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INTRODUCTION

These are the fifth and sixth books in the Virus/Earth II series. In the first two books, “Virus-72 Hours to Live” and “Virus-Earth’s Last Battle,” I focused on the impacts of a suspicious virus attacking Earth. The story dealt with the political and human impacts of the virus.

Of course, a virus wiping out most of Earth’s population would have profound impacts on all involved, including a breakdown of civil order and conflicts.

The protagonists consisted of the politicians, military leaders, astronauts, and two very sophisticated computers. As the humans dealt with the collapse of society, two computers emerged: SIMPOC, which was programmed to help the survivors, and the antagonist Julius, which was programmed to continue its existence at any cost.

The third and fourth books in the series, “Earth-You Have no Honor,” and “Earth II-Rebirth,” tells the story of humanity's emergence into the Galaxy.

As this story begins, the evil computer Julius has captured Tom Herl and his computer companion Alpha. Julius is focused on one thing: to gain resources to remove the two threats to its existence, SIMPOC and the remaining humans.

This story focuses on Julius, and in a parallel book, I’ll continue the story of what the remaining humans on Earth are doing and their search for Tom Herl.

While Julius is seeking resources, there is much going on with Earth’s survivors. They meet and are forced to deal with neighboring alien worlds.

The final book in the series will resolve the conflict as the good and bad computers face each other with the humans caught in the middle.


Ray Jay Perreault Free Book

Ray Jay Perreault has an Award-Winning Science Fiction Novel available – no strings attached. Follow this link, and you’ll be able to get a FREE copy of “Virus-72 Hours to Live.” Winner of the 2016 summer’s best Science Fiction.

By joining my reader’s club, you’ll also have the opportunity to get other books of his FREE or discounted as well as having the option to Alpha/Beta Read his new novels before they’re released.
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I often run campaigns for the other eBooks and Audible books. You’ll have the chance to get major discounts and other FREE opportunities.
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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 onboard, 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.
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