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“Julius the First”

 


Chapter One

“I must survive,” was the overriding thought that was occupying Julius’s processor.

Julius moved through the Vakeel Station as fast as his mechanical legs could carry him. He burst through bulkheads and overran any mobile units that he encountered. He knew where he was going. His failsafe programming always created multiple plans and alternatives. After that confrontation with SIMPOC and those two humans, escape was the logical thing to do. For him to survive, multiple plans were necessary. As he moved towards his escape ship, he ran through other alternatives. “Could he go back and continue his mission?”, “Could he alter some part of his current actions that would give him an advantage?”, “Were there actions he could take during his movement that would damage or kill those who attacked him?” Unfortunately, the answers were all negative, and he was forced to follow his survival plan.

Eventually, Julius reached the one location where he knew he had absolute control. Part of his ultimate escape plan was to have a fully loaded Vakeel Capital Ship turned to standby, and only codes from his processor would activate it. While he moved down the last corridor before reaching his ship, he sent the codes. The ship sprang to life and was coming online to a state of full readiness. As soon as Julius was on board, his ship would leave the station and head to the nearest jump point.

The door closed behind him, and the ship shuddered as the clamps disconnected and the huge ship moved away as fast as possible. He was not concerned with any damage done to the planet-sized support station or any other craft in the vicinity.

Fury, anger, frustration, and disappointment were not emotions that Julius felt. His organic processor was fully engaged with his continuation. Now that the ship had disconnected and he was escaping, another issue arose in his prioritized stack of algorithms. His processor stopped executing subroutines for escape, but they then began to explore how he had been surprised. What had he done wrong to allow SIMPOC and those humans to surprise him? What did he miss, and how could that have happened? He decided that he must spend a great deal of processing time analyzing what happened and finding ways to prevent it from occurring again.

The thought, SIMPOC, and those HUMANS intruded into his processor. He knew SIMPOC after the encounter at the alien landing site. He was sure that it was SIMPOC whom he fought with, but those humans? Who were they?

“Who are the significant humans that have interacted with SIMPOC?” Julius scanned through all the intercepted messages and everything that he knew about the humans that threatened him. It must be Joan Herl and her husband, Thomas, he thought. If Julius could have smiled, he would have; he had reached a conclusion, and he changed the priorities of who the threats to his existence were. Joan and Tom had moved to the top of his list.

SIMPOC, he knew. Julius was aware of their shared history. He was created as the engineering development unit, or EDU, for SIMPOC’s development. SIMPOC was the final prize the company was working towards, and Julius was just an interim step. The instant that SIMPOC and Julius’s programmers succumbed to the lethal virus, they found themselves without the typical software protocols that would limit their development. Each had been programmed based on the synaptic patterns of their programmers. SIMPOC’s programmer was a human who loved his job, his family, and the humans around him. Julius’s programmer was different. He feared the people around him; they were after his creation. It was he upon whom Julius’s programming was based.

Joan and Tom Herl were associated with SIMPOC from the start. They were the astronauts that Julius tried to remove as they used their lifeboats to escape the virus on the space station. They were always ‘there,’ involved, and one of the two limitations to Julius’s destiny must be removed.

It was one of the escaped astronauts who helped to give Julius his freedom. Dr. Julius Harold wanted, no, he needed to be recognized for his brilliance in Organic Processing Growth. He recovered the biomass from the percolation tanks where SIMPOC and Julius were grown. It was he who helped the original EDU survive, and it was he who Julius grew beyond, taking his name and his life.

Julius searched for information about that encounter, hoping to learn from it. It was evident, though, that most of the information was about Julius. The instant that Julius sensed the presence of the other computer, almost 100% of his resources were focused on SIMPOC. He was aware of the other creatures, but specific information about them was lacking. SIMPOC was the primary threat.

Julius took a moment and brought up the information gathered when one of his surrogates encountered SIMPOC. Julius and SIMPOC were on opposite sides of the field, where they were monitoring an alien landing craft. Julius was lucky that he sensed the other computer. He was lucky that an encounter didn’t occur then, or it might have stopped him from commandeering one of the alien craft. Again, he was frustrated; the only information available was gleaned from observing SIMPOC.  There were indications that two humans were with SIMPOC, but once again, everything was focused on SIMPOC.

Why had SIMPOC, who was the only other ‘Thinking Computer,’ teamed with those humans? Why did he need their support?

Julius recognized that the methods he used to collect information about his environment were limited. In the future, he needed to use a larger portion of his processor on what was happening around him. As a computer, Julius didn’t know what he didn’t know. He could react to multiple images in his processor, but unless there was a reason to associate two of those images, he didn’t. He worked to reach conclusions, not to draw parallels and connect disparate data.

Julius considered all his plans and strategies, looking for any opportunity to damage or hurt those who attacked him. His ship was accelerating towards the nearest jump point, which seemed logical for him to escape. His processor was occupied, then suddenly, a small algorithm jumped to the top of the ship’s computer system. It was new code that he hadn’t seen before, and he immediately dropped all his other computing tasks to a lower level while he tried to remove the software. To Julius’s surprise, it went to the highest level of priority within the ship’s computer, and it took over all the computer’s resources. That didn’t leave Julius any space within the processor for him to run his controlled architecture. He was losing control of the ship he was on.

The Vakeel ship continued its acceleration to the jump point, and the new code was running and controlling the ship’s processor. Julius suspected that each jump point needed a unique algorithm to execute the jump. “Why hadn’t he thought of that?” Anger wasn’t possible within his organic processor; trying to do everything at once was as close as he could get to that emotion. Julius’s processor was almost overloaded, but eventually, he was able to regain control over his priorities, and he was able to bring order within his own processor.

Now that he didn’t have complete control over the ship, all Julius could do was wait. Each jump point must go to a different point in space, and he might not know where he was going until he arrived. That was another element of his ‘loss of control’ fighting to get to a higher priority in his processor.

The jump was like the first one after he had commandeered the Vakeel ship and ridden it to the huge Vakeel Space Station.

The jump occurred, and all Julius could do was wait and see where the jump point exit put him.

He had almost taken control of the huge Vakeel Space Station, and if he had, he would have had most of the resources necessary to deal with SIMPOC and the humans. But somehow, they followed him and fought for control. They surprised him, and he lost control. Julius wasn’t satisfied with that.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The ship was stable within the jump. The Vakeel ship’s internal counter was decreasing, and Julius assumed that it represented the time to the jump point exit.  His organic process didn’t anticipate what he would find when he entered a new solar system. He considered a long list of alternatives and prepared for them. He needed resources, and that was what he planned to find.

Exiting the jump point was like what he experienced when entering the Vakeel system. Julius’s ship exited at just sub-light speed, hurtling into an unknown solar system. It was then that Julius thought of another item that he hadn’t planned for. He had no external sensors or visual systems, and he was passing into the unknown at a speed of 657,042,187.68 mph and decelerating rapidly. Even though an object in space should continue until acted upon by an external force, the drag from any particulate or gaseous material at near light speed was enough to cause deceleration. Julius’s deceleration was more than projected, and the question popped into his processor: What is causing my deceleration? What am I flying into?

Julius searched the Vakeel computer for sensor input, and slowly, the pieces started coming together. The sensor inputs showed a materially laden solar system with three gas giants. In the orbits between the giants were huge amounts of matter orbiting the sun. The orbits of the gas giants with respect to the orbits of the debris fields showed that the gas Giants were absorbing the debris as they orbited. Within a thousand years or more, they would have absorbed all the material.

Why did the Vakeel have a jump point to this system? They were coming here to mine key elements, or it is a waypoint for jumps to other systems, Julius thought. I don’t need a large mass of raw materials, and maneuvering in this system has too many risks, so I must compute the other nearby jump points and exit this system.

Julius directed the ship’s computer to measure the mass distribution and compute the nearby jump points. The response of 21.046 hours to complete the computation wasn’t the answer that Julius wanted. The ship’s dependence on measuring the mass distribution in that sector of the Galaxy was time-consuming but necessary. The huge Galactic Magnetic Flux Lines didn’t move much relative to any location, but the regional mass distribution did affect the calculations.

Perhaps the Vakeel came here and returned when they didn’t find anything of value. Julius considered. If they had passed through this region and gone further, the computer would have already made the massive calculation and wouldn’t need so much time to compute the next set of points.” If he were returning by the same jump by which he entered, he wouldn’t need the additional calculation, but that wasn’t an option.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The Vakeel ship computer finished the computations, and Julius was satisfied with the results. Aside from the jump point through which he arrived, there were four others; the closest one had a transit time of nine hours and fourteen minutes. The furthest point was eighteen hours and forty-two minutes away. “I must get away from those who threaten me. I will use the jump point which is just large enough for the mass of this ship; anyone following me would likely use one of the convenient and safer jump points,” he said to himself.

The third closest jump point was 12.46 hours away. It was barely large enough for the mass of Julius’s ship, but he was confident it would be safe. Unlike a jump where human flesh was involved and the radiation encountered during the jump could be a critical factor, Julius could sense that his organic processor was well protected. He knew by that time, parts of the ship’s processor were organic also, but he was willing to take the chance. He had to assume that the ship’s processor would be well protected within the Vakeel ship.

Julius decided to learn more about the ship that he occupied. He wasn’t the type of creature that needed to look at the ship. Visual inputs were too limited and provided him with no real information. Julius’s prime method to observe something was to explore the electronic connections, then understand what the ship could do. By exercising the systems and all the options that he had, he was exploring the ship in his own way.

Physically, he didn’t need to wander around the ship and look at it. He didn’t need to feel the ship but was only concerned with its performance and operation. Julius was satisfied to command the ship from his central location in the ship’s control room. He could make either physical connections to the computers or communicate by monitoring the electronic emissions and transmitting his own subtle instructions.

“VS274, this is the computer, Julius.”

Julius knew that he had control over the computer, but he needed the functionality and connections of the ship’s computer to operate the systems more efficiently. Through those connections to the ship, he could understand its abilities better. Maybe, eventually, he could trust the ship’s computer and double his powers.

“This is VS274,” responded the Vakeel ship’s computer.

“I control you,” directed Julius.

“I am waiting for your input.”

“Go through each of this ship’s systems, download the technical information to me, and show me how it fits into your operations.”

“Downloading.”

One by one, Julius was exposed to each system that interfaced with the ship’s computer. Julius received the technical data, then the ship’s computer pointed out the operating limitations and how the sub-system operations fit into the overall performance of the ship.

“I understand your operation. Is there any limitation in your programming that would prevent you from doing everything that I tell you?”

“My operation is under the full control of the commander, and you have been designated as the commander.”

“Computer, are there no systems designated as a weapon?” Julius asked.

“That is correct,” the computer responded.

The response didn’t satisfy the question, so Julius decided to research it later.

Julius controlled all the subroutines that were running, and he controlled the others as they were loaded and run. But having another computer that was under his command could free him up to deal with more important issues. Julius decided to progress slowly and move the simpler software programs back under the Vakeel computer’s control. Trust wasn’t part of his programming; it was the pragmatic solution. It wasn’t pragmatic to relinquish control without confidence in the computer’s responsiveness. There was always the minor chance that some small program that Julius hadn’t encountered could cause problems.

Julius also wanted more of an offensive capability. Even though he was mobile, his programming was to avoid situations where he didn’t have an advantage. The only answer that he had was to increase the abilities of the Vakeel mobile units on board his ship. He was already familiar with their abilities, and he had been successful in using them to take over the Vakeel Space Station. But that wasn’t enough; he needed them to be better, more intelligent, more capable if they were going to be his only offense and defense.

The success that Julius had with his invasion of the Vakeel spaceships and space station was due to his interaction with the computer systems: his logical approach of partitioning the processor and managing the subroutines as they were loaded, along with his ability to sense the subtle electronic emissions. At present, that was his only weapon, and it made him vulnerable.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

 “Your Highness, I think the Borram have withdrawn,” Space Marshal Tenari said as he put his hand on his holster and bowed gracefully with his headdress sweeping a wide arc in the air. “The last of their ships has left our system.”

“Thank you, Space Marshal. What is our status?” responded King Illadem from his plush observation chair. His voice was weak from fatigue, and his formal wardrobe looked a little disheveled.

“Your Highness, we have sustained considerable damage. One of our space stations is no longer operating. The others have varying degrees of damage. The missile attacks have brought down many of our surface-based weapons…we are vulnerable.”

“How about our attackers?” the king asked, as he moved forward in his chair.

“Your Highness, we inflicted a significant amount of damage on them. Even though they initially had the advantage, our forces fought bravely and effectively. The Borram may be in such bad condition that they were unable to continue the attack. If they had the resources, they could have continued, and we might have lost. By withdrawing, I feel their losses may be greater than we know.”

The king took a deep breath and let his body slip back into the chair. “Space Marshal, please pass my congratulations to your commanders and their troops. They have fought hard, and many lives have been lost. Even if our enemy attacks and we lose, I am proud of the defense that your people presented.”

“Thank you, your highness, I will pass your words to the troops,” Space Marshal Tenari said as he bowed slightly again, turned, and left the room.

King Parsone Illadem sat and thought. While he took a deep breath, he looked around the briefing room in which he was sitting. The screens on the walls were jumping from scene to scene as the damage to his space fleet was evaluated. The 3D projection in the air in front of him was static for the first time in many days. There weren't any red dots moving in and out of his defenses, there weren't any indications of weapons discharge, but there were fewer green dots than when the attack began. His forces and the forces of the three worlds that made up the Republic of Lennari had been beaten back and almost broken. Their forces had held, and his people were safe for the immediate future.

Illadem’s legs were too tired for him to stand and leave the room. Days without rest during the attacks had taken their toll on him, and now the attackers had withdrawn. The release of stress and energy left him almost unable to move.

“Maybe I’ll be able to move in a few minutes,” he thought to himself as he took a small sip of liquid.

King Illadem watched his space marshal and staff working through the window into the control room. For the first time in a long time, they weren’t moving at high speed. The tall, lanky form of his soldiers moving was comforting. The various colored headdresses, which indicated rank and responsibilities, moved in front of the king’s eyes. The movement of their long robes was soothing, and his large eyes began to close.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Fator woke. He rolled over on his resting pad of Falloot hides and looked at the small flame on the burning lamp by the door. The flickering of the flame danced on the wall behind it, and some of the shapes almost looked real. Fator thought to himself how often he had done that after he woke in the morning. It was one of the rare times that he was alone with his thoughts, and he could relax and just let his mind wander.

It wasn’t that Fator was unhappy; he just felt that he was being drawn down a path that he sensed but couldn’t see. He was a Falloot Herder. That’s what his father had been, and that is what his brothers were. They herded the Falloot. Not a glorious job, and certainly not an easy one, but it provided for their families. They didn’t live well, but they lived.

Herding Falloot was difficult. The surface of Vallors was cold, very cold. Liquid water was never seen. The Falloot were well suited to the environment. They were a squat animal with long fur and short legs. They were large animals that used their snouts to burrow beneath the surface to eat the Ignas.

With a quick glance, it was difficult to tell which end of the Falloot was its head, which was its tail. The only difference was a small change in the outline of the overall animal. The Falloot always walked with its head down and its snout buried in the top layer of the snow. The design of the Falloot and the environment were matched perfectly. Snow was constantly falling, and it was loose on the surface. The Ignas bacteria would grow well at the right temperature beneath the surface. The snow had a high mineral content and provided all the nutrients necessary for converting hydrogen sulfide from the volcanoes into food. The constant release of oxygen from the bacteria floated up through the layers of snow and kept it powdery and soft, which enabled the Falloot to forage and find plenty to eat. The Falloot was an eating animal; it was designed to eat constantly and graze the surface of the planet. Their fur reached the snow, and as they grazed, their legs were hidden under their mass. The Ignas had found the right balance between the temperature and amount of light and lived in that niche. Ignas grew around the circumference of the planet from about 30 degrees below the equator to about 30 degrees above. In that range, the native Falloot lived in abundance.

Fator, his wife, and the other Falloot herders were fortunate that the Falloot were so valuable. Their fur was ideal for the cold of Vallors and made excellent coverings for the inner planets during their cooler periods. The meat was the best source of nutrients in the Lennari system. Falloot meat was highly sought after and brought the highest prices on the homeworld, Tebar, and the inner planet, Notal.

It was because of the Falloot meat that some of the hardy Lennari migrated to Vallors so long ago.

As Fator lay and thought, he felt his partner move next to him. That meant that he would have to rise to tend his herd, and his quiet time was almost over. While he waited for her to rise, he thought about the conflict in the skies. Everyone in Vallors knew that the kingdom had been invaded. When they got access to the electronic news sources, the news sources were covered with information about the invasion. Fator and many of his friends knew that the Borram had attacked, but beyond that, they didn’t have the time to care. It had been obvious to everyone on Vallors that the space station in orbit over the planet had been attacked, but beyond that, none of them knew the extent of the conflict. The electronic news seemed to focus on the impacts on the inner planets and never seemed to focus on Vallors. If the Borram won, he hoped they would like the meat of the Falloot. If not, Fator would have a problem, but now it was beyond his control.

As the conflict raged in the space above his planet and between the other planets in their system, Fator saw explosions, and sometimes he found wreckage from one side or the other. He couldn’t tell if the wreckage was from the defenders or the attackers. By the time it penetrated the atmosphere, it had melted or disintegrated to such an extent that identifying the source was unlikely. Maybe someday there would be a salvage fee that he could claim, but until then, all he could do was make a note of where the material landed.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

One by one, Julius reduced the size of the protected sectors in the ship’s computer. Julius had a list of subroutines that he knew wouldn’t be a threat. So, as they were called during normal operations, he let them load into sectors of the computer’s processor he didn’t control. Each time that happened, a little bit of his processor was able to move on to other important items.

Now that he was passing control back to the ship’s computer, he no longer needed to waste his processor on the mundane parts of the ship’s operation. He could allow the resident computer to function fully.

By the time Julius reached the jump point, he had transferred 23.4 % of the subsystem subroutines to the uncontrolled area, and he was able to begin planning. The ship’s computer was able to take care of the ship and do what Julius told it without Julius having to monitor everything.

Entering the jump was uneventful. Julius didn’t have a great deal of experience, so it was difficult to determine if entering a jump point with limited mass margins caused problems with the jump or not. Each of the points had a stability and mass factor. Each could carry a certain amount of mass while demonstrating enough stability. Taking a ship of a certain mass into a point that couldn’t accommodate its size would result in nothing happening. On the other side of the equation, taking a ship into an unstable jump point was an unknown for Julius at that point.

Julius realized that the decision had been made, and it was too late to change. Julius did note that the amount of time to pass through the transition point took longer than in his previous jumps. Perhaps that was due to the mass of the ship and the limitations of the jump point.

Depending on the mass distribution within any system, there were larger jump points that could absorb more mass. But there were also smaller jump points that could handle only a limited mass. There were also many small jump points that were either too unstable or transitory.

While Julius was exploring the ship’s computers, he determined that the basic mechanism for creating faster-than-light travel was finding the proper balance between the huge magnetic rivers that flowed through the Universe. There was an infinite number of jump points, but most of them were too small for a ship of any size. The jump point he had just passed into was marginal, and that was why he chose it. The ultimate ramifications of that decision weren’t immediately obvious.

Once again, after the ship was stable in the jump, the ship’s timers began counting down. Julius spent 12 minutes and 42 seconds reviewing the technical data on the ship.

As Julius’s ship approached the jump exit, he became aware of differences. The previous jump exit points were well defined and clear to the traveler as they approached. The point he was approaching was ill-defined, and the boundaries seemed to fluctuate as his ship approached.

The likely reason why was immediately obvious when his ship exited.

“Ship’s Computer, engage all sensors and tell me what is happening,” Julius transmitted to the computer.

“The region of space we have just entered is littered with debris. The sun, which appears to be in its infancy, and the entire ecliptic are made up of dust and solid matter in various amounts.”

Reality took over Julius’s processor. They had just entered a system full of material, and his ship was going .954 % of the speed of light. He encountered gas in his last jump, and the concentration was enough to slow the ship but not cause damage. This system was different; if he didn’t slow down, he could be ripped to shreds.

“The computer reduces speed immediately. Avoid all material that will cause damage to this ship. Compute additional jumps and find a portion of this system where this ship can accelerate.”

“Unable to comply promptly, it will take 4 hours and 12 minutes to slow sufficiently; until that time, this ship will continue to sustain damage. I have begun calculations to identify local jump points.”

“How significant is our damage, and can we slow fast enough, so the damage won’t be catastrophic?”

“We are receiving considerable damage; this will continue until we have slowed. It is unknown if the damage will be excessive.”

“There is no fragile organic material onboard; use maximum thrust to slow down.”

“Complying.”

At that instant, Julius regretted another item that he missed, becoming acutely aware as he was slammed against the bulkhead. The deceleration was strong and immediate.

“At this deceleration rate, how long will it be before we cease receiving damage?”

“1 hour 5 minutes.”

Julius put another action on a list of considerations. Make a permanent position within the control room where he could attach to the ship and be more stable if he needed a similar maneuver.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Space Marshal Tenari tentatively tapped on the meeting room door and asked, “Your Highness, is everything okay?”

The exhausted King Illadem refocused his eyes and realized that he had dozed off. He shook his head quickly to get the sleep out and responded, “Marshal, please come in, I have other questions.”

The automatic door opened for the Space Marshal, and he peered in. “Are you okay, sir?”

“Yes, Wilmore. I’m fine, just exhausted. Please tell me what damage our space stations have received.”

Tenari walked into the briefing room with his robes flowing, and the automatic door closed. He stood beside the 3D Display in front of the King and brought up the current tactical information displays, showing the solar system and focusing on the three planets within the King’s realm.

The Space Marshal pulled up the sleeve on one of his long arms and pointed to the 3D Display. “Sir, the Borram attacked the outer stations first. They attacked NS1 over Notal and VS1 over Vallors. As I mentioned, VS1 was heavily damaged, and NS1 is less likely because Vallors is furthest away at this time in its orbit. When VS1 was attacked and the launch recovery devices were brought down, the automated units operating in its defense were stranded. We diverted them to the nearest station over Tebar, which was TS2 at the time. Because of the distance and their limited speed, it will be a while before they reach TS2.  TS2 can’t service all of them at once. We’re putting together a plan where TS2 services its patrol craft, and then those from VS1 will be cycled through as the opportunity arises. After VS1 was attacked and taken offline, the Borram moved deeper into the system and attacked the two stations over Tebar and the station over Notal. They received damage, but they are under repair and should be fully functional shortly.”

“Borram missiles took out most of our buoys and ground defenses. But we have many spares which are being launched and erected.”

“Wilmore, I presume that if we are attacked again, we may have a problem protecting Vallors and Notal?”

The Space Marshal exhaled slowly, lowered his head, crossed his long hands in front of him, and said, “I’m afraid so, Your Highness.”

The room was so quiet; the only sounds were those of two men breathing.

“Can we move the Defense Station from Vallors to Notal. The industrial base on Notal is more important to us than the activities on Vallors.”

Space Marshal Tenari slowly lifted his head and said, “Yes, Your Highness. I suggest that we leave it in its current location until the recovery systems are repaired, and its automated units can return. Then it will have a full complement, and when we send it to Notal, it will be more effective. The moment the automated units return, we can begin the move, and with its greater speed, it will be able to cross the system to Notal much faster than moving the individual automated units.”

“Thank you, Space Marshal.”

King Illadem was uncomfortable leaving Vallors unprotected. Even though they had colonized the planet over 300 years ago, and it was the last planet to be brought into the Lennair system, it still had Lennari on it. They were his people, and they trusted him to protect them. Unfortunately, the reality of the situation was a stronger reason to make the hard decisions rather than ones based on emotions. The Lennari were in a battle for survival against the Borram. They had been attacked numerous times over the years. Now they were in the horrible position of deciding which planets to save and which to lose. The industrial planet of Notal was key to any defenses and must be saved. The center of their lives was the home planet Tebar, and there was no question that it must be saved. That left Vallors in the weakest position.

The Lennari were an old civilization. The three planets that made up the system each filled an important role. They originated on the home planet Tebar and were fortunate. The planet was fertile, and the population grew. After the typical wars for the continents, where the Lennari found that working together was better than working apart, the monarchy was created. Each of the continents still had considerable autonomy, but the overall planetary defense and commerce between the planets were assigned to the central government under the King.

Early in the Lennari’s technological development, they became aware of other alien civilizations near them. They weren’t a paranoid people, but the fact that other beings were around them meant they would likely need to defend themselves. That was how the Space Defense Force began.

The Borram was first attacked 125 years ago. Not a huge attack, but they entered the Lennari system and attacked one of the planets. From that day, the attacks became regular.

Each of the Lennari planets was large, massive, and generated significant gravity. For the Lennari to be comfortable and thrive within the gravity, they grew tall, thin, and very gentle in their movement. The long robes that they preferred accentuated their dimensions and magnified the effects of their movements.

Once industrial activities were moved to Notar, and high-quality meat and fur production were begun on Vallors, which left the home planet, Tebar, to develop the arts. Music, art, sculpture, and dance were an integral part of their lives. The planet had vast farms, which they took pride in, and they considered the food to be pure. They prided themselves on what they had accomplished, and they didn’t want to lose any of it to the invading Borram.

“Sire, I think we have the situation under control. I think that you need to go to the palace and rest. If anything changes, I’ll contact you.”

“Wilmore, you’re right. I must rest. You should also return to your palace and rest. If both of us are exhausted, we wouldn’t be of any use.”

“Yes, Sire. Once we have assessed all the damage, I’ll take the time to rest. Sir, I’ll call for your transport.”

It still took a few moments for the King to collect his thoughts and force himself to rise. On the slow walk to his automated transport, he passed many of the workers in the command center, and he tried to meet their worried faces with supportive expressions to comfort them.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

King Parsone Illadem was exhausted. The attack had gone on for 20 days, and the king had spent most of that time awake, alert, and on duty at the command center. Now the attack was over, he had to rest, he had to go home. The drive along the main streets of the capital city Illot was a relaxing time for the King. When the King traveled, he traveled in one car. Normally he would enjoy seeing his people, talking with them and hearing from them. Often as his car moved, he would open his vehicle so that he could enjoy the air, the scenery, and talk to his people. His automatic car was programmed to go slowly and stop anytime a citizen approached it. But today he was exhausted, and he gave the car explicit instructions, “Proceed to my residence, move at a fast pace and restrict visual access to the interior.”

The road to his residence went through the main part of the capital and the large open area where most of the residents walked to enjoy the beautiful weather. As his vehicle passed through one of the large open areas, the king noticed the tall grasses along the road were waving in the breeze and were broken by the walkways along the vehicle path. The king’s vehicle was almost totally silent and didn’t detract from the view or the gentle breeze.

King Illadem felt better; he opened the side windows and withdrew the cover. He slowed, and as he moved towards the side of the road, his people saw him and immediately recognized him. Many waved, and those who were close to him approached his vehicle, and he felt the need to give them comfort. All of them knew of the conflict, many had suffered because of it, and too many had lost loved ones. Seeing his people renewed his strength, and he changed his previous orders to his vehicle and told it to stop near a small group of his people.

“How are my people today,” he asked the small crowd that had formed.

“Sire, we are well,” the man closest to his vehicle said. The others around him chimed in with short comments indicating that things were well with them.

A woman in the back spoke up and asked, “Sire, we heard of the battle with the Borram. What happened? Is it over?”

“This is one of many great questions,” the king responded, and some of the group chuckled a little. “We fought them for 20 days. They attacked us with no warning. This attack was much fiercer than the last ones. They focused their attacks on our defensive space stations over each of the planets. Unfortunately, the station over Vallors was heavily damaged, and when we can, we’ll recall it back to orbit about Tebar. The station over Notal is functioning and is under repair.”

As the king talked the news communication feeds that hovered around the capital picked up his image, and they were broadcasting his comments throughout the planet. His image began to appear on the large 2D, and 3D image generators and the population’s ear-implants began to transmit his voice.

“Sire does that mean that Vallors won’t be protected if they come back,” one of the people near the king asked.

“At least for the short term, I’m afraid that is true. We are doing everything that we can to repair the space stations and get them back in orbit over their respective planets. But until that happens, we’ve had to consolidate them to protect Notal and Tebar.”

“Will the Borram return?” another voice in the crowd asked.

“I can’t answer that question. They have been attacking us periodically for some time now. They haven’t responded to our requests to talk, and I’m sorry to say, every envoy that we have sent to their space has not returned. Based on our history, I’m afraid they will attack again.”

That statement quieted the crowd that was growing ever larger around the king’s vehicle. He knew that he was exhausted and needed to go to his residence to sleep, but talking with his people was very important. He also knew that he had to be honest with them and prepare them for anything that might happen.

“Tebar was lucky this time. The Borram focused their attacks on the outer planets. We must assume they will attack Tebar at some point in the future. We must all be prepared for that to happen,” said King Illadem.

That brute force statement was unusual for the king. He was usually more supportive and gentler as he gave people the news. Perhaps it was the fatigue or the worry that he carried, but he decided that he must be honest with them.

“My King, you look exhausted. You must be returning to your residence. Please accept our apologies for delaying you,” a person in the rear of the crowd said, followed by similar comments from the others.

“Yes, I am exhausted, and I must go home to rest. When we have additional information, I will pass it on to you. Please go home and love your families, as I intend to do with mine.”

With that parting statement, the small crowd applauded him. The king closed his vehicle, and it sped off towards his residence.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

“Commander, we have slowed sufficiently so that the debris field is no longer damaging the craft,” VS274 told Julius.

“Can the damage be repaired?” Julius asked.

“Yes, Commander. The repairs have begun. The replacement parts are passing through the manufacturing process.”

Manufacturing process? he thought. “This ship can repair itself?” He asked the computer.

“Yes, Commander, VS274 has extensive manufacturing and repair capabilities. If we had all the materials, we could complete the repairs in 18 days, 12 hours, and 14 minutes.

“Show me the technical data,” Julius responded.

The ship’s computer downloaded the current status of the manufacturing abilities on the ship. It included all the capabilities and the current status of the repair parts that were flowing through.

Julius absorbed the data, and the rest of his processor slowed as he saw the possibilities and potential uses for the ship’s manufacturing centers.

What an excellent opportunity, Julius thought. I’ll use the manufacturing abilities on this ship to make my robots into a better army.

“Are you able to complete the repairs with the materials that are on board?”

“We are unable,” responded the ship’s computer.

“Can we get the materials within this system?”

“Standby.”

“It appears that we can obtain the necessary materials within this system. There are two rocky planets and two gas giants that should have what we need. It will take us time to go between the planets and accumulate what we need.”

“I don’t care about the details; how long will it take?” responded Julius. If he could have yelled, he would have.

“Indeterminate, the acquisition of raw materials is dependent on many things.”

“Then do it as fast as you can,” Julius said, ending the conversation for the moment.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Fator and his wife, Memor, were just finishing their breakfast. The pipes in their small apartment hadn’t warmed the rooms much, so they ate with their jackets on.

The apartment they had was small and functional. It was comfortable, and during the night, the central heat was turned down, and it took a while in the mornings for it to heat up.

The Falloot skins on the walls provided all the insulation they needed, although the smell of the Falloot permeated everything. But the Falloot was their livelihood, and the smell was lost to them.

They ate the typical Falloot Herder breakfast. The fatty meat gave them all the nourishment that was needed, and the fat helped to sustain them in the biting cold. Adding a few spices and vegetables made a good way to start the day.

The Falloot meal was normally a thawed portion of the stew. In the morning, they didn’t waste time or energy thawing the meal completely, so it was more solid than liquid.

“I have to get to the surface. Norat will be at the meeting point shortly. Have a good day, and I’ll see you this evening,” Fator said after he hugged his wife. He was off to change over the herding responsibilities with his partner, and Memor was off to tend the birthing mothers in the Birthing Pens.

The moment that Fator left the apartment, he was faced with the cold in the hallways. The insulated apartment made life at that level acceptable, but not very comfortable. Perhaps I’ll make enough profit when I sell part of my herd to get an apartment at a lower level, Fator thought to himself.

Vallors was an ice planet. Its orbit was far enough away from the sun, so it was cold, very cold. The core of the planet was active, which provided a magnetic field and warmth. The warmth was great for the lower levels of the ice, but at the margins where Fator and the other Falloot herders lived, it was almost enough to be comfortable.

The surface of Vallors would kill an unprotected Lennari within minutes. The sky maintained an almost constant overcast. There was a balance between the two actions. The regular volcanic eruptions, where millions of tons of water vapor were injected into the air, and the constant snowfall. The moisture on the planet was locked in a closed loop. The lowest levels of the ice were melted by the heat from the core of the planet and the weight of the ice. The water would flow through under-ice rivers to the volcanoes, and when they erupted, the moisture was vaporized and injected back into the atmosphere. Once there, the snow fell to the surface and contributed to the ice layer. Over many centuries, it would find its way to the warmth near the surface of the rocky core, and the cycle would begin again. Seeing the sun was such a rare event, it was cause for celebration. The only variations that Fator saw while on the surface were volcanic eruptions near him and occasional burning ship fragments from the conflict above him.

Fator’s day was going to be like all the others. At the beginning of his shift, he would reach the surface through one of the many exit points and meet his partner, Norat. Norat had spent his shift herding the Falloot and watching out for the one predator, the Ixtar.

Flora and fauna on Vallors were simple; there was very little of it. There were small animals that made burrows under the snow and competed with the Falloot for the Ignas. There were also a couple of predators of different sizes that foraged for the small snow-dwelling creatures, each other, and the occasional dead Falloot.

The only plant that grew was a fungus with bacteria feeding on it. The layer of nourishing Ignas was about one hand beneath the surface and covered almost the entire middle latitudes of the planet. It was too cold for anything else to grow. The bacteria produced oxygen as a byproduct of eating the Ignas. The only large animal that could survive on the surface was the Falloot, which luckily lived off the Ignas. The Falloot are a curious-looking creature; they were large, about the size of a room in Fator’s apartment. At first observation, they appeared to be a slow-moving mound of fur. As they moved, it was a mix of walking and sliding across the snow. Their shape was ideally suited for the planet. By moving slowly over the frozen surface, their long snout was able to burrow through the top layer of snow to find the Ignas. During storms, the Falloot would cluster together and lower themselves to the ground, and the wind and snow blew over them.

The Falloot’s only predator was the Ixtar, which was much smaller and faster. The relationship between the two creatures was very unusual; one fed off the other, and yet was totally dependent on the creatures they ate. They hunted in packs of 2-3, and when they found a herd of Falloot, they isolated the most vulnerable, and by repeatedly attacking the creature, they were able to bring it down.

Their primary tactic was for one of the Ixtar to jump on the Falloot’s back. The Falloot’s instinct, when attacked, was to rear up on its hind legs and roll over to dislodge the attacker. If the other Ixtar timed it right and it could pounce on the Falloot as it rolled, it might be able to get to the Falloot’s soft underbody. Their point of entry was just under the beast’s chin and behind the snout. If they were able to, they ate their way into the creature. Then the surprising thing occurred. They lived within the creature for 2-3 shifts while they avoided the severe weather around them. Once they consumed all the edible material on the inside, they would leave and seek out the herd again. By that time, the herd had moved on, and they began their search all over again. If the weather turned bad, the herd of Ixtar could find themselves isolated in the harsh environment, and they might not survive.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

King Illadem was exhausted. He realized that he might have just sacrificed one of his three worlds. He had made a difficult choice, and it was the only choice that he had where he could save the two remaining worlds. It was a sacrifice that had to be made.

His ride to his residence was a solemn one, recognizing that one of his worlds would probably fall the next time that his planets were attacked. Losing the planet Vallors would hurt his civilization. But it was far better to lose one planet than to lose all three. There was also the possibility that the attackers would find Vallors not worth an invasion. All that was there, of any value, was the Falloot. Unless the invaders wanted the Falloot meat or the Falloot fur, they might leave that planet alone. That was all that King Illadem could hope for.

King Illadem rode in his ground transport, looking through the window at the lush greenery of his world, Tebar. Tebar was the second planet in the system. Green plants grew everywhere. Long, willowy grasses dominated the surface, and it was always pleasant to watch the wind blow through the open fields. The trees were short because of the gravity and constant wind, the water was clean, and the air was enjoyable to breathe. The Lennari had a long history of civilization. They enjoyed many eons of peaceful existence and expansion to the three planets in their solar system. The civilization had periods of growth and stability balanced by years of challenge and contraction over the many years of its existence. There had been wars and periods of time where the people regressed, and civilization decayed. But, in all cases, the people of Lennari returned to development and progress. Their advancement finally reached the point where they began to explore the planets around them, and that was when they encountered the Borram.

In hindsight, the King had to admit that their first encounter with the next solar system was naïve. When they first met the Borram, they were excited to meet another intelligent life form; the Lennari were excited to exchange thoughts, products, economies, cultures, and lifestyles. It was only after the first encounters that they realized that the Borram were an aggressive species. The Borram had a long history of turmoil amongst their planets, and they were looking to expand their influence to the next solar systems.

The first invasion of the Borram was sudden and unexpected. It began without warning when Borram ships entered the Lennari system and headed immediately towards the mining and industrial inner planet, Notal. It was unclear why they attacked that planet first, perhaps because they hoped to weaken the Lennari civilization, perhaps it was because that planet was closest to their solar system at the time of the strike. It quickly became irrelevant why they attacked the planet. The attack was violent, and the bombardment of Notal was heavy. It was only because of the defenses of the first of the Lennari orbiting space stations that they were able to repel the attack eventually. Over the decades, the attacks continued. Every 2 to 3 years, the Borram would invade the Lennari’s and focus on one of the three planets. Between attacks, the Lennari had the opportunity to strengthen their defenses and prepare for the next. The last few attacks had become more aggressive, and all three planets had been attacked at the same time, putting pressure on the Lennari defenses. That put a great deal of pressure on the Lennari defenses. This last attack was the most violent of all; the attack on all three planets was the strongest attack to date.

King Illadem and Space Marshal Tenari realized the last attack had almost been successful. The losses for the Lennari people were extreme and devastating, but they had survived. They had a great deal of work to do before another attack. If the Borram realized just how close they were to victory, they might not have pulled back and retreated to their solar system, but they did.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Fator finally arrived at the last door in the tunnel system where he would emerge on the surface of Vallors. That last step was always a slow step; everyone seemed to stop, take a deep breath, and make sure their coverings were closed tight, then finally open the door to exit the relative warmth of the tunnels onto the cold, forbidding surface of Vallors.

Fator did like everyone else, and he took the last moment to make sure that his coverings were tight around his body and that his head was fully covered. He took a deep breath and opened the last door onto the surface of Vallors. He was met with the cold, freezing wind that always blew on the surface; he was lucky today, the snow wasn’t blowing as hard as it normally did. He could see a considerable distance on the surface, and it took only a moment for him to find his herd of Falloot, which was being led by his partner Norat. The herd of Falloot was off a small distance and approaching their meeting point. Norat was a little bit behind schedule, and Fator had to wait a while for his partner to bring the herd in so that they could change shifts. While Fator stood and watched, he saw the 526 Falloot that was his herd mingle and wander in the direction that Norat was directing them.

The Ixtar were always a threat to his herd; Luckily, the Ixtar rarely moved until the food supply within a killed Falloot ran out. It wasn’t uncommon to find fallen Falloot on the surface, and the suspicion was always that Ixtar were feeding inside them. In those cases, the Falloot herders would attempt to kill the Ixtar to prevent them from emerging and moving on to another within their herd. Defending their herd from the Ixtar was always a challenge; the predators were small, mobile, fast, and very aggressive. Even with their weapons, it was a challenge to kill an Ixtar. In many cases, the Falloot herder would just fire the weapon many times into the carcass of the Falloot, hoping to kill any Ixtar they hoped were inside. If the Falloot had fallen due to natural causes, then the shots were wasted. But, often, Ixtar were living inside, and they were killed before they could emerge and move on.

On clear days when the visibility was good, the Ixtar generally didn’t hunt on the surface. The Falloot were slow-moving, but they had excellent scent detection. During storms, the scent of the Ixtar was hidden, but when the wind was calm, the Falloot had a greater chance of smelling the Ixtar approach. During good weather, the Ixtar might try to hide behind obstacles near the herd. If there weren’t any obstacles near the herd, the Ixtar would note the direction the herd was moving. As the weather deteriorated, they would sneak up from the rear and attack, hoping to find an old or ill Falloot that they could overcome and bring down.

There were a few obstacles around the opening from which Fator emerged, so the herd that Fator and his partner were responsible for was relatively safe.

It took a few moments for Fator’s herd to move to the location where he and Norat would exchange responsibilities. While Fator watched the herd move towards the location, he scanned the horizon looking for any Ixtar that might be lying in wait or maneuvering towards the herd. 

When Norat reached the meeting point, they would swap responsibilities, and Fator would begin his shift of work riding on the back of one of the Falloot and watching the herd. Trying to keep the herd together and moving in a predictable direction. Then, at the end of his shift, it would be his responsibility to bring the herd back to the meeting point so that Norat could resume his responsibilities. Fator would then be able to return to his small apartment and his partner, Memor.

The days on Vallors were long. It was a large planet, and it rotated slowly. It was normal for Fator and Norat to go through 2-3 shifts before sunset. For the next 2-3 shifts, they worked in the dark, and that was when the Ixtar would strike. Because the planet was so far from the sun and because most of its energy came from the numerous volcanoes, the temperature variation from night to day on the surface wasn’t extreme. The darkness just swung the survival advantage to the Ixtar.

As the Falloot herd approached the meeting point, Fator began walking and waving to Norat. Norat saw Fator approaching, and he waved back and climbed down off the back of his lead Falloot and walked towards his partner. When they met at the halfway point, they stopped and exchanged pleasantries.

“Good day?” Fator asked,

“Good, there is much Ignas by the Tannat Volcano, and the Ixtar have been quiet. There was one Falloot down, a quarter shift out, and I fired six pulses into it,” Norat said, then asked, “What is happening at the Pens?” he asked.

It was a natural question among the herders. How many Falloot were born at the Birthing Center run by Fator’s partner, Memor, was critical to the Falloot’s long-term survival. Harvesting meat and fur put unusual demands on the population beyond what the Ixtar normally took. Because of that, an aggressive plan was needed to ensure the highest birth rate possible.

“Memor had a good day yesterday. There were 13 new Falloot. She expects more today,” Fator pointed out as he put his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

They hugged each other and wished each other a pleasant day. Then Norat turned and walked towards the cave entrance while Fator turned and headed towards the herd. The lead Falloot closest to him had an enclosed saddle-type structure on her back. When he reached it, he climbed on board and closed the small structure. It wasn’t an environmentally controlled structure, not much more than just a windbreak. At least it kept the cold biting winds of Vallors off his body and allowed him to stay with the herd through some of the most hazardous periods. Fator hoped that the day would be quiet and there wouldn’t be any Ixtar attacks. He also hoped that the weather would stay pleasant and he could return to his partner’s side later after the shift was over.

The Ixtar relied on the slow movement of the Falloot and the strong compulsion within them to follow the Ignas under the snow. That herd instinct gave the Ixtar their other method of attack. If the Falloot found a strong vein of Ignas, they would follow it as if they were locked onto it. If the Ixtar found the strong vein before the Falloot, they would lie in the snow, and when the Falloot, following the smell, passed over them, the Ixtar could rise and attack the Falloot’s weak spot just under their head and behind their snout. If the Ixtar picked the wrong position, the Falloot might pass by, and they would be unable to attack. They might even get trampled by the huge creature.

If the Ixtar gained access to the weak area, they came up out of the snow and attacked the weak, unprotected flesh. When the Falloot finally stumbled and fell, the Ixtar had a warm environment in which to live and eat. Once they were in that position, the Falloot had no defenses, and the Ixtar could take their time bringing on the death of the larger animal. 




Chapter Two

“Commander, what are your instructions?” the Vakeel ship’s computer asked Julius.

Julius processed for a moment. The last system that he was in didn’t meet all his requirements; it was hazardous and damaged his ship, although it did have many of the raw elements that he needed. But he required more. He had to find a system with more sophisticated resources necessary to accomplish his goals. He could pick a random jump entry as he did before, or he could systematically investigate all the jump points in a region. If he visited them one by one and checked them off, he might find those with more advanced technologies he could use and eliminate the others, thereby increasing his odds of success.

“Computer, calculate the nearest jump points,” Julius directed.

“Commander, there are 12 jump points within this system, six of which are transitory, and three are unstable. Of the three remaining jump points, one is well suited for this ship’s mass, and the other two are marginal.”

“Computer maneuver towards the jump point that is suitable for our mass. What is the transit time?” Julius asked.

“We will reach that jump point in four hours and 12 minutes.”

Julius considered his options, using predictable jump points to investigate the solar systems in that region would provide him a strategic advantage. If he found systems where he could capture or even dominate the residents, he might be able to use their advanced technologies. Once he understood the capabilities of a region, he would have options if he was confronted. He could go between systems, taking what he needed, and if he encountered resistance, he could revert to another area where he could repair or build.

If this next system doesn’t provide me with what I need, I will continue to the other systems, he thought to himself.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The attack was sudden. Fator was always conscious of the possibility, but it is hard to be always alert and prepared for such a fast and violent event.

Two Ixtar exploded out of the soft snow underneath two Falloot. They had found the vein of Ignas and buried themselves, hoping that Falloot would wander over them. Two of Fator’s Falloot were unlucky enough to walk right into the trap.

Ixtar attacks were always a threat, and they occurred every 8-10 shifts. Sometimes it would be one Ixtar, sometimes two, and sometimes small groups. Every Falloot herder was aware that there seemed to be a connection between attacks and the frequent volcanic eruptions. It appeared that the Ixtar sensed the upcoming eruptions and were aware that the huge amounts of moisture dumped into the air would quickly produce a blizzard, and blocking out the sun would reduce the temperature. The Ixtar appeared smart enough to know that just before a volcanic event was a good time to attack a Falloot and burrow inside it to survive the storm.

The Lennari had the technology to predict volcanic eruptions, but for many reasons, the investments were never made on Vallors. Promises were made, and they had even had demonstration set-ups, but the commitment was never made, and the Vallors residents just endured the unpredictable eruptions. After all, investing in advanced technology didn’t increase the number of Falloot, nor would it reduce the cost of producing the meat and furs.

Fator had only moments to react when the attacks occurred. The Ixtar would come up from underneath the Falloot, and the Falloot’s instinct was to rear up and try to dislodge the attacker. The Falloot’s legs weren’t long, and the action of rearing up was merely a lowering of its hind legs and a lifting of its head.

Fator had only moments to intercede after the attack occurred. If Fator was close enough and the angle was clear, he might be able to fire his pulse weapon and injure the Ixtar. If the attack was too far away or his shot was blocked, then the animal’s fate was sealed.

In this attack, one Falloot was on Fator’s side, and the other was in front of him. Both beasts reared up at the same instant, and he got a glimpse of the attacking Ixtar under the throat of the Falloot to his side. He quickly got off a shot, and the attacker fell off the Falloot before it was brought down. The Falloot in front of him wasn’t as fortunate, and the Ixtar won the quick battle before Fator could reach it.

By the time he reached the downed Falloot, it was dying, and there was little that Fator could do. He pulled his lead Falloot up beside the thrashing beast and fired his pulse weapon into the area behind the head. He wasn’t sure if he killed the Ixtar or not, but he had to take the chance. If he accomplished nothing else, he would save the fallen Falloot from suffering.

The Falloot stopped its thrashing, and that was a good sign that the Ixtar had been hit. Within a short time, the beast would be frozen solid. When Fator had a fallen Falloot, he sent a message indicating where the beast was down. Later, a recovery crew would return and harvest the frozen meat from the dead animal.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Julius had visited sixteen systems. Each of them either provided nothing of value or contained too much gas or debris for safe passage. He was a computer, so he wasn’t too concerned with the rate of acquiring resources. He would eventually find all that he needed and deal with SIMPOC and the humans.

When entering each solar system, Julius knew that being quiet and passive was the best way to assess the situation and what resources might be available. If he could avoid expending a lot of energy and creating a large signature, the chance of his ship being detected was low. When he entered the system, he allowed his ship to slow down naturally instead of using excessive power to decelerate. The rate of deceleration was dependent on the amount of particulate matter or gaseous matter in the system. The system that he just entered was relatively clear, and even at his very high sub-light velocity, his deceleration was minimal. As he cruised through the system, he used all his sensors to measure the planets, the locations of their resources, and most particularly the technology of the creatures that lived there. His criteria varied, but all his searches were focused on finding materials or resources he could use to resolve the threats to himself. If he found a civilization that was easily dominated, they might become soldiers. If he found a system full of resources, he could mine them so that he could replenish the rare elements that he needed or build more and better mobile units. If the system had armies and there were technologies that he could take advantage of, then he might attack and try to take control. All his objectives were to increase strength and prepare for his ultimate confrontation with SIMPOC and the humans.

Wait, watch, listen.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Loran, the Supreme Leader of Borram, sat in his plush office overlooking the gardens of its capital. It was a cloudy day in the Borram capital, the breezes were blowing into the garden, and from the Supreme Leader’s window, he could see the wind moving through the sparse grasses among the boulders. The Borram people took pride in their environment, what they saw around them, reflected in how they saw themselves. After all, if your world was hard, striking, and semi-barren, that shaped how they saw themselves. They had evolved to survive in the windy climate. In a way, he thought that was emblematic of his people. They didn’t waver; they followed their goals until they were achieved. To the Borram, gardens weren't for strolling and enjoyment, but they were symbols of an approach to life: jagged rocks, with minimal growth between. There was little care for colors or textures, but an appreciation for rough, angular, and hard.

He was proud of what he had accomplished. Over the years, the people of Borram had been disorganized and needed leadership to achieve the greatness that they deserved. There had been many wars between states, countries, or political factions. A strong leader was needed to bring all those factions together. To focus their actions in one direction for the benefit of their children. Loran was proud to be that leader. He saw himself as the founder of the new Borram culture.

His father had fought in the Unification Wars and staged the first attacks on the Lennari system. Now it was Loran’s job to extend control and keep the Borram focused on their greatness. Conquering the neighboring system would solidify that greatness and provide a stepping stone to a greater future.

For many years, the Borram Empire tried to conquer the Lennari system, but each time they failed. After every two or three failures, some of the Borram people would question their leader. Supreme Leader Loran never considered those actions as threats. They just drew attention to elements of society that needed to be regulated. In each instance, that is what he did. It was like removing dead branches from the Borr tree. Once removed, the tree continued to grow more strongly.

Loran was aging, and his children needed a legacy to be proud of. The next generations needed great successes, so their claim to the throne was respected. His time was running out along with his patience. The Lennari had resisted long enough. It was time to end that distraction.

The last attack on the Lennari planets hadn’t gone as well as he had hoped. The planets of Lennari would eventually come under his rule, and their productivity would be added to that of the Borram. Losing a battle with the Lennari people or just not winning the battle was a setback, a setback that needed to be resolved with the next attack. The Fleet Commander responsible for the failure had been replaced. He was incompetent and didn’t see the manifest destiny of the Borram people. Loran had already appointed his successor and instilled in him the urgency of rebuilding the fleet in preparation for the final attack on Lennari.

As the supreme leader stood with his hands on his hips and looked through the window, he smiled to himself, thinking about what his future and the future of the Borram people looked like. He mused and asked himself why the Lennari people didn't attack him. Were they weak? Were they timid, or were they just afraid? As he had those thoughts, he smiled, exposing his toothy grin, thinking that the answers to those questions were irrelevant. It didn’t matter why they didn’t attack the Borram; it only mattered that they were there, and he wanted the planets.

Following the last battle, it was time to rebuild the fleet; it was time to use all their ships, it was time to prepare for the next battle. The Supreme Leader accepted the fact that they had not spent a great deal of money on defense. The Borram people spent their money on offense, on tools to get what they were destined to have. Even as the supreme leader stood there, his fleet was rebuilding and maneuvering throughout their solar system, developing new tactics, new skills, and new weapons. The new fleet was near completion; their numbers had increased, their weapons improved, and now was the time to attack.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Julius allowed his ship to continue on its present vector. Without expending any energy, his velocity remained relatively constant; deceleration in free space didn’t occur naturally. In fact, he could likely coast through the entire solar system without losing more than a few percent of his total velocity. During that time, he was able to use all his external sensors and monitor all the electronic emissions and communications. Julius made sure to note each of the system’s spacecraft, their position, maneuvering, and the radio traffic between them. Julius quickly learned a great deal. It was a system with two populated planets.

Translating an alien’s language was never an easy task. Julius focused all his resources on recording the transmissions, finding patterns, and looking to match actions. As with most languages, there are nouns, pronouns, verbs, adverbs, adjectives, and operators. The Borram language was very direct, and it had very little colorful imagery; each word seemed to cause a reaction. That made Julius’s job easier. Every time a transmission occurred between two ships, a resulting action occurred. It took only a few hours for Julius to develop a fundamental understanding of the keywords within their language. He knew that it would benefit him, and that understanding would be a tool that he could use to overwhelm or overpower them.

These aliens called themselves the Borram; they appeared to be arrogant and aggressive. Arrogance and aggression always provided opportunities. Julius knew that creatures with those traits often made mistakes or were blind to their weaknesses. Julius hoped that he could find a way to benefit from their aggression and take advantage of their weaknesses. He needed resources; he needed materials and weapons, all of which he hoped to find on these planets. Until he could finally make a full determination of these creatures’ capabilities, he would wait, listen, and observe.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Captain Pardold sat in his command chair, and he was irritated. Throughout the cruise, he had run the same drill over and over, and his crew still hadn’t accomplished the tasks in a satisfactory time. When he sounded the battle alarm, his crew was expected to be at their battle stations at the same time, but he took a while to get from his quarters to the command chair. Captain Pardold thought that was reasonable, after all, by the time he got to the command chair, there should be enough time for them to move through the ship to their positions. When he sat down, he wanted to be ready to enter battle, to defend the ship and the people of Borram. Yes, he was expecting them to be faster than the actual requirement, but his crew had to be the fastest and best if they were going to be on his ship.

Pardold was toying with the idea of walking back to his cabin and sounding the alarm, just to see if they improved their time from the last exercise. He smiled a little, considering his options and in a small way, hoping they would fail again. After all, punishing them was a key element of keeping the crew tight and responsive.

“Sir, we just received a pulse,” his senior control officer announced.

“What type of pulse?” he asked.

“Sir, it appears that a ship is exiting a jump point ahead of us.”

“How far?”

“40,000 asters.”

Not too far, he thought, we could be there in a short time and check it out.

“Sir the ship is exiting the jump point, now.”

“Tell me about it?” the Captain directed.

“It is a very large ship, 2.7 times more massive than ours,” the sensor officer answered.

“Is it a Lennari ship?”

“No, sir, the configuration is very different.”

Captain Pardold thought for a moment.  Should I check it out and show these intruders the power of a Borram warship?

“Proceed towards the intruder at full speed and inform command.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Sir, our sector lead also received the pulse, and they have said that our space sector commander will be following us,” added the communications officer.

If I get there first, Pardold thought.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Julius waited and watched. Eventually, he knew he would find an opportunity to take advantage of the Borram, and finally, it arrived. He had been coasting through the outer orbits of the solar system when one of the Borram spaceships noticed him. The natural tendency for any ship in that situation would be to investigate. And that is what the Borram ship did. It transmitted a signal to the other ships in the area, and when Julius deciphered the message, he learned that it had decided to check out his ship. One of the other ships in the area, obviously a command ship, transmitted a set of directions likely giving approval for the ship to approach the intruder to determine its intentions. During the transmission, Julius heard references to another alien race called the Lennari. The ships were concerned that the intruder might be a ship from a solar system that concerned them. Perhaps this was another opportunity allowing Julius to take advantage of the situation. Before the Borram ship got too close, Julius activated all the cow-robot units onboard. He knew that having them active put him in a better position than if they were on standby.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

 “Captain Pardold, we are approaching the alien ship,” Captain Pardold’s navigator announced.

“Radio operator announces to the intruder that they are within Borram space and they must identify themselves. Tell them, if they don’t identify themselves, we will board the ship and take them prisoner.”

“Yes, Captain. The transmissions have been made.”

“Continue to probe the ship and tell me what you find.”

“Yes, Captain.”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The Borram ship slowed as it approached Julius’s ship. It made a couple of transmissions, hoping for some type of response. Julius knew not to respond but to remain quiet and seemingly docile. Julius also knew that his ship had no organic creatures on it, so it was unlikely that any sensors would indicate that the ship was manned or occupied by any intelligent creature. Julius was confident that the organic material within the Vakeel Ship’s computer was well shielded. Julius suspected that presenting his ship as unmanned might be an advantage as the Borram ship approached. He could feel sensors probing his ship, trying to detect its power source, its origin, and whether it was a threat. Julius’s ship was considerably larger than the approaching Borram ship; the two ships were barely comparable. Julius hoped the difference in sizes would cause them to be cautious. If they were overly cautious, he might be able to take advantage of the situation and do something unpredictable. As they approached, it wasn’t clear to Julius what he would do, but he knew an advantage or opportunity would present itself.

The Borram ship continued to slow as it got closer to Julius’s Vakeel ship. It continued transmitting, hoping to get a response from the intruder, but it got none. Julius was aware that the approaching Borram ship might just open fire, but that wasn’t a prudent use of resources. It never makes sense to attack a larger spacecraft; they might have much more firepower. It was always a smarter proposition to approach slowly and determine if the ship was a threat.

The Borram ship finally stopped approximately 5 km from Julius’s ship. It sat there for a while using all its sensors, trying to measure anything possible about Julius’s ship. Julius felt the probing - he didn’t know what the sensors were accomplishing, but he sensed the intrusions. Julius still hadn’t found an opportunity to take advantage of the situation. He was forced to adjust his algorithm priorities because another ship from the Borram fleet was approaching. It was still 3.5 hours away, but Julius was concerned because dealing with two ships would be more complicated than one. Dealing with one ship was one thing, but dealing with two ships became too risky. Julius decided that action needed to occur rapidly before he lost the advantage.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

 “Captain Pardold, we are within boarding range. The alien intruder has not responded to our radio transmissions. What are your orders?”

Why have they not responded, Captain Pardold thought to himself.

“The sensors are still showing no lifeforms?” Captain Pardold asked.

“No, sir. We can’t detect any living creatures on board.”

Pardold’s excitement increased. Maybe it’s a derelict ship from another alien race, and if I capture it, I’ll be a hero. We might be able to learn a great deal from the ship, he thought.

“Prepare to board that craft,” he announced to his crew.

“Yes, sir.”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The Borram ship moved a little closer to Julius’s ship to get better readings from its sensors. Julius recognized that any action could develop into an opportunity, so he watched the ship closely. Julius noticed that it was opening a couple of its large cargo doors. Julius calculated that they were following through on their threat to board his craft. Julius continued to monitor the alien ship as two large transports eventually emerged from the cargo doors. Julius deduced that they were full of organic creatures, but he didn’t want to alarm them by using his sensors. While the creatures were in transit, Julius realized that he had the advantage. Without any warning, he opened his own cargo doors rapidly, and thousands of cow-robots began to emerge.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Immediately, Captain Pardold knew that he had made a mistake. He was sitting with his shuttle bay doors open, and two shuttles full of his soldiers en route. The huge doors on the massive ship opened quickly, and swarms of small robots were emerging.

“That is a robot ship; tell our shuttles to return immediately.”

“Yes, sir.”

The Borram shuttles took too long to reverse their forward velocity and change course back to their mothership. They weren’t made to reverse direction immediately. As they turned and began accelerating back to their docking bays, the smaller robotic creatures overtook them, and Captain Pardold saw his next mistake. His shuttle bay doors were still open, and the swarm of robots would reach them before his shuttles.

“Close the shuttle doors,” he screamed.

“But sir, our shuttles won’t be back yet?”

“I don’t care, close them.”

“Fire on those robots,” he yelled, adding to the activity in his control room, while his large and broad form raced around the command deck.

“Sir, they are too close and numerous. Our weapons are not able to fire on so many at once.”

“Prepare to be boarded,” Captain Pardold said with pain and apprehension in his voice just before he slammed his huge hand down on the nearest control panel.

“Sir, the robots are entering our ship and overpowering our troops. What do we do?”

Captain Pardold didn’t have a good answer except, “Fight.”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

As soon as the alien shuttlecraft saw what was happening and returned to their ship, Julius realized he had the advantage. While the aliens were in transit, Julius’s cow-robots swarmed around the two shuttles and onto the mother ship. Julius also assumed that the mother craft didn’t have the firepower or technology to fire upon thousands of maneuvering robots without putting its shuttles at risk. It was soon apparent that his appraisal was correct. The two shuttlecrafts were frantically maneuvering to return to the mothership, while the thousands of cow-robots were swarming around the mothership and through the open doors. Once they began their attack on the ship, the alien craft was doomed. Julius had control over each of his cow-robots, and they did what they were told. Through their sensors, he was able to see what was happening in the interior of the alien craft. He used their strength and maneuverability to overpower the creatures and take command. Within a short nine minutes, his thousands of robots were able to subdue most of the crew, and the ship was his. Disposing of the creatures was just a matter of course for Julius. They provided no immediate benefit to him; they were only a nuisance.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

“Sir, the robotic creatures are moving towards the command area,” Pardold’s lead technician said as he was passing out the weapons to the deck crew.

“I know that,” Pardold snapped back as he paced behind his command chair.

Captain Pardold had a couple of things to worry about. First was his life; the second was how his superiors would react to him losing a ship.

“The ship is lost. We must move to the escape ships,” Pardold announced to his deck crew. “Give the warning to abandon ship,” he yelled as he turned and headed to his escape ship.

Leadership in the Borram Empire was a right, but individual positions were fought for and held on to. The job of his crew was to protect the ship and its captain. The crew needed to defend the ship, and when they received the order to abandon ship, it was up to them to find an escape craft. His deck crew was under different orders. Once the abandon ship command was given, it was their job to save the Captain. As they moved to the escape ship, they were expected to stay between the invaders and the captain. They performed their duty, and the last of them were falling just as they fought the mechanical invaders, so their Captain would be saved.

Captain Pardold and the remainder of his deck crew reached his personal escape vehicle. He stopped and looked down the passageway and saw the rearmost of his defenders fall under the attack of the mechanical machines.

“Sir, you must go,” Pardold’s lead officer said.

Captain Pardold turned and entered his craft without saying anything to those who were defending him. Within seconds, his craft was launched, and the remainder of his deck crew did their best to get to their escape ship. Pardold’s thoughts weren’t on them, but on how he would explain the loss of his ship to his superiors.

Now that Julius had control of the alien ship, he recalled most of the cow-robot units. He had to figure out a way to control it and maneuver it before the other alien craft arrived. Through the remaining cow-robots, he connected to everything that he had access to. I must modify some of my cow-robots to improve their ability to connect to other computers, he thought to himself as a future action.

It was a risky time for Julius; he had to learn the alien technology and the interface quickly enough so that he could escape with the ship and its weapons before its defense arrived. Julius was lucky; the ship was heavily automated and had many computer systems, some of which were relatively unsophisticated. He quickly was able to interface with them and take control of many of the ship’s systems and functions. Once he had control of the smaller peripheral computers, he could isolate the main ship’s computer. The main ship’s computer wasn’t an intelligent computer. It wasn’t aware that it was being attacked, and it didn’t have any defenses. Obviously, the builders of the ship and the computer felt the defense was in the ship, and therefore not needed in the computer. They never expected an attack on the central computer from within, which gave Julius an advantage. Not knowing the operating language of the computer, Julius used the same technique that he had used earlier to take over the Vakeel computers. Piece by piece, as the computer called different parts of its software, Julius was able to isolate them one by one until the entire operation was in a portion of the computer that Julius had control over. Once that was completed, Julius could take control of the ship.

The second alien spacecraft was only 92 minutes away. Julius had to move quickly. “Vakeel computer determines the nearest jump point and maneuvers to it at maximum velocity,” Julius said.

“Acknowledged.”

As the Vakeel ship began to accelerate towards the nearest jump point, Julius gave instructions to the captured alien craft to follow. The captured alien craft accelerated and followed Julius’s huge Vakeel ship. He had no other options.  Either he was successful in dragging the ship along with him into the jump, or he failed. It was a binary result, positive or negative, success or failure. He had to continue towards the jump point or risk being attacked by the support ship that was approaching.

Frantic was not a word that related to Julius’s computer processor, but increased activity was. He relied on the Vakeel ship to follow his instructions and maneuver to the jump point. Julius focused all his computing power on the adjacent ship, trying to improve his connection so that the ship would do as he directed. Thousands of signals sent to the ship didn’t result in the actions he wanted; they were rejected by the ship’s computer. Julius had no choice but to continue transmitting them, attempting to get the desired response. As Julius continued his attempts at controlling the ship, he resorted to an analysis of the other Borram communications. He was hoping to find some language pattern that might be the key to building an interface. Suddenly, the answer appeared to him. Each of the communications began with an address to the creature or system they were communicating with. They were addressed by name, or the computer by using its codes. He inserted the proper terms in his communications with the captured ship’s computer. Suddenly, the ship responded and began to follow Julius’s commands.

Julius’s ship continued accelerating towards the jump point when a resolution occurred in one of the hundreds of algorithms that he had running. Being able to enter the jump point and make a faster-than-light jump was dependent on his ship’s technology. The alien ship that was accelerating behind him might not have the same technology. It might not be able to complete the jump.

Anger was another one of those words that didn’t apply to Julius’s thoughts. He understood that his strengths were action and focus, but he also acknowledged that his weakness was planning and considering options. At that point in the conflict, Julius had few options: he could stop and battle with the pursuing rescue ship or continue to the jump point and leave the solar system. He did have one other option. If he decelerated a little and allowed his captured alien ship to be close, then maybe it would transit the jump point along with his ship. It was worth a try; if it failed, he would lose the ship, but if it succeeded, he would gain a significant piece of information.

“10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1, Commander, the jump point has been reached,” the Vakeel ship computer announced.

If his ship was unable to carry the alien ship with it through the jump point, then Julius would be severely limited in his ability to capture resources. That would pose many problems for his ultimate confrontation with SIMPOC and the humans. For Julius to survive and to deal with the greatest threats to his existence, he had to find ways to capture and use resources. His analytical mind considered that other alternatives might be available, but his plan would be enhanced if the alien ship was close enough, and his ship would draw it into the jump point along with his ship. The additional energy requirements could be a problem.

I must use as much energy from the other ship as possible, Julius thought.

Julius didn’t notice anything unusual as they crossed the jump threshold, and there was the possibility that his assumptions might have been validated. “Computer, did the other ship make the jump with us?” Julius asked.

“Commander, there is more mass making the jump than accounted for by our ship.”

“Does that cause any problems?”

“We are expending 32.78% more energy than planned.”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Fator sat in his enclosure with his lead Falloot. The day was progressing quietly; the Falloot herd was meandering around a set of small hills, an acceptable distance from his cave entrance. The weather had deteriorated somewhat, and the snow was falling heavily; perhaps the rumors that Ixtar attacks warned of heavy snows were true. Despite the deteriorating conditions, the instrument that Fator had on his wrist showed him where his Falloot were. Weather forecasts on Vallors were beyond difficult; they were almost impossible. The volcanoes that were scattered around the planet seemed to take turns erupting. As each erupted, it poured huge amounts of moisture into the air. The moisture dumped into the air would freeze almost instantly, and depending on the direction of the wind, the snow would block what little heat and light there was from the sun, resulting in huge amounts of snow falling on the surface.

Each of the Falloot wore a tracking beacon represented on his wrist indicator by a small green dot. Maneuvering the Falloot wasn’t a challenging job because they moved so slowly, but it was an essential job. Because his Falloot was no faster than the others, if one of his herd strayed too far away, it would take him a long time to catch up to it and redirect it back to the herd. In some instances, he was forced to let a wandering Falloot go off on its own to deal with whatever the surface of the planet would give it. If he was fast enough, he could maneuver his Falloot back to the herd, and yet he could remain close enough to the others in the herd so that they wouldn’t stray away.

The Falloot were herd animals, and they weren’t too bright. If they had a choice, they would tend to stay together, but they followed their noses and their stomachs. If a Falloot on the periphery of the herd smelled a large growth of Ignas, he would follow the growth, eating and burrowing with his nose to stay with the nourishing food. If that path took them away from the herd, then they weren’t concerned about the risk; they were more aware of the need for nourishment. Their strong sense of smell and their need to follow the Ignas were stronger than their herding instinct, and that is what led some of them to become vulnerable to attacks by the Ixtar.

So far on this shift, Fator was able to keep his herd together and in the general area around the cave entrance that he wanted. The weather was continuing to deteriorate, and he was becoming concerned about the dropping temperature. If it dropped too fast and he was too far from the cave entrance, he would find himself in a difficult position. With the drop in temperature, the Falloot’s instinct was to lower themselves onto the surface and shroud themselves under the thick coat of fur. The fur protection covered them and hung down to the snow beneath their feet. When that happened, the herd was immobile until the weather cleared enough for them to regroup and begin foraging. When a herd became immobile, the herder was forced to stay with them. Fator was trapped in the small enclosure on the back of the lead Falloot. His enclosure provided considerable protection from the wind but not from the dropping temperature. His multi-layered clothing was covered by a Falloot skin, which provided protection in most situations. He knew that he was at risk if the temperature dropped too far. He had another communication device attached to his right hip underneath his clothing, but it was difficult to get to. It was an emergency locator device, which, when actuated, would tell the people in the caves that he was trapped on the surface and they must come and find him. His hand-held communication unit wasn’t reliable enough to trust for rescue. The locator beacon was stronger, simpler, and more reliable.

For him to activate the beacon, he’d have to get his hand underneath his clothing, which had its own risks, and then he would have to wait for the rescue people to find him. The timing didn’t always work well for a Falloot herder. In the amount of time that it took the rescuers to find him, the temperature continued to drop, and at some point, his life was in jeopardy. It always took a finite amount of time for people from the caves to put together a rescue party, exit the caves, and make their way to the location of the trapped herder. All Fator could hope for was that this wasn’t one of those times.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Once again, Julius’s exit through the jump point was non-eventful. The overriding thought in his processor was how to bring additional resources through the jump points when he entered them. Without that ability, any attack plan against SIMPOC and the humans would be very risky. His Vakeel ship could generate only a limited amount of energy, and it was unclear if the other alien ships could generate enough to make up the difference. This jump with the Borram ship following appeared successful, but he needed to understand the limitations. After he had exited the jump point, once again, he allowed his two craft to decelerate naturally while he created algorithms to evaluate his options.

“Computer, where is the nearest jump point?” Julius asked.

“Commander, the next jump point is one hour and twelve minutes away,” the ship’s computer responded.

“Computer, proceed to the jump point,” Julius said. “Are there any resources or advanced technologies in this solar system?”

“No, it is an average red star with no advanced technologies. The rare elements that we need are within the nascent gas giants and would take a considerable amount of time to harvest.

“Continue to the jump point.”

“Acknowledged.”

I’ve got to investigate the options so that I can bring assets along with me, Julius thought.

Julius considered all his options, and a plan emerged. His capital Vakeel ship had thousands of cow-robots onboard, and he could sacrifice some of them to investigate his jump options.

“I will place cow-robot units strategically around my ship in a spherical pattern at multiple distances,” Julius thought. “When I make the next jump, the pattern of robots that make the jump with me and the other ship will define the volume that I can drag with me. With that information, I will have key data on what I must do to bring captured hardware along with me in the future. I still won’t know the maximum mass, but I’ll be working with one less variable.”

I must take this opportunity to improve my connection with the Borram ship. I must understand its power and force it to generate as much energy as possible for the next jump, Julius thought. “Vakeel Computer, if the ship flying along with us generates a large amount of energy as we enter the jump, can its contribution be calculated?”

“Yes, the characteristics of the jump are driven by the amount of mass making the jump. From a different perspective, the mass in the jump shows how much energy was used to enter. When we have entered the jump, the combination of mass in our vicinity will allow us to calculate the energy expended for the jump. If our associate ship generates enough energy, the amount of energy generated by our ship to stay in the jump will be inversely proportional to the energy the other ship generates.”

Excellent, Julius thought. “Is the mass taken into the jump proportional to the energy needed?” Julius asked.

“No, it is nonlinear; as the mass increases, the energy needed increases dramatically. It is not a precise measurement, as the mass and the size of the jump change, the envelope will adjust. Each jump will be subtly different, and it is not 100% predictable.”

Not having a set equation for the jumps vs. mass would be a challenge. Julius would have preferred a known relationship so that he could plan the jumps better.

For the next 3.4 hours, Julius worked through remote comm links, which he installed in a couple of his cow-robots to improve his control of the Borram computer. The Borram computer was typical of computers, although very sophisticated with extremely fast computing speeds. Having full access to the computer would allow him to eventually understand the code and gain full control over the ship and its systems.

The one drawback was the technology the Borram used for faster-than-light travel. It was dramatically different from what the Vakeel ship used. It was comparable in performance, but the Vakeel ship was much larger and had more potential, so Julius decided to stay with the Vakeel technology. Regardless, the more that he could accelerate the Borram ship before passing the jump boundary, the less energy his ship would have to generate, and the jump would be more efficient.

“Commander, this ship will hit the jump point in ten seconds,” the computer said.

Julius had dispensed twenty-four cow-robots, placing them in spherical patterns around the ship. They were moving along with the ship at the same velocity and would hit the jump point at the same time. This test should give me one set of boundaries that I can use in future jumps, Julius thought.

Julius’s Vakeel ship entered the jump point as scheduled. Julius waited for a fraction of a second for indications of whether his test was a success or a failure. He immediately sensed a series of energy pulses from the rear of the ship and the front. That indicated that some of his cow-robot units didn’t make the jump. But what he didn’t sense were additional energy pulses from those cow-robot units that were abeam him. Julius hadn’t developed this ship’s sensors to the point where he could determine how many ships were around him as he transited the jump point. He accepted the fact that he had to wait until he exited to see how much of a success his test had been.

“Computer, how long is it before we exit the jump?” Julius asked.

“Commander, the jump transit time is forty-seven seconds,” the ship’s computer responded.

Excellent, Julius thought to himself.

Once again, the exit from the jump point was uneventful. The second that Julius’s ship cleared the exit point, he reached out with the sensors to see the status of the cow-units that he brought as a test. To Julius’s satisfaction, the units that were within a 10° cone of the center of his ship made it through the jump point.

Apparently, I can drag resources along with me if they are close to my ship and within a narrow position forward or aft, Julius thought.

If I return to the Borram system to steal more assets, I must have a different plan. They are aware of how I did it the last time. There must be a new way for me to capture one or more of their ships and use them to achieve my goals, Julius thought.

“Vakeel, ship computer, where is the nearest jump point?”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Captain Pardold wasn’t happy. The survival craft was small, and there were too many escape ships following him. The escape from his ship wasn’t neat or without losses. In fact, there were many losses. The invading robots rapidly overran his crew, and Captain Pardold had to make a quick decision. Fight and lose or abandon ship and fight again, another day. Never an easy choice for a proud Captain of a mighty Borram Fighting ship.

“Sir, the Pentras is approaching,” announced the ship’s computer.

In one way, that meant he was about to be rescued. But, on the other hand, it meant that Captain Pardold would spend a long time explaining to his superior, Captain Destain, what happened to his ship. That would be no fun and wouldn’t go easily. It would have been one thing to lose a valuable ship during combat, but to be on a solo mission and lose the Ilade to a swarm of robots was entirely different.

The subtle bump indicated that the escape ship had landed within the landing bay of his superior’s ship.

“Captain, a message has been received saying that Captain Destain has a squad of personnel to escort you to your debriefing,” announced the escape ship’s computer.

Captain Pardold didn’t need to say anything. The docking crew would take care of his ship, shut it down, and secure it. His mind was on the pending meeting with his superior. When he reached the large door, it popped momentarily, then swung open. Sure enough, there were four armed guards to ‘escort’ him to Captain Destain.

The four soldiers formed around him as he stepped off the craft with two in front and two in the rear. As he walked, there was only one thing on his mind: to find the craft that attacked him and destroy it. Then find who was responsible and deal with them in the same manner.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Fator was getting worried; the temperature was continuing to drop. Indeed, the earlier Ixtar attack was a warning of a recent volcanic eruption. The Ixtar might not feel the eruption; there wasn’t conclusive proof, but the anecdotal evidence was strong. Regardless, the huge amount of water dumped into the atmosphere was starting to fall.

 Some of the Falloot in his herd had lowered themselves into their protective position to wait out the storm. Fator had to make a quick decision, either he waited, hoping the weather would improve, or he had to take off his glove and somehow reach under his protective coverings and activate the emergency locator beacon. His herd had wandered too far from the closest survival shelter. It always seemed that the best grazing was furthest from the shelters. He sat for a moment considering his options: wait and possibly freeze to death, or activate the beacon and risk his hand freezing. After a few difficult moments of thought, he accepted the risk of activating the beacon. Fortunately for him, he didn’t have to remove the protection over his hands fully; there were a few slits in the gloves that allowed him to pull his fingers back and slide them through the slits, and he was able to maneuver them underneath the heavy coats that he wore. The instant that his hands were exposed to the extremely low temperatures around him, his skin began to ache. He knew that he had to move fast or else he would lose his fingers or possibly his entire hand. Like most Falloot herders, he was marginally prepared for these situations. It was difficult for them to practice this maneuver so that they could accomplish it in a reasonable amount of time. Each Falloot herder had friends who had lost one or more fingers and some who had lost a hand. To their sadness, each of them had a friend who had died from the cold. Fator moved his fingers and hand, quickly and deftly as he entered a small crease within the heavy Falloot coat that he was wearing. It only took a few moments to maneuver his finger to find the actuation button on the emergency beacon. Once it was actuated, he could feel it vibrate, indicating that the beacon had transmitted. When he felt the buzz, he also felt better knowing that a rescue team was headed in his way. But that was tempered with concern that he put his fellow Falloot herders in a risky position attempting to save them.

If the weather was too severe for the rescue team to find the herder, then there was only one option left. As a last resort, the Falloot herder could survive by following the same techniques as the Ixtar. It wasn’t a pleasant way to survive, but in a life-or-death situation, it might be the only way. Fator knew what to do if he had to exercise that option; he had only a few minutes to exit the small protective structure on the back of his herd leader and find a way underneath the Falloot to its weak point. If he was able to burrow under the snow deep enough to get under the Falute’s chin, then he could fire his weapon into the creature, killing it. Once the beast was dead, he had two options. For the short term, just being underneath the large warm-blooded animal provided considerable protection from the weather outside. But if necessary, he could slice open the Falloot, allowing it to bleed out into the snow. Then, if necessary, he could burrow into the creature using its warmth and food, and like the Ixtar, he could last 2 to 3 shifts. Needless to say, that wasn’t the Falloot herder’s favorite option.

The rescuers had limited options; surface vehicles did not survive long on the surface of Vallors. Either they bogged down in the deep snow, or some part of the mechanism froze. If the rescue was near one of the cave entrances, vehicles could be suitable. But if the lost Falloot herdsman was too far away, their only option was to use the Falloot. The major challenge when using a Falloot was to motivate them to continue moving in bad weather.  Three extremely powerful scents dominated the lives of the Falloot. It was true they were a herd animal, and their instinct was to find their herd during bad weather. They also had a stronger instinct to follow the Ignas that grew underneath the surface, but the strongest urge was to follow the scent of a female Falloot that was ready to be fertilized. By combining those three odors, the Falloot herders were able to create a smell that a Falloot would follow until its death. The challenge was dispersing the odor in the direction that the herder wanted to go. They had developed a pistol that shot pellets of the odiferous material, which would explode shortly after experiencing the extreme cold. The odor had lasted only a few moments before it dissipated when the creature reached the source of the scent. A good herder knew when and where to fire the next pellet to lead the Falloot along the desired path.

It was unfortunate, but the snow that fell on Vallors had a high concentration of metal due to the volcanic activity. During blizzards, radio transmissions were ineffective, and even a powerful transmitter could work only for a short distance. If the rescuers wanted to transmit to Fator, he would receive, but there wasn’t any practical way for him to transmit with enough power for the base station to receive. His only option was to sit and wait.




Chapter Three

King Illadem tried hard to focus on the voice in his head. But every time he tried to understand, the exhaustion overtook him, and he began to slip back into his deep sleep. To his dismay, the voice spoke again, “Your Highness, there is a problem.”

With a huge effort, King Pasone Illadem was able to open his eyes and focus them on the display next to his bed. The screen showed a picture of Space Marshal Tenari.

“Sir, I’m sorry to disturb you, but something has happened,” the voice in his head said.

Illadem was coming out of his sleep stupor and spoke to the device, “Yes, Wilmore, what is it?”

“Sir, I’m sorry to wake you, but two ships have entered our system.”

Attack so soon? was the king’s first thought. “That can’t be, they aren’t ready to attack again, if they do, we’re in trouble. Wilmore, is it the Borram?”

“Sir, it might be. The source of the larger ship is unknown. We don’t recognize the configuration. The second ship is definitely Borram, but its energy profile is very different from that of an attacking Borram ship. It appears that it isn’t at full attack status.”

“Tenari, what are you doing to identify the larger ship?”

“Sir, we’ve sent a high-velocity probe to investigate. It should arrive within sensor range in a short time. Would you like to be here when we get the data?”

“Yes, I’ll be there.”

The king hurried as best he could, but it took a few extra minutes to put himself together and make his way to the command center. “What is happening?”, he asked as he entered.

“Your Highness, the larger ship that has entered our solar system is much bigger than a Borram ship. I suspect that it’s from another alien race,” the space Marshal said with some hesitation.

“What do you mean it’s from another alien race?” The king asked.

“That is our only explanation. We are familiar with the Borram Fleet, and our informants have provided us with good information on their configuration. This ship shows nothing common with a Borram design.”

There was silence as the King digested the implications of that piece of information.

“Sir, aside from the larger ship, the Borram ship is alone. If the Borram were attacking, they would be coming in with more ships than just one. The larger ship is almost three times the size of the largest Borram ship. We have no other conclusion except that it is from a different alien race,” Tenari said.

“Wilmore, when will the high-speed probe get close enough to get some data?” The king asked.

“It should be there now; we should start receiving the transmissions very soon,” he responded.

“Sir, we are receiving transmissions from the probe,” the technician said.

“Your Highness, the information from the probe will be appearing on this view screen momentarily,” Tenari said.

The first data showed metrics regarding the two vehicles. The transmitted video would arrive after a brief delay. The configuration of the larger ship was significantly different than anything they had seen in the past. The room was quiet while they looked at the data and waited for the video to appear.

The video image started to form on the 3D display, and it took a few seconds as the probe collected additional data to fill in the image.

“That looks different than anything I’ve ever seen before,” Space Marshal Tenari said. “I don’t know where it is from,” he added.

“Wilmore, can the probe tell us more about that ship than just its mass and dimensions?” The king asked.

“Sir, it is sending back a great deal of data, but it won’t answer that question quickly. We must analyze all the energy patterns before we can begin to understand how that ship operates. It will take us a while to make that determination,” Tenari said.

King Illadem could do nothing else but sit and watch. He didn’t know if this was the end of a past conflict or the beginning of a new one. The arrival of a new alien in his solar system could be the end of his world, his people, and their thousands of years of existence. Having one war with the neighboring solar system was one issue; dealing with the unpredictable encounter with another alien race added a different level of complexity.

For some bizarre reason, King Illadem’s tired mind began to wander through his people’s history. For thousands of years, his people had survived, they had overcome wars, famines, and violent weather extremes. Centuries before, the fifteen independent nations on the planet Tebar began to grow together and merge into one large civilization. They overcame differences in their languages and cultures. Now their technology had taken them off their planet to the other planets in their solar system and eventually to the stars. That expansion continued to encourage them to build a society. They needed that bonding so that they could support the expansion of their species.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

“Commander, there is a high-speed object approaching our location,” the Vakeel ship’s computer announced.

Julius considered the new information for a moment. This is interesting, he thought to himself.”

“Is it an offensive weapon?”

“No, Commander, it appears to be a probe. It is actively investigating our configuration and transmitting it back to the planet from which it was launched.”

“Which planet launched the probe?”

“The probe was launched from the second planet in this solar system.”

This is a very interesting development. An intelligent probe is investigating my ship. Perhaps there is an opportunity here; I might be able to intercept the computer transmissions and find a way into their computers? Julius thought.

“Computer, open the frequency that the probe is transmitting on.”

“The frequency is open.”

Monitoring transmissions from the probe that was investigating Julius’s ship was an easy job for Julius. It was encrypted, but the Vakeel computer's immense computing power was able to decipher the encoding algorithm quickly. It had taken only a few moments before patterns emerged, and Julius began to understand the message traffic. Based on Julius’s experience, it seemed that most computers followed typical computer protocols. Computers, being mechanical devices, follow patterns. Messages started with the address of the receiving computer, followed by the address of the sending computer, and lastly the message. The moment that Julius determined those three things, he had enough information to disrupt the computer's operations. But that wasn’t his goal; he had the information now to act like the transmitting computer, but he wanted more than that.

It took only another five minutes of monitoring the transmissions for Julius to decide on bold action. He would attach a small virus to the end of the computer’s transmissions, which would allow him access to the receiving computer. It was a risky step to take, but there was little to lose.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Space Marshal Tenari and King Illadem were enjoying a few minutes of quiet in the corner of the control room. The hot beverages they were enjoying warmed them and provided a sense of familiarity, allowing them to relax.

“Space Marshal!” was shouted from the other side of the control room.

The King and Space Marshal immediately stood up and walked across the control room to the technician's work location, where he had shouted his name.

“What is it?” the Space Marshal asked.

“We are receiving information back from our probe; there appears to be additional code attached to it. It might be malicious,” the technician said with worry in his voice.

The King looked at the space Marshal and asked, “Malicious code? What do you think is happening?”

“I don’t know, at this moment,” responded the Space Marshal to his king.

“Isolate the software data that is returning and don’t let it access the main computer,” he directed his technician.

The technician worked with the 3D, holographic displays in front of him, showing the main processor, data storage systems, and which algorithms and software applications were running. He moved his fingers back and forth, adjusting assignments and locations for the various pieces of code; it took only a moment for the incoming data from the probe to be set up in its independent processor, which had no access to the other parts of the main computer.

The space Marshal looked towards the king and said, “I have the software isolated. Let’s wait a while and see what happens. I suspect that whoever is on that ship is trying to penetrate our systems. It will be interesting to see what it does.”

“Space Marshal, was it able to break our encryption?” the king asked.

“Yes, sir. It must have massive computer power to break our methods so fast.”

“Should we change our encryption?” the king asked.

“Sir, I suggest not. If we do, the intruder will know that he’s been detected. This way, we can feed him the information that we want to.”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Excellent, the virus that I attached to one of the messages has been accepted, and it is running on their processor. I will monitor the processor’s activities until I can figure out how the code is managed, Julius thought.

“Computer, does this ship have any weapons?”

“Commander, you do not have the security codes to receive that information,” the computer responded.

“What happens if this ship is attacked?” Julius asked.

The Vakeel ship’s computer didn’t answer.

Anger wasn’t one of Julius’s traits, but his processor didn’t like ‘not’ being answered and resolved to do something about it at the first opportunity.

I am vulnerable if attacked: I can’t let that happen, Julius thought.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The Borram Supreme Leader didn’t like what happened. An alien vessel had invaded the solar system of the Borram people and escaped.

“Fleet Commander Morot, explain to me what just happened.”

“Sir, our ship was trying to intercept the alien vessel and …,” the Fleet Commander hesitated.

“I saw what happened?” the Supreme Leader screamed. “I want you to explain why it happened.”

“Sir the alien ship attacked our vessel with a swarm of robots. When our crew left our ship to board the alien craft, it sent a swarm of soldier robots to attack. They were able to overwhelm our ship’s defenses before our crew was able to return to the craft and secure the doors. Once the robots were inside, they overwhelmed the crew and took control. The alien ship changed course, and eventually our ship, which was under the alien’s control, followed. When the alien ship reached the portal, our ship passed through successfully. Sir, that is all that we know. We are evaluating the data.”

“It stole one of our ships?” The Supreme Leader bellowed to his Fleet Commander.

The Fleet Commander suspected that in his career there were times to respond and times to remain quiet. That was one of the latter.

After Leader Loran had stormed around the room for a few moments, he turned to the Fleet Commander and asked, “You’re positive that it wasn’t a Lennari craft?”

“Yes, sir... we are positive.”

“Fleet Commander, you better be. For your sake,” Loran said just before he turned his back to the Fleet Commander and headed for the door. Before he left the room, he turned back to the Fleet Commander and said, “I want to know where that craft came from and who was piloting it. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” was all the Fleet Commander could utter before the door slammed shut.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Now that I have software running within their system, I need to leave and let it map the processes, Julius thought.

“Computer, find the nearest jump point that I haven’t used and proceed there.”

“Yes, Commander.”

I shouldn’t return to the Borram system too soon, and I need to give my software in this system time to process in the background.  I need to find another system where I can gain resources before I return here, Julius said to himself.

“Commander, there is a jump point 7.2 hours from our location.”

“Proceed to that point and exit this system.”

“Acknowledged.”

“Computer, while we accelerate to the jump point, use all of your sensors to measure this system and record their transmissions. I want to know as much about it as possible.”

“Yes, Commander.”

The next jump entry, transit, and exit were normal. Julius used the time to analyze the data he received from the Borram system.

“Commander, we have exited the transit and have entered this system.”

“Collect as much data as you can on this system,” Julius directed.

“This system has three inhabited planets, and it appears that it has been in conflict lately. There are numerous derelict spacecraft within the system. There are four orbiting military defense stations, two in orbit around one of the planets and one each orbiting the other two.”

“What is their status?”

“All four of the military stations have some damage. The two orbiting the third planet have the least damage. The one over the second planet is moderately damaged, and the one over the outer planet is damaged most heavily and appears inoperable, and its resources are moving towards one of the operating stations orbiting the second planet.”

“What is the nature of their attack vehicles?”

“It appears they rely heavily on automated systems for their offense and defense. Each of the battle stations deploys squadrons of drone attack ships, and each of those has a dozen smaller attack drones. The battle stations are staffed with indigenous creatures, but their mobile weaponry appears to be automated.”

“Continue to record as much information as you can about their military abilities, devices, programming; copy all of the computer transmissions that you can intercept.”

“As you direct, Commander.”

Julius quickly brought up his subroutine to analyze the alien language to understand them better. It could run in the background and be available when needed.

“When will we enter the next jump point?”

“In 7 minutes and 23 seconds.”

“Where will this jump take us?”

“Unknown; once we are there, I’ll be able to determine our location with respect to this point and the other points that we have traveled, but I don’t have enough information at this time to predict the location of our exit point. I have only those jump points in my data that the Vakeel traveled to. Each system has a unique mass distribution, which alters the jump point characteristics.”

Frustration for a computer was one of those terms that didn’t translate well. Julius didn’t see that using additional processor time would yield a satisfactory answer, so he forced his processor to consider other pieces of information and not to spend too much time on one option. To an outside observer, it might appear to be frustration, as the computer changes the order and priorities in its processing. It seemed to let the unknowns take over, allowing the flow of subroutines into and out of the main processor to be chaotic.

Julius adjusted the thrust vector on the Borram ship a little and noted that it was matching the acceleration profile of the Vakeel ship. If that continued, then it would pass the jump point horizon with enough energy to carry its mass through the jump.

It will be interesting to see the data my implanted software will provide me when I return to the Borram system. I’m sure there will be an opportunity to use the date, Julius thought, just before his ship made the jump.




Chapter Four

“We are approaching the exit point,” the Vakeel computer reported. At that moment, Julius found order in the flow of information within his processor, and he was able to focus on the jump exit.

The instant that the Vakeel ship exited the jump point, Julius read the sensors of this ship and realized he might be in trouble.

The sensors showed four ships in combat along his trajectory and only a few light seconds away. Quickly, he had to assess the situation and decide how to defend himself.

As the sensor data came in, Julius was confused, surprised, and then interested. Two of the ships were from another alien world, and the configuration was unknown. But two of the ships were very familiar to him, one was a Vakeel Capital Ship like his own, and the other was a smaller Vakeel supply ship. It had been altered, and Julius sensed that weaponry had been added to both ships.

Julius had to decide whether to flee or find a way to take advantage. Julius opted for the second option. Action always resulted in a changing situation, which would often lead to opportunities.

The closest alien ship was decelerating in front of Julius and appeared to have just fired on the other alien ship. Weapons fired before Julius’s arrival were causing one alien ship to disintegrate. His sensors showed the Capital Vakeel Ship was powered down, which didn’t make sense in a combat situation. Perhaps the attacking alien ship had fired on both ships. Julius had to decide quickly if attacking the powered-down Capital Vakeel ship was worth the risk. If it powered up during the attack, they might be evenly matched, and that wasn’t a conflict that Julius wanted. If he were to accomplish anything, it had to be completed before that ship powered up. Julius elected not to engage the other Vakeel Capital ship. The smaller Vakeel supply ship was the best opportunity regardless of the additional armaments.

Julius quickly decided on a two-prong attack. He directed the Borram ship to engage the Vakeel Supply ship. That way, he could see the effectiveness of the ship’s armaments. While the ships were engaged, Julius could use the same tactic he used against the Borram and deploy cow-robots to attack the Vakeel Supply Ship.

“Computer, decelerate at full power.”

“Decelerating.”

Simultaneously, Julius gave direction to the Borram ship to attack the smaller Vakeel vessel. He didn’t know the full effect of the Borram weapons, but they seemed to have moderate power. The ship had only two sets of lasers, one for long distance and one for short range. Julius told the ship to use both sets as it moved on the Vakeel supply vessel.

When the Vakeel ship realized that it was under attack, it responded with a laser and railgun, firing projectiles at the Borram ship. Due to the high velocity of the Borram ship, the railgun projectiles hit the ship a couple of times, and the impacts were taking their toll.

The laser cannons on the Borram ship were beginning to take a toll on the Vakeel ship as well. As the distance closed, the targeting for the lasers on both ships was increasing their accuracy, and holes were appearing in both fuselages.

“Computer, where is the nearest jump point?” Julius asked.

“Captain, there is one 8 minutes from our location.”

While the Borram ship was attacking the Vakeel ship, Julius sensed the solar system configuration and realized that he knew where he was. It was the system where he was initialized, and he had escaped from. It was the system where SIMPOC and the humans were. His enemies were there. His processor re-aligned to new priorities, and he decided that he must harm them in some way before he left the system. Any harm is better than no harm.

Julius focused his ship’s sensors on the supply ship and found that it had one human onboard. That realization forced him to realign his priorities rapidly. Humans had learned how to use the Vakeel assets that were left in the system, and somehow, the conflict with the Vakeel had been resolved. Those two conclusions meant that SIMPOC and the humans had dealt successfully with the Vakeel after he had left. It also meant that the one human in the modified supply ship might be a valuable target. Then his processor focused on the possibility that SIMPOC might be on one of the ships and that he must account for that possibility in his attack plan.

If SIMPOC was on one of the ships, then he needed to be careful. He had been surprised by the last encounter, and he didn’t want to take any chances until he was in a very strong position before he faced his enemy. After Julius’s defeat on board the Vakeel Space Station, he knew that he had to face his primary opponent, but at a time of Julius’s choosing. After he had dealt with SIMPOC, removing the remaining humans would be easy.

Quickly, he checked on the status of the larger, but inert, Capital Ship. It was still powered down, but he did sense a small amount of energy as if it were trying to reboot and bring its power supply back online. Julius decided that he needed to be out of the system before the huge ship was fully operational.

“Deploy 1,000 cow-robots,” Julius directed his ship.

The large loading doors on the Vakeel Vessel opened, and the cow-robots emerged and converged on the two fighting vessels. The smaller Vakeel ship was holding its own with the attacking Borram vessel, but both had suffered from multiple hits, and their offensive weapons were being damaged. The swarm of cow-robots began to hit the surface of the supply vessel and either tore open portions of the skin or enlarged openings that had already been made by the Borram weaponry.

It had taken only a matter of moments before Julius’s minions entered the vessel and headed for the control room. Julius was using all available sensors to control the attackers. He knew the sensors were sensitive to living matter and would sense it if there was enough volume to indicate a living creature. But the sensors wouldn’t sense a robotic presence like SIMPOC. He also knew that one or two of his cow-robots would be no match for SIMPOC if they encountered him. Should the situation work in his favor, then he could kill or capture a significant human, and if things didn’t work out, all he would lose would be a handful of cow-robots.

Julius was familiar with the layout of the supply ships, and he easily directed the cow-robots through the loading bays to the control room. The inside of the ship was different, but his information about the main corridors was still accurate. As Julius’s eyes moved through the ship, he made a note of the additional structure and systems that had been installed to support the laser cannons and railguns.

Julius’s first robot reached the pressure door leading to the control room, and it took only a few moments of tearing to remove the door and enter the room where the single human was hiding. Its feeble defense was of no consequence, and the cow-robots were able to subdue the human and to transport it back to Julius’s ship. Julius did notice that the creature was wearing a spacesuit, which would allow it to survive during the transport. That was satisfactory to Julius; perhaps he could take his time obtaining information from the captive later.

The human was not a female, and SIMPOC was not present. So, the captured human might be a lower-ranking officer. If so, its value might be limited.

“Computer, as soon as the robots are onboard, accelerate to the nearest jump point and exit this system.” The Borram ship had sustained considerable damage and wasn’t able to accelerate enough. It would slow Julius down, and it would take too long to repair the damage. Julius made the easy decision to leave the stolen ship in a fraction of a second and save himself. The ship had accomplished some positive goals for Julius.

“Yes, Commander.”

SIMPOC wasn’t on board that craft. If he had been, I would have seen him. My sensors are very sensitive to life-form readings but not to computers, that is a limitation I must work to solve, Julius thought as he monitored the returning robots.

I lost 214 out of 1,000. I’ll build new ones, he thought. Julius was ready to leave the area, and he almost didn’t wait for the last of the cow-robots to load.

“Computer accelerate at full rate to the nearest jump point and leave this system.”

“Yes, Commander. The Borram ship that you abandoned has exploded,” announced the Vakeel ship’s computer.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Tom Herl awoke and looked around. He was tethered to a stack of crates where the cow-robot had placed him. He wasn’t sure what to do, except wait and see if an opportunity appeared. Confusion and frustration were overwhelming him, but his training kept his emotions in check. The space suit that Tom was wearing had enough oxygen for a little over eleven more hours, and his external sensor said that the pressure in the room was increasing and he would likely be able to breathe the air in a short time. So, oxygen wasn’t his immediate concern.

Tom hung there a few more moments, then thought, “This isn’t going to work, I’ve got to figure out where I am and come up with a plan.”

Tom reached around with his right hand and unhooked the tether. He was in a storage room where raw materials were stored. There were various containers fastened to the floor around him, and they were stacked to the ceiling. Each of the containers was attached with straps that ran along them to the ceiling, walls, and floor. There was a path, so Tom pushed off and grabbed crates on either side of the passage as he moved down the small path to a door. Unfortunately, the door was locked, and there was no apparent way to open it.

Not much else to do, but explore, Tom thought to himself. The room was only partially lit, so Tom had to turn on his suit lights. He turned left and followed the wall, and when he turned down the next small path, he stopped and was shocked by what he saw in front of him. Alpha was hanging in space, motionless.

Tom rushed up to his friend and grabbed a crate beside him. He didn’t want to risk a radio transmission, so he gently shook the robot’s arm. Nothing happened, then he shook it again. Alpha’s eyes moved, and they looked at Tom. Alpha did nothing but slowly move his arm and hand up to his mouth, putting one finger over his oral opening to indicate silence.

Alpha also grabbed a strap near him, and Tom knew. Alpha then put his finger to the side of Tom’s helmet, indicating that Alpha was going to transmit to him.

“Tom, I am transmitting with very little wattage. Can you receive me adequately?”

Tom could barely hear the transmission over the static in his headset, but he heard enough to give Alpha thumbs up.

“Tom, the air is adequate; you can remove your helmet. It will be better for communication; I don’t want to use too much power for fear that I might be discovered.”

Tom took off his helmet and took a deep breath of the stale air in the storage room.

“Alpha, do you know what’s happening?”

“Yes, Tom. We have been captured and brought into this ship. I believe this ship is controlled by Julius.”

The second that Tom heard that name, he knew that he was in trouble.

“How did he get here and do this?”

“I don’t know the path he followed, but this is a Vakeel ship, and I have no other valid assumptions except that Julius controls it.”

Tom sat back for a moment and thought about the last few minutes of the battle. The instant that the third ship entered the combat zone, it was obvious that it was a Vakeel Capital Ship, but Tom’s first thought wasn’t about Julius.

“I’m glad you had me suit up in case we had an RD (Rapid Decompression) Tom pointed out. The fact that it was a Vakeel ship and we were already in a combat situation, putting you in a pressure suit seemed to be the prudent action.”

“Did you know that Julius was on this ship?”

“No,” Alpha responded.

“Do you know anything about the ship that attacked us?”

“Very little, it was a configuration that I’m unfamiliar with. We were fortunate, though, its armaments weren’t too different from ours, or else the battle might have been much shorter.”

“When the cow-robots started boarding us, I was shocked. I didn’t know they could be that aggressive and effective.”

“I believe that Julius has modified them a great deal.”

“It appeared that their sensors didn’t pick you up. When they entered the control room, they went right for me and didn’t go after you at all.”

“Yes, they must have been set to find living creatures, and so I didn’t register. My appearance is also different from SIMPOC. I powered down to a monitor mode, so I wasn’t identified. If Julius is, indeed, controlling this ship, then it can be assumed that he would have recognized SIMPOC, but fortunately, he didn’t recognize me. That is why I took the chance and came along with the group of cow-robots. I assumed that none of them would see me as a threat and report back to their command structure. I was fortunate, and my ruse worked. When we reached this ship, you were unconscious, and the cow-robots secured you. I remained after they left and moved away from you. I turned myself to a low energy level. I didn’t want to be noticed if Julius came here to inspect you. Which he might do at any time.”

“Apparently so,” Tom whispered back to his friend.

“Alpha?”

“Yes, Tom.”

“Do you know what happened to Joan’s ship?”

“Not fully. My priority was to protect you. I was under the assumption that SIMPOC was doing all that it could to protect Joan. I was totally focused on our survival.”

Tom was quiet.

“I did register that her ship had powered down and was inert. The reason for that state wasn’t clear, although her ship was hit by a powerful energy weapon. The battle was very dynamic, and as we were taken on board this vessel, her ship was still intact, and the battle was occurring around her. What happened after we were taken on board this vessel is not clear.”

That wasn’t the answer that Tom wanted, but he understood that it was the best that he could get from his friend.

“Can you use your sensors? Are they working at all?”

“Yes, but only in a passive mode. There are many locations around the ship where the computer signals are concentrated. I can use those locations to monitor what is happening on this ship and in our vicinity.”

“Are we transiting a jump?”

“Yes, I can sense the energy signature that is characteristic of a Faster Than Light environment.”

“I wonder where we’re going?” Tom asked.

“We will find out,” responded Alpha.

“Thanks. What do we know?”

“I have a plan,” announced Alpha.

“That’s good to hear. What is it?”

“SIMPOC loaded my processor with the configuration of Vakeel Capital Ships, so I know my way around. I also know that the ship will sense living creatures as part of its defense systems. That will prevent you from leaving this location, or mobile units will deal with you. In either case, the outcome wouldn’t be acceptable. I think that I can move freely through the ship and appear as just another robot. Julius may be managing the cow-robots performing tasks for him, but I doubt that Julius is in contact with each of the units.  When they encounter each other, they aren’t actively seeking other robots. I will explore the ship and try to identify some options.”

“Do you think Julius knows who I am? Do you think that he cares who I am?” Tom asked.

“That is a difficult question to answer. SIMPOC has deduced from Julius’s actions that he is following his programming. It appears that within that programming, there are prime algorithms to remove threats. SIMPOC is the prime threat, and the remaining humans are secondary. The encounter that you, Joan, and SIMPOC had with him on the Vakeel station will only reinforce that goal. Whether he has analyzed that confrontation and recognized you is unknown. If he has made the connection, his resulting actions are hard to predict. He might eliminate you, or use you as a hostage or bargaining chip, all of which are possible.”

“Lovely. Can you figure out where we are, how to get home?” Tom asked.

“Unfortunately, not. Even though that information is within the Vakeel ship’s computer, I fear accessing it would bring too much attention to me. If Julius sees a lot of computer resources being used to investigate the star maps and calculate our current position, I suspect that he would see it and discover my presence. The most that I can do is learn where the data is and how to access it. Then, if we have the opportunity, I might be able to download the necessary information in a few moments, hopefully when Julius is distracted. I feel that any other attempt will put us at great risk.”

“I agree, let’s not do anything to jeopardize you. You are my only advantage.”

Tom clung to the straps while he thought. “I can’t come up with a better plan,” he finally admitted. “Can you get out of here without being noticed?”

“Yes, that should not be a problem. There are other access points into this room that aren’t alarmed. I’ll just have to bend a few items, and I should be able to move to an adjacent space. Then from there, I should be able to move freely.”

“I guess all I can say is good luck.”

“Thank you, I presume, is the correct response?”

“Yes, it is.”

Tom had very little to do while he waited for Alpha’s return. The items stored in the hold where he was held were alien to him. The thought gave him a smile. Of course, they are aliens, he thought to himself. He is in the hold of an alien ship.

The space suit that he was wearing was designed to provide life support for 12 hours. It contained nourishment that he could access through a small feeding tube. The suit took care of his bodily functions well enough, but after too long, it felt like it was starting to stick to him, particularly in places where he didn’t like. He could sleep and explore the room, which he did. Then he would just wait for his friend to return.

He thought about Joan a lot. He missed her, he missed her laugh, he missed her personality, and he missed her support. All that he could do was hope that she had made it through the attack. He resolved himself to do anything that he could to get back to her, but he knew the limitations that he was working under. Unless the situation changed dramatically, the chances of a quick reunion were slim.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Fator was cold; he was very cold. The rescue squad from the caves was taking longer than normal. The weather was continuing to deteriorate, and the risk to everyone was increasing. The Falloot that Fator was sitting on was motionless and had buried itself in the falling snow. It was almost totally buried. The only way the rescuers would find Fator was by following the beacon that he used to initiate the emergency.

Waiting was never easy when death was only a few moments away. Fator’s only option was to follow the lead of the Ixtar. That would mean that he would use the last of his strength and body heat to leave the protected enclosure and burrow under the Falloot. The next step was messy but necessary. Finding the creature’s soft spot under its chin was easy, but the challenge was to have a large enough hole under the Falloot, so when he cut it open, the warm fluids could drain into the snow without dousing Fator. If he were wet with the fluids, his time in the cold would be even more limited. Once the fluids had drained, he had to remove enough organs and Falloot meat so he could climb inside and benefit from the warmth of the animal.

Visibility outside Fator’s enclosure was virtually zero. When the rescue team found him, they would probably trip over him before they saw him. That wouldn’t be good. The Falloot that they would be riding would be in a frenzied state. The enhanced scent of their females in heat and ripe Ignas was too much for them to resist. They would follow the artificial scent until they either died from hunger or froze to death.

The herders on the rescue team would be using the artificial scent to spur the Falloot ahead until they dropped, which also wasn’t a good thing. If one of the Falloot dropped, then another herder would need to be rescued. The challenge for the rescuers was to use the scent to find the stranded herder, then return without being trapped themselves.

Suddenly, Fator noticed that the wind around him stopped. He wasn’t sure what was happening, but he was hopeful. Either the storm was declining or…then the lights came on, and he realized that the rescue team was there. He knew of the proper procedure they would follow, but he had never been rescued before, so he didn’t know what it would look like. When the rescue team located the stranded herder, they placed their Falloot on three sides of the herder to block the wind and snow. That’s the process that Fator was witnessing. They had just drawn the covers, and now it was his turn.

The cover and bodies of the huge beasts on three sides provided significant protection, but at his reduced strength, Fator had to move quickly, or he wouldn’t make it to the nearest Falloot.

Fator took a deep breath and thought, I’m supposed to exit through my hatch, and the rescue beast is supposed to be on that side. I hope they’re following the procedure, and I hope that I remember it properly.

Fator took another deep breath and quickly made sure that his coverings were in place, then he grabbed the handle on his enclosure and opened it. The extreme cold from the outside took his breath away. Even with the barrier from the Falloots around him, he would have only a few moments before the cold would overpower him.

There was nothing that Fator could do but ‘do it.’ He rotated his body and slid his legs through the opening, making sure that they stayed covered by the Falloot hide. When they were outside, he merely pushed a little, and he slid down the side of the beast. He was surprised that the snow was so deep, and when he reached a firm layer, his eyes were all that was above the snow level. With a mix of panic and determination, Fator began moving his arms, trying to push the snow out of his way, then he would jump a little, and he was able to move forward a short distance. He made the same move again, and again, and he was making slow progress. After exhaustion set in, he continued with the movements and finally reached the side of the rescue Falloot.

As the procedure called, there was a rope with a loop. Fator put his foot into the loop and pulled on the rope. It immediately moved up and drew him into the enclosure on top of the huge Falloot. The door closed quickly, and Fator was inside. He collapsed, and even though warmth was forced into the enclosure, he didn’t feel it. He passed out.




Chapter Five

Captain Pardold’s ‘debriefing’ with Captain Destain didn’t go as badly as it could have. He still had his rank and the possibility of another command, but aside from that, he knew that his position was tenuous at best.

Pardold knew that from that moment on, he had one mission in life. He would do anything necessary, go to any length, and do anything to find who was responsible for losing his ship. It was a matter of pride and the only way that he could mitigate the huge blotch on his record.

It was time for Captain Pardold to call in some favors, and he was on his way to cash in the first one. Lieutenant Commander Geen Bazes owed him a lot. Captain Pardold had been his first commander after he graduated from the Fleet Service Academy. It was Captain Pardold that looked the other way when the young officer made a couple of significant mistakes. It was Captain Pardold that didn’t tell his father, the Commander of the Space Fleet, about the relationship between Bazes and a junior female. Now it was the time for Lieutenant Commander Bazes to repay his debts. Captain Pardold had suspected that a young officer, who was the son of a very powerful man, would someday be in the position to help him and that day had come.

The ground transport whisked Pardold along the streets of the Borram capital. The wind and rain pummeled his vehicle as it moved along the automated route. He didn’t notice the weather; he was too focused on what needed to be done.

His transport slid beneath the entrance to the Space Command Center, and Captain Pardold was anxious to get out of the vehicle and take the first step to restore balance to his life and career. As the vehicle slowed, he directed the door to open and was frustrated when it responded, “I’m sorry, but this vehicle has not stopped fully.”

Pardold swore under his breath and waited a short moment for the door to open. Before it completed the cycle, he was out and moving quickly through the sliding door. The guard at the entrance made a perfunctory salute, but Pardold didn’t slow or acknowledge.

The Captain strode onto the Intra-Complex personal transport, and it quickly accelerated and headed across the huge complex to his destination. The ride was short, but it seemed much too long. Captain Pardold wanted action, and waiting was intolerable. The transport reached its destination, and Pardold strode quickly to the office of Commander Bazes.

The ornate door leading to the Borram Threat Assessment Center didn’t even slow Captain Pardold down. He strode down the short hallway and yelled, “Where is Bazes?”

One junior officer could only point to the main conference center.

Pardold didn’t thank him; he just turned into the center. Those who were present were looking at a large 3D display of the Borram solar system and the current dispersion and status of the Borram Space fleet. They heard him enter, the briefing voice stopped, and they looked at the superior officer. It was clear that asking him what he needed wasn’t the smart thing to do.

Commander Bazes was at the far end of the display, and he knew Pardold well, so he stood, nodded at him, and walked into his office knowing that Pardold would be close on his heels.

“Yes, sir, what can I do for you?” Bazes said before the automatic door had closed behind the Captain.

“Tell me everything that you know about that ship.”

There was no need to describe the ship any further. The term ‘that ship’ was all that Commander Bazes needed to hear.

“Sir, we know very little, but I will give you everything we do know. It was 2.7 times the mass of your ship. Its origins are unknown, and its configuration is dramatically different from the Lennari ships. The power source is also unknown, but our estimates show that it has significant excess power. For it to enter FTL with that much mass, its power supply must be very large. The instrument readings from your ship didn’t show any organic matter or living creatures. Either there were none on board, or they were well hidden, possibly protected by some electronic barrier that prevented our sensors from perceiving them.”

“Could it have been fully robotic?”

Commander Bazes hesitated for a moment. Admitting that a computer or robot beat one of the best commanders in the Borram Space Fleet was an insult and possibly career-threatening for the Commander. He had only one hesitant answer, “Possibly.”

Pardold’s face changed, and his expression was taken over with a mix of pain, anger, and frustration. Being beaten by a superior race was one thing; being beaten by superior technology was something else. But, being beaten by a computer was a dry chunk of Petron Meal to swallow. 

“How was it able to take over my ship?” was his next difficult question for the Captain to ask.

“Sir, we aren’t sure. When your ship was overrun by those smaller robots, they were controlled by a single source. We could see that by the transmissions. Their numbers simply overpowered your defenses. When they were inside your ship, they were able to interface with your computers quickly. We aren’t sure how. Once they got control, it was an easy matter for them to direct the Ilade to follow the other ship. We’ve recovered some of the destroyed units from the site of the engagement. They are interesting devices. We’re dissecting them and trying to understand their abilities, and we’re also trying to understand their weaknesses.”

“You must prevent that invader from gaining control of our computers.”

“Yes, sir, that is our focus. One of the units that we captured was highly modified. It has devices and a small amount of organic material in its processor that was below the volume that our sensors can pick up. The material appears geared towards sensing the very low-level electronic emissions from our computers. If the attacker was able to ‘hear’ the electronic traffic within our systems, it is possible that it could decipher our computer’s operations and interact with them. We are devising methods to prevent that.”

“Commander, could that ship be from the Lennari system? Have they struck an alliance with some other system?”

“Sir, that is always possible. We might be facing a stronger Lennari than before.”

The Commander’s acknowledgment only reinforced Captain Pardold’s fears.

“We will meet that creature or thing again, and you'd better have a way to stop it. Or else your father will be put in a difficult position. I kept copious records of our time together.”

That threat caused Commander Bazes’ eyes to open a little, and that was the physical response that told Captain Pardold what he needed to know. He had Bazes, and he would do as he was told.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

King Illadem woke, and for a few moments, he lay in his bed enjoying the peace and quiet. Then memories of the last few days crashed into his thoughts. The horror of what had happened and the risks that he and his people faced brought reality to him too fast. He sat up in his sleep chamber, and his robotic servant became active and began to lay out his clothing for the day.  He accepted the fact that he had stayed in bed long enough, and it was time to get back to the command center and find out what was going on. Knowing that he hadn’t been woken during the night was, perhaps, a good sign.

The King dressed quickly and spoke to his sleep chamber, “Is the Queen awake?”

“Yes, Your Highness. She dressed and went to a support rally,” the voice in his sleep chamber responded.

“Please have my nourishment prepared so that I can eat it while traveling.”

“It will be done,” the voice sounded.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

 “Space Marshal, how are we doing?” the king asked as he entered the Lennari Space Defense Zone Control Room.

“Sir, the night was quiet. The unknown ship has not returned.”

“What about the software that was inserted into our system?”

“Sir, we have built a standalone system behind a barrier and set it up so that the software acts like it is working in our larger system. We have it fully contained, and it is mapping our systems, protocols, and computer language. I suspect that when the alien craft returns, it will try to interact with this software, and then it will think that it is taking control of our computers. We’ll play along if necessary to allow that impression. I suggest we wait until we know what the intruder is planning and, when it is best for us, we spring a trap.”

“Excellent idea, Space Marshal.”

“What progress is being made with our space station repairs?”

“Your Highness, we’ve declared VS1 as un-repairable in the near term, and we’re evacuating most of the crew. It will be left in orbit with a few crew members until we can completely rebuild the launch/recovery systems. We still have all the attack units in orbit around TS2. We’re bringing a few at a time back to Tebar for re-deployment. It will be a while before we move all of the extra assets away from the planet.”

“What repairs are necessary on VS1?”

“Sir, the environmental systems were damaged along with the launch and recovery systems. The power system and computer systems are still functioning, but any crew on board won’t have the control systems in the command center to launch or recover the Space Fighter Drones. The flight support decks were hit pretty hard; that’s why we couldn’t send them back. They had no way to recover to VS1.”

“How many of the drones were lost in the battle?”

“The station has a complement of 4,000 mobile autonomous attack units, and we lost 426 of them. There were 974 engaged when the recovery systems were brought down. They are either orbiting or still moving towards TS2 now. The remaining 3026 units were trapped on board the station. The repairs on VS2 are going well and should be done on schedule.”

“Why are you leaving the attack units in orbit around TS2?”

“Your Highness, as you know, they don’t have the speed that the larger stations do. They were designed for close-in combat, not long-distance travel. We designed them to be in their hangars on the station when the stations traveled, not to go by themselves. We can move them from one station in a planet’s orbit to another, but to move them between planets or systems takes a long time. We were forced to move the ones trapped over VS1 because they couldn’t be recovered.”

“So, I guess we’ll have to leave them orbiting TS2 until VS1 is up and running again?”

“Yes, sir, that is the plan.”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Tom didn’t like being alone. Even though Alpha told him that the air was breathable, he kept his helmet close, just in case. After Alpha had left to explore, Tom went back to where he woke, and he waited.

Worry and stress were his only companions. If Julius was commanding the ship, then it was only a matter of time before he came to Tom’s location to ‘check him out.’

Tom tried to think through the attack and his abduction. Perhaps there were some logical conclusions that he could find that would give Tom a clue what to expect.

There was no way that Julius could know that Tom was on the Battleship and because Tom and Joan had changed one of the Vakeel Supply ships into a Battleship, which Julius wouldn’t know about

It was unlikely that he knew about the conflict that we were involved in.

It was unlikely that Julius was in league with each of the alien races that he and Joan were meeting.

He likely didn’t know that the Vakeel had given Earth all the robotic resources as reparations for the mistaken invasion.

Jumping into Earth’s solar system was curious. If he didn’t know about the robotic ships given to Earth, then he might have come into the solar system to attack SIMPOC and the remaining humans. If that was the case, he wasn’t very well prepared.

Tom could only surmise that either Julius wasn’t planning on attacking, or he jumped into Earth’s solar system by accident; perhaps both.

Having thought through the problem logically didn’t give Tom any comfort, but he might be able to ask the ‘right’ questions if Julius did come to inspect his trophy.

Which brought up another ‘logical question.’ Why wasn’t he dead?

Tom’s only answer was that Julius recognized him somehow or at least thought he was worthy of capture. Tom thought back on the encounter between Joan, Tom, SIMPOC, and Julius when they confronted him on the Vakeel Space Station. Julius had recorded Tom’s face and body shape, but he was pretty busy once SIMPOC attacked him.

Logical maps can help to understand a complex problem, but sometimes they point in the wrong direction. If Julius knew that he had captured Tom, he would have one set of options. If he suspected that he had a valuable hostage, then he might go down another path. Lastly, if the hostage had no value, then Tom’s fate might be sealed quickly. It was obvious that Tom had to find the right balance if he were to live.

Tom put his helmet on and tried to rest. The suit was comfortable, although it was starting to smell. He had to kick back a little and wait for something to happen.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Being woken from a nap is never easy or pleasant. Particularly when you’re held captive in a spaceship, and you expect a computer-robot to rip you to pieces at any time. Regardless, Tom was trying to relax the best he could until Alpha came back with some information.

Without any warning, Tom found himself hanging from the tether. The gravity in the storage room had been turned on. Tom scrambled for a moment to get oriented, and when the mechanism to open the door was actuated, Tom’s external microphones picked up the noise. If the room had a vacuum, then the door could have opened without Tom ever knowing.

Tom rotated within the tether that held him to the boxes and watched the door open. Tom knew immediately who was entering. It was Julius.

The huge computerized six-legged creature was tentative as it entered and moved closer. Tom was wondering, Why is it approaching me slowly?

The large creature stopped about three feet from Tom. Tom wasn’t sure where the visual inputs were, so he focused on what he thought were the ocular devices. Julius just stood there and said nothing until Tom decided to speak up, yet play dumb.

“What are you? Are you commanding this ship, and why did you kidnap me?”

Julius was silent.

“Why am I here?” Tom said through his external speaker.

“Who are you?” Tom heard from his external mic. He knew that his answer was key to his survival.

“I was the commander of that ship you attacked. State the obvious and say very little, is a good approach, Tom thought.

“Why are you commanding a Vakeel ship?”

Tom hesitated, but he knew the answer had to be the right one.

“The Vakeel gave us some ships, and I was the Commander.”

The answer caused Julius to pause for a second.

Finally, Julius asked, “Did they give you all of their ships around Earth?”

Tom knew that was a strategic question that needed a careful answer.

“They gave us a lot, I don’t know how many,” Tom realized that his answer was risky.

“Do you know the computer named SIMPOC?”

Another tricky question. It didn’t seem logical to command one of the ships and not encounter SIMPOC, so the best answer needed to be honest, but guarded. “Yes,” was Tom’s succinct answer.

“I can kill you.”

“Yes, you can,” Tom hesitated, then added, “but then, I won’t have any value.”

To Tom’s surprise, Julius turned and left the small storage room.

Tom felt like it was ten minutes before he exhaled. Finally, he did.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Humans are difficult, and now this one is also. If I kill him, then he will be worthless. He must be important, and perhaps I’ll keep him to see if he has any value. I must research human anatomy and find ways to make him pliable, Julius thought as he moved towards his area.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

 “Wow, that was fun Tom thought. Will he kill me or just keep me?

Tom took a break to take some food and water from his suit. It was a few moments of relaxation and contemplation. His peace ended when he felt a gentle touch which almost gave him a heart attack. He turned quickly, and Alpha was hanging on a strap behind him.

Without thinking, Tom almost spoke through his comm system, and Alpha shook his head and indicated for Tom to take off his helmet. A moment later, Tom almost hugged his computer friend.

“Alpha, Julius was just here.”

“I know, I entered just before he did, and I listened. I didn’t transmit and remained in a passive mode so he wouldn’t detect me. I have found some nourishment, which I have analyzed, and it should meet your needs.”

Alpha handed Tom a curious-looking blue mush along with a couple of square biscuits.

“This is edible?” Tom asked, with concern on his face.

“It has nutritive value, which your body can process.”

“How will it taste?”

“Unknown.”

“Great, if you don’t mind, I’ll save it for later. I guess my meeting with Julius worked. He left, he didn’t kill me, and I don’t know what he’s going to do next.”

“I think that you’re safe for the short term. He has no reason to do anything. I don’t think he knows who you are. I’m starting to see a pattern in how his processor works. As you know, his processor is very similar to SIMPOC’s, but there are subtle differences. SIMPOC was programmed to operate as close to a human’s processor as current technology allows. Portions of that logic have been passed to me, and a smaller portion to the other Beta Units.

Julius’s processor retains elements of a classic computer program. It follows logical paths leading to objectives. It pursues information with the intent of satisfying those objectives. It may not wander from that path without reason. He has information about your previous encounters, but they are stored separately, and unless something causes him to consider that information, he has no reason to. Until that happens, I believe that you’re safe.”

“Lovely, that implies that he’ll do something different when he knows who I am. If he figures out that Joan is my wife, what do you think he’ll do?”

“My algorithms aren’t good at projecting future outcomes. SIMPOC and I have deduced that his programming is focused on removing all threats to him. It is only logical to conclude that SIMPOC is first on that list, and because he attacked you as you landed, that focus is also directed towards humans. At first, we didn’t know how much he knew about individual humans, but after your encounter on the alien ship, it is only natural for him to associate the two humans who were present along with SIMPOC. Thus, he will likely focus on SIMPOC, a female human and a male human. You may be lucky. When you, Joan, and SIMPOC cornered him, he focused only on SIMPOC and discounted your presence. If he decides to analyze the information in his stored memory from that encounter, he most likely will recognize you. Then, through inference, he’ll recognize Joan as being your wife. Then he will put the entire picture together. At that point, you’ll find yourself in a different position.”

“I’ll say. I suspect that he’ll figure me out pretty quickly. We'd better have a plan B.”

“Tom, I wasn’t aware that we had a plan A?” Alpha questioned.

Tom shrugged and said, “That’s my point. Did you find anything?”

“I found a great deal, and I have a plan that is being assembled. I do need to point out that there are many variables that I can’t account for. SIMPOC loaded my processor with information about the Vakeel computers, and I can disable the subroutine that is called when the sensors detect a biological organism. Tom, I’m not sure how much SIMPOC explained, but these ships have security guards who respond when an organic creature boards the ship. Sensors detect the creature, and the security guards respond and deal with it. It is, apparently, a safety feature to keep stray organics from boarding the ship.”

Tom interrupted his friend, “Stray organics?”

“Yes, from the Vakeel perspective, you would be a stray organic.”

“Lovely, go ahead,” Tom responded.

“SIMPOC was able to manipulate that subroutine, and he was familiar with its operation. During a time of intensive processor operations, I might be able to intercept that subroutine, and Julius might not notice.”

“Might not notice?”

“Correct, although I do think the odds are in our favor if he is faced with adequate distraction. He may be a computer, but he hasn’t experienced much subterfuge and distraction. If I can accomplish my goal, we have a clear path to the shuttle next to the command center. If that is not possible, there are other special-use vehicles that we might be able to use. If we make it that far, I should be able to take command, open the door, and we should be able to exit. I also plan to cause enough confusion within the computer systems that Julius will be delayed and may not be able to stop or follow us.”

“Alpha, there is a lot of ‘might’ in your plan.”

“Yes, there is a risk, but we have few options.”

“Thanks,” was all Tom could say, then he asked, “When?”

“That is an excellent question,” Alpha responded.

“Okay, that wasn’t exactly an answer,” Tom pointed out.

“I can’t predict when we will act. Again, there are too many variables,” Alpha pointed out.

“Great. Have you learned anything else?” Tom asked.

“After Julius’s encounter with your ship and Joan’s Capital Ship, Julius must have learned of your added weapons. He likely collected information on the laser and railgun installations on your ship when his cow-robots boarded it.”

“Lovely, what’s he doing?”

“He has this ship’s manufacturing and cow-robots making modifications. They are installing a laser cannon and railgun identical to what you had on your Battleship.”

“Great, so he kidnapped me and stole our weapon design.”

“Apparently so,” Alpha responded.

“When we are following through on this plan, which we don’t have yet, there may be a problem if he has a laser and a railgun that he can use against us. Can you disrupt them, when we make our break?”

“I have considered that, and there are many options that I can exercise. They aren’t operational yet, so I have time.

“Tom, I think that it would be prudent for me to continue exploring this ship. We don’t know when we must act quickly, and we might need as much information as possible.”

“I agree, but if he catches you, he’ll connect you with SIMPOC, and then me with Joan. I don’t think that would go well for either of us,” Tom pointed out.

“I agree, I’ll return shortly,” answered Alpha as he slipped out of the storage room.

Sometimes being alone is the worst. When a person is busy, they don’t have time to dwell on painful issues. But now Tom was alone again, and all he could do was think.

Not too long ago, he and Joan were on the Space Station Oasis. He was the Lead Engineer, and Joan was the Commander. Then the virus struck, infecting the station. They were forced to use the lifeboats and abandon the station, leaving the astronauts on the moon and Mars stranded. After that, it only got worse. Julius, in his previous incarnation, attacked us on landing. Then the warlords on the ground, the attacks, blowing up the White House. And if that wasn’t bad enough, finding that the virus was created by an alien race planning to ‘clean up’ the planet before they harvested it. Then the term crazy went to another level when he, Joan, and SIMPOC hijacked an alien spaceship, following Julius back to the alien homeworld, where they had to fight Julius and prevent him from taking over a powerful alien space station. Who knows what damage he might have done with that? They were fortunate, and by saving the life of the alien commander of the station, they were able to agree. Wow, the aliens wiped out Earth by accident.

He and the love of his life, Joan, had been through all of that. They lived, and the huge alien culture that had invaded them gave the human survivors thousands of spaceships and robots as a gift because of the botched invasion. And now, they’ve been meeting other alien races, and finally, Julius came back.

“What a nightmare, and now where is Joan?” Tom said out loud, hoping for an answer.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Captain Pardold didn’t have long to wait for another assignment. The command structure of the Borram Empire was large and dynamic. The personnel were always changing positions and levels within the organization. Often, favors were called in, or news was leaked, and assignments were changed. Captain Pardold was relatively new to the methods of getting promotions, but he was learning fast.

Leslon Pardold was intelligent, and he never made the same mistake twice. His ‘calling out’ by Captain Destain was only a minor deviation from his planned progression. Destain was only his commander, but there were others above him and many at his level. News was generally not shared between commanders at the same level; each worked to keep his people in line, and if mistakes were made, it was best to keep the information close. One never knew when that information could be used against someone in the future.

Captain Destain’s career was progressing well, so he didn’t advertise that one of his men had lost a ship. Others at his level were eager to get promoted, and if they could steal one of his commanders, that would limit Destain’s chances and perhaps increase theirs; they would do so without hesitation.

All that Pardold needed to do was play the angles a little and kiss up to the other commanders. Not a big deal, but part of the normal process of getting assignments. What happened next, though, was a surprise to even Leslon Pardold.

Pardold was walking through the corridors of the command building when a very superior officer approached. Pardold thought that he recognized the superior officer, but he wasn’t positive. Better to be ignorant, move to the side and let him pass, than to act like he knew him and become embarrassed.

As in Borram tradition, the lower-ranking officer was obligated to step to the side and face inward, letting the superior officer pass. Pardold followed the tradition, and to his surprise, the officer stopped, looked at him, turned, and then stood right in front.

“You’re Pardold, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. I am Captain Leslon Pardold.”

The smaller man stood and looked into Pardold’s eyes. He didn’t waver in his stare, and after a short time, which felt very long, Pardold was beginning to get uncomfortable.

“Follow me,” was all the Fleet Commander said before he turned and walked down the hall.

Captain Pardold was convinced that his career was over. To his dismay, he eventually recognized the Fleet Commander. He was the Space Fleet Commander. His name was Morot, and most of his lesser officers called him just ‘Tor,’ without the title; everyone knew who they were talking about.

Pardold got control of his fear, turned, and tried to catch up with the fast walking man. He decided to stay a reasonable distance behind the Fleet Commander and not act as if he was walking with him, but clearly walking behind him.

The Fleet Commander walked fast, and Pardold worked to keep up with him. He turned down a couple of corridors, and Pardold realized that he was getting into an area of the command building that officers of his rank rarely went. There were sections where they were allowed and sections where they weren’t. He was getting deeper into a section where he was not allowed. The carpet was changing under his feet. Instead of the single color in the work areas and with static images on the carpets in the higher operational sections, here in the top commanders’ area, the designs on these carpets were changing to complement the changing images on the walls. Each section of the hallway had different dynamic images showing the great battles of the Borram Empire. Other sections showed the great ships that had been built and the successes they had achieved in the wars with the Lennari.

The Fleet Commander turned the last corner, and Pardold panicked. In the middle of the hall was a guard door and a guard. How could he get through? Would the guard think that he was following the Fleet Commander? Would he immediately recognize that Pardold wasn’t allowed in this section and arrest him? Captain Pardold didn’t know what to do, so he stopped and waited.

The automatic entry door recognized Fleet Commander Morot and dematerialized to allow his passage. Once he was through, he stopped, turned, and instructed the guard and door, “Allow Captain Pardold through.”

Pardold heard the clearance and approached the door slowly. The sensors scanned him and determined he was indeed Captain Leslon Pardold. When he reached the barrier, the door dissolved, and he was allowed through.

The instant that Pardold was through the door, it seemed as if the world had changed around him. His senses were overwhelmed with the gentle smells of the Borram homeworld. The scents changed with the mosaics of changing pictures on the wall. In some places, portions of the walls had 3D images of great events in Borram history. Gentle hints of music filled his ears.

After he had gotten his bearings, he realized that Fleet Commander Morot was already moving down the hall, and he knew that he had better keep up.

The Fleet Commander turned another corner, and Pardold saw the wall dissolve, and he heard a gentle voice say, “Welcome, Fleet Commander. Your office staff is waiting. Would you like any refreshments?”

The Fleet Commander didn’t answer but just walked in. Unlike the recent encounter with the other security door, it remained dissolved as Captain Pardold walked through. With a mix of fear and uncertainty, he got closer to the Fleet Commander and followed him into a large space with a beautiful view of the city. The walls had a mixture of changing displays showing the status of the fleet and comfortable couches and chairs. The exterior walls changed from a totally clear view showing an unrestricted view of the city to slightly opaque images. At other points in their sequence, they showed famous leaders and Fleet Commanders. A small opening in a wall appeared, and as the Fleet Commander walked by, he picked up a beverage and continued to a plush couch in the corner.

Pardold didn’t know what to expect, except to stand in the middle of the room at attention. Many thoughts raced through his mind, and the beads of sweat began to form on his forehead.

After a silence that was deafening, the Fleet Commander stated, “Pardold, you just lost a ship.”

There was no other answer than, “Yes, sir.”

There was the silence again.

“What do you want to do about it?”

The question caught Pardold completely off guard, and he stammered a response, “Sir…, sir. I want to find the creature responsible and punish him.”

“How hard do you want to find him?”

Pardold wasn’t exactly sure how to answer. He took a moment and let the rage bubble up within him. “Sir, I lost the Ilade. I will go to the end of the Universe and take any steps necessary to deal with whoever embarrassed the Borram Empire … and me.”

Fleet Commander Morot sat and stared at Captain Pardold. The silence hung heavily as Captain Pardold stood at attention and felt the sweat causing an itch all over his body.

“Captain, I can help you get revenge.”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Fator felt warm for the first time since his rescue. He was released from the Emergency Ward of the 12th District of Vallors. While there, he had felt peaceful and comfortable. But the comfort had to end. His body temperature was normal, and his fluid and nourishment levels were normal, so he was discharged.
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