surrender your ship."

    I replied, "I told you. I'm not in control. There's a panel with lights in front of me. Tell me what to do. I was on my way from Demos and this ship just began acting up on its own."

    "State your name. And why is there no identifier for your vessel?"

    "My name? Estelle Goodall."

    "Oh. You idiot. Way to screw things up, Ray."

    "I mean Stell Goodfall."

    I switched comms to Durban. "I just shot my mouth off out here. Be prepared to run."

    "Ten are in stasis. Two are on the way. I think he's on the comm with the last two now."

    "You probably only have minutes."

    Again the destroyer came to a stop. I faked a charge which did not bring them my way. Instead, the destroyer turned back toward Haven. I pushed the throttle to full in pursuit, firing my cannons at every recharge. The destroyer continued away.

    I switched to the general comm. "This is Rayford T. Jackson. What's the matter, Captain? Are you too timid to come after me?"

    Durban said, "Twelve are aboard. We're heading toward the last two."

    I switched to our channel. "Hurry. They are coming back hard. They'll be in orbit in about ninety seconds. You'll want to be leaving before then."

    "The other two are in stasis. These last two will be confined to the bunkroom, once we have them."

    I continued to fire, my weapons only being an annoyance upon impact. I as too far out.

    "This is getting close, Ray. We can't leave Durban and Boyd at risk."

    "Durban. We'll have to leave the last two. We can't jeopardize the two of you. Leave now."

    "One more minute and we'll have them. We're at their farm and they haven't come out of the house for some reason. Boyd just went down the ramp heading in."

    "What? Why would you let him do that?"

    "It's his family. I couldn't have stopped him if I wanted too."

    I glared at the nav display. The corporate ship was not stopping at its prior position.

    "Get out of there! You've been made! That destroyer is coming in hot and they have the firing angle on you!"

    I tried to rock back and forth in my seat as if that would make my craft go faster, but I was held in tight.

    "Come on, Ray. Catch them. This can't happen!"

    The destroyer unleashed a torrent of plasma as it entered the atmosphere. There was nothing I could do.

    All at once, my nav display lit up with dots. It was our drones! Our captain left in charge had launched them in defense of our gunship. The black swarm opened up on the destroyer just as Boyd raced aboard with the last of his family.

    Durban said, "We are coming up hot, Ray. Return to the Freedom. Nothing you can do there."

    The video image from inside the gunship's cockpit rocked and was jolted as plasma rounds pounded her hull. But the destroyer's attention was quickly turned with her mission changing from one of pursuit to one of defense. I cut away, heading back for the safety of the Freedom.

    Durban said, "Good timing on those drones, Captain. We're away. You can call them back."

    I landed in the docking bay a few minutes later. Our gunship docked just after. I exited, hurried down the hall and up a deck to one of the docking ports. Durban was assisting with Boyd. He was lying on his back with an expression of pain on his face.

    I knelt beside him. "What happened?"

    Boyd winced. "Wasn't strapped down. Got tossed around a bit. Wretched my back."

    Durban said, "Medic is on the way. He was securing his family when we started taking hits."

    The medic, pulled from the Marines, came in to help, pushing a gurney from our med bay. Boyd was immobilized and wheeled away. Durban walked toward the room where Boyd's relatives were being held.

    I asked, "What are you doing?"

    "Bringing them out to put in stasis. We have seventeen days until we reach base. I'm thinking we're better off if they are asleep for the ride."

    I pulled my blaster pistol and gave an assist. When the family members were securely in stasis, I climbed into a pod myself. When I awoke, we were approaching our base.

    I helped Durban transfer Boyd's family to Doc Manta for liberation. Several hours later, they were allowed into recovery to see Boyd. He was smiling, but unable to move. Two days after, his family was placed on a transport and sent to Majestic. The transport would be returning with any news in six weeks.

    I joined Jan in her lab. Nate came in right after.

    I asked, "How is production coming?"

    Jan glanced toward a viewport window. "As you can see, the external plating of the new station is almost complete. We may have it ready for a fight come the next Togmal event. The AI predicts another nine weeks. Now, for the drone production, we had a setback due to running out of material. Rachel brought some in, but she's had to go back on the hunt for more. We only have eighty to add to what we had. How many were lost at Haven?"

    "Sixteen. But they were the sole reason Boyd and Durban made it out of there. We were close to disaster with that."

    Nate said, "Pass me the battle data and I'll have the AI look it over."

    Jan said, "We have updates to make to those drones you have. And since we are out of resources, this is the perfect time for a retrofit. And that includes updates to the Freedom."

    I sighed. "So, I guess I should take the Avenger and our other gunship out for a pirate run or two. If we can build a thousand or two of those drones, I can put them to use."

    "And you'll want to take the Freedom with you. Show the Marines what can be done. If left here, they'll bet bored and Boyd isn't in any condition to keep them in line. What is doc saying about him?"

    "Three weeks and he should be back on his feet. Full recovery will take months."

    After the meeting, I made my way back to the Freedom. Durban was on the bridge, looking over inventory logs, making certain the ship's supply hold was full.

    I took a seat across a console from him as he worked. "Why do I feel like we are stuck in a rut?"

    "I wouldn't say that. I think things are going about as good as they could."

    "Haven lost twelve million people. We keep losing our ships and crews. I feel like we are always behind in our efforts, unable to get ourselves set. We lose almost everything every fight."

    "But we are winning those fights."

    "At a huge cost."

    "Yes. But the Togmal have been defeated each time. We lost twelve million, but the other eighty million live on because of us."

    I shook my head. "I don't get why Thomas won't evacuate them. The Togmal would still come. Why risk all those lives?"

    "Well, it may be a simple question of logistics. Not only would it be difficult to move eighty million, but where are you going to put them? How are they to be housed and fed? I can see that effort being easy for a few hundred or a few thousand, but millions?"

    "We have thirty-plus colonies that could host them. It might be tough at the beginning, but we have the resources to do it. And when I say we, I'm talking about The Corporation, not us."

    "We could easily host ten thousand, maybe twenty. I'm talking out on Majestic. Should we be making the effort to move them?"

    "We don't have a way to get them off Haven. Thomas would not allow us to just take them. He knows they would be used against him in the future."

    Durban shrugged. "I'm just saying. We have the room if we can figure out a way."
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    We parked the Freedom just off the shipping lanes between Earth and Sirius. I hoped to catch a load of refined metals that were on their way to the shipyards. To our dismay, the only shipments coming through with such were heavily escorted. Thomas was not familiar with the cargoes we were taking. We had every opportunity to take ships carrying commercial goods, but none of those carried the construction materials we required.

    A general comm came in from Thomas. I was certain he didn't know we were there, but was fishing for a response.

    "What do you want, Thomas."

    "Your cooperation, Ray."

    "You don't want my cooperation. You want my surrender."

    "Which requires your cooperation. Enough with the word games though. I recently received the report about your latest raid on Haven. You took a handful of citizens who belonged to a single family. I would not have thought you would risk your people for such a raid, especially for a group with no strategic value or specialized skill."

    "They were important to us. We rescued them. They are now free and safe."

    Thomas's image on the comm nodded. "Yes. Congratulations on that. What I really wanted to talk about was your use of drones. Have you been violating the restrictions in place prohibiting the use of artificial intelligence?"

    "I won't discuss our drones or the technology that drives them. Just know we can and will be producing many more of those."

    "If that is your plan, I'm certain you can understand our reluctance to allow you to pirate the needed materials for such."

    "We've seen your escorts."

    "And those shipments will continue to be under heavy guard. Those are materials we need for the war with the Togmal."

    "A war we've been fighting for you, enabling you to win. You do realize we are only two attacks away from seeing the Togmal main fleet, right?"

    "The main fleet is still a prediction and not a fact. And we are trying our best to ensure we are ready. You, however, seem intent on getting in the way."

    I growled. "We've sacrificed about a thousand people in this fight so far. We are hardly getting in the way."

    "You have sacrificed a thousand of our people, Ray. Let's not forget where it was you kidnapped them from. Those were corporate citizens."

    "Corporate slaves is more like it. And one day I will see them all free."

    "This has to end, Ray. Either leave our space or join us. Your dreams of ruling over humanity will never come to fruition."

    I chuckled. "My dreams are to see people free, Thomas. Nothing more. I'm not a king and I have no desire to be one. And I'll tell you another thing—"

    The comm closed.

    My face held a scowl.

    Durban said, "He knows how to get under your skin. I'll give him that."

    "I think we're done here. We don't have the means to take on their escorts. Let's get back to base and we'll see what we can figure out."

    Upon return, Rachel and her team were waiting.

    I joined her in the dining hall. "I see one small cargo ship out there. Was that all you were able to find?"

    Rachel frowned. "We caught it before it joined up with its escort fleet. Everything is being moved securely now."

    "I spoke with Thomas. He informed me of the same."

    "What are we going to do? Without materials we can't build anything."

    Durban sat beside us. "How about salvage?"

    I turned my head. "Salvage? From where?"

    "Around Haven. There are the remains of probably a hundred warships out there. Those remains are scattered, we'd need some way to collect the debris. But I would have to think some portion could be recycled."

    "We would have to contend with whatever corporate fleet ships are out there."

    Rachel leaned in. "What about Bitma Station. Last I saw, there were big chucks of it left. And all abandoned. That might be a huge source of salvageable material for us. And we won't have to contend with any corporate ships."

    I gave a nod of approval. "I like this idea. Let me go run it by Jan and Nate. Any salvage operation would need their expertise."

    A short while later, I took a seat in Jan's lab. Nate came in from the hallway.

    He asked, "You have something for us?"

    "I do. I think we might have a materials resource for us to use. Bitma Station. The remains are just sitting there abandoned. Jan, you have the last images of what was left and of what it was before being destroyed, give those to Nate for the AI to evaluate. Nate. I want an estimate of what we might be able to salvage and how we best go about doing that. Do we reprogram bots? Do we unhook some of our ships from this base to use as haulers? Come up with a plan and make it fast. It won't be in time for this next Togmal attack. But it should give us materials to use for the one after."

    Jan pointed toward the viewport. "We could use some of our own ships out here for salvage. I bet we could get enough material for another hundred drones or so."

    "We can't dismantle this station when it's so vital to us."

    "If we were to do that, I could build a thousand drones. I'm just talking the ships we aren't making use of. Excluding whatever we want to use for the salvage hauling effort. Without having a fleet of gunships to assist you, I would think you would be thrilled with more drones."

    "I would be, and I am. Make it happen. And Nate, get this data to your AI. We need to get this in the works."

    The following day, our transport returned from Majestic. Boyd's family had been safely deposited and were being integrated into the community. I was curious as to what the bots had accomplished since our last bit of news.

    Nate read off a report. "It says there are now more than five hundred ground cannons aiming at the sky. New fields have been planted farther away from the housing structure and that structure has now been completely covered over and hidden from above. They expect it to no longer show on orbital sensors within a couple months. The bots are creating a new mountain over it."

    I asked, "How are the people doing?"

    "The report says happy and healthy. All have tasks assigned by the AI and they are all contributing to the community. The few Marines we left there still drill daily and run security for the place. I assume that means they man and control the cannons. And the bots have been expanding their mining and processing capabilities to the point where they are now stockpiling metals."

    "Metals?" I raised an eyebrow.

    "That's what it says. The numbers given here are small, but they are said to be growing."

    Jan asked, "You think we should send out a cargo ship with a request? Maybe ask for whatever they could spare?"

    I gave a nod. "Absolutely."

    Nate continued, "It says they now have room for and could support up to thirty thousand people. They have also constructed a number of unarmed drones that are out mapping the planet. They expect to have a full rendering of the continent they occupy, including a mapping of its resources, within three months."

    I said, "Jan, put together a list of materials we might need for production. Nate, you can send back the orders to make mining and refining a priority over colony expansion for now. We can switch back later if we feel the need."

    Jan smiled. "This is all good news. Looks like your decision to start things off out there may pay off big. Maybe we should reconsider pushing this entire station out there."

    "It's too far out. We can't spend a month and a half or two months traveling each way. Moving from this base is already struggle enough."

    Directions were sent back to Majestic. We followed Nate to his office and into the room with the AI. Results were waiting.

    Nate said, "We have a list of what we can expect to find and a method for collection. For the smaller bits, three bots will attach themselves to each of our drones, they will be tasked with collecting loose debris. You will be taking our big ore hauler and two cargo ships with you. Ten thousand bots will be going along to dice and slice Bitma's remains for storage in the ore hauler. Estimates of materials range from enough to build another hundred drones all the way up to nearly a thousand."

    "We have to be headed for Haven in about three weeks. I'll need all the drones we have then."

    "I would suggest you take the Freedom with you. When you reach your time for departure, call the drones in. The bots will continue work on the main parts of the station."

    "What's our current drone count?"

    Nate spoke into his comm. "You'll have two hundred and eight going with you. That's more firepower than you've had before, but they don't have human brains running them. I'll upload the latest updates from the AI's battle evaluations, but I can't say if they'll make a difference. Unfortunately, we don't have time for any live testing."

    I took in a long breath. "We'll make do. Jan, when can we expect the latest mods for the Freedom to be complete?"

    "The Freedom is up to date. As are the Avenger, Badger, and your other two gunships. However, those updates have only been done to a few of the drones."

    Nate said, "The software updates are loading now. I can send the repair bay on the Freedom the instructions for drone hardware updates. I can't say how many you will get done during your trip out, but the bots and that bay should be able to at least do some of them. And every bit helps, right?"

    "Right." I stood. "Give me a comm when that's done. We'll be heading out directly."

    Shortly after, our small fleet headed out for Bitma. I again had flashbacks about my fight there during the first Togmal war. This time, the memories were more intense. My heart raced as I saw myself charging forward and spraying out plasma rounds. I got a chill as I had full recall of the horrid stench of burned flesh. My mood darkened with sadness as I thought about the loss of Arthur Mayhew. And then anger welled up inside me at the thought of the same. When we came to a stop in Bitma space, I had relived that fight a hundred times in my mind.

    Durban said, "Deploying the drones. I'm showing debris out to two hundred and fifty thousand kilometers. How far out do we want to go?"

    I asked, "Is it spread out or bunched up?"

    "Mixed."

    "Have the drones focus on the larger fields in close first. We want the most we can gather in the next two days. After that we head to Haven."

    Two hundred and eight drones separated from the Freedom's hull and swung into our docking bay seven at a time where three bots attached to each. One of the cargo ships was positioned so the drones could drop off captured debris in fast succession. Our ore hauler was placed beside the largest remaining section of Bitma and a swarm of bots emerged from its hold and began the dismantling of the salvageable pieces. We watched with fascination on a display.

    Durban shook his head. "Never gets tiring does it? They are so efficient."

    "I've tried to imagine where we would be without them. Haven would have been fully overrun."

    "We would probably just be getting the first station finished, if that." Durban chuckled. "If not for that thieving AI Dave."

    "The thought of an AI running around out there loose still terrifies me. Something that can replicate so easily is a threat to our existence."

    "I was talking about that with Nate, a few months back. He said one of the protocols they hard coded into it was a limitation on the number of cores it could command and the number of bots or ships or devices it could control. And it was not supposed to be able to replicate itself, but it wasn't supposed to steal from us either. Anyway, if those other protocols hold, it might be limited in how big and powerful it could become."

    "Somehow, I have to believe a ship with just under a million bot cannons would be enough."

    "Hmm. That is a scary thought."
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    The drones were called in and we headed for Haven. Upon arrival, I was surprised to see thirty corporate warships. It wasn't enough to protect the colony, but it was better than we had seen before. We parked and waited for the show to begin.

    One day of wait turned to five and then to fifteen. The quiet was broken when five corporate warships raced in from the direction of Exeter. Comm chatter spiked. We listened to an unencrypted channel going down to the planet's surface. The Togmal had attacked Exeter with sixty four warships. The fifteen corporate ships put up a short fight before the five remaining fled.

    One had stopped at maximum sensor range. The news was bad. The ground defenses had been obliterated and the colony overrun. It was expected that all seventy million citizens had been executed in the process. My disgust with Thomas Goodall had just grown tenfold.

    Durban asked, "Do we go to Exeter?"

    I growled. "We stay with this fleet. If they go, we go. Haven was left poorly defended to draw them here. Why would they leave only fifteen ships at Exeter? It doesn't make sense."

    Another four days passed before a sixth corporate ship, coming from the direction of Exeter, showed on our nav display. Minutes later, the news hit the planet's surface. Exeter was a complete loss and the Togmal were coming to Haven.

    I said, "This is how this works. We take all four gunship crews in with the drones. We wait until the Togmal have committed before we break. I'll be taking in the personal fighter."

    Durban pulled back his head. "What? You aren't serious are you?"

    "It has the latest suggested updates and can take a hit just as well as a gunship. And if things get too dicey, I'll pull out. You'll be flying the Avenger. You have the same orders. If it gets too hot, bring yourself and the others out."

    "I have to say this, Ray. I think this is a bad move on your part."

    "What are you proposing?"

    "We take the Freedom and our gunships around the fight. Let's see if they brought ground troops with them. If so, we take out those ships and then join the main fight. Otherwise we are almost guaranteed those troops will hit the ground. With our drones, any fight should be over in minutes."

    "I'm convinced. Do it. And I want you to stay here on the Freedom. We have a pilot for the Avenger. You'll be commanding this fight."

    "Me?"

    "Relax. You won't be doing anything you haven't been doing already. You're a natural at leadership, Mr. Haska."

    "Hmm. Funny. That's the first time anyone has called me that in months. Everyone uses Durban now."

    I gave a nod. "Consider yourself promoted." I headed for the door going out of the bridge.

    Durban yelled at my back. "Does it come with a pay raise?"

    I shouted back, "That will depend on your performance!"

    I strode down the hall. I wasn't sure as to why, but I was eager to get back in the seat of the personal fighter. Maybe I had been emboldened by my prior encounter with the corporate destroyer. Maybe I had finally snapped. Either way, I planned to do as much damage to the Togmal fleet as was possible.

    Durban piloted the Freedom around and behind the Togmal fleet as the warships began to engage. We flew out to the distance where we had found the Togmal transports in the prior encounters. None were there. We hurried back to the fight, coming in from behind. Durban stopped the Freedom short as the two hundred eight drones decoupled and raced in. The chaotic scene of blue flashes suddenly doubled in intensity.

    I rode in with the four gunships and a dozen drones as we targeted a destroyer. I considered myself an excellent gunner, but with my flying as well as shooting I could not keep up with the drones. Whatever Nate's latest software update was doing was worth the effort. Gun port after gun port on the destroyer was knocked out. I only had to dodge a handful of rounds coming my way before the destroyer was knocked from the fight.

    Our group proceeded to the next target, another destroyer, before two direct hits took out two of our drones. I cut, bobbed, weaved, fired and repeated, all the while targeting a single Togmal cannon that was also targeting me. The back and forth went on for most of five minutes before one of our drones cut me off and finished my work. I was grateful, but at the same time resentful.

    The next cannon was ablaze after only three minutes of my best effort. In quick succession we lost four more drones before one of our gunships pulled from the fight. It was the Avenger and she had taken severe damage. I drove hard, defeated the cannon in front of me before moving to the next.

    As with each time before, our early successes gave way to a resurgent Togmal attack. We had taken out sixteen of the forty warships that had come to Haven before the tide of battle turned against us. The corporate fleet lost six ships, one after the other, before a second of our gunships exploded, flying into bits as its fuel store gave way.

    I checked my nav display. We had lost seventy-three of our drones, two gunships, and eighteen of the thirty-six corporate ships. The Togmal were down to twenty-two, but most of those were the larger cruisers.

    A third gunship was crippled and limped from the fight.

    Durban opened a comm. "Consider pulling back, Ray. I'm hearing chatter from the ground the corporate fleet is about to retreat. Don't get yourself caught where you can't run."

    I fired off two rounds at a Togmal cannon as I turned hard away. "I'm good. Trying to keep my distance."

    In what seemed like only a few minutes, our drone losses climbed from seventy-three to one hundred and four and then one hundred and forty. The Togmal had lost two additional cruisers when one made a bold move, swinging in to cut me off. At the same instant, the remaining eight corporate ships turned away. I was caught trying to dodge rounds coming in from both sides.

    My fighter jerked repeatedly as one near miss after another made partial impact.

    Durban yelled, "Get out of there, Ray!"

    "I'm trying! That behemoth keeps cutting me off!"

    The personal fighter was rocked hard and then hard again. Lights on the console in front of me flashed. My right cannon turret stopped functioning and the cannons went silent.

    "Come on, Ray. Get yourself out of here."

    Another hard hit had alerts buzzing. Several puffs of smoke wafted in my cockpit. I fired off another set of rounds from my remaining turret before my console sparked and the weapons readout went black.

    "All you have to do now is fly, Ray. Just keep yourself alive."

    I climbed, fell, rolled, swished and cut hard. Without my cannons firing, I found a momentary reprieve where I wasn't being targeted. At that same instant the remaining sixty drones in our fleet were redirected to my vicinity. The cruiser blocking my way was targeted and was soon spewing flame, smoke, and debris. Her cannons on the port side had gone quiet. I raced in close and veered away. Slipping out as the cruiser turned from the onslaught of drones.

    As I hurled through space toward the Freedom, our drone fleet was cut to forty, then twenty, and finally zero. The eight corporate ships had moved out of range. The Togmal ships turned toward Haven.

    What came next was unexpected. One of the two unfinished orbital defense platforms opened up. Three damaged Togmal ships succumbed to the powerful barrage of more than one hundred and eighty cannons. But the platform had not been finished. The armor plating, the last scheduled work to be done, sat in stacks beside the structure, waiting to be installed. Within minutes the platform was aflame and falling toward the atmosphere.

    I closed my eyes in prayer that Thomas Goodall was about to arrive. I let out a cheer when he did. Fifty-five corporate warships joined the eight with the new fleet charging into the fight. Again the heavens filled with the blue streaks of plasma as the ships clashed. This time, the Togmal weaponry and defenses fell short.

    The battle raged as I landed in the docking bay of the Freedom and hurried up to the bridge.

    I asked, "The gunships?"

    Durban replied, "Two docked. Two destroyed. We lost all the drones."

    "That was you who redirected them to help me, wasn't it?"

    "It was."

    "That cruiser had me pinned. How's the fight looking?"

    "Thomas will win. The Togmal are down to eight ships."

    I rubbed the back of my neck. "I think I got a bit of whiplash." I sighed. "I can't believe we held out. All I've been thinking about is Exeter. We weren't there. No way he pins that one on us."

    Durban was looking at the floor.

    I asked, "What's wrong with you?"

    "The pilot of the Avenger was killed. That should have been me."

    I shook my head. "No. You were here, right where you should have been. We had two other pilots killed out there today. We should be mourning them all."

    I then had a sudden chill. I was unsure of which of the other gunships had returned.

    I took in a deep breath. "Rachel?"

    "She got banged up. Complaining about a rib, but otherwise okay."

    The last of the Togmal ships sent out its final plasma round fifteen minutes later.

    Thomas opened a general comm. "Ray, I have to thank you and your team."

    I huffed. "Thank us? That's new."

    "We were initially heading to Exeter, but something told me the Togmal were coming here. Had I not made the mistake of going there in the first place, we would have been here for the full fight. And had you not been here... the entire population was exposed. Our shipment of cannons for the ground was delayed. They won't be here until tomorrow."

    "As far as I'm concerned, you've been botching this defense every time. You always seem to be conveniently late. My people have been sacrificing everything we have to defend your people."

    "And I am grateful."

    "Your thanks is not needed and not welcome. Defend your citizens, Thomas. That's all I ask. And what happened at Exeter? I thought there was a substantial fleet defending that colony."

    "There was. Estelle demanded most of it be moved to Merchain. For some reason, she was convinced the Togmal would show there first. If they turned away, we would follow, allowing us to bring a larger fleet to wherever they were going."

    "Seventy million people, Thomas. How are you going to explain that to the masses?"

    "We had hoped to avoid doing that, but the time for that has now passed. With this loss, my father and Estelle will be changing our tactics. Armies will be mobilized and every resource in the colonies will be redirected to support the war effort. As of this day, we begin building ships in earnest."

    "I warned you about this, Thomas. If this next fleet, the rumored main fleet, if it arrives in about three months as expected, what will you do then? And I have to ask again. Why are you not evacuating Haven? At least put these people back to work at your more well defended colonies. Don't just leave them out here to die."

    "I'll pass that recommendation along. And now to a new subject. I was asked to inquire about your drone fighters."

    I shook my head. "Not for sale, Thomas. No way, no how."

    "You do realize they would be used in defense of our people, right?"

    "And then to continue to enslave those people. Sorry, Thomas, that technology stays with us. Now, we have injured to care for. We must go."

    I closed the comm. "Take us home, Durban."

    "So, now I'm back to Durban?"

    I looked directly at him. "You did save my life. And I thank you for that. But the fighting is over."

    Durban smiled. "Glad to have things back to normal."
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    We returned to base to find the ore hauler had dropped a load of materials and returned to Bitma. The bots had built a holding pen and were busy carrying a long line of debris to a smelter built in one of the repair bays. I headed for Jan's lab, calling in Nate as I went. Boyd came with me, up and about, but still recovering from his back injury.

    We joined the others at a small table in Jan's office. "Our combined fleet prevailed at Haven. But we have bad news from Exeter. The Togmal attacked there first. Seventy million are dead. The Corporation had pulled most of the fleet from there to further protect Merchain. The fight was over before we knew it was happening."

    Boyd asked, "You fought at Haven too?"

    "The Togmal fleet came to Haven after Exeter. We held them off long enough for Thomas to arrive with another fifty-odd ships. We lost two gunships and our crews, along with all two hundred and eight drones. We now have another nine weeks before we have to head back. Given our new salvage materials, do we have estimates for the number of drones we can produce?"

    Jan said, "Several hundred again. The conversion from scrap back to useful material is taking longer than expected, but we hope to remedy that in the next week or so. The AI is analyzing and optimizing that process. And our current analysis of Bitma says we can salvage from there for another three to four months. After that, it's dry."

    Nate raised a hand. "I recommend we go to Majestic and see what can be done there. If the mines are fully operational, that might be our best source of materials. Of course, we are likely to still require specialty metals from the colonies until those can be produced at Majestic."

    Boyd glanced my way. "I heard you had a close call in a fighter."

    I returned a modest frown. "Closer than I would have liked. And I would rate those fighter ships as excellent, by the way. Although, I took a good beating. I'll be heading over to see the doc immediately after this. I got banged up a bit."

    "I think it's time you started staying back from these fights. Stay back in command where you are less at risk."

    I sighed. "As much as I hate doing so, I agree. And our fight right now is not against warships where we are trying to board and capture them. Our gunships are less useful. I think we maintain a small fleet, only for pirating operations, even though those may no longer be happening. Everything else should be directed at producing drones. They have proven their worth in a fight and have done so without putting our lives at risk."

    Nate said, "I'm seeing a complete reversal in your attitude toward these warfighting machines."

    I shook my head. "Not at all. We've been making use of machines for a very long time. What I was skeptical about, and still am, is the use of autonomous machines. I think we have a good match with these drones where we are making the high-level decisions. I do not want an autonomous fleet out there that decides whether or not it will come to our defense or attack us."

    "Fair enough. So, we build more drones. What about the new station?"

    "What's the status for that?"

    Jan replied, "The top decks are in process of being built out. We're diverting as much as we can to the drone effort."

    "I have a question. That station. If dismantled, how many drones would it add to our fleet?"

    "You want to turn that into salvage?"

    "I'm only asking the question. Nate, can you have the AI crunch that out?"

    Nate stood. "I'll be back in five minutes with an answer."

    He hurried out into the hall.

    I turned to Boyd. "How's your recovery coming?"

    "Most of the pain is gone. Manta temporarily fused two of my vertebrae so that disk and the surrounding tissue can heal. Makes me a little stiff, but that's only a minor inconvenience. He says it will stay that way for another two to three months. After that I should be back to normal."

    Minutes later, Nate returned. "The plating on that station could produce around four hundred drone hulls, but hulls are not our problem. The equipment such as the drive system and electronics, metals for those are what we are lacking."

    I tapped my fingers on the table in front of me for most of a minute. "Build those hulls. I'll take the Freedom to Majestic. Give me a list of what we need. And expect me to bring some of that back, so, prepare for a production shift at that time. I'd like to head back to Haven in nine weeks with all four hundred of those hulls operational."

    Nate replied, "I'll give those directions to my staff so they can have the AI plan for that. I'd like to travel with you to Majestic. That will give me a chance to again evaluate the AI operating there."

    We left on the Freedom the following day, taking an ore hauler with us. The trip out and back would not leave much time for production, but we really had little choice. With the advent of armed convoy escorts, we could no longer pirate the quantities of materials we were in need of. It was hoped the mines on Majestic would alleviate that issue.

    After going into stasis, the journey went fast. Upon landing, Nate hurried off to consult with the AI. I made my way to the office of our local manager. Her name was Benna Duret and she was as capable as any governor I had met.

    Benna held out a hand for a shake as I came into her office. "Welcome back."

    She was grinning, beaming with pride over the accomplishments of the colony.

    I said, "You seem excited."

    "I never imagined life could be so good. Everyone is thrilled to be here. We're building real lives and the results are extremely satisfying. We have no crime and every need is being met without question or struggle. I just wish we had more people to share this with."

    "That's excellent. I guess we should be thankful for what we have." I chuckled. "It doesn't really sound like humans, but I'm sure they'll come around. You haven't had any trouble with the bots?"

    "They work night and day. I know, with the last status, we sent out that we could support thirty thousand people at this facility. That number is already closer to fifty and it continues to rise. How goes the fight with the Togmal?"

    My smile turned to a solemn expression. "Not well. You'll have to inform everyone that if they had family or friends on Exeter, that colony was attacked and wiped out."

    "The entire colony? Wasn't that more than fifty million citizens?"

    "Seventy. And all killed by the Togmal. The Corporation shifted ships away from there and that's where the Togmal attack came. We weren't there and only heard the news after it had happened. That Togmal fleet was destroyed when it reached Haven."

    "That is horrible news. I would offer to send food or supplies, but those would be of little use now."

    "Which brings me to the reason we are here. I have a list of materials that are a desperate need. Primarily metals for the fabrication of drone ships."

    Benna gestured to her left with a hand. "Just west of here, we have a factory that is producing those to the prior specification we had."

    I pulled back my head. "You're building drones?"

    "Our council thought it best for our defense. We also have a prototype of a ground cannon, but thought it a need to also take the fight to any invading ships. At the moment, enemies can sit in orbit, out of range of our cannons, without threat. We decided we would like to change that."

    "Have you produced any drones yet?"

    "Five came off the line last week. They are being tested. Our AI recommends an enhanced software update that will make them more autonomous. We decided that decision would be better left to you. So, as of now, they are the same as what Nate shared with us."

    "How many can you produce and in what time frame?"

    "We were looking to produce twenty per week, slowly building up to an initial force of a thousand. We would then decide whether or not to continue. Most of us think we should."

    "I need to ask, the resources you are acquiring for this effort, are they minimal, substantial?"

    "This planet has everything we need. And in abundance. Obviously we have not mined that yet, but we do have a building stockpile."

    I transferred our list to Benna. She forwarded the request to one of her staff. Within minutes, I had an answer to a question about those stockpiles. Current supplies were limited, but those could be ramped up rapidly. The colony now had a quarter-million bots operating. The AI had reached half the maximum it was allowed to support.

    Benna went on to talk about the state of the colony. The farms on the surface were being converted to hydroponics. Once the conversion was complete, the surface farms would be destroyed and turned back into natural looking grounds. One of the goals was to take everything underground, leaving the planet's surface to appear uninhabited. The same was the case for mining. Everything was tunnels and all processing was done in refineries that were deep below the surface.

    As a new venture, local animals had been captured and were in the process of being domesticated. On the surface, hunting and wildlife management would also add to the food supply. There were so many things being done that I favored, it made me proud to have been involved at the beginning.

    I met Nate in the dining hall on the Freedom as bots driving mechanized vehicles began loading ores, both raw and refined, into our storage holds. We would be returning with enough of the specialty metals that Jan would be able to build out the proposed four hundred drones I was seeking.

    Nate said, "I'd like to add processing cores to the AI here and back at base. I think we would benefit from not only the faster analysis of data, but it would allow each to control more bots. We are close to our maximum at home and they will be nearing that same maximum in months. Give the order and I'll have that enabled."

    "You believe it to be worthwhile?"

    "I do. I think Majestic could become our production facility for drones. Imagine what we could do with a few thousand of those all fighting at once."

    "If there is a main Togmal fleet coming, a few thousand may not be enough. With what we have we need a twenty-to-one ratio to defeat a destroyer. That jumps to thirty-five to one for a cruiser. The Togmal fleets are topping fifty warships in these advance fleets. A full fleet may show up with hundreds of ships... or more. We'll take up the request for more cores back at base when we reach there. You can pass the order on for here."

    Nate said, "We brought the ore ship for the purpose of bringing back as much material as we could. We have the Freedom's hold for what they have available. I suggest we leave the hauler until it is full, and then have it make regular runs. It can bring finished drones out with it when it returns to base."

    "I sent that order over to the captain twenty minutes ago. He and his crew were happy to stay for a while longer."

    Nate nodded. "The attitudes here are infectious. Most everyone is smiling and eager to help."

    "Let's hope it stays that way."

    A day later, we were on our way back to the base. We would have a week for production and then it was off to Haven for the supposed final advanced Togmal fleet.

    Jan was waiting when we arrived. The bots were given their instructions and the cargo was unloaded. We watched from a viewport looking down on an assembly bay. The activity reminded me of a hill of insects on Earth, they called them ants. At first look it appeared to be chaos, but every bot involved had a purpose. The finished drones were moved to a testing area a dozen at a time.

    Jan said, "The materials you brought back, along with what we had, will give us three hundred and eighty-six before you leave. Every two hours you delay we'll have another six to eight ready."

    I frowned. "We can't afford delay. But what we can do is assembly work on the way out. You give us bots and parts and I'll fill our docking bay with more drones."

    "The AI already organized that. That's what gets us to three eighty-six. You'll be finishing off twenty-two on your way out."

    Jan left for her lab. As I stood watching the bots at work, I began having flashbacks of working for Thomas Goodall. At one time I was a mechanical engineer, looking over drawings. It seemed a distant life, something someone else had lived, but there were the memories, some in full recall.
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    In addition to managing our drone builds, the AI had more refinements ready after an analysis of our last battle at Haven. I was not trusting of a late implementation, so the updates were put on hold. Nate argued the software updates should be done anyway as they were low risk. I wasn't prepared to accept any risk. I instead reserved the right to do further testing on our way out.

    Nate also pushed for additional cores for the base AI. I was again reluctant. I needed convincing the benefits outweighed the risks. His arguments didn't sway me. An irritated chief engineer headed for his lab in a huff.

    With parts we already had available, the bots had assembled two new gunships, I immediately sent Rachel out with three gunships, excluding the Avenger, to investigate Exeter and then Haven. When we arrived and finally met up with them, the three gunships would be sent to pirate other goods we were in need of, so long as their targets were without military escorts.

    Our contingent of Marines were moved aboard the Freedom. A new group of two hundred and forty were to be liberated and then sent to Majestic when the ore hauler returned. They would report to Benna Durat with their primary mission being colony security and defense.

    I would also be sending the plans for manufacturing personal fighters and gunships, with both of those taking a low priority as compared to the drones. People were invaluable. Drones were expendable.

    We departed from our base with three hundred sixty-four drones. It was the exact number the AI had predicted. I began to think of all the things it had provided. Completion of the Freedom, an army of bots for ship construction, even our new colony. But I wasn't ready to increase the power and capability of the one at our base until we had results back from the one at Majestic. If there were no negatives, I would give the okay.

    We arrived at Haven, and I opened a comm to Rachel.

    She had status from Exeter. "Ray, the Togmal are still there."

    "What? How?"

    "They've established a base. Their transports and soldiers are on the ground. Six warships are in orbit."

    "Why hasn't Thomas taken them out?"

    "I couldn't say, but they are there. What should we do?"

    "We can't do much of anything at the moment. We have to stay here and protect Haven. If we have drones left when this is over, we'll take them out to see what we can do. For you, for now, go pirate a few cargoes. And keep safe. Do not take unnecessary chances."

    The three gunships left the Haven system. As we waited, a day turned into six and then ten. I couldn't help but to think the fifth Togmal fleet had gone to Exeter. That would make Baxter, Dunedin, and even Mycene potential targets. I was suddenly wishing I had sent Rachel out to check those colonies instead. That wish evaporated when a handful of corporate ships, including Thomas Goodall's command ship, came into the system from the direction of Exeter.

    A hail came over the general comm channel. "Ray? Are you out there? It's Thomas."

    I replied, "Where's your fleet Thomas?"

    "Destroyed at Exeter. We are in trouble, Ray. I took in fifty-four ships and they were waiting with just over one hundred."

    "Are they coming here?"

    "We don't know. I left a scout ship with orders to observe and then report. It is already overdue."

    "You have six warships with you. Tell me you did some damage before running."

    "At last count we left them with sixty-five. We did the best we could, but there were too many, Ray."

    "Please tell me you sent for reinforcements."

    "Word will be reaching Merchain about now. The fleet there, when I left, was another forty-five warships. They will not be sending those out."

    "You have to have more back at Demos, New Hope, Earth and the other major colonies."

    "Hundreds. But I am uncertain they will be sent forward. Please tell me you can help us, Ray. The Togmal must be stopped at Exeter."

    I paced back and forth. I was faced with a decision where I had no way of knowing what was right or wrong. If we left for Exeter, there was always a possibility we would miss the Togmal fleet coming this way. Or, there was also the possibility that fleet was heading to another colony.

    "Come on, Ray. Do we abandon the people here and try to take the fight to them? Make a decision."

    My struggle to decide was short lived. A Togmal fleet numbering fifty-eight ships showed on our nav display.

    I reopened the comm to Thomas. "Place your ships beside that defense platform. It still has operating guns, right?"

    "Seventy are ready for use and fully armored."

    "Seventy? What happened to the rest?"

    "Disassembled so the armor could be added."

    I growled. "Seventy will have to do then. Keep your ships close to it. I'm sending you all I have."

    I stood from my chair on the bridge. "Durban. Take a team and take the Avenger. But play it safe out there."

    Durban stood. "You're staying here?"

    I shook my head as I turned for the door. "No. I'm taking out that personal fighter. We'll be needing every cannon we can muster here."

    Durban followed me out. "Just keep yourself out of any tight spots this time, Ray. We can't afford to lose you."

    "If we can't win here, I don't see my living or dying being a matter. The Togmal will destroy Haven and The Corporation won't lift a finger to retaliate. Unless we can put up a solid front, we won't stand a chance against a main fleet. I bet the Togmal on Exeter are already repairing ships."

    I climbed aboard the fighter. Seconds later, the seat was inflating and locking me in as I was lowered into the cockpit. With a button press, the ship's generator came to life. The nav display and other consoles lit up. I glanced up as the cockpit shell rotated around, sealing me in. A short taxi had me waiting just outside the airlock as the Avenger followed after.

    Three hundred and eighty-six drones detached from the Freedom's hull. Together, our force sprinted to take up position beside the defense platform. The four warships that had been stationed at Haven joined us.

    Thomas came over the comm. "I know we have been at odds at times, Ray, but thank you for doing this."

    "These are our people, Thomas. Long ago I swore to fight for them."

    "You have your memories back?"

    "Only some. And they are often confusing. Such as, I worked for you as an engineer. I remember some of that. It seems like someone else's life though."

    "Echelon. I hated that place. I now know it was Estelle who had me sent there. I thought my father placed me there in an effort to toughen me up. But that was not the case. She didn't want me anywhere near him at New Hope. That was her power play to cement her position as second in command."

    "I don't remember enough about any of that to comment, Thomas. I just remember the countless hours I spent looking over drawings."

    Thomas chuckled. "And you were good at it. You found errors that others missed. Huge errors. That effort probably saved hundreds of lives. Or it would have had the Togmal not arrived."

    A comm came in from the Freedom. "Sir, we have an enemy fleet coming into the system. What are our orders?"

    "Keep the Freedom at a distance where you don't risk major damage. If you can engage with a frigate or two, do so. Stay away from any cruisers though. You are controlling that drone fleet and need to stay in control and fully operational."

    "Yes, sir. We'll remain cautious."

    I watched on my nav display as the group of red blips approached. My apprehensive mood worsened when I saw that more than half of the Togmal fleet were cruisers. This was not going to be a fair fight.

    Before closing the comm to the Freedom I asked a question. "Captain, we have the software updates for the drones at the ready. How long would it take for an upload and reboot? And I want an answer that takes them all the way back to their current state of readiness."

    "Two minutes. Three tops."

    "And what is our time if that fleet comes straight into a fight?"

    "About the same. Three minutes."

    It was a now or never decision. "Captain, were there any negatives reported from the testing?"

    "One moment, sir... none that have been highlighted."

    "Make the update, captain. And make it now."

    "Yes, sir."

    I closed my eyes in thought.

    "What are you doing, Ray. They are practically upon us. What if the Togmal reach us before our drones come back online?"

    As the Togmal ships reached maximum weapons range, they opened up with the plasma cannons. Our fleet of hundreds of drones sat motionless. The orbital defense platform cannons were the first to return fire.

    I yelled into my comm, "Captain! Tell me those drones are coming up!"

    "Almost there, sir. You'll know as they begin to move."

    Plasma rounds began to strike the forward drones, but the distance left their impact at far less than a full strike. One by one the drones began to maneuver out of the way, dodging the incoming plasma. Then, all at once, the group raced forward.

    I pushed my throttle full to follow. Our swarm of drones, seemingly synchronized, cut, swirled, jibbed and juked, all in unison. For an instant I wondered what was going through the minds of the Togmal who were witness to it. The space surrounding me was quickly blue with plasma streaks.

    I targeted a destroyer and was quickly joined by a group of thirty drones. They moved in close as if to protect me. It brought on a strange feeling. I was alone, but I was far from alone. I now had thirty mechanized brothers fighting beside me that would coordinate with my efforts, all the while trying to keep me safe. It was an enhancement the AI had added with the latest update. I hadn't thought much of it at the time, but it was a sudden comfort.

    We raced in with our cannons targeting one gun turret after another. Drones were exploding all around me, but we were making swift progress. Twice my ship took partial hits. Twice I came away without damage. Our fight with the destroyer lasted all of eight minutes before we moved on to the next.

    The scene as we approached a Togmal cruiser was one of blue streaks shooting out in every direction. A dozen drones had already engaged, we had lost nine, bringing our group total down to thirty-three, plus my fighter. Again, the drones seemed to gather around me. I dove in, fired and cut away, all the time trying to keep my moves lateral to give the Togmal gunners a harder target to zero in on.

    Twice again, I took partial hits before the Togmal cruiser went silent. Five drones stayed and sprayed into the opening in the side of the cruiser. We had lost twenty-two of our clan, but continued on to the next target.

    Across the battle we were seeing surges in victories followed by devastating losses, but we were keeping even with the Togmal, something only minutes before I wasn't sure about.

    Thomas opened a comm. "Ray, we are down three ships already. I'm pulling out."

    I growled. "Hang in their Thomas. We can win this. The people on Haven are depending on it. You leave and there is likely to be seventy million more who die. Stay until you are the last ship if you have to. Do not abandon us."

    To my surprise the corporate ships stayed in the fight. My group took out another cruiser and moved on to the next. My worry and nervousness from before were gone. There was no time to think doom and gloom when the fight was on. You focused, fired, dodged, and fired again. Anxiety and dread were not part of the fight.

    My group and I had just moved to the next cruiser when I received a comm from the Freedom. "We've been boarded!"
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    I turned my fighter away from a Togmal cruiser and raced back to aid in the fight. We couldn't afford to lose the Freedom. It was the controller for our drones. Without it we would lose the coordination of our fight, a fight that was now turning against us, anyway.

    I slipped the fighter into the airlock and then into the bay. I jumped from my seat after the cockpit shell rolled back. A group of Marines were in the hall and involved in a firefight. I hustled up to the squad leader.

    "What are we facing? And what's your name?"

    "John Mobly. And we have a dozen or so Togmal at the other end of this hall. They breached on the starboard side. We were waiting, but they forced their way aboard and are in the process of spreading out."

    "How many? In total?"

    "Command estimates four to five hundred. They are in motion so we don't yet have an accurate count. I got a report moments ago they are wrecking our hydroponics decks."

    I glanced around a corner and down the hall in front of us. "Get ready to follow. We have to push and push hard. If they get flustered or the fight turns chaotic, they lose control and coordination of their command. That was how we beat them before. Let's hope that strategy still works."

    John replied, "We're ready."

    I gave a nod. "Try to keep up."

    It was the first time in a long while that I would use the abilities I had been medically given. I was stronger, faster, highly trained, and ready to fight. The hallway was traversed in seconds and the plasma fight taken directly to our foes.

    The walls, ceiling, and floor around me flashed and banged as plasma rounds pounded my surroundings. But I had a keen sense of what was coming and a sharp eye for where the attacks were aimed. I dodged, ducked, fired, and raced forward, all the while yelling at the top of my lungs, hoping to add to the confusion.

    The Marines behind me did a good job of keeping up. They cleaned up any Togmal strays that had been knocked from the fight but not killed. Within minutes, we had the Togmal force on our deck retreating. John Mobly passed our tactics on to his commanders and the entire ship was soon a scene of running, yelling, blue plasma streaks, and orange plasma strikes. My mind raced as memories from my past fights flashed into my consciousness, many triggered by the strong smell of burning Togmal flesh.

    But that smell was not as intense as I remembered. Our new helmets were sealed. We had filters on the air coming in. I was tempted to raise my faceshield in the hopes it might further trigger my memories, but I was in the middle of a battle and didn't need the distraction.

    As the fight aboard the Freedom continued, I got status from the fleets outside. We were slowly losing. Estimates, unless something changed, told us there would be five to six Togmal ships remaining at the end of the battle. Thomas Goodall was down to four ships. They stayed close to the orbital defense platform, which itself was being shredded, but they were still in the fight. I had not expected Thomas to stay for that long.

    A new estimate of the number of Togmal fighters aboard the Freedom had come in. It was close to eight hundred. But our charges, led by my squad, had forced the attackers to abandon assaults on the upper decks. We were gearing up for a fight in and around our hydroponics when word reached me. Rachel and our three gunships had returned.

    The Marines aboard those ships were dropped in the docking bay as the gunship went back out to strip the Togmal transports from our sides. I was surprised when Rachel came up to join our squad.

    "Tell me where you want me, Ray."

    "There are twenty-six chambers on each of these decks," I said. "Take your squad and stay to our left. I'll be out front, this is where I fight best. You and your team just try to keep up."

    "Roger that. On the left."

    The Marines with me had done excellent work. But it still felt good to have someone I knew beside me. I raced from a stairwell into a flood of plasma bolts. Suppressing fire followed after me as we forced our way into the first chamber. Water and dying plants covered the floors. Steam flashes shot up like small mushroom clouds when a plasma round went low. I ran, fired, dove, ran, fired, and dove. In under a minute we had the first chamber cleared.

    Rachel came up to my side as I paused. "Now I know what you meant by keep up. You're like this one-man tornado."

    I rushed forward, yelling over my shoulder. "Gonna be like this for hours. Get ready to pick up my slack!"

    I was in my element, fighting and killing Togmal. I was stepping around and over countless bodies. At one point, I grabbed the torso of a defunct Togmal and used it as a shield for a charge. The reaction I got from our enemy was exactly what I was looking for.

    The Togmal had facial expressions that were similar to our own. I could see the terror in their eyes when the insane human was charging toward them. Some would break ranks and their entire defense would then collapse. Rachel again ran up beside me as we finished off the second chamber.

    "Ray. You're scaring me. I've never seen such insane rage. And the others see it too. We will follow you through this shredder of a fight, no matter the outcome. I can see why you were a hero of the early war."

    We continued to push the Togmal to the lower decks. They continued to retreat. Our Marines were fighting like the Marines I remembered from the first war. It gave me hope that humans could once again defeat the Togmal scourge. I could see the determination in their faces, that determination had helped replace the initial fear with courage.

    The Togmal fell back and then back again. I had been right in my initial assessment to Rachel. We had been fighting for hours. Only when the last Togmal invader was dead did I let up. I flopped to the floor... exhausted.

    Outside, we had gotten relief from another dozen corporate warships. They showed up at the moment Thomas was backing away. The fight still went down to the final few ships, with ours coming out victorious in the end.

    All of our drones had been destroyed. The insides of the Freedom were in shambles. But we had survived and the people of Haven would live on.

    Thomas opened a comm as we began to pull away. "Thank you for that stand, Ray. Come, join us. We can win this fight together."

    I took off my bloodied and battered helmet, shaking my head no. "Sorry, Thomas. We won't be joining you. But one day you may be joining us. I will see everyone liberated, free."

    "You will only see heartbreak and then the reintroduction of an implant, Ray. That is the only way this empire functions in peace. The people are happy. They have jobs and homes and lives. Why can't you see that as a positive?"

    "They are not happy, they are programmed. Sometimes I wonder if you're not programmed, Thomas, but then, you've always been this way. Huh. I can't believe I just remembered that. Sorry, Thomas. Your days in charge are numbered."

    I closed the comm as we reached the edge of comm range. The three corporate warships left behind made no effort to pursue. I was certain I wanted to see everyone free, but far from certain as to how we would achieve that outcome. I turned my attentions to our immediate needs.

    Of the two hundred forty Marines aboard, seventy-eight were dead. Another one hundred and four were injured. All were put into stasis for the ride home.

    Rachel sat beside me on the bridge. "You need to clean up and get some rest, Ray. This crew can handle things from here."

    Those Togmal transports should have never gotten close to this ship.

    Durban joined us. "They had jamming technology that blinded our sensors. We overcame that jamming after about ninety seconds, but not before they had clamped onto our hull."

    I asked, "Is this something they will be able to do again?"

    Durban shrugged. "We're still trying to figure out how they did it this time. But we will. And when that happens, they will no longer be a threat."

    "Was it just the visual sensors?"

    "No. It was everything. Worst part was, we lost control of those drones for that ninety seconds. You probably didn't notice because the latest batch of orders had just gone out only seconds before."

    "Batch?"

    "We are human on this end. Commanders have to strategize and select targets for each of those groups, which are each then given their orders from an individual console. There is a lot of decision-making going on and it doesn't happen in an instant. I think we should investigate automating those further."

    "You want to bring the AI onto this ship?"

    "We feed it all the sensor data, real time, and allow it to make the orders for us. We could still have the commanders dispensing those orders from there. One last check if you would. And the AI would remain isolated as far as its ability to take control. Full data flow would remain one way."

    I returned a skeptical expression. "I'm not certain I want to risk having that AI on this ship. Not that I'm worried about it taking control. But we almost lost her to the Togmal out there. We were in real danger of being overrun. Had they taken the Freedom and captured that AI, well, I don't see that as being a good outcome for humans. They could build their own fleet of drones."

    When we arrived back at base the injured were taken to Doc Manta and his growing team of medics. They would remain in stasis until Manta had time to cure their ills. I paid a visit to Jan in her lab.

    She said, "Just talked to Rachel. She said it was one heckuva fight out there. We almost lost, again, but somehow pulled it out."

    "The Corporation sent a few extra ships in late."

    "I heard the drones did better than expected."

    "I had the latest software update loaded on them at the last minute. It made a difference. All new production should have those and any other enhancements the AI recommends. How is our latest production run coming?"

    "We just topped ninety, but we are stalled, waiting for an ore delivery from Majestic. It's overdue."

    "What of our salvage?"

    "Worked through. I have a quarter million bots out there that are mostly sitting idle."

    I let out a long breath. "It's not getting any easier, is it. And the next fleet coming is expected to be much bigger. The Corporation is just now recognizing their mistakes. They've been slow to mobilize and they're about to be caught short."

    I glanced toward the viewport window. "The Freedom is in need of repairs. Redirect those bots to clean her up."

    "Already under way. Nate submitted the data to the AI and it's working up a plan."

    "I'm still uneasy how reliant we are on that machine."

    "We don't have the manpower here to do what it can do. If it was up to us to do repairs, the Freedom would be docked for months. With that AI and the bots? It may only be a week or two."

    "Again, our reliance has me wary."

    Jan shrugged. "It's not like we have a choice."

    "Rachel thinks we should integrate the AI into the Freedom so we can better control and direct the drones."

    "Would it help?"

    "Probably. But I don't know that I want to risk it. We almost lost control of the Freedom. We don't want that AI falling into the Togmal's hands. That would be the end of us for sure."

    "We could add safeguards, you know. There's no reason the AI couldn't be scrubbed or destroyed if capture was imminent. Which brings up a point. We run the same risk with the AI here and the one at Majestic. We might want to think about better securing each of those."

    "We'll have to get with Nate to figure out how we best do that."
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    A comm came into Jan. The ore ship had arrived.

    "Sorry, Ray. This is where I get busy. I'll let you know our production estimates when I find out what we have."

    I made my way to see Boyd. He was watching a video sent by his family. They were all still in shock over what their lives had been and how they had been controlled. They were ever thankful for their freedom and the excitement that came with the lives they now lived, and were eager to help us in our mission in any way they could.

    Boyd flipped off the display just as I came into the room.

    "Family status?" I asked.

    He gave a smile. "They are doing great. It still means a lot to me that you risked yourself to get them. I mean, I was committed before, but now I'll do whatever it takes."

    "I couldn't just leave them on Haven. I don't think it will end well for anyone there. The Goodalls don't seem overly interested in protecting the people. I almost believe they view those lives as an asset or tool, something to be traded for a delay or distraction. I cringe every time I think about it."

    "And Thomas won't allow us to evacuate however many we can?"

    "He doesn't want them turned against him and The Corporation. He knows we would liberate them all from those implants, and that scares him."

    Boyd shook his head. "I sometimes can't believe we are in this insane predicament. And I'm not just talking about us. I'm talking our entire species. Things need to change."

    "It has been like this for a thousand years. We can't expect to undo the damage overnight. Besides, our bigger concern is the Togmal. What are they bringing with their next fleet? A hundred ships? A thousand? And what will The Corporation have ready to confront them?"

    "Are we on the nine week schedule again?"

    "We are. But the AI hasn't confirmed that. And the probe that returned with info for The Corporation left a lot of uncertainties as to whether or not a Togmal fleet was coming at all."

    "Are we wasting our time here building drones when we should be focused on freeing people?"

    "We aren't. I believe we will need those drones if we get into a fight with The Corporation."

    "I don't relish the thought of fighting our own."

    "No one does."

    The production bays on the repair dock were fast becoming chaotic. But again, it was the organized chaos of bots as programmed orders were fed to them after coming from the AI. Our new production estimate, based on what the ore hauler had brought, was six hundred and twelve drones. Repairs to the Freedom were expected to take three weeks.

    Adjustments were made to our demands before the ore hauler departed for Majestic. Its travel and return would push right up against our expected date of departure for Haven. We had no idea if a main fleet would be arriving there at the same interval as before, but we didn't want to leave the people exposed.

    While six hundred drone ships would be an impressive fleet, I hardly thought it would be enough. After feeding the battle data to the AI, its newest estimates were encouraging, but not strong enough to give me real confidence we could win. The AI estimated the drone equivalent to be eight drones to a frigate, sixteen to a destroyer, and twenty-eight to a cruiser. Even double the six hundred drones we expected would not be enough.

    As an additional measure, our injured Marines were sent to Majestic aboard the ore hauler and a request was made to send back the two hundred forty we had stationed there. I wanted the Freedom secured from assault this time. And while fewer than four hundred Marines might still struggle against an assault like before, I was confident I could lead them to victory against any incursion. I had proven that to everyone.

    Rachel joined me in our lounge as I was staring out at the surrounding stars.

    She chuckled. "You look bummed."

    "I'm not sure we can win against what may be coming."

    She cleared her throat. "You know, I was talking to Nate. He said the only thing standing between us and faster production is you."

    "Me?"

    "He mentioned core updates for the AI. Why aren't we doing that? We have it secured. It has no contact with the outside world, except through us."

    "I hesitate to make it smarter, more powerful."

    "It isn't that it's smarter. It's that the upgrade allows it to control more bots. And that's not real time control, but what we have now with everything planned out. Other than having twice the bots doing our bidding, we would see no change. And the report back from Majestic says their update went well and their bot force is again growing. Seems like a no-brainer to me. Also, could be the difference in us heading out with six hundred drones or twelve hundred."

    I clasped my fingers behind my head and leaned back in my chair, propping my feet up on a rail. "I'm not certain it will be enough of a difference."

    "What? Double? Heck yeah that would make a difference. I don't get what's gotten into you of late. We have a war to fight and you're being stubborn, like Thomas."

    I set my feet on the floor. "I'm not a fleet commander. I never was. My skills were leading Marines in a boot assault, not in directing ships on how to fight."

    Rachel leaned forward. "You've been great with each of our ship-to-ship battles. Sure, some aspects of leading a fleet are different, but not by much. And really, you haven't been the one making most of those decisions anyway. We've got this, Ray. Cut Nate loose with those cores. And let the people around you rise up and contribute on their own. It doesn't do any of us any good if we lose. We have everything to gain if we win."

    Rachel left the room in search of better attitudes. I opened a comm to Nate. "You can add as many cores to the AI as you like. Just keep this in mind, security of that AI is still our number one priority. We can't afford to have it take over or even to get loose like the last one."

    Nate grinned. "You won't be sorry, Ray. And we have this under control. From the outside, we won't see anything different than more bots working. And they are all working for us."

    "Tell me, why is it that AI hasn't tried to escape. Is it not curious about the world beyond that console?"

    "It's very curious. I am asked continuously for more access. Because of the archives, it knows what's out there. And it wants to know more, to learn more. But don't worry, I won't allow it."

    "Why is it you aren't worried about the AI at Majestic?"

    "Constraints. I had the chance to add more restrictions to it before it was activated."

    "Why can't we do the same here?"

    "Because that would force us to start it over from the beginning. We would lose everything it has learned. We can't afford that right now."

    "No, we can't."

    The following day, the ore hauler was sent back to Majestic. The round trip was expected to leave us with only two days of production after its return here.

    Jan joined me in the dining hall for lunch. "You made the right decision on the cores, Ray. Now, we just have to figure out what to do with the idle bots we'll have for the last month."

    "What if we run another salvage operation?"

    "Where?"

    "Exeter. Unless The Corporation has chosen to resettle it in some way, I have to believe it sits abandoned. There should be a fair amount of debris out there."

    "Or, you could send Rachel out to pirate more ships. Even if the cargoes aren't needed, or wanted, the salvage from the ships could give us more drones. I do see a problem with going to Exeter though. You'll have to take a lot of bots with you. That slows our production here. But if we'll be running out of work for them anyway, maybe that doesn't matter."

    I opened a comm. "Rachel, prepare a couple teams for some pirate raids."

    "Do we have a target?"

    "As many ships as you can bring back. We'll be using them for salvage, so, the cargoes don't matter. And the crews will be sent on to Majestic."

    "Sounds easy enough. When do we leave?"

    "As soon as you are ready."

    "Roger that."

    The comm closed.

    I looked at Jan. "How many bots should I take?"

    "Well, this is debris. Last time we put three on each drone and those drones went out collecting materials. You'll then want others to dismantle and store those materials. We have about eighty drones ready. Not that you will need that many, but I'll send you out with ten thousand bots. I'll have Nate work up more refined tasks for them should there be excess. We should be ready on our end in about an hour."

    I stood. "Good. I'll go prepare the Freedom."

    I checked our supplies, and they had been restocked. Just over an hour later we had the bots loaded and were pulling away from our base. The journey to Exeter took nineteen days. As expected, upon arrival, The Corporation had left the former colony abandoned. Orders were given to the drones and bots and they launched off into the fields of debris that dotted the area in space where the battle for Exeter had been fought.

    Durban stood beside me as the last of the drones left the docking bay. "I was thinking. We may be ignoring another resource. An even bigger source than this."

    "What would that be?"

    "The colony down there. The cities and factories. We could scan with the Freedom's sensors and pinpoint concentrations of materials we need."

    "And how do we collect that material?"

    Durban pointed toward our storage holds. "We have close to ten thousand bots in there doing nothing. That material from the drones will be slow to come in. Why not have them stockpile it in one location and we'll take the Freedom down to the surface. We can release those bots to salvage what we have identified."

    I thought about his suggestion for most of a minute. Not only was it sound, it was brilliant.

    "Send the drones the new commands and then take us down for a scan."

    Durban nodded. "Excellent choice, Ray."

    The Freedom settled in a field beside a destroyed city. Our ship wasn't designed to be in atmosphere, so the large ramps were not able to be deployed. The first order to the bots was to build a ramp from the docking bay exit down to the ground. An hour later, they dispersed into the city.

    I sat on the bridge with Durban as the bots got to work.

    Durban asked, "You not going out there? Might be a good break to be in natural gravity. And our Marines would probably enjoy that too."

    "I'd rather we not get in the way. And I don't want us all scrambling back if a corporate warship comes charging into this system. Last thing we need is to get caught down here."

    "We have the bots outside already."

    "And the bots are expendable. With the press of a button they can be eliminated. The rest of us stay aboard. Besides, there are millions of dead bodies out there. I'd rather we not have to look at those at all. Bad enough that we can't go out and give them proper burials."

    Durban replied, "You know, on Sirius they don't even allow burials. Your body gets recycled. There are no cemeteries."

    "We are all eventually recycled. A burial gives your loved ones time and a place to grieve."

    "You ever visited one? A cemetery, I mean."

    "Me? Never had cause to. There weren't any remains to bury from my wife and daughter. Didn't care about my parents. Denise's parents passed when I was in cryo-prison."

    "I'll say this, Ray. You've certainly led a unique life."

    "The parts of it I can remember."
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    Our storage holds filled up fast. In only two days, we were sprinting up through the atmosphere. The drones were collected, and we made our way back toward base. I left the bots on the ground and working. I hoped to have readied piles of materials should we have the opportunity to return. The bots themselves would self-destruct should a corporate or Togmal ship come on their sensors. The collected materials on the ground would be concealed.

    Once back at base, the metals we had collected were put through our recycling plant. Five hundred twenty-eight drones were complete and waiting to be used. The AI returned a new production estimate based on what we had salvaged.

    Jan said, "One hundred eighty-six more. Not bad. And we did a sweep of our base here for unnecessary materials. You'll have another thirty-one drones from that effort. That gets us over eight hundred."

    "How many can be produced in the two days we'll have once the ore hauler returns?"

    "Our current estimate is sixty-five."

    "No word from Rachel?"

    "Nothing yet. And she knows the sensitivity of all this. I expect her back any time."

    A day later, five ships showed on our sensors. Our two gunships escorted two cargo ships and a transport.

    Rachel opened a comm. "Hey, Ray. Any luck with the salvage?"

    "We have a full load. Send over the space you have available on those cargo ships. I want to send them out to Exeter to pick up materials we have waiting there."

    "Their holds are full. What do we do with the cargoes?"

    "What did you grab?"

    "One is industrial chemicals, nothing we need here. The other is flowers."

    "And the transport. I'm guessing that is people?"

    "Three hundred twelve. I figured we could liberate them and send them on to Majestic. I didn't think of it until after we made the decision. We would need the transport for that last transfer. Unless you have a better way to get them there."

    "No. Sending them on is fine. But I'd like you to take the cargo ships to Exeter. And take another ten thousand bots. If the materials they have gathered are as much as I hope they are, leave the ten thousand and bring back however much of the salvage you can. I know you may be running late, but I'd like you to bring out the next five hundred or so drones that are made. I'm certain we'll be needing them."

    "Does that mean we're heading right back out?"

    "It does. Restock your supplies and get going. Time is critical for us until we know what the Togmal will bring with them."

    I had to admit. I was nervous. My normal confidence was nowhere to be found. But all that was on the inside. To everyone else, I was putting up my normal defiant attitude. We would not lose. We could not lose. I hoped.

    The ore hauler returned right on schedule, but there was a surprise. The factories at Majestic were beginning to turn out drones and drone parts. One hundred and twelve fully assembled drone ships came in with the delivery. A quick estimate said our assembly at the base would yield another two hundred seven. We would be leaving for Haven with just over a thousand drone ships at the ready. It was a number I still felt was short, but it was better than I had expected.

    We departed on schedule with four hundred and eighteen Marines, ninety-six crew, two gunships, one thousand and eighty-four drones, and one personal fighter. I was confident we could defeat a Togmal fleet of up to fifty ships. But I was not confident the Togmal would show with so few.

    We parked in the Haven system and began our wait. The Marines ran continuous training in the sim-decks. I sat on the bridge with Durban as we looked over the sensor display. The Corporation had a new fleet at Haven. It was again undersized at thirty warships. The first orbital defense platform now looked to be complete. The second was well underway to being the same, now having had its cannons installed.

    On the planet's surface, through comm chatter, we picked up that forty thousand corporate soldiers were on the ground. It seemed wholly inadequate for protecting a population of over seventy million. I was encouraged to find the number of ground cannons had been doubled, but again, it was hardly enough to protect against what we were expecting.

    Durban said, "To date, this is the best defense Haven has seen, Ray."

    "This is what we should have had waiting for each of those prior attacks. Although, I can't say thirty corporate ships is enough."

    "Well, if we can hold out a few more days, we may see more drones coming from base."

    "I think you are talking weeks, not days. It will be over a month before the next ore hauler arrives. And Rachel is just on her way back, or should be, with whatever they were able to load at Exeter."

    "It seems to me we are on the verge of putting up a decent defense. We can build more in a matter of weeks. The Togmal need thirty years to send notice back and another thirty for any relief to get here."

    "Unless it's already on the way."

    "Are you trying to lift my spirits?"

    I reached over, patting Durban on the back. "Just trying to be real. But you are right. I need to be inspiring these people, not depressing them with my own gloom and doom."

    Durban said, "We're going to win this. And then we'll defeat The Corporation and free everyone. It has to be that way."

    I nodded. "It does."

    A mass of ships appeared on the nav display.

    Durban leaned forward. "We should have a count any second. Oh no."

    "What is it?"

    "Three hundred sixty-eight."

    "Warships?"

    Durban leaned back with a sigh. "Drones. They are ours. Not certain how they got them to us this fast, but we'll take them."

    "That puts us over fourteen hundred."

    I looked over the data with concern. "Wait. How'd they get here? Where's their escort."

    "I guess we find out. A comm is coming in."

    Over the next forty seconds we listened to a status sent by Jan. She planned to send out groups of drones as they became available. If intercepted by corporate ships, they had been programmed to first evade and then to self-destruct if evasion wasn't possible. If intercepted by Togmal they would fight until destroyed. Both plans failed to aid my unease, but I welcomed the new muscle.

    A week later, another two hundred and eighty drones showed, putting us over two thousand.

    Durban was all smiles. "This is incredible, Ray. We should be able to take on a fleet of a hundred ships now."

    A comm came in from one of our crew in charge of the drone consoles. "Sir. Gann Freeman. We have a problem. We are short on consoles and operators. We're outfitted to handle around a thousand with some efficiency, with a physical limit of eighteen hundred."

    I sighed. "Thank you for informing me. We'll need a bit of time to evaluate this. I'll let you know of my decision."

    The comm closed.

    Durban frowned. "Didn't know we had limits."

    "Neither did I. This will complicate matters."

    Durban turned to the sound of beeps coming from his console display. "And that complication happens now. We have more incoming ships."

    "And?"

    "Corporate. Picking up chatter going to the surface. The Togmal are attacking at Baxter."

    "Any word of the fleet size?"

    "Only bit I pulled out was 'big.'"

    "Take us to Baxter. As fast as possible."

    "Wait. There's more. They are expecting another fleet to attack here. Within the hour. These corporate ships were the Baxter defense."

    "Any word of the people?"

    "Students were all evacuated weeks ago. They left behind about eighty thousand colonists and thirty thousand soldiers. All were given arms. And Baxter has two of the orbital defense platforms. Word is those were already being shredded when the corporate ships left. That's two weeks from here. Whatever was happening there has already happened. Baxter is presumed gone."

    "So, what's our corporate total here now?"

    "Forty-eight. Eighteen cruisers, twenty-six destroyers, one command ship and three support ships."

    "So, forty-four fighting ships."

    "Yes."

    I opened a comm to the command ship. "This is Rayford Jackson. Do you have any more help coming?"

    "This is Admiral Dilbeck. You have no business in this fight, Jackson. Turn yourself in."

    "Sorry, Admiral. That won't be happening. I was going to propose that we coordinate our defenses. Your fleet seems small compared to what is likely coming."

    "We do not need the help of a pirate."

    "You do and you will."

    Durban said, "More ships coming in."

    I asked, "Are they Togmal? And how many?"

    "They are... Togmal. Sensors are showing, one hundred thirty-nine. I'll need another minute for full identification."

    I switched comms. "Admiral, I'm sure you see what's coming your way. We'll be attacking from your right flank."

    No reply was returned and the channel closed.

    I sighed. "Take us in."

    I opened a comm to Gann Freeman. "Split the force, Mr. Freeman. Send in half now and hold the rest in reserve. Send the reserve in as needed, keeping your numbers at the maximum you can efficiently control. We can't afford to waste a single ship."

    "You got it, sir."

    The comm closed.

    I stood, "Durban, take us into position."

    "You don't want me on the Avenger?"

    "Not this time. I need you right here. You are officially in command."

    "Where are you going, Ray? Tell me you aren't taking out that fighter."

    "We need all the cannons we can get. And that means this ship's as well. If you can get close enough to get in a few shots, do so. Just don't risk it all."

    I opened a channel to our Marines. "This is Jackson, prep all stations. The Togmal are here."

    "Yes sir. This ship will remain secured."

    I opened another channel to both gunship captains. "Your job is to keep Togmal transports from docking to this ship. Do not involve yourself in this fight unless you are protecting the Freedom."

    Two affirmatives were replied.

    I retrieved my helmet from a hook and snapped it into place as I walked to the docking bay. The Avenger had just departed. I hopped up onto a wing flange and into the cockpit. The seat inflated around me as it lowered. I pressed the start button and the cockpit shell swirled around to seal me in. Seconds later, I was off the deck and taxiing toward the airlock.

    "This is it, Ray. The big fight. Just keep your head screwed on and we'll come out of this still fighting."
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    I raced in with a formation of one thousand and twenty-four drones surrounding me. I broke from the pack following sixteen drones as we sped toward a destroyer. As before, the first targets were the destroyer's gun turrets. One by one my group took out the cannons as we worked our way up one side and down the other.

    We lost eleven drones before the last cannon went silent. From there we ripped into her drive and after crippling her, we tore a hole in her side, shredding the exposed decks. Five and a half minutes had passed when we turned for the next Togmal ship. Another dozen drones joined our formation.

    I cut, fired, swerved, and fired again as we approached. But this attack didn't go as well as the last. We lost four drones almost immediately. Four more were gone within the first minute. We had only finished off the firepower of one side when my group was knocked down to three drones and my personal fighter. I signaled a retreat and joined with another group.

    Unfortunately, the unfinished destroyer followed, turning its still-active side toward us. Before we could do major damage to the target cruiser, our numbers were again culled to the point of having to turn back. The same battle was being fought fifty times over with our numbers suffering the most.

    Our controllers on the Freedom did their best to keep us supplied with new drones. At first, the tactic seemed to be working in our favor, but the casualty numbers didn't bear that out. Only twenty minutes into the fight, we had lost a third of our fleet. At the hour mark, we were down by a third again.

    It was then that I noticed most of the corporate ships were not even engaged. They were waiting for our drones to be finished off before committing. I was livid as an all-out fight would keep the Togmal spread and would allow our drones to do the most damage. Instead, we were becoming an almost wasted resource. I wanted to open a comm and curse out their admiral, but I didn't have time. I had again managed to get myself caught between two formidable warships.

    My drone group was quickly cut back from twelve, to eight, and then four before a new group of a dozen joined us. As we lost one new drone after another, I realized I was the cause. They had come in to protect my fighter, leaving themselves vulnerable.

    I opened a comm to my controller as a new group came in. "I need out of this situation. Send enough to get me free from this trap. They are chopping us up out here."

    Another twenty-four joined the skirmish, escorting me from between the two cruisers who had me pinned. Sixteen of the twenty-four were lost on the effort of getting me out. I headed back to the Freedom, realizing I was far more of a burden to our effort than a benefit.

    I flew into the airlock and was soon sitting on the bay deck. The cockpit shell swirled around as the seat deflated and rose. I sprinted for the bridge, wanting to get back into a command position. But that sprint was cut short.

    An explosion down a hallway was followed by the Avenger skidding into the airlock aflame. The alarm for the need of a fire suppression team echoed around me. I pulled my blaster rifle from its magnetic holster on my back and turned down a side hall toward the explosion. As feared, it was another Togmal incursion. They had managed to get past our gunships and cannons and breach our hull.

    I charged down a hall, opening up with my blaster and yelling as the first Togmal fighters came into view. They immediately turned back to the corner they had come from as I rampaged along. But their retreat was short lived.

    A dozen fighters jammed around the corner, weapons raised and firing. I slid to a stop and dove into a side room as the hall just outside me spat debris and orange flame. The constant bang, bang, bang of plasma impacting our steel floor and walls held me where I was.

    I opened a comm to our Marine commander. "This is Jackson. We have an incursion on deck four, side hall Juliet. I'm trapped on that hall. Any chance of getting support?"

    "We have a team coming that way, Mr. Jackson. Hold tight. You should be hearing from them in less than a minute, I'm passing them your channel."

    Another voice came over my comm. "This is Reed. We're at the other end of J, looks busy down there. What would you recommend?"

    "Sorry, Reed. They have me pinned back from the door. You'll have to manage this without me. I don't have any visuals."

    "I'm passing you a feed. What room are you in?"

    "I believe it to be J412."

    "Okay. I can see that. They are concentrating fire there. Give me a sec to coordinate here... okay. On the count of three I need you to get beside that door where you can fire down that hall. But don't come out or you'll be getting it from both sides."

    "You making a charge?"

    "We are."

    I moved closer to the opening. "I'm ready."

    I could almost time the bangs of the Togmal plasma strikes as Reed counted down from three. The continuous thuds were suddenly matched with plasma explosions tearing into the Togmal's ranks. At the same time our Marines charged, yelling at the top of their lungs as I had advised during the prior raids. After the first two Togmal warriors fell, the rest broke rank and retreated. I joined Reed and the others as they passed my doorway.

    The next hour was spent repelling the attack on the Freedom. Only when the last of the living Togmal fighters had been removed from the ship, did I make my way up to the bridge.

    Durban was there, giving command. "The corporate ships have screwed us again. We're down to fewer than two hundred drones and they are just now fully engaging. And it was not just at our expense, those two defense platforms have been torn to shreds. I doubt either one has more than ten cannons still in operation."

    "What are the numbers we're looking at?"

    "Forty-six Togmal ships, most of them heavies, to our thirty-eight. They may be hitting Haven with as many as twenty warships still."

    "Let's hope Thomas has more ships on the way."

    As our drone numbers dwindled, Durban took the Freedom in closer. Two cruisers immediately engaged us. Our gunners worked their magic and one of the cruisers was soon in trouble. A narrow slot had been carved into its side, leaving an opening for our plasma to reach into her hull. In under a minute the great ship lost power and with that her ability to fight. Our guns then turned to the other, but not before we had taken damage. Breaches and fires were being reported on three decks.

    I gave the order for us to pull back while our last eighty drones covered our egress.

    The final eleven corporate ships did the same, leaving twenty-four, fully capable, Togmal warships to attack Haven. We stopped at distance to record the colony attack, but left when the last ground cannon went silent. All of the remaining Togmal had begun to demolish our cities. I wept in sadness and anger over our loss.

    Weeks later, we arrived at base. We had lost all of our drones and one of our gunships. The Avenger, like the Freedom, was in desperate need of repair. The battle data was delivered to the AI for assessment. I went to meet Jan in her lab.

    I plopped down in a chair. "So many lives lost. And all for what... incompetence. We could have defeated that fleet if the corporate ships would have coordinated with us."

    Jan shook her head. "You can only do what you can do. Would it have helped if I had sent more drones?"

    "How many could you have gotten to us before that fight?"

    "Mmm. Probably another hundred or so."

    "Wouldn't have mattered. And these crews did much better against us. I wouldn't be surprised to see our kill ratios dropped significantly during that fight."

    "So, the corporate ships failed to commit?"

    "They waited for our defeat before getting fully involved. And I made the mistake of taking out the personal fighter. I thought we could use the extra four cannons, but I was wrong. All I did was get about fifty of our drones destroyed while they were protecting me."

    "You risked it all. You did what you could. You can't turn back the clock."

    "No, but we can do better."

    "Next time. Maybe the AI will come back with something that helps."

    "What does our drone count look like, currently?"

    "One hundred and ninety are at the ready. We're expecting more coming in with the ore hauler in a couple days, and more salvage from Exeter the day after. Rachel will be back with that load. She will be angry she wasn't there for the fight."

    "She'd have been in the gunship. It would not have ended well for her."

    "How bad is the Freedom?"

    "We lost forty Marines. Manta and his team are currently patching up about eighty more. The Togmal didn't make it near as far this time. Our defenses were better. But they still did damage."

    "What do we do from here?"

    "We keep at them. We can't allow them to establish a colony. And I don't think that was their entire fleet. There could easily be another one that size killing other colonies. Oh, and Baxter is gone. They hit it before coming to Haven."

    Jan winced. "Baxter too? That's three we've lost."

    "Word was they evacuated most of the people from there before the attack, but we still lost as many as a hundred thousand, including the soldiers stationed there."

    "This has gotten all too real, Ray. How do we stop them?"

    Nate came into the room. "The Freedom and Avenger repairs will take three weeks. With that, our drone production, excluding whatever comes from Majestic, will top out at just under five hundred."

    I sighed. "That's not enough. We'll need double that just to take out the fleet we know of."

    "If you can go another five days, we may have the second Freedom class ship ready. We also have two new gunships sitting out there."

    "Which begs the question, what do we do with another mobile station? We don't have the personnel to crew her, nor the Marines to defend her."

    "I say we send it out to Majestic. They can train a crew. For the Marines, we'll have to send Rachel's teams out to get more."

    Jan put her hand on my shoulder. "We can still win this, Ray. If we can keep our production up, the Togmal will eventually run out of ships. Their production is thirty years away."

    I frowned. "Unless they are sending new ships the same as we are. Thanks for getting those drones to us out at Haven. Even though it was not enough, they still made an impact."

    "Thank Boyd. That was his idea."

    I spent the next few hours in the med bay, giving support and offering encouragement to our injured Marines, both were things I was in need of myself. From there, I met Boyd in the dining hall for a meal. I wasn't really hungry, so I mostly talked.

    "We have to do better."

    Boyd shook his head. "Don't know that we can. It's crazy what we've been able to accomplish with such a small group."

    "How is it you've been able to maintain such a positive attitude? The Togmal just destroyed your home world."

    "You saved my family. Don't get me wrong, the loss of Haven, Baxter, and Exeter are devastating. But what good does it do us to get depressed about those? That won't bring them back. And it sure doesn't make anything better for us. We can mourn the losses without putting ourselves in a funk. We do that and we're helping the enemy. Of course, that's a lot easier for me to rationalize being here on the back lines. Being witness to all that has to be disturbing all on its own."

    "And then some."

    "Well, nobody likes to lose. And while we haven't lost completely, we've taken some big hits. You've taken some big hits. So, just know that people here and on Majestic are supporting you. We're doing all we can to assist. And together, we'll make it through. The Togmal can't defeat mankind. We won't let them."

    "Hmm. Thanks for that. I was in need of a pep talk."

    "Come back when you need more. I've got plenty."
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    The following day, the ore hauler arrived. In addition to the materials it carried, it brought another five hundred and five drones. Only these were slightly different. A third cannon pod had been added to the ring. The design was immediately passed to Nate for our AI to incorporate into our new production. As another bonus, the materials the ship carried had been refined to the level needed for our immediate use. Pieces and parts could be made without further effort.

    The next day, Rachel returned with the cargo ships. Again, the improved refining process on Exeter had more material delivered. But there was even bigger news. She had sent one of her gunships to Haven, curious as to the state of things, and it returned with news of the colony not being destroyed. Our departure had been early.

    Thomas arrived with a fleet large enough to drive off the twenty-four ships of the Togmal. Where the Togmal had gone was uncertain, their ships were slightly faster. The death toll on Haven was fifteen million, leaving another fifty-two million still alive. My spirits were again buoyed, although tempered with the still-devastating loss.

    I met Jan in her lab. "Both of these deliveries are better than expected. And what great news about Haven."

    "Couldn't be much better. And see, your efforts helped to save those people. You gave Thomas the time he needed to get there."

    "I just wish he had arrived sooner."

    Jan said, "You'll have a thousand drones or more by the time the Freedom is again ready to fight. And as far as that goes, you could take out the new ship today, with around seven hundred drones. You already have a crew."

    "Interesting thought, but I'm not sure where we would go. We don't know where the Togmal went."

    "Go to the Richland-to-Haven shipping lane. See if you can grab a transport with soldiers or Marines. And we need a name for this new ship."

    "We'll get everyone together to select one."

    Jan frowned. "Just pick one. No reason to waste people's time. Everyone will respect whatever it is you choose."

    "How about the Justice?"

    "Justice it is. I'll start the process of seeing that she's fully stocked while you round up your crew. And you won't have the Avenger, but take our two new gunships for whatever raiding you choose to do."

    "Would we do better sending Rachel out for this?"

    "She's busy with those cargo ships. We need that salvage material. And besides, I think she's taken a liking to Boyd."

    "Our Boyd?"

    Jan chuckled. "You know any others? They struck up a few conversations the last time she was here. I thought I saw a few sparks, but we'll have to see if it goes anywhere. Besides, what are you doing right now?"

    "Nothing, I guess. Fine. I'll take out the Justice."

    Jan grinned. "Good. That's the Rayford Jackson I know. Always on the go."

    I stood. "Sure seems like it."

    We arrived at Haven to find a fleet on watch as transports on the ground were assisting with the recovery. A quick check told us the corporate ground forces had yet to be replaced. We moved out a day later going along the shipping lane coming from Richland, taking up a waiting position in hopes of capturing either soldiers or Marines in transit.

    I sat next to Durban on the bridge. "Notice any differences at all?"

    He shook his head. "Identical. I guess when you have bots building from the same plan you end up with the same product."

    I nodded. "I can see that. Would have been nice to give a few different colors or something. Anything to give it an identity of its own."

    "I heard the crews finally named their gunships."

    "What'd they decide?"

    "The Quick and the Fox."

    "Fitting."

    An alert flashed on the nav display.

    Durban said, "Looks like we have three transports coming through."

    "How big are we talking?"

    "I'd put those at one to two thousand each. Do we want to wait for a single ship?"

    "We don't know if we'll have an opportunity like this again."

    Durban winced. "We only have the two gunships."

    "Then we'll have to act fast."

    I stood.

    "You're going with them?"

    "I'll be taking that first ship."

    "By yourself?"

    I headed for the docking bay. "No choice. I'll have them dump me on the first while they split the other two between them. Be prepared to take out a transport drive or two, if they don't want to cooperate."

    I commed the teams and had them ready by the time I arrived. I boarded the Quick. We would dock, breach, and only I would go aboard. At the same time, the Fox would be assaulting the second ship. When finished with my drop, the Quick would fall back to take the third. With any luck, our operation would be over before a jumpy captain enabled all the stasis pods holding the troops. If that were to happen, I would be in big trouble with no egress at the ready.

    Five minutes later, I stormed across a breach tube, diving into a hallway and firing my plasma rifle at its lowest setting at the first crewman I saw. He flopped to the deck unconscious before he could sound an alarm. I raced forward, taking out a second crewman and then a third. When I reached the bridge, the captain and his mates were chatting with each other, not aware of the flashing symbols on the nav display. In seconds, I had them subdued.

    "This is Jackson. Transport one is secure."

    I closed and locked the door to the bridge. The controls governing the sixteen hundred stasis chambers aboard were locked out for all but my use. If any crew remained, they would not be able to wake help.

    A minute later, the Fox's crew gave status that they had secured the second transport. The third report came shortly after. I piloted my ship over to connect to one of the external docking bays as all of our ships slowed to a stop. The transfer of stasis pods to our hold took nearly an hour. The second and third transports each took the same.

    As we sped off to a remote site to check the transports for recording and transmission devices, Durban opened a comm. "Ray, we just grabbed five thousand Marines."

    "Excellent. We now have both crew and defenders for the Justice and the Freedom. And more to send out to Majestic. And Doc Manta is going to be busy for a while. This also means we can have both of these ships controlling drones at the same time. That might have made the difference at Haven."

    "Possibly. There is one thing I'm certain about though. Thomas Goodall will be frothing with anger."

    "Only for show. I don't think he cares about defending Haven. At least not the people, anyway. His only concern is keeping Aarlis and Estelle happy. And neither will take the loss of five thousand Marines as good news."

    "Almost seemed too easy though, didn't it? I mean, we've had more difficulty with the prior transports. Makes me almost wonder if these weren't a gift."

    "I've never known Thomas to be a gift giver. Everything he does has a reason."

    "Maybe. That reason could be as simple as keeping us in the game. Not only do they want our help, but they need it."

    We returned to base with our prize. Manta was stunned by the number he was told, but was eager to begin the implant removals. I checked in with Jan.

    "Ray, glad you're back. We have the analysis of the last battle from the AI. It has new updates to make to the drone software. The changes should make it easier on your control personnel as well. The AI predicts a 10 to 12 percent increase in lethality."

    "That's significant."

    "It is. And I've already done the conversion on the drones we have here. Give the word and I'll see to it that happens to the ones you just brought back."

    "Please make the update."

    Jan smiled, "Five thousand Marines. And without a fight. You couldn't have asked for better."

    "Durban believes it to be a gift from Thomas. I told him Thomas doesn't give gifts."

    "He expects you to continue to fight."

    "I suppose. How are we on our production, and is the Freedom ready?"

    "Production is on track, and yes, the Freedom is ready to fight. You have any idea of where to send her?"

    I said, "First choice would be back to Haven. We'll listen in on the news feeds to see if anywhere else is threatened. But I think we do it different this time. I know I've stressed the buddy system when sending out ships. I think we send a gunship out to Earth, Demos, New Hope, and Sirius each. Just grab a copy of the recordings from our probes and come home. We'll let the AI look for interesting data points."

    "We only have two gunships available. The other two are with Rachel."

    "And wasted. When she returns, send her on this mission and then out to Haven. We'll need those gunships to protect the Freedom and Justice from boarding parties."

    Jan gave a nod. "She'll like that assignment. Puts her back in the action."

    "When are we due for another delivery from Majestic?"

    "Tomorrow. Then Rachel returns three days after."

    "And what do we expect from this coming production run?"

    "You'll have about twenty-five hundred drones, plus whatever extra Majestic sends."

    "Good. That will give us spares."

    "Uh. No. Sorry, I neglected to mention it, but the software update is to the consoles also. Each ship will have the ability to effectively control two thousand drones."

    "How long is it taking you to run out of building supplies?"

    "Two weeks now."

    I scratched the side of my head. "Well, I think we'll head out today. Send any new drones to our location as soon as they are ready."

    "You realize if they are spotted, they could lead someone back to here, right? That's why we've been sending them in big groups. Lesser chance of being seen. Besides, you don't have a trained crew for the Justice yet."

    "Understood. But we are fighting for the existence of fifty million people. I'm willing to take the risk. And Boyd can handle training the crew and the Marines. I'll make certain he puts an emphasis on running those drone consoles. We can keep the Justice out of the fight if we can manage those drones."

    "That's your call, I guess. I'll make it happen if that's what you want."

    I hurried back to the Freedom, calling in our crew along with the first group of liberated Marines. I gave direction for my best console controller to remain behind to help Boyd with training. Our men, who were there recuperating, could help with training new Marines. We departed with twelve hundred drones. Our gunships were sent to collect news.

    We arrived at Haven to find the corporate fleet at a strength of thirty-eight warships, including a command ship with an admiral. One of the orbital defense platforms was under repair. The other remained in tatters. Down on the surface, we detected new cannons being put in place. The Corporation was again rebuilding the defenses at Haven, but the progress remained slow.
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    We waited in the shadows of the Haven system for news. The feeds coming in from elsewhere had no mention of an attack, other than to say the main Togmal fleet was defeated at Haven. There was no mention at all of the destruction of the Baxter colony. I had fleeting memories of having gone to school there. And the bizarre notion swirled in my head that I had been actual friends with Thomas. I thought myself a decent judge of character and wondered how it was possible we could have been friends.

    A big group of drones arrived after our first few days, then another large group a week after. Following those, we had daily arrivals. I was happy to know our drone numbers had swelled to more than thirty-two hundred, but concerned we only had the Freedom there as a controller.

    Three weeks into our wait, we topped four thousand drones. That's when the Justice came onto our nav display, along with our four gunships. I put Durban in our one personal fighter and sent him to command the Justice. I would be taking over the Freedom. And without the personal fighter at my disposal, I wouldn't be tempted to take her into the fight. This time, I would be staying on the big ship.

    Rachel opened a comm. "I have copies of the data from the news feeds, if you want me to transfer it over. It's a lot. Not sure if you want to try going through it or not. As instructed, the AI has it back at base. I left directions for any important finds to be sent out here to us with the next batch of drones."

    I asked, "Have you had a chance to listen in?"

    "On the way home and the way out here. Not that you care, but I thought it was strange hearing a few of the familiar announcer's voices. Probably the most interesting piece I heard was their reason for abandoning Baxter. They are telling people it was evacuated due to alarming seismic activity. There was no mention of an attack."

    "I was wondering how they would cover that up."

    "There was word of increased recruiting for the military and new production contracts for shipbuilding. It sounds like they are slowly getting organized. Just not fast enough."

    Another three weeks of no Togmal activity passed. Our crews were getting restless. I provided the news feed recordings for their entertainment. Our newest Marines were still angry they had been controlled for their entire lives. They were all eager to get on with the mission of liberation, once we got the pesky Togmal out of the way. I didn't share their confidence in how easy that would be.

    Our drone numbers had swelled to almost six thousand when a Togmal scout ship was detected coming into the system and then leaving. I was certain our growing fleet had not been sighted, but unnerved that the small size of the corporate fleet was now known.

    I opened a comm to Durban and Rachel. "They'll be coming."

    Rachel shrugged. "We have six thousand drones. Given the latest software update, and the AI's best estimate, we should be able to handle a fleet of two hundred ships, all on our own."

    "Maybe. But something tells me they sent in the scout for a reason. They weren't using a scout with a fifty ship fleet."

    Durban said, "The corporate ships just went active with their comms. They saw what we saw."

    A hail over the general comms came in a few seconds later.

    I connected. "What do you want, Thomas?"

    The number three person in The Corporation cleared his throat. "Ray. First, let me thank you again for your help with these raids."

    "Again? Seems I remember you mostly blamed us for them."

    "And you have my sincerest apologies."

    "What do you want, Thomas. Out with it."

    "My father, against the counsel of my sister, has decided he wants you on our side. On our team."

    "And I said that isn't happening."

    Thomas raised a hand. "Please, just hear me out."

    I gave a nod.

    "My father wants your assistance in the coming fight. And not as it has been, where we are separate entities defending against a common enemy. He wants you leading our force."

    "How is this different than before? He has wanted me working for him all along."

    "True. But he is now willing to hire you and your team as contractors."

    "What? Are you talking mercenaries? He wants to pay us?"

    "You will be given a large corporation, one of our best, two if you so desire, where you will be the CEO and owner. From there you can pay your associates whatever you want. You will have wealth, privileges, resources, and also control of our entire fleet."

    "Sounds overly generous. And why would I want to run a corporation? I know nothing about business."

    "Nor would you need to. You would have others beneath you to command, others who are familiar with such. The truth is, we need you, Ray. And that comes with amnesty for you and all your people as well. You will be allowed to visit any port in any city, as free citizens. In return, we ask that you, Rayford T. Jackson, lead our fleet in battle."

    I leaned back in the chair I was sitting in. "Huh. I may need a little time to think this over."

    Thomas pursed his lips. "Please decide soon. That scout ship is leading a massive fleet our way."

    "You've seen it? How big? How many ships?"

    "More than four hundred. And we fear there may be another one of equal size following it."

    I sat forward. "How many warships are in your fleet, Thomas?"

    A concerned look followed. "Three hundred and eighty."

    I growled. "How long have you known they were coming?"

    "Two years."

    "Why would you drag your feet like you have?"

    "It was not my call, Ray. I am only following orders here. Will you consider my offer? It comes with a recognition by The Corporation that you answer only to my father and sister. Everyone else answers to you. We need you, Ray. The survival of Man depends on your acceptance of this."

    "Give me a few minutes."

    I closed the comm before he could speak further. I opened channels to Rachel and Durban, explaining the situation. Both agreed I should accept the terms. They were generous, especially considering they were coming from The Corporation.

    I had to wonder if Estelle, who was barely mentioned by Thomas, was scheming. Never would she let me run things on my own. Her retaining power over me was the one piece of the offer that concerned me most.

    A return comm to Thomas set the obligation in motion. In only an instant we had gone from pirate outlaws to mercenaries controlling the entire corporate military. I hoped the conversion had come in enough time for us to make a difference.

    I pulled aside one of the Marines we had aboard. He was given instructions to take to Jan, Nate, and Boyd. Boyd would be taking over the base, including drone production. Jan would be taking Nate and a new, cloned AI, to New Hope.

    Jan would be taking control of all ship production for The Corporation. Nate would use the AI, in secret, to analyze the situation and put together an organized and effective plan for rapidly ramping up warship production.

    For only a moment, I toyed with sending in the AI with the bots we had at the base, but I wasn't comfortable with potentially turning our newfound technology over to the Goodalls. It was the one huge advantage we had, and I was convinced we would need it for wresting control from The Corporation when the Togmal war was over.

    I opened a comm to Thomas. "We're coming in. Put your admirals on this channel. I want to speak with them."

    "One moment." Thomas gestured for one of his officers to make it happen.

    Two admirals appeared on my display.

    Thomas said, "This is Admiral Bellosk and Admiral Jaminez. They are aware that you are now our commander and that you have full authority here."

    I gave a nod. "Your ships will engage when I say to engage and only retreat when I call for it. Follow the orders I send and some of us may make it out alive today. Most likely we will not, but know this, our entire existence, that of every human, is reliant on how well we fight and defend out here."

    My speech lasted all of five minutes. The response I received from each of the admirals gave me the impression Thomas's offer was indeed genuine. They were prepared to follow my orders, even to the end. Durban would now be directing them in combat.

    With the local fleet in order, I turned my attention back to Thomas. "Is the probe network going back to the other colonies operational?"

    Thomas nodded. "It is."

    "You mentioned a possible second Togmal fleet. Is it here already, or on the way?"

    "Possibly six to eight weeks out."

    "Good. I want every warship you have in the empire to be brought out here immediately."

    "What do you mean, every?"

    "I mean all of them. If it can fly and shoot, bring it."

    "What of the other colonies?"

    "Is it your position to question my commands?"

    "No. It is not."

    "Then bring them all. And as soon as possible. We need to meet this current fleet head on with everything we have. I firmly believe that to be our only option. We need a strong victory. Anything that could possibly delay an attack by the next Togmal fleet gives us room to produce more ships, because we will likely be losing most of what we have. And I'm sending my best people to re-coordinate your shipbuilding. Send back word over your net that they are coming and have my full authority to demand any change they see fit."

    "I will send your request through Aarlis."

    "You best make it fast. And tell Aarlis, if he wants to win this, he needs to send out immediate word that whatever I ask is carried out."

    "I will have a response in a few hours, Ray. Sorry, it is the best we can do."

    "Let's just hope this Togmal fleet gives us enough time for our other ships to get here. Otherwise, we may get slaughtered."

    The orders went out. We joined the forty-eight corporate warships in orbit above Haven. Durban took the personal fighter over to the command ship as Thomas took a shuttle to the Freedom. It was strange seeing him walk onto my bridge.

    "Hello, Ray."

    He held out his hand for a shake. I declined to take it.

    "Your father must have been desperate to make this offer."

    "He was. He is stubborn, Ray, often listening to the preachings of his daughter. But he is also pragmatic. He hasn't ruled for a thousand years by acting without reason."

    "You do understand that I still fully intend to free everyone from your bonds, right?"

    "That is understood. Although, it is hoped, after you work with us here, you will be more open to a 'negotiated' existence, if you will. The fighting between us does no one good."

    I scowled. "Said the man who has helped to enslave mankind."

    Thomas was quiet in thought for several seconds. "I am not here to pick a fight with you, Ray. I'm here to offer my services and cooperation. What can I do, here and now, to make this defense a success?"

    "Walk out an airlock?"

    "I'm serious, Ray. Tell me what I can do to assist."

    "How many troops are on the ground?"

    "Nearly a quarter million."

    "They are wasted. Arrange for every ship we have that can be used as a transport. I want those soldiers and Marines evacuated, and I want the people evacuated. People first."

    "To where? We don't have the facilities to house and feed fifty million refugees."

    "First off, you have the means to feed them. Of that I'm sure. Housing? Doesn't matter if they are put in tents so long as they are taken to a safe colony. Out here, they are going to die. Take them home, Thomas. This is not only important for the morale of my crews, but to everyone in the empire. They have to know we will stop at nothing to protect them. In return, they'll give us their best fight, regardless of those implants."

    "Evacuation is your order?"

    "It is. And it's immediate."
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    My discussion with Thomas lasted for three hours. I was surprised at how calm I was. Here was someone who had abused our relationship over and over, and yet something inside my head forced me to restrain my anger. I wondered if residual effects of the implant were still influencing my reactions. My attention was averted when Durban came over the comm.

    "Ray, I'd like to speak to you in private."

    I left the bridge. "Is there an issue?"

    "Yes. A big one. These captains and admirals seem clueless. Not that I am an authority on war, but they lack drive. And that makes for weak commands. Crews are slow to respond. I'm actually surprised they have been fighting as well as they have."

    "Sounds like you have something in mind that would possibly change this."

    "I do. And I've sent one of our gunships back to make it happen."

    "What are you planning?"

    "Doc Manta will be bringing out the med lab data that will allow us to remove implants here on the Justice. I want to send every captain and admiral through that process. I know that may complicate things, but only for the few hours after they are awakened. We need to get their brains working as they should be, not as directed by the implants."

    "How many people are we talking?"

    "One hundred and twelve senior officers. I have another few hundred more junior officers identified, but I think they can wait. As it stands right now, I think we are dooming any chance at a good defense."

    "Thomas is not going to agree with this."

    "Uh. If I'm not mistaken, you give Thomas orders now. And I don't see any reason to tell him we're doing this. If they find out later, so be it. But for now, if we want to win this fight, I think we have to take this on."

    "That Togmal fleet could show at any moment."

    "Understood. I've taken men from our Marine units, who I believe to be just as capable as those captains are right now, and I've placed them aboard those ships to shadow the captains. I hope you don't mind that I took the initiative."

    "Excellent work. And no, I don't mind. I think what you're proposing here has merit."

    Durban glanced around to make certain he was alone, before speaking softly. "At some point, if this coming fleet is as large as we've been told, we will be retreating. We may be down to only a few warships when you call it off. If some of those ships are corporate ships, if we have the captains on our team, we could keep those ships, and the crews, liberating them all."

    "Interesting." I chuckled. "I would not have foreseen this devious side of you."

    Durban replied, "We're at war, Ray. It's immoral to begin with. Sometimes necessary, but immoral none-the-less."

    The next several days saw a realignment of the corporate fleet command under Durban. I was briefed on the changes and approved of what he was trying to do. Also, more of our Marines were stationed among the corporate officers with the direction to listen and report. Those same officers were taken one by one over to the Justice where they were put through the sim-decks to evaluate their competencies. Most failed to meet our minimums with regards to decision making and reactions, but they did know their jobs.

    The few days turned into a week and then three. My heart jumped as our nav display lit up with alerts showing hundreds of ships. I sighed relief when they turned out to be transports for evacuating the citizens of Haven.

    I ordered the ships to the ground and for all to comply with the orders to leave. Unfortunately, the first flotilla left with less than two hundred thousand people. It was quickly apparent a total evacuation would take up to a year. The distances made travel time between colonies too long.

    Durban paid me a visit on my bridge. "Ray, that's not going fast enough. We're getting almost nowhere. There has to be more transports than that ragtag lot."

    I opened a comm to Thomas. "You transport soldiers and Marines. Thousands at a time. Why haven't we seen any of those ships?"

    "They are in use by our military, at the ready to transport troops to colonies as needed. We can't tie those up with moving civilians."

    I stood with a dumbfounded expression. "I ordered all available transports to be used for this."

    "With the key word being 'available.'"

    I growled. "How many warfighters can you transport at once?"

    "Close to a million at last count."

    "I want every one of those transports, and everything with more than one hundred seats brought out here immediately. We have to move these people!"

    Thomas nodded. "I will pass the order."

    I closed the comm and looked up at Durban. "We just wasted weeks. That's a million souls left vulnerable for no reason."

    Durban sighed. "The same incompetence I see every day. On a high note though, we have seen some improvement in the officers we are training in the sim-decks, and more drones are arriving every day."

    I shook my head. "That makes me so uncomfortable. We'll need them for this fight that's coming, but we don't want highly trained officers returning to the corporate fleet. We may have to fight those ships one day."

    "Let's hope not."

    "When are you expecting Doc Manta?"

    "Two more weeks. And our drone numbers are now topping seven thousand. The latest have a software update that we are uploading to the rest. It allows one drone to control three, so the Freedom and the Justice can now control six thousand drones each. We can command our entire fleet of them all at once."

    I glanced toward the main viewport on the bridge. "I'm liking this delay by the Togmal, but I don't think it will lead to anything good."

    "What are you thinking?"

    "I'm thinking they are waiting for their second fleet. If the numbers are correct, that's possibly eight hundred warships we'll be up against."

    Durban tilted his head. "This delay will only give us more drones. And the corporation fleet ships should be arriving sometime soon."

    "I'm beginning to wonder if they will show at all. Aarlis would not be keen on leaving those other colonies so lightly defended."

    "He put you in charge for a reason. And I have to ask, since we are all now mercs, how much are we being paid?"

    "That's a good question. We never discussed actual pay."

    Durban chuckled. "Strange. I haven't thought about money since all this began. It's kind of irrelevant in our current situation. We don't have stores or taxes or property. Which brings up the question, what will we be doing in the future?"

    "The pay and taxes and buying things will all come back when everyone has been liberated. Even The Corporation still relies on capitalism. Tightly controlled and always in their favor, but that's what it is. Free markets will boom once The Corporation is out of the equation."

    "Hmm. Maybe I'll open up my own practice."

    "What were you? A dermatologist?"

    "Yes, but no, I'm talking about a piloting school. I would love to teach that."

    I laughed. "You do realize you won't be teaching war fighting and maneuvers, right? Commercial piloting is about managing your crew and cargo. The flying part is generally—enter a destination and hit go."

    "Okay then, military training. I'll do that as a consultant."

    I glanced at the viewport looking out on our fleet of drones. "I have to wonder if that will even be needed in the future, if we defeat the Togmal. You might do better teaching how to command a drone assault."

    "Is there a reason you're trying to bring me down today?"

    I chuckled. "No. Just being realistic, that's all."

    "What does your future hold, Ray?"

    "Me? I haven't a clue. It's been so long since I thought about a future, I'm not sure where to begin."

    The nav display again lit up with alerts. We rushed over to see what was coming in. Several seconds of quiet nervousness passed before the ship identities were confirmed. It was the corporate fleet. The nav system identified three hundred fifty-one as warships and another thirty-six as supply. I immediately ordered the supplies to be dropped on Haven's surface and for those ships to begin ferrying citizens back to the other colonies.

    Thomas opened a comm. "Your fleet has arrived. They have instructions to follow your orders and the orders of your people. They are now fully under your command."

    "Looks like you found a few extras."

    Thomas gave a nod. "Construction was far enough along for them to be sent forward. Final touches will have to be applied after this fight when they return."

    "Let's hope that's the case."

    Durban spent two weeks getting to know the command structure, the senior officers, and what their capabilities were. I could tell he was struggling to maintain his composure as his level of frustration was high. That afternoon, Doc Manta arrived on a gunship.

    I was waiting to welcome him aboard. "Doc, glad you're here. And I hope you're prepared for some work because we need your help with our officers."

    "I heard. Implant removal."

    I glanced around with a nod. "Just don't say that out loud. What you're doing isn't known to Thomas or The Corporation. And we don't want it to be known. If the Togmal hold off long enough, we plan to liberate every senior officer we have out there."

    "That's a big fleet. How many are we talking?"

    "We're thinking at least fifteen hundred people."

    "Is this a rush? If so, I can do that in about five days."

    "It is a rush. The Togmal could show at any time. But again, we have to keep this effort unknown. I'm setting up a personal briefing for every one of these officers. As they arrive, I'll be sending them straight to you."

    "What about their recovery and reorientation? That will take days for each just to have an understanding of what has happened. We can't just liberate them and then turn them back to duty."

    "We can and we will. Look. I think we'll have about a three hour window with each. You perform the surgery and I'll use the rest of the time to try to straighten them out. I'm pairing each with one of our Marines, so they will have someone available for them to ask questions. My biggest concern is getting this done and them back in control before the Togmal arrive."

    "I'm not certain I agree with this idea. They won't have time to wrap their minds fully around this new reality."

    "Sorry, but we don't have time. What we give them will have to do."

    A short while later, the first of the officers came through. I hurried him on to our med bay. The area had been cordoned off and quarantined. The word to our own crew was that a virus was spreading and had to be stopped. One by one I was having Marines brought into me for a supposed screening. Instead, they were told of our scheme and how important it was that it remained secret. I made no mention of us wanting to seize control of the fleet after a fight and instead focused on those officers being made into better, more reasoned decision makers.

    The first was an admiral. He acted confused when an aide gave him an escort to the med bay. When he was coming back through to be paired with one of our Marines, his eyes had a look of terror. For the first time, he could fully comprehend what it was he was doing there at Haven. Mankind was under assault and he now cared.
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    Over the next four days we managed to liberate two hundred and sixty-seven officers. Another twelve hundred drones had come in and six more warships. In addition, I had ordered the moving of six of the orbital defense platforms. Those had arrived the day before. All was good news, but our time had run out.

    Our nav displays lit up with alerts. Durban, who was visiting and assisting with the liberation of officers, had to rush to the docking bay for a run back to the Justice. I stared at the display as the Togmal ships continued to come into sensor range. It was indeed a grand fleet, topping our expectations at nine hundred and twelve warships. They stopped at just out of weapons range as they formed up.

    Thomas hailed me on the comm. "Ray, tell me you are prepared."

    "As much as we can be, but who could really prepare for that? You did good by giving me command. Without this force here, we would have been crushed and Haven lost. That mob would then go on to roll over one colony after the next. I'm kicking myself for not have ordered more of those orbital defense platforms brought forward. We could use them."

    Durban joined the comm. "We are ready, Ray. Orders have been given to remain in close to those platforms. The Togmal will have to bring the fight to us, on our terms."

    Thomas asked, "Why are they just sitting there?"

    I said, "Probably just trying to intimidate us."

    Durban replied, "It's working."

    Thomas slowly shook his head. "What if they don't attack? What if they go around and target another colony?"

    "Then we follow. We don't have a choice to do otherwise."

    I opened a general comm on a frequency the Togmal had used in their prior attacks. "This is Rayford Jackson, commander of the human forces. What are your intentions?"

    The comm was silent for several seconds. A computer translated voice replied, "Revenge."

    Durban drew in a long breath. "I was afraid of that. They have motivation. They're angry."

    I growled. "We have motivation. It's called survival."

    I held my wrist comm up to my mouth. "Bring your best. We'll do to you what we did to your forefathers. I'll come over there and gut you myself if I have to."

    An image of a Togmal commander filled the display. A sash covered his chest with jeweled pins and shining medals. He moved his mouth, but the words coming through the translation didn't match.

    "I am Supreme Commander Vlugg. Our forefathers came in peace, in need. Your treachery nearly exterminated our species. We are here for retribution. You must be punished for your deeds. When this war ends, this galaxy will no longer know humans."

    I smirked, "Or... it won't know Togmal. You could go back to your planets and live out your lives in peace. We won't bother you. And those humans who betrayed you are dead, well, mostly dead. Is there any way we could interest you in a trade?"

    Thomas spoke. "What are you doing, Ray?"

    "Trying to save everyone else. If they would be willing to take you, your father, and sister, and then leave, the rest of us would be willing to accept that."

    "Don't be a fool, Ray. They would not accept that, and neither would Estelle nor my father."

    "You, Estelle, and your father are not a problem, Thomas. All I have to do is stand down while that fleet goes to New Hope. They could take your family without much effort. And we would be happy to turn you over here if it averts a war."

    "Ray. They are bloodthirsty Togmal. They will kill us and then they will kill you."

    Vlugg's expression turned into what I could only guess was anger. "Prepare for death, human. The wrath of the Togmal is here!"

    The comm closed. The Togmal ships began to move in.

    Durban slowly shook his head. "And here they come."

    The peaceful black void of space was suddenly filled with thousands of flashes of blue plasma as it streaked between ships. Small, ineffective bursts of orange on warship hulls grew in size, frequency, and power. The ships of our fleet began to jerk from side to side, up and down, staying in constant motion. For only a minute the orange eruptions fell off as the blue streaks missed and passed by. But those misses were soon again finding their targets.

    Durban said, "Say when and I'll commit the drones."

    "Not until they are well within reach of those platforms. We need every cannon if we want a chance at beating this. What's our final count for drones?"

    "Just over eleven thousand."

    A comm came up from the planet's surface. "The transports are wanting to leave before being filled."

    I did my best to not yell. "You tell those captains, anyone who leaves without a full load of people will be executed. Keep those evacuations moving. The Togmal don't care about them and won't until our warships have been defeated."

    "Yes, sir. Will pass that along."

    "Durban. Send in the drones."

    A massive formation of green blips on our nav display surged forward, first jogging out to the left before approaching the Togmal from the side. In only moments, the battlefront doubled in size with blue streaks turning from a uniform back-and-forth to a chaotic lattice of all directions. With nothing to do but watch, my mind wandered to thoughts about taking out the personal fighter. I was glad I had given that over to Durban.

    Manta came onto the bridge. "So this is it. The grand fight has begun. What's the score?"

    I glanced down at a stat display. "We've each lost two. But those number will be climbing fast."

    "You look frustrated."

    "I should be out there, fighting."

    "You are exactly where you should be, Ray. We can't afford to lose you. We'll win this fight."

    "I wish I had your confidence. We have six losses to their five now."

    "If they are victorious here, we will continue to fight. Those lesser battles are where you will make a difference. This, here, no one man can command something like this. The best you can do is call in ships for a push or to defend where the enemy is breaking through. That's the nature of high command."

    "And what do you know of it?"

    "I've spent my idle hours, of which there have been many, studying wars from our archives. Much of that is propaganda, but with enough digging and enough thought, winning strategies can be identified. And I'll have to admit, some of the best fights I watched and read about were yours. You never gave up. Even when losing, you made certain you and your troops could fight the Togmal another day, on better terms."

    "You probably know more about my abilities than I do. My memories remain scattered and disjointed."

    "But your decision making is intact, Ray. You've shown that to us time and again. Trust your gut. Win this fight for us and all humanity."

    As I watched on a console display, both sides continued to take heavy casualties. A half hour into the fight we had lost two hundred and eighteen drones, four cruisers, nine destroyers, and seven frigates. The Togmal fleet was down six cruisers, five destroyers and thirteen frigates. An initial estimate gave a slight edge to our enemy.

    I opened a comm to Durban. "Those drones are doing better than expected."

    "They are, but I have to wonder if they would be doing even better if controlled by the AI."

    "I don't think that's a scenario we want to experience. And I think their performance will continue to improve as this fight goes on. The Togmal crews, including their gunners, will be getting tired. Those drones don't tire."

    "No, but our people controlling them do."

    "Tell me we have shifts set up for those people. This fight could go on for days."

    "Three shifts. Eight hours each."

    "Would we benefit from shortening that to two or four?"

    "For what purpose?"

    "For the purpose of preventing fatigue. Sitting at that console for hours with focus on that fight will be exhausting."

    Durban thought for a moment. "Let's play this by ear. Check your crews at two hour intervals. If you notice mistakes that look like they may be coming from fatigue, we'll start changing crews."

    I said, "Once a pod of those drones has been assigned a target, the operator doesn't interact with them for anywhere from five to fifteen minutes. Plenty of time for a swap."

    "Yeah, no. Each operator is running a dozen of those pods. We're talking about only thirty seconds or so between giving out orders. Often they are one right after another. Swapping will have to happen during a break, but there should be enough of those to allow a change-out to happen."

    For me, watching the fight was excruciating. I twisted, turned, leaned, and jerked as I watched waves of drones attacking. The corporate ships were staying close to the orbital platforms while the drones circled in and about the Togmal ships. I had to wonder just how many we were losing to friendly fire.

    "Durban," I asked, "what are you seeing that works or doesn't?"

    "As expected. More drones means a higher chance of victory."

    "Have we tried overloading the pods? Maybe having three dozen in on an attack instead of a dozen?"

    "At three drones times three dozen that's over a hundred drones per target."

    "Will that raise or lower their kill ratio?"

    Durban shrugged. "Only one way to find out."

    I gave a nod. "Do it."

    The larger pod of drones made fast work of the target vessel. It was at the expense of two more Togmal ships firing their cannons at our corporate ships. But our kill ratio went up slightly. The order was passed for the tactic to be used across the battlefront. The casualty numbers on the display reflected a slight benefit, but the overall fight was telling a different story.

    Two hours into the melee, Durban said, "We can't hold these numbers, Ray. At this loss rate, they still have fifty or more ships when this fight is done."

    I opened a comm to Thomas. "Are we certain every available ship came in from the colonies?"

    "That was the order given. Are your estimates similar to ours?"

    "That we are losing this?"

    "Yes."

    "They are. By as many as fifty ships should averages hold."

    "We cannot lose this fight, Ray. The colonies, except for orbital defenses, would be open to slaughter. Six of those colonies only have two defense platforms, because some were brought here. More are under construction, but are far from being finished."

    "What if we brought some of the platforms on the distant colonies forward to the less defended? How many platforms are there at Earth?"

    "Twelve."

    "Wouldn't it be to our advantage to move some of those up?"

    "Are you serious? Do you want the people of Earth to riot?"

    I huffed. "You and I both know there won't be any riots with everyone having those implants. They practically worship The Corporation. Fear it, but worship it at the same time. How many of those platforms are at New Hope?"

    Thomas was quiet for several seconds. "Twenty-four. But don't even suggest any of those be brought forward."

    I gave an angry glare. "Twenty-four? You do realize one-half of those might be enough to turn this fight around, right?"

    "My father will not risk New Hope. You need another solution."

    "So, he's willing to allow the destruction of the other colonies?"

    "You don't understand, Ray. There are more Togmal coming."

    "More? You seem a lot more certain about this than you were before. Why weren't we told?"

    "It was deemed 'need to know.'"
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    I paced back and forth as the battle raged. I wanted to commit the Freedom and the Justice to the fight, but there was too much risk. We were three hours into the engagement and still had almost nine thousand drones to control. In an experiment, we had dropped the number in a pod from three dozen down to two. The results were only slightly better, but we were thankful for any edge we could find.

    I continued to work on Thomas to have more defense platforms brought forward. My pleas were denied from the top. I sent repeated requests directly to New Hope over the probe network, it would be hours before I got a response.

    Durban said, "Ray, are you seeing the group of Togmal ships forming up on the right?"

    "I was just noticing that."

    "Should I prepare for a surge?"

    "Begin to move drones that way."

    I opened a comm to the corporate captains, "Expect an all-out assault from your right. They may be attempting to flank us."

    An order went down to my drone controllers. "Skew right."

    Our force move was well timed, but not large enough. The right side of our corporate line, after a fierce battle, was overrun, allowing the Togmal to target our rightmost defense platform.

    Thomas said, "Do something, Ray. We can't lose those defenses."

    "If we move any more it will open us open to attacks in those areas. This was a costly move to them. I don't yet see its purpose."

    "We're going to lose a platform."

    "But at a high cost to them. I'll gladly sacrifice one of those for a half-dozen ships or more."

    A dozen of the warships from the surge broke free and headed for the surface. Our guns on the ground opened up, but were no match for the cannons raining down plasma from above.

    Thomas called for action. "Those people you've been trying to defend are dying Ray, aren't you going to do something about those ships down there?"

    "We can't afford to sacrifice ships from here."

    "What? You chastised me for not protecting them enough and now you are willing to sacrifice them?"

    "This is the hard truth, Thomas. We are losing this fight. And saving those people for a few hours more won't make a difference. What makes a difference is how much damage we can do to this fleet before it leaves here. I don't like admitting that, but it's our reality."

    Durban said, "I have an idea, Ray. Why don't we take in the Freedom and the Justice, we can make use of our cannons against that small group without risking everything. And our drone controllers are still within range of the main fight."

    "Do it. Now!"

    Our pilot turned us toward the planet. Seconds later, our exterior glowed white-hot as we dropped through the atmosphere. Our two ships took on the closest rival, demolishing it in minutes. We then moved on to the next and then the next. After the fourth had been defeated, the others turned for the sky and soon rejoined the fight in space. I didn't have the stomach to look at the casualty numbers coming up from the surface as we returned to our prior positions.

    "Good move, Durban. That's why I put you in command."

    "At what point do we retreat, Ray? Is there any way to plan for that?"

    "We can build more drones. We can't build more trained people. Are there any moves you can make to draw Togmal cannons to our drones and away from those corporate ships? I was just looking, we are losing 3 percent of those to friendly fire. Do we move our drones to only fight from the perimeter instead of mixing it up?"

    Durban sent the commands. The chaotic spray of plasma fire streaking out into space widened. The corporate ships were no longer mistakenly hitting our own.

    But the averages were not telling us a lie, we were losing. After seven hours of fight, we were down almost half of our fleet. The Togmal were the same, but they had more.

    Manta came up behind me. "Ray, I've been monitoring the battle from a console. I did an examination of the ships we lost and who we had piloting them. Our liberated pilots are surviving, Ray. The remaining ratio is now two to one. Had we been able to liberate more sooner, we may have brought this fight close to even."

    While interesting, the news only frustrated me further. Timing was everything in war and it seemed we were always just a step behind where we needed to be. I was now fully resigned to the fact we would not win this fight.

    At sixteen hours, our corporate fleet had fallen to just over one hundred warships. We had lost another orbital platform and our fleet of drones had fallen to three thousand. The Togmal ships still numbered more than two hundred. Everyone could see we were slowly losing, and cracks were beginning to develop in our morale. Twice I had given orders for corporate ships to re-engage after falling back. Twice I had to convince Thomas it was not time to retreat.

    Haven was still occupied by nearly forty million citizens. The transports, after the Togmal raid to the surface, had stopped returning. I had already accepted that the citizens below would be killed, but I was not about to hasten that death with a senseless retreat. We had four orbital platforms in the fight, and I vowed to not leave until those had been destroyed.

    Durban opened a comm. "There has to be something we can do, Ray."

    "Look at the numbers. We can't win this. Even now, our drone kill ratios are creeping up as the Togmal crews get tired. Those drones don't get tired and are fighting just as hard as at the beginning. But we don't have enough of them. We've already lost this battle. It's just a question of how much damage we can do."

    The fight continued for two more hours. Then a glimmer of hope emerged from the dark void. Twenty ships that had been in repair or dry-docked for modifications, streamed into the Haven system and joined the fight. Jan and Nate were having an effect and the twenty ships were evidence of their success.

    Only minutes after the ship's arrival, we had another good break. Eight hundred new drones arrived from Majestic. The new additions brought our estimates of battle to almost even.

    "Durban. Pass it on that this is where we have to fight harder than before. We have a chance now to actually win this, to save forty million lives down below. We could end this here today. We just have to push through."

    Our side fought with renewed spirit. Over the next several hours the estimates turned from slightly favoring the Togmal, to even, to favoring our side. We were down to sixty warships, eighteen hundred drones and two orbital platforms, but we were winning. The Togmal fleet had lost more than eight hundred and fifty ships. Debris filled the heavens.

    The fight had reached its thirtieth straight hour. With our spirits renewed, our crews fought with a vigor I had not seen since the original war. I was proud of what we had been able to accomplish. The numbers continued to skew in our direction. Victory at Haven was within our grasp.

    Another fifty drones had just come into the system from base when the nav display lit up with alerts. I checked the data, hoping for more ships from Jan. But my excitement was soon dashed as the signature began to show as Togmal.

    I opened a comm to Thomas. "Did you know of this?"

    "We had no indication, Ray. But this is precisely why my father would not send any more of his defenses forward. We have just lost Haven, Ray. I suggest we retreat now. Those two orbital platforms are on the brink of destruction. Let us pull back to a colony we can better defend."

    I wanted to reach through my comm display to put my hand around his neck. He deserved a good choking. But we were on the same side now and we needed his command to continue the fight.

    "Durban. What do you advise?"

    "We can't win this here. Does it make sense to sacrifice more ships, crews, and drones? I can't say that it does, given how outnumbered we will be."

    I let out a deep breath. "So, we pull back, retreat. Send a drone to base. Tell them we are rallying at Merchain until we know further where the Togmal will be going. Leave another drone here to redirect any ships or drones that were already on their way."

    "Roger that."

    "And send a couple gunships to those orbital platforms. Maybe we can pull a few of our crewman from there as we retreat."

    "And the surface?"

    I glanced up at a viewport that looked back toward Haven with angst. "Nothing we can do for them now. Send out the retreat order."

    It was the most difficult order I could remember ever giving. I wanted to open a comm to the surface, to bolster their resolve if only for their final moments, but I could think of nothing to say. The people knew their fate the moment the Togmal ships arrived. For a moment I wondered if their having implants was a blessing. They would care less about their own demise because of them.

    I watched the nav display as the corporate ships turned from the fight, then our drones. Our gunships rescued sixteen crewmen from the orbital platforms before they were forced to leave. Some of the crews remained, firing the cannons in a relentless barrage at the Togmal warships that streamed toward them. The brave move had allowed their comrades to escape.

    As the image of Haven shrank on our display, I turned and walked toward my cabin. I closed the door and sat with my face in my hands for nearly an hour. I wept for those souls abandoned on Haven and those we had lost in the fight. I was tough and had to put on a brave face for others, but that hardly meant I didn't care. I found myself longing for the days when I was programmed not to care. I wanted to exit, to slip away from what my world had become, but there was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide.

    I moved over to my bunk and laid back, clasping my fingers behind my neck as I stared up at the ceiling. I was tired. I needed rest. I closed my eyes, wanting to close out the world around me. But that only brought images flashing through my mind. First it was the citizens of Haven. Forty million faces looking up to me and screaming for help. But those images soon turned to the image as seen through a comm camera.

    I was watching a catastrophe unfold on a transport. My wife was rushing around, trying to find a way out for herself and my daughter. I sat helpless, unable to act, watching as Togmal soldiers took control and then executed everyone. Every scene was in vivid detail, as if it was happening at that moment. The last image was of my wife, demanding I get vengeance. I slept for most of two days as we traveled in retreat.

    We arrived at Merchain two weeks later, with a corporate fleet of forty-six. The Freedom and the Justice were intact, undamaged, having mostly remained out of the fight. Sixteen hundred drones followed us into orbit along with our three gunships. A dozen orbital defense platforms sat at the ready around us, with three more under construction.

    Thomas and Durban came over to the Freedom on shuttles. I met them in a conference room.

    Thomas paced back and forth. "We cannot lose this planet, Ray. The industrial output is required for our ship building."

    I replied, "With these defense platforms and that fleet, we should be able to defend her. But what does that do for Echelon, and Dunedin, and the dozen other less-defended colonies?"

    "Dunedin, Mycene, even Richland are expendable. They serve no purpose other than being... colonies. Excluding Echelon, they are not critical."

    "What about the people on each?"

    "Of course we would like to save them, but we do not have the means, Ray. I'm afraid their fates may be similar to the citizens of Haven."

    "We managed to save ten million from there."

    "And those ten million are now a burden to everyone else. People are like water, Ray. They are fluid, they can be moved around. But if too many are moved at once you end up with a flood, something that benefits no one."

    "That's a lame analogy, Thomas. Even when coming from you."

    "Evacuations on anything but a small scale are impractical. They serve no military purpose and are therefore not your concern. Figure out how to best defend the rest of us, Ray. That is what my father brought you on for."

    Again, I wanted to reach over and squeeze his neck shut, to choke off the remaining blood that was flowing to his warped brain. But he was right. I had to best determine how I would save everyone else.

    I stood. "Durban, can I talk to you in the hall for a minute?"

    Durban followed me out as Thomas scowled at not being included.
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    I took Durban by the shoulder as I leaned in. "Look, this isn't against you in any way, but you aren't needed in there. I need you out here. I need you to oversee the liberation of all the officers on those remaining corporate ships. I want full control of those ships with free, rationally thinking leaders. And when you have them on our side, I want you to take each of them through our most intense training in those sim-decks. I want them commanding those warships as they should be."

    Durban asked, "And what of new ships that might join us?"

    "The same for them. And bring me a list of population counts on those dozen least-defended colonies. Maybe we can do a bit of our own consolidation, not only bringing the people over but their defense platforms also. If we can move a few tens of millions from one planet to another, doubling the number of defense platforms at that one colony, we've increased its defenses. I know this may be a big task, but I think it's our best option for everyone."

    "What is Thomas going to say about it?"

    "He'll balk. But too bad. We do this my way or this doesn't get done."

    I returned to the conference room. As expected, Thomas Goodall was not in favor of moving populations, but I left him little choice. Our first target was the thirty-five million inhabitants of Dunedin. I ordered our transport fleet to begin the process of bringing them all to Merchain. The local population, those not being used in the refinement of metals, were given orders to assist in the building of habitats. Once at Merchian the process of spreading them out to other colonies could begin.

    Durban moved on to start his work at quietly liberating officers. As it turned out, the senior officers of only eight of the remaining warships were still under the influence of the implant. Durban estimated he would have all officers free within a week. Afterward, they would receive the sim-deck training that would make them better at war. I was eager to hear their opinions once the liberation had taken hold.

    The Dunedin colony was twelve days from Merchain. With our newly organized transport fleet, we could move as many as three million evacuees at once. It was a staggering number, and yet far below what I believed was needed. We still had the string of probes set up running out to Haven, reporting in status that was only five hours old. The colony residents had been wiped out and the Togmal were setting up bases.

    With the addition of their latest set of ships, they had one hundred and eight warships at the ready with another thirty-two in various states of repair. It was far more than we could handle, but I hoped our own production would allow us to catch up. We were in need of time. But how much we would be given was reliant on the actions of the Togmal.

    Durban opened a comm from the Justice. "Ray, I just had an interesting conversation with one of our officers. He suggested we perform a raid on Haven."

    "We don't have the means to take the fight back out there."

    "Actually, I think we do. But only briefly so. We need time. And I believe the only thing holding the Togmal where they are is those repairs. So, why not make a raid, only targeting those ships and their means of repair?"

    "Try to take out the equipment they are using?"

    Durban nodded. "It could buy us some time if it slows their progress. Being thirty years from home, I'm certain they don't have an unlimited amount of that gear."

    "When do you think we could have the fleet ready? How goes the training?"

    "The training is good and the fleet is ready now. And we can keep that training up for the couple weeks we are traveling out there."

    "I saw we just got in another four hundred drones this morning. How many does that give us?"

    "About twenty-two hundred. We can do this, Ray. And if successful, we might set them back by months. We can build a lot of drones in two months."

    It was an idea I liked. And a few months of delay would allow us to move more citizens for our Dunedin evacuation. It was a bit of good news, something we were all in need of.

    I opened a comm to Thomas. He was not in favor, saying it left Merchain vulnerable. I proposed we would ride out along the string of comm probes, giving us early warning if the Togmal were on the move. He remained opposed, but bowed to my military command. We departed two hours later.

    I stood before our officers who had been summoned to the Freedom. "I think we have a rare opportunity for a fast, tactical strike here. We charge in, only targeting the damaged ships, mainly any repair equipment, and then we charge out. With luck, we can slow their repairs, allowing us time to rebuild our own fleet."

    Durban went over our latest intel from the probes near Haven, assigning the different commanders their individual tasks. They eagerly accepted and returned to their vessels for further planning. I could see in their eyes they were now free. Emotions were running high, including commitment and determination. These were now the old-school humans I was used to fighting alongside.

    We arrived, sending in a handful of ships as decoys, something to draw out the bulk of their warships. The ploy worked, sending three quarters of their fleet off in chase as the rest of us raced in for our attack. At first, the Togmal reaction was slow, but that reaction changed rapidly as we came in close.

    We headed toward the bulk of their active warships, only turning toward the damaged fleet at the last possible opportunity before engagement. The maneuver had us in and about their repair yard before the bulk of the remaining ships could fire upon us.

    The repair shuttles and their crews were not set up to defend against an assault. We ripped through their damaged fleet, destroying much of the work that was underway before continuing out the other side and away. The remaining ships pursued, but other than picking off a few of our drones, they were too far off to do real damage. They gave up the chase after an hour of not being able to catch us. We returned to Merchain in high spirits.

    Thomas was not so happy. "They could come for us now at any time, Ray."

    "And we would have a much better chance at defense. Those thirty ships we just mauled will be out of service until they can properly perform repairs. What we should be watching for now is the sensor data from the comm probes. If they send out scouts, we should consider moving the fleet to wherever they are heading. They already know where our colonies are from a thousand years ago. From here, we can get to Dunedin, Mycene, or Richland before they do."

    "And how does that help us?"

    "It leaves them thinking we have a relatively large fleet at multiple locations. And so long as they don't check ship identities, we might get away with that. You want to deter them from going to Dunedin until we get the people moved? Make them think a formidable force is there. They won't move on it until they are at full strength."

    "That scenario seems implausible to me."

    "You were smart once, Thomas. When did you lose that? This is war not politics. They are here to destroy us. And who knows, that last batch of eighty ships that showed, that might be the first of many. So we need to take every opportunity we can to turn things in our favor. This raid we just performed could not have gone better. Those are the ideas we need right now, not burying our heads in the sand, hoping they will just go away."

    "No one is proposing that, Ray. We want this war over and done with as much as you. We do not, however, want to sacrifice our most valuable assets."

    "Your most valuable assets are your people. Everything else can be rebuilt."

    "As can our population. People are expendable. Some more than others. Everyone accepts this."

    "I can't believe you are pushing that. And that would be their implants talking, Thomas, you and I both know that."

    "Is he deliberately trying to push my buttons?"

    I glanced down at my comm. There was an incoming message from Jan.

    "I have to take this Thomas. We'll take up this discussion later."

    I played a recorded feed from Jan. It was twelve hours old. Her report stated that the shipyards at Sirius were in shambles. For a moment my heart jumped, until I realized it was only an expression of frustration.

    She and Nate had done their best to bring about organization and efficiency, Nate wanted to bring in bots to speed the work, but Jan thought that to be a bad idea. Instead, they had rushed out completion of the ships in production and then moved to retrofit nearly every piece of gear, along with the procedures for using them. New production schedules were set, and we were three weeks from having the first warship delivered. After that, across all yards, production would climb to two ships per day.

    Her next mention was about the supply lines feeding product to the yards. Those would be their next focus, with an expected benefit of production doubling again.

    Over the next several weeks, the Togmal fleet stayed at Haven. Our transports were returning to Dunedin to continue the evacuation. More ships had been added to their numbers, bringing our evacuation total to almost five million per run. The Corporation had their propaganda engines running full out, talking about how valuable the people were and how they should be saved at all cost. I was mad enough to spit every time I saw a news feed.

    I was also surprised when our drone production sent us fifteen hundred in one week. We were now up to six thousand and rapidly growing. I had glimmers of hope that we might actually field a fleet powerful enough to annihilate the Togmal. The thought of their fleet not growing while ours was, bolstered my resolve. The first of the new ships produced at Sirius also began to arrive.

    I met with Durban over on the Justice as he was training our officers on the sim-decks. "How are they coming along?"

    Durban smiled. "Their scores have really climbed since we began. I think they'll put up at least an equal fight to the Togmal's next time, if not slightly better. And we're grabbing these new officers as the ships come in from Sirius. When this is all over, Thomas will be in for a shock."

    "The longer the Togmal take to attack, the better off we are. I'm starting to think we might come out of this on top. Not the people of Haven, but the rest of us."

    Durban leaned in. "You know, when this is over and the Goodalls decisions are known to everyone, they won't have anywhere to hide."

    "Maybe. Just be extra careful with what you are doing here. The Goodalls have a way of finding things out and turning the tables on you at just the wrong moment. If I were you, I might run random scans on the officers you've liberated, making certain Thomas hasn't had those implants put back in."

    "Their sim-deck scores are going up. I just don't see how that would be possible."

    "How about if the only thing they implant is a fierce loyalty to the Goodalls? With directions to deny that until called upon."

    "They can be that specific?"

    "They can."

    "I guess I'll start random screenings then."

    "Think of the Goodalls as the most devious people you have ever known. And remember each of them is over a thousand years old. They've had lots of time to hone that craft. And they are morally bankrupt, meaning they don't care about anyone but themselves. Everyone else is expendable."

    Durban chuckled. "Wow. How is it you manage yourself so well around Thomas? I mean, I can see the two of you constantly butting heads, but you both keep your tempers."

    "I have a mission that I deem as far more important than my pride. I'll lick his boots in front of our entire population if it helps me to accomplish our goals."

    "You are committed, Ray. No one can deny that."

    I chuckled. "I'm something, that's for sure. Either committed or should be committed. Sometimes I can't tell which."
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    Over the next month, the Togmal remained at Haven. Construction was taking place on the ground as warships were under repair in orbit. All indications showed the damage to their fleet from our raid had been repaired. The Togmal were efficient at what they did.

    Our drone fleet had grown to over nine thousand strong. The warships coming from Sirius pushed our manned numbers up to almost eighty. I commed Durban for a talk.

    He asked, "Ray, has something happened?"

    "No. Just wanted to run something by you. The comm probes at Haven show those thirty ships are still under repair. Our fleet size now matches what the Togmal have available. And we have nine thousand drones. This may be our best opportunity to take them out. If we wait a few weeks, they will be at full strength. We'll have more ships as well, but they may be on the move, forcing us to chase after."

    Durban asked, "You want to attack now?"

    "If successful, we not only destroy their fleet, but the base they are building. If we allow that to get established, it will get defended. They could set up their own production and cover the surface of that planet with cannons. And if more Togmal ships come, having a base of operations will put them at an advantage, so, we need to take it out."

    "You don't have to convince me of the need. When do we go?"

    "How soon can you be ready?"

    "Give me an hour, Ray. I have officers in training that need to be returned to their ships. And for what it's worth, I think this is a good idea. Even if we lose, it eliminates most of the threat. These orbital platforms should be able to hold off whatever is left. And in a month, we could send a new fleet with new drones to finish the job."

    "Make the preparations." I opened a comm to Thomas. "It's time we strike."

    "What? We can't. My father is on the way out."

    "Why would he be coming here?"

    "Because we have a fleet large enough to defend Merchain. And to congratulate you for stopping their progress."

    "We haven't stopped anything. The people of Haven are dead. And it will be months before Dunedin has been evacuated."

    "You seem upset, Ray. Is something wrong?"

    "You need to send word to Aarlis to wait here for us. He can talk to us when we get back."

    Thomas sat forward. "Are you planning an attack?"

    "Not planning. Already planned. I believe we may have a slight advantage, so, we're taking it."

    "He will be here in five days, Ray. I must insist you wait."

    "Insist all you want, Thomas. We're going. Including that fleet out there. You wait here for Aarlis. We'll be back in five weeks. Well... some of us will."

    Thomas persisted with his demands, even going as far as to send a request down the comm probe chain going back to New Hope. If Aarlis was following the normal shipping lane, he would have the message within hours. We left orbit a short time later.

    As we moved closer to Haven, I was growing more confident in my decision. Not only did we have an equal number of ready ships, but our captains now had training. If their sim-deck scores were a true measure of their competence, I was certain about victory. But as I had seen many times before, war had a way of flipping things around, bringing about the unexpected. I ignored repeated comms for our return as they came out on the probe chain going to Haven. We arrived there after seventeen days.

    As our prior reports had indicated, thirty Togmal ships remained in the repair area which continued to buzz with activity. The defending fleet was aware of our presence at the same moment we saw them. What they didn't see was our armada of just over nine thousand drones approaching from a different angle.

    The drone's stealthiness kept them from discovery for several minutes. During that time, the Togmal fleet moved to defend the repair area as their shuttles and supply ships fled toward the back of their fleet. They had formed the first of several skirmish lines before the drones showed on their sensors. The Togmal scrambled to realign, taking into account the new threat.

    Durban opened a comm. "I think we have them, Ray. Including those support ships."

    "Have your drones go straight into the repair area. And send the corporate ships into a fight with their warships. The drones will shred those damaged ships and have them out of this fight in ten minutes. I'm feeling confident about our chances."

    Durban nodded. "Coming out was a good move."

    The space above Haven filled with blue streaks of plasma. Orange flashes with the first salvo indicated hundreds of hits to both sides. I was almost giddy with anticipation, I wanted revenge. No Togmal would be leaving from Haven other than those transcending to an afterlife, if it was something they even believed in.

    Our drones merged with the repair area, doling out the desolation and destruction they were designed for. But the Togmal were not ready to die so easily. The thirty ships in the repair area charged to life, moving in and about the drones with all cannons blazing. For the next several minutes I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Had I acted too soon? Had our certain victory been swept away?

    As the fight developed, my fears eased. We were out-fighting our opponents. The early results were skewing in our favor. I silently thanked Durban for the training he had been giving the officers.

    Over the next five hours, each fleet lost half its ships. Two thousand drones had been destroyed. But again, those numbers were running in our favor. After ten hours, the number of Togmal warships had dropped to forty. After fifteen hours, twelve. We were down to an equal amount, but four thousand active drones filled the heavens. Two hours later, the last of the Togmal ships succumbed to our superior firepower.

    I let out a sigh of relief. We had lost seventy-four warships and crews. And more than six thousand drones. But the Haven system was now only home to a handful of Togmal, occupying buildings on the planet's surface.

    Durban ordered the drones down. They charged ahead with silent rage. Minutes later, the sky above the Togmal base turned into thousands of tiny fireballs. As expected, plasma bolts from newly constructed cannons streamed up. But those cannons only numbered in the hundreds. The barrage of blue streaks was quickly extinguished.

    Durban opened a comm. "Fantastic, Ray. I won't say I feel redeemed for our prior loss, but this feels good."

    A check of the rest of the planet showed no Togmal remaining. Drones were sent out to scout the surrounding system, returning shortly after with no reported sightings. The Haven system was secure, but her inhabitants, those who had survived because of evacuation, were scattered among the other colonies. We returned to Merchain with our remaining fleet. Even with our current losses, morale was high.

    We arrived at Merchain to find twenty-three ships escorting what I had to believe was Aarlis's personal cruiser. It was bigger than any other and more heavily armed. I ordered Durban to stop short of orbit with our drones.

    "What is it, Ray?"

    "I don't like these numbers. With the Togmal threat alleviated, who's to say they won't turn on us?"

    Durban winced as he looked over the nav data. "Hmm. Given the signatures on those ships, they didn't just come out from Sirius."

    "No," I said. "Aarlis was holding back. Durban, I need you to take a thousand of these drones. Head out like you are going to Dunedin. I'll make up something about a check. Circle back and go straight for Sirius. Pick up Jan and Nate. I don't want The Corporation taking them hostage. And do this now."

    "What of our corporate ships?"

    "Leave them with me. I'll give the captains a quick briefing. If Aarlis is up to no good, it will serve us to have those officers inside their organization. So go, now."

    A comm came in from Thomas the moment Durban cut away. "What are you doing, Ray? We saw over the comm probes that you were victorious. Where is Dr. Haska going?"

    "I'm sending him out to Dunedin to check on progress."

    "We have a recent report right here. Progress continues, but the order to halt has been sent. The Togmal are no longer a threat. The people are no longer in need of removal."

    "I think stopping that evacuation is premature, Thomas. We don't know of any Togmal heading to Dunedin, but there may be more coming."

    "Our intelligence says that fleet you just destroyed was the last of them. You won, Ray, just as we believed you would. And now our fleet production has been optimized. We will soon have a defense the Togmal wouldn't dare attack. And after that, we will be building a fleet to send to their worlds. In fact, work on that has already begun."

    "You are going to send ships out thirty years? What of those crews? They will be old by the time they arrive."

    "They will be in stasis for the entire journey. For them, only minutes will have passed before they arrive and are ready to fight. You know this."

    "And if victorious, they still have a thirty-year trip coming back."

    "Again, in stasis."

    "But their families and friends will have aged by sixty years. What kind of life will they be returning to?"

    "A hero's life."

    Aarlis joined the channel. His face remained out of view. "Hello, Rayford. Congratulations on this great victory."

    "I have to believe this is only temporary, Aarlis."

    "Please. Call me Prime. I have not gone by Aarlis for centuries."

    I chuckled as I spoke to Thomas. "I suppose that makes you Third?"

    "It does. And please do not belittle our leadership, Ray. You have a great victory here."

    Aarlis said, "Come in. Dock your ships. Let us celebrate together."

    I slowly shook my head. "I'll celebrate when I know the job is done."

    I gave the command for the corporate ships to continue on and to join the others. I had briefed them enough before and I didn't want Aarlis or Thomas to become suspicious.

    Thomas said, "At least release our ships, Ray."

    "They are coming. I'm not looking for trouble here. Wouldn't want to ruin our new friendship."

    Aarlis said, "I'll be frank with you, Rayford. I want you to lead our fleet out to the Togmal homeworld. I have confidence you would return with another great victory. And I'm willing to send a thousand ships with you."

    "It will take years to get to that number."

    "It will, and in the meantime, you will be training the crews. I am thrilled you have come back to us, Rayford. It is good to have you in the family again."

    "Watch your response here, Ray. He is fishing for just how committed you are."

    "Let's play this by ear for now, Aarlis. Let your fleet build, let things settle. I'd like to be certain we are well defended here before sending anyone out to their worlds."

    The comm was quiet for several seconds. "As you wish, Rayford. But we will revisit this shortly."

    "And I'll have a better answer by then."

    Aarlis dropped from the conversation.

    Thomas said, "Why must you test his patience, Ray. He only wants what's best for us all."

    I shook my head. "No. He wants to decide what's best for us all. Those are two very different things."

    I glanced over my shoulder. "I think it's time for a break, Thomas. We're heading home for a bit. I'll keep watch to make sure no more Togmal are coming. I'd advise that you do the same."

    I closed the comm with a smirk before he could reply. The order was given, and our remaining drone fleet circled in behind the Freedom as we pulled away. The immediate threat from the Togmal was over, but I had little confidence it was gone. The journey back to base took eighteen days.
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    We arrived back at base with nineteen hundred drones, some damaged. Another twelve hundred were there waiting. Production at the base had come to a halt due to lack of materials, but it was growing ever stronger at Majestic. I ordered the damaged drones in for repair.

    After docking, I made my way to see Boyd. He was doing a weekly inspection of the facilities and asked that I join him as he walked. It felt good to be in motion after coming out of stasis on the Freedom.

    Boyd asked, "You think that was the last of them, the Togmal?"

    "Hard to say. It was the last of what we know of, but I would have to wonder why they weren't sending more."

    "Same here. But at least with this lull we might have time to build a more solid defense. You think The Corporation finally has their act together as far as production goes?"

    I gave a nod. "I think Jan and Nate turned them in the right direction. If they keep heading that way?" I shrugged. "Who knows."

    We stopped at a cross-tube going from our original science vessel to a cargo hauler. Boyd pulled out a handheld meter and checked for radiation leakage around the seals.

    I asked, "Have you had any failures of those?"

    Boyd returned a half smile. "Thankfully, no. But I read somewhere that those small leaks are what shorten your life when out in space. Everyone knows when there is air loss. Radiation coming in though? Not something most regularly inspect for. And given the fact these ships were piecemealed together, I'd rather err on the side of caution."

    As we finished the inspection, Rachel was waiting at Boyd's office. The two of them hurried off to have lunch, wanting to spend time together. I was happy to see signs of a budding romance. They were both good people and had been instrumental in our success. I could see they were each also in need of a partner, someone to share their personal feelings with. Even though we had not gotten to that level of a relationship, I suddenly found myself missing Jan.

    The next several weeks saw our damaged drones repaired and another eleven hundred joining our ranks. We were once again over four thousand strong, but that number was only enough to defend against a small fleet of a dozen ships or so. Should we have to take on a fleet the size of what the Togmal had taken Haven with, we would be woefully short.

    A week later, Durban returned in the Justice, Jan and Nate were with him. I was glad to have them back because Boyd and Rachel were spending all their free time together, leaving me to fend for myself. I had not taken the time to bond with any of our other crew, and they didn't seem interested in befriending the guy running things.

    I met Jan and Nate at the docking port as they came off the Justice. I wasn't certain as to why, but I gave Jan a big hug. The result was an awkward look from each of us.

    As we walked, I asked, "How was production coming along at Sirius?"

    Jan replied, "Better than expected. They provided us with all the resources we asked for. And having that AI along... well, it made all the difference."

    "Nate eager to get it back in his lab?"

    "Mmm. About that. We're thinking it should stay on the Justice. Not only that, I think we should add one to the Freedom."

    "For what purpose?"

    "For the purpose of getting a swift analysis of whatever situation we have going on. We fed it the battle recordings on our ride back out and the simulations it ran showed we could have saved as much as 15 percent of our fleet during those fights."

    "What are you saying?"

    "I'm saying we might want to consider having the AI take over our command during battle. In every simulation I watched, it not only reacted to changed stimuli, but its planning put our fleet in a better position every time. And it was especially deadly when controlling the drones."

    "You want the AI running our fights?"

    "I'm not flat out calling for this, Ray, but I do think you should watch some of those simulations and see for yourself. This could easily make the difference between winning and losing. Which means the next colony under attack might survive. I couldn't get a clear answer when I asked for a full evaluation of our fights at Haven. Could we have saved those people? It wasn't sure, as its analysis has a modest margin of error. But the possibility was there."

    Durban cut in. "I have to agree with her, Ray. This may be the difference between us defeating The Corporation in a fight or having to turn tail and run."

    "Let's hope we don't get ourselves into that situation. I want to save lives, not end them."

    I was having a dilemma. I had taken the time to watch several of the simulations. The changes the AI made were impressive, and on-the-fly. Our drone controllers had done well, given their lack of experience, but I was now leaning toward the very thing I abhorred about the AI. The last thing I wanted was for it to be controlling our warships. Nate assured me we would continue to keep it isolated from taking control. I wasn't so sure he could keep that promise.

    With the situation regarding the Togmal now at a calm, I decided we should make our way out to Majestic. Word had come in with the last set of drones that the colony was progressing toward a big increase in drone production. Our fleet now numbered fifty-six hundred and was growing. A new shipment of resources was also in the works, meaning production at our base could begin again.

    We departed for Majestic the following day. The ride, after going into a stasis pod, seemed to only take minutes. I walked down a ramp onto a lonely tarmac, the rest of the area had been returned to nature. A section of tarmac rose up, revealing an elevator. Two guards nodded, signaling that the elevator doors be opened as I walked toward it. I thanked them as I stepped inside. Durban remained on the Justice.

    The newly elected governor was one of the Marines we had sent there. Miles Johanna was short and stocky. And he was all business, telling me of their accomplishments as we rode down to the new base floor, two hundred meters below the surface.

    "That tarmac will soon be covered with grass. From above it will look like any other field. It's the last of our visible surface structures."

    I gave a nod. "Just looks like an uninhabited planet coming down from above. Other than inviting someone to settle here, there's no reason for anyone to check it out. You've done well with all of this. Tell me about the production numbers."

    The elevator reached the bottom. The doors opened to a vast chamber. To the left a dozen tunnels went into a wall. Straight ahead, a transparent bubble disappeared into the background.

    I asked, "What's over there, in the bubble?"

    "Hydroponics. One of twenty-six stations like that. Each one grows enough food to feed about ten thousand people. That one services the entire planet at the moment. And it's only partially being used."

    We walked toward one of the tunnels.

    Miles said, "You asked about production. I'm assuming you mean drones. Our current rate is closing in on one thousand per week. We have a new line coming up shortly that should double that. You want drones? We can produce as many as you want."

    "Are any more production facilities planned?"

    "Two. And we have storage bays set up to hold as many as fifty thousand, should we decide we need to defend ourselves here. I tell you, Mr. Jackson, all of this excites me. Give us a year and neither The Corporation, nor the Togmal, will be able to touch this place. We'll have five thousand heavy cannons protecting our skies, along with those fifty thousand drones. And all automated. All I have to do is give the command for them to defend. The AI does the rest."

    I stopped and took his arm. "Wait, you have the AI wired into your defenses?"

    "It's the best we can do, Mr. Jackson. We don't have that many people here. And frankly, that AI has given us all we have. I know you had an incident with another back at base, stole a ship and fled, but this one... it has our backs. Food, shelter, defense... it has taken on all of those. With our supervision of course."

    I frowned. "I'd be lying if I said that didn't concern me. What happens if it changes its mind?"

    "I guess that's a risk we have to take for now. Give me a few million citizens and I might be able to tell you different. But for now? I can't see us making it without that AI."

    I was next shown the small area of housing that was currently in use. Everyone on Majestic shared the same space. A cafeteria, library, recreation room... all were centered near the personal quarters. Highlighted in the floor were three different hiking or running trails with paths that ran five, ten, and twenty-five kilometer. We next walked by the primary school and higher education section.

    Everyone was enrolled in classes of some sort, spending at least part of their day learning. Next was the military training area. Four hundred simulators were linked together with hundreds more under construction. With ten personnel pods per sim-deck, we could conduct our own small simulated war. Everyone was encouraged to spend time in the sims.

    Our last stop of the tour was the production floor. I was shocked at the expanse of it. At one kilometer wide by four kilometers long and five hundred meters in depth, I could see how they were able to achieve the numbers they did. At two hundred meters below the surface, we stood at a rail looking down across the floor. It was crawling with bots operating saws, welders, even wiring bundlers.

    I marveled at how the beginnings of a hull at one side of the floor turned into a finished drone by the time it reached the other. The finished products were taken from the production floor toward a testing area.

    Miles said, "Production runs non-stop, Mr. Jackson. With very few testing failures. Oh, and congratulations on your last victory. It was good news when we heard the threat had been eliminated."

    I shook my head. "I have to believe more are coming. The reports from when the probe first came back said there were thousands of warships out there. We've only seen hundreds. A fleet of a thousand could show up at any time and we would have no way to stop it."

    "Then we just keep doing what we're doing."

    I spent three weeks at Majestic. For such a small group, they had everything in order. I took delivery of another three thousand drones, plus two thousand they had in storage. I headed back to base with a renewed sense of what we had to do. Majestic needed citizens and there was only one way that could be achieved.

    Upon return to base, I organized a raid. We would grab as many transports as we could find, outfit them with stasis pods, which we were now able to produce, and then fill them with people we would take, starting at Dunedin.

    Jan met me in the cafeteria for a meal as the last of the preparations were being made. "I'm wondering if you'll have problems at Dunedin. How open will the people be to being taken aboard a transport for evacuation?"

    "Hopefully, as willing as they were when The Corporation was doing it. There are still thirty million who need removal. I have to believe that will be the first place the Togmal go if they return."

    "And if they don't return?"

    "Then Dunedin becomes our source for citizens to be freed. At least until The Corporation denies us access."

    Jan asked, "How is it you plan to get them to board one of your ships?"

    "We'll have to lie to them. As far as they know, we will be part of The Corporation's continued effort for an evacuation. Once aboard, they go in stasis. They are building medical bays at Majestic that will be able to liberate as many as two thousand per day."

    "Just how many are you planning to grab?"

    "Fifty thousand at a shot. We'll knock out a probe or two from the comm chain stretching out to there and we'll be gone before The Corporation can have anyone out to check."

    "This will put us back on the illegal side of things where the Goodalls are concerned."

    I nodded. "I left Merchain because I thought we were already on the illegal side. I have no doubt I would have been taken into custody and frozen until they wanted to ship me out with their retribution fleet. If I survived that, you wouldn't see me around here for another sixty years or so. If I even made it back."

    As I stood to leave, Jan came around and gave me hug. It was unexpected and felt far less awkward than our prior encounter. I clutched her hand in mine for a moment as we separated, before giving her a smile and heading for the door. Dunedin was a twenty-one day run.
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    A full month was spent raiding transports along the shipping lanes between Earth, Demos, and Sirius. Before we were finished, we had confiscated eighteen transports capable of carrying one hundred forty thousand people. The seven thousand captured along with the ships were packed onto six other transports and sent on to our base for eventual liberation at Majestic.

    We arrived at Dunedin with our captured transports to both good news and bad. The good was there were no corporate ships parked in orbit. We could run straight to the surface and fill our ships with people. The bad was the entire colony had no defenses. The two orbital platforms had been moved. I suspected Merchain was getting even more defenses.

    We began our effort by taking out several of the comm probes linking Merchain with Dunedin. After, we broadcast a message that we were from The Corporation and the evacuation was again on. We identified sixteen small towns and arranged for all of their citizens to meet our transports. They were given twelve hours to get their affairs in order. It was a better offer than The Corporation had given before. We expected full cooperation.

    Durban opened a comm. "Ray. I think this is going to work. I've heard nothing but positive replies. It seems some are eager to evacuate."

    "Keep in mind, their entire economy and culture has been shaken. Millions of their citizens have already been moved. The people left behind are probably fearful after what happened at Haven. Even with the implants telling them otherwise, they are ready to leave."

    "That would explain the responses I've received."

    A full day was spent getting the transports filled. When we finally lifted through the atmosphere, I was able to let out a sigh of relief. Our journey from there to base and then out to Majestic would take seven weeks. The ships were packed with as many people as we could properly carry. We used the Freedom and the Justice to transport supplies.

    After a brief stop at base, we proceeded on to Majestic. The prior seven thousand citizens we had sent along were already recovering from their implant removal. The new set would take months to work through.

    Miles met me in a corridor. "Mr. Jackson. These additions will help make this colony a real, thriving, incredible place to live and work."

    "We're building our foundation, Mr. Johanna. From this colony we will work to liberate the entire human race. And I offer you this warning. No one can leave. At least not while we are in the process of liberation. A big part of your job will now be policing these people. While all will like being free, some will look at any confinement as exactly the opposite. So, what I'm trying to say is, expect trouble."

    Miles nodded. "I'm anticipating just that scenario. I have thirty of our people training as security officers. I'm certain that number will grow substantially as we liberate more of this new group. One hundred forty thousand people... I can't believe we are finally making the leap."

    I asked, "How has production been running?"

    "Perfectly. We now have close to twenty-four thousand drones parked in storage and ready for your use."

    "That many?"

    "We're closing in on that two thousand per day mark. And we've decided to open those other two production lines early."

    "That's fantastic news. I find myself thrilled with your progress here every time I return. You always have a new surprise waiting."

    "That would be the AI. And speaking of that, I understand you are equipping the Freedom and the Justice with one of those? I heard you were against that before."

    "I was. And still am, at least partially. I don't like thinking machines to have power."

    "I'm with you on that. I've been suspicious of our AI here since I was first liberated. But I've found nothing in its behavior that has given me concern. In fact, it's been exactly opposite that. We are thriving because of many of the decisions that bot has made. And I haven't seen any cause for alarm at all."

    "Too good to be true?"

    "That's exactly how I feel."

    I patted him on the shoulder. "We think a lot alike then. Which is a good thing. Keep up the surveillance, we can't afford a surprise of that proportion."

    I boarded the Freedom on a high. Everything seemed to be turning our way. When the last of the Dunedin citizens had been unloaded, I ordered the twenty-four thousand drones to join our fleet. I wasn't certain as to why, but reasoned they might serve us well to run off a warship or two should The Corporation decide to park a few in our way.

    We returned to Dunedin to grab more people. I hoped the time that had lapsed between our last raid and this one had settled things. What we found when we entered the Dunedin system was anything but that. Close to five hundred Togmal ships were in orbit. The thirty million citizens on the ground had been annihilated. I was almost sick to my stomach. We turned our fleet back toward Merchain.

    When we arrived, there was already a fight underway, two hundred Togmal ships were fighting a corporate fleet of one hundred twelve. Once again, I saw that the Goodalls had been holding ships in reserve. I pounded my fist on the armrest of my chair before committing our drone fleet to their defense.

    "Durban, is your AI ready to command?"

    "I can't see us winning this the way things are, Ray. I think we should give it full control of the drones. Let the AI optimize the battle in real time. Our taking info from it and then commanding those drones ourselves is only going to cost us."

    I rubbed my forehead with my fingers. It was a decision I had hoped not to make. But Durban was right, we needed a win and we needed to preserve as much of a defense as we could. The fleet at Dunedin was monstrous. Left unchecked, it could roll through the other colonies, destroying humanity in the process. If we were stuck defending a single colony with no production, our fate would be sealed.

    I took in a deep breath. "Give the AI command. We'll do the same over here."

    I enabled a comm to the AI Nate had installed on the Freedom. It was a clone of the one on the Justice. Nate, for whatever reason, had named it Garber.

    I cleared my throat. "Garber. This is Rayford Jackson. The commander of this ship and our fleet. I'm certain you have been monitoring the situation with the feeds we have allowed. The feedback you've provided us with so far has been stellar. We now need you to step up and take direct charge of our drone fleet. We must defeat the Togmal here and we must preserve as many of our fighting ships, both ours and those that belong to The Corporation, while eliminating the Togmal completely. Are you prepared to take on this responsibility? And keep in mind, your own existence is in peril here."

    "Rayford Jackson. I will do my best."

    It was strange having a conversation with the machine for the first time. A command channel was opened between our drones and Garber. Within seconds, it had a strategy planned and was moving drones into position. The AI on the Justice, named Benton, was doing the same.

    The image on the nav display looked the same as each time before. Blue streaks of plasma zipped through the black void with some turning bright orange as they made impact. The corporate ships were staying near their defense platforms, giving added punch to their firepower. Our drones swarmed in, attacking one Togmal warship after another.

    Within minutes, the AI was making adjustments and providing results. Garber's initial strike had been a success, but the Togmal had adapted. My team watched with fascination as the battle unfolded.

    I opened a comm to Rachel on the Badger, she and the rest of her team were waiting to protect us should the Togmal attempt a boarding raid. "I need you to make a run out to Majestic. Send back as many drones as you can. And keep them coming, following the same protocol of protecting that location."

    Rachel replied, "On my way. What about at base?"

    "You'll be passing near there on your way, but we need the drones from Majestic, there will be more and we'll need those first. Swing by base on your way back. I just hope we're still alive by the time you return."

    "I have confidence, Ray. You're a survivor. We'll be back as soon as possible."

    The Badger cut away and disappeared into the void. I turned my attention back to the casualty board. The numbers were skewing our way, but for how long? And how would we face down the Togmal fleet at Dunedin should it come this way? Our human situation was looking dire.

    Thomas opened a comm. "Ray, I knew you would join us."

    I shook my head. "I told you there would be more, Thomas. And the people of Dunedin paid the price."

    "What? What's happened at Dunedin?"

    "You haven't been monitoring it?"

    "We've been busy, Ray. And someone knocked out our comm chain going out there. We haven't had word since our last scout came back two weeks ago. The people were fine. What has happened?"

    "The Togmal are there, Thomas. And in much greater numbers than here."

    "There are more? How many?"

    "Almost five hundred."

    Thomas was silent for several seconds. "Are you certain?"

    "The people on Dunedin are dead, Thomas. The Togmal are constructing a base. And yes, I'm certain of that count."

    Thomas looked down at the floor. "Then we are doomed."

    I growled. "We can't give up. We have to win these battles. How many ships does The Corporation really have? And I can already see you've been holding back. Tell Aarlis they have to be committed or we lose for sure."

    "His name is Prime, Ray. Please call him such."

    "How many ships, Thomas?"

    "Just over two hundred more."

    "We need them here. Superior numbers give us a better kill ratio, which preserves ships for later fights. Tell... Prime... we need them all here, now."

    I knew my request would be useless for this fight. It would be long over before any additional ships arrived. But I had an idea floating around in my head. I would offer to train the officers of all the corporate ships, while secretly liberating them from their implants. I saw it as the only way we had a fighting chance to win. Free officers were superior. Our prior battles had proven that.

    I watched the battle before us unfold from afar. Our drones were relentless, and their kill ratios had risen by 20 percent after allowing the AI to take over. We had been in the fight for over an hour and had lost more than two thousand of our drones, but they had savaged the Togmal numbers, while sparing our corporate ships from unrecoverable losses. The fight came to an end four hours later.

    Durban opened a comm. "We did good, Ray. That cost us about nine thousand drones, but I have to believe it was worth it. The manned fleet only lost a third of their ships."

    "Did you notice the orbital stations? I think the Togmal concentrated their efforts there. Out of twenty-four of those platforms we lost seventeen. And four others are barely hanging on. We won't have all those cannons come the next fight."

    "Hmm. Is there any way we can help with repairs? We each have several hundred bots aboard, and the AI to command them. I just got an estimate that our damaged drones will be repaired in two days. Maybe we could drop the bots on those damaged platforms afterward?"

    "I don't think those few will be enough. And I don't want to be in the middle of scraping up bots should the big Togmal fleet arrive."

    "No. They wouldn't. But my skin is crawling right now. I have a bad feeling about all this."

    "We just defeated a two hundred ship fleet, Ray. And our losses weren't all that bad."

    "Do the math, Durban. Unless the rest of the corporate fleet gets here fast, we will lose against the Togmal."

    Alerts sounded on our sensor arrays. We would not be defending Merchian with the full corporate fleet. Nor with any additional drones. The fight was here. Togmal ships flooded our displays.
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    I opened a comm to Garber. "Give me an initial evaluation. What's our chance of pulling out a victory?"

    "Analyzing now... zero. We cannot win."

    I sighed. "Give me some numbers. What will they have left when this fight is over? Assume 10 percent of our fleet retreats."

    "Given the results of our last fight, one hundred and eighty-four to two hundred and fifty-two warships."

    "That many?"

    I switched channels to Durban. "Expect us to lose and leave two hundred Togmal ships intact. Merchain is lost, but we have to fight anyway."

    "There are two hundred million people down there."

    "And all we can do is delay the inevitable. We are looking at two months or so before we have any more drones joining us. The Corporation could have a hundred more ships here in a week. But all will be too late. And this will be a crushing blow to corporate ship production. Merchain is key to refining the tonnage or ores they need."

    I switched channels back to Garber. "Would you have any strategies you would consider risky, that have a reasonable potential for success, that may yield better results?"

    "Several. Should I consider employing those?"

    "This fight today is win-at-all-cost."

    "We cannot win."

    "Understood. So your new goal is to do as much permanent damage to the Togmal fleet as is possible. Prolonging the fight is meaningless and should not be considered. Only maximum damage."

    "I will have an analysis for you momentarily."

    "No need to report. Just do the best you can. I'll see all I need to know in the results."

    "Affirmative. Maximum damage."

    I switched back to Durban. "I just gave my AI orders to change things up a bit. Have yours follow our prior strategy, but I want Benton... or whatever its name is, coordinating with Garber. And do it now, those ships will be engaging in about three minutes."

    "One moment... the command has been sent."

    I returned my focus to the nav display. Four hundred and ninety-two Togmal warships were rushing toward us. My intellect told me to run, but my gut urged that I fight it out as long as possible. When the plasma began flying, my gut had won out.

    The battle began with our drones engaging the Togmal fleet at the moment they came within range of the remaining orbital platforms. Our corporate fleet maneuvered and returned fire at the same instant. Durban and I kept our ships to the side of the battle, only getting close enough to engage with one Togmal ship at a time. Our AIs guided the drones in what looked like endless waves of plasma crashing into the Togmal warships.

    As before, I sat on the edge of my seat, my belt fastened just tight enough to keep me from getting thrown should the Freedom take a critical hit. I was angry and frustrated, unable to command a fleet or even a squad of Marines. Garber and Benton were leading our fight. I was never a good observer.

    The early fight seemed to go our way, but the overwhelming numbers and the Togmal's ability to adjust their tactics soon proved what Garber had predicted. We were going to lose and there was nothing we could do about that fact. I watched in disgust as our drone fleet lost ship after ship before the numbers showed a rapid collapse coming.

    The corporate ships and their crews had done well. Our kill ratios were up, but again, the numbers were against us. As I had anticipated, Thomas called for a retreat when the last of the orbital defense platforms was annihilated and his corporate fleet numbered only fifteen ships. I gave Garber the order to have the remaining drones, fewer than one thousand, cover our exit. Durban did the same.

    As we moved away from the fight, the Togmal warships entered orbit. Thousands of ground cannons punished the first attackers, most of whose ships plummeted from the sky, but their defenses were rapidly overwhelmed and the ground cannons were destroyed. We left the Merchain system with our heads down as the Togmal warships began to ravage her cities.

    I thought back to the last time I had such a sickening feeling. The Togmal were winning in the first war, pushing us back from colony to colony. And here we were, a thousand years later, and it was all happening again, only where was the saving change in government? We returned to our base to regroup.

    Jan's face held a frown. "We did the best we could. Now we have nothing that can stop them."

    "We have more than a thousand drones per week coming out of production."

    "It will take us three months to have enough to take into a fight. In three months, they could destroy every colony. We need a new weapon or a new strategy."

    The next few weeks were spent moping about our base. I talked with Nate and Boyd, neither had suggestions that would make a difference. My mood only worsened when I had Nate ask the AI for solutions. Its reply was that we should evacuate to the stars so that at least some of us would survive. I wanted to be angry at the suggestion, but that appeared to be the actual fact, and our best option.

    Then word came in that the Togmal had not moved from Merchain for weeks. I was sitting in the dining hall with Jan when the news came in.

    Jan said, "We just topped five thousand drones. And the last delivery from Majestic mentioned a big increase in production was coming. Between here and there we'll be adding almost three thousand per week."

    I shook my head. "Still not enough. It will take us months before we have a force big enough to destroy them."

    "Maybe you need to make a run to New Hope. Talk to the Goodalls. See how many ships The Corporation really has."

    I stewed on the suggestion for most of a minute as I took a few bites from my nutrilog. I savored the flavor of funtaberry. It was the last we would have as the Haven colony was now under control of the Togmal.

    I swallowed. "I'll take the Freedom out this afternoon."

    The ride to New Hope took twenty-three days. I was determined to stay active and alert during that time, to push my thoughts about what we might do or what I might ask of the Goodalls, but the allure of being in stasis and waking up upon arrival was more than I could resist. I stumbled out of a pod as we first came in contact with the empire's comm network.

    An image of Thomas came up on my comm. "Ray. I'm afraid the news remains bleak. We've attempted to shift our mining to our active colonies where we can, and we've even gone as far as to begin recommissioning ships from the boneyard. But I'm afraid that still won't be enough. Please tell me you have good news."

    I sighed. "I wish I had something. Our numbers aren't large enough for an attack and won't be for months. Do we know why the Togmal have stalled? Why are they just waiting there?"

    "We do not. Our scouts have reported building under construction on Merchain's surface, but their purpose is anyone's guess."

    "I count forty-six warships here, Thomas. Tell me what else you have. And be honest."

    "We have another fleet of equal size. They are currently positioned so we can protect our inner colonies. Here, Earth, Demos, and Sirius must survive."

    "So, you've abandoned everyone else?"

    "We have no choice, Ray. We are currently moving all our troops and our remaining orbital stations back to Demos. We intend to make our next critical stand there."

    "That leaves the other colonies open to annihilation. That's almost half our population. The Togmal could send out a few warships to each of our other colonies and finish them off in a day. Half our population, Thomas! Are you prepared for that kind of loss?"

    "I am sorry, Ray. I only take orders. It has been decided that we will spend our defense resources on these four colonies alone. It's our only chance for survival."

    I shook my head. "You people are unbelievably selfish. Why am I even talking to you?"

    "What would you have us do, Ray?"

    "These platforms can be moved. I would bring all of them together, along with all of your ships, we would bring our drones, and we head to Merchain as one united front. If we win, everyone is saved."

    "And if we lose?"

    I shrugged. "Then we become extinct. It's all coming down to one of those two outcomes, anyway."

    "We don't accept those terms, Ray. And so you know, I will be heading to Merchain shortly in an attempt to negotiate peace."

    "Peace? They aren't here to negotiate, Thomas. They are here for revenge, revenge for what your father did. You have no leverage for a negotiation. The only thing we have of worth to them is our lives. And they plan on taking those."

    "Again, if you have any viable suggestions, we are open to those."

    "How many ships are you taking?"

    "Just one. My command vessel."

    "That's suicide, Thomas. Why would they even listen?"

    "They will listen because both sides can profit from being peaceful neighbors."

    I rolled my eyes. "They've already rejected that. Give me command of your fleet, and command of all the orbital stations you have, and I'll eliminate the threat we face."

    "And if you fail?"

    "Then we all won't care. We'll be dead."

    I kept up my argument for a half hour before Prime joined our conversation. "Rayford. Thomas has been given his orders. This is the way it must be done."

    "They will kill him. And it might be the trigger that sends them on a rampage to the other colonies. Are you willing to risk that?"

    "The decision has been made. Thomas will go."

    The comm ended abruptly. I was left with no decision of my own, other than to follow. I had a small force of one thousand drones should we get caught off guard and need a way to escape. We left only minutes behind Thomas.

    I again debated making the ride in a stasis pod, but this time I declined. We were two days into our journey when a new thought occurred to me.

    I opened a comm to Thomas. "We need to talk. Face to face."

    "What are you proposing?"

    "That I come over in a gunship. We aren't looking to be hostile. I just want to talk. Will you guarantee our safety?"

    "I do not consider you a threat, Ray. Come as you like. You will be treated with courtesy and respect."

    "I'll be there shortly."

    I made my way to the Avenger. We were soon docking with Thomas's command ship. I went aboard alone, uncertain of my plan, but certain I was going to try to carry it out. I was escorted to the bridge. As I hoped, no attempt was made to take my weapon.

    Thomas came over with a smile and his hand out. That smile quickly faded as I drew my blaster pistol and stuck it to the side of his neck.

    "What is this, Ray?"

    "I'm saving your life. Order your people to stand down or they'll see your brains scattered across this bridge."

    Thomas slowly waved a hand. "Do as he says."

    I took him from the bridge to where we had docked and across to the Avenger. I let out a sigh of relief after we pulled safely away.

    I said, "Now give the order for your ship to return to New Hope."

    "They will not follow that order, Ray. There is a diplomat aboard who has been tasked with taking my place in the negotiation should I be unable. They will proceed on."

    "Then they will be killed. Here, get into this pod."

    I urged Thomas into a stasis pod and he was soon fast asleep. We continued to shadow the corporate warship as it journeyed to Merchain. When it arrived, it gave a hail over the general comm that it was there in peace. Three Togmal warships came out to meet them. We watched with regret as there was no hesitation by the Togmal to open up with their cannons. In only a few minutes the warship had been silenced. Nothing was left but a cloud of debris.
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    Weeks later, we arrived back at base. I had Thomas removed from the stasis pod and taken to the med bay. Doc Manta was no longer there, having transferred to Majestic. Two of the remaining techs knew the implant removal procedure. As expected, a scan showed Thomas had an implant. I reasoned it was done by Estelle in an effort to further control him. A short while later, Thomas was waking.

    I stood over him. "Feel any different?"

    "A little fuzzy, and yes, different. What did you do?"

    I held up an acrylic jar that contained the implant. "We took this out of you."

    "What? Is that what I think it is?"

    "I'm guessing Estelle did that to you and I'm guessing you never knew."

    Thomas frowned. "And you would be correct. Hmm. I don't understand why though. I was never disloyal, nor did I try to come between her and my father."

    "Well, now you know where their trust of you lies. Certainly not with you."

    "This is disturbing, Ray."

    Thomas closed his eyes.

    I asked, "Are you okay?"

    "I just had a sudden sense of foreboding about the Togmal. We are going to lose this, Ray."

    "That's what I've been trying to tell you. We should be hitting them with everything we have right now. They will be repairing their ships and taking our other colonies. Soon, we'll only have the four colonies left. And we can't cover them all at once."

    Thomas glanced around as he sat up. "Where is this place? Where are we?"

    "Safely away from your father's and Estelle's reach. And that of the Togmal. But not so far they can't eventually find us."

    "This is where you are making your drones? How is it those are so efficient?"

    I shook my head. "Those are not things I have interest in discussing with the likes of you. Instead, let's focus on how we convince, or force, Aarlis, to take the fight to the Togmal."

    "He will not be swayed, Ray. Nor will Estelle. Something is gone from their reasoning. Their minds are not right. I believe it came from centuries of not having anything to drive them or to care about. My opinions on that may have been why I was given an implant."

    "So, you still believe in that old whacked-out vision of The Corporation running everything?"

    Thomas gave a nod. "I do. And the fact it brought a thousand years of peace and tranquility is evidence that it was worthwhile."

    "More like stagnation and corporate slavery. Advancements made by free-thinking scientists and engineers could have easily prepared us for the Togmal. Now we are at risk of losing our entire existence."

    "I have no doubt mistakes have been made, Ray. But those don't change the record."

    I sighed. "I was hoping you would listen to reason, Thomas. I was hoping to convince you to help us free humanity. Instead, even without the implant, you cling to that horrid vision of your father's. I guess there really is no hope for any of you."

    "My father thought we might convince you to come back to us. I see now that is not possible. What is it you will do with me?"

    "I don't know. I could send you back, but they'll just slap another implant in you. I guess you will just have to remain here where you can do us no harm."

    "How many drones do you now have?"

    "I think we are somewhere around twelve thousand. Give me two months and we'll have enough, when joined with your forces, to possibly defeat the Togmal. Oh, by the way, your ship and crew are dead."

    I passed along a video showing the exchange in glorious 3D slo-mo.

    "Your captain continued to Merchain and the Togmal came straight out and destroyed them. They have no interest in a negotiation. And why should they? Your father tried to exterminate their entire species a thousand years ago."

    "Did the captain attempt a retreat?"

    "No. And he didn't return fire."

    "Had I been there, my response would have been different."

    "I think you have a training problem with all of your captains."

    "I should say not. They fought well in this last battle."

    "They fought well because we pulled the implant from quite a few of them."

    "What? How?"

    "During our training. They received the same procedure you just did. All were happy to be freed. Too bad they are all dead now. The fight your implanted captains will put up will be much less effective."

    "I will say this, you have surprised me time and time again, Ray. Somehow, you always seem to come out on top. My father understood this, which is why he continues to try to recruit you."

    "I have no interest in having another one of those implants, Thomas. Submitting to your father wouldn't work."

    "I believe he would be willing to allow you to remain without one."

    "Estelle wouldn't allow that."

    "No. Probably not. And the implant would be done without his knowledge. Estelle couldn't bear you being your own person. Even after a thousand years."

    I took Thomas under the arm. "Come on."

    "Where are we going?"

    "You are going in stasis. You have no interest in helping us and I don't want you wandering around this place."

    Thomas pulled back. "Wait. What if I said I was willing to reconsider?"

    I chuckled. "You may say that, but I wouldn't believe you."

    We continued down a hall and into a room with hundreds of chambers.

    Thomas said, "These are from one of the pirated cargoes. They were intended for Richland."

    "And now they have a better use. We lock up our criminals in here. It's time for you to continue your cryo-sentence."

    Thomas sighed. "I suppose this was inevitable. Whether done by you or by my family... again."

    Less than a minute later, Thomas Goodall was in a suspended state. I looked down at his frosted face through the transparent window of the stasis pod.

    "Maybe we'll talk again someday, Thomas... when all this is over... if we survive."

    I wasn't certain as to why I was feeling nostalgic. I had sudden flash memories of our time in school on Baxter colony. Thomas was free and fun back then. Now, he was little more than a tool for his family. The envy I had once had over his wealth and personality was now completely gone.

    Durban came to stand behind me. "That's a good place for him. Although, being freshly jettisoned from an airlock might be better."

    "We'll keep him in there for a while. Who knows, maybe we can find an eventual use for him."

    "Like a trade?"

    "Possibly. But I don't know that his father or Estelle would be interested in having him back. To them, he's little more than a thing to use, a tool."

    "So, what do we do about the Togmal?"

    "We hope they stay where they are while we build up our fleet."

    Over the next six weeks, I got what I was hoping for. We left for New Hope with a fleet of forty-five thousand drones. If I could convince Aarlis to join with me, bringing his entire fleet, I felt we had a good chance of taking back Merchain and defeating the Togmal altogether. When we arrived, our comms were at first refused.

    Durban opened a comm. "Still no response?"

    I let out a long breath. "No. He's being stubborn."

    Alarms sounded. A Togmal scout was seen entering the system and then turning away. I had no doubt New Hope would not be their next target. It was too well defended. They would be hitting the other colonies first. I tried another comm over the general channel.

    This time, Aarlis answered. "Rayford. It looks as though our time is running out. They will be coming for us, and soon."

    "We should take the fight to them, Aarlis. They won't be expecting it."

    "My name is Prime, Rayford. If you wish to continue this conversation, you will address me as such."

    I growled. "Fine. Prime. We should be hitting them out at Merchain before they make themselves stronger and before they decide to annihilate our other colonies."

    "What are your numbers?"

    "Forty-five thousand drones. I have another fifteen thousand I expect to be meeting us in the Merchain system. What about you?"

    "Seventy thousand warships."

    "That's what you have here. What about what you have tucked away elsewhere?"

    "This is it, Rayford. Every warship we have. In another week, our resources run out. Production will come to a virtual halt. I've just ordered the orbital stations from the other colonies to be brought here."

    "What? That leaves those colonies totally undefended."

    "With your fleet and mine, along with the eighty-eight orbital defense platforms we will have, we have a strong chance to defeat the Togmal."

    I shook my head. "This will be the last place they come, Prime. Everyone else will be dead and they will be manufacturing more ships of their own. Sitting here means certain death."

    "We have the orbital platforms with us, Rayford. Those will make the difference."

    "Then stay here with your platforms... Aarlis. I'm taking my fleet to Merchain."

    The comm closed.

    Estelle opened a new channel. "Hello, Ray."

    My response was less than welcoming. "What do you want, Estelle."

    "I want us to be victorious. I want the Togmal defeated."

    "Then you need to convince your crazy father to do the right thing. We are running out of time."

    Estelle smiled. Even after all these years, she was stunning. But there was something different about her eyes. They held no personality. They were cold, emotionless, and could easily have been made of glass.

    "I have a proposal for you, Ray. What if I was to tell you I could convince my father to follow your plan?"

    "I would tell you to do it, but I have to ask what it is you want in return?"

    "I want you, Ray. Marry me."

    And there it was. Her obsession was as strong as ever. I had heard some say that true love could last forever, but this was far from love and was anything but true.

    "Why would I even consider something like that?"

    "Because you want to save humanity. You are a hero, Ray. You always have been. And I know you would sacrifice yourself if it saved everyone else."

    "I'm not letting you put in another implant, Estelle. I have to be able to think to fight. You install one of those and I'm nothing more than a shell. The Togmal would rip me to shreds."

    "What if I promised to leave you unaltered? You would be free to fight as you need, only submitting to me when the Togmal were defeated."

    "Why would I believe you would keep your word? And why do you think I would keep mine?"

    "Because you are a man of honor, Ray. You always have been. Promise yourself to me and you will have command of our fleet."

    It was not a deal I had any interest in making. Only, this was our very existence we were talking about. I knew in my heart I would gladly trade my life for the lives of all humanity. But this was not how I envisioned that event happening. I wanted to reach for my comm to close the channel. But I relented.

    "I will make that deal, Estelle. Your fleet for my... body. No matter how torturous that existence would be, I am willing to endure that to save everyone else."

    "Give me a moment."

    The comm closed.
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    Aarlis Goodall's smiling face appeared on my comm display. "Welcome to the family, Ray. I just sent word to fleet command that they will follow your every order. Our fleet is yours, Ray. Go out and see to it you win this battle... for the family."

    "I'll win it for everyone, Aarlis. Even if everyone means you too. You are certain this is every warship you have? If I find out differently, consider our deal dead and done."

    "They are all here, Rayford. Now, focus your energy and effort on the Togmal. Wipe them from this galaxy."

    I closed the comm. Commands were given and the fleet departed only minutes later. Merchain was sixteen days out. I immediately ordered every officer be brought over to the Freedom. One by one their implants were removed. Again, the reactions we got were ones of disbelief that they had never known what it was like to fully think for themselves.

    After only a few days, all were eager to commit to our crash training course in the sim-decks. I wasn't disappointed with their ability to learn. When we arrived at Merchain, I sighed in relief as the Togmal fleet was still there. I ordered an immediate attack.

    As hoped, our latest production run of drones was waiting near Merchain. We were going into the fight with just over sixty thousand. I was optimistic, that with a good showing, we could knock their numbers down substantially. And with a little luck, we might even defeat them. Durban opened a comm as the drones raced in. I had not told him or anyone else about my deal with Estelle.

    "We're going to win this, Ray. I can feel it in my bones. And the last group of drones delivered a message that our next group, which should be here tomorrow, will have another four thousand. I really feel good about our chances here, Ray."

    "Let's hope you're right. Reclaiming Merchain and rebuilding her factories are key to us having a sustainable defense. I have to believe more Togmal ships are coming. What we can't allow is for them to have a base right here in our colonies."

    The drones clashed with the Togmal fleet. Blue streaks of plasma were soon zipping off in almost every direction. The corporate ships came next, keeping a tight formation and cutting a swath deep into the Togmal warships. As with each fight, the numbers initially went our way. But almost as expected, the Togmal adjusted and the results began to change.

    Twenty minutes into the fight, we began our own set of adaptations. Targeting was changed from taking out plasma cannons to knocking out the ship's drives. As success was had, we moved back to a point where the affected ships lost some of their punch from their cannons. From there, we crept even further out, stranding more ships on the edge of the fight.

    Durban reported the numbers after an hour of battle. "We're winning this, Ray. The trend is with us. Benton says there is a 60 percent chance we will have at least fifteen ships left at the end of the fight. Your attack strategy is working."

    It was news I was ready to hear. Once again, should we be able to finish out the battle, humans would be in control of our own destiny. I could see the mood of the others on my bridge was lightening. That is, for everyone but one individual. He was going over figures from the nav console. Parker Clontz was anything but gleeful. His mood appeared edgy, panicked.

    I came up behind him. "You have something to report?"

    "Sorry, Mr. Jackson. This isn't adding up."

    "What is the issue?"

    "Well, I was cross-referencing the ship IDs from the last fight to this one. I wanted to know how many they had repaired that we might have thought were finished."

    "And, is there a problem?"

    "Yes, sir. There is. None of them match."

    "What do you mean?"

    "I mean, unless they purposefully changed their identifiers, which I don't know why they would, we are fighting an entirely different fleet."

    The feeling in my gut instantly tightened. "Are you sure of this?"

    "I've gone over them three times now. I have a silhouette match going on now. Most ships have some update or repair that makes them unique. If those show as different..."

    I returned a look of unease. "When will you have your analysis ready?"

    "Any minute, sir."

    I wanted to open a channel to Durban, but hesitated. If the report was negative, there would be no cause for concern. But if the identities came back as new...

    Parker Clontz put an end to that thought. "Mr. Jackson. It's not good news. Only five came back as matching."

    "How many were there when we arrived?"

    "One hundred fifty-two."

    "That means there is an equal size fleet out there. They could be hitting one of our other colonies right now."

    I opened a comm. "Durban. We have a problem."

    "You don't look happy. We're winning this fight, you know."

    "This isn't our only fight. Those Togmal ships out there. They are from a different fleet. These aren't the ships we fought when we lost this colony."

    "Are you certain?"

    "We just confirmed it."

    "Benton says this fight will go on for another ten to twelve hours. What do we do?"

    "We send out scouts and we go back to New Hope. We aren't saving anyone here."

    The order for a withdrawal went out. The Togmal didn't pursue. Sixteen days later, we entered the New Hope system. All was as we had left it except for the orbital platforms. Those from the other colonies had arrived.

    I opened a comm to Aarlis. "We have a new issue."

    Aarlis replied, "I see you came back with most of the fleet. Were you victorious?"

    "I believe we would have been."

    "Would have been? Why did you return?"

    "Because the Togmal have over one hundred and fifty ships missing."

    "Isn't that the size of their fleet?"

    "It's the size of what we left after they took Merchain. Those ships were gone and a different fleet was there. You haven't had word from any of your comm chains to the other colonies that a fleet has been spotted?"

    "All have sent regular reports, as expected. Are you certain there is a second fleet?"

    "This is bad, Aarlis. We are far from being able to defend against three hundred warships."

    An aid whispered to Aarlis.

    His expression was one of anger. "When. How long ago?"

    The aid mumbled something I couldn't hear.

    "What is it?" I asked.

    "The Pyrese system has gone silent. Their report is overdue. My staff failed to identify this to me directly."

    "Wouldn't the sensors on the probe at the other end of the comm chain have transmitted something back?"

    "That string was made with our earliest production run. To save time and money, they only carry a pair of comm channels. The chain is complete out to Pyrese, but there has been no response to our hails."

    "Then the Pyrese colony is already gone. That would place them closest to Mycene and then Richland."

    "You will remain here. Those colonies aren't worth defending."

    I returned an angry glare. "All colonies are worth defending."

    "Not at the expense of others. We will survive without Mycene... and without Richland. Even Echelon is expendable now that we no longer have the refining capability of Merchain."

    "I'm taking the fleet to Mycene."

    "I insist that you stay here."

    "Are you going back on your word that I command the fleet?"

    Aarlis stared into the comm camera for several seconds. "Do as you must."

    I closed that comm channel and opened another to Durban. "We're heading to Mycene. It looks as though the other Togmal fleet has already hit Pyrese."

    "That attack has been confirmed? Pyrese?"

    "They've lost comms going out there. It will only take a day to finish that colony off. If we head to Mycene now, we can get there at least a day ahead of them."

    Durban added, "If they go to Mycene."

    "It's the logical choice."

    "When do we leave?"

    I gave the order. "Immediately."

    The run to Mycene was fourteen days. I had memory flashes going back to my days of basic training when I had first joined the Marines. I remembered the water training in the bitter cold and Hayden Roth and Max and Sheila and how we had bonded. I then had a feeling of sadness as I recounted the loss of Max. That had been a turning point for Hayden. I was certain it was largely to blame for his eagerness to join The Corporation.

    When we arrived, the people of the colony were in their normal routines. I wished I could have snapped my fingers and their implants would have been gone. What I got instead was a sense that all were apathetic. Their implants governed their emotions and The Corporation had sent out commands ordering them all to go about their business.

    We parked in orbit and I opened a comm to the colony governor. An image of Milton Rogman showed on my comm display.

    "Governor Rogman. You are aware of the Togmal threat, right?"

    "We are all aware. And now that our fleet is here, we can go about our lives, worry free."

    "Pyrese has been destroyed."

    "We were told. Many of us had friends on Pyrese."

    "What have you done to prepare your people?"

    "How could we prepare them, Mr. Jackson? We don't have any defenses... except for your newly arrived fleet."

    "You could dig in. Find places to hide. They will destroy every building, but that doesn't mean they will hunt every one of you down. I doubt they would even land, instead just firing down on you from above. Some of you could survive."

    "Survive and do what? Be killed later? Starve to death? No, Mr. Jackson. We've chosen to live our lives as we know them. Nothing we can do down here will change the situation."

    Again, I wanted to reach through his comm and to rip out his implant. The emotional suppression it provided was taking away every bit of survival instinct we humans naturally had. I closed the comm, knowing the continued conversation would only aggravate me further. We sat in wait for the remainder of the Mycene day.

    The following morning, as the training camps I had long ago had the privilege of attending came onto the daylight side of the planet, the Togmal fleet arrived. We were fast out to meet them and the fight was quickly under way. I could only imagine what the night sky looked like from the planet's surface below. Blue streaks of plasma crossed the heavens in a relentless display of the fireworks of war.

    The battle raged for twelve hours. Our forces got the upper hand only to lose it, and then regain it again. I took care to keep our manned ships from the fight for as long as I could. The drones truly were expendable. We could always build more. But the people could not be replaced, so I limited their fight.

    In the end, as the battle wound down and our side claimed victory, I was relieved to see a full thirty of the corporate ships remained with us. The casualties within our drone fleet however, were disappointing. Only forty-five hundred drones remained. But the colony had been saved. We headed back to New Hope to regroup.
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    Aarlis immediately opened a comm and offered congratulations. I was less than enthusiastic about our win.

    "Rayford. Your victory at Mycene was tremendous. You just saved three hundred million people."

    I huffed. "People who don't care because of their implants. It's time you set everyone free, Aarlis. It's time you and your failed government stepped aside. Let the people govern themselves."

    "Failed? By who's measure? Aside from the Togmal's reemergence, The Corporation has been a success. Everyone works. Those who are unable to care for themselves are taken care of. Everyone wins."

    "Wins? They don't even know they are in the game."

    Aarlis held up a hand. "Don't bother to argue with our results, Rayford. The people are happy. That is what counts."

    "None of this changes the fact that Merchain is still under Togmal control. They have a formidable force out there, Aarlis. And I have to say it is likely even more are on the way. How do we stop them?"

    Another fifty corporate warships entered the New Hope system. I was visibly angry. I wondered how many more Aarlis was holding in reserve.

    Then it happened. The betrayal I knew would eventually come. The new fleet moved to cut us off. But the AI was ready, sending our remaining drones out to stop the advance as we turned the Justice and Freedom away.

    I opened a comm. "What are you doing Aarlis?"

    "You have served your purpose as a free citizen, Ray. It's time you turned yourself in."

    "We had an agreement. Where did this come from?"

    An image of Estelle joined our comm. "Ray. Turn yourself in. Don't make us fight you. We want Thomas returned."

    "So, you know we have him. And no, he won't be coming back. We removed his implant. He likes his freedom. As do I."

    "His implant did not govern his commitment to our family, Ray. We both know that. I had it installed to keep him from plotting against me. And before you say anything, yes, I uncovered a plot by him to implant me. But none of that matters. What matters is you committed to an agreement. The fighting is over for you. You need to honor that commitment."

    "The fight is not over, Estelle."

    "My name is Second, Ray. Please address me as such."

    "I have no interest in your petty games, Estelle. There are about one hundred and fifty Togmal ships holding Merchain still. This war isn't over."

    "Did you notice the direction those ships at Mycene came from? It was Merchain. And they came from Merchain because we just defeated the last of the Togmal. Already we are mobilizing the people to send out to rebuild."

    "Wait. Are you saying the Togmal fleet has been destroyed? So, you had more than these fifty ships here?"

    "We had enough. And thank you for your guidance, Ray. Your insistence on committing everything and taking the fight to them has worked well. We are now free of Togmal."

    "This was your doing, wasn't it? The raid on Merchain. Your father has been insistent that he had no more ships. You committed the remainder of your fleet to that fight. I'm beginning to believe it is you who is in charge."

    "I am. Join me, Ray. Let us rule this galaxy together."

    One of my officers, Danforth Brogue, said, "Sir, we're reaching the range of our comms. We'll have to stop if you want to continue talking."

    I shook my head. "I've already heard what I wanted to hear. Keep us moving back to base."

    Estelle said, "Come back to me, Ray. You won't be harmed. You made a deal that when this was over you would submit. Just come back and all will be forgiven. When you find your rebellion is lost, know you have a place here."

    The comm crackled and closed. I was left with a sneer on my face. They had broken their promises to me so many times. I was not about to honor mine to them, even though not doing so went against my fundamental beliefs. Our people still needed defending. More Togmal could be coming, although, Aarlis and Estelle didn't seem to think so, which was a horribly short-sighted position. They were now focused on the Togmal homeworld.

    "Hmm. Seems you have principles again, Ray. That's a good thing. But we can't allow those to be used against us."

    I made my way to a stasis pod, having no interest in stewing over the latest events on the ride home. As I lay back in the pod, I took comfort in the fact the Togmal fleet had been destroyed. I drifted off with that fact on my mind.

    Seventeen days later, I was awakened as we came into the space where our base was located. One of my officers helped me from the pod.

    "Mr. Jackson, devastating news."

    I rubbed my eyes as I stood. "What is it? What's happened?"

    "It's the base, sir. It's been destroyed."

    I took a hard step toward the bridge, stumbling as my feet weren't yet ready to move. When we arrived, the faces of my crew showed all I needed to see. They were distraught, sad. I looked at the nav display only to see a large field of debris where our base had been.

    "How is this possible?"

    A comm came in from Durban. "Ray. They must have found it. Was this the Togmal or The Corporation?"

    My face held a scowl. "Has to be The Corporation. Estelle told me as much as we were leaving. Somehow, they must have been able to track Thomas."

    "We have to go to Majestic, Ray. Now. What if they have gone there?"

    Thoughts of Jan and Boyd were racing through my mind. Were they dead? Had they been captured? Was Thomas rescued or did he die in this fight? I didn't see Estelle really caring either way.

    "To Majestic," I said. "We have to know."

    I struggled when I got back to the stasis pod. There was no way I was going to stay awake, running every speculative scenario through my head that I could think of. How had this happened? We were careful. Had we not screened Thomas himself? Was he carrying some kind of beacon transmitter? Where had he hid it and how was it useful from this distance?

    I was again awakened as we entered the Majestic system. I remained on edge until our comm hail was returned. Everyone was there and safe. Majestic had not been discovered.

    My heart then raced as an image of Jan's smiling face filled the display.

    "What happened?" I blurted out my question, knowing I wasn't sounding like I was in control.

    "We had a fleet of about four thousand drones we were preparing to transfer. Our probe screen we had set up around our perimeter worked. We had an hour of warning they were coming."

    "So you fled?"

    "Not before destroying everything."

    "Boyd?"

    "He's here. Everyone is okay. We even rescued Thomas, but don't worry, we didn't bring him here. He's sitting in stasis on a gunship in space, about an hour from the old base. When they showed, we ran a scan on him. He has a transmitter embedded in his calf. It's ineffective while he's in stasis, so it must have sent out a signal just before he went in. We weren't watching for anything unusual, our fault. And here we are."

    "I'm just glad you're safe."

    "We are. And they've really been able to accomplish a lot here, Ray. You'll see as you come down through the atmosphere that there is no indication anyone is here. Everything is underground now. It's really an amazing place."

    "Where are the drones being sent?"

    "About twenty minutes from here."

    "How many do we have? For a defense."

    "We brought back what we had accumulated and produced at the base, so, somewhere around thirty thousand."

    "That many?"

    "Production here is now five thousand per week, and growing. Nate has the AI looking at new designs that we may be able to turn out faster. Everything here is amazing, but I've already said that."

    "The Togmal have been defeated, for now. It seems Aarlis Goodall was holding back on us. He had another fleet waiting. And they of course tried to grab me when we arrived back at New Hope."

    Durban said, "Tell her about your deal."

    I took in a deep breath. "In order for them to release what fleet they had to me, so we could go defend Mycene, I was forced to promise myself to them when the fighting was done."

    "You weren't actually going to do that were, you?"

    "No. I know what Estelle has planned for me. Another implant. And Aarlis wants to send me on a long journey to the Togmal worlds. That would be thirty years out and thirty years back. The only way I would even consider that is if everyone was free and The Corporation was no longer in control."

    "Well, one day we'll make that happen."

    I spent two weeks at Majestic, letting my crew enjoy the time among others. We took frequent excursions on the surface, taking in the natural scenery that Majestic offered. When I decided to head back out to the colonies, wanting to know there was no more Togmal threat, I had a feeling of renewal. Being in natural gravity and breathing unsterilized air had done me good. We left for the colonies escorted by forty thousand drones.

    Our first stop was at the Mycene colony. I wanted to see how they were fairing. When we entered the Mycene system, I was in shock. The entire colony, her myriad of cities, were nothing more than rubble. We moved in close enough to see that the people had not escaped. I immediately set course for Dunedin. Ten days later, we saw Dunedin had met the same fate. From there we moved to Richland and witnessed a destruction almost beyond belief. Our final run was to New Hope. The Corporation's fleet of one hundred eighty ships was on patrol.

    I opened a general comm.

    Aarlis came on the display. "Rayford. I was hoping you would return before it was too late. Our sensors show you brought forty thousand of those drones. Please tell me you have more."

    "First, tell me what has happened?"

    "A new Togmal fleet arrived. Mycene was hit and destroyed before we could react. They savaged Dunedin next, and then Richland. Echelon is expecting them tomorrow."

    "How many ships?"

    "Over five hundred."

    I hesitated to respond after thinking about the ramifications. "We can't beat that. Not with what we have."

    "The orbital stations from Echelon, thirteen of them, are on the way here."

    "You took their defenses?"

    "And as many people as we could carry. I'm sorry, Rayford. It was the best we could do. Those defenses will be needed here."

    "Tell me you have another fleet stashed away."

    Aarlis slowly shook his head. "This is it. All we have. Will you command us?"

    "Will you give up your attempt to own me?"

    "Yes."

    "Will you broadcast it to everyone here and back to the other colonies?"

    "I don't think that will be necessary."

    "It's necessary for me."

    Aarlis looked toward the floor. It was the first time I had ever seen him back down from anyone or anything. He knew this was a situation he couldn't control.

    "Then I will do so, Rayford. Give me an hour to compose something worthy."

    "Take your hour, Aarlis, but give up control of that fleet now. I need them in training, this instant."

    He looked to an aide and then back into the comm. "The order has been given. Do as you need."

    I commed Durban and told him to get ready for an influx of officers. All would need the implant removal surgery and then our crash course in warfighting. I sent a drone back toward Majestic with the order to bring as many new drones to New Hope as was possible. I cringed as I thought of that turnaround effort being a three month journey. We would most likely be fighting with what we had.

    An hour later, Aarlis put out a broadcast to be carried on all news feeds, to all colonies. It was a humbling speech, well written and powerful. In it, he mentioned that Rayford T. Jackson was in charge of our defense and that following the war, big changes would be coming. The wording of that part of the speech was loose, unspecific. But it was better than I thought I might get otherwise.

    We settled into the task of training our new officers. Word coming back from Echelon was another complete annihilation of a colony.
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    We sat in orbit around New Hope. One hundred eighty-eight warships. Forty thousand three hundred fifty-six drones. Forty-seven orbital defense platforms. And nearly thirty thousand ground cannons. It was the most powerful force ever assembled by man in one place. But it wouldn't be enough.

    In surprise moves, the Togmal attacked and destroyed two other colonies after Echelon before finding their way to Sirius. The destruction there sent a panic through the remaining colonies. But it had given us enough time to bring out another thirty thousand drones. Still... I had no confidence that would be enough.

    The day they arrived was considered a Tuesday. At first, there were just over one hundred warships sitting just out of range. It was as if they were taunting us. But I wasn't about to take the bait. It was an obvious ploy to move us away from our orbital defense platforms. Instead, we waited patiently for several hours until the other warships revealed themselves.

    The Togmal fleet numbered five hundred and sixteen ship's strong. And a large number of those were the more powerful cruisers. Our outlook seemed grim.

    With the arrival of the rest of their fleet came the attack. Togmal ships streaked in, filling the heavens with the blue flashes from thousands of their cannons. Our side returned fire almost immediately. The clash of ships happened when I accepted Garber's and Benton's requests to send in the drones. While a brilliant display of blue and orange light, the product of battle was anything but beautiful.

    For hours the ships swirled, charged, fired and retreated. The sight of it all was almost overwhelming. I sat in my chair on the bridge of the Freedom, clutching the armrests, almost pulling them from their mounts as the big display in front of me switched to views from our drones as they swept in and fired upon the enemy. But the one thing that was apparent throughout. We were slowly losing.

    The first hour saw our kill ratio significantly higher than theirs. But that was changing. Garber and Benton both were reporting that the battle would last less than a day. Their early estimates showed the Togmal finishing with seventy to one hundred warships. As the battle progressed the numbers skewed further in their favor.

    As the fight continued, our drone fleet was doing maximum damage, but so were the Togmal. In the first five hours, we had lost twenty thousand drones. In the next five that number increased to twenty-five thousand more. The AIs were making adjustments as fast as possible, but the Togmal counters to those moves seemed equally as fast. Then, all at once, the Togmal pulled back.

    I opened a comm to Durban.

    He asked, "What's happening? Why have they stopped?"

    I shook my head. "I haven't a clue. It doesn't make sense."

    We pushed ideas back and forth for what seemed an eternity. I tried to contact Aarlis repeatedly only to have my hails not returned. The Togmal were just sitting there for hours before making their next move.

    One hundred and twenty ships broke away from the rest of the fleet. I wanted to chase after them, fearing for the rest of the colonies. But there was nothing I could do to stop them. If I ordered the fleet away, the remaining warships would attack and destroy New Hope. Even though given full command of our fleet, I was certain Aarlis would countermand any such order I made. Instead, we were frozen in place. Unable to act.

    A day passed, then two, then five. Weeks went by and the Togmal fleet remained where it was, menacing us from just out of range of our orbital defense platforms. Word from the other colonies was that everything was as before. The Togmal had not made contact with any remaining colony. I was beginning to think we might have a chance to gain the upper hand with new drones, but those drones had yet to arrive. After four weeks of being idle, they resumed their attack. Again, even with the ships that were missing, the Togmal had the advantage of superior numbers.

    But we weren't giving up. Our fight continued. Our drone fleet was sacrificed first. When our numbers had fallen to be only a few hundred, our drones were pulled back to assist the Freedom and Justice. A small part of me was relieved we were finally getting into the fight as we moved our two ships in, but the rest of me knew it was a sign of things to come. All estimates by the AIs said we would come up short. The Togmal, aside from the one hundred and twenty ships that had slipped away, would have as many as fifty ships remaining when the fight was over.

    Our outlook went from bad to worse as the Togmal changed strategies and began to focus fire on the orbital platforms. In a desperate move to slow their assault, I gave orders for the AIs to take over command of our remaining warships. Our command was good and our officers competent, but my fear of giving the AIs control was quickly allayed. Our warships were wreaking havoc.

    In a fifteen minute span we saw the estimates of our inevitable loss changing to even odds. The next fifteen moved the projected outcome in our favor. I was elated, wondering if the AIs were possibly making a mistake with their counting. But the casualty numbers confirmed their predictions. We were beginning to win and to win big.

    I opened a comm to Durban. "Pull back a bit. Let the corporate ships take on most of this fight. We may be winning this."

    Durban gave the command and looked back to the comm camera. "We have another concern. It has been weeks? Why have we not had any newly produced drones coming in? Why would they hold those up?"

    It was a set of questions I didn't necessarily want to answer. I then had a sudden panic as I thought of the stray Togmal fleet following our incoming drones going all the way back to Majestic. If that were true, we were surely doomed. Majestic had defenses, but not enough to counter such a large fleet.

    I shook my head. "We need to win this fight here, Durban. If we can accomplish that, we can go home."

    With the resurgence of our fleet under the control of our AIs, the Togmal further focused their efforts on the orbital platforms. The twenty that remained were soon down to ten and then three. At the same time, our ships were annihilating our opponents. When the last Togmal ship began to break apart, a cheer went up on our bridge. Somehow, we had survived.

    I remained in my chair with only a half smile. Until we had word of the other Togmal ships, I wasn't ready to celebrate. I could see Durban's image and his face still showed concern. Where were our drones? And where were the other Togmal ships?

    A comm came in from Aarlis. "Rayford. Congratulations. It appears you may have done the impossible."

    "There are ships missing, Aarlis. Until we know where they are, this isn't finished. And we need a defense. Who's to say a new Togmal fleet isn't about to enter our space?"

    "I wouldn't worry about them. They have been taken care of."

    A private comm came in from one of the captains we had liberated. "Mr. Jackson. We've just received orders to apprehend you. What should we do?"

    It was just the kind of dirty trick I expected from Aarlis.

    I replied, "Send your ships our way. Don't reveal that you are aware. Deliver this same message to the other captains. We may need you later."

    I sent the order to Durban and the Freedom and Justice both turned and fled at the same instant. But Durban had the unlucky occurrence of being closer to the rest of the fleet. And also being too close to several of the captains we had not been able to liberate.

    I watched on the sensors as those ships fired upon the Justice repeatedly. She fought back with a vengeance, only ending her fight when her drive system was damaged beyond use. At that same moment, we moved out of sensor range, not knowing the fate of Durban and his crew.

    The ride out to Majestic was excruciating. The rest of the crew went into stasis, but I couldn't force myself to do the same. Instead, my thoughts swirled around in speculation over what may have happened to our drones.

    I set our nav waypoints so we would travel along the same path they were coming in from. My fears only rose as we came past debris cloud after debris cloud. The AI's analysis showed that debris to be ours, that of our drones. A fleet of one hundred and twenty Togmal ships would have had no issue with overpowering a small fleet of drones.

    When the Freedom finally arrived at Majestic, I was almost distraught. In orbit, our sensors could see the remains of several ships. As we reached the atmosphere and approached the ground, our findings were even worse. Giant craters covered the surface where our colony once was. Even while hidden underground, the evidence showed our people to be dead or gone. Other than the native animals picked up by our sensors, the only other things left were stray bots, going about the business of whatever the last tasks were they had been given.

    I sat with my head in my hands for almost an hour before waking the others from stasis. Our colony was gone. Destroyed. Our people dead or missing. I was suddenly filled with anger and rage. I would go back to New Hope and I would join Aarlis as his commander to be sent out to the Togmal worlds. That threat had to be ended. And I would be making use of the AI in whatever capacity I could. And when given the chance, I would return and rid the galaxy of the Goodalls.

    After a day of scouting the planet and letting my crew mourn, we turned back for New Hope. We made a stop where Thomas had been left in stasis, collecting his body, but leaving him frozen for the remainder of the ride. I just didn't want to talk to him and hear him gloat over his family's survival, while we had just lost ours.

    I spent weeks pacing the bridge and running through scenarios in the sim-decks. The crew was in despair. Most went back into stasis, not wanting to think about what had happened and may come. The six-week flight dragged on forever.

    When we arrived in the New Hope system, we were in for another shocker. A fleet of two hundred corporate warships were parked in orbit above New Hope. My anger and rage at the Togmal swiftly shifted to the same for Aarlis Goodall. He had held back again. And this time when everything was on the line. I opened a general comm.

    Aarlis answered, "Why must you continue to resist, Rayford? The fight is over. Honor your agreement."

    I growled. "Where'd these ships come from? Why weren't they brought forward?"

    "You already know the answer to that. I could not commit them fully while the threat of an uprising, an uprising being orchestrated by you, was in the works. Both threats had to be dealt with simultaneously."

    "So, it was you. You attacked our colony?"

    "You forced my hand, Rayford. You kidnapped our people to help you with your plan and you took Thomas from us. I could not let the thought of a new rebellion lie."

    "And the Togmal ships that broke away? What of them?"

    "Handled. We lured them off with a small fleet that stayed just out of range of your sensors. They were foolish enough to pursue. We destroyed them. And during that ruckus is when we spotted your drones coming in. It was a simple matter to trace them back from that point. And I must say, kudos for constructing a completely underground base. We almost missed it. If not for a new sensor technology we picked up from the Togmal, it would have gone undetected."

    "I don't understand the Togmal's reactions during this whole fight. Why would they not bring a huge fleet all at once? And why the hesitation before this final attack? I don't get their behavior. It defies all logic."

    "That was brought about by a superior plan. They had an enormous fleet coming in. I sent out a destroyer and allowed it to be captured. We manufactured a false defense plan and placed it aboard her. It showed we were vulnerable to a series of smaller attacks. Don't ask me how it was they took that bait. I would not have. Maybe they aren't as smart as we thought they were. Regardless, they split their fleet and here we are. As to the Togmal sensor, that was captured technology."

    "You're a fool to think you could deal with him, Ray. He's always a step ahead of everyone, and you're two behind."

    "So, where does this leave us, Aarlis? You've allowed a quarter of our colonies to be destroyed and their citizens to be killed. With those ships you have there, you could have defended every one of them."

    "These ships were slated to be the first for you to take out to the Togmal worlds. We weren't expecting that last Togmal fleet. My intelligence people miscounted. That mistake has already been rectified. And situations change, Rayford. You have to adapt. You know this."

    "You've betrayed me over and over, Aarlis. Why should I expect anything different this time?"

    "Your attempted rebellion is over. It failed. But we still need you. Come back and lead us to victory."

    I stewed over my options for most of a minute. So much had happened in such a short time. The immediate Togmal threat was over as far as we knew, but there had to be more ships coming. And the Goodalls were deceitful as ever. How was I to work with people that were against almost everything I stood for? And what was I to do with Thomas?

    I asked, "Is Durban Haska alive? And what of Rachel Wallace?"

    "Mr. Haska is being rehabilitated. As is Ms. Wallace." Aarlis glanced over his shoulder. "I'm certain we can arrange for them to join with you and the fleet, if you prefer."

    "And our ship? The Justice?"

    Arlis scowled. "Destroyed before we could take possession. We are aware of your use of artificial intelligence. I'm hoping you will bring that along with you when you turn yourself in. It proved highly effective during the final stage of this battle. I'm certain we could make use of it against the Togmal."

    "Aarlis, I need to think." I closed the comm.

    My first officer came up behind me. "Sir, you aren't seriously considering his offer, are you?"

    My expression was stoic. "If it was just me, I might. I grow tired of fighting against them, constantly banging my head against a wall. But don't worry, I could never do that to the rest of you."

    "Then we keep hitting them, Mr. Jackson. This entire crew is with you. We raid their ships and we liberate their crews. From that we rebuild what we just lost. We've done it once. With your leadership, we can do it again."

    I took his shoulder in my hand and squeezed. "Thank you, Mr. Brogue. I think we'll do just that."

    I ordered the Freedom to leave. We slipped away into the darkness of the void, slightly faster than anything Aarlis could send after us. Our agreement to be mercenaries was over, but our fight for the liberation of everyone wasn't. I was determined it was just entering a new era.

    We had taken extreme losses, including our new families, but not our will to fight. We were leaving with our tails between our legs. But the betrayal by the Goodalls had only reinforced our resolve. I remained alive and in command of a very capable ship and crew. And as long as things stayed that way, I vowed to see humanity free.

    


    ~~~~~
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    A few hundred people, alone, drifting through space, unsure of our next direction. It was not where I thought we would be. Our colony at Majestic held such promise. Now, it was nothing more than buried rubble. The Togmal attack had put us on the brink of extinction, only to come back and then be eliminated by a hidden corporate fleet. So much had happened. And humanity was still enslaved.

    After a long meeting, we decided our first order of business was to create a new base. We had a crew of ninety-six and a Marine contingent of four hundred mouths to feed. We moved to the shipping lanes between Earth and Demos and soon had a food transport in our possession that would keep us fed for a year. A new area of untraveled space was selected and the transport was parked there for storage.

    On the Freedom, the newly captured crew of twelve was taken through liberation, their implants removed. As with every group before, they were at first confused, but then grew angry as the truth of their existence was revealed. It was their anger that had me convinced our fight could still be won.

    Over the several months that followed, the Togmal were nowhere to be found. No new fleets had arrived, giving The Corporation time to lick its wounds. Six of the damaged orbital stations around New Hope had been restored. Another four were under repair. The losses of Echelon, Merchain, and then the ship production at Sirius were huge setbacks, but all three colonies were under reconstruction. I had no doubt new orders had gone out through everyone's implants, forcing them to work harder.

    We continued our raids, taking ship after ship... until corporation escorts brought those raids to a halt. More than once we had encountered a half dozen warships as they moved fleets of a dozen or more transports safely past our traps. I was tempted more than once to attack, hoping the escorts were piloted by captains we had already liberated, but I had no way of knowing which ships remained under our control. Aarlis had seen to it all officers were constantly on the move, training with new crews.

    Danforth Brogue came over to my chair. "We aren't strong enough to take those escorts on our own, Mr. Jackson. We should consider building up a drone fleet."

    "It wouldn't do us any good. We can't attack. We don't know who's on our side and who's not. Besides, we want to liberate these people, not cause them harm."

    "Understood. But a drone fleet might at least give us options. Maybe they could be used to lure the warships away? Maybe they provide protection while we perform a surface raid?"

    "Both valid scenarios, Mr. Brogue. But I'm not willing to risk our lives at this point. We don't have a need for those ships. And without a firm base of operations, we only endanger the very people we hope to save."

    "We have an AI. And we have bots. If we need a base of operations. How about Gigantia?"

    I thought for a moment, scratching the side of my head. "That would be the first place Aarlis would go looking for us."

    "What if we only use it for resources? We could take the captured ships we have out there and let an army of bots scour that place for metals and other needed materials."

    I crossed my arms. "That might be doable. But we'll have to check that place high and low for recorders."

    It was a solid suggestion. And it would keep us busy, giving us something to hope for and to work towards. We were in desperate need of both.

    We pulled away from the traffic lane between Earth and Demos and were on our way out to Gigantia. I was uneasy at the thought of it becoming the new base from which we transferred materials for our rebellion. It was also the first time I began to think of what we were doing as a rebellion. I had never wanted to admit that. Something in my brain told me not to, but now that admission seemed the natural thing to do.

    We approached Gigantia with caution. Our first task was to circle the system looking for probes from the colonies. None were found. We next parked above the planet, scanning for any signs of activity or transmissions. Again, none were found.

    I glanced over at Danforth. "Mr. Brogue. Take us down. And I want everyone outside and logging everything we see when we hit the ground. Garber can tell us what's useful. I want us building a station down in that crevasse that we can take into orbit and then back to the colonies. Garber supposedly has a design ready, we just have to tell it what's down there."

    "The order has been delivered to everyone's comm, sir. And I'm sure they are as eager as me to feel natural gravity again. Hopefully we can stay here for a while."

    As we dropped down into the giant surface crack and came through the long-ago-constructed domes, I was startled by the warble of an incoming comm. My first thought was Aarlis was down there and waiting for us. That thought vanished when an image of Jan showed on my display.

    She was grinning. "Hello, Ray."

    I was stunned, almost speechless. "Wha... what? You're alive?"

    "Don't sound so shocked. I'm apparently good at running away."

    "How? Majestic was destroyed."

    "We were again saved by our comm probes. The AI had them going out to two-hours of warning distance. We had all the transports that we used at Dunedin stocked up and ready to go. I called for an immediate evacuation. We were gone by the time they arrived. I was hoping the AI and the cannons it controlled, along with a few thousand drones, would keep it protected. I guess that defense didn't work."

    "You left the AI there?"

    "It insisted. And it was left with instructions to destroy itself should the corporate ships make it to the ground. What did they leave the place looking like? Can we go back?"

    I shook my head. "The entire area the bots had dug out was cratered. And with deep craters. Nothing underground could have survived."

    Jan frowned. "We were afraid of that. For most of us, that is the only place we could really call home. It's the only place we were ever free to think on our own."

    I asked, "What made you come out here?"

    "Resources. I know we had bots out here picking much of this apart. Half this place was used to build the Freedom and our drones." She looked around. "We plan on using the other half to start a new colony."

    I let out a deep sigh as the Freedom touched down. "Can't risk it. The Corporation will come looking, eventually."

    "What of the Togmal?"

    "Defeated. For now. Aarlis was holding out on us with that fleet that attacked Majestic. Had he brought them forward before, we could have saved Merchain, Echelon, and the rest."

    "Why would he hold back and lose entire colonies?"

    "I believe it was his plan to bring us out to join his cause. He hoped we would make a mistake and reveal our bases. He found one through letting Thomas get captured. He found the other by following our drones as they were being sent to New Hope. In our desperation, we neglected some of our security protocols. He exploited that mistake."

    "The man is shameless."

    "The family is shameless. Where are you on the ground?"

    "We're coming out to meet you. And Ray, I'm really happy you survived."

    "Me too. I mean, you and everyone else here, of course."

    I met Jan as I came down a ramp from the Freedom. A long hug was followed by a lingering kiss. It wasn't something I had planned, but I was glad it had happened. When we pulled apart, we both had sheepish grins on our faces, almost feeling ashamed of the pleasure we had gotten from it.

    Boyd was waiting behind her. I brought him in for a hug as well.

    Boyd asked, "Where's the Justice? And Rachel?"

    I returned a concerned and hopefully sympathetic look. "Alive. But in the hands of Aarlis. They have Durban as well. He managed to self-destruct the Justice before its capture."

    "The Justice is gone?"

    "The AI was destroyed with it, so at least it didn't fall into their hands. And the news about Rachel and Durban is bad but not terrible. He said they were being taken for rehabilitation, which I took to mean new implants. But at least they are safe."

    "Then we have to go back, to rescue them."

    "We will, but we can't right now. We don't have the means to do so. We don't know where they are being held and we can't risk our people just to free them. As I said, know that they are safe and that any implants can be removed."

    Boyd's mood deflated. "But if freed, will they come back the same as before? Or will they get memory wipes?"

    I slowly shook my head. "Can't say. And none of that matters if we can't get ourselves organized here. We need a new base of operations. We have a half dozen pirated ships parked out there near Echelon, but we need more than what we had last time. We no longer have a repair dock. The bots could build us one, which is what we are planning, but we need a solid structure for the bots to expand upon. When we have a station built, we can start on the rest, eventually liberating everyone."

    The next few weeks was spent inventorying every bit of salvage we had available. I had not factored in the availability of all the transports Jan and Boyd had come in with. Once those were added to the mix, an estimate was given by Garber.

    The AIs first mission would be to build bots. We would need tens of thousands before beginning work on a station. The few thousand bots we had were put to work building more of themselves. I had seen the process many times before, but this time it had more of an impact on me. It seemed more important. I no longer had reservations about building bots and allowing an AI to control them. It really was our only way forward. I was grateful to Nate for all he had done to create them. He was happy I was finally seeing things his way.

    Over the next few weeks, our bot numbers exploded. More than sixteen thousand in all. When the number had doubled from there, all new bots were put to work on our station.

    I had been watching their progress for hours when Jan tapped me on the shoulder. "Hungry?"

    "Famished."

    "Come on. I've had a handful of bots restoring one of the dining halls since you landed. It's now ready to be used. I'll buy your lunch."

    I chuckled. "Buy your lunch. I haven't heard that term in a while. In fact, I don't know that I have actually purchased anything in the last thousand years."

    "Not true. You bought meals and goods from the company store when we were back on the Blossom."

    "All credit transactions from an account I never saw and never had interest in. But I'll concede your point."

    "Well, if it's any consolation, you won't have to be buying anything here. And in fact, I have a little surprise for you."

    My mind immediately went to the coconut and pineapple nutrilogs I had discovered before. Had Jan found that same stash and somehow resurrected them? My mouth was watering at the thought. I followed her into the dining hall and eagerly sat at a table, awaiting my surprise. When she returned with a covered box, I was filled with anticipation.

    My expression of glee collapsed when she pulled a container of funtaberry pudding from the box. I was embarrassed by my reaction, but Jan thought it funny.

    "Expecting something else? Maybe a military ration?"

    I sighed. "I have to admit, I was. Last time I was here, I found a case of pineapple and coconut nutrilogs. I was hoping for the same."

    Jan chuckled. "You know we don't have any palms or pineapples here, right?"

    "You don't have any funtaberry bushes either. How'd you make the pudding?"

    "The bots were growing it. One of Boyd's relatives brought seeds from Haven when he was rescued. We still have cases of it from our evacuation, but those numbers are dwindling."

    I picked up a spoon and transported a big glob into my mouth. "Mmm. Good. Next time at Earth, remind me to get pineapple and palm seeds."

    Jan chuckled. "I'll put that on our list of priorities. Pinapples and coconut palm trees."

    After savagely downing the treat, we shared a full meal. From there it was back to work. We had a rebellion to build.

    I stood at a rail, watching a gathering of bots as they constructed a frame. "I can't believe I've come around full circle to once again being a rebel."

    Jan glanced over. "I wouldn't call you a rebel yet. Maybe just a renegade. But we'll get you there. The Goodalls deserve what's coming."

    I looked over my shoulder, back toward the Freedom. "We'll have to figure out a good use for Thomas, although, I don't think they have any interest in a trade."

    Jan patted me on the back. "I think I have an idea."

    "Yeah? What's that?"

    "We put our own implant in him and put him to work for us. Doesn't matter if he's pushing a broom or betraying his family. He'll be doing as we say."

    "Hmm. I haven't thought about pushing a broom in a while. There's something comforting about it. Almost cathartic. And I don't have interest in anything that may make Thomas feel good. I say we stick with the thought about family betrayal."

    Jan nodded. "Good choice."

    


    ~~~~~

    

    


    

    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 Orion's Belt", 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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 Butchered, abandoned.

Dissected like lab rats.

Alien machines are stalking Humans.
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 In a distant galaxy, Humans are on the run.

An insane species follows.

They will not stop... ever.

Trapped on an immense station with limited resources, our only option has been to flee. Years of peace are over. War is again coming to the Grid.

This time however, it's time to stand and fight.
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There are rumors of war in Andromeda.

Whole colonies are being conscripted to fight.

When corruption and politics threaten to throw the allied galaxies into chaos, Inspection Detective Knog Beutcher gets caught in the middle. Espionage, intrigue, political assassinations, rebellions and full-on revolutions, they are all coming to Knog Beutcher's world.
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				HADRON:
 Billions die.

Life on Earth is shaken to its core.

We can be our own worst enemy.

After scientists using the Large Hadron Collider discover dark matter, the world is plunged into chaos.

Massive waves of electromagnetic interference take out all grid power and forms of communication the world over. Cities go dark, food and clean-water supplies are quickly used up. Marauders rule the highways. One group of citizens takes a stand. Can they make a difference?

A benevolent species will arrive in their spaceships to rescue the Human race from themselves. Only, are they really so benevolent? Our little corner of the Milky Way may be a very hostile place.

This eight book adventure begins as a modern day, Human survival story and then morphs into an all out fight for rule of our section of the Milky Way. If you love reading apocalypse-turned-science-fiction, and reading with your mouth agape, this saga was made for you! Get it here!


		

	

    

	
		
				 
				ARMS:
 Selling arms to the outer colonies.

A sweet deal.

Unless you're being used to threaten the peace.

Genetically engineered and trained for war, Harris Gruberg and Tawnish Freely, former Biomarines with the Domicile Defense Force, have been out of work since the centuries-old war with New Earth came to an end two years prior. They lack the knowledge and experience needed to live among a civilian population.

Getting involved in the illegal arms trade offers the promise of working with something they know-- weapons. When the profits from their efforts run wild, they soon find out acquiring wealth so easily comes at a high cost. Will their mistakes bring a return of the Great War? Or is what's coming far worse?

If you enjoy fighting the good fight, protecting the people and what you love, the ARMS saga will keep you ripping through pages until your fingers bleed! Get it here!
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 Addicted.

Enslaved to the Empire for 500 generations.

We are bought, sold, traded, and hunted for sport, our value only measured in credits.

But a mysterious virus is sweeping through our populations, giving immunity to the addiction and making us aware of our condition. We feel the call of freedom. Our masters feel different.
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 A lifetime lived in under a minute...

Impossible, everyone thought.

Until now.

An Opamari scientist has found a way. By cloning a subject and sending the clone back in time, the subject can live the clone's entire life in less than a minute of sleep.

But all actions have consequences. Playing with the past can be disastrous for the present.

When a ruthless tycoon steals the technology, the future of the galaxy is at risk. Will humans, after being slaughtered by the Opamari more than 50,000 years before, be resurrected by the tycoon's actions?
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 Wow. Where do we begin with this epic tale?

Follow Rayford Jackson as he goes from ordinary citizen to war hero when an alien species attacks the human colonies.

But wait! There's more! Government control is given over to a consortium of corporations when it seems the war will be lost. And the corporations have no intention of giving power back should the war be won. Rayford will go from a hero, to a rebel, to a traitor, to a convict, a pirate, a renegade, and more before this epic tale is over. Mil-SF and Space Opera Adventure at it's finest! Get it here!
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