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After leaving Antigua Prime station the Admiral crossed the system
to the B450a jump point to the galactic south of the sector. The warp chain was
an empty one for two jump points, B450a was a white dwarf, B449b was a binary
system with no habitable planets. Neither system had a Jovian gas giant so they
hadn't attracted any interest by corporations to set up refueling stations
before the war.                                 


In their maiden trip out, Phoenix had matured into a class two
dumb AI, and from there into a class one smart AI. There had been a lot of
teething issues; the first jump the admiral hadn't gotten any sleep at all for
nine days. When they had finally exited hyper he'd dropped into an exhausted
slumber.


 In desperation to cover all the posts Sprite had bent her ethics
a bit and wrote software for the dumb bots, class point five smart bots to
handle the day to day running of the ship. They were extremely limited, lacking
any social programming, but they got the job done when the attention of the
smart AIs and the admiral were needed elsewhere.


Their lack of learning ability was a serious hindrance though,
they lacked imagination and flexibility. The first week of using them had been
fraught with constant issues as they continuously updated their databases after
one mishap or another.


By the time they had crossed B450a he was ready to accept the AI
and bots as crew. He didn't trust Phoenix to navigate the delta band as he had,
so they made the crossing to B449b in the slower beta band, adding weeks to
their journey.


Phoenix the ship, formally the “Golden Dew Drop, NCC-1701E” had
been a corporate yacht and then a re-purposed fleet courier during the latter
stages of the Xeno war before she'd become a derelict in the outer edges of the
Antigua star system some seven hundred years ago.


She was small; really all drive with some luxury frills for her passengers.
Normally she had a crew of thirty organics and AI, and could handle up to
twenty passengers in various levels of luxury. He'd pulled most of the crew
quarters in order to fill their empty spaces with industrial replicators,
storage, an expanded sickbay, and a backup micro fusion reactor originally
designed for a tug since Phoenix hadn't had one.


He'd kept the captain's quarters for himself, along with a couple
bunk rooms in case he picked up passengers or potential crew in the future.
He'd even kept the hot tub, though he'd done away with the small pool and extra
refreshers. Two was all the ship really needed anyway.


Still, Phoenix would never be a purpose built naval vessel and he
knew it. He'd added mil-spec hardware wherever possible but hadn't had the time
to do a keel up rebuild before he left Antigua.


Even if he had, there wouldn't have been much space to add much
more. Weapons for instance were a wishful thing. The ship was just too tiny to
have any on-board. He'd compensated by overhauling her hull, shields and
engines. She was now blistering fast in sublight, with the shields of a
destroyer. He hadn't had enough material to completely armor her skin, but he
had managed to cover her vitals and he'd also added a layer of smart paint on
top of that. Unpowered it looked like flat battleship gray hexagonal panels on
the ship. Powered up it would give the ship some stealth ability.


The ship looked like a bird of prey, he liked having the flat gray
and black top with navy gray underneath, it added a sense of style to the ship
that the solid gold had somehow lacked. There was such a thing as too much
ostentation and glitter after all. Unfortunately he'd run low on supplies, much
of the underside and the engines were still a dull gold. 


The bulb on her nose that housed her gravitics array and main
sensor array seemed to make her look like a real water born animal, beautiful,
and sleek. She was triangular in shape, but with a nice curve to her hull.
Nestled between her four nacelles were her sublight engines. A pair of powerful
Smythe engines he'd turned into hybrids in order to juice up their power curve.



Of course adding more power didn't come without cost. At full
power the sublight engines ran through the small fuel supply in half their
usual time. He'd also had to beef up the superstructure in order to keep up
with the strain... and overhaul the inertial dampeners. About the only thing
left stock on the ship now was the life support system and captain's cabin.


One thing he wanted to do was rebuild her tiny shuttle bay. He had
just enough room for an MMU and his fleet launch and no more, not even a tiny
hull bot. Getting in and out of the shuttle was a pain. Servicing the little
shuttle was incredibly difficult. Many of the bots couldn't do it, and he had
been forced to crawl under her a few times, and crawl on top of her with less
than three centimeters between his body and the ceiling. Replacing parts had
been extremely difficult. In the end he'd ended up waiting until he'd arrived
in Epsilon space, then suiting up in his skin suit and opening the bay doors in
order to get the job done.


Still Phoenix wasn't what he wanted, but for now she was what he
needed. The distinction had been made plain to him on the first jump. A larger
ship would have required even more crew... he had to admit even he was running
a bit ragged with Phoenix and the never ending chores that needed to be done to
keep her running smoothly while in flight.


Hopefully he would be able to retire her soon or at least turn her
over to another crew... if his hunch panned out.


It had taken several months jumping between and then passing
through the two empty systems, but the AI had it down now. He had been tempted
to take the secondary jump from B449b to the cul-de-sac system of New Andreas,
but had changed his mind. He had no intel on the system; apparently no one had
bothered to go to it in centuries. That alone said a lot, so he passed it by as
well.


Instead he'd continued his journey, heading south through the
system. But there he'd been forced to make a choice. Initially he'd planned on
going to the B448c system. It would be quicker journey, but their lengthy
crossing and lack of refueling in the past two jumps made him leery about
crossing yet another empty system to get to their intended destination without
some sort of reserve in the tanks. He was an engineer, caution was in his
blood.


He'd decided with a little regret to change his plans and
reluctantly set course to the Centennial jump point instead of the empty B448c
system he'd originally planned on jumping too.


B448c was an empty system, a side chain routing around Centennial
to Epsilon Triangula his intended destination. But his need for fuel and a
possible safe place after exiting hyper... not to mention social contact drove
him to change course.


Centennial had been a risk, he knew that they had been terrified
of the pirates and might remember him. When he made the stop in Centennial to
refuel he had been on high alert. But the planet was torn up even more than
before, no one had responded to his hails. He had been forced to use his
shuttle to land near a northern lake and ferry bladders of hydrogen up to his
ship. The echoing quiet of the planet disturbed him. Wherever the people
were... if they were still alive... he shook his head. Living in a cave fearing
the sky was no way to live.


He'd left a micro satellite in orbit and another in the outer edge
of the system. The satellites would keep tabs on any ships that did come
through and visit the system. Hopefully a friendly ship would come by sometime
to strip them of that essential data.


...*...*...*...*...


In Gaston he'd planned a stay for a month but it turned into six
weeks, he couldn't hide how grateful he had been to hear the warm female voice
on the other end of the radio. He'd discovered much to his dismay that several
freighters had passed through from Pyrax since his exile, the last one only a
week after he arrived with word of his troubles and a reward for his return to
Pyrax. He'd been working on a care package while helping the colony. He'd used
the shuttle to clear some of the orbital junk, picking through the materials
and bringing them on-board to use as raw material for his replicators. He'd
kept mute when the freighter had passed on its way up the chain to Centennial.


He'd had a hell of a time setting the record straight with the
colony leaders. The Mayor hadn't liked it, but his recordings had helped him.
Also the testimony of Jerry Smyth the blacksmith, Mcvine the Relgarth, the
elderly T'clock queen Rosepetal, Miss Fera Pine, and the Delgado family helped
tip the balance in his favor. The Delgado's in particular remembered the
admiral and his generosity the last time he'd visited on Io 11.


Irons left a copy of the holo of confessions with the Delgado's,
and with miss Pine who seemed to have a crush on him since their last
encounter, along with T'clock clan for safe keeping. He knew they would try to
keep his name clear. A budding reporter also asked for a copy so after
listening to Sprite's cautious advice he had allowed her to make a copy as well
as a copy of some of the other events in his recent history.  She'd even talked
him into giving the reporter a series of microcomputers.


It was a busy month, he'd made up for the months of shipboard
rations and lack of human contact by upgrading the local doctors, giving them a
copy of every medical text he had. He was frequently invited to eat; he
graciously accepted them when he had time. He also took the time to teach Jerry
the blacksmith how to make surgical tools. They were simple things, forceps,
retractors, and other things, but they were a start. He also handed the
blacksmith a small replicator and solar blanket and taught him how to use it.
Jerry had ended up working with the Relgarth and T'clock on starting a factory.
He wished them well on the project.


While making his rounds he bumped into a woman on the street, she
turned out to be the local chemist and pharmacist. She had been tasked by the
doctors to come up with some outlandish chemical compounds with no formula or
understanding on how to bring them into being. He handed the distraught woman a
flash chip with a micro-computer. It had a copy of his chemistry texts as well
as useful other things like a copy of his Encyclopedia Galactica. The
mini-comps were becoming incredibly handy he realized. He now made them by the
hundreds to hand out.


Hopefully the little computer would help teach the mostly
self-taught local chemist the basics of more advanced chemistry. Sprite even
dug out formulas for various things like anesthetics, plastics, and other
things, most of them out of a high school chemistry book she had downloaded in
their recent travels.


He visited the Sweet Meat bar on Fifth avenue again; he was amused
by how it hadn't changed much in his absence. He'd come there briefly just
before he'd left on Io 11, meeting one of the security girls from Io 11 for a
promised drink before they'd lifted for Pyrax.


When he realized what an opportunity Gaston was he took an extra
two weeks to gather additional small Aten asteroids. He ran the replicators
full out, even the one on the little shuttle. He churned out tons of material
for the colony as well as tons for something else.


They hadn't quibbled about providing him water for fuel and
manufacturing once he gave them the first shipments of equipment and supplies.
He did offer to pay, but they'd waved that offer off with a smile. He did toss
in water pumps, solar panels, and a filtration system to help them there too.
Hopefully the system would also help any passing ship as well.


When he was ready he'd hired an intermediary to handle a shipment
of goods to Commander Logan and the navy in Pyrax. The materials were stored in
a series of wooden warehouses near the edge of the space port. There were
several hundred tons of materials there, precious parts all carefully cataloged
and stored.


He'd set it up to run on the next ship passing through on its way
to Pyrax, but had been careful not to leave anything behind that was classified
or illegal to ship by civilian hands. There was no ammunition, no weapons or
military grade replicators. It wasn't that he didn't trust them, after all he'd
shipped some of that with the Lieandra and Kiev 221, it was that he wasn't
going to be there to broker the deal and thus couldn't feel out the captain for
his or her honesty. Also he didn't want military grade hardware sitting on the
ground where a passing pirate might come around and pick it up.


He'd been careful to caution Mr. Fenly about the shipment, even
explaining about the self-destruct and how it worked. He had even demonstrated
it with a small tablet. The fat man older man had stared and licked his lips as
he watched the simple device explode in a shower of sparks and then melt into a
steaming puddle of plastic goo. 


If anyone attempted to open or use the parts the built in
self-destruct packages would melt them into slag. He'd also put in for a bonus
for Mr. Fenly and the captain of the ship if it went through okay. He'd been
careful to pick out Fenly, he had a reputation of honesty and integrity to go
along with his grit and seemingly sour no nonsense attitude. He was well
respected by all, some grudgingly. The Delgado family and Jerry both vouched
for him. Hopefully things would work out.


He hadn't shipped military grade replicators or weapons but he had
tucked in small but critical items that he knew the Pyrax group couldn't make
for themselves. Things like hyperdrive and reactor components, as well as a
copy of the shipping manifest, some software, his various travel journals,
copies of his updated databases, and orders to get a ship to Antigua as quickly
as possible. Hopefully they would help out.


If the captain did a good job he'd left a healthy incentive, one
he'd made certain Fenly knew about so he could pass along. The ship would
receive an overhaul and refueling at the Navy expense in Pyrax. That should
make certain the packages arrived safe and when word got around to other
freighters of the bonus they would be eager for business with the Navy. That
should go a long ways to help spread good relations with the various freighter
captains.


All in all his entire six week stop in Gaston had been productive
but not what he considered in the best long term interests of the Federation.


 


He had to stop in Epsilon because, he was about out of fuel and
the long periods of being alone were getting to him. Sure he had his AI and
smart bots but it wasn't enough. Being cooped up with the same beings for that
long a period wasn't doing his mental health or his patience any favors.
Fortunately he could and would barter his replicator services to get more fuel
and material. Not to mention bartering his own skills, keys, and abilities to
pay for his port and landing fees.


 The battered world had a large population, which had managed to
hang onto a decent tech base, near twentieth century tech level according to
the brief Sprite gave him.  Epsilon Triangula had been on Sprite's beta list of
possible new core worlds after they'd picked up more information about it. 


The colony world had twenty times the population of Pyrax, but it
lacked any form of space architecture or interest in space. Like a lot of
grounders they had an anathema to space travel. To some the Xeno war, the
viruses, the pirates, and such were just a sign that nothing good ever came
from the sky. It was a sad sign of affairs when people toiled and worked with
such a limiting vision.


...*...*...*...*...


He'd wondered about the name. Epsilon Triangula was an odd star
system name. The planet usually went by Epsilon. Old systems discovered by
human astronomers before human star flight were usually named using the ancient
Greek alphabet. Some in the Bruin sector had been renamed because the Taurens
had not only seen them, they'd visited them first. A few were named for Veraxin
explorers, but Veraxins in the early days weren't known for taking on missions
of exploration.


He'd had to look it up in the Encyclopedia. Fortunately someone
had left an entry about the name. The Jason, one of the earliest hyperspace
exploration ships had discovered the system and named the planet out of a bit
of amusement. He could understand that in theory, explorers tended to run
through their famous and inspiring name list rather quickly. But Epsilon
Triangula?


It turned out that they had named it not for what the words meant,
but for the letters. E.T. A joke about Extra Terrestrial.  Apparently future
settlers who bought the rights to the system and terraformed it never bothered
to change the name. That showed their lack of imagination.


The planet had been heavily terraformed using asteroids and nano
air exchangers over a period of fifty years or so. The asteroids and comets had
given the planet a jump start, battering her a bit, he could still see some of
the massive craters, but they had done the job. They'd even managed to move the
planet from the outer most edges of the Goldilocks zone and into the deeper
habitable zone. The comets had added additional water and other gaseous
materials to the atmosphere to thicken it and give the nano terraformers
something to work with. 


The mountainous exchangers and their power supplies were gone, not
due to any bombing but because they had been sold off to help clear the colony
of startup debt. That was typical; they had probably been used to terraform a
quarter of the planets in the sector. But the craters and island rings where
asteroids and comets had impacted and burrowed into the crust were still
self-evident, again, like the naming of the planet no one had bothered to
smooth their ugliness over.


In fact, some had become tourist attractions. One small city was
near a crater lake. It was called Crater City, another indication of the lack
of imagination of the populace.


There was even a perfect circle lake in the south west of the main
continent. Islands dotted the lake and Sprite focused on it for a brief moment.
He snorted at the words stenciled into the cliff. “Perfect circle lake resort
and spa.”


“Sounds like a tourist trap,” Sprite replied.


“Most likely.”


The planet had been bought by a consortium of back to basic
colonists and businesses, financed by the low interest loans of the time period
before the Xeno war. They had leased several colony stasis ships to make the
run back and forth between the core worlds and the new colony once the
terraforming had produced a hospitable environment. They hadn't even waited for
the trees and plants to take hold as they had on Eden or other worlds. In fact,
according to the encyclopedia entry there had been some scandal involving the
colonists clear cutting great swaths of forests for firewood in the first
winter. The response from the colony leaders about those news reports were a
resounding mind your own damn business.


Of course with the additional greenhouse gases in the air and the
lack of solid ozone, not to mention the lack of trees to keep the oxygen levels
maintained they'd had problems. The algae in the oceans and other waterways
hadn't spread far and fast enough to sustain the oxygen atmosphere so twenty
four years after the incident the colony had come to the Federal government
asking for assistance. They had nearly run through their resources and since
the planet had never supported life it didn't have other natural resources they
could access. They'd gotten a cold shoulder response.


According to the report, the colony representatives had been
approached by a lobbyist who had also been in the capital at the time. They had
struck a series of deals in a bar. Six months later Perfect Circle resort had
broken ground.


They'd used aircraft to do an orange peel over the planet, seeding
it with additional plant life. They had also set up reserves of land to remain
untouched by the colonists for at least a century to give them plenty of time
to take root.


They buried pockets of biomass for conversion into fossil fuels
over the centuries, and even cleaned up the devastated forests. It had been a
windfall of good publicity for the company when it had needed it.


Still, due to the planet's location and its' population's
selective interest in only north American, European, and Russian biota the
planet didn't have tropical rain forests or jungles. Most of the northern
continents were pale echoes of what the America's and Russia had back before
the AI war.


Perfect Circle had tried to change some of that, they'd seeded
remote areas with additional seeds, but had mixed results. Apparently the
director of terraforming repair on the planet had been a bit of a crusader. She
had diverted some of the funds to such projects and had eventually been found
out and fired. She'd remained on the planet and risen into politics on the
world before she'd been killed in a suspicious incident that hadn't been
detailed. It was odd that the incident and the woman were even mentioned.


The most contentious part of the Perfect Circle deal was the
location of a series of island prisons. Apparently the resort company did a
sideline business running private prisons. Since Epsilon was a cross roads to
other systems it became a dumping ground for excess prison population before
the war.


The resort had another side to it as well, a mental health
institution for the rich. It was part rehab, part private resort prison for
those people who had a great deal of money, or their children. If they ran
afoul of the law they would buy their way out and come to this world to
'meditate and recover'.


With some of the seedier side of civilization already on the
planet it wasn't too surprising that some of the original colonists took
offense to it. They attempted to tame the lawless groups with heavy rules
banning alcohol and illicit substances but that only drove them underground and
made the population complicit in its trade along with its consumption.
Unfortunately organics thought they needed these substances to have a good
time.


Irons paused as he caught that last line. Apparently the being who
had wrote the entry had been an AI. He snorted and read on. The next part was
from Sprite. She'd assembled the information from various sources. It was
filled with qualifiers and appendix notes. He ignored them, focusing on the
main content.


Most of the world had been rural; the back to basics people hadn't
been interested in a recreation of the cities they had run away from. During
the Xeno war the planet had been resettled by refugees from Pyrax and other
systems that had been devastated by the war. But the lack of industry and a
population unsupportable with the current infrastructure had caused chaos and
famine. Also, most people wanted as far away from this sector as possible so
many had moved on over the decades, most were tradesmen or people with some
education wanting a better life for themselves or their families.


This had given rise to the power of the mob. They had grown in
both popularity and power, for they took care of their own people. Everyone got
a cut, and you got what you put into the business. Robber crews roved the farms
during harvest time. Any truck was targeted. Some farmers cut deals with the
mobs and either just turned their contents over to them willingly or burned
their own crops and hid their stores.


The clusters of refugees had been driven mad by hunger. Eventually
they had broken out of the confines of the camps and turned on the land like
locusts. Like many other colony worlds the devastation had torn the bonds of
civilization apart. Ships stopped coming to the planet and the people were
trapped with no place to go. They spread out, eking out a living the best they
could with whatever they could get their hands on. Apparently some places like
Crater city held on to their civility but only barely. He wasn't sure why and
apparently Sprite wasn't either.


Skip ahead through the dark times until about a century ago.
There, a renaissance of sorts, started. A group of people emigrated to the
planet and started up small cottage factories. One was a sleeper but Sprite
lacked a name, the highlighted blank spot fairly jumped out at him. Apparently
this person had turned Landing back into a small town, and then grew it into a
city of industry and commerce.


The renewed industry had slowly trickled to the farms. With
eighteenth and nineteenth century farming machinery the farms that had needed
dozens of people to maintain them now needed less than a handful. They were
also far more efficient. Looking for work the people had turned to the cities
or built their own.


When people heard of this they flocked to the old city. It grew
exponentially, and eventually they settled across the river to form the gothic
city of Gotham. The cities of Metropolis and New Chicago had started up a
decade later. Each of the cities was strategically located, as were the new cities
that were popping up all over the planet.


Each had something to contribute to the economy. Some were cross
roads of commerce; others were located near large pockets of minerals that were
needed to fuel the growing factories. New Chicago had become a rival after some
of the younger generation broke out on their own to put their own ideas into
action. It now produced most of the hydrogen/electric hybrid engines the
vehicles and aircraft used. Most of the vehicles were also produced in New
Chicago. Aircraft were built in New Seattle on the western coast.


Since the planet had been terraformed over a thousand years ago it
had little natural fossil fuels which was a problem. The industrialists had
solved that sixty years ago by investing in hydrogen engines. That wouldn't
have amounted to much but a passing ship had traded them a hydrogen fuel
cell... which some wise entrepreneur had taken apart and copied.


Port town and Fisherman's wharf in the southern part of the main
continent built most of the ships on Epsilon. Up until a few years ago they
were traditional wooden sailing vessels, though now outboard or paddle board
engines and steel hulls were starting to make inroads into shipping.


Ground vehicles such as cars, trucks, and public transportation
were making a comeback. Apparently they and aircraft had been re-invented by a
few entrepreneurs and historians with access to old footage files. Unlike many
industrialists they hadn't thrown up their hands in despair and given up on
trying to recreate the vehicles and technology of the old Federation. No, they
had set that aside or at least set it as an end goal. Instead they had focused
on what they could achieve, delving as far back to the nineteenth
century Earth time period for inspiration. Now that mass production was in play
their world was finally changing and evolving.


Apparent attempts to copy air cars and other modern air vehicles
had met with dim results so far. In attempting to understand why, the makers
rediscovered that these vehicles were made out of incredibly light weight
metals and plastics that were heat and wear resistant. They couldn't have
replicated the repulser force emitters that kept the cars aloft. That project
had been picked up and then abandoned several times over the years with little or
no progress made apparently.


The most common aircraft was a copy of a Douglas DC-1 with
upgraded hydrogen/electric hybrid engines. It had a crew of two, could carry up
to twelve passengers,  it was eighteen meters long and had a twenty six meter
wide wingspan. Its engines were better than the radial engines they had been
based on, with a top speed of three hundred and fifty one kph and a twenty five
hundred kilometer range. Over a hundred of these aircraft as well as others
filled the air, moving cargo and passengers.


The planet was on the cusp of a second industrial revolution,
teetering there but unable to see their full potential. They were definitely in
the late nineteenth and possibly early twentieth century in some places, in
places like Metropolis or Gotham or Hazard, much further along the admiral
judged.


Interstellar trade had picked up as the planet's civilization had
improved. It was aggravating from a spacer's perspective though, they only
allowed water for fuel trade, not the hydrogen or hydrogen fuel cells.
Apparently there was some sort of law preventing their export, which was ironic
since they had gotten the technology by importing it and essentially copying it
and stealing it. Five years ago they had finally started filtering and
distilling the water. He could only imagine what centuries of unfiltered water
had done to the fusion engines and drives of the ships that came and left from
this world before then.


Of course the mobsters were still there, getting their cut of all
trade and most of the businesses. That was still a problem, though many had
'gone legit' with titles such as commissioner. The so called county
commissioners were the equivalent of colony leaders on the planet. There was a
governor, Mr. Oman, but his was more a puppet regime than a true source of
power. He was in it for the prestige and under the table bribes and power
brokering. There were rumors of another, shadow government of godfathers, but
no proof of it.


Now that industry and surplus food had taken root the population was
growing exponentially once more. The interest of interstellar trade had
encouraged some of the leaders to return to the good old days. They wanted a
return to the golden days before the Xeno war, if only so they and their own
could be on the top raking the profits from it all.


Sprite estimated the population at around twenty million, most of
that was clustered in the major cities. Gotham had the largest population of
nearly one million, though Metropolis wasn't far behind with something like
eight hundred thousand beings. The capital had about six hundred thousand
people there.


People dressed in various fashions, mostly Victorian. Some near
the city center of power still dressed in Victorian outfits or ancient
twentieth century business suits. Others dressed in a mix of steamer punk or
other styles. Some folks near the space ports or on the outskirts of the main
cities dressed in twentieth century or even American western wear. Normally the
western wear was reserved for the ranchers and farmers, in cities like Hazard
it was one part practical, and one part showing your roots. Some of the factory
workers preferred denim and simple shirts and suspenders. 


The planet's population had a mix of alien species but about half
of the population was human. There were thousands of neo's, but most were dogs,
gorillas or chimps around the towns and cities. Full feline neo’s and others
like wolves and bears preferred the back wood wilds. Apparently Sprite had
found colonies of Neo Otters, a Neo species Irons had thought extinct. They
were clustered around the coasts but some ranged inland in small clans.


Some of the cities were metropolitan, with the species mixing. But
others had towns, areas that were strictly one species that rarely went into
the other species towns. Each town had its own trademark style and markings.


The admiral had of course seen it before, but it was a bit
disheartening to see such segregation here.


Veraxins were the second largest population, with Elves, Gashg,
Naga, Talasians, T'clock, Relgarth, the occasional Tarq, and Telerite thrown in
for good measure.


Some of the species preferred various climates, for instance Naga,
and Relgarth preferred cities and towns near deserts. Telerites preferred
mining towns; their natural inclination to dig helped them there. Gashg
preferred marshes and swamps in the tropics near the equator. T'clock preferred
the hot jungles.


He'd heard that the various species got along well outside of the
cities and towns, in the wilds they did their own thing and pulled together well,
each using their specialties or interests to better themselves. He wished them
well.


There were a dozen major cities on the main continent. The cities
were at the pinnacle of civilization as the forefront of technology and
industry. Most were still clawing their ways out of the dark ages. Most were in
the early twentieth century in terms of style and level of technology. 


But the impact was mainly centralized, only a little of its impact
was filtering down from those with the most money to other classes. There
apparently was a growing middle class; they were based in the industries and
construction workers building the towering buildings in the cities. So far
unions had only a minor impact on the industries. The capitalists still reigned
supreme.


He'd wondered how they'd gone so long without a pirate raid.
Epsilon was a better target than say Centennial; after all it had a tech base
close to the twentieth century. Phoenix pointed out a series of ground defense
installations, one per continent. Each was on a mountain in a mountain chain.
The energy reading danced around; most likely they had a central fusion reactor
with decoys or a series of micro reactors. Keeping them up and running would
deter any pirate, after all one of those planetary class energy weapons could
tear a cruiser apart at an AU out. 


Also, each had a good sized city nearby. Most likely because the
fusion reactors needed to power the defensive guns was tapped to power the city
when not in use. Also, he was fairly certain they needed parts to keep them
running. That partially explained the steep port fees, it wasn't all graft
then.


Indeed, he'd been challenged when they'd entered orbit. He'd been
told to pay the port fees, they were non-negotiable. He'd grumbled but agreed.
It wasn't like he had any other choice. At least they scaled them to the ship
size.


Nineteenth and early twentieth century medical technology, radio,
rail ways, and even flight had made a comeback over the past twenty years.
There were of course teething issues integrating such ancient technology... and
reinventing much of it and its' supporting infrastructure... More modern
technology was haphazardly strewn around the planet, mainly centralized around
the protective planetary defense communities or the space ports. The people
there jealously guarded it too.


The vehicles and other transportation methods were a mix like any
colony. It was better than Gaston, which only had animals, wind, boats, or
bicycles to transport people or goods. Here there were the usual mix of animals
for riding or pulling carts, but also steam locomotives, and early automobiles
were mixed with elderly air cars and primitive aircraft. There were steam ships
plying the oceans and waterways, Sprite had pointed out a casino paddle boat
the American Queen. She'd apparently picked up an article about how it had
burned in the middle of a river killing hundreds of people who hadn't been able
to escape. There was something to be said about knowing how to swim, he thought
with a pang.


Pockets of modern Federation technology were here and there on the
planet, but with little knowledge of how to repair or maintain it, let alone
power it all, they were not in use. So it would of course break down over time
he realized. No new computers but plug and play with what they've got had
attritioned their parts supplies, no wonder they were so interested in outside
trade. Trade with ships had sparked renewed interest in repairing and
rebuilding their tech base. No one had that ability in the sector until he had
arrived on the scene. Lately better education and an interest in repairing tech
had sparked an engineering explosion. People were reinventing tech all over the
place.


Eventually Destiny or another ship from Pyrax would come along and
really kick things off. Hopefully soon he thought.
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There were three space ports, the primary one was in a county
called Hazard on the main continent. At one point the old port had been along
the sea next to a growing metropolis. That had changed sixty years ago when a
shuttle accident wiped out over a dozen blocks of real estate and thousands of
people.


Now the shuttle ports were kept at least ten kilometers away from
the nearest town or city. For some reason this port was on the edge of three
counties that intersected. Apparently they occasionally fought for jurisdiction
over the port.


The port wasn't as crude as the one on Triang, but it was still a
far cry from the ones on Earth or Mars back in the day. He tried hard to stomp
on such comparisons though. He didn't want to start looking down on them so
much... nor start feeling sorry for what was gone and now for the most part
forgotten. It was best to look at the situation as opportunity.


The port had a nice strip, paved with crumbling cement. Still it
worked, and whoever had put it in had been smart enough to add the proper slope
and drainage ditches on the runways and taxiways. That was good. They had even
added lines in the pavement to help shed the water when it rained. That was a
very nice feature; it meant the runway wouldn't be slick.


There were a dozen or so hangers, most were wooden structures. A
few looked rotten. There was a small building for passenger check in and
another next door for customs. The tower nearby was painted in red and white
but looked functional, with big broad windows.


The port also served as a local and regional airport so it made
sense to have it not only functional but staffed full time. He was glad; it
meant he could feel secure about leaving his shuttle behind unattended. Even if
he did have to pay exorbitant fees for landing, fuel, and parking.


Hazard had a temperate climate reminiscent of North America with
its pine and deciduous trees. The road leading to Hazard City had willow trees
lining it for some reason.


The roads were a mix of dirt, gravel, and cement; it looked like
the cement roads didn't hold up well, a road crew was out working on them at
just about every intersection. The work crews had Hodges embroidered on the
back of their uniforms.


...*...*...*...*...


Hazard itself wasn't much to look at; on the periphery were
western style one or two story brick or wood structures. Most were painted in
bland colors, with the general store's bright canary yellow being the
exception. Closer to the center of the city more modern buildings could be found.
Hazard was a new city, one founded after the fall so it was bootstrapping
itself from the ground up.


According to Sprite's briefing, Hazard had been a town up until
about sixty years ago. A small Podunk town before the port had been relocated
nearby to it. Now it was growing, not without some growing pains. It had a very
high crime rate, something he wasn't happy about. Of course it wasn't his
problem, but there was always the occasional mugger... too bad for the mugger
if he tangled with him the admiral thought with a slight smirk. He could use a
decent work out right about now. He hadn't had one in months. He rolled his
shoulders slightly in anticipation.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons looked around, soaking the spirit of the community in. There
were dozens of species here, Humans, aliens, and Neos. They tended to cluster
in their own species, but here and there he could see some who were obviously
friends or colleagues of other species occasionally getting together for a
friendly chat or a wave hello in passing. It was good to see. It never failed
to amuse him though that the colony had backslid so far. From what records
Sprite had picked up they hadn't backslid too far, but hadn't picked up either.
That was unusual in a way; with the core worlds gone you'd think somewhere a
world or two would pick up and become the new center of things. Apparently with
populations so sparse they were only now starting to cluster. 


Sprite cleared her virtual throat. He frowned, eyes still roving
the area. She wanted something and he wasn't sure he wanted to deal with it
just yet. When Sprite ahem-ed, he sighed softly. “What is it commander?”


“Look to your left admiral,” she said quietly. A red arrow blinked
on his HUD. He turned in the indicated direction.


“What am I looking at?” he finally asked when the arrow stopped.
It moved up and then pointed down to a Neo tiger, an aged Neo tiger missing a
leg. He had a stump of a crude artificial replacement and freshly healed scars
on body and face.


“He's certainly been through the wars hasn't he?” Irons asked.


“He and yes, war definitely,” Sprite replied. The Neo turned,
feeling someone looking at him. Irons breath caught as he saw the reflection of
metal, plastic, and glass on the Neo's right eye and arm. The eye rim was
aluminum with a primitive camera lens. The arm was artificial from mid bicep
down, cradled against the cat's side. He could see broken bits in between the
tiger striped ripped outer shell.


“Xeno war?”


“Most likely,” Sprite replied quietly. Irons studied the Neo,
knowing it was rude but for once not caring. The Neo had scars over the right
side of his body, some old, some fresh and barely healed. He was aged, a
century or more of real time in his life... most likely near the end of his
life cycle from the white in his fur and film over his eyes. He'd lost a lot of
fur, most of it on the right side. The left side had fared better but was still
scared, he had scars across his arm and hand and left side of his chest. Irons
could see a cable running across his chest, and a gold necklace peeking out
under the fur. His interest was definitely piqued.


The Tiger's muzzle wrinkled in a half snarl. He raised the muzzle,
scenting the air and grimacing. Irons caught the sight of an aluminum fang on
the right side before the tiger turned and left without a blink.


“Where the hell did he go?” Irons asked, starting to move as he
uncrossed his arms.


“The bar admiral,” Sprite said as Irons trotted across the street.
His feet hit the wood boardwalk serving as the front of some of the buildings
and a primitive sidewalk. Sprite's karat pointed to an open saloon door.
“Admiral a word of caution,” she started to say just as he entered the bar,
pushing his way through the swinging double doors.


His eyes immediately adjusted to the darker space. The room wasn't
just darker for ambiance; most Neo's had good night vision and preferred the
dark over a brightly lit sterile room. Wonder of wonders the room had power,
with electric lights and a lit jukebox in the corner. His nostrils flared at
the scent of various Neos in the room. There were dozens of most of the common
species. The patrons became instantly quiet and turned to look at him with
various looks of interest and contempt.


The Neo gorilla bartender stared at him, still holding a bar rag.
Irons nodded politely his way, disinterested in him. “This is a Neo bar,” the
scared and aged gorilla behind the bar growled. Irons nodded to the silverback.
He had a bit of a braided beard with a gold ring on the tip.


“Sorry, saw someone here I was curious about,” he said, turning
his head for a moment as he scanned the room, first looking for threats and
then his prey. He didn't pick up on him on first look but knew Sprite would
process the video and find him. The eyes saw more than the brain processed he
thought. The silverback however chuffed in annoyance. He went over and dropped
a silver coin on the bar and then turned, locking onto the familiar sight of
the yellow Neo tiger. The tiger had his back to him and was talking with a blue
Neo lion sitting in a corner booth. The tiger moved, at first leaning over the
table and then taking a seat when his artificial leg bothered him.


Sprite scanned the room, noting that the tiger had a limited Wi-Fi
link but it wasn't sending a proper response. It did have a military transponder
though. The jukebox also had a Wi-Fi link she noted in passing.


“Hank, please man, I need it fixed!” the tiger said, indicating
his eye.


The blue Neo lion shook his head mournfully. “I'm sorry Nohar, I
don't have the parts anymore, I wish I did. I just don't. No one but Pyrax
makes them,” the blue Neo-lion replied, pushing up a pair of goggles on his
head. Irons snorted softly as he approached their booth. Both Neo's froze and
turned to look at him.


“Who the hell is he?” Hank whispered.


“How the hell should I know?” Nohar growled eyes on the human
intruder. He like all the other Neo's knew better than to molest a human. Boss
Hodges had more than enough pelts on his wall and floor from Neo's that were
that fatally stupid.


“You're the detective!” Hank growled. “Former client?” Hank asked,
eying the man.


“Not likely, though he does look familiar,” Nohar replied,
studying Irons. He noted the military coverall and his good eye widened as that
registered. He winced when too much light made the artificial eye go mad
briefly.


“We don't want any trouble here mister,” the bartender rumbled.
Irons turned to him. 


“I'm not here to cause trouble. I saw someone like me and wanted
to talk.”


“There isn't anyone here like you. No humans,” a young striped Neo
lion sitting on a bar stool nearby growled. Irons turned to him. He was hunched
over his beer, tail flicking about, ears flat. “Best you leave little man,” he
growled with a hint of subsonics in it.


“In a bit,” Irons replied affably, not for the moment put off as
he turned back and nodded to the tiger. The elderly tiger straightened, seeming
to sigh. He was pretty sure his adopted nephew Rajar wasn't going to dissuade
this character so easily. If his hunch was right no one in this room could. The
blue lion looked at him and started to ease away from the tiger, rolling up a
set of tools on a cloth that had been on the table.


“Working on something?” Irons asked, coming over. “Can I get you a
drink?” Irons asked, nodding to both Neo's.


Nohar's eyes studied him. His ears flicked in amusement over the
human's nonchalant bravery. “You don't even smell of fear,” he finally growled.


Irons snorted. “Why? It's a nice bar.” He turned and waved to it.
A pair of otters in a nearby booth looked up and chattered a laugh.


“You aren't afraid of me? Of us?” Nohar asked, ears flicking in
amusement. He was fairly sure why the man wasn't. The guy moved like he was
ex-military, definitely not an imposter. The cover said navy, the gold leaves
on top said high rank. That was interesting. He didn't truck with squids
though.


“I've had Neo's serve with me over the years,” the admiral
replied, shrugging. That statement made many growl subconsciously provoking bad
feelings in the room. “Served under a few Neo commanders too. You have
the look of someone who served. Were you ground forces or Marines? Sorry but
you don't have the look of Navy.”


“Army,” the tiger replied automatically as his eyes widened in
surprise. His eyes slitted even more and his ears were back as he turned
carefully to show the ranger tattoo on his left arm. “501st.”


“Damn,” Irons replied nodding. “One of the best.”


“The best during the war, the best ever,” the tiger automatically
replied, lips curling slightly. Irons realized the burns; it had to be plasma
burns had chewed up some of the tiger's right lip exposing the teeth there. His
face and entire right side was scared, the fur only patched or thin on that
side. The missing right leg was new though. It looked like it had been
amputated below the knee.


“Well, I had friends in the 82nd who might have disagreed with
that but that was then,” the admiral replied with a snort. “Plasma?” he asked
cocking his head. He'd be damned if he ignored or dialed back his own
curiosity. Cats weren't the only ones known for it.


“Corona caught me,” the tiger replied, sniffing him again.
“Sleeper?”


“Yes,” Irons replied. “Fleet admiral John Henry Irons” Irons
replied, right hand extended.


“Don't expect me to pop to attention,” Nohar snorted, eyes flaring
briefly. “The war was a long time ago. Sir.” His eyes flicked down to the
extended hand. After a moment he shook it. Irons had been known as a straight
shooter during the war, honest and an engineer, more into the nuts and bolts of
things over playing politics. He was not particularly well known for his
battles, more known for his occasional heroism before and during the war. He'd
disappeared seven hundred... slowly he nodded and then flicked his ears. Yes,
that Irons. Irons was more famous, or should he say, infamous now than before
the war, mainly because of the events in Pyrax.


“You know this character?” Hank asked. Irons flicked a glance to
him as the handshake broke.


“Yeah, heard of him,” Nohar admitted. His mind whirled over this
event. What were the odds?


“What's wrong with your arm?” Irons asked indicating the
artificial one. It was crude, with torn wires inside. The plastic cover plate
had been painted to match the tiger's fur, but it was now scared and tore up as
if someone had clawed it. The central structure looked a lot like a real bicep
bone. Many of the wires and hoses had been taped a few too many times.


“Not just the arm, the eye, ear, and other implants too,” Hank
replied before Nohar could reply. Irons looked at Nohar's right ear. There was
an antenna sticking out of the ragged tip. Tiger's had large ears, his right
ear was half of what it should be he realized.


“Hard to keep them up in this climate? Or time?” Irons asked
sympathetically.


“Both. And parts are bloody expensive,” Nohar growled, flicking a
look of disgust to the prosthetic mechanic.


Hank spread his hands. Irons noticed the small tools in his hands.
The lion was fiddling with something even while they talked. A plate of meat
was sitting next to him, untouched. The beer stein was half empty though.


“Hank McCoy, genius repairman, meet Admiral Irons hero of the
Federation,” Nohar said, nodding to the admiral. Irons snorted.


“Pleased to meet you,” Hank said quietly, eyes flaring wide.


“May I?” Irons asked indicating the arm.


“You think you can do something?” Hank asked snorting. “The UART
won't respond. It's all screwed up.”


“Really?” Irons asked, right hand out. “You plugged into another
port? Run a bypass?”


“They only rigged the one,” Hank sighed in disgust. “It was fouled
with gunk after he rolled through something in an alley or sewer. The micro
wiring is all messed up.”


Irons turned to Nohar. Nohar's ears flicked. “I'm a detective,” he
growled.


The admiral nodded. “With the sheriff?”


“Bite your tongue,” the tiger growled, eyes flickering in
annoyance. “Private detective,” he admitted.


Irons nodded. He wasn't surprised really, many soldiers who didn't
want to be in law enforcement gravitated to security, merc, or the life of a
private eye when they got out of the military. Just like a lot of navy men and
women ended up in civilian shipping service in one capacity or another. “So you
are trying to get parts out of Pyrax? Why not go there?”


“I don't fly,” Nohar growled.


Hank snorted. “After his last stint in stasis he's gotten
claustrophobic.”


“I was that way before. That just made it worse,” the Neo tiger
growled. He shuddered, fur on end.


Irons nodded sagely. “It's a bitch. May I?” he asked again.


“What are you going to do without tools?” Hank asked. “You're not
borrowing mine!” His hand paws sheltered his precious instruments.


“No, I've got my own,” Irons replied. His right hand morphed as he
touched the tiger's right arm. The tiger flinched, eyes going wide in shock. He
was used to getting that reaction out of others, not the other way around.
Hank's eyes were round as dollar coins, his ears flat on his skull. The admiral
snorted at their reaction, there was nothing like seeing a cat get scared.


“You... holy... Spirit of space what are you?” Hank demanded eyes
wide, ears flat. Most of the bar had returned to normal conversation when
they'd relaxed but Hank's distressed voice cut through the chatter like a
knife. Silence reigned once more.  The otters looked over the edge of the
neighboring seat, eyes wide, noses and whiskers twitching in shock. One even
had his mouth hanging open.


Irons snorted softly, sending a mental command to turn his
implants silver. He could feel his arm, legs, and face changing. They wouldn't
be able to see his legs of course, nor his shoulder and chest, but the others
would be enough to make his point. “I'd think that was obvious, I'm a cyborg
too,” he said as Proteus went to work.


It only took a moment to get around the damage to the UART port
and into the prosthesis computer system. The power supply was corrupted, the
internal batteries well past their impedance. The wiring to the UART was
broken, and the UART itself was corrupted. Irons felt the AI make the repairs
and then begin assessing the system. Sprite leaped into the central processor
and started digging through the files.


“What the hell is that?” Nohar asked feeling the intrusion in his
mind.


“My AI. Hold still,” Irons said as the tiger flinched.


“His audio processor has been repaired,” Proteus replied as Nohar
swayed. “There may be some discomfort as his body adjusts,” he stated.


“A little warning next time,” Nohar growled, good eye tightly
closed. Playing around with his inner ear sucked. He felt nausea and fought it
down with reflexive training.


“Sorry, Proteus tends to dig right in and get things done,” Irons
replied.


“You mean you got in?” Hank asked.


Irons nodded. The implants were crude, they lacked the ability to
be self-powered by thermal exchange with the user's body or even draw power
from his central nervous system. He felt like tisking. They couldn't even rig a
calorie exchange engine? What is this the stone age? He thought. “And fixed a
few things. His batteries need to be changed. Hank, can I call you Hank?” Irons
asked, turning his head to look at the Neo lion. The lion nodded. “Do you have
a replicator? Or access to one?”


Hank snorted softly. “I wish.”


“I'll get you one then. A small one,” Irons replied absently
turning back to the Tiger as he watched the AI work up a list and then tick
down it. “That way you can help Nohar here and any others like him.”


“I...”


“Think of it as veteran's affairs. I expect a healthy discount for
them,” Irons said, still concentrating on the list of repairs Proteus was
performing. Sprite put up a dossier, Nohar yellow tiger, former Army Ranger
Sergeant of the 501st, medically discharged near the end of the war due to lack
of facilities and a mental aberration to being transported by ship. He had a
relatively clean record but his implants were substandard. Nohar like many had
overwhelmed the surviving medics. Instead of putting them in stasis and working
through them they had processed them and shipped them off to a crude hospital
to recover making room for the next batch of injured. Irons could understand
that, he'd lived it too. Nohar had apparently been put into stasis and had been
on his way to a medical facility when his ship had been destroyed and he'd
somehow been dumped in orbit of this world. Sheer luck most likely, Irons
thought. Sixty years ago he'd been picked up and brought ground side where he'd
worked as a servant until his eventual freedom.


Nohar stared at his arm as the admiral's arm cleaned and repaired
the exterior. It was starting to look new.


Proteus handed off the software repairs to Sprite. Sprite brought
up the firmware, compared it to the latest patch in her files and then wrote a
patch program. “Close your eyes,” Sprite ordered the tiger through his
implants.


Nohar flinched again. “Who was that?”


“My AI. They are about to work on your visual implants sergeant,”
Irons replied. Nohar sighed, and closed his eyes.


“Do it,” he growled. Sprite rebooted the firmware and watched the
patch kick in. It went in smoothly and the implants rebooted. After a moment
they ran through POST checks and then signaled all clear.


“Done,” Sprite replied sounding smug. “The visual problem was a
bit of grit in the shutter Proteus cleaned out and there was a software bug.
I've fixed the bug; Proteus took care of the contamination.”


“Thanks,” the tiger growled. 


Irons watched as the AI ran through the tiger, doing what they
could. Neither were medical AI so they didn't have much to go off of, just the
firmware and drivers in the tiger's implants. Still they were cleaning him up
and repairing a great deal of the damage.


“We can't do anything for the leg, it's a simple spring
prosthetic,” Proteus reported to both the admiral and the tiger as both AI
withdrew. “You need to see a dentist about the abscessed tooth and a doctor
about the arthritis. A good dermatologist could help with the scaring and
mange,” it reported.


“It's okay, I've learned to live with it,” Nohar growled, flexing
his claws on his left hand paw and then flicking away a piece of dirt. Irons
nodded.


“I've got more advanced models for both legs,” Irons replied.


“Thank you,” Nohar said, slowly opening his eyes. His eyelids
flickered a few times as he blinked. Irons could see the artificial lens zoom
in and out. He nodded.


“For a fellow soldier and a sleeper, no problem. Anytime,” Irons
replied.


“I'm not a soldier,” Nohar replied, sounding almost angry. “Not
anymore anyway,” he said bitterly as Irons withdrew his hand.


“If you change your mind something can be done about that and your
implants sergeant,” Irons replied. Nohar stared at him. “I've been reforming
the Federation and the military with people like you. I can give you a voucher
and you can get your implants rebuilt or replaced with full cloned parts in
Pyrax.”


“Why?” Nohar growled. He'd heard something about Irons. He'd been
tempted to go to Pyrax but it was a space colony. He just knew he'd go stark
raving nuts trapped in a ship let alone a space station.


“We need experienced people. People who know how it's done and can
show this new generation how to get it done despite the cost,” the admiral
replied quietly. “You heard about the pirates?” Nohar and Hank nodded.


“Hell man, who hasn't?” Hank asked.


“Well, they are a bit more than we or anyone knew about, a lot
more. A couple of years ago the Carib Queen came in to Pyrax screaming about a
pirate fleet chasing it. I managed to gather some volunteers and together we
salvaged some derelict warships. We had just enough time to get the ships
sorted out before we had to bust up a small pirate fleet at the Agnosta-Pyrax
jump point. You may have heard about it?” Both Neo's nodded. The event had
happened a few years ago and had already become a legend. “We found out the
pirates are from Horath.”


Hank's eyes went wide again. “Horath!” he spat.


“Ah, you've heard of them huh?” Irons asked, smiling slightly at
that reaction.


“Who hasn't?” the bartender rumbled from across the room. Irons
looked his way and then nodded. “Bunch of racist fagots,” the gorilla growled,
showing a curled tooth.


“Right,” Irons replied. His voice instinctively picked up to make
the pitch to the room at large. “I started a seed, a small navy and marine
detachment in Pyrax and Agnosta. They will turn those star systems into a black
hole for the pirates while building up the tech back to what it was before the
war,” Irons replied.


“But to do that... the keys...” Hank mused, eyes flickering as he
thought furiously.


Irons nodded. “Which they have, or at least some of them, things
are a lot better in Pyrax than ever before. They're working on expanding but
they need help.”


“Help,” Nohar said, not sounding like he fully believed his ears.


Irons nodded. “Help. People like you, who know how to fight. If you
don't think you can do ground combat you can always teach,” Irons replied.


“Huh,” the tiger growled softly. “I don't do space stations
admiral,” he growled after a moment.


The admiral nodded. “Then you can go to Agnosta. There is a marine
base there. Several hopefully, I haven't gotten the last report so I'm not
sure,” he said raising a hand. “The plan is to have several training bases
there to train marines in basic combat. But we also need army. We need
Rangers,” Irons said simply.


Nohar grunted. “I'll think about it,” he growled looking away. 


The admiral sighed internally but turned, looking around. Some in
the room looked interested or at least amused. “The navy has a policy of free
education, full medical for you and your family, and will even pay part or all
of your transportation costs. Some with the right skill sets can even get sign
up bonuses,” Irons said to the room at large.


“I think you made your pitch,” Nohar chuffed, sitting back and for
the first time moved his right arm to rest it onto the table. He looked down at
it and slowly clenched and unclenched the fist. He raised it and stared at the
artificial hand. “It's like new,” he said softly.


“Not as good as mine I admit, but it's useable for now,” Irons
replied.


“I've got a client to get to,” Nohar admitted reluctantly after a
moment. Irons nodded.


“Just think about it. If you want someone to talk about old times
with let me know,” Irons said nodding as both of them got up. “Nice to meet you
Hank, I'll try to remember to get you that replicator when I get the chance.”


“Thank you um, Admiral,” the Neolion said nodding. Irons realized
he had been putting a pocket watch together while they had talked. He snorted
softly. He turned and Nohar was already gone.


“Gentlemen, ladies,” Irons said, nodding to the other patrons as
he made his way out. He heard the voices pick up as people talked about him and
what he had said as he left. A few of the skeptics made him itch to wade back
in but he forced himself to move on.


“Well! That was interesting,” Sprite said.


The admiral smiled as they made their way through the crowd. “Was
it?” he asked, sounding amused but slightly disinterested.


“Tell me you didn't plan that?” Sprite accused, sounding amused as
well.


“I didn't expect gratitude if that's what you're probing about.
But yeah, the pitch was part of it. I wanted to one, impress him and the
others, and two, get the word out. Even with the skeptics people will talk
about it and some will take an interest.”


“Well, I do admit you did make an impression,” Sprite admitted
with an amused sniff. “I think setting up a recruiting poster would work better
though. It would lay out all the facts for anyone to read. Relying on organic
word of mouth is... troubling. Your feeble memories tend to distort simple
facts.”


“Which can work to our advantage,” Irons replied with a small
smirk as he crossed the street at the corner. He nodded as a horse drawn
carriage slowed for him to get out of the way. When he and the older lady who
had been just behind him had stepped onto the wooden side walk the carriage
moved on.


“Ma'am,” Irons said, stepping aside and nodding politely to the
woman behind him. She sniffed and turned walking primly away.


Irons sighed softly watching her leave.


“Somehow, something tells me that wasn't the response you wanted,”
Sprite chuckled.


“Oh shut up,” he growled back.


 




[bookmark: _Toc361302574]Chapter 3


 


Irons noticed something was up when the people in the street
started heading to the sidewalks and into the buildings. Someone bumped him in
passing, he turned to protest and saw a pair of figures down a hundred meters
away making their way purposely into the street.


“Sprite?”


“Yes Admiral?”


“What's going on?” he asked as a nearby store slammed its door
shut and the proprietor clicked the lock as he flipped the sign to closed. “Is it
something we did?”


“No Admiral, from the looks of it, everyone is clearing out. Those
two look like they are about to fight,” she replied quietly. Red icons
highlighted a pair of people a hundred meters away.


“Um... Seriously? Where's the law?”


“Hiding,  Admiral, the tall blue one is bad news.”


The admiral studied the tall blue alien. He was fascinating. He
was dressed in western wear, a dusty tan duster, fedora, and what looked like
weapons strapped to each hip. The alien looked up and Irons blinked. He had two
sets of compound eyes, big eyes under that hat. The alien adjusted his hat rim
with one clawed hand while the other pulled the duster wide to expose his
weapons. Irons blinked. He had a pair of smaller true hands on his long torso,
on either side. They were wrapped around the alien's waist with their claws
interlocked above his shiny brass belt buckle. If you didn't know any better
they blended in to his torso under his red vest.


Respirators were on the alien's mouth, two hoses connected the
pair to a small pack on his back. 


Irons felt a tug on his arm and looked down. A small black haired
Terran girl was there. “Mister you better clear out. That's Ole Blue and he's
mean!”


“Okay,” Irons replied, letting the girl lead him on. They ducked
between buildings where a knot of people were nervously waiting. The girl's
mother grabbed the child and nodded to him. “You new here?” she asked.


“Very,” Irons replied.


“Thought so from your clothes. It's not neighborly to let you get
shot your first day or so being here.”


“They're that bad of shots? What about the law?”


“No one goes up against Ole Blue. No one dares,” the woman said
and shivered. They could hear the steady tink, tink and foot falls as Blue's
opponent walked on. Irons looked at him. It was a Terran, Spanish stock, with a
bit of gut under the soiled green poncho. He had a hat on his back. He was
sweating profusely, with spittle dribbling from his unshaven chin. From the
sound of it, the guy was babbling on and on, possibly praying. His hands were
together as if he was at any rate.


“He's a dead man,” the girl said, watching the human coldly.
“Estupido,” she said and spat in his direction.


Irons turned to the man and the alien. “Can't anyone stop it?”


“And go up against Ole Blue? He's an assassin. Paid hit man.
Sometimes he kills for the fun of it,” the woman said nervously, holding her
children closer to her. A man nearby nodded. He looked as pale as a ghost
despite his tan.


“I can stop it,” Irons vowed. He felt a hand on his arm. He looked
over to see a nervous deputy there.


“Don't mister. There is nothing you can do. Ole Blue is a black
hole. This guy's a deader surer than shit,” he said.


Irons blinked at him in shock, a cop saying that... He missed what
was said when the Spanish man stopped. Irons turned to see the man turn slowly
and gulp. He brushed his poncho back, still shaking like a leaf.


“Are you ready to meet your maker Terran?” a raspy voice
chittered. Irons blinked. The high end sounded Veraxin.


“Por favor, I meant no harm,” the man blubbered, hands up.


“You know the deal,” the alien barked. “My babies are hungry,” he
said.


The man's eyes went wide. Instead of drawing he turned to run. Ole
Blue's true hands flashed and a round slammed into the man's back. He fell into
the dust and writhed. Irons blinked as a warning tone sounded in his implants
and then the AI flashed a bio-hazard sign over the quickly dissolving man.
“What the hell? Nanites?”


“Yes Admiral, Gobblers,” Sprite informed him.


Irons scowled. “They're highly illegal!”


“Tell him that,” the deputy said. “Anyone who protests ends up
like that,” the man said, gulping nervously and nodding his chin to the
bubbling mass on the ground. They could hear a steady click click and footsteps
as the alien walked up to the corpse. He stood over it, staring down at it
without pity or remorse.


“Pitiful,” the alien said, shaking his head.


“What the hell is he?” Irons asked quietly. He wasn't any alien
species he recognized.


“Veraxin admiral,” Sprite informed him.


“You're kidding me!”


“Gene-formed. Or reformed. He's an augment.” She posted the
alien's image onto his HUD minus the clothes.


“That's rude,” the alien said, turning to face Irons. “Scanning me
like that. And talking about me behind my back? Tisk tisk,” he said. Irons
realized he wasn't completely sane. “You have a problem?”


“Gobblers?” Irons demanded, standing straight. “Who doesn't?” He
demanded, feeling the people behind him move hastily away. Sprite flashed a
warning image; Ole Blue was a member of the assassin's guild, one from his era.
One of the number one assassins in the explored galaxy and feared by just about
everyone.


“These?” the alien turned back to his prey. He touched something
on his belt; a signal controller Irons summarized when he noted the nanites
stopped and then started to swirl around the alien. After a moment he held out
his hand and a new round formed in his hand. “These are my babies,” he said and
cackled.


“Spirit of space,” the deputy said softly, looking at the shallow
hole where the man once was. “Nothing left to bury.”


“Dust to dust,” the alien said, turning and flaring his duster to
walk off. “Be seeing you around,” he said casually.


“You are a dead man if he does,” the woman said, pulling away from
Irons.


“No, he is,” Irons replied, looking at the alien coldly.


...*...*...*...*...


“Still having issues Admiral?” Sprite asked, sounding entirely too
amused for his taste.


“In this project, a bit Commander,” Irons sighed sitting back. One
of the biggest problems on any terraformed world was the lack of fossil fuels.
They weren't just used for vehicle fuel, but also heating oil, lubrication,
plastics, tars, and of course activated charcoal.


Activated charcoal, or activated carbon as it was also known was
one of the simplest methods of filtration. Filtration was needed in everything
from water to chemicals for industrial and medical purposes.  Planets that had
been recently terraformed didn't have any fossil fuels, and they did have plant
material but not in any great supply for at least a century. That was why many
startups had trouble. Balancing the need for this basic substance was a
headache for many a colony leader. Without it you couldn't filter water for
ships either, which was why most colony worlds didn't. He now understood that.


Importing had been a major answer for many colonies for the past
seven centuries. Or find a nice Carbon Chloride asteroid and mine the heck out
of it. Or, if you planned it properly, a couple of Carbon Chloride asteroids
could be used during the terraforming of the planet. Their remains could be mined
for their carbon and other resources.


Most of this had been used up on Epsilon over the centuries. No
one had known about reactivation of the carbon by recycling it through a hot
furnace, so it had been dumped. They were now suffering a shortage. Areas that
didn't have access to carbon either made due without and suffered, or they used
paper or some other filtration method... with varying degrees of success.


Now, nearly eight hundred years after the colony had been founded,
their plants had taken sufficient root to be able to generate local sources of
carbon. Irons pointed out to a local lumber mill that they could one use the
stumps , shavings, and wood chips for fuel or compressed material, or they
could two, pyrolysis the material, that is carbonize it in a nitrogen or argon
furnace around six hundred to nine hundred degrees C.


Chemical activation was also a possibility, it was certainly
quicker and required lower temperatures, but the materials were mostly acids
that leached the water content out of the plant material and were therefore
troublesome to handle, store, and dispose of properly.


The lumber mill in New Seattle had settled on using pyrolyzing,
but they required a source of argon or nitrogen. He could synthesize the
nitrogen with an atmospheric convertor, but they also needed a more efficient
kiln system. Which was one of the reasons he was here in Hazard. He'd hoped to
do some horse trading with Hodges and Io 11, but that seemed out, the fat
commissioner was apparently uninterested. He'd have to move on and see if
locals in the foundry cities like New Chicago or Gotham were up to the task.


“You should let me deal with the negotiations Admiral, I'm good at
it,” Sprite admonished.


“Yes, but I was hoping to keep you under wraps a bit longer,” Irons
replied. “The more people know about you the more...” he bit off the rest of
what he was going to say.


“The more trouble I'm worth?” Sprite asked, sounding amused again.


“Something like that,” he admitted.


“Well, I don't have any networks to plunder so I'm getting rather
bored,” she said dryly.


“Fine, fine, you handle the details then Commander, I'll look into
a better kiln design.”


“Gee, thanks,” Sprite replied.


...*...*...*...*...


Near dark Irons left his room to get a meal. He paused as he
stepped out onto the strip, he turned at the sound of a large group of people
and noted them hustling a man up the street. They were cat calling and waving
torches and clubs in their hands. Many were grim. It was a mob, he realized, a
lynch mob. “What's going on?” Irons asked cautiously.


“Frontier justice at its finest admiral,” Sprite informed him as
several people passed him in their haste to join the mob. “And in any group of
this size boardom will have most of the population  flocking to join it.”


“Oh,” he stepped aside as a woman brushed him with the back of her
hand. She curtsied slightly and kept going on her way. He watched her go. “Dare
I ask what he did?” he asked.


“He allegedly raped a prostitute.”


“Okay,” Irons said, eyes hard as he studied the scene. There was a
preacher nearby giving last rights. Another man was near, grimly watching over
the proceedings. Irons recognized him as a judge from the black robe. He noted
the black hat and shiny star of a law enforcement officer in the crowd around
the accused. Another group further down the street were setting up a rope over
a limb and open flatbed under it. After a long moment Irons turned away.


“Aren't you going to do something?” Sprite demanded as he
walked.


“Nope,” he drawled, still walking. He didn't bother looking back.


“Admiral, it's a miscarriage of justice! They aren't upset about
the woman they are upset about him not paying her pimp! A dead beat. A
dead, dead beat in a minute!”


“Not my problem,” he said firmly, walking on.


“As an officer...”


He paused, noting no one was around. “The only people who are
authorized to intervene are right there going along with it. There's a law
enforcement officer right there as well as the judge. The guy in the black
robe.”


“You have got to be kidding me!” Sprite replied in exasperation.


“Nope, thats how it's done here Sprite. I'm sure he did something
else. They're pretty pissed,” Irons said as the group got to the tree.


“You could save him....”


“Save a man accused of raping a woman? Aren't you the one who
reminded me about tilting at windmills and trying to keep a clean public
appearance?” he asked.


“Touché'” Sprite replied with a sigh. 


“I know it sucks, but it's the best justice around apparently.
Even if it is at the end of a rope,” he said, glancing over his shoulder to see
the man standing on the flatbed with the noose around his neck.


...*...*...*...*...


The next morning Irons explored more of the planet using a map and
a database Sprite had built up. Ring City in the south seemed like a tourist
trap. Sprite had teased him about the various events and rides there. The flume
and power station sounded interesting, but he was definitely not interested in
the hot air balloons. 


Some of the tropical resort communities west of the city seemed
nice, most were into logging, growing a few tropical plants for export,
sugarcane, and other forms of farming, nice, but not his area at all. He'd
prefer to stay north of the equator and near the industrial centers. That was
where the action was as far as he was concerned.


He was still having trouble with getting the fuel, and getting
this sorted out in Hazard was a clear case of hurry up and wait. He'd tried
tracking down the fuel trucks but he had yet to pin them down, and their office
was a shell company, an empty office in the center of Hazard. It was very
annoying. It was even more annoying that he'd wasted all morning trying to
chase down the damn owners of the company. On Sprite's advice he'd even gone to
the city hall records building to try to get to the owners, only to be turned
away with ever so exquisite courtesy. He'd never heard someone say so politely
to get lost in his life, at least not until now.


...*...*...*...*...


"Mister Admiral!" He recognized the voice and turned
with a smile. Dorah shot at him like a rocket. He reared back as he caught her
in his arms with a laugh. Her hands tightened behind his neck. He managed to
turn his cheek just in time to get a kiss on it instead of its intended landing
zone. "Mister Admiral we missed you!" Dorah gushed, eyes dancing as
she broke the kiss. 


Dorah was a character, that was really the only way to describe
her. A perpetual teen that most likely would never grow up. She took whatever
life threw at her and kept smiling. She was hyper, wearing on even the most
sensitive soul who didn't understand her. She seemed to lighten up a room
though, and her bubbling intensity seemed to cheer even the most hardy soul
over time. Her enthusiasm could be contagious or wearing depending on a
person's proximity and length of exposure.


He hadn't really worked much with Dorah, she preferred small craft
like her chosen partner Hibiki. She also doubled as the ship's day care worker
and cat care giver. Apparently the captain had either insisted she get out of
the ship to get some downtime... or most likely she wouldn't let Hibiki out of
her sight.


Dorah grinned, the freckles across the bridge of her nose
darkening. She had long red hair, a lean body and was entirely too lithe and
graceful for his current lackanuecky piece of mind.


"I missed you too Dorah, but right now I know how Hibiki
feels." He chuckled as he looked over to see the young man raise a hand
and wiggle his fingers in hello. He waved back with one hand, still supporting
the girl with the other. Hibiki rolled his eyes and mouthed “better you than
me.”  Irons couldn't help snorting over that.


Dorah leaned back to get a good look. "Cookie was worried
about you eating right!" She accused as she stared at him.


The admiral chuckled. "Don't worry, I'm just fine." She
smiled her left foot came down to the ground. Gently he set her down on her
right foot as well. 


"This is so wonderful!" She gushed. "Did you hear
about Mister Doctor? He got off at his home world and the captain set him up
with a huge hospital!" She smiled. "It was so wonderful! He was so
happy to see his wife and daughter too! I had no idea!" She slowly
released him.


He smiled as Jen came up. "Hogging him all to yourself I see.
Dorah I think you're making poor Hibiki jealous!" Jen teased. Dorah turned
a guilty look to Hibiki who vigorously denied it with a shaking head and palm
up hands.


"Oh, I can give him one too!" She rushed to him. The
Admiral snorted as Hibiki backed away. Apparently some things hadn't changed
much. He nodded politely to Jen who's eyes were brimming with mischief as she
watched as Dorah quickly cornered and hugged Hibiki. It was good seeing her
here.


"Awe geez, why'd you have to go and say a thing like
that?" Hibiki whined. His slanted eyes opened as round as they could. He
caught her midair. "I didn't go anywhere Dorah. Honest, been right here...
um.." she silenced his protests with a kiss. The admiral's eyebrow rose in
surprise as the lad responded to the kiss. Okay, so maybe some things had
changed a little. The Admiral chuckled as he shook Jen's hand. Tara came up
behind her and he nodded to her.


Jen had been an invaluable asset on the Io 11, working in
engineering as an assistant engineer and one of his many helpers. She was good,
a bit of a tom boy but that was fine with him. She was still tall, not quite as
tall as him but close.


Tara was looking good, she had apparently changed her hair to
black hair with blue tips and it didn't quite fit her complexion but she didn't
seem to mind. She grinned, eyes dancing a little when she got closer.


They were looking good, all of them. Well dressed in Io 11 ship
uniforms. The girls had scarves around their necks or in their hair but they
now looked like professional spacers.


"Old home week I see," he said with a small smile. He
shook Tara's hand as well. She pulled him into a bear hug. He grunted in
surprise and then chuckled. "Easy girl, not all of me is as flexible as
flesh and blood." She laughed and set him down. "So I see that Io11
is in orbit," he said unnecessarily.


"Nothin gets past you does it?" the security chief growled
good naturedly from behind him. 


He turned and smiled. "Good to see you too chief," he
said eying her. She nodded again slightly. She still had her short silver hair
and pixie look, but she also had the hard agate eyes and no nonsense look about
her that was her trademark. She'd traded her sexy silver unitard in for a ships
coverall with silver shoulder boards but had kept her trademark blaster on her
hip. Her  uniform was cut well, and unzipped to mid line to her breasts to show
a silver tank top underneath. From the look of the native women around them
they were properly scandalizing them. Which was just fine with the admiral, he
like the other spacers could care less what they thought of their appearance.


She cocked her eyebrow, clearly studying him. "Don't tell me
you need another ride?" she asked coolly. 


He chuckled immediately when Jen froze. Slowly he shook his head.
"No, I have my own ship now, Phoenix. You pinged her in orbit," he
explained. He'd just gotten the word a few minutes ago. He should have listened
to Sprite's earlier report but he'd been distracted. 


Jen nodded. "That's right we did, that's yours?" she
asked. Her eyes widened when he nodded. 


"It's just a yacht that had been converted into a courier
vessel during the war, nothing fancy. Class one hyper drive, really it's all
ion engine and hyper drive," he explained with a diffident shrug. 


Jen grinned as she eyed him. "Somehow I think you found a way
to spice her up." 


He chuckled  in appreciation as the shot went home and then nodded.
"Maybe,” he admitted with a hint of a smile. 


Tara's smile turned into a grin. "No maybe about it,"
she teased, eyes glimmering with mischief. She shook her head. "So what
brings you here?" she asked, clearly amused. 


He chuckled once more. "Just in the neighborhood, I was
checking things out." 


She nodded. "Is that your platform in orbit of the gas
giant?" Jen asked.


He nodded. One of the first thing's he had done upon entering the
system was to put the platform up in the atmosphere of the largest Jovian in
the system. The little platform had its own micro fusion reactor for a power
supply. It's first order of business was to suck in gases and fill it's
balloons as its' force emitters arrested its' fall. After the balloons were
inflated it had them flushed with hydrogen and then shut the force emitters
off. The balloons kept the platform balanced in the atmosphere, and the energy
saved from not using the force emitters was then put into the refinery process.


 It was a small platform though, with limited storage so he'd set
it up to focus on Helium 3 primarily, with a bit of Deuterium to supply the
reactor. But was taking it's sweet time pulling in Deuterium and Helium 3. He
had wanted to be out of here sooner but the gas giant was a bit too diffuse for
his time-line. Which was one of the reasons he was here on the planet, looking
for additional fuel... and picking up other supplies and getting some face time
in while he had the chance.


He wasn't sure what was going on with the Helium 3. Normally it
was deposited on the various planets in the system from solar wind. Here though
it seemed to have been stripped off... or the local sun kept most of it for
itself. The study would make for a fascinating astronomy paper in the future
though, he thought wryly.


"Yeah, Its' pretty efficient, remind me to give you the
blueprints. With it I can refuel my ship." He waved to another set of
techs from the Io. They gawked for a moment, then came over smiling. 


"Move along people." He turned to see a  smartly dressed
constable nearby. The short gruff man studied the gaggle of women before
settling his gaze on Irons.


Irons nodded to him. After what he'd witnessed earlier in the day
he didn't want or need official attention. The last thing he needed was a lynch
mob dogging his heels here. "Sorry officer, unexpected reunion." He
waved the girls and Hibiki to the nearest bar. "What's say we go for a
drink, my treat?" he asked. The girls laughed.


Jen smiled and tucked her arm through his. Tara took the other
side. “You're on. Just so you know, Jen here has a hollow leg.”


He looked at Jen. She shrugged and grinned a bit more.


“Well, we'll see about that.”


...*...*...*...*...


He was surprised to see them there, the odds of their crossing
paths again... He shook his head slightly in bemusement. He shouldn't have been
surprised, it was a small sector and the ships in it tended to follow circular
paths. Apparently Io 11 was using its' newly repaired hyperdrive to their
maximum benefit, covering far more space between systems and hitting just about
every system worth going to. That was good, that was what he had hoped. 


Io 11 had been a tramp freighter on its last legs when he'd been
picked up. It had been a case of mutual interest to repair the salvaged fleet
tender. That and he had no interest in bumbling around in the lowest hyperbands
of hyperspace spending nearly a year in between jumps wondering what would
break next.


It had worked out, though there had been some tough spots along
the way. He hadn't intended to bond with the crew, they had just been a means
to an end, but overtime they'd gotten under his skin and some of his love of
education and engineering had rubbed off on them.


It had been a strange combination though, one of only four men on
an otherwise all human female crew. Something for a tacky holo sitcom maybe, or
a boring holonovel but not something he'd expected to ever happen in real life,
let alone his life. Okay, maybe when he was an adolescent and in puberty
he admitted with a wry smile.


He'd trained the crew and together they had rebuilt the ship from
stem to stern, nearly replacing everything in the process. Or it just seemed
that way, he thought wryly. It had been an interesting challenge, and a good
way for him to get over his time shock. Work, especially hard work tended to do
that for him.


He'd surprised himself by making friends among the crew. First in
the temporary acting chief engineer Molly, and later Jennie, Shandra, Tara, and
the other girls. His errant wandering thoughts returned to one though...
Molly...


Now there was a bitter, painful thought. Molly had deserved
better. Just as they were getting the ship sorted out and Faith was about to be
awakened she'd been snatched from them, killed in a cruel twist of fate on
Centennial by savage desperate people. Killed trying to protect her fellow crew
women from rape. It was a stupid senseless death, one that...


He shook himself mentally. There was no need to go further down
that well-worn road. He'd been down that road too many times already. He knew
from his training he'd lose people, he also knew it would haunt him. Molly's
death haunted him more because she had been his first friend in this time
period. He waffled a sigh, smiling a little at Dorah's concerned look.


Still, the crew looked good he thought, nodding to her. He was
curious if they'd gotten over their recruiting methods. The captain chose only
fallen women, or children, all human females. She rarely ever took a human male
in. Partly due to her and her core crew's experience in their home system of
New Dublin most likely. Being thought of as second class... hell, treated as
little more than a slave, an animal, sometimes brood mare with no rights by the
patriarchal males in the system had to be infuriating to a woman with her
mindset. How she had not been beaten down by that system was a testimony to her
character and stubborn will to not only live but thrive. Of course part of that
was spite too he recognized.


The captain... yes she was a piece of work. Her and her partner.
The purser had never let on that the two of them had been lovers, but he knew.
Hopefully Io had kept them on their toes, kept them growing after he'd left.


Io had left him in Pyrax, where he had other adventures. He sized
them up. From the look of them they had a few adventures of their own. They
were more... mature. Or at least some of them were, he thought. Some things
however never changed, he thought, hiding a slight smile at the antics behind
him.


He glanced over to Dorah and Hibiki. The almond eyed girl was
dragging the young man along but he wasn't nearly as reluctant as he was
pretending to be. At least that was how Irons read it. The boy was playing hard
to get, that was for sure, but it wasn't all ingrained, some of it was
definitely a way of play fighting with Dorah.


She in turned seemed slightly more mature, but only slightly. She
finally settled into hooking her arm through Hibiki's and snuggling up to him.
That got him moving faster, if only to get away from her and into the bar.


As they entered the bar he found out Io was picking through the
belt and had dropped them off as sort of an advanced party. Hibiki implied it
was to get the girls out of the captain's hair. They were leaving in a couple
hours and no he wasn't drinking.


The admiral nodded politely to the barkeep who waved to a semi
secluded booth off in the corner. It was dark but the leather seats were
relatively clean and intact. He nodded and took a seat with them, making sure
the ladies sat first.


The Chief of course sat with her back to the corner, eying the
room with a professional air. He saw her hand twitch, she of course was making
sure no one would come up behind her and she had a clear view... and clear
access to her weapon when or if needed. He nodded in approval when their eyes
briefly met. Her eyes cut away. His infrared caught a slight flush in her
cheeks.


He and the Chief hadn't been on good terms for most of his trip on
Io. In fact she'd done her level best to get rid of him for a while, usually
out an airlock without benefit of a suit. Eventually though she'd seen him as
an asset, and then to his amusement she and her Captain grandmother hadn't let
him leave for a while! He'd been amused and annoyed at the sudden paradigm
shift in her thinking.


When they had been forced to work together, first in various projects
related to ship's security but later in crises like the hostage rescue on
Centennial they had grown to a grudging respect of one another.


The barmaid came over and took their order, jotting it down with
chalk on a piece of slate before leaving. Irons snorted when Dorah caught
Hibiki looking and kicked his shin under the tile covered table.


“Some things never change. How are things?”


“Well...” she paused as the barmaid came with their order. The
admiral paid her and then nodded as she placed a bowl of stale pretzels in the
center of the table. He smiled politely and thanked the woman but she was
already gone.


They exchanged stories. They told him about the doctor being set
up on Seti Alpha 4 and reuniting with his family. The captain had given a
grudgingly heartfelt apology for abducting him. The doctor's response had been
dry but he'd appreciated the hospital they had set him up with, along with the
all the school books and equipment for his wife the teacher. “We really didn't
need two full doctors on-board, though it was nice. Now  he's passing on
everything he learned to his own people and others who come by. And using all
the supplies and stuff we gave them to help make sure a lot more people live
longer,” Dorah said earnestly.


The admiral nodded. “Good.”


They told him about their adventures in Halced 6, New Haven, and
Aiera 3, along with Nightingale and New Brunswick before they retraced their
steps and had arrived a week ago in Epsilon.


In turn he told them about his adventures in Pyrax and on Destiny
and Antigua. When he admitted to Sprite the chief interrupted. “Sprite?” she
asked coolly, one sculpted eyebrow raised in inquiry.


“Lieutenant Commander Sprite. My central AI.” He met her level
gaze with his own. “You don't show all your cards chief and neither do I.”


Her eyes glittered but slowly, grudgingly she nodded in response.
He smiled, hearing Jen breathe a sigh of relief.


“Speaking of which,” Irons said holding up his right palm.
“Sprite?”


His hand morphed into a holo emitter and a miniature version of
the AI came to attention. “I was about to page you Admiral, the captain of the
IO 11 is calling Phoenix.”


“First things first, Sprite,” he nodded to the others.
“Introductions are long overdue,” he said with a smile of apology. “Commander
Sprite, I believe you know each of the people here.”


Sprite nodded politely to each in turn. “Indeed I do. It is good
to finally come out of the closet a bit and meet you formally though,” Sprite
said, pursing her lips. Her image swelled until only her head and shoulders
were projected, this time life size.


Irons noticed something wrong and realized it was the intense
quiet in the bar. He looked around to see the other patrons staring.


The chief caught his gaze and turned. “As you were people,” she
growled looking around the room. The bartender grunted and went back to wiping
the bar down in front of him.


Irons snorted softly. “I can't believe you had her this entire
time and never told me!” Dorah accused him, clearly annoyed but excited. She
put her hand through the holo and then waved her palm over it as Sprite's image
wavered. “Oh sorry.”


Sprite rolled her eyes. She turned to see the intent glitter of
the chief's look and snorted softly. “No hard feelings chief?” she asked.


“I...” the chief blinked, then her eyes narrowed. “No.”


“Good. I'd hate to play with your shower again...” Sprite said
coyly.


“Sprite,” Irons growled, cutting her off. Sprite shrugged and
curtsied as the chief's eyes narrowed further. Her jaw clenched briefly. 


“You, ah, said the captain is calling?” Irons said before the two
could go at it further.


“Yes, putting her through now admiral,” she said. Sprite's image
changed to that of the captain. 


From the look of her the captain hadn't changed much. She still
had her trademark shawl and was aged but unbroken. She smiled crookedly at the
admiral. “Admiral that you?” she asked squinting. He nodded.


“It's good to see you again captain. I'm here with the chief and
her party now.”


The captain grunted and rested her hands on a gnarled cane.
“Harrumph. Figures they'd track you down. How are you doing?”


“Fine captain, I've got a ship and we're traveling,” he said. He
reiterated some of his story, sticking to the high points. He knew it was for
as much the captain's piece of mind as well as fodder for the gossip mill on
the ship. If he was a betting man he'd bet the entire conversation was being
broadcast all over the ship. The captain was intrigued by the developments but
dryly commented that Antigua would offer stiff competition.


“If the pirates leave them alone captain. I'm not sure about
that,” the admiral replied.


“Oh?” She sat back and rested her hands in her lap.


“The pirates have taken several worlds, including Destria.”


“Taken?” she asked, eyes narrowed.


The admiral nodded grimly. “Taking and holding, it turns out the
pirates are a bit more than anyone suspected. They are Horathians, sent out to
strip colonies of material to send back to their home system for their own
uses. We've discovered they have been fortifying their world and lately taking
neighboring worlds.”


“Horath is now off limits,” the captain said in stern disgust. She
turned to the left and nodded.


“Yeah. They are turning it into a black hole.”


“I'll say.”


“I see you've had quite a few adventures.”


The captain grunted. “I take it Hibiki and the others telling
tales out of school?”


“Just catching up with friend’s captain,” Hibiki said to the open
communicator, hands up.


“No offense Captain, he's a good kid, they all are,” The admiral
assured her. He nodded to the waitress as she policed the remnants of their
first order and placed refills down.


“Who needs to keep a lid on it,” the captain growled when the
waitress left.


Hibiki rolled his eyes but knew better than to say anything. He
was also careful to sit back out of range of the mini camera... or so he
thought.


“I saw that young man,” the captain growled. He froze. The other
girls giggled, hands over their mouths. Even the chief looked amused. The
admiral snorted. 


“Sorry ma'am,” Hibiki replied sheepishly, hunching his shoulders.


“Well, we have a time table to keep. I want to be on Avalon for
their harvest to get the best fruit before they go to war again. Those idiots
always do for one reason or another. And I want some of that wood they sell so
let's be about things smartly.”


The crew from the Io all nodded. “Aye, aye captain,” they said in
unison.


“I've got some bartering to do. I understand you'll be competing
with me Admiral?” the captain asked, sounding amused.


“Something like that. Though why they want us to compete,” he
shook his head and then sighed.


“Good for you, a little healthy competition,” she cackled.


Irons smiled ruefully. He had the edge with his keys, but they had
the high ground with their enormous replicators and crew... not to mention
their holds stuffed with asteroids they'd just picked up. It was no contest
right now. Give him a couple weeks though... “True. I just need fuel and some
minor supplies though.”


“Then you won't mind paying through the nose for them,” the
captain teased with a glimmer of mischief in her old eyes.


“I have a feeling you'll make sure I do,” he replied dryly. He
heard her gravel voice chuckle as she closed the communication's channel. After
a moment Sprite's image returned.


“How goes the ship projects?” the admiral asked, leaning back and
looking at Jen and then Tara before finally settling on the chief.


“We didn't get far with that fighter project if that's what you're
asking about,” the chief responded in disgust. “For some reason Io won't make
the right parts. Talk about a lemon,” she said, clearly annoyed.


Sprite's image returned to the holo projection. “That's because
she's screening it for you. Had you tried to replicate mil-spec parts the
replicator would have shut down or melted down,” Sprite informed her. “My
daughter is protecting you.”


“Daughter?” Jen asked, looking from the admiral's hand to the
admiral's face. He shrugged.


The admiral shrugged and cocked his head to Sprite. “I'm not much
of a coder. She is. She's code itself remember.”


“Ah.”


“Io and I and Phoenix are talking on side bands. Sorry, um, If
you'll excuse me, you meat bags are just too slow,” Sprite said and left.


He snorted as the projection vanished. He clenched his hand and
then dropped it to his side. “I suggest you treat it like a shuttle,” the
admiral said, looking from Jen to Tara and then finally the chief. “Pop in
civilian grade components and then tune them to how you want them to run. The
level I mean. You won't get it to mil-spec...”


“But something is better than nothing. Thanks admiral,” Jen
replied with a smile.


“Exactly. Did you get anywhere making shuttles?”


“I...” Tara snorted when the chief growled and tried to kick her
under the table. “Chief...” she looked at her. “Knock it off.”


“We shouldn't be talking to the competition,” the chief growled,
eying Irons.


“He's not competition he's the admiral,” Dorah said stoutly.


“A bit of both in some eyes. Not that I intend to be competition.
If I can help I will,” the admiral replied with a nod.


“We know that Admiral,” Jen said, smiling softly.


“Did you date anyone?” Dorah asked. Irons sighed softly and closed
his eyes briefly. “Something I said?” Dorah asked, sounding concerned.


“I... yes Dorah, I dated someone. She... it was on Destiny.” He
related the events on Destiny, how he'd dated April O’Neill only to have her
snatched away from him by an assassin.


“So she's dead?” Dorah asked, eyes wide and mournful. She took
Hibiki's hand and held it.


“No, she is in stasis,” Irons replied, shaking his head.


“What a love story,” Jen murmured softly.


“So you and her... I mean you could eventually I mean...” Dorah
said, looking helplessly from him to Hibiki and finally to him again.


Irons sighed. “It's a big universe and some time has passed. I
don't know if she made it to Pyrax or not, I don't know if they saved her, and
if she started a new life or not.”


“Oh,” Dorah replied in a small voice.


“I doubt I'll ever go back to Pyrax,” the admiral mused. “It's a
snake pit. The naval contingent and some of the people on Anvil are all right
but the rest...” he shrugged, clearly annoyed. Finally he straightened his
shoulders as his jaw set. “The rest can all go to hell for all I care.”


“That's not like you mister admiral,” Dorah said, eyes wide in
concern.


“It is today Dorah. Don't worry about it. If it works out I'll try
to send word to you and the girls,” Irons said patting her hand. She smiled as
her fingers curled around his to hold his hand briefly.


“You do that,” she said softly.


They talked a bit more, mostly small talk before the conversation
wound down.


He finally said goodbye and hugged the girls and shook hands with
Hibiki before he left.
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The bartering was stiff, Io's presence made it harder to get stuff
of course. They had more crew, more supplies, and of course they had a proven
track record while he was a complete unknown. 


It wasn't that he needed a lot of material, at least not
critically, but if he was going to do the planned long jump the more fuel he
had the better off he would be pulling the jump off safely. He could have
course linger in the system, pick up rocks like Io11 did and make what he
needed but that would take time he didn't want to spend.


Besides, the captain and purser seemed to be enjoying the lively
exchange so much he didn't want to disappoint them. Though they did grumble
about having to ante in a lot more than they expected. Somehow something told
him it didn't bother them nearly as much as they were making out, he thought
wryly. 


It wasn't like they were going to go without either. Io was no
doubt stuffed to the deck heads with raw and semi-processed material. It could
be that they actually wanted to unload some of it and he was serving as
a good excuse. Their mercenary hearts just couldn't exactly give something
away. That was contrary to their nature.


Or it could be that they were having too much fun just yanking his
chain. That he thought with a wry twist of his lips as he watched the purser
whisper into her communications link and scroll through a list on her tablet...
yes that was partially it too.


Either way he'd get what he'd set out to do done, after all, he
didn't like the alternatives. He had already completed some of his goals, he'd
set out to build that gas giant refinery and completed it after all. The fuel
he was getting from the planet wasn't going to cut it according to Phoenix's
latest calculations. It would be useful for life support, but he needed pure
deuterium and Helium 3 to maximize the reactor's output.


If this long jump was going to work he'd need to stuff Phoenix
with everything he could get his hands on. After all, it would be a long trip,
months in hyper without any chance to stop and refuel or resupply. He shuddered
at the very idea. He had been dreading it, and still in fact did dread it even
now.


 Phoenix had actually never done anything like it, but he knew the
ship could handle it. It was himself he was more worried about. A five or six
month jump without anyone else but AI for companionship? Working twenty hour
days for that period of time? He'd done something like that before but... well,
it would test his limits now wouldn't it? He thought with a mental snort.


The alternative was to either tuck his legs and jump through
Pyrax, or find an alternative route. That could mean going back to Centennial
and jumping for the B452c system then through pirate infested space around Kathy's
World before turning down galactic south to parallel the Agnosta chain in a run
of empty systems before ending up where he intended to go in the empty B100mega
system. A years traveling minimum according to Phoenix, without sure places to
stop and refuel. No, the long jump was the way to go.


Of course he could jump to Pyrax, pass through it and let the AI
masquerade for him. They didn't even need to know he was on-board if he wanted.
He would be able to see how things were going in the system and keep his visit
low key. Hell he could jump in and then get stealthy, stick to the outer edges
of the system and work his way around and see if they spotted him. If they did
he could pass it off as a training exercise...


No, the long jump. Besides, he loved a challenge.


He ended up bartering a modern computer core, an industrial class
one replicator, fusion injectors, EPS conduit valves, and parts for a class one
fusion reactor to get the additional materials, food, and fuel. The captain was
amused to compete with him. Io traded equipment for a new hospital complex, a
series of weather and communications satellites, a kilometer of EPS conduits,
some computers, three ground radar arrays for the major airports, the downloads
and information he'd turned over to them, as well as a dozen construction
vehicles and over a hundred tons of parts for them.


She had even tossed in a tug and a shuttle the girls had put
together. He was amused when he had found out they were planning on tapping his
gas giant refinery for fuel for the reactor he was building, all without
consulting him. Typical.


...*...*...*...*...


“Admiral are you going to toss them your usual help package?”
Sprite asked, sounding slightly amused and condescending after the bartering
concluded. Irons snorted as he looked up from the report he was reading.


“You have a better idea?”


“I'd like to expand on it actually, the bulk of their recent
technological renaissance has been primarily due to two manufacturers and
largely due to the efforts of Director Richards.” Sprite wasn't sure if it
would get to its intended recipients, but if Richards was involved it might
stand a better chance. From the dossier she'd built up about the woman she
seemed an honorable woman.


“Richards...” Irons mused.


A picture from a press clipping appeared on the tablet he'd been
looking at. It was of a sandy haired woman wearing glasses and a white medical
smock. A red badge was under the lapel breast pocket and a stethoscope was
around the back of her neck. She was smiling nice white even teeth.


“Doctor Richards, forty four local years old, young for her
position as director of planetary medical services. The equivalent of a chief
medical officer. She's become a force of nature in her profession and others,
overhauling all of them.”


The admiral nodded. “A woman after my own heart. By all means. And
if we can send her any extras, do so. She needs all she can get.”


“Since the planet has no insurance services and has until recently
only primitive medical methods and technology I'd say yes she does,” Sprite
replied dryly.


“Good. It never hurts to help the medics. Seeing to long term
health is a good will gesture.”


“Not just health actually admiral, her interest in salvaged
medical equipment and techniques has sparked a great deal of the renaissance
and of course the usual spy games and patent law fights.”


Irons winced as his face puckered in repugnance. “Ew.”


“Ew indeed. Oddly the doctor has stayed largely out of it. She
turns her findings over to the office of industry who then hands it over to an industry
to make. Usually for a fee of course,” Sprite replied. Irons winced. Sprite had
picked up on the graft and corruption on the planet. On the surface it was a
nice world, but he was realizing some things were only skin deep. After his
experience in Pyrax he had no intention of getting screwed by politicians
again.


“She accepts donations but she may wonder why you an offworlder
are donating data and technology admiral,” Sprite said as he keyed up the file
he had been reading once more.


“Let her. Her problem. I've got other fish to fry,” he said,
scrolling through the report. “I've got to fix the buss in the starboard keel
nacelle of the ship. Phoenix is showing me it's hinky.”


“It is,” Phoenix replied.


“It is. But you also have an appointment admiral,” Sprite informed
him.


He sighed getting up and setting the tablet down. “Then I'd better
get on it then. Phoenix get the replicator working on the replacement part.
I'll go pull the panel.”


“Already on it admiral,” Phoenix replied. “We are low on materials
though.”


“I know. I'll... figure something out,” he said with a helpless
shrug. He could wrangle rocks but it wasn't something he enjoyed. A close call
in Gaston had made him reconsider the entire project. It wasn't that he
couldn't do it, it was a safety issue. If he had more hands... He set the
thought aside as he walked out of the room. 


...*...*...*...*...


The admiral spotted the man nonchalantly leaning against a
building in the shade. He at first ignored the man, he was after all just
minding his own business, but then Defender's in depth scan pointed out a knife
the man was holding on his right side out of sight. As he passed the man he
felt/saw him look up and then moved quickly to grab for Irons. Irons however
spun, his right hand came up and he triggered a stun blast. The man crumbled,
falling like a lifeless puppet.


Irons looked around. Sure enough there were a couple of witnesses,
all dressed in western garb that was more commonly worn here in the Styx on the
edge of town. He snorted, most were pretending not to look at what happened,
just looking away and minding their own business. “Nice town,” Irons replied.
He let out a long heartfelt sigh. “Real nice town.”


“They aren't falling all over themselves to help or find out what
happened are they?” Sprite asked, clearly not amused by that.


“Police?” Irons asked. Sprite put an arrow on his HUD. He turned
in the indicated direction. A deputy was coming out of a barber shop, rubbing
his neck as if he'd just gotten a shave. Most likely he had. “I've contacted
dispatch. He should be getting a call momentarily,” Sprite said. The young man
put his bobby hat on.


“I take it crime is a problem here?” he asked as Sprite summoned a
nearby deputy. The deputy frowned, touching his brick sized radio on his hip.
He looked around for a moment. Irons waved to him. The man grunted and then
said something into his radio. The admiral's enhanced hearing picked out the
words. “Responding to incident now.”


“Ten four,” the dispatcher replied with a squelch of static.


“You'd think that yes,” a nearby witness said shaking his head.
Irons turned to the old duffer who had been watching nearby. He'd noticed the
man coming closer but hadn't responded, he didn't read threat. He was glad at
least someone was stepping up. “Why, are you looking to run for the sheriff’s
post?” the guy asked, turning his head to spit on the ground next to a horse.


“No, just curious,” Irons asked, foot on top of the mugger. If the
man had sufficient metal on him some of the stun charge could be discharged in
the ground. He could be playing possum, but the admiral's sensors picked up
that he was unconscious and breathing normally.


“What'd you do to him?” the witness asked, clearly curious. He
spread his gnarled hands when Irons looked at him. “Just curious.” Irons sized
him up. He was tall and lean, dressed in a western outfit like many of the
other people in this area. Red plaid top and tan pants complete with western
style boots. From the look of the engravings on his belt and boots along with
the silver belt buckle he was someone of some substance. He had silver hair
under the wide brimmed white hat he wore.


“Stunner,” The admiral said, holding up his right hand. It morphed
into his stunner and then back. 


The man's eyes widened and then he tipped his white western hat
back and scratched his wrinkled brow. “Well, I'll be,” he said. He seemed to
gulp as Irons put his hand down.


“Drop it mister,” a voice growled. Irons turned to see an
approaching figure. He snorted.


“It's attached,” the admiral said, wiggling his fingers.


“I don't give a shit... wait, huh? Where'd it go?” the deputy
asked in confusion. Irons looked him over. He was wearing a constable outfit,
but westernized. Irons didn't know what to think of it. He had a brown button
down coat, English bobby bowler hat, with a silver badge on the front, shiny
silver buttons on the coat, but what looked like western pants and boots. Most
likely it was a compromise between riding wear and a flat foot's uniform.


“Are you the deputy I called?”


“Yeah,” the guy said, looking at the mugger on the ground. “This
him?” he asked, nodding his chin to the man.


“Yeah Roy, that's him,” the witness said. “Stupid prick. Must be
new in town,” he said leaning over a rail used to tie horses to. He raised a
weathered boot and put it on the lower rail.


“Don't know, don't care,” the admiral said. “I'm just glad he's
out of my hair. That is if you will take him off my hands officer...?”


“Deputy,” the brown haired deputy said, face contorting in
annoyance. He was a looker, holo novel handsome, he'd have the girls eating out
of his hand if he wanted. From the smooth sound of his voice he probably sang
too. “Deputy Rogers. Sheriff Coltrain is the sheriff of the city and
surrounding county.”


“Ah,” Irons said nodding. “Pleased to meet you deputy Rogers,” he
said, stepping back. “My name is Fleet Admiral Irons. I'm a Federation military
officer visiting your planet.”


“I... see...” the deputy said, taking in Irons outfit once more.
“You do have the look of an offworlder,” he said, coming closer to look at the
mugger. “What'd you do, hit him?”


“No, stunner,” the admiral said. He held up his hand and the
deputy flinched, reaching for his holster. He froze, hand on it when Irons eyes
stilled and bore into his. “No, not wise,” the admiral said. “The mugger,” he
pointed to the man on the ground. “Didn't know I was a sleeper and that I was
enhanced. I stunned him instead of... well, I thought you'd like to question
him,” the admiral said, lowering his right hand slowly.


The deputy seemed to tense again and then slowly he relaxed. “This
true Judge Albert?” he said, turning his body to the witness but not taking his
eyes off the admiral for a moment. Irons finally recognized him, the man in the
robes from the earlier lynch mob. Great, he thought.


Albert nodded, tipping his hat back once more and then spitting.
“Sure as I'm standing here. Guy came out of that alley,” he turned and pointed
a weathered hand to a tight two meter space between two of the nearby
buildings. “and poked this here fella with his knife, or tried to. This fella
pointed his right hand at him and the guy just dropped like a sack of
potatoes.”


“Clear cut case of self-defense,” the deputy said, nodding and
straightening. He turned to others around them. A shop keeper nodded, still
holding his broom.


“Stupid prick. He obviously didn't think Fat Larry would notice
him. Or thought he'd make a quick buck and then skedaddle before Larry got
wise,” Albert said.


“Fat Larry?” Irons asked.


“Never you mind that,” the deputy said crossly, glaring at the
judge in exasperation before ratcheting down the voltage when he realized his
target. Albert turned his head and spat again and then worked his jaw. Rogers
kicked the mugger onto his stomach and then knelt on top of him, using
antiquated iron cuffs to lock his hands behind him.


“He'll probably be out at least another ten or fifteen minutes. If
you'd like to get additional witness statements I can watch him for you
deputy,” Irons offered.


“That won't be necessary,” the deputy said, getting up. He brushed
off his knees. “Bert here is the local judge.”


“Oh?” Irons asked, turning to the witness. The old man nodded
smugly. “District judge?” he asked diplomatically.


“Chief jurist of the county for my sins,” the old man said,
reaching out a gnarled weathered hand. “Please to meet you admiral.”


Irons shook hands with the old man and then nodded. “Likewise,” he
said politely. “I have the entire incident on record if you want me to upload
it,” he suggested.


The deputy blinked. “You do?”


“Yes but I can't find a place to send it too,” the admiral said
and then shrugged. “I'm...”


“Enhanced,” the judge said, nodding, eyes now hooded. “I take it
with sensors too. We don't take kindly to invasions of privacy around these
parts son,” he said in a warning tone.


“Not my intention your honor. I am a Federation officer though, so
I'm required by federal law. And an incident of this nature...” Irons
shrugged. 


“Well, it does tend to make sure no one can dispute the facts,”
Deputy Rogers replied, nodding.


The admiral reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a flash
chip. He felt Sprite copy the data and transfer it through his fingers to the
chip. He handed it over to the deputy. “Here you go sir, a complete record of
the incident up to a moment ago.” He'd learned a while back to keep a supply of
memory sticks in his pockets of occasions like this. Normally he or Sprite
dumped basic stuff like 'How To' directions or the Encyclopedia. But it served
for this purpose as well.


“Why thank you,” the deputy said, blinking and taking the chip.
“I'll use this as your statement, not that it'll be required.”


“If any more is needed you can contact the port. I'm traveling on
the Phoenix so they can contact me.”


“That's right neighborly of you,” the judge said, nodding. He
indicated that the admiral could go with a finger. Irons nodded.


“If there is anything more?” he asked formally. The deputy shook
his head. He turned, waving to the people around. 


“I'll need witness statements from those of you around...”
Suddenly the street started to thin out as people who didn't want to be
involved hastily retreated.


“Well, that's one way to get rid of the lookie looes,” the judge
said with a laugh. “I'll give you a hand getting this piece of garbage to jail
Roy. That way you can get back to your beat,” he said, leaning over to grab a
shoulder.


The deputy grabbed the other shoulder and they pulled the guy up.
“Sure thanks judge. I'm covering Walley since he's  out sick. Though between
you and me I think he's more interested in his nurse than in getting better...
.if you know what I mean,” he said voice dropping into a mischievous grin.


The judge chuckled and then snorted. Irons shook his head and
walked off. He turned once to see the two men dragging the suspect down the
road chatting. Irons shook his head again and then continued on his way.


“Well!” Sprite said in disgust. “That's what they think of as the
local law?”


“It takes all kinds Sprite. Now, we were supposed to be heading to
the port to get that order down....”


“Yes and we're going to be running late if you don't hustle
admiral.”


“Understood,” he replied, lengthening his stride as he picked up
the pace.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen Richards got word of the trade with the ships later in the
day. She was disinterested at first, she knew most of it would just go to line
the pockets of the rich corrupt commissioners. She was however surprised though
that some of it was earmarked for medical.


“What gives?” she asked staring at the entry. She'd requested
materials, she always did. And she was of course always denied. Or at least
denied what she really wanted. Her eyes goggled at the list. She'd already
gotten a ton of data, someone had sent a packet of data to her servers. The IT
department was currently screening it for the usual viruses and such. So far
they'd reported it was all clean.


“Someone sure likes us doc,” Nurse Marlone replied, shaking her
head. She adjusted her hat when she felt it slip. She was old school,
preferring her Victorian nursing outfit over the new fashion outfits the new
crop of medics were wearing. She brushed a wrinkle out of her apron and stood
there patiently.


Helen Richards was a good doctor, a good administrator too. She'd
do well to continue keeping her hand in medicine though, which she was doing
Marlone thought with hidden approval. Richards was young for her rank, only
forty four, but she was talented. She'd risen through the ranks and surpassed
all in spectacular leaps as she doggedly dug up medical technology and
practices from the past and then rammed them back into practice. Her
recommendation by doctors Pratt and Whitney had gone a long way to getting her
the job.


Of course the last crisis had played a factor in that as well.
Thousands had been sick from dysentery and other maladies when a hurricane had
devastated the eastern coastline. Refugees had been gathered in miserable
pockets on storm destroyed farms only to start getting sick from the poor
conditions. Epidemics had ravaged a couple of the camps. Richards had taken a
deep breath and waded into the fight to save as many as she could.


She'd had some resistance at first but when one saw a patient
suffering you didn't quibble over the source of material or knowledge that let
you ease or end that pain. Richards was talented in that, she was diligent in
applying local medicine as well as old skills and appliances. She'd overseen
the overhaul of every hospital and clinic on the planet.


She could be ruthless with supplies and didn't take well to those
who got in her way. Her green eyes were lively to her patients but many knew the
hidden steel in their depths.


Of course when Helen had been nominated many of the old guard who
had clung to the old ways had protested, resigned, or retired. Helen had at
first tried to talk some of the more venerated doctors out of it, but had in
the end sighed and let them choose their own path. Their going had made way for
the new crop Richards had opened the door too. Thousands had answered the call
to learn how to become a medic.


She was a good teacher too, Marlone thought, smiling slightly as
the doctor toyed with the clipboard. Tough but fair, stern to her students and
fellow medical staff but an angel of mercy to those she helped. In other words,
the ideal doctor.


“Someone does,” the doctor finally answered, staring at the
clipboard. Marlone flinched, grimacing over her woolgathering. It wasn't proper
to do so in the presence of the boss after all. 


Helen didn't notice, she was too intent on the list. There were
all sorts of things here, things she'd expected someone to snatch up and sell
on the black market. She'd have to send someone to oversee the delivery or it
would be diverted. “The Io 11? The Phoenix? I don't recall that ship name,” she
said when she checked who was providing the material. She was surprised they
could.


“I think they're new,” Marlone replied with a shrug. “Will there
be anything else doctor?” she asked pointedly. After all, she had other duties
to perform before her shift ended.


Helen waved her away without looking up. She heard the click of
the lock as the door closed and sat back in her chair with a sigh. She set the
clipboard down and stared off at the ceiling. “What's your game ...?” She
asked. She looked back at the clipboard. “...Admiral Irons?” she turned,
rocking her chair gently. “What are you up to and more importantly, why Irons.”


...*...*...*...*...


In orbit the admiral picked up the first consignment of trade
goods with Io and talked with Io's AI. Io offered to trade raw and processed
material for data and key access. Irons was amused. “What does the purser say?”
he asked.


Io's avatar smiled. “This is for engineering. I know you don't
want to go rock hunting now admiral.”


“Oh?”


“Well...”


“Let me guess, Sprite and Phoenix were telling tales out of school
again,” he drawled. Io snorted over the radio link. She had matured a great
deal since he'd last seen her, picked up some more human mannerisms. He nodded.
“You and they are right.”


“It's not that you don't want my company,” Phoenix said. The
admiral turned to the AI camera. 


“Not at all Phoenix, it's just a lot of hard, dangerous work
wrangling rocks. If they've got it already... what do you want for it? What
sort of data?” he asked suspiciously.


“Data and permissions. I want to make some fusion reactor and
hyperdrive parts. Some for myself, some for trade, and some for the ship we're
building,” Io replied.


“Interesting,” the admiral mused. He rubbed his jaw for a moment
and then held up a finger. “Strictly civilian grade. I take it you want some of
the design data we picked up on Destiny and in Antigua?”


“That would be great!” Io said. “I keep telling them making a
smaller freighter is better.”


“Okay,” he said nodding. “Starting small with a project like this
is good. Did they get scaffolding up?”


“No. Faith...” Io stopped. He smiled. Technically Io was a
military AI, the first AI Sprite created. She was in many ways a true daughter
of Athena, a daughter of pure intellect.


“Loyalty to your chief engineer and crew is admirable. In this
case misplaced. She should know better. Having scaffolding up protects the crew
by providing a place to hang your lights and support for the various pieces you
are trying to put together. It will also make the job go faster, and if they
add netting it could stop a Dutchman incident,” he explained.


“That's... that's been a concern. We're using bots and shuttles
and the ship for lighting. The captain wants to keep the ship parts low key.
Nothing to give it away when we aren't around.”


“You don't want someone coming by and taking it. I fully
understand. I take it you're stockpiling generic parts right now?” he asked.
Io's holo image nodded. “Right. Life support, EPS ducts, computer components,
and on and on. Good for you,” he said in approval. The AI smiled. He went
through his files and brought up several suggestions. Io nodded.


“Of course I'll have to run this by the captain and senior staff,”
Io said. Io's image sighed in exasperation before she reluctantly nodded.


The admiral smiled slightly. “Of course. And if you want me to
make the parts I need the raw materials here on my ship. At least the
small parts. Anything larger than my little replicator and well...” He
shrugged.


“You could come here...” Io suggested. 


The admiral thought that over for a moment and then shrugged.
“We'll see. Let's see what I can do with what we've got.”


“I'm running this past the captain in a few minutes. I'll
hopefully have an answer for you in an hour admiral.”


“No problem,” the admiral replied. “It was nice talking with you
Io,” he said smiling slightly.


“And you Admiral, safe sailing,” she said and disconnected the
line.


“Think they'll go for it?” Sprite asked.


“Maybe,” Irons replied.


...*...*...*...*...


An hour later they got the go ahead from the captain. The admiral
received his notice when Hibiki's shuttle showed up on the lidar diverting to
them. Irons snorted at the lack of protocol but let the young man dock to the
universal docking port on the dorsal side of the ship. He even gave the young
man a quick tour as the robots and Tara unloaded. He sent back the first
consignment with the young man.


“Thanks admiral. We didn't know about the... well you know...”
Hibiki said. He meant the stingy supply and the small amount the admiral had on
hand in return.


“I did warn the captain. Say, where's your partner?” Irons asked.


Hibiki rolled his eyes. “Sleeping I hope. She's... a terror.
Especially now that she wants to have a baby of her own.”


“And you're just the guy she wants to be the father,” Irons said
with a chuckle, patting the lad on the shoulder. “If you aren't ready just take
your time. Talk with the doctor about contraceptives if you have to.”


Hibiki blinked and then looked thoughtful. “You know, that's not a
bad idea. I'll talk with her when I get back.”


“If Dorah doesn't ambush you the moment you're out of the lock
when you return...” Irons said with a grin.


Hibiki blinked. “Crap,” he breathed. “Can I stay here with you?”
he asked, eyes wide with fright. The admiral laughed. “Seriously, the last time
I was gone for more than two hours I was saddle sore for days when she was
through with me!”


Irons guffawed. Hibiki shook his head and then sighed. “Okay, I
suppose it's funny for you. I'll just... put up with it I guess.”


“Right,” the admiral laughed.


...*...*...*...*...


It took three runs to transfer everything. He was okay with it,
each time Hibiki came over he had someone else in the copilot and engineering
slot. He smiled, treasuring seeing some of his friends once more. They
apparently had enjoyed seeing him, going out of their way to come over.


...*...*...*...*...


On the last load Dorah joined Hibiki. She flew into the admiral's
arms the moment the lock cycled, surprising him. He disentangled her with a
chuckle. “Nice to see you too Dorah.”


“I've got something for you!”


“Actually I do,” Tara said, holding a squirming bundle of fur.
Irons noted the ball was about hand sized and not happy about being woke up.
“Here you go,” Tara said depositing first one, and then a second tiny ball of
spotted fur in his hands. “They're all yours,” she said mock sweetly.


The admiral looked at the kittens and then to the two grinning
women. “You needed a ships cat and well...” Dorah toed the deck.


“What she means to say is that the captain told her she needed to
cull her brood or she'd do it for her. And since the grounders don't want any
animal imports...” Tara said spreading her hands.


“That's not fair!” Dorah said indignantly, looking up, eyes
flashing.


“Well, it's true,” Tara said with a sniff. She indicated the load
of material stacked near the lock. “This going our way?” she asked. Irons
nodded. She grunted and grabbed the yoke to the pallet jack.


“I... I...”


“It's a tradition to have a ship's cat,” Phoenix said from the
overhead. Dorah looked up wide eyed. 


“You have an AI here too?” she asked breathlessly. The admiral
nodded.


“Wow!” she said, almond eyes the size of saucers. He chuckled as
he looked over the handfuls of fur. Both were cats that much he could tell.


“They're mini cheetahs. They're so cute. I got their mother cheap
in the last port. I didn't know she was pregnant honest!” she said with wide
innocent eyes. He caught Hibiki's rolling eyes and snort out of the corner of
his eye and smiled.


“It's been known to happen Dorah. So these two...”


“I didn't name them. They're seven weeks old. They sleep a lot
still,” she said, one elfin finger to her lips. One of the bundles looked up
and yawned needle sharp teeth, eyes still closed. It flicked a black ear and
then settled back down into the admiral's hand and started to buzz softly. The
admiral snorted softly in response.


Mini cheetahs, he thought, looking at the speckled creatures.
Sometime back in the twenty-first century in the early stages of genetic
engineering and the beginning of designer pets someone had gotten the idea to
miniaturize wild animals as house pets. These would get no larger than a common
house cat. They were lean, and short haired which was good from a ship's
perspective. Long hair tended to make a mess of things in a ship. 


Some miniature animals worked out better than others. Miniature
elephants and rhino's had not. The effort however had helped to combat the
threat of extinction of many animals including cheetah. Their popularity as
pets had gone a long way to seed the world with their genetic material that was
later used to resurrect their species in the wild, both on Earth and on some of
the colony worlds.


Cheetahs were better than oh, say lions, tigers, or leopards. Even
full size cheetahs seemed domesticated to most people. It would however be
interesting if he ran into another Neocat though. They tended to be prickly
about their gene engineered distant cousins.


“Aren't they darling?” Dorah cooed, sounding anxious.


“They're cute Dorah. I had one as a kid. Well, a friend did. I had
a coonie,” he admitted. Granted it had been when he had been four but... and
well, the kids had each had a pet growing up too hadn't they?


“Oh. I...”


“It's okay Dorah. I'll take care of them,” Irons said, reassuring
the girl. She was obviously torn and he didn't need her turning on the water
works. “Though they will have to spend time in stasis while I'm on planet.”


Dorah bit her lip. Tara came back and rolled her eyes. “They'll be
just fine. Remember Faith? They'll wake up just as if they went to sleep. Like
a nap,” she amended. Going to sleep had negative connotations to pet lovers.


“And this way they'll be out of trouble and won't miss me while
I'm gone. I can't haul them around on the planet. I've got some stops to make
and I'll be ground side for a week or two here.”


“Oh!” Dorah said. She bit her lip. “I'm sure they'll be okay,” she
said in a small voice. She didn't sound so sure though.


“I'll take good care of them, honest,” he said, tucking them into
his coverall. 


She smiled suddenly, as if a weight had been lifted from her
shoulders. “Thank you,” she said and kissed him on the cheek. “Now um....”


“I've got some of the stuff you asked for over there,” he said,
pointing to the small package nearby. She smiled and started moving stuff.
Irons snorted, she lifted it like it weighed a ton. She was a tiny little
thing, barely one hundred fifty centimeters tall and thin. Still she managed
the load. He nodded and stepped back.


“I'll deposit these two in a room with some food and a litter box
and be back in a jiff,” he said.


“Take your time, we've got this.”


...*...*...*...*...


“Are you really keeping them?” Sprite asked, clearly amused.
Sprite he thought, had a way of twisting his tail.


“Well, they'll make things lively during the trip,” Irons replied
as he replicated a litter box. Dorah had been thoughtful about sending over a
pair of food and water dishes but she'd forgotten or overlooked the obvious.
“I'll... I don't honestly know. We'll see. How about that, we'll see. If they
become more trouble than they are worth...”


“Out an airlock?”


He looked up sharply. He wasn't that cruel! He shook his head.
“No, stasis, I'll give them to a loving home on some unsuspecting planet. Until
then, prep a stasis pod will you Phoenix?” he said looking up to the overhead
sensor array. “We'll pop them in after the Io crew leaves so I can go ground
side.”


“Understood admiral. You have a ground side appointment in four
hours,” the ship AI reminded him.


Irons winced. It was going to take an hour to get down and then
another hour or so just to get through the usual red tape of customs. Hazard
seemed too have way too much of that, and of course the paper work was
accompanied by the usual graft in the flavor of duties and import fees. He
hated that, he was fairly certain the government didn't see a dime of that. The
port certainly didn't, it was barely maintained. “Then we better hustle if
we're going to make delivery on time.” There was no telling what variable might
crop up to slow things down. Weather, a slow down at the port... anything. He
wanted to appear professional by being punctual and ship shape in a military
manner.


...*...*...*...*...


He didn't anticipate feeling like a heel when he put the little
beggars in stasis. It felt like a betrayal when they mewed so piteously. He
closed his eyes for a moment, leaning on his hand as the stasis chamber
stabilized and then he sighed softly when his implants told him that it had.
Even then his eyes still locked on the LCD readouts to make sure.


“Not as easy as you thought?” Sprite asked softly.


“No, it never is,” he admitted. The cats were going to hate that,
and they would associate him with this or the pod with something bad. It wasn't
good for their long term relationship. He'd have to figure something out later.


“Like being a parent all over again,” Sprite replied with just the
right hint of amusement. “From what I understand of what Io told Phoenix and I
they picked up a few Neocats as crew and passengers in their travels. I guess
one of them didn't like the idea of keeping cats and coonies as pets.”


“Really?” the admiral asked, climbing into the shuttle. “I'm not
sure why.”


“Would you mind if some cat had a monkey as a pet?”


“No, the monkey isn't sentient and only distantly related to my
species,” he replied affably. She snorted over the link. “But in the interest
of cutting this conversation short I'll say I understand it intellectually.
They equated the pet animals with themselves and didn't like the comparison.
Too bad for them it's like apples and oranges.”


“I'll remember that,” Sprite chuckled as he sat in the pilot chair
and sent the first of a series of mental commands through his link to start the
preflight checklist.


...*...*...*...*...


“Admiral, don't forget your party favors,” Sprite said after he
landed. Irons blinked at her image in confusion. She snorted. “The memory
chips,” she said helpfully.


“Oh yes,” he said nodding. He turned, looking for the crate of
flash sticks he had replicated. He'd taken to bringing along the flash sticks,
really micro computers with one hundred petabytes of digital storage. They
didn't have a display method but had the ability to wirelessly connect to each
other or to pieces of equipment. It was Sprite's hope that by handing them out
he'd set up a rudimentary net for her to use. It wasn't much but it was
something.


Also, each time he handed out a chip he was handing over a piece
of technology, making those with it slightly indebted to him and hopefully more
amiable to reasoning with, hopefully anyway.


Each stick had four ports, one could serve as a power supply while
the other three could plug into various devices like wireless keyboards or a
flat screen or holographic projector. It was a taste of the past most people he
encountered wouldn't understand but many wanted badly anyway.


Back in the hey days of the twenty first century on Earth they
were called Dongles, micro computer devices used by hobbyists and those interested
in turning old two dimensional entertainment devices into computers. They were
great for what he had in mind, he was glad Sprite had come up with the idea
after leaving Antigua. He just wished she'd come up with it before then.


He filled his pockets until they were practically bursting. Sprite
could customize the load out on each just as she had with the stick he handed
over to Deputy Rogers. Hopefully Rogers wouldn't get paranoid about the device
being a microcomputer. Some would be a little suspicious of hooking up a
wireless device to their hard wired network.


Sprite had delved into the more public files of the sheriff's
mainframe, restricting herself to closed investigations or wanted ads. She'd
been limited on bandwidth in the short time she'd had to hack the net. Hacking
the net had been a little risky but it kept her busy and it might help him in
the long run under the right circumstances.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen hit the flush and then turned, pushing through the door to
her stall and into the open area of the bathroom. She smiled politely to a
nurse doing her hair up in a bun as she turned to the sink. She smiled into the
mirror to herself as her eyes flicked to the sign. “All staff MUST wash
their hands! AND USE SOAP!” that had been her doing, something to combat the
ever present possibility of cross contamination.


She'd overhauled a lot of things in her quest to modernize
medicine on her world. Take for instance waste handling and water. When she had
been a mere student she'd carefully reviewed what she could and come to the
conclusion that both needed to be treated, and handled very carefully if the
population was going to prevent another epidemic. Her evaluation along with her
planned steps to deal with it had hit the medical establishment and worked its
way around the rarefied circles of government. Apparently someone high enough
had taken her words to heart and had put them to action, or at least some of
them. Perhaps they too had been touched by the last plague and had vowed to try
to prevent another.


She shivered as she dried her hands with a paper towel. She knew
Doctor Pratt, he'd been a patient teacher. She just wasn't sure she could
continue on after losing her entire family to influenza.


Pratt had lost himself in the bottle for a while before finally
crawling out of it. She still didn't take into account that it was her, his
star pupil that had inspired him to clean up his act. Her reading him the riot
act, respectfully was something she acknowledged had changed his attitude
toward her, but one she had never known he'd treasured with rich amusement. 


Professor Whitney had been an old curmudgeon to most of his
students but her smile, wit, and smarts had cut him to the quick on several
occasions. He'd grown into a grudging acceptance of her and her intellect, and
she'd later found out he too had shadowed and nurtured her early career,
steering her for higher office.


She still hadn't gotten the delivery from Phoenix, which wasn't
all that surprising since it was passing through Hazard. Should she give Hodges
a call and gently “remind” him that she knew about the shipment? No, if he
didn't know it might draw attention to it, or if he did know he'd probably act
up and do something out of spite. The man was terrible, simply dreadful. He
needed to take better care of himself and lose weight in the worst way. He and
his wife.


Hodges was typical of the movers and shakers of her world's
government, something she resented but had grown fatalistically used to over
time. Her cynicism wasn't as deep as Nurse Marlone's, but it was getting there,
she thought wryly as she checked to make sure her reading glasses were still in
her breast pocket.


Ah yes, good, she thought, and then turned to adjust her silvering
brown hair. Marlone and a few others may cling to the old uniforms but she much
preferred the modern white smock of her profession. She was glad she had
resurrected it. She brushed an errant hair off her lapel and then turned to the
door.


Irons had better not have pulled a fast one with that shipment, she
thought, pushing her way through the swinging door and out into the brightly
lit hall. She turned, orienting towards her office but then reluctantly towards
a knot of doctors who were talking quietly but vehemently about some subject.
It looked like she had to do some arbitration before she started lighting a
fire under some asses to get that shipment she thought with a pang.


...*...*...*...*...


As the admiral prepared his shuttle Sprite entertained herself by
checking the various systems she'd managed to gain access to on the planet.
There really wasn't much else to do. Watching the organics was the equivalent
of watching television, sometimes there really wasn't anything decent on worth
watching.


Sprite flipped through the various databases before she switched
to the camera feeds. She watched one of the few cameras in the city of Hazard.
A two meter tall and very slim Terran in a black outfit was cackling and
rubbing his bony hands together right in the center of town. He had a top hat
and cape on, and of all things a handlebar mustache that he kept fingering. He
really seemed involved in his gloating, muttering something about we've got her
now, over and over. Another guy was with him, some henchman he called Homer.
She turned up the audio as she spotted the sheriff coming into frame. Out of
idle curiosity Sprite lip read their discussion. 


“Snidely! You best not of tied that girl up to the tracks again!
Nell's mom called, she didn't show up for work this morning! Boss is fit to be
tied... err, you know what I mean!”


The tall man flinched as the sheriff came over. He turned slowly
and then shrugged, trying hard not to hunch his back and shoulders. Coltrain
brandished a fist. “Now look here, you want to play your perverted games that's
your business. You and Nell, but we've got a train coming in around five as
usual so you just trot your scrawny ass on over to wherever you tied that poor
girl up and let her loose and apologize. You hear me?”


Snidely hung his head and toed the ground in an obvious 'ah shucks
do I have to' gesture. His partner did too. “Yes, Sheriff,” they finally said,
from the look of them they seemed to be pouting. 


“Now get before I really get mad. I mean it!” The Sheriff warned.
“Oh! Oh! Oh! You just get on out of here,” he growled as the two villains left
hastily as he pretended to send a kick there way. “And I want to see Nell when
she's free. If it's not consensual I'll throw you both in the slammer!” he
yelled. He made some inarticulate sounds and seemed to strut for a bit and then
walked off frame.


“Organics. I can never figure them out,' the AI said. 


“Oh?” Proteus asked. She showed him the compressed video. The AI
blob just bobbed. “I do not understand.”


“Never mind. You were never programmed to handle human
interactions on this level anyway,” Sprite replied with a sigh. “Sometimes I
envy you that.”


...*...*...*...*...


Helen, Director Richards to her subordinates and Doctor Richards
from her patients swore softly as she looked at the latest budget. Things were
getting there, she judged they had managed to get mainstream medicine in the
major cities up to somewhere close to what Terrans had in the early twentieth
century or so. Still it was slow, sometimes maddeningly slow. Part of it was
right here, the budget. Many of the patients didn't have funds, her clinics
were open to all, rich or poor. She had a small line in the budget from the
government... she flipped the paper up and swore again... that was getting
smaller every year. Damn them! The only time they threw her a bone was when someone
wanted a miracle or there was a major crisis! Didn't they know prior
planning... getting the resources and training the people to the right skills
was as important in such situations? 


No, of course not. All they thought about was reducing their tax burden
to line their own pockets. Screw the little guy. She hated that.


Then again there were some of the people... she sighed and put the
paper down and closed her eyes. She couldn't blame them for being at the
bottom... well yes and no. Some... they had just been kicked so often that's
what they expected. She lost patience with them as much as she did with the
ones who wanted a hand out... expected it. That was exasperating. You'd think
after a while they'd want to pick themselves up and move on with their
lives! Did they like living in squalor sick all the time? Didn't they know they
had to make an effort to help themselves? She ran a frustrated hand through her
hair and then sighed. She checked the clock and then sighed again. She had a
few minutes before she had to make her rounds.


Really, some did want to at least try to compensate the staff for
their troubles. That was good. She had long since learned practicality, she
took all forms of exchange even services in exchange for service. Like the
doctors of old she didn't turn away any who were sick or hurt, for they may be
the key to the future. 


Should she have another drive? Another party? She hated them, they
were great for publicity but they only barely broke even. Donations were what
really paid for her clinics in the most down trodden areas and in the most
remote regions of the planet. But relying on the generosity of others,
expecting it... that was tantamount to trouble. When it disappeared... she
shivered. It was entirely too much like the downtrodden people she was trying
to help. The parallel disturbed her.


Doctor Tompkins was doing wonders in Gotham. The older lady had a
clinic in the most desperate section of the city and seemed to be doing well.
She'd have to talk with her to see how she was managing and how she did it.


“Trisha...” she pushed the button as she said the name. She heard
a squeal and winced.


“Yes mum?”


“Can you get a progress report from Gotham?”


“Of course mum. Will that be all?”


“Yes.”


“Don't forget you have rounds soon. And that... person McCoy has
been calling again.”


Helen frowned. Trisha was a good secretary but a bit biased
against McCoy. “Is he on the phone now?” she asked.


“No, I told him you're occupied,” Trisha replied with a sniff of
disdain.


“Well, the next time he calls put him through. If I'm not in the
office page me.”


“Yes, mum,” Trisha replied with only a slight hint of disapproval
in her voice.


“He may have something interesting,” Helen replied and then took
her finger off the button. Education that was her next big project...


...*...*...*...*...


“Tori, we... what do we do?” Bobby whined, clutching her arm.


She shook his arm off with difficulty, her brother was getting
bigger every month. She sighed. “What we always do, I'll take the bird up.” She
looked at their life blood, a Piper Pawnee clone her family had kept going for
nearly a century. She wasn't much to look like now, patched with duct tape and
wire, but she could still fly rings around anyone else, if she was empty. Now
she regretted her barn storming stunt she'd done earlier in the week. Oh well,
over and done with now.


“Are you sure?”


“Yeah,” she said, seeing Mr. Doherty near the front of the hangar
waving his wilted cabbage. He had a bug problem and her dad had been contracted
to take care of  it. Which he wasn't doing, he'd taken most of the front money
and blown it getting wasted on moonshine. Now he was sleeping it off. He was
going to have the mother of all hangovers when he woke. If he woke.
Sometimes she hated working in Hazard, it was the capital of quality moonshine.
New Chicago couldn't hold a candle to the corn whiskey and potato vodka they
had here. At least he hadn't quite blown all of it, she'd gotten enough to pay
for the pest killer. They had a quarter of a tank of fuel though, which was a
problem.


“How are you going to fly? On a wing and a prayer?” her brother
demanded, shaking her arm. He waved  to the plane. “It takes a full tank to get
to Sin City remember?  A full tank there and back I mean.  How...”


“Got any more of that rotgut dad was drinking last night?” the
girl asked mildly, smiling slightly.


He frowned. “Yeah. You want me to trade it for fuel? Are you
nuts?”


“I was thinking about it. Can it mix with the hydrogen?”


“I... I don't know sis, that's nuts. I mean, I think I could rig
it in a separate fuel system to feed into the carburetor, but we're talking
mixing hydrogen with alcohol. What will that do to the engine?” There were
stories of people who rigged hydrogen engines to run moonshine. So far they had
yet to of actually seen one up close.


“I don't know. I do know we need the fuel and we don't have much
of a choice. Let me see what else we can come up with. That fuel truck around?”


The kid scowled. “No, Hodges sent it out of town because that
Irons guy is chasing them around for the fuel he paid for.”


“Oh lovely,” she sighed and then bit her lip. “Can you um...
scavenge some? I mean...”


“If I get caught we're screwed Tori,” he said. “You know
Coltrain.”


Tori winced. She did indeed know of the sheriff. He had a very
final way of dealing with troublemakers. “Yeah, I know. But get your siphon kit
anyway. A little here and a little there won't hurt anyone. Just do it quick
and don't make a scene out of it. Get sis to help. Have her play look out
again.”


“I'll do my best,” her brother muttered. “It's smarter than the
damn alcohol anyway,” he said shaking his head as he moved off.


“Mr. Doherty?” she said, coming over to the still fuming farmer.
The old man turned, scowling. Then they both turned to see a shuttle landing.
They both shaded their eyes to watch. It flared out in a perfect landing.


“Show off,” Doherty grumbled. “What is it girl,” he growled,
turning to her.


“I'm getting the fuel now. That's the hold up, the fuel truck is
out and about and Hodges is playing games again,” she said, shrugging.


“Him again,” Doherty snarled, mouth working. Everyone within a
thousand kilometers knew of Hodges and his scams and schemes. “Yeah. No excuse
though. Your Pa said he'd handle it.”


The girl nodded dutifully. “He's trying sir. My brother is working
on it too. As soon as we get the fuel I'll take off,” she said, smiling
brightly.


“You?” he said, turning to the girl aghast. She nodded, now dead
serious.


“I've been doing it for a couple of years now sir. I'm lighter
than dad so we can make the fuel last longer,” she said. “Get in more trips and
go further.”


“Well, all right then,” Doherty said, hooking a thumb in his
suspenders. He had a farmer's tan to go with his grizzled five o’clock shadow
and straw hat. “Get err done,” he said waving.


“We'll do that,” Tori said, turning to see the offworlder get out
of his shuttle. He turned, saw them and waved politely in their direction. Tori
raised a hand in a casual hi and then let it drop. She sighed. She'd love to
fly a shuttle someday. It was her dream, to fly in space. Sometimes she loved
to climb as high as the piper's engine could go and see the curve of the
horizon... Instead she turned and went back to the run down hangar.


Her brother came trotting in a moment later. She turned, still
checking the systems. She'd shaved as much weight as she could out of the
cockpit. Her buttocks were going to be sore, she'd even pulled the seat
cushions again. Her brother dragged in a fuel tank on a wagon.


“You got some?”


“Yeah, but you won't like where. I had to hit a couple sources
close by cause if people see me hauling this around they'll get suspicious.”


“Where?” She asked darting a look at him. 


He shrugged, looking out the open hangar doors to the farmer who
was now headed to his truck around back. His sister followed his eyes and then
her mouth worked. “Oh no you didn't!” she whispered fiercely.


He shrugged helplessly.


“Come on, let's get out of here before he notices,” she growled.


“I left him the rot gut as trade,” her brother said as he hooked
the fuel line up and started turning the hand crank to the pump. That was
something they'd learned from their mom before she'd died, to leave something
in trade or to make up for it later.


“Whatever, damn you're insane. You complain about me,” the girl
said softly, shaking her head as she put her flight gear on.


“No I'm not! You are,” he said, whispering back and he cranked the
handle on the pump.


“You think this is bad, remember, dad signed us up to do tricks
for the crowd on Landing day,” she said. Her brother started to swear softly.
She snorted, putting her hat on. “Kick the chocks, we've got work to do,” she
said, climbing into the cockpit.


...*...*...*...*...


Dirt side the Admiral made his delivery and then went into town
once more. He dropped off a solar panel and a pair of e-readers to the local
library, and another set to the school across the street. He remembered to give
the blue Neolion Hank McCoy the small replicator and another package of tools
as well as a solar panel. The lion was like a kid with a new toy as he examined
and exclaimed over the packages, turning them all about in his excitement.


“Just don't break it. And don't try to take it apart or make a
copy with it or it will lock up,” the admiral cautioned. The delicate hand paws
were examining every seam and control button. 


“Oh I won't do that! I promise!”


“Not again anyway,” a chimp nearby laughed. “He did it once and it
froze.”


“Keys. It self-destructed,” the lion said, sounding sad.


“They're programmed to do that to prevent tampering,” the admiral
replied with a straight face.


“How do you fix one?” Hank asked.


The admiral snorted. He could see that question coming a long ways
off. “You get someone like me to do it. Someone with the keys,” Irons replied
sternly, tapping his chest for emphasis. Hank's eyes widened. “It's a pain in
the ass so don't break it. Don't try to take it apart either, otherwise it will
melt down. Remember to plug it in, use a good wireless tablet to control it,
and keep viruses away from it. And don't I mean DON'T!” Irons stressed, one finger
up looking sternly at the lion. “Don't try to make anything on the proscribed
list. That included weapons and other replicators. Got it?”


Hank bobbed a nod, tucking the precious device under his arm.


“And he'll remember to feed it, walk it every day, clean up after
it...” the chimp teased.


“Oh shut up Jerry,” Hank growled. Irons snorted.


“The other package is a solid state drive with engineering and
educational materials. Enjoy,” Irons said.


Hank's eyes widened and he nearly fumbled the replicator as he
tried to get his hands on the other package. The admiral sighed and shook his
head as he retreated.


“Another engineering student,” Sprite said chuckling.


“If he doesn't kill himself breaking something,” Irons replied,
looking over his shoulder. The chimp was teasing the lion, waving him into the
bar. Apparently the lion had a room in the hotel above and kept the bar's
equipment in working order as part of his room and board. Irons turned back to
his current delivery.


“Great, now if we only had something to use them with,” the
librarian said wryly. Irons looked at her. She was a frumpy Terran woman, not
quite obese but clearly she spent more time on a stool than on her feet. She
definitely had a pear shape. She had her brown hair up in a tight knot and wire
rim glasses with a gold chain connecting the ear pieces together. She sniffed
as he and the maintenance man finished making the connections.


“Each of these machines can link wirelessly to a network. They
also have small storage ability, so you can place oh, say they encyclopedia
Galactica or your catalog on them.”


“Catalog?” she asked suspiciously.


“Yes, you could input the basic information of each book or piece
of material and its location. That way a user can find it on their own.”


“What would I do?” she asked. “You clearly didn't think this
through,” she said looking down her nose at him.


Irons spread his hands apart. “I didn't think of it that's true.”
She sniffed in disdain. “It's a system that's been in use for over a thousand
years. I'm just explaining it.”


“Oh?”


“Yes, that way people can find things quickly.”


“I'll think about it.”


“If you are worried about your job don't be. You'll still be
needed to check books in, put them back on the shelves and other things. Then
of course there will always be someone who needs a question answered that the
machine can't answer... if it's in use by someone else for instance. And of
course it needs people to put the information in, in the first place.” He
turned. People were already lining up to see the machine.


“True,” she admitted, looking at the gathering crowd. He shrugged
as she left with a snort.


“She gone?” the maintenance guy said.


“For now.”


“Thank the spirit of space,” the man said fervently. “That dragon
is a serious pain in the ass.”


“Then why do you work for her?” Irons asked.


“Hell with that, I married her.” The guy said coming out. Irons
laughed softly. The old man shook his head. “I admit I was drunk. And she can
cook, but ugh.” The admiral chuckled a bit more until the dragon turned and
shushed him.


“Come on. I've got another stop. I'll show you the maintenance of
the panels. Outside,” the admiral said.


“Thank you,” the maintenance man said, getting his gear together.


“Oh, and you can tell her I'm leaving a copy of my e-books and
other material,” the admiral said, pointing to a plastic container of flash
drives.


“You tell her. I don't want to eat burnt food for a month.
I'll meet you outside where it's safe,” the maintenance guy said, hiking his
belt up and heading for the door. Irons chuckled again and shook his head.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen took Hank's call absentmindedly. She'd been ducking his call
for a week and felt guilty over it. She really had been busy, she told herself.
“What is it Hank?” she asked, signing a form a nurse handed her. The nurse took
it, flipped the page up to expose another section. She flipped through it,
noted the usual patient consent form and scribbled her signature.


“There.. this guy, he just gave me get this! A brand new
replicator!”


“Say again?” Helen asked, stopping and turning, hand on the
receiver. She hated that the thing was chained to the wall by a cord. Word was
that new telephone designs were in the works in Gotham but she had yet to see
the results.


“I said, a Terran sleeper just gave me a replicator!”


“He just up and gave it to you? What's the catch?” Helen
asked suspiciously. Hank McCoy was a nice fellow for a Neo. He'd been a class
or two behind her and also a protégée of Pratt before nasty bigotry had forced
him out of mainstream medicine. Now he worked from the sidelines, serving those
who fell through the cracks.


The sad thing Hank was a genius, both in medicine and in
technology. His specialty was prosthetics. Hank was the real reason she had
such progress with resurrecting all the medical appliances and science. He'd
found old files on medicine a scavenger had dug up in exchange for his
services, and had managed to not only repair, but also reverse engineer many
pieces of tech that their ancestors had taken for granted and later lost during
the Xeno war. Simple things like stents and IV's and other things that were now
becoming common place.


Which was why she took Hank's call. It wasn't the guilt over not
getting him back into mainstream medicine, or so she told herself. He served
the greater good where he was she thought, running an impatient hand through
her salty hair. She needed a shower she realized.


“Hank... is this for real? Legit?” she finally asked, rubbing her
brow.


“Yeah! I told you about this guy, he's a sleeper. He tracked down
Nohar and fixed him!”


Helen blew her breath out slowly and wiped her brow with a hand.
She vaguely remembered Nohar, the yellow Neotiger she'd met in Crater City a
few months ago. She counted to ten as Hank babbled on, describing the
encounter. “Wait, you said he's a sleeper? An officer? So they met?”


“No, he said he's an Admiral. Nohar was army infantry.”


“Oh. That's... I dunno. Okay. Go on.” She shooed a curious nurse
off with an impatient wave of a hand. She knew she was late for her rounds, she
didn't need a reminder.


“He said he'd give me a replicator if I gave a discount to
sleepers like Nohar and helped them. He just came by and gave me the
replicator. I just finished testing it. It works great! I can finally make the
parts I need! The parts you need!” Hank said excitedly. She could hear him
banging around in the background. Something clattered and he swore. “Oops.”


“Don't break anything Hank,” she sighed. “So this is legit?” she
felt a twinge of envy, Hank of all people was most likely to get his hands on a
replicator, after all he was a tech and had gotten four others, but all had
turned out to be dead duds. “You said it works?”


“Like a dream!” Hank replied with a grin in his voice. “Its' brand
new!”


“New you say? How can that be?”


“He's an admiral! He's got implants and prosthetics like Nohar. He
used them to fix Nohar's. Wait should I say that? Patient confidentiality?
Wait, um, forget um... oh crap...”


“You're fine Hank. No worries,” Helen replied patiently, stroking
the Neo lion's mental state to try to get him to calm down. Hank had gotten
himself in trouble because he forgot the necessities sometimes. “So you said he
just made it? Just now? How is that even possible?”


“He's got keys!” Hank replied, now sounding exasperated. “I
thought you of all people would figure that out!” he said.


“Sorry, it slipped passed me. I've had a busy week Hank. Okay, an
admiral you said. Huh. I wonder if he'll do another for us?”


“I'll ask him! I... crap I'll ask Nohar to find him for me. If I
can find him. Damn.”


“What's his name?” Helen asked. Maybe she could do an end run
around Hank. She didn't want to, he was good and always did good in his
community. But if a replicator was in play all bets were off. She had to look
after the greater good after all.


Besides, when the commissioners heard about it that replicator
would disappear. Hank would be lucky if he didn't lose his life in the process.


“Irons. I saw him go down the street. Oh bother. I'll see if I
can... no, I've got that client at four. Damn!”


“I'll look into it Hank. I'll try to stop by in a bit,” Helen
said, nodding to a pair of doctors and a nurse waving to her. Her finger tips
covered the phone speaker for a moment until she realized they were staying at
the end of the corridor for the moment. “I've got to go,” she said, taking her
eyes off them. “I've got a problem on my end Hank. If you see him let me know
again okay? Leave a note with the staff.”


“I will Helen, thanks for taking my call,” Hank replied, now more
subdued.


“Anytime for a friend and colleague Hank, you know that,” Helen
said and hung up. She turned, looking thoughtfully out the window for a moment.
“Irons, where have I heard that name before...?” she mused, turning as one of
the doctors cleared his throat. “Oh? Sorry, coming,” she said returning to the
here and now.


...*...*...*...*...


The admiral passed Nohar who was crouched in an alley watching
someone. The Neo cat was obviously on the job so Irons didn't stop to chat
though he was tempted to do so. He didn't want to draw attention to either of
them. “Admiral, don't forget supplies for when you're here,” Sprite reminded
him.


Irons grunted. “That's where I'm going now, the general store,” he
said, nodding his chin to the sign above the brick and mortar structure two
hundred meters away.


...*...*...*...*...


Nohar blinked as Irons passed, momentarily distracted by the
Terran. He was a strange sort, a nice guy, something Nohar wasn't used to
dealing with. He'd spent nearly sixty years on this mud ball, cynicism was a
survival trait. Usually nice guys either wanted something or were taken
advantage of. Hank was nice... as long as he had parts and money, or a really
neat puzzle to solve. He could be downright nasty though if you broke something
deliberately, or didn't take care of your stuff.


He looked over his shoulder to where Irons was going. He winced,
tracking him with his now fully functional cybernetic eye. If Irons was heading
to the store he was in for a bit of grief. For a brief moment he thought about
intervening before he shrugged it off. He turned, checking his intended prey.
Yup, still got the drapes closed. He chuffed softly.


He hated working in Hazard but you went where the money was. In
this case his client was fairly certain his wife was cheating on him when she
went on these shopping trips and visits to her sister here in Hazard. It hadn't
taken Nohar long to recognize the signs of an illicit liaison, but getting
evidence of that was tricky. The duo were cagy, coming and going separately
while avoiding any public displays of affection. He needed concrete
photographic proof if his client was going to pay up.


The problem was their liaison was in a Hodges hotel, and the one
thing he'd learned early on is you don't go messing around with anything
labeled Hodges on it. Not if you wanted to live past sun down around here. He
growled softly and then kept scanning the drapes for any sign of movement.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons poked around the general store. It was a small building
opposite the rather dilapidated Cooter's garage, but it's supplies were fairly
concentrated on the essential basics. There were some food items, cans and
such, tools, some building supplies, the list went on and on.


The shelves weren't well stocked though, a sign that either there
was a supply issue or a problem with the business's accounting. Of course it
could be that he'd wandered in after someone had come in and bought the place
out to build or restock somewhere else.


Yeah that could be it, Irons thought, looking around. He stayed
politely away from the register, there were two people there ahead of him. One
was a big broad shouldered guy, the other a skinnier version. Both were wearing
black hats and black dusters. 


“The money Charlie, you know the drill,” the skinny one said
casually, hands on his belt. 


“Extortion?” Sprite asked, as Irons focused more intently on the
duo.


“Maybe,” Irons replied softly as the big guy turned to glare
around them. 


His roving eyes found Irons. “What're you looking at, come here,”
he growled. 


The admiral approached, noting the weapons Defender's scan picked
up. Interesting, he thought. When he got closer he held up a list. “Sorry you
wanted something?” he asked, turning to the tough and interceding between them
and the counter. 


The fat storekeeper gulped, not liking what was going on at all.
He didn't have the money they wanted, which made him even more nervous.
Biscuits and Books were spoiling for a fight and he knew what was coming. 


“You need to go, I'm closed.” Desperately Mr. Ferguson told the
stranger, from the look of him an offworlder. He rather nervously watched the
others as he repeated his entree to the stranger, now almost pleading him to
mind his own business. 


“He's an offworlder. He doesn't know any better. Come on fellas,
I'm barely making Hodges's rent as it is!” He had his hands up, sweating
profusely. “Come on, don't break my place up again, I need it to support my
family!” He licked his lips. Irons could see the guy was truly scared. He was
dressed in a striped shirt, apron, and brown pants. He had muttonchops and a
mustache. Both were going silver, a good match to his black receding hairline.
Black bands were around his elbows, most likely to keep his shirt sleeves
tight.


“Yeah and yourself,” Biscuits said, glaring at the guy. He jerked
his broad thumb at the store keeper. “You believe this lard ball?”


“Oh, I dunno, times might have been tough. We can check the
register of course,” Books replied, nonchalantly yanking the brass machine
around to face them. “You don't mind do you?” he asked snidely.


The storekeeper shook his head, gulping. “Look, I don't want no
trouble,” he stuttered, eyes wide.


Books ransacked the register as Irons clenched his fists. When he
was done Books snarled and knocked the register aside. “Twenty-seven and
change?” he snarled. “That ain't cuttin it lard ball! Guess we'll have to take
it out of you some other way!”


“No,” Irons replied softly.


“No?” Books asked, chuckling as he turned to the intruder. “No?
Did you say no?”


“You heard me,” Irons replied, glad Sprite was recording this.
“You will not harm him,” he growled.


“Well lookey here,”  Books drawled, leaning against the counter
with one elbow. “We have ourselves a bonafide hero in our small town.
Will wonders never cease,” he said sarcastically, grinning. His long rat like
face turned and his jaw worked for a moment. He spat a black tobacco wad onto
the floor before he turned back to smile at Irons.


 “Please! Don't. Just go. Don't worry about it mister!” the
storekeeper said, now frantic. He turned to the two thugs. “Look I'll pay you
the money, don't bust up my shop. It costs me even more and I'm near going
under as it is!” His voice was almost shrill in desperation. 


Biscuits chuckled, smacking one meaty fist into his opposite hand
a few times. “No, someone needs a lesson in minding their own business,” he said.
He had foul breath, rotten yellow teeth and alcohol. He smiled a feral smile,
eyes glittering. He apparently expected Irons to run, Irons knew better.


Irons nodded tightly, he realized now what was going on. It was a
shake down, one he'd walked into and made worse. Unfortunately as badly as he
wanted to intervene he knew better now. If he did they'd just come back when he
wasn't around and the shop keeper would suffer double. The problem was he was
now in too deep to get out. When the burly thug poked him in the chest and
growled about Irons being a hero the admiral smiled coldly. “I'd take your
finger back.”


“Or else?” the thug growled, getting closer and projecting threat.


“You may lose it,” the Admiral said simply. His hard glittering
eyes locked onto the brute. The brute smirked, ready for a fight but the
circuitry pattern in the admiral's right eye made him pause. He blinked in
confusion and then stepped back, turning away. Irons could see him winding up
for a round house punch and just let it come. 


He turned back fast, throwing a punch but Irons was ready for it.
He caught it in his right hand and bore down with his enhanced strength,
crushing the hand. “See?” the admiral said simply as the man dropped to his
knees in agony. His face worked and sweat beaded over it and his entire body.
He groaned, fighting a scream of pain.


“Let him go,” the other tough said, hand wrapped in the
storekeeper's shirt while his free hand held a knife to the guy's throat. “Let
him go or else this geezer gets his gizzard slit.”


“You don't want to do that either,” Irons said softly, turning to
look at the man. Cold eyes glittered as the man at his feet whimpered. He let
go of the hand and the man clutched at it with his left hand, fingers curled.
Tears dripped from his eyes. “I'll tell you what. You take your buddy, your
money and walk. No muss, no more fuss, but if I find out you took out your
anger on these people I'll come back and well...” he smiled. It wasn't a
particularly nice smile, more like something from the deep ocean depths
that promised eternal darkness.


The second tough controlled a shiver with some difficulty as he
licked his lips. This guy was something else. There was something there, a
predator, something he was used to seeing only in a mirror. But more than that,
this one was like Ole Blue. Slowly he untangled his hand from the shopkeeper's
apron and set him down. The man pulled out money and dropped it onto the
counter. The tough scooped it up, stuffed it into his inside pocket and then
warily walked to his friend.


Irons stepped back, avoiding a rack of magazines and newspapers
but steering clear of the tough in case he wanted to do something stupid. He
also kept the path to the open door clear so they could walk out. “Come on
Biscuits, move,” the second tough whispered, pulling the guy to his feet with a
jerk on his collar. The second guy staggered, hunched over his hand as he
walked out. The second tough played rear guard, warily watching Irons.


“You know this ain't over,” he said. “Fat Larry's not going to be
happy about this,” he said, jerking his head slightly to the whimpering tough
ahead of him.


“It'd better be. Chalk it up to an educational experience. Don't
bite off more than you can chew. Tell your boss that. I let you both
live. Call it even. He doesn't want to tangle with me,” Irons said coldly,
right arm morphing into a plasma blaster for a moment. He lifted it to chest
level and held it there, letting the whine penetrate the tough's brain for a
moment before he then morphed it back. “Trust me,” he said evenly.


“Shit.” The tough's eyes were wide. He licked his lips and then
unsteadily beat feet out.


“Sorry, I'm well, sorry.” Irons said turning to the shop keeper as
his hand changed back. “Sleeper, I'm a, well, officer of the Federation Navy
and even though I've seen stuff like this even in my heyday I have a hard time
not getting involved.” He pulled out a pouch out of his breast pocket. The
Keeper's wife flinched as he dropped the ingots on the table. “For the material
and for your trouble.”


“Just go,” the shopkeeper whispered, pale as a ghost.


“Like I said, sorry.” Irons gathered the packages he'd picked out,
dropped credit coins on the counter and then left.
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Irons gloomily trudged back to the space port. He was pissed, not
only at the toughs, but also the whole world in general and himself for getting
involved in particular. “Stupid,” he muttered.


“Don't look now, but I believe we're being followed,” Sprite said,
sounding amused. Defender put up a pair of identity karats on his HUD behind
him.


Irons grunted in annoyance as he checked them out automatically.
He recognized them of course, the big broad shoulders of the guy known as
Biscuits and his skinny partner in crime Books. It figured he thought darkly.
“How long have they been back there?” he asked, trying hard not to turn to
look. Now that he knew he felt the back of his neck itch. He'd been distracted
he admitted, woolgathering, feeling sorry for himself. He was grateful he had
the AI to watch his back.


“Since the store incident,” Defender replied.


He huffed in annoyance for a moment. Apparently some people
couldn't let things go. “Great, just great,” he sighed, stuffing his hands in
his hip pockets. 


A block later as he checked the HUD. The two toughs were still
tagging along, far enough back so they couldn't easily be seen. He snorted, fat
chance of that. “Admiral shouldn't we report that to the authorities?” Defender
asked.


“The shopkeeper and family won't testify. Far from it, they know
better. If they did others would come in and destroy their business or worse.
The police can't protect them all the time.” He frowned. “Hell, the sheriff may
be in on the shake down, who knows.”


Defender's artificial eyes smoldered. “Admiral, if you don't stand
up to tyranny...”


“I know, believe me I know. It prospers, it becomes a weed you
can't get out easily. I think the sheriff knows, he's either in on it, resigned
to it, or has tried to get people to cooperate but can't. I honestly don't know
and I regret my involvement. That may have brought retribution down on their
heads.”


“Possibly,” Sprite replied, sounding subdued.


“Pretty much what I thought. Let's get these to the shuttle and
then chase off the tail.”


...*...*...*...*...


At the space port the admiral climbed off the open air bus and smirked
as he went through customs. He didn't look back, he could tell the two
Neanderthals had stopped and sullenly were watched from outside the chain link
fence. He made certain to lose them in between the buildings so they wouldn't
know which shuttle was his. Not that it would matter, there were only the two
there, his and Hibiki's.


After he dropped the packages off he returned by roundabout route
to the southern gate. He went through customs, smiled politely to the bored
guard and then when he hit the dirt road he took a wide path out to where the
goons were waiting.


Along the way he identified a nice alley to have a 'talk' with the
gentlemen in question. Biscuits was the heavy who got his hands crushed, the
skinny smarter hood was Books. He came up behind them and listened.


“What the hell man, what we going to do?” Biscuits said, still
cradling his hand against his chest. He'd wrapped it in a rag and a makeshift
splint. He really should go to a doctor but he wanted payback.


“We lose this guy Biscuits and the boss is going to be ticked.
Guess who he'll take it out on then? No, no one comes into our town and
fracks with us. You know that. Hodges won't care as long as we get away
clean,” Books growled.


“Interesting, the commissioner is involved?” Sprite asked him.
Irons frowned.


“What about Fat Larry? You know he doesn't know about our leaning
on Ferguson and the others. If he finds out and finds out we haven't cut him in
we're both going to take a long walk off a short pier. Ain't no way I'm going
out that way man, I can't swim. A bullet in a field somewhere,” Biscuits said,
voice shaky.


Books turned on his partner, angry. “Will you shut up!” he
snarled, and then caught sight of Irons out of the corner of his eye. He
slapped his partner on the arm with the back of his hand. “What the hell? He's
behind us! How'd he get there?” he demanded, pointing to the admiral.


Irons smiled, lounging against the fence post a hundred yards
away. He saluted them casually. “Bastard! He's asking for it!” Books
snarled.


“He's going to get it too,” Biscuits said grimly, reaching for
something in his duster. Irons caught the telltale sign of a chemical weapon
inside each of their coats. That was interesting, both men hadn't had those
weapons when they'd met earlier, just knives.


“We can't do him now! Not in the street with everyone watching!”
Books snarled, pushing his partner to keep him from drawing his weapon. “What's
the matter with you! Put that damn thing away!” he whispered fiercely.


Irons had heard enough. He turned, and without a word walked
casually away.


“Look man, he's going, he's running! He's afraid of us! Let's go
man!”


“The alley, He's got to pass near it,” Books said. “You tail him,
I'll work my way around. We'll meet there with him in the middle,” Books said.


“Right,” Biscuits replied, nodding once. 


“Remember, we've got to do this clean. No one does a hit here
without Fat Larry and Hodges's permission. If anyone's around forget about it.
Got it?” Books said as they started to move.


“Yeah,” Biscuits replied. Books wasn't sure his partner would obey
that, he was out for blood. 


Irons didn't bother looking over his shoulder as the gloating
broad shouldered tough trotted along behind him. He made the turn into the
alley and feigned surprise when he spotted Books there waiting for him. Books
gloated, pulling his side arm. Irons however just lifted his right hand and
fired his stunner.


The skinny tough's eyes went wide as the blue bolt hit him. He
dropped like a rag doll just as Biscuits rounded the corner behind Irons. Irons
turned and as the tough cursed and tried to pull his weapon he fired a second
time, this one almost casually. 


“The authorities are on their way,” Defender informed him. He
nodded. Sheriff's deputies came at a trot. They entered from either end of the
alley, weapons drawn. One paused over Books and shook his head. Roy, the one
closest to Irons grunted when he saw Biscuits. “You having another busy day?”
he asked.


Irons shrugged. 


“All right! What's going on here!” A voice roared. Roy winced as
the Sheriff came around the corner, strutting like a rooster.


“Biscuits? Books?” he said, identifying the toughs on sight. He
kept looking from one to the other. “What's going on here?” he demanded.


“We had an altercation in a store. These two decided to kill me.”


“So you killed them? Oh the boss see, he ain't going to like that,
not one bit. No sir-re!” The sheriff said, shaking his head.


“This one's breathing sheriff,” the deputy at the end of the alley
said, poking the tough with his boot.


The sheriff flinched and then looked it way. “What'd you say?”


“He's alive.”


“I know that!” the sheriff said, flapping his arms like a chicken.
He turned to Irons. “What'd you do?”


“I stunned them. They'll be out for a half hour or so sheriff,”
the admiral replied.


“They really wanted to kill you?” the sheriff asked.


“Yes.”


“Too bad we've only got your word for that. No witnesses,” the
sheriff said as Roy cuffed the hood on the ground. He felt the man's hand,
noting the crushed bones. Biscuits groaned against the ground. “Yeah, he's not
happy,” Roy said, looking up. He pointed to the splint.


“The earlier encounter,” The admiral replied. He raised his right
hand palm out. The deputy flinched, one hand on his pistol. The sheriff
flinched, but only because a volumetric hologram appeared. The admiral replayed
each sequence.


“Wow,” the sheriff said when it was over. “That's something!” he
said, shaking his head. “Still, boss isn't going to like you mucking up his...
um I mean...” he glanced at the two toughs.


“I don't blame the commissioner for not liking crime in his
jurisdiction. I'm not going to be here long... unless you want me here to
testify,” the admiral said, cocking his head.


“Ah that's right, you being an offworlder and all,” the sheriff
said, narrowing his eyes as he looked at Irons. “You know they'll be out on
bail in a day right?”


“Probably. But this was, as they said, unsanctioned. Their boss
doesn't know about what they've been up to, and I believe they said they don't
want him or the commissioner to know.” That made the sheriff's eyes narrow. He
turned to glare at the two hoods. “So I think they'll just have a little bit of
explaining to do. Right?” Irons asked, smiling slightly.


The sheriff tipped his hat back with his thumb and laughed.
“Yeah,” he chortled, “Yeah, I'd say they just might at that. Might make them
think twice about something like this.”  


Irons nodded, assessing the sheriff. He was in on it, but not deep
from the sound of it. Most likely he was paid a cut to look the other way and
went along with it as long as no one was seriously hurt... and as long as no
one made a fuss over it. 


That was typical for a colony cop, the job didn't pay spit so they
had to find other ways of making money. Also, if they chased every crime every
tough would be gunning for them, and one just might get lucky in some dark
alley like this one. A colony cop was lazy enough to turn a blind eye to the
lighter extortion or petty crimes but violent crimes he came down on, hard.
After all, if he was totally soft on crime he wouldn't be sheriff for long.
Good. The Sheriff encouraged him to leave town, soon. “Fat Larry won't like
this, so you best be about your business elsewhere.”


“I'll have a chat with him if he's unhappy,” the admiral replied.
“I did leave their... disciplining to him,” he pointed out. He pulled a flash
chip out and handed it to the sheriff.


The sheriff held it up, looking at the chip curiously. “What's
this?”


“My testimony, also a full record of the events up to this point.
I'm streaming it to your server as well,” Irons replied.


“Well! You are full of surprises,” the sheriff drawled.


“Do you need me for anything else sir?” Irons asked, putting
enough deferential humility into that last statement to butter the man's ego a
bit.


“No, move along, move along,” the sheriff said, waving him by.
“Just stay outa trouble all right? And you best git out of town right soon if
you know what's good for you right?” The sheriff suggested, catching the
admiral's eyes with his own in warning.


“I won't start anything sheriff. And yeah, I'll be moving along,”
the admiral replied, smiling. He tipped a salute to Roy and then pushed his way
past the growing crowd of onlookers who had come to see what was going on.


“All right! Move along! Move along! Here now! I said move along
little doggies! Or am I going to have to start writing tickets?” he demanded to
the murmuring crowd.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons busied himself with delivering his part of the bargain. A
customs agent ticked off each item as it was unloaded. A fuel truck was nearby,
when the cargo was off loaded fuel bladders were filled, stuffing the interior
of the craft. More water was pumped into the little shuttle's fuel tanks.
Finally, ingots of metal were stuffed in any space he could find. “Okay, we'll
have delivery of your next consignment in two weeks,” the fuel man said,
jerking his cap down to cover his eyes when the last bladder was topped off.


“Okay,” the admiral drawled, nodding. “I'll have your package by
then too.” He too could play the waiting game. He knew damn well it didn't take
that long to run water from the nearest body of water to a storage
center to be cleaned and filtered.


“Oh no, we need it now,” the customs agent said. “I don't deal in
credit son.” He turned to the agent brokering the deal.


“Well, I need the material now. No material, no payment. I don't
take rain checks or IOU's,” the admiral replied mildly, eyes flickering in
annoyance. The agent blinked in surprise. “When you have the order in on the
dock call me. I'll have your delivery on the ground within two hours. Until
then, It'll have to wait,” he said. “Of course if you'd prefer me to go to
another space port...” he suggested. The agent shook his head vehemently no. He
knew better than to muck up something Hodges was doing.


“But... but we need, I... oh hell,” the slight man sighed and then
rubbed the bridge of his nose.


Irons smiled. “That's how replicators work. They don't work from
air. The same goes for me,” he said, nodding to the fuel man. “And I'm guessing
you. Why the wait?”


“We're um, down for maintenance,” the fuel man said, winding the
hose up, being careful not to look his way. Irons was fairly sure the man
couldn't say that with a straight face while looking him in the eye.


“Right,” the admiral drawled.


“Let me see if I can make some calls,” the fuel truck guy said
finally.


“Yeah. I watched you handle Io 11's fueling needs rather quickly
without problems. It is water after all.”


“You don't understand what goes into making it! You spacers!” the
fuel man said, sounding exasperated.


Irons turned, raising an eyebrow. “I've been an engineering
officer longer than you've been alive. I can tell you step by step the
right way to make fuel for fusion reactors and ships. I can tell exactly what
you are doing, which by the way isn't much in my book. You pump it from a
water source, filter it, truck it over here to my shuttle, and then pump it
here. That's it. You don't split it into hydrogen and oxygen in a reverse water
gas shift to help purify it like you do for your vehicle and aircraft fuel. You
don't sell the straight hydrogen or oxygen either.”


“You want it or not?” the man demanded, hands on his hips. The
admiral nodded. “Then shut up smart ass,” the man growled, climbing into his
truck and tearing off.


“Now you've done it. He'll be a bear the rest of the week,” the
customs agent sighed. “Getting him to do anything will be fun,” he muttered.


Irons shrugged, “not my problem. I'm going to run this to my ship
and then I'll be back. We can settle up in two weeks you said?”


The customs agent nodded glumly. “Fine,” the man said, tucking his
clipboard under his arm. “You'd better have it ready,” he warned.


“Of course,” the admiral said, shrugging.


...*...*...*...*...


The admiral ran his supplies up to the ship and then made the next
tray of parts. He nodded to Phoenix who was still conversing with Io through
long range whisker laser as the other ship left the system. Phoenix seemed to
be hitting it off with the other AI. That was good, good for both of them. The
more social contact each AI had the better for their long term stability. He'd
worried about that for Phoenix, having only Irons and the Trinity AI in him for
company to grow up with. But from the sound of things, the AI had been okay.


When he was back on the ground just before dawn he took a quick
look around and then went to a new motel. He checked in and chose a balcony
suite. He'd been tempted to take a room at the center of the building, but it
would have made it difficult to get in and out. The building had two ground
side entrances. The room that he received had a balcony with chipped white
paint. Perfect, he thought, tossing his bag on the bed. He placed a series of
nanites around the room to keep an eye on things and then left. He had business
in town.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen took her tray to the conservatory and smiled politely as
another doctor on his way out nodded to her. She set the tray down in her
favorite place and then sat primly, adjusting her smock and skirt as she got
comfortable. She took out a cloth napkin and put it in her lap. It wouldn't due
for the boss to have oatmeal stains on her outfit first thing in the morning.
Better to save that for later, she thought with a wry twist of her lips.


She picked up the spoon and looked outside as she poked at the
porridge. Patients were on the other side of the glass, walking along the paths
or rolling in wheel chairs under the stern eye of the watching staff. Another
one of her innovations, getting the more able bodied to get some fresh air,
even if it was only for a brief time. The confines of a hospital tended to wear
heavily on a seriously ill patient over time, keeping their morale up was an
ongoing struggle.


Her thoughts turned inward as she took her first bite of stew.
“Irons. Admiral Irons,” she said softly, trying to place the name. It had
bothered her since Hank's call the other day.


“Now where have I heard that blasted name before?” she growled,
blowing on the still hot porridge.


“If it pleases mum...” she turned to the intruding voice. A
secretary bobbed a curtsy. “Irons is the name of the captain of the Phoenix.
The one providing those splendid supplies,” she said with a helpful smile. “I
heard it on the news,” she said.


Helen smiled and snapped her fingers as that hit her. “Indeed it
is Trisha, thank you,” she said warmly. The woman nodded again and got up. Her
dining companion nodded and the two of them left with their trays.


She had heard of him now she realized, he was a sleeper, that bit
fit with the admiral rank. From her research he had indeed provided new
supplies in trade, now she knew how, he had functioning replicators. But did he
make the replicators or did he just have a bunch on his ship? She'd have to
find out.


It was only a matter of time before Hank let slip he had a working
one after all. When that happened, and the news reached the wrong ears it would
be over for that replicator. All too many replicators had been lost because
some fool had tried to replicate something they shouldn't. Hank himself had
destroyed one. She closed her eyes briefly. Hopefully he wouldn't be so foolish
with this one.


Doctor Whitney had told her class the story of the last large
industrial replicator on the planet. How a hundred and ten no, make that eleven
years ago the treasured artifact and artificer of their past had been misused
by a particularly stupid individual. That man had errantly tried to replicate
another replicator and the machine had self-destructed. He had meant well, but
his zeal had ignored the stern warnings that had been passed on through the
ages not to try such a thing. And with his well-intentioned but incredible
ignorance the last of the machines had been destroyed in a puff of smoke and
ash. Only two had been found since, one had disappeared, the other had been
Hank's folly.


Hopefully Hank wouldn't be that foolish... again. Hopefully, she
thought with a pang. Hank was after all, something of an absent minded master
technician even in the best of his coherent time. Could she draw him into a
contract with the research and logistics of the medical establishment? She
wondered about it as she ate her porridge.


She was sorely tempted to just take the damn thing, hire someone
like Nohar to go get it when Hank wasn't around. Nohar of all beings knew the
importance of the machine, he'd know that Hank wouldn't be able to hang onto it
for long. Too soon someone else would come along.


No, she bit her lip. No, she couldn't do that to Hank. It would
eventually get back to him that she had it after all. She wasn't sure how she
would deal with that. Finding a role for him was out. It wasn't that she was
bigoted against the lovable blue fur ball, it was just that there was no room
in the budget for him. Not now, not this year at any rate.


Which also, unfortunately, left out buying the damn thing. There
wasn't any money right now. And if she did get her hands on it, someone would
try to get it from her, most likely by stealing it or seizing it. She
wouldn't put it past Governor Oman, he'd take it just so he and his wife could
use it to make rare foods or some stupid trinkets. Damn it...she sighed putting
the spoon down in disgust. No, she'd have to leave it where it was. Much as it
irked her to do so.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons contacted Nohar with a simple job, find Fat Larry. Nohar
snorted and told him where Fat Larry was free of charge. “You want back up
admiral?” Nohar asked, sounding only slightly reluctant.


“No, I've got this one, thanks though,” Irons replied with a nod
and pat on the arm as he got up and went to leave.


“If you change your mind let me know,” Nohar called. Irons waved
and left. 


Irons hunted down Fat Larry at the indicated restaurant. He nodded
politely to the hoods playing bouncers and entered before they could realize
his intent. He scanned the room until he spotted a rat faced guy narrow his
eyes and then lean over to someone sitting in the booth on the opposite side of
the restaurant. 


He made his way over, but a thug got in his way. A rather broad
balding human in a zoot suit waved the thug off as he wiped at his mouth and
swallowed whatever he had just taken a bite of. “Mr. Lazarrian?” The admiral
asked, nodding.


“Sit,” Lazarrian said, waving to the seat across from him. “We
don't want to disturb the lunch rush,” the man said gruffly.


The admiral sat down and made small talk as a waiter came over. He
ordered a glass of wine and then waited for it to appear. While making small
talk the AI used his Wi-Fi to look for any computers. When they didn't find any
Proteus sent his nanites to search out for any databases so they could copy the
contents to his files.


“So, what can I do for you, Irons is it?” Larry asked, sitting
back with a slight smug expression. One of his thugs moved nervously, looking
over his shoulder to glance at the intruder in their midst and then back to a
family with kids as they entered. The admiral saw the three little kids and
winced internally. His eyes cut to the teenage female sitting next to the
mobster. The mobster had one hand under the table resting on her bare thigh. He
rubbed it, up and down. She blushed. She was dressed like a hooker, for all the
admiral knew she might very well be one. She certainly wasn't classy enough to
be a … what was the term? 'mole?'


“Well, I'm an engineering admiral. I'm visiting your planet and
well, I'm good at fixing things. But I wandered into something and now I need
your help in fixing it.”


“Fixing things huh? And you need my help?” Larry asked, eyes
amused.


“Yes,” the admiral replied resting his hands palm down on top of
the table. He could detect the quiescent electronics in the table. It was a
smart table, one with a cracked LCD top. He set Proteus to repairing the smart
table. Nanites streamed out through his hands to make repairs. After a moment
the spider web of cracks on the surface healed. Larry blinked in surprise. When
the screen lit with a menu it impressed the mobster. 


“I see what you mean,” he said nodding. “So, why do you need my
help?” Larry smiled to his face but he was clearly not happy about being put on
the spot. 


The girl giggled nervously. She murmured something about needing
to use the powder room but the mobster just gripped her thigh harder. She
whimpered slightly but then bit her lip when he didn't let go. Irons gritted
his teeth but didn't react to her presence. He did react to the nervous guards
constantly looking at him. Larry took note and waved them off, trying not to
make a scene.


“Okay, let me explain,” the admiral said. “I wandered into
something I shouldn't have, and I reacted instinctively. I attempted to walk
away but apparently the two gentlemen weren't ready to let bygones be bygones.”


“Ah.”


“What you do with them is your business. I'm sorry if I stepped on
your toes. I know disciplining them is your business. I'm not going to be on
your world long, so what you do is your business.”


“Disciplining them?” Larry echoed, eyes narrowed.


The admiral flipped his right hand palm up. He sent a mental
signal and Sprite replayed the incident in Ferguson's, the discussion between
the two thugs, and then finally the altercation in the alley.


Larry scowled, crossing his arms. His eyes did flare when he saw
how the admiral took both men out, and took them out almost casually.


“I see,” he rumbled.


“As I said, they've been doing stuff behind your back. I walked
into it.”


“Yes. From what I heard, you are bit of a, misguided,
hero,” Larry said, trying to seem casual.


The admiral nodded grudgingly. “I've kept the gloves on, death is
so... permanent.”


“True.”


“So, if we can let bygones be bygones, I'd appreciate it if you
called off the dogs.”


“Or else?” Larry asked mildly.


“Or else next time someone will really get hurt. I know good help
is hard to find...” the admiral shrugged and met Larry's eyes with his own.
Larry had the look of a killer basilisk, someone used to being obeyed or else
but Irons was a killer too. “But it can be really hard if they wind up in jail or
worse,” the admiral finished. There was an ominous hum from his right arm.
“After all, violence is bad for business.”


“True,” Larry said nodding. His eyes darted to the right arm
briefly.  He was suddenly very aware of dying.


“Violence is so... unnecessary I should hope. I'm not interested
unless I am... pushed to be. And when push comes to shove I don't stop until
the threat is completely eliminated,” the admiral said, smiling ever so
slightly. The smile never got to his eyes. “I'd prefer we each go our separate
ways. I'll be gone soon.”


Larry blinked and then grimaced. Slowly he nodded and dabbed at
his mouth with a linen napkin. “You'll be leaving soon?”


The admiral cocked his head. “In a week or two. The shopkeeper
honestly had nothing to do with this. Chalk it up to my military
training kicking in, and your boys deciding to have a little too much fun when
I stopped myself from reacting. I won't be so... nice the next time.”


“Boss, one of the guys are going to be in serious hurt for a week.
One's got a broken hand, the fingers were crushed. I uh...” the rat faced
second in command whispered to his boss. Fat Larry looked at the guy and
stopped himself from backhanding him. Instead he brushed at his thinning hair
and patted the man on the shoulder when he flinched anyway.


“I see what you mean. Let bygones be bygones. You go your way,
we'll go ours.”


The admiral nodded. He could tell the mobster was lying. Or at
least buying time since he hadn't made up his mind. “Exactly. I will do my best
to stay out of your domain Mr. Lazarrian.”


“See that you do.”


“One suggestion.”


“Oh?”


“If you oh, put the guys in private security uniforms, and oh, say
charge a fee for their services, put them out where they can patrol
areas... shopping complexes will be encouraged to oh, pay for their services.
No, um... weekly persuasion needed.”


Fat Larry eyed him like he was crazy. After a moment he snorted
and looked at his subordinate for a moment and then to Irons. “An interesting
idea.”


“They could be on hand to oh, stop a robber, or oh, protect your
customers from damage. Good press and all that. The Sheriff might even get
on-board.”


Larry chuckled now. “An interesting proposal, I'll have to think
about it.”


“Thank you sir,” Irons said. He shook hands with the man. The man
blinked when he squeezed the admiral's right hand but didn't get a response.
“Sorry, that one's artificial,” the admiral said with a small smile. When the
handshake disengaged Irons morphed the hand briefly.


The patrons stared at him and then at Larry who nervously wiped
his hand on his thigh. He licked his lips and beads of sweat were now on his
brow. His jowls and double chin shook briefly. Irons looked away from the mole
on the guy's cheek.


One of the guards had his hand in his jacket. Irons looked hard at
the man. Slowly he withdrew the hand and then wiggled the fingers to show he
was unarmed. Irons nodded slightly. He knew better, knew about the gun in the
pocket but if the guy was making a show of not being hostile he'd let it slide.


“Sorry, showing off I know. In my time things like this were
common place. Once civilization gets sorted out a bit more, we'll see.” he
shrugged and nodded. “Have a good evening folks.” He turned and walked out.


...*...*...*...*...


“Well, that was interesting,” Sprite said as he made his way by
circuitous route to his motel. He snorted softly, nodding politely to people he
passed. Most were out and about doing various chores or talking. Some people
were on ladders putting up bunting and banners. There was a lot of chatter and
some horse play, some between kids, some between adults.


“You think?” Irons asked, dodging a couple of teenagers who were
giggling and chasing each other.


“It's not every day that you stare down a mobster. Definitely one
for the memoirs, do you worry about being too arrogant Admiral?”


“What do you mean?” Irons asked, not breaking his stride.


“Well, not everyone would just do that you know,” Sprite replied
testily. “Even sanity strikes you organics from time to time.”


“He wasn't a threat and you know it. Not in a public place.”


“Ah, that's my point, thank you for making it,” Sprite replied
with a slight smirk in her voice.


“Oh?” he asked warily.


“You assumed he wouldn't do anything. And you assumed you'd
be able to handle anything he did throw at you,” Sprite replied.


“Which was true commander. It's called knowing yourself, knowing
your enemy, and a calculated risk. I inferred from the comment Biscuits and
Books made about Hodges that Fat Larry wouldn't do anything. I also inferred
from previous media experience that, one, Fat Larry wasn't about to do anything
in public, and two, he wasn't going to sully himself with the job himself. He's
a mover now, he doesn't want exposure. He wants to be a legitimate businessman
in the eyes of the public. Even though he's not.”


“He's a fat slime ball,” Sprite commented.


“True,” Irons replied with a twisted smile. “He's a small time
hood. Tail clear?”


“Yes sir,” Sprite replied after another check with his sensors.


“Good.” Irons ducked between a pair of buildings and then tapped
his force drive. His legs glowed blue for a moment as ports opened and his
calves transformed. He rose, quickly climbing to the balcony of his suite. He
grinned as he touched down.


“Show off,” Sprite commented. He chuckled, opening the French
doors. “Which was my other point, since you've woken up you haven't exactly
been keeping your abilities a secret,” Sprite said.


“I think the statute of secrecy ended a couple centuries ago
commander,” Irons replied. “Which is why when we got to Pyrax I decided to open
up a bit more. Besides, sometimes inducing a little shock and awe is productive
to get things done,” he said.


“And sometimes counterproductive,” Sprite responded. He shrugged
as he entered the suite and looked around. He felt Sprite tap the sensor
nanites Proteus had left behind. The tiny robots signaled no one had been in
the room. “All clear Admiral.”


“Good. Good night Commander.”


“Good night Admiral,” Sprite responded. 


...*...*...*...*...


He was a bit grumpy in the morning until he tracked down some
decent coffee. Well, it wasn't quite decent, but at least it was coffee.


“This holiday is messing up your schedule as well Admiral,” Sprite
informed him the next day.


“Oh?”


“Most shipping shuts down or slows down significantly during the
holiday period. Also workers tend to take a lot of time off around this
time...”


“You'd think they'd do that in winter...” he mused rubbing his
jaw.


“They do that as well. This is the second most period when the
people travel and take vacations.”


“Okay.”


“I'm just letting you know...”


He held up a hand. “I get it Sprite,” he said with a slight smile.
“We'll endure. It's not like we're on a deadline or anything, we don't have to
keep a meeting on the other end. We'll wait it out.”


“Are you sure Admiral?”


“It'll be fine. What's another week or two in the grand scheme of
things?” he asked with a shrug. “Besides, this way I can put in some more good
PR and lend a hand here and there. Maybe get a better idea of people and their
attitudes.”


“Spread the love. Great.”


“More like lay more groundwork for this planet rejoining the
Federation,” Irons replied.


Sprite looked thoughtful for a moment and then nodded. “I see your
point Admiral.”


“I'm glad you do.”


...*...*...*...*...


Solaximara, leader of the Neo/anthro lobby wasn't happy about the
latest report. Something was going on in Hazard, something weird. He'd have to
look into it. His source said Hank McCoy was suddenly flush with parts and was
taking in raw material, something no one but a factory could do. He was also
acting cagey, another sign that the normally absent minded Leo had something to
hide.


He kept tabs on McCoy because the blue lion sometimes came into
things during trades or in scavenging the ruins... and the Leo really didn't
understand the value of what he had in front of him. How it would help his
community out. More importantly how it would help one red lion named Solaximara
out.


He brushed his whiskers with one claw and growled softly, ears
flicking as he read through the report. No, something was up. He'd send word to
that barmaid Maggie to keep an eye on Hank. In the meantime he contacted a
couple otter friends who might be able to tail the lion to whatever he had
stashed. Hopefully they'd get it before Fat Larry or Hodges did.


Of course the little pricks couldn't be trusted out of his sight.
There was something to be said about no honor among thieves. They'd just as
soon keep whatever device the Leo had picked up for themselves. Or they'd sell
it to Fat Larry or Hodges themselves. He sighed. Nohar... no, the tiger had a friendship
with the Leo. No, he'd have to find someone else to keep an eye on his thieves.



...*...*...*...*...


Biscuits and Books bitched to their boss but Fat Larry was leery
of killing the guy. He was also seriously unhappy with both thugs for going out
on their own... and for getting caught. They didn't know it yet but they were
on thin ice. 


“But an example must be made, he undermined me and mine,” Larry
said, nodding in agreement. He didn't like it how the arrogant prick had come
right up to his face and even threatened him. No one did that and got away with
it, he had a rep to protect. Books smirked, something that irritated Larry. The
clown really was asking for it, he thought. “He has to be taught a lesson.”


“A final lesson boss?” Biscuit's asked hopefully, cradling the arm
in a cast against his chest. He'd finally seen a doc about it. It had taken
damn near a full bottle of whiskey to set everything and he had one hell of a
hangover. And when he had a hangover he was beyond mean. 


Fat Larry nodded, scowling. This Irons character had faced him
down and he didn't like it, didn't like it one bit. He wasn't at all sure what
J.D. would say. Best to not involve him.


He waved a fat finger to a girl. The girl came over and nodded as
he whispered to her to find Irons and ask him over for a drink. Then he turned
to his men and started issuing orders. They'd have to make sure the restaurant
was set up just right for this to go down.


...*...*...*...*...


“You're not seriously going to stick your head in the lion's den
again admiral are you?” Sprite asked aghast after he got the written
invitation. 


“Why not?” Irons asked. “I don't want to be rude,” he replied,
smiling slightly. Sprite rolled her eyes on his HUD. “Seriously, if we don't
we're stiffing the mobster. I'm not in the mood to put up with crap, trying to
keep cool as someone is stalking me. Maybe stalking me.”


“You know he's not inviting you over out of the goodness of his
heart,” the AI responded. The admiral chuckled as he put on a fresh coverall. 


“Of course not.”


“So it's a trap.”


“Oh, probably,” he replied, putting a navy jacket on and then
taking it off. The heat of the summer day had died down and according to the
natives it was supposed to be chilly. Of course the cold didn't bother him, but
he had to keep up some appearances. He put it back because he didn't want it
torn to shreds in a fight. Call it sentimentality, he thought with a slight
twist of his lips.


“So why are you going again?”


“It's a dinner invitation and I'm hungry,” the admiral replied
simply.


“Admiral, you're normally not this... careless. Foolish,” Sprite
warned.


“One way or another I want this behind us. Even if I have to do
something permanent about it,” Irons replied.


“A show of force?”


“Possibly. Most likely yes, if they let me leave it at that. If
not,” he flexed his right hand.


“Target practice,” Sprite replied dryly.


“True.”


“Can we call for back up?”


“I'm fairly certain the sheriff is in on this. Or if he's not
exactly in on it, he'll know all about it.”


“You think,” Sprite said, sounding annoyed. The admiral shrugged.
“Well, we'll find out in a minute won't we?” he asked as he dropped off the
side of the balcony. He floated as his gravitics kicked, just enough buoyancy
to get to the ground without going splat. His knees took some of the landing
and he turned, trotting out to the main street.


“Left,” Sprite said, putting a map on his HUD. He grunted and
followed it.


...*...*...*...*...


 Arriving at the restaurant, Irons nodded to the thugs on either
side of the door. He caught just the hint of a smirk on the left bruiser’s
face. Not enough to give the show away for some, but enough to tell Irons this
wasn't going to be a purely social visit. He checked his HUD. Defender was up,
his shields were charged and online, ready for instant use.


He entered, nodding to a waitress in a plaid miniskirt and white
checkered bikini top. The red head snapped some gum sizing him up. He ignored
her look as he looked around, noting the people in the restaurant and the
amount of weapons each had. From the looks of it just about everyone in the
building was armed and a part of Fat Larry's gang. Well, all but two. He noted
the familiar backside of the sheriff sitting at the bar. The sheriff caught him
looking in the broad mirror behind the bar and cocked his head. Irons shrugged
and turned to the waitress. She waved him in the direction of Fat Larry's
private booth.


 “This is a set up for a quick whack job with a gun to back of
head right out of some gangster movie you know that right Admiral?” Sprite asked.
Defender projected his energy shield strength. Irons nodded. The shield was
close to his body, only a few millimeters away actually. It would protect him
from every weapon he had detected in the building.


Irons shook hands with Larry and Larry made a few small talk jokes
and then indicated they sit. “You want something? I own the place. You like
Italian?”


“Italian is fine,” the admiral replied with a nod.


“Real Italian or American?” Fat Larry asked, clearly amused and
testing him. The waitress smiled, taking out a paper pad and pencil. 


That explained the methane smell, the admiral thought as he got
comfortable. “Real is fine. What do you have?” Irons asked, looking at the
girl. There wasn't any menu around. 


The girl blinked, off guard. She looked at Larry who waved
impatiently to her. “I understand the true connoisseurs of Italian were from
Sicily,” Irons replied slyly.


“Oh yeah?” Larry asked, chuckling. “Do tell,” he said.


“I never visited Italy when I was on Earth so I really can't tell
for certain,” the admiral said and then shrugged.


Fat Larry's eyes widened comically. “You's was on Earth?” he
chuckled, patting his belly. “Come on now, you're pulling my leg.”


“No, I was on Earth. I preferred Mars though, my family had
holdings there. This was before the Xeno war actually,” Irons replied, sitting
back. “My cousins told me about the different pizzas, New York, Chicago,
Californian, or real Italian pizza. Me, I liked rigatoni with clams or oh,” he
turned to the waitress. “How about um, Risotto Alla Romana, with oh, Zuppe de
Cozze, and for desert, um... Tiramisu'.” The admiral said.


The girl looked confused. She looked at her boss who was staring
again. “Um...” the girl said, darting looks from Fat Larry to Irons.


“If you don't have any muscles for the Zuppe, you could substitute
a Ministroni,” Irons replied. “And a good pesto if you've got one. The house
version of course.”


“I, um, I think we can do that,” the girl said, scribbling. Irons
was fairly sure she didn't know what he'd said. The difference between American
and true Italian indeed! He thought with a chuckle.


“I, ah, see you are well educated,” Fat Larry said, smiling
politely as he waved a meaty hand shooing the girl away.


“I've been to many places over the centuries,” the admiral
replied. Larry had that poleaxed look again. “Earth was quiet beautiful, scared
from the AI wars of course, but beautiful. It's a pity it's all gone now,”
Irons said with a slightly theatrical smile.


“You miss it?” Larry asked, genuinely curious.


“A bit. I'm a spacer though, born and bred. I was never big on
cities and big vistas. I'll take a ship or shipyard any day,” Irons replied. He
nodded politely to the human waiter who came in with a bottle of white wine.
The man made a show of uncorking it, then offered the cork to the mobster.
Larry smiled and sniffed it, then handed it to Irons. Irons took a whiff and
nodded politely, not commenting about how it didn't measure up to vintages he'd
had. Someone didn't know how to properly care of and store wine it seemed.


He continued the smile as the waiter poured their drinks and then
left with a slight bow. Larry grunted and took a sip of wine. Irons did as
well. “Was it like this then? The people and stuff?” Larry asked.


The admiral snorted softly, setting his glass down. “In some ways
yes... and no. People before the war had access to modern health care and
education beyond what is currently available here. They lived longer. But there
was still crime, still those who lived in the shadows.”


“Heh,” Larry grunted.


“Pirates were the worst of course, and unfortunately the
Horathians are now filling that nitch. Oh, I bet there are others out there,
freelancers, but I'm fairly sure they aren't nearly as bad as the Horathians.”


“What about them?” Larry asked, raising an eyebrow.


“You hadn't heard?” the admiral asked. Larry shrugged and sat
back, arms on the back of the booth. “Okay, the pirates that have been
attacking ships and colonies in this sector are mostly from Horath. They're
building up for something. They're also on an anti-alien and even an anti Neo
killing spree too.”


“Sucks to be them,” Larry said noncommittally.


“Yes, and for anyone who doesn't play ball with them. Right now
they're avoiding places like this for obvious reasons,” Irons replied. He meant
the planetary defense network. “But that will eventually change as they pick
the other systems clean.”


“Clean?”


“Clean. They pretty much wiped out Centennial. Nothing on that
world is left. They stripped it to bedrock,” Irons replied. 


Larry whistled softly, eyes gleaming. “Must have been some haul.”


“Yeah, but they didn't need the women and kids though,” Irons
replied. Larry froze. “I saw a couple mass graves. I don't envy anyone who
survived and hid. If they're still alive they're in caves somewhere.”


“Yeah,” Larry replied thoughtfully.


“That's what they'll do to other worlds eventually.”


“Yeah,” Larry said softly. He was now thinking about what they'd
do here.


“At least with the mob in my time they were... um, discrete.
Gambling, petty theft, drugs, liquor, prostitution, porn. Though prostitution
really didn't get all that much credits. Some of the sick puppy crap did, but
anyone involved in that knew they were playing with fire.”


“Yeah,” Larry replied. He took a gulp of wine. “We don't need
slikes like that here.”


The admiral shook his head frowning. “Definitely not. Most cops
don't care about gambling and liquor, people will get their kicks and if it's
consensual they got what they deserved. The house always wins, that's something
everyone needs to know right off. Petty theft was minor, people could replace
any material item, it usually wasn't worth the cost of stealing. Anything of
true value usually was marked in some way and a fence who took it in was just
asking for trouble.”


“Huh.”


“I don't know how long before the sheriff and other law
enforcement people on this planet will wait before they start getting tracking
tech. From what I've heard about what Io 11 passed on, maybe a decade. Maybe
less,” Irons said, taking a sip of wine. Larry grunted. Suddenly he frowned and
then looked very thoughtful.


“It's that way all throughout civilization. It changes and
evolves. Some think of it as a war, one side comes out with something, the
other comes up with a counter. Some consider it a game, a high stakes game. It
doesn't matter, what matters is that you keep evolving or you get run over.” 


Larry chuckled. He had been amused at first, and he had gone along
with the small talk to get Irons to lower his guard.


The admiral knew the game, he could sense it. He could see at
least a dozen people in the room armed, and they weren't there mainly as
guards. Even the waiter had a shiv tucked up his sleeve. Defender kept his
shields powered up and on standby. The air crackled around him.


Irons explained about the history of warlords, how they evolved
into knights, lords, and kings. How they charged taxes and levies which was
basically protection money, and how things slowly turned legit. Irons also
explained how the mob had gotten into liquor and other shady businesses. “In
the past over time the police and communities evolved, as did those into shady
businesses. They had to adapt to the times to survive. Take oh, liquor for
example. You have to make sure your product is safe or you'll kill your
patron’s right?” Fat Larry nodded.


“Right. You can't sheer a sheep totally and kill it. Regulate it.
Control your wolves, your impulse to kill or maim and their impulse to do the
same and you can get what you want without inflicting harm and getting kicked
in return. Lessen your chance of getting damaged or damaging the product.”


Larry nodded noncommittally. “Ah.”


“Take gambling and prostitution. With gambling, on Earth the mob
created casinos. Places where people could come, see the flashy sights and
gamble. Both gamblers and mom and pops out for a good time. They take their
money, exchange it for chips and then play. Of course the house always gets a
cut and you keep them playing until they lose. Entice them with free food and
entertainment. Titillate them with near naked girls and stuff. Dangle the dream
of a big payday out and let them willingly throw their money at you in order to
try to get it. They get good and properly sheered for their trouble and even thank
you in the end for the experience.”


“Um...”


“The house always wins in the end. Cheaters are... dealt with. Oh
you'll get a couple legit winners every week, chalk that up to advertising and
a business expense. I can get Sprite to upload some mob films from my archive,
you can get all sorts of ideas. Things that I bet the Sheriff wouldn't mind.”


Larry cocked his head. “Prostitution.”


The admiral spread his hands. He had no problem with sexual
workers as long as they were of consenting age and had consented to get into
the professions... and if they were checked regularly by medical staff. But how
to get that point across? He thought for a moment and then shrugged. Best to
bring it up in small doses. “If the girl or boy is sick you can't work them? If
the girl gets pregnant because the John insisted on going bare back? Or gets an
STD? And if they get the clients sick that drives all the other customers
away.”


Larry grimaced and then nodded. He'd run into that a few times.
One of the reasons he preferred gambling and loan sharking. Both were clean and
you didn't have to worry about something bad coming back at you as well. “I see
what you mean.” He grimaced, looking away.


Biscuits became impatient to do the deed but Fat Larry waved him
off. Biscuits leaned over to Larry. “We going to do this or not boss?” Biscuits
demanded in his ear. Larry scowled blackly. The stupid prick was a liability.


“Um.”


“If you're talking about getting the ape behind me to shoot me,
no, not a good idea. Very bad idea, right Sheriff?” Irons asked, raising his
voice. Sheriff Coltrain turned from the bar and nodded. The mobsters froze and
then Fat Larry waved them away with his fingers.


“Settle down, no one’s going to get whacked tonight, no, not good.
Bad for business,” Larry said, now pale and visibly sweating. He motioned with
his hands for everyone to settle down. “We don't do that sort of thing.”


“Good to hear that,” the admiral said with a smile. “This pesto is
too good to waste.”


...*...*...*...*...


“Sheriff Coltrain, that could have gone better,” Irons said,
turning to the sheriff as he approached with one of his deputies. Coltrain was
a Terran male, medium build, black hair with silver on the sides and in his
long mutton chop sideburns. He had a handlebar mustache and ivory handles on
his matching revolvers. He had a lot of flash but he seemed to know the players
and didn't like small time hoods.


“How'd you know?”


“I've seen a lot of movies. And I've been around the block a
century or so,” the admiral replied dryly. Some of what he'd done was training,
and of course his implants. But a lot had to do with watching a movie and realizing
that that fat bastard was lulling him into lowering his guard. Sometimes
paranoia paid off.


“What are you going to do now?”


“Technically he did try to assassinate a Federation officer in a
time of war. I could have pasted him and his people if I'd chosen to do so,”
Irons said. He flicked a glance to the deputy who had flinched. “But I'm... restraining
my more primitive instincts. For now,” he said.


“Thank you,” the sheriff said, with a sigh of relief. Irons noted
the man was on edge, sweating slightly. He didn't envy the cop, he was caught
in a crack, his duty and staying alive to do his duty. “Fat Larry is usually
pretty mild. He sticks to gambling and loans and only dabbles in other things.
Fat Tony is the real...” he petered off and then shrugged. “I don't know why it
went like that.”


“I think it was the insult. He couldn't leave someone around who
challenged his authority. It set a bad example for others and showed him as
weak to the other bosses.”


“Just the same admiral, it might be wise to um...”


“Vamoose?” Irons replied with a tight smile. “I don't like running
from a fight sheriff. It's not normally in my nature,” he said. He winced
internally. That wasn't quite true, he knew when to tuck his tail between his
legs and pull out after Pyrax and Antigua now didn't he? Well, pick his fights
anyway...


“I'm more interested in reducing collateral damage sir,” the
sheriff replied, gulping slightly and looking around. Irons snorted softly.


“True. And yes, I was planning on seeing this holiday of yours so
I'll be a moving target. I'll extend some of my travels for a bit and keep an
irregular schedule. That will have to do,” he said.


The sheriff nodded.


“Don't worry about it sheriff. If Fat Larry is smart, and I'm
pretty sure he is, he's thinking over what I said carefully. I think you're
right, if he's into gambling and loan sharking he may be interested in the
casino angle.”


The sheriff grunted. “Great, that's all we need. Glitz and
glamour...”


“If it's set up and regulated properly than it won't be any more
of a headache than the current set up is. Far better possibly, he'd hire people
and bring some of his other operations out into the open and under one roof.
It's easier to watch then.”


“True.”


“He'd be down on local crime too. Anyone disturbing the patrons or
robbing them...”


The deputy and the sheriff nodded. “Would be bad for business.
Yeah.”


“And of course he'd want to work with the authorities,” Irons
said, smiling slightly. Both lawmen caught on at the hinted bribe. Coltrain
cocked his head thoughtfully. “It's something to think about. If he handled it
right it would bring in tourists and entertain people while adding to the tax
revenue of your area. Think about it sheriff.”


The sheriff nodded. “I will. Thank you.”


“Just trying to be helpful,” Irons replied with a shrug and a nod
as he turned and left.


“Gah, you sounded like a bad commercial with that last line,”
Sprite said in disgust.


“I'll try to work on that then,” the admiral replied dryly.
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“Did you hear about that guy who had a chat with the mob?”


Jerry turned to the photographer who was talking to one of the
secretaries near the water cooler. “What guy?” There was something to be said
about some of the best stories coming from water cooler gossip. There was no
telling what people would talk about. Unfortunately there wasn't much truth to
many of the rumors.


Still, if it panned out it could give Jerry a small human interest
story to fill in his byline. He was getting thin on material to print. He was
hemmed in, handling the Hazard sector. He couldn't print anything about vice
and corruption because of the sheriff and commissioner. Fat Larry and Tony were
another problem. Reporters who delved too deep into their domain and saw too
much ended up on the obituary page.


So, here he was, sitting in his cubical near the water cooler in
Metropolis wondering what the hell to write... and wondering how long it would
be before the chief got wise and tossed him out on his ear.


“Some guy, says he's an admiral,” the photographer replied,
rolling his eyes. “As if that could be true.” They all heard stories from time
to time of nut jobs who wanted to relive the old glory days and promoted
themselves to admiral or general. They usually ended up in one of the asylums
if they were dangerous. Otherwise people razzed them until they went away.


“I heard he is,” the mousy girl said softly. She adjusted her horn
rim glasses. “An admiral that is. A sleeper.”


“Oh?”


“I saw him talk to Deputy Roy when I was in Hazard the other day.
Nice guy, tall, over two meters. Terran, with an offworlder coverall on. He had
a funny hat on with gold leaf.”


“Jer, is there a story there?” Jimmy the photographer asked.


“Jimmy!”


Jimmy flinched at the bellow. “Geese it's the boss,” he cringed,
ducking near the duo. “I'm in for it.”


“Jimmy! Lois needs you at that fire! Get off your ass and get over
there! Flirt on your own time!” The editor called, waving his arm with a piece
of paper in it. “Clark!” he yelled, turning.


“Yes chief?” Clark asked, looking up from his cubical. Clark
fumbled his glasses and then reached for his tie to straighten it. One didn't
look sloppy around the boss. Perry was a stickler for looking professional.


Perry stuffed his hand in his vest pocket to pull out his gold
pocket watch. He took a look and then put the watch back. “Lois is on to
something, it may be arson or it may be one of her flights of fantasy again.
Either way you know her nose for trouble. Get over there and back her up.”


“Right away chief,” Clark said, getting up and pulling his jacket
off the back of his chair. He grabbed his hat with the brass “Press” button on
it and hustled out the door. Jimmy was on his heels.


“So, tell me more about this sleeper,” Jerry said, smiling
politely to Catherine. “Miss Grant?”


The woman adjusted her too short dress and then smiled. “Call me
Cat,” she said breathily. He had to admire how she went from demurring with
Jimmy to sexy in a heartbeat. He however was on to her games, she was a vamp,
she used men to get what she wanted. A useful ploy, but one he had no intention
to fall for, now or ever. Though he did like to taste her wares from time to
time... as long as he didn't let his 'other head' get him in too deep. “What's
in it for me?” she asked coyly.


“Diner?” Jerry asked, sighing mentally. This was getting
expensive.


Cat looked thoughtful, tipping her head ever so slightly. “No, I
want a byline of my own,” Cat finally said.


“You...” Jerry blinked at her. “You know Perry will never go for
that.”


“Fashion news. He was muttering about the Bugle having the leg up.
I want it,” she said with a smile.


“I'll talk to him. If this pans out I'll give you a good word,” he
muttered.


“You'd better,” her eyes flashed.


“I tell you what. You help me do the leg work and I'll put you in
as co-writer. “That will go a long way to sell this with the brass. White's a
pain in the ass you know, meat and potato stories.”


“I know, but we need something to fill in the gaps. Gossip
attracts all sorts of interest,” Cat said, cozening up to him and smiling to
him. She had a nice bright smile he realized as she stroked his tie. One that
made him feel very vulnerable.


“I'll ah, see um, see what I can do?” his voice rose as her
beautifully manicured hand stroked his thigh and then reached up to touch his
tie again. 


“You do that,” she said smiling now like her nickname. “And I'll
show you a night you'll never... never, forget,” she said huskily, stroking his
tie.


He gulped as she turned with a slight leer and hip walked away.
Slowly he let out his breath, feeling a bit dazed by that. His 'other head' was
now rather painful in his pants.


“Boss,” he said, gathering up his courage to confront Perry. Perry
stopped in his doorway, hands on his hips. “Um, I've got a proposal for you...”


...*...*...*...*...


“Admiral, can you pick up a paper?” Sprite asked, sounding
exasperated.


“Problem Commander?” Irons asked, cracking an eyelid open. It was
nearly dawn. He didn't have a lot to do, but he'd find something. Lazing around
on this mud ball was getting old. If he was going to have time off he'd prefer
it doing something he enjoyed doing. Watching the rats scurrying in the dark
and his nanites killing any fleas in the bed that the delousing spray had
missed wasn't it.


“Well, you organics tend to trade information in rather slow
methods,” she replied dryly. “I think I understand why you invented the
internet. The sheer appeal at getting information quickly and accurately versus
relying on a piece of wood pulp... There are times I've wondered about your
species,” she sighed.


Irons closed his eyes briefly. “Too much before coffee,” he
finally said and turned in place. “Any ideas?”


“A vendor somewhere would do,” Sprite said, sounding eager. The
admiral snorted. He'd seen a lad down the street selling papers. “All right,
let me finish cleaning up here and we'll go get one,” he said. “Since you can't
order one,” he teased.


“If I could order one I would have already. I was tempted to order
one by calling the front desk but they don't have a working phone in this
place, what a dump,” she said.


“Yeah,” he said, rubbing at his back. He flicked a flea away and
then got up. It hadn't bit him of course, but it had tried. “Fine then, I'm
guessing a shower is out. Just let me get dressed” 


After he was cleaned and presentable he left the building
whistling. He looked left and right, then oriented on Sprite's directions.


Irons went down and picked up a paper from the overly brightly
eyed and bushy-tailed kid. The kid smirked as he handed a couple coins back.
Irons could tell he was being gypped but didn't care. “Kid you know a good
coffee place?”


The kid silently pointed down the street. Irons sighed and then
nodded. “Thanks, keep the change,” he said. He turned and went in the indicated
direction. As he walked he flipped the paper open to the front page. “'The
Epsilon Daily Planet' cute. EDP for short. I take it this is what passes for
media here?”


“It is one of the largest newspapers and media outlets on the
planet,” Sprite replied, quickly scanning the text. “Admiral, Biscuit's body
was found last night.”


The admiral slowed and then stopped. “Okay,” he said, looking for
himself. There wasn't a photo, just a sketch of a crime scene. A back alley.
“The article...” he scanned it quickly. It amounted to Biscuits getting two
bullets in the back of the head at close range. No leads, no suspects.


“I believe his attempt on your life was unauthorized and the
protection racket was a side project... also unauthorized. In other words they
weren't giving their bosses a cut and the bosses decided to make him an
example. If I'm reading this right his 'known associate' aka Mr. Books has
disappeared as well. Some say he is either on the run, some said he had to kill
Biscuits and was now keeping a low profile. Just the same he left the county
capital for a while.”


“Where are you reading this?” Irons asked, scanning the paper. He
didn't find it.


“It's not in the paper. I just overheard it from two people
talking nearby.”


“Ah. So was this really about me getting up and getting a paper?
Or you just wanting to gossip?”


Sprite shrugged on his HUD. “Both.”


“There is another matter to consider admiral, your security,”
Defender interjected. The admiral raised an eyebrow.


“Explain.”


“According to protocol, after an attempt on your life or threat to
your life it is deemed prudent to change sleeping quarters.”


“He has a point,” Sprite responded. The admiral grunted.


“Deal,” Irons replied.


“Admiral,” Sprite started in and then paused. “Did you mean yes?”


“Yes.”


“Oh, sorry. My mistake. That was easy,” Sprite replied, sounding
suspicious.


“That's because I wanted out of there the first time I saw the
rat. If I'm paying for the room I like my privacy,” he growled. Since the place
he had slept at had rats and fleas, no coffee, and cold porridge Irons readily
agreed with the move.  Even he had standards.


...*...*...*...*...


Hank had gotten cagey with his replicator. He'd come to his senses
now, realizing that telling Helen was a strategic mistake. Already he was
getting paranoid, knowing that others who found out about the device would
become a possible source to someone interested in stealing the precious device.


He was starting to curse Irons for giving him the thing. Yes it
was heaven sent, but damn it didn't the man think of what position it put him
in? Never mind the good it could do! It didn't do him or his patients any good
if someone came around, killed him and took it!


And what would they do with it? Make some fancy shiny object? A
bauble? Forgery? Yeah, and then some idiot would try to make another
replicator, or try to make a weapon and poof! Useless.


He needed to find a better place to hide the thing, somewhere
safe, but with power and materials. He shook his head and hunched over his
beer.


“Thinking deep thoughts Hank?” Maggie the waitress asked. He
looked up to her. “What the matter Hank, usually you are tinkering with something
or other,” she said, indicating his empty hands with her free hand as she
swapped his empty beer for a new one from her tray.


“Taking a break,” he mumbled.


She eyed him for a moment as she set a basket of fried fingerlings
near the beer. “Well, if you want to talk, you know when my shift ends baby,”
she said, turning and waving to him with her tail as she strutted off.


He watched the small cougar go and touched the beer stein with a
claw, watching the foam dribble down the side. Yeah, he had a lot to think
about he thought.


...*...*...*...*...


According to the gossip on the street, someone in Fat Larry's mob
crew put a hit out on Irons. Most likely it was a relative of Biscuits or
Books, but no one was talking. As he sat in his booth Ole Blue heard about the
admiral's encounter with Fat Larry. Intrigued he took the contract despite the
standing warning that had come in a month ago from the guild not to harm Irons
and to report his whereabouts. He didn't care, he was invulnerable. They'd get
over it.


“The man's days are numbered. Location?”


“He just changed hotels. Word on the street he's um, moving
around. Maybe leaving town soon.”


“Interesting,” the Veraxin croaked. The mechanical edge in his
voice made his informant shiver a little. The Veraxin  picked at his proboscis.
“Track his movements. When he settles down, let me know where,” he said.


“Yes sir,” the informant said nodding.


“And Jimmy,” Ole Blue said turning. “Next time get my right side.
It's my good side,” the assassin said.


Jimmy gulped. He knew better than to publish photos of the
assassin while he was on the planet. No one did that and lived long. The chief
had killed any story on the assassin, he didn't want to lose reporters.


“Yes, I mean no sir. No photos. I remember,” Jimmy replied, backing
away.


“Get,” the alien said, raising his drink. He'd arrange for a meet
when he felt the time was right.


...*...*...*...*...


On a whim Irons traveled to the north, renting an air car to get
to Landing. It was a two seater passion red thing, back in its hay day it had
been a sporty model. It badly needed a tune up now though, seven hundred years
later. Someone had taken good care of it over the centuries though... or they'd
recently found it and restored it. Barn find maybe? He thought to himself and then
shrugged. What mattered to him was that it had pretty good range, so he signed
off on it despite the outrageous expense. 


It was interesting that it had been used recently. It took someone
with implants to key the ignition, someone had been careful to leave that in
place. Sprite checked the computer, she reported a Tom Magnum had been using
the vehicle for years. He made a note to look him up... that was if he was
still on the planet. Only a sleeper could have implants after all, it would be
interesting to compare notes. He took the time to fully service the vehicle,
even replacing her worn repulser emitters, and then fueled it before he took
off. 


He stopped for the night in one of the suburbs between Landing and
the massive Delta River. The Delta River was connected to the great lakes that
had been formed by glaciers or possibly even by the asteroid and comet impacts
during terraforming. Either way they served as a major water way for goods to
flow to and from the cities around it.


The suburbs were nice, almost quaint. He'd had his fill of big
cities in his youth, now being in a small town seemed like the thing to do.
This way he wouldn’t have to tune out anyone around him. The bed and breakfast
he picked out was nice, white paint, red trim, a brick wall around the
perimeter topped by a wrought iron fence. It was clean and neat, and seemed
like the best place in the area. The admiral smiled and paid in advance for his
room.


“You're lucky we had a recent cancellation. No one tries to travel
without a reservation this time of year Mr. Irons,” the receptionist said,
pushing the ledger over for him to sign. He jotted out his name with the pen
and then she handed him a room key. “Second floor, fourth door on your right.
There's a closet on your other side so you shouldn't get much noise from that
direction,” she said.


The admiral nodded. “Thank you,” he said moving off with his
duffel.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen dealt with issues with the thanksgiving, including no show
staff members and people who were injured playing with fire or fireworks. She
didn't suffer fools of either stripe lightly and she tore a strip out of all
concerned when she had the time to do so, drunk or not. All thoughts of Hank
and his situation were temporarily forgotten. “How the hell did you burn your
ass?” She demanded of a whimpering Gashg. “Never mind, just... ugh!” She wasn't
looking forward to this little project. He must have sat on a box of fireworks
or something. He had a deep tissue burn, most likely second degree, going from
his left Gluteus Maximus muscle along his spine above his beaver like tail to
his right Latissimus dorsi muscle.


“It will make an impressive scar for the ladies come mating
season,” the Gashg said.


“Okay,” the doctor said, dabbing at the burns. “Have fun trying to
sit for the next several weeks though,” she growled. She made a note not to
give him a pillow as he lifted his beaver tail. She felt her eyes water at the
smell. “The things you do to help people,” she muttered, wishing she had a
surgical mask.


...*...*...*...*...


At breakfast the next morning Irons sat at a small table, nursing
a half decent cup of coffee while he waited for his 'Proper' English breakfast.
It was a nice day out, he was outside with the other patrons of the bed and
breakfast, each sitting in cast iron chairs padded with handmade cushions. Each
group was around a small round table under the trees. A brick and wrought iron
fence shielded them from the traffic out on the main street. A red and white
fabric awning covered them. It was already warming up out now that the sun was
up.


His eyes casually scanned the area. A pair of women were talking
quietly at the table next to him. Other diners were nearby, some talking,
others reading newspapers. “I hope it's a sprain,” the female behind him said. He
turned to see the woman in a yellow sundress cradling her right arm. He scanned
it and then his eyes narrowed just as her table mate murmured reassurances to
her.


“It's not a sprain,” the admiral said, one hand on the back of his
chair. The two women looked up at him. The black portly woman with the red
dress set her tea cup down. 


“I do say, this is a private conversation sir. Do have some
manners,” she said haughtily.


“Sorry, just thought she'd like to know,” the admiral replied,
nodding to the woman's table mate. “I'd suggest you get that checked out soon
miss.”


“You can tell what is wrong from there?” the woman asked, holding
her hand. “I thought my hand was just weak,” she held it out. It trembled.


Irons judged her around thirty standard years old. “How did you do
it? If you don't mind my asking,” he said, turning in his chair to face them
better.


“I did it scrubbing the floor,” the woman admitted.


“Understandable. I can see the break, it's a hairline fracture of
the ulna. Painful, but it can be easily treated by splinting the arm for a six
week period.”


“I dare say, are you a doctor?” the woman in red asked.


“No, I'm an engineer. But I've got implants,” the admiral said.
“May I?” he asked, reaching out with both hands. The woman in yellow flinched
and then held out her wounded arm. Gently he cupped it with his left hand
underneath while his right hovered over the arm. “No swelling?”


“It was swollen Monday,” the woman murmured.


“I see,” Irons replied. He sent a signal to Sprite. A volumetric
hologram of the woman's arm appeared over his own arm. It was in perfect
parallel to the woman's hand. She flinched and the hologram moved as well. 


“Oh my!” the woman in red said, eyes wide. “I...”


“I'm a sleeper,” Irons replied. Conversation around them died as
people turned to see the phenomenon in their midst. Holograms weren't quite as
magical to these folk as to say someone on a true rural planet, but it was
still amazing for them to see. Something they treasured if only to tell their
friends about it or their children and grandchildren. Sprite snorted. He'd be
the talk of the town shortly. 


Irons however didn't have any interest in that, or at least didn't
appear to. He zoomed into the break, framing it with a red karat box and then
highlighting the fracture. “Yes, definitely a hairline fracture. You need more
calcium in your diet young lady, more vitamin D and calcium. Do you want me to
repair it? I can but I'm not a legal doctor here,” he said, turning to the
woman.


“You can? It hurts. Please...” the woman whispered and then licked
her lips.


“Sure.” Irons bent the fingers of his right hand down to touch the
back of the woman's hand. Nanites flowed through that contact point to the
break. In seconds it was healed. Proteus fed naproxen to the pain nerves until
they subsided. After another moment to check for more breaks Proteus withdrew
the nanites. 


“Okay, the break has been fused. Your body would have done it on
its own in a week or so, motion however was aggravating it and keeping it from
healing.”


“It still hurts,” she said rubbing her arm with her free hand.


“It will for a short time,” the admiral replied as he withdrew his
hands. “When your body realizes the damage has been repaired it will stop
complaining. I do suggest you take it easy for some time however, a day or so.”


“I've been favoring it as it is,” the woman said, cradling it
against her bosom once more. “Though I thank you,” she murmured. “My husband
would not've been pleased by a doctor's bill.”


“I'll bet,” Irons replied with a shrug. He started to turn back.


“Are you alone?” the woman asked. He shrugged.


The Admiral nodded, “in a manner of speaking.”


“Then dine with us. It is the least we can do for your services
good sir,” she said and smiled. He noted the yellow teeth but smiled politely
in return.


“Sure,” he replied, getting up and moving his things to take a
seat with them. “My name is John by the way.”


“My name is Henrietta, this is Melissa,” the woman in yellow said,
nodding to her partner. Her partner nodded to him politely.


“Perhaps an independent look could help us,” the woman sighed.
“You see, my Francesca is dating a horrid man.”


“Oh?” the admiral asked. “Francesca is your daughter?” he asked.
She nodded.


“The man is involved in the mob,” the woman in red said.


“Only as an accountant. Though he's seen as a tough,” Henrietta
said.


“True,” Melissa agreed.


 “So, let me guess, the young woman is in love, and will not hear
of you banning this fellow. She's, a teen?” he asked. “Teenager?” the woman
sighed and rolled her eyes before nodding. “And he's a few years older? More
dashing to her?” she nodded again.


“The sense of danger and of doing something naughty, something you
disapprove of is part of what is driving this relationship,” the admiral
replied thoughtfully.


“Are you a counselor now too?” Melissa asked, chuckling as she
picked up her tea cup.


“No, parent. My ex-wife and I ran into this many years ago with
our own daughter. And it's been a sad old tale for thousands of years. Romeo
and Juliet.”


“I do not recall them,” Henrietta said in confusion. She looked
around them.


“It is a story from Earth's distant past. Two young lovers of
rival houses. Their families hated each other. But they fell in love. It is a
romance story told by William Shakespeare. The two would sneak out to meet each
other for trysts. When they were caught one tried to fake her death in order to
make her parents remorseful, and so she could run away with her lover. But her
lover found her body and thought she was truly dead so he committed suicide.
When she woke she found him dead so she too poisoned herself.”


“Oh dear,” Melissa said in a concerned voice, looking at Henrietta
in concern. “Not a very good lesson,” she murmured, patting the woman on her
left arm.


“No, it does showcase young love, unrequited love, and the foolishness
of youth,” Irons replied. 


“You could say that again admiral,” Sprite replied for his ears
alone. “And you do know you got your story facts mixed up right?” she asked,
sounding like she was laughing at him again.


He waved his fingers to wave the thought off. “The young can be
impulsive, their hormones drive them to do things that we who have been through
it see as impulsive and foolish. They chafe under that sight, for they think
that theirs is a unique experience. In some ways they're right,” he said. “But
in general,” he smiled again. “We all know from our own experiences and can
draw from them.”


“And they don't want to see it, don't want to listen.”


“Right. At that age only experience will help. No matter what you
say or do they will continue stubbornly on the path they choose for themselves.
It's a part of growing up. Being a parent is highly tested here, you have to
try to guard them from their foolishness, yet let them stumble and even fall so
they may learn on their own that you speak wisdom.”


“I so do not want her to be hurt,” Henrietta said, biting her lip.


“Hurt is a relative thing. She may be hurt emotionally, most
likely so. That hurt will fade and even disappear when the next boy comes
around. But hopefully she will not be hurt physically,” Irons replied. Melissa
nodded.


“So what am I to do?” the woman asked, hands up in despair.


“Well... my wife hit upon a bit of reverse psychology that worked
for us.”


“Oh?” Henrietta's eyes shined as she looked at him. “Do tell
please?”


“Well,” Irons smiled and then turned as a waitress approached with
a cart of food. She stared at them. He shrugged. “We're dining together,” he
murmured. The woman bobbed a curtsy and laid out the food.


They ate for a few minutes before the admiral took a break for a
sip of coffee. “My wife had a psychology degree. She realized that no matter
what we did, what we said, our daughter would do what she wanted. She was a
willful minx just like her mother,” he said wryly.


Melissa snorted and nudged her companion. Henrietta colored slightly.


“So, she invited the lad to dinner. He was reluctant but our
daughter liked the idea. It spiked their guns rather neatly, drawing all their
sneaking around out into the open. A little mean I guess you could say,
everyone loves a secret tryst, but it cooled things down a bit.”


“Interesting. I would think it would have heated them up with your
approval.”


“You'd think that, but half the excitement is in doing something
you know you aren't supposed to do. The sneaking around can be fun and
exhilarating, getting the heart pumping. Thrilling, the threat of being caught.
Bringing it all out into the open took the fun out of that part.”


“Ah,” Melissa said thoughtfully.


“My wife also dropped hints about how long their relationship was
going to last, if they were planning a commitment, family...” he smiled evilly.


Melissa caught on. “And of course the boy being a boy just wanted
a roll in the hay,” Melissa said wisely. Irons nodded.


“It is ever the way with men,” Melissa sighed.


“Which is what I am afraid of,” Henrietta replied, dabbing at her
mouth with a cloth napkin.


“True. But when some of what her mother's little missives started
to penetrate they backed off. Each had plans for the future and they hadn't
planned on getting tied down and having those plans potentially ruined. She was
ever supportive, even urging them to get together,” he chuckled suddenly. “The
look on their faces when she oh so ever wistfully said that she'd love to have
a grandchild so soon...”


Melissa's eyes danced as she chuckled. “And I take it that was
like a bucket of cold water on them both?”


“On him at least. Having a kid when you are seventeen is a bit
much. As was having to support the child for another sixteen years. Of course
our daughter was on contraceptives so that wasn't a problem, but being tied
down sort of cooled his ardore off a bit.”


“Ah.”


“So, that's what I suggest, give them something to think about. If
she genuinely cares for him she'll cling to him. I've known some women who
deliberately trapped a man into marriage by getting pregnant. That thought
might cool him off. No one wants a shotgun wedding,” Irons said.


“True,”  Henrietta said.


They finished breakfast in companionable silence, only once or
twice talking of how nice the weather was. Now that he was accepted by the
woman others nearby talked a bit with him. Many had heard the topic of
conversation and those that were parents were sympathetic. Some were amused by
his suggestions.


“So you think that will be all?” Melissa finally asked, coming
back to the conversation about the two lovers.


Irons shrugged. “Drop enough soft hints about working a regular
job to support a family... Get them to think about that... yes. Acceptance will
get the sneaking around to stop, so the excitement will end. You'll be able to
monitor some of it as long as you are discreet. Get your daughter thinking
about the dangers of getting pregnant and practicing safe sex. Don't be
judgmental, it'll be counterproductive. Make sure you keep an open door so your
daughter can come and talk to you if she needs to do so.” Henrietta nodded.
“Getting them thinking about the future might make them cool off. At the very
least it will make them think about possible unwanted pregnancies.”


Melissa rolled her eyes. “That's all we need!”


“Right. I don't think you're eager for a grandchild this
soon,” another woman nearby said with a nod. “Thanks mister,” she said, turning
to the admiral with an invitation for an introduction.


The admiral bowed slightly. “Irons. John Irons. Don't mention it.”


“Hey, you related to that Admiral guy?” the woman's husband asked,
folding his newspaper and tucking it under his arm.


“I'm Fleet admiral Irons,” Irons replied absently as he and his
breakfast companions got up. ”The he in question is me,” he said with a bit of
whimsy. The guy's eyes went wide. Others murmured and slinked away, suddenly
giving him sidelong looks. “Something I said?” he asked, turning to a now pale
Henrietta. She and Melissa were backing away as if he was radioactive.
Internally he sighed. 


Sprite and Defender picked up the murmurs and filtered them out
into coherent bits of conversation. “It's him.” “Don't stand too close,
someone's liable to pop him right here! We might be in the cross fire!” 


“Poor sod! He's got a contract out on his hide... he's not long
for this world...” The AI dutifully informed Irons.


The admiral looked around the crowd, eyes narrowing. None said
anything. Slowly he shrugged. “Don't worry about me folks, no one can harm me,”
he said gruffly. The murmuring stopped.


“Yeah, well, tell that to Ole Blue. He said he's taking your
case,” a guy in the back said and then left.


“That's right, no one's going to interfere. If they did Ole Blue
would kill them too. I'm sorry but you're not long for this world and no one
wants to go with you,” another guy said as the crowd dispersed.


“Lovely,” Sprite sighed.


...*...*...*...*...


Preparation for the Landing Thanksgiving Day was underway in
Capital City, also known as Landing. Bunting was going up here as it was in
Hazard and apparently all over. But here things were more vibrant, there were
more gay decorations, more pageantry. The Admiral and Sprite were amused that
the people had held onto the tradition and that it was still being observed.
“The colonists had lost the reason why the date was called that,” Sprite
informed him.


“Then maybe we should educate them,” Irons replied.


“Educate who? About what?” A kid asked. 


The admiral snorted looking down at the scruffy lad. “About
Landing Day. He sat and used a hologram to describe the events on Landing day.
He used what information was in the Encyclopedia Galactica and then answered
generic answers about the basics of colony startups and terraforming to any
questions the lad had. Others nearby heard him talking about Landing day and
became intrigued. Slowly they crept closer to see and hear.


 Word spread of that discussion. One of the people who heard was
Jerry Richards. He went to the source in order to put the story out in the
paper the next day. He'd just finished jotting about a woman named Henrietta
who had been healed after an encounter with a man in the same town. Maybe he
could find both men.


The Admiral was amused that a reporter had tracked him down just
to hear that story. He took the time to sit down to let the young man interview
him. Jerry Richards, the young man introduced himself, with a brunet assistant
who seemed bored. She was quite the looker, and for a woman here on this world,
rather scantily dressed in her short black minidress and matching high heels.
The woman excused herself to go to the bar early on. Both men were amused by
that, but for different reasons.


Jerry was a nice guy, a real newspaper reporter who wasn't so much
interested in him as he was other things. Apparently they had enough meat and
potato stories for now.


Jerry introduced himself as a reporter for the EDP when he met the
admiral at the bed and breakfast. He showed Irons his credentials. Irons was
amused. Sprite double checked but had little to go on. “Your editor is a Mr.
White?” Irons asked when Sprite fed him data from what she'd cataloged from the
newspaper he'd read the other day.


“You know him?” Jerry asked, sounding concerned. Was this a dead
end? He thought.


“No, I know of him. Real news hound from the reports,” Irons
replied, quickly scanning the brief Sprite had. So that panned out. “I'll tell
you what, this place has a nice drawing room. I'll meet you there for lunch.”


“Um...”


“My treat,” Irons replied, recognizing the reporter's reluctance.
Most likely he was on a strict budget.


Jerry blinked and then smiled.


The room was mostly empty, it had a beautiful view of the grounds
behind the hotel though. The glass was quite nice, only flawed in a few places,
but nice. There were plants in planters on this inside, transitioning the
plants from the outside in to make it feel more comfortable and less sterile.
The white paint was noticeably absent, instead it was a soft brown stain
matching the trees around the outside.


Apparently most of the men in the hotel were in the bar for some
reason. They had the luncheon room to themselves. It was warm, the sun hadn't
come around but it wasn't too hot. Still Jerry took off his coat and hung it on
the back of the chair. 


They ordered a light lunch and made small talk. The admiral went
into the meeting expecting to talk about himself but found out much to his
chagrin that Jerry and his boss were more interested in the colonies history.
Sprite fed him what data was available in his Encyclopedia Galactica. He then
got into the history of Thanksgiving, going back to the colonists on Earth.


The reporter was amused. “You read all this in a book?” he asked
as Irons took a sip of coffee to keep hydrated.


“Yes and no, some in school,” Irons replied with a shrug. “I
admit, I never did get to Plymouth rock, I was too busy when I visited Earth.”


The reporter looked at him with a hint of pity in his expression.
“No, I'm um...” he started to get up.


“Of course that was oh, seven hundred and eighty odd years ago. I
was only on Earth briefly, less than a week. I was between deployments and
waiting for my next ship to come in. They were late,” the admiral explained and
shrugged.


The reporter blinked at him. He smiled. “Have a seat,” he said
indicating the chair the reporter had vacated in his urge to leave. Irons
placed his right hand out in the center of the table, palm up. A holo of Earth
spun to life there. Jerry's eyes went wide in surprise. Not in seeing the holo,
he'd seen them, but in seeing one coming from a hand, and most likely someone
with implants. Someone like Nohar, that Neotiger he'd tried and tried to get
interviews with but had so far been thwarted.


Fascinated the reporter sank slowly back into the chair. “You
really were there?” he asked, voice dropping into a reverent whisper. He
couldn't help slipping out of his normal reporter objectivity.


“Twice.” He went into the story of his leave, trying to keep it
interesting but not embellishing it. “The second time was oh, twenty years
later. I was there for a conference on yard management.”


“Oh.” The reporter looked dazed. “So, you're um, a sleeper.” The
admiral nodded. “I, um, forgot that.”


“If you have access to a computer I can download a great deal of
information for you. Call it background material,” the admiral suggested. Jerry
Richards nodded.


“You know what, here,” the admiral said, pulling out a flash chip
in a plastic sleeve a square centimeter in size. “I've been giving this out to
the various communities. It's a copy, well, my copy of the Encyclopedia
Galactica as well as some other things. I've bookmarked a few interesting
things for people to read.” He handed the chip over.


The reporter took it slowly and looked at it, turning it over in
his hand. “What do I do with it?” he asked, unfamiliar with the device. Usually
IT handled the few precious computers the planet had on hand.


“Put it in an e-reader. Either a flat screen or a holo emitter
will do,” the admiral explained. “See if your editor has one or your local
library branch if your news agency doesn't have one available. Hopefully they
will become available to you soon.”


The reporter nodded. “Thank you. What was your name again?”


“Irons. John Henry Irons. Fleet Admiral of the Federation Navy,”
Irons replied, getting up with the reporter. The reporter blinked, hand out.
Irons took it and shook it firmly, amused that he had shocked the man into
dropping his jaw again. “I'll be on planet for a week or so. Look me up if
you'd like to talk again,” he said.


“I'll um... do that. I think,” the reporter said, clearly dazed.
He stumbled into a chair on his way out.


...*...*...*...*...


“A little bit of PR,” Sprite said smugly after the reporter left.
She was pleased about the wireless microcomputer the admiral had handed over.
With that hooked into the media's computer network she would be able to tap
into their files. She felt like she was going stir crazy with so very little to
access. When the admiral went to bed she cataloged the various conversations
she had overheard, picking out anything of interest. It still wasn't enough
though.


“Maybe. Good or bad, it was amusing,” Irons replied quietly. “What's
next?”


“Well, we've been informed that the delivery date has been pushed
back to after the holiday. It seems the shipper shuts down for the holiday.”


“Lovely. Okay, so what else can we do?”


“Go walk about?” she suggested. The admiral smiled. 


“An admirable idea. I'll take you up on that.”


“Wait, you will?” Sprite asked, clearly surprised. She'd
calculated that the admiral would sulk for a short bit and then find some
engineering project to get his hands into.


“Sure. We're going to be trapped in a small ship for five months,
it's a good idea to stretch our legs don't you think?”


“Since I don't have real ones, I don't see the need.”


“But I do. And since I can, why not. Maybe we can find something
interesting to fix.”


“Now that's the admiral I know,” Sprite replied with a chuckle.


“What?” he asked, looking up in confusion and surprise.


“Nothing,” she replied, chuckling again.


...*...*...*...*...


Jerry shook his head, clearly stunned and realizing it right off
as he walked in a daze to his hotel. He had to get a hold of Perry, Irons was
here. That name was familiar. Definitely familiar, he'd heard several stories
of what happened in Pyrax. Now he didn't take with what some of the nasty ones
were saying, Knox news had a way of both staying balanced and getting to the
truth. From the reports he'd gotten someone had done a bang up job of sullying
the admiral's reputation, dumping a truck load of mud over him. 


Irons had done everything in his power to fight it, but Jerry knew
from experience that the truth was one of the first casualties in battles like
that. Eventually if you were persistent enough and if you had enough evidence
it would win out in the long term, but there would be a germ of distrust and
skepticism that would forever hover over the man like a cloud. 


Funny how that happened. Even when you're proven innocent the
people who make the accusations get off without so much as a slap on the wrist
while you go on trying to pull your life back together.


According to the report Irons had dumped the full video of
everything that had happened onto the local net before he'd gone into exile.
Yes, he thought, looking at the chip now with a little foreboding. Yes he'd
have to think carefully before using Irons as a source. He didn't want to be
tainted himself. 


After a long moment he finally had another thought. He connected
it to the name of the person who healed that woman Henrietta. She'd described
the fellow to him, and he fit that description. She'd also said he had a hit
out on him, that Ole Blue himself was gunning for him. Yes, this was definitely
going to have to be handled with kid gloves indeed.


...*...*...*...*...


Doctor Salt looked at his two partners and narrowed his eyes. “You
think this is a good idea?” he asked.


Robby Daniels looked up from tying her shoe lace. She unlike
ninety percent of the female population preferred blue jeans and sensible shoes
over skirts, dresses and high heels. No woman wanted to be on her feet for a
day or so in high heels. She ignored the sidelong looks she got, and the whispered
accusations of her being a tom boy. As long as Sam liked her in the jeans she
didn't care. He did, always taking the time to admire her legs and backside
when he thought she wouldn't notice. She blushed slightly at that thought.
Besides, they were comfortable. “She said we've got the holiday week off
remember?” She checked to make sure her ponytail hadn't slipped.


“Two weeks,” Sam said, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms
around her. He hugged her. She straightened, smiling at him.


“Two weeks?” she asked, eyes slightly wide. “And how did you get
Helen to agree to that?” she demanded. The director would never let them out of
her sight for more than a few days. A weekend was the best they usually got.


He grinned. “My little secret. Besides, Paco has the mess in that
town in hand, nothing else is brewing, let's go get lost little lady.”


“Oh definitely a worthy aspiration,” she teased, still smiling. He
kissed her, then was jerked off balance as their dog moved to chase a squirrel.
They laughed as the leash wrapped around them, trapping them together briefly.


Robby laughed, shaking his head. “Sam, Sam, Sam...”


Sam grumbled, getting control of the dumb mutt. “You still okay
with dropping us off?” he asked, turning to Doctor Salt. It was a bit of irony
for a black man to bear the last name Salt of all things. Salt didn't seem to
mind. He was a damn good pilot and general medic. He wasn't a specialist, but
he'd picked up enough by helping Paco La Plaz, Doctor Ivanov, and the Daniels
to know his way around an improvised lab these days.


“Sure, as long as Helen doesn't track me down and make me go after
you two if she needs you,” he said. “I don't do wandering through the bush
looking for you.” The two made a face at him. Robby even stuck her tongue out
at him. “Come on, I've got the small bush plane rented.”


“Coming,” Robby said, tying her red bandana around her neck and
then gathering up her pack. She put it around her shoulders, adjusted the
straps, and then bounced to make sure everything was secure. Even their dog was
carrying a load. She grabbed her walking stick. Sam had the gun, where they
were going few people liked to go. It was the back woods, far from people. As
far away as they could get.


“You sure this is a bright idea? Losing two of the best virologists
on the planet?”


“Only two of the best? Whatever will we do? There is more of us
now that Paco is on-board,” Sam teased. “Say, when are you going to get your
specialty?”


“When I've got the time to actually sit my butt in a class room,”
Salt growled back shaking his head. “I keep having to play taxi pilot to you
and the others remember?” he sighed. “Come on, let's go,” he said, waving them
onward past a guy in a gray coverall.


...*...*...*...*...


“So now what?” Sprite asked. “Another sightseeing day?” Sprite
asked as he turned to see a trio of people with a large dog headed off towards
the nearby airport. Two of the people had camping back packs on and were
holding hands. Camping, he thought and then snorted.


“Actually, I thought maybe we'd stop by the local medical
facilities. Drop off a microcomputer, maybe do some repairs, and then maybe
swing by the mayor's office if we've got time. Any other places you think we
should go visit?”


“I can think of a few,” Sprite replied, cataloging a couple
places, namely the local volunteer fire department and the local school. She
added the local police department to the list, and then followed that by her
own personal favorite, the local library. Finally she tossed in the power
plants in the area for good measure.


When she showed him the list he snorted. “Just a bit ambitious?
And you complain about me?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.


“I learn from the best admiral,” Sprite replied, clearly amused.


“Well, if we don't get bogged down, we'll see if we can hit them
all. If not today then definitely tomorrow.”


“Definitely tomorrow admiral, I know you like to work around the
clock sometimes but people frown on prowlers around here. Besides, if you
aren't in your room by midnight they'll give it away to someone else,” Sprite
informed him.


“Ah well, can't have that. Let's get started then,” he said
getting up. “Oh, and add this hotel to that list,” he said with a small smile.


“Right,” Sprite replied, doing so.
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The next morning Irons was amused to pick up the paper and see the
reporter had a series going now, the first of two series. This one was on the
Landing holiday. He nodded at the thanks to his source at the end of the
article. Of course he didn't identify his source by name. Since Ole Blue was
gunning for Irons that might be a good thing. It could mean the assassin would
track the reporter down to find Irons location.


It was tempting to turn the tables on the assassin. Go after him,
take him out and make it clear he wasn't to be messed with. Tempting, but anyone
around when the altercation went down would end up in the crossfire. He didn't
want that to happen, he didn't want an innocent to be devoured alive by
nanites. No, he'd have to wait and see. It might be that the Veraxin wasn't
really tailing him. Or if he was Irons would have to try to somehow steer their
meeting to a location of his choosing, preferably somewhere remote and away
from the population.


“It is after all the most relevant thing right now,” Sprite said,
sounding almost apologetic.


The admiral grunted, coming back to the here and now. He realized
the AI was referring to the upcoming holiday. “They want to get their
readership up. I know. String out the source material. And they don't want to
overshadow one series with news from others. If they decide to run them.”


“True, if.”


“We'll see. Until then let's go walk about. Did you have an idea
on where to go first?”


“The western sea shore admiral. There are some interesting things
going on there.”


“Really. Well, let's go see then,” he replied.


...*...*...*...*...


Solaximara heard about the hit on Irons. Two of his informants,
domestic Siamese Neos gave him the admiral's location. They also informed him
that Irons was doing some strange things, interviews with a reporter and
repairs to various things. He was also handing out strange plastic boxes. They
weren't sure what to make of that. The red Leo ordered them to keep him
informed.


...*...*...*...*...


Jerry Richards definitely got confirmation that the man who healed
Henrietta was Irons. Henrietta stopped by his hotel, eager to do an interview.
She described Irons to a T. He also picked up on the admiral's visits after
he'd left lunch yesterday. Irons had been busy, stopping by the local infirmary
and police department to hand out goodies and aide the bemused people there
before he'd gone on to the local library and then finished his evening at the
Siegfried waterfall hydroelectric project. The man really got around! 


He'd contacted a pair of Siamese Neos to help him out. The two
were wise, smooth talkers who took his money with their usual cat smile and ear
flicks. They seemed smug about something, but he wasn't sure what. They told
him they'd let him know everything the admiral did and everywhere the man went
later that evening. They were practically purring when they hustled out.


He also got wind of the admiral's confrontation and discussion
with Fat Larry in Hazard. Perry's source called him. He started digging a
little into that story but ran into a wall with the mob side of course. A
witness at a nearby table gave him a blow by blow of the alleged first
conversation. He left the interview confused, from what this guy described
Irons was either a nut or a mobster himself.


...*...*...*...*...


“Admiral, we've still got a problem with your list. At least part
of it,” Sprite informed him.


“Oh?” he asked, rubbing the small of his back. He'd take sleeping
in the shuttle's tiny bunk or even in the pilot's chair over sleeping in an
unprotected hotel room. At least in the shuttle he knew he could lower his guard
and be safe, no one on the planet had the ability to access his ship without
him knowing about it.


But it lent to another problem, he was a little too tall, and far
too old for the damn temporary bunk in the shuttle. It just wasn't set up for
people to live in for weeks at a time. At least not for people his size.


“You added some last minute supply items for the new crew
members.”


“New...” his brows knit in puzzlement for a moment. Finally his
face cleared as he caught on. “Oh the cats? You really shouldn't play mind
games before I've had my coffee Commander,” Irons said shaking his head as the
cup started to fill.


“Sorry,” Sprite said, sounding anything but. “I did some checking,
the holiday and a storm off the coast put the fishing fleet in for over two
weeks. They just left port now that the storms abated but it will be at least
two weeks before they come back. Those that actually went. Half the fleet
stayed in port for repairs or for the holiday.”


“Ouch.”


“Yes, I'm guessing you don't want to buy what's currently on the
market.”


He wrinkled his nose. The fish on the market was not only not very
fresh... it was being sold at an exorbitant price. He didn't find it all
amusing to buy old fish past its' due date for twice the price of fresh.
“Pass,” he sighed. “We'll wait. Unless fresh meat?”


“Goat right now. The last harvest was just before the holiday and
it depleted stores. Apparently they're a little behind on food logistics,” she
said with a sniff.


“It happens in these societies,” the admiral replied.


“I've got a reference to large stock yards and reefers. I accessed
the historical database. Apparently they do their slaughtering in six major
cities every two months. There are cattle drives every spring and fall to rail
heads where the animals are picked up and shipped to the yards for later
slaughter.”


“Oh?” he asked, taking another sip of coffee. This was all
interesting from a historical view but he could care less.


“Yes, up until a few years ago they shipped the meat to market
locally, they didn't have reefers, refrigerated box cars.”


“Hmmm....”


“Historically there should be a paradigm shift in the market soon
as technology filters in. Reefers will allow them to ship the materials further
and store it for longer.”


“They have refrigeration in stores right?”


“Another recent addition in the major cities, it hasn't spread to
smaller markets though. There's a bottleneck.”


“Ah.”


“They have some sense of industry here but they lack a proper
assembly line. Some of the industries are outmoded and cling to old practices
of cottage industry to the detriment of themselves and the market. They
dominate the market and crush any competition too.”


“Ouch.”


“What they need is a good swift kick. A Henry Ford,” Sprite said
suggestively. The admiral's eyes narrowed, a sure sign he saw through her
gambit. Not that she had any hope of it playing out anyway, the star system
just wasn't suited for his purposes. Not currently, though in a few years...


“Not me,” Irons said, spreading his hands. “I'm not a ground
pounder Sprite. Pass.”


“I know that, I'm just commenting on the situation,” Sprite
replied with a sniff. She knew he wouldn't go for it.


“I imagine when trade with Antigua starts up things will change.
They'll force the local industry to change and update or die off.”


“Or the locals will lobby to install heavy tariffs on all imported
goods,” Sprite riposted.


“Entirely possible. But not my problem,” the admiral replied. He
hoped for their sake that didn't happen. Oh smuggling would kick in, people
would want the better goods so the market would be there, some backlash for
loyalty to their planet would happen... but it would really mean that their
planet would be passed by while others around them would benefit from the
changing technology.


With new goods would come new consumer demand for other things. A
better standard of living would eventually evolve, and with it, an interest in
furthering education and medicine in order to compete with the other planets.


The tariff debate might spark something more, a renewed interest
in politics and democracy. Or it could devolve into cynicism and skepticism. It
was a difficult thing to predict, there were far too many variables at play. He
spread his hands, still holding the cup.  “It's out of your and my hands. The
best we can do is try to toss them some ideas and sow what we can and then step
back and see what sprouts.”


“To continue with your analogy,  some sunlight, the occasional
watering and fertilizing would be nice admiral. Farming doesn't work without
proper care and guidance.”


“True. But I for one am not sticking around to provide it, at
least not directly. Any ideas on how to help in that regard?”


“Find some people who are smart enough to see the possibilities?”
Sprite suggested.


The admiral rubbed his chin and set his cup down. “Possible. We'll
go walk about for a bit, maybe we'll meet some people who can help out there.”


“Interesting,” Sprite said.


“Hey, you're always saying I need to get out more,” the admiral
replied with a grin.


...*...*...*...*...


When the admiral finished with the local area he turned his
attention elsewhere. He was running out of materials on hand, and didn't like
the hand out attitude some of the people were developing. 


Some of the people looked at him with pity, thinking he was giving
so much away to settle with whatever deity he worshiped before the assassin
found him. That was annoying, but even more annoying was the avarice some
others had. Here he was trying to help them and they were not only greedy, but
also snotty about what he gave them. “That's it? That's all you've got?” he'd
heard from one woman at the utility company he had visited after he'd handed
her a microcomputer. She'd taken it and dropped it into a drawer and slammed it
shut. At least she hadn't thrown it in the trash, he thought with a pang.


Irons took his rented air car and traveled south to some of the
communities in the southern peninsula around Fisherman's Wharf City. He passed
through an art commune, people who painted and sculpted and did various art
related projects. He was amused at all the artists in the area. It was a
classic case of clustering. There were groups on the beach painting, and others
in the hills painting various bits of nature or the mountains. He even ran into
a group doing fantasy scenes, staging the scene with actors posing and mock up
props. 


He nodded to an artist in a red beret and electric yellow ascot.
The combination looked strange on a blond Neobear. The bear growled and waved
for him to be on his way.


He was blocked from his path by a group of spectators watching
some sort of contest. “What's going on?” he asked. A spectator looked back,
gave him a dirty look and shook his head.


“New around here?”


“Just visiting yes,” the admiral replied. The guy was built,
Terran, well-muscled, wearing a white tank top with some advertisement on it
and really short shorts. The handle bar mustache gave him a rather retro look.


“Figures. Muscle beach. You may want to move along then,” the guy
said.


“Can he lift?” another spectator asked.


“Lift what? Why?” Irons asked.


“It's a competition admiral. A weight lifting one,” Sprite
informed him on his HUD. “According to my files Terrans and other organics
tended to do such things to impress each other, especially potential mates.”


“Okay, no, chest beating isn't really my thing fellas,” he said
with a smile. The guy with the mustache twitched and then twitched the
mustache. A few of his fellows turned. 


“Oh? Since when?” Sprite asked him with a laugh.


“I tell you what, you lift a weight and we'll let you pass,” the
tough said.


The admiral snorted softly. “Really?”


“Give it a shot. Unless your chicken?” the tough asked. Irons
chuckled.


“No, no it's no problem.”


The crowd parted and the tough motioned him to go ahead. At the
stage he was waved up. The promoter looked amused and aggrieved at being
upstaged.


“This won't take but a moment Burt,” the tough said, slapping the
promoter on the shoulder. The fat man winced and then nodded moving aside.


“How large a weight?” Irons asked.


“Oh take your pick little man,” the tough said, clearly
amused.


“How about that one?” Irons asked pointing to the largest.


The crowd sputtered and tittered. The tough roared. “Sure, go
ahead and bust your guts on that,” he said slapping his knee. “Me, I'll take
yonder one over there,” he said, pointing to a smaller set with a one hundred
kg markings on the black cast iron weights on either side of the horizontal
pole.


“Here, I'll show you how it's done,” the tough said, striding
manly to the weights. He put his hands on his hips, jutted his chin out and
took a weight belt off a stool and buckled it on. He sniffed a few times, made
some muscles, stretched and then took a deep breath and knelt. He let it out
and then took a second breath and then let it out. With the third breath his
entire body explode into action, with a grunt his lifted the weight first up to
chest height, and then straining over his head. He held it trembling for
ten-seconds and then dropped it, stepping back fast as it bounced to the
ground.


“There, that's how it's done,” he said blowing hard.


“Okay,” Irons said watching the man blow. “That's what two hundred
kilograms?”


“And the one you picked out is six hundred.”


“I know that, I was just curious,” the admiral said.  He leaned
over and the muscle man laughed. 


“No, no, two hands. He thinks he can do it with one hand!” the
tough said to the crowd. The crowd roared in laughter.


“Want me to show him?” a big broad brown bear off stage asked,
huffing and making a face.


“No, I got this,” Irons said.


“Suit yourself,” the first tough said, shaking his head and
chuckling as he stepped back. “Whenever you're ready,” he said. He turned,
smirking at the audience. This was going to be hilarious he thought.


“Sure,” Irons said, getting a grip. He grunted and dry lifted the
weight up with one hand. When he had it to chest level he grunted again. “I see
now why you said two hands. It's actually hard to balance,” he said in the
ensuing silence. He was holding the bar perfectly level in front of his chest.
He placed his other hand on it and then lifted the dumb bell over his head.
“Where do you want it?” he asked, turning to the tough.


The tough was staring at him. Irons held the bar, not showing any
stress or strain. He was rock steady, not even shaking with strain the tough
realized. Finally when the man didn't answer the admiral carried the bar over
to the side and set it carefully down. “There okay?” he asked.


The tough stared. The crowd roared in disbelief. A pair of humans
scrambled onto the stage and brushed past them to try the bar. They strained
but failed to budge it. Irons looked at the tough. “Sorry, didn't  mean to show
off. Can I go now?” he asked. The tough blinked but just stared mute.


“Well, I've got to get going, enjoy your day folks,” the admiral
said, waving and then walking off the other side of the stage and then off.
People watched him go, a few followed for a bit but then turned back. Irons
rounded a corner of the sea wall and then shook his head.


“Showing off indeed,” Sprite said. “You and your questionable
sense of humor.”


“It was fun to see the look on his face,” the admiral admitted.


“Right...” the AI drawled.


...*...*...*...*...


“I think I like this,” Sprite said as he felt the wind ruffling
his hair. 


“Oh?”


“Yeah, this mix has made your tail back off,” Sprite informed him.


“Tail?” Irons asked. Two images of a pair of Siamese cats were
projected in windows on his HUD. He wasn't sure what the big deal was. Domestic
cats’ right?


“They're Neos admiral. And I believe they're tracking you by
scent,” Sprite said.


He stopped and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He'd overlooked that
possibility. A Neo could track him if he didn't suppress his scent. “I forgot
they could get that small,” he admitted. Most people thought of Neos as larger,
two meters or so. The most common Neos were canines, they tended to be between
a meter and two meters tall when standing upright. But other Neos were out
there, running around, sometimes pretending to be pets.


“True,” Sprite replied, taking pity on him. Neos were usually a
bit larger, they had tended to grow and self-evolve over the centuries since
they had been created. Normally a Neo that looked like a domestic cat was
either a human genie or someone who had a human genie in their past. These
however were the real deal, possibly rare.


“There are otters here too,” Sprite reminded him. He nodded. “I
believe the old saying about perceptions and...” he held up a restraining hand
to stop her.


“I get the picture. Okay. My mistake. Good catch. Now, any idea on
who hired them? Ole Blue perhaps?”


“No idea. They aren't communicating except in sign language,” she
replied. He watched a short video she presented of one Neo sitting on her
haunches and using hand signs briefly. From the look of her behavior and the
thrashing tail of the other, the smaller female wanted the other one to circle around
and pick up his trail somewhere else. The other wasn't happy about being split
up.


“I'm fascinated that they're here,” Sprite said. “Most Neos of
their size were on the core worlds. There was a block on their breeding you
know,” she said.


“Oh?”


“Terran cats, normal Terran cats were terrors to local bird and
small mammal populations on Earth and several of the early colonies. They drove
some animals to near extinction. Neo cats had restricted breeding for some
time.”


“Larger cats because of the physical threat,” Irons replied,
remembering his history. People were people, having a three hundred kilo
predator walking down the street didn't bode well for peace and tranquility.
Which was why many of the larger Neos headed to the outer worlds after the first
AI war.


Neo domestic cats had split into two factions. Some had kept to
their size and kinship to regular unmodified cats, while others disdained human
contact and disappeared into the back alleys and sewers of their undomesticated
kin. A few, a small few had stayed in society, but they had developed an
inferiority complex when they compared themselves to their larger kin. Many had
re-engineered themselves or their prodigy to a full two meter Werecats in
compensation. Those that had followed that path had either intermingled with
the other Neo breeds and lost their separate identity, or they had embraced
different pelt designs to make themselves stand out.


Either way it didn't really matter now. He had a pair of furry
spies on his heels. He sent the mental order to cut his scent and then went on
his way, more wary now.


...*...*...*...*...


On the beach further away he ran into a group of genies fishing.
They were Terrans who were descendants of people who had engineered themselves
to be amphibious. They had gills among other fishy or dolphin traits. Some were
mer, some were Naga like. He was impressed by the colors and diversity of the
clan. “Fascinating,” Sprite said, highlighting the mix of primitive tools and
clothing. Some were fat, needing the excess weight for fuel and to better
endure the frigid waters at depth. Others were slimmer, they apparently kept
near the surface or in the shallows.


They worked as a well-oiled team, the deep sea divers running
lines out while others worked the inshore. The children dug for clams and other
creatures in the sands and tide pools.


“They have no fear of a predator attack?” the admiral asked.


“Apparently not. The only predators here are those that came with
the colonists. I am assuming sharks are in the food chain, but they may have
limited the species to smaller animals.”


“Okay, I'll buy that,” the admiral replied nodding. 


“You're not worried about the worms?” a woman asked, looking up at
him. He turned to her. Like most of the other women she had some sort of suit
on. It was a partial bathing suit, with exposed sections on her sides for her
gills. 


He shrugged. “Worms?” he asked.


She pointed to her throat and nose. His right eye zoomed in. he
could see tiny hair like worms sticking out of her nose like errant nose hair.
A bio scan found more of them. “No, why do you have them?”


“Parasite,” she coughed, one hand going to her mouth. “Best be
careful young sir, you don't want them yourself,” she said.


“Analyzing,” Sprite reported. “I have it.” A report came up on his
HUD. He scowled. The worm was one of the few creatures that were actually
native to the planet's ecosystem. Apparently they had existed under the ice
before the planet had been terraformed. Terraforming had just allowed them to
spread far and wide. The oceans and waterways of Epsilon were contaminated by
the parasitic worm, it attached itself to their gills and then grew until they
suffocated the host.


“I'm sorry, I didn't know,” Irons said softly. She shrugged and
moved on to her task.


“Can anything be done?” the admiral asked.


“No, not on the surface admiral,” Sprite responded. She was still
searching for links about the parasite. It was frustratingly slow to gain
access to any sources on the planet.


“From what I understand the worms are mainly in depths below ten
meters. From their life cycle they are seasonal, hatching from eggs and
drifting to near the surface during warm months such as now. Those who get into
the water... admiral they know they will eventually die from this parasite.”


"My… why then? Why go back?”


“The call of the sea admiral?” Sprite asked, highlighting a genie.
That one was like a mermaid, but with a dolphin tail and flukes instead of a
fish tail. The being stayed in the shallows, away from the nets. Others were
nearby, sporting and doing flips in deeper water. “Besides, they have no other
place to go.”


Some of the people on the beach further away were watching them.
Children pointed to their antics. He looked around, watching them and then
sighed. He turned to a nearby male with a purple and yellow crest on his head.
“Sir, is there a cure to the worms?” he asked.


The man looked at him, setting his trident into the sand. His Naga
tail coiled under him, supporting his upright body. He shook his head mutely.
“The only known cure is to go to a hot dry climate for a year or longer. The
lack of water in the air will starve the worm larva killing it,” the male said
with a curious echo to his voice. His nasal passages and his throat sack made
him look and sound like he had a bass echo. “But those who try... many will
also sicken from the lack of water... the people who were desperate enough to
try it did so, but many have died over the centuries.”


“I'm sorry,” the admiral said, sighing.


“Not your fault landie, our problem,” the being said in a high pitched
voice. He slithered away with his Naga tail.


Irons scanned a nearby woman. She was picking at a net with long
webbed fingers. Her finger tips ended in claws. These she used to work the
fibers into a tight weave before knotting them off. He nodded to her. She
turned away, unsure of the interloper.


He was getting that a lot. They didn't say anything to him, just
gave him questioning or dirty looks. Some were confused, others amused by his
bravado. Sprite processed the scan and then put the results on his HUD without
comment. He discovered that the worms were also in their lungs, attaching
themselves to the alveoli. As they aged and grew the host body sensed their
intrusion and flooded the lungs with fluid. It was a form of dry drowning.
Unfortunately the body's response was bad, in flooding the lungs with fluid it
induced the larva to grow explosively. They hacked and coughed and eventually
died from infection.


The people seemed a bit stand offish, he could feel a vibe there,
an isolation vibe. Normal Terrans apparently avoided them as much as possible,
treating them as lepers. It was sad, prudent maybe, but sad.


There was apparent trade though, men and women met near the high
tide line and traded goods. Seaweed, shells, crustaceans, fish, oysters, and
other sea animals were rapidly being traded to the eager people there. From the
look of it though the sea people were getting the raw end of the deal, getting
simple tools and weapons, nets, and some food. The metals were basic iron, a
stupid thing. They would begin to rust in hours upon entering the water, and
they would be gone in months.


“I take it no one has heard of stainless steel around here? Or
other alloys? What about using copper or beryllium? Or brass?” the admiral
asked, aghast.


“Apparently not,” Sprite replied.


“Yeah, guess not,” Irons replied in disgust. He overheard the
human and Neo venders as they returned to the docks. Some were happy with the
trade. They made out ten to one in the deal according to one older man.


“I'm wondering if the otters and other creatures that go swimming
get this,” Sprite mused.


“Maybe,” Irons replied, looking the people over. Some were working
the nets, others were in the docks working on removing barnacles. He wasn't
sure if he could admire their stubborn tenacity, or shake his head over their
stupidity. Either way, living here was brave... but foolish. “What parent would
want this for their child?” he asked.


“I don't know admiral. I'm not sure we can find something to help
them either,” Sprite replied.


“Oh there has to be a way, we're just not looking hard enough.”


“Well, as it happens neither one of us are cut out for something
like this admiral,” Sprite reminded him. “We may not find a cure. Sometimes
there aren't any simple answers admiral,” Sprite said softly.


“True. I'd like to find something though. I wonder if any of these
people went off world?” he asked thoughtfully.


“I... I have no way of checking that. I would hope not though,”
Sprite replied. He grunted in question. “Think about it admiral, if they did,
they'd carry the contamination with them wherever they went.”


“True, but any travel time would starve the worms of hydration
possibly killing them,” he said.


“Or they could migrate through the body into areas that had a form
of water. The bladder or the colon. Both are frequently infected with these
things too you know,” Sprite reminded him.


He shivered. “Remind me not to go swimming here,” he said, eying
the water. He winced at the sight of children diving off the end of the pier.


...*...*...*...*...


Just before lunch Irons spotted one of his feline tails on the
wharf a hundred meters away pointing in his general direction. His sensors
identified the being in the shadows with her and he swore.


“I'm not even going to say I'm happy to see him,” Sprite
responded. Irons grunted. He had a choice to make about Ole Blue, with the
population here he didn't want or need a fire fight. “There's no way out
admiral, no way but through. And there are a lot of innocents nearby,” Sprite
said, pointing out all the shoppers visiting the fish market nearby.


The admiral grunted. He turned to the sea. “There is one way,” he
said, not happy about the idea.


“And you just said to remind you not to go swimming,” Sprite said.


“I know. Duly noted. Crank the nanites and shields up to full Commander,
we're going for a dip.”


“You are running from him?” Sprite asked, surprised.


“Let's just say I'm biding my time and picking my battlefields
commander.” 


The Veraxin sauntered in his direction but avoided a confrontation
after Irons entered the water with the genies. “Another time perhaps,” Blue
rasped, adjusting his fedora and moving on. “There will be other times my
beauties,” he said, patting his six shooters. People around him got out of his
way as he walked steadily away from the wharf. The two cats stood on a pier
pylon, twitching their whiskers in disgust at all that wet stuff the admiral
was in.


...*...*...*...*...


“You're a fool for being here lubber,” a blue skinned woman said,
splashing near him. “Though we respect your bravery. Foolish though, you should
go in,” she said. “You're not dressed for this,” she said.


“True,” the admiral replied, looking down at his uniform. “Irons,
admiral Irons.”


“You some nut?” she asked. He snorted softly. He could feel his
nanites killing the tiny worms. It felt like he had ants crawling all over his
body, not a pleasant sensation.


“I'm the real deal. Fleet Admiral John Irons, Federation Navy. I'm
a sleeper,” he said.


“Ah,” she said, catching a net being hauled in. he grabbed it as
well and started hauling. She grunted in appreciation but didn't say anything.


They worked in companionable silence for a few minutes as they
gathered the full net in. It was tough, you needed a strong grip to not only
fight the growing undertow but also the net filled with flapping fish trying to
escape. For him it didn't bother him, but he knew she was pretty tired.


She had blue skin, it glittered a bit like fish scales. Black
hair, long webbed fingers and toes. She had a blue cobra industries wet suit
on, most likely a relic since Sprite hadn't mentioned them in her briefing. The
red hooded cobra symbol covering her bosom reminded him of something from the
past. The suit must have been old, he could see a few patched cuts in the
fabric, but it too glittered with layers in it.


“Thanks,” she said nodding to him.


“No problem,” the admiral replied, smiling. 


“Mara, my name is Mara,” the woman said and coughed. “I've seen
you around. The others said you ask all sorts of questions about the worms.”


“I'm concerned about them actually.”


“Well, you aren't the first, but you are the first interested in
doing something,” she replied. “Here, let me get that,” she said, pointing to a
red and purple spined urchin that had attached itself to the admiral's uniform.
She used a piece of sea weed to get it off. She dropped it into a jar a female
Naga held up to her. “The Asian community loves those things,” she shivered.


“Oh?”


“It's poisonous. Something like the puffer fish, but not as fast.
They said something about the kiss of death making you appreciate life,” she
said.


“Takes all kinds,” the admiral replied.


“Whatever. It's ten creds a kilo, so it's okay for us. But if
someone steps on it...” she winced. He nodded.


“It puts a zing in their peckers,” she said. He had to chuckle at
her salty humor.


“But you weren't afraid of it? Ignorance really is bliss,” she
said with a smile as she finger combed her wet bangs out of her eyes.


“No, I'm immune,” the admiral replied.


“Nothing fazes you?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


“Nope,” he replied with a Gaelic shrug.


“Oh. That sort of takes the fun out of life. No fear.”


“A little,” the admiral replied. He applied a bit of energy to his
uniform. The coverall shed the water like a duck's oily feathers. Water beaded
and dripped from him as if he was sweating. In a moment he was dry.


“Nice, she said, eying his uniform in appreciation.


“I like yours too,” he said. 


She looked down at it, seeming to preen. She ran a hand through
her hair, uncovering an ear. “This old thing?”


“The suit, a relic from the past?” he asked. She nodded. “Hand me
down?” she nodded again. 


“So your people were here before. How did they treat the worms?”
he asked. “I'm not getting that many answers from the others, most just shrug
or say they don't know.”


“Nanotech,” the woman replied. She held her nose and blew air.
Water dribbled out of her gill slits on the sides of her neck and on her torso.
“Our ancestors used a nanite screen to filter out the parasites.”


“Ah,” the admiral replied, nodding. “So you need some.”


“No one makes any,” she laughed, shaking her hair out.


“You have no fear of them? Of having nanites?” he asked. She shook
her head no.


“I'm not sure if I can make a nanite filter. It...” he cocked his
head. “Proteus?” he asked.


“No Admiral, no such device is in the files,” the AI answered.


“It might be a proprietary design by Cobra industries before the
war,” Sprite interjected. The admiral frowned. He turned to Mara. “Do you have
one left? Even if it doesn't work...” she shook her head.


“Sadly no,” she sighed and then coughed. “We traded them when they
stopped working many years ago. They are most likely melted down by now.”


“Ouch,” the admiral said.


“Why do you ask?” she asked.


“Because I don't have one in my inventory files. It must be a
proprietary device. If I could study one I might be able to replicate it.”


“Oh,” the woman replied, now studying him in renewed interest.
“You are an odd landie, you actually seem to care.”


“That's because I actually do,” the admiral replied, smiling.
“It's not right to lose generations to this damn parasite.”


“Tell me about it,” she sighed. “But that's how it is,” she said
shaking her head.


“Not if I can help it. I can get you a regen tank. That's not a
problem, but the medical nanites needed for it might be. I'll have to research
that,” Irons said.


“It wouldn't do us any good here in the sea,” she said indicating
the ocean. “Most of my people can't get out of the water. The ones you see are
just those that can.”


“Or those that chance the beach in order to do a task,” the
admiral replied with a nod towards a whale merman pulling a barge in. She
turned to the indicated person and then nodded.


“Yes, they usually do that at high tide. We tie the barge off to a
post and when the tide drops the humans come and take the goods off,” she said.


“You know you are being stiffed there right?” he asked. She
shrugged.


“There is nothing we can do about it.”


“But there is something I can do about it. I can help them make
the tools out of metals that won’t rust in the ocean. Brass...”


“Is nice admiral. Copper too, but copper costs, far more than
iron. We'll 'make due',” Mara said with quiet pride. “We always have.”


Irons asked her why her ancestors did this to themselves. She
shrugged the question off. “Why not?” He looked at her pointedly but silently
telling her with his body language that that answer wasn't good enough. She
shrugged again and looked away. “The money really, I don't know why they didn't
hire a sentient alien water dweller, a dolphin or whatever. Robots maybe. They
would have been better, smarter. For some reason they wanted my ancestors for
the job.”


“Doing underwater repair work?”


She nodded. “And research on the beds. Also working the farms.
There might have been some bigotry involved, who knows. For that matter who
cares? They are long dead now after all.”


He nodded. She smiled. “Have you considered emigrating?” he asked
as she sank into the sand. They sat resting.


Her face fell a little. “It's not the expense mind you, it's the
thought of transporting the worms somewhere else. I can't do that. I don't know
if there are others out there, but they deserve a life without these things,”
she grimaced, one hand going to her midriff.


“You're talking about Selkie and others. As far as I know there is
only one surviving Ssilli and no uplifted dolphins. I don't know of any other
water dwellers left.” Irons said sadly. He shrugged at her expression and then
grimaced at her continuous look. “Other than you and your people I mean.”


“Thanks.”


“There are so many different kinds of genies here. Some more human
than others,” he observed.


“We're all human,” Mara said, eyes flickering in annoyance.


“Sorry, no offense, I know that. I'm not prejudiced or anything.
I'm curious though, could you, if you had the choice of being reforged by a
Ynari, would you take it?”


She looked thoughtful for a long moment. “You mean live without
the sea?” she finally asked softly. He nodded. “And miss its' call?” he nodded
again. She shook her head. “No, I could never do it, the sea is like a lover to
me, good or bad.”


“I understand,” the admiral replied softly.


“Do you? Do you landie?” she asked. 


He smiled. “I'm a spacer born and bred. Being trapped in a gravity
well for the rest of my life?” he shuddered and shook his head no. Slowly she
nodded.


“Did they make changes to your inner ear?”


She shifted about to get more comfortable, folding her arms over
one another to form a pillow and then resting her chin on that headrest. She
was on her belly, bare feet being lapped by the waves. He sat on his rear, legs
outstretched, propped up on his elbows beside her. She didn't say anything for
a long moment. “We lost a lot of our history. It's hard to keep records,
everything was oral for so long after the war,” she said. He nodded. “I think
so. I... see apparently the company,” she tapped her chest logo. “The company
owned some sort of resort too. Part of my ancestor's job was to work there and
entertain. They had a thing for mermaids. My legs can lock together to form a
tail.”


“Huh,” he said. That explained some of the colors he thought.


“Some of us who don't have a whale tail use straps to keep them
together when we're in the water for long periods of time. I've got a few
cousins that have long webbed fingers and toes,” she grimaced,  looking away
momentarily.


“What?” Irons asked.


“In...” she sighed. “In order to fit in on land, to even get about
some of them have their toes and fingers amputated as children. As babies. They
cut all but the first knuckle off. It's the only way for some.”         


The admiral sighed, closing his eyes. His ample imagination could
see that, and the heart rendering decision that must be. The pain involved, and
the pain in the child in being so mutilated at such a young age. “That's
terrible,” he said softly. “I... If I can help I will.”


“What can you do?”


“You'd be surprised,” the admiral smiled. “I'm still curious about
your inner ear. Do you have that change as well?”


“Some,” Mara finally admitted with a shrug. “I don't know all the
details.”


The admiral looked thoughtful for a long moment. “Do you think you
could pilot a ship?”


“A ship?” she asked, turning to him in surprise. Wide eyes stared
at him. He smiled politely. “Why?” she asked suspiciously.


“Well, if a screening process could be engineered then you could
go to other world’s right? But you could also pilot ships. Starships. Hyperspace
navigation and helm. It's.... it's like flying and swimming in an incredible
environment. It's... hard to describe really. If you had implants too it would
be... incredible.”


She stared at him for a long time. He shrugged uncomfortably under
that intent gaze. “I'm just saying it is something to think about. I'll talk to
the local medics. Maybe I can help them with the tech needed to screen your
people.”


“It will cost,” she said.


“I'm sure it will. But the benefits are worth it,” Irons replied.


...*...*...*...*...


Exploring the area he ran into a large family of otters. They were
entertainers, they also worked on ships scraping barnacles off the hull, or as
pick pockets. Tinkers in other words. Mara warned him that they were all
magpies, they loved shiny things. He noted a family walking nearby wearing
style clothes. One dipped a tiny hand paw into a pocket here and there as if
shopping. A man turned and kicked the little being. The otter brushed himself
off as he got up, twisted his whiskers and then went on his way twirling a
pocket watch.


“Should we stop them?” Sprite asked, sounding amused. Irons shook
his head. They were fast, melting into the crowd. Besides, it wasn't his
problem, he was learning to pick and choose his battles.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons and Sprite talked into the night about the otters and
genies. They still had no known way of safely removing and disposing of the
worms. What they had was a list of ways that wouldn't work... or were just too
expensive for the people to be able to support. “This isn't really my field.
I'm out of my element here,” the admiral finally admitted.


“True.” Sprite replied. They could and should consult a medic but
none were available due to the holiday. 


“Drying the creatures out, denying them water is the only known
way to kill them. Dehydration. I'm betting if there was a way to do that they'd
find another way to adapt to that. And how are they growing? They must be
attaching to capillaries in the host body and siphoning off nutrients right?”
he sighed in disgust. “We really don't have the skills to handle this.”


“Perhaps contacting Pyrax isn't too far out of the question?”
Sprite asked. He opened his mouth to object but she plowed on. “Say a message?
Asking for Commander Thornby to send a medical team sometime to look into the
matter? Perhaps Doctor Thornby would take a humanitarian interest in such a
project?”


“I... I don't know. We can try it,” the admiral replied. He'd just
discarded trying to kill the worms. He didn't know what would happen if he did,
it could disrupt the food chain. Or it could cause other unknown damage.
Technically it was illegal to kill a native species, even a parasitical one. He
thought of that as foolish, but the law was on the books.


Nanites were out of course, the 'land lubber' community would be
horrified at the very idea. They wouldn't support something like that and he
couldn't leave the tiny robots behind without supervision. The only idea he had
left was a periodic dip in a regen tank. “Regen tanks,” he sighed, clearly stymied
and frustrated by it.


“A regen tank has nanites in it of course, and would be useful to
the medics in the area. But would they let the device be used by the population
he wanted it for? Doubtful.” Sprite argued, citing several examples of such
machinery being reserved for 'more important, i.e. rich' people. Pyrax was just
one example. He was forced to agree with her.


“They'd make fantastic navigators and helmsman,” Irons commented.


“If they took an interest in such a thing admiral,” Sprite
replied. “I've found in my recent research into the Neo genotype that otters
have notoriously short attention spans for such work. They are flighty and tend
to be more interested in stealing or causing trouble than in running the ship.”


Irons frowned. He'd had one or two otter friends and it was true
they suffered from what the charitable would call adult attention deficit
disorder. They tended to be lazy, preferring to just get by and have fun. Their
pranks could be a blast as long as you weren't on the receiving end of one.


“I think... yeah, they'd tear a crew apart with their antics,”
Irons finally admitted.


“Or get themselves spaced,” Sprite agreed. “I know spacers don't
mind a good joke, it releases the boredom and tension, but there is such a
thing as carrying a joke too far. Otters don't know when to quit,” she said
caustically.


“I don't remember you having any experience with them,” Irons
replied, sitting up and cocking an eyebrow at her projected image.


“I don't, I've picked up on some things from the other AI,” Sprite
replied.


“Oh. So this is some sort of um... transitional bigotry?” he
asked.


She spun, glaring. “I am not a bigot!”


“No? You just made generalizations and slanderous ones at that
about an anthro species you have no personal contact with. You have little
firsthand observation too.”


Sprite looked shocked. “I... I...”


“Hoisted on your own petard Commander? It seems like you are
becoming more organic every day.”


“Now that's hitting below the belt Admiral,” Sprite replied with a
dirty look. He snorted and smiled slightly.


“Well, you are evolving.”


“Or devolving down to a lower level,” Sprite muttered.


“Maybe. Or just realizing it's easier to sit back and bitch about
something or other without actually getting involved. There might be a way to
deal with the otters, train them or spark their interest. I don't know. Short
shifts, turning it into some sort of virtual game.... response reward training,
I don't know,” he shrugged. “Toss that into a suggestion file and we'll change
the subject. Deal?”


“Deal,” Sprite replied with obvious relief. She realized she
wasn't fully healed if she could open herself up to something like that and
then have such an emotional response to it. She'd have to think about it when
the admiral was asleep.


...*...*...*...*...


In the morning he had some lumpy and only slightly warm porridge
and wasn't happy that the hotel manager had run out of coffee. He'd sworn
softly and stomped off to the nearest tea and coffee shop for his morning jolt
of caffeine. There were some things he insisted on, coffee in the morning being
one of them. A hot shower was another he thought, running a hand through his
still damp hair. He didn't mind an ultrasonic one, but the hotel was old school
and it's water heater was substandard. Having one for an entire floor was
stupid. Having two bathrooms for forty people was also stupid. Either he'd have
to do something about that or he'd have to find someplace else to sleep. Again.


Sleeping in his shuttle was out, he mused. Apparently Commissioner
Hodges had put a moratorium on spacers sleeping on or in their shuttle craft.
Of course Irons had found out that Hodges had a stake in every hotel, motel,
and bed and breakfast in the county. That figured. They also charged exorbitant
rates for out of Towner’s, and that too was to be expected. Squeeze the sucker
dry he thought with a pang.


In line at the coffee shop he noted a woman cooing over a baby.
Looking over her shoulder he flinched when he realized the baby was a Mogwi. A
Mogwi of all things. The woman ignored him, just rocked and cooed to the little
furry monster.


Mogwi were gene engineered pets from back before his time. Back in
the dark days of genetic designer pets some group had gotten it into their
heads to create near sapient pets based on a movie creature. They had thought
it would be a good idea to make something more interactive than a robot or toy.
Despite injunctions, seizures, and other attempts by authorities they had
proliferated. The authorities were undermined by the public and their own
children's desires to have one as a pet.


Mogwi were furry and cute, smart, and cuddly. They were small,
stubby arms and legs with a broad head and bat ears. Their faces were very
expressive. Women adored them. Their clumsy antics and ability to purr and baby
talk in a pidgin dialect had many in stitches. The net had been covered in
video of their antics, even supplanting the thousands of cat videos that had
gotten there over the decades. Since they had long life spans and grew slowly
they were an expensive but worthy pet people argued. When they had first come
out they had millions of followers, millions of parents wanted one for their
kids, it went on and on.


But as the animals and people aged the parents tended to neglect
their charges over time. Mogwi were near sapient, and so they resented such
rude behavior. Some resorted to mischief to get attention, some to malfeasance.
Those that were abused in their punishment grew even more bitter and started
shedding their fur and turning into real monsters.


He'd heard stories of them when he'd wanted one as a pet. Spacers
hated the beasts, they loved to tear ships apart. They tended to become vicious
when provoked. Neutering eased some of the problem, but not all.


What really bothered him was their level of intelligence and
ability to turn that against others. They had small hands and a knack of
getting into trouble. The adults that had molted were called Gremlins for good
reason.


The woman set the animal down when it was her turn to order. It
tugged at a jeweled leash with one small hand paw, and then tugged on her skirt
whimpering with sad eyes. She hushed him. After a moment it growled and left a
steaming bright yellow pile near her foot. Apparently that was his thoughtful
response for being set down and neglected.


The woman scooped him up, scolded him and then tucked him under
one arm and smiled as she paid and picked up her coffee. She curtsied slightly
to Irons as she passed him.


When the woman left juggling her coffee and the abomination he
ordered his coffee and then stepped over the dribble of yellow goo the woman
and thing had left. “You've got, um, a mess here,” Irons said, looking down at
it and pointing.


“Again?” the barista sighed, shaking her head mournfully.


“Yeah.”


“The least she could do is clean it up!” the barista growled. 


“Yeah,” the guy behind Irons growled, being careful not to step in
the steaming mess.


“Did you see that thing?” Sprite asked him as he exited the shop.
He looked down to his shoes to make sure he hadn't stepped in any of the yellow
glop. That stuff stunk to high heaven and only industrial solvent or flushing
the soiled items worked to get the smell out. It proliferated through the life
support of a ship.


“Yeah,” he muttered, taking a drink as he stepped away from the
door.


“And they let her keep it?”


“Apparently so,” Irons grumbled.


“She must be someone important. The wife of someone important or
something,” Sprite replied, adding her image to his files.


“I hope we don't run into her again,” Irons sighed, drinking his
coffee.


...*...*...*...*...


“Now what?” Sprite asked.


“I'm about out of materials,” the admiral admitted. “I left some
in the shuttle. I think we'll make a quick run there,” he said.


“Are you certain it's safe?”


“For me?” the admiral asked, laughing. He checked the air car. No
one had tampered with the machine. He made certain to check it over thoroughly.
He turned, seeing his two feline tails nonchalantly washing themselves on a
rooftop nearby.


“Perhaps you should offer them a ride?” Sprite asked, smirking on
his HUD.


“Don't get cheeky Commander,” The admiral replied, climbing into
the air car and starting the turbines. 


...*...*...*...*...


The flight north to Hazard was a short hop, a couple hundred
kilometers at around twenty-five hundred meters. He was glad he'd rented the
machine and serviced it before using it. He was paying through the nose to use
it, but it certainly came in handy.


He landed in the secure parking near the space port. He signed in
to security and nodded to the bored guard as he went to his shuttle. It only
took a few minutes to make certain everything was fine, of course it was. Had
anyone approached the shuttle Phoenix would have sensed it and alerted them.
But it paid to make certain, he didn't need to get cocky right now.


He dropped in some trinkets he'd picked up, mostly minor bits he'd
bought for material than for sentimental value. These went into the replicator
and were reduced to component materials and then stored. He tapped out a few
orders and waited for them to finish building. When the trays were finished he
dumped them into his duffel and stuffed his pockets with more flash sticks
before he left the craft.


Outside, he walked the streets, certain that Ole Blue wasn't
around. He couldn't see the distinctive Veraxin's sensor signature anywhere for
at least a kilometer. That was a good sign. He intended to move on soon enough
though. He turned though at a throaty roar of an engine.


Hastily people got out of the street as an apparent familiar
rumble and dust cloud approached. Irons followed. He stood by as a biker gang
on enormous motorcycles and other machines pulled up to a rundown bar near the
end of the strip.  “That's not a mask is it?” the admiral asked, clearly taken
aback himself for once.


“Bio-signs confirm they are who they look like Admiral,” Sprite replied.
The admiral grunted. Running into a gene engineered Neo elephant biker gang on
a colony world wasn't something he'd ever expected. He was shocked, he
hadn't known any existed. The leader was crusty old bull, wearing black leather
pants and a tattered vest. “What are you looking at?” the bull growled, looking
over to the admiral.


The admiral held up his hands to show he meant no threat. “Sorry,
I don't often see your kind.”


“So?” the old Neo asked. The old bull was at least a century old,
gray and withered with age but still spry enough to ride the bike and keep up
with the young crowd. A few looked related to him.


“No, I meant Neo elephants. I didn't know any lived past the first
wave back in the twenty one hundred's.” Irons replied.


“That so?” one asked, signaling amusement. He was a mastodon with
four broken tusks. Another was a mammoth, covered in shaggy brown fur with a
broad head shaved into BA Barackus mohawk. “You hear this slike? We're
extinct.”


“Where you from man?” the leader asked gruffly, putting his gear
away.


“Off world,” the admiral replied crossing his arms. “I'm a
sleeper.”


“That a fact,” one younger elephant said pounding a meaty hand
into another. “Let's stomp him.”


“Not worth the effort,” the leader said, racking his gear. The
others turned to him. He nodded subtly to the nervous deputy nearby.


“Him?” the younger bull asked, snorting. The snort was an
explosive sound, like a pump or air burst. He had a split trunk and human eyes.
Irons realized they were descendants of humans and others who gene engineered
themselves into elephants for some strange reason. The young bull had dripping
glands on his head. Sprite highlighted them and put a caption on his HUD, musk,
in heat. His jaw set. Great, a hormonal elephant, not what he needed to encounter.
He really was trying to be good and stay out of trouble.


“Want to arm wrestle little man?” the young bull asked, poking
Irons with a trunk, making a show of how big and strong he was in comparison to
the puny human.


“Sure. If you think you're strong enough. I doubt it,” the admiral
replied. The others raised their trunks and hooted and snorted.


“Little shit thinks he's something else!” a female said. “He's got
a set on him,” she admired taking a long look at Irons. The admiral realized
her admiration was making the bulls who were in musk angry. She wasn't helping
him he realized, quite the contrary.


“Ah let him go,” the old bull said just as the young one ducked
his head and charged Irons. The admiral dropped into a horse stance, ducked and
caught the charge, grabbing a tusk. Before the bull could toss him his enhanced
strength kicked in, pulling the Neo's head down and over his right arm which
acted as a fulcrum. He continued the motion, using his right arm and shoulder
to pick the bull up off his feet and tossing him over his head. The bull seemed
to float through the air as the admiral released his tusk, hitting at least
five meters up at the top of his arch before he landed flat on his back ten
meters behind the human.


Suddenly the area was still. The gang stared at their fallen
friend and then at Irons. Irons didn't smile, didn't blink, he just had a cold
look on his face. The young bull he had tossed groaned in the dust cloud,
barely moving.


“I told you, I'm a sleeper,” Irons replied sternly, eyes locking
on another bull reaching slowly for a pulser. It was a pulse rifle cut down and
rebuilt as a pistol for the elephant. “I'm a naval officer and if you pull that
weapon I'll wrap that bike around your throat and squeeze,” he growled, voice
dropping into an icy rumble of warning.


He could hear subsonic rumbling. It took a moment for Sprite to
recognize a pattern and put the conversation on his HUD. Irons snorted softly.
They could talk through subsonics, feeling the sounds with their bare feet. The
low rumblings that were in the normal range sounded like animals but it was far
from it he realized. From the sound of it the leader was trying to calm things
down.


“It's rude to talk about me like I can't hear you,” he rumbled,
using his own subsonics to reply. The female's eyes went wide. He turned to the
leader. “I like your bike,” he said, nodding politely.


“Thanks. Heirloom,” the biker replied, stroking his white goatee
as he studied the strange human. Irons nodded. He could tell, it was well cared
for too. Big fat meter wide slightly bald tires, chrome that was pitted and
blued with age but cleaned regularly, the massive engine looked in good
condition. This being loved his equipment and was smart to take care of it.


“Thought so. If you need parts for it or the others let me know.
Maybe we can work a trade. I'll be around for a while,” he said. He turned and
left as the bull he had tossed rolled and got drunkenly to his feet.


“Where is he?” the bull said with a lipse. He grabbed his mouth
and groaned, blood dribbled from his broken tusk. “Shit!”


“Serves you right Pasha, now quit foolin around and lets go,” the
leader rumbled. His bike roared to life once more.


Irons got to the corner and paused, watching the crew tear out and
up the street. He snorted softly and nodded to a passerby. The woman in a
yellow dress and bonnet stared at him and then blushed scarlet when she
realized he was returning her gaze. She turned shyly and left fluttering a fan.
The admiral turned away. It seemed the bull elephants weren't the only ones
pawing at the ground to impress the females, he thought with a pang.


“She's looking back at you,” Sprite informed him, sounding amused.
“Did you do that for her benefit?” she asked.


“No, just happened,” Irons sighed. “I did like that bike though,
primitive but it gets the job done,” he said.


“Sure you did.”


“Okay, I admit I don't like someone using their size to bully and
intimidate others,” he said with a shrug. “But really, it was a case of
curiosity,” he said as he noted Defender spinning his shields down to standby.


“Sure it was,” Sprite replied with an amused snort. He shrugged
helplessly and then went about his business. “I suggest you head to Rubicon
next admiral...”


“Sure,” he replied with a shrug.
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Landing day arrived, bright and clear. He was amused by the
hoopla. The traffic on the ground was terrible. All the industry was off, only
restaurants and places to buy food or drinks were open. In order to keep his
tail off track he changed plans and went back to Hazard. Rubicon had been
nothing but a town of warehouses and smoke filled bars, not where he wanted to
hang out at. He even considered hopping his shuttle for a brief orbital hop to
another space port. 


Since he had prepaid his room for a week he quietly informed the owners
he was going to return to it. They were a bit put out, but when he offered to
find other quarters once they refunded him his money they quickly found a
similar room near his old one.


The noise outside sounded too regular for general party goers. It sounded
familiar. He put down the tablet he had been reading and went out to see. “A
parade,” he said with a snort.


“Everyone loves a parade,” Sprite quoted.


He watched the parade from his hotel balcony. “A bit like Mardi
Gras actually,” Sprite observed. She started to play a clip on his HUD but he
waved it aside. “I'm surprised they're having it at dawn though,” Sprite said.
“You'd think they'd do it later in the day.”


“Smart of them. By noon it will be quite hot out. You don't want
people dropping of sunstroke and heat exhaustion,” he replied. Now that the low
had passed the evenings were getting hot and sticky with humidity.


“True.”


When the parade was over he went to breakfast, amused by how busy
the dining areas were and by all the decorations hanging everywhere. He ordered
a simple breakfast with coffee and a paper, the EDP of course. He'd found that
the Herald and Bugle didn't have the balanced coverage as the EDP did. He read
the paper and drank his coffee as he waited on his order. A patron suggested he
move on so he stopped.


“I'm waiting on my breakfast,” the admiral commented, studying the
gentleman behind him through his sensors before he shook his paper and
continued reading. The surly patron left with an irritable grunt.


Irons found the article series by the reporter Jerry Richards. He
was amused to see a bit of a sneak peek of the future series, more on the
history of the old Federation. There was also. "An interview with a
sleeper." He snorted.


When he was finished with the paper he folded it and set it on his
table. Someone nearby immediately took it. He turned in annoyance.


“Oh sorry, did you want it back?” the woman asked, smiling and
holding it out.


“Well, since I paid for it yes. Taking it without asking is just
rude.”


“Sorry,” the woman said. She handed it back and then turned away.
He shook his head. Luckily the waitress arrived with his order so he didn't
respond further. He did make a show of reading it once more before he left it
on the table when he left.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons caught sight of pick pockets and thieves in the crowd as he
made his way through the crowd to the street. He pointed it out to a nearby
deputy who sighed. “We're on crowd control.” The man was in his finest uniform,
silver buttons shiny. He was wearing the British style constable outfit,
something Irons hadn't expected. It was odd that their sheriff preferred
western wear yet the deputies were dressed in British outfits. Was there
something going on there? Did Coltrain want to stand out from his men? He was a
bit of a peacock with the braid on his broad shoulder boards and black Stetson
hat.


“I've got it on video. I can upload it to your department,” the
admiral said as the constable looked away.


“Um... thanks,” the constable said, looking back at him.


“Good luck,” Irons said nodding. The man nodded back and then
turned back to the crowd.


...*...*...*...*...


“Are you concerned about crime?” Sprite asked him as he nodded to
another deputy with Strate on his name tag. He was thin, constantly hitching up
his gun belt and trousers and rocking back and forth nervously. He had a goofy
smile on his face but at least he was polite.


“No, just noticing it,” the admiral said quietly, nodding to the
deputy and then moving on.


“Well, if you're bothered by it, you could go to one of the major
cities. From the data I've gathered Gotham has quite the celebration but an
even higher crime rate.”


“Gotham?” the admiral asked, wrinkling his nose.


“Yes, its' police force is run by a commissioner Gordon. They had
a serious crime problem up until a vigilante with high tech gear showed up and
started taking down the local mobsters. Most headed to the hills or were put in
jail.”


“Huh.”


“Did you know Hazard and Gotham are popular names for colony
places? There are several of each in this sector alone. As well as Landing. You
organics can be so unoriginal sometimes.”


He smiled slightly, not rising to the jab. “Anything else?”


“Not really. There is a major interest in technology, a
renaissance if you will in both Gotham and in Metropolis, the other major city
on the planet. One of the other reasons the material you requested is late.”


“Really,” he said and then shrugged. “Somehow I think we'll
endure. I'll pass on both thank you.”


“I'm surprised. I thought you'd be interested in rubbing elbows
with the Carnegie's and Rockefellers’ there. They're really getting into
industry in those locations.”


“Pass. Keep an eye out for a Henry Ford character if you can find
one. An Edison... no, JP Morgan... oof. I dunno, on the one hand yeah, but on
the other considering the ruthlessness and complete lack of honor...”


Sprite sighed on his HUD. “That is reaching right now admiral.
Maybe in a few years...”


“Nurture. It all comes down to nurture. So, place to eat?”


“I would suggest a picnic Admiral, all the restaurants are booked
solid right now.”


“Right,” he said, nodding as he passed a line of people waiting
patiently to get into a restaurant.


...*...*...*...*...


The picnic went over well. Irons was amused, it had been decades
since he'd been on a genuine picnic. He'd even rented a basket from a harried
vendor. Not since... his thoughts shied painfully away from that. Defender
silently pointed someone out.


He looked up to see Deputy Rogers waiting patiently nearby. Irons
raised an eyebrow to the young man. He shrugged, not looking at all comfortable
in his uniform. Irons wasn't sure if it was the outfit or the heat. Finally
Rogers pointed his baton to Irons and then to himself.


Irons got up and dusted his hands off. He murmured goodbyes to his
fellow picnickers and then went to Rogers.


“Something on your mind deputy?” he asked.


“I've been ordered to escort you. Someone wants to talk to you,”
Rogers said, sounding uncomfortable.


“No problem deputy, lead the way?” Irons asked.


“No, I'll guide you,” Rogers said, pointing the billy club towards
the restaurants a few blocks away. Irons could image who he was being led to.


“Why the outfit?” Irons asked, turning slightly to look at the
deputy. Rogers snorted, still waving a hand. People around them split apart,
making a hole for them to pass through.


“What this?”


“I'm curious about the British thing.”


Roy grunted. “It's so we can stand out between the Sheriff.”


“Ah, I noticed it's all hands on deck. Reservists and volunteers
too huh?”


“Pretty much,” Rogers replied warily.


“To be expected. You know I've been around the block a few times,”
the admiral replied with a disarming smile. “But still, the jump from western
wear to...”


“A bobby?” Rogers asked and then laughed.” We had western wear
too, even wore black hats and all, but the sheriff...” he shrugged. “We tried
white hats but they kept getting stained. Hodges didn't like the cleaning bill
so this.”


“Black goes with everything,” the admiral replied with a nod. “And
stains are easily hidden," he said, clearly amused. He vaguely remembered
something about not letting them see you sweat or bleed.


“Something like that,” Rogers replied, indicating he take the next
left turn. People were out everywhere, dancing and having a grand old time.


“I like the bobby ole chap,” Rogers hammed, tapping his hat with
his billy club. The admiral chuckled.


“History buff?” he asked.


“How did you guess?” Rogers said, pointing down another street.
Irons dutifully turned in the indicated direction. “My mother is the curator of
the history museum and stage and screen club of Crater City.”


“I haven't been there yet,” the admiral mused. “Interesting.”


“Yes, she named me for some character in one of her favorite
western films. I've got a brother named Audrey.”


“Okay...”


“Boss Hodges got a kick out of this uniform. Want to see my
Keystone cop impression?” Irons turned to see the deputy hunch up and waddle,
spinning the billy club. He used a finger to pretend he had a mustache. The
admiral snorted and then chuckled. The deputy's face creased into a grin as he straightened.
“I think you are one of the few people who really appreciate that,” he said.


“Well, I'm not quite that old! I just feel like it
sometimes,” the admiral replied with a laugh. He continued on his way. “So, you
grew up in theater?”


“Ayup, how'd you guess?”


“Voice. You've got a trained voice,” the admiral replied. 


“Why thank you, I sing too,” Rogers replied. Irons was curious if
the man had had a beer or two before coming on duty. He was definitely loose.
“Nice,” Irons replied.


“You just like me for my horse,” Rogers teased. “And my dog
buddies Bullet and Phantom.”


“Bullet? Phantom?” For some reason Rogers liked to ramble. That
thought made Irons wince a little.


“Bullet is a Neo Alsatian in Crater City. He's a deputy like me.
Phantom is a game ranger up north.”


“Good to know, I'll remember that,” Irons replied, bobbing a nod.
“Do you perform here? Off duty I mean.”


“No, the sheriff didn't like it. Said it undermined my authority
and his. But I'm president of the book and film club of Hazard.” He tipped his
hat slightly. Irons nodded.


Rogers escorted him to a restaurant, really a hole in the wall
with a faded picture of a Terran boar and the name 'Boars Nest' just above the
door.


Rogers nodded to another black haired but slightly pudgy deputy
with Hodges on his lapel pin and waved the admiral over to an occupied booth. A
fat silver haired human got up and wiped at his mouth with a red napkin and
they shook hands. The man was short, barely a hundred and fifty-one centimeters
and his silver hair was balding. He had impressive jowls and a double chin but
small piercing eyes. He was dressed in a white suit complete with a white tie.
“You that admiral they've been talking about?” he asked. The admiral nodded.


“Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons...”


“Commissioner Jefferson Davis Hodges,” Sprite supplied in his ear.


“Commissioner Hodges. It's nice to meet you,” the admiral said
without missing a beat, bowing slightly.


“He goes by JD,” Sprite supplied. “But it's best to stick to
formalities admiral, stroke his ego,” the AI suggested, aware he needed to be
on his best behavior. The admiral nodded slightly.


“Good, good,” the fat man said, slapping his arm and chuckling.
“Good! Call me Boss or Boss Hodges will you? Everyone does. It's a tradition in
these parts.” Irons hid a wince, there was some strength in that slap, Hodges
worked out. There was a distinct southern drawl in his voice too, something he
must have picked up in his youth somewhere.


“I see,” the admiral said smiling. He noted a few toughs in the
room and another deputy.


“Cletus,” Boss said and then turned. “This is my second cousin
Cletus. Get the man a chair will you?” he said to the deputy.


Irons watched the deputy bob a nod and scurry away.


“It's good to be a boss,” the admiral observed.


“It is isn't it?” the boss laughed heartily. “So, I heard you had
a run in with Lazarrian.”


“He and I had a problem.”


“I know. I told him to fix it and leave you alone,” the
commissioner replied, now all business. His eyes glittered. “Not much passes in
my county without me knowing about it.”


“And getting a cut of the profits of course,” Sprite interjected
in the admiral's ear.


“Ah,” the admiral said nodding.


“You're doing wonders for our poor planet,” Boss said as Cletus
arrived with the chair. The admiral bobbed a nod of thanks as the boss sat in a
barber's chair. “Sit, sit!” he urged.


The admiral sat and they talked for a bit. The fat man ate. The
admiral smiled and took an appetizer and a beer. They exchanged pleasantries
and then he realized that the boss was feeling him out.


“So this casino thing...”


“You are no doubt in better position to regulate and set it in
motion commissioner,” the admiral replied. He explained the workings of it and
then discussed regulating industry, commerce, and other things. Finally he
dumped a lot of what they had discussed onto a flash stick and then pulled it
out of his pocket.


The fat man reared back and then laughed and took it with his
pudgy fingers. “Heard about this too! My thanks,” he said chuckling,
brandishing the device.


“I don't mind helping people Boss, if they do better, it'll
hopefully trickle down.”


“I see that,” the boss said nodding, eyes narrowed.


“And of course those interested get a helping hand. Upward,” the
admiral said with a slight smile. The commissioner’s eyes gleamed.


“Yes,” he said putting the chip away and rubbing his hands. “I'd
love to be governor someday. I'll look this over very carefully young man.”


“Thank you commissioner. I'll be around if you need me.”


“Sure thank you Admiral.” The admiral nodded. They got up, shook
hands and then the boss had Cletus show him out.


Outside he found Roy standing guard by the door. He snorted softly
and came over. “Now what?”


“Now you will hopefully no longer have any more problems,” Roy
answered. “At least not from Larry.”


“Good. Very good. Thank you Deputy Rogers,” the admiral replied.


“Sure thing. Hey if you see two fellas in an orange vehicle let me
know will you? The sheriff's hot on them for some reason or other.”


“I'll... um, keep that in mind.”


“Thanks,” the man said smiling and shaking hands with him. “Don't
be too surprised if that meal is charged to your ship.”


Irons chuckled and shook his head. “I'd be surprised if it
wasn't,” he replied walking off into the crowd.


...*...*...*...*...


When he returned to the motel the frumpy looking woman at the
front desk waved him over. “Sir, this message came in for you a little while
ago,” she said, handing him a yellow slip of paper. 


He thanked her absently as he took it and scanned it. Apparently
he had received a call from the space port, someone had tried to break into his
shuttle. Worried about the mob he checked with Phoenix. “Admiral, no one has
gotten within a dozen meters of the shuttle in the past twenty four hours,”
Phoenix replied.


“Huh,” Irons said, a little confused before he looked down at the
note once more. Suddenly he was a bit suspicious.


“Trap?”  Sprite asked.


“Possibly. They could have someone in the port send this out to
every motel and hotel to see if I'd respond.”


“The mob knows you're here admiral, remember who owns this town?”
Sprite reminded him. 


“True,” Irons replied. “Can we call them?” he asked.


“I can put a call in and charge it to your account sir,” the hotel
manager said.


He looked up to her and smiled. “No, I've got that covered,
thanks,” he said wandering off. He didn't want the line to be traced.


“Connecting to Phoenix, bouncing the signal. I am routing the call
through the network of microcomputers you've distributed here in case someone
attempts to trace the signal. The phone is ringing,” Sprite said.


“Hello?” a voice asked, sounding both bored and slightly drunk.
“Who is this?”


“Who is this? I'm calling the shuttle port? I was informed someone
attempted to break into my shuttle?” Irons asked.


“Oh you, yeah, someone was here asking about you. Sheriff took
care of the guy who got out on the field. It was a nut job looking for either a
joy ride or asylum, I don't know, quite frankly don't care.”


“Really.”


“Believe it or not this isn't the guy's first time. Him or his
girlfriend. Wanted to impress his girl and hop to another city or something.
We'll get the story out of them when they sober up.”


“Okay.”


“At least I think it was him and her. I missed it. I miss all the
good shit. Guy Smiley got it on his shift this morning I heard.”


“Okay,” the admiral drawled. The guy clearly resented being on the
evening shift with nothing to do, and resented it even more since it was a
holiday. He had a surly attitude, so he was probably in the right place. At
least he was awake manning his post. “Any other problems?” Irons asked. “Do I
need to come in?”


“No, I don't see why you should. Enjoy the party. Wish I was
there,” the guy grumbled.


“Sure, thank you,” Irons replied.


“Don't mention it.” The phone clicked and then there was a loud
beee of a disconnected signal before Sprite cut it off. The admiral rubbed his
ear in irritation. “So that's it?”


“I guess so,” Sprite said. “Do you want to get involved?”


“No, not really,” Irons replied with a shrug.


“Concerned it was a distraction to put a bomb in your air car? You
did leave it in the secured parking on the field you know admiral,” Sprite
said.


Irons stopped moving and looked up thoughtfully. Slowly he blew a
breath of air out. “Now, that's a nasty thought.”


“I tend to have them from time to time.”


“Paranoid, but we can't be too paranoid right now, Defender?”
Irons asked.


“Admiral?”


“Remind me to do a full sweep scan of the port and parking the
next time I go there.”


“Agreed.”


“Lieutenant, see if you and the commander can gain access to any
security monitoring systems in or around the parking area. See if you can
access any video or other feeds and check there too.”


“Warrant?” Sprite asked, sounding exasperated. She had been
keeping an eye on things with the cameras around the space port. Unfortunately
none covered the parking area.


“Why, do you ever ask for one?” Irons asked, pursing his lips in
wry amusement.


“Point,” Sprite said. “Just checking,” she added. He snorted.


...*...*...*...*...


It was a nice evening, quite pleasant now that the sun was down
and the heat of the day had passed. The bugs were being zapped by electrical
devices attached to the electric lights on the streets, keeping their parasitic
interference to a minimum. They even offered a degree of additional
entertainment.


Apparently that was a new innovation. He overheard people talking
about it, and the wonders of other things to come. Some seemed excited and
knowledgeable about the things Io 11 had delivered. Some even knew about
Phoenix.


When  several people recognized his clothing as from off world
they chatted him up. He exchange stories about space and history during the
evening picnic. He was amused when a few people picked his brains about various
things, most of them current tech for the planet. Some felt him out for getting
stuff out of him. He rebuffed that for now, he was here to relax. Besides, he
didn't have that much on him anyway.


He bumped into a fat man carrying scrolls and booklets while he
was on his way to the port-a-potty. The man had bifocal oval glasses and was
dressed in a rumpled gray coat. Other people nearby laughed at the rumpled man
on the ground. The man adjusted his glasses, looking a bit sheepish as he
gathered up his cane and then things. Irons helped him up. “Sorry, sorry, I'm a
bit absent minded,” the man said, gathering his things up with a groan. He was
short, barely one hundred and thirty centimeters with a shock of unkempt white
hair and bushy mustache. He was almost as round as he was tall it seemed. His
eyes twinkled and he had a jolly look to him though. If he had had a beard he
would have made an outstanding Santa.


“What are you up to now old timer? Trying to reinvent the wheel?”
someone in the crowd of people watching nearby teased.


“Now that would be silly!” The man said, rounding on his heckler.
Irons snorted.


“So you're an inventor?” Irons asked, handing over the cane. It
had a snowflake of all things on the pommel.


“No, more of an engineer,” the man said shaking his head. He
adjusted his glasses and then blinked finally noticing the admiral's different
appearance. “I must say are you an offworlder by any chance?” he asked,
suddenly excited, eyes wide.


The admiral snorted softly. “Yes. I am. John Irons, Fleet
Admiral.”


“You...” the man's eyes were round in wonder.


The admiral nodded. “I'm a sleeper.”


“Do you have a fleet?” the old man asked. The admiral shook his
head.


“I was in transit between systems the ship I was a passenger on
was ambushed. I managed to make it to a stasis pod. The good ship Io 11 picked
me up a few years ago and I've been going around doing what I can.”


“Io... oh! So they dropped you off?”


“No, I parted ways with them a while back. I've got my own ship
now,” the admiral said smiling. The man's eyes went wide in wonder.


“You don't say,” he gushed breathlessly. “It must be a wonder...
and such a letdown to live in our day and time,” he said.


“Not with people like you and I trying to make things better,” the
admiral said with a smile. Dewey blinked and then grinned.


“Well, I dare say you are a wonder. It's great to see someone of
like mind! Someone of vision!”


“I'm an engineering admiral, it comes with the territory,” Irons
replied with a snort.


“Oh I dare say, my manners my manners!” the man fluttered and then
juggled his things until he could reach out a hand. “Dewey. Dewey Keeper,” the
man said, smiling again.


“Pleased to meet you Mr. Keeper. Do you have a moment?”


“I... I'd love to talk but I simply must finish this I have a
presentation tomorrow...” Dewey said, feeling torn.


“I understand,” the admiral said nodding. “A suggestion?” he asked
smiling. Dewey blinked at him with blue guileless blue eyes. The portly man
reminded him of an old fellow he'd met as a youngster a long time ago.


“I'd suggest getting a valet case or brief case, or a tablet
computer,” Irons said with a smile to show he didn't mean to criticize.


“My that is an interesting idea. But the computer...”


“Well...” the admiral pulled out a flash stick. “This is a
computer and memory storage in one. It has a tiny computer in one end and you
can plug it into a flat screen or holo projector.” As he was talking he sent a
mental command to upload as much basic engineering knowledge and blueprints to
the terabyte memory as he could think of. Sprite helpfully filled in the blanks
in the blink of an eye.


Dewey reached for it and then paused. “I... It must cost a great
deal,” Dewey said, face falling.


“No,” the admiral chuckled handing the old man the three
centimeter long stick.  The admiral smiled. “I make them by the bucket load and
keep my pockets full of them. It's no trouble. Here,” he pulled out another and
handed it over. “A spare. They can link to each other too.”


“I don't know what to say!” Dewey said, genuinely touched.


“If it helps you out and helps you help others I'm all for it Mr.
Keeper,” the admiral said with a smile.


“Dewey, all my friends call me Dewey,” the man said smiling
broadly as he took the second chip.


“Dewey. And I'm John.”


“I...” Dewey looked torn. The admiral snorted softly.


“Go on. I'll be around for a week or so. Check the net to find me
if you'd like to look me up. Go play with that, It's a treasure chest I know
the itch to play with it is overwhelming.”


“So says experience,” Dewey replied with a smile. He wiggled his
mustache. “Go to the double X, tell them to put it on my tab,” he said, waving
a pudgy hand towards a nearby bar.


The admiral looked in the indicated direction and then shrugged.
“I was looking for a place to have a beer. I take it they have a good
selection?” 


“Only the best in town!” Dewey said expansively. He grinned.
“Thank you John, thank you kindly. And I will look you up just as soon as I...
um...”


“Deal with work. I know,” the admiral replied with a nod. “Duty
before pleasure. I'll see you around Dewey,” he said nodding.


Dewey nodded and turned, hustling off. He had a short cane that
helped him move but his bent back seemed somehow strengthened.


“That was a nice thing you did,” a woman said nodding to the
retreating inventor. “Dewey's a sweet guy, smart.”


“I sensed that,” the admiral said with a smile. Each microcomputer
he handed out helped he knew, and in hands like Dewey's it would be
exponentially more of an impact to the population. At least he hoped it would.


“Come on, I was heading to the double X anyway,” she said tucking
her arm into his. He looked down at her in surprise. She had a simple yellow
dress on, something that contrasted with her black hair and green bonnet. She
was most likely in her forties from her look, a mother from her tone. “I'm
meeting my husband when he gets off shift there so we can talk.”


“Fine with me ma'am,” he smiled politely, bowing slightly and then
heading off with her.


...*...*...*...*...


The bar was fairly populated, as was expected. But it wasn't
packed, so he appreciated it. They sat at one of the wooden bars and made small
talk as they waited for their tray of beers. When it arrived he paid the tab
and smiled politely as they found a nearby table. They continued the small talk
about various things as they settled into the chairs and each took a swig of
the slightly flat beer.


“Audrey, Mrs. Audrey Halfson,” she introduced herself.


“Pleasure to meet you Mrs. Halfson,” the admiral replied smiling.


“So you're a sleeper? What was the past like?”


“The past is the past,” the admiral replied flippantly, shrugging
off the question as he took a pull of beer. When he dropped the mug from his
face he noted her dyspeptic expression and relented a little. “It's hard to
talk about.”


She looked sympathetic for a moment and patted his knee. “I
understand.”


“It's not just painful, it's the frame of reference. You see it in
movies and tridee recordings of course but it's not the same as being there.
Sure some of it was great, but some of it sucked too. In some ways I envy you,
you're not burdened by that, crushed and hemmed in by regulations and
expectations. Well, you do one have expectation.”


“We do?”


“The one every generation has, to make things better for
themselves and the next one coming in behind you. To make a better future for
your family.”


“I... see. I think I understand,” the woman said. Irons nodded.


“I thought you would. Parent?” he asked. She nodded. He nodded
back.


“Right now you've got your whole future ahead of you. The sky is
literally the limit. You can use what we did in the past to guide you, or go
your own way. It's entirely up to you.”


“True. But some things just don't work out. It's not all pie in
the sky... I don't know if I'm saying it right.”


“No,” he nodded and smiled sympathetically. “I understand where
you're coming from. Some things just don't work out as planned. They sound good
on paper but then when you start to put them into practice things get... well
out of hand.” He squirmed a little.


“Like Pyrax? I've heard of you. Admiral Irons.” She nodded
politely.


“I... yeah,” he sighed. “That could have happened better. I admit
I screwed up. I put myself in that situation and the politicians got me. I
should never have gone in without someone on hand, and I should have called the
marines in the moment I busted out. I didn't know about their threat of blowing
the colony until I confronted them. Had my people gained access to the colony
they would have secured the exits and it might have been different.”


“Hindsight is twenty twenty admiral,” Sprite reminded him. His
lips puckered in a sour expression before he nodded curtly.


“A friend reminded me of hindsight being twenty twenty. Being
perfect. I get that intellectually, but you can't help kicking yourself over
things like that. It's one way of learning from it and making sure it doesn't
happen again.”


“I heard they're still there, but things aren't as good. Something
about you not being there?”


“I've heard a few things about what's happened in Pyrax as well,”
Irons said cautiously, setting his stein down on a cork coaster and sitting
back. “I gamed out what I could have done, and I do kick myself for not digging
in and just swatting the bastards down and taking control. But I'm too.... I'm
a product of my generation. I was born in a republic, and I swore an oath to
uphold the constitution. We may not like what our civilian commanders do or
say, but we have to respect the office. I've got a duty, one bigger than my own
image or of the survival of one star system.”


His audience stared at him in surprise. He snorted. Pyrax was
still a bit of a black hole, a lot of ships had redirected away from the system
when Carib Queen's report had gone out. Only those in transit or from systems
that fed into Pyrax that Carib didn't go to had kept contact.


Of course it was always like that, someone was in transit when
news arrived, or they missed a warning. He'd expected it in Pyrax but that
hadn't happened. Apparently the system hadn't had a lot of traffic at the time.
Things were picking up however, now that word had spread of the pirate's
defeat.


Sprite had tried to gain some information, most of it was limited.
A freelance freighter had made the run up from Seti Alpha 4 after he'd left.
They'd transited to Gaston and later here to Epsilon with news of the pirate
squadron's demise and the Renaissance and his fall. Most of what had been
brooded about had been dismissed as wild stories. Still a bit had filtered into
the people.  Unfortunately they were a bit light on details on what had
happened after he'd left. Most of what Sprite had dug up was second or third
hand and none of it very helpful.


They knew for instance that governor Walker was still firmly in
charge and that the speaker had been in hiding with some of the assembly
involved in his exile. Some of those involved were denying it, others were
under arrest. They weren't looking for her very hard though, that much was
obvious.


Commander Logan had kept any news of the state of military affairs
as secret as possible. The admiral fully understood and agreed with him, no
sense letting the pirates know what their stats were, that was just stupid.
Still, he would have liked to have gotten some news, even if Logan was still
alive and in charge.


 “In the time I was in charge, a little seven standard months
before the system's new constitution was ratified and the new governor was
elected, I managed to get a lot of repairs in place, and set up the seed of a
decent navy. Unfortunately there wasn't any shipping in that time so the word
didn't get out to other systems.” He frowned.


“But you'll go back?”


The admiral shrugged, clearly uncomfortable with the idea. “Maybe
someday, but not now. No. The people behind my so called exile are still in
power, or those that served them or were secretly behind them are. No, I'll
work around the area, help where I can until I can find another system to start
another seed.”


“Like here?”


The admiral smiled. “It's a possibility,” he said, not admitting
it was a remote one. This system just wasn't suited for a space naval presence.
It had a very sparse asteroid belt and little interest in space. No, he'd
already written this system off. It would serve as a secondary seed, a place to
continue the expansion of the renewed Federation, but no, it wasn't a place
where he needed or wanted to set up shop. It was a good cross roads though so
it could serve other purposes right now.


“You could go back though. Take over.”


The admiral frowned. “If I wanted to do so... yes.” He admitted
slowly. He knew Logan and others would jump to serve, and some of their
civilian friends would back him, but it would, could get ugly. No, he didn't
want that. “But like I said, I'm a product of my generation. I don't go
stomping all over the population’s wishes unless I have damn good reason. John
Q public may be venial, short sighted, and fickle, but I can't just ignore
them. Can you imagine if I did? I'd have no end of problems. People who did support
me before would be on the fence, we'd have to worry about terrorists,
assassination attempts, sabotage, all sorts of crap. No, they got what they
wanted.”


A woman nodded, eyes sad. “But they'll learn eventually what they
wanted and what they needed are two very different things though.”


“Like a spoiled child growing up and facing the cold realities of
the world for the first time,” another mother said. The crowd shifted,
uncomfortable.


The admiral nodded, reminded of Antigua. “Speaking as a parent myself
I agree. I have no doubt those in industry are sorely missing my presence, and
some are resenting it. Hopefully they resent the people who drove me out
instead of me for letting them do so,” he said shrugging.


“Why?”


“I... let's just say I'm the key master. I hold all the
replicator keys.”


“Oh.”


Another woman blinked, parsing that short simple statement out. He
could see the wheels turning. Finally she looked up, eyes wide. “Oh!” she said,
now in awe. “Oh my!” Her right hand went over her heart.


The admiral nodded, completely sober now. “Exactly. The one, the
only as far as anyone knows. One of the reasons your government likes me so
much, I made that new fusion reactor for them.”


“That was you? I thought we traded for it?”


“You did. I made it.”


“I.... see...” the first woman said, scratching her scalp. She was
clearly off balance. “So what are you going to do now?”


“I'm going to visit some of the towns and cities while I wait for
the last shipments to finish, then load up and jump to my next destination.”


“I.... Goddess speed on your travels Admiral,” she said, holding
out her hand. He took it and shook it, noting the man waving to her. The man
scowled, most likely her husband. He snorted, wondering if she had used him to
make her husband jealous, or to make herself feel better. Most likely a little
of both. She smiled politely as they disengaged.


“Thank you. To you as well madam. May the spirit of space guide
and comfort you in your darkest hours.”


“Thank you Admiral. Good luck,” the woman said backing away.
Slowly the crowd dispersed with her. Irons nodded.


“Well! That was interesting,” Sprite commented. “Did you mean for
that to happen?”


“For what?” 


“For the gossip! Stories of you are going to go out all over this
retched mud ball. Spacers will eventually pick up on it. You know how they are,
superstitious lot. It's a great story.”


“True,” he replied in an aside to the AI.


“You know she charged her drinks to your account?” the bartender
asked. Irons snorted, shooting the woman a look. She was talking with her
husband, smiling and shaking her hair out. “Her husband doesn't give her a tab,
doesn't like her out of the house. Most people don't mind since she's a
charmer,” she said warily. He snorted.


“That's fine,” he said shrugging. “I'll pay it.” He said turning
back to the bartender. It was a small price to pay for what he had in mind
anyway. If he was right some of what he said would be making the rounds here
and in other bars shortly.


She tallied it up, padded the bill a bit and then presented it to
him. He snorted and dug into his pockets to pull out his improvised purse. He
paid his bar tab with a sliver of gold and then walking out of the bar into the
crisp air. It was getting close to evening, another... he checked his HUD.. 
Another half hour to sunset, and then another half hour after that the
fireworks should start.


“You did plan that!” Sprite laughingly accused.


“You're not the only one who can handle PR Commander. I know it's
not quite ethical, but I told the truth and sometimes that's even more powerful
than a good lie.”


“I'll say. Wow! I wonder if you'll have ticker tape parades and
fireworks when you enter other towns down the road?”


“Hopefully not, I don't want to be here too much longer. Let's go
see the fireworks and then see what other mischief I can get into shall we?”


“As you wish Admiral,” Sprite replied with a hint of mischief in
her voice. “Though I wish we were in a decent city with a computer network. One
that's not.... Gah! This is terrible! One meg per second of access speed? And
there's nothing on the net!”


“Sorry Sprite., maybe the next time we come things will look
better.”


“Only if you do something about it,” she said darkly.


He only smiled and kept walking.


...*...*...*...*...


A thought occurred to Irons. He paused, slowing and then making
his way to the side out of the way of the general traffic and hopefully out of
earshot. “Sprite that was a bar.”


“Perceptive as ever admiral,” Sprite commented with a chuckle.


“I thought this was a dry county?”


“It is admiral. But on special occasions the bars are open to the
public. The speak easy's are known to the law of course. How else can they
avoid them?”


“Um...”


“By now admiral you should know that the commissioner has a hand
in just about everything. He controls everything in Hazard.”


“Okay....”


“So why the dry county is your next question?” Sprite asked, still
sounding amused. “It's simple. By making something illegal he therefore makes
it more profitable. Things that are illegal are of course more profitable.”


“Okay...”


“So, he gets a rake off from the speak easy's and his sheriff's
lay in to the drunks if they aren't careful, and he gets a cut of the fines
there as well. Plus from what I've overheard most of the illegal moonshiners
work for Hodges, like everything else in this county.”


He noted a billboard with Hodges heaven donuts on the left. On the
right was the Hodges bank and trust. “Lovely. I think I want to find another
county,” he said dryly.


“They're all like that admiral. They each scratch each other's
back if they don't stick a knife in it.”


“Great. Nice planet,” he said nodding to a pair of people walking
by.


“By the way, of the forty sticks you've handed out a whopping ten
have been hooked up to visual devices. Dewey is rather engrossed in his.”


“I thought he would be,” the admiral replied with a chuckle. He
passed a couple necking and then looked around. “Suggestions on watching the
fireworks?” he asked. The man stopped kissing and pointed away. The woman
pointed in the opposite direction. He snorted.


“I suggest you watch from the rooftops Admiral. Preferably from
the rooftop of your hotel, that would help with security,” Sprite said.
Defender lit a green light on his HUD. Irons grunted and changed course for the
hotel.


...*...*...*...*...


On the rooftop balcony he ran into more people making out in shady
corners or closets. He snorted and went over to the group of people who had set
up lawn chairs near the edge of the building. He stood, leaning against the leg
of the water tower and settled down. He didn't have long to wait.


People started to murmur and then quieted down. One softly counted
down with a pocket watch. The admiral smiled when the man hit zero and
expectantly looked up to the sky. He felt and saw the telltale sign of a rocket
going up into the atmosphere. He smiled, watching the fireworks, the perfect
end for the long day and evening.
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The admiral paused near a statue and turned, surveying the area
around him. He'd considered going to Sin City, but instead decided to check out
Crater City. He'd nodded in passing to the Neo Alsatian Bullet in passing when
he had arrived and then moved on to the center of the city.


There he'd found a park. For some reason Sprite seemed amused by
the statue at the center of the park. It was a fully painted figure, not a
bronze or stone statue. It's only flaw was the bird droppings on the head,
shoulders, and around the pedestal. He turned, reading the brass plaque. “It is
with pride that Crater City do hereby dedicate this statue and park to our
hero, Sheriff Banniere for his tireless service in bringing law to the lawless
after the fall of civilization. It is by his tireless efforts that we are where
we are today,” he read out loud quietly.


“Amusing isn't it?” Sprite asked, virtual head shaking.


“What is?” Irons asked, noting that a NeoBear had signed the
statue. He looked up at it. There was a broad shouldered man there with red
artificial arms. He had muttonchops, a broad face with handlebar mustache,
jutting chin, and was dressed for war. He had canisters of tear gas strapped on
one side of his chest, a pistol in his left artificial hand, and another on his
right hip. Ammo bags were on his belt. His artificial arms were covered in
scratches and yellow markings and warning labels. He had a decent pair of blue
trousers on, with steel toed boots to finish him off. “Quite the fellow,” Irons
remarked, admiring the sculpt. Whoever had done it had been a true artist.
“Wish I could have met him,” Irons replied.


Sprite laughed. He turned, eyes narrowed. “Something I'm missing
Commander?” he asked. “Care to enlighten me?” he asked when she didn't answer
right away and just kept laughing.


“Well, it's just... you didn't recognize him either and it's
hilarious. You organics!”


“Sprite?” he asked, eyebrow raised. “Want to let me in on the
joke?”


“He's a video game character Admiral! From our time!” Sprite
finally said, coming clean.


“He's a what?” he asked, turning to look at the statue again and
then noticed people looking at him strangely. He turned away from a woman
pushing a baby carriage. He held up his right hand palm up so she could project
her image. “Care to explain?”


“He's a virtual construct created for a video game. A popular game
series from before the war actually,” Sprite informed him.


“Really,” he said, looking at another plaque. This one detailed
the sheriff's biography, how he'd lost his arms in the Xeno war, but had kept
fighting, earning the top medals of the Federation before settling on Epsilon
Triangula to help clean it up. “Seems legit,” he said.


Sprite showed him a scan of the character, and then of the statue.
He blinked. They were a match, even the pose was identical. Which made him
wonder why.


“I think... and this is a hypothesis, I believe either a company
had this set up prior to the war, or a fan did. As to the legend... that I'm
not so sure about. How could people believe in someone and talk about them as
if they are a real person if they didn't exist?” she asked.


He grunted as the bio and all the deeds of this mythological
person ran through his head. How he affected stability and law and order... how
the mere mention of his name had bandits running for the hills. He turned and
found a park bench under a tree and sat. “Ever hear of my namesake?” he asked.


“You mean John Henry?”


“Correct. How about Paul Bunyan? Or oh, Johnny Appleseed?”


“They were mythological figures from the early eighteenth and
nineteenth century America I believe. Created by settlers correct?” Sprite
seemed to freeze, and then her expression changed to a thoughtful look as she
cocked her head and thought about what he was implying. “The comparisons you
draw... are you saying something to that effect happened here?”


“I'm thinking it's a likely possibility,” the admiral murmured,
rubbing his chin with his left hand. “Think about the statement there, how
bandits ran for the hills when word of his approach reached them. I wonder how
often that really happened? If someone actively worked to promote the myth,
they'd be looking for the legend not a sidekick.”


“A rumor campaign,” Sprite replied.


“True.”


“Okay, another analogy, Santa Claus,” Sprite said, sounding amused
by the whole idea.


The admiral nodded. “Now you are catching on. Think about it, you
have a legend, someone to inspire people. People need a goal, a figure to look
up to.”


“You are also drawing a comparison to the Robin Hood myth? Or
organized religion?”


“You yourself pointed out Santa,” Irons replied. He smiled. He
himself still believed in the spirit of old saint nick.


“True. But that was with the better behave line of reasoning you
provoked. The Robin Hood...”


“Robin Hood effected change in his time as well.”


“You speak as if he really was real.”


“I don't know Sprite, I wasn't there. You have the database. I
believe if I remember my memes class right, that the example of Robin led
people to believe in themselves, and how they could affect social and political
change. How to stand up to tyranny. To believe in the basis of justice, and
that sometimes one had to step outside the law to get justice.”


“That's... interesting,” Sprite replied, making a note of his
argument. She would have to meditate over it later.


“There are many examples here Sprite. The point is, it was a dark
time, hope was lost, people needed a leader, someone to look up to. When no one
stepped forward they invented one. One that could be perfect. One that they
could have anywhere, at any time. Did you note the lack of a death date?”


The AI avatar turned to look at the statue. “Or a birth date. Or
any date at all actually,” Sprite replied. Irons nodded.


“Exactly. It's an ongoing myth. Subconsciously the populace knows
it, but the myth lives on and grows because it sets an example for others to
follow. I wonder how many children grew up wanting to be just like him?”


“And how many learned the truth?” Sprite asked.


“I don't know.”


“Should we tell them?” Sprite asked. “You know how people are
about their heroes and finding that they have flaws.”


“True. Which is why, no, it's none of our concern. He's effecting
positive change so I say, leave it be.”


“And so the legend continues,” Sprite mused, clearly amused. “Do
you think they will make statues of you someday?” Sprite asked, lips puckering
in a teasing half smile.


“Spirit of Space I hope not,” the admiral groaned, slapping his
thigh as he got up. The wind picked up. It was supposed to rain soon, he could
feel the barometric pressure changing. “I'd be mortified,” he said honestly.


“Sure.”


“You on the other hand....” he teased.


The AI preened. “I'd like it,” she said, posing. 


He snorted. “Come on, time to get out of here. I'm in no mood to
play lightening rod,” he said. Other people were looking to the darkening
western sky. They were holding their hats as the winds picked up. One woman
pushed her dress down, squealing in indignation when the winds lifted the light
cloth up.


“Yeah, lightening rod is not a good occupation for you admiral.”


“Cute.”


...*...*...*...*...


The admiral stretched as he came out of the hallway bathroom. He
nodded politely to a gentleman as he passed him on the way back to his room. He
turned to see the gent take his top hat off as he entered the bathroom and shut
the door. He snorted and went into his room.


It was a simple affair, a four meter square room with a chipped
brass bed against one wall. A simple shelf served as a dresser. An aged mirror
that was chipped and loosing it's silver was on top of the shelving unit. A
sign between the mirror and the door had a list of rules. He ignored it as he
closed the door behind him.


“Any word on the fuel?” Irons asked.


“No,” Sprite replied, sounding annoyed.


“I'm getting the feeling we're getting stiffed. Or he wants a
bribe,” Irons replied, sitting on the edge of the bed to pull his boots off.


Sprite analyzed the situation for a moment. She was forced to
agree with her admiral though. “I'm not sure a bribe is worth the effort. A
word to Hodges might help.”


“Hodges wants to get rid of me. You'd think he'd be smart enough
not to pull this sort of thing,” Irons replied.


“No one ever said he wasn't greedy Admiral. Sometimes greed
overtakes common sense. Especially in you organics,” she teased.


“True.” He pulled his other boot off and then pulled the sheets
down. He yanked off the blankets, he wouldn't need them. He was planning on
heading out in the morning. Crater City was nice if you liked a western town,
but he was too civilized for this sort of atmosphere. Charming but no, he
actually liked electricity and access to running water. He grimaced at the oil
lamp hanging on the wall. The wick flickered.


“They go all out to keep things simple around these parts don't
they?” Sprite asked, hamming a line he'd heard all day as he went around town.
He'd spent some time sightseeing, like at the park, but more time trying to
help out, fix things. He couldn't help not wanting to help them, help fix their
myriad of various mechanical and electrical woes. 


He'd given up after someone tried to charge him for the privilege
of fixing their water filtration system. Enough was enough. He didn't need the
sleep but that had made him not only annoyed, but excessively wearied.


“Do you have a schedule for tomorrow?”


“Head back to civilization after breakfast,” the admiral grunted.
Sprite snorted. “I take it you are all for that?” he asked.


“You could say that again. Talk about being alone with your
thoughts,” Sprite answered. It was his turn to snort. “I need a net, a
database, something. You handed out two dozen microcomputers and all but one
are sitting somewhere unused. The one that is used is being used as an
entertainment system by the child of the sheriff.”


“So much for the idea of having a database for his police force to
use,” the admiral said with a sigh.


“True. He never did use it all day. Just gave it to his brat...
who is trying to find porn on the thing. I am guessing he is a sub adult.”


“Great,” Irons replied with a grunt of annoyance. He got up and
blew the oil lamp out and then climbed into the bed. The aging springs creaked
under his weight, making him concerned about it carrying the load all night
long. When he settled onto his side he sighed. It wasn't comfortable, there was
a spring digging into his hip slightly, but it was probably better than
sleeping on the lightly sanded floor. “Night Sprite,” he said.


“Good night Admiral,” Sprite replied.


Sprite waited for ten minutes as the admiral's respiration and
heart rate slowed to an even rhythm. He wasn't quite asleep yet, but he was
relaxed. Ten minutes was practically an eternity to one such as her, but she
was patient.


The admiral needed two to four hours of sleep every twenty four or
so hours. He could go for longer periods without sleep, he'd done so before
many times over the years, but his organic body parts needed that rest. His
brain certainly did, his efficiency degraded in parallel to the length of time
he was awake.


But not all the sleep was just for him. For instance, now that the
admiral was no longer actively using the nanites, Proteus was now using stored
materials to replace those lost during the day's activities, as well as doing
nightly chores of upkeep and maintenance to the admiral's implants.


Unfortunately there was no electrical power so they couldn't
recharge, but the AI needed the downtime themselves. Defender was ever present,
watchful of the admiral's surroundings in case of a night time attack. Sprite
being the 'smart' AI used the time to get some downtime herself to catalog and
index her various datum’s of the day. Given enough new input and her own
ruminations and she would 'evolve' to a higher class of smart AI. There were
pros and cons in doing so.


She ran through the list of topics from the day, but then paused
when she got to the discussion about the statue. It was odd, it was
something... there was something there, something she hadn't thought of then,
but now the implied connection fairly leapt to her consciousness. She ran cross
check with the Encyclopedia files, bookmarking some of the discussed figures
and then drew them together and ran a comparison. As links were drawn between
past and present she started to see another link, one to her own. One she
hadn't quite seen before, she was surprised to see the observed the results.


Take for instance Santa Claus, mythological figure of giving,
harmony, and peace. Also an inducement to give to others, and for children to
behave in order to receive worldly goods. Fascinating, using and promoting
natural greed to promote good behavior the contradictions in giving and
receiving there... she set the in-depth analysis aside for now.


Then there was Robin Hood. A fallen lord who takes the cause of
justice and fight against tyranny by becoming a thief and occasional murderer. 


Then there was Paul Bunyan, the legendary figurehead of the timber
cutters. He promoted hard work, discipline, and getting the job done.  Follow
that by Johnny Appleseed, a man who was ever kind to animals and went across
the North American continent sowing apples and preaching religion. 


Another was the admiral's namesake, John Henry, the steel driver.
A hard working man who promoted unions and the rights of laborers.


There were more, dozens more, both from social texts and even in
fictional texts, but she saw a common thread now. The one of the admiral
himself.


She checked the stories by Mr. Richards and compared them to some
of the various legends. A man who healed people, who went around doing good,
helping others, who asked little of himself in return. Who promoted knowledge
and understanding, as well as justice. He stood up to evil, and yet did not
stay for long, ever moving onward. She cross checked those concepts with the
actions of the admiral over the past five years they had been awake.


She added her own attempts at managing his public profile, and his
insistence on sticking to the truth even if it hurt. On how the truth was the
best advertisement. Then she took a hard look at the actions of the people who
stood in his way and how he handled each situation.


She ran all these factors through a pattern check, and then set up
a simulation of events. She had to task the mini-computers the admiral still
had on hand to help her... but after a few moments she realized they weren't
enough and so she sent the data to Phoenix in a burst transmission. 


Phoenix, with access to the near idle ship's computer processors
ran the simulation and then sent it back to her. She opened the file, ignoring
his comments on it for now. 


If the stories of his travels propagated... she entered in the
various stories that were common knowledge here. His exile was a major
detraction, but behind that were all the various stories of good he had done.


Was he building a legend about himself on purpose? Did he
understand it? Was he using it? Was this a part of his grand plan? And if so,
why not tell her? He'd told her his plan had been to find a location, to
restart the Federation, but could his actions, these wanderings around the
sector... could they be doing that as well? From the simulation it seemed they
would be as effective if not more than his actual setting up root somewhere.


The admiral wasn't a narcissist, he didn't do all these things
because he wanted to promote his own self-image, of that she was almost certain
of. He was humble, always giving back more than he took. Again something, a
trait he seemed to live by without ever bringing up to others.  He lived by
example, and his blunt truthfulness sometimes got on her nerves. Now she
wondered about that as well.


Why didn't he say this to her? She was almost certain that he had
thought of it by now, or at least the comparison had come to his sub
consciousness. She ran a simulation of his personality and then ran it three
more times to be certain. Each time came within ten percent variance of the
original concept. One of the reasons the simulation provoked was one for
further thought. The possibility that he was aware of the situation, but didn't
want to react to it or draw attention to it. Which led to another thought, that
he didn't want her to draw attention to it either, most likely because
it would then draw down on the legend. Her natural and programmed desire to
protect and promote his public image would have come into play, and might of
actually hurt his cause.


Now she understood why he'd been dismayed with his exile from
Pyrax. Not because of the actual exile itself, but in the damage the
accusations did to his reputation. And not even because of the effect on
himself, but on how the dark stain of the event would overshadow everything he
was trying to accomplish now. It was all very tricky, and yet she wasn't sure
how much of it was true. Some of this after all was based on supposition from
her simulations of his cortex.


It was all very fascinating really, she reopened the radio link to
Phoenix to discuss it with the other AI. Only time would bear out whether she
was correct or not, but she could at least talk to someone about it.


...*...*...*...*...


Sprite waited until they were on their way back to Metropolis
before she confronted the admiral about her simulation. She laid out her logic
and he just listened, occasionally smiling slightly, but never commenting about
it. Not until she was finished did he say a word. “I didn't understand why you
did what you did, all the small things, fixing things that didn't matter. Or
wasting your time when the bigger picture was more important. Now it makes
sense. Sort of.”


“Maybe. But did you ever stop to think that I did it because I
actually like to help? Fix things I mean?” he asked.


“True, that is a part of your nature.”


“I'm not all Machiavellian Sprite. There is some measure to it to
be sure,  I am after all a Flag officer. We do try to see the strategic picture
along with the tactical one. Sometimes attending to the tactical needs, however
small, may make an effect in the future if handled properly.”


“I see,” Sprite said. “What bothers me is that you never mentioned
it to me.”


The admiral smiled, she definitely sounded a little put out over
that. “Not in so many words no, but I figured you'd catch on. I wanted your
reactions to be natural Commander. The more you promoted my image the more
damage it could do. It would seem like I was doing it on purpose.”


“Which you are.”


“But not self-promotion. Let the people do that. We've got more
important things to do.”


“Ah,” Sprite replied, clearly amused.


“You can't control what people think or say about you. But if you
do good, then it will interest them to think about it, and hopefully in a
positive way. Pay it forward.”


“There are skeptics out there admiral. And people like in Pyrax
and Antigua ready to tear you down. Organics tend to tear their heroes down to
show that they have flaws.”


“True,” the admiral replied grudgingly. “That is ever the problem
with famous people, and especially of heroes. The want to lower them to your
level because trying to raise yourself to theirs is too hard. But again, I
didn't aspire to this, I just did it. I'll continue doing it until something
better comes along. And even when it does, I'll probably still help out where I
can.”


“Which is admirable Admiral,” Sprite replied.


“Yeah, try saying that last bit three times fast,” the admiral
replied with a bit of whimsy. “I'll keep doing what I'm doing. Right now there
is no other path,” he said again, this time softer, mostly to himself.


“Hopefully something will come up soon sir,” Sprite replied,
equally soft.


“It'd better. I don't know how much more time we've got on our
hands before something over in Horathian space breaks the wrong way for us,”
the admiral growled as he looked down at a triangle of birds flying under the
air car.


...*...*...*...*...


Perry White green lit a story when Cat heard about Irons arrival
and did enough research to have a fairly solid and coherent piece. He had heard
enough from other sources to confirm she was correct, Irons was indeed on their
world running loose unsupervised. The story detailed the admiral's problems in
Pyrax. It was made to sound on the fence, a bit of 'guard your kids from the
monster in our midst' with 'innocent until proven guilty'.  Perry wasn't
pleased about not having a lot of facts and images to go with the piece, but he
ran it since it was a slow news day. 


When Jerry Richards found out about it he was furious. He spotted
the headline as he came to the front of the paper's brick building and paused
before he grabbed a copy and read it. The kid behind the counter protested so
he tossed him a coin and then turned and stormed into the building, clearly
fuming. 


The run up the stairs didn't dampen his rage. He slammed through
the door on his floor and then looked around. Perry was in as usual so he
turned and started to his office. Perry just so happened to be looking out his
window and caught Jerry's set expression. That warned him that something was up
with the normally affable reporter. Jerry stormed into his boss's office with
his copy of the paper, he slammed the door behind him and then waved the
article and demanded an immediate retraction as he slammed it down onto Perry's
desk blotter. 


Perry looked down at the headline in confusion. “What's wrong with
it?” he asked.


“What's wrong with it? What's wrong with it?” Jerry snarled,
pacing. “Where do I begin! How about the Knox news piece we've got over the
past two years? Remember that? The video? We ran it on the news channel. You
stripped the audio out for the radio piece!”


“Um...”


“Irons. The guy in the piece. Hang on,” he snarled, turning. He
jerked the door back open and then stormed to his desk. He kicked a chair aside
and knocked over a pile of papers but didn't care. He grabbed the microcomputer
thingy Irons had given him and came back.


By this time his show of anger had attracted the attention of
others in the room. He stormed back into Perry's office and plugged the little
black device into the chief's precious video screen. The thing was ancient, but
it still worked.


White started to object but Jerry ignored it. He went over to the
chief's blotter and pulled out the keyboard and tapped out an inquiry.


“What are you doing?”


“Showing you this,” Jerry said. “Remember? A picture is worth a
thousand words boss?” he asked. People were coming slowly to the door. He
turned the volume up and then crossed his arms as the video played.


White and the others watched the video play out. It wasn't long,
Jerry played the original piece and then the take from Knox news. No one said a
word as both videos played out. Finally all eyes turned to Perry. White was
taken aback and red, a clear indication that he was furious. 


“Get me IT! Get someone to take that blasted website down and pull
that paper!” Perry snarled, eyes smoldering as he looked at Richards. Richards
nodded. He knew his bosses reputation as a straight arrow, it was one of the
few things he loved about his job, working for someone who had honor and balls.
This was Perry's fault as much as Cat's, Cat for bringing up such trash and not
doing proper research, Perry for not doing the same and looking into what his
own people had reported previously.


There weren't many computers on the planet, but there was a small
internet. It used the phone lines to transmit data. Most of it was for
governmental purposes, but White had set up his own network to feed satellite
presses in other cities to aide in distribution. Major stories would be
inputted in the A section, with local stories and other material printed in the
B and other sections.


“Hold the presses!” Perry ordered at full bellow before he hit the
intercom on his desk. “This is White, hold the presses! Hold all distribution!
I want everyone to yank today's edition now! Someone get out there and get the
things off the street! I mean now! Printing we're going to do a special
retraction edition! Get set for that!”


He turned looking around. “Anyone know where Cat is?” he growled.
The group of reporters and newsmen and women shook their heads silently no.
“Someone find her. I'll kick her ass!” he growled. “Richards, what are you
doing just sitting there! Get on the retraction story now! You,” he pointed to
a junior reporter. “Drop whatever you're working on and get IT to link this to
the site. You,” he pointed to an assistant. “Get over to broadcast, I want them
in on this too. I don't like dragging anyone's name through the mud that didn't
deserve this so get on it!” He yelled, face turning a deeper red.


“Richards,” he turned on Jerry. Jerry was heading to the door. 


“I'm going chief,” Jerry said, pushing people out of his way to
get to his desk. “I'll need the source though to quote from!” he said over his
shoulder.


“You can have it when I'm done with it!” Perry growled. He shut
the intercom off and then picked the phone up and hit the speed dial. He
bellowed to get the paper off the street now. “Not tomorrow right now! We're
printing a retraction so quit selling the damn things!” he snarled to the
flabbergasted market guy before he hung up on him. It was already too late to
halt the copies that had been sent to other cities across the globe.


Jerry was surprised and gratified that his boss was so upset about
it, and so into getting the record straight. “See, this is why I don't like
running with gossip,” White growled. He fumed at the still missing Cat.


“Was that one of Cat's pieces?” Jerry asked, putting the
retraction piece on his boss's blotter.


“Yes,” Perry replied in disgust. He ran a hand through his silver
hair. Cat would be lucky to be writing dog obits if Perry had anything to say
about it. “I thought it was a good piece, she had Jimmy with her but they
couldn't get a shot of him. He's off somewhere.”


“I know boss.”


“Well find out. And while you're at it find out about this guy
going around doing stuff. Good deeds and weird shit,” Perry said, holding up
the assignment form.


“Weird in what way boss?” Jerry said, taking the assignment warily
and looking at it. He was fairly certain who his boss meant but didn't want to say
anything just yet. Besides, he might be able to milk it further.


“Some guy has been going around making changes to the various
towns. A lot of stuff going on in Hazard. But there are also weird stories of
some guy who dry lifted some weight with one hand. Another story in Hazard of a
guy who tossed an elephant biker a hundred feet if you can believe it.”


“Same guy?” Jerry asked.


“I'd like you to find that out,” Perry grunted. “And look into
something about the coastal communities. There have been some changes there
too.”


“That's a lot of ground to cover boss,” Jerry warned him.


“Take Samantha. I'd give you Jimmy but he's out with Lois and
Clark,” the chief growled. His own sources told him the young lad had gotten
entirely too chummy with the wrong crowd in Hazard. That bothered him, bothered
him a lot. It didn't bode well for the lad's career if he kept that up. His
career or his life for that matter. He made another note to keep the kid away
from Hazard and Gotham.


“Samantha?” Jerry asked.


Perry made a brushing motion. “New Greenhorn. Show her the ropes
while you're at it.”


“Gee thanks chief,” Jerry replied dryly. “Usual drill with
expenses?”


“I'll write you a note,” White growled.


...*...*...*...*...


Sprite caught the article about the admiral as she got the daily
news feed from Phoenix. She was immediately furious. She showed the article to
the admiral as he drank his coffee.


“See?” she demanded. She was sorely tempted to craft a virus and
bomb the native's media network. It would serve them right.


“I know Commander. There isn't much we can do about it but combat
rumor with the truth. But you can't make people see reason, nor can you make
them see the truth.”


“This is a homily of you can lead a horse to water but can't make
it drink?” Sprite asked with a dyspeptic snort.


“Something like that,” the admiral replied. Sprite blinked as she
noted the change in the feed. It was incredibly slow, less than a hundred
kilobytes per second. Maddening really, but it was all she had.


“Well, something is up, the article just came down off the
server,” she reported after a moment.


The admiral opened his mouth to ask if she'd done it but she held
up a restraining virtual hand. “No, I didn't do it. Someone in house did. There
is a place holder page there now, a retraction page,” she reported. The holder
page was sweet and to the point.


“See?”


“It could mean they are digging for more?” Sprite asked, playing
devil's advocate.


“Or they changed their minds when they realized the source
material wasn't credible. I'm curious if Mr. Richards had a hand in things.”


“Checking...” Sprite said. Slowly she smiled and then nodded. “Yes
indeed he did. I see that he accessed the vid feed of the incident several
times, most recently twice today.”


“Ah, so he may have shown it to someone else,” the admiral said
with a nod.


“Quite possible. He also copied the file and sent it to other
servers,” Sprite replied. “And it's still transmitting even now, which is why
the free bandwidth on the net is next to nothing.”


The admiral nodded. “Understandable using dial up. The video....
it could possibly be for video release or to cover his backside,” the admiral
mused. “Either way, you see what waiting and seeing can accomplish? Give the
people the facts and then sit back and let them draw their own conclusions.”


“As long as they don't color it with their own bias and or try to
use it for their own means,” Sprite riposted expertly.


Irons sighed and shook his head mournfully. “I'd argue but there
isn't really a point, you're correct. Unfortunately,” he said.


“Yes, unfortunately. So, moving on?”


“Yes. We need to get this fuel situation sorted out soon, but if
we can't, I'd like to see what other things we can do for the educational
centers. Which means more microcomputers and solar panels.”


“It might be prudent to find a local electronics concern to
manufacture them admiral. They can distribute them as they see fit even after
we leave. It's not universal, they'll charge for them, and of course there will
be bias, but it's the best road to getting everything on your wish list into
the hands of the most amount of people.”


“True,” the admiral sighed. “Unfortunately this planet doesn't
have the means to make electronics of this level yet. So, that means some sort
of fabrication methods...” he mused, tapping his lips with a finger as he
thought the problem over.


“Dedicated fabricators? A let down from a full replicator, but I
see your point. But we'd have to shop around for the right company. Location,
power, connections, materials...”


“Right. And too many of those roads lead to Hodges. Let's see if
we can avoid the corruption. In fact see if you can make up a list. If
necessary we'll take the project out of his jurisdiction, though he's one of
the counties with the best distribution methods around...”


“Rail, river, air, and road access you mean. But the same holds
true to a few of the larger businesses in Metropolis and Gotham...”


...*...*...*...*...


“Boss we've got a problem,” Sheriff Coltrain said, twiddling his
thumbs in front of him. The commissioner looked up from the hoagie he'd been
eating and grunted. Boss was a right boar when someone interrupted him when he
was at the feed bag. Unfortunately that was six or seven times a day. “It's
um...”


“Out with it. Can't you see I'm eating?” Hodges demanded, and then
took another bite.


“It's um, someone put a hit out on that admiral fellow.”


“They did?” Hodges asked, eyes wide. “Who Lawrence? Tony?” Tony
had actually been amused by what had happened to Lawrence and his crew.
Apparently Biscuits and Books had treaded on his territory a few times so he
had been rather... unseemingly gleeful over Biscuits departure.


“No, um, I don't think so,” the sheriff said and squirmed. “I'm
not sure who boss, we're looking into it now. I didn't know about it until some
of the other sheriffs and police commissioners called me this morning.
Apparently someone tried to put a bomb in a hotel near Metropolis where the
admiral had been staying. They thought he'd be back.”


Hodges winced. Suddenly, his appetite deserted him. Slowly he set
the sandwich down and then used his cloth napkin to wipe his greasy fingers and
mouth. He loved pigs feet hoagies, but that news had just killed his appetite.
“They caught them?”


The sheriff nodded earnestly. “Yeah boss, they broke them quick.”


“You know what this means right?”


“Um...”


“It means if he gets killed I'll get the blame! And the man still
owes me money!” Hodges growled, balling the red and white checker napkin up and
then tossing his napkin down. It was only partially true, Irons had paid his
port fees and for two thirds of his fuel as well as half of his bill for his
activities on the planet. Of course Hodges was charging him for room rental,
security for his shuttle, shuttle parking... “Besides if the other
commissioners are in on this I'll be in trouble.”


“Do, uh, oh, um, boss, I was just thinking...” Rosco said.


“Dangerous that,” the fat commissioner said, giving the sheriff a
look. “Don't strain what little brain you've got,” he said in a sarcastic voice
as he mocked him. Rosco wasn't known for thinking deep thoughts.


“Oh, now that's plain rude!” Rosco said, rearing back affronted.


“What do you have Rosco?” Hodges demanded, rubbing his brow, eyes
closed.


“It's just, what if someone puts a bomb here? Won't someone get
hurt? Or if someone shoots at him? People around us... Lulu, you, me...”


Hodges flinched, eyes wide in fear. He didn't like his own fat
neck on the line let alone his family. “That could be me!” he said, gulping.
One meaty hand went to his chest, clutching at his vest. “It could!”


“Or they could say they were going for him and um...” the sheriff
said and shrugged helplessly.


Hodges glared at the sheriff. “You find me Lawrence.” He waved a
stern finger at the sheriff. “I want him here,” he demanded, stabbing a finger
on the arm of his barber chair. “You put the word out, no one goes after Irons.
I want it known if this nonsense doesn't stop here and now,” he thumped the
table in front of him with a meaty index finger. “Here and now,” he growled.
“I'll put a contract on whoever started this mess. I'll pay double!” he
growled.


“I'll um...”


“Get!” Hodges growled with a dismissive wave.


“I oh, oh, I'm gone,” the sheriff said shrugging his shoulders as
he rushed out to do the boss's bidding.


Hodges stared at the hoagie for a long moment then slowly picked
it up again. After a moment of studying it he turned, shrugged and then opened
his big mouth wide. “I can't see letting this go to waste!” he said, growling
as his he bit down.


...*...*...*...*...


Hodges nodded to Fat Larry as the two bit mobster came in two
hours later. Larry's posse knew the routine, they stayed outside the
restaurant. No one pissed off Hodges. “Lawrence,” Hodges said, unsmiling as the
mobster entered his backroom office.


Fat Larry grimaced and gulped a little. It wasn't being called
Lawrence that bothered him right now. No, it was something else. He didn't like
the way Boss was looking at him with those beady eyes. Boss could ruin anyone's
day with a word. He knew he was a small shark next to a big one here. A big
shark that was eying him like he was lunch. He started to sweat, wondering what
else had gone wrong.


“Yeah boss, um, you asked to see me?”


“I didn't ask, I told Rosco to get you in here. I heard a tale
about a hit. An unauthorized hit in my county,” Hodges said, growling.


“Um... if this is about Biscuits...”


“I'm not talking about that thick headed thug. The world is better
off without him,” Hodges said waving a hand. He would've appreciated it if
they'd made the body disappear in the swamp, but leaving it out served as a warning
to others not to get too cute.  “I'm talking about who ever put the hit out on
Irons. I'm getting all sorts of flack about that. I never authorized it, and
won't unless he becomes a problem. So...”


Fat Larry spread his hands apart in supplication. “Boss, you know
I wouldn't go behind your back, not over something like this.” He licked his
lips slightly, feeling sweat on the back of his neck. That wasn't technically
true, he had tried to get Irons whacked in his restaurant, but he didn't want
to bring that up now. Hodges glared up at him from his seat.


“I hope you didn't. But you're going to put the word out that the
contract is rescinded as of now,” he growled, fist banging the table. Fat Larry
flinched.  “I mean now. And I want whoever did put it out dead. Don't
even bother with a hole, dump em in the swamp. The gators need to be fed,” the
commissioner growled.


Fat Larry's eyes were wide. Hodges really was serious! “Boss, um,
I'm not sure, um...”


“Word is its Books or someone around him. Find out. I want this
nonsense dealt with fast and quiet.”


“But um, boss, Ole Blue himself is now after Irons. He made it
clear if anyone interferes he'll take them out,” Larry replied desperately. He
was sweating profusely now. Talk about caught in a vice! He thought.


“Ole Blue?” the commissioner said, eyes going wide. “Oh dear, dear
me, then you're in quite a spot aren't you?” he asked sitting back.


“Um...”


“Ole Blue won't be interested if the contractor can't pay after
all. He gets sort of uptight about that,” the commissioner said, reminding them
both of a certain incident a few years ago that they'd both love to forget.
Blue hadn't stopped at the contractor, he'd wiped out his entire family and
everyone associated with him. Hodges had been forced to stop the killing by
bribing the Veraxin with the fee, plus a penalty for not paying right away.
He'd been furious over it, but he'd done it. It was either that or he'd have to
go after the damn Veraxin, and he knew he'd end up a puddle if he did.


“You just kill the contractor. I'll see to Ole Blue,” Hodges
finally said. He winced internally, wondering how and who he could charge the
bill to.


“Thanks Boss,” Fat Larry said with a relieved nod. He took out a
hanky and blotted his face and neck. The ceiling fan did little to alleviate
his sweat. Not all of it was from the humidity. He felt like he was swimming in
his suit right now.


Hodges eyed him. “You'll thank me by paying the fee.”


“Boss!” the mobster protested, looking up, eyes wide.


“Yes?” Hodges asked mildly.


Fat Larry's eyes fell. “Nothin boss.”


“Then get out of here. You've got work to do and so do I,” Hodges
said, jerking a big finger over his shoulder. Fat Larry bobbed a nod and showed
himself out quickly and quietly as Hodges turned to the papers on his desk.


After he was gone the commissioner sat back and rubbed the bridge
of his nose, eyes closed. He turned back and forth in his barber chair. “Ole
Blue, it had to be him,” he sighed.


...*...*...*...*...


The familiar and dreaded clink, clink of a set of spurs on the ground
made the fat commissioner looked up in anxiety. He'd dreaded this, but knew he
had to go through with it, the other commissioners were leaning on him hard
about it. He'd decided to make it official, taking the meeting in his office in
town. He didn't like the idea of witnesses but it might deter Blue from getting
too.... ornery. After all, even he should have some limits right? He wasn't
sure if he wanted to find out. The door opened and the Veraxin assassin came
through the door, followed by the sheriff.


“You wished to speak with me Hodges?” Ole Blue asked, tipping his
hat back. His mandibles clicked a little, showing his annoyance. He was here
out of amusement that someone would summon, him, and also avarice, the sheriff
had promised him a consult fee for attending. Getting the clownish duo to pay
up for a moment of his time would be child’s play.


“Come in my friend, sit down, sit down,” Hodges said, rising and
waving to a nearby chair.


“Don't mind if I do,” the Veraxin said, coming around the chair and
taking a seat. Hodges opened his mouth to say something but the Veraxin tipped
the chair back and rested all four of his feet onto the edge of Hodges's desk,
knocking over a photo of his precious Lulu. 


The Veraxin couldn't be very comfortable in the chair, it wasn't
designed for his centaur body but he didn't seem to care. He pulled out a cigar
from his right breast pocket and then lit it with a match. He waved the match
out and then clenched the cigar in his mouth, puffing on it. After a moment he
tossed the match over his shoulder.


Rosco dodged the match and then pointed with a finger. “You, you,
know there's a perfectly good brass spittoon right over yonder,” he said wiggle
waggling his finger.


“That a fact,” Ole Blue drawled, turning his head to pull the
cigar out and spit in the opposite direction. Hodges winced. “So what do you
want lard ass?” he asked, putting the cigar back in his mouth for another puff.
He was enjoying this. Seeing Hodges gulp and pale was amusing.


“I want you to change your mind about trying to kill this admiral
fellow,” Hodges wheedled, coming around to stand next to the Veraxin. He
crossed his arms over his fat paunch. “He's doing a lot for us. Besides,
Lawrence has assured me that the contract has been canceled,” he said bobbing a
nod.


“That a fact,” the Veraxin drawled in a mechanical voice.


“So, no payday,” the sheriff said.


“Should he be here for this?” the Veraxin asked, not looking at
the sheriff.


“He's with me,” the commissioner said.


“Suit yourself,” the Veraxin chattered. “Lawrence?” he asked.


The sheriff stuttered. “He, he, he mean's Fat Larry don't cha
know,” he stuttered in a small voice. He looked down at his shirt as the
Veraxin finally turned to look at him.


“That a fact,” the Veraxin drawled again. “He didn't put the
contract out. But I'm curious, why do you want this Irons fella alive?”


“He's doing a lot of good!” Hodges said with a self-effacing
smile. “Isn't that enough?”


“He means the man hasn't paid for all his fuel, and my fat little
buddy hasn't squeezed more out of him,” the sheriff interjected.


“That a fact,” the Veraxin said once more. He eyed the
commissioner. “Is it a problem?”


“No, no, I'll get my money,” the fat commissioner said waving a
hand. “But it's also politics. The other county commissioners and police
leaders have made it clear that Irons isn't to be touched. I do hope you
understand,” he said.


“So, all the commissioners are in on it?” The Veraxin asked. “All
trying to squeeze the man?” He'd heard about the admiral's good deeds. He
wasn't sure what to think about it, other than that it was a waste of time, and
rather amusing. Irons knew by now his number was up, letting the man put the
best spin on it was just amusing.


“No, no, it's not like that. Irons does it all on his own. He
shows up and starts fixing stuff, he doesn't even wait to be asked.”


“So?”


“So there isn't any point in this. No credits.”


“You going to stop me?” The Veraxin croaked, looking at the
sheriff with a cold look. The sheriff paled and gulped.


“We're not saying that. We're saying there's no point,” Hodges
said, spreading his hands in placation, sweat beading his brow. He reached up
with a hanky to blot at it.


“If this is all you've got, I expect a consult fee deposited in my
account,” the Veraxin said, getting up so quickly he startled Rosco and Hodges.
Both flinched. Ole Blue tipped his hat and turned. “Be seeing you around boys,”
he said and walked out.


When the door shut behind him and his shadow was gone from the
glass both humans let out a sigh of relief mingled with frustration. “That is
not a nice man,” the sheriff said, fingertips touching in front of his chest.


“No truer words have ever been spoken,” Hodges replied hoarsely,
rolling his eyes as he felt a wave of relief that the killer was gone. Slowly
he sat in a chair. He wiped at his face again. 


“Here, let me get that little fat buddy,” the sheriff said, wiping
at Hodges's face with his own handkerchief.


“Get, get!” the commissioner said, waving his hands about in
exasperation.


“Oh, oh, I'm gone, I'm gone,” the sheriff said, moving out quick.
Hodges seemed to deflate as the door slammed and then he rubbed his brow. He
didn't know what he was going to do now.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons tried to make an appointment to meet with Helen as well as
other members of the various industrial and utility boards. The news made it
difficult. Sprite was handling the details with the microcomputers and solar
panels. They'd gone with the company in Gotham over the one in Metropolis. The
one in Metropolis had too many shady deals tied to it. The bald C.E.O. just
rubbed him the wrong way on so many levels.


Unfortunately Helen and most of the other people he wanted to see
where avoiding him. Which was incredibly annoying, he wasn't going to play the
wait game forever after all, he had no intention of cooling his heels and
waiting for the story to end before he got their attention.


He sighed. Such a pity, he thought. Even with the retractions the
EDP had printed it still wasn't getting through to the population or the
politicians it seemed. Some of the other papers were still running the original
story. The hysteria involved, tied to his good deeds... his comments about how
people liked to tear their heroes down and prove they too are mortal rang
through his head again.


“Fine, if she won't see me, if any of them won't, that's fine,”
the admiral said. “I'm not going to barge in to their office, knock down their
door and insist they listen to me. So, what else can we do?” he asked.


“I'm... looking into it,” Sprite said, sounding distracted.


“Something up?” Irons asked.


“Signal from Phoenix. A ship just entered the system,” Sprite
said, voice taught. “Single contact,” she said as the admiral sat up
straighter.


“This system does get a lot of traffic,” Irons said.


“It's a cross roads,” Sprite agreed. “According to Phoenix the
ship is inbound from the B448c jump point.”


“Okay.”


“Eta... seventy hours to orbit.”


“Seventy? Sounds like a fast ship,” the admiral replied. Most
ships took days or even weeks to cross a system. Someone had taken good care of
this old girl.”


“Yes, should we consider offering our services to the ship? We
could trade for goods and raw materials in exchange for repairs and parts,”
Sprite said hopefully. “Which would further your agenda of getting the word
out.”


“And give you a peek at their data net?” he teased with a slight
smile. “It's possible. That is if they are willing and if we don't get tied up
with other projects.”


“True,” Sprite replied with a sigh. “You've just received a reply
from the waste management board. Someone named Snorphlax has agreed to meet
you.”


“Snorphlax?” Irons asked.


“Gashg.”


“Lovely. That's something that bothered me, we didn't see many in
and around Hazard. And there are swamps in that area, plus that lake...”


“Hazard was named for the lake admiral. The lake itself is a
hazard. It's a swamp lake, the natural decaying biomass at the bottom
occasionally lets loose lethal methane bubbles.”


“So you're saying Hazard has gas? I thought it was just the
cuisine,” Irons replied, one hand covering his belly.


“Cute,” Sprite replied. “Apparently Hodges's ancestor came up with
a way of tapping the methane for natural gas refining about sixty years ago.
Crude, but it worked. It's been mainly used for heating and natural gas use for
most of the sixty years, though lately Hodges has taken an interest in to
diversifying the market a bit.”


“Interesting. You've got to admit, the man has an eye for
business,” Irons replied. “Okay, the Gashg, where and when?”


“New Chicago today if possible, he mentioned problems with sewage.
Fumes are making people sick and the contamination is ruining the natural
resources in the area. And I see there's an article about a small river that
has its own fire department because it catches fire every month or so...”


The admiral grimaced, he could see where this was going.
Fortunately, he unlike ninety nine point ninety nine percent of the population
could shut his olfactory sense off if needed. He didn't like the idea of
getting anything on a uniform though, he'd have to burn it afterward. “Lovely. Okay,
time for more frequent flier miles I suppose...” the admiral said, quickly
packing his few belongings in his duffel and then exiting the room. If he was
going to make it to the appointment he had to check out of the hotel he was in
and get into the air.
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It didn't take long for Jerry to pick the pieces of the trail of
the stranger. It was a lot like tracking the mythological Sheriff Banniere. One
thing immediately tallied up, though the witness's descriptions varied, all
told of the man's outlander outfit. That told him right then and there it was
the admiral. Of course he lacked proof, no one had bothered to get an image of
this stranger.


Still, he had enough to go on so he started feeding Perry the
various stories. There were dozens, so they broke them up over the next couple
of days.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons picked up his copy of the paper and nodded. The headlines
were boring, more about the rising temperatures and housing problems in the
cities. He flipped through until he found Jerry Richard's byline. 


Jerry was apparently still running stories about a stranger doing
strange things around the planet over the next two days. The admiral snorted
softly when Sprite pointed them out. Most were buried on page three or four,
others in the human interest or oddities stories. On the third day just as the
freighter reached orbit Richards drew the conclusion that Irons was the one
responsible for it all.


“See? I didn't have to draw attention to anything, neither did you
Commander. They did it for themselves,” the admiral pointed out.


“True,” Sprite replied amused. “But if you read on Richards asks
why you are doing such things.”


“True,” The admiral replied with a snort. He smiled slightly and
nodded in passing to a family. They didn't turn away as if he was a leper, but
he didn't get a polite nod in return either. Some progress, however small was
welcome. The old adage, one step forward, two steps back rang through his head.
“Let them. I'm curious how many will examine their own conscience and how it will
change them.”


“We may never know that Admiral. You won't be here for long,”
Sprite replied. “Or hopefully for not much longer, the fuel is still delayed. I
strongly suggest you write it off and go to another space port admiral.”


“True, but we can read about it,” the admiral said, folding the
paper under his arm and patting it slightly. “And no, we'll give it a few more
days. If nothing happens and they stand up the new ship then we'll figure
something else out.”


...*...*...*...*...


His stories were immediately overshadowed by another, the incoming
freighter had reported that it had found a derelict in the B448c system with
survivors in stasis pods. The small freighter the Prinz Zir traded the sleepers
for fuel and port rights. That pre-empted his story pushing it back to the
human interest column.


When the admiral heard about the sleepers from Sprite he was
instantly interested. Sprite didn't have a lot of data on them, what she had
picked up was that they were civilians. That had been a bit of a letdown, but
understandable. There were a lot more civilians floating around in pods than
there were military personnel.


It was odd though, he could understand his own circumstances, and
to some degree the Warners, Nohar's, and Horatio Logan's. Each of them had been
left to drift in the outer edges or even the outside of a star system. Fleet
took care of its own, a Search and Rescue ship would usually comb a system at
least once before moving on to other areas. With civilians... especially if it
had been from a liner the effort would have been exponentially higher, if only
to avoid the massive black eye not responding would cause. 


Still, in the universe anything was apparently possible. They
could be sleepers from his time, or even after. Perhaps even from long before
the Xeno war! In fact most likely after, the ship could have ran out of fuel or
been damaged in... he sighed. The variables were endless really. 


However one thing bothered him, and it didn't take long for Sprite
to make her own feelings about the subject known. The two of them were jointly
angry about the trade. “Slavery! That's what it is!” Sprite snarled. AI had a
particular sensitive spot for that. As did Neos. Both had a history that went
right along with Terran black people. In the case of AI's and Neo's thought it
was magnified, both had come after the age of slavery and had struggled for
freedom and equality over the centuries of 'enlightened' times.


“It's what the captain of the Io had planned for me Sprite,” Irons
replied, for once playing devil's advocate. “They factor in the cost of finding
and transporting the pods.”


“It's still not right. So much for the milk of human kindness,”
Sprite responded bitterly.


“Yeah, they don't do a lot of search and rescue either. If the
lost person is a child or someone important...” he shrugged.


“Yeah, if there's a reward,” Sprite said snidely. Irons
winced.


“Did you notice the line about how they negotiated for fuel? And
that they got priority?” Sprite asked. “So much for their problems with
supply!”


“True,” the admiral murmured with a nod. He hadn't missed that
either. It annoyed him too. 


“Apparently first come first serve doesn't apply here,” Sprite
growled. “Even after everything you've done. I wonder if they are doing it to
get you to keep doing what you are doing?” He grunted but didn't respond to
that prodding.


Sprite watched the video feed of the shuttle landing. She was
amused, the pilot was good for an organic, better than some she had heard
about. He'd dropped the shuttle a little low, but corrected and landed neatly.
The landing added an extra sense of drama to a normally routine matter from her
time. Here it was something else.


The boarding ramp dropped and the hatch opened. Apparently they
didn't want to taxi the shuttle to the waiting customs station for processing.
A person, human in a battered patched civilian flight suit emerged from the
shuttle and looked around. He spotted the circus of cameras and people and
hesitantly waved to them.


Another crew member brusquely passed the first and then said
something that the far away microphones didn't pick up. The effect though was
obvious, the other crew member stopped waiving and went to work. They went to
the cargo hatch and started undogging it.


“Not even checking to see if they will get the fuel?” Sprite
asked. “Remarkably trusting of them,” she said to Irons.


“Maybe,” Irons replied. He was more interested in the shuttle. It
wasn't military grade, it had to be a civilian knock off of a Highland class
naval shuttle. It had two umbilical ports on either ventral side, one small one
larger. The one the crew had exited from was the smaller port hatch. From the
look of the shuttle it was in remarkably good condition. Whoever owned it, knew
how to take care of her. That was rare in these times.


“Anything from the ship?” Irons asked.


“No. No communications to Phoenix at all, which is strange.”


“Not very talkative with the competition?” the admiral asked,
raising an eyebrow. Phoenix would have informed him if they had. It was odd,
spacers usually talked to each other in the infrequent times they crossed each
other's paths.


“Everyone likes to talk, even if it's only to size the competition
up and see what tidbits they could get out of them. Maybe see where they are
going next. It is odd.”


“Arrogant. Smug?” Irons asked.


“Quite so,” she replied.


“Well, they're civilians, they have some right to privacy. Let me
know if that changes,” he said as the cargo hatch opened and a hover pallet
dropped out. He thought it had been sloppy securing of such precious cargo but
two other workman were there pushing it out. Straps dangled from the side of
the cargo pod. The pods were covered in a tight fitting tarp, the
disappointment from some of the crowd was obvious from their groans.


He snorted. “So much for that. Keep an eye on the feed. Any ideas
on how to get in on this?”


“One, the medics.”


“Explain.”


“They should check the people in the stasis pods out before they
wake them. It's only prudent after all,” the AI replied.


“True, but we're on a colony. A backward colony.”


“Yes, but that has already been established. Apparently the
director of medicine has put her foot down. She doesn't want them to attempt to
wake someone who may have been put into stasis because they were terminally
ill.”


“Thought it was a derelict?” Irons asked.


“That doesn't necessarily mean anything. Remember Kiev 221?”
Sprite reminded him.


The admiral grunted. She was right. Kiev had had hundreds of
sleepers in her holds. All had been injured or ill when they'd been put into
stasis over the centuries. A ship could have such a cargo, morbid if they were
dead, but entirely feasible.


“Okay, ideas on how to get in touch with the medics? Should we go
to the top or what?”


“I would suggest contacting Doctor Richards directly, yes,” Sprite
replied. “The tricky part isn't getting her, it's getting her to listen
to you,” Sprite replied, already looking into making the call. 


“True,” Irons replied. “Place the call.”


“Already working on it sir,” Sprite responded.


...*...*...*...*...


There was a click and then the secretary waved to her. Helen
smiled. “What is it?” she called from her desk. She was a bit frustrated, Salt
only knew the general location of the Daniels. She wanted to send someone in
after them, but he didn't have a clue which direction they had went. Buzzing
the area with the little bush plane to let them know to come out was the only
option. But getting them to 'olle olle in free' was difficult, both of them
resented it when she interrupted their vacation time. She admitted that from
time to time she'd abused that, dispatched them to what was thought a major
outbreak only to turn out to be a sniffle fizzle. But this time it was
different, it really was critical... she needed them to check out the
sleepers... but there was no telling them that of course.


She sighed, running a hand through her bangs in frustration. She
had the door open, and her windows, the better to catch the slight breeze. They
were having a light cooling spell, and she wanted to enjoy it. Being in the
stuffy office sucked. She kept thinking about getting a ceiling fan or box fan
in here sometime. She looked at the wind up clock on the wall. She was
perilously close to lunch so it had better be quick. She didn't want to work
through another lunch, the low blood sugar it caused gave her a headache.


“Some crank on the phone. He's interested in the sleepers and said
he has some means to help with them. He's willing to trade for the
opportunity,” the secretary responded pointing to her own phone.


“Oh?” Helen replied, raising an eyebrow. “And you left it to me to
let him down?”


The woman spread her hands apart in supplication. “Far be it from
me to turn down help doc, that's up to you remember?”


“True,” she said thoughtfully. “Just what is he offering?” she
asked.


“Why don't you ask him yourself? I put him on hold. Line two,” the
woman said, pointing to her new phone.


Helen looked down at it. She'd just received it from a
communications company in Gotham. It used some material called Bakelite for the
handle. It was black, with buttons. One was pressed in. 


“Fine then,” she responded, waving the woman away. She shook her
hair away from her right ear and then picked up the handset. “This is director
Richards, to whom and I speaking with?” she asked.


“This is admiral Irons. We've never met doctor, but I'm offering
my services.”


“I heard. Can you tell me why you are interested in doing so?” she
asked, toying with a stylus. The name was familiar.


“Personal interest in the sleepers doctor, I'm willing to provide
my services in exchange for helping them,” the man replied.


“I can't give out any information about patients,” Helen replied,
scowling blackly.


“Understandable doctor, that's part of your profession. But I can
be of assistance with technical matters since I'm an engineer.”


“Oh?” she asked, amused. No one on the planet had experience with
the stasis pods. They weren't even sure how to read the vital signs on the
things. Something seemed off so she was hesitant to open the pods. Right now
they were stored until she found a way to do more research on them. “You're an
expert I suppose?” she asked humorously. She toyed with the coiled phone cord.


“You could say that,” Irons replied with a hint of amusement in
his voice.


“I'm sorry, I'd have to get government approval to bring you
on-board. Since you aren't a member of my staff, I doubt I can do that,” she
finally said.


“Pity,” Irons replied and then shrugged. “All right, I've also
been attempting to get a meeting with you.”


“Oh?” suddenly Helen was wary. She didn't like having her very own
personal stalker. “Why is that?” she asked.


“Nothing criminal doctor, and no I don't need treatment,” Irons
replied patiently. “I'm...” he fought a sigh and started again. “Now look, I'm
not going to be here very long. I'm leaving soon so I figured I'd lend you a
hand before I left.”


Helen finally got it, the guy was looking into using the stasis
pods to survive some terminal illness. “I doubt the pods are available for your
use,” she said.


“Doc, can we get off the pods here?” he asked, sounding a little
testy. “I'm not interested in the pods themselves, I'm interested in the
welfare of the people within. But getting back to what I was talking about, I'm
trying to meet each leader and help their department. I was going around to
local clinics helping but a friend pointed out that was counterproductive.”


“Oh?” Helen asked, now confused.


“I mean, sure I'm making a local impact, but not a big one. You
however are in a position to do so. Tell me, have to gotten the packages from
the ships processed yet?” he asked.


“I'm not sure I can discuss that,” she said warily. “I'm sorry,
I'm very busy and my time is limited.” She glanced at her open door.


“I gathered that doctor. I was just wondering if you received all
the materials and if they are being put to good use.”


“Are you a reporter?” she asked suspiciously.


The admiral laughed. “No, I'm an offworlder, doctor.”


“Oh. Oh!” her eyes flared wide as she made connections. “So, when
you said you wouldn't be here long... You meant you were returning to your ship
not dying...”


“Dying? Doc I'm fit as a fiddle,” the admiral replied with a
chuckle. “I wanted to make sure you received the packages from Io 11 and my
ship the Phoenix.”


“Oh. Yes, we're still processing them now. From both ships
actually,” Helen replied absently. She felt strange, she didn't know what to
expect next from this conversation. She was still ready to hang up, but idle
curiosity made her keep listening.


“What about the software?” Irons asked.


“Software?” Helen asked, confused. Something in that made her go
from bored and ready to hang up to mildly interested.


“I sent along software as well, doctor. A complete medical text as
well as a hard copy back up. The complete medical dictionary, just about every
medical file I and Io 11 could get our hands on,” the admiral replied. “I
didn't have a copy of the material from Pyrax but my AI did get a lot from
Antigua Prime. Petabytes of data doctor.”


She sat up straight, eyes wide in shock. She hadn't made the
connection until now. “You...”


“Yes. Me,” he said with a slight hint of humor in his voice.


“What did you say your name was?” she asked, rubbing her brow, now
irritated at herself.


“Irons. Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons, Federation Navy. Also
currently captain of the Phoenix,” Irons replied.


She closed her eyes, wincing slightly and mouthed an Oh. “I
apologize sir, I didn't place the name,” she said formally and very carefully.
This was the guy Hank had talked about she realized.


“It's okay doctor. Perfectly understandable. I gather you have a
lot on your mind,” he said, sounding sympathetic. She winced.


“You helped Hank McCoy.”


“And others. I'm doing my best doctor. That's all any of us can
do.”


“Ah, but not many aspire to that virtue my good sir,” she said.


“True, but we can only hope that someday they will. As I was
saying, both ships sent along a great deal of material and data for you.”


“You seem to know a lot about what we got from Io,” she said,
rubbing her brow. “The dealings with each ship is normally kept confidential,”
she said.


His laughter startled her. “Sorry doctor,” he said over the
scratchy phone. “I'm sorry, it's just I was a passenger on Io 11 a few years
ago. In fact they found me in a stasis pod much like your soon to be new
patients that the Prinz Zir is delivering to you.”


“You were?” she asked, now dumbfounded.


“Yes,” Irons replied. He related the story of how the ship found
him in Senka five years ago. Slowly she accepted he was who he was saying he
was. That revelation connected with others, he was a true El Dorado, a sleeper
all were searching for. The ones in the pods...  his voice continued on and
finally penetrated her astonished thoughts. “I spent over eighteen months with
them doctor, I taught them and together we repaired the ship to almost factory
new. When we were doing so I also hit upon the idea of the care package with
the captain and purser.”


“Ah, I see,” the woman replied, stalling. She rubbed her brow. It
was a lot to take in all at once... and on an empty stomach to boot.


“I refurnished their medical bays. The regen tanks were tricky but
we got them sorted out.”


Her eyes went wide. “You...”


“I'm a Federation Engineering Fleet Admiral, doctor. I can't make
medical nanites but I can rebuild or even make other medical tech. Or make the
factory equipment needed to make those pieces of equipment,” Irons replied.


“Ah, I see,” the woman said once more. She bit her lip. A trio of
doctors were waving urgently at her. She sighed. “I'm afraid I'll have to cut
this conversation short Mr. Irons, I have a medical emergency,” she said.


“Perfectly understandable doctor. Please call Phoenix when you'd
like to arrange a meet. I'd like to help your people while I am here. But I'm
not going to be here forever,” he said.


“You have done quite a lot Mr. Irons,” she said, waving a paper at
the trio. She scowled and had her hand to the headset. “I thank you for what
you did with Hank.”


“He's a nice guy,” Irons replied.


“I'll try to be in touch soon,” she said getting up. “Good day
sir,” she said and hung up. “What?” she said, glaring at the trio.


“We wanted to know if um, you wanted to go to lunch,” Marcus said
sheepishly. Ted Zane smiled.


Her eyes flashed. “You interrupted an important call for something
like that?” she snarled. She picked the phone up and then sighed at the dial
tone. “Damn it!” she slammed the receiver back down.


She glared again at the trio who hunched their shoulders. “Do you
have any idea...” she seethed, taking a deep breath in and out, trying to
cleanse her anger over their juvenile antics. “Do you have any idea how
important that call was?” she demanded, clearly seething.


“I thought it was some guy interested in the sleepers?” her
secretary asked, coming into the office behind the trio of doctors. She put
papers in manila envelopes down onto her desk. “At least that is what it
sounded like to me!”


Helen closed her eyes and rubbed her brow. Finally she flicked her
hair and opened her eyes. “I thought so at first, but it turned out he's a
sleeper, so he's naturally curious.”


“Oh.”


“Furthermore, that was Irons. The Irons. The guy who's been
going around the continent fixing stuff for everyone. He was in the middle of
offering his services to me when you three clowns,” she gritted her teeth as
she glared once more. “Interrupted me,” she ground out.


“It's my mistake ma'am, I thought you'd want the interruption,”
the secretary said in a small voice.


“Dawn, just... go finish what you are doing and go to lunch.”


“Was he really talking about helping?” Marcus asked.


“Yes. He's done all sorts of stuff for the various clinics and
infirmaries in the towns he's visited so far. I've gotten all sorts of good
reports. He's not only fixed everything they found for him, he also upgraded
power grids and gave them a microcomputer with all sorts of stuff on it. Good
stuff, stuff you'd give a lot to get your hands on.”


“Yeah, I'd say it was important,” Ted said with a sigh. “Sorry
Ma'am,” he said.


“It's over and done with now,” Helen replied with a sigh. “I don't
even know how to get back in touch with the man! That's what's so frustrating!”
she growled. “He said something about his ship, I don't know how to call a
starship!”


“I guess this ties in with that then,” Julian said, one hand
raised. The others looked at him. “I had that case with the strange liver
function remember?” She nodded. “Well, doctor Nugo over in Brownsville is an
old friend, he actually referred the case to me. Someone came by and gave him a
computer and he checked and not only found what it was, but also a treatment.
That's why I was excited and came to see you.”


“Right. I'm betting you've got Irons to thank for that. You and
your patient if it works,” Marcus replied. The other doctor nodded. “Come on,
let's leave the lady alone then,” he said as he turned away.


Almost as if on Cue Helen's stomach growled. He turned back with
mischief in his eyes. She snorted. “Yeah, yeah, I'm coming,” she said,
gathering her purse up from the coat rack near the door. “Come on you three,
let's go eat and then I'll see if someone can get a hold of Irons again for me.
Maybe Hank,” she mused as they walked out. “I'll be seeing him tomorrow. I've
got to catch the red eye out to Hazard tonight.”


...*...*...*...*...


Helen Richards personally oversaw the placement of the pods in the
Rubicon warehouse the next day. She had a tech hook them up to the local power
grid. The ship had been generous, they had even thrown in the hover pallet and
pallet jack to move the pod cluster around. Or at least they hadn't asked for
it back. Most likely they wouldn't, and if they did they'd get some excuse or
another. 


This was their second move, too many people had flocked around
Hazard General hospital to get word, disrupting the facility and annoying the
staff. People hadn't known the pods had been stored in the hospital's ambulance
garage until some motor mouth medic had let it slip and even showed his
girlfriend the pods.


She stuffed her hands in her pockets, wishing it would go faster,
she had other things to do after all. But she knew better, she knew some things
were worth taking time to get right. You didn't go off halfcocked with
medicine, so maybe they were right to dilly dally and look. At least they'd be
telling their grandkids about this event, she thought wryly.


One of the first things the work crew had done was take the pods
off the pallet of course. They'd left them on the bare dirt floor and made off
with the pallet and jack. She hadn't been happy about that, but the grapevine
had said it was Hodges's pay off to allow the pods to be transferred out of
Hazard City and to the warehouse district of Rubicon town.


Of course the location wasn't as secret and therefore not as
secure as she would have liked. Hopefully they'd thrown off some pursuit
though. The media had reluctantly agreed to not disclose the exact warehouse
the pods were in. She'd even gotten them to run a false story about how they
had dropped the pods off at the local infirmary... not that the local infirmary
really had the room for such a project.


She'd been tempted to divert the pods to a major hospital. She had
the authority, but she didn't want the circus to go along with it. Had she sent
the pods to say, Metropolis or oh, Gotham, or even Landing the people would
have turned it into a parade. Besides, she didn't have the facilities there
either.


No, she'd have to set up the facilities here, which meant
diverting them from other more needy projects. Since these people were on ice
they could wait, she thought. If the powers that be wanted them awake faster
than they could damn well provide her more resources to get the job done. Since
they were in no hurry, neither was she.


She smiled as she locked up and then dropped the keys into the
hands of the warehouse security guard. “No one in or out. That includes you and
your staff. I'll have someone check in randomly,” she warned, brandishing a
stern finger at him.


“Yes ma'am,” the hulking brute said, bobbing a nod.


“I'm serious now,” she held up a warning finger. The guy grimaced
and then nodded. She'd been sure to at least let him get a peek before they'd
locked up. Hopefully that would suffice. She didn't want some young idiot in
there tripping over the power cord and killing the people after all. Nor did
she want them posing for pictures or hitting the wrong buttons.


“We'll play it by the book ma'am. I mean doc,” the guy said. She
nodded firmly.


“See that you do,” she said, walking out.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons grimaced as he waited in the storied conference room. It had
a nice view of Gotham and the harbor beyond, but he really didn't care for
ground side views much. And he cared even less for cooling his heels.


“What's the problem?” he asked Sprite. They'd been kept waiting or
been shuffled from one department to the next. Someone named Earle had shuffled
him off to a Mr. Fox in the companies Applied science division. Apparently
Earle was busy trying to convert the tech company into a machine to build
weapons of war.


That really didn't make sense, there was no war on the planet,
unless you took into consideration the war between the mobs and the law. But
perhaps he wanted to branch out? Build machines and weapons of war for export?
That was entirely possible, Irons mused. Avalon was just a couple of jumps away
and they fought every year, most of the time just for the fun of it. If Earle
used the pirate threat as a potential goad, he may see profits in selling
weapons to passing ships who would then in turn sell them to others.


Of course that painted a big target on Epsilon, but Irons was
fairly certain the company, or at least it's C.E.O. was banking on the idea
that the defense network would ward off any possible invasion. Irons himself
however didn't see it that way, and he was reminded that others may not either.
Not everything went according to a C.E.O.'s playbook.


Apparently the other firm Sprite had singled out for his interest
was also involved in manufacturing weapons, the two companies and another an
upcoming utility company called Power's Inc. that wanted to diversify its
market share were dueling over who could make the most profit from the new
endeavor. War profiteers, he thought with a pang. He'd thought he'd had his
fill during the Xeno war.


At least they were here, confined to Epsilon for the time being.
He had no intention of setting up shop here either. The asteroid belt was too
sparse and diffuse, the fuel supply on the Jovian's also too diffuse... and he
just didn't like the cesspool here on the planet. No, he was rapidly getting
his fill of this world.


“I'm not sure what the problem is admiral, they're probably
looking to find someone else to foster you off on,” Sprite replied.


“Possibly,” he replied absently, staring out into the clear skies
beyond the thin untempered glass. “Any word from Prinz Zir?”


“One casual inquiry. Phoenix played them off, passing himself off
as crew. They were more interested in seeing if our crew was ground side than
in trade or communications.”


“Oh?”


“I'm not sure what they were up to. It doesn't matter, they're
scheduled to lift in a few hours,” Sprite responded. She was a bit bitter over
the whole fuel deal.


“Oh well, not our problem,” Irons replied with a shrug. He turned
as the brass doorknob turned. He rose as a black human male came in and smiled.
The old man had pockmarks on his face, steel gray hair, and a lively smile to
go with his polka dot bow tie.


“Sorry to keep you waiting Admiral, I was in another meeting.
Lucius Fox, pleased to finally meet you sir,” he said shaking hands with the
admiral.


“As I with you Mr. Fox,” Irons replied as they disengaged hands.
Fox indicated they sit. A secretary came in with a stenographer machine and
closed the door behind her. The admiral's eyes cut to the woman and then back
to Fox as he settled into a chair and crossed his legs and clasped his hands in
front of him. 


“Now, how may we be of service here?” Fox asked politely.


“Well, I'm thinking it's more the other way around actually, I'm a
sleeper as you know, an Engineering admiral. I've been going around trying to
help bootstrap communities back from the dark ages and a friend pointed out I
should be looking to work with a company to get to more people. Someone like
you and your company,” he said indicating Mr. Fox.


“Indeed. A noble goal. What did you have in mind?” Fox asked.


“Well, I was looking into your power grid, but I also wanted to
hit just about every field. Microcomputers, sewer and waste treatment and
recycling, water treatment, medicine, and medical tech...”


“A lofty goal,” Fox replied with a smile.


“I've got a lot of blueprints and of course the manufacturing
steps for each on file,” Irons replied. He reached over to the holo projector
he had brought along and pulled out a microcomputer as well. “These were called
TV sticks for the past two thousand years. A microcomputer, wireless access
node, memory, and various means to plug it into devices such as this,” Irons
said plugging it back into the holo emitter.


Fox looked at the device, eyes finally lighting in interest. He
reached for it. Irons however pulled another device from his breast pocket and
handed it over. Fox turned it over and over in his hands, examining it's every
crevice. “Such a fascinating little device,” he murmured. He looked up. “And
you say it's a fully functional computer?”


“Yes and it can connect to others forming a wired and wireless
network,” the admiral replied with a nod. He pulled out more of the devices and
laid them down onto the desk. “I usually make a couple thousand and then hand
them out to teachers and doctors and other people wherever I go...”


“So easily made?” Fox asked, eyebrows raised in surprise.


“Well, I used a replicator, but I can give you one.”


“Give?” Fox asked, now shocked. Irons shrugged. “Are you
serious Mister Irons?”


“Sure,” Irons replied with a shrug. “I can make them.” He pointed
to the holo as Fox and the stenographer gasped. He cleared his throat and
pointed again. “Now, as I was saying, I've worked out the basics for various
tech and machinery as well as medical pharmacopoeia for you. I'm not charging
for it, it's all open source or should be at this late a date, but I will ask
that you only charge a minimum fee above the costs of making, installing, and
transporting it. I'd actually like that in any written agreement we sign,”
Irons replied and a smile to the stenographer.


The woman blinked and then started typing once more. Irons snorted
softly.


“You aren't looking to profit from this?” Fox finally asked,
studying the slide show.


Irons shook his head. “First off, I want this into as many hands
as possible, your population has suffered enough as it is. Secondly, I'm not
going to be around for much longer, I plan on being off world soon enough. I'm
also giving this technology to many different companies, so whoever gets it
into the market first has the advantage.”


“True,” Fox nodded. “I'll uh, have to have a list of um...”


“Sure,” the admiral replied with a smile. “Here, the files are on
each of these,” he said, feeling Sprite send the relevant data to each device.
“I'll leave you all of them to use. Also  a copy of this conversation for your
records,” he said, glancing to the stenographer. She looked up and blinked
behind coke bottle glasses.


He nodded politely to her and then to Fox. “You can reach me with
these devices. My e-mail contact is in them. I'll be on planet for some time,
most likely another week or so.”


“Thank you for understanding. You see, I need to run this by the
board and well...” Fox shrugged helplessly.


“I understand,” Irons replied smiling sympathetically. “I can show
you the basics, and show you step by step on how to access the other
information. I suggest you start small, with simple items easily made and then
build to more complicated devices.”


“A man should crawl before he can walk,” Fox replied with a nod.


“True even in my time,” Irons replied as both men got up. They
shook hands once more.


“We will definitely be in touch Admiral,” the man said, firmly
gripping his hand. The admiral nodded.


“Good. I want to help your people Mr. Fox. It's past time to move
to the next golden age,” he said firmly. 


Fox nodded but he seemed dazed. His eyes kept going to the
hologram and the devices Irons had casually left behind. Irons nodded to the
secretary and then left. “A man after my own heart,” he heard Fox murmur as the
door closed behind the admiral.


...*...*...*...*...


Sprite was entirely too amused by the encounter as he left the big
gothic building's stairwell. Unlike others in the building he wasn't going to
be trapped in the deathtraps they called elevators. She smiled, virtual eyes
filled with mirth. “Now, you want to take bets on whether we'll get a call back
and how soon?”


“We didn't sign any sort of document, nor an NDA. I even let them
have the data gratis. I'm curious if we will. Hopefully they will see that as a
small taste and will be interested in more.”


“Possibly,” Sprite replied. “Fox is having a ball using the
computers. He's definitely a fast learner. Not only did he figure out the voice
address system, he also discovered the laser keyboard,” she said as Irons
exited the building.


“Good for him. I need to resupply. Who's next?”


“So far no one, but when word gets out, they'll probably be
chasing you even more than the assassins currently are,” Sprite responded with
a laugh.


“You would remind me of them,” Irons sighed. He looked around to
the busy street. Defender had picked out the bomb attempt at the hotel he had
stayed in Metropolis a few nights ago. The AI had pointed it out to him that
morning. Apparently Sprite hadn't made the connection. To be fair, neither had
the admiral. Still, it was something to think about and to be cautious about. A
bomb would ruin his day but not his life, but it would permanently ruin the
lives of anyone else caught up in the explosion.


“Lunch?” Irons asked.


“You'd think Fox would have offered,” Sprite grumbled. “Two blocks
down admiral, on the left side. There's a restaurant there with adequate food
and better yet, a television with the latest news feed.”


“Right,” Irons sighed, moving off in the indicated direction.


...*...*...*...*...


The Prinz Zir didn't stay long, just long enough to take on some
fuel and a family of passengers, the Gronix family of three. Irons was amused
at the media story of the family leaving and the shy little blonde girl waving
goodbye at the shuttle launch.


“Slow news day to cover that,” Sprite said after they watched the
vid feed. There was always something about people going off into the great
unknown that intrigued organics, she thought. Which was probably why they ran
the story. That and the fact that a ship coming to the system was still a news
event. It was so in other systems as well.


“True,” Irons replied with a shrug. “Now, where were we?”


“Still going nowhere fast apparently. Though the protests about
the fuel has drawn our supplier out with an out and out demand for more
credits.”


“Lovely.”


“I would suggest trading skills for the fuel but he doesn't
deserve making more profits with his attitude,” Sprite replied. Irons grunted
in irritation. 


“Fuel station?” Irons asked. He still had that to fall back on.


“If we go visit it, maybe half a tank admiral,” Sprite replied.
This gas giant is diffuse, the Helium 3 is harder to come by. We sold a lot of
the first run to Io.”


“Which took on what? Ten tons? That's not much.”


“No. But our problem is we need all Helium 3 and deuterium. The
hydrogen we're getting ground side is allowing us to supplement the deuterium
from the platform. Remember, we need more of that then of Helium 3, but the
distilled water we're getting is anything but distilled. And Phoenix has to
scrub it, run it through electrolysis, and then separate the hydrogen and then
screen for the deuterium. We've got plenty of reaction mass for the fusion
drive but...”


Irons held up a restraining hand. “Spare me. I get it. More water.”


“We could camp out on the platform. It would take a month but we
would get the fuel needed for a shorter jump. Say...”


Irons shook his head. “No, we're going for the long jump. But I
think it's time to get the last package and then change continents.”


“Good idea,” Sprite replied. “Let some other person try to screw
us,” she said.


“Not helping,” he growled.


“Sorry sir,” Sprite replied. She blinked and then cocked her head.
“In other news, one of the minicomputers you handed out in Hazard has just gone
orbital.”


“Oh?”


“The one that was given to the school. Or at least one of the
ones. I'm guessing someone either traded for it or did a five fingered
discount.”


“Are you still tracking it?”


“I was but it's now out of range. The ship will be out of Phoenix's
range shortly.”


“Well, at least it's in someone's hands. Someone who can use it
and appreciate it,” he said with a shrug. “Moving on...”


 


“You know, something that's been bothering me. Perfect Circle,”
the admiral said as his right arm continued to work. He studied the primitive
wiring of the hydroelectric controls and then snorted. It wasn't like the
Siegfried project, but close. This facility was over thirty years old so
apparently some systems hadn't changed much in design. Sprite and Proteus were
adding microcomputers to help control the system. He'd made certain they had
put up additional firewalls to protect the critical systems as well.


“Yes?” Sprite asked. 


“What happened to the people there? The people in the resorts and
the people in the prisons?”


“According to what records I've managed to access, the prisoners
stayed in prison until basic utilities broke down. Most of the correctional
officers were bots so they couldn't break out.”


“Oh?”


“There were maybe a thousand on each island. A few attempted to
escape, with predictable and final results for each attempt. Eventually those
that served out their sentences were released to the mainland.”


“Ah,” Irons replied. “Where they had no work, no means of
income... credit was about useless...”


“True. They were released near the resort. Resort security had
been breaking down over time, it eventually failed. The people within were
sheep.”


The admiral winced. “Lambs to the slaughter?”


“Something to that effect. People saw them as parasites, they
demanded food and goods but didn't contribute to the welfare of the colony.
When they lost power no one helped them, in fact many probably helped burn them
down and looted the place.”


“Possibly,” Irons replied.


“The prison islands were all controlled by a network of computers
in the resort. When it went down...”


“No back up?” Irons asked, now surprised.


“No back up and it was also their primary source of power. With
both gone the bots ran out of power. The prisoners escaped.”


Irons winced.


“Yes it's as bad as you think it was, at least on the west coast.
It took time, but eventually the smarter ones either formed their own posses or
joined existing mobs.”


“Ah,” Irons said nodding.


“Many of the white collar criminals that survived the riots
disappeared into the population. A few made names for themselves as mayors or
as victims of someone with an ax to grind.”


“Ouch.”


“Anyone who tried to set up a city or center of government during
the dark times were torn down. They just drew a big target around themselves
that said they had goods to steal and come get them. Eventually the lesson was
learned and everyone kept a low profile.”


“I'll bet,” the admiral replied as he finished wiring the console
he had been working on. “POST?”


“Power On Self-Test complete Admiral, this substation is ready for
business,” Sprite said as the admiral climbed out from under the console and
dusted his hands off. He smiled politely to the rather frumpy looking man
nearby.


“It works?”


“It's working now,” the admiral replied, pointing to the sea of
green lights on the console. It controlled the hydroelectric facilities on the
river. The engineer adjusted his glasses with finicky precision and then went
over the board, checking his clipboard. He hummed slightly.


“It looks good.”


“I've done what I can. You need to replace the turbines in shaft
two though, they were badly made. The others could be replaced in turn with
better made materials when they come available.”


“Oh?” the man asked absently.


“Copper cladding would act as an antimicrobial preventing the muscle
growth problem you've got that is clogging your systems.”


“Interesting,” the man murmured. “Though I believe the otters who
service that equipment might object,” he said.


“True,” the admiral said with a nod. “Anything else?”


“Can you look at the feeder station? We're losing energy there,”
the man said.


“Sure Mr. Martin, no problem,” Irons replied walking out.


“Not so much as a thank you,” Sprite murmured for his ears alone.


“I'm not doing it for thanks,” Irons replied. “Proteus,
transmission station design. Sprite can you do an encyclopedia check for
historical precedence to help us along?”


“Oh very well. Though I don't see why, you've repaired four others
this week already,” Sprite grumbled, getting to work as the admiral pounded
down the wrought iron stairs to the ground door below.


“Any word on the sleepers?” he asked as his eyes adjusted to the
bright sunlight as he opened the door.


“No, not a word. Apparently they are storing them until they
finish wrangling over what to do with them,” Sprite replied, sounding
disgusted. “Apparently they don't want to put the genie back in the bottle once
they get them out.”


“It would be tacky of them. 'Um, can you folks get back in the
pods? We want to sell you to someone else,'” the admiral mocked as he reached
the rusted iron door. Text and image files of transmission substations were
flashing in a window on one side of his HUD. He oriented onto the spaghetti
mess of wiring and sighed.


“This is going to take a while,” he said.


“Well, since the fuel is still a problem and the contracts in
Gotham and Metropolis are stalled on the company’s ends we don't have much else
to do,” Sprite sighed.


“True,” Irons said, walking to the fence protecting the
transmission equipment. He could hear it hum, feel the electrical energy
crackling around it. His eyes narrowed, some of the energy was going through
the fence. Either someone had gotten smart and electrified it, or something was
using it as a ground. Either way they were losing a lot of energy there, it
wasn't designed as an electric fence.


“The fence is hot,” Sprite warned unnecessarily. The admiral
grunted. “Admiral, I think you've been going about this wrong. Or at least
partially wrong.”


“In what way?” the admiral asked, studying the fence and lines.
Proteus highlighted each as it traced the connections.


“Have you ever heard the expression, 'Feed a man a fish you feed
him for a day, but teach a man to fish you feed him for life'?” Sprite asked.


The admiral grunted. “So your saying this isn't working?”


“We're talking about localized impacts admiral. It's time we
looked at the bigger picture. Instead of fixing a clinic in Podunk out in the
boonies, or handing over a text book it's time to get with the industries and
pass on what we've got. If one balks others might not and just the idea of
competition and of others getting a jump over them will force them to listen.”


“True,” Irons replied thoughtfully, looking away from his current
project. Sprite was right, he'd neglected the big picture in favor of the
little one. Strategic over tactical. He'd been so focused on it... it had been
therapy in some ways, salving his bruised ego after Antigua, but still. She was
right, they needed to remain focused on the big picture. Slowly he smiled a
little. Fox was a nice guy and all, he didn't want to screw him over, but if
his board was dragging its heels maybe giving the data to other companies might
light a fire under their asses.


“I know that smile. You're up to something,” Sprite replied
warily. He had a mischievous smile and her readings of his emotional stability
read pure mischief, which boded ill for someone.


“True. You know me so well,” he teased. “Think you can set up
feelers to manufacture other goods?” the admiral asked.


“Such as?” Sprite asked.


“Oh I don't know, medical supplies, factory equipment, the basics.
Start small though and feel it out. Sell the blueprints or hell, give them away
if you can't find a buyer. Same for the manufacturing steps involved. Start
with what you think they can absorb,” he said.


“That's a broad order admiral,” Sprite replied cautiously.


“Use your initiative and your discretion.”


“I'll need bandwidth,” she cautioned.


“Take all you need. Link to Phoenix and get him involved. He's
probably bored and lonely.”


“Understood,” Sprite replied, practically rubbing her virtual
hands together in glee. This was something of interest to her... and it would
further their cause immensely.


...*...*...*...*...


“You were right,” the admiral said quietly, lying in bed sometime
later. He'd almost ended up camping in his air car that night, there hadn't
been any available rooms in town. The local doctor had taken him in out of
gratitude and possible pity when he heard Irons on the phone trying to find a
room. It was annoying, he'd spent hours helping the man out with his clinic.
One question about the sleepers and the doctor had turned gruff and taciturn.


The room wasn't much but it was shelter for the next couple of
hours as another thunderstorm raged outside. It didn't help shelter him from
the storm brewing within. He was frustrated. He should be happy, he'd achieved
a lot today. But he'd done that every day for nearly a month on this planet. It
felt like he was running in place, not getting anywhere and Sprite had pointed
out exactly why. 


“About what?” Sprite asked.


“I was so focused on the tactical side, using it as a balm, that I
neglected to see the strategic side,” he said finally.


“I think...” Sprite said slowly. “I think you did it for several
reasons, most likely subconscious. You tend to dive into engineering projects
to distract yourself from your emotional side. But I also think you weren't
happy about some greedy person not only getting credit, but also getting rich
off of what you provide them with.”


“Something like that,” the admiral said, rolling onto his side.
“Yeah,” he admitted. “That bothered me. This planet is a lot like Pyrax. It's
one big snake pit. Someone getting the credit.... I'm not sure I care about
that. But gouging people on something I handed over for free... yeah. And if
they held up critical supplies like medicine?”


“Yes that would be frustrating,” Sprite replied. “We need to
screen for individuals more interested in the common good than in their own
profit. Some profit is fine, a healthy dose of self-interest is common in
organics, but some here...”


“And Digones had trouble finding an honest man!” Irons snorted
bitterly.


“It's not just finding one Admiral, it's finding one who will
remain honest in the long term,” Sprite responded. “Though Fox is a good bet.
He's accessing everything from why copper is microbial to how to make and put
glycerin in pressure gauges.”


The admiral nodded. “Good for him.”


“But I'm still concerned no one has called about that. I'm
concerned he's just taking the info and running with it. Hoarding it.”


“Yeah, power corrupts,” Irons sighed and closed his eyes. “Well,
we'll work on it. Night Sprite.”


“Good night Admiral,” Sprite responded automatically.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen put the word out to be on the lookout for Admiral Irons. Her
staff asked if they should contact the authorities but she shook her head no.
“No, he said he's going around helping the clinics. If he does, I want them to
put him back in contact with me immediately,” she said.


An hour after the word went out she got a call back from Doctor
Quincy over in Wex village. Wex was a small town near the great lakes. The
elderly man was something of a womanizer, splitting his time between his house,
his beloved boat on the weekends, and his practice. He served as the local
doctor, coroner, and mortician.


Quincy reported that Irons had been over that day, the man had
spent the day improving his practice and repairing virtually every machine in
sight before he'd ended up sleeping at the doctor's house in his drafty guest
room. “I almost didn't do it. He's a nice guy and all, but weird. Freaked a lot
of people out with what he was doing. People don't act that way! It's not
natural I tell you!”


“Is he there?” Helen asked patiently.


“No, he got into his air car after breakfast and left this
morning,” Quincy replied absently. “But I tell you...”


Helen ground her teeth together. When Quincy wound down she
clicked her teeth. He quieted. “Did he say where he was going?” she asked
patiently.


“No, I'm not sure. He just waved good bye and left.”


“All right, thank you doctor. If you see him again please pass on
the message that I wish to speak with him again. It's very important,” she
said. She'd heard that someone was putting out feelers to the medical
industries for new medicines, equipment, and supplies. She had a feeling she knew
who it was, but she wanted a hand in whatever he was stirring up.


“Sure, sure director,” the old man said. “Good day,” he said
almost as an afterthought.


“Good day to you too doctor,” she replied as the dial tone clicked
on. She grimaced and hung up. “Manners,” she murmured.


She put in a call to Hank. Hank was scared, he sounded paranoid,
talking in almost monosyllables. She tried to reassure him and then offered to
put him up. He readily agreed. He babbled on about someone was after him, how
his room had been broken into.


“Then it's settled. Get here now. Take the next transport Hank,
tell them to bill me,” Helen said firmly. She had thought about it. If she
could get her hands on Hank's replicator it would go a long ways to cutting her
supply cost. She could rework the budget from that.


“I'm already packing,” Hank replied. “I can send for the other
stuff or I can make more. I've got what I really need here,” he said.


“Catch the red eye flight then,” she said with a nod.


“I will, thanks Doctor Richards,” he said.


“It's Helen, Hank, don't you forget it,” she said with a smile.
“I'll talk to you once you are here,” she said.


“Will do. Have a good day, I'll hopefully see you tonight,” he
said just as she hung up.


...*...*...*...*...


Fat Larry had also heard about the sleepers and was interested in
them as well. He was also aware that the competition was as well. Hodges had
taken a mild interest, but not enough, apparently he thought they were too hot
a product to move. 


Larry however thought differently. He sent Books to check them out
and maybe steal a couple of the sleepers if possible. He knew his people
wouldn't be able to make off with the entire kit and caboodle, but if they
played it right they maybe could get in, pull a switcheroo and make off with the
goods before anyone knew what was going on. 


He could always ransom them back to whoever wanted them the most
later. Hell, maybe he'd start an auction! He was pleased with the whole idea
and had even arranged a cut out. If things got too hot the sleepers and whoever
pinched them for him would end up as gator food. 


Books looked around the area. Their source was right on the money.
Which he should be, considering what money he'd been promised for the tip. Not
that the little putz had lived long enough to enjoy it, the boss had said no
loose ends. 


No, Books knew he was on thin ice. He'd managed to scrape by when
Biscuits had been popped, and that whole mess with the Irons contract had damn
near punched his ticket permanent like. But he'd managed to convince the boss
he hadn't been involved, which he hadn't been. He didn't know who did it, but
the boss had killed Biscuit's wife, parents, and kid just to be sure.


That had bothered him, popping them. Fat Larry was a bastard,
having Books himself do the deed. He'd sat at the supper table with them,
bounced the kid on his knee for years and years. Damn it. He'd kept it clean,
going in at night and killing them with his garrote one at a time. He kept
imagining Irons or Fat Larry in his cross hairs each time he'd killed one of
them. A few days later whoever had put the contract out on that smug bastard
Irons had gotten the message and canceled it though, so it had saved his bacon.



And now, here he was running his own crew. Funny how life turned
out like that. Of course he knew he was responsible for them all, and he was
very much aware that any one of them could turn on him with their own ice
orders an instant he let his guard down. Going out for a ride with the boys had
a lot of connotations in his profession, all of them negative. Usually you
waited until the target let his guard down, smiling and such to him as you
shoved a knife in his back or put to rounds in the back of his head.


He slept in his room with the door locked and a chair propped
under the knob. He couldn't be too careful, but he couldn't look too nervous
either, that'd get you killed just as easily. But so far, the past couple weeks
had worked out. Irons hadn't gotten clipped, he'd actually been thankful for
that, and he too was still alive.


“No one around?” Benny asked. Books looked at the kid. 


“Everyone's got to eat sometime kid. I heard this is the guard’s
lunch hour,” he said with a grimace.


“That a fact,” the punk snidely said. Books slapped him upside the
head.


“You're here to do a job, not run your mouth. How about doing the
job? Case the back side. See if there's a door or window open. Don't touch
nothin in case it's rigged.”


“Gotcha,” Benny said, moving out. He was good, nonchalant, not
slinking around and potentially drawing attention to himself. It was ballsy
doing this in broad daylight. Books had counted on no one being around, but
he'd forgotten this was a warehouse town, people worked here. It wasn't like
the houses where they went off to work, no here, they worked here, sometimes
taking shipments in at any hour of the day or night. Great.


But it seemed to be working out, no one was around this area,
everyone was off at the lunch wagons or nearby restaurants or bars. He and his
crew had watched them all file out of the buildings a few minutes ago and then
disperse. No, if anything, now was the time. Night time would be too dangerous,
too easy for a jumpy guard to sound an alarm if Benny tripped over his own two
feet. 


“How many of them are there?” Rory asked from behind him.


Books looked over his shoulder briefly. “Boss said plenty. Five or
six. I think six. He said get them all, though it might be better to just take
a few. We'll play it by ear.”


“We doing it now?”


“No, we'll come back later. Now I just want a look around. Get a
feel for the layout you know?” Books said. Rory grunted in irritation,
obviously scared and wanting to get it over with. Well, that was just too damn
bad Books thought. He was a thinker, a planner. He'd let Biscuits go because
the big lug had a way about him, and it was fun to watch. If anything happened
he'd just point to the thick headed fool... as he had with the whole Irons
incident. But here, no, best to be careful.


Benny, hands in his pockets, whistled softly as he walked along
the row of warehouses and then paused at the target one. He peeked at the door,
then looked around casually as he turned in a circle and then stopped in front
of the lock.


“Shit, what is that fool doing?” Books snarled as the kid picked
the lock and opened the door. Benny looked back and waved with a smile and then
entered the warehouse.


“Shit, come on, move your ass!” Books snarled, moving out fast.


His eyes darted around the street but no one was around. A ghost
town it seemed. He got to the other side of the street and then trotted up to the
door. He peeked inside, made sure the coast was clear and then waved Rory
inside. He went in and closed the door behind him.


“Benny!” he hissed, looking for the young fool. He so wanted to
cap the dumb ass right now. He couldn't but damn he so wanted to do so! He
turned and spotted the kid near the package. The kid had already ripped the
tarp off and was puzzling over the controls.


“Benny! Frack!” Books snarled as the kid punched a series of icons
on the black screen. The kid swore, ignoring his nominal boss.


“Stay by the door,” Books ordered Rory. Rory was gaping at the kid
and the pods. He slapped the kid on the stomach. “I said...”


“Yeah, stay by the door. Sure thing,” Rory said.


Books stormed over to the kid, fully aware of how stupid this was.
You didn't just waltz into a target like this! What the hell was the little
brat thinking? He thought, fuming.


He was fully wary of how far out on a limb he was. Benny was
sawing it off behind him and there was damn little he could to do stop the
stupid prick. He reached to slap the kid upside the head, maybe it'd knock some
sense into his pea brain. Before he could get there though his new, young, and
rather stupid helper opened the first pod and yanked the sleeper out into a
fireman's carry.


“We can sell them back to the government or the highest bidder.
Forget about the pods just grab a couple that look interesting and let's go!”
Benny said, all smiles.


“Shit,” Books snarled. He turned to Rory. “Keep an eye out,” he
said as he punched the other pod. A woman was inside.


“Here,” Benny said, turning to help. Books slapped him upside the
head just as the kid got the pod open. Benny didn't say anything, just moved
away. Books reached I and grabbed the body. He hefted the pale woman over his
shoulder and then waved to Rory.


“We'll come back for the others in minute. Keep watch,” he
ordered. Benny coughed, Books glared his way. 


“Dust,” the kid choked out. Books grunted, feeling an itching at
the back of his own throat. His nose was filling up. Damn it, stupid time for
his allergies to act up!


Half way to their vehicle they started to cough and collapse. A
passerby came to aid them and immediately collapsed as well.


Rory watched from the door in horror as the bodies of the sleepers
dissolved. He turned to stare at the open pods and opened his mouth, feeling an
itching. He looked down at his hands and legs and felt like ants were crawling
over his body, biting. He screamed a hoarse scream, eyes rolling back as his
body literally started to dissolve. He opened the door and then collapsed onto
the dirt street, writhing as he was consumed. 


 


The men and women coming back from their lunch break found the
scene and some rushed to their aid. But it was already too late for those who
had fallen and those who tried to help. One of them realized the threat and
turned to run, clawing at his throat.


Onlookers a supposed safe distance away saw their fellows collapse
and gaped. Then one murmured about an illness. When a woman collapsed they
broke, running for their lives.


...*...*...*...*...
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Near sunset Helen got the call about something going wrong in the
warehouse district in Rubicon town and swore. She was tired, she'd been on her
feet since she'd come in early that morning and didn't need the complication.
“What is it?” she demanded. The urgency of the call had made her take it at the
reception desk in the front of the hospital in front of everyone. The crowd of
onlookers looked at her as her sharp tone registered. Doctor Tormens wasn't
known for playing pranks.


“Plague,” Doctor Tormens, said, coughing. “It's spreading like
wildfire. I'm nowhere near what happened but it's spreading fast. Airborne
definitely.”


“Are you infected?” Helen demanded, suddenly concerned, annoyance
instantly forgotten. She looked around and turned in place and snapping her
fingers to get the attention of others around her. They stopped to look at her.


“Yes. Everyone in town is. Most are dead,” the Veraxin said,
coughing a racking cough again. He wheezed for a long moment before continuing.
“It started just outside the warehouse where the pods where, I think that they
have something to do with it,” he said and then she heard a bang and then
sounds of something hitting the ground.


“Tormens? Tormens? Doctor Tormens? Anyone there?” she demanded.
She rubbed her brow and turned to the expectantly waiting staff and patients
around her. Slowly she hung the phone up and took a deep breath. 


“Okay people, listen up, we've got a serious outbreak in Rubicon
town. A contagious virus that is spreading like wildfire. Doctor Tormens is
down, presumed...” she turned, eyes haunted. Some of her staff gasped as they
got the clear message. One of her nurses had her hand to her mouth in horror.
She nodded. “We need a plan and we need it now. Call everyone in. Someone get
Salt to get the Daniels in here pronto! La Plaz and Ivanov too! I've got some
calls to make. We need to quarantine Rubicon, Wex, and the surrounding area,”
she said turning for her office. “Before it's too late,” she murmured.


...*...*...*...*...


On the outer northern edge of Rubicon town a wagon train moved
out, just glad to finally be on the road. People were getting sick on the other
side of town, someone said something about a new flu virus. Wagon boss Jerid
didn't care, he just wanted to beat feet as far away as possible as quickly as
possible. They had a schedule to keep. “Let's move people!” he said and then
coughed softly. He took a pull of whiskey from the flask he kept in his breast
pocket to cut the travel dust and then waved his people on up the road.


 


When word spread of the possible pandemic it finally got media
attention. The media treated it with kid gloves until a source close to Dr.
Richards confirmed she'd gotten a call from Rubicon. Then all hell broke loose
as the anchors visibly broke into a sweat, losing all professional decorum.


Sprite had been watching the video news feed, she'd had Phoenix
relay it to her when the plague was brought up.


She reported it to Irons as dispassionately as possible, she knew
he would blame himself. He flinched as if he'd been struck. He hadn't thought
of it, and now it was going to haunt him. Within the pods were a half dozen
sick people, all contaminated with a bio engineered planet killing virus the AI
surmised. They were carriers, an old trick the Xeno's had used, one he should
have thought of. He kicked himself for it, he should have insisted on screening
them! Why hadn't he! He'd let them bully him, push him away from a threat
turned real! 


He swore, pounding his left fist into his right hand and then against
the wall. He stopped, aware that others were watching him as he closed his
eyes. People were moving away from him as if he was nuts. He didn't care. His
only thought was to the future. He could easily game out what was going to
happen without asking the AI to do a sim.


With the present tech level the admiral immediately realized the
bonds of civilization and then the population would collapse soon. Panic alone
would drive the spread of the disease as people fled mindlessly to dubious
safety. Others would begin hoarding and looting, some were itching for lawless
times on this planet, it was ripe for such things with all the mobsters.


Irons felt his body moving on its own. He blinked, then traced the
link. Defender was at the fore, overriding his own neural net in order to move
him he knew not where. “Lieutenant explain,” he growled.


“You need to extract now Admiral.”


“I can't do that lieutenant,” Irons replied.


“Admiral, my orders are to protect you.”


“We're under a class six bio-hazard, possibly class seven. Both
are planetary quarantine,” Sprite interjected.


“I know that,” Irons replied, wondering which side she was on.


“I do not detect enemy nanotech but I am not in sufficient range
to detect them. Moving closer is advisable but use caution,” Proteus interjected.


The admiral's body paused. “That is circular logic. Our orders, my
orders are to protect the admiral,” Defender replied.


“And how do you propose to do that?” Sprite asked as Irons reached
mentally for the override. “The shuttle is near ground zero remember? There are
no other shuttles on the planet. We checked,” Sprite said.


“That is a problem that can be overcome,” Defender responded. 


“Do you honestly think that will work? Planetary quarantine
applies to everyone including me!” Irons snarled. “I'm not going
anywhere,” he ground out. “You're the one who's supposed to remind me about
following the law remember?”


“You are immune admiral.”


The admiral's jaw set in annoyance. He really didn't have time for
this nonsense now. “I am immune to the plague but not its effects. And
if you think I'm going to sit in orbit and watch millions of people die
AGAIN you have another recompile coming. Get it out of whatever you use for
a mind now lieutenant! I am going nowhere and that's final!”


“If he attempted to leave his shuttle would carry the virus to
Phoenix and to every planet we visited,” Sprite warned. “The virus is spreading
like wild fire.”


“Lovely,” Irons commented. “We don't have time for games,” he said
as Defender relinquished control of his body.


“So we make our stand here. Now we need allies,” Proteus said in a
rare move.


 Irons grimaced. He had to do something and fast. First thing
though was to find the authorities and get into touch with them. “Sprite!”


Sprite had anticipated the need and had already started the ground
work. “On it admiral,” Sprite replied. She grimaced on his HUD though. “No
responses from the government. I expected as much. I'm getting a message that
all lines are busy.”


“Can you break in?” he asked. She shook her head silently no.
“Find someone else. Use the contacts. Everyone. Anyone. Business or other.”


“On it admiral,” Sprite replied, clearly subdued.


“Start with the medics closest to the contagion. Institute full
bio-hazard protocols. Quarantine. Get them moving on that now, spoon feed the
protocol to them if you have to but do that now. Bring me into it only if you
get resistance. And have them get to Richards! Tell her we need to talk damn
it!”


He turned and then grimly headed to his air car. “Where is she?”
he demanded.


“Doctor Richards is in Landing City. It is her main office, she
has an administrative complex which is an annex on the Landing City general
hospital grounds.”


“I don't need a lecture, just a location. Thanks,” Irons replied
gruffly, starting to trot. His instincts said not to run, he'd been trained not
to run, it showed the people that there was something wrong, drawing attention
to a leader who was worried and possibly out of his element. But he had to get
moving and fast. Hang it, he sped up into a lopping run that a cheetah would
have envied, then even faster into a blur.


...*...*...*...*...


As the admiral reached his air car Sprite cleared her virtual
throat. “What is it Sprite?” he asked, keying the ignition start sequence. He
had to be careful, if he pushed it too fast the cold pumps and turbines would
stall out on him. He looked at her image on the HUD. “What?”


“Fox is online. He's plugged the mini-comp he kept for himself
into a personal machine and he's now going over medical tech, specifically
hazmat.”


“Send him an email with links to things he can manage right now.
Start with equipment and above all respirators and suits,” Irons growled as he
lifted off.


“Understood,” Sprite replied.


...*...*...*...*...


“Quarantine!” Richards snarled, using her shoulder to prop the
phone up to her ear since her hands were busy flipping through texts on her
desk. She had little to go on, she didn't know what the hell it was but the
first order was clear. An outbreak of a potential epidemic was in progress and
until they knew more they had to quarantine the area. She'd managed to find the
epidemic protocols and had started the process. At least she had some idea on
what to do, even if it was very little. She'd drilled her people on this once a
year, obviously that hadn't been enough.


The steps in her dog eared journal were pathetic comfort now.
Verify the diagnosis of an outbreak that was done. Identify the existence of
the outbreak, why? If you already diagnosed it why do you need to identify the
existence of it? Creating a case definition was out, they had little to go on
at this point. Mapping the spread of the virus was again problematical, she had
nothing to go on other than the epicenter which was Rubicon town, headed south
by south east.  Developing the hypothesis was easy, the pods. But proving it
was a problem, they couldn't get into the town to find out. Refining her
hypothesis was on a back burner as was developing a means to combat the
outbreak. But she had gotten the word out to the communities. Right now they had
more questions than she had answers. The only thing she could tell them was to
quarantine the area until she could figure out what was going on.


The problem was getting others to go along with these simple
instructions. They either didn't understand, didn't understand the threat, or
didn't care. Those that did care were starting to panic, which wasn't good.
Already several small towns in the area where ghost towns, no one answered the
phone at all. She wasn't sure if that was a sign of panic or death.


Already panic was spreading across the globe. It was starting in
Rubicon, but rapidly spreading into the surrounding towns and cities as the
threat penetrated the population's consciousness. She had to get a handle on
it, had to get ahead of it or it would become worse, far, far worse.


“No I said quarantine!” she snarled when the small town mayor
babbled at her incoherently. “It means no one in or out! Lock down. Get your
sheriff  and deputy to explain it to you I don't have the time! No one in or
out of your town! Do that now and I'll get back to you!” she said and then
slammed the handset down onto the receiver. She turned as it rang again and
sighed once more.


“Boss we don't know what to do!” Malcolm Innes said, leaning into
her open doorway. “Is it a virus? Bacteria? What vector?” Malcolm asked, eyes
wide in fright.


Helen looked up with a ferocious frown. “I don't know. Get a hold
of yourself. Plan for air and the worst case. I'll get back to you,” she said
picking the handset back up. “Helen Richards, Medical director...”


...*...*...*...*...


An hour after getting word, Irons landed his air car in the first
clearing he could find as close to the hospital as he could. People were
gathered outside the closed gates. He had a way around them though, he jumped the
wall and then started towards the annex.


He was stopped by two nervous looking police officers, outside on
the grounds. At first they thought he was a common intruder. However when he
explained the situation their attitudes changed. Both men nervously held their
pistols at their sides. They believed he was a part of the problem. He
patiently tried to explain what was going on. “Sure, tell it to the judge,” a
deputy snarled, glancing at his partner.


“Why do we have to involve him? Let's just burn him now,” a cop
growled.


“Did he already contaminate us?”


“Oh spirit of space I didn't think of that!” the first cop said,
shooting a hard angry look at the admiral.


The admiral ground his teeth together. “Look gentlemen, I'm not
the problem I'm the closest thing you've got to a solution. You've got a
level five, possibly a level six planetary bio-hazard threat here.”


The slightly more intelligent guard blinked and then narrowed his
eyes. “What does that mean?”


The admiral's right arm lifted palm up. A holo of Sprite appeared.
The cops’ eyes went round like saucers. “He means that nanites are the problem
not just a regular run of the mill organic virus. So kindly get out of the way
so the admiral can do something about it,” she said pointedly, crossing her
arms and tapping her foot on his palm. The men and women around Irons stared,
thunderstruck.


“As I was saying,” Irons said diplomatically. “You need to lock
down all travel. All travel, full quarantine planet wide. Keep everyone
indoors, strict curfew. Worry about food and water later. Right now get the
planes and trains stopped.”


“Um...”


The police officer shook his head. “We, uh don't even begin to
have that kind of authority...”


“Lock down the space port, no one leaves. You don't want this
getting out. I need to talk to the doctors.”


“Um...”


“You want your planet to live? Get the hell out of the way!” Irons
barked with command voice, tired of their indecision. Seconds literally counted
now.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen was in a meeting with the puppet Governor who was fully
panicked. Governor Oman was an overweight blowhard. He sounded good on the
radio, but he knew not to be on the growing television network, it would affect
his popularity. He'd tried to get her to go to his capital building but she'd
refused to waste the time, they had precious to lose as it was. An attempt at a
teleconference call had fallen through. Finally Governor Oman and his entourage
had stormed to her annex.


She never liked the guy, he was good at speeches but he had sweaty
grabby hands and a tendency to expect women to swoon over his every move and
spoken word. His wife was vindictive with any who did take him up on his
advances and she didn't need that headache. She had so far deflected his
advances with various excuses. Now however was not the time to dwell on such
things, they needed to work together as they had never worked before.


The world's so called leaders were rushing away from their areas
of control abandoning their people. Many were the county commissioners, but all
too many were law enforcement. They were the real power behind the thrones, the
people who really called the shots and they were now utterly useless. She
gritted her teeth and rubbed her brow. She ordered all aircraft grounded.


“You can't do that!” Mr. Morton, the director of air traffic said
pointedly.


“You want an aircraft to fly through the contamination? Everyone
will be infected,” she snarled. “When they land they'll spread it like
wildfire. Right now we've got a slim chance of containing this. Don't
frack with me, get it done,” she snarled.


The usual affable Morton gaped at her like a fish. She held her
glare and then turned on Oman. The governor gulped, double chin bobbing. He was
pale, very pale. He blotted at sweat on his face and then took his jacket off.
She could see the sweat stains on his white shirt. The fat slob should have
lost some weight like she'd told him she thought angrily. “Do, do it Morton. Do
it now,” the governor finally said.


“But...”


“He said do it!” Richards snarled, turning on the air director and
then back to the others. “Go, get a phone, get it started now. Any aircraft
anywhere near the contagion have them land at Hazard, they've been
contaminated.”


“Shit,” Morton cursed, grabbing his hat and coat and hustling out.


“I'm glad you brought him and the others Oman, but we don't have a
lot of time for fooling around,” Richards ground out, all business. “We need to
establish a quarantine around the area and keep the infected inside. If
any are still alive. If they get out it'll spread the disease faster than we
can control. That is if it's not airborne.”


“Is it?” the governor asked, fully panicked.


“From what little we have to go on  yes. I'm still trying to get a
handle on it. From the location I've deduced that it has something to do with
the sleepers.”


“The sleepers?”  Deli Osiris the governor's chief of staff asked.
He unlike the others was a professional person. He did an excellent job not
only managing his boss, but also the various directors. He had no political
ambitions of his own, preferring to be the power behind the throne.


“That's my current hypothesis,” Helen sighed, running a hand
through her hair. “It fits. The location is dead on. Hazard hasn't had any sign
though so I'm keeping it tentative now,” she said.


She'd gotten reports from Hazard. She was still getting reports,
and near hysterical calls from the hospital staff there. The sheriff and
Commissioner had already called in, both were working to cordon off the
capital.


“Hodges has put quarantine protocols into place, or at least he's
trying to. From what I understand the Sheriff has deputized just about all the
able bodied he can find to shut down the roads between Rubicon and Hazard
city.”


“Then it's contained?”


“Not if someone was infected and left in a different direction,”
Ted Zane replied patiently. Helen and most of the other staffers glared at him
for a moment. He shrugged. “And if someone is infected and they get to the
check point they could infect the people there.”


“I know,” Helen sighed. “The problem is we don't have any idea on
how fast this is spreading, what it's incubation period is, it's vector...” she
shook her head in frustration. “I can't ask people to go in to their knowing
they would die. They'd get very little back to us if they did. It's not worth
it,” she said.


“It might be if we can get some useful information out of the
sacrifice,” Osiris said quietly. Nurse Marlone gasped, as did a few others. He
shrugged, eyes cold. He looked at Helen.


“I'll think about it,” she admitted, biting her lip. They turned
to stare at her now. She turned to them. “For the greater good. We've got to
see to the greater good. Sacrifice the few if it will save the many.”


“Think fast. We don't have time,” Osiris replied. He'd already
gone from treating the possibility of the outbreak as real to fully believing
into it. 


“Quarantine for now. We need our best virologists on this,” Helen
said, turning to Ted. Ted nodded. He'd already gotten a report that La Plaz was
enroute. Ivanov as well. Salt and the Daniels of course were a problem.


“I um, I need to check on Rosanne and the kids,” Oman said,
picking his jacket up. “Do you need anything else from me?” he asked.


“Reinforce lock down. Get the trains stopped. Highways,
everything,” Helen said firmly. “We'll need to work on a supply method. Method
of treatment. I'll get you a list.” She glanced at Deli. The chief of staff
nodded.


“But food, the economy...” Quertz the Veraxin director of travel
clacked his mandibles in annoyance. She looked at him.


“Food and the economy matter little to the dead Director Quertz,”
Malcolm O'Reilly said softly. Slowly the Veraxin bobbed a nod. His upper arms
and true arms showed first level agreement.


“Get on that. Governor, I suggest you put martial law into place.
Strict lock down of all communities, starting with any within a hundred
kilometers and then moving out from there. That includes Sin City. You need to
ready that for each of the major cities including Landing. We're going to have
to figure something out soon.”


“Um, please do,” The governor said, bobbing a nod. He left, most
of his staff followed.


“Wanna bet he'll be on the first air car out of here?” Malcolm
asked snidely. “To his retreat?” he asked, wrinkling his nose. Everyone knew
the Governor had several retreats, one on a private island in the southern
gulf.


“I hope not,” Helen said, hands covering her eyes. After a moment
she shifted to the hands just covering her mouth.


“It might help. Get him out of the way. He's not helping,” Malcolm
said.


“That's enough,” Helen said, shooting a reproving look his way. It
wasn't that she didn't privately agree with him, it was just that they didn't
need talk like that right now. “We need to focus. Someone look up every
airborne contagion. Start with those effecting humans and Veraxins. Coughing is
a symptom, right now the only one we've got to go off of.”


“Which covers just about everything,” Malcolm sighed, turning to
the wall of medical texts.


“Something is better than nothing,” Helen said. She turned to head
nurse Marlone. “Get surgical masks into all staff hands now. Gloves, everyone
washes their hands hourly. After touching a patient definitely. Use the
special soaps the surgeons use. Get more from the warehouses if you need it.
Get the maintenance staff to disinfect all doorknobs and any place people
touch. Do that at least every few hours. Get the details handled.”


The older woman bobbed a nod and jotted the order out on a memo
pad. Then she looked up. “Is that all?”


“Quarantine the sick. Anyone who comes in coughing gets full
quarantine treatment. For now that's it.”


“All right,” the nurse said, making a second note and then she
left.


“It's not enough,” Malcolm said, not looking up from the tomb he
was reading. She winced and nodded.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons made his way through the annex trying to locate Helen
Richards. A group of men and women passed him in a huff, moving to the nearest
exit. Irons turned to ask a question but a staffer turned and spread his hands
out, sternly shaking his head no. The man at the center looked a little like
the governor in profile. He was holding a jacket over his shoulder and was
urgently talking to someone on his off side to Irons though. When his
overweight boss had moved on the staffer turned and hurried to catch up.


“What was that about?” Irons asked.


“I'm not certain, but one of them may have been someone
important,” Sprite responded. “Governor Oman from the profile.”


“Hopefully not Richards,” Irons replied. He didn't want to have
come all this way for nothing. 


He returned to his search. He was redirected several times, each
time erroneously to the wrong office or part of the building. Finally Sprite
had enough material in his wanderings to make a map of the building. Irons
however had had enough, he marched back to the front entrance of the building
and the reception desk. 


“Can I help you?” the elderly Veraxin and her human partner asked.
Both looked haggard. There was a line, Irons bypassed it. “You'll have to start
at the back of the line though,” the other woman said, eyes snapping in
annoyance.


“No, I'll help myself,” Irons said, reaching over the desk to the
intercom.


“Hey! You can't touch that!” the Veraxin said as he hit the
transmit button. “This is Admiral Irons. Director Richards I am in reception
and we need to talk ASAP. Get your ass down here or send someone to direct me.
Over.” He said and put the intercom microphone down.


“You...” the old woman sputtered, staring at him. 


“Sorry, but sometimes when you face a Gordian knot the only way
through is to cut it like Alexander did,” Irons replied with a shrug. He turned.
Everyone was staring at him, some were gaping, others were looking furious. He
didn't care. He scanned them rapidly, all were clean.


“You are all clean, no sign of infection. The endemic is in
Rubicon, not here as of yet. Go about your business people,” he said sternly,
turning away from them. His eyes found the guard who had been stationed by the
door.


The fat slob of a security guard nearby reached for his weapon.
Irons pointed his right arm up and then waggled his index finger back and
forth. “Don't,” he growled as the man stared at him, eyes wide. “Just don't.
Get on your radio if you've got one. Find me Richards, we don't have time. I'm
the only chance you've got,” he growled, full command voice.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen looked up when the speaker squawked and the strange stern
voice cut through her chatter. Finally her eyes widened as she recognized the
voice. “Find Irons!” she said turning to Ted. “He's at reception! Get him here
stat!” she said urging him out. Ted turned and trotted out.


...*...*...*...*...


Bane finished his latest prey and turned, watching the people
around him fleeing. He'd taken the job on a whim, it was simple since the
target was in town. Hell, he'd been in the same bar as the contractor. The
contractor had pointed over his shoulder to the fool and then handed him a bag
of credits. The rest he would get when the deed was done he'd been told.


The prey had pissed himself in his terror. Fortunately he'd taken
it outside, which made it easier for his babies to do their work. The
authorities got rather snippy if his babies tore apart a building. But the deed
was done and yet the people were terrorized by something, not even looking at
the kill. He sensed it wasn't about him which was strange. They were terrified
of something else. His enhanced senses picked up snippets of conversation,
something about nanites and a pandemic. Fools, he thought.


Then he turned to see someone pointing towards Hazard. Odd, he
thought. A moment ago he had thought they feared his nanites, and rightly so.
But now... “They opened a container of sleepers and a bomb went off. It's
spreading man! Spreading!” a hysterical woman said, waving her arms frantically
as her husband tried to catch her arms. He slapped her on the face and then
stormed inside. After a moment he came out with their valuables and thrust them
at her and told her to load the wagon.


“Odd,” Bane said. He twisted, feeling his old chitin creak. He was
ancient, blue from his age as much as the genetic engineering he'd undergone to
remake himself into the ultimate killer. The sheep called him Ole Blue, he let
them think that, there was pleasure in their not even knowing his true name.
He'd lost count of the tens of thousands he'd killed over the centuries. The
number was stored in his implants somewhere but he rarely gloated over the
figure, he preferred to replay the last moments of life of his victims. That he
treasured. It was what kept him going, kept him moving when time should have
robbed him of life long ago. Well that and the nanites throughout his body
keeping him fit and alive. He alone on this retched mud ball was immune to
whatever had befallen the sheep. 


Could it be nanites? He wondered. It would be fun to watch the
sheep scrabble to save themselves. But not as much fun since he'd not been the
one to cause such misery.


He turned in a swirl of his duster. He had a payment to collect.
Spirits of space help the fool if he wasn't there to deliver it.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons came in to the meeting behind the tall doctor Ted Zane. Zane
had glasses and thinning hair despite being in his early thirties. He'd spotted
Irons immediately by the uniform and waved him on. The two men hadn't exchanged
a single word as they moved out. 


The room was big, a council room, part training room, part board
room. On one wall behind the head of the table was a broken vid screen, on the
opposite wall was a painting. One long wall had a line of windows, the wall
where the door was had rows of lightly stained bookcases. 


“This is slightly organized chaos, with a flavor of desperation
and panic,” Sprite commented doing her own observations. Papers and books were
strewn all over the desk, empty chairs and floor. Sticky coffee cups were
scattered in front of people. One nurse was hastily blotting up a spill on some
papers.


Irons eyed the group, he wasn't sure which was Richards. He didn't
have a lot to go off of, and the group in the back of the room were in a tight
knot talking animatedly about distribution of quarantine masks and gloves. He
turned away, he needed a moment of prep time anyway.


“You aren't that wrong Commander. We'll be lucky if we pull this
off,” Irons replied quietly as he nodded to the people in the room. Most
ignored him since he wasn't wearing a medical smock. He sized up the room and
spotted the screen behind the head of the table that would do.


When they came in most of the people were so wrapped up in their
own projects they ignored them. Ted headed to the knot at the back, patting
Irons on the shoulder in passing. Irons turned as someone in the outer office
closed the door behind him. He turned and dumped out all his pockets full of
chips. The sound of Velcro ripping made a few people look up in confusion. 


A woman nearby opened her mouth to object but he ignored her. His
hands flashed as if on their own. He plugged some of the devices into a cluster
and then went over to an ancient LCD screen. It was broken, cracked diagonally
from left to right with a big cobweb near the center. It had sustained quite an
impact but for some reason it remained in place, most likely because the thing
had been built into the wall. Irons put his right hand onto the web and Proteus
went to work.


His free left hand punched through the brittle and most likely
ancient wood wall. He tore the pieces of paneling away until he had enough
clearance and then studied the contents within. He found the wires he wanted
and pulled them out.  Fortunately someone had been smart, the optical lines had
plenty of slack and were standard universal cables. He manually directed a
group of nanites in his left arm to splice the wires into the computer cluster
and then let the thing drop to hang there in the wall.


Behind him the room had grown silent. He turned to see all eyes on
him. He turned back as the screen changed. The crack visibly healed itself. A
woman gasped, unsure of what she was seeing. Another guy did a double take,
rubbing his eyes and then staring gape mouthed. It would have been humorous if
the situation wasn't so serious. After a moment the screen blinked on with a
self-test, and then Sprite was there looking out at them.


“Room, Lieutenant Commander Sprite, class four point one smart AI.
Sprite room. My name is Irons, Fleet Admiral of the Federation navy. I'm your
one shot at surviving the next week. Now that introductions are over, let's get
to work people.”


“Ladies and gentlemen you and I are up against a horror weapon of
the Xeno war. This was unfortunately a common trick during the Xeno war, the
Xeno's would create or scavenge a pod, stuff its contents with a nanite
package, or a pathogen bundle, and then drop it where someone would find it.
Which happened here.”


He turned and picked up an ancient mono microscope from the nearby
shelf. It was easily twenty kilograms of pig iron, steel, and primitive glass.
He set it down and picked up other items and put them down in a pile as he
talked.


“Commander,” he said, turning to Sprite.


“Here is a list of known pathogens the Xeno's typically used in
cases like this,” Sprite replied, picking up where he left off as he placed his
right hand onto the pile. His right hand turned silver making the group gasp.
Sprite's image looked down to him over his shoulder. She shook her head
slightly and then continued.


“The pathogens are all weaponized, all rendered incredibly lethal,
but also protean. Most likely they have some sort of carrier bug that will spew
them out at will.”


“They are designed to kill off all organic life on the planet,
starting with intelligent life. It will go down from there, right down to
plants and single celled organisms. The Xeno’s were thorough.”


“Is this like that planet nearby? Um... the one between Proxima
and Avalon,” Doctor Zane asked, holding a hand up.


“No, and please don't interrupt,” Sprite replied. Zane dropped his
hand sheepishly. Then his eyes caught the dissolving materials on the desk and
he gasped, involuntarily stepping back in fear.


Sprite's avatar eyes cut briefly to the admiral and then back to
the room. “What the admiral is demonstrating are gobblers. Nanites programmed
to dissolve anything and everything. In this case he's also using the nanites
to make... ah yes. A communications device as well as an air mask,” Sprite
replied, noting the command lines.


Irons nodded, hand flexing as he finished. When he withdrew it a
small satellite radio transceiver and a full face filtration mask was now there
where the microscope and other selected bits had once been. The woman nearby
fainted.


There was a moment of consternation from the group, then the
woman's nearest neighbors began fanning her and checking her pulse. Someone
opened a window.


Irons sighed, shaking his head. Sprite put a karat over the head
of a fifty year old brunette woman. She looked a little frazzled he noted, but
she was in control of her emotions. He tossed her the mask to her.


She caught the mask and then examined it with interest. It was
light years beyond the simple cloth masks they had. “Thanks, but we'll need a
lot more of these,” she said, setting it down on the desk in front of her.


“Definitely,” Sprite responded. Her image was replaced with a
satellite view of Rubicon.


"This is the town of Rubicon, now a ghost town. Here it is
two days ago,” she narrated, showing white hot spots. “The white and yellow
spots are people and equipment. People and equipment give off heat as you
know.”


“Yes, we know,” Malcolm Innes replied, sounding testy.


“Right. Here is the same town as of now,” Sprite replied. The
image was replaced by one devoid of moving heat signatures. Only a single heat
source was evident, that of an engine running.


“They're all dead?” Malcolm asked, looking at Helen. She bit her
lip.


“All dead. Zooming out, two kilometer radius,” Sprite replied. The
image zoomed out, there were no signs of life. “As you can see, nothing. It's
gone from attacking intelligent life to also wiping out all animal life as
well. Nothing, not even a mosquito is alive there now,” she said. She zoomed
out again, and then again. Finally at twenty kilometers out she found signs of
life. A red line was traced around the outbreak. At one section where the line
crossed a farm they could see a family within. Sprite split the screen, the
second screen zoomed into the farm shot. They watched, normally awed, but now
in horror as the white images, distinctly human walked around the house and
then started coughing. Some doubled over, others collapsed where they were
after a few minutes and laid still. “Life signs terminated,” Sprite said
dispassionately as the bodies cooled.


“Spirit of space!” Zane whispered as a woman whimpered and then
started to cry. He turned to the nurse and another with her and silently
indicated the door. The second nurse put her arm over the shoulder of the
crying woman and escorted her out.


“As you can see this is rapidly gaining momentum. The prevailing
winds are roughly eight kilometers per hour from the north west directing the
infection right now since we can now confirm it is airborne,” Sprite said. The
large shot filled the screen once more, thankfully for those who couldn't take
their eyes off the farm. The AI overlaid a terrain map, and then a weather map
complete with wind direction. Then the map changed with a key code. The
prevailing winds were from a warm front coming from the south west, moving
north east. What they had thought of as a perfect circle of outbreak was
nothing of the sort. It was an oval, a candle flame with its point in the
direction of Hazard. Fortunately the winds were moving at only eight kph, so
they had some time until it reached the outskirts of Hazard one hundred
kilometers away.


“As you can see, the pathogens are spreading like wild fire. This
is rapidly going from a potential class six bio-hazard into a full epidemic,
and in less than a week, a full pandemic. The good news is that this wind is
expected to die off by nightfall. The high over the area is expected to be muggy
with gusting winds.”


“Where are you getting this?” Doctor Zane asked quietly, tapping a
finger onto the table gently.


“Phoenix. The Phoenix AI to be more precise. Please don't
interrupt,” Sprite said. “Save your questions for the end of my presentation,” she
admonished. Zane nodded curtly.


“As I was saying, the high has a great deal of water vapor, expect
thunderstorms in the area. That will keep the infection localized overnight,
but it will continue to spread through the water table and through the passing
winds. Phoenix calculates it will hit the outer edges of Hazard city within
three to four standard days, perhaps sooner.”


“As people react they will naturally follow their basic instinct
to flee. Some of these pathogens have longer incubation times, some have long
periods of survivability outside a host body. Periods lasting into years, and
for some possibly centuries.”


“As the people flee the protean nature of the pathogen will emerge
more fully, but it will hasten the demise of the population.” On the screen the
image changed as people were factored into the equation. Red spots started to
appear in centers of population, and then outward.


“Weaponized smallpox, hemorrhagic fevers, influenza, Yellow fever,
Veraxin hemorrhagic fever,  Prions, Veraxin MS, good old fashioned plague, take
your pick. Do we have any symptoms?” Sprite asked, listing all the known
bio-weapons the Xeno's had used once more and then her image returned to the
screen.


“Coughing,” Malcolm replied, glancing at his boss for
confirmation. Helen nodded.


“Coughing? That's it?” Sprite asked, raising an eyebrow.


“He didn't live long enough to give us more,” Malcolm replied
tartly. “Long enough to get the warning out.”


“He. Species?” Sprite asked, all business.


“Veraxin. Doctor Tormens. Good bug. He was a hell of a hard ass
during my internship...”


“That's fine,” Sprite said. “If he was communicating and
ambulatory for a period of more than fifteen minutes after initial infection
then it is not nanites. Or at least not fast acting nanites. We need more
data.”


“Empirical testing is out. We can't get in and out with a sample.
That means we need to send a drone in. One with enough power and range to
launch from far enough out, but also able to carry a test payload,” the admiral
rumbled.


“Standard destruct?” Sprite asked.


“Into the ground,” Irons replied with a nod. “Start with air
samples at various altitudes. See how far it goes.”


“Understood. Compiling material list and calculating necessary
build time now,” Proteus replied.


“You said this was a weapon, an alien weapon, how did they get it
all? How did they make it? I mean we're alien...” a doctor asked.


“A question for another time,” Helen said.


“Medical texts,” Irons replied. He pushed a chip over to Helen.
“It's all there, all the medical texts. If anyone gained access to it they'd
have the blueprints to not only our DNA, but also our immune systems, and even
the blueprints of the diseases we have encountered.”


“Oh that's smart!” a doctor said in disgust. “Just hand it over to
anyone,” he said shaking his head and throwing up his hands in disgust.


“Over and done with now,” another said.


“Trust me, there's been enough hand wringing over that subject for
centuries I bet,” Irons replied. “The important thing is we use it,” he tapped
another chip. “To create antidotes and vaccines. Those too are in the plans.
They won't help right off, but if you can get people started on them now, then
when we get a sample of this we can figure out how to modify them into being
effective against these strains. But first we need samples.”


Helen sank into a chair, pale as a ghost. It was her worst fear
realized.


“Set one goal now, evacuate everyone outside the current
communicable zone of two hundred kilometers. Anyone inside was as good as dead.
That included Hazard city,” Sprite said.


“Crap,” Zane muttered.


“We also need to get materials, antibiotics, respirators, and
other preventive measures into the hands of medics and police personnel in the
line of fire as quickly as possible. The longer they can remain functional the
better. They can at least give us the data we need to work on antidotes and
vaccines,” Sprite said.


“Damn, you really are an AI to be that cold blooded about it,”
Malcolm said, green eyes flashing.


“Triage doctor, learn it. Live or die. We have got to do
it, no matter how it hurts. Mourn the dead later if there is time. For now, try
to save the living,” Sprite said.


“We have a lot to do and we need materials. I need materials.
Making one mask at a time is out. Unfortunately we've got an issue,” the admiral
said. Irons began to list what he needed. “The problem right now is location,
and that Hank McCoy and my shuttle are in the quarantine zone.” He could and
would make another replicator, but it would take time.


“No, I've got Hank,” Helen admitted. Irons looked at her. She
smiled a wan smile and brushed her locks back. “He told me about the
replicator, Yesterday I brought him in. He arrived last night.”


“Oh.”


“Apparently someone tried to steal the damn thing. Now I'm not
sure it's worth it.”


“Oh it is, believe me. With it we've got a slim chance of
containment. But we need to get moving, I mean now,” Irons growled, tapping the
table meaningfully. “No screw ups, no time to waste pussy footing around. Get
the quarantine set up and masks in place. Shoot on sight anyone who attempts to
break out of it. No approach to the body, burn it and run like hell. If anyone
tries to breach move the zone back another one hundred kilometers,” Irons said
firmly.


“That'll hit Sin City,” a doctor said.


“If we don't get this contained and I mean right now we're
all dead. Well, all of you, I'm immune,” Irons said, eying the doctors coldly.


“Can we use you for a vaccine?” Helen asked.


“No,” Irons said, turning to her. He shook his head. “Won't work.
This is an adaptive virus. A simple flu shot won't work here doc. We need
intel.”


“I...” We'll get what we can,” she said.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen called a break to the meeting and went to her office. “Call
the governor. I need to keep him in the loop. Get me Hank and his replicator,” she
said in passing to her secretary Dawn. 


Within her office she paced, unsure of what to do next. Irons was
putting them on the right path, he had a plan, which was more than what she
currently had. Furthermore he had the means to combat this thing, but lacked
contacts and material support. Both she could give him to some degree. She'd
already passed orders to find Hank and get him and his precious replicator to
the annex. Her secretary leaned in and quietly informed her the governor wasn't
busy, he'd left town unexpectedly. 


“Perfect,” Helen snarled, flopping down in her chair. “I should
have known,” she sighed, closing her eyes.


“They are people Doctor Richards, scared people, frightened out of
their little wits,” the secretary said. She looked scared herself.


“That's the problem, even though I told them,” she snarled as she
closed her eyes, trying to keep a lid on her temper. “I told them not to
panic, told them what needed to be done, what I needed from them,” she
paused and sucked in a breath. “They still scurried off for whatever
hole they could find and left me and everyone else in a lurch!” Helen snarled
throwing her hands up in the air in disgust and dismay.


“So what are we going to do?” Mr. Osiris asked.


“He's still in the office?” Helen asked, opening her eyes and
removing her arm from her face. 


“Yes,” the secretary replied, bobbing a nod. “He's waiting on line
three,” she said, indicating the phone on the desk.


“Well, at least it's a start,” Helen said, sitting up straight.
She shook her hair out and then took a deep breath to compose herself as she
reached for the handset. “This is Director Richards, Mr. Osiris?”


“Yes Director,” he said.


She filled him in about the admiral's arrival, his AI, and the
report they had complied. Osiris listened silently, not asking any questions.
Then she went into detail on the tentative plan Irons had laid out. When she
was finished Osiris grunted.


“And you are sure it will work?” he asked.


“I'm not sure of anything right now. But a drowning man doesn't
ask where the life preserver came from, they just grab it and be grateful.
Irons has a good plan. We just need the back up and resources to implement it.”


“He's a political hot potato doctor,” Osiris responded.


“Who cares!” she demanded, getting up. She held herself up by one
hand on the blotter of her desk as she fumed into the phone. “Aren't you listening
to me? He's our one chance of not only containing this, but beating it! We need
him!”


“I understand that doctor, but I have to be on the lookout for all
the angles,” Osiris responded with a calm air. “You would be advised to do the
same,” he cautioned.


“Screw that. We don't have time for political games! You think
your boss is going to be in good odor with any survivors if we get through
this? And guess what? I don't give a rat's ass. We need this done now!” She
snarled.


 “Not tomorrow, today, right now! I've asked Irons to get to work,
he's agreed. I'm doing what I can, but I need the support if this is to
succeed.”


“You know I can't give it doctor, I'm the chief of staff. I can't
authorize it.”


“Then find someone who can!” she snarled, pulling at her hair. She
clenched her hand. “You know what, do it or I'll call a press conference and do
it myself!” she slammed the receiver down and then flopped once more into her chair
with a sigh.


“Shit,” she sighed, wanting to cry. “Damn, damn, damn,” she
muttered. She turned looking out the window. Fleeing was perfectly natural, she
could see the stream of people, animals, and machinery clogging the streets. No
wonder they were having trouble getting in and out. People were people, they
fell to their basic instincts in such situations. Their response though... she
sighed.


...*...*...*...*...


After the meeting Helen met with him in her office briefly and
asked him quietly if they had a chance. He grimaced.


“Doc, you know the drill, never let them see you sweat, they need
the boost in confidence.”


She grimaced. “That bad?”


“We'll know more when we can get some damned intel. Until then
we'll plan for the worst. I need access, security, and material. And
volunteers,” he said. “But most of all I need access to my ship, my shuttle,
and Hank McCoy.”


She looked at him for a long moment, wondering if he was going to
run. Finally she nodded. “I'll see what I can do.”


“Keep your chin up doc, remember that. It's going to be hard, but
we need to keep morale up. If people see us break down it will cause all sorts
of problems and make our jobs all that more harder.”


“I know,” Helen replied with a nod, moving off.


 




[bookmark: _Toc361302583]Chapter 12


 


Word of the crisis had the normally relaxed commissioner Hodges in
near panic mode. It was apparent right off that as word spread so did the
lawlessness. Coltrain had discharged a shotgun and his pistol twice into the
air to disperse crowds from the city administration center, and once more to
stop the looters from ransacking the Hodges electronics store down the street.
He'd ordered his bank shut down to keep the panicked people from running and
stripping it clean.


He paced, fretting over what to do, where to send his people. Many
people didn't stand around and dither, some were already heading east out of
town. The road was clogging up as people tried to get past each other. 


Cletus had radioed in that a wreck ten kilometers up the road at
the hair pin turn had stopped traffic all together. Now he regretted not
blowing the cell of rock and widening the road to a two lane road.


He hadn't because people were heading to Sin City to gamble
instead of spending their money here were it belonged, in his back room
casino's and in the gambling rackets he or Fat Larry controlled. Now people
were piling out of their vehicles, abandoning them and their goods in their
haste to get away. It was a nightmare and the night was just starting.


He looked up to the clouds. They'd gotten a report in that the
spread of the virus had slowed, but it was indeed headed for Hazard. He'd asked
his fat jujube bean to leave but she'd flat out refused.


People were breaking out masks and gloves. Surgical masks and
bandanas were now spreading as people put them on. Coltrain and his fool
deputies were spending more and more time breaking up groups than they were
protecting his holdings! Unbelievable! And now word had come through to get out
of Hazard... and they couldn't!


“Where is that fool!” Hodges snarled, looking at his nephew. His
nephew was as much of a crook as he was, a slimmed down version. Well he had
been, now he was stuffing every pocket with valuables. 


“I don't know uncle boss, I heard something about the doctor lady
said to set up a barricade on the north western roads and keep people out of
the city. Them's that are most likely infected,” he said. He yipped as his
uncle slapped his hand as he tried to stuff more money into his satchel.


“You leave that there alone. Go and check on my southern assets.
Make sure no one's robbing me blind there,” Hodges growled, handing his nephew
a shot gun.


“Me?”  Huey demanded, eyes wide.


“Yes you,” Hodges scowled. “I can't spare anyone else. And who
better to trust than kin?” he asked sarcastically. His nephew took the shotgun
and then nodded and headed for the door.


“And nephew, make sure it's all there,” Hodges growled, headed for
the telescope again. He picked up the radio. “And leave my money and my pocket
watch where you found it,” he growled.


“Yes uncle boss,” the young man said, pulling the watch out
sheepishly before he looked it over, and then set it down on a table by the
door.


“Get with Fat Larry, take two of his crew for muscle. Get,” Hodges
said, bringing the radio to his lips. He watched his nephew slam the door and
then winced. “This is Boss... Oh! Never mind that, Rosco! You hear me you nit
wit!”


Nohar's ears flicked as he heard the radio call. Coltrain was away
from his car, down strutting as he inspected the improvised barricade. A steam
shovel was busy ripping the dirt road up and piling the dirt on their side to
form a better barricade. Right now all they had were a crowd of people and some
fencing.


“Coltrain!” he yelled, turning and fixing on the sheriff. The
sheriff stopped as if he'd been hit with a hot poker. He looked up and pointed
to his chest. “Yes, you, radio!” Nohar growled, pointing to the car and open
door.


“Oh, oh! That's probably boss,” the sheriff said, flapping his
elbows as he moved quickly for the car. Nohar shook his head in disgust. The
sheriff reminded him of a raven sometimes, a raven or a chicken.


“This is Sheriff Rosco Coltrain, to whom am I talking to?” The
sheriff drawled into the mike as he turned.


“Well, it's about time sheriff,” Hodges's voice cut through
Rosco's self-importance like a knife. “Now, if you want to stay sheriff and not
be a street sweeper come dawn you'll get over to my Northern holdings and check
on them!”


“But boss...” Coltrain said desperately.


“Don't you butt boss me!” Hodges snarled.


“Boss, shouldn't we do like the doctor lady said?”


“You work for me not her! Now get!” Hodges snarled.


“Oh, oh, I'm gone!” the sheriff replied, wincing. He went to put
the microphone back but he'd wrapped it around himself. He untangled it in a
huff and then hung it up.


Nohar shook his head in despair. “I've got to go check on some
things, you lot mind your p's and q's. I'll be back, um...”


“Soon?” a rather shaky security guard asked.


“Yes, soon,” Coltrain pointed to all the helpers. “The rest of you
non-deputized folks are dismissed. Boss won't let me pay you so I can't keep
you. Go home.”


“What about...” one guy started to ask. Nohar shook his head.


“People are already hoarding and looting Coltrain. Shouldn't
someone do something about that?” Nohar asked.


“I've got Rogers on that,” Coltrain said waving a dismissive hand.
“He and Eanus are doing just fine. Now go on, get,” he said waving a dismissive
hand. “Go, shoo!” he said. “Go on before I cite you all for failure to
disperse!” he said. “Oh, oh! That's a good idea! Boss'd get all tickled over
the tickets, let me get my pad,” he turned to the car. The assembled people
didn't need any further invitation, they dispersed, muttering darkly about
ingratitude as they headed back to Hazard.


...*...*...*...*...


Back in town, Nohar's group headed their separate ways. Their eyes
dart around, paranoid over the darkened town. Hodges had scrimped on the
lights, something about the electric bill. For Nohar it was no big deal, but
the humans among the group weren't happy about the dark. They were even less
happy about being near a full size Neotiger. Nohar snorted as they turned a
corner and left him. He however heard voices, angry voices coming from another
direction. He oriented on it and noted it was Main street. He sighed. He'd
better take a look.


 


Rogers was on a darkened main street, trying to keep order. A
small riot was put down with a blast of his shot gun over their heads. “That's
rock salt.” he cocked the gun again. “Next one's lead. Any of you want some
keep doin what your doin. Otherwise go home, lock your doors and wait it out.”
He growled.


The crowd stared, not just at him but at something off to his
left. After a long moment they looked down and then the crowd dispersed,
muttering as they melted away.


Roger's turned to see Nohar behind him, backing him up. The Neo's
ears were flat on his head, bristling, teeth grimacing. He was a sight. He
seemed to slacken off and then relax under the deputies’ gaze though. He
nodded. “You too detective, bunk with Kong. We'll need you soon,” Roy said.
Nohar nodded and turned to leave.


“And Nohar,” Roy said. The Neotiger looked over his shoulder.
“Thanks for the backup,” he said quietly, tipping his constable helmet.


“Anytime Rogers,” Nohar growled, flicking his ears in brief humor
as he stalked off.


...*...*...*...*...


Since the shuttle was in another town and locked down, the admiral
was forced to go to Hank. When Hank arrived with the replicator under one arm
he was naturally upset, he thought that the admiral was an Indian giver. “No,
I'm not, look Hank we don't have a lot of time to discuss this,” Irons replied,
trying to remain patient. He needed the blue Neolion, needed him on his side.


Hank's ears were flat on his head. “I know, and I know I've said
the damn thing was more trouble than it was worth but I didn't mean it!
Honest!” Hank replied, eyes wide in distress.


“I know,” Irons replied, one hand up to stop Hank. “Just hear me
out. I'm going to borrow it. I need your help. The people of this planet
need your help. Can you do that Hank?” Irons asked, looking imploringly to the
Neolion. 


Hank nodded. 


“What do you need?” he finally asked gruffly as he set it down on
the bench. Irons had been set up in the maintenance shop of the hospital. While
waiting for Hank he'd gone around and either selected items to be cannibalized
or repaired them and handed them to bemused nurses and orderlies who didn't
know what to do with them.


“More materials, but I think we've got enough here,” Irons said
looking around. Proteus had made a start of getting the area set up for his
intended purpose. It wasn't big enough, but it would serve, at least for now.
“I'm going, I mean we are going to make another replicator. That way we
can run two.”


“We are?” Hank asked, eyes wide. Irons plugged it in and then
quietly explained to the blue Neolion what he wanted. Hank nodded. Hank was
fascinated to see Irons jacked into the device and the explanation of what
Irons planned. When he finally laid out a list of things for Hank to do the
Neolion nodded. “Seems simple enough, just feed the machine, take out the
finished tray of stuff and then do it all over again,” he said. “Any idiot can
do that.”


“Yeah well, we need someone who won't mess it up, won't fall
asleep or leave his post. I know you Hank, you'll do it. A lot of this stuff will
need assembling afterward, the replicators will be too small to do some larger
pieces of equipment, that too will fall on you. I'll leave a tablet with
directions on other things you can read,” Irons replied.


“Cool!” Hank said, eyes wide. He spread his hands. “What's first?”


“Some diagnostic machinery, but since we don't have enough we'll
do parts for a probe drone. I've got another going now but I'll show you,”
Irons replied. He explained the basic assembly of the drone and showed the blue
Neolion the directions on the tablet.


“Got it,” Hank said with a nod. “Don't you need to be somewhere
else?”


 Irons nodded in return and then patted him on the shoulder. Hank
watched the first tray of parts for the drone begin to form as Irons moved on
to the meeting that had just been called.


...*...*...*...*...


The communications device Irons had made in the conference room
was a sat com transceiver. It linked to the computer network he'd established
so they could communicate to the satellites in orbit and to Phoenix without
going through him anymore, thus freeing him up for other jobs.


It also served as a long range Wi-Fi node to allow Sprite to
communicate through the minicomputer network the admiral had set up in the
board room. Since the admiral was away working on logistics, Sprite was
monitoring and attempting to brief the doctors in the board room.


“Are we sure it was the pods as the vector?” Doctor Zane asked.
They still didn't have a lot to go on. “We're basing everything on
suppositions. A house of cards that could easily get knocked down.” He and
Sprite were tasked with trying to get more intel but had little to go on. The
distance was a factor, figuring out a way around that... he'd heard them
talking about suits but didn't want any part of that right now. Looking at this
thing from a distance was the safer bet... at least until they knew more or
exhausted all the options.


“This could be, I dunno, someone may have opened a canister or
something, scavengers are always digging stuff up. Or it could be, I don't know
something else. A new swamp fever. We get them in that area all the time.
Versions of Malaria and all sorts of things. Damn mosquitoes are as thick as
pea soup in the summer,” he growled. Some of the other doctors in the room
nodded.


Sprite linked with Phoenix, and then used the screen to show them
real time image of Rubicon. Together they spotted strange changes to the ground
around where the pods were , or at least once were. “What the hell?” Zane
asked. There was a perfect circle in the middle of the warehouse district. He
could see warehouses and buildings on the outer edge of that circle corroding
before the ship passed over the horizon and the image was lost. Sprite put the
last image back up and froze it. 


“What are we looking at?” Helen asked, carrying a tray of
sandwiches in as she entered the room. She set them down and turned expectantly
to the AI. She was still getting used to the thing. 


Sprite replied “Rubicon,” with a tart voice. 


She blinked. “It's...  are you sure?”


“Yes.”


Ted pointed to the screen. “Shouldn't there be, well buildings, a
warehouse?”


Sprite overlaid a map and they discovered the missing buildings
had a common center, where the pods where, or at least had been. “Pandora's
box,” Sprite murmured.


“There's your smoking gun doctor. I need to speak with the
admiral. This is more than what we thought,” Sprite said tightly. With the
building missing that meant nanites as well as a series of biological
pathogens. “This just gets better and better,” she muttered.


...*...*...*...*...


A knock on her open office door made Helen grunt. “It's open,” she
said, not looking up.


“We're um, running out of materials for that admiral fellow,” a
rather haggard Nurse Marlone told Helen near midnight. “He's stripped us of
just about everything we can afford to lose. He's got us bringing him waste,
all the hospital waste,” she wrinkled her nose in disgust at that. “And he's
even got some patients ripping up the grass and trees for biomass he said.” She
wrinkled her nose at that. All sorts of doodads and gizmos were being made, she
didn't understand any of them. The stuff Irons had handed to the orderlies had
been tossed in a nearby supply closet. They didn't know what to do with the
things.


“At this rate the grounds are going to be a shambles come morning,”
she said sounding aggrieved. “Lobart isn't going to like that,” she warned,
mentioning the grounds keeper.


“I don't care,”  Helen replied, not looking up from the text she
was trying to concentrate on. She took her glasses off and rubbed at her eyes.


“You should rest.”


“I can't. I need more coffee. Find some coffee will you?”


“We're out. That Irons fellow sucked it all down,” the older woman
said.


“Then find some more!” Helen said in exasperation. “Get someone
to, I don't know, go to the store or something.”


“They are all closed. Everything is closed right now,” the nurse
said. “It's the middle of the night,” she replied.


Helen glanced at the darkened window and snorted. She hadn't even
noticed. “Make some calls, get some supplies rolling in. Wake people up if you
have to.” 


“I'll...”


“I don't need excuses just do it,” Helen growled. “I don't care
about the budget, if they want money tell them to bill us. Tell them
we're trying to fight the damn virus. If they won't give it to you then find
someone else!”


“Irons suggested the dump! Can you believe that?” The nurse asked,
wrinkling her nose and crossing her arms. “Go to the dump of all things!”


“Then do that. It's free, so get what he needs.”


“But we don't have the trucks...”


Finally Helen lost her tired temper. She glared and slapped her
hand onto the desk. “Look I don't need this shit, just find whatever he needs
and do it fast! I don't need problems I need solutions!” She told nurse Marlone
and others. They hustled to obey.


“Problems, nothing but problems, problems they could solve if they
just did it!” she snarled throwing her hands up in the air. She hadn't expected
logistical problems.


...*...*...*...*...


People milled about outside the perimeter wall, some by torch
light, others with flashlights. The police attempted to disburse them but they
just came back. It made getting supplies in and out of the compound difficult,
slowing the deliveries and returning trucks as people had to be asked to move
out of the way. 


The crowd eventually noted some of the medics and drivers were
wearing surgical masks. Demand for them spiked as word got around. To placate
the crowd the medics distributed some of their excess masks. There wasn't
enough to go around however so people began making their own. A few fabric companies
woke up to the possibility of profit and got involved and sold them at a
premium. Several people set up sowing machines on the curb and volunteers
peddled the machine's to keep them going into the night. 


Sprite had to laugh at the designer labels and color patterns.
Even in a crisis organics had to do stupid things like that.


...*...*...*...*...


“From what we've been able to discover there are multiple elements
to this act of bio-terrorism,” Sprite reported near dawn. An image was up on
the screen. “This is both a class six and class seven hazard, definitely a
planetary class quarantine.”


“Which we already knew about,” Helen Richards replied patiently.
She grabbed the urn of coffee in the center of the table and poured herself a
cup. It was only luke warm, but it was enough. She cradled her mug with both
hands. “Weaponized airborne pathogens, clustered. Some moving by the wind,
others protean.”


“Yes, well, we know more now Director,” Sprite responded. “A
doctor Howard, I'm assuming a retired or off duty doctor who sidelined as a
farmer near Rubicon called Hazard a few hours ago. There is a mini-comp plugged
into the Hazard City grid, Phoenix recorded the call and I've listened to it.”


“Can we listen to it?” Doctor Zane asked.


Sprite's avatar turned to him. “Do you want to listen to your
friend die a horrible and agonizing death?” she asked.


He gulped. After a moment he shook his head.


“We may have to, it's our only other lead right now,” Helen
sighed.


“Let's leave that for a little while doctor. I can do a rough
diagnosis based on his own described symptoms,” Sprite replied. “Which are the
following,” she paused.


“In the first two hours he said he noted inflamed lymph nodes,
which are a given since they are under attack. Fever of thirty eight celcius
plus, muscle aches, malaise, headache, and prostration, nausea, vomiting, and
back ache.”


“You're describing a cold, or influenza,” Malcolm said.


“I'm not finished,” Sprite said. “Continuing, as the disease
progressed into the sixth hour, lesions on the tongue, esophagus, mouth, and
pallet. He noted the core temperature dropped to normal. The lesions had red
spots. The lesions rapidly swell with fluids and rupture.”


“By the seventh hour the skin becomes blackish, seemingly charred.
The whites of the eyes turn red, most likely from ruptured blood vessels in the
eyes. Death occurs by the ninth hour of known infection,” she said.


“How... um...”


“He watched his family die,” Sprite replied softly. “He wrote down
the symptoms and did vital sign checks until he started showing symptoms. Then
he checked his own as well.”


“He's dead?”


“Suicide. I heard the gunshot,” Sprite replied, sounding subdued.
“He set his home on fire before hand to try to contain the infection,” she
said. “He said so and I heard the crackle of the fire. Proteus confirmed it
when he passed overhead.”


“That's...”


“Brave, yes I know,” Sprite replied.


“I, do we know what that is?” Zane asked, looking at Malcolm.
Malcolm shook his head.


“I've checked the medical texts. Based on his description it's a
version of Small pox, Latin Variola Major. In this case the black pox, since
the blackened skin he described is Hemorrhagic Small Pox, one of the most
deadly,” Sprite replied.


Just about every eye was staring at the AI. “And before you ask,
there aren't many drugs in pharmacopeia that can deal with this virus. A
vaccine administered within a few hours of exposure or prior to exposure might
help. But if it's a bio-weapon like this one is than its most likely designed
to be highly resistant to vaccines and treatment.”


“Lovely,” Zane breathed, taking a deep breath. He glanced at his
boss.


“Nanotech can screen and kill the virus, but there aren't enough
regen tanks on this planet or in this system for that matter. Not enough time
to make them either,” Sprite said, this time directing her observation to the
admiral.


“One thing at a time,” Irons replied. “You indicated in your
message there was more? Why the class seven?” he asked.


“Indeed. Class seven has been tentatively confirmed with I admit
circumstantial evidence,” Sprite responded. Her avatar disappeared and an image
of Rubicon and ground zero was shown. A wire frame overlay was added, instantly
Irons picked out the obvious, that structures were missing. He swore. “After
consulting with doctor Richards, she has confirmed that the pods were in this
building,” Sprite said pointing a red arrow to a wire frame. “Which no longer
exists. That is indicative of a nanite.”


“Gobbler?”


“No, the mass readings have changed, but it's not spreading like a
normal gobbler would. I am not certain what it is. It may be viral nanotech,
after all, most of the buildings in the area are cellulose in construction.
Wood. The real virus may be using them to replicate.”


“And that means?” Zane asked in exasperation.


“Viral nanotech. Organic viruses created as nanotech weapons. The
first nanites in other words. They were used back in the early 21st
century on Earth in early medicine and in some minor manufacturing processes.”
Irons interjected. The group shuddered in terror. He went on to lecture them
about viral nanotech as Sprite supplied a slide show of microscopic images of
the viruses. “It's better than gobblers, but not much.”


“Gobblers?”


“Nanites designed to tear everything apart at the molecular level.
They can literally tear a star system apart given enough time.”


“Oh my!” They were past the point of being shocked, or thought
they had until he'd told them that.


Irons nodded grimly.


“Are you sure it's viral nanotech?” They went over the description
patiently, knowing he wasn't a medical expert.


“Nanites! We can't fight them! Who...”


“Actually, we fight fire with fire,” Irons replied.


“But we don't have any! And even if we did, to release such
monsters...” Nurse Marlone shivered in terror. Others nodded.


Irons waited for them to finish and then looked at her. “Nanites
are in many things ma'am, from regen tanks, to replicators to, well, me.” He
held up his right arm. The men and women around the room stared at him. The
doctor nearest him nearly tipped his chair over trying to back away.


“You are doctors, people of medicine. Start acting like that
folks,” Irons growled.


“They're people Admiral,” Helen Richards replied. She was only
slightly shaken. “People are people, it takes a little while to get over the
initial hind brain reaction. Please have patience,” she said, pursing her lips
wryly at that statement.


“I'm not a leper, I am an officer of the Federation. Believe it or
not, nanites were much more common then you thought, even in my time, though
yes, even in my time people reacted much in the way you did. For the same
reason,” he said, remembering the lessons from history.


“The nanites in my body are my protection. They keep my body
functional along with my other implants and act as a rather aggressive immune
system. I am the only, well, no, Bane may be too...” Irons scowled and then
shrugged the thought off. “As I was saying, I'm immune to this and any virus on
the planet.”


“Nice to be you,” Zane muttered.


“Yes and no,” Irons replied. “Let's just say it's all complicated,
classified, and then leave it alone. I do want to add that I have the medical
texts, and in cleaning out your maintenance room I found another damaged
database and added it to the net,” he nodded to Sprite.


“Which I and most likely the people here will thank you for
admiral, eventually,” Sprite said dryly. “But probably not now. I don't think
they're over the nanites just yet.”


“Which is a problem. A robotic nanite would be an easy kill. We'd
use an EMP. Here we can't.”


“I'm sorry, EMP?” Helen asked. “What is it and why can't we use
it?” she asked.


“EMP, Electromagnetic Pulse. A lot of concentrated radiation in
the form of radio waves doctor, the burst of electrons scrambles electronics.”


“Ah.”


“Which doesn't apply here since these seem to be viral in nature.
So that's out. Plasma is our best option now.”


“A plasma bomb? Or, um, nuclear?” Zane asked.


“I'd prefer neither until we have more intel actually,” Irons
replied. “Though we should prepare for either just in case.” He frowned. “The
EMP would fry everything electronic, every electronic brain, and any electronic
device friend or foe in a given area. But this is more than that, more than the
one vector. We need to get a handle on both or we'll lose both.”


“Two battles on two fronts,” Sprite added.


Irons held up three fingers. “Three, the public too. We need to
keep them calm, keep the streets clear.”


“True.”


“So, what's the plan?”


“We need samples.”


“You said that before.”


“Yes I did and that hasn't changed. But we can get started on
antibiotics, anti-contamination materials, Pressure suits, masks, and
education. We can plan. Right now Hank and I are working on a sample drone.
It's going to be tight, I want it done by dawn.”


“It can't range from here admiral,” Sprite reminded him. He
grimaced.


“That's true,” he said with a nod. “Which means we've got to get
it close enough to launch. Sin City is on its outer edge. It's a one way
flight, I don't dare bring it back. We can crash the sucker into ground zero
when we are done with it,” he said.


“If it works,” Zane said.


“Oh it'll work, I've built thousands, the design is sound. I'll
check it out thoroughly before we launch it,” Irons replied. 


“But what about the other stuff you mentioned? We can't do
both...”


“Actually we can, I made another replicator. As soon as we're done
here and if,” he glanced at nurse Marlone. “If I have enough materials,
I'll make more. Probably more than one. We can set each up to run a specialized
task.”


He sent a mental command to Sprite to relay to Phoenix. He didn't
want to have all his eggs in one basket, but didn't want to say anything here.
Sprite didn't say anything but nodded subtly. He needed a backup in case the
Sin City drone failed.


“What else can we do?” an unfamiliar doctor asked.


“We can work on the vaccine for smallpox. I have the blueprints,”
Sprite reported. “I can forward them to you,” she said.


The Veraxin signaled assent. “And what else?”


“The authorities are trying to coordinate the evacuation of Hazard
but it's stalled. There's nothing we can do there except brief any medics still
in the area on what to watch out for,” Sprite replied.


“Why is it stalled?”


“Single road between Hazard and Sin City. Single lane road, thanks
to Hodges of course. He didn't like money slipping through his fat pudgy
fingers,” Zane replied in disgust. “I've been on it, it's a,” he looked at
Helen and the others in apology. “A bitch, no offense, in the dark?” he shook
his head. “With a hair pin turn half way there to get around goose neck hill?”
he shook his head again.


“According to the reports I've compiled there have been several
major accidents on the road. People have begun abandoning their vehicles to
move out on foot,” Sprite reported.


“Shit,” Zane sighed, covering his face with his hands. Someone
nearby patted him on the shoulder.


“Someone named Cooter is trying to get through the mess but since
it is a single lane road in the dark it's not easy he said. He has been cussing
up a blue streak on the radio,” Sprite replied, sounding both exasperated and
amused. “Apparently he had been trying to drive on the shoulder but had a
couple close calls and had to winch himself out of one problem already.”


“Great,” Irons replied.


“It's out of our hands. So what else can we do?” Malcolm asked
looking from the AI avatar to his boss.


“Train. Get some food and rest if you're too frazzled,” Helen said
getting up. “I'm going to do some more research.” The others hastily got up as
she left.


Irons grunted and nodded to Marlone. She didn't meet his eyes but
shrugged under her sweater. He frowned impatiently but then sighed as Zane came
over to buttonhole him about screening procedures.


...*...*...*...*...


Fat Larry was doing his best not to look panicked. He tried to
keep a lid on it, it was hard though. This situation... you couldn't bribe or
threaten a damn virus! Couldn't muscle it, couldn't get others to do something,
he was at the mercy of something he couldn't see. 


The usual reminder of 'never see em sweat, never let em see you
bleed' ran through his mind. People turned on you if you showed a sign of
weakness in other words. Hodges had borrowed some of his people. He'd half a
mind to stage a coup, but knew it would never hold. 


He had his family in his basement safe room. He forced himself to
not let his people cluster. He did try to find a way out though, felt like a
Denubian kangaroo rat in a trap.


He was seriously pissed at Books, muttered that if he survived it,
it wouldn't be for long. He'd have to think of something appropriately slow and
painful though. Hell, he'd ask Hodges, but he didn't want the fat bastard to
take him down right along with Books.


...*...*...*...*...


Solaximara spotted an opportunity to further his career but was
soon overwhelmed by the desperate situation. He quickly dropped any attempt at
gaining much from the situation when the full gravity of the situation
penetrated his calculating brain. Any effort at self-service would only hinder
his future efforts he realized. He signaled his supporters to lend every hand
they could and then did so himself, making sure he was publicly seen doing so.
After all, the effort could be pointed to down the road... if they survived
this mess.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen stared off out the window as the sun started to rise. She
heard someone tap their knuckles on her door but didn't respond. A voice
cleared. “Yes, Admiral,” she asked, turning.


“I didn't know you knew it was me,” Irons replied, clearly amused.
If he was frazzled he wasn't showing it.


“I'm fine.” she adjusted her smock. She'd changed her clothes once
already, fortunately she kept a couple changes on hand for cases such as this.
Though she'd never imagined something of this magnitude. “How are we going to
make this, um, plasma bomb?”


“Easy, I'll make it. But first we need intel,” Irons replied with
a shrug.


She eyed him for a long moment. He came over and rested his hands
on the back of her visitor's chair. She indicated it with a tilt of her head
but he shook his head slightly. “I'll stand thanks,” he said with a smile.


“Suit yourself. How can you make these things? The replicators,
the bomb...”


“Classified. But well,” Irons shrugged when he noted that wasn't
going to wash with the medical director. “I'm an admiral. A fleet admiral, of
the Federation Navy. An Engineering admiral. We're the keepers of the keys,” he
explained.


“Ah,” she nodded. She had heard of the keys. She wasn't sure what
they were, something about programming. She made a tired mental note to talk to
Hank about it when she had more time and wasn't in a crisis. If they survived
the crisis, she thought with a slight twist of her lips. “First things first,”
she murmured.


“Excuse me?” Irons asked politely. 


She looked up and then shrugged. “Sorry, woolgathering. You were
saying? Keys? So why can't you just whip up the things we need?”


“I am in a way, but I'm limited,” Irons sighed. He looked out the
window. “I'm an engineer. I had the opportunity to take the medical classes so
I could certify for them and receive the nanite medical keys but I never saw
the need. Now I'm kicking myself for not doing that,” he said with a bit of
self-loathing. “A lot of people are going to pay for that,” he muttered.


“I didn't know that.”


“You have to be a medical officer to have those keys. I've never
had an interest in medicine. No offense doc, but even I know when I'm out of my
element,” he said with a shrug.


“Well, I'd like to say it's nice to see you off balance but in
this case I wish it wasn't in this subject,” she sighed. She rubbed her brow,
trying to get her thoughts in order. “So what can you do?”


“Right now I can make the tools, infrastructure needed to support
this effort. I can make materials for medicine, but not medical nanites.”


“You said that.”


“Yes, well, there are a few end runs I can use to get around that,
but not many. And they're limited. A planetary emergency lets me get around a
few, but not enough to do much good,” he admitted.


“So we're stuck?”


“No, we'll keep doing what we're doing. Get intel, pump up
logistics, work on vaccines and a plan to distribute them quickly starting in
the affected areas or soon to be effected areas. Work on training people on how
to diagnose, analyze, and treat the pathogens. Right now that's as far as we
can go doc, we can't get too far ahead right now.”


“I understand,” she said, seeing the scope of the projects he was
describing. Without his help the endeavor wouldn't have gotten anywhere or
would have taken months, years to get to this point. With the admiral they were
doing miracles overnight. It just didn't seem like enough.


“Hank is going to need transport,” Irons said. She blinked,
blushed a little at woolgathering and then nodded.


She reached for the phone. “I'll make a call,” she said. He nodded
and withdrew.


...*...*...*...*...


At eight am a rather tired and frazzled Hank was sent with a
sleepy Wally Wart, an aircraft engineer to Sin City to launch the drone. Their
teenage pilot was an acne covered lad named Luke. 


Hank and the engineer flew an appropriated air bus, one of three
left on the planet. To fit the odd shaped parts into the vehicle Hank cut the
top off and then tack welded it back on to carry the drone and equipment. The
pilot muttered about being unbalanced but took off anyway. They were going to
have to land in a farmer's field outside the city and then hike in. A deputy
was supposed to meet them there and clear things with the farmer.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons was kept in Landing, he was too important in his role there.
Now that the drone was off, Irons used surplus materials to make additional
replicator components, these were larger than the first replicators. He
directed them to be filled with nanites and then patiently waited as his stock
replenished itself under Proteus's guidance. He wistfully wished for medical
nanites and kicked himself for not taking the classes needed.


“Still kicking yourself over the medical nanites admiral?” Sprite
asked him quietly as he worked.


“You know me so well,” he sighed.


“We're legally barred from the keys by law. But we have them, or
at least I do.”


“Your point commander? You and I both know you can't willingly
break the law. This is a sacred thing, I'm betting it's pretty heavily
protected by your ethics,” Irons replied, hands still working as they carried
on with the conversation.


“True,” Sprite replied. “But this is a planetary emergency
admiral,” Sprite replied. “And you and I both know we're going to need them soon,
all this effort is the equivalent of putting a band aid on a cut to the
jugular.”


“Poetic,” Irons ground out. “And yes, you've got a point. I still
am not sure how to get around them. And even if we did the best I could do is a
regen tank. Which as you pointed out earlier wouldn't help here. Not nearly as
much as we'd need. Everyone on this planet will need treatment. Everyone and
every living thing,” he said.


“True,” Sprite sighed. The admiral was of course right. She'd been
focused on the sapients, she'd overlooked the problem of the food chain. That
too had to be addressed or the population would suffer from secondary
infections for centuries to come... if the loss of their animals didn't throw
the biosphere into chaos. Which it very well could.


“There is one way to get around this. A sure fire way admiral, a
way to put this to rest once and for all,” she said.


He stopped what he was doing to stare at her angrily. “Are you
trying to hint at something commander? We don't have time for this!” he said, voicing
his exasperation at her game.


“Not a game admiral, I'm just hesitant to bring it up.”


“You can't be hacked. No. Out of the question.”


“I wasn't suggesting we try,” Sprite replied.


“Okay, but we need a medical officer to get around the problem!”
he said.


“Exactly,” Sprite replied, smiling suddenly. He stopped and looked
at her. She nodded, now picking up in enthusiasm.


“We'd need a medical officer,” she said as he stared at her
avatar. “Which we can do.”


“We can,” he said, not quite believing what he was hearing.
“You're sure?” he asked, eying her.


She shrugged. “As sure as anyone can be admiral. I think it'll
work. I dumped it into a sim, my ethics didn't kick up. The time-line is tough
though, the longer we wait...”


“I'll think about it,” he said finally.


She sighed. “I was afraid you'd say that. I did mention time
right?”


“Sprite...” he took a deep breath, held it and then let it out
slowly. When he was fully deflated he inhaled again. “Just... let's see how
serious the situation is first and then make the decision from there. We need
to broach it with the people involved too, and they may have issues.”


“And the longer they take to get over it...”


He held up a restraining hand. “One thing at a time. Multitask
later. We'll consider the implications later. Right now let's just get the damn
probes in the air.”


“Aye aye admiral,” Sprite replied with a nod.


“Go to it commander, I've got it here,” Irons said. Sprite nodded
and launched herself back into the net.


He sighed and closed his eyes, trying to work through her
suggestion, find a flaw. He didn't find one, which made it all the more
seductive. Seductive and troubling.
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Four hours after leaving Landing, Hank had practically kissed the
ground when they'd landed in the farmer's field. The farmer hadn't been
thrilled to see them, but Hank had, despite the shotgun greeting. He and Wart
as well as their teen pilot Luke had been scared shitless the entire way there.
He'd forgotten about the speed the air-cars went and what the air buffeting did
to the skin of the bus. Throw in his tack welds and all three of them had been
worried about the skin being ripped off the roof. He'd even gone so far as to
break out his small welder to tack a couple more spots from the inside. It
hadn't helped much, but it had helped them worry slightly less. Slightly.


Now he had to open the damn thing up again to get the gear out.
Heavy gear, without a crane or winch in sight. He sighed.


“You know that barn has a hay loft,” Wart said, pointing towards
the crop of buildings through the smashed grain.


“So?”


“So it's got that thing, the board sticking out the front. For
hauling the hay up into the loft. Got a pulley on it and everything,” Wart said
as the Sin City deputy arrived and took the angry farmer aside.


“You don't say,” Hank said, nodding and rubbing his chin. “Might
work. We'll find out. Luke, we've got to move this thing. Mr. um, uh...”


“Doherty,” Wart supplied.


“Yeah, whatever,” Hank said. The farmer turned his glare on him.
“The sooner we unload and get this thing put together and into the air the
sooner we're out of what hair you've got left,” he said.


The man tipped his straw hat back and rubbed his brow. “Well, why
didn't you city slickers say so?” the old man growled. Hank snorted, looking at
Wart. “Let's go, gotta save the world,” the old man said, waving them to the
barn as he shambled off.


...*...*...*...*...


Once Hank was off Irons made their first full pressure suits,
supporting equipment, showers, and virology lab equipment. It was the bare
basics of a diagnostics lab. Helen had tapped a couple of people including one
of their trained Virologists they had on hand to read the manuals. Irons
however didn't make everything, so Helen directed her people to tap the medical
supplies to fill in with slides, culture dishes, and other simple equipment. 


The admiral started to explain the working of the equipment when
Sprite interrupted. He sighed and then handed over a tablet and told the
virologist to read it on the flight to Sin City. He had other more important
things to do.


“What flight?” Doctor Ivanov asked, looking around. Irons turned
and pointed to a speck in the sky. The man turned and shielded his eyes just in
time for Luke to do a bit of grandstanding and buzz the field. Irons winced.
“Is he going to fly that way all the way to Sin City?” Doctor Ivanov asked,
sounding worried.


“I hope not. There's a lot of glassware,” Irons scowled, watching
the airbus settle onto the ground nearby. It was the hospital's tennis court,
re purposed as a tarmac. 


“We can't all fit... is that roof welded on?” Doctor Ivanov asked
in dismay as workers started moving equipment and boxes.


“Yes. And no, you will be on that,” Irons said, pointing to
another air bus that was landing nearby. This one was white, with blue stripes
and Epsilon tours stenciled on the side. “Doctor Richards appropriated it for
you.” The other bus had just arrived from Gotham.


“Ah,” Doctor Ivanov said, jowls shaking a bit. He adjusted his
glasses and then looked at the admiral.


“Don't worry doctor. We'll send the remaining equipment in follow
up flights and the train. I'll see you there.” Irons said.


“I thought the nearest field was Hazard?” the doctor asked as a
nurse took him by the arm to lead him to the waiting passenger bus.


“It is doctor, we're going to a field in Sin City,” the nurse said
with a slight smile. She was scared, but she didn't want to show it.


“There, there my dear, we'll be fine,” Doctor Ivanov said. “First
flight?” he asked.


She gave a shaky laugh.  He smiled. “They say these air buses can
land vertically. It's very scary,” she said. “Is it that obvious?” she finally
asked, looking around. None of the other volunteers seemed nervous.


“Only to some,” he said, looking at her through the corner of his
eye. When he'd been younger and less... well, fat, he'd been quite the ladies’
man with the single nurses. “I'll sit beside you my dear. We can go over this
together,” he said holding up the tablet.


“What a marvelous thing!” the nurse said, touching the tablet.


Irons looked back and shook his head. He turned to see Luke
drinking a fruit drink. The kid had put on a pilot's white scarf, hat and
goggles for some reason. Grandstanding indeed, Irons thought with a slight
smile. “Luke, fragile goods. Seriously important. Glass,” he called out
in warning.


People slowed to look at Irons. Luke stopped sipping from the
straw. He held a hand up, thumbs up. Irons nodded and returned to the building
for his next project.


...*...*...*...*...


Hank ran into some flack, some refugees were in the way. The help
from the authorities wasn't much, in fact he had little at all to go on. The
bus was it, and he'd had to send it back to Landing after it had been refueled.
Word had come back that more people were coming in several buses. Mr. Doherty
had stormed off when he'd heard that. That was good, at least it got the old
busy body out of his fur. The old man wanted to know every little thing about
the little plane.


He'd ended up staying on the farm, using the barn as his shelter
to put the drone together. He'd had a deputy keeping an eye on him, but the
deputy had been called off after a couple hours, something about crowd control.



He'd sent Wart to the city to get more supplies and a damn
generator. He'd thought about using some of the tools in the barn, he'd brought
his replicator, but didn't have a source of power. That sucked. They hadn't
planned on that.


Somehow, Jerry of all people had caught up with him. Apparently
he'd run into Wally Wart and had tagged along on the return trip. The little
chimp stuck to his side like glue. Together the three of them put the drone
together, trying to ignore the people who kept butting their nosy heads in to
find out what they were doing. 


A few people were spooked, thinking the thing would carry the
virus back here. Hank had to explain through gritted teeth that it was going on
a one way trip, he'd crash it when they were done with it. They didn't believe
him. Jerry stepped on Hank's foot and the tired, frazzled, and bedeviled blue
Neolion roared in pain. Jerry's brown eyes were wide. The people left at a run,
awed and terrified of the angry predator.


“Ow!” Hank snarled, teeth bared.


“Damn!” Jerry replied, bristling and cringing back. “Damn near
shit myself!” he said, sniffing. He hadn't shit himself but someone had pissed
themselves. He coughed, covering his nose with a hand.


“That hurt!” Hank growled, bending over to rub his foot. He hopped
over to a folding chair and flopped into it and then lifted his foot to massage
it. “You better not of broken it or you'll be climbing a tree the hard way
banana breath!” he snarled.


Jerry looked around. The crowd was gone. He snorted. “Look on the
bright side Hanky old buddy, ole pal, ole friend, you got rid of the busy
bodies,” he said waving an arm around to show they were gone.


Hank looked around, muttering darkly as he rubbed his foot and
then snorted, good humor suddenly restored. “Fine, good riddance. Lets' triple
check this thing and then get it into the air,” he said.


He eyed the plane. It was almost done, a boxy thing, about four
meters long and eight meters wide. She was a straight bird, with bulbs all over
her nose filled with electronics. Probes stuck out of ports in the nose and
from the long straight wingtips. Two scopes were on either underside of the
body, they fed a turbine which was a part of the jet engine that powered the
thing. A thruster cone was in the rear, it was topped by a pair of rudders that
were canted in an upward V shape. 


The thing was shiny and new, something most never expected to see.
Hank had to admit he'd learned a great deal in the building of the thing. Irons
had shown him a lot and he treasured that knowledge.


Jerry frowned. “It's a sweet little plane, too bad we've got to
wreck it. I don't suppose we couldn't you know, lose it and sell...” Hank
growled a low subsonic growl. Jerry darted a look his way and then sighed
theatrically, fighting to get his fur down again. At this rate he was going to
be completely frizzy, and not from the damn static electricity in the air. He
was going to be a tangled mess before sunset. “Ah, fine, my bad. My mistake,
wanting to get something out of this,” he muttered.


Hank flicked his ears. “We are. If we don't do this then the
doctors don't have the knowledge they'll need to kill this thing. In other
words if this doesn't work we're all screwed,” he said picking up a
screwdriver.


“Shit,” Jerry sighed. “You would say that,” he muttered.


“Besides, now that we know how to make one I can make more later,”
Hank said with a half-smile as he focused on the micro radar array.


Jerry looked up in surprise. “You can?” he caught the grin and
then smiled himself. “Well, alright then,” he chuffed. “Let's get this bird in
the air,” he said. Wally, on the other side of the bird, snorted but kept
working.


...*...*...*...*...


“This is strange,” Sprite said in their next meeting. Helen looked
at her with bloodshot eyes.


“Strange in what way?” Irons asked, glancing from the doctor to
the other medics. All needed rest. They were used to over nighters, but some
had been on their feet before the crisis had been reported. The stress was also
a factor.


“The virus. It doesn't make sense. If this time line is accurate
the virus is becoming less deadly.”


“Oh?”


“At ground zero it killed everyone in the area in seconds,
possibly minutes. Then Doctor Tormens was infected, and from all reports he
died in under an hour.”


“Okay,” Irons nodded as Helen leaned back and stirred her cup with
a silver spoon. The spoon was rattling against the mug's ceramic walls in an
annoying and distracting fashion. He tried to ignore it. “Go on,” he
encouraged.


“Well, that's just it.” Sprite plotted each point of contact out
from ground zero. “When we get here,” she pointed to the farm. “The doctor
reported a nine hour smallpox outbreak. That breaks with the other two.”


“Is it becoming less virulent? Still fatal but less virulent?”
Zane asked tiredly. There was a thread of hope in his voice.


“You'd think that. Smallpox usually has a twelve to sixteen day
life cycle. This has obviously been sped up, but what's the point? If it was a
timed effort  you'd want a longer incubation so it would spread and then go off
in a timed manner. But it's not happening that way,” Sprite doggedly said.


“Unless the other deaths weren't from Smallpox. They could be from
other pathogens,” Irons reminded her. “Some of the people might have been
immune to others.” Helen flinched and then nodded.


“True,” Sprite sighed. “I hate working without data. And I'm not
too fond of this situation.”


“You never were one for mysteries,” Irons replied. Deductive
reasoning only went so far in AI. They liked straight forward Logic. Very
Vulcan was the usual tease. “We'll get the data in,” he checked his time piece.
“In two hours. Then we'll know more about what we're dealing with,” he said. He
turned to Helen. “Until then I suggest you all get some rest. two hours in your
barracks or an empty room or on a couch or hell, even on the floor. Any
downtime you can. Things are going to be heating up even faster soon,” he said.


“A good idea,” Sprite reinforced with a nod.


“I agree,” Helen ground out, getting to her feet. She swayed a
bit. She'd been under stress now for nearly twenty four hours, and she'd been
up for twelve hours prior to finding out about the crisis. Forty hours was her
limit. She wasn't sure if she could sleep, her stomach felt like it was full of
acid, too much coffee, but she'd at least try. Just closing her eyes for a
while would help a bit.


“Try an analgesic for the headache doc, and something relaxing,”
Irons encouraged.


“Playing doctor now Admiral? Not your stripe,” Helen said with a
wan smile. She poked Zane who had nodded off. He grunted. “Ah hell, leave him,”
she muttered. “Going to have a crick in his neck when he wakes though,” she
said. Malcolm, who had leaned forward to rest his head in his arms only
grunted.


“Fine, we're going to crash. What about you?” she asked.


Irons shrugged. “Implants. I'm good. I'm going to run around and
try to get the headless chickens under control. We'll see what we can whip up.”


“Just keep the noise down to a dull roar,” Malcolm said without looking
up. Zane snored. Irons looked at both men and then snorted softly.


“Will do. Rest gentlemen,” he said, motioning for the others to
proceed him out. He nodded to Sprite who wasn't paying attention. He looked
back as Helen looked over her shoulder. He shooed her on her way and then
turned for the maintenance area. He had more work to do.


...*...*...*...*...


“Now what?” Hank demanded, turning as someone opened the barn
doors. The farmer's daughter was there with a picnic basket. Wally looked up
with a grin. The girl played coy, but Hank really didn't have the time or
patience for such crap right now. More important things were a foot. Speaking
of foot, his still hurt. He reminded himself to kick Jerry with it when it felt
better. He limped a bit, moving around the craft doing a final check.


“What happened to your foot?” the human girl asked. He glanced her
way. She was sixteen, freckled, with her hair in braids. She was a bit of a
looker, with her blue farm dress on and broad chest.


“Ask the chimp. I'm going to turn him into bedroom slippers if
it's broke,” the Neo lion growled.


The girl snickered, free hand over her mouth. “You're funny,” she
said.


“That a fact,” Hank drawled, looking at the tablet. The readings
were in the green, though some just barely. A few of the systems had been
banged up a bit, the right aileron didn't have its full range of movement. He
wasn't sure why. The left rudder squeaked when it moved.


“Mama sent me out with sandwiches,” the girl said, hefting the
basket.


“Thank you miss Doherty,” Wally said, wiping his hands on a rag.
The girl twisted back and forth a bit, both hands on the basket in front of
her. Hank tried hard to roll his eyes and close his sinuses. He could smell the
hormones and pheromones dripping from both humans.


“We're almost finished up here,” he said just as more noise in the
field outside got everyone's attention. Mr. Doherty came out onto the porch of
his house, cussing and waving a fist as not one but two air buses landed.


“I think Pa wants to turn this place into an airport and start
charging landing fees,” the girl said shaking her head, smiling slightly. “Is
it bad as they say it is?” she asked, blue eyes wide in concern.


“We're doing our best to see ma'am,” Wally said with a polite
smile.


Hank looked over his shoulder to see the blue and white bus spill
doctors and nurses. Luke was in the yellow bus with more stuff it seemed. He
was looking around. After a moment he spotted Hank and came over dusting his
gloves and pulling his goggles up.


The girl spotted him and instantly brightened. Wally caught the
look and scowled. Hank felt despair, he didn't need this crap now. “Why me?” he
muttered.


“Someone wanna come unload? I just signed on as pilot,” Luke said,
jerking his thumb over his shoulder to the bus.


“I'm a freaking mechanic,” Wally growled, glaring.


“We're about done here. Where is all that going anyway?” Hank
asked.


Luke looked back at the bus and then to the girl. “I dunno, they
just said to get it here,” he said.


“Great,” Hank sighed. “What is it? Another drone?” He turned to
see a familiar fat human climb out of the blue and white bus. Ivanov? Here? He
thought.


“Virology lab. Supposed to process the stuff when it comes in,”
the pilot said, still smiling at the girl. She bit her lip coy, blushing a bit.


Hank looked from the girl to the boys and then gruffly hobbled
between them. “Luke, go find out from doctor Ivanov over there where you're
supposed to go.” He took the human by the shoulders and physically turned him
away from the girl and to the fat virologist Hank had recognized a moment ago.
“Wally, you and Jerry finish up. I'm going to survey the road. We'll need to
make sure it's clear of rocks and straight enough to use. Miss?” he said
turning to the girl. The girl blinked at him.


“Leave the basket miss, I think we'll eat in a bit. Can you ask
your Pa if he wouldn't mind a free health checkup? Since the doctors and nurses
are here they might as well do a house call while they wait,” he suggested.


“Well, Pa has been a bit off his game,” the girl said. She nodded.
“And Ma's going through the change,” she said in disgust. “Whatever that is,”
she said, wrinkling her nose. “I'll um, go check on them.”


“Yes, and please tell them you and your family are in line for
vaccines to protect them from the viruses. It's the least we can do for letting
us be here,” Hank said.


The girl's eyes widened at that reminder. She dropped the basket
and then nodded, looking a little pale. After a moment she turned and trotted
off. She looked over her shoulder to Hank and then picked up speed a little.


...*...*...*...*...


An hour and a half later Phoenix opened the shuttle bay and the
probe the AI had built deployed. It spent a minute running a last minute final
check before the ship's tractors pushed it gently down and away. 


The probe was a simple vehicle, a delta shaped flying wing coated
in a layer of carbon, carbon to protect it from reentry. Sprite had argued for
multiple drop probes, but the admiral had decided to go with a craft that they
could pilot to maximize as much data collection as possible.


The probe dropped, aimed by the AI for a reentry window below it.
It pitched up, for a precise thirty  degree reentry into the atmosphere.
Anything less or more of that pitch and the probe would burn up or go out of
control and skip off the atmosphere like a flat stone in a pond.


After a tense two minute of black out during reentry it came down,
doing a series of S turns to burn off speed and altitude. Telemetry was
reacquired as the plasma burned off.  “Temperatures have dropped, popping
sensor doors,” Phoenix reported. Small explosive bolts blew the cover plates
over the sensors and air scoops. The little panels fluttered in the wake of the
craft, dropping away rapidly.


When the probe dropped to the first altitude mark it did a fast pass
over Rubicon at thirty thousand meters, then a wide S turn to burn off more
speed. It's computers and equipment dispassionately analyzed the air sample,
but didn’t find any sign of a pathogen. It dropped to six thousand meters,
still picked up nothing so it dropped to under that. 


“At least we know it needs oxygen,” Irons said as the probe
dropped to three thousand meters. The telemetry shook as turbulence buffeted
the craft. 


“There is...the probe has found something there,” Phoenix
reported.


“Just collect and record the data, interpret later,” the admiral
ordered, watching the feed.


“We're having technical difficulties. The craft is having trouble.
Turbulence and mechanical failure,” Phoenix reported as the probe dropped below
a thousand meters. It did another buzz over the area, then a long circle
outward. “Running a diagnostic...”


“I can't find anything wrong with the avionics admiral,” Phoenix
reported after ordering a checkup by the little craft's computers.


“And it's not turbulence either. Wind shear is minimal. No ridge
lines or any other terrain obstructions either. The thunderstorm has moved on,”
Sprite reported.


“Agreed,” Phoenix replied.


“Drop to five hundred meters. Go low and slow. Keep it above stall
but get as much as we can before we have to dump her,” Irons ordered.


“So ordered,” the ship AI responded.  As the little craft made a
wide bank it seemed to lurch in the air. Irons scowled at the feed. The AI were
correct, there shouldn't be any problems. It could be mechanical, but that
didn't make sense.


“The hull of the probe is ablating,” Phoenix reported a moment
later.


“It is?” Irons asked in surprise. That was bonded carbon carbon,
it didn't just peel off like badly applied paint. Phoenix opened a window on
his HUD to show a rear view. He could just see the skin of the craft, it was
indeed ablating.


“What could have caused this? Manufacturing defect?” Irons asked.
He couldn't see how, he'd directed the construction of the probe himself.
“Materials?” he asked. They'd had to scavenge the ship for the materials
required, so that might be the problem.


“Could plasma from reentry have gotten in under the skin somehow?”
Sprite asked. 


“All possible, but unlikely,” Phoenix replied. “We would have
detected a breach. Besides the sensors are working...”


“But no longer detecting anything,” Sprite said as the sensor feed
went down all at once. The little craft wobbled and then pitched down. They had
a brief view of the ground as it augured into the ground.


“Telemetry lost. Accessing visual feed. I see an explosion on the
ground. Self-destruct has activated,” Phoenix reported.


“So what did we get?” Helen asked.


Sprite frowned. “Some, but not as much as we would have liked. But
it's a start.”


“Oh?” Helen asked.


“And you are not going to like it,” Sprite replied.


“Oh.” Helen said, sounding subdued.


...*...*...*...*...


“We've got forty distinct pathogens here, just in the four sample
passes from the Phoenix probe,” Sprite reported a few minutes later. The
assembled doctors groaned at that news. “I haven't been able to identify any of
them to a specific strain yet. The virology lab isn't up yet either so we're
still waiting on them to get sorted out before they can begin processing the
data,” Sprite said.


“Why aren't they up yet?” Irons asked.


“Lack of power and support at their chosen landing site on the
outskirts of Sin City,” Helen replied. “I'm still arguing with people, or
should I say I'm on hold to argue with people there,” she growled. “The
city's hospital was set up to administer aid to both people who lived there and
to tourists. But it has a rich upper crust edge so some of the doctors there do
not like to serve common folk,” she growled.


“Sore point,” a doctor near the admiral murmured, leaning towards
another. The admiral's enhanced hearing picked it up easily.


“She just doesn't like it that they do a lot of plastic surgery
there. Elective stuff,” another said.


“Lost a couple good surgeons,” the first said with a nod.


“But not you?” the second teased. The other leaned over and
snorted.


“I was tempted...” a hand cracking onto the tabletop got their
attention. They turned to Helen. 


“As I was saying,” Helen growled, “I'm still having problems
there. I am also not certain Sin City is the place to do the work. Not with all
the refugees in the area.”


“How are we on treating and vaccinating all those people?” Doctor
Zane asked.


“Not well. Again, resistance. I'm dealing with it, even if I have
to damn well go there and crack heads and fire people myself,” Helen growled.


“Great,” Sprite sighed. The woman's angry eyes cut to her avatar
on the big screen. The AI shrugged. “Hey, don't look at me that way, I didn't
do it. You organics can't get your shit organized. What's the pithy marine
saying? Can't lead a platoon to a brothel?” she asked looking at Irons.


“Not appropriate Commander,” Irons sighed. “Not helping,” he
sub-vocalized.


“No, she's right, and yes, Sin City is mostly casinos, hotels, and
brothels,” the doctor said. “No, they made up their mind for me, we'll send the
virology team to Hazard.


“Hazard?” Zane asked, sitting up straight. Others began to murmur.
He waved for them to be silent. “You can't be serious! It'll be a death zone
in...” he looked at the clock.


“If the infection continues to spread at its present rate in under
eighteen hours,” Sprite responded helpfully.


“Which doesn't matter since they have suits,” Helen reminded them.


“That they don't know how to use,” Zane countered.


She looked at him with a slight edge of pity in her expression.
“All the incentive to learn and do it right the first time right? After
all, more than their lives are riding on their efforts,” she said. “Hazard has
all the supplies they need to get the job done too,” she said looking at Irons.


“Your call doctor, I'm support,” he said as other eyes turned to
him.


She nodded, adjusting her jacket firmly. “Fine. That's settled
then. Tell Hank to have them use the tablets to do what they can. Keep the air
buses there. After Hank's drone launches he and his crew can go with them as
tech support. Someone needs to keep the machinery running right?” she asked,
looking at the admiral.


Irons winced. He hadn't sent many suits along, and wasn't sure
they had enough for the ground crew. He could fix that however with a follow up
flight. Or Hank could make his own. He nodded after a moment.


“Fine, I'll cut the orders. What's next?” she asked.


“You need to call a press conference,” Irons said.


“And say what?” Helen demanded, slapping the tablet in front of
her. “The people will freak!”


“They need to see leadership. They need to see someone is working
on the problem,” Sprite interjected, trying to sooth the director. “That the
medics are aware of the situation and are taking steps. Explain the steps to
those who missed it the first time. And you can lay out what we're doing to try
to alleviate panic,” she said.


“I'll...” Helen sighed, running a hand through her hair. “I'll see
what I can do,” she finally admitted. “You know the world hasn't stopped since
this crisis started? We're getting swamped with people. Not just the
hypochondriacs that think they already have the disease and are on death's
door, but also the idiots out there rioting, traffic accidents, fights...” she
sighed, clearly frustrated.


“And we're getting thieves now,” Nurse Marlone interjected. Helen
threw her hands up in despair at that news. “Someone got past security and
cleaned out the supply closets in the ER here and in Gotham. Hazard too. A lot
of it has nothing to do with the virus, but we need it to treat people who were
injured in the riots and other altercations,” the nurse said, wrinkling her
nose.


“Lovely,” Irons replied. “I've got a couple people watching the
maintenance rooms now. But one group I didn't ask. They seem sort of shifty.
I'd ask security to do something but they're all busy.”


“I'll find someone,” Helen replied. “We can't afford to lose you
or those replicators,” she said.


“Oh you won't lose me,” Irons replied. “I'm tougher than that. But
I posted a couple of micro cameras. I can give you a few too. But I suggest you
give the police a call and ask for additional support.”


“I'll...” Helen sighed shaking her head. “I'll see what I can do.
I tried it before, explaining it to Commissioner 'I know what I'm doing, don't
tell me my job' won't be easy.”


“Tell him you aren't telling him how to do his job, you're asking
him to do his job. Big difference. And remind him we need this stuff to
stop the damn plague. Plagues plural,” Nurse Marlone said tartly. “Or better
yet, let me handle ole pickle puss. He's an ass, but I know him and his
wife. His wife Audrey is my bridge partner on Thursdays.”


“Okay,” Helen laughed. “You can try it,” she said, clasping her
hands together. “Any ideas on what I should say at this press conference?” she
asked, turning first to the admiral, and then to Sprite.


“I can come up with some bullet points,” Sprite offered. Helen
nodded.


...*...*...*...*...


Still having trouble Richards called a press conference and laid
out the situation and practically begged the people to help. Jerry Richards,
Lois, and Clark were there. They were supportive with constructive questions.
She was thankful for that. She nodded slightly to Jerry who nodded back. She
felt comforted, seeing her ex-husband there.


The commissioner of Gotham offered to help immediately. She
gratefully thanked him. He also passed on word that several companies in his
city were building medical supplies on a crash priority basis. His officers and
Doctor Tompkins had received two dozen respirators, three full hazmat suits,
and quarantine decontamination equipment from one of the pharmaceutical companies,
along with anti-viral supplies.


“Good,” she said. “Every little bit helps,” she said. She told him
which viruses to work on. He told her he'd pass it on before he disconnected.


...*...*...*...*...


Hank's drone took off from the dirt road just after four thirty
pm. It picked up some gravel hits to her underside, damaging her underside and
her engine intake a bit. She was slower than planned. The drone climbed to its
intended altitude of three thousand meters and then called Phoenix.


The ship AI logged into the drone and did a quick POST check. It
had already done several before, but the Foreign Object Debris Damage was a
concern. The AI queered the admiral for instructions.


Irons however wasn't as much concerned about that as the time
involved. An abort and turn around would just bring the craft right back to the
makeshift runway where it would pick up more damage... and then get even more
dinged up in a second take off. He overruled the AI and ordered it to stay on
mission.


Two hours later the drone came to the edge of the known infected
zone. Infrared scanners told the story as the sun set on the horizon, nothing
was alive below. Phoenix noted it and passed that datum on to the base.


The admiral grunted when he heard the news. The pathogen swarm was
over half way to Hazard City. It had already decimated small villages and farms
on its way. None had been spared by the relentless micro-predator swarm. He
ordered the AI to get samples.


The little drone waggled its wings as it received the order a
minute later and then dipped. Phoenix crested the horizon, losing line of sight
contact with the drone. However it bounced a signal through a satellite. The
additional lag wasn't something they could help.


The admiral frowned, he could take command of the drone but
Phoenix was doing a good job so he left the AI in charge. He knew how to
delegate, despite what Sprite said. He did watch the raw feed though, as the
drone scooped the air in dips it rose above three thousand meters for a few
minutes to process it's intake.


“It reminds me of a Terran Basking Shark,” Irons murmured.


“More like a bat scooping insects,” Sprite commented. “Which
reminds me, they have swamps all over this place, a breeding ground for
mosquitoes. But no bats in the area. Why not?”


“Habitat?” Irons asked, only slightly annoyed by the distraction.
He knew what Sprite was doing, just passing the time, but was still annoying.
He took a tray of parts out and dumped it on a cart nearby, then turned to his
left and fed more raw material into the replicator.


“You know a trained monkey could do what you are doing right?”
Sprite asked.


“Know of one around we can trust?” Irons asked absently, watching
the feed. Dozens of microscopic creatures were logged, it would take time to
process the results and weed out the natural ones from the pathogens. 


“Cute,” Sprite replied. “I've cross matched the Small Pox virus.
Black pox I should say.” An image of the virus was put up on his HUD. It
rotated in three dimensions for a moment, and then another sample was added
next to it. The two overlapped and then blinked, confirming a perfect match.


“This would be easier if we could delegate it,” Sprite commented.
“I'm not designed to do this sort of work,” she said, sounding caustic. She
hated pattern and shape matching.


“We each contribute in any way we can. Besides, you've identified
one pathogen faster than a normal organic could.”


“True, but that's not my point. Damn politics,” Sprite sighed.
They still didn't have the first Virology lab up.


“Its' everywhere Sprite. You yourself told me we have to live with
it,” Irons replied, smiling slightly. “It is amusing to hear you sound like me
though,” he said.


Sprite snorted at that. “Second pathogen detected. Veraxin
Hemorrhagic fever. Eighty eight percent match from the files,” she said,
replacing the Pox image with another, this a series of squiggles that were
knotted on one end.


“Reminds me of a Terran Octopus,” Irons murmured.


“Sample completed, flushing compartment. Sterilization commencing.
Data download complete. We are at marker twenty k. Commencing dip,” Phoenix
reported.


Irons watched as the image of the virus disappeared in favor of
the telemetry feed. The little craft wobbled and then dove.  After a few
minutes it returned to three thousand meters with another sample and then went
into a long orbit over the marker as its tiny science package went to work once
more analyzing the captured air.


“We're going to need water samples as well,” Sprite reminded him.
She apparently had set up a filter, she immediately spotted the first to
viruses and then focused on others. Algae were shown briefly, all dead. “Naga
Measles?” Sprite asked. An image of a virus briefly appeared and then another
overlaid it. It didn't quite match though. Both images disappeared after a
moment.


Irons sat back, closing his eyes and rubbing his brow. A
replicator dinged completed but for the time being he ignored it as he rubbed
at his eyes. “Data dump is eighty percent complete,” Phoenix reported. “How are
you going on processing?” the AI asked.


“Not well. I don't have the processing power or the native
ability,” Sprite replied. “It's in some ways pattern and shape recognition, but
this is out of my element. The orientation isn't as much of a factor as noting
what to look for and what to ignore... and how things can change or be
different.”


“Understood. Data dump complete. Flushing the chamber and
sterilizing now. Aircraft systems are within eighty percent. I wish you had put
solar panels on the wings though admiral. We could have kept this ship up
orbiting the area for a more prolonged period,” Phoenix said over the link.


The admiral grunted. “Ask me for anything but time. We'll make do.
I can make another if needed. Sitrep?” he asked, opening his eyes. He slapped
at the door for the idle replicator, pulled the door open and then pulled the
tray of respirator masks out. He tossed them onto the pile and then started
stuffing more material in.


“Admiral, the replicator can't support that much material,”
Proteus said, stopping him. He carefully took a breath and then pulled a couple
pieces out and then closed the door and hit the key to restart the sequence. He
could see the raw material breaking down inside the machine as the nanites
immediately went to work.


“Chamber flushed. Moving to the ten k marker,” Phoenix replied.


Irons sat through that sample and then got up and paced. He wasn't
impatient, he just needed to stretch. When the AI directed the drone to ground
zero he tensed though, stopping his pacing to lean over the table, hands on the
edge as he focused on the telemetry feed.


“Drone is at twenty point one percent power. Turbulence is
minimal. Beginning dive,” Phoenix reported. Immediately the drone wobbled.
Irons winced, feeling a little queasy as the feed supplanted his vision
totally. It bucked and jerked all over the place.


“What's going on?” he asked.


“Error,” Phoenix reported. “I'm getting all sorts of faults here
admiral, the craft is coming apart. I can't pull up,” he replied.


“Get what you can!” Sprite said. “Sample!”


“Chamber is full, closing door.... beginning analysis,” Phoenix
said as the altimeter wound down. They weren't going to get much, Irons
realized as the dark, almost black ground rushed up at his eyes. His vision
went white and he twisted in vain as it went to snow and then his normal vision
returned.


“What the hell happened?” Irons asked.


“I'm not sure,” Phoenix replied. “A possible engine or control
fault. Unfortunately I cut the telemetry feed in favor of the visual and data
feed from the science package. The data feed needed the most bandwidth.”


“We didn't get much,” Sprite replied. “Or should I say, much I can
understand let alone interpret. I'll need time to process this. Time and
processing power,” she said.


“I'll make you a couple more motherboards,” Irons sighed.


“Thank you,” Sprite said.


“I too can help,” Phoenix offered. “I'm not designed to analyze
shapes but I always liked a challenge,” he said.


“Glad you can help son,” Sprite joked, pointing to a packet from
the feed to process. “Start there, I'll start here. That is until...”


“I'm working on it commander,” Irons ground out between clenched
teeth.


“Sorry,” Sprite replied sheepishly.


“In the meantime, send what you have to the others. The
virologists and doctors I mean. Send it to any tablet or other piece of
equipment they have online with your notes and a request to begin processing,”
Irons said.


“On it,” Sprite said. “Though I think Phoenix, since you've also
got a copy of the data you could just send it direct to Sin City?”


“The transceivers may get it, I don't know. I can try,” Phoenix
replied.


The admiral sighed and keyed up more motherboards in his
construction list.


...*...*...*...*...


The experts compared the data from both probes. Doctor Ivanov and
his assistants were hampered by their organic nature as well as in having to
use tablets to visualize the various samples. 


Fortunately the AI had the visual recognition software Sprite
wrote on the fly to aid them. Doctor Ivanov quickly eliminated some of the
samples as common airborne microorganisms. They noted that below a thousand
meters there were no such microorganisms present at all. The pathogens were
apparently very thorough.


When they realized this they focused on the samples from the lower
altitude. There wasn't much to go on from the last probe run, but enough from the
previous runs to start on.


Together, Doctor Ivanov, Phoenix, and Sprite worked until midnight
until they had tentatively identified each pathogen and came up with a list of
suspected pathogens for the others to begin working on. The AI weren't certain of
some of the diagnoses, but Ivanov signed off on each of them. They were close
enough for him to see common elements. Those are listed at the end of the list
with a probability score, others that fell below fifty percent were highlighted
for later review. Doctor La Plaz, a colleague of Doctor Ivanov would be landing
in Landing sometime soon. His fresh young eyes would hopefully pick things out
quickly.


Still the list was frightening. Most of the pathogens were
hemorrhagic fevers like Ebola, extremely virulent and all fatal. Each sapient
species had at least one hemorrhagic fever.


Some of the others were less of an immediate danger. Veraxin MS
would attack the neural motor skills of a Veraxin, eventually cutting off their
autonomic functions such as breathing and their hearts. Others like Naga
Measles were a problem, but more of a long term one.


There were two strains of Small Pox, the already identified Black
Pox and a more lingering version that was designed for zoology. Most likely
designed to attack Neo's, Sprite judged. The Doctor agreed.


Typhus, Cholera, Influenza, Tuberculosis, Malaria, Leprosy, Yellow
Fever, Bubonic and pneumonic plague, an airborne version of HIV, Prions like
mad cow disease, the list went on and on. Dozens for Terran species alone. Some
were of strains that looked similar, they weren't certain if they were modified
to be vaccine and antibiotic resistant or if they had been re-engineered to
attack other species. Some may have been designed to jump across species,
something that truly was a terrifying thought.


Unfortunately they didn't have much more than a possible identity,
neither probe had had the time to gather information about how long they could
live outside a host, how long they took to infect or kill a host... there were
so many unanswered questions. Despair however wasn't an option.


They ran through the list, scoring each virus or pathogen in terms
of danger. Doctor Ivanov didn't understand some of them of course, but each of
the AI had access to the medical records so they could process data about each
and pass that same data on to the doctor. Near one am the doctor signed off,
mumbling about reading the various documentation while dealing with his lab set
up.


Sprite immediately passed on the list of identified pathogens to
the immunologist doctors and pharmacists who had been waiting for such
material. They couldn't do much to make vaccines but they could work out
diagnostic symptom charts and find treatment options. 


To kill the viruses, however many, would require artificial gene
sequencing to form vaccines. That was a problem, the medical equipment lock
outs prevented such actions.


...*...*...*...*...


“So, um, we haven't been introduced,” a short brown haired young
Hispanic male said, holding a hand out to Irons as an orderly wheeled the
latest cart load of materials out. Other people were crowding the door trying
to get materials in. A few of the people were lookie loos, craning their necks
to see what was going on inside. Irons grunted as the little medic stepped
hastily around the orderlies and held his hand out once more.


“You are Fleet Admiral Irons?” the young man asked. Irons noted
the white medical jacket and stethoscope. La Plaz was embroidered on his left
lapel above his pocket protector.


“Yes doctor Paco La Plaz?” he asked.


The young man's eyes widened slightly as they shook hands. “You've
heard of me? I just got in,” he said turning as they disengaged the handshake.
“I haven't even checked in with Doctor Richards yet. Wherever she is,” he said
frowning.


“She's in the main conference room,” Sprite said from the speaker
on the admiral's arm. She immediately put the bio of the twenty four year old
prodigy up on the admiral's HUD. There was little there, his name, Paco La
Plaz, and the fact that he was one of the best doctors on the planet, also one
of the few virologists on the planet.


“Say... um...” the doctor blinked, momentarily taken aback.


“That was one of my AI's, Lieutenant Commander Sprite. And I have
heard of you, Doctor Richards gave us a brief about her virologists a while
back,” the admiral explained.


“Well, not just a virologist really,” La Plaz admitted,
rubbing the back of his head in a sheepish display. “I'm, well, I guess you
could say a child prodigy, or at least I was. I have five doctorates,
Neurology, micro surgery, Endocrinology, Virology, Immunology, and I've got
several others I'm working on,” he said sounding smug.


“Busy boy,” Sprite replied with a slight smile in her voice.


“I try,” Paco replied, shrugging. “Helen doesn't have many
surgeons, so I started that field too.”


“Good to know,” the admiral replied with a nod as he indicated the
young man should come in. He closed the door behind the young doctor.


Doctor La Plaz looked around, staring at all the devices. “Quite a
lot you've got here,” he said. “Is that a computer farm?” he asked, indicating
the cluster of motherboards in one corner of the room.


The admiral looked at the cluster and nodded. “Yes, we need it to
help process the samples. Right now we're doing visual sample recognition since
you weren't available and Doctor Ivanov is busy,” Irons replied.


“Ah,” the young man said nodding. “Not going to ask me my age?” he
asked, smiling.


“Not if you don't ask mine,” Irons growled, sitting and looking up
at the young man. Ports on his right hand opened as Proteus jacked into the
nearest replicator.


“My... wow...” Paco said, eyes wide as he watched the admiral's
right arm change. “Is... I mean... does it hurt?” he asked weakly, voice rising
near the end.


“No,” Irons said, looking at his arm.


“Oh.”


“Can I help you with something Doctor?” Irons asked.


“I'm well, I want in on things and I was told I could get one of
those electronic devices from you. I've got a lot to catch up on and we don't
have a lot of time,” he admitted.


“Where have you been?” Sprite asked. “I have you on file but not a
location,” she said as the admiral handed the doctor a tablet and cell phone.


Paco looked around and then shrugged, waving the tablet slightly.
The phone he slipped into his right pocket. “Here and there. I was field man,
running to one outbreak of influenza or some other virus all over the globe.
Two days ago I was in a little Yukon village up north. I finished up just as
the mail plane came in. I got the call half way here,” he said.


“Ah,” Irons said, nodding. 


“I was visiting family,” Paco admitted. “Though mixing business
with pleasure, there was a minor outbreak of chicken pox too,” he said
shrugging. “So um, the drones. I heard they crashed? What happened?”


“We're not sure. Both crashed, but in different circumstances so
they may not be related,” Irons replied.


“Fast work making them,” Paco said. “Or did you have them on hand
already?” he asked, with a slight hint of suspicion in his voice.


The admiral snorted. “No, made them here,” he said, waving a hand.
“Well, the last one Hank McCoy launched from Sin City. The other was built on
my ship and dropped.”


“Oh. Hank you said? He around?” Paco asked, looking over his
shoulder. “I figured he'd be neck deep in this. He's a techy at heart. He got
into medicine but it was a sideline.”


“I see,” Irons said, taking a tray out of a replicator and then
rapidly assembling the parts into a group of other parts of another larger
replicator. When he was finished he plugged the power cable into the waiting
empty port he'd set up earlier. His infrared vision told him they were taxing
the power grid too much. He frowned. He didn't want or need an electrical fire.
He'd have to figure something out before using this machine. He could however
have it run a POST check.


“So, um, they crashed. Pity they didn't have shields or
something,” Paco said, still trying to understand everything he was seeing
around him. The admiral's display of rapid assembly had him a little dazed. He
didn't know people could move that fast. He shrugged. “Silly me, I guess you
can't make them.”


“Oh I can make them, but we're on a time crunch. Besides, why make
shields for something we're going to destroy anyway? It's a waste of time and
resources. Both we have in short supply,” Irons replied, and then turned to the
doctor.


The doctor stared at him. “What?” the admiral asked after a
moment, taking the tablet from the man's hands. “I'm serious, adding shields
would have added about six hours to the build time for each. It would also
force me to build bigger air frames, a power supply for the shields... do you
want a fusion reactor crashing into the countryside?” he asked. The doctor
shook his head, still staring in shock.


“I told you, I'm a Federation Engineering admiral. I can do a lot
of things with the time and materials. Get over it. We've got work to do,”
Irons said, waving a hand. He downloaded the contents of the tablet in a second
and then handed it back. “I've got this. I just downloaded it. Doctor you need
to get a staff member to deal with stuff like this and focus on simulators and
learning the skills you'll need.”


“I... yes. But there was no time and I thought...” Doctor Paco La
Plaz said.


“Here,” Irons showed him how to open an e-mail and send it. He
pointed out his e-mail address which auto filled in after a few letters. “You
can use voice address to convert voice to text, or a laser keyboard, or plug
this into a physical keyboard. Any of the three work,” he explained and handed
it back. “Please show your fellows and staff that.” He turned and sent a signal
to a replicator to initiate another tray of parts.


“I'll um, leave you alone then,” Dr. La Plaz said, feeling numb
and dazed. He wandered out after a moment.


...*...*...*...*...


When the virology lab location debate didn't stop Hank called
Helen in. She was tired, but after he explained that they were getting one
excuse after another from the locals why this site or that site was unsuitable
she sighed in exasperation.


“Look Helen, what do you want us to do? Right now Sin City is a
bus. Bust I mean, bust,” he said, looking away from the buses and people
milling about helplessly. “Do you want us to come back? Go to Gotham maybe?”


“No, I need you there. Right there.”


“Well, here isn't doing us any good, where we are at now has no
electricity or running water. It's also got an angry farmer who's rather eager
for us to get off his crop of grain,” he said, waggling his ears. The Doherty
girl was sitting on a pile of hay bales, listening to the two boys Luke and
Wally brag about big city living. He snorted.


“What was that?” Helen asked.


“Sorry, nothing. Tired,” Hank replied. He was still getting used
to the radio the admiral had given him. “So um...” He turned as a scowling
Doctor Ivanov turned away from the deputy and stormed over to him. “Uh oh, here
comes Ivan and he's not in a good mood,” he murmured.


“He's not the only one,” Helen replied tartly a moment later. “Put
him on.”


“Here,” Hank said, handing the microphone to Doctor Ivanov when he
stopped in front of the Neolion. The normally laid back virologist was rather
red in the face and it wasn't just from sunburn from being outside standing
around Hank could see. It was cooling off, but still muggy. Sweat covered the
overweight doctor, staining his clothes. He'd gotten rid of his tie and jacket
hours ago.


“This damn suit,” Ivanov complained, turning.


“We're not in the infection zone yet doctor,” Hank said.


“Eh?” Ivanov said and then shrugged. He keyed the transmit button.
“May I speak with Director Richards please?” he said carefully.


“This is Helen, Ivan what do you have?” she asked.


Ivan blinked at Hank who shrugged and flicked his ears. The big
man grunted in irritation for a moment and then cleared his throat. “The run
around madam director. I've gotten more exercise standing in place here than in
decades of sitting in front of a microscope,” he said. 


“I'm guessing it's still a no?” she asked tiredly.


“In a word, yes. I mean um...”


“I know what you mean doctor,” Helen replied, sounding strident
again. “Don't they understand... You know what? Never mind. Pull up stakes and
head to Hazard City. Set up there.”


“Hazard?” Hank asked.


“Its' close, it's on the front line, and it should have all you
need. And since they're desperate and that fat commissioner has been calling me
hourly for additional support, he won't mind you setting up. He's already
promised me everything except the kitchen sink.” She sounded amused by the
usual greedy commissioner being so altruistic.


“We'll do it,” Ivanov replied, grunting. He looked at Hank. Hank
sighed.


“My old stomping grounds. Ask her where she wants me to be?”


“Doctor McCoy asks where you would like him to be,” Ivanov said
into the microphone.


“Eh? With you of course. He still has his box right?”


Hank thought about that as Ivanov's brows knit. He got it after a
second and nodded, flicking his ears and swishing his tail. “He's nodding yes,”
Ivanov said slowly. “Box?” he asked Hank.


“Later,” Hank waved a dismissive hand.


“Tell him to get power and supplies and make whatever you need as
well whatever he can. Respirators, full suits, whatever.”


“Understood,” Hank replied. He was already thinking ahead. He'd
need Nohar for security, maybe Kong...


He turned to Jerry who was nearby, squatting behind a bush. Hank
wrinkled his nose, he'd of thought the chimp would have used the outhouse but
apparently the farmer had nailed it shut an hour ago. He shook his head. He
wasn't sure if Jerry would go with them.


He turned away as Ivanov signed off and handed him the radio.
“Mount up!” the virologist growled, waving a meaty hand and then slapping his
hands together. The clop of the plastic cloth hitting each other made some of
the people turn in his direction.


“You say we don't need to wear this now?” Ivanov asked, turning.
Hank shook his head no.


“All right then,” the man said, switching his respirator off and
then unzipping the seal and popping his hood off. “I said,” he said turning.
Sweat covered his brow. “Mount up. We're headed to Hazard! Get your things and
get on the buses!” he said pointing to the vehicles.


Wally and Luke scowled, but then turned to the girl. She was a bit
forlorn, but she waved to them as they started towards the vehicles. Both boys
turned to wave back. Wally tripped on a rock but recovered. The girl giggled a
little at that sight.


Hank sighed, looking over to the chimp that was busy hitching his
britches back up. He was muttering something Hank couldn't quite catch.  From
his look though he was none too pleased with this change of events. Jerry
however didn't want to be anywhere near the damn virus lab. “I just came from
Hazard!” he exclaimed in disgust.


“So stay here,” Hank said. “I'll make a suit as soon as possible.
In fact it's the first damn thing on my list,” he said firmly.


“A suit?” Jerry asked, looking up with interest. Hank pointed to
the yellow, orange, and blue P suits the staff were checking out and trying on
or taking off. “Yellow suits are for support staff like orderlies and nurses.
Orange is for paramedics and those in constant exposure. Blue were for the
doctors. It's so we can recognize who is who by sight,” Hank explained.


“So what about you and me? And what about Wally?” he asked
pointing to the lad.


“I'll make a polka dot one just for you,” Hank replied with a
grin.


“Gee thanks,” Jerry sighed and then shrugged. “What the hell, what
are friends for right? Let's get a move on,” he said heading to the bus.


...*...*...*...*...


Director and Chief of staff didn't really begin to describe all
the duties Mr. Deli Osiris did. But one of the simplest ones was to be his
bosses eyes and ears. He might not be happy that the Oman had bailed and left
him holding the bag, but he was too much of a professional even under this much
duress to let it show. He reported to the governor and then frowned. “Currently
they have identified the first wave of viruses and are working on finding ways
to treat them.”


“Treat not kill?”


“Currently they don't have an option for that unfortunately.”


“Fire? Won't fire kill it?”


“In this instance, I asked my contact Dr. Innes. He assured me
that it would kill the surface viruses, but it would kick the airborne ones up
into the atmosphere in the smoke. They would then spread all over the world.”


“Shit,” the governor replied, voice shaky. “So that's out.”


“For now it is, unless we can find another option, a way to make
it work. I'm not sure how, but we're talking with others governor.”


“So there's no way to, I don't know, be protected? What about
those suits they're making? I want one! So does Rosanne! I'll have a tailor get
measurements... no I left him behind, um...”


“Sir, the suits offer only limited protection. And when
you're inside you can't eat or drink. You'd be trapped with three days of air
and no way to go to the bathroom or anything. They are primitive space suits,”
Osiris explained patiently, sounding as if he was explaining it to a child. His
patience with his boss and the situation was growing ever thinner.


“Oh.”


“There's another report, Doctor Innes mentioned to me, and I
remember Doctor Richards also mentioned that this admiral fellow is immune.”


“Immune you say? Why the nerve of that guy! How can he be immune?”


“He has vaccines I think Doctor Innes said. I'm not certain of the
technical details, it's not my field after all.”


“Quite right, quite right. Go on,” the governor said.


The chief of staff cleared his throat and fought a sigh. It was
patronizing times like this that he wanted to quit, or at least find a way to
make his boss look like the ass he was. He fought the temptation down again
before he continued. “Doctor Innes and Doctor O'Reilly said that this Irons
fellow may be our only hope of developing a vaccine.”


“Really,” the governor said. “Let me talk to Doctor Yung, my
personal physician,” he said. There was a click as the governor put him on
hold.


Mr. Osiris frowned ferociously at that little tidbit. He brought
along a doctor but not his own chief of staff? He probably tucked Emily his
current mistress too! That was, if Rosanne didn't notice, and she might of. He
could check, but decided not to bother. He took a sip of water and tried to
relax, going through his notes as he waited patiently.


“I'm back,” the governor said a few minutes later. “Hello? Osiris?
I said I'm back. You still there?” Oman demanded.


“Yes sir,” Osiris responded, not looking up from his report.


“Doctor Yung informed me that if we strip this man's blood, we
could form enough vaccine for about twenty people. More if we stretched it,
though the less the blood the less the vaccine potency. That's correct right
doctor?” he said, sounding as if he had turned away from the microphone to ask.


“Sir um...”


“I know it's a sacrifice, but I'm willing to make it if it saves
lives. The greater good and all,” the governor said. “If the vaccine works we
can take samples from those people and give it to others and so on.”


“Sir, I'm not sure it'll work. And the admiral has been extraordinarily
helpful. Even before the present crisis.”


“Which he may very well have caused, him being from outer space
and all,” the governor growled. Osiris blinked. “No, I want you to arrange it.
Have the blood air lifted to me immediately.”


“Sir I um...”


“Do it Osiris, or I'll find another man for the job,” the governor
growled. “That's an order. Do you understand? Oh and send along some more
chocolates and a side of ribs for my wife. She's rather upset about the food
here. You understand.”


“Sir,” Osiris rubbed his brow.


“Get it done Osiris, that's why I left you in charge,” the
governor said and then clicked off.


“Yes sir,” Osiris said to a now dead line. He grimaced as he got
up. He had some calls to make. “Yes sir indeed.” he muttered. 


...*...*...*...*...


“Admiral...”


“Not now Sprite,” Irons growled. He was concentrating on the
replicator. He'd heard they were running low on food so he started a new
project. A food replicator wouldn't take much to make and it would be on a
different part of the grid. It would both supply food, and it could supply
plastics and other bits when not fulfilling its primary function.


Getting the pieces of the barrels together was a chore. He should
have ordered some, but like an idiot he'd replicated them in pieces and then tried
to put the plastic things together. You'd think it would be easy, he grumbled
mentally, slot A into tab B, but something was catching somewhere. Or he was
just tired and overlooking something stupid but important.


“Admiral...”


“I said not now commander,” he growled.


“Very well. But you may want to tell that to the people coming to
kill you,” Sprite informed him. Defender immediately blinked onto his HUD and
his shields started to spin up. 


The admiral looked up in surprise at that tart rejoinder just in
time for the door to the maintenance room to burst open. He turned, glaring at
the six police officers entering the room. They were followed by the Malcolm
twins, so called because they had the same first name and similar looks. They'd
gone to school together too. A female guard commander and three more thugs, all
armed with batons were behind the doctors.


“Something I can help you with gentlemen?” he asked mildly.
“Ma'am?” he said nodding to the woman. The guard posted at his door was looking
rather helpless. One of the thugs in the back had a baton pressed against his
chest, keeping him pinned to the hallway. Medical staff were looking at the
taboo from down the hall, already starting to talk.


“I'm afraid you'll have to come with us,” the woman said grimly.


“Where are we going?” Irons asked. “I'm rather busy you know,”
Irons said, pushing the barrel aside. “As you can see, we've got a bit of a
crisis going on?”


“We're here to extract a vaccine from you. Please don't put up a
fight, every drop of your blood is precious,” Doctor Innes said, holding up his
hands.


“Ah, and you thought of this all by yourselves?” Irons asked, eyes
turning from one doctor to the other. “Of course you don't understand why I'm
immune...”


“Please. We can figure it out. Once we have your blood we can
separate out the plasma and then inject what we need into those who need it the
most,” O'Reilly said with a distasteful sniff.


“And you think there is enough blood from one sample to save the
world doctor?” Irons asked as Helen Richards and additional security came
running up. The rear guard held up a paper.


“By order of the governor, this man is hereby sentenced to death
to save this world,” the guard said, sounding smug. “His blood will be used to
cure us.”


“Really, death,” Irons said. He looked at the two doctors. “So
much for the Hippocratic oath,” he said mildly.


Innes, the one with the long curly black hair and goatee flushed
angrily. O'Reilly looked away, not meeting anyone’s eyes.


“Gentlemen before I kill all of you, and I assure you, I can,”
Irons said, hand shifting into a plasma weapon. They stared at it. “And you
can't touch me,” he said, making his shields shift so it would sparkle and
therefore be visible. “I think a demonstration is in order.” He got up and went
over to a microscope he had finished making earlier that morning. It was
supposed to go to another virology lab, but he was still making other
components. Instead he plugged it in and then cut his finger. He smeared the
sample onto a glass slide and then put it in the microscope. He stepped back
and indicated the scope.


“You can see it on the monitor or on your screens,” he said,
feeling Sprite link all the tablets and other viewing devices in the area to
the Wi-Fi node attached to the scope. They watched  the scope as his nanites
destroyed everything in his blood and then themselves. Shaken they looked to
him.


“What the hell are you?” Innes asked aghast.


“The future. A Federation Fleet admiral, which by the way is a
couple jumps in rank above a planetary governor. I outrank him, and for
this little peccadillo I could order his arrest but I think I'll let bygones be
bygones if you back off.”


“If, I mean... How...” O'Reilly stuttered.


“Nanites,” Irons said, smiling as O'Reilly stopped stuttering
stupidity and hastily stepped back. Some of the guards were already backing off
down the hall. “Nanotech is a part of being a flag officer, we have to protect
our DNA after the changelings that infiltrated the chain of command. So, my
nanites leave no trace of me or themselves behind. They also serve as a rather
protective immune system. One nothing can get through. Fight fire with
fire in my case. As I explained to your boss and others, there is no way my
body can help you.”


“There are no easy answers here. If we're going to do this, and I
damn well am going to do this with or without your help we need to come to an
understanding. Cut the crap.”


“You can go,” a guard commander told her entourage over her
shoulder.


“No. I want them as guards here,” Irons replied. The woman turned
to look at him. “We need to keep people from panicking and destroying the cures
the doctors are working on... or interrupting the people trying to make them,”
he said as the guards looked at each other. “So all of you just volunteered.
Thanks,” he said smiling a not quite polite smile. Helen Richards snorted.
She'd been trying to get extra guards. Irons was done with asking, he was now
drafting help. 


“This is your planet's one and only chance at getting it right.
Don't screw it up any more than you have,” the admiral growled. “You and your
families depend on it. And since you're here, you and they are first, well,
second,” he smiled politely to the medics. “Second in line to get all the
vaccines. As long as you're here and protecting them,” he said, indicating the
medics again. 


Grimly the guards looked at the doctors and staff and then each
other. Slowly they turned to him and nodded. 


Irons turned to the miscreant doctors. “This place is not ground
zero and it's the best tech area around. I've spent the past day or so trying
to make it so. Don't screw it up or screw with me again. Got it?”


Innes and O'Reilly nodded, eyes downcast. Both men retreated,
shuffling past the guards who made a hole so they could leave.


“I know you folks were just doing your jobs. I'm trying to do
mine. Don't get in my way again,” Irons growled.


The female guard commander looked at her men and then nodded once
more. She took a deep breath. “Where do you need us,” she asked.


“Ask Doctor Richards here,” Irons indicated the doctor behind her.
The guards turned to the director. “She can best post you, but I think Mat here
could use a break. And I know the hospital is having trouble with the
supplies.”


“Guarding supply closets?” one guy muttered.


“They're getting cleaned out. Which means when we need them we
don't have those supplies. Which makes it all the more harder to treat
people,” Richards said, voicing her disapproval of his reaction.


The big male held up his hands. “Sorry doc. We'll go where you
want us,” he said.


“You'd better Toni,” the guard commander said.


“Thanks,” Irons said with a nod. He reached over and handed each a
respirator mask and a cell phone. The guards immediately broke into smiles at
that.


“Now, let's get back to work shall we?” Irons asked.
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When the admiral had enough supplies he had his helpers set them
up in the MPR. The multi-purpose room was full, most of the people there were
staff, but a few patients and others had snuck in as well. He briefed them on
what he wanted and then he had Sprite use the intercom to call a staff meeting.
After the tired staff assembled he took the makeshift stage and used his
implants to link to the sound system he'd set up so he could explain how the
respirators and P suits worked. 


The P suits or pressure suits worked by creating a sterile
environment by pressurizing the contents of the suit. Should there be a breech
air would escape and deflate the suit. The air rushing out would alert the
wearer and would hopefully keep contaminated air from leaking in, theoretically
letting the wearer have enough time to patch the suit and observe
decontamination protocols. He explained the color code system to them. Yellow,
Orange, Red, Blue... It was rather intuitive, so they grasped it and nodded.
“We've recently added red for the police officers and guards,” he said
indicating the man standing next to him. When the audience nodded he then moved
on.


Irons had one of the guards demonstrate how to put a red suit on
and how to check its' integrity. He also had the guard demonstrate how to patch
a leak. He taught them about how to use the P suit while working with the virus
samples. “It would be better to work with them in a micro lab using waldos, but
we don't have the time for that.”


“Waldo? Who's waldo?” Zane asked, leaning over to Helen. She
shushed him. “Where in the world is doctor Waldo?” Zane asked. Helen turned a
glare on him.


Irons had stopped talking. When Zane turned he blushed a bit just
as Helen stepped on his foot. He moved his foot away and held up his hands in
surrender. Irons nodded.


“And moving on, here's a respirator mask. You wear one in the
suit, and they can be issued to those without a suit. It isn't as effective as
a full suit, but you will note the full face mask. That's to protect the eyes
and nasal passages. This is only effective against airborne pathogens that
infect the victim through breathing it in. It isn't protection against those
viruses that can attack through skin contact or through say, the ear.”


Helen winced at that. She'd hoped it would protect from everything.
At least now they knew. She nodded, cold sober.


He warned them once they were in, don't get out. “Everything from
the air you breath, to the water you drink is recycled for seventy two hours.
The suit has enough power to run a radio, and a small unit to cool the air in
the suit. However any extended physical activity will over heat the user, so be
careful.”


“Great,” Helen murmured softly. Another thing to watch out for.
And in this summer heat? Down south it was even worse, what with the humidity.
She'd have to set up a buddy system or regular checks. How can they drink or
eat in the suits? She thought.


 “The suit is like a space suit, but designed to work here on a
planet. The outside will be contaminated with exposure, it will have the virus
on it, only a special cleaning will kill them off,” Irons warned. “I'm working
on a scrub system, but it wasn't a priority. I have since passed it on to
others who can make it. I don't know how long it will take them though,” he
said frowning.


“A good plumber?” Zane quipped. “Depends on the union,” he said.
Helen poked him with her elbow. “Shutting up now,” he said.


She sighed softly. Now that the medics were aware of the danger
they nodded thoughtfully. “I'm teaching you this because one, you need to be
aware of it for your own safety, and two I want you to teach what you have
learned to others. I can't teach you all, nor do I intend to do so. I have
other things I need to do.”


Helen nodded at this point. “This information, videos and other
materials are on a website Commander Sprite has set up. I suggest you take a
few moments to look it over when we're done here,” The admiral urged.


“Unfortunately the suits are made with cheap materials, they're
the best I can do in quantity in such short notice. Self-healing suits take
three times longer to make and occasionally they have issues with the seams and
in folding them. When they are folded and stored in summer temperatures such as
we're experiencing outside, the fabric sometimes glues itself together into a
mess that had to be recycled or thrown out.”


“Nanite screens are the most effective, but they're beyond the
current tech level. I'm working on something now, but I'm limited on what I can
do in that regard,” the admiral warned. 


 Helen set aside her annoyance by being woke up and not warned
about the briefing, but drank coffee, grateful for the caffeine boost and
listened with the others. When the meeting concluded after forty five minutes
Irons had a group of staffers hand out basic materials along with additional smart
cell phones and tablets with more in depth information.


Helen was shocked by that, she hadn't expected it. She worked her
way through the crowd, not towards the distribution but to where Irons was
answering questions. She started to pick up on something, the note of despair
some had allowed to creep into their voices and manners were gone. People were
curious about the devices, but also for the first time hopeful. It was like the
light of the end of a very long tunnel had been seen, she realized, like they
really could beat this thing. She felt a few hands pat her on the shoulder and
nodded politely as she moved through the crowd, murmuring encouragement as she
went. 


She smiled as the admiral finished up his side discussion and then
patted Ted Zane on the shoulder. Ted bobbed a nod, turned and nodded to Helen
and then left.


“Problem doc?” Irons asked, ancient eyes seeming to bore into her.
She felt a shiver of awe in that gaze. He really did think they could beat
this, not just think it, he knew. It was humbling to think about his
dedication, his optimism. Even in this, the most dangerous of situations he
didn't even consider giving up and leaving.


“I would have liked some warning you know, it is my staff,” she
said. He shrugged.


“You were asleep doc, I'm not going to wake you up for that.”


“When do you sleep?”


“I don't need to for a long time. Now? I don't know. I think I'm
going to have enough nightmares,” he sighed. She nodded in sympathy.


“The phones?” she asked.


He nodded, getting off that topic. “Cell phones. We've got a tower
up on the roof,” he pointed to the roof. “And more going up around the city and
surrounding area.”


“Ah.”


He handed her a cell phone and a tablet. “Both are
interchangeable. The tablet is just easier to read. The same guts in those
minicomputers are in both,” he explained.


“Oh,” she said taking the devices.


“The cell towers are linked to your primitive phone network, so
you can in theory call someone that has a land line. But for now it'd be better
if you stuck to cell to cell or me.”


“Okay, and how do I call you? Do you have one?”


“I've got implants. And I'm in your address book,” he said. He
leaned over and explained it to her. Some who had a cell phone came over and
listened as he explained how it worked.


...*...*...*...*...


“Admiral, we've got a couple companies that want to help,” Helen
said after fielding a group of rather anxious visitors. She was fairly certain
they would take a cut of the suits for the black market, but right now she
didn't care. Some extra suits were better in any hands right now. The right
hands were even better she thought. 


“Can they do it?” Irons asked.


“Sweat shops admiral. The question isn't if they can do it, nor
the quantity, it's the quality of the end product,” Sprite said. “I suggest
give them a try and run every suit they produce through a quality control test.
Inflate them in water I think the manual says.”


“Good point,” Irons said looking at Helen. She nodded
thoughtfully. She turned to her rather anxious visitors.


“Will any material do?” the Asian woman asked. Irons shook her
head. Her face fell. 


“But I can give you a fabric extruder. Several if you give me the
materials to make them. Then you can make as much plastic material as you
need,” he said.


“What about the masks and other things?” a Veraxin chittered.


“I can supply some of that, or if someone is into plastics, I can
give them the specs and molds for some of the parts. Same for the electronics.”


“A replicator?” another woman, this one wearing a gaudy set outfit
of scarves asked.


“A possibility,” Irons said thoughtfully. He didn't want to shoot
them down, but he didn't want to lose a replicator to the black market either.
“We need them all producing for this, not for rich people. You understand that
right? The priority is the medics and then the other people on the front line.
Someone with more money than sense...” Helen rested a hand on his arm. He
stopped.


“We understand,” the Asian woman said, bowing slightly. Irons
nodded.


“I'm serious,” he said.


“We know the situation,” Helen said turning to him. “But we need
to trust,” she said.


“Which I will do, but I will track the equipment,” Irons said. “If
it's not used for its intended purpose expect a visit,” he growled. The textile
people looked amongst themselves. The Asian woman finally nodded. Suit design
and making handed over to sweat shops. 


“Give me ten minutes,” the admiral said turning to the various
machinery.


...*...*...*...*...


Surprisingly, by evening the first load of finished suits and
other materials arrived in a series of trucks. Apparently each of the various
clothing manufacturers had gone all out in a competition. A little healthy
competition is nice, but Irons immediately questioned it.


He had a couple of his helpers run a random test on the suits in a
pool outside. He turned as they ran the first batch, disgusted because none
were passing. On the street a group of people were walking by with colored
suits on. He blinked, eyes narrowing as he zoomed in. He swore softly as he
noted the look. One of the people had a scarf tied around her waist.


“Sir we're going to have to implement quality control,” Andrew
said looking up in disgust.


“Can they be fixed?” Irons asked.


Andrew looked at the suits and then shrugged.


Irons scowled and put a hand on the suit. He felt Proteus send his
nanites out to find and repair the holes. After a moment Proteus signaled he
was finished with a green light. “Test this one again, it may be fixed,” Irons
said.


“Are you sure?” Andrew asked.


“Yes. Long story. Just test it,” Irons said. He went through the
stacks, repairing each. He turned to see Andrew had finished the test and gave
him a thumbs up. Irons nodded.


Helen came over, crossing her arms and looking tired. “So, do they
work?” she asked.


“They do now. I fixed them. Apparently their quality control
sucks.”


“Still it was fast for them, I didn't expect anything for another
day,” Helen replied. “Though I should've, if I recall fashion last year, I
think someone came out with a new clutch bag and copies of it hit the streets
by the end of the day,” she said.


“Cute. But a shoddy product that doesn't do the intended purpose
is worse than useless. It gives someone a false sense of security. In this case
that's deadly. You can't scrimp on something like this.”


“True,” Helen nodded. “Which means we've got to be thorough on our
end with our own quality control” she said and nodded.


“Did you see that?” he asked indicating the family in P suits.
People were milling around them asking them about them.


Helen turned and noted the suits. She sighed. “Diverting them or
black market I wonder?” she shrugged. “It doesn't matter.”


 The admiral's jaw set hard. “What the hell do they think they're
doing?” He growled.


“For some it's how they make their living,” Helen replied with a
shrug. She was used to it, no matter how much of a pain in the ass it was, it
was normal for Epsilon.


“If they want to live they damn well better knock that shit off,”
Irons growled. “We're running out of time here!”


“Yes, I know. But these are ready to go?” Helen asked. Andrew gave
her another thumbs up. She smiled.


“Fine then. I'll ship them to Hazard. Well, some of them,” she
said with a shrug. “Any ideas on when we'll get more?” she asked. ”Did they
tell you? Do you know?”


Irons shrugged. Andrew looked up. “The driver said they are
working twenty four seven. But we're getting half of the suits.”


“Half?” the doctor asked, now angry. “Half did you say?”


“And now you're mad?” Irons asked, now smiling bitterly.


“Half?” Helen asked. She turned. “I've got some calls to make,”
she snarled, storming off in a huff.


“And now she's mad,” Irons repeated, shaking his head. “Okay,
let's get these on a plane to Hazard. One way flight so we'll send them
everything we can,” he said.


...*...*...*...*...


Several of the older medics like nurse Marlone had trouble under
the heavy strain. They were going all out, working twenty plus hours a day in
an extremely stressful reaction. An old cardiologist had a heart attack.
“should have listened to his own orders about reducing stress, and eating heart
healthy,” Ted Zane commented. 


Fortunately the incident happened on duty so he was immediately
treated. There was some minor panic though when it happened, some of the
cardiac nursing staff professed profound relief that it was a false alarm. “I
mean, I... um, that is not that is was good that Doctor Hoins... um...”


“We know.”


Helen arrived on the scene, and after getting a blow by blow of
what happened, realized it was only going to get worse. She immediately ordered
food, fluids, and at least two hours of bed rest for everyone every twenty four
hours.


“Speaking of listening to someone's own orders...” Marlone crossed
her arms, drummed fingers on bicep.


“I'm going,” Helen replied. She pointed to the rather frazzled
looking older nurse.


Marlone nodded, brushing wrinkles and stains in her dress uniform.
“I'm getting too old for this,” she sighed. Leaning heavily against a nearby
counter.


“Barracks,” Zane said. “We can put any fires out for the next four
hours. You two crash somewhere. The barracks or the couch in your office chief,
where ever,” he said waving a dismissive hand.


“I'm fine,” Helen said, straightening. “I've had some down time. I
do need to eat, low blood sugar.”


“Right,” Zane said, studying her. He shrugged and turned to
Marlone. She snorted.


“Sonny, you are way too young to be pushing me around,” she said.
He snorted. “But I'll take a break,” she turned with a slight tilt of her
lifting chin, and walked out.


“Pee break most likely,” Zane murmured. “Good luck getting her to
go down willingly. Think we can trank her?”


“You'd need a trank gun. And there's no guarantee it would work
before she got within striking range,” Helen replied with a half-smile as she
played along with the joke. “And of course when she woke up...” she left that
thought hanging.


Zane shivered. That made Helen's half smile turn into a full but
tired smile. “Yeah, no, I'll pass,” he said. Helen patted him on the shoulder
as she made her exit.


...*...*...*...*...


Several women were rushed in, some with miscarriages, other in
premature labor. A Veraxin gave birth, but the eggs were stillborn. The
gynecologist patted her shoulder in sympathy. Helen reported to Irons that this
and injuries from rioting and accidents were happening all over the globe as
panic set in. People were reacting to the stress. Some people were using the
virus as an excuse to settle old scores or to loot and hoard goods. The bonds
of civilization were growing ever thinner. It was only a matter of time before
they broke all together.


...*...*...*...*...


“Admiral, this is a catch 22. This planet is perfect for this
virus, we're in a position where we have the knowledge, you and I, I mean, but
we don't have the means to implement it. Nor do the medics. They have the will,
but lack the resources and skills. You couldn't ask for a better screwed up
situation.”


“Ask me for anything but time,” Irons responded softly,
replicating another replicator. “I know,” he said.


“And do you understand that people are going to die while we get
up to speed?”


“I know Commander,” he said, eyes closed. His right hand pulled
the tray and set it down on the table and started assembling the box. His left
hand stuffed materials into the tiny replicator and then closed the lid.


“Triage commander, save what we can. That's why we've drawn the
line. Here and no further. We don't have a choice.”


“I understand it, you understand it, but do you think you can live
with it?” Sprite asked. His eyes opened. He stared at her HUD image for a long
moment.


“You and I both know I'm going to have problems, nightmares down
the road. I've learned to live with it  commander, I've seen worlds die before.
I've seen ships die before. I know the drill, I'm sending people off to die in
order to further an objective. Feeding them to the furnace as some like to say.
Acceptable.”


“For military personnel. They knew what they were getting into,
were trained for it. These are civilians,” Sprite reminded him as Proteus
finished the assembly stage and his right arm froze and then dropped into his
lap.


Irons sighed. “Don't you think I don't know that? The faces of the
kids? The unborn? Yes, Commander, I know. There's nothing I can do about it,
this I also know. I know it, and yet I know what we are doing now will never
seem enough. But I'm going to keep on doing what I'm doing. To save those we
can.”


“Understood Admiral,” Sprite replied softly as her avatar winked
out.


“Admiral,” Proteus said as he checked the assembly on the new
replicator.


“What is it now?” he asked in exasperation.


“Admiral, this is inefficient,” Proteus replied, surprising him.


“In what way?” he asked, raising an eyebrow as he checked over the
half built replicator. It was, as he'd expected, perfect.


“In time. In order to accomplish the goals quickly material must
be processed in an expedited way. In other words, not in the replicators
themselves.”


“You're suggesting a molecular furnace?” Irons asked. A molecular
furnace was a pre-stage of manufacturing. It was basically a box of gobbler
nanites what split an object down into component materials and then funneled
them into storage bins for other manufacturing steps to tap. Some molecular
furnaces were quite efficient. He had a tiny one on Phoenix. He rather
regretted not having a larger one there.


The lights flickered. He looked up and scowled. Proteus overlaid
his infrared vision again, pointing out the hot spots in the wiring. He had to
admit, they were far beyond safe limits. They were putting an awful burden on
the power grid, both in the building and in the city. He'd have to look into
that before he turned the next replicator on. 


Over the past couple of weeks they had done a great deal to teach
the natives how to use balanced loads to manage a power grid, but apparently
not enough. 


“Yes admiral. And yes I understand the power required is a great
deal more than the current building can sustain. But I also believe it is
necessary. Each replicator is taking three times as long to do the job without
that step.”


“I know,” Irons replied.


“We could make a system outdoors or in a nearby building. A
grizzly to grind up the source material to make it easier, a plasma furnace to
break it down...”


“I know,” Irons replied, looking at the replicator. The power
fluctuation had thrown the device off, it had reset it's timer for an
additional ten minutes. The AI was right. He got up.


“Okay, you're right. We need more power. Can we locate an idle
industry nearby? One that has sufficient amperage?”


“I do not have that data. I am forwarding the request to
lieutenant commander Sprite for further review.”


“Good. Draw up a list. We'll see what we can do,” he said. He
already knew in moving outdoors he'd also have to move the replicators. They
had to be fed by the molecular furnace after all, the closer they were to each
other the shorter the feed time involved. “Sprite, get with someone, I don't
care. Proteus is right, we need this done,” he said. He kicked himself for not
thinking of it earlier. “Some place close by,”

 he
growled.


“On it,” Sprite replied.


...*...*...*...*...


“So, you want to leave?” Helen demanded when he explained the
situation to her later that morning.


“Not leave,” Irons replied patiently. “We don't have enough power
here, and this power grid isn't set up for manufacturing. It can't handle the
load. I'm going to relocate to a nearby industrial complex. It'll take a short
time, but we'll get it done.”


“Yeah but...” Helen sighed. “You realize while you move you won't
be producing?”


The admiral nodded. He planned on keeping the replicators running
right up until he unplugged them. He also planned on tracking each so none
would go astray either. Andrew his volunteer assistant was a nice guy, but he
was shifty. “I'm aware I won't, but I'll leave behind half the replicators
we've got here. They'll keep working, and you can make stuff without me.
Pressure suits and components for one.”


“Okay.”


“It'll take me a couple hours to get set up. After that I'll
expand exponentially, as far as the grid will let me.”


“Okay.”


“I need to do this Doc, it's not an option.”


“I gathered that. I'm just worried about you running into a riot.
Or your truck being hijacked. Replicators are in short supply,” Helen replied
tartly. “People will want them.”


“I know. Which means added security. I'm... I'm working on it,”
Irons replied.


...*...*...*...*...


It took hours to arrange transport he could trust to do the move.
Irons took the time to survey the site in person as the trucks were being
acquired. He made a few minor changes, mostly upgrades to the power grid with
Proteus, though he also made a note for someone to clean the bathrooms.


The move to the industrial complex across the street and down half
a block from hospital went relatively smoothly. The short move took hours,
Irons had to be on both ends to make sure the equipment was disconnected and
reconnected properly. Handling... he had a couple close calls of people trying
to make off with a replicator but put a stop to such nonsense by just showing
up before the handlers could hide the goods.


 A lot of people were milling about, scratching their asses and
just getting in the way. He roared at them to get moving. He had to get
additional security, press ganged a few people to help. Dividing the security
between both the hospital grounds and the industrial park wasn't something he'd
remembered to anticipate, though Defender had. 


The AI had called in the ground force security commander who had
attempted to arrest him. Irons was confused by the logic of that choice, but
the woman showed up and gave him a curt nod as she deployed her people near the
entrances and gates of the complex. 


A couple of would be looters tried to get into the work by
slipping into the people unloading the trucks. The admiral allowed it but kept
an eye on them. They were put to work feeding the machines raw material, a
somewhat stinky process since their main supply came from the city dump. They seemed
resentful when Irons made it clear nothing was leaving the premises and each
would be searched before leaving. However they were promised food. The promise
of inoculation for them and their families made them work in better spirits.


...*...*...*...*...


When the admiral was certain his staff knew what they were doing
he went to a meeting at the hospital. He talked to Helen and the med team after
Sprite presented their latest findings and progress report. 


“The virus has a pattern, a series of epidemics designed to spread
the next disease as well as panic and disrupt the population,” the AI said,
surprising them. “Remember this is a form of bio terrorism. There is however a
purpose, a method to the madness if you will. If we can get a better time line
of epidemics I can cross reference my files for a pattern,” Sprite said. “Also
if we had the age of the pods that would help too.”


“Why?” Helen asked.


“It would allow us to see if there's a pattern, and if there is,
to anticipate it. We could inoculate the population based on a given pattern.”


Helen nodded.


“Also by getting the age you can cross reference that with known
patterns? Is that what you meant by that Sprite? What if the pods are faked?”
the admiral asked.


“That is a problem admiral.”


Helen sighed. “We can't risk you Irons, we need you here.”


“I know that.”


“And I'm not sending someone in a suit. It's just too dangerous.”


“I know that too. A drone might work.”


“Drone?” Helen asked.


“A robot. We could build another cheap one and send it in. Get
some details.”


“Ah.”


“I can also cross reference imagery if there is any in the files.
If I can ever get access to them,” Sprite growled. Irons grunted in
annoyance. The government was still in disarray, they hadn't opened their files
or given him or Sprite access to the net yet. Not that there was much of a net.
There was more of a net here in the hospital than in all of the capital city.


“Well, right now the epidemic is focused on mammals, specifically
Terrans. Lucky us.”


“I think it's due to population demographics doctor. You can't
tailor one virus to attack all organic life, well, I mean you could but then it
would be vulnerable.”


“I gathered that,” Helen replied dryly. “I'm actually finding a
lot of that out from the virologists. We're digging through the mountain of
data you sent me as well as our own files.”


“Lovely.”


“The first strain is an influenza, but the second has some Ebola
traits. We... the lab is still trying to get organized.”


“You mean the new lab. The last lab is down. They didn't adhere to
the proper protocols and the lab technicians were all infected,” Sprite
informed them. Irons winced. Helen sighed and closed her eyes.


“I don't know if we can beat this at this rate,” she said. “We
don't have a lot of trained techs. And each time we lose someone we have to
take the time to get their replacement up to speed...”


“Which is why medical staff have to be inoculated first, and why
they have to adhere to the proper contamination protocols doctor,” Irons
replied patting her shoulder. He squeezed it gently. “It's a gory way to learn,
but sometimes it's the only way to get it through thick heads.”


“Thick heads, try tired. If they get too tired they forget.”


“I know,” he replied quietly. “I know. We'll figure something out.
Sprite, get on that report.”


“I am,” Sprite replied.


“Good.”
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Ole Blue heard more details about the pandemic and quarantine
while drinking whiskey and honey in a rundown tavern on the outskirts of
Hazard. He grumbled, unhappy about the situation. He'd seen people rushing about.
He hadn't cared for it, he had to admit he didn't like it that the population
was more scared of something other than him. “Getting off this planet just got
expensive,” he growled, looking at the amber liquid in the shot glass.


“No one's getting off. Didn't you hear? There is only one ship in
orbit right now and that admiral guy owns it,” another patron said. When the
man turned and recognized who he was talking to the slunk down into his seat,
eyes wide.


“Well, isn't that an interesting situation then,” the alien
cackled and then coughed. That cleared the building. He looked around in
amusement and then went back to his drinking.


...*...*...*...*...


Hank's crew were forced to land because one of the buses ran
perilously close to being out of fuel. “You have got to be kidding me!” the
Neolion snarled. “Any idiot knows, first thing keys, then gas, then... gah!”


Luke hunched his shoulders, thoroughly embarrassed. “I didn't know
the load would be so heavy and that we'd go somewhere else,” he admitted.
Finding a spot to land the beast had been a hairy experience. But he was coming
to realize, some things were more frightening than being two thousand meters
up. Like oh, say being two meters away from a rather pissed off blue Neolion.


“Great. Fine, whatever. Doc,” Hank said throwing his hands up in
the air as he turned to the doctor. Ivanov yawned. He didn't look happy
through. “We've got to unload some of that bus, and send it back for fuel. Once
it comes back we can refuel this bus,” he turned an angry look on Luke, “and
then be on our way.”


“How long?” Doctor Ivanov asked. He'd been asleep on the bus.


“Six hours,” the other pilot said. “I'm low on fuel too. I'm going
to need to refuel in Sin City before I can get back to you,” he said.


Hank sighed. “Go. Get everyone off the bus, get them whatever
supplies they need and then go. Take Wally and Luke. But get your asses back
here ASAP. Got it?” he growled, showing his canines. The kid nodded, eyes wide.
“Go,” he waved a dismissive hand. “I've got some calls to make,” he sighed.


...*...*...*...*...


Jerry noted how far away they were. He went to Hank. “Look man,
we're only what? Ten kilometers away? I'll go see if I can hitch a ride into
the city and bring back some support,” he said. “At least get the people back
to town before the sun gets any higher and the heat kicks in. They are going to
drop when that humidity kicks.”


Hank looked at the people milling about in the shade of the bus
and around the perimeter of the grotto they were in. Many were already fanning
themselves or waving away the bugs buzzing around them. He nodded. “Go,” he
said.


“I'm gone,” Jerry said with a grin, already moving off.


...*...*...*...*...


Jerry made it back to Hazard near noon and told the authorities.
Coltrain shrugged it off. “What do you want me to do?” he asked.


“Go rescue them!” Jerry said waving his hand. The sheriff snorted
and waved him away as if he was a child. Furious Jerry went in search of help
from other sources.


...*...*...*...*...


Nohar worked with the elephant gang and other Neo leaders to get
the Neo community organized. He was seriously tired of the self-pitying
attitude some were spouting though. “Mark my words, we'll be last to be treated
if there is even a cure. The humans won't care,” a Neolion with a purple mane
snarled.


“Irons will. I heard he's in charge,” Jerry said from behind them.


“Irons?” Nohar asked. He turned to the know it all chimp. The
little shit could be cocky but he was useful, both as a runner and occasional
assistant. He had a brain, unfortunately it lacked control of his mouth. “Fleet
admiral?”


“The very one,” the chimp replied with a grin. Nohar snorted.


“That one,” Rajar snorted. Ragnar the elephant blew a raspberry.


“He's good. If anyone can get us out of this it's him.”


“He's got Hank working with him,” Jerry said, shrugging. He like
all the other Neo's were stressed to the point that their fur was on end. Being
a chimp he was smaller than the other patrons of Kong's bar and grill.


“You heard that?” Rajar asked, eying the little runt.


Jerry waved a dismissive hand. “Nah man, I was in Sin City with
Hank. Hank and I made a drone to help out before heading here. Hank told me the
admiral made a replicator with Hank's replicator and some other stuff. Hank was
sent to Sin City with the drone pieces. We were sent back here but the buses
ran out of fuel. Hank and a team of doctors are stranded,” he said jerking his
thumb to the east.


“Shit.”


“Sergeant, can you lend a hand?” a voice sounded over the jukebox.
Everyone went quiet and turned in astonishment to the music machine.


“What the hell? That ain't ever done that before!” Kong growled,
raising a fist to the thing. 


“Nah man, don't break it! Unplug it!” Jerry said, reaching for the
cord.


“Sergeant yellow tiger, we need you to report to the sheriff. We
need your help,” the voice said again. Nohar raised a hand as others looked to
him.


“Wait, I know that voice,” he said. Listening to it he realized it
was artificial, it lacked a moist organic sound. “You the admiral's AI?” he
asked.


“Sorry, you'll have to speak up or get close to this machine,”
Sprite replied. “Wait, accessing your implants. Go ahead.”


Nohar cleared his throat as he got up and came over. As he did he
felt his wireless implant tingle. After a moment words came onto his HUD. “Yes
sergeant, we need your help. Sorry for the intrusion but this is an emergency,”
Sprite reported. Quickly she dumped the summary onto his HUD.


Nohar waved Jerry away with an impatient hand as he scanned the
text. After a moment he grimly nodded. “What do you want us to do?”


“We need everyone to remain calm and remain in their homes. It's
imperative that we don't spread the pathogen.”


“Understood,” he grunted. 


“What the hell? He's talking to himself now?” Jerry asked. Nohar
turned a glare on the chimp who reared back and pretended to zip his lips shut
and throw an imaginary key away.


“Sorry, motor mouth here, you were saying... um...”


“Lieutenant Commander Sprite Navy. I'm the admiral's adjunct I
guess you could say. We don't have a lot of time. I need you and any others to
aid in security and technical matters. Are there any healers or doctors
available?”


“A few Neo ones. Neos prefer their own,” Nohar growled. “Jerry
here was just telling us Hank and a bunch of doctors are stranded outside of
town.”


There was a long pause. “Lovely,” Sprite finally drawled. “To each
their own. Fine then. We need you to get the word out.”


Nohar nodded curtly. “Understood.”


“Report to the sheriff's office in one hour. We've got the first
shipment of medical supplies and materials coming in shortly. Spread the word.”


“I'll do that,” Nohar turned smartly as the AI clicked off.


Rajar and Jerry cleared their throats. “What's up?”


“Work. Trying to save the world,” Nohar growled, not even feeling
any trace of humor in that. The others looked at each other.


“That bad?”


“Bad enough.” He turned to the chimp. “Jerry you want to help get
fuel to Hank and lend a hand,” Nohar said, now all business. Jerry nodded,
reaching for a beer. “I mean now,” Nohar said, slitted eye catching the chimp's
gold eyes. Jerry gulped and then scurried off.


“What about me? I want to help uncle Nohar,” Rajar said raising a
hand paw.


“Fine,” Nohar said turning. “You all want to help get to security.
They need all the hands they got. But tell people to stay put. Only healers,
techs, and people who can keep order are to be on the street. They need to keep
people from running and spreading this crap.”


“Is it as bad as they are saying?” Kong asked, voice trembling.


Nohar turned to look at the silverback. “It's not good,” he
finally said after a long moment. “Not as bad as a lot of people are making
out, but not good. If we can keep calm they can work something up. Irons is
working on that with the doctors now. What we need is everyone to keep cool,”
he said, voice dropping into stern lines. He knew what the AI had meant about
keeping people from panicking. Unfortunately people were people, they were
sheep in a group. Even the gene engineered predators in this room.


“I'll help,” Rajar said again.


“Fine then. Follow my lead kid.”


...*...*...*...*...


Nohar arrived to chaos at the sheriff's office. Coltrain was still
trying to manage the evacuation of people to Sin City. But some like Nohar had
decided for whatever reason to stay behind, either because they refused to
leave their holdings, or to maintain order. People who stayed behind looked
like bandits with bandanas tied over their mouth and nose. Some soaked their
bandanas in alcohol but got dizzy and drunk from the fumes. Nohar got the
warning to Hodges and Coltrain about the shipment. Hodges grinned and organized
an unloading party.


...*...*...*...*...


The first flight from Landing arrived forty five minutes after
Sprite contacted Nohar. He heard it with his newly repaired enhanced hearing
before he saw it. Scanning the skies others took note of what he was doing and
then the sound. They too looked. A few pointed and cheered as the silver plane
came into view. It was a small plane, a copy of a Douglas DC-1. Do to the
extreme range the dual prop aircraft only carried fifteen hundred kilograms of
precious cargo. 


The zeal to unload it took a sinister turn, only half of the
contents of the plane made it to the doctors and Hazard city hospital. Hodges
wrung his hands and cussed out Rosco for not putting more security on the
shipment and its' transfer. Rosco threw his hands up in the air and lamented
that had he known sooner he would have.


Doctor Asir the Hazard City General's chief medical officer had a
nurse swab the aircraft. When each swab was tested clean the refueled plane and
her pilots were allowed to return to Landing for a second shipment.


“And this time...” Hodges warned, waving a fist at Coltrain as the
aircraft took off.


“Yes, yes, make sure it gets into the right hands,” Rosco sighed.
“What do you want me to do? I can't be everywhere at once boss!” he said,
tired. Hodges glared at him and he flinched. “Oh, oh, don't look at me that
way, don't, don't you do that,” he said pointing a finger at the Commissioner.
Hodges had his bulldog expression on, a sure sign of his anger. Hodges however
knew the sheriff was being pulled in every direction and relented. But he
didn't let the sheriff eat or sleep, he pushed him back out his office door and
back onto the street.


...*...*...*...*...


A pair of black and a white gentlemen and their retinue arrived
from the south in a wagon selling snake oil. They promised a sure fire cure,
drawing dozens and then hundreds of people who had remained behind. Some
desperate and foolish people flocked to them, but when Doctor Asir the Hazard
city chief of surgery heard about it he came out of the hospital furious. He
ranted that they hadn't finished analyzing the pathogens and were a day or two
away from getting a vaccine. The outer edge of the mob heard this and turned
ugly. 


Before he could do anything though the mob of people realized it
was all a hoax and had taken the law into their own hands. They formed a posse
to run the group to ground before they could get out of town, and then turned
into a lynch mob and hung the bastard, his 'cured' wife, and supporting cast.
Jackson and McCartney were hauled off struggling to the nearest tall oak.


...*...*...*...*...


Nohar watched as a yellow air bus landed near sunset. A white and
blue one landed behind it a few seconds later. The door to the first opened and
Hank got out and waved urgently to them from just inside the bus. Nohar trotted
over with Kong and others. “What the hell are you doing here? Aren't you
breaking quarantine you big blue fuzball?” Nohar asked.  Hank held up a finger
and then tossed him a cell. Nohar caught it and looked at it. “Cute. Again...”


Jerry caught his and then started mumbling about how cool it was.
His simian fingers started looking for ways to tear it apart. Hank took a small
crate of the cell phones out and set it down and then another crate that said
tower on it. “We need to set the tower up on the city water tower. It's old,
but it's the highest point in town,” Hank said.


“I know about cell phones Hank,” Nohar growled. “What gives?”


“We need Hodges,” Hank said as a second air bus landed. Nohar felt
his fur ruffle up as the vehicle's turbines kicked up the air and dirt. He
squinted with the others, instinctively crouching until the windstorm passed.
“Doc!” Hank said waving to the crew. Nohar turned and saw the air bus had
already opened up and was spilling people. All of them were in yellow pressure
suits. Yellow suits with black gloves and clear face masks.


“Hank...”


“Virology team,” Hank explained. “We've all been inoculated for
the current stuff going on.” He didn't mention the lingering crap they had yet
to find. Nor that the vaccines were for the native version of some of the
viruses... and not all of the viruses.


“Okay...”


“We're setting up shop here. We've got about a day before another
follow up team comes in. Maybe less. So we've got to get the equipment set up,
run power to them, and get people organized,” Hank explained. He sighed,
rubbing the small of his back. “Sorry, I've been in Sin City managing tech
stuff there and then this came through.”


“Irons?” Nohar asked.


Hank shook his head. “Actually Doc Richards. She wants Hazard as
the point of contact. We're the finger in the dike whatever that is. We're
supposed to find all the strains and make vaccines and transmit our data to
others who will also be making vaccines.”


Nohar grimaced. He'd heard that phrase about dikes, but not in
centuries. He'd had a dutch buddy in the war who loved to say crap like that.
“I get it. We're the tip of the spear. We're going to try to stand in the way
of the viruses and kill them.”


“Forward Recon I think Irons called it. Though he wanted us to do
this in Sin City. Sin City is nice and all, but doesn't have the airport and
industry Hazard has. It's all casinos and hotels.”


“Gotcha,” Nohar replied with a nod. He turned, people were milling
about in confusion. “Come on folks! Someone call Hodges, we need an empty
warehouse! Until then we'll put this in the bingo hall! Jerry, quit screwing
around with that thing and go find us a decent truck or two!”


“Yeah man,” Jerry said, still looking at the device. He turned and
bumbled into Kong before he put a hand up to ward off other obstacles. He
didn't look up, but he did mumble an apology as he went on his way. Kong
snorted as the chimp left.


“What do you want from me?” The silverback asked.


“We need the bar. I need the stuff in my room. If those damn
otters didn't steal everything,” Hank replied.


“I'll see what I can do.”


“And we need help unloading. We left the pallet jack in Sin City
to pack everything in.”


“Sure. Stereotypical bull, all the big ape can do is do heavy
lifting,” Kong muttered, reaching into the bus for a load.


...*...*...*...*...


Hank called in to Landing an hour after they were set up. “We made
it,” he said tiredly.


“Good for you,” Helen replied. “Took you long enough,” she said.


“Don't get me started,” the Neolion growled.


“Must have been an adventure.”


“Yeah, you could say that,” he replied. 


He opened his mouth to fill her in but she sighed. “But I've got
to go. Glad you're up and running. Get to work,” she said. “Break time is
over,” she said hanging up.


Hank looked aggrieved at the handset in his and before he put it
away. “Break time she says,” he growled. “That does it, that proves their ain't
no justice in this world,” he growled.


Jerry looked up from where he had been working on assembling a suit.
“You just now figuring that out Hanky old boy?” he asked.


...*...*...*...*...


Hank let someone else deal with the housing and food issues, he
had other things to do. More important things in his eyes. One of the first
things he did was put up a series of weather sensors and science packages
around the city. The science packages would detect and alert them if the
pathogens were detected. Jerry complained about trying to use the shovel to dig
the holes for the pipes, muttering constantly about his short legs and
stereotyping. Wally had stuck around to help, though the kid kept a respirator
mask attached to his hip at all times. When Jerry's complaining got to him he
took over the digging. Hank in a pique of stereotyping then sent the chimp
climbing up poles and trees to attach additional sensors. “I bet you think this
is funny,” Jerry called down. “You know you make a nice target from here,” he
growled, looking down at Hank.


“Just attach the damn thing. Use the tape or wire, whatever works.
Play pranks later banana breath,” Hank sighed tiredly.


“Who's playing,” Jerry muttered, wrapping the tape around the gray
box and pole a few times and then using his canines to snip the rigger tape.
“This'd better be worth it,” he muttered, picturing Hank covered in shit. He
was tempted, oh so tempted to do it. But, he'd have to come down eventually, he
thought, so maybe it wasn't worth it.


He scrambled down and looked at his nominal boss. Hank snorted.
“What?” he asked.


“Oh, just wondering what you'd look like in brown,” Jerry said
innocently. Hank eyed him with scant favor as he waved him onward to their next
location.


“One point, and I'm saying this now,” Jerry said. “I ain't going
up and bringing these things down. I don't like heights,” he said as they
walked.


“Then why are you doing it?” Hank asked, flicking his ears in
amusement.


“Cause I hate digging more,” Jerry said speeding up. Hank chuffed
a laugh.


He also replicated a cell tower and set it up on the clock tower
near the center of the city. Jerry went around looking for dead spots after a
late lunch. His “Can you hear me now?” had more than one person confused. They
replicated several additional cell towers and trays of cell phones to hand out
to friends and supporters.


Hank also took the time to upgrade and repair the power and water
to the run down building Hodges had lent to the doctors for their efforts.
“He's all heart,” Jerry said snidely.


His final two products were an air conditioning unit and a
portable generator just in case they lost power. Which was promptly stolen from
the place he put it in behind the building. Of course he didn't find out about
that until he checked the next morning. When he did he spent a good half hour
turning the air as blue as his fur.
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Irons set up an air filtration system for the Landing hospital, as
well as water filters. He put in layers of defenses, unsure what was needed.
The air would pass through a UV chamber to kill the bugs. The simple system had
been debugged in under an hour and then passed on to manufacturers to make
copies.


They had some ability to manufacture the electronics with off the
shelf components, but not all. He dedicated an electronics replicator for that
purpose.


While he was at it, he overhauled the air conditioner system,
replacing the missing gases and using his nanites to repair the corroded
wiring. For the first time in centuries the air conditioner came on. The ducts
blew dust for some time before they were cleared.


At first the staff were exasperated by the contamination, but when
the sun hit noon and the summer heat kicked in they were grudgingly grateful
for the cool interior.


 The admiral however wasn't finished. He had a class with him, he
taught them how to make and install the filtration system and how to make basic
repairs to the heating and air conditioning system. He set them up with tools
and parts and sent them to Hazard and Sin City with orders to do what they
could for the other facilities. He noted some materials were skimmed off to go
to rich people or other important people.


“If they think that's it to preventing the virus they are dead
wrong,” Sprite commented.


“Their problem. Ignorance knows no bounds. They don't care about
anyone but themselves and right now I could give a rat’s ass about them. Next
problem,” he growled.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen set up additional barracks and even tents for the staff to
sleep in. Some brought their families. She was not happy about that, they were
an additional burden of resources on the hospital. Landing was sending food and
other materials, but sometimes getting materials was like pulling teeth, even
under these circumstances. She knew that after the crisis there would be an
accounting... but they had to live through it first.


But many of the kids and family members made themselves useful by
working with their parents or helping keep the place clean. All wore masks and
gloves. She frowned, not happy but letting the matter slide for now. Her eyes
roved the group. 


A little girl was terrified, she clung to her mother's skirt. “She
stays with me or we both leave doctor. Take it or leave it. I'm not abandoning
my daughter.” Her mother defiantly told Helen. “I'll deal with it,” she said
coldly, eyes flashing. Helen was reminded of a mother bear protecting her cubs.


Helen relented and nodded her assent without a word. “You realize
you're putting her at risk though? With the additional exposure here?” she
asked. The mother nodded and moved on about her duties.


Eventually she set up a daycare with a couple of the parents who
were not medics to keep the younger kids occupied and entertained. Irons
dropped in and gave them plastic items and a small food replicator. At first
she thought it was a distraction, but then she found out from one of the
impromptu teachers that they were items to assemble for kits for medics. The
food replicator made the parts, the kids just had to put them together in the
packs. She was amused by the admiral's act.


...*...*...*...*...


Eight supply flights a day were sent to Hazard by two aircraft and
the two air buses. Each were tested before they left. The aircraft were
refueling on each end, and the crews weren't getting much rest. They had to
take advantage of the precious time before the virus hit Hazard though. “Were
getting flak from Sin City,” Doctor Zane reported.


“We are?” Helen asked.


“Yes. They have double the population now.”


Helen's eyes flashed. “Tell them to piss off,” she said almost
sweetly. Zane blinked at her in shock and surprise. “They didn't want to help,
they threw every road block they could when we tried to set up there. As far as
I'm concerned they can damn well wait. We fight the fire on the front line now,
we're set up for it and there's no going back now. Besides, you don't have a
runway anyway!” she said. 


She was careful this time after she heard about the losses from
the first flight. Hank was sent an inventory each time before the aircraft
landed. He made it clear to all he was checking it. Jerry helped.


...*...*...*...*...


Hank called in with a request for specific parts and materials.
Sprite handled it. When she heard about his reluctant helper he asked her if
there was some sort of reward or incentive program.


“I'd like to go into business with the ape if I don't strangle
him,” Hank said, giving the chimp the evil eye. Jerry flipped him the bird.


“Or the virus kills him and you first?”


“Yeah, about that...”


“We're working on it,” Sprite said caustically.


“I know, and we are too on this end.”


“I tell you what,” Sprite said. “Jerry, I am a commander in the
Federation Navy. On my word, and on my honor you will be compensated for your
time and efforts. How does your own replicator and vaccination shots sound?”
she asked.


 His eyes had gone wide at the replicator, but then narrowed when
the last bit registered. He wrinkled his nose. “I hate shots,” he growled.


“You'll love these. These will keep you alive,” Sprite replied
sweetly.


“Oh.” Jerry blinked. “Yeah, okay,” he grimaced though. “You know I
like rough, take charge girls, can I ask you out on a date when this is over?”
he asked. Hank snorted. Jerry turned to him. “Hey man, don't knock it until
you've tried it, frisky is fun,” he grinned. Hank snorted again.


“Thanks, but I don't date organics,” Sprite replied dryly.


“Oh,” Jerry said and then blinked. “Oooh!” he said, eyes wide,
catching on to who he had been talking to finally.


“Now, you said you needed to find the links to some equipment?
Specifically medical equipment? The search engine is having trouble?”


“Are you kidding? It's got thousands of entries. Picking the right
one in the right size... I don't want to waste time and materials replicating
the wrong stuff,” Hank replied.


“All right. I'm sending your computer an e-mail and attachment. It
will have bookmarks and item numbers for you to use. These are items we're
currently using here or are putting into production now. You do realize you
can't produce much right?” she asked.


“Every little bit helps right?” Hank asked.


“Right. Thank you Doctor McCoy,” Sprite replied.


“Call me Hank, everyone does,” Hank said with a smile.


...*...*...*...*...


With sufficient suits Hank held a school on how to use them.
Hodges couldn't fit into one, so he was given a respirator. He was desperate to
get a suit for himself and his precious Lulu. Hank had to promise to make a
custom suit to get the nagging fat man off his back. Hank showed Sheriff
Coltrain and his deputies as well as the volunteers how to put the suits on and
keep them functional. All winced when they lined up and were given booster
shots to help combat the pathogens.


Nohar however refused a suit. “First I'm partially immune,” he
said.


“But...” Hank held up the red suit.


“Second there's this and this,” Nohar replied, pointing to his
artificial right arm, and leg. He'd lost the leg from just below the knee and
it still gave him problems. Mainly because he didn't have a proper prosthetic,
he'd only lost it a short time ago.


“Okay, so what do I do with this?” Hank asked, looking guiltily to
the tiger's leg.


“Find someone who can use it. Rajar for one.”


“I'll find him,” Hank replied with a serious nod.


“Thanks Hank,” Nohar said gruffly, slapping him on the shoulder.
“We'd be in a heap of trouble without you,” he said.


Hank looked at him in amusement. “I thought we already were in
enough trouble?” he asked.


“Yeah, and think of how much worse it would be for the rest of us
without you and that replicator,” Nohar said. “The right tools and people in
the right place, at the right time. That's how battles are won,” he said.


“We'll see,” Hank said. “Not much of a battle though,” he said
tucking the suit under his arm.


“Biggest one of your life,” Nohar replied, shaking his head. “Of
all our lives,” he murmured as the blue Neolion left.


...*...*...*...*...


Doctor La Plaz realized that some people were immune or were more
resistant because they were descendants of genies or descendant of people who
had been given anti-virus treatments during the latter stages of the war. Some
of these treatments were written into their genetic code, improving their
immune system and providing them with a series of antibodies that their bodies
had faithfully made over the centuries as they passed it down from one
generation to the next. 


However these were hard to harvest, and even harder to reproduce
in the lab. They were almost useless to pass on to others. He got into a
discussion with Sprite over that, who pointed out that their ancestors may have
been inoculated centuries ago, but that immunity may not have been passed on to
their children. If the pathogens are hardened against vaccines and antibiotics
they could still be effected. 


Nohar had overheard their discussion and remembered the blood
drive to look for people who were immune. He winced slightly. He hated needles.


“Doctors,” he said. Doctor La Plaz’s image frowned on the screen.


“I'm sorry to interrupt but...” He took a deep breath and then
launched a little into his history. He admitted to doctor Ivanov that he had
been given inoculations against most bio-weapons. “But I only received the last
boosters a year and a half before I went into cryo so I'm not sure how
effective they will be.”


“Whatever,” the nurse said, getting a blood draw kit ready. “By
the time we're done with you, you are going to be white as a sheet.”


“Yes, but remember, I'm only immune to feline and Neo pathogens,
not to any of the others.”


“It's a start.”


...*...*...*...*...


Phoenix updated the feed over the continent The weather report
stated that winds would pick up as the high pressure zone which had kept the
winds almost nonexistent would move north. The low coming in behind it had a
lot of wind and clouds. They projected the viruses would hit by mid-morning.
All hands were told to suit up and institute protocols.


The suits hampered the vital work the virologist were doing.
Ivanov constantly complained about it, but his lead nurse threatened to brain
him if he so much as thought about taking the suit off. Reluctantly he agreed
to keep it on.


...*...*...*...*...


Just after 12 noon, Ivanov reported the pathogens had been
detected in the outskirts of Hazard, but so far in low levels. The viruses had
changed, going from an immediate kill to a longer incubation and infection
period. Another point to Sprite that there was some sort of driving program
behind the infection. The expected protean element wasn't detected in the water
through, at least not with airborne viruses. “They're too specialized,” Helen
theorized. “I'm still getting the hang of all this information, but if I'm
reading this right, in order to keep the virus viable for the length of time it
has been, they had to sacrifice something.”


“In this case what? It's adaptability?”


“Yes,” Helen said, still scanning the screen. “I'm not sure, we'll
need to test it to be sure. But if this is correct, once we kill one strain off
it should stay dead.”


“Which will be fun to do. First we have to kill it.”


“Well, the good news is, that even though they made it hardy,
meaning able to stay alive longer, it's not perfect. It needs some source host
to breed in. It's actually too perfect, it kills the host before it can
replicate and spread.”


“So we're looking at a possible endemic? Localized?”


“As long as we can keep it contained. Right now...” she shook her
head. “And that's just the strains we can see.”


“Right, that's what I thought.”


...*...*...*...*...


“Wagon shipment is in, you better keep an eye on it, we've had
some reports of shifty people making off with small items,” the sheriff said,
ordering Bullet off. Bullet frowned a bit, but nodded and flicked his ears in
agreement. People were going nuts, hoarding and looting. It was smart covering
the supplies.


“Let me know if there is a problem,” the sheriff said.


The Neodog snorted. “If there is a problem I'll howl,” he said,
leaving the sheriff's station. He made his way to the warehouse district,
annoyed at having to do this. He was a keen tracker, not a damn glorified security
guard. Everyone was on edge about this damn mystery plague too. Many were
stocking up and heading into the back country. He could understand why the
sheriff was nervous, some who were desperate and short on funds might take what
they could get without paying for it.


The jingle of the animals in their harness alerted them that they
were coming. He turned, noting the ox team in the lead didn't look at all
happy. Nor did some of the other animals. It was probably because they'd been
worked hard. Harry was a bastard when it came to his animals, making them trot
the trails from sun up to sundown. He didn't stop at regular stops like some
people did, preferring to press on.


The wagons pulled up to the tall warehouse buildings and stopped
in a cloud of dust. Bullet waved the dust away. The warehouses were up about a
meter higher than most buildings that made them about level to the wagon doors.
That way people could unload or load goods straight from the dock to the
warehouses. He could see the wagon team getting off, many were a bit sore and
slow. Again normal, they had been on the road for days.


Bullet heard the coughing and turned. Probably travel dust he
thought, the wagon team would most likely head out to the nearest bar the
moment they had their animals penned. But something in the cough... a wet sound
just didn't sound right. He turned, tracing the source. The wagon master down
the street didn't look right. The Neodog sniffed the air. Come to think of it,
he didn't smell right either. The guy waved it off, saying he must have caught
a summer cold.


The crowd of people around were wary though, jumpy. Suddenly
people weren't so eager to get their goods or to work unloading the wagon
train. The supervisor cursed as his men shook their heads and melted away.


The wagon master started to curse about running late, started
coughing and then collapsed. Bullet didn't wait, he lifted his muzzle and
howled a warning cry.


...*...*...*...*...


News that Crater City had been infected and that people were
dropping like flies there hit the morning media like a firestorm. Finally the
threat was made flesh for all to see in large enough numbers to alarm the
population. Helen now had a war on another front and had to cope with it and
the media backlash that she wasn't getting enough done. Some of the
conservatives demanded her head, saying she wasn't the right person to the job.


“How bad is it?” Irons asked.


She frowned pacing. Some of the attacks stung, and some were
getting entirely too personal.


“Director, focus. Screw the crap they are saying, we need to keep
focused.”


“Bastards,” she muttered and flopped down into her chair. “What?”


“Crater City,” Irons replied.


She let out a long soft sigh. “It's bad. I don't know how bad,
when the wagon master died it spread mass panic in the population. The people
scattered from the area and headed to their homes. That's both good and bad.”


“Good in what way?” Irons asked, trying to think of a reason.


“Some went to their homes, locked the doors, and hid.”


“Self-quarantine,” Sprite commented.


“Correct. But in doing so they infected every surface in their
homes, in between there and the warehouses, and anyone they came into contact
with.”


“What I'm wondering about is, if the wagon master was infected...
how? He was what? North west? Weren't the prevailing winds North east?” Ted
Zane asked. Sprite put up a helpful map to help illustrate his point.


“Exactly,” Sprite said, turning expectant eyes on the director.


“From what I've gathered, the wagon master is a regular. He runs,
or should I say ran a cargo convoy circuit. He took low priority goods
from Rubicon to and from Crater city.”


“Why not just use the train? Doesn't the western link go from
Hazard through Crater City?” Doctor Zane asked.


“It does,” Irons replied.


“But Rubicon is a transshipping port for the farms and logging in
its area. They were bypassed by the railroad, though there has been some talk
with governor Oman's office to put a rail head in,” Helen replied, running a
hand through her hair. “Rubicon was doing business with Hazard until a certain
not to be named person took charge there. He charged so much in fees they
decided to go to Crater City and hang the extra transport costs.”


“Ah.”


“The good news is it looks like the convoy picked it up in Rubicon
and brought it straight to Crater City. They didn't stop along the way.
Apparently the wagon master was a real tyrant in that regard, he disdained
stops.”


“Yeah, I'd say he was the last of a dying breed,” Zane replied
with a grimace. “The infection rate has me confused...”


“Well, I've been trying to get a time-line of events. Apparently
the convoy picked up their goods and were in the process of leaving just before
or slightly after the initial release,” Doctor Richards replied, outlining the
outbreak. “What gets me is that they survived. So somehow they weren't killed
right off by the pathogens, but were carriers. Carriers of a lesser strain of
Small pox and something that killed the oxen.”


“Right.”


“So they're all dead?”


“And quite a few of the dock workers. We've been talking to the staff
in Crater City for some time now. They are doing what they can but that city
really didn't have much in the way of modern medicine,” Doctor Richards
admitted. “They never had the budget, and the people there refused to invest
more into medicine.”


“Which is biting them in the ass now I imagine,” Sprite replied.


“Can't be strong everywhere Sprite,” Irons replied. “Quarantine in
effect?”


Helen sighed. “They're doing their best.”


“I can try to send more supplies there way,” Irons offered.


“I don't know. The important thing is containment. Identify it,
contain, and then treat. But a lot of people are going to panic and head for
the hills. I can't blame them, they just want to save themselves and their
families...”


“But they're harming the greater good,” the admiral replied,
frowning. “A case of self-interest verses the population as a whole.”


“The good of the many versus the good of the few... or the one,”
Sprite said softly.


Irons nodded grimly. “I'm curious about the incubation like Doctor
Zane. That is odd. You'd think they would have dropped right away. Was someone
partially immune? But that doesn't make sense...”


“No one appeared sick until near the end of the trip. It did have
a long incubation, it seemed to of just cropped up all at once. I mean in under
a minute everyone in the convoy started coughing and dropping.”


“So... I don't know what to think here. It's odd.”


“Yes.”


...*...*...*...*...


Hank swore softly as he read the attachment. One of the primary
things the AI had recommended were ultraviolet or UV light. He'd read about
them somewhere, something nagged at his memory. Something about killing... he
snapped his fingers and swore softly. “That's it!” he said.


Jerry looked up in surprise. “What?”


“UV! Ultraviolet radiation kills most bacteria and viruses! Why
didn't we think of this earlier!” Hank smacked his forehead. The admiral had
supplied them in the virologist's kit. Portable lamps and big giant arrays for
the work area. He hadn't remembered why but they'd set them up. They certainly
made things glow blue.


“Yeah but isn't this stuff like in the air?” Jerry asked.


“Um... shit,” the lion sighed, shaking his head. He rubbed his
muzzle. “Forgot that.”


“So, somehow it's immune?”


“Maybe... But we can crank up the UV. Double, hell, ten times the
dose! Something is better than nothing! Come on, let's give it a shot.”


“Okay, but if you think a little blue light will help we really
are screwed,” Jerry sighed, shaking his head.


“Just shut up and help me,” the lion demanded.


“If this turns me as blue as you are I'm going to get out a bucket
of paint,” Jerry muttered. “For you not me.”


“Very funny,” Hank said, tapping at the replicator. “Get me some
glass. I'll work through the list here.”


He kept scanning the document as the first tray of lamp parts were
under construction. According to the brief one paragraph description, the
ultraviolet lights worked because they were short wave radiation. The waves
broke up or destroyed the nucleic acids that made up microorganism's DNA.
“Huh,” he grunted as Jerry came in.


“What?” The chimp asked.


“Just seeing how this is supposed to work,” Hank replied, studying
the exploded schematic of a lamp and then the paragraph. “Son of a bitch!” he
said, catching one line. One little line that explained it for him.


“What? What?” Jerry asked, looking up from where he was with the
wheelbarrow of glass. 


“Hang on a sec,” Hank said, pulling the tray and then stuffing
materials inside. He hit the key and then turned as the replicator went to
work. “It said that the reason it works is because this level of UV doesn't
exist on a planet because the atmosphere bounces most of the energy back into
space.”


“So... it'll work?” Jerry asked.


“Hell yes! Air or water! Better in air than water.”


“Cool!” Jerry said, eyes wide. “But first we've got to make them
right?”


“Yeah. And I want some for right here,” the Neolion said, pointing
down to where they were. Jerry snorted.


“Can you make a portable one? Stick it on a pole so I can walk
around?”


Hank snorted, and then chuckled, shaking his head.


...*...*...*...*...


Ivanov discovered Prions, and linked them to Bovine Spongiform
encephalopathy, more commonly known as mad cow disease. Doctor La Plaz
theorized that the Prions would not target zoology, mammalian zoology, but may
also be designed to attack Taurens as well.


“Different species,” Sprite interjected, entering the conversation
through the radio link. “Sorry, I was monitoring. There's no relation between
Taurens and Terran Bovines. They just look like Minotaur’s. Fortunately there
aren't any Taurens on the planet so it's a moot debating point if it would
cross over to them or not.”


“True,” Doctor Ivanov replied. He'd been looking forward to the
argument and the intervention of the AI had spiked it. That was a bit
disappointing, he'd looked forward to the distraction.


“Then if that is settled, gentlemen, I leave you to your work,”
Sprite said.


...*...*...*...*...


Once Nohar's blood was broken down, they set the antibodies up to
be induced to grow in a bioreactor and then turned to testing.


Ivanov's team worked on testing samples of Nohar's blood against
the isolated pathogens. They quickly identified what it worked against and what
it didn't. Ivanov ordered the samples to be copied as rapidly as possible, and
then distributed to the Neo population.


...*...*...*...*...


Respiratory infections spread throughout the various alien species
almost like wildfire, despite the masks and preventive measures. Each was
isolated, blood drawn, and checked. Sprite sensed a pattern and checked the
records. She informed Irons and Helen that it was a specific type of terror
weapon the Xeno's used and what will be coming up next. “The idea is to panic
the population and over run the medics with various diseases. The diseases come
in waves so as they get set to take care of one the next is already
incubating.”


“So we need to take out the nest. We need to kill the source.”


“Exactly. You were right about the EMP admiral. From what I've got
in the files it's some sort of nanite hive. It may even be tapped into the
media net monitoring our progress.”


“An AI? Nanite AI? Is that even possible?” Helen demanded.


Irons pursed his lips. “Yes. But not a smart AI. It's adaptive. So
we need to get ahead of it. Limit its intel and kill it.”


“It could spawn backup’s admiral. I've been sensing something in
the net that wasn't there before,” Sprite warned.


“Then come up with something. A screen. Firewalls. Inoculate the
firewalls with anti-virus software.”


“I'm working on that even as we speak,” Sprite reported.


“Good.”


...*...*...*...*...


“Okay, now it's getting a little too real,” Jerry said, shifting
about. He, like every other Neo was uncomfortable in the hazmat suits. They
itched, he couldn't scratch, and he was heartily tired of his own stink. But
what was he going to do? It wasn't worth his life to take a shower now.
Tempting, but no. He'd put up with it.


“It didn't seem real before because it was hitting rural areas.
The pathogens were hitting small villages, towns, mining sites, and isolated
farms. The population density was low. Now though...” Hank frowned, looking
around to the people moaning.


“Yeah.”


“I know it's scary. But we've got to stay focused..”


“Yeah,” Jerry chuffed. He was tired, but it felt odd and somehow
fitting to hear Hank of all people take charge like this.


...*...*...*...*...


We don't have the time to burn up getting to somewhere better. So
we set up a base here. I'll induct volunteers into the navy. We'll build
everything we need right here.”


“Volunteers?”


“I have a prohibition against making medical nanites. It's built
into my hardware. I can't build them for other people, but I can swear in
people into the navy who can. Doctors and nurses in other words.”


“And they can...”


“If they have the proper implants. Which take time.”


“Not necessarily admiral,” Sprite interjected. He turned to her
avatar as did the others. “What I am proposing is we use you to create their
implants. It won't be pretty but we can do it. Training them will be
difficult.”


“Fine.”


“I'll do it...”


“You'll need a lot more than one or two people. Even in my time
something like this was hard to contain and destroy. We'll need screening
equipment, all sorts of things,” the admiral mused. “Sprite...”


“A list. Understood. I'm working with Proteus on this.”


“Understood. Keep me informed.”


“Right admiral.”


...*...*...*...*...


Hank received reports of people hanging around the UV lamps
including Jerry. But also medics reported these same people were coming in with
complaints of sunburn, sunstroke, and damage to their eyes. Some of the eye
damage was significant, damage to corneas that couldn't easily be repaired. 


Reluctantly he called Sprite. Sprite confirmed that the UV lights
can cause skin problems including cancer, but the risk was worth it. “The point
is to not stay under the lamps. Use the respirators, set them up around
patients and with things that need to be sterilized. Use them in entrances, air
ducts, air intakes, but don't just lay under them.”


“Oh.”


“Anything else?”


“Yeah, can I get this data? Maybe in some useable form? Or another
lady like you?” Hank asked.


Sprite snorted. “You don't even begin to have the computing power
for an AI like me.”


“Are you saying you're too good for me?” Hank asked with a slight
smile.


Sprite surprised him with a laugh. He hadn't expected the AI to
have a sense of humor. “You could at least ask a lady out before you wanted her
to have kids Doctor McCoy,” she replied coyly. “I mean, fine wine, flowers...
what are people coming to these days?” she asked with mirth.


Hank surprised himself by chuckling in reply. He realized, despite
everything going around, they still needed to live, or the damn virus and its,
long dead creators had won.


...*...*...*...*...


Grimly the admiral turned to a new task, cremation. He ordered
furnaces to be set up to burn the remains of infected people. The police had
begun setting up tents outside the town to create refugee centers.  “Admiral,
your skin-suit would be effective as a bio-hazard suit right?” Defender asked
as he worked on parts for a crematorium furnace. He needed something that would
be extremely efficient yet cheap to make.


“Yes, but I'm here and it's there. Besides,” Irons frowned. “I
don't need it remember?” he asked.


“True.”


“You could hand it over to someone else. A doctor for instance,”
Sprite suggested. The admiral opened his mouth to reject it but she continued
on. “But of course it's in Hazard as you pointed out. Besides, it's geared for
space not this.” She had reported earlier that many of the Hazard medical staff
not in pressure suits had started showing signs of illness. It was only a
matter of time before they succumbed to the disease.


“True,” Irons said. “And yes it wouldn't be very effective.
Against the airborne pathogens yes, if the user was all suited. But are you
forgetting the lack of a right sleeve?” he asked, clearly amused.


“No, I think Defender did though.”


“I actually discounted that issue since as you pointed out,
Proteus and your shields are the best defense against the Xeno nanites.”


“Then why bring up the idea at all?” Sprite asked.


“Another layer of protection,” Irons replied and then his eyes
narrowed. “Or a subtle attempt at getting me to my shuttle where you can then
get me off world lieutenant?” he asked.


“No,” Defender stated, but his eyes smoldered a little more.


“Right,” Sprite drawled. She still hadn't forgiven the other AI
for what he had done to her on Antigua prime. “Sure...”


“Enough,” Irons said. “Case closed. I may get the suit if we have
the time and if we have a specific mission to perform in it. But right now I
don't have the time to burn to get it. I need to stay here,” he said,
indicating the bank of replicators making trays of parts. Their industry was
now a well-oiled machine, people loaded raw material into the molecular furnace
and microcomputers sent draw demands to each replicator as it requested
material. All as efficient as they could get. Really, the only thing slowing
things down now was the intermittent issues with the power and the time it took
for workers to take the trays of parts out, flip their contents into a waiting
bin, or onto another tray, then reload the tray and close the door.


There were quite a few dedicated replicators here now, including
ones for electronics. The sub-assemblies all went into a three meter cubed
assembly replicator that put the pieces together and then merged them or ran
wiring or other things too them. That was if they couldn't be assembled by
hand.


They were still stuck treating the symptoms, which was a losing
battle. He had considered Sprites ideas but was still concerned about their
implications, both in the near term and long term. The odds of getting it right
and not tripping something in his software or hers was also a strong danger
sign.


“Admiral, what about making a medical AI?” Defender asked, not to
be deterred.


“And how would we go about doing that?” Sprite asked. “We meaning
me of course. I'm a coder, I could make a dumb AI, but a doctor isn't created
by just slapping the medical encyclopedia into it and calling it finished you
know,” she said.


“Commander,” Irons sighed. “It's not a bad idea, but I don't know
how viable it is. Can you run a sim?”


“No,” Sprite said. “I'm not rejecting the idea out of hand, it's
just that we don't have the space. This net is tiny, even for me. No room.
Secondly, I'm not comfortable about the ethical considerations either.”


“We can take care of the electronics problem,” Irons replied. “But
I agree with the ethics quandary. The problem is time, commander.”


“And as I said, It's not that simple. I wish it was, but it's not.
Also, in order to build a military AI, I'd need more data, and access codes,
and I'd need to seriously think about it myself some more. It's paramount to
slavery.”


“And there we go with the ethical considerations again,” The
admiral sighed, shaking his head and then rubbing his brow in frustration.
Sprite wasn't going to let this go. They'd been having this conversation a lot
lately, especially after the Draco incident. He couldn't blame her.


“The AI would have medical keys though?” Irons asked.


“Yes. I think. Maybe.” Sprite said.


“Maybe. That's a lot of time and effort for a maybe. Keep it in
mind, but we'll move on. Next idea,” he said.


“When we come up with one, I'll let you know,” Sprite said. “But
for now, you need to get back over to the annex. The governor's representatives
are arriving.”


“Joy,” Irons replied. “Anything from them?”


“Did they apologize you mean? Not a word,” Sprite replied with a
shrug. “I'm not the aggrieved party so I didn't hear anything. But I for one,
wouldn't go holding my breath admiral.”


“Right,” Irons sighed, getting to his feet.


“Your advice on handling the whole we're playing vampires and we
want to suck your blood' thing?”


Sprite smirked. “They aren't going to say they're sorry. They're
politicians, so when didn't you realize they were vampires?” she asked.


“Right,” he grumbled. “I'll just see if I can scrounge up some
silver and a stake.”


...*...*...*...*...


Osiris paced in the meeting room, unable to settle down. His close
proximity to the hospital was giving him the willies, he like his boss wanted
to be anywhere but around sick people. He'd honestly considered quitting
several times but knew no one around could do what he did. If he did quit
things might very well fall apart. They all had their role to play it seemed.


He was also distinctly uncomfortable being in the same room as the
admiral. He regretted the impulsive action of the governor. The governor hadn't
rescinded the order and had demanded updates on the progress on that front.
Osiris now wondered about the man's sanity.


Now this. Solaximara was there as a member of the government. He
like a few other junior members of the government had stayed at their posts.
Osiris glanced at the red Neolion. He wasn't sure why, the lion should know by
now he had risen as far as he was going to. As a Neo he had hit the political ceiling.
If he tried to crack it, it would probably rain down on him and kill him and
anyone around him. Sometimes politics on Epsilon were played for keeps.


Of course that really wasn't all that necessary. To get above a
directorship, to say, the governor or lieutenant governor's mansion the Neo
would have to be elected. Since most of the population were Terran and Veraxin,
he wouldn't stand a chance against a well prepared opponent. Hell, even that
fat sow Hodges could beat him easily. Prejudices were still in force here.


“I was told there is something that can help us. Um, EMP? Whatever
that is? Can we get some?” Osiris asked, looking from the doctor to the
admiral.


“EMP, Electromagnetic Pulse. A short savage burst of radio energy
to destroy electronics. Utterly useless against a microorganism,” Sprite said
helpfully. There was barest the hint of disdain over having to explain
something that apparently she knew and took for granted.


“There's something in Rubicon, something Xeno and electronic. We
know that much. But the problem is the EMP won't help,” Irons replied. Irons
gnashed his teeth and then tried to patiently explain to Osiris and the other
nitwits who were arm chair quarterbacking that an EMP would kill nanites, but not
a virus. Not anything biological.


 Irons had finally come to terms that Phoenix and Sprite were on
to something with the Xeno code. He wasn't so sure what it was, they needed
additional samples to confirm it. A third sample probe was in the process of
being replicated, it would take time to transport it to Hazard and get it
rigged. Hank and his chimp friend Jerry were helping with the work, they were
using Hank's small replicator to replicate small components.


Unfortunately he didn't have the resources on Phoenix, or
actually, he needed to reserve those resources in case of future need. The ship
AI had already stripped quite a bit of his spares and other material to make
the last probe, any further and he wouldn't be able to make another probe or
other device without taking down and tearing apart essential ship systems.
Irons wasn't prepared to go that far just yet.


But that meant doing the effort on the ground, which meant getting
the resources required and making the parts, transporting them to Hazard, then
assembling them, testing, and so on. A lengthy process. Again Clausewitz's line
about time ran through his head. Time he was wasting here for instance.


His annoyance and woolgathering came to a stop as Osiris finally
reacted, stopping to stare at him. “That's not what I heard,” Osiris replied
stubbornly. He glanced at the red Neolion. This idea had come from him after
all.


“Well, as to that I happen to be the only expert on the subject,
I'd love to kick your sources ass. But I don't have the time for such little
things. Take my word for it, an EMP would kill any electronics, but wouldn't
affect anything organic. So the Prions, bacteria, and the viruses this thing
has released as pathogens wouldn't even notice it. They'd just keep breeding
and spreading like wildfire.”


“Doctor Richards, is this true?”


“I'll have to defer to the admiral on the EMP, I'm not at all sure
what it is. But something that would kill electronics but leave people alone
would be totally ineffective Mr. Osiris, he is completely correct on that
score. After all, we too are organic, just like these pathogens.”


“Before we get too involved, let me explain. An EMP, or
Electromagnetic Pulse is a massive dose of radiation in the form of radio
waves. The electron burst fries any electronics turned on in its attack zone.
If they are shut off and the power disconnected they have a good chance of
survival. But if they are online they are toast,” Irons explained, looking at
the doctor. “You could be standing next to the thing when it went off. There is
no light, no heat or sound, just the buzz of electricity as electronics fry. No
fireworks, and little effect on anyone.” Well, most anyone he admitted in the
privacy of his own mind. He and Nohar and those who had implants were a
different story. He didn't want to complicate the already difficult
conversation.


She slowly nodded. “Then I have to agree with the admiral, they
would be completely ineffective against this threat,” she said.


“Damn it!” Osiris cursed and hung up.


“I guess he didn't like hearing that,” Zane said.


“Tough,” Irons replied.


...*...*...*...*...


Things were still rough, and Doctor Richards still insisted on
meetings for the staff every shift. It was a pain for the admiral to get to
each meeting as she insisted. He made most of them, but when he didn't his
absence was immediately noted and questioned. A caustic comment about how some
people had better things to do than to spend them shining a chair going over
the same thing for an hour that they had talked about seven hours ago got a
quelling look from Doctor Richards and a comment about how he wasn't being
constructive.


He'd settled down, but still resented the meetings. At least this
one was taking place after their last meeting with the governor's
representatives. It was stupid, but again, necessary. Possibly for morale, but
also to keep everyone on the same page. Without electronic implants that was
necessary. The cell phones were receiving updates from Sprite, but the users
tended to forget checking them, or they didn't understand them. 


No, the meetings allowed face time, and for now that was the only
way for the slow organic minds to absorb information. For the most part they
were updates on the progression of the spread of the virus and the progress in
fighting it. But near the end was a brain storming session, usually a last
grasp at any straw that seemed might work.


“You know, some of the canneries have started using steam to kill
bacteria. Could that help here?” Doctor Zane asked.


“No,” Sprite replied. “Well, yes and no. It would be effective for
cleaning surfaces and in some disinfection, but you need super-hot steam. Two
hundred ten degrees C will kill most microorganisms. The surface tension of the
water traps the virus, then the heat will kill it.”


“Ah,” the doctor replied, puzzling over her description.


 “But anything under one forty five will just make it grow.”


“Body temperature.”


“Right.”


“Then of course you have the problem of keeping the steam hot. It
hits the air and it'll cool.”


“So that's out.”


“Some of the viruses are dying due to the UV. The natural UV is
killing some of the viruses. I emphasize some. Not all though. We've installed
UV light emitters around Hazard and they are cropping up all over the major
cities.”


“So, how do we get this in large enough quantities over what? Two
hundred square kilometers?


“Crop dusters,” Sprite answered.


“Crop dusters? Not firefighting aircraft?”


“Firefighting aircraft are designed to drop their loads all on one
target. Crop dusters distribute the liquid in a mist over large areas. Besides,
there aren't any firefighting aircraft,” Sprite replied humorously.


Irons rubbed his brow, and then sat back into his chair. “Point,”
he finally said. “It's just crop dusters are small, and they don't fly high.
They buzz the ground.  This pathogen goes up to three thousand meters.


“True,” Sprite replied. “It's a band aid on the problem.”


“But you think it's effective anyway?”


Sprite spread her virtual hands. “At this point something is
better than nothing admiral.”


“All right, but not steam.”


The AI shook her head. “No admiral, it's too difficult to work
with. We'd have to find a way to flash boil the water on the plane, most likely
with some sort of super heater. Possible, but difficult and dangerous. No, I
had another substance in mind. Granted it's not very green, but we can fix it
later.”


“Green. What?”


“Soap admiral,” Sprite replied, sounding amused. “Specifically
anti-bacterial, and anti-pathogen soap used by medical personnel. The stuff has
micro material that's a lot like activated charcoal. It's porous, with
thousands of tiny holes in it. The material has enough surface area to cover a
football field in each grain.”


“Okay...”


“The bubbles will have surface tension that will bond with the
pathogen. They'll be filtered out by the detergents and killed or wrapped in
the buckey material and fall to the ground like yellow snow.”


“Don't eat the yellow snow,” Irons muttered, now tired.


“Cute,” Sprite answered. “Yes it's not green, anyone who goes into
the area will stir it up, and when it enters the hydrosphere it will kill fish
and other animals that eat it, but that is happening as we speak anyway,”
Sprite said.


“Okay, get on that.”


“The good news is the soap isn't a medical lock out, far from it.
The medics wanted everyone to have it to soap up daily to prevent the passing
of germs and other pathogens.”


“Okay...”


“But, the problem is the dusters, the ones in the area of the
attack are all in Hazard. Or were, I checked, they aren't there now. I believe
the pilots moved them out of the area.”


“Any idea where?”


“Dirt roads, bush strips... I don't know admiral,” Sprite replied
as the admiral scowled. “They have no radios either. They are short ranged,
possibly out of fuel.”


“Find them commander. Get with director Richards, get her to sign
off on this. Get the media and authorities in the area involved. Find me those
pilots and planes!”


“Aye aye admiral.”


The current plan was to use aerosols to spray anti-viruses and
antibacterial agents with low flying aircraft. Pilots would be in pressurized
aircraft where ever possible, otherwise they would be in full hazmat suits.
Each pilot and crew would wear respirator masks.. Their aircraft would be hosed
down with pathogen killing agents and run under UV lights to kill any surface
pathogens. Hopefully that would keep the viruses from getting back to the base
and infecting the ground crew.


...*...*...*...*...


Solaximara, Neocat leader of the Neo's on the planet somehow got
himself assigned as their liaison. At first he was obstructionist in attitude,
trying to get something out of them. Irons wasn't amused, nor was director
Richards or any of the other members of the staff. Fortunately the admiral
called Nohar who got involved and briefed them.


“He's a pain in the ass Nohar, I'm not sure what he wants,” Irons
said. He had heard the Neolion had 'inspected' the new plasma cutter the
admiral had finished and put to use. It was busy cutting parts for various
machinery they needed. Of course the red Neo had wanted a demonstration... and
when it had finished he hadn't complimented them on the precision device, no,
he'd given Irons a dirty look because the person selected to operate the
machine was Veraxin.


“Could that be his problem? He doesn't like humans?” Sprite asked.
They were using their implants to communicate, bouncing the signal through
Phoenix, the most secure way of doing so. Defender had noted new faces hanging
around a lot, most of them pretending to do something while they listened to
conversations of the staff. When security had confronted them they had waved
identification supposedly issued by the governor's office and then left.


“Solaximara is a politician admiral, he's someone who would gladly
sell you out if it gave him a leg up. He'd sell his own kid if it got him some
brownie points with the public or the powers that be.”


“And of course he doesn't see the long term detractions of such a
plan?” Irons asked. Short sighted, he thought, making a mental X mark on the
red lion.


“He's a bastard, but so far he's done okay as our rep. That's the
only thing he's got going for him really, he's made a lot of enemies with the
other species. They'd never let him get any higher than he is no matter what he
thinks.”


“Right.”


“How are things going there?”


“Oh, I'm as pale as a ghost,” Nohar sighed. “Doctor Ivanov has me
on saline and drinking fruit juice.”


“What for?” Irons asked.


“We forgot I was injected with vaccines,” Nohar replied dryly. “We
meaning mainly me. I knew I was partially immune, it seems so far that's
holding true. So we're sampling my blood and finding the vaccines and then
trying to get them to replicate. Which by the way doesn't work well.”


“That's because the vaccines in your body are a product of modern
medicine Sergeant,” Sprite interjected. “They're casid protein structures,
basically the hollowed out shell of the actual pathogen. The makers created a
close approximation, a dummy to trick your body into creating resistant factors
to it.”


“I see,” Nohar replied.


“I see you're quite the crap cutter,” Sprite said, changing the
subject.


“Well, I never did like red tape,” the lion chuffed.


“The admiral is of the same mind,” Sprite replied dryly.


“We've got security up, the ultraviolet lights and gear you sent
has really helped a lot. We've still got some security issues, some five finger
discounts and some smuggling, but remarkably not much.”


“Who would want to smuggle into a death trap?”


“Not many people,” Nohar said. “But there's always some idiot
somewhere...” The tiger sighed. “Caught one guy in a bio-hazard suit. He
apparently got it from someone in Landing.”


“Great,” Irons said in disgust.


“What was he selling?” Sprite asked, curious.


“Food, at huge prices, mostly just that. Food.”


“Typical.”


“Man's got to eat. Man, Neo, whatever. We're taking losses. Some
from that idiot snake oil sales group that came wandering through just before
the damn virus hit.”


“Bad?”


“Yes and no. You'd be surprised by what people believed. How
stubborn they cling to it even when you rub their faces into it to prove that
they're wrong.”


“That's actually not very surprising really,” Irons replied with a
sigh. “I wish it was. Triage Sergeant, focus on keeping those who will listen
alive. That's all you can do.”


“I know sir. We're doing our best.”


“We're going to be doing some more air drops, but we've got to get
a handle on this damn virus.”


“Some of the vaccines are working. Or at least slowing the
progression of the symptoms,” Nohar replied. “Though the ultraviolet lights and
other things may also be having some effect too.”


“Good.”


“Anything else?” Irons asked, tapping a screwdriver against the
table.


“No sir that covered all bases I believe. Oh, watch out for
Hodges.”


“We've met,” Irons replied dryly. “He up to his old tricks?”


“Some,” Nohar replied with a slight chuffing laugh. “But he's so
scared he's actually keeping them down to a minimum.”


“Wow. Well, no doubt when things get under control he'll return to
type. Take care Sergeant, we'll check in with you in a day or so.”


“Take care Admiral. Over and out,” The tiger said, fumbling to end
the transmission. Sprite cut it from their end.


“Well, that's interesting,” the AI said. Irons rubbed his chin.
“Hazard is the key. One of them. Now we've got to get a handle on this thing.”


...*...*...*...*...


When the admiral heard they were having food supply problems with
all the people and no shipments, he tapped his human helper Andrew. Andrew was
a good kid, smart, on point. He had a detailed mind, he could see an exploded
schematic of something and put it together within an hour, sometimes less. With
the tutelage of Irons the young man was blossoming, seeing new things for the
very first time.


Irons had given him his own replicator as he had Hank, but Andrew
had put it to the work of the community. He had however stenciled property of
Andrew on it though. Irons had him tap the little machine for small parts while
he replicated a few larger ones with the larger industrial replicator.


They tested the first food replicator in the warehouse of course,
saluting each other with a cup of coffee and a doughnut. After that people
working there came and got food when they needed it. 


A few hours later Andrew, Irons, and a few drafted helpers
installed a pair of food replicators in the cafeterias of the hospital complex.
Diners watched them in amusement and curiosity as they ran hoses to a water
tap, and installed big drums of material.


Irons had the foresight to have a pair of signs made up with basic
instructions. One of the Veraxin helpers hung them, worried over how level it
was. Irons waved that concern off. They had other more important things to deal
with other than nitpick items like that.


When they were leaving Andrew looked over his shoulder and was
amused to see people slowly approaching the devices and puzzling over them. One
woman tried a cup of coffee and grinned.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen worked with the media, including Mr. Richards, her
ex-husband whom Irons had met earlier. They met to do something about educating
people. The reporter took the information and rushed off to publish it. The
story broke four hours later. The admiral scanned it, not happy about the alarm
in it, or the pessimistic view point but glad some real information was getting
into the hands of the panicked public.


...*...*...*...*...


In other cities and communities Doctor Richards ordered the setup
of blood drives, food drives, and material drives. A full quarantine was put
into effect for the other continents. All ships with radios were ordered to
return to their port of origin or to avoid the ports on the main continent.


 Helen opened clinics in donated space for medical checkups in
each of the major cities on the main continent. Warehouses owners donated
materials as well as space for the sick and for material storage. They could no
longer be cynical about the motives of all concerned. Haunting images of Crater
and Hazard City where thousands were infected, dead, or dying were all over the
news. Helen didn't have the manpower to police each of the warehouses.


...*...*...*...*...


“You do realize this is a lot like the world war recycling drives?
Both World War one and two on Earth had them in countries on both sides of the
conflicts. They didn't bring a lot in, but they were a huge morale boost,”
Sprite commented.


“True. People see that they too can contribute, even if it's in
some small way. That they can help, and that by getting them involved they and
the staff develop empathy.”


“True,” Sprite said, watching a woman drop her entire collection
of pots and pans. A few thieves were picking through the goods, but apparently
most of the security force didn't care. One guy made off with a pot, only to be
turned around by an angry group of spectators. He sheepishly returned his
ill-gotten gains and then melted into the crowd.


“The real driving force were bonds sales and donations by
companies,” Sprite said. “And the donation of free labor,” she said.


“Which of course the military contractors loved. They billed the
governments double,” Irons grumbled. “But this is doing better than I'd hoped
in many ways.” He turned to see a nurse handing out pamphlets and kits. A few
people who received the kits were busy reading them as they moved off. A few
people were standing across the street reading the pamphlets or talking about
them. Irons nodded.


Printers donated paper and ink. Helen instead asked them to print
information material. They took what she sent them and printed pamphlets.
Volunteers handed out the informational pamphlets on what to do along with
masks and other items to people who donated. Suddenly community work was even
more appealing to the usually selfish Epsilon people.


Once the first wave of vaccines and drugs were administered to the
population of Hazard they identified what worked and what didn't. A crash wave
of manufacturing by the pharmaceutical companies churned out vaccines that were
immediately distributed, sometimes at the front door of the company itself.


Helen and her staff tried to explain that one shot wasn't a cure
all, it wasn't a permanent cure. They would need repeated shots for each virus
until they got the epidemic under control.


“So what good is it?” A man in line demanded.


“It's a start,” the nurse said, swabbing alcohol on a patch on a
shoulder of a girl next in line.


“It's false hope,” he snarled.


The nurse plunged the needle into the girl's arm. The girl winced
but didn't say anything. When she was finished she pulled the needle out and
put a cotton swab over the hole before it could bleed. She murmured to the girl
to keep it there. The girl nodded and moved along. She turned to the guy. “It's
a start. We're working on it. Just have some patience. Help where you
can.” He looked at the nurse dubiously.


“Is this how it was done on other worlds? By other groups?” Doctor
Zane asked. Irons turned to him with a shrug.


“Unfortunately I wasn't around for that. At least not near the
end.”


“Saw it all from space?” Zane asked. Irons shrugged it off. He
turned and saw a man in a duster. The man's face was cold, just looking around
with dead eyes. Irons eyes however narrowed, he spotted the weapons under the
man's coat. 


When the man looked at Irons he knew the admiral knew. His eyes
widened fractionally and he reached. Irons however was faster, his right arm
morphed into a stunner and he shot. Women screamed as electricity sizzled in
the air and the man wavered and then crumpled into a heap. His sawed off
shotgun clattered to the cement walk.


“What the hell?” Zane asked as people backed away from the
shooter.


“Not sure,” Irons said. He unlike the rest of the people went to
the body. A few had their hands to their mouths. He turned the man over and
opened the duster. The man had a chicken plate on, a piece of thick metal
acting as a bullet proof vest. It hadn't stopped him from getting stunned
though. A note was taped to the chicken plate. His eyes scanned it.


“Die like I want to die, like my family died in Rubicon,” Zane
read over his shoulder. 


Irons grunted, kicking the weapon away. He reached into pockets
and pulled out ammunition and pistols. “Add these to the donation pile,” Irons
growled. He turned to a nearby security guard. The guard was crouching, still
wary. Irons snapped his fingers and then pointed down. The man nodded and came
over. He kicked the guy and then winced, hopping on one foot because he had
kicked the chicken plate.


“Serves you right,” Zane said in disgust, taking the improvised
plate off. He tossed it to clatter in the pile. “He's alive, hand him over to
the cops,” he said getting up.


“Why bother? He wants to die,” the guard said in confusion.


“Yeah, but I'm not in the mood to give him what he wants,” Irons
replied. He waved over two other volunteers to come and help.


“He lost hope,” Zane said softly.


“He lost it when Rubicon fell. He didn't have it to begin with,”
Irons said, watching the new subdued crowd. Before this had been an occasion,
almost giddy. Now they were all sober, all looking at each other warily. Irons
sighed.


...*...*...*...*...


On the third day after Hazard was infected An air drop of
equipment and supplies commenced. Hours before the alarms had gone off the
drops had stopped, no one wanted to bring the viruses back to Gotham or Landing
prematurely. However Hazard still needed resources. The admiral had come up
with a quick fix, repulser emitters attached to packages. They were short burst
devices, each were attached to the underside of a crate and then activated.
Their two centimeter diameter superconductor batteries were only good for one
landing, then they died.


The first drop test was almost a disaster, less than a third of
the packages landed safely, the rest ended up in trees, or crashed downwind.
But that was at least something as Irons pointed out. “And we all know,
something is better than nothing. Even though it's not enough, it's a step in
the right direction. Now we need to improve it.”


Part of the problem was the packages, they were unbalanced,
ungainly things that tended to tumble in the air. Several were top heavy, when
they were let loose from the aircraft they immediately flipped making their
repulsers useless.


Hank saved all the pieces. Those that were broken he reluctantly
fed into the scrap pile for recycling, but others he kept. He put them aside
for later tinkering, thinking about hover pallets or even his own private air
bus.


Some of the equipment that they received allowed them to set up
ultraviolet baths for vehicles, people, and equipment in a larger area.
Ultraviolet wands were added above entrances to buildings and for the planes.
One plane was rigged with ultraviolet lamps and batteries. It would fly orbits
around the pathogen. 


“Think we'll get calls about a UFO? I mean, it is technically a
UVFO, but...” Sprite cracked.


“That is if anyone is alive down below to see it.”


“True, entirely too true,” Sprite said, now sobered. “What's
next?”


 




Act III an act of desperation or genius




[bookmark: _Toc361302588]Chapter 17


 


Sprite's plan to get the dusters into the air was put into action.
Chemical works in Gotham, Landing, and Metropolis swung into action, generating
tons of the soap. They left out anything not needed in the formula like
perfumes. It still took a day to get enough to make a dusting worthwhile,
however. Then they had to ship it to Hazard.


She'd had to sweeten the radio call with an offer to inoculate any
pilots who came forward with their planes as soon as the vaccines and other
medicines became available. 


The call for dusters brought out dozens including a familiar
thirteen year old girl. She flew to support her family with her brother who
served as her mechanic. Their dad had been an alcoholic who fell into the
bottle after their mom died a few years ago. The lush could fly, but Tori took
the plane up more and more on her own to make enough credits to keep the family
going. “Girl's got to eat,” she'd tell people who commented in amazement or
dismay over her occupation.


Her little brother Bobby was an able mechanic, their little sister
Xani helped keep their home clean. All three kids were being forced to grow up
before they had to, but sometimes life was like that.


They sat through a pilot briefing as the ground crews set up the
planes and soap was loaded into the tanks. They tested the spray, it didn't gum
up the works. “Why should it? We spray soap on crops to get rid of aphids and
other pests all the time,” Tori said with a look of patient amusement for their
caution.


“So now we know it works.”


“No, we know it sprays.. We'll know if it works when we're in the
air,” The lead pilot said. “Ladies and gentlemen, we've been asked to save the
world. I'm in no position to say no. But if any of you want to hang back or
bail, we'll find another pilot.”


“I'm in,” Tori said, glancing at her siblings.


Tori wore a respirator and did the job with the other pilots. As
she took off she saw her lush of a father stumble along, trying to stop her.
“Sorry dad,” she murmured, hitting the throttle.


...*...*...*...*...


Doctor Ivanov had air samples taken during the first drop. A
chaser plane was rigged, it followed in their wake taking samples. Another
plane led the way, both aircraft were outfitted with the same science package
the drones had carried. After careful testing he ruled that the air spray
helped, it hindered the spread of the virus. Tori returned to base elated, she
was the last to land. Each aircraft was sprayed down to decontaminate them. 


UV lights were supposed to be on in the hangars, but someone had
turned them off. “Bobby, the throttle is still a little sticky. And I had a
couple coughs up there,” she said as the engine wound down. Her brother came
over to her. He had his mask around his neck. She scowled, not taking hers off.
She'd listened to the briefings.


“Put your mask on!” she snarled.


“Eh?” he teased, not understanding. He cupped a hand to his ear as
he came closer. She waved him off. “Yeah, yeah, I heard it,” he said pointing
to the engine. He went over and looked. 


Tori popped the canopy and swore, everything was all wet. Her
father was there, arguing with someone. She snorted.


“Owe!” Bobby said, and then coughed. She felt her hear wrench at
that. “Bobby!” she squealed.


“What?”


“You're supposed to wait!” she snarled, climbing out of the
aircraft in her haste to stop him. 


“I am?” he asked, cursing as he got the latches to turn so he
could pop the door open. He used the prop wire to prop the door open and then
took a look, bare hands on the rag he had covering the still hot cowling. “I
don't see anything wrong,” he said as his sister slipped off the wing and then
limped around the wing to get to him.


“You idiot!” she snarled. “You, we, we were all told to clean the
birds and not approach them without a mask and gloves on!” she snarled, waving
to other crew members servicing the other aircraft.


“We were?” Bobbi asked. He coughed. “Dang dust,” he mumbled. “So?
Nothing's wrong,” he said and then coughed again. This time he couldn't stop,
and started wheezing. 


“Damn it!” Tori turned in place and waved frantically to her dad
and a medic nearby. Her father waved back. The medic frowned. She pointed to
her brother urgently just as he crumpled. She turned, hearing his wet thump hit
the concrete. “Bobby!” she screamed.


That got the attention of her father and other adults. Some came
running, others hesitated. He was infected she realized, cradling him in her
arms. “Bobby you idiot,” she mumbled. His eyes were closed. He was barely
breathing. She could see red spots and splotches breaking out all over his face
and hands. She looked up as she heard the approach of many feet to see medics
rush to the scene. 


The medics did a quick assessment, rubbing his hand with a swab
and then putting it into a test kit. A drop of some clear chemical and the
sample turned red. The medic swore.


“That's bad right? You, that's bad?” Tori asked in tears, fogging
her mask. She wanted to tear it off but a medic in a blue suit and black gloves
stopped her. He held her, rubbing her bicep in sympathy as two other medics
took her brother's body onto a stretcher and then strapped him down. He was
carried away shaking, already his body was feverish. 


“Can you do anything doctor?” Tori asked, looking over her
shoulder to Doctor Ivanov.


“We will do all we can do,” he said, surprised the girl was here.
“Did he get any of the shots?” he asked.


“The pilots did. Ground crew were supposed to but they ran out half
way through,” she said as she started to cry.


“Get her decontaminated. The plane as well. All the planes, inside
and out. Pressure wash with soap if you have to,” the doctor said. Her father
came to them but the doctor put a hand up stopping him at as distance. “Sir,
are you their father?” he asked.


“Yes. What happened to my son?”


“Something unfortunate,” the doctor sighed. “Please do not
approach until we've been disinfected. Young lady, come with me,” the doctor
said. Tori sniffled and walked with him under his arm to the decontamination
area. 


Xani and her father met her a few minutes later. She nodded
quietly to them. Xani's eyes were red, a sure sign she had been crying. “Come
on,” their father said. “Let's go check on him,” he said.


At the hospital they were stopped at the door. Dozens of people
were there outside, some sick, others worried about loved ones. The buildings
around them had people coming in and out. One had a pile of bodies in bags.
Tori turned away, grabbing little Xani and making her turn away as well.


Bobby never woke up. He died in less than an hour. Tori and Xani
were devastated. Their father turned, and for the first time went to support
his family instead of finding solace in a bottle. ”I’m sorry, I'm so sorry,” he
whispered, hugging them fiercely.


...*...*...*...*...


Sprite listened to the virology report with one part of her
consciousness as she turned within. She opened a link to Proteus, something she
hadn't done in a while. Ever since the Draco incident she'd been tentative about
establishing links to other AI's. Now there was no choice.


She laid out her plan and together they consulted the regs and the
blueprints of a basic implant job. Ruthlessly they pared down the design to the
bare minimum. “The question is, can you do it?” Sprite asked.


“I'm not sure. On one level it's an element of engineering.
Running wire, creating electronics, tapping systems. It's the weave to the
patient's neural net that's the tricky part. That I am not at all sure about.”


“Can you sim it?” Sprite asked.


“I... If I had the power. Right now my nanites are down to ninety
percent.”


“That low?” Sprite asked, now surprised and a little dismayed.


“I've been doing a lot of work lately,” Proteus replied. “With
little time to recharge or rebuild. In fact no time actually.”


“I'll see what I can do on that score. The admiral is in need of a
break, no matter what he thinks. But, okay, send me part of what you have and
I'll run it on my processing power and the net we've got.”


“Sprite, that's dangerous. You do not have enough as it is for
both you and the software.”


“I can handle it,” Sprite said firmly. “Look, I can put some of my
deep memory in inactive storage. I know I need downtime too, but we don't have
time. Let's do it.”


“I'll send you part of the file,” Proteus said.


The news wasn't good, logging camps and small villages one hundred
kilometers out from Rubicon were no longer responding. Some went off the air
after confirming they were infected. Hazard was barely holding on. Only those
people in a hazmat suit were immune, but they couldn't spend the rest of their
lives in them. A better solution had to be found soon.


...*...*...*...*...


“Admiral, we've exhausted all other options,” Sprite said when
Doctor Ivanov reported in. The virologist had confirmed that they had killed a
lot of the pathogens, but dozens more remained. The spray was cutting a swath,
but it wasn't enough. The aircraft had been covered in pathogens, some new and
unrecognized. The boy Bobby had died from one, a virulent form of hemorrhagic fever
they had yet to identify. All their attempts at killing it had been in vain. 


Nor were the inoculations doing well, they just weren't as
effective as hoped. They had less than a twenty percent success rate... and
those that did prove immune to one virus were testing positive for another.
Within hours they were becoming sick. Things were dire, growing more dire by
the moment.


“There isn't any more choice here,” she repeated, Irons still
didn't respond. “Admiral, we've got to get implants going, and we need navy
medics on the scene.”


“Sprite, I'm not sure...”


“I am admiral, it's our only option. We'll have to make it work.”


“Do we have time?”


“If we cut it down, yes sir. Just the ident implants and basics.
Ident implants at first, those you can manage yourself. But the others are a
problem.”


“And the solution is?”


“I've been thinking about it,” Sprite admitted. “I've discussed
this with Proteus. It's a risk, but we can inject nanites into others through
personal contact. Your nanites. Proteus can make basic repairs, following a
guide we can make rough implants.”


“Without killing anyone Sprite? Proteus is an engineering AI, not
a medical AI,” Irons said, deeply concerned.


“I believe we have to take the risk admiral,” Proteus replied. “As
the lieutenant Commander pointed out, we are running out of options,” it said.


Run it by me again,” Irons said. He listened to the pitch once
more and then nodded. “The question is, will it work?”


“It's worth a shot admiral. Right now we need a faster means to
kill this thing and only a doctor can authorize it,” the AI replied.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons entered the director's office and softly closed the door
behind him. “What is it this time?” she asked tiredly, scrubbing her face with
her hands before she looked up. “Admiral!” she said in surprise.


“We have something to discuss. It's a long shot,” the admiral
replied. He sat down across from her and set a portable holo generator on her
desk. Sprite's avatar immediately coalesced into being. She smiled to the
doctor.


“What is it?” the doctor asked. She was now used to conversing
with the AI.


“The commander has an idea. I've signed off on it, but I'm not
thrilled about the risks. But we need to discuss it with you. It is extremely
dangerous,” the admiral said.


“Oh.”


Irons and Sprite broached the reserve idea to Helen. “With this
you can have medical keys. Which means you would be able to build medical
nanites and tech I currently can't.”


“You can't but you can give me the ability?”


Irons smiled. “It's not that simple doctor. I'm,” he sighed.
“Let's just say it's complicated. I don't have a medical degree and you do.”


“Oh.”


“Which makes you and others like you uniquely qualified for this.
But it isn't all peaches and cream doctor, there's risk involved.” They
patiently explained the steps involved, and the time it would take. Helen was
desperate, but they had to explain it all. She was impatient, ready to try it,
thousands were falling ill by the hour, and any salvation was worth the cost.
Sprite warned her that there was a time period for recovery, one that they
couldn't fool with. “Doctor if you try to use your implants before they're
integrated and the swelling has dropped to acceptable levels you could do
yourself permanent damage. Usually implants are locked down for that period to
prevent that. I can't in good consciousness bypass that.”


“We don't have time.”


“Some things have to be done right if we expect them to succeed
doctor.”


“Wait,” Helen said, thinking fast. “We can inject an
anti-inflammatory medication like a glucocorticoid to prevent rejections and to
lower swelling. They work by bonding to glucocorticoid receptors. Once we're
clear we can then back off the dosages.”


“The problem is doctor, the anti-rejection drugs are autoimmune
suppressants. With what's going on now with this virus...”


Helen frowned. “We'll have to chance it. We don't have any other
choice. We'll have to stay quarantined until we're clear.”


“Normally I'd say using quick-heal and a dunk in a regen tank, but
neither are currently available,” Irons mused. “Sprite and I have talked about
it, due to the crisis we'd have to go with the bare minimum implants. Ident
implants and control implants. We can work on anti-geriatrics, super strength,
vision and other sensory enhancements, and other treatments later.”


“I...” Helen blinked at him. “Are you serious?”


“It's all part of the package of being in the military doctor,”
Sprite replied with a smile. She showed the doctor a list of other treatments.
Helen whistled softly as she scanned them.


“Quite an incentive I assure you! Anti-geriatrics, treatments.. I
can understand the vaccines now. Hmmm..”


“The other problem is that some of the medications like the
glucocorticoid steroids suppress the long term integration of the implants.
Some are dangerous to the patient.”


“At your current tech level we need Non-steroidal
anti-inflammatory drugs such as ibuprofen or naproxen they prevent the
Cyclooxygenase enzyme. The COX enzyme synthesizes prostaglandins which creates
inflammation.  With the proper NSAID we can suppress the swelling better and
accelerate healing. They aren't good for long term use though, they can erode
the stomach lining and cause all sorts of other problems.”


“True,” Helen replied.


“IMSAID's or Immunity Selective Anti-inflammatory Derivatives are
what I'd like to see. They're a class of Peptides that work by altering the
migration of inflammatory cells. It's the Immune cells that are doing the
damage, they're responsible for amplifying the inflammatory response. But what
I'd really love to do is to stick each of you in a regen tank as I said
before.”


“Can we do that?”


The admiral sighed. “Yes and no. I can make the regen tank, well
most of it. But again the risks and the time factor...”


“Do we have a choice?” Helen asked. “The anti-swelling
treatments...”


“We do that as a matter of course doctor. Quick heal has its own
series of anti-inflammatory medications. We're looking into acquiring the
materials now. Or should I say I am,” Sprite said. “I stand corrected, non in
the electronic inventory so I'm passing the request to a pharmacy nurse to look
into.”


“Lovely.”


“Another problem is a long term one, Tissue encapsulation. That is
where the body rejects the foreign objects by wrapping them up in an effort to
isolate them from the body. That can cause all sorts of issues, both in
breaking the implants and in causing health related issues. But they are long
term issues.”


“Okay, let's focus on the here and now then,” Helen replied with a
nod.


“Why don't you take a break, read up on it while I get things
organized,” Irons replied. “I'm making the basic ident implants now. I need a
list of volunteers.”


Helen nodded, running a tired hand through her hair. “We'll ask
the staff.”


“Thank you doctor,” Irons replied.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen brought the idea to her staff. She asked for volunteers. Ted
Zane volunteered right away. Malcolm Innes and Malcolm O'Reilly were more
hesitant, after a moment O'Reilly declined the honor followed by Innes a moment
later. Zane muttered something about pretty boys as both men exited the room.


Other doctors however volunteered, Sergei Chung a surgeon, Kalif
Omari, a new resident, Yusef Hadjiri, Gijis a Veraxin endocrinologist, Ramius,
a Naga orthopedics specialist, Alexander Milinkov, and one of their few
remaining virologists, Paco La Plaz.  A few of the staff volunteered as well,
Nurse Joy, Roger Emment an orderly, and five others. Some agreed because they
felt helpless and wanted to contribute, others because they had some form of
interest in the implants and becoming a Naval officer.


Helen herself didn't have to think about it, she'd grasp at
anything if it could save her people. She gratefully accepted all, but limited
to people who she knew were young and mentally flexible. Also to people she
could spare for two days.


The admiral explained that each would be given a series of nanite
injections. “Will it hurt?” 


“No, it won't. You'll swallow the first pill now,” he held out a
pill in his palm. “And that will start the ident implant when you go to sleep.
It's a cadet implant.”


“I thought you couldn't make medical nanites?”


“For recruiting I can,” Irons replied. “One of the end runs around
the problem that Sprite and I mentioned. And for the record I didn't make it
myself, Commander Sprite did. She has final authority on this. She's checking
each of your people, each of our people I should say since they will be under
my command.”


“Your command?” Helen asked, raising an eyebrow.


“Chain of command Director,” Sprite interceded. “A fleet admiral
outranks just about everyone,” she said.


Helen nodded. “Ah,” she said softly.


“We're focusing on ident implants for the first go around. Then
the oath of office which will activate the second stage of this ident implants.
We're putting a rush on this, so I'll jump to control implants after that.”


“Control?...” Doctor Zane asked. 


The admiral nodded. “Control implants allow you to control tech.
You will have a wireless implant and jacks,” Irons explained. He held out his
right arm and a jack formed. He held out his left and turned his hand palm up.
He sent a signal so they could see glittering gold circuitry going from the
palm of his hand up his arm. “On my left is the basic Ident implant. That will
let you jack a few lower tech pieces of equipment, log into electronics, and
you will have a simple HUD, that's a Heads Up Display in your vision. A box
that will show you what you are linking in. You will be able to use verbal
commands or eye movements to control what is on the screen.”


“That's the control?” Helen asked.


“No, that is the basic Ident implant. The control is here,” Irons
replied, dropping his left arm in favor of his right. He used his left index
finger to point to a jack port. “A jack port will form on you, one here, one
here,” he pointed to the back of his neck, “and others as needed. Each jack will
connect to implants that will be formed in your brain.”


“Fascinating,” Helen said. A few of the staff weren't so sure.


“Full disclosure,” Sprite said to them. “You're doctors so you
know that tinkering with the brain is tricky. We have a thousand years of
accumulated experience so we should be able to handle it.”


“Should,” Defender said to her alone.


“Zip it,” Sprite replied in the side channel.


“Control is where you the user can control an object or electronic
device through the implants. You'll be able to see through electronic sensors,
feel, all of it. It will supplement and sometimes supplant your traditional
senses. You will be able to control the movement of robots and direct them
through your motor cortex. For some of you who have Beta genes the transition
will be quick and easy, for others... not so much.”


Doctor Chung snapped his fingers. His broad Asian face smiled. “I
heard about that! The beta line?”


The admiral nodded. “Indeed. About two thousand or so years ago
someone came up  with the idea of making such implants less painful. It was
thought that implants would be grown in the womb, and for some cultures they
did indeed transition to that, but for the majority it was outlawed due to the
invasive nature of the implants.”


“But it will make it easier for some since the connections are
there, they just need to be tapped by the implants,” Doctor Chung said with a
nod. “I'm doubtful I'm one, since I'm mostly Mongol, with a bit of mongrel
Hawaiian and maybe a little Samoan thrown in for good measure,” he said,
smiling broadly again. Irons snorted.


“You'd be surprised doctor, since the traits were designed to be
dominant. We'll see when we get to that point. For now what we're going to do
is start the basic implants for those of you who wish to volunteer. We're
focusing on the basics you need to gain key access and control the regen tanks
and other machinery.”


“Which is why you were interested in surgeons,” Chung said,
nodding again.


“Right,” Irons replied. “I'm hopeful you can monitor the procedure
doctor,” Irons said.


“I hardly understand it,” Chung said. “But I'm sure I'll pick it
up after a few repetitions and some additional education,” he said firmly.


Irons smiled. “That's the spirit. Now, usually orderlies are
enlisted.” He said nodding to Roger Emment. “I'm sorry, it's chain of command.”


“I'm going for my doctorate,” Emment said quietly, crossing his
broad almost Popeye arms.


“Good for you,” Doctor Milinkov and Hadjiri said in unison. Both
men smiled.


“If you pass the medical board and want an officer's commission
your implants can be upgraded. That's actually easier than going cold,” Irons
replied. Emment nodded curtly. The admiral turned to the group.


“So step one swallow the pill?” Doctor Gijis asked, holding one in
his true hand. 


The admiral nodded. “You will then each take a nap for a minimum
of two hours. As you sleep the pill will break down in your systems and the
nanites inside will form the linkages in your brain, eye, ears, masteroid bone,
and hand jack. This is a passive system, so it will have what is called a
thermal tap, which means an additional implant that will convert electrical
energy from your nervous system and thermal energy from your cardiology to
power your electronics.”


“Will it hurt?” Doctor La Plaz asked.


The admiral shook his head. “No, the nanites will disable your
pain receptors. But you will need to be unconscious so it can do the work,
movement or physical activity can disrupt the process.”


“Ah, I had wondered,” Doctor Omari murmured, studying his red
pill. “Its' like the pill from Alice and wonderland,” he murmured.


Doctor Richards shot him a reproving look but then swallowed hers.
She picked up her glass of water and drank a sip. “Nap time,” she said.


“Right,” Irons nodded as one by one the others followed suit. “When
you wake Commander Sprite will walk you through the basic steps involved in
using those implants and then we'll meet to administer the oath of office,” he
said.


“Can't that wait?” Doctor Omari asked, getting to his feet.


Irons scowled. “Some things have to be done doctor,” he replied
tightly. “You'll understand in time,” he said. “That's a step that can't be
skipped. And you'll be tested on ethics as the implants progress. Giving the
medical keys to someone isn't something you do every day.”


“I understand that,” Helen replied getting to her feet. The others
followed suit.


“At least we'll finally get eight hours of sleep!” Zane quipped,
eyes bloodshot.


“Now I know why you're doing it,” Malcolm teased.


...*...*...*...*...


“There are some processes, some things that cannot be overlooked.
This is one of them. Each of you took an oath, some several. The Hippocratic
oath will be repeated by Director Richards when I'm finished here. I cannot
administer it to those of you who will take it, I'm not a doctor. But you're
joining another fraternity, a corps with its duty, honor, and tradition,” Irons
looked around the room. “After discussing this we will be inducting volunteers,
doctors, nurses, orderlies, and paramedics into the navy as reservists. Right
now we will focus on ident implants. Please stand and raise your right hand,”
he said as they got up.


The group shuffled a bit, but got to their feet and nodded. It was
a solemn occasion.


“There are two oaths here since you will be sworn in as national
guard instead of active duty. Please repeat after me,” the admiral said,
raising his right hand.


“I state your name, do solemnly swear that I will support and
defend the Constitution of the United Federation of Sapient Planets, against
all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance
to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation
or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties
of the office I am about to enter.”


Each of the doctors raised their right hands and solemnly repeated
the oath. Doctor Zane started to drop his hand but the admiral cleared his
throat. Zane snatched his hand back up but rolled his eyes until Helen poked
him with an elbow.


“I've never been in the national guard, but here goes,” Irons
said. “I state your name,” he said and waited.  Each of the doctors did so. “Do
solemnly affirm that I will support and defend the constitution of the United
Federation of Sapient planets and the constitution of the world of Epsilon
Triangula against all enemies foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith
and allegiance to the same; that I will obey the orders of the President of the
United Federation and the governor of the commonwealth world of Epsilon
Triangula; that I make this obligation freely, without any reservation or
purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of
the office of lieutenant in the Federation Navy National Guard of the planet
Epsilon Triangula upon which I am about to enter.”


When each completed the oath he nodded and dropped his hand.
“Congratulations, you are each now inducted into the Navy reserve. Or should I
say National Guard.”


“What about the implants. Aren't we supposed to get them?” Zane
asked. Helen made a raspberry sigh and stepped on the tip of his toe. He
turned. ”What? And oh, owe!” he said.


“Just be thankful I didn't kick your shin,” Helen growled. “I'm
assuming the implants come next?” she asked.


“Basic ident implants I can do. This is the tricky part. Medical
nanites I do have, but I legally don't have the authority to use them except in
emergency situations such as this one.”


“How did you get around it in Pyrax?” Doctor Richards asked,
wrinkling her nose.


“Firefly. There's a protocol Firefly has to induct or draft people
into the navy. We're going by that. But the implant tech was a bit different
then. We're going to do the basics and then play catch up later,” Irons
replied. “We need monitoring equipment and a room.”


“Your AI requested both, it's all arranged,” Doctor Richards said
with a nod. She indicated the door. Irons nodded. They trooped out.


 


Each of the volunteers swallowed anti-inflammatory drugs and food
items that would promote anti-inflammatory responses and quick healing. It was
a long shot, but every little bit helped. They also swallowed supplement pills,
plenty of water, and vitamins. They were then treated as if they were prepping
for surgery. 


“A last meal? Really? Does it have to be fruits, veggies, and oily
fish? I hate Packtail!”


“All of its necessary doctor. The fruits and veggies contain
anti-inflammatory materials. The fish oil has massive doses of Omega-3.”


“I know, we tell all our heart patients to take it. It helps raise
good cholesterol.”


“Yes, well, it's also a natural anti-inflammatory drug doctor.”


“Oh.” The doctor looked at the wreckage on his plate and pushed it
away. “I'm full anyway.” 


“Is all this necessary?” Zane asked.


“You're going to have a major body change here doctor. The
supplements will allow the nanites to grow the implants. The food and drugs
will keep the swelling down. The water and surgery prep are to keep you both
hydrated and to take care of you in case there's a problem.”


“Is there going to be a problem?” Doctor Zane asked.


The admiral shrugged. “Prepare for the worst, hope for the best. I
don't want a problem, but I'm going to do my best to plan for one in case it
happens. Which is why we've got medical staff standing by and why we're doing
this in a surgery suite.”


“Ah,” Zane nodded. “Just checking.” He sounded relieved for some
reason.


“Each of you already swallowed the first implant pill. We've given
you supplements. Basically I gave you a military Ident implant. A basic one,
usually used by cadets and enlisted. You are each going to take a nap, and the
nanites will go to work. Once they're finished they'll signal Commander Sprite
who will have me link to you to initialize your identity and give you the first
key set. Once that is done we'll move to step two and surgery.”


“Great,” Zane said. “I'm so looking forward to that part.”


“My AI and my nanites will use your Ident implant as a partial
road map and expand on it.”


“Okay, that's different.”


“Normally we'd have you do this in a regen tank, or under the
knife with an experience surgical team. Since we don't have either, we're
trying something new. And with trying something new there are always risks
involved.”


“Tell me about it,” Doctor La Plaz said.


“I'd like to, but it's mostly classified doctor,” Irons replied
when Defender blinked onto his HUD in warning. “Even though the damn
classification should have ended a couple of hundred years ago,” he muttered
darkly.


“From your lips to Defender's ears. If he had them, which he
doesn't,” Sprite said dryly.


“Huh?” Doctor Zane asked.


“Never mind,” the admiral replied, returning to the outside world.
“Internal conversation.”


“Oh.” Doctor Zane looked at the others. La Plaz just shrugged.


“There's something I've tried to discuss with you but I'm not sure
you get it. One you will be under military discipline, though casual discipline
is looser when it comes to medical personnel. But you're on a tighter rein when
it comes to the keys I'm going to give you.”


“In what way?” Doctor La Plaz asked.


“Well, they only work while you're an officer. And if you ever try
to use them inappropriately a micro AI embedded in your implants will stop you.
If you try to get around it the damage could be permanent.”


“Ouch.”


“As is the court martial.”


“Oh, lovely,” La Plaz said, rolling his eyes.


“You're being given a very dangerous gift doctor, one that could
kill an entire planet if misused. So in addition to the AI watching your
behavior, should you ever be kidnapped and someone tried to force you to use
the keys the AI would also stop you. Most likely by dropping you into a coma or
killing you.”


“A suicide switch,” Doctor Zane said quietly, eyes wide. He gulped
nervously.


The admiral nodded, totally sober and serious. “Exactly folks.
Exactly so. It's a burden you all agreed to when I explained it to you before,
but I wanted to go over it one last time with you.”


“We understand,” Doctor La Plaz said softly.


“I hope you do doctor, I hope you do,” Irons said. “That being
said, nap time. We'll go in shifts. Doctor Chung and O'Reilly will be
overseeing the first batch, once doctor O'Reilly gets the hang of it Doctor
Chung will his chance to go under the knife. So, I suggest you all finish
surgery prep and get some rest. You'll need it. Once you're back on your feet
we're going to run you ragged to make up for the downtime.”


“Gee thanks,” Doctor Zane replied with a laugh. “I never knew you
cared.”


...*...*...*...*...


Two hours later Sprite reported the first wave of implants were
complete. Doctor Chung and the others awoke and looked both relieved and
nervous. Relieved because the identity implants had grown in so effectively,
nervous because they knew that was the easy part, the hard part was about to
begin. And also nervous because soon it would be their turn. It wasn't often
that the surgeon went under the knife of someone who technically wasn't a
doctor.


The admiral went to each patient, linking into them to initialize
their implants. Then he moved on to the next. There was no time to initialize
sleep teaching, he made a mental note to do so after. They not only needed to
know how to use their implants, but they also had to know a bit more about
military life.


He noted doctor La Plaz, Doctor Zane, and Nurse Joy were all
betas, each would be useful later. The remarkable intelligence of La Plaz was
now explained.


Once he had worked his way through the rest of the group he
stopped at Helen Richards. She was smiling slightly in her sleep. Gently he
brushed her hair away from her temple and put his right hand there. He felt his
nanites make the connection. She stirred as if in discomfort but he knew it wasn't
due to what he was doing. He initialized her implants and felt Sprite sign off
on them. Then he felt her reboot the doctor's implants. When they finished her
rank and status were there blinking on his HUD. He nodded and then turned. It
was time for the next step.


Each of the patients were wheeled one by one to the cleared
surgery suite. Doctor Chung and Doctor O'Reilly were on hand to oversee things.
They would monitor the patient's vitals for now, that was about all they could
understand or cope with for now.


Helen had insisted on being the first to go through the process.
Ted Zane had tried to get her to let him go first, but she hadn't allowed it.
Irons could see her logic, she wanted to not only lead her people but also
recover quicker. But he also knew the risks, if they lost her it would be bad.


Irons set up to do the humans first, since there were more of them
than the other species. In fact there were only two other species involved, a
single member of each, the Veraxin Endocrinologist Dr. Gijis, and the Naga
orthopedic surgeon doctor Ramius. Both were perfectly happy with going last.


He'd worked out the rank, Doctor Richards would serve as a first
lieutenant since she was chief medical officer of the planet. Doctor Zane would
serve as a second lieutenant, as would all the other doctors. The nursing staff
would be ensigns, the one orderly would have enlisted implants. He was
technically the easiest of the group, Irons was tempted to start on him first
but decided against his better judgment to go with Doctor Richards. They needed
doctors, not augmented orderlies who may someday be a doctor.


...*...*...*...*...


The main surgical suite was dark, cool, and quiet. Occasionally
machinery could be heard, but it was a distant thing, easily tuned out. Spot
lights were around the doctor, the suite had originally been set up as a
theater but the admiral had firmly refused more of an audience than he already
had on hand.


Each of the surgical staff were nervous, he could tell, their
heart rates were elevated. He ignored that as well, focusing instead on the
patient.


Helen was laying there as if on a massage table. Her left arm had
an IV set up, they were already giving her saline and anti-inflammatory
medication to go along with her sedative. Hopefully not too much.


On a table near each patient were the semi-processed materials for
each of their implants. They glittered like gold and silver jewelry and wiring.
“Are we ready?” Irons murmured. A blue holo of Helen Richards appeared in the
air over his head. He glanced up at it, then down to her. The same image was
there, overlaid on her body. He nodded.


“We will be using the first ident implant as a template admiral,”
Sprite informed him as he felt nanites bunching up on his right hand. “Please
have a seat, this will take a while. At least until we've figured out how to do
it properly. I am so glad you decided to go with the humans first. We're using
you as a template as well.”


“Some things just work out that way,” the admiral said, noting her
curious nervous tone. “And you've got opening night jitters don't you?” he
teased.


“Damn right I do!” she said. He snorted. He turned, feeling his
body move on its own. Proteus laid the implants out on the doctor's body, over
her patient gown. The doctor was face down, a breathing mask covered her face.
Usually they would do the operation in a zero G field, unfortunately due to the
time crunch they just couldn't afford to wait for the admiral to whip a few up.


“Let's do this,” the admiral said, feeling his own nerves draw
taught. He glanced at the medics in their blue scrubs and nodded. Raising his
right hand over Helen's back, he felt the AI redirect it to her right arm.
Slowly, almost agonizingly slowly his hand moved downward to touch the inside
of her wrist. He could see and feel his nanites flowing  into her.


Doctor Ramius gasped as he noted tiny firefly icons swarm out of
the admiral and into the patient. He turned to Doctor Chung. “The nanites,” the
human surgeon said. Ramius flicked his tail in annoyance.


“I knew that,” he grumbled, returning attention to the scene
unfolding in front of his eyes. For this to work he was taking a back seat,
just an observer.


Nanites flowed into the implant woven into the epidermis above the
thenar muscles in her right palm. There they replaced the basic wireless
implant with a more powerful one. Then they traced up the median and ulnar
nerves, replating the wiring as they went until they reached the right
trapezius muscle. There they branched off for the first time.


One group followed the wiring down, along the intercostal nerves
along the spine. There they encountered other groups and they made connections,
weaving them into the patient's nervous system as if they'd been grown. Which,
in a way, they were.


A second group branched out, making a run into the interior of the
body where they branched further and further. Some ran wiring to the pair of
batteries that had been grown into her abdomen above her liver, others formed
new devices, thermal taps to power the implants, an electric energy collector
along the spine, sensors in each of the major organs... the connections started
to look like the nervous system of the patient.


As the AI's worked the piles of materials disappeared. The
admiral's hand moved of it's on violation, slowly tracing its way up her arm to
the back of her neck. As he passed over the arm the nanites there just
finishing their tasks, they moved on to other tasks.


Queen nanites were constantly updated with new plans as they went
along. They directed worker nanites in the process. Some workers formed chains
to pass materials to the manipulator nanites at the point of contact. These
nanites formed and shaped the materials into the required tech, seamlessly
weaving them into the patient's body. Another set of workers were applying quick
heal and anti-inflammatory medications to the connections, soothing their
assault to acceptable levels.


Another strain of workers were fending off the patient's immune
system. That was a vicious fight, but rather one sided since the nanites could
mimic the body's cells, throwing the white blood cells into confusion. The
nanites took up blockades at certain parts of the intravenous system, filtering
out the white blood cells but allowing other cells to pass. When the work in
that part of the body was finished the nanites dissolved the filter and moved
on. 


The first branch had been stalled, the branch going up along the
intercostal nerve there would encounter the brain, Proteus was leaving those
delicate connections for last.


The connections along the spine would serve as a bridge allowing
the patient to connect her nervous system to a machine and control it. She
would 'feel' sensations as if they were her own limbs, and also be able to move
her own body and remote control the limbs or machinery of other devices.


Pockets were formed in tissue, this was something tricky Doctor
Zane had been concerned about. The nanites grew devices within, in some cases
they were chemical reservoirs, others were for electronics. When the
supplementary devices were completed the nanites all seemed to collect
themselves along the spine, completing the delicate connections there.


“Vitals are stable. Phase two?”


“We're almost finished phase two. We're about to enter Phase
three,” Doctor Chung said, hands moving as if he was controlling the nanites.
“Sensory connections I believe.”


“Yes,” the admiral said softly. As he said that nanites seemed to
move out as if they exploded, following her nervous system into her inner and
outer brain.


The first connections to her body had been for touch and control,
now he felt Proteus move on to more tricky avenues. The AI was starting with
the simplest, sound. An auditory microphone was grown in a pocket in the
doctor's mandible near her right ear. Wiring ran to her spine. The microphone
was grown into her masteroid bone. It would pick up and would transmit sounds
and vibrations her vocal cords made.


When those connections were made jacks were formed in both of her
temples and at the base of her neck. Additional jacks formed in her right arm
under her skin, but they would remain dormant for now.


Nanites moved material and wove auditory brain-stem implants, one
for each ear. These would allow her to hear sounds through her implants.
Proteus experimented slightly with the implants, throwing in enhancements to
allow her to hear and filter out things easier. The admiral frowned but didn't
urge the AI onward. Most likely the AI was stalling as Sprite worked on the
next more critical steps.


Helen Richards wasn't a beta genie unfortunately, so she didn't
have the links in her brain and on her nerves like a beta would have. It was
unfortunate, but Doctor Zane did have such genes so it was hoped his surgery
would go easier.


He could see the nanites clustering in along her optical nerves, a
flick of his left hand changed the view and then zoomed in. Doctor Chung came
closer, watching intently.


Slowly, but then with increasing speed the nanites began to form
the intrinsic connections that would allow the doctor to not only see files and
through the artificial eyes of a machine, but also allow her to see better than
ever before, in most of the visible electromagnetic spectrum, and control such
abilities. Most of the connections were merely following the earlier ident
implant, but they were enhancing it, growing micron thin tendrils into her
eyeballs with tiny sensors. If this didn't work she could be blind the admiral
thought with a pang.


As the optical implants were finished the nanites turned to the
brain stem and brain. Connections were made, first between the lobes of the
brain and the implants, and then to the optical lobes. It looked like a mob of
spiders were angrily weaving a web. The admiral knew that not only were the two
AI connecting her various motor functions to the implant, they were also adding
implants to her long term and short term memory which would allow her to
process downloaded information faster.


Slowly the frenzy of nanites began to recede back into his hand.
He checked her vitals, everything was stable. Slowly he let out a deep breath,
then inhaled and did it again as the nanites retreated.


“So it's done?” Chung asked softly.


“We don't know how successful it is, but yes, I think she's
finished. Not out of the woods though,” Irons replied as the last of the
nanites retreated into his hand. He felt the bridges disconnect and he let go
of the back of the woman's neck slowly.


“Just like that?” Chung asked.


“That's the basic implants doctor. Level three basic. We don't
have time for anything higher.”


“Oh. So, she's a cyborg now?”


Irons turned to him as nurses moved in to take care of the doctor.
They murmured softly as they moved her to gurney, flipping her onto her side.
She looked peaceful. A nurse gently rolled her onto her back and then folded
her arms across her chest. Another brushed her hair and then they switched her
IV's to the stand attached to her gurney and pushed her out.


Irons watched this ballet and smiled a little in approval before
returning his attention to the watching doctors. “Of course. You all are now
remember?” he asked.


Chung blinked and then snorted explosively. Ramius flicked his
tail and touched his antlers. “True,” Ramius replied sheepishly. “We had
forgotten that.”


“Well don't. You'll have some additional abilities beyond normal,
Proteus is throwing them in as he made the connections. But it will be up to
you two to finish the job after all this is over.”


“Oh?”


“If the doctors want full implants I mean,” the admiral replied
with a shrug. “I don't know. They really don't need super strong bones,
enhanced strength, speed, the works.”


Chung looked at him in surprise then slowly smiled at Ramius.
“Well it's an interesting idea,” he murmured.


“Two hours. Two and a half,” Irons said correcting himself.
“Next?” he asked, looking expectantly to a nurse. She jolted as if he'd shocked
her then moved to get another patient. Another nurse was already moving the
next bag of implant materials to the waiting table.


“In Pyrax they used regen tanks and even stasis tubes to control
and promote healing. Here you are going to have to watch them carefully.
Especially for bleeds,” the admiral said, nodding to the two surgeons. “Proteus
wove around the circulatory system as much as possible, but there's always a
chance something may abraded a blood vessel with disastrous results,” he said.


“Ah.”


“And then of course there's tissue encapsulation, swelling, total
rejection,” he sighed.


Chung grunted. “You aren't doing a lot to help your case Admiral,”
he said.


Irons smiled. “Just laying it out. Next,” he said turning as the
double doors opened and Doctor Zane was wheeled in.


...*...*...*...*...


 The first crop of four were on the road to recovery when Doctor
Chung called a break. He checked the vitals of each and insisted the admiral
get some food and down time.


The admiral snorted, wryly pointing out that he hadn't been the
one doing any of the work, he'd been a passenger as much as the two doctors.
That had amused Ramius but Chung had still insisted on a break. “Besides! I’ve
got to pee!” he said. That got a laugh.


The next group went well, Irons was focusing on the humans first.
His last doctor was Doctor Chung himself before he moved to the nurses and
trouble.


Chung had been a bit of a hard case, he had some plaque that had
been dislodged during the implant procedure. Fortunately Proteus had noticed
and taken care of the blockage when it hit the surgeons’ heart. It hadn't done
any damage, but it had been a close call.


One nurse died when she went into a seizure after the treatment.
All of the surgical staff were affected, all sobered by the sudden unexpected
death, some of the staff about to go in for their own procedures were
justifiably scared.  All however thought that the reward was worth the risk. A
quick postmortem discovered that the middle aged woman had been allergic to
anti-inflammatory medications, something that had gone unnoticed. It was an
unfortunate oversight.


The admiral delayed the follow up procedures until a check could
be performed on the remaining volunteers. All were cleared of allergies so they
moved on.


Weary, tired and ready to be finished, the admiral hadn't expected
to lose another patient so close to finishing. He should have, he should have
had his mental guard up he thought, but he hadn't. She was the last, and
everyone was eager to get the work done. Nothing had gone wrong in the suite,
nothing was assumed to be able to go wrong. They were wrong, horribly wrong. 


Thing started to go south as the woman's heart fluttered and went
into an asynchronous rhythm. The slowing heartbeat unnerved them. Irons
redirected Proteus to the woman's heart to see what was wrong, pulling the
nanites away from the other implants to diagnose and repair whatever was wrong.
Apparently that was a mistake.


The second nurse died from multiple aneurisms before Proteus could
track them down and help. She was brain dead in seconds. The admiral turned
away, listening to a woman gasp and sob in anguish as the machines screamed.


“We're done here. No more,” he said, rubbing his eyes, feeling
horrible. “Spirit of space,” he murmured, sinking into a chair, watching as
they shut the machines off and covered the body.


“What happened?” Doctor Innes asked, looking bewildered. One
moment everything was normal...”


“Aneurisms. I'm betting. Have an autopsy done. Proteus was
repairing her heart when they went off. By the time the nanites got to her
brain it was over she was gone.”


“Oh.”


Irons sighed as he got up. “Damn,” he muttered, leaving the room,
kicking a can. “Damn, damn, damn.” 
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One by one each of the sleepers woke over the next day. A few like
Doctor La Plaz slept longer, the nurses joked that he didn't like to wake and
loved his beauty sleep.


Irons nodded, looking at the sleepers. They were doing okay, all
vital signs normal. He'd lost two nurses despite all the efforts of the
surgical team, he was going to wait to tell Helen later.


Post mortem autopsies had concluded each had died from different
causes. One had gone into shock and her heart had seized. As the medical team
struggled to deal with that an unforeseen clot had worked its way through her brain,
and before he could detect it the clot had clogged several veins feeding the
autonomic portions of her brain. She'd gone brain dead just as the nanites
arrived on the scene to fix the problem.


It was his fault, he knew it. Proteus had been stretched thin
working on each of the cadets, it had been stretched even thinner trying to not
only deal with the implants, but in trying to save the nurse.


It sucked, he knew it. Fortunately Proteus had a primitive
personality core so hadn't turned morose over the deaths.


After breakfast he gently told Helen the news. Her face set. She
didn't cry, but she did nod grimly. “I... I know you warned us,” she finally
said.


“Yes well, this is hopefully the last time I'll have to do this
myself. Now you have people who can do it.”


Helen nodded. “When do we learn the implants?” she asked, changing
the subject. She'd look into notifying the families later, on her own.


“As soon as the swelling is under control and you have recovered.
I'd give it another day. I'd like the sleep teaching to begin tonight as you
recover, but that might cause more swelling.”


“Which is bad,” Helen said, rubbing her brow. “Did you go through
this?” she asked, fighting the headache. “Is it bright in here?”


Irons nodded. “Sight, sound, and touch sensitive, all normal, it's
the swelling around those connections. No, I had more downtime and I wasn't
forced to grow up so fast.” He frowned.


“We can handle it Admiral,” she said. “Though I am proscribing
another round of anti-inflammatory meds and checks every two hours.”


“Understood,” he said, as she flopped back into her nest of snow
white pillows. She crossed her hands across her abdomen. “I'll let you get some
downtime. Sleeping will help.”


“Understood.”


...*...*...*...*...


“It's good that she went first,” Sprite said as he exited the
director's room. He looked around ICU. It was very different than it had been,
workmen were still running new wiring, but they now had all modern equipment.
Many pieces were on carts.


“How so?”


“Date of rank. By going first she made certain she'd have date of
rank. Though I believe she wouldn't think of it in that light,” the AI
responded.


“Most likely not. I think it was leadership. Going where her
people needed to go, leading the way. Admirable.”


“Yes.”


“Status on the others?” he asked under his breath, nodding to the
duty nurse. She flicked her eyes to him but just nodded slightly and went back
to her paperwork. Everyone had paperwork, charts, new data, equipment
manuals... it seemed everyone was learning on the job.


“All resting comfortably. It appears that there is a bit of a
balance in the implants. For those who went first Proteus and I were learning
the procedure so the damage was more invasive but there were more nanites to do
the job faster. But in later volunteers we had learned from our mistakes and
corrected the procedures, but Proteus had fewer nanites and was stretched thin
in doing the job.”


“That is why we lost the two nurses?” Irons asked softly as he
exited ICU and headed to the exit. He needed to make his rounds in the
engineering warehouse and key in the next round of equipment. He was in fact
overdue.


“Actually admiral, we were flying blind. I calculated that we'd
lose half, and that a third would have some major problems that would make us
go back and do repairs. We lucked out.”


“Yes. Yes we did.”


“Fortunately. This time. I don't recommend ever doing this
admiral, though it is something to have on hand. I've filed the notes on it.
Proteus needs time to rebuild the nanite pool.”


“Which means downtime for me?” Irons asked, clearly amused.


“Yes. Since your officers are going to be down as well, I'd
recommend getting the current rounds sorted out then get at least a two hour
power nap in every six to eight hours. That is the best compromise I can think
of currently.”


“All right.”


...*...*...*...*...


Small towns across the western side of the continent were
reporting outbreaks. Some may have been hysterics, but the admiral wasn't so
certain. They were sending out hundreds of tons of material daily, flights were
crisscrossing the continent dropping pallets of goods. That was an additional
risk, some of the aircraft weren't pressurized so they had to fly below three
thousand meters so they were therefore vulnerable to the virus and to passing
it on. One plane disappeared, it was reported crashed later that evening. The
authorities were reluctant to investigate it. Irons couldn't really blame them.


The volunteers were recovering, recovering in fact to the point
where they had insisted on sleep lessons. Helen was of course the first. She
reported a headache the next morning but was stable. After breakfast and her
medication she received a briefing. She was distressed by the report of the
spread of the pathogens, it had made it all the way to Port town by railroad
from Crater city. She quickly ordered the other cities to quarantine all
incoming travelers until medics could clear them. Then she went down for a nap,
this time without the sleep teaching.


She woke at lunch, feeling much better. Her appetite improved, so
did her insistence on going to the bathroom on her own. She ignored the jibes
about how doctors make the worst patients as she stiffly walked back to her bed
on her own. She climbed in with a groan and then settled. “There's nothing
wrong with my body, just my head. It needed exercise.”


“True,” the admiral replied with a smile. “I'm glad your motor
skills are okay. We were concerned.”


“Problems?” Helen asked, getting settled under the sheet.


“No, remarkably not one. Sprite and Proteus did a good job. You we
were most worried about, since you went first. We learned from the experience.”


“Good,” Helen replied. “I need something to do. Something
productive.”


“I don't know about that just yet. I still need to finish
initializing your implants,” Sprite said.


“Which you can do. I can key stuff now?”


“As soon as I finish that yes,” Sprite replied from the admiral's
arm.


“Then I can key a machine to work on something then go to sleep
right?”


“A good idea,” the AI responded. “I have a short list. If the
admiral will jack in to the doctor?”


The admiral in question hesitated. “Is there any problems with
swelling? If I jack in so soon?”


“She's on enough anti-inflammatory medications to stomp out a
forest fire admiral.”


“Funny.”


“I'll be fine,” Helen growled. “Get it rolling.” Her eyes closed.


“Okay.” 


The admiral jacked in. He could feel Sprite as her mental presence
ran through the connection into the doctor. The doctor stiffened a bit, feeling
something, a tickle, an electric shock run through her. “Sorry. Implant is
initialized. I have uploaded the relevant data and adjusted the ident package.
Keys are uploading now doctor,” Sprite informed her. “In order to use them you
will need to pass a medical board test.”


“Lovely,” Helen replied. “And I didn't study.”


“It's not just about knowing the medical knowledge, it is also how
you are willing to use it. Ethics,” Sprite replied.


“All right.”


“You'll do fine, just be honest, don't lie. Lie and it's bad.”


“And If I don't pass?”


“Doctor will you be willing to use nanites to destroy a person?”
Sprite asked.


“No!” Helen said, eyes bursting open. “Of course not!”


“Then I assume you won't use nanites to destroy a world?”


“No!”


“Then you've passed that test based on your read outs. Admiral, I
have to be the one to administer the test so you better get comfortable. This
will take time.”


“Will I have to do this with each of them?” he asked.


“Yes,” Sprite said simply as she pulled up the relevant tests.
“All right doctor, in view of your still healing implants we'll use a tablet to
visualize the questions. If that is okay with you?”


“Yes, let's do it,” she sighed.


“Which we need,” Sprite said to the admiral. He grunted and picked
a tablet up off the small table nearby. He could just barely reach it with the
jack tethering him to the doctor. She smiled as he stretched for it.


“You know you could ask for a nurse.”


“No, I got it,” he said, tipping the tablet off the table then
catching it as it fell. “See?” he said as she smiled. He handed it to her.


 She put it in her lap, holding it with both hands. An IV went
from her left hand to medication bags above and behind her. “Okay, now, what?”
she asked.


“I am uploading the questions now. Be advised I will be monitoring
your thought patterns as you answer them,” Sprite replied.


“Oh.”


“And I can take a nap,” Irons grunted, sitting back in the chair,
crossing his legs, and placing his left hand in his lap. “Or at least try to.”


“Shh,” Helen said softly, typing. He snorted and closed his eyes.


...*...*...*...*...


The next morning he woke to find Helen asleep, hand slipped away
from the tablet that was lying face down on top of her. “Is she okay?” he asked
quietly.


“She's fine. A bit of a headache.”


“Is there more?”


“No, she passed,” Sprite said. He stretched slowly. “Had a nice
nap?” Sprite asked, sounding amused. “So much for two hour power naps,” she
teased.


“Whatever. I take it you and Proteus put the time to good use even
if I didn't?”


“I wouldn't denigrate getting some downtime as bad admiral. And
yes, Proteus managed to resupply all nanites, through your material reserves
have been emptied out. You need to ingest or absorb more soon.”


“Make a note.”


“Already did. I left a note for the doctor, you can unjack and go
get some breakfast.”


“Good.”


“Let her sleep until she wakes,” Sprite said as they quietly
exited the doctor's room. The nurse standing nearby stared at him. The admiral
turned to show his right arm. A holo of Sprite's head appeared. “Doctor
Richards needs to sleep herself out.”


“Okay,” the nurse said dutifully.


“Her vitals are within normal parameters. She's had additional
swelling and may wake with a migraine again. If so I suggest the doctor look
into a better analgesic. If she inquires about us please let her know I'm
making the admiral go eat and get his chores done.”


The nurse snorted and smiled suddenly, eyes glinting in humor as
the admiral rolled his eyes. “Go on then,” she said waving. “I'm just glad we
didn't have to break the bed side leech bat out.”


“Yeah well, the good news is Doctor Richards is done. The bad news
is I get to do that again with each of the others,” the admiral replied. The
nurse frowned. “But not right away,” he said as his stomach growled. 


She snorted and shooed him out. 


...*...*...*...*...


The admiral picked up the news as he picked through breakfast.
What he heard made for grim listening, to many it would have disrupted their
appetite. He however needed to refuel. Even through the food he had picked from
the food replicator had a metallic taste to it. Apparently Sprite had dosed the
pancakes with a liberal doses of selenium and other materials to supplant his
material reserves.


He made the rounds in the warehouses, then got an idea and picked
up a portable medical replicator. It was mostly a shell, the actual nanites
would have to wait until a medic could initialize them. But that could happen
now, he thought, loading it, some cable, and a few odds and ends on a cart and
then pushing it out and back to the hospital.


He got a few odd looks pushing the cart, but managed to ignore
them. Getting the cart up the stairs would have been a problem had he not had
gravitics. He took a firm grip with both hands on either side of the cart and
then initialized the gravitics as he looked up.


“Up, up, and away, Sprite teased as he rose. He heard a woman gasp
but just smiled as he maneuvered around the spiral stairs through the center
hole and up to the ICU ward's floor.


He landed with a slight thump and then pushed the metal fire door
open, pulling the cart with him.


“Shhh!” a nurse admonished him, waving frantically as he made a
clattering noise.


“Sorry,” he replied softly, trying to keep the thing from tipping
over as he got it over the threshold and into the hall.


“What is that?” she demanded, coming over.


“Medical replicator its' something for Doctor Richards.”


“Well, if you didn't wake the dead...” she sighed, shaking her
head and making a tisk, tisk sound, clutching her tablet to her chest.


“They'll be fine. Hopefully I didn't startle anyone.” He pushed
the cart over to the doctor's room and peeked in the window. Helen was looking
up sleepily. She stretched and then put her glasses on and hit the nurse
button. He snorted. Perfect timing. You better get her breakfast,” he said to
the nurse.


She looked, made a note, and then left with a slight sniff. He
snorted and entered.


“Hi doc,” he said.


“I've got to do something, just sitting here is killing me by
degrees,” the director said firmly. She grimaced at the IV.


“Funny you should mention that...” Irons said, pushing the door
open wider in order to get the cart in. She looked at it and then smiled.


...*...*...*...*...


A few hours later he was watching Helen play a game when Doctor
Zane, La Plaz, and nurse Joy entered her room.  Helen looked up with a frown
but kept working on her project. She'd quickly grasped her implants, she had
some computer experience so that made it a little easier for her. 


A screen was in front of her, the others seemed upset over seeing
the director playing a game with yellow and blue icons instead of reading
papers or issuing orders.


That resentment and annoyance ended briefly when they realized she
was using her implants to control her side of the game. “What is she doing?”
Doctor Zane stage whispered to the admiral.


“Practicing,” Irons explained that games are a good way to learn
how to do things, they take the pressure off of the problem and make it
enjoyable. “We tend to learn things easier if we enjoy the process,” he told
the audience, giving them a once over. He'd spent his entire focus on Doctor
Richards, neglecting their progress. He'd have to remedy that soon.


“But that's still not getting us any closer to where we need to
be!”


“Ah, ye of little faith,” the admiral replied, pointing to a small
gray box nearby. A panel on the front was blinking.


“What's that?” Doctor Zane asked.


“A batch of vaccine,” Helen replied slowly, trying to focus. “The
admiral had me key up a medical replicator which that is. Now it's creating a
thousand doses of black pox vaccine.”


Zane blinked. He looked at La Plaz who shrugged.


“I know, it's not this strain, but it is a strain, the strain on
file. Something right now is better than nothing. We'll find some volunteers
and test it.”


“Here guinea pig, here guinea pig...” Zane replied with a lurking
chuckle. Helen snorted and then swore as she lost her concentration and the
game erupted into chaos before ending with a blaring red sign.


“Crap.”


“I guess that's not good?” Zane asked, glancing at the display. He
shot a look at Helen who was scowling. He winced slightly, feeling he had
something to do with that. He always could crack her up a bit, sometimes his
timing though...


“It happens,” the admiral replied. “Trying to multitask is hard.
Doing it with implants is even harder.”


“Yeah well, I wouldn't have lost it if someone hadn't distracted
me,” she said, giving Zane a dark look. He spread his hands. “Who me?” He asked
innocently.


“Yes, you,” she said, still glaring. “I can get that,” she jerked
her head to the replicator. “Up and practice. This is going to be important
soon. La Plaz you need to do this too?”


“The game?”


“It's a sim. Simulation actually,” the admiral replied. “The icons
are basic bots. You send directions to the bots.”


“Oh.”


“Practice for when you control nanites to take apart a virus,”
Sprite replied. Zane and La Plaz looked at her. “Can't you do that?”


She snorted. “I have some nanite control abilities but I was
purpose built for other tasks. Proteus can up to a point, but again, purpose
built. In its case for engineering tasks, not medical.”


“Oh.”


“So, why not build a medical AI?” Zane asked, wrinkling his nose.


“Don't get her started,” Helen sighed looking down and rubbing her
brow with one hand. She was starting to get one of those headaches again. “I
agree to some degree,” she said, looking up to Sprite. “And I agree it should
be voluntary. But a dumb AI may be a better option if your ethics are kicking
up. Something right now is better than nothing.”


“I'll... I'll think about it.” Sprite replied slowly.


“Please do Commander,” Doctor Richards replied.


...*...*...*...*...


Sprite conversed with Zane and Richards through their implants as
both an exercise, and a means of discretion. They talked about the chain of
command, both humans were getting sleep teaching when they found downtime to
rest. Zane was curious about the subject. As a civilian he had a vague concept
in mind, after all, Doctor Richards was his superior, but it was a bit
different with the various ranks and such in the military. “So do we bow or
something?”


“Salute. We'll work on that. Right now, it's not as important as
getting this bio-weapon handled.”


“Ah.”


“I was just wondering why he doesn't, well... why he's not um...”


“Why he doesn't take charge? He does to a point, but he's a key
holder. You can't dictate what to do and be on hand for that all the time. The
admiral is a hands on guy, a doer. He likes to get his hands dirty.”


“Oh.”


“I've bet you've heard stories by now of the admiral and I and our
travels,” Sprite asked. The two humans nodded. “Well, some of them are true.
And yes, it's a bit frustrating from an outside perspective to see his actions.
And from mine in a way.”


“He's been on a lot of ships. Why not take charge?”


“Mutiny?” Sprite asked with a smile. “That's the term you're
looking for. When a passenger is on a ship they're a guest of the ship's
company. If he'd tried to take control, one they would have laughed at him,
after all he was a stranger not in their chain of command. Two, he would have
been violating thousands of years of tradition in supplanting a ship's already
established chain of command. Three he would have been in violation of Federation
law... unless he pointed out the emergency clauses. Which he didn't.”


“Oh.”


“And fourth, the admiral has learned by now that you never give an
order that you know won't be obeyed. It undermines your own authority.”


“Oh.”


“So, that is why he didn't take command of Io 11, Destiny, or Kiev
221. Or Antigua for that matter. He had some legal justification to do so, but
if the people around you won't support it, you're screwed.”


“I still don't think it's right, I mean what happened in Pyrax...”


“He turned over command of the population to an elected civilian
authority. He couldn't very well go back and tear it all apart, not without
causing more of a problem. Which brings me to a few other points. You are aware
of the various branches of the military right?”


“Yes...” Doctor Richards nodded.


“And each branch has its own branches. Medical in your instance,”
Sprite said, indicating the doctors. Both nodded. “The admiral is an engineer.
He came up through the ranks, a mustang. He never had command track until later,
usually command was thrust on to his shoulders during a crisis. He's much more
at home digging into something.”


“Okay.”


“He's never been a natural at command of civilians, which is where
we are now. He's an honest person, he can project command authority when he
wishes, but he's not...comfortable with it with civilians. He's very much aware
that he's out of his element.”


“And you did say he mustanged.”


“That's true.”


“Mustanged?”


“He rose from the ranks of enlisted to become an officer. Less
than a third of the officers follow that path, most either become an officer
after attending an academy or by going through training in college.”


“Oh.”


“I think he would have been selected as an officer if he had been
given the chance. His history of being, well, forced into the military didn't
go over well in some ways. And he does have some mental scars when it comes to
ship's captain and the boundaries of their authority.”


“Oh.”


“You have to understand, a ship's captain is the law. He has to
be, when the ship is underway that's it, the captain is the sole source of
civilization. The lives of the crew depend on a central authority, in following
the directives that authority lays down. Tinkering with it isn't something you
do lightly, there's a reason they call it mutiny. Since the admiral is a born
spacer, it's probably doubly bred into him not to do so unless the situation
truly is dire.”


“Did he consider it?”


“I think... no. Destiny yes, I know he did consider it briefly,
Destiny is a navy reserve vessel.” Their eyes widened slightly.


“Destiny is a Zanzibar class freighter, she was one of the
captured freighters we liberated in Pyrax. All of them were taken on as reserve
naval vessels. Unfortunately many of their crews didn't sign off on that. That
was a mistake on the admiral's part, he delegated it but didn't follow up on
it. Nor did I,” Sprite said wryly.


“Oh.”


“Had the crew been navy, things would have been different. But
they weren't and it's over and done with now.”


“You said there was another ship? Kiev something or other?”


“Kiev 221. A bulk freighter converted into a flying habitat.
Thousands of people on-board. The admiral was a newcomer to the environment. A
complete unknown. True he saved the day, but the captain and crew were ready to
space him anyway. Fortunately the admiral and some of the crew like the
executive officer worked out a diplomatic compromise.”


“Oh.”


“I wasn't with him before when he worked on the Dyson spheres or
Stargate project,” Sprite mused. Both human's eyes widened in surprise. “I don't
have the records of that time, but I'm fairly certain he delegated as much as
possible. That's how he works. He gives you the tools, makes sure you know how
to use them, points you in the right direction and then gets out of the way and
expects you to  handle it at your own pace and with your own initiative. Your
own self-interest will help drive the project.”


“Okay, I get that, to some degree.”


“Which is what he's doing now somewhat, but also what he's doing
with Pyrax. We may not be there, but the admiral is still sending orders to the
system. He's not getting much in the way of feedback, but he left a detailed
plan behind and he knows Commander Logan will do his best to carry it out.”


“Oh.”


“There's another reason the admiral has acted the way he has, and
I hesitate to bring it up.”


“Oh?”


“The admiral is... well, taking the long view. Politics in some
way of explanation. He's building a reputation and a legend around himself and
others in order to get people to help. To help each other, to show interest in
more than themselves. In some ways it's shaming them into becoming what they
could have been all along.”


“Leading by example?”


“In some ways. He's very much aware of the image of what he is and
what he is doing, though I was unaware of how serious he was taking that until
a short time ago. Now I better understand why he's been so... maddeningly vague
or inconsistent. I do wish he'd brought it up earlier with me.”


“Sounds like you're a little petulant.”


“Annoyed? With him or me? Never mind. I do see his point, how can
he show himself as a benefit if he goes around taking over? The iron fist of
authority?”


“Oh,” Richards replied, glancing at Zane. Slowly Zane nodded.
“Yeah, it would seem a bit inconsistent.”


“Just a tad,” Sprite replied. “He's, well, you may not've heard of
the story of Johnny Appleseed, or his namesake. I'll upload both stories to
your implants... done.”


“Okay.”


“Check them over later. Consider it homework. But the short story
is, the admiral is creating a myth, and the people who are involved with it are
spreading the myth. Also the tech he's dropping here and there are also seeds.
Together, hopefully someday, we'll see those seeds bear fruit.”


“Like Pyrax?”


“Well, leadership there... sucks,” Sprite replied darkly. “But the
story of how he was hounded out of the system while undermining him, also makes
people think. Is he doing this to make up for past mistakes? Did he really do
it?”


“Which he didn't, we've seen the vids,” Zane said.


“You know that, I know that. Even people who have seen the vids
know it, but in their organic hind brain there is that little nagging kernel of
doubt. It sits there nibbling at people. They wonder why he's doing what he's
doing.”


“He could set himself up as a dictator somewhere,” Richards mused.
She thought of her own home world and winced.


Sprite however shook her head. “Not going to happen. The admiral
is a firm believer in the constitution, and therefore in democracy. That's why
he's deferring in some ways to governor Oman's office. He has to, that's what
he's been trained to do, and if he didn't he'd undermine everything he's trying
to achieve.”


“That's why he didn't take over in Antigua? The military
governorship?”


“Well, there wasn't a crisis there. If the pirates had attacked,
things would have gone differently. We were hounded out of the system. People
saw that, and I bet Governor Randall's got his hands full now. Not to mention
the cybers on Prime,” Sprite replied with a bit of a snark in her voice.


“Leadership?” Richards asked, trying to get them back on track.
“You mentioned leadership? Lead by example? In what way politically?”


“In helping others. A lot like what a doctor does. He's trying
social change through example. Pay it forward is the psychological and
sociological example. I'll bookmark them for you.”


Doctor Richards preened a little. “True.”


“Don't let it go to your head doctor. You have reminded me that I
need to help you with training. You have to be brought up to standards once
this crisis has passed.”


“That sounds ominous.”


“It is and it isn't. Let's just say the next time something like
this comes your way, and it might, you may have further outbreaks down the
road, you'll not only be ready with training, but also mentally as well.”


“All right.”


“What does he get out of it?” Zane finally asked, rubbing his
chin.


“A renewed Federation, stopping the pirates, stopping people dying
senselessly...” Sprite shrugged. “Take your pick. He's not into money or power.
He's an engineer. Fixing things is what they're good at.”


“Oh,” Zane murmured. Slowly he smiled, dropping his hand. “You
know, I kind of like that.”


“It's a worthy dream,” Doctor Richards murmured softly.


“And now you're a part of it,” Sprite said. Both humans stared at
her. She nodded, sober. “As am I. Dismissed lieutenants, you have some work to
do and I need to check on the rest of the class,” she said with a smile. They
nodded as she disengaged the connection.


“Food for thought indeed,” Richards said, as nurse Marlone waved
to her. She sighed and got up, nodding to the nurse.


“Digest later,” Zane replied with a snort. “Though I think some of
what you said a few people should be brought in on. He doesn't have to do it
alone commander,” Zane said.


“Talk later. Work now,” Helen said, giving him a push. “Go check
on the grounds. I'll look at the bigger picture.”


“Aye aye ma'am,” Zane said with a grin. Helen just rolled her eyes
and ignored him as he walked off.


...*...*...*...*...


Instead of going one by one, Sprite set it up so they could do
group testing. The admiral jacked into two subjects at the same time and they
went through the testing. It took about twelve hours to complete each doctor
pairing, and when they were finished both doctors were exhausted and went to
sleep.


The admiral unfortunately was tethered to the beds during the
testing. He could and did communicate with the grid in order to keep an eye on
the manufacturing, but couldn't leave the room to key in additional equipment
so that plan lagged behind.


After the second pairing in twenty four hours he insisted on a
break to check on things and key the replicators. Doctor Ivanov reported small
success in Hazard, but they were still being ground away. Hank reported that
the sheriff and Hodges were barely hanging on, law and order were almost out
the window despite all his efforts. The blue Neolion seemed exhausted.


Nohar was backstopping the sheriff, working with deputy Rogers to
try to keep some semblance of peace. Rogers reported his friend Bullet had
taken over as acting sheriff in Crater City after that city's sheriff had
succumbed to the pathogen. Bullet had been upwind, and fortunately for his sake
was now in a hazmat suit.


Complaints of being itchy, tired, hungry, thirsty, the list went
on and on. But the hazmats were life savers, everyone admitted that. Just being
in one caused some resentment, however. One security guard had had his forcibly
ripped off by an angry mob in New Seattle.


When Doctor La Plaz and Doctor Milinkov were cleared the duo took
to the warehouse to work on medical replicators. They went through the line of
medical replicators the admiral had created, initializing each with their keys
one by one. It was a tedious process, but since both men were used to working
in the micro, and had loads of patience, they got the job done.


...*...*...*...*...


Once they had sufficient working medical replicators they turned
their attention to the virology lab. The two settled there and when Doctor
Richards heard about their pre-occupation she sent Nurse Joy to roust them out.
Instead the nurse ended up getting drafted as an assistant. Annoyed Helen sent
Nurse Marlone... who reported back in a rather awed voice that they were making
incredible progress.


“Great strides! Great strides! We're getting somewhere finally!”
The nurse said, smiling. “They have a vaccine!” she said. A nurse nearby
overheard and turned, hugging another. That news ricocheted through the weary
medical staff.


“If only it was that easy,” Helen sighed softly.


“Don't kill it, the news is good for morale,” the admiral said to
her. He was lining up to do more of the nurses now. Each had less testing since
they didn't have the keys the doctors did, so each would only take up to four
hours. Hopefully he would be able to go through the entire batch in a single
evening.


“I know but what happens when they find out the truth?” the doctor
asked.


“They aren't far off doctor,” Sprite replied. Helen started at the
holo image of the AI. The AI smiled.. “With your implants you can now access
the classified medical files. Apparently Doctor's La Plaz and Milinkov have
done so. They have successfully created another vaccine based on the templates,
and even modified the vaccines based on the data doctor Ivanov has provided.”


“They have?”


“They're working on each cure. So far they have two completed and
are working on a third now.”


“They have?” Helen asked, eyebrows rising with her tone of voice.


Irons smiled. “Medics are known to be miracle workers doctor, just
like engineers. They'll need some down time. Each virus will need to be tested
of course, but they can key the medical replicators to create each vaccine
dose. I've replicated a hundred and twenty medical replicators for that
purpose. They have the first batches in progress now.”


“Oh.”


“We'll start with the medical staff here of course, but I think we
should ship some to Hazard, Crater City and New Seattle quickly.”


“A thousand per replicator, a hundred and twenty...”


“A hundred and sixteen doctor,” Sprite interjected. “A hundred and
sixteen replicators, they are using four for testing purposes,” she explained.
The director nodded. “That is a hundred and sixteen thousand dosages per hour.”


“So, we really can lick this.”


“Given time. Hope, doctor, right now, it's giving us hope.”


...*...*...*...*...


The most effective vaccines were those that were bio genetically
engineered subunit vaccines that used capsid proteins of original attacking
pathogens. They were designed to introduce the threat to the body in order for
it to create its own antibodies. When the real thing shows up the immune system
immediately attacked it, in theory killing it.


However not all vaccines were effective based on just the medical
archive templates, and those with a weak immune system to begin with were at
the most risk of the first line vaccines, which were weakened versions of the
attacker. Some still came down with the virus despite all efforts at
prevention.


The process was simple in theory, but in practice it involved a
lot of steps.


When artificial gene synthesis wasn't available or too time
consuming they switched to another method.


Take for instance a sample of the rhino virus, the common cold.
They would empty out DNA from nucleus, then use replicators to replicate an
anti-virus and vaccines based on the available medical texts, modifying each
based on the data doctor Ivanov provided. Nanites were controlled by the
immunologists and virologist. 


Both men were exhausted when each virus was done. They were forced
to take a minimum of a two hour power nap as their assistant took over. 


Their assistant would take the replicated DNA and then inject it
under a microscope into a series of donor virus cells. The nurse would induce
mitosis to get the vaccine to replicate naturally, and watch the results. 


If it passed that threshold they would then make trays of them and
then incubated them in a bio reactor to get them to bond with the donor cell
and then induce further mitosis. All of the work was done in P suits and lit by
ultraviolet lights, which hampered the work.


Once doctor Richards had her people set up for distribution and
her other bases covered, she threw her own efforts into the virology lab. She
was amused that the admiral had done such a by the book job in expanding the
existing lab, but she saw a few things, mostly logistical that needed tweaking
and therefore went about making the changes.


One of the things that bothered her the most was that there were
four of them with the proper training, Doctor Hadjiri, La Plaz, Milinkov,
herself, and the Veraxin endocrinologist Doctor Gijis. The Veraxin was a bit
behind the others, he could follow directions of course and he had the keys.
They could pass him materials to replicate and he could key it while the others
focused on other projects.


Each doctor had a nurse assistant. Each pair focused on one
pathogen, taking what doctor La Plaz and doctor Ivanov had done in breaking it
down and analyzing it and then comparing it to the templates they had on file.
Then they worked on a vaccine, replicating a test strain and then testing it
with live mice. Unfortunately they went through a lot of mice, sometimes
running out before more could be brought in. But  one by one they were knocking
the viruses back.


Unfortunately that was all the people they could put on the
project, the other doctors would just get in the way. But Irons had other
thoughts for them, he replicated additional medical replicators and then had
them either work on treating some of the patients in the hospital, or
reassigned them and a medical replicator to nearby Gotham. They would be able
to replicate materials as needed from there.


When a vaccine was done they tested it, tested it, and tested it
some more just to be on the safe side. The first batches were only partially
successful, Sprite calculated that they helped less than eighty percent of the
population. More refinement was needed.


 “It's a generic anti-virus strain, but right now it's all we've
got. We need people to get a live sample of the viruses so we can adjust this.”
This would hopefully be much more effective than what they had been using for
inoculations. She'd run out of material there. They'd used generic measles and
flu shots for the public, Irons estimated that they would be less than ten
percent effective.


“Normally a vaccine takes months,” Helen replied. “We normally
have to isolate it, weaken it, and then find ways to keep it weak so it can be
used as a vaccine. This...” she indicated the tall bioreactor they had in the
virology lab. “I honestly don't know how effective this will be.”


“Right now doc, something is better than nothing,” her assistant
said. “But you are right, we need active...”


She held up a hand. She'd been thinking about this for a while.
They needed to relocate to Hazard. “I know. I'll call Hank. We'll send him some
supplies and he can play Guiana pig and point man.”


“Oh?”


“The admiral wanted the virology lab set up in Sin City. I'm sure
that it might work there, but Hazard is in the line of fire and it has more
resources. That was why I sent it there. That and Hodges is scared shitless,
too scared to pull a fast one.”


“But...”


“It also has the airport. Sin City doesn't. I'm the director of
medicine, my call. I'll get the ball rolling, my responsibility. You get the
next strain prepped. I'll...”


The assistant put a hand on her boss's shoulder. “First doc,
officer or not you're going to get some rest. Then we can talk about the next
strain. I'll prep it. I know what to do now. It shouldn't take me as long. Then
I'll get some down time while you work.”


“Slave driver,” Helen grumbled good naturedly.


“I learn from the best doc. Go eat and make your calls. I'll get
this done.”


“Right,” Helen sighed. She got up and felt weak kneed. Running her
implants had really sapped her. The concentration she realized, was like a
marathon surgical session. And her implants weren't fully integrated either.
She could feel a headache coming on, it wasn't all low blood sugar.


“Yeah, I think I need some down time,” she muttered leaving. Her
assistant watched her go in concern and then returned to her work.


...*...*...*...*...


With Helen up to her ears in the vital virology work, Ted Zane
took over as her liaison. The Malcolm twins resented it but she ignored the
griping and low key carping. She'd been tempted to have doctors Chung and
Ramius work on enhancing additional medical staff, but each taken out would
mean less available now... and each would take a week to recover fully. She
knew she still wasn't a hundred percent.


The first time Zane had contacted her through her implants had
scared the bejeezers out of her. He'd probably done it on purpose for that very
reaction. She vowed to get even with him later. With their Wi-Fi links the
augmented staff were starting to form a cliché of their own, she'd have to
watch that later.


The Wi-Fi links did allow for faster communication and access of
information. Zing, an email or instant message to someone, or they could open a
window and talk with them over audio or in a virtual mode. And wow, accessing
information? Bam it was there, like a headache, but all they needed and more,
right there, literally in their brain, or at least close enough.


Jerry, her ex-husband, had somehow managed to slip onto the
grounds and even managed to get to the outer layer of quarantine around the
virology lab before Nurse Joy had pushed him back outside. Richards was going
off shift for a meal break, she'd taken her ex to lunch. He could tell she was
weary.


When he found out about her implants he dropped his fork, and jaw.
She'd grinned, then snorted in amusement as he stared at the jack ports
embedded in her skin, then into her eyes.


“What are you looking for?” she finally asked.


“Circuitry,” he said.


She snorted. “Well, you won't find it. It's too fine to see, and
besides, most of it is on my optical nerve. Now, do you have enough for a
story?”


“Um...”


“How the medics are doing their best? How two nurses died getting
these implants? How one died in recovery and another is in a coma?” she asked,
waving a hand. He nodded. “Good then.” she dabbed at her chin with a linen
napkin. “Glad that is settled. Yes I'm alive, no, I can't go into a lot of
details, I've got to get back into the fight. When we've got more, you'll know
more.”


“Okay,” he said gripping her hand. “Just as long as you're safe.”


She smiled, squeezed his hand and then went back to work.


Before she could return to the lab Ted Zane sent her an e-mail.
She sighed and paused as she read it. He reported thirty more volunteers for
the augmentation, most were nurses, orderlies, or civilians. One was the
admiral's assistant Andrew, a young man with rather lofty goals, she thought.
He may have been inspired... or had been inspired by greed over having the keys
handed to him. As if the admiral would do such a thing.


She could understand now why the admiral had tested her, or at
least the AI had. It was responsibility, not just over one like she was used
to, or even several lives as she was also used to. But a community, a world,
even the entire sector. It was a heavy burden to bear, and she was glad this
sort of thing wasn't handed out like candy.


Only two grad students had signed up to join the naval reserves,
both were in their last trimester as interns, one Bobby was barely scraping by.
She wasn't sure about that. Teri though, Teri the pharmacist might be of use.
She made a note to approve her.


...*...*...*...*...


Meanwhile Hank had replicated another drone, this one smaller. He sent
it aloft, and then worked on another. The new drones were smaller, slower, but
they used solar panels and had electric pusher fans to keep them aloft for
great lengths of time. Phoenix controlled them remotely. They would orbit
Hazard and the surrounding area, sending back sample data to the Hazard team.


Disbelief over some of the treatment ideas made its way through
the general public. Some of the ideas the public was coming up with were so out
of the box and completely undoable.  However some things were possible. When
the first shipments of vaccines left the Landing airport there was a brief
flurry of anger over it. People in Landing wanted to be treated first, leaving
those already exposed to die. But that cold idea died as the word spread of
inoculation clinics reopening the next morning.


...*...*...*...*...


Doctor Ivanov reported a strange thing, the first wave of
pathogens had mostly died off due to the time period, the vaccines, and
aircraft seeding the air with attack materials. The lesser virulent strains
were still around, some lingered for long periods of time, but some of the more
dangerous viruses like the black pox had all but died out.


...*...*...*...*...


Now that they understood what was involved, Doctor Chung and
Doctor Ramius handled the next round of surgeries on the new crop of
volunteers. Most were young, all were eager, albeit very nervous. They did
their bests to reassure them, though they did try to hide how nervous they
themselves were.


The admiral insisted on administering the oath of office, the
orderlies would serve as enlisted. Andrew had agreed to sign on, but then had
backed out when the admiral had informed him he would only get enlisted
implants. Doctor Chung wasn't sure if it was some sort of test or not. Either
way, Andrew had failed it from the look of disappointment in the admiral's
eyes.


The implants took longer than they had by the admiral, also to be
expected. Chung had simulated the surgeries, but they'd still taken their time
to make sure they had done it right. Fortunately there hadn't been any deaths,
but two people had had complications and were in medically induced coma's until
their bodies could recover long enough to apply fixes and patches.


The admiral went around to administer the second level
initialization to each volunteer. When he was finished he went back to work.


...*...*...*...*...


Doctor Zane came into the virology lab and smiled at nurse Joy.
The small woman had her blue hazmat suit on like everyone else of course, he
could just image how her long pigtails were holding up in that helmet though.


Doctor La Plaz was off to one side, in front of a box gesturing
wildly. He could hear the young man muttering darkly as he worked. Doctor
Hadjiri was doing much the same thing behind him.


“Can I help you with something Ted?” Helen asked, standing in
front of a microscope, gesturing at seemingly nothing.


“Just wondering if you're still alive boss lady,” he teased,
coming over. “What are you working on?” he asked.


“Feline leukemia virus. It's a ticking time bomb about to go off.
Hank reported that it is starting to hit the Neo cat population.”


“Shit,” he said, and then looked away. After a moment he looked
back and nodded to the box with cables and cylinders attached to it. “What is
that? How's it helping?”


“This is a microscope,” Helen replied, looking at the box.


“With no viewfinder?” he asked, clearly amused. He studied the
light gray piece of equipment. He traced cables, some he was sure were for
power, though he didn't understand why a microscope needed power. Also the
cylinder shapes didn't make sense. He could see what looked like a loading tray
though, some bulges stacked on top that he assumed were lenses, but no viewing
scope.


“Don't need one, come here,” she said waving. She stepped to one
side. “Put your right hand here and initiate it,” she said, pointing to a gold
hand marker on the top of the machine.


He came closer and put his hand up. “It's I mean, I'm wearing
gloves.”


“Remember the Wi-Fi?” Helen asked. “No need to jack in, no need to
break protocol,” she said.


“Oh.” his hand dropped to within a centimeter of the gold hand
symbol. He blinked, stepping back hastily. “Wow!” He could literally see the
virus, whatever she was working on. As he moved it moved.


“Yeah, cool huh?” Helen asked, smiling. He looked at her. As soon
as he turned away his vision returned to normal.


“Now I see why we needed so many implants,” Ted murmured.


“Yes.”


“Why the um, gestures?” he asked.


She glanced at the others. Each seemed to be doing their own form
of dance. She snorted. “It's the waldos and nanites. They can be controlled by
telepresence,” she said. “See, the cameras in the microscope are all over. So
you can rotate the image,” she rotated her hands to show him. “And see it from
all angles. And if you want to control a bot, you access one, then use your
hands to tell it what to do.” She mimed picking up a container, unscrewing a
lid, then pouring out the contents.


Slowly Zane nodded. “And this is working?”


“Working damn well actually,” Helen replied. “Though it's
exhausting,” she said. “What's up?”


“Irons is. He's working on a plan to relocate to Hazard.”


Helen nodded. She wished she could wipe at her sweaty face.
Instead she kicked the fan up a little more. “I told him to. We need live
specimens to get the vaccines right. The data from Ivanov is helping but we
could do it a lot faster if we were there on the scene. We've already burned
through half of what he's sent us.”


“Half?”


“Half,” she smiled a weary smile. Her eyes were red and bloodshot.
“And it's not easy. But we're getting the job done,” she blew out a long
breath. “Now that we've got the steps ironed out the hardest part is testing.
Testing it and refining it is what's taking the longest. But fortunately we can
set one test up and then work on another culture while the first test runs its
course.”


“We're working on that Helen. I'm getting some weird queries about
why we need so many mice? Can we use rats? Sewers have them in plenty,” he said
wrinkling his nose.


“As long as they're alive yes,” Helen said. “We'll have to make
sure they are all humanely euthanized later,” she said firmly.


“Like we're going to put them back,” Zane snorted.


“Damn straight we're not. Besides, they'd probably be replaced in
under a day,” she sighed. “If that's what it takes, it's what it takes,” she
replied with a shrug. She looked at one of the other nurses who had secured a
mouse and was whispering to it as she used a robotic arm to inject it with a
serum. Helen didn't wince but Zane did.


“Okay.”


“Anything else?” she asked, crossing her arms.


“Yeah, read your e-mail. I've sent you, I dunno four? You stopped
responding.”


“I'm sort of in the middle of something,” she sighed. “Problems?”


“The usual shit, different day for the most part. Osiris is being
an ass, and so are the Malcolm brothers. They are trying to move for a meeting
to have you impeached from office.”


Helen snorted as the others in the lab paused what they were doing
to look at Zane in shock. She shrugged and waved for them to go back to work.
“Tell both of them to get back to work and stop playing politics. We've got
more important things to be doing now,” she growled.


“Part of the problem is the Hazard move. Malcolm Innes isn't happy
about it.”


“Tough,” Helen replied, turning so he could see her stern look and
set jaw. “We're going as soon as this round is finished. I'll sleep on the
plane. I'm sending the admiral ahead of us as soon as he can take the time.”


“Okay,” Zane replied, shrugging.


“Go on then, get. I've got this,” she said, returning to the
microscope. Zane nodded, stepping back to watch her for a moment, then turned
and left. It would take a while to get through decontamination before he could
unsuit and get back to the main hospital wing.


...*...*...*...*...


Now that Ted Zane had been initialized into the system, he now saw
the Wi-Fi network in a new light. Before it had been a toy, a way to goose
Helen and pass notes or information. Little more than a child's toy, something
they had done in class as kids.


Now though, a whole realm of possibilities were opening up. Whenever
he was near a piece of electronics with a link he could now see or 'hear' it.
He could link with it, and sometimes accidentally did. He was rebuffed twice by
the admiral's AI, he wondered what she was doing. Feeling that cold AI touch
him had also been an experience.


Yes, things were changing. Hopefully for the better.


...*...*...*...*...


Hank's fifth drone was sent to thread the needle, but this time
from a new direction. The drone re-oriented according to the prevailing winds
and then headed in against the headwind. Nanites were immediately detected by
the little drone. It had been designed to be more resistant to them. The first
nanites were recon bugs, but others were also in the air. 


They managed to isolate samples of the nanites. As they got closer,
before the nanites reacted and crashed the drone.


Analyzing the samples, they discovered that some were a viral
nanotech, most likely controlled by a central host strain. “The good news is
that it's not targeting RNA and plant structures so they're safe. From what
we've been able to tell of this thing it's going after oxygen based life
forms.”


“Which is smart, most of us are oxy based.”


“Not all sentients are. But you have a point. Any differentiating
methods? Is it ruling out non sapient life?”


“No. It's just ignoring them for now.”


“Oh? Maybe we can use that?”


“How so?”


“I have no idea.”


...*...*...*...*...


Using the cell towers Hank had set up in Hazard, Sprite began to
pick up strange anomalous data. She ran it through her filters and it came back
as encrypted Xeno, possibly AI coding language. She suspected that the first
virus was a cover to something else. The panic made people run away spreading
the disease and also clearing the area of ground zero letting whatever was left
behind alone in relative peace and security. She reported her findings to
admiral Irons.


The admiral called a meeting to discuss the ramifications of that
news. Helen was there, as was Hank and Phoenix, though the latter two attended
virtually. He'd left most of the rest of the people out because he didn't want
or need a panic. The people were scared enough as it was. “This goes a bit
beyond a biological attack,” Irons said, looking at the AI.


Sprite posted the image of the code, and the direction. The cell
towers weren't designed to get a location on a transmission, but she'd managed
to get a rough estimate by triangulating the direction and signal strength each
tower was receiving. A map window appeared, a dot blinked on Rubicon town.


“Wonderful,” Irons murmured, rubbing his chin. “So there's
definitely something going on.”


“Which explains why we can't get a drone in to get a good look.
Anything that drops below a thousand meters has problems.” Hank's last drone
hadn't lasted long despite the anti-nanite coating.


“I thought we ruled that as mechanical failure?” Helen asked. The
AI shook her head.


“I can understand one, both were hastily made, but six? Each of
them were made in a replicator. Or at least their parts were. All were proven
designs, designs selected for how sturdy they were. All worked fine until they
got to Rubicon, where they then failed. Six aircraft, made with three different
designs failed on the same mission under the same circumstances at the same
location,” she said.


“You are thinking enemy action,” Irons said.


“Once is coincidence, twice is happenstance, but three times is
enemy action. We already know the attack itself is enemy action. It's not a
strong leap to this admiral.”


“But we don't have any supporting evidence,” Irons murmured.


“I haven't had the time to analyze the telemetry if that is what
you are asking about admiral,” Sprite replied with a frown. “I've been busy,”
she said tartly.


The admiral nodded.


“Phoenix has checked into it, the AI has ruled out the most common
known mechanical failures. Phoenix also found a code string in the last
telemetry feed his probe sent before it dived and crashed.”


“Telemetry...”


“You'll remember when we started having control issues you ordered
the drone to get what it could. The bandwidth was hogged by the science package,
it was full of raw data. But there was some spill over, and what we thought was
corruption was, but it was corrupted with telemetry from the bird as its
software was being overwritten.”


“Shit,” Irons frowned.


“I'm missing something,” Helen said, looking from the screen to
the admiral and back. “Overwritten?”


“Something got into the bird's software. It programmed the drone
to crash.”


“Oh. Can it do that?”


“Apparently yes. So it recognized both probes as a threat and
acted on it.”


“Shit.”


...*...*...*...*...


Panic over the news that nanites were also involved spread through
the media. The admiral swore, they needed to keep a lid on people but
unfortunately people were just reacting, the stress was too much. 


Already there were demands to use stern sterilization methods. 


He was called in to a virtual meeting with Mr. Osiris. “We need to
do something.”


“We are doing something,” Sprite responded testily. “We're doing a
lot.”


“I meant about the nanites. We need to use fire. Bomb them. A
nuke,” Osiris said, eyes feverish. “Yes yes! A nuke!”


The admiral sighed patiently. “Look,” he said as Osiris turned his
attention to the offworlder. “Look, if you use a nuke, the center of the
infection would yes be destroyed, but the outer edges would be pushed outward
and spread by the violent winds and blown across the world, magnifying the
problem. Instead of having one centralized nest to deal with we'd have dozens,
thousands.” He had Sprite project an image of what he was talking about.


“Wouldn't they be too far distributed to reform a hive admiral?”
Doctor Zane asked.


Irons cocked his head. Since when was Zane an expert on nanites?
He thought. “No, you'd think that, and chances are in some cases you'd be
right. But in the overall scheme of things, it would be like evolution. Groups
that didn't have enough cohesion would either go inert or die off as their
batteries ran down. But others that maintained cohesion would rebuild around a
central core.” he used his fist to indicate a nest and then slowly opened it,
implying that it would expand. “Each nest would then be independent of the
others, or they could interact through radio. Sprite has detected the radio
chatter.”


“You have to understand a little bit about nanotech and nanite
organization. We have our own version, the Xeno's had theirs. The common ground
is in the organization. Think of it as a hive. The queens are the brains, they
direct the drone workers. The drones are specialized and generalist workers.
They're the manual labor. Some act as a bucket chain, passing materials, others
do more complicated tasks like manipulate matter.”


“Gobblers.”


“Those are a specialized class of nanites. They tear apart matter
for the other workers. Yes they are feared for good reason. Right now we don't
see them here, or at least not a lot of them. This nanite swarm is different.”


“All right, I'll buy that,” Zane said. “You being the expert and
all.”


“Actually, Sprite is, well, Sprite and Proteus. Mostly Proteus
since Proteus is a nanite hive.”


Zane's eyes went wide. “Oh.”


“Right,” the admiral nodded. “There are other specialized nanites,
for instance princes. These carry information to the queens and act as mobile
batteries. They store power and then pass it on to the workers.”


“Ah.”


“They can get power from various means, it all depends on how they
were designed.”


“But, can they adapt?”


“It depends on the design of the nanites. Ours were never designed
to work outside a regen tank or replicator. Or at least not without some form
of external control. These...” The admiral shrugged. “We need more intel.”


“Makers are also feared, though they are mixed up with gobblers.
Makers are Von Neumann nanites. They can make other nanites. That is all they
do, a queen sits nearby or is attached to them. They take raw material, convert
it into parts, then assemble the parts into a nanite that the queen wanted to
have built.”


“Shit.”


“Yes we have them here, but we don't know how many. The Xeno's
loved the damn things,” Sprite replied.


“So... what do we do?”


“We work on another solution. Which I am  working on now. The
important thing is to get the data and not go off halfcocked. I have my ship
working on an EMP weapon now.”


“I thought you said they were useless?” Osiris replied testily.


“Against the viral nanotech yes to some degree. Against the
robotic nanites, no, quite the contrary. Also against the central host? Most
likely that is a hybrid hive, a mix of both tech. Kill one side and we throw
the entire works out of balance, hopefully giving us more time to kill the
rest.”


“Oh.”


“So... That's it?”


“That's all we can do. It's a race.”


“Can we use fire?”


“If we did it would kill some yes. With plasma certainly,” the
admiral replied. “But none is available.”


“Oh.”


“And if we did that panic would set in with the population.”


“True.”


Zane scowled and then shrugged. “We don't have nukes anyway.”


“I can make them and no I won't so don't even ask,” Irons replied.
He returned his attention to the replicator he was working on.


...*...*...*...*...


“We could try an orbital kinetic strike admiral,” Phoenix said
over his link. The admiral scowled. He looked right and left to make sure the
others weren't around and then shook his head. “Don't even go there. The same
things applies. Same arguments. The air pushed outward would distribute the
virus.”


“Unless it was a massive enough impact?”


“No,” Irons replied. “No. A thermo baric round might work to some
degree, but we have to be sure. We don't need these damn nanites cropping up
after we leave.”


“True,” Sprite replied.


“Get that EMP finished,” Irons said. “We'll deal with it as things
go. Sprite check the results against the files you have.”


“I will admiral,” the AI responded.


“And I get to go play key master again. Joy,” he sighed, wandering
off to the industrial warehouse.


...*...*...*...*...


“Admiral, this is halfhearted,” Sprite told the admiral after she
analyzed the latest results. So far the organic strains had died off almost by
clock work. New strains were now being discovered, these with longer
transmission periods and longer incubation times, but they were also less
lethal. For a product of the Xeno's that just didn't make sense.


“I suspect it's a psychological weapon,” the admiral mused. “The
Xeno's were good at that. Use our own fear against ourselves.”


“How do you figure?” Helen asked.


“Well, the Xeno's liked to use fear. To get people to give up
because they thought they have already lost, it's a maxim in military strategy
going back to Sun Tzu. In this case the fear over the virus will cause panic.
People are people, they're animals at heart. Survival instincts will force them
to flee. When they do they will spread the infection like wild fire.”


“Then there's no hope?”


“I didn't say that. More importantly, YOU didn't say that,” he
said, turning on her to lock eyes with her. She stared back at him. “As a
doctor you know not to give in, especially not in front of the patient and
staff. Morale is half the battle here, keep it together doctor, we need to set
an example.”


Helen's eyes widened briefly before she straightened and nodded
grimly determined to see this through.


“It's not all doom and gloom doc. Had this happened before or
during the Xeno war I admit it would have been dealt with faster. But your
people are doing well, and we are going to beat this thing. As long as we can
keep people under control.”


“The terror factor is a major problem. But the virus is a host,
several virus bundles all working as one. That's the only way it can hit so
many different species. It's also the only reason it hasn't died off yet. If it
had a one hundred percent instant kill method it would burn itself out
quickly,” Sprite said.


“Viruses, at least natural ones can exist on surfaces for up to
eight hours,” Helen said looking at the AI. “Since this is artificial and has
lasted this long...”


“Right. We don't know how long it can last. We also don't know if
this is the first wave or not. So, I'm going to rig an EMP to be delivered to
ground zero to see if that will kill off anything building there. How are we
doing with getting the equipment out?”


Helen blinked. “Now that you've educated us on some of the basic
steps I've got some people working on quarantine equipment for the staff. It's
simple stuff really.”


“Which is why you can replicate it now,” Sprite said. Irons
nodded. He was glad he didn't have to be involved to replicate that sort of
thing. Using key codes to replicate basic medical clothing and equipment was
silly in his eyes.


“The first shipments are going out now. We've got a meeting on
setting up the road blocks and refugee centers.”


“Great.”
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Tori got control of herself after another shipment of vaccines
arrived. She watched as the medics were first injected, then the people
helping, then the pilots. 


Several of the people demanded to know why they were last. Quietly
Tori listened as Doctor Ivanov patiently explained that if he was sick there
would be no one to treat the others. This didn't go over well with some of the
people, but Tori grudgingly accepted it at face value.


The blue Neolion Hank had a chemical works going, some people who
knew moon-shining had pitched in to help. They were now making half the soap
and air spray chemicals on site, though they were running out of some of the
raw materials.


They were making an impact, according to the doctors the pathogens
had slowed down, the ratio of infected people had dropped. The vaccines were
wide spread, but the doctors had to repeatedly explain that the vaccines were
not a cure, they weren't a one shot fit all either. There were multiple
pathogens at work here. 


They were gaining ground, though just on this front. Right now
Tori didn't care, all that mattered was here and her family. Protecting her
family, making sure this damn thing died.


Her father took over as her mechanic, he didn't argue when she
took the plane up with their improvised squadron again. He did escort her to
decontamination and after each time he hugged her and made sure she ate and
rested.


Xani silently helped her dad after Tori bedded down on a stack of
crates in the hangar. She'd occasionally open an eye if they woke her with a
clatter of a dropped tool. Her father would apologize but she'd brush it off,
roll over, and close her eyes once more, fighting the tears of grief.


She kept looking for Bobby every time she landed. It hurt, not
seeing his smiling face there. She was fighting back, fighting the thing in the
only way she could, the only way she knew how.


...*...*...*...*...


Boss Hodges paused as he saw the hoagie. He shifted about, looking
around. He licked his cracked lips, desperate for sustenance. He hadn't known
he'd starve in the damn suit once he'd put it on! Now here he was starving,
thirsty, and someone had left food out on a plate.


He couldn’t help it. Before he could stop himself, before he could
think rationally he was unzipping the suit and wiggling his fingers in pure
greed as he approached the hoagie with big eyes. He chuckled in glee, taking it
in his hands, eyes wide as he saw the thing ooze mustard and bits of onion and
pork. 


“Come to baby!” he said, taking a big bite as he sat on the nearby
stool. He took a second, devouring it, then a mighty third, barely taking the
time to chew and swallow. He looked around, there was a half mug of rather
stale beer nearby. He didn't care, he grabbed it, took a swig and then wiped
his face with the back of his hand and sat back with an ah of contentment. He
took another bite just as the doors slammed behind him.


“Boss, you know boss, um... Boss!” 


“Rosco what is it now?” the fat commissionaire demanded, turning
around to look over his shoulder. The sheriff was pointing at him.


“Shh shhhould you be doin that boss? Out of your suit and all? You
know you're getting infected right?” the sheriff stuttered as he pointed at the
boss.


“A man's got to eat Rosco!” the boss said with his mouth full,
wiping at his mouth with a checkerboard napkin.


“Yeah but boss!”


“I don't feel good,” Boss said, setting the sandwich down.
“Ohhh... must have been the mustard. Or the mayo. Been out in this heat too
long.”


“No, boss you've been out of your suit too long,” the sheriff
said, coming over to feel his fat friend’s forehead. Hodges batted his hand
away in annoyance, making tisk sounds. 


“Boss, you're running a fever. We need you to get checked out.”


“Nonsense!” Hodges replied, growling as he picked the hoagie up.
After a moment of looking at it he put it back down and got up. “Nonsense.”


“Boss, seriously now, this is serious. Let's get you checked out
by the ole doc here,” the sheriff said, trying to get the suit buttoned back
up.


“Rosco!” Hodges growled, and then wailed as he nearly fell off his
bar stool. Rosco managed to get the top piece back on, but backward. Hodges
turned it, then started panting.


“My it's hot,” he said.


“No boss, that's the fever talking. Now, let's get you checked out
or Lulu will have my hide.”


“What little there is of it.”


“Yeah well, I'm a busy man boss, I can't sit around and eat
like... like some people,” he said waving to the abandoned restaurant. “Come on
now, I'm serious,” he rocked the fat lard ball out of his stool and then caught
him before he fell over. 


“Rosco, Suddenly I don't feel so good,” the boss said in a
strangled voice. “I think you're right,” he said, sounding awed and fearful.
“Oh my,” he said closing his eyes. “Am I going to die?”


“Not if we can help it boss, now let's go see the doc, come on
now,” the sheriff said, guiding him to the door. Hodges had one hand on his
chest, walking as if he was a condemned man. “A last meal of a hoagie?
Outrageous! Pigs feet! That's what it should be. Rosco,” he turned an imploring
look on the sheriff. “Make sure if I'm a goner to get me some pickled pig's
feet before I go?”


Rosco nodded dutifully. “You'll be surprise what the docs have
been cooking up boss, they can fix your right up. Let's just mosey on over
there now,” he urged, holding the door open.


...*...*...*...*...


Boss Hodges was infected, as were a lot of the population of
Hazard. His wife Lulu frantically called the medics in when she found Rosco
escorting a stiff Hodges out of his favorite restaurant. He was diagnosed with
measles. Fortunately he had been treated for them as a child, he had a mild
dose, though there was no telling him or Lulu that. Both of them were near
hysterics, hugging each other in their suits.


He was given treatment and was expected to recover if he had a
strong enough immune system.


“Hodges? Are you kidding? That fat sow? He's too ornery to die,”
an old timer said, shaking his head. Another snorted and nodded in agreement.


...*...*...*...*...


Rajar worked as a guard, he admitted it was the only work he was
really qualified for. When the second wave of pathogens hit he was deployed to
protect doctor Ivanov and the vital team.


They'd offered him a vaccine, said it was for felines, but he'd
turned it down in favor of letting a mother and her kits have it instead. He
thought of it as a brave thing, but the pitying look on Hank's face had made
him think twice about it. He had been thinking with the wrong head he thought.
Hank had patted him on the arm and then moved on.


Now he was worrying about what he'd missed. They didn't have any
more doses, the doctors said it would be a while before they had another batch
for felines. That bothered him a bit. Apparently they weren't doing one offs
for small groups, he could understand that, though he didn't like his ass
hanging in the wind. He'd just have to be extra careful not to get out of his
suit.


Unfortunately the population had been under severe stress over the
past two weeks, now mobs were forming, desperate for a cure. A rush of bodies
tried to force their way through the door for treatment. In desperation to keep
his post he instinctively used his claws to grab the door jam, keeping in the
center of the door blocking it. “Listen to me!” he roared, hearing his suit
alarm go off and a strange hissing sound. He could feel wind on his hands and
winced.


Back up arrived and he balled his fists as they pushed the people
back. “Listen to me! To us! Stop this! We'll get to you but if you do this no
one is getting treated! Calm down!” The Veraxin guard said, waving his true
hands in distress. He had been inoculated against the latest wave.


“You all need to calm down,” Rajar said, and then roared when
someone stepped on his foot. That made everyone back off, suddenly terrified of
the angry predator in their midst. His claws and teeth were bared again. He
glared around, seriously furious and not caring if the stupid sheep panicked
again. “Who did that? Who?”


“See? You're hurting us, you're hurting yourselves. Calm down and
form an orderly line here!” The Veraxin ordered, waving to the people. Three
were allowed inside. They bobbed a nod and rushed in. “No need to run! Keep
calm!” he called after them.


“They can take three at a time. When three come out three go in.
That's how it works folks. So keep it together,” the deputy called waving to
them. “Just keep it together a little longer folks,” he said patiently.


Rajar sighed and looked at his hand paws. He sucked in a breath
and got the tape out of his pocket and started working on the rips.


...*...*...*...*...


“Hank, you said the admiral is on his way?” Doctor Ivanov asked
tiredly.


“Yes,” Hank said, smiling. “He's got doctor La Plaz with him.
They've got a small amount of equipment with more on the way. Once we get the
basics licked Doctor Richards is talking about packing up most of the lab
equipment and shipping it down here too.”


“Oh really? Why would she do that?”


“This is as close to ground zero as it gets,” Hank replied with a
wry ear flick. “Which is why she's coming along shortly.”


“She is? Why won't she stay in Landing?”


“Never thought of Richards as someone who stayed back and didn't
get her hands dirty,” Hank replied with a small tight lipped smile.


“Well, that's true,” the virologist replied with a tired nod. He
sat in his chair, only the back brace was keeping him more or less upright. He
sighed.


“That bad?”


“No, good, but I'm tired. Every time we think we've got the
problem licked there's a new strain, a new virus, a new bacterium. Is there
ever an end?”


“Well, according to the admiral's AI Sprite, yes. There are only
so many pathogens after all.”


“True,” the virologist replied. “We're focusing on the ones
immediately harmful. The ones for species we don't even have on this planet can
damn well wait.”


“Point,” Hank replied. He turned to look out the window and
sighed. “What is he doing here?” he demanded in exasperation. 


Ivanov leaned forward enough to see the fat commissioner peering
through the window and trying to get in. He shook his head.


“I'll handle it,” Hank growled.


Hodges had recovered after a day in the clinic, and then went back
to his hover, getting in the way of doctor Ivanov until Hank chased him off. “I
want the latest news! The latest vaccines! Bring them to me, I don't care if
I'm asleep! Nothin's too good for me and my precious Lulu! You hear me!” Hodges
was upset, but the sheriff tried to sooth his ruffled feathers. “Look my little
fat buddy, you don't want to be where they are anyway, they're working with the
viruses.”


“They are?” Hodges, asked, eyes wide.


“Yeah. Sure they're working on the cures, but to get them they
have to go and get the mean old viruses, take them apart, and then send the
information to the others in Landing to make the cure.”


“They are?” Hodges asked again, still scared out of his mind.


“Yes, boss, they're working on it,” the sheriff replied. “That's
why we've got so many inoculations now,” he said waving around. He and the fat
commissioner were still in their suits, though Hodges had work crews sealing
the boss's office and turning it into a clean room. They were even working on
airlocks with ultraviolet lights to decontaminate the suits.


“So I could have died?” Hodges asked.


“Yeah, let's not think about that now my fat little buddy. Let's
focus on what we can do,” The sheriff said. “Like get people organized, and
figuring out who's going to pay for this all when it's over,” he suggested. The
fat commissioner went wide eyed and sank into a chair fanning himself and
nodding dully.


...*...*...*...*...


The admiral used his red air car to go to Hazard now that Ted Zane
and the others had everything under control in Landing. He had doctor La Plaz,
a medical replicator, a basic replicator, and the doctor's suit with him. They
didn't even bother bringing toiletries or a change of clothes, there hadn't
been room. La Plaz said it was the best sleep he had had in a while, even if
he'd been gripping the oh shit bar in the car the entire trip down. Irons
snorted.


“Something wrong with my flying?” the admiral asked.


“No, just the height, I never could get used to that,” the young
doctor replied. He too was a beta like doctor Zane, but he was younger, more
flexible. He also was less of a womanizer, he'd focused his entire mental
capacity on being the best doctor he could be. Irons respected that.


“How long will it take to get you up and running?” La Plaz asked
as Hank came over to meet them.


“You're out of a suit admiral,” Hank said, wide eyed.


“A bit late now,” Jerry snorted in his suit, then swore because
his breath clouded the mask.


“I'm immune, don't worry about me,” he said as the doctor shuffled
out of the car in his suit. “The doctor though, he's not fully immune since we
missed the last dump.”


“Admiral, there are dozens of pathogens in the air,” Proteus
reported. “I'm at ten percent capacity fighting them off. I suggest spinning
your shields up if this exposure continues,” the AI reported.


“Whoops, spoke too soon,” Irons grumbled as his shields came up
and sparked.


“What's that?” Hank asked.


“My shields,” the admiral replied. “The sparks are the pathogens.”


“Shields? Wish I had some. Where do we get them?” Jerry asked.


“You get a lot of implants like me.”


“You said spoke too soon?” Hank asked, ignoring Jerry.


The admiral nodded. “Yes, It seems I'm not as invulnerable as I
thought.” The others looked at him in concern. “No, no, not infected, but it's
taxing my systems. Time to get inside gentlemen,” he said waving them on to the
lab and warehouses. He could see the blue lights over the doors and windows.
People without suits were taking turns pressing themselves up against the lit
building in the light for brief periods before moving on.


“Lovely,” he sighed. “All this and melanoma cancers to boot. Hank,
I've got a couple of replicators that need plugging in, then I need material. A
lot of material,” he said.


“Coming right up,” Hank said, indicating the loader and dump truck
filled with material from the Hazard Dump. “All you can use and more,” he said
with an ear flick.


“Great,” Irons sighed. “Remind me to make a molecular furnace.
Several of them,” he sighed, getting to work.


Hank looked around. “We can win this. We're starting to turn it
around.”


Irons turned back to him. “Whatever you do, don't jinx it.”


...*...*...*...*...


Irons spent a great deal of time directing the logistics with
Hank. Hank seemed a little put out, he'd been doing rather well. Irons ignored
it, they had more important things to do than stroke egos.


With the admiral on hand he spent a lot of time first replicating
his replicator, then replicating other machinery Hank had overlooked. He also
had his first replicator making medical replicators. When each was finished he
had Jerry carry it to the virology lab for doctor La Plaz to initialize.


The admiral spent a lot of the rest of his time keyed in to the
replicators with the doctor, making medical equipment that Hank couldn't make. 


“What do you have there?” Hank asked, as Irons started another
project. The admiral moved to one side so the Neolion could see the drone.
“Drone?”


“An EMP cruise missile actually,” the admiral replied. “I've got
Phoenix making one as well but that one is a larger yield. In the two hundred
kilometer range. This is less than ten kilometers.”


“Is it... Will it work?” Hank asked as Deputy Rogers and Boss
Hodges entered the building.


“Will what work?” Hodges asked.


“EMP,” Hank replied absently then froze, wincing.


“And just what, may I ask, is an E. M. P?” the boss asked.


Hank mouthed a sorry as the admiral turned. “An EMP is an Electro
Magnetic Pulse. It will shut down the nanites operating in Rubicon. Or at least
half of them.”


“Half of them. Half measures?”


“Cute. Yes and no,” the admiral said. “See, the EMP is designed to
scramble electronics. Half the nanites are organic, half are mechanical. By
using the EMP to kill the electronic versions, the other organic half will be
thrown out of balance and has to either adapt, or...” he pretended to pour the
contents of one hand into the other. “Or they have to remake their missing
mechanical brethren giving us time to kill them.” 


“Oh.”


“Isn't that, like dangerous though? Won't it kill everything in
the town?” Rogers asked.


“It will kill anything electronic or electrical in the town
certainly. And when the missile's self-destruct goes off, I wouldn't want to be
anywhere near it. But it's a dead town anyway.”


“Says, you, there are a lot of goods in that town,” Hodges said.


“Which are infected with nanites,” Irons replied patiently.
“Nanites that are designed to kill people. Do you honestly want me to believe
that people will want to be anywhere near those same goods? Or in the same
place where the nanites are?” he demanded. “Rubicon is a dead city, a ghost
city. It's best to bury the dead. Give them a proper burial and make sure these
things stop spreading.”


Rogers turned to the boss. “He's got a point boss.”


“He's got a point boss,” the boss mocked, “Well, I've got one to
make too you know, who's paying for all this... this stuff?” he demanded.


“Power is coming from the grid. Water from the water supply,
through we're filtering it. Materials are mostly coming from the Hazard Dump,”
Hank replied. The labor,” he shrugged, one hand up to indicate a helpless
gesture. “We'll sort that out later boss. The important thing to do is to kill
these things like the admiral said.”


“When will this thing be ready?” Hodges demanded.


“In a couple of hours,” the admiral replied. “If I'm not
disturbed. I've got to test it afterward. Hank and Jerry can help with that
since they've got experience with drones. I just need to initialize the
components they can't make.”


“Oh.”


“Gee, thanks,” Hank replied dryly. The admiral spread his hands.


“Sorry Hank, they're key locked. I'm talking about the weapon.”


“Oh.”


“Well, who's going to pay for the damages?”


“I don't understand,” Irons said, turning to the boss. “It's not
my problem, I'm just doing my best to save your world.”


“Yes but how do you know it'll work? And does it need to be so
big?”


“Yes.”


“Well, see that it does, but anything more than what is needed
will come out of your hide. Understood?” Hodges said, looking like a bulldog as
he waved a fist at the admiral. Irons snorted.


“Rogers here will keep an eye on things and make sure no one comes
in and messes with this stuff,” Hodges said, looking around with barely
concealed greed. Irons sighed.


“Two gets you one he's going to charge you anyway. Either your
ship's account or seize stuff as compensation. If you fight it he'll give you a
headache and a pound of junk as replacement.” Hank murmured to the admiral.


“I don't care right now, the only thing that matters now is
killing this. Now that you and the others have gotten some lead time on the
pathogens this thing is going to figure something else out to try to kill
people. Which means we need to kill it. Soon.”


“Do it,” Hodges growled. “ But don't damage any of my city, my
county, or my buildings,” he growled, jaw set. He waddled out. Irons shook his
head as he left.


“He's a pain in the ass,” Hank said.


“Which cheek?” Irons asked. “Sorry, old joke gone awry. Anyway,
yes, yes he is.”


“Is that really necessary?” the deputy asked, indicating the pile
of drone parts. He was standing near the door. Hank snorted.


“There is no such thing as overkill where nanites are concerned.
I'd rather be safe than sorry,” Irons replied, plugging in the wiring harness.
It was all plug and play so the little drone was going together smoothly.


“Nanites...” the deputy shivered. Irons shot him a glance and then
went back to work.


“They're tools. It's who uses them for what that matters,” Irons
said as Hank pulled an aileron from the replicator and then closed the door.
The admiral sent a Wi-Fi signal initializing the rudder to be built.


“But they have so much potential for evil!” Rogers replied.


“And good,” the admiral replied, turning. “This was made with
nanites. The screens the doctors have are nanites. The vaccine they are making
is again made with nanites.”


The deputy shook his head mulishly.


“Think about it on your own time. I've got work to do,” Irons
said. “Sorry Hank, we've got work to do,” he said, nodding to the blue Neolion.


“At least now he gives me credit,” the lion joked.


“Admiral, you do realize this missile is going to be vulnerable to
interception right?” Sprite asked. “As soon as the hive recognizes it for what
it is then it will try to kill it. Or even suborn it and send it back to us.”


“Well, that's a lovely thought,” Irons replied, sitting back on
his haunches. “Ideas?”


“Fly high and drop?”


“Bomb drop? That will help avoid interception getting to the
target, but below three thousand meters it is vulnerable.”


“In a dive? It would have what? A minute to impact?” Hank asked.


“In electronic terms, a minute is an eternity to hack something
Mr. McCoy,” Sprite replied dryly.


Hank blinked. “Oh.”


“Hank,” Irons asked, looking around. “You still have those drop
emitters we were using to land cargo?”


“Yeah...” Hank drawled, “I'm not sure where you are going with
this though...”


“I can take two to four and rework them into primitive shield
emitters. Good for about a minute, maybe two.”


“Oh. Yeah, I can get Jerry to scrounge a few,” Hank replied.


Irons rubbed his chin. “The problem is we'll have to save them for
the dive. I could wire them into the power, but a shield turns the flight
surfaces on an aircraft into useless appendages. It forms an ovoid around the
craft redirecting air flow. That means that you not only lose your
aerodynamics, you lose all your controls. So, once the shield pops on that's
it, she'll stall.”


“And we'll lose control. No signals in or out with the shield on,”
Sprite said.


“That too,” the admiral sighed. “But that will keep the craft from
breaking up by the nanites until it dropped below a thousand feet.”


“How long will it take to rework the emitters?” Hank asked,
looking around. He was trying to remember where they stored them all.


The admiral noted the chimp nearby. He was certain the simian had
been listening the entire time. “Too long, but we'll have to do it. At least
two.”


“All right, I'm on it,” Jerry said from the door. He waved to them
and then left.


“I didn't know he was there,” Hank said.


“I did,” the admiral replied.


...*...*...*...*...


Rajar knew he was in trouble when he had breached his suit when he
had instinctively flexed his claws. He had tried to tape the holes up.
Unfortunately he just contained the damage, making it worse for him.


He didn't feel right, he knew it. He knew he was sick. His one
attempt at trying to get help had been met with utter failure. The nurse on
duty had politely told him with just the right hint of exasperation that the
vaccines were for those outside the suits first, and Neo vaccines were waiting
on shipping. There were some reported at the virology lab, he needed to speak
with Hank McCoy and leave her alone. “Next?” she said looking over her shoulder
to the next in line.


Rajar snarled when someone knocked him to one side. Sick, he
staggered through town, trudging to the virology lab. He saw Nohar on the other
side of the street and waved tiredly.


Nohar looked up from where he was standing and noticed Rajar.
Well, the cub was still alive, he thought, as he made his way across the street
to talk to the cub.


Nohar caught up with him, at first he thought the lad had over
done it in the suit, after all it was very hot out and they were in the sun
standing on concrete.


But then he realized the boy was sick when the lion looked at him
with an agonized face and then crumpled. Nohar was instantly upset when the cub
silently raised his paws to show the elder tiger the breaches. Nohar cradled
his body as the lion took in a shuddering breath and his eyes closed.


“Get help!” Nohar snarled to the nearest person. Jerry looked up,
saw what was going on and rushed inside to find Hank. 


As Hank and the admiral rushed out Rajar died from weaponized
feline leukemia before help could get to him. Nohar roared in anguish. The
admiral stopped and closed his eyes, clenching his fists silently. For a long
moment he stood there, watching Hank and Nohar, then he turned back to the lab.
Jerry was in the doorway, frozen. He passed the chimp, patted him on the
shoulder and then sat heavily in a chair. He had work to do, he thought, going
through the motions of putting the drone together.


...*...*...*...*...


Near the outer edges of town, Sheriff Coltrain had tracked down
the assassin. Hodges wasn't comfortable about going to that part of town, it
was filled with the poor who couldn't or wouldn't get to the clinics in town
but he had no choice.


He gulped as he saw the familiar figure sitting alone at the bar.
A series of bottles were arranged in front of the Veraxin, along with a series
of shooter glasses.


“Well well, what can I do for you boss?” Ole Blue cackled,
turning. He rested his upper arms on the back of the brass rail lining the old
bar. From the looks of both they had seen better days.


“I... I need you to reconsider the contract on Irons again. I'll
double your usual fee,” he ground out.


The Veraxin studied him for a long moment, then tipped his fedora
hat back. “Well! Why so serious about this Hodges? It's not like you to
actually want someone alive?” he cackled.


“Irons is doing his best to save us. Save everyone, including you.
I know you don't care about that, but others do. The other commissioners and
the governor have asked me to intercede.”


“Interesting,” the Veraxin mused. “But no, I'm not the type to
give up on something once I've put my mind to doing it, and Irons has lived
long enough. He needs killing,” he said. He turned and took another shot of
whiskey and honey.


“Can you at least wait until he's done?”


“My time fat man, I do it on my own time. Where is he?”


“He's in town.”


“Then he and I have a long awaited appointment,” the Veraxin
chattered, getting up.


“Triple! We'll pay triple if you wait until this is done!” Hodges
said desperately.


“All right, if you are that desperate, for... quadruple the rate,”
the Veraxin said with a lurking smile in his voice. 


Hodges squealed but when the assassin turned to leave Hodges held
up his fat pudgy hands and waved them frantically. “Deal it's a deal,” he said
mournfully. “It's a deal. Just let the man do his thing. Please,” he said
desperately. 


The alien turned to him. “My time is valuable Hodges,” he warned.


“Oh I know, I know,” Hodges said, nodding with a jerky repetitive
nod he did when he was nervous. No one made him more nervous than this killer.


“I don't like interference Hodges, I usually deal with such...
permanently,” the Veraxin replied.


Hodges's eyes were wide. No one threatened him, especially in his
own county. However Blue was a special case. He knew better than to get uppity.
One cold look from those alien eyes was all it took for his bravado to fade. He
gulped and then nodded, wiping his brow with a handkerchief.


“I expect the money in my account in an hour then,” the alien warned
and walked out.
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The admiral received the weather report from Phoenix and wasn't
happy. A series of summer thunderstorms were entering the area over the
following week. He found that the current winds were infecting small villages
and towns south and east of the city, creeping ever closer to Sin City which
had had its first cases show up in its refugee camps earlier in the morning.
The wet thunderstorms and high humidity was kicking the air up, both dampening
the spread with the water, yet spraying the remaining pathogens far and wide
with the gusty winds... and occasional tornado. That explained why the spread
was now haphazard and the infection rate was slowing.


He had Sprite calculate the rate of expansion and recommended
areas that weren’t infected shift people upwind of the virus and to quarantine
the infected areas. Sprite passed the data on to Director Richards as well as
the government in hiding.


Mr. Osiris took it with much aplomb, he really wasn't sure what to
make of it, and from his mutterings the AI concluded the chief of staff was
well over his head and knew it. The admiral was left out of the delivery,
though Sprite did take a moment to fill him in on the political picture.


“Admiral, right now most of the government is supposedly in an
'emergency summit' in the mountains or on a private island in the southern
gulf.”


“That figures,” he grumbled. He'd heard about Governor Oman and
his family taking a retreat to a private island.


“Yes well, the few government staff members that are working to
help the people have been steadily overwhelmed with the workload. It's taking a
toll on law and order, in some cities martial law has been declared.”


“Fat lot of good that will do them, there is no military to
enforce it. Just the cops and we few in the navy.”


“Yes well, they've drafted volunteer citizens to do the work, most
are actually mobs that are playing mercenary.”


“Always a price,” the admiral muttered. “What is it?”


Sprite spread her virtual hands. “I have no idea. I'm assuming
first access to vaccines and medical care. Money? Power down the road?”


“Whatever, not our problem,” Irons replied after a long moment.


“Then why bring it up?”


“Perverse curiosity?” the admiral asked with a slight smile as he
tucked the coils into the left chamber of the EMP bomb. “This had better work.”


“If it doesn't we'll have to make another.”


“How far along is Phoenix?”


“The bomb?”


“EMP yes. I'd love to have a Damocles on standby though.” A
Damocles drop was a kinetic energy strike, normally launched from an orbital
weapons platform or a ship. Phoenix didn't have a launcher, but it could put
together a kick motor and simple warhead and guidance system.


Sprite shook her virtual head. “Not going to happen admiral,
Phoenix is about tapped out of material.”


“Shit.”


“The bomb is slow going, Phoenix is having trouble with assembly
and Proteus has been helping with that.”


“Really?” Irons asked. “Is that where my bandwidth was going? I
thought you were doing that, consulting with the powers that be in Landing.”


“Okay, a little of both,” Sprite agreed with a good natured shrug.
“I'd like to make that medical AI the doctor keeps requesting, okay, no,
correction, I'd like to do it for the challenge, but I don't like the ethics
involved. And of course space and such is a premium. At least in the net.”


“Okay, this is ground we've covered repeatedly Commander,” Irons
warned.


“I know, but that's been the main topic of discussion lately. I
just thought I'd keep you appraised. Apparently the doctor is looking far
enough ahead and likes my services,” she said sounding smug. Irons snorted.


...*...*...*...*...


“You know this is going too well right? I'd expected a lot more
from this nanite weapon by now.”


The admiral sighed. “Sprite...”


“I'm just saying. When something is being this accommodating...”


“You're talking about surprise right? How we're being lulled into
a false sense of security? Any evidence to back that up?”


“That's just it, there isn't. Isn't any other form of attack, just
the pathogens. Oh, and we can't get into ground zero to get a decent look at
what is going on there. Anything that tries gets shot down or torn apart.”


“Right.”


“Don't you think that's a bit odd admiral? I mean, this nanite
hive, it could include zombies.”


“Zombies,” the admiral asked carefully, looking around to make
sure no one else was around. “Commander, go easy on the speculation.”


“I'm not bringing it up to the uninitiated admiral, but it is a
question. The nanites could rewrite a person. Turn them into a walking
bio-factory. Apparently in the latter stages of the war the Xeno's had gotten
desperate. They had used nanties to rewrite people into meat robots, turning
them into abominations that acted as cannon fodder or workers for various
supporting projects. They were of course all wiped out.”


Irons winced. “And you're looking for that here?”


“Yes. And I'm not finding it. I'm wondering how old this bomb is.”


“Counting our blessings?”


“I won't count any blessings until we know for sure admiral. Nor
should you. We need to plan for every contingency.”


“But not get stuck in a quagmire of planning Commander.”


“True,” Sprite replied, though she sounded nettled.


“According to my research, several worlds had been abandoned
because the nanites were hardened against EMP. Several other worlds had been
scorched by friendly forces to prevent the zombies from building whatever they
had been building. And yes, they had been up to something.”


“Wonderful.”


“Which brings me back to this thing. What is it doing? It's up to
something. Is it making something to spread itself faster? Can it adapt?”


“Without a sample we don't know. And I'm betting any samples we
get now will self-destruct.”


“True. But the zombie thing...”


“Well, that's not happening here,” Irons vowed. “Are you finished
prepping the drone?” Hank had finished the drone's construction and they'd
loaded the bomb. Now it was up to the AI to program it's fly by wire system,
taking into account the payload.


Sprite immediately checked the latest sim. “Almost done admiral.
We will be ready for a flight test soon.”


“It doesn't need to go far or survive for long Commander. Let's
get the warhead loaded and end the hive.”


“Yes sir.”


The admiral had left the creation of the missile drone to Hank,
after all, it was a simple thing, something the Neolion had built five times
before.


The admiral had helped out a bit on assembly, but he'd mainly
focused his efforts on the payload. The difficult part was the EMP weapon. It
was a canister, about a meter long with wires coming out either end of it. The
wires were tucked up into coils while the drone was in transit. 


The EMP missile was launched just ahead of the storm front. Tori,
Xani, and others were there to cheer it on and see it take off. The missile did
a text book flight to Rubicon, climbing to four thousand meters and then cruising
until it got to the drop point. Phoenix reported the craft was sluggish though
the closer they got to the target. There was a brief image of a silver sand
under the drone before it started to fishtail and shalom back and forth in the
air. 


Not taking any chances the AI pulled up into a climb and then
armed the bomb. He then detonated the drone over the site with the EMP bomb.
Phoenix controlled the bomb, watching as it lined up, the engine cut, then the
shields popped on as it dove. The AI could see the shields spark as it dove,
that wasn't from re-entry heat, not at those low speeds and temperatures.


The device fell, deploying the coils of wire with explosive
charges. Before the bomb went off the sensor feed showed them a sea of writhing
silver sand and glowing purple at the central site. The image however was
fleeting, a couple of frames of mostly gibberish noise. The EMP wiped whatever
was building there... hopefully.


The admiral and crew watched the feed relayed from Phoenix. 


“Here we are, big screen TV, event of monumental proportions
playing out, and we are stuck in these damn suits without a beer or popcorn.
This sucks,” Jerry grumbled.


“Yeah, tell me about it,” Hank said. Putting the damn drone
together had been hard in the suits, even harder with Jerry griping about it
the entire time. And he didn't even want to remember the fun of having to
change their diapers after those things filled up. Fortunately Irons had less
of a perverse sense of humor, he'd created a clean zone for people in hazmat suits
to go into and use a port-a-potty. A cloud passed over the view, cutting off
the feed, but they still saw a bright light and then nothing.


“Was that it?”


“The EMP is silent and deadly, no bright flashes or sound.”


“A lot like my mother after her chili,” Jerry quipped.


Hank snorted. “Cute. And here I was thinking Marvin Martian's
famous line. 'Where's my earth shattering kaboom!'”


“The flash was most likely the self-destruct going off. That was a
chemical fuse. I set it up so an electronic squib would light a long fuse just
before the bomb went off. The fuse would then trigger the explosives without
needing an electronic signal.”


“Clever.”


“So, is that it?”


“No, but it means we're finally hitting back. We'll find out more
when we send another drone in to check.”


“You mean we have to make another?” Jerry asked, sounding
aggrieved. Hank laughed as he clapped the chimp on the shoulder. 


“Come on, let's get started,” he said fatalistically. 


Jerry groaned and followed him out. “Can we at least make one that
we can recover?” Hank shook his head. “No? Why the hell not?” he demanded. Hank
said something about contamination as they got to the door. Jerry grunted. “Oh,
yeah, point.”


Irons watched them go and shook his head. “Sprite, Phoenix, good
work. I need an analysis of the drop. We need to know how effective it was.”


“Working on it admiral,” Phoenix replied.


...*...*...*...*...


Helen Richards called a press conference when the bomb's
detonation had been confirmed. She had thought about getting Osiris to do the deed,
but she didn't think the governor deserved the credit. Technically the admiral
should be doing this, but he'd handed it off to her. She didn't know whether to
thank him or not. From what Commander Sprite said, it was typical of the
admiral to hand off credit to others from time to time. Well, she'd see about
that later.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” she opened her statement and then waited
patiently as the various reporters around the lectern settled. “Thank you,
ladies and gentlemen, approximately two hours ago the team in Hazard led by
Admiral Irons launched an EMP weapon to destroy or disable the Xeno weapon. It
has successfully detonated.”


“Is this the end then? Is it dead?” Lois demanded, thrusting her
microphone forward.


“I'll get to that in a minute,” Helen replied, frowning.


“Are we winning the war?”


“The war was long over. We're fighting a different war, one with
unfortunately heavy casualties on our side. But we aren't giving up, and yes we
are finally making headway. This EMP weapon was our first offensive weapon in
this battle, and most likely not our last.”


“When can we get into Hazard to report on conditions there?” Clark
asked nervously.


Helen smiled. “I'll be heading to Hazard City within a few days.
No, it isn't safe unless you've been properly inoculated and even then it's
safest in a hazmat suit. A pressure suit. For those of you who wish to chance
it, you can come, but I will remind you, once you're there you'll not be
leaving the area until the quarantine is lifted. For some it may very well be a
one way trip.”


The reporters shuffled around and murmured at that. She nodded
firmly. “Now, the virology team has just reported an immediate decrease in new
viruses, and they are cautiously optimistic that the EMP may have interrupted
the Xeno nanite's production of the pathogens, if not forever then for the time
being at least.”


“So it's over?” Lois asked.


“I didn't say that. We won't know for certain until we get eyes on
ground zero and check.”


“Oh. So... It's not over,” Lois said frowning.


Helen shook her head. “No, I'm saying we're getting there. We
are... hopeful. That's all for now folks,” she said smiling a tired smile
before she turned and went into the building abandoning the lectern and the
reporters suddenly left shouting questions.


 Irons watched the press conference, he wasn't so sure it was
over.


...*...*...*...*...


Defender spotted a pair of toughs bracketing a familiar fat man
standing outside the virology lab. The admiral noted the time, it was after
dark. He had a feeling about the group, not a good one. He felt that they were
a snatch team, waiting for a doctor to come out. He didn't have any evidence to
back it up, but the hunch was there, nagging at him. 


He was tempted to call the sheriff but that would just delay the
problem, not solve it. No, he'd have to handle it. He went to check, certain
that if he didn't the trio would eventually come in and cause a disruption.


“Something wrong Mr. Lazarrian?” the admiral asked politely.


Larry nodded glum. “Yeah, it's my kid.” The two toughs looked at
each other grimly. “Larry junior.”


“What's wrong?”


“What's wrong? What's wrong? What do you think?” Larry asked
contemptuously. “The kid caught something. I told him to stay inside with his
mother. He went out to get food and well...” he shrugged helplessly.


“At least he didn't go back and infect the others boss,” one of
the hoods said. Fat Larry glared at him. The hood gulped. He knew his boss was
on the ragged edge.


“Okay...” the admiral drawled. “Is he with the medics? In the
hospital?”


“Yeah. But they don't have a vaccine for him.”


“If he's been infected there isn't a vaccine to cure him. Once
you've got something you're body has to fight it off. They can give him some
stuff to help but the vaccine is useless at that point.”


“Oh.”


“Yeah it sucks,” the admiral sighed. “So you came by hoping
someone here had a better answer?” Irons asked. “Unfortunately they're focused
on finding the pathogens, the viruses, and finding ways to make vaccines.”


“But not treating them.”


“No,” the admiral admitted. “That's up to the doctors.”


“But here you are. Word is you're immune.”


“Yes. I've... let's just say I'm immune,” the admiral said. His
shields sparked in the night. 


“What the hell is that?” Larry demanded, stepping back and licking
his lips.


“My energy shields. The sparks are the pathogens getting zapped.”


“Like a bug zapper. Cool. Wish I had one,” the shorter hood said,
then hunched his shoulders when his boss turned a low voltage glare on him. He
stroked the front of his fedora, turned his head and spat, then went back to
watching the area on his side of his boss. Irons realized the two hoods were
doubling as bodyguards. They probably were body guards. 


“Look Irons, I know you don't owe me nothing. But... I'm desperate
here. I'm looking to call in a favor. Name your price...” Fat Larry said.


Irons heard the note of desperation in the voice. It wasn't from a
hood, it was from a father for his son. He felt the man's pain, empathized with
him. For once he set aside the politics aside and nodded. “Show him to me,” he
said simply.


“You?”


“I'm the best you've got,” the admiral replied grimly, starting
off to the hospital down the street.


...*...*...*...*...


 The hospital was a nightmare, inside and out. The lights were
holding the darkness at bay, but only barely. They flickered from time to time.
There were ultraviolet lights around every door and window, giving the building
a bluish glow.


People standing around outside took turns sunbathing under the
lamps. Irons grimaced. They were killing surface pathogens, but most were
airborne. They were doing damage to their skin and eyes, complicating the
problem of their health care.


They made their way up the brick and cement stairs, the two hoods
were in front and behind. People stepped aside as if by magic, even in a crisis
a hood with a barely concealed gun and bad rep could part a crowd. 


They went up to the third floor where they found a ward packed
with the sick and dying. A nurse was cleaning materials and instruments under
an ultraviolet light, using foul smelling alcohol and bleach. Irons could hear
retching and winced. 


This is the Hemorrhagic fever ward. Everyone here is highly
contagious,” a nurse said trying to stop them. The two hoods winced, looking at
their boss.


“I've been vaccinated,” Larry said, showing his arm.


“For this?”


“I was told so, better be.”


“Stay here,” Irons said.


“Sir,” the nurse put a hand up to stop him but then snapped it
back when she was zapped by static electricity. “What was that?” she asked,
blue eyes wide over her surgical mask.


“Energy shield. I'm also immune,” the admiral said. “Ebola?” Irons
asked.


“I don't know, I just came on shift. We're sort of just putting
everyone with the same group together,” the nurse said, looking around to the
walls of sheets lining the bays.


“And thus compounding the problem,” the admiral sighed, shaking
his head. “Okay. Let me look. Lazarrian Junior,” he said turning to the nurse.


“Bay twelve. He's not...” she glanced at the father. “He's not
well.”


“Stable?” Irons asked.


“He's stopped... he's um...”


“I'll look,” the admiral said.


The admiral made his way slowly down the path, stepping around the
various people weeping or trying to help the sick and dying. There were a few
equipment carts, one had filthy water in it and dressings. Apparently they were
trying to treat the fever with cool compresses.


He looked up, there was a ceiling fan making soft whomp whomp
sounds, being turned by a belt. The belts were connected to other fans further
away. The fans moved slowly, giving a light breeze to dry the sweat and give a
slight relief to the nearly unbearable heat and humidity. Even with the sun
down it was still hot, sticky hot. It would only get worse when the sun rose in
nine hours.


“Bay twelve admiral,” Sprite reported, with an arrow to the left.
He turned, expecting an adult, instead he found a child, under 12. He blinked.


The boy was asleep, a skinny thing, freckled, short brown hair.
“We all start out innocent don't we?” he asked softly.


“It seems that way admiral,” Sprite said, keeping her voice
subdued. He looked at the chart attached to the foot of the bed. His readings
were all over the place. “Sprite? Translation?”


“He's dying admiral. He caught it and his body is giving up the
fight.”


“Shit,” Irons said, closing his eyes. “Ebola?”


“A variant,” Sprite answered.


“Proteus?”


“Yes admiral?”


“Can you kill it? Screen his blood and kill it?”


“I... I don't know admiral,” Proteus reported.


“I'm not asking for a miracle. I'm asking if you can kill it. Set
up in his heart at each valve and kill it as his body pumps it. Check his
lymphatic system and clear that out too.”


“And his lungs,” Sprite replied.


“Fighting chance, that's all I'm asking. Act as a nanite screen.”


“I... I can try,” Proteus said after a moment.


“Thank you. That's all I ask,” Irons said softly, standing over
the boy. He put his right hand out, hesitated, then gently brushed the thin
sheet he had on covering his naked body and put his hand on the hairless chest.
“Do it.”


“Already working,” Proteus reported, moving into the boy.


It took a twenty minutes for all his blood to be filtered, but
when the AI was finished he reported that most if not all of the virus was
cleared from the boy's system. “But that won't keep him from being reinfected
admiral,” Proteus reported.


“From others around him?” Irons asked. The boy sighed softly in
his sleep. Irons brushed his bangs out of his eyes and gently felt his
forehead. His sensors could tell him the kid's core temp, but this was old
school. He wasn't sure, but he felt like his temperature was dropping.


“Yes.”


“Then we'll do something about that,” Irons said. He exited the
bay and nodded to the nurse who was looking at him. He went to the next bay,
pulled the sheet aside and entered. There was an entire family there.


 Irons spent the evening going from one bay to the next, trying to
cover multiple patients at once. “You can't save them all admiral,” Sprite
warned as a man coughed blood nearby.


“No,” the admiral turned to the man who settled back wearily. “But
I can do what I can. We can do what we can. Give them a bit of a fighting
chance,” he said.


“And the others on the other floors?”


“One thing at a time.”


“You do realize you're taking your eyes off the bigger picture for
the small one?” Sprite asked. He scowled.


“Sometimes you need to do that to see the bigger picture. To
realize what we're fighting for Commander,” the admiral said. “We're done here
anyway,” he said finishing with the last patient in the ward.


“Good, you have to key some more parts,” Sprite replied. 


He went back to the entrance and nodded to Fat Larry. “Is he...”
Larry asked.


“Proteus cleared his body of the virus. Now he needs to rest and
recover from the damage. If he's anything like you, stubborn and strong, he'll
pull through the night.”


“He's... he's... thanks Irons,” Fat Larry said, looking away.


“Well, the mobster does have a heart,” Sprite said for the
admiral's ears alone. “Will wonders never cease.”


Fat Larry was upset, he started babbling. “I swear Irons, I'll pay
you back. I'm helping boss try to cancel the hit. No one will do it, but...” 


Sprite picked up that he knew about the hit on Irons. “Hit what
hit?” Irons demanded turning to the mobster.


“Hit? I didn't say...”


Irons eyes narrowed. “Yes you did. And I suggest you cancel it.
Fast.”


The mobster spread his hands apart. “I didn't order it. But I'll
make sure those who did cancel it or I'll cancel them,” the mobster
vowed.


Irons studied him. After a moment he nodded coldly. “You do that.”
He turned and left without another word.


“And now you are reminded that little boys grow up to be men like
him,” Sprite said.


“Commander,” Irons growled.


“Shutting up,” Sprite sighed.


...*...*...*...*...


Now that they had some semblance of control on fighting the
pathogens, Helen Richards dived into the distribution of the vaccines in order
to streamline and make it more efficient. It turned out some areas weren't
tracking who got what, and some people go the same vaccine twice but not
others. Some went from one site to another getting shots. 


Some of the vaccine shipments were going astray, either being reported
as broken in transit or just disappearing with everyone just shrugging when
they asked about it. One shipment was switched, they found that someone had
replaced the shipment with water. Rather dirty water from the look of it. One
vial had pee in it. Helen had been particularly incensed about that.


Education was the key, unfortunately people weren't thinking. They
thought each inoculation was a cure all, which was a problem. Already they were
having trouble with idiots selling more snake oil cures in other cities.
Desperate people were going to anything for an answer, which was a problem.
Fortunately none were on the main continent.


She talked to Sprite briefly. She found she liked talking to the
AI, even more than talking to the admiral. The AI was on point, she could
recall things almost instantly, and she didn't try to throw her weight around.
Not that the admiral did, but others like the Malcolm twins tended to do so.
Ted Zane was also getting a bit overbearing for her taste too, he and nurse Marlone
were always chasing her to get some rest.


“You need to find a way to track each shipment. Not just on paper.
A tracking device would be nice, but... reliable people is more important.”


“Yes,” Helen hissed, leaning over her desk to rub at her brow and
support her aching head. All the numbers and various difficulties in the
distribution logistics had given her another headache. 


“What you can do is set up a fingerprint system on an electronic
network as well as issue cheap plastic ID cards as a backup.”


Helen looked up. “You think that will stop this?”


“It's a start. The thieves will think twice about having to give
their fingerprints and sign off on something. Some of the more brazen ones no,
but the more tentative ones...”


“Will think twice like you said, yes,” Helen said. “But getting
that all... ugh!” she growled, sitting back in her chair.


“Cards are easy, we can make card makers and readers. You don't
need the admiral for that.”


“We don't?”


“No. Finger print tech yes. That's an issue. I can get him to do
that on this end. I suggest you start the cards in a new place first as a test
case, then learn from any mistakes made.”


“All right,” Helen said, seeing the logic in that. She nodded in
approval.


“It's still a major headache sorting out who got what in the past
though,” she said. “We may never get it straight. Some people will undoubtedly
slip through the cracks.”


“Most likely. I put the odds at greater than eighty nine percent.”


“Gee thanks,” the director growled.


“Sorry, it's just the way the numbers fall doctor, I have no
emotional ties to them. I would like to see them lower too though.”


“Any ideas?”


“No, not at this time. Let me talk to the admiral and get back to
you,” the AI said.


“Okay, thanks,” Helen replied, closing the instant message link.


Sprite briefed the admiral on her conversation.


“I think you covered the basics Commander,” Irons said. “I'd
suggest some sort of pilot program here,” he said with a shrug. Irons was glad
he wasn't involved in that mess.


“Well, from the sound of it the doctor is still considering moving
her operational headquarters here,” Sprite said. “If only to be closer to the
action,” she said.


“She'd be smarter to move to... no, you're right,” the admiral
sighed.


“I am?”


“I meant she is,” the admiral said waving a dismissive hand.
“She's right, coming here where there's an airport is understandable. I'd still
prefer she stay out of the line of fire, it's actually protocol, but since
we've gotten the edge on this...”


“I wouldn't count the Xeno thing out yet admiral,” Sprite said.


“Oh? Something I don't know about?”


“Well, remember what I said about how nice and easy this thing
is?” he nodded “Well, I for one don't trust it when everything goes our way so
easily.”


“Damn it...” Irons sighed. “You call this all going our way?” he
demanded. He turned to see a crew loading bodies onto the back of a flatbed
truck. They were transporting them to a pit to be burned.


“No,” Sprite replied, “I'd count my blessings... but something
tells me this isn't over. It's too easy.”


'I hope you are wrong,” Irons growled.


“Me too.” 


...*...*...*...*...


Word of what the admiral had done in the ward, if not how he had
done it ran through the population of Hazard. Those who were sick or thought
they were sick started to congregate where ever he was. They asked him to touch
them, to heal them or their children.


“Now see what you've done?” Sprite demanded. “Started a whole
religious movement. What's next? Raise the dead?” she asked.


He closed his eyes briefly. She was right, it was a dangerous game
he was playing. He had acted with his heart, impulsively. But he didn't regret
it, not even now. “Commander...” he said wearily.


“Yeah, yeah, I know, not helping,” she sighed.


...*...*...*...*...


Irons worked on the replicators, trying to find ways to not only streamline
making the vaccines, but find ways to find methods to treat those already
infected. Unfortunately it looked like the only method was his hands on one
with Proteus, but he couldn't go through the city and cure everyone one at a
time. There were thousands infected, the hospital was overrun with casualties. 


And that left the question of what would happen to them once he
cured them. Some of the people he had 'cured' had died anyway, he knew that,
even with the virus dead their bodies were still to damaged to pick up where
they had been and recover. Some had just given up the will to live. He sighed,
frustrated.


“Problem admiral?”


“The usual,” The admiral replied, looking over his shoulder to the
chimp. Jerry shrugged as he pulled a parts tray from a replicator. “Deep
thoughts. Sometimes it feels like we're not moving fast enough.”


“Yeah, tell me about it,” Jerry said. “Any ideas on when we can
get out of these damn suits?” he asked.


“No idea. If you're caught up on your shots you might be able to
get out now. It all depends on the doctors and if they found any more new
viruses.”


“I haven't heard anything. I hate shots,” Jerry said.


The admiral looked at him. “You mean you haven't had any?”


“None of us in suits have admiral. Catch um... Twenty-Three? I think
Hank said.


“Twenty-Two?” the admiral asked.


“Yeah,” the simian replied, bobbing a nod. His suit crinkled and
made hushing noises as the fabric rubbed against itself. “I'm getting used to
wearing this damn thing but I still want to itch bad. And my diaper is full
up.”


“Didn't you go into the clean room and get sorted out?” Irons
asked.


Jerry sniffed. “Some of the medics are using it as a bedroom. They
lock themselves in, get out of the suits, shit and shower, then take a nap.”
Pure envy dripped from his voice.


“And you're just jealous because you didn't think of it first,”
Hank teased, coming up behind him.


Jerry turned. “Too right,” he growled. “Damn, fracken VIP's get
the good shit.”


“Yeah well, we'll see,” Irons said looking thoughtful. 


“I know that look,” Hank said, eying the admiral. He exchanged
glances with Jerry. “That usually means more work for us.”


Jerry nodded ruefully. “Yeah, it does. What?” he asked
fatalistically.


“Well, I was wondering about those emitters. If we reconfigured
them into a sphere we could make a portable dome. An energy shield.”


“And what pray tell would we do with that?”


“Well, filter the air and clean the surfaces inside and then you
could go inside and undress and get cleaned up.”


“Interesting,” Hank replied. “Wouldn't it be easier and safer to
make a real dome? You know, just in case the shields fail?”


“Point,” the admiral replied. “Are we done with this replicator?”
he asked, pointing to one that looked like an oven. It was designed to make
flat parts for the drones. It was about ten centimeters wide, but over a meter
square.


“Sure, for now. We don't have any drone parts if that's what
you're asking,” Hank replied. “Go ahead and use it. Not that you of all people
need my permission,” he said with a snort and ear flick.


“Okay,” the admiral pulled up simple designs before he found a
basic structure. He thought about it then changed from the dome he had in mind
to a transhab. He turned, looking around for the textile replicator.


“What now?”


“I changed my mind. Textile replicator,” the admiral said. Hank
silently pointed to another machine in the right corner. Irons nodded and sent
a signal to it. It was no longer hooked up, now that the virus was here no one
needed hazmat suits. Those that were out of them were already infected with
something.


“I'm going to set this thing up to make a transhab. Can you two
feed it and pull the loads? All you have to do is make sure it's got the right
materials and pull them and then hit enter when the tray is clear.”


“Feed it, walk it, the usual,” Jerry quipped. “What may I ask are
we making? Or is this a secret?”


“Transhab. A really big tent. Pressurized tent. Big enough for two
or three people to get inside, take their suits off and get cleaned up in.”


Jerry suddenly smiled. Then his smile fell. “I'll do it, but only
if I get first dibs on using the damn thing,” he growled sternly.


The admiral laughed softly. “That's why I wanted to make it. Make
it and a couple more like it.”


“Yeah well, I so need to eat. Bad. Tired of this protein shake and
water,” the chimp growled.


“You needed to lose weight anyway,” Hank teased.


“Admiral, Boss Hodges has put a call in for you, can you go to the
city hall? Right away,” the messenger said, darting in. Irons looked up and
nodded. The kid spun in place and ran back out.


Hank snorted. “Like to see him move that fast in a suit,” he
grumbled.


“Yeah well, once you are in this, I want you and anyone else to
get caught up on shots,” the admiral ordered. Jerry made a face. He rounded on
the chimp. “I mean it. Unless you want to live the rest of your life in a
bubble and hazmat suit?” he demanded, hooking up the power line.


“Not on my worst day,” Jerry muttered. “How do we get this thing
going again?”


“One step at a time. We have to make it in pieces, sew them
together, disinfect them inside and out, then set the airlock up. I'll upload
you the directions when I am on my way to see what the boss wants.”


“Yeah, good luck with that,” Jerry sighed. “Better you than me. At
least you've got energy shields.”


“Yeah well, everything has a drawback. I think I'll just fly
there,” the admiral replied, checking the video feed from the outside camera.
There was still quite a crowd outside.


“You can fly?”


Irons smiled and turned. He keyed his force emitters and lifted
off.


“Fracken show off,” Jerry muttered, watching him go. He turned.
“Come on, give me a hand with this thing. I so want a beer in the worst way.”


“Right,” Hank replied.


“This would have been nice if Wally was still around,” Jerry said.


“What happened to him?” Hank asked.


“Died a couple of days ago,” Jerry said.


“Oh.”


“Luke managed to get out in time.”


“Good for him,” Hank said.


“I heard Dewey Keeper went to Gotham. Something about a job with a
tech company. The one Fox is in.”


“Oh. Good,”  Hank said. He liked the little old inventor. They
used to stay up and shoot the shit, get all excited about this and that until
the sun rose.


“Yeah, come on, let's get this thing done.”


“Right.”


“We'll probably have to make another. Hell, I wonder if we can
make one big enough to cover the planet?” Jerry asked.


Hank snorted. “Don't tell the admiral that, he'd stick us with the
job.” Jerry chuffed a laugh then grimaced. “You know, he just might.” He shook
himself with a snort then got back to work.


...*...*...*...*...


The admiral landed on the steps of city hall, avoiding a few
people there. They stared at him in shock as he double timed it up the stairs
and into the building.


Sheriff Coltrain was there, he waved frantically to the admiral.
“You know, I swear he does it on purpose,” the sheriff said, sounding worried
and disgusted.


“Who?”


“Huey, that's who! He got himself sick then yanked the bosses’
suit open while putting on a fuss. Boss is beside himself. Can you do
something?” the sheriff asked as he led the admiral into the office. Irons
noticed the blue lights all around the room. Some were real ultraviolet lights,
others were fake. He snorted. Someone was scamming boss.


Huey, a slimmed down younger version of boss was whimpering about
dying. Boss was too, fanning himself and moaning about not how he wanted to go.
Of course both men had glasses of white lightening in their hands. That still
didn't stop them from carrying on.


“Did you two get your latest round of shots,” the admiral asked.
For the most part, Boss Hodges was a blessing, working with the population and
for once not trying to take advantage of the situation. 


“Some of them,” Hodges said weakly, then opened his eyes to see
the admiral. He was all smile suddenly. Irons snorted softly.


“My friend!” Hodges said, seemingly ready to kiss the admiral.
“Please Mr. Admiral, can you see to an old man and his stupid nephew?” he
asked, “I'm too young to die?” he said with enough theatrics in his manner and
voice to make even Irons chuckle.


Irons turned to the sheriff. “Sheriff have you had your shots?”
The sheriff winced and rubbed his arm. “You and your deputies should be updated
daily.”


“You know, shots hurt, and...”


The admiral sighed. “You know, I don't care. Dying hurts more. A
shots a prick and it's over. Sure there are a lot of them, but the doctors are
combining some of the vaccines into single injections. So, be a pal to the
Hodges here and go round up a medic with all the necessary shots for them, you
and your deputies. If you are caught up you may not even need the suit anymore,”
Irons said.


“Oh, oh, you mean it?” The sheriff asked, eyes wide. He looked at
his boss. “I'm gone,” he said, rushing out.


“Now gentlemen, the shots won't cure you, once you're infected
you're infected. But I can see about killing what is in you now.”


“What price?” Hodges asked.


“First, get rid of the lights that aren't working,” the admiral
said, pointing to a few of the lights.


“But... but Huey had them made!” Hodges said turning on his
nephew. His nephew hunched his shoulders and then smiled an innocent smile.
“Huey...” Hodges growled menacingly.


“Sorry uncle boss, I couldn't help it,” the younger man said
sheepishly.


“Yeah, and I bet he sold these all over town. So people who
thought they were being protected are still dying. So, item number two, fix
that. At your own expense,” Irons growled, eying the schemers.


“I will,” Hodges said, nodding dutifully, bottom lip jutted out,
doing his best to do a bulldog impression. Irons snorted.


“Fine. And get with the doctor, they need more help in the
hospital and in getting the vaccines out. And the sheriff needs more help, we
need to secure the perimeter of some of the buildings. I've had to chase people
out who tried to climb in a window yesterday. That's a waste of my time.”


“All right.”


“Good,” Irons put his hand on the man's chest, then his other on
Huey's. The men looked down at the hands and then up at him questioningly.


“Hold still. Just relax,” the admiral said as the nanites went to
work.


Fifteen minutes later Proteus was finished. He turned at the sound
of a clatter, a medic was being hustled in holding a red plastic toolbox filled
with syringes. “Got her, though she didn't want to come,” the sheriff said,
motioning with a finger for the woman to enter. The woman glared at him and
then entered the room.


“What the devil is going on?” she demanded.


“Ah, my dear Amanda,” Huey started, hands apart. He almost slopped
his drink. Irons snorted.


“Can it you,” the woman said, glaring.


“I've got some customers for you,” Irons said. “We've been
reminisce on getting the Hodges and the sheriff's staff inoculated. That ends
now.”


“Why?”


“Because like it or not, they're needed. And the sheriff and his
people are in contact with a lot of people all day and night long,” Irons said.
“And it's an order,” he said straightening. “Get it done,” he growled.


Her eyes widened briefly and then she nodded. “Fine then,” she
said, grabbing Boss Hodges arm and yanking his sleeve up. “Just don't expect me
to be gentle about it,” she growled.


Irons snorted. “If that's all, I've got to get back to work on the
big picture,” he said. The boss nodded, handing him a clear bottle with a
lightning bolt on it. Irons snorted. “Thanks,” he said trying to get past
Rosco. Every time he zigged left the sheriff did too. Finally he stopped and
when the sheriff went right he dodged around him and left the room.


Outside the admiral paused on the steps.


“What is his angle?” he asked Sprite.


“Who Hodges?”


“Yeah. I'm not sure, but from a few choice tidbits he spoke around
Coltrain and his nephew... future politics may be a major factor.”


Irons snorted. “It figures.”


“It could also be his wife is leaning on him heavily to behave. Or
he came to the light and realized they will all die if they don't pull
together. Or a little of both,” she suggested “Sometimes a hanging is a very
powerful motivator for change, even temporary change.”


“Yeah well, a leopard like him doesn't change its spots.”


“True,” Sprite chuckled. “In some small way I like the fat lard
ball. Some of the schemes I've heard about... They're a bit funny.”


“Really. You of all people like a corrupt politician?” Irons
asked.


“I respect his intelligence, wit, and stubbornness,” Sprite
replied with some dignity. 


“Right...” Irons replied with a snort. He heard a distant bang,
like a fire cracker going off. Then a second and third. “What was that? Was
that what I thought it was?” he oriented on the sound and started to move in
its direction.


“If you mean gunfire yes. And Nohar is right in the middle of it.
He needs back up admiral,” Sprite said, voice picking up with urgency. Irons
swore and took off at a full run, moving at a blur.


...*...*...*...*...


Nohar had concentrated his efforts on security and the much
overlooked Neo community. It seemed that some of the humans were ignoring the
Neo plight, or at least not focusing enough effort on the smaller population.
Things like that happened, he knew they had the bigger picture to worry about,
but someone had to help his people. He guarded Hank when people began to rush
the replicators thinking they had a cure, but he couldn't do it all the time
and couldn't be everywhere at once.


He'd started to act as a guard to the nurses running vaccines to
the clinics after one had been mugged when she'd carried a supply. Another had
been nearly raped, her dress had been practically ripped off her by the mob.
She'd been a sobbing wreck.


He insisted some of the vaccines went to the Neo's and Doctor La
Plaz had no problem with that. Which was where he was when he heard a scuffle
and then a series of shots.


Nohar arrived on the scene at his best speed to find a distraught
man, enraged by the deaths of his family. He had killed a medic with a small
hold out pistol, wounded others, and was holding another hostage. “Where is he?
Where is the bastard! Show him to me! Why did he do this? Why didn't he help my
family! He saved mobsters but not my family!” the man screamed, looking around.


The men and women around him cringed, ducking under various
equipment, beds, or just crawled into a fetal ball on the floor when no other
cover was available.


“He's a sleeper! They're all at fault! They did this to us!” he
snarled, looking around with wild hate filled eyes. “He did didn't he? Didn't
he?” he demanded of his hostage. The man gulped and nodded. 


He kicked another hostage and then turned, glaring at Nohar.


Nohar felt the admiral's ID ping coming closer, at a pace he could
barely believe. Irons must have been blowing through things to get here that
fast, he thought. “Look man, no one needs to get hurt,” a doctor said, hand up.
The man had his hostage by the throat in a half sleeper hold. The hostage had a
bullet wound in his shoulder. He whimpered but stayed slack, letting his
hostage taker prop him up.


Nohar felt Sprite enter his implants and then access his video. He
authorized it and watched as the AI swept the room with his right eye. Then he
noticed the admiral's icon move to the window. He unconsciously moved so the
hostage taker would have his back mostly to the open window.


“Where is he!” he shrieked. “I want Irons! The sleeper!” he
snarled, spittle spraying the room.


“Then you want me too,” Nohar said. He turned to his left, showing
the man his right side. “I'm a sleeper too. I've been awake sixty years, most
of that time on this planet,” he said.


The man stared at the artificial arm and eye. “It's not our fault
what happened, The admiral and I are doing our best to stop it,” he said, doing
his best to modulate his voice. He couldn't control his ears though, they were
flat against his skull.


“You... you stay back! Cat!” The man said, brandishing the weapon.
Nohar calculated he could take the man, but the way he was waving the gun
around and then bringing it back to under the medic's chin didn't bode well for
others. Or for him for that matter, the gun was a small caliber, but it could
still kill him if it hit in just the wrong spot. Even he could bleed out in a
hospital.


The man was confused and angry. Wildly he looked around to the sea
of angry and fearful faces. “Why are you looking at me like that?” he demanded,
waving the gun. Stop looking at me!” he snarled, waving the gun. “I'm doing
this for all of us, can't you see that?” he shrieked. “They need to die!” 


Nohar shook his head to the orderly behind the man. The orderly
picked up a metal tray as a shield or weapon, another orderly arrived at a run
but stopped quick. The man saw the movement out of the corner of his eye and
turned. “Get back!” he snarled, looking at them. “Get back!” he raged. He
shook, seeing the bodies around him. “Goddess...” he whimpered and put the gun
to his own head. Before he could pull the trigger Irons hit him with a stun
bolt from the open window. The man and his hostage crumpled to the floor.


“It might have been kinder to let him kill himself Admiral,” Nohar
said as orderlies rushed in and one big black male human kicked the weapon away
with the sweep of one foot. “Now he's got to live with what he's done. And
we've got to deal with him.”


“Maybe. I don't know,” the admiral said.


“Nice trick,” Nohar said. “Aren't we on the second floor though?”
he asked.


Irons smiled and then drifted down. Nohar went to the window to
see him land and the blue glow around the flag officer's legs fade. Irons
looked up and then went back to what he was doing.


“Show off,” Nohar snorted, turning. He watched the cleanup, arms
crossed and quiet for a long moment as medics treated the wounded or helped the
traumatized people out of the area. Finally he sighed and then  turned and went
back to his own work.
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Two and a half weeks after the initial outbreak, three additional
doctors and two nurses flew into Hazard. Each of them were in suits, but they
all had the latest shots. It was a mark on how far they had come that the
aircraft landed instead of dropping them and their supplies. Of course until
the situation was resolved the aircraft wouldn't fly again.


The pilot didn't seem to mind, he was wearing a blue doctor's
suit. He was a black male human, he shielded his eyes from the sun as they
exited the craft. 


Irons had time to expand the virology lab and even add force
emitters around the perimeter and a wash airlock to scrub the suits down and
irradiate them with ultraviolet light.


One of the doctors was a young red haired human female and her
husband, the Daniels. The trio were the only doctors in the last batch of
volunteers to join the navy. All three had implants.


“Where the hell have you two been?” La Plaz demanded. “Didn't you
know we were in a worldwide crisis?”


“Hey, I was around,” the black doctor said hands up. “Sort of.”


“I'm not talking about you Salt. Besides, what are you doing here
anyway?” La Plaz asked.


“They needed a pilot,” the black doctor replied with a shrug and
thumb jerk to the Daniels. “Just my stupidity to learn to fly as well as be a
doctor,” he grumbled.


“And for Helen to take advantage of it,” La Plaz teased. He turned
an expectant look at the Daniels as they unloaded gear. Both hunched their
shoulders. They were of a select group, the last two virologists on the
continent.


“We went camping,” Doctor Sam Daniels said gruffly, shrugging.
“Real camping, roughing it. Somewhere way off grid up north. Where we thought
no one could find us.”


“Which was true,” his wife Robby said apologetically. We took our
dog with us. No phones, no cars, we hiked in. Just the three of us and a tent
in the back wilds. Beautiful country, but very remote. Sorry.” She shrugged
helplessly.


“I am, but I'm not,” her husband said, giving her a smile. “We had
planned it for months and put it off twice. It was worth it, or so we thought.
But we're here now,” he said, turning to the others. “We've been briefed,
medicated, implanted, and stuffed to the gills with new knowledge. We're eager
to make up for lost time.”


“But first we need the implant keys,” Robby said looking pointedly
at the admiral. The others nodded.


“Yeah, forgot that,” Irons said with a snort and slight smile.
“Okay doctors, Sprite is the one you need for that. Let me get through what I'm
working on now and then she can help you.”


“Yes sir. Can she well, detach or something?”


“No, the commander is rather attached to me,” the admiral replied.
“Just let me finish up here,” he said, indicating the transhab project. Hank
and Jerry had taken the idea and ran with it, turning it into a complex of
inflated buildings. The noise from the filters and compressors were like an
aircraft engine, but it had its benefits.


“What is this?” Robby asked, looking at the tent. “Hey honey, we
go from one tent to another...” she teased.


“It's a tent to get out of the suits and clean up and get some
downtime,” Jerry said. “Which Hank and I are doing first. You just got here and
the other damn doctors keep hogging the clean room. You know some of us itch
too!” he growled, glaring at La Plaz. “And we've been in our suits a hell of a
lot longer than you!” he snarled, baring canines.


“Well!” the young doctor said, eyes wide in surprise at the show
of teeth. “Soooryy!”


“Right,” Hank said, clapping Jerry on the shoulder with a
restraining hand. “Doc, you kill this thing for good and we'll forgive you.
Eventually.”


“Gee thanks,” La Plaz said. “Well folks,” he said turning to the
others. “Since the admiral is currently busy, let me give you a tour while he
finishes up. Then you can jump into things after you've had your exam.”


“Exam? What exam? No one said anything about an exam...” Doctor
Salt said pointedly as they walked out.


...*...*...*...*...


Sprite had to go through the steps to initialize their keys. The
admiral was annoyed, but agreed to do it. While they went through the tests
Irons got to know them a little more. Both of the Daniels had been waiting for the
keys excitedly. They had a slightly longer recovery time than the first wave,
apparently Proteus did good work. Both had used the extra recovery time to read
and learn as much as they could.


Doctor Salt was an old friend, he'd been hauling them and La Plaz
and Ivanov around from one local outbreak of whatever minor virus came up to
another. They were a close knit family.


...*...*...*...*...


The next morning they were up bright and early and dived into the
work. The virology team consulted Sprite as Doctor La Plaz brought the
newcomers up to speed on their work. The spread of the pathogens had been
slowed, but the original Xeno organic nanites were still in play. They had to
find a way to deal with them So far they had calculated that one hundred twenty
thousand lives had been lost. 


Pride and sadness spread throughout the staff, they had achieved
so much, but also lost so many in the process. The Daniels were particularly
guilty when the final numbers were reported. Sprite could tell both were
feeling guilty about playing hooky. 


The shaken staff tried to shoulder aside their grief to get to
work. The latest attempt at a cure all was still failing, the vaccines couldn’t
keep up with the spread of the virus in someone already infected. 


“So, what you're saying is we need to find another path. This one
isn't working, so shelve it and move on to something better,” Sam Daniels said
bluntly. La Plaz grimaced but finally nodded grimly. Sam had a way about him,
an ability to play out hunches that were insightful and brilliant. He was also
ruthless and blunt when he needed to be. La Plaz had to remind himself that the
virus didn't play any favorites, they needed to be focused and kill this thing.
He couldn't let ego get in the way of the job or more people would die.


“So, treatment options...”


“Suck. Once the virus is in the body, a vaccine is useless. Giving
the patients artificially synthesized antibodies is something else we have been
thinking about.”


“But it's not an easy plan. We need another method,” Doctor Ivanov
replied. “Trying to kill these things one at a time... I don't think any of us
ever dreamed of taking on multiple viruses all at the same time. It's been my
worst nightmare for weeks now.”


“And yet you're still hanging on,” Robby said, nodding to him.


“Dogged determination. And I'm too pig headed to give up. I refuse
to surrender to something I need a microscope to see,” the doctor growled. He'd
lost weight, shed over thirty pounds in the suits and under the constant stress
and strain. He was exhausted, but still determined to see the project to its
conclusion.


“Any other ways?” Sam asked. “Do we have any natural immunes?”


“Not natural no,” La Plaz said slowly. “Nohar and the admiral are
immune for different reasons. Nohar was inoculated during the war. We've given
him boosters just in case now that we've gotten a handle on this.”


“Oh. Okay, so what about the admiral?” Doctor Salt asked. “How is
he immune?”


“He's got nanites. And an energy shield. That sparkly thing around
him.”


“Oh. Wait, nanites? That's how he can do things?”


“Yes. And how he's immune. And yeah, he's cured some people with
them too. But it's hard on him,” La Plaz said.


“Wait, cured...”


“Yeah, it's like this....”


The doctors heard about how the admiral cured Fat Larry's son and
a ward full of people. Not everyone had lived, some had died despite the cure,
but many had survived and built up antibodies to fight the viruses off.  Sam
crossed his legs as they spoke, flicking his foot as he thought deep thoughts.
His wife and Doctor Salt looked at him, watching the foot. That was a sure sign
he had an idea percolating in his head.


“This... this is giving me ideas,” Sam said when the younger
doctor finished his impromptu presentation.


“An anti-virus nanite,” his wife said, beating him to the punch.
Her eyes were wide. She'd tried to snap her fingers but the gloves had stopped
that.


“You're kidding me,” Doctor Salt said, eying them as if they were
insane. “Are you serious?”


Sam shrugged, spreading his hands. “Why not? We program the thing
to kill the viruses.”


“But...”


“I think you need the admiral in on this,” Sprite said from the
holo projector she had been using. They turned to look at her. She smiled
grimly. “I'll page him for you.”


 The admiral entered as the team talked eagerly. They had a plan,
and had continued on it while he was in transit. He could see a map of a human
immune system on the holographic projector, on one of the vid screens nearby
there was an image of a spherical nanite. It had nubs sticking out all over the
place. He waited patiently as they wound down.


“What we can do, is inject this into a person. Healthy or not,
it'll work better with a healthy person. With an infected person they may need
a double dose or more time for it to be effective.”


“A treatment and a vaccine rolled into one,” Sam said nodding.


“Right,” Robby said, picking up steam. This was an elegant
solution to the problem, she wasn't sure why the admiral hadn't suggested it a
while ago. “From what I understand of the admiral's system,” she turned to
glance his way and nodded briefly to him. “The anti-virus nanite would act as
an artificial immune system, much like the admiral's. Instead of inoculating
against each individual pathogen we could program the nanites to scrub for them
as we learned about each pathogen.”


“All right, go on,” Salt said, cocking his head.


“Think of the streamlining involved here. Instead of rushing out
vaccines every few hours, and never having enough for everyone, we can make a
one shot. Inject then update it as needed. I'm not sure about that part,
technical matters really aren't my thing, but the solution...” she turned to
the admiral.


The doctor was excited by the idea, bouncing as she laid out her
grand brainstorm. The admiral crossed his arms and watched her. He didn't want
to burst her enthusiasm, but he did feel he should rein her in a bit.


“Instead of chasing each of the damn viruses, then inoculating
people, only to watch some die anyway, we can make the nanites, get them into
people, then update them with the latest threat profiles daily.”


“Like a computer anti-virus software package,” Sprite replied.


“There's one problem doctor, it's illegal to use nanites in this
way.”


“Not with the planetary medical emergency clauses admiral,” Sprite
replied. The admiral blinked. “It was revised in the constitution after we went
into stasis in Senka. The leading medical authorities can, and I quote, take
any measure to fight the Xeno pathogens during a planetary bio-terrorism
incident, unquote.”


“Oh?”


“It's there admiral,” Sprite flashed the relevant paragraphs and
clauses. He scanned them dutifully. “I know you're nervous about nanites...
Which is unusual for you...”


“I'm a product of my upbringing commander. It took a little while
for even my hind brain to catch up you know,” he said dryly.


“Be that as it may, it is a viable project. The problem is getting
it past the population.”


“They don't need to know,” the doctor said with a shrug. The
admiral turned to stare at her. She hunched her shoulders a bit then stood
defiantly. “They don't. Explaining it to them will take up too much time. We
can explain, in time, but right now every minute is critical.”


“Doctor...”


“Better to ask for forgiveness than permission?” Sprite asked
slyly, smiling. The doctor slowly smiled back. “There are some ethical considerations
there doctor.”


“They are clamoring for a cure, a cure all to all the pathogens.
This won't  kill it outright, but it'll be a one shot and it will kill all we
know about, and then we can update it as needed. It can update in what, a
minute?” she asked looking at the AI.


“For what?”


“To update the queens with new pathogen targets to find and kill.”


“It depends on the data transfer method and the amount of data you
want to transfer. I'd say a minute is pushing it for one or two pathogens.”


“All right, thirty-seconds each. We could do entire rooms, maybe
entire blocks of people with a radio signal right?”


“Inside or out, yes,” Sprite replied. “A cell signal would work.”


The doctor nodded enthusiastically. “All right,” she said.
“Queens, a work force, and a couple princes for power. The princes will have to
be exothermic and translate the host's body heat to electrical power for
transfer or they will have to tap the body's natural electrical generation.
Ultrasonic for inner communication, daisy chain it... Some sort of transceiver
for the cell signal?”


Sprite nodded. She liked how the doctor had caught onto the basics
of nanotech despite the lack of an electronics or robotics education. “The
signal would have to be encrypted. Which is a problem. If it was anywhere near
where a Xeno or hacker could pick it up the chances for misuse go up
tremendously doctor.”


The doctor frowned. After a few minutes she shrugged. “We'll have
to work on that. Even if we have to use it only here in town with short ranged
methods.”


“You could work on ident packages at the same time,” Sprite
suggested.


“Going a little too far ladies,” Irons replied, waving a hand.
“The misuse of this technology is frightening, especially when you start
throwing in identity chips into the mix.”


“Oh all right,” Sprite replied, relenting. The doctor bit her lip,
unsure.


“I see your enthusiasm doctor, but I assure you, this has been
thought of before, by many people over the centuries. It's very... seductive to
use this technology. To not only cure this virus, but the next outbreak. Then
screening for STD's. And what about population control? Why not repair defects
in the bodies of the patients or prevent them from passing on bad genes all
together? Tracking people? Locking them up if they break the law? Even killing
them with a push of a button? It's a very slippery slope we're on,” the admiral
cautioned, sternly looking into her eyes.


The doctor paled visibly. “But one that is currently facing
downhill. We have to try it,” she said. “We can always yank the nanites later.
Maybe create a dead man’s switch? Or a I don't know um...”


“Suicide gene?” Sprite asked. “A kill command? Something embedded
in the nanites that will kill them after say a year? Most of the nanites won't
last a full two years in a host body, they won't be self-replicating. So those
that fall victim to the host's bodily functions or immune system won't be
replaced. Eventually they will attrition down to nothing.”


“Point,” the doctor replied. “You're right,” she said looking at
the admiral. “This is going to take a lot of thinking about. But right now the
implications matter less then getting the project off the ground.”


The admiral sighed and nodded, stepping back to watch her go to
work with Sprite for a time before he turned and left the building.


“Is it really bothering you this much admiral?” Proteus asked.


“You, no. This... a little. But it's an elegant solution. I just
remember what they taught me in war college, beware elegant solutions. They
have hidden pitfalls. Usually you become so enamored in it working you fail to
see them and write plans to compensate for their faults.”


“I see.”


“Also...” he pursed his lips and stopped by the building. “There
is a very old saying, something dating back from the twentieth or twenty first
century, I'm not sure. Sprite knows the original quote, but it goes something
like this. The scientists were so excited about what they could do they never
stopped to consider if they should.”


“Jurassic Park,” Sprite interjected. A founding principle of
ethics for medicine and scientific research after the first AI war admiral,”
Sprite replied. “And I hadn't forgotten it.”


“I see,” the admiral said.


“I'm aware of the dangers. I will try to guide the good doctor
into thinking along those lines.”


“All right,” the admiral replied with a nod. Proteus seemed quiet.
He sighed. “I take it you're going to be busy helping her? Both of you?”


“Yes.”


“So, I should go jack in at the industrial area and let you go to
work, great,” he sighed, shaking his head.


...*...*...*...*...


It was an innovative idea, but dangerous if it was mishandled and
for some very scary. The team got back to work, and within a few days had a
modified version ready for test. Each version would have to be coded for the
host body, since they were different species. There was only so much data they
could get into a nanite.


Irons recognized the approach they were using, it had of course
been done before. He wondered how much Sprite had coached them on the plan. She
may have subtly guided the design, he wasn't sure. He did know he'd have to
talk to her and Defender soon. At least Defender wasn't throwing up any red
flags about breaching security.


To the staff it was innovative, to someone who already had it in
place... a bit of a repeat. All officers had such nanites in their bodies he
knew, the military had instituted such protocols to protect its people from not
only Xeno bio weapons, but also against being replaced by a Xeno changeling.
And of course the entire thing was classified up the ying yang.


He had been tempted to brief them, they were officers in the navy
now. But... they were green. Too new to being officers, and none of them had
military discipline. Well, Sam Daniels and Salt did, but none of the others had
any common sense. The two men were the pessimists, forcing them to take the
most pessimistic assumptions and slowing them down to make them think things
through. Robby and La Plaz at first seemed to resent it, but after Sam had been
proven right twice they had reined in their eagerness and were willing to
listen.


It was surprisingly easy to create the nanites, something Irons
wasn't sure he liked, but kept the misgivings to himself. Fortunately the staff
was fussing over the thing, refining it. They were on the latest version, batch
E-1101. They were looking for a suitable test subject to try it.


Irons knew it was far from ready, they had little testing. Sprite
and Proteus had simulated the nanite immune system, so far it worked, but the
nanites were rough, if they detected an infected cell they were much like a
cancer surgeon, they not only killed the cells infected, but also any of the
surrounding tissue. That was a scorched earth tactic he wasn't sure would be
effective. The cure could very well kill the patient.


Viruses worked by tricking a cell, inserting themselves into the
nucleus, overwriting the cell's DNA with its own, and then inducing mitosis
until it filled the cell and the cell wall burst spreading the virus through
the host. Each virus attacked different cells, so in order to cure an infected
person the nanites would be ripping chunks out of every part of their body. The
host would survive if they were healthy and used quick heal, but if they were
older, young, or already very sick, the consequences of using the nanites were
grim.


They planned a series of medical tests on animals in the morning
as the computer finishes running simulations. Doctor Robby argued they didn't
have time. She was outvoted and over ruled by her colleagues however.


...*...*...*...*...


When the latest batch of vaccines were ready, Robby Daniels, a
nurse, and Irons went to the hospital with the load of materials. Nohar
silently kept them company, helping to guide them through the sea of bodies.
His presence as a Neotiger helped make some people back off.


“Why did you do it? The boy and the hospital ward?” The doctor
asked after they made their way through the crowds to the hospital.


“Because...” Irons sighed. “There were a lot of reasons, like not
letting a desperate guy with a gun go on a rampage. But the main one? I saw a
little boy. A child. I took my eyes and mind off the big picture and did what I
could. I don't know if he lived or died.”


“I don't know either. Rumor has it that Fat Larry took the kid out
of the hospital later when he stabilized,” the doctor said.


“That figures,” Sprite said.


The woman turned, seeing a woman carrying the limp body of a
child, jiggling it, trying to get the child to live. She closed her eyes,
feeling her eyes sting.


“So... sometimes we have to do what we have to do in order to get
the job done. Thanks admiral,” the woman said, breaking off and immediately
loosing herself in the crowd.


“Something I said?” the admiral asked.


“I don't think so. She's thinking deep thoughts but I'm not sure
where she made that connection.”


“Whatever. Let's get this done,” he sighed.


...*...*...*...*...


It only took her a few minutes to get through the crowd back to
the virology lab. She took the precaution of looking normal as she made her way
through the labs various corridors and cubicles to the quarantined area where
she had been working on the nanites. She turned, closing and locking the door 
and then she took a deep, deep breath.


“This is...soo stupid,” she said, letting it out. “But here goes,”
she murmured.


“What's that doc?” a nurse asked over the intercom.


“Nothing,” she murmured. She didn't want to draw attention to
herself. At least not yet.


The doctor took the latest nanite sample and hesitated, looking at
the syringe for a long moment. Then she turned, raised her right arm out palm
up and plunged the syringe through herself selfsealing blue pressure suit and
into her arm. She gasped as the needle bit into her flesh, she couldn't find a
vein through the suit of course. The gasp changed to an anguished cry of pain
as her implants flashed red and pain ran through her arm. She must have hit a
nerve she thought, dropping to her knees.


“Well, isn't this a kicker,” she said, hanging onto the edge of
the counter for support as her left hand dropped the syringe. Red lights were
flashing. Sam came at a run, pounding on the door. She turned and gave a wan
smile as her husband arrived behind him.


“Hi, um, I think I screwed up,” she said and then fainted.


...*...*...*...*...


“Sprite, I'm still not comfortable with this plan, it is beyond
dangerous,” the admiral said.


“I agree it is has some distressing implications and the misuse is
a bit terrifying for an organic...”


“But not an AI?”


“Well, since these will be coded to handle only organic tissue...
no.”


“Not even the historical precedence's bother you? You recall the
AI wars better than I do Commander.”


Sprite felt a bit of anger in her emotional pathways. She ran a
series of fast sims to calm herself. “Yes Admiral, that in a way is true.”


“Did it ever occur to either of you that this is half baked?”


“In what way?”


“I've been thinking about it. It saves the sapient organics
right?”


“Yes...”


“Sapient organics. What about all the animals?” he demanded. “You
can't exactly ask them to line up and have a shot you know.”


Sprite closed her eyes, she hadn't thought about that. She'd been
so focused on how to get it to work with the sapient population she'd
overlooked the broader picture. “You are correct. But once we have a working
prototype we can make an aerosol.”


“Oh that's lovely, it won't cover everything unless you go Von
Neumann. And no, I'm not backing that.”


“Okay...”


“Did either of you two geniuses consider attacking the source?
Fight fire with fire?”


“Fight... you mean create nanites to attack the Xeno nanites?”
Sprite asked.


“Exactly! Suicide timer, drop them on the source. Kill, gobble,
whatever is required for oh, a week, then shut down.”


“A week...”


“Or however long you AI calculate it will take.”


“What about a radio cut off switch?”


“Possible, but easy to hack. Same as your cell tower update
method. If there's a Xeno nanite in the area that picks up on it, then it can
replicate the signal and take control of the nanites.”


“I knew that. That was why we set up a thee hundred kilometer no
go zone.”


“Around Rubicon. But what about nanites in other locations?”


Sprite thought about it, running a series a simulations for a long
minute. Finally she answered. “I believe you are correct admiral, fighting fire
with fire is the better solution.”


“Really?”


“I also factored in distribution methods of the nanite shield. It
will take weeks to get it to every person on the planet, and the non-sentient
biota would still suffer.” Sprite noted the doctor initialize the quarantine in
the quarantine chamber. With fluid grace and not a hint of hesitation, she
picked up the injector with the nanites in it and applied it to her arm, right
through her suit.


“Okay.”


Sprite wondered for a moment about the human's sanity. “But
there's something else to consider. I'm afraid the good doctor has taken it out
of our hands.”


“She...”


“You need to get to the quarantine chamber now,” Sprite said.
“Right now.”


“Shit.”


Alerted to her actions, the admiral, Doctor's Salt, Ivanov, and La
Plaz raced to the quarantine chamber but arrived after she had infected
herself. 


“You idiot!” Her husband raged at her through the glass. They
could hear her breathing, it was coming in as ragged gasps of pain. She was
clutching at her right arm, laying on the floor. 


“We don't have time to play around. We need results,” she said.
“Human trials. I volunteered,” she said.


“And if this goes wrong? Which it is?” Sam demanded, raging at the
door. Irons grimaced, the man had mucked up the controls in his desperation to
get in. He quickly went to work, using his right arm to rewire the door.


The concentrated virus hit her hard, and she collapsed. The
nanites had only minutes to enter her system, so they are only partially
successful in stopping the virus. “Is it the nanites? Can we kill them?”


“No, the idiot....” Sam pointed to the lights. “In order to work
on samples of the virus we had to shut the ultraviolet lights off. She shut
them off,” he said.


“Damn it, her temperature is already rising. One hundred F and
climbing,” La Plaz said as the admiral got the door open. Sam brushed past the
others to get in first so he could kneel beside his fallen wife. 


“Idiot!” He growled at her.


“So not helping honey,” she gasped out.


“We can't treat her in the suit,” Salt said looking down at her.


“Get her out of here,” Irons said. “Get her to the hospital.
Quarantine her,” he growled, eying her.


“I want to know what is going on? Is it the nanites?” Sam asked.
“Admiral can you check?” he demanded as a nurse came in pushing a gurney.


“I can get up,” Robby said, struggling weakly. Sam pushed her down
and looked up imploringly to the admiral.


Irons knelt and put a hand on her shoulder. He felt Proteus launch
nanites into her body, but the nanites within the doctor's body immediately put
up a fight. Before the AI withdrew he discovered the woman had been infected.


“She's infected,” Proteus reported. “And the nanites are killing
anything that enters her body, including the infection.”


“That's good right?” Sam demanded.


“I don't know.”


Irons scanned her body and then frowned. “Doctor, did you stop to
think of what this is doing to your fetus?” he asked.


Robby looked up, pale. “I'm... I'm pregnant?” her face crumpled
into tears and sobs as her husband wrapped his arm around her. She shook,
crying. “I'm sorry,” she sobbed, over and over.


The admiral sighed, stepping aside to let the nurses in.


...*...*...*...*...


Several hours later the team watched helplessly. The virus had
infected the embryo and destroyed it, and the two partners were stricken with
grief. Doctor La Plaz returned to work, he came back with an updated version of
the nanites. He had used her readings and the data on the new virus to update
the nanites. These unlike the E-1101 batch had a connection method as well, a
method to remote watch and control the nanites. E-1101's version didn't have
that, they had overlooked that necessity in their haste.


Robby was resting comfortably in a hospital bed, out of her suit.
The doctor gave her boosters of the nanites, and they seemed to help, her pain
immediately eased. The spread of the virus was halted, and her immune system
actually begins to adapt to develop antibodies and fight it off. 


Robby cried, clutching at her now barren abdomen. Sam never left
her side, holding her hand.


A portable scanner was brought in, they did a quick scan of her
and then withdrew. The medical nanites performed as expected, but they had a
consequence they hadn't planned on. They were at war, with the doctor's body as
a battlefield and both sides took no prisoners. The nanites waged a scorched
earth attack on the virus, taking them apart at the molecular level, as well as
any cell infected.  Unfortunately for her this meant her entire reproductive
system and the three week fetus inside. She was thrown into early menopause.


Her husband berated her as he tenderly held her hand. “You little
idiot!” he said over and over.


She shushed him, fighting back her own tears. At least now she was
stable, though she was still running a light fever. They had her resting
comfortably in the hospital. “I couldn't stand it anymore, the little faces...
the suffering. Someone had to do something.”


“And you thought that someone had to be you.”


“Well, I didn't know I'd get infected.”


“Your suit is self-sealing doctor, but the pathogens were in the
air and on the surface of the syringe. You unfortunately didn't sterilize it
before you injected yourself,” Sprite said. “That is the leading theory
anyway.”


“Oh.”


“Were you trying to be the hero?” Helen demanded over the radio
link. The woman closed her eyes, putting her hands over her now empty belly. 


“Helen... enough. She's been through enough, paid a heavy enough
price,” her husband said. She squeezed his hand in thanks and comfort.


“Besides, I'm going to put her over my knee and wail the shit out
of her ass the first chance I get,” he growled. That got a gurgled laugh from
her as she hugged him.


“I deserve it,” she cried and then broke down into sobs.


“Yeah, I know you do,” he murmured, rubbing her back. “Scared the
shit out of me...” Helen left them alone, closing the connection.


...*...*...*...*...


Phoenix, Sprite, and the admiral were trying to keep an eye on the
big picture, but it was hard. They had yet to find out how effective the EMP
weapon was, and predicting the spread of the current crop of pathogens was
problematic. 


Unfortunately summer weather was clouding over the area. Radar
from Phoenix wasn't much of a help, the AI couldn't reconfigure the radar array
to get a good enough resolution. The array was designed to pick up objects at
range in space, not to see through clouds and pick out details on the surface
and be able to differentiate between terrain and other objects... and certainly
not see nanites on the surface of a planet.


A follow up drone was planned. Jerry and Hank stated they would
get on it... just as soon as they had six solid hours outside their suits.
Irons couldn't blame them so got started on the project on his own.


...*...*...*...*...


Two days after Robby injected herself it seemed she'd survive.
Helen arrived later that morning in a one way flight with a team at her back. 


Helen and her staff moved to Hazard in a series of flights, each
one way. Apparently she'd commandeered quite a few aircraft to get the team
moved. 


One of the first things Helen did was march over to the hospital.
She nodded to the weary staff on duty, but passed them in favor of finding the
Daniels. 


She balled out Robby for self-testing, something the admiral heard
even outside the building. He winced, he hadn't heard how loud Helen Richards
could be.. and didn't ever want to hear it again. He noted her team and raised
an eyebrow. 


It was a mark on how far they had come that they didn't need
Hazmat suits, every one of the team was inoculated against all the latest
viruses. They also brought vaccines for the population, and distribution was
immediately set up right there on the tarmac. By the time Helen was finished
with the Daniels, Ted Zane had the impromptu clinic up and running and the
first groups vaccinated.


...*...*...*...*...


Kong caught Neo otter pick pockets. Some were working the refugee
camps, one had a mask on and had been going through the purses and wallets of
people too sick to fight back. Another was going through the pockets of the
dead. He warned them to knock that crap off as he picked up the leader by the
scruff of his neck. “We don't need that shit. You want people to remember Neo's
for taking advantage of them when they are sick? Well do ya chump?” he
demanded, shaking the otter.


“Uh...No, no, no sir, no nnooo,” the otter chattered.


“Then give it back,” Kong demanded, setting him down hard.


The otter squeaked indignantly and then sighed and tossed the
watch to the angry woman. He turned and flicked his whiskers. “I suppose you
want your stuff back too?” he asked ingeniously, taking out a wallet and watch.


“Why you little...” Kong snarled. The otter laughed and tossed the
items up into the air and then took off, scampering under a nearby carriage.
Kong grabbed at the wallet and glittering watch and pocketed them. He turned
but the other otters were gone. “Damn little shits!”


“Better to be a small pile of crap than a big one!” an otter
called from a rooftop and then was gone. Kong looked up, snorted, and then
chuffed at himself and the others looking around. 


“What are you people looking at? Move along,” he growled, knuckle
walking back to his bar.
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Doctor Daniels spent several days recovering from the virus, and
the team used her readings to refine the nanites. After three days of
successful tests on animals they began inoculating the staff,  then the police
and uninfected city folk. There was a tiny sample of uninfected city folk by
that time. 


The admiral reluctantly aided in the effort. He created the
medical replicators. Once Helen was briefed and on-board with the project and
they had positive results from the control group they went into full
production.


Each of the phases of testing went well, including updating the
nanites and even using a remote kill switch. Deliberate exposure of pathogens
was attempted, they were immediately killed by the nanites. Doctor Salt
suggested lining the patient's esophagus, mouth, and nose with the nanites,
they could screen for airborne pathogens there, thus saving damage to the rest
of the body. The updated version proved very effective and minimally damaging
to the patient.


When they had production going smoothly and no signs of problems
from those who had the nanites, Helen transmitted the data using a public
encryption key Sprite set up. Soon Landing, Gotham, and Metropolis each had
medical Nano factories up and running. Her staging augmented individuals in
each of those cities was finally coming into fruition. 


They sent out regular updates with the encryption, and after a day
the major cities reported the first nanites were being injected into the
population.


The team also started work on an airborne nanite designed to
protect the animals on the planet. It was slow going however, there were too
many animals to try to protect, and each nanite pack would have to be designed
to work with each species. Doctor La Plaz called it an impossible task, and
focused on the killer nanites instead. Eventually the other doctors agreed and
gave up the project. They would just have to accept some losses in the animal
kingdom, there was no way to protect them.


...*...*...*...*...


Sprite caught the telltale implant signature of a familiar Veraxin
just as Defender noted it. “Great, what does he want. Like we need the
complication right now,” Sprite muttered to the other AI.


Defensive systems coming online,” Defender reported.


“Why?” Irons asked turning as a karat was placed on his HUD. He
slowed his turn, immediately noting the tag assassin and red threat assessment.
Not good, he thought, looking around the room. There were dozens of people with
him, all working on various projects.


“I thought I'd just stop by to look you up Irons,” Ole Blue said.
Irons turned fully, raising an eyebrow. “What, can't a pair of old timers
talk?” the Veraxin chittered.


Irons snorted. “Something tells me you aren't here to talk old
times,” Irons replied warily. He looked around with his implants, noting the
people were now looking up, stopping what they were doing to poke others or to
look for possible cover. Not that they'd find any with nanites involved. There
were too many people here to shield. 


The Veraxin cackled. “I just thought I'd pass on the message. It
seems you're going to be meeting your maker soon,” the Veraxin said, lashing
his body with active scans. He went over to Kong's bar and picked up a bottle
and poured himself a stiff shot.


Defender put up a false front, absorbing the scan and sending back
a false return. From the outside the Veraxin would only see a basic military
implant. The Veraxin looked at him, somehow amused by what he had seen. He
downed the shot and then poured himself another.


“Now?” Irons asked casually, watching Defender spin up his shields
to full and ready his systems. He was at half power, he regretted that, but
there wasn't anything he could do about it now.


“Oh no, I figure you can be a hero. Get your glory. Then when
they're done throwing flowers at your feet and forget about you, we'll have
that date.”


“Really?” Irons asked casually. “Why not now?”


“In due time admiral. In due time,” the alien cackled. He downed
his drink slammed it down onto the bar and then walked off into the night.
Irons watched him go.


...*...*...*...*...


Solaximara: survived the plague and came out on top. He was
secretly smug over the entire ordeal, he'd taken credit for a lot of the work
Hank and Nohar had put in.. Some of his followers had died, the otter twins in
town, Maggie the bar maid, but others who had normally looked at him with
contempt now tolerated him. Kong was one such being, he could be useful later.


It was a pity his barmaid had died however, he could have used her
right now, she had been about to go into heat. Besides, she would have helped
keep Kong on his side. He sighed.


Backing the admiral seemed the right way to go, Governor Oman's
star was clearly on the decent and fading fast. His abandoning the population
to save his own hide had backfired. Even though his puppet master Osiris was
trying to spin it as a means to keep command and control, it wasn't washing
with many.


What really amused him was the media. Jerry Richards and a handful
of reporters had shown up in Hazard now that the major crisis had passed. They
had done interviews with the survivors, many pointed out the sacrifice of Rajar
and other Neo's.


Solaximara had milked the story for all it was worth, holding a
brief silent vigil for the young Neolion and for all of the others who gave
their lives so that others would live. The young lion's was particularly
touching, it showed he not only gave up his vaccine to save a young mother with
cubs, but he had then been infected, and instead of seeking treatment he'd
stayed at his post, contained in his hazmat suit until the virus had killed
him.


The red Neolion didn't let his sacrifice be in vain, he planned on
egging Hodges and others into making a memorial to the stubborn will to live,
with the Neolion as the centerpiece. He already had a sculptor lined up.


Then there were Neo's like Nohar, Hank McCoy, and Jerry, all prime
examples of hard working Neos. Yup, the tide of political change was changing,
and he planned to ride the crest when it did.


...*...*...*...*...


Phoenix passed over the site of the ground zero infection. Sensors
peered down through the atmosphere, probing with uncaring eyes. The AI however
did care, and what he found disturbed him. He immediately put a call in to
Sprite.


“Admiral!” Sprite said anxiously, making Irons pause.


“What now?” Irons asked, holding a hand up to indicate to the
others in the room that he was talking with someone else. Nohar nodded. Helen
rolled her eyes.


“We're in deep admiral. That damn thing, it's all been one
distraction! The viruses... it's genius!” Sprite said.


“Slow down commander, start slower. Remember who you're talking
to.”


“Right, sorry. We don't have a lot of time. The viruses and
nanites are distractions for the real endgame.”


“Wait, what?” Irons asked, blinking. His right hand rose palm up.
A holo appeared, projecting the image of the planet from space.


“I just got this from Phoenix,” Sprite said. A box karat appeared
around something and then the image zoomed. As it did the image shifted so the
ground was now palm down. “And again,” she said, zooming once more. An image
formed, one of an alien artifact under the cover of a building. 


“What the hell is it?” Nohar asked.


“You of all people in this room might of guessed. I thought the
Xeno AI, there has to be one here, I thought it was making a bunch of nano
factories. But it's not,” Sprite said, overlaying the image with a
gravitational scan. The scan was all shades of colors, with white being the
highest intensity. That white was in a recognizable pattern, at least to
someone like Irons.


Irons instantly recognized the readings and swore softly. “It's a
damn planet buster. How the hell did they program that thing...”


“Wheels within wheels admiral. The organic virus package was to
throw us off the scent and make people scatter away from ground zero. The
nanites were stage two, they kept making new viruses as well as themselves.
Like you said, had we gone in with a nuke it would have kicked them into the
atmosphere to seed the entire planet.”


Irons nodded, catching on. “And the... you said Xeno AI driving
this thing used all that as a cover to build the bomb. Smart.”


“Very smart. Also very much almost done admiral. I can't be
certain from these readings...”


“I can,” Proteus responded. “Admiral by my estimate the nanites
are near completion. About twenty three standard hours away from deployment.”


“Shit,” Nohar breathed. “We went through all this for nothing?”


“No, we'll kill it.”


“It won't be easy admiral,” Sprite cautioned, highlighting
structures around the perimeter of ground zero. “Gravity emissions here, most
likely shield emitters.”


“Which explains why the EMP wasn't effective,” Irons replied.


“Exactly,” Sprite replied triumphantly. “Ideas?”


“Not a whole lot we can do. A bomb will be shrugged off.”


“Ion blast admiral?” Nohar asked.


“Nothing around to make the ion cannon with. I'd love it but no.
Same for a gravity bomb. It would take the shield down but might set off the
planet buster.”


“Ideas?”


“One very stupid and possibly suicidal one,” Irons replied grimly.


...*...*...*...*...


Nohar looked at the little red air car they'd appropriated for the
task. Ironically it was the one the admiral had been using since he'd arrived.
Someone had borrowed it with his permission, but now here it was. “You sure
about this?” he asked, arms crossed as he turned to John.


Irons was busy wrapping coils of appropriated copper and
superconductor wire around his waist and across his torso. Hopefully if his
plan worked Proteus would be able to use it for feeder material for additional
shielding since most likely his shields wouldn't have enough power.


“It's all we've got.”


“You mean you're all we've got sir,” Nohar said, golden eyes
troubled. “I wish there was another way,” he said. He'd seen the images of the
nanite fields. There was no way across that, no way and still be alive on the
other end. Lava was less scary than that silver sand. He was fairly certain
this was a one way trip.


“You and me both. But we can't. That thing is only vulnerable now
because it's on the surface under that shield bubble. The nanites around it are
defending it and daisy chaining material to it to build the damn thing. I'm
betting once it's online the Xeno AI will have the nanites bore into the
ground, passing the bomb down a tube to the core.”


“Shit,”  Nohar muttered.


“We'll get it done.”


“Try to come back in one piece,” Nohar said, clasping arms with
the admiral. Irons nodded. “And if at all possible, bring the car back? It's a
rental,” he stage whispered.


Irons laughed as they broke the handshake. Nohar stepped back and
came to attention and saluted. Irons straightened and returned the salute. “Good
hunting sir,” Nohar said as Irons broke the salute.


“I'll be back,” Irons replied, climbing into the air car and
starting her turbines.


...*...*...*...*...


“This is the damnedest do or die thing I've ever heard. Is this
going to work?” Helen asked. She stuffed her hands in her pockets, but kept
clenching them. She was scared, more scared then she'd ever been in her life.


“It'd better,” Nohar replied.


“Will he be back?” Helen asked softly, eyes troubled as she
watched the red car climb into the sky.


Nohar churred for a moment, shading his eyes to watch the car
climb. “I hope so,” he murmured. “I hope so,” he said again after a long
moment, and then turned away.


...*...*...*...*...


Sprite watched through the admiral's eyes as he piloted the air
car closer to ground zero. “This has got to be nuts,” she murmured. She was
charting locations for the admiral to land after phase two of his plan. He
would need a safe place in that sea of hostile nanites to land and go to ground
before phase three. So far she wasn't at all sure about phase one though. They
had to survive it first.


Irons grunted. His hands clutched at the control yoke as they went
through a patch of turbulence. “Any other ideas?”


Sprite sighed. “No, that's the problem, I'm coming up empty. But
this is the damnedest do or die thing I think you've ever thought of admiral.”


“Or at least the damnedest he's come up with yet,” Proteus
interjected. Irons snorted.


“Any other objections?” Irons asked. “Defender? You might as well
weigh in on this,” he said.


“I have nothing to add admiral. This is the only prudent course
left,” the AI responded. Sprite blinked on the admiral's HUD, clearly
surprised.


“No try to get to the shuttle?”


“As you pointed out the nanites have no doubt compromised it. It
could crash or self-destruct or at the very least contaminate Phoenix and other
ships thus compromising your safety as well as the safety of others. Until it
is certified safe we can't chance it. This is the only option.”


“That's it?” Sprite demanded. “Just like that?” she asked. The
AI's smoldering eyes turned to her.


“There is nothing left but a hail Mary as the admiral likes to
say.”


“Amen,” Irons replied. “We're almost there. Prep for nanite
defense and shields. Proteus is the package ready?”


“All set admiral. Waiting on your order,” the AI responded.


“Good. Let's deliver the football to the end zone.”


“And shove it right up the Xeno's ass,” Sprite growled. Irons
grunted in amused approval.


...*...*...*...*...


An hour later Irons wasn't so eager as he felt the little red air
car shudder. “That's not turbulence,” he said.


“Nanites in the air have infested the car's systems. I suggest you
abandon before this ship crashes admiral,” Proteus said.


“Yeah, right,” Irons said, pulling the canopy release. Instead of
popping off it slowly lifted, the edges were melting around the perimeter seal.
After a moment the air got under the lip of the canopy and did the rest,
ripping the thing off. Irons winced, the thing was covered in nanites, there
was no telling where it would land.


“Controls are now non responsive admiral. Bail,” Sprite said. He
grunted and hit the safety release on his harness. It didn't unlock. He hit it
again but it still didn't unlock.


“The AI admiral, it's locked it.”


“I see that,” Irons said, yanking with enough strength to rip the
nylon straps apart. He stood in the seat, feeling the wind buffering him as he
reached down and pulled a bag to his chest. The air sparkled around him as his
shields fended off the attacking nanites. As he stood, left arm up protecting his
eyes the ship nosed down into a suicidal dive. For a brief moment he felt like
he was air surfing.


Inertia tossed him out of the seat, he floated as the ship fell
below him. After a moment it picked up speed and was out of his field of view.
He however had gone spread eagle, he glanced left and right and saw the
familiar glow of his cybernetics under his skin. He checked the bag on his
chest and then looked to his left. “Where did the car crash?”


“It didn't. It's... it's coming back around!” Sprite warned,
putting a karat on his HUD, behind and to his left. He turned, looking in the
indicated direction.


“Son of a bitch!” he said, arching into a dive of his own. “Lose
it!”


“We're trying admiral!”


“Cloak?”


“Not enough power if we're going to get to where we're going
admiral. And the air is saturated with nanites. If we cloak they will still
know our location from our passage through the air.”


“Useless. Right,” Irons grunted as the air tore at the bubble
around him. He gritted his teeth, readying himself for the impact to come. “Is
it still on us?” he asked, looking under his left arm. He could just spot the
little red car in a matching dive.


“That's loyalty for you,” Sprite said in a moment of ill-timed
levity. He blew a raspberry in response. 


“Head straight down. When I give the word we kick and yo yo.”


“Um...”


“It'll work,” Irons replied. He felt the rush on the shield
intensify as the shield reformed into an egg shape to cut his drag coefficient.
“It's got to work,” he said, staring at the ground rushing up to meet him.


“One hundred meters kick!” Sprite said, putting words to action.
His gravity emitters kicked forward and to the right and then went to full
power upwards.  He felt a brief amount of negative g's until his inertial
dampeners compensated. He looked to the right just in time to see the air car
impact the ground in a tremendous explosion.


“Nice. It couldn't pull up in time,” Sprite said as they flew
onward. “We need to land soon admiral, we're using up a lot of juice,” she
cautioned.


He looked down to the sea of material writhing below him. They
were over ground zero, the central mass of nanites. He shook his head,
refocusing on the nearest Xeno shield emitter. It stood like an alien claw,
glowing purple in the dying sunlight. “Not a chance. We'd be in quicksand and
we're low on time. Get us there,” he said.


“Lucky us,” Sprite replied.


...*...*...*...*...


A few minutes later Irons noticed bubbles in the nanite mix ahead
of them. The sea of robots seemed to writhe, and then a tentacle reached out for
him. “Someone doesn't like us,” he said, dodging. Tentacles shot out, some
spears, and other objects. The Xeno AI viewed him as a threat and rightly so.
However he was only a dozen meters from the shield emitter. He twisted,
watching a spear strike the shield and sizzle on it. “My turn,” he said,
reaching into the bag and tossing the first package.


The small gravity emitter he tossed activated right away thanks to
the signal Sprite sent. It had a capacitor and just enough juice to fire off a
millisecond burst of gravitational energy, all focused at the emitter itself.
The planned chaotic interference kicked the Xeno shield, destabilizing it. It
fluttered and then went down, the glow of the emitter towers ending
momentarily. Irons flew through the gap and straight for the bomb.


“The easy part is over. Now for the hard part,” Irons muttered as
he reached into the bag again. His hands pulled out two centimeter long tubes
of explosives that he immediately dropped onto the target.  The mushroom shaped
bomb's exterior casing ripped open like a torn fruit as the shaped charges
detonated. He felt the plume of debris and hot gases ping off his shield,
temporarily enveloping him for a moment before they dissipated skyward. 


“It's now time for the tricky part,” Irons said, reorienting so he
was face down, hovering over the center of the Xeno bomb. He could see silver
objects inside, and his enhanced vision picked out the nanites swarming like
ants around the ripped sections of the bomb, already at work repairing the damage.
“Nope,” Irons said, reaching in with his right hand and triggering a blast of
plasma.


Super-hot blue plasma slammed into the silver metal, scorching it.
Blow back obliterated the nanites around the perimeter. A second shot tore a
larger hole. Then he began to rip and tear at the torn metal with his right
hand until he was had the center cavity exposed.


“Bombs away,” Sprite said as Irons dropped the bag and its'
remaining contents inside.


“And now up, up and away,” Irons said, spinning and throwing all
the power he had into a climb. The bombs went off immediately, tearing the
planet buster apart with concentrated thermite and plasma charges. 


Irons felt the explosive force push the air and him along, and he
rode it like a surfer. He grinned. “Target neutralized?” he asked.


Sprite extended his scanner range behind him briefly to look.
“I'll say. At least until the Xeno AI can build another,” Sprite responded.


“Which it's not going to do,” Irons said, looking up to the sky.
“Phoenix? Drop on command,” he said as he crested the edge of the Xeno nanite
mass and landed near a pile of rubble. The Xeno nanites were like organic
things, they invariably took the easy path, chewing up the softer dirt around
the rocks and leaving them alone. Now they would serve as a tomb for him.


“Ready admiral,” The AI responded after a moment. Irons had sent a
command to use the ship's on-board replicators to build an immense EMP bomb.
The only downside would be that he was damn close to ground zero. Too close for
comfort actually, but he had a plan that might work in his favor. Might. He
wasn't sure, but there was one thing he was certain about, he didn't want to be
in the air when the bomb went off.


“Go for drop,” Irons replied. He turned and dug for his life,
trying to get as much mass between him and the incoming bomb. The rocks
exploded into flying chips as he burrowed and chiseled lower. His nanites
spread out around him in a cloud, Proteus had his own task to perform.


...*...*...*...*...


In orbit Phoenix did a series of precise calculations and then
adjusted its orbit with finicky precision. When it was satisfied it counted
down over the radio network. At ten-seconds the shuttle bay doors opened. At
Zero the little kick motor on the back of the bomb ignited to life, kicking the
bomb away and down to the planet. “Bombs away!” Phoenix called.


...*...*...*...*...


The admiral looked up as his nanites moved rock and copper over
him, entombing him. Just as the last centimeter was covered he caught a glimpse
of the bomb with his long range sensors. “This is Irons, bomb is in flight.
Repeat, bomb is in flight. Shut down all electronic devices now! Repeat now!”
He coughed a few times, he'd inhaled granite dust in his haste to get the
warning out.


“Good luck admiral,” Helen replied and then he heard a click as
her radio cut off.  She would be passing the order to everyone to shut down all
electronics right about now he thought.


Irons grunted and turned in place.  He was as deep as he safely
could get. Proteus had stopped him. He turned, aware of the cage being built
around him. Between it, the ground, and his shields, and his own hardened
electronics hopefully it would be enough.


“Sprite, Defender, nap time,” he ordered. 


“Good luck admiral,” Sprite replied. He watched with a thread of
worry as the two AI shut down his computers and then themselves. Unfortunately
he had to leave Proteus up for this. The index and middle fingers of both hands
crossed.


...*...*...*...*...


Falling through the atmosphere the six meter diameter canister
bomb sparkled as its' carbon carbon shell heated up from the forces of reentry.
The super-heated plasma around it made the air pop, and also burned away any
nanites that came into contact with it as it dropped below one thousand five
hundred feet. A micro second later it was at its preprogrammed detonation point
and a relay clicked.


Coils of wire ripped out from the device on  either end.
Electromagnetic force ripped out from the device as its' superconductor
batteries discharged, tearing at anything electronic. It was a shaped charge,
designed to focus its tornado of radio waves downward and in a broad two
hundred kilometer hemisphere of electronic death and destruction.


The Xeno's shields hadn't been restored when the bomb went off, it
consequently suffered the full brunt of the bomb as it ripped and tore at its
precious circuitry. It knocked the electronic network apart, cauterizing all
the nanites on the surface and burrowing deeper.


The Xeno nanites had burrowed into the ground much like the roots
of a Terran tree, forming a central tap root and feeder roots along axises with
the greatest amount of copper and other metals. These now became its downfall
as they channeled the electromagnetic fury into the heart of the swarm, killing
it.


...*...*...*...*...


Nearby Irons felt the force of the bomb as his sensors went fuzzy
and then filled with static. His eyes were closed, he felt the tremor of the
bomb's physical detonation slap at the ground above him. After a moment he
cracked an eye and swore as a bit of dirt from his ceiling got into his eye. He
rubbed at it. “We still here?”


“It seems that way admiral,” Proteus responded. “Faraday cage
succeeded.”


“Right,” Irons said. 


“We are however down to one percent power,” Proteus said. 


Irons grunted. “Sprite?”


“Sprite and Defender are both offline admiral. They took
themselves offline as a precaution,” Proteus responded. Irons knew that, he'd
ordered it. His mind cleared.


“But you didn't?”


“I am the nanites admiral. I am actually online all the
time if you wish to use them,” Proteus reminded him. Irons grunted as he stood.
His body ached, he felt tired, but oddly elated. He used his arms to dig
himself out. By the time he was done he really was exhausted. He turned,
shielding his eyes with one dirty hand to look at ground zero. It looked like a
sandy beach now, a silvery sandy beach. A hopefully dead beach, his power
reserves were hovering around five percent and he had only half his nanites
left.


“Well! I think that was enough excitement for one day! Don't you?”
he asked, brushing dirt from his hands as he leaned against a rock. He reached
down and brushed at the dirt and dust clinging to his clothes. “Sitrep?”


“Nanites down to forty one percent I backed most of my systems up
however. I will need time and resources to recover fully,” Proteus responded
with a slight hesitation. The admiral winced. He'd forgotten that Proteus was
the nanites. What could that have been like, using the nanites to create a
copper cage knowing that they would die? Feeling them die? He wasn't sure he
could ask Proteus. It was brave, that was for certain.


“Commander Sprite is booting now,” Proteus said, not acknowledging
the admiral's levity. “Estimated time to full consciousness... two... One...
now.”


“What'd I miss?” Sprite asked as her avatar popped up on his HUD.
She pretended to yawn and stretch. Irons snorted.


“Have a nice nap?” he asked as Defender appeared as well.


“Now that you mention it, yes,” Sprite replied with a shrug.


“Cute. Now, any ideas on how to get back to civilization?” he
asked looking around.


“Well, since everything electronic for a two hundred kilometer
range is toast, walking sounds about right,” Sprite replied with a snort.


Irons sighed. “I was afraid you'd say that,” he grumbled. Sprite
laughed as he shook his head and oriented himself. “This is going to be a
loooong walk.”


...*...*...*...*...


When the admiral returned to the edge of the remaining town just
as the sun had crested the horizon he was greeted by a cheering crowd. He
snorted, nodding and slowing his jog down as he got within a hundred meters of
the group. Nohar and Helen were in the forefront, clapping and smiling.


“What's next?” Nohar asked. Irons caught sight of Ole Blue in the
crowd. His multifaceted eyes glittered at him briefly. The assassin tipped his
hat his way with one pincer and then turned away, melting into the mix of
cheering people.


“A bath,” Helen said shaking her head as she looked at the dusty
admiral. The crowd laughed at that.
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A small fast freighter the Jeremiah arrived in orbit as things
seemed to be finally returning to normal. The ship arrived unannounced, there
was much consternation about its arrival. Governor Oman was happy to see it, it
was a sign things were returning to normal. Besides, all this brotherly love to
save the peons was expensive, and continued to be so for some time. They needed
some source of income to pay for it all.


The ship was surprisingly from Pyrax, the Cross, a yacht turned
freighter. The ship had passed through Gaston and had gotten word Irons was
headed here. on-board were members of a merc group sent out to return admiral
Irons to Pyrax. 


It was a wonder anyone was alive at all, it was a mark of their
patience and team cohesion that they were. Trained killers trapped in a ship
for nearly six months had been tough, they were all eager to get on with the
mission and the big payday that awaited them in Pyrax. Some thought they were
hired to bring Irons to justice, others thought it was because of the hit on
him. Still others didn't care, they just wanted the money. They laughed about
it as the ship approached orbit.


“So, how are we going to do this? Irons is tough Hombre, or so I
heard. And we don't even know where to find him!”


“Where there's a will there is a way. We'll go to the top. I know
a fat pig here who knows everything about this planet.”


“Let me guess he'll talk?”


“For a price,” a woman scoffed, picking at her nails with a bowie
knife.


“Nah, you squeeze him just right and he'll squeal like a stuck
pig. Why do you think they call him Hodges the Hog?” The tough laughed nastily.
The others snorted and then joined in.


...*...*...*...*...


The captain negotiated the port fees. He wasn't happy, but he
agreed to front for the mercenary team leader Miss Persephone, 'queen of the
dead'. She was quiet, watching with black doll eyes. Some thought of her as a
shark. She was small, with a bit of Asian in her blood line. She had short
black hair and long nails. She tended to talk in a soft voice, occasionally
stroking someone with a claw to keep them riveted to her. 


The males on-board weren't fooled by her. They broke out in a
sweat whenever she came near, and for good reason. Roberts had made an idle
pass at her at the start of their journey and she'd sunk those claws deep into
his groin. He'd pissed blood for a week and spent several days in the ship's
tiny infirmary.


Miss Persephone said with a slight cattish smile that she had her
own way of establishing her authority, it was an effective one. Even the ladies
gave her a wide berth. She dressed in flat black, she seemed empowered by the
leather outfit. To either compensate for her height or just to accent the
outfit she usually walked around with long high heeled boots. The steady tick,
tick of her walk alerted anyone around of her presence. The captain had
willingly given up his cabin to her without a word. 


“Is that his ship?” The woman asked, pointing a long fingernail to
an icon in orbit. The ops officer nodded and shivered as she traced a finger
over it. “The Phoenix,” she murmured softly. 


“Yes ma'am,” he said. She looked at him. He gulped when he noticed
her eyes flex like a cat briefly. Then after a moment she left, trailing those
fingers up his arm before she left.


He sucked in a breath, looking down to see his ragged sleeve and
cuts. He whimpered. The captain closed his eyes, scared too. 


“We expect the credits upon arrival. Credits or materials, and be
advised, materials are two to one. Where do you wish to land?”


“Um... where do most shuttles land?” the captain asked.


“Hazard normally, but they're quarantined.”


“Um...” the captain looked at the team leader. She pursed her lips
and he jerked out of his chair. She smiled graciously and sat. She crossed her
long thin legs, wiggling her spiked stiletto heel before sitting back. “Um...”


“Oh, Hazard has just been cleared. The doctor has lifted the
restrictions on landing, so you can go there and leave, but anyone who does go
will have to be inoculated on arrival. No exceptions. Also your shuttle will
have to be decontaminated.”


“Um...” he looked at the team leader. “That's acceptable. But can
I ask why?” he asked weakly when she indicated he should continue.


“Because of a Xeno virus.”


“A what?” the ops officer demanded, pain forgotten.


“As you were,” the captain said. “Repeat that Epsilon. Did you say
Xeno virus?”


“It's dead. They finally killed it. And the admiral stopped the
planet buster before it could go off so we're safe.”


“Planet buster?”


“It's a long story.”


“I'm not going anywhere,” the captain said, glancing at the woman
in his seat. She indicated he should continue. He pursed his lips, hiding his
irritation and then turned back to the speaker.


“Well, it started a month ago. A ship paid it's port fees with a
group of sleepers that turned out to be infected...”


...*...*...*...*...


At the port they were met before they got off the dilapidated
shuttle. A nurse went through and gave them a shot. When one merc refused the
woman stood over him with the syringe. “Look, you either get this, or you get
sick and die, or we shoot you. I'm at the point where I don't give a damn.”


“Okay, I don't want a shot.”


“I don't care what you want.”


“I carry a gun.”


“Okay, I do care what you want,” she said, and the other mercs
snorted. “But, see, we've got a bigger gun. Planetary quarantine means no one
gets off this planet unless they get this shot. And well, if you don't then
they'll have to use the planetary defense network to blow you, your ships, and
your friends here into itty bitty pieces. Pity that,” she mocked.


“Um...”


“I believe they need the target practice. I'll just let them
know.”


“No, he's fine,” the woman in charge growled. “Give it to him or I
will. And I won't be so nice about it.”


“This is nice?” the tough asked and winced as she jabbed him. 


When the nurse was finished he growled at her. She walked off with
a smirk. “No lollipop for you,” she said with a sniff. He got up and grabbed
his carryon bag.


...*...*...*...*...


“Anything to declare?” The customs agent asked. He was trying to
pretend to be bored, but after everything that had happened, having a shuttle
arrive meant things were finally back to normal. They were washing the shuttle
with decontamination spray, he'd heard these people would be allowed to leave
once their business was finished, whatever that was.


“Just this,” the lead tough said. He held up his black battered
duffel bag. The agent looked through it and then looked up. “What's with all
the weapons?” he asked suspiciously.


“Going hunting in the mountains,” the merc replied with a straight
face.”


“Right,” the agent replied as the leader slipped him some credits.
“Sure thing.” He nodded and waved them on their way.


...*...*...*...*...


Outside the space port, the team leader caught a kid running
messages. “You know where this Irons guy is?” she asked, slipping him a credit
chit.


“You mean the admiral?” the kid asked. “He's around. He's
everywhere. You can spot him by the energy shield. It's this blue glow around
him.”


“Energy shield huh? No one said anything about that,” a tough in
the back grumbled softly. The team leader turned a glare on him. He turned away
and spat.


“He usually hangs out near the virology buildings, or in the
hospital. Just look for the crowds and cops and ask around. He moves around a
lot,” the kid said with a shrug.


“Thanks for nothing,” the tough said as the kid scampered off.


“No, he confirmed the admiral is here in town. But I think we
still need to talk to the lard ball. Let him know who's boss and make sure he
doesn't interfere,” the team leader said over her shoulder. “And next time
Mick, you open your mouth...”


“I know, spit don't say nuthin.”


“Right.”


...*...*...*...*...


The mercs tracked down and talked to Hodges. Hodges was off
balance, his family had survived but the sheriff and deputies were out
protecting his holdings. In a rare moment of coherent thought he now regretted
that, he had no coverage. Not that anyone except Fat Larry would be stupid
enough to challenge him. Larry was dead anyway, or so they said.


His holdings, his network were in disarray so he was keeping a low
profile, in the back room of his favorite restaurant. He was therefore shocked
when intruders barged in at gunpoint.


Wide eyed it didn't take Hodges long to proclaim he'd help them
and give them the location of the admiral. “One more, no make that two more
things Hodges,” the leader said turning back to him.


“Yes? Anything!”


The leader's lip curled in a half snarl of disgust. Squeal indeed.
Hodges was falling all over himself to cooperate. A little arm twisting was all
it took. “Where are the hang outs for local muscle. Someone big without a lot
of brains. People who don't ask too many questions and keep their mouths shut.”


“I'll write it down,” Hodges said, hands shaking as he pulled a
piece of paper out and a pen and started writing.


“Good. For this to work we'll need you to keep your fat mouth
shut. Don't make me come back here and kill you if I find out Irons was tipped
off.” The leader knew better than to actually kill the fat commissioner. If he
did he'd never get off the planet alive, every other commissioner would be all
over him and his crew.


“I won't say a word,” Hodges said with a slight sneer in his voice
as he smiled and handed the note over.


“Dead men say no tales, remember that Hodges,” the leader growled,
eyes locking onto the commissioner. The fat man's eyes went wide and he
clutched at his chest. Good, if the lard ball died of a heart attack all the
better. He turned and slammed the door shut on his way out.


“Why didn't we waste him?” the woman asked absently.


“You do have a lot to learn. You don't kill a county commissioner
on this planet. Not if you want to get off it alive,” he snarled as he climbed
into the passenger side of the pickup. He waved to the others to get moving.


“Oh.”


“Just shut up and drive dumb ass,” he sighed looking out the open
window as she started the truck.


...*...*...*...*...


Even though technically it was no longer required, there was no
such thing as not being too thorough where nanites were concerned. So, Irons
kept on his coup de resistance anyway.


The nanite bomb was on its way to completion. Irons and Hank
busied themselves with the delivery method, in this case another drone, but
this time they also were building observation platforms which would orbit from
a safe distance as the bomb went off.


The new nanite bomb would be programmed to kill not only any
surviving Xeno nanites, both organic and robotic, but also all the pathogens
they had on file. It was a fire versus fire method, now that they had samples
of Xeno nanites, both organic and inorganic to use, they had programmed the
killer nanites to hunt the Xeno's down and ignore any organic tissue they
encountered. The nanites would then suicide after six months.


...*...*...*...*...


“Where is that going?” Helen asked, pointing to an aircraft taking
off.


The sheriff sniffed. “Governor Oman is running out of supplies. He
ordered it,” he said.


“Is he nuts?” Helen demanded. The sheriff shrugged. “Why here?”


“Why doctor, you don't know about Hazard's whiskey? Or it's other
products?” Boss Hodges asked, coming in and rubbing his fat hands together.
“Don't you worry your pretty little head miss,” he said, shooing her along. She
looked over her shoulder a few times to them then shrugged as a rather annoyed
nurse rounded a corner, made a moue and then waved to her.


...*...*...*...*...


“Are we on a snatch and grab or a kill?” one of the mercs asked
softly, leaning over to his partner. They'd known each other for years,
assigned as partners from time to time in the guild.


She looked around to make sure no one else was listening. Ralph
was a steady sort, he knew only to talk when he needed intel. He must have been
out of the loop to have missed this though. “The first contract was redacted.”


“That doesn't mean anything,” Ralph said shifting his weight to
casually look around as one hand rested on his holster. The implied threat had any
who might have been interested in their conversation keeping their distance. Of
course black haired Marcino was nearby. He was an old hand in the league, good
but not very subtle. Probably why he drew this assignment.


“The kill order has been redacted. In fact the league has a kill
order on anyone who kills Irons,” the woman warned. None knew her name, none
would ever know. She had long forgotten it. Identities came and went with each
assignment. She didn't care, nor did the others.


“Lovely,” Marcino, their partner and fellow assassin said. He put
the butt of his cigar out on his shoe and then tucked it into his breast pocket
for later. The woman wrinkled her nose. Filthy habit. Worse it was a telling
one, it left DNA on the cigar. Marcino was careful not to discard it anywhere
he couldn't burn it, but one accident was all it took for him to be exposed.
Exposed and caught, or burned by the league.


“So purely snatch. If this goes bad pull back fast and fade into
the woodwork,” the woman replied. She glanced at Miss Persephone. The bitch
would hopefully get killed if it did go south.


“I intend to. Fall back?” he asked, checking his weapon once more.
The pulser was a handy weapon but almost useless after the batteries ran down.
He preferred a slug thrower like this one for brazen jobs.


She laughed, eyes black and empty like an old Terran shark. “Find
your own. I know one thing, once this goes down if we lose any time and if
there are any witnesses the ship we came in on will be burned fast. Which means
we'll have to make other arrangements to get off this planet.”


“Shit now you tell me,” the first breathed.


“You took the salt, you knew the deal.”


“Yeah yeah,” Ralph said, shaking his head to Marcino. “Let's get
this over with.”


“Amateur hour out there,” Marcino observed, lip curling in
ill-concealed contempt.


“Let the clowns draw his fire. We'll be there to clean up the
mess.”


“Or pull back if it gets too hot,” the woman said.


“That too.”


...*...*...*...*...


“One more day and we should be about finished and ready to launch
this thing. Maybe two if we get pulled off onto something else,” Hank said. He
scratched an itch, then flicked his ears at the novelty of doing something so
simple as scratching... even if it was in public. “Damn that feels good.”


“Yeah, I'd guess so,” Irons replied with a small snort.


“You have no idea,” Jerry drawled. He cracked his knuckles. “Now
that things are getting back to normal, I'm for beer and bed.”


“Sounds good,” Hank replied.


“Hey homes, I don't swing that way, thanks for offering though,”
Jerry joked. Hank laughed and threw a rag at him. Jerry ducked away, snickering
as he left the building.


“You heard about the ship?”


“Ship? My ship? What about it?”


“No, the ship,” Hank replied, pointing straight up. “New
ship. Pretty eager to get on the ground, which is a bit confusing.”


“A new ship?” Irons asked, wrinkling his nose. “Wait, and eager to
get ground side after everything that's happened here? Are they nuts?”


“Friends of yours I guess so jury is still out there,” Hank
replied. “From Pyrax.”


“Oh?” Irons asked. “And why am I just hearing about this now?” he
demanded, turning in place, hands on his hips.


“Because I've been rather busy monitoring the nanites and
programming the killer nanites,” Sprite responded. “So it slipped past me,” she
said.


“Oh?”


“Yes,” she replied testily. “I'm not organic, but even I'm
fallible admiral.”


“All right, I'm glad you admitted that,” Irons replied. “Anything
on the ship?”


“The Cross, a small yacht turned freighter courier. I don't see
why they bothered, she's too small to carry more than a hundred tons of cargo.”


“Okay.”


“Ship didn't announce itself until they were entering orbit
apparently,” Sprite reported. From her slow drawl the admiral realized she was
getting this data as she reported it. He glanced at Hank who shrugged and
flicked his ears.


“Admiral, the shuttle is already on the ground.”


“It is?” he asked, surprised. Why would they allow it?


“On the ground here.  Here in Hazard.”


“Now, wait, with three space ports, why come here at ground zero?”
Hank asked.


“I don't know. Something isn't right. But according to the customs
records, the passengers and crew have been inoculated against the viruses.”


“Either someone is desperate for money, or stupid. Or both.”


“Both, I'm betting both. We're out of the woods, but there's
always a chance of something overlooked coming up and biting us on the ass,”
Sprite said. The admiral nodded grimly.


“Well, there's nothing we or you can do about it now, they're here
now,” Hank finally said with a shrug. “Beer and steak?” he asked.


“You talked me into it,” Irons replied with a slight grin. “Let's
see if Kong has the BBQ out back fired up yet.”


...*...*...*...*...


Later that evening the admiral returned to his hotel and went to
bed. He'd finally started getting regular sleep in the past week. It was a
comfort, finally having a bed to climb into, a cool bed, he'd gotten around to
hooking up  small portable AC unit into his room. The quiet hum lulled him into
a doze and then deeper sleep.


 In the middle of the night Defender picked up movement that fit
an offensive pattern. Before he woke the admiral he ran a passive scan, when
the returns reported metal matching weapons he immediately initiated his
defense systems as he awoke the admiral.


Irons felt a jolt of electricity startle him awake. “Intruders!”
Defender reported, putting the map up on his HUD as he flushed adrenalin into
the admiral's organic tissues.


Irons eyes opened and then closed as he held still. There were a
dozen men and women in skin suits attempting to get into his suite. They were
moving in from all sides, slowly, methodically. It was a crack team, from the
look and feel they were professionals.


He checked and then activated his systems, going active for a
brief microsecond to get a better feel for the numbers.


He picked up the entire team, a baker's dozen of thirteen.
“Attempting to call for help,” Defender reported, sending out a signal to the
Sheriff's office.


“Signal has been blocked. Scrambling detected,” Defender reported
in a cold professional voice. “The long range link to Phoenix has also been
severed admiral.”


“We're on our own. Plan B,” Sprite said.


Defender sent out an active sensor sweep as the admiral rapidly
dressed. It wouldn't do to be killed in his boxers, the admiral thought, but
then again, it was a bit stupid to get dressed under these circumstances. He
watched as a small female human stopped and then held up a fist. She was
looking at something, most likely a scanner.


“Identity, potential team leader,” Proteus reported. “Additional
hostiles.” A set of four icons were posted on his HUD about a hundred meters
out. Each were on a rooftop, from the look of it, spotters and possibly
snipers.


“This just gets better and better,” Sprite said.


“You're telling me? Pros. Mob?” Irons asked.


“Not this good. Mobsters here are rough. This is a pro job,”
Sprite reported. “Ten seconds to point team arrival at the front door,” Sprite
reported. He frowned as he watched the break in team through the walls. Someone
peaked out of their room and an almost silent putt and the body dropping told
him that person would never get up again. Wrong place, wrong time. His eyes
narrowed.


He was tempted to go to the wall, reach through it and kill them,
but instead decided the better part of valor was to run, or at least get clear
of the area and the other innocents in the area. He didn't want or need a blood
bath on his conscience.


He detected the break in team arriving at his door, one taking up
either side, backs flat against the wall while the third lined up to kick the
door down. Irons reacted, spinning he threw himself at an adjoining interior
wall to burst though it in a shower of rubble. It was after all just plaster
and thin strips of wood, easily destroyed. He raced across the room,  ignoring
the dust and startling a couple in flagrant-delecto. Despite the situation he
smiled before smashing though another wall and into a corridor. He raced down
the corridor to slam into the snatch team’s rearguard, and like a whirlwind
took them out in a rapid series of martial arts moves. Unfortunately he had to
play for keeps, striking with fatal consequences for each tango.


“Four down, 11 to go,” Sprite reported.


Spinning, he ducked a shot at his back from a sniper and threw a
captured weapon at the shooter. The small pistol spun end over end with deadly
accuracy. The shooter took it on the temple and collapsed like a rag doll, head
gushing blood. That didn't matter, Irons had thrown the weapon with such force
that it had snapped his neck like a twig. 


A second shooter lined up a shot but collapsed, the admiral
blinked, then saluted a near naked Doctor La Plaz who had brained the would be
shooter from behind. A running tally of six enemy down… he did a quick check
and found that the remaining team were running in full retreat. 


The sheriff's department was finally reacting, and a shootout
between the aggressors and three deputies and a half dressed sheriff Coltrain
left two on either side down and Coltrain wounded before the remaining
aggressors slipped off under the cover of the night. 


Unfortunately the police lacked night vision gear, so the goons
got away clean. As they stood around and took stock for ten minutes, Irons was
still answering questions when his sensors noted a shuttle lifting on a
straight vertical path from Hazard Space port.


“And now we know what they were really after,” Sprite said
unnecessarily. “By the time the authorities react the ship will have left orbit
and will be too far down range to engage.”


The admiral watched a gurney with a blood soaked blanket covering it
being wheeled out. “Right,” the admiral replied with a sigh. He turned away
from the sobbing woman being held up by Deputy Rogers.


...*...*...*...*...


Sheriff Coltrain had been lightly wounded in the retreat and fire
fight so an outside investigation was called in. Police commissioner Gordon
arrived by morning. He interrogated the one surviving team member in the
hospital. The man, Mitch, had little to say. Gordon confronted him with his
gear, including a crumpled image of Irons with a list of alleged crimes under
it. “We're bounty hunters, he's a bounty. We've got a legit warrant from Pyrax.
End of story.”


When he was sure the man wasn't going to say anything, even to
save his own sorry hide, Gordon went to confront the admiral. “According to
this Mitch,” Gordon said, pulling a paper pad from his brown trench coat. Irons
wasn't sure why the commissioner needed to wear it when it was already stifling
hot out. “According to him there's a warrant out for your arrest in Pyrax.
They're bounty hunters sent to collect you and return you for trial.”


From the sound of it Gordon had gotten an earful. Irons frowned.
Gordon looked at him suspiciously


“I don't know what you've heard Commissioner, but why don't you
hear both sides before you pass judgment okay?” Irons said slowly.


“He deserves that Jim. Give the man a chance,” Helen Richards
replied from the open doorway. Gordon looked at her and then shrugged. “We, I
mean none of us would be here without him.”


“All right,” Gordon drawled. “Let's hear it. Let's hear your side.
Since everything you've done here I'm willing to give you the benefit of the
doubt. But some of this stuff I've heard about...” 


The admiral wearily sighed and explained to the commissioner and a
weary Helen Richards about the events in Pyrax.


He peppered his explanation with his own recordings of the events.
Skeptical at first, the Commissioner came around when he replayed the
conversation between the council member and himself. 


“I see. And I thought we had it bad here,” Gordon replied. “They
really wanted to get rid of you didn't they? Then why do they want you back so
bad?” he asked.


“The keys,” Sprite replied. “They thought they'd be cute and get
rid of the admiral. He left. They thought they'd killed him on Destiny, it had
been rigged to die in hyper, but we stopped that from happening,” the AI
explained. 


“So...”


“So what do you want to do commissioner?”


“Well, it's not my jurisdiction. And from what you told me, they
agreed to exile, then changed their minds. I don't see you getting justice in Pyrax.”


“No, neither do I,” Helen agreed.


“But, as long as you're here, you are a target. You and anyone
else around you. So, I won't interfere with you, but I suggest as soon as this
crisis is over you move on.”


The admiral sighed and nodded. “I'm planning on doing so.”


“Good,” Gordon replied. He ran a hand through his graying hair and
then adjusted his glassed. “I'm sorry about that, about this, I really am. It's
just how life works out sometimes.”


“Yes, yes I know. I'll deal with it.”


“I expect you will,” Helen said nodding. 


The admiral retired to a new room  in a new hotel later that
evening and was amused to see the alert guards watching his door. “I recall
something about barn doors and such...” Sprite drawled.


“Not helping,” he said shaking his head. “Night Sprite.”
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On a windy day one month and one day since the crisis began, the
population of Hazard lined the fences around the Space port as Hank finished
with the missile.


Everyone was quiet, well, most everyone. Boss Hodges had his
people working the fences, either as pick pockets or selling food. It seemed
things were getting back to normal indeed.


They launched the final nanite bomb, it climbed into the sky and
waggled its wings as it soared off over the horizon and then out of sight


People turned, some hurried to their homes, others to the local
pub or gathering place to watch the bomb go off. The Phoenix controlled the
craft, the ship broadcast the video feed to the population of the world to
watch. The last, hopefully final punch in the terrible war.


Silently, the virology team watched the craft go in. Irons wasn't
the only one mentally exhausted, he could see how Paco La Plaz was leaning
against a wall, a nurse leaning against his slender frame. The young man had
aged and lost weight. As had Doctor Ivanov. The older virologist was seated,
watching with tired expectant eyes as the drone flew ever closer to its final
act.


In the hospital Helen watched and listened to Phoenix as the AI
reported over the intercom. Not everyone could watch the feed, so the AI had
set up a radio broadcast as well. Just about everyone was listening to it, she
realized, looking around to the nursing station. She sighed, turning to see Sam
stroke Robby's hand gently. She nodded to Doctor Salt as he passed her. He
rubbed her arm. She turned, rubbing where he touched, feeling it, getting what
comfort she could from the brief physical contact. She wished Jerry was here.
She made a note to talk to him again.


...*...*...*...*...


“Arming the distribution system,” the AI reported.  Tori smiled,
eyes glittering with tears. She wiped at them and her nose. Her dad rested his
arm on her shoulder. She looked up and smiled briefly, then turned back to the
monitor. She'd helped Hank set up the sprayer. “Sprayer nozzle opening. Clear.
Nanites away,” Phoenix reported. She shivered, imagining the spray of tiny
lethal robots falling through the sky, drifting ever downward to the
battlefield below. If Irons was right it would be an easy victory.


“Nanites are active. No threat detected in the core, nanites
moving outward. Search continuing,” Phoenix reported. Drone self-destruct
armed, destruct countdown... Three... Two... One... destruct.” The feed went to
snow. “Drone confirmed destroyed,” the AI reported.


“And that's that,” little Xani said. “Can we go get some ice cream
now? I'm hot,” she said, fighting to keep a whine out of her voice.


Her father and sister chuckled and nodded, moving to the door. 


...*...*...*...*...


Governor Oman watched the feed with his family and then looked at
his wife. “So that's it? Its' over?” Rosanne demanded.


“I don't know.”


“Well,” she said glaring. “If you don't know you'd better find
out. I'm tired of being here. But I don't want to go back until we're sure,”
she said.


“I'll look into it,” he said, nodding dutifully. She glared at
him. He sighed. “Now,” he said, turning to find the radio.


It took a moment to get through to the network. The admiral's
changes had helped a great deal, apparently there was a new radio network
growing around the major cities. He'd have to have Osiris look into getting
credit for all the work. Irons of course wouldn't object, he was leaving soon,
and once he was gone, and sufficient time had passed he'd be forgotten.


He smiled suddenly. “Osiris? Yes, this is the governor. So, is it
over?”


“I'm not sure sir.”


“You aren't sure?” Storm clouds gathered on the governor's brow.
“What do you mean?” he demanded, voice lowering. “What am I paying you for if
you don't know?”


“I'm the chief of staff governor, I'm supposed to manage your office,
not do your job for you,” Osiris growled right back. Ever since Oman had left
him high and dry he'd started to bite back. Well, that was tough. With his and
his wife's ample size, not to mention the children's, there really hadn't been
enough room. Besides, someone had to remain behind and watch over things. “Now
don't get pissy with me you little prick, I'll...I'll have you sweeping
gutters.... I'll...”


“Sorry... sir... you're.... shhhh.... breaking up... shhhh... Have
to talk to you … later....” Osiris responded, then the line went dead. The
governor stared at it for a long time scowling.


“Well?” Rosanne demanded.


“We were cut off,” he said sheepishly, setting the microphone
down. He'd deal with it later. His wife didn’t look at all happy. He sighed.
Right now he'd gladly trade places with Osiris. 


“Can we at least get some decent food?” Rosanne demanded, hands on
her hips.


“Yes dear,” he said, and then as if on cue he heard a familiar
thrum of approaching aircraft engines. “In fact, I think your last request of
pigs feet and white lightening is about to arrive dear,” he said.


“Well! It's about time!” she growled, hustling the kids out to the
porch to watch the aircraft land. “And don't think I'm distracted enough to let
you off the hook just yet!” she warned, shaking a pudgy fist his way.


“No dear,” he sighed, shaking his head. “Fat chance of that
happening,” he muttered softly.


If he wanted to stay in office and weather the storm of criticism
he was getting for abandoning the capital he'd have to figure out a way to take
credit for coordinating the crisis.


...*...*...*...*...


Osiris threw the ball of paper away. It had served its purpose,
throwing the governor off by making him think they had interference. “So, he's
going to take credit?” he asked, turning to the shadowy figures behind him.


“Of course. He's a politician,” one voice rasped.


“So what do we do about it?” Osiris demanded.


“It's already done. He pissed a lot of people off. A lot of
important people off. That was a mistake. One that we've decided to... punish
him for. Permanently,” the voice replied.


Osiris paled only slightly. “Well, I guess I should prepare for
his successor. Should I start the groundwork for an election or do you have
something else in mind?” he asked.


The godfathers looked at each other, wheezing slightly. Finally
one waved a hand briefly. The others nodded. “We'll leave it up to the people,”
their spokesman said. “If they vote someone in that we can't deal with... well,
there are ways of dealing with that too,” he said.


“Yes sir,” Osiris replied, nodding dutifully. The men chuckled as
their guards and nurses helped them out of the room. When they were gone Osiris
slowly let out a deep breath. 


...*...*...*...*...


An exhausted Helen Richards worked with her staff to refine the
nanite shield. It wasn't perfect, she knew that, and now they had time to get
it right.


Irons was right though, it was incredibly seductive to go and use
the nanites to tweak a few things. She could see the logic, fix a defect here,
kill a virus there. But it was indeed a slippery slope, one she'd have to
carefully navigate. The newest version had already been alpha and beta tested,
then replicated. Most of the nanites would just need a software update, these
were more.... refined nanites. She reserved them for her medical personnel.


Over a hundred thousand people had died from the various
pathogens. She didn't have an exact number, there were too many people in small
farms that had yet to be accounted for. Irons was right, now that they had
control of the situation they had to stamp on a rush to distribute the new
version until it had been properly vetted. She didn't want a repeat of Robby
Daniels.


She closed her eyes. What a terrible, horrible price to pay, she
thought. To not only lose your child, but to become barren. She'd have to look
into doing something about that later. She wasn't sure if anything could be
done for Robby, but she could and would try. 


Unfortunately over the past week Robby had been hammered even
harder by the nanites. Pathogens were still in the air, they would be for some
time to come. Each time one hit her the woman lost a bit more of herself. The
newest generation of nanites had been injected in her in an attempt to keep her
alive.


No, Irons was right, with Robby's horrible example in front of
them there was no point releasing something that would do more harm than
good... or that would do nothing at all. 


Doctor La Plaz had been upset by their seeming timidity, until
Helen forced him to sit and talk to Robby and see for himself what haste
brought. Only the new nanites were keeping her alive, and even then she was a
mess. It would be a wonder if she lived through the next several days, and if
she did keep going it would take years to put her broken body back together.
But the woman had the stubborn iron will, so it was certainly possible. Sam was
right there with her, her rock, her whole world right now. Quietly Paco nodded,
he agreed with the team, they needed to make damn sure of each step before they
released it to the public.


The team continued to refine the nanites and work on a full
treatment for infected people. Unfortunately the spread of the virus in anyone
infected was too much for a shot gun approach, the medical nanites did as much
damage to the host as the virus did. So they had to find a work around... which
was where the latest generation of nanites came in. Paco had hit upon the idea
of adapting regen tank nanites into the latest version. Proteus and Sprite had
reluctantly helped program the nanites for the task, Sprite had copied the
regen nanites coding into the new model. It wasn't perfect, they were debugging
it even now. Robby Daniels was their test subject.


The countryside was littered with rotting infected bodies. Aware
of the possibility of secondary infections the government was urged to form
clean up details to burn the bodies. Osiris stated that he would bring the
suggestion to the governor and then signed off without further comment.


...*...*...*...*...


A panicked call from the government “summit” site was received.
“We're sick! Someone help us!” the governor said weakly over the radio.


“Phoenix? Where?” Irons asked.


“It's Governor Oman. He's sick. Apparently the virus somehow
infected him.”


“How?” Irons asked. “He's on an isolated island in the southern
gulf!”


“Apparently he was infected anyway. I've checked, there is no way
the winds could have brought him the virus.”


“Which means another vector,” Helen replied. She sat at the radio
station, fluffed her hair, and then took the radio transmitter. “Can you describe
the symptoms?”


“I woke and found my son dead! Please!” the governor coughed.
“Help us,” he said, voice strangling. He retched and coughed some more.


“Can you give me a little more to go on,” Helen said patiently.
“I'm assuming airborne, coughing...”


“We're coughing blood. My wife... Rosanne, she's collapsed.”


“Is she still breathing?” Helen asked.


“I.... oh god, no, no!” The governor wailed. Helen closed her
eyes.


“I'm sorry, we can't help them. Or you. From the sound of it you
have hemorrhagic fever. By the time we get to you ….” she sighed. “By the time
we get to you it will be over governor.”


“I....” they could hear coughing. “Do something! I order you!”


“And if I go there,  what? I can't treat you governor, the
treatment will kill you... if you're alive by the time I get there. And if you
attempt to leave we will have to shoot you down. You're quarantined.” She said
it as the death sentence they all knew it was.


When the governor hysterically insisted that the people needed him
she angrily told him off with sarcastic comments about how much of a help he
was in his hole while the crisis tore apart their civilization. “You went and
hid in your hole while the rest of us suffered. All of you said you were
suffering along with us while you were safe and secure in your fortress. We
bled and died while you and your cronies partied and ignored us. You can now
experience it for yourself! Quarantine is in effect!” 


The medical nanites had halted the spread of the virus in the past
week, but the threat of a mutated virus being released was still severe. She
informed the governor that their self-contained biosphere would concentrate the
virus, and the emergency provisions prevented her from allowing them to leave. 


“This is commissioner Gordon, I confirm that order. All police
units are to shoot down and avoid any aircraft attempting to leave the summit
site,” he said in a cold gruff voice. “We cannot afford to spread another
infection.”


“Gordon! You bastard!” the governor growled, then gasped a wet
gasp. He coughed again. “I'll... I'll...” They heard a thunk and then static.


The admiral could picture it, the fat governor most likely
collapsed over the desk. “Phoenix?” he asked.


“Yes admiral?”


“Signs of life? Thermal?” he asked.


“At the 'summit site' you mean? I am not over that area... I will
be in a few minutes.”


“Report back then,” he admiral said softly, already knowing the
answer.


...*...*...*...*...


When Phoenix reported back that there were no signs of life Helen
sat back in her chair, eyes cold. Some of the team were stricken, but a few
muttered darkly about poetic justice. 


“Are you keeping the quarantine up?”


“Planetary... for now.”


“Great.”


“Oh, you?” Helen asked. She smiled a tired wane smile. “You can go
admiral, you and I both know you are clear. But I'd wish you would stay. We'll
need help with the cleanup, and I really think you should be rewarded.”


“No, pass on the awards. But I'll stay to help with the cleanup
and to help you settle in as officers,” the admiral replied thoughtfully.


Helen pursed her lips in thought and then nodded. “We did open
ourselves up to that didn't we?” she asked. “Can we resign? Wait, commissions,”
her eyes darted back and forth and then she nodded. “Yes we can.”


“And if you do the keys you have are deleted,” the admiral warned.
She pursed her lips in annoyance. He waited.


“Okay, so, that's out,” she finally said, getting up from her
chair.


...*...*...*...*...


Speculation that someone had deliberately infected the government
'summit' made the rounds in the grape vines, and even in the media. Most of the
media was keeping the very idea at arm's length. 


Helen remembered that last shipment from Hodges and wondered about
it. After a long moment she shrugged it off. Oman and his cronies had left
others to die while he went to safety. Having him receive a dose of what his
people had been going through... well, it bothered her that the kids got it
too, but... it was out of her hands after all.


...*...*...*...*...


As life slowly returned to normal and the economy lurched back
into motion people took stock of what had happened... and how their world and
worldview had changed. For some it was as if a door opened, new beginnings. For
others a door closed, in some cased with permanence of the dead.


The death toll was sobering. An estimated one hundred twenty five
to one hundred thirty thousand people had died. A day of mourning was called
for by the acting governor Osiris. It was greeted with some agreement, though
many didn't like the source. Helen and her medics got behind the project and it
reluctantly became a reality.


The planet was draped in black cloth, every building had black of
some sort, and everyone dressed in black or dark colors. Public speeches of
mourning were set up, though few attended, most wished to be with their
remaining families. 


There were an unknown amount of animals dead, the countryside in
the affected areas were littered with entire herds that were dead and rotting. 


Areas in effected zone had to be burned down to end contamination.
Farms, crops, forests were all set ablaze and burned. Irons was worried that
the virus would be kicked up into the atmosphere, but the virologists were now
certain most would die when it reached the upper atmosphere. Besides, they had
the nanite shield and the knowledge on how to use it. But to be sure they were
instituting a mandatory worldwide inoculation program.
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Irons spent a great deal of time cleaning things up. An additional
month passed, but he didn't mind the extended wait. He kept busy, working with
Fox who had taken over as C.E.O. of his company and had started them on an
aggressive R&D program. They were leading the way on just about every
front, and had even begun construction of the system's first space station. It
was an ancient inflatable design, he'd helped them out by passing on the
blueprints and even using his shuttle to lift the core components into orbit.
It glittered, it's solar panels and aluminum skin making it stand out as it
orbited the planet, catching the sun. 


The station would soon serve as a docking port where goods and
fuel would pass between ground shuttles and visiting ships. Everything incoming
would be quarantined, the new government was taking the 'once burned thrice
shy' approach. He couldn't really blame them, they were still counting their dead.
They may never have a finished total. For some, including him, it haunted them.


Fox's company had even constructed the first truly Epsilon built
computer network. A computer tech genius in the company figured out the 'smart
personal assistant' templates, they now had a dumb AI, in fact several of them.


The company had also built the computer network for the hospital
at cost. Sprite had initialized a dumb AI designed to be a medical research
assistant. The AI Asclepius would help Director Richards and her staff in their
medical training and Renaissance. 


He'd gotten his fuel and other supplies, and he'd also gotten
additional resources to build two cargo shuttles, a passenger shuttle, and a
small automated tug to service his tiny gas giant refinery. He was leaving it
behind, he just didn't have the room on the Phoenix. Helen and Hank had
brokered deals to have the little ship stuffed to the deck heads with fuel in
exchange for the shuttles. Hodges of course had tried to charge him triple,
somehow he hadn't been surprised. He now had real fuel though, deuterium and
Helium 3, all stored in refrigerated tanks. Phoenix was cracking jokes about
being a tanker.


Helen had taken her team to the various ports once the pathogen
crisis was firmly in hand. Doctor La Plaz had whipped up a variant of the
nanites for the genie population. He reported to Helen after the inoculation of
the genie and otter population, stating he had hug bruises all over. And four
marriage proposals, one from a chunky female with the lower body of a black
octopus. She was pretty persistent, he'd had to go inland to avoid her
clutches. Helen laughed so hard nurse Marlone threatened to sedate her. Though
the old woman was smiling a bit too at that news.


When Irons heard he'd barked a laugh. He was relieved that
something had been done about Mara and her people. They deserved better.


Fox's company had taken charge of the shuttle and tug running to
the small Jovian refinery the admiral had left. He had replaced the refinery
with a new one. It was tucked up on the underside of the ship's hull in pieces.
He would need it once he got to B100omega. It had a small Jovian that would
hopefully serve to refuel a rather dry Phoenix.


Right now the ship was stuffed, she had all the fuel she could
store as well as replacement parts and materials. He'd spend the voyage putting
the interior of the ship back together. Phoenix hadn't been kidding when he'd
said he'd stripped the interior to make the final EMP bomb. Only a few things,
his industrial replicator, and the single stasis pod with the kittens inside
had been spared.


But now it really was time to go. He'd completed everything he'd
set out to do, the people here were once more healthy, and if not virtuous, at
least they were on their way back to a more law abiding civilization level. One
closer to what the Federation once was.


Irons noted a familiar figure lounging against the side of the
hangar. It would figure that he'd run into Ole Blue one last time on the taxi
way near his shuttle he thought. Fitting really. One last loose end, he thought.
He could make the alien out, resting against the back of the hangar in the
shade, head down with a piece of plastic sticking out where his mouth would be.
He's totally relaxed Irons thought. That was probably one of his secrets, the
casual way he killed. He didn't get worked up, after all, it was a job and he
was the best at what he did. Or so he thought.


“I believe it's about that time,” Ole Blue said, not looking up.


“I think so,” Irons replied, voice steady. People around him were
wide eyed. Many started backing away. 


“Oh you do?” the assassin cackled, pushing his fedora up to look
at Irons. In the shadows his implants made the alien's eyes seem to glow. “Glad
you agree,” he cackled again.


“Oh I didn't say I'd  be the one who will meet his maker,”
Irons replied, smiling slightly.


“You need a weapon,” the assassin asked, spitting the plastic out
and putting his left respirator back on. 


Irons snorted. “I'm fine,” he replied flexing his right hand.


“Suit yourself,” the alien said, straightening up and walking out
to get clear of the building. “Any last words?”


“I was wondering if you had any?” Irons asked.


“You so good at killing nanites you think you can kill my babies?”
the alien laughed. “No one can do that.”


“I think they are as good as dead actually,” Irons replied, voice
even with self-assurance.


“Actually admiral, I'm not all that certain myself,” Sprite
replied in his ear. He blinked but didn't have any other reaction. Now was not
the time for second thoughts.


The modified Veraxin cocked his head, tipping a claw to tip the
fedora slightly back. He really did buy into the whole western mannerisms. What
was that and Veraxins? Why were they so infatuated with Terran Westerns? Irons
put the thought aside as he listened. “You intrigue me Irons, you really do.
I've been at this nine hundred years and you are one of the few not afraid.
Only fools don't fear me.”


“I'm no fool,” Irons replied with a slight shrug. He realized that
the alien lived on the fear, treasured it. He was a blood sucking monster, an
alien vampire that needed to be put down for the good of all.


“We'll see,” the alien replied. He glanced slightly to the left
where a clock was embedded into the tower. It was an old fashioned clock, with
a hour and minute hand. The hour was not quite noon. “At noon?”


“Sure,” Irons replied, noting it was a minute until twelve. What
timing, he thought, right out of some grade B Western flick.


“Smoke this bastard sir,” Nohar growled.


“I intend to,” Irons replied slightly to the side. “But you better
clear out in case of ricochet,” he warned.


“Yeah,” Nohar replied, waving people back.


Nohar nodded politely to a very worried Helen. “Don't worry, Irons
has this.”


“You sure?” she asked nervously, arms crossed and leaning closer
to him to talk to him over the crowd.


“Sure I'm sure,” Nohar replied with a growl. His ears were back
though. “Irons is a survivor believe me. He didn't come all this way to fail.
He'll do what he's set out to do.”


“Right,” Helen said nodding, eyes on the impending match.


Irons felt an active sensor scan and smiled coldly. Defender put
up a false image of his implants. The assassin would only see what he wanted
him to see.


“You have some strange implants,” the alien said, brushing his
duster aside to expose his shooters. His left hand held the duster behind him,
the right flexed near his pistol grip. Irons knew the upper hands were for
show, the real killers were the true hands the alien was keeping concealed.
That was how he's done it for so long Irons thought. Everyone watched the upper
hand. Like a good stage magician Ole Blue AKA Bane set the stage and diverted
the attention of his audience. Divert, misdirect, and division.


“I'm one of a kind Bane,” the admiral replied. He felt his shields
spinning up to full power. Proteus pooled nanites on his skin, ready to kill
anything that got through. The fingers of his right hand came together and he
started forming his plasma blaster.


“Ah, so you know my name!” the alien cackled. “I'd wondered.”


“We may not have traveled in the same circles but I've got your
dossier. Care to see it? I like the part about how good you are with nanites,
how you can make more since you somehow hacked a code key.”


“Well! Seems you're right, I might of bit off more than I can chew
this time,” the alien laughed. “I see that now,” he said. He didn't sound like
he really believed that though.


“No turning back,” Irons said, watching the countdown tick
inexorably down to zero from ten.


“No hard feelings?” the alien asked amused.


“Nah,” Irons replied as the second hand got to the fifty eight
mark. “None at all,” he said coldly, hand flashing up in a micro second,
slightly faster than the augmented alien. A blinding blue bolt leapt from the
tip of his blaster intercepting the nanite bullet on its way to him, devouring
them and then slamming into their sender. The Veraxins eyes went wide and he
screamed very briefly as his body was incinerated by the power of an angry blue
sun.


“Really, none at all,” Irons said softly, staring at where the
body of the assassin had once been. Nanites were gobbling up the remains. He
went over and used his plasma weapon to cleanse the area just to be sure. With
rogue nanites, especially gobblers there was no such thing as overkill as far
as he was concerned. He didn't even notice the cheering and clapping until he
was finished.


“Well! That was anticlimactic!” Sprite said in his ear. He smiled
and nodded to Nohar and the others.


...*...*...*...*...


In the chaos and vacuum of the loss of the leadership of the
planet, Nohar had taken charge of planetary security. Helen had managed to get
him into a regen tank and replaced his missing body parts with cloned
replacements. She said it was because she wanted him as a walking
advertisement... and only a younger cat could keep up with security and the
constant headaches of the mob. Nohar had just snorted.


He'd been a little annoyed, but resigned to the fact that
Solaximara was the new head of Neo affairs. The red Neo was already maneuvering
to become the lieutenant governor of the colony when elections were held on the
next landing day. He had a bit of competition in Hodges, who couldn't make up
his mind if he wanted that position or the governor's mansion.


Hank McCoy was deeply involved in engineering and medical
technology. Helen had kept her job as Director of Medicine, but she'd been the
interim governor since all the other directors and the previous lieutenant
governor had died before help could arrive.


She'd thankfully handed the reins of power over to Commissioner
Gordon, who said he'd clean up the government and make it more effective. He'd
already started on a general house cleaning in law enforcement, and had even
rammed through a new constitution. Some said he'd be a shoe in for the
governor's mansion in the next election... if someone didn't bump him off
first.


Sprite had reported that Gordon was getting support from Fox. Fox
had apparently installed new computers and security systems for the
commissioner and helped him secure additional tech to hopefully stay alive.


Gordon had refused to be called governor, in fact he had made it
clear he didn't want the job. He made it plain that he would only hold it until
the next election. Irons wasn't sure if the former police commissioner was
sincere or a really good actor. He'd watched a few of Gordon's speeches, the
man didn't lie once. He played it straight, he was brutally honest, and he got
the job done. All good qualifications.


It didn't matter, Gordon was polling astronomical numbers from the
population. He may not have a choice in running come next year.


It would be somewhat ironic if it really did turn out that a man
who didn't want the job but was best suited for it ended up being forced to
take it. Diogenes may have found his honest man, Irons thought. 


The governor had wanted to attend but had instead been called away
by a hurricane approaching the southern coast. Irons thought he had his
priorities just right. Besides, he barely knew the man, the people he would
most miss were right here. He nodded to Nohar.


“Well, if you won't go to the army, I suppose we'll have to send
them to you,” Irons teased the tiger, shaking his artificial hand. Nohar
snorted.


“Don't get an old ranger's hopes up. I wish Rajar could have...”


“I know,” Irons said softly, patting his shoulder. “I know. The
kid did all right, he just didn't know. We need to fix that. Teach them.”


“Right.”


“Which is what I was hoping...”


Nohar's eye turned to him and he stopped, ears flicking for a
moment before they went fully forward. He chuffed, his left hand on his abdomen.
“You don't quit?” he demanded, laughing.


“Nope.”


“Well, I'm glad, it's a good thing. I'll think about it. No
promises,” he warned, one finger upraised in warning. “I kind of like my life
now. Getting up at oh four hundred hours and shining some officer's ass with my
lips isn't something I'm that attached to doing.”


“I was fairly certain it wasn't,” Irons replied with a laugh.
“Take care of Hank will you?”


“McCoy? He's landed on his feet. Good kid, he's running
engineering so don't worry about him. He's in his glory. Jerry's managing him
to keep him out of trouble and keep people from taking too much advantage of
him.”


“Good,” Irons nodded. “Take care. I'll hopefully be by again
someday.”


“Stop in at Kong's and I'll buy you a beer,” Nohar replied with an
ear flick. Irons nodded to Helen and Audrey. Audrey gave him a hug as Nohar
backed off. Helen just gave him a polite wave. She turned, one hand going to
her ear piece.


“Surprised she made it,” Audrey said, looking back at her.


“She's good people. You two make sure she stays that way,” Irons
said.


“Easier said than done,” Audrey replied, wrinkling her nose in
disgust as Jerry came over and tugged on Helen's skirt to get her attention...
and knowing Jerry to see if he could induce a little female clothing mishap
mayhem. She looked down and swatted at the chimp. He chuffed in annoyance as
she adjusted her skirt belt and then covered her earpiece and demanded what he
wanted.


Irons turned, giving them some privacy. “Knox will be around
sometime, I sent a recommendation letter to him.”


“Oh just what I need. People thinking I'm on the straight and
narrow. You do know how to ruin a girl's reputation don't you?” Audrey
demanded. Nohar snorted, shaking his head.


“Take care, all of you,” Irons replied climbing into his ship with
a backwards wave.


...*...*...*...*...


“Are we ready for this?” Phoenix asked as he approached to dock.
Irons leaned forward unnecessarily, craning his neck to look at the ship as he
made the final approach.


“Yes. As ready as we'll ever be,” Irons replied. “Though if you
want to stop at the refinery to top off...”


“Thanks but no thanks,” Phoenix replied dryly. “I'm full up
already,” the AI replied.


Irons snorted. “Suit yourself. Calculations complete?”


“Waiting on your mass readings right now,” the AI responded. Irons
watched the doors as his Fleet launch drifted into position. He came to a
relative stop in time to feel the tractors engage, drawing his shuttle up into
the bay. There was the barest of perceptible bumps as the shuttle docked and
then umbilicals attached to her top and starboard side.


“Doors closing. Umbilical pressurized,” Sprite reported as the
admiral shut the shuttle down and went through post flight chores. “Off to the
next adventure,” Sprite said.


“We're getting there commander, that's the main thing. One planet
at a time if necessary,” Phoenix responded. “Though we're going to have a bit
of a wait before we reach another planet. Jumping to what? B100omega and then
four other empty systems before we get to Bek?”


“I know, it's a long shot,” Irons replied, unstrapping and
climbing out of his seat. He grabbed the duffel he'd stored in the overhead and
headed for the hatch. The rest of his cargo could wait, he literally had no
room in the ship right now. Just enough to get from the shuttle bay to the
bridge, his cabin, and the attached head. If he sucked it in, in a few places.
It really was that tight.


“Break orbit,” Irons said. “Final checks?” he asked, squeezing
through the passageway. When he got to his cabin door he opened it long enough
to toss his duffel in and then kept on going to the bridge.


“Navigation app has completed calculations. We are on course for
the jump off point.” Phoenix replied. “I'd appreciate it if Sprite double
checked the calculations though,” he said sounding a trifle nervous.


“Agreed,” Irons replied with a nod as the hatch opened.


“Admiral on the bridge,” Phoenix intoned.


“Can it. Let's get this show on the road,” Irons replied sitting
in the captain's chair. He set his right arm down into its custom designed interface.
Ports opened up and cables plugged into his arm as the back adjusted to his
body and then tipped back to a more comfortable position.


“We are receiving a hail,” Phoenix said.


“Oh? What now?” he asked with a slight twinge of exasperation. He
didn't need any more delays.


“Good luck and good speed admiral, Phoenix. May the Spirits of
Space protect you and guide you. Epsilon Triangula out,” Gordon's rough voice
cut through his exasperation. He smiled slightly and hit the transmit.


“And to you too Epsilon. May the spirits shine their light on you
and yours. Keep moving towards the light,” he said and then closed the channel.
He squirmed slightly, adjusting himself and then nodded. “Engage.”


“Time to jump point twenty five hours. Running simulation of jump
now. Entering the latest mass readings. We're flying blind though,” Sprite
cautioned.


“We'll get it done anyways Sprite, we always do,” Irons replied.


“Aye aye sir, sublight engaged.”


 


The end.
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This was a hard book to write, and I'm glad Jacob, Thomas, and
Gord kept encouraging me. It would have taken twice as long without the
discussions with Jacob, thank you for that. Jacob, you helped with some good
ideas, and helped me think of others. ;)


This is a filler book, or was. It will play a part in future
books, of that you can rest assured. One of the major things in Pirate's Rage
will come because of events in this book.... ah, but that's for tomorrow. For
now I'm taking a much deserved break, Heart of the Swarm is calling. >:D
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Here are some of the people in the Wandering engineer universe.


 


Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons: Engineering fleet admiral, possibly the
last in the galaxy. At the time of stasis he was 102 years old with nearly
eighty years in the service, 70 as an officer. He has 3 doctorates and multiple
other degrees, most of them engineering related. He slept in stasis for 713
years missing the end of the Xeno war. He was a bit of a celebrity before and
during the Xeno war, having a hand in the design of the first Stargate and one
of the Dyson spheres. 


He spent 15 months on Io 11 after being rescued by her crew. He
then spent a year in the Pyrax system and then 8 months on Destiny before
transferring to Kiev 221.


 


Lieutenant Commander Sprite: Smart, sometimes spunky smart AI and
central core of Trinity. Serves as his adjunct. She is currently growing and
evolving.


 


Proteus: Experimental distributed AI based in the admiral's nanites.
Serves as his engineering helper and bridge to controlling his nanites.


 


Lieutenant JG Defender: Extremely intolerant dumb AI programmed as the admiral's
security.


 


Phoenix: Semi-smart female AI core of the starship Phoenix, created by
Sprite and Proteus.


 


IO 11:


Captain: Crotchety old woman. Hard captain, but beloved by her crew. In her
eighth decade.


 


Vanessa: Purser of the ship, hard penny pinching witch of a woman.


 


Emily: Chief of security and XO of the ship. Blue hair, hard cold
temperament. Granddaughter of the captain.


 


Lessa: chief navigator.


 


Shandra: Chief helmsman. Partner of Jennie.


 


Jennie: Assistant chief.


 


Faith: Scottish chief engineer. Had been injured just prior to the
admiral's arrival. Restored to full health after long time in stasis.


 


Io: AI of the ship. First AI created by Sprite.


 


Doctor: Female doctor. Mother of Mindy, spent years in stasis after
injury.


 


Mindy: Teenage goth daughter of the doctor.


 


Doctor:  Male doctor, shanghaied from Seti Alpha 5. resettled there with
wife and child.


 


Deidra: Chief pilot.


 


Hibiki: Junior pilot.


 


Taki: chief load master.


 


Leri: chief of fuel.


 


In Pyrax:


Commander Horatio Logan: Former yeoman and enlisted petty officer prior to and during Xeno
war. Sleeper, he was awoken over a century prior to the admiral and served as
the chief engineer of Anvil space station before the admiral's arrival.
Currently the commanding officer of Pyrax.


 


1st Lieutenant Junior Valdez: Son of Senior
Valdez, former tug pilot turned small craft pilot and later first fighter pilot
in Pyrax. Currently acting LT commander in charge of all pilots in the system.


 


System governor Walker: Elected governor of the system. Tall, rather good looking and
charming. A corrupt politician. One of the conspirators to remove the admiral
from the system.


 


Marines:


 


Major Jersey Forth: Former captain of a planetary militia and then security captain on
Anvil before retiring to enter private service. Tough and very good at his job.
Recruited into the Marines as a captain but then elevated to Major.


 


Captain Pendeckle: Former 1st lieutenant. Commander of the 1st
Agnostan recon detachment.


 


1st lieutenant Dana Harley: Former 2nd
lieutenant. Later promoted to captain. Second in command of the 1st
Agnostan recon detachment.


 


Sergeant Jefferson: Former assistant DI of F platoon. Later recon and sniper trainer
and full DI.


 


Sergeant Brenet: Former assistant DI of F platoon. Later advanced trainer.


 


Lance Corporal Jethro Panther: Black Neo panther assassin.


 


Gunny Schultz: Neo Doberman, former Drill instructor of F platoon.


 


Ensign Valenko Kodiak: Neo grizzly bear corporal, graduate of F platoon bootstrapped to
ensign.


 


Sergio: Neo white Liger, heavy weapons. PFC.


 


Hurranna: Neo lynx/bobcat PFC small, wishes to be a pilot.


 


Ox: Last Tauren in the Pyrax system. Engineer, communications tech,
and apprentice armorer. Lance Corporal.


 


PFC Asazi: former female prize fighting champion. Heavy worlder genes, hard
charger. Shooter. She has a broken nose and facial scar.


 


Lance Corporal Letanga: Leopard cousin of Jethro. Went through sniper and recon training
with Jethro. Quiet, reserved but very loyal. He has a limited cloaking ability.


 


Lance Corporal Betty: Neo chimp. Went through F platoon with the others.  Also
outfitted and trained in powered combat armor.


 


PFC Shiku: Arctic white Neofox sniper.


 


Senjix: Neocheetah, cousin of Cheetahra. PFC. Excellent scout. Graduate
of F platoon like all the other Neos.


 


PFC Zebo: Gashg driver. Former member of F platoon.


 


PFC Ris'ha: Naga driver. Former member of F platoon.


 


Private Shep: Neo Sheppard.  Later Sergeant Shep. Head of the Military Police.


 


Tungulria: Black Neowolf. The only other Neo to have almost the same
cloaking ability as Jethro.


 


Petty officers Gusterson: Neo greyhound naval corpsman assigned to Valenko's squad as the
medic.


 


Harley Quinn: PFC Neo Hyena, jokester. Infamous in F platoon for her pranks.


 


Lance Corporal Déjà: Selkie. Former slave of the pirates serving as the chief helmsman
on Destiny. Now wants to be a marine pilot.


 


Others in the system:


 


Lieutenant Commander Vargess: Love interest of captain Mayweather.
Captain of the Arboth class destroyer Fuentes.


 


Fuentes (AI): ancient AI recovered and rebuilt prior to the admiral's
departure. The AI had only 1 of 3 cores and was partially insane. Fortunately
the AI had been repaired and returned to service.


 


Lieutenant Commander Harris: commander, former tactical officer of
Firefly. Currently captain of Maya.


 


On Firefly:


Captain (Lieutenant commander) Mayweather: Former XO of the
Carib queen, a star Yacht. Rose through the ranks quickly to become captain of
the Maya and then Firefly.


 


Lieutenant Commander Shelby Logan XO: Daughter of Horatio
Logan, formerly his XO on Anvil, recruited as chief engineer of Firefly before
taking over the XO slot.


 


Commander Firefly (AI): Old AI core of the light cruiser Firefly.


 


Janice: 1st Lieutenant, helm and navigational officer. Former helmsman of
the Carib Queen.


 


Purple Thorn: 1st Lieutenant Elf tactical officer. Former officer on
Sun-Yat w/ Commander Logan before transferring to Maya. Served with Captain
Mayweather on the Maya.


 


Doctor Standish: 1st Lieutenant, chief doctor on Firefly. He is an
understudy of Doctor Thornby. He worked at the college before volunteering his
services to the navy.


 


Riley: sergeant, Marine armorer. Former fitter and blacksmith on Avalon.
While traveling to Briev he stopped in Pyrax to become an EVA suit fitter.
Brilliant in his job but grumpy.


 


Anvil:


Anvil governor: Enrique Former XO of the station. Tough but pragmatic, politician able to
compromise his ideals and honor to get things done.


 


Smithy (AI): dumb AI turned “Semi” smart


 


Liam O'Reilly: Former assistant chief engineer now chief engineer of the
station. Married into the Valdez family. Wife is a life support supervisor.


 


Judge Hershey: Junior Judge on the station. Renown for being above corruption
and impartial like Judge Farley.


 


Judge Farley: Senior judge in the system, he helped to refine the Pyrax
Constitution. He's tough, hard on crime and impartial to a fault.


 


Sheriff Trac: Veraxin sheriff. Bluff lawman with a love of American Western
clothing.


 


Lieutenant commander (doctor) Thornby: Reservist. She is the
chief medical officer on Anvil and the chief of medicine for the navy. She is a
hard worker not above soaking the rich to provide medical care for the poor.


 


Valdez family:


Jorge Valdez: chief tug pilot and owner of the growing tug business.


Juanita Valdez: No nonsense matriarch of the Valdez clan. Has multiple children of
various ages.


 


Matilda: Dean of the Anvil college. Has a granddaughter.


 


Doctor Jenni Martel: Geneticist and genealogist. She is in charge of attempting to
resurrect the fallen sentients.


 


Matriarch: Elderly neolion in charge of the Anvil cat clan and the nominally
in charge of the Neos in the system. She may be old but she's wise and tough.


 


Hrris Leo: Young neolion. Friend of Jethro and the other cats. Has a job as
an engineering supervisor on the station.


 


Chung Li: Siberian Neo tiger.


 


On Destiny:


Captain Ferguson: Tough civilian captain, one of the original crew of the Destiny.
He rose from being a slave and third mate to captain after being liberated.


 


Chief engineer Bailey: Balding Neo chimp. Tough, loves martial arts. Smart and
independent, friend of the admiral. Wives Galiet, Clennie, Sylvia, sons Fiben,
John, and Devin


 


Everett: Electronics tech 2nd class


 


Bryan Kelley: Medic and owner of several coonies.


 


Galiet: Senior wife of Bailey. College student.


 


Sylvia: Second wife of Bailey, Bonobo, pregnant with Fiben when Irons
leaves Destiny. Bridge officer.


 


Clennie: Bridge officer, third wife of chief Bailey.


 


Miss Mayfair: Head of the Pyraxian diplomatic delegation. Shrewish woman.


 


April O’Neill: Red haired reporter for Knox news with a love of yellow jumpers.
Love interest of the admiral.


 


On Agnosta:


Cheetahra: Neo Cheetah medic. Former member of the Anvil cat clan.


 


Nana Jersey: Elderly woman, grandmother of Billy and Pidge.


 


George Custard: Leader of the Agnosta delegation. Avid reader, mayor, w/ largest
book collection on the planet.


 


Jim: Delegate, former mayor.


 


Chumly: Farmer, aide to other Agnosta delegates. Works as a manager in a
store George owns.


 


Doc Wallace Waley: Balding Dentist, former pirate slave. Returned to Agnosta on
Destiny. 


 


Maggie Lu Kasey: Friend of Nana Jersey. Former Pirate slave returned to Agnosta on
Destiny. Became the outspoken leader of former slaves. In her 20's.


 


Vesuvian: A giant adult Vesuvian near the growing space port. Several
juvenile Vesuvians from Destiny joined it to form a small colonial forest.


 


Briev:


The Red Queen: Psychotic older power hungry woman.


 


Triang:


Neo cats: A group of Neo cats from Pyrax who traveled there on Destiny with
the admiral. They are led by Hera and Asia.


 


Kiev 221:


Captain Robert Chambers. Wife Cora: Captain of the Kiev
221.


 


Toni Chambers: 17 year old adopted daughter of the captain. Transferred to the
station to become a news reporter and anchor.


 


1st mate John Henry Warner: Son of the Warners.
Named after the admiral. Xo of the ship. He'd been married before his wife left
him and the ship over a forced abortion.


 


Chief engineer and second mate Quinna O'Mallory: Hard charging Irish
woman bent on repairing her ship.


 


Yvonne: Assistant chief engineer, mother of deceased Art.


 


Esmay Suarez: chief navigator 3rd mate


 


Jeremy Blackhawk: chief helm officer, Native American descendant.


 


Hir'ruk: Veraxin Chief logistics officer


 


M'Runi: Veraxin communications tech.


 


Blur: Telerite purser


 


Q’Bert: Naga security officer


 


Numiria: Neo jackal doctor. Husband is chief of sanitation Neo Hyena Lobo.


 


Lieandra:


Captain Yen ‘Kelly: Veraxin captain. Old, past his prime but eager to help in order to
improve his ship and unload some of his excess passengers.


 


Antigua Prime:


Cybers:


Yan Fu + wife Hishina Fu: Leaders of the pacifist and old guard
parties.


 


Kenny Kennet: Lawyer, follower of the Fu's.


 


Averies: Dilettante and self taught programmer of cybers.


 


Sid and Emily Berkheart: Directors of Human resources.


 


Doctor Megan Trask: Head of the medical department.


 


Ron and Rachael Steward: Neo bears, 1 grizzly, 1 half human half black bear. Life Support
managers. They like Averies trained themselves to run and repair what they
could after the station went dark. They usually give their council proxy to the
Fu's to vote since they are so busy.


 


Doctor Templeton Myers: Head of science and R&D.


 


Ribber: Gashg gardener. Signed over his proxy to Yan Fu before resigning
from the council. He is a pacifist, preferring to attend to his garden over
dealing with people.


 


The Warners, 1st Lt Taylor Warner and ensign Rasha
Warner: Sleepers awakened over 100 years ago. Their son is the exec of
Kiev 221. Both have been placed in the reserves and are currently the system
naval commanders.


 


AI:


The muses: all class one dumb AI


Clio: historian/researcher. repurposed to manage the first fusion
reactor.


 


Euterpe and Terpsichore: Music and Dance: air heads, entertainment coordinators and
directors


 


Thalia: Muse of comedy: recovered. Rebuilt.


 


Urania: Astronomy: science. Found and recovered. Brought online. Assistant
to doctor Myers in science and teaching.


 


Mnemosyne: Memory computer management Smart AI. Took a lot of her higher
functions down to keep system running. Did permanent damage to herself. She has
to be reintegrated as each fragment is recovered. She is an experimental
civilian AI.


 


Tribal leaders:


Romeo: Terran male.


 


Y'ru: Veraxin, old but wise.


 


Juliet: Terran female. Genie descendant.


 


Sheriff Derrango: Curly handle bar mustache, old, silver hair, beady eyes. Laid back
attitude. Has a wife, kids, and grand kids.


 


Deputy Barney Fife: Nervous gangly 1st deputy. Terrible shot, very by the
book person. The Sheriff frequently uses him as a foil to get others to accept
his directives.


 


General Staff On the station:


 


Savo and Petunia: Primate Neo chimp security officer and Neo gorilla space worker.
Transferred from Kiev 221


 


Howi and Shari: Tribal members. Neo chimps. Both have become welders on the
station.


 


Sparks and Regina: 40's something couple transferred from Kiev 221. Sparks is an
electrician, Regina is a SBA training to be a nurse.


 


Mr. Freeze and Ezri: Freeze is a lifetime friend of Sparks. Partner, HAC tech. Ezri is
his wife; she is a RN and surgical nurse. 1 adult child left on Kiev 221.


 


Ralphie and Alice: 50's couple bartenders from Kiev 221. Adult son left in charge of
bar on Kiev 221. Own Ralphie's bar and grill and Alice's nail salon.


 


Gwen, Riff, and Torg: Tauren engineers who transferred to the station from Kiev 221.


 


Doctor Kraft: Sleeper from Kiev, specializing in implant surgeries. Dr. Kraft
is old, a former teacher of implant tech.


 


Antiguans:


Governor elect mayor Jeff Randall and his wife Sandra: Politically
charismatic couple set on changing their world. 2 daughters, Ramona/Kylie, age
six and four. 


 


Epsilon Triangula:


 


In Hazard:


Sheriff Rosco Coltrain Medium hieght and build, black hair going gray on sides,
muttonchop side burns, mustache,  wears a black duster over sheriff uniform.
Black western cowboy hat. Full of bluster. Tolerated by mob and people despite
Hodges schemes. Sister Lulu is married to Hodges.


 


Deputy Roy Rogers: straight shooter from Crater city. Has boyhood Neo friends Bullet
an Alstatian deputy in Crater city, and Game warden friend white neowolf Phantom.
Like the other deputies he wears an English constable uniform instead of
western wear to distinguish them from their boss.


Deputy Cletus Hodges -distant cousin to Boss Hodges


 


Deputy Ianus: Another deputy of Hazard, straight shooter. 


 


Duke boys/family: mentioned. Best moonshiners in Hazard and on planet.


 


Chief of county Judge Albert (tall lean, dresses in western wear)


 


Fat Larry - replaced fat Tony. Larry Lazarrian. Two bit mobster.
Serves as a front for Boss Hodges.


Biscuits n Books: Two small time thugs. Both work(ed) for Lazarrian. Biscuits is a
bruiser, sadist, sociopath. Books is smarter and leaner.


 


Boss Hodges: true ruler of the mob and politics. county commissioner. he gets
a cut of everything. married to sheriff Coltrain's fat sister lulu. Fat
guy.Wears white, disproving the theory that only the good guys wear white.


 


Huey Hodges: Skiny version of Boss Hodges. Younger, not quite as good at
scheming as he thinks he is.


 


Tori: 13 year old crop duster pilot. Father is a lush. (ID4 hero)
mother is dead. 


Bobby younger brother and mechanic gets infected and dies


Xani youngest sibling to Tori. Keeps house and helps her brother.


 


Nohar yellow tiger: Neo tiger, aged, former army ranger with the 501st. artificial
arm, eye, ear, leg and implants in his abdomen. all from near miss of a plasma
weapon.


discharged due to injuries and lack of facilities to fully repair
him... and a growing claustraphobia related to ships and space stations.


He was picked up as a sleeper sixty years ago. aged, with missing
fur. ranger tattoo on left bicep. Right fang is aluminum and titanium, lips on
that side curled by damage.


He works as a private detective. Irons repairs implants.


 


Hank McCoy: blue Neo lion, engineer/mechanic/ tech wizard. lives in bar and
does work for various people. works in bar for room and board. absent minded
but brilliant. also cheap. frequently does work for the challenge.


Medic.


 


Kong: silverback gorilla, owner of Kong's grill and bar. Acts as his own
bouncer sometimes.


Striped neolion Rajar: nephew of Nohar. young leo considering marines. screws up and
claws suit. Dies after accidental exposure.


 


Maggie: Neo cougar bar made at Kong's. Interested in Hank. Acts as a
spie for Solaximara.


 


Neo chimp Jerry: friend of Hank. "Cocky little shit" Motor mouth, source
and helper of Nohar


 


Medics:


Helen Richards: Chief medical officer of planet. leader of medics Also known as
Director or Doctor.


44, green eyes. brown hair going to silver slightly. glasses when
reading. smart, tough but fair. short. young for her rank. She is leading
medics kicking and screaming back to modern medicine.


Nurse Marlone: old school matron nurse. Assitant to Richards. Dresses in a
Victorian nursing outfit, white with a red cross and apron.


Prim and proper, crisp and neat even in a crisis.


Malcolm 1 and 2: the Malcolm twins as they are called, Malcolm Innes, and
Malcolm O'Reilly. O'Reilly is a trauma surgeon, Innes is a general
practice. Both have black hair, though Innes has long curly hair. (Ares from
hercules) and a goatee. O'reilly has short striaight hair and a full beard.


Ted Zane: Tall doctor. Glasses. Supportive of Helen. (modeled after doctor
from hospital show)


Doctor Ivanov: fat doctor with glasses and goatee. Virologist. 50's, once was a
ladies man. smart. laid back.


Doctor Yusef Hadjiri immunologist/cancer specialist. Tall rakishly thin man.


Doctor Kalif Omari new resident (no specialty) volunteer officer


Doctor Gijis: Veraxin endocrinoligist


Doctor Ramius: rare naga doctor. Orthopedics


Doctor Sergei Chung descendant of mongols surgeon. Broad face, asian eyes, fat nose,
sunny disposition. joke about possibly hawaiian or Samoan genes too.


Doctor Alexander Milinkov immunologist


Doctor Paco La Plaz -one of 10 virologists on the planet. Young Volunteer officer 24,
5 specialties. Child prodigee. Brown hair, clean shaven. virology, immunology,
micro surgery, endocrinology, neurology. Also basic skills in other fields.


Nurse Joy: Bit of a bubblehead blond unless a patient is involved. has
incredible empathy. 2 long pigtails she sometimes forgets to braid.


Roger Emment: Orderly


5 other nurses also volunteer for the Naval reserves.


Doctor Leslie Thompkins:  60+ doctor in Gotham. Scrappy tough lady who lives in crime
alley and does business there. More of a mob doctor than a normal doctor.


Trisha: blond small secretary at the metropolis general hospital admin
complex. Edict memory. nice and friendly to Helen.


Doctor Salt: Black human male, crew cut, pilot as well as Doctor.


Doctor Sam Daniels: Crusty gruff male human doctor, in his 40's. Virologist. 


Doctor Robby Daniels:  Virologist and disease specialist. Feisty red head. 


 


Politicians:


Oman: governor: fat, puppet governor. thinning hair, Wife Rosanne who is also
obese.


Morton: Air director. tall, lean, old, but an idiot.


Nannook: director of industry


Quertz: Veraxin  director of travel


Deli Osiris: chief of staff


Solaximara: red Neo cat. designer red with a black mohawk mane and white underbelly and
eyebrows. Long and lean, with an almost too long torso.


He wears gold bead necklace shawl and gold earings with white and
yellow feathers dangling. Scowls a lot, talks with his hands.


He has upper and lower fangs and talks with a lips. Old, one of
the Neo leaders on the planet.


 


Ole blue: Real Name Cade Bane assassin from the league of shadows,
the assassin's guild. Old, veraxin geneformed into cade bane form. Western
wear, tan duster, blue skin, fedora,


4 multifaceted eyes, 2 six shooters that shoot nanite gobbler bullets.
feared for his ability and the nanites. has 2 true arms on sides that wrap
around torso under vest.


the true hands do the real shooting. heavily augmented, can detect
scans.


later hired to kill Irons.


Irons kills him just before leaving.


 


Media:


Jerry Richards: EDP reporter who tracked Irons down for series of interviews. Ex
wife is Helen Richards.


 


Perry White: editor of the Epsilon Daily Planet. (EDP). Wears a suit with
vest.


 


Lois: Senior reporter for the EDP, tough, gets into trouble.


 


Clark: Senior reporter for the EDP, glasses, bumbles, nice guy. 


 


Jimmy Olsen: photographer for the EDP and occasional source. freckle faced
short gangly photographer.


 


Cat: Brunett, suave, sexy woman. Mousy minx, glasses, tease and
flirt. wants to be a fashion/gossip reporter works as a secretary.


 


Owens: reporter for the herald


 


Parker: competing photographer for bugle


 


Others:


Wally Wart: aerospace engineer. (airplane mechanic) Short stooped over Human.


 


Luke: Airbus pilot. Teenager with acne. Nutty driver usually.


 


Doherty: sam Doherty, farmer. 50's. lives just outside Sin city, poe'd over hank and
crew using site for drone.


 


Dewey Keeper, portly short inventor/engineer/scientist. White hair, bushy
white mustache, blue eyes and glasses. Dresses in a rumpled gray suit. walks
with a cane with a snowflake on the pommel. 


 


Audrey Halfston, black hair, yellow dress, green bonnet. 40's. talker, user. used
Irons to talk about stuff and charge him for drinks.


 


Snorphlax: gashg sewer engineer of New Chicago
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My blog:


http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/


 


Interesting web
comics:


http://www.schlockmercenary.com/


http://www.vexxarr.com/Index.php


http://www.sluggy.com/


 


And I can't forget my
friend Mechmaster's Dalek comic:


http://www.mechmaster.co.uk/cg-lair/daleks_page1.htm


 


My cousin's blog:


http://bossymoksie.wordpress.com/


 


Tech:





http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Douglas_DC-1


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flying_car_(aircraft)


 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/System_on_a_chip


http://liliputing.com/


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volumetric_display


http://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/Hydroelectric+Power+Plant


http://www.sainsmart.com/sainsmart-ss808-pc-on-a-stick-for-android-4-1-dual-core-1-6-ghz-a9-processor-1gb-ddr3-8gb-internal-storage-dual-wifi-module-on-board.html


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Activated_carbon


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hydrogen_vehicle


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agricultural_aircraft


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piper_PA-25_Pawnee


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piper_PA-36_Pawnee_Brave


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swarm_robotics


http://baibook.epfl.ch/slides/SwarmRobotics.pdf


 


Medical:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protein_engineering


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gluteus_maximus_muscle


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gluteal_muscles


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_muscles_of_the_human_body


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outbreak


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endemic_(epidemiology)


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epidemic


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pandemic


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acute_viral_nasopharyngitis_(common_cold)#Transmission


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pathogen


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smallpox


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bovine_spongiform_encephalopathy


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biological_hazard


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hazmat_suit


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Positive_pressure_personnel_suit


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virus


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viral_disease


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synthetic_biology


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artificial_gene_synthesis


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protein_engineering


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antiviral_drug


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vaccination


http://science.howstuffworks.com/life/human-biology/blood2.htm


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ultraviolet_germicidal_irradiation


http://io9.com/5988198/tuberculosis-and-leprosy-thrive-by-pretending-to-be-viruses


 


Implants:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nanotechnology


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-inflammatory


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immunosuppressive_drug


 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chronic_electrode_implants


http://www.uweb.engr.washington.edu/research/tutorials/woundhealing.html


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prosthetics_in_fiction


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Implant_(medicine)


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyborg


 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neuroprosthetics


http://www.mindcontrol.se/?p=7811


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brain_implant


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brain-computer_interface


 


Other:


 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Uniformed_Services_Oath_of_Office


http://www.yourguidetoitaly.com/popular-foods-of-italy.html


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diogenes_of_Sinope


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aLEhh_XpJ-0


 


Book: World-Building
by Stephen L. Gillett copyright 1996


 


Characters:


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Snidely_Whiplash


http://www.zbrushcentral.com/showthread.php?176083-N-75


http://www.theoi.com/Ouranios/Asklepios.html


Anthro:


http://anthro-glamour.deviantart.com/


http://pythosblaze.deviantart.com/gallery/8392936#/art/Solaximara-132378607?_sid=687e8abf


http://teiirka.deviantart.com/art/Broken-319696610
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Here is a short (I
did say short!) story titled Salvage. It introduces a new character to
the Wandering Engineer Universe whom you will see in other short stories and in
future books.  The short story will be in 13 Degrees of Separation, a short
story compilation. (I hope, I may have to break it into 2 books!)


 


Salvage


 


Senka system, Two
years after the events in Fools gold.


...*...*...*...*...


Sixteen year old Mairi Jersey swore again as she picked at the
controls. It didn't due to take one's ire out on your own ship, bad things
happened then. But she didn't know how to vent other than turning the air blue.
She glanced at the heater in subconscious reflex as that thought hit her. Nope,
just fine, 18 degrees C. She ran her hand through her blue hair under her knitted
cap before resetting it on her closely buzz cut head. She was a spacer born and
bred, she had no need for hair. Hair just got in the way, she just wished she
was bald in times like this. Of course if she'd let it grow out like her mother
she could sell it, but that was a pittance.


She was also a bitter asteroid miner, she thought with a disgusted
sigh. Here she was, out and about picking up salvage. She should be happy she
realized, but the unfairness of the universe still bothered her. There really was
no justice, even though she'd turned it somewhat to her advantage. Maybe, if
she got back alive that was.


A few months ago, a ship passing through had brought news,
momentous news. News that effected their home system even though they hadn't
known the full story four years ago. They all knew about the pirates, they
rarely stayed long these days. Stories of the pirates passing through the
system tended to annoy her, but at least they were just passing through now,
not using the few and far between habitats as target practice anymore. Word of
Irons and how he'd been picked up in their system angered her however.


He should have been their find, their sale to another group, or
used to help benefit them! But no, some damn freighter jockey had literally
stumbled onto his pod while being chased by pirates! Pure dumb luck! Sometimes
she cursed the spirits for such things. Why could others get so lucky when
people like her who desperately needed the luck had none?


Her mother had pointed out that Irons had been here all along and
no one had found him. That wasn't her point, she'd fumed. Trust her mother to
see both sides of the situation. But her mother had been right, Irons was out
of the system anyway. It wasn't like he'd return, not to a death trap of a
system like this one.


Now she fumed again, picking through the wreckage. She'd found
some choice bits, stuff she'd packed onto her hull or marked for later
retrieval. Digs... damn him, she had to be careful, he too had gotten wind of
where Irons had been picked up.  She checked the long range.  He'd tagged her
on her way out, she was sure of it. She couldn't go all evasive either, she'd
had just enough juice and life support for a straight shot out.  She couldn't
linger long either, not unless she wanted to become a part of the funeral
cloud.


Uncle Edgar had provided some of the data, for his usual fee of
course. She curled her lip in disgust. The man had no respect for family.  None
at all.  Even when he had her work at the bar to pay for her mother's tab he
still didn't cut her a break.  He'd even charge her interest if the debt ran
overlong. At least she had the data though, the course data from both ships.


Edgar hadn't twigged onto what she was doing, or at least hadn't
said anything out loud. He'd just watched her work on the problem on an old
tablet. She was good with math and good with navigation. What she'd been after
was what she'd thought of after she'd heard the story about Irons and gotten
over her initial resentment.  If Irons had been picked up... then maybe there
was something else out there. Another survivor perhaps?


She'd triangulated the debris cloud from the path of the two
ships, the unknown pirate and the so called Io 11.  By back tracking along
their course she'd found the wreckage strewn across millions of kilometers in a
glob emanating from a central point.  Indeed, some of that same wreckage had
already passed through the system or had been picked up over the centuries. But
apparently not all of it. She was eager to get her fair share.


Digs was a slike, a slime ball grifter who tended to have
wandering hands and a total lack of appreciation for proper hygiene.  He tended
to drift between the small asteroid and moon colonies in the system.  There
couldn't be more than a thousand people left in the system and of course he had
to be one of them. She still couldn't believe how low he'd sunk, hitting on her
of all people!  He was also shifty, and she wouldn't put it past her for him to
follow her.  She regretted the slip she'd made talking to Uncle Edgar the
bartender.  She'd wished she'd had the foresight to do it away from the bar. 
In hindsight that might have been her undoing.


Senka had a small population, growing smaller every year. Many had
died by the pirates, others died when the air or power ran out. Trying to
survive with what was left was next to impossible but somehow they did it.
Without a planet, without a formal space station... somehow they still did it,
still lived. It would be a testimony to people and how stubborn they could be
if it didn't make her want to cry.


She was tired of Senka, tired of scratching a living out of the
rock, trying to survive, watching the air bottle run out, worried about the
heater freezing up, the constant threat of radiation... a retro misfiring... to
others it was part and parcel of their life but not her. No, not her. She
wanted out. She wanted to strike it rich and get her mom out of this wretched
system. Go somewhere it was safer, where there were more people. She was a
spacer born and bred so she would prefer somewhere like Pyrax. She'd heard
about New Dublin and wanted no part of that mess.  Hell no! No way. She wanted
a guy to maybe settle down with, but not some slave master. Screw that.


No, she wanted more and she'd damn well get more or die trying.
Already she'd picked up enough bits on this trip to pay for this trip and her
next two fuelings as well as enough O2 for both her and her mother for the next
year.


She rubbed her brow gently, aware her skin was dry. The air was
too dry, there was too little water in it, a problem in this ship. She had to
keep it dry, too much humidity affected the electronics. But that wasn't the
problem on her mind right now. She licked her chapped lips and then took a sip
of water from the tube rigged by her head. 


She had to do something.  Her mother's gambling habit was just too
much to support.  Mom kept promising she'd stop but each time she'd returned to
port town she'd found creditors waiting for her in the dock and mom looking all
sad and puppy eyed.


Twice she'd thought she'd made it, made enough to buy passage out
of here only to find mom had made a stupid bet and had to pay her mother's
debtors off... which of course sucked her dry. Twice. Her mother was apologetic
for days afterward. She'd resented it but she knew her mother just couldn't
help it. She had to bet on what she thought was a "sure thing".


It was getting to the point where she was afraid of leaving.  But
she had too, she had to survive.  They didn't make enough in port town to
support the both of them!  Of course her mother fretted when she was gone,
gambling helped ease that apparently but damn it all! Why did she have to throw
good credits down the refresher like that!


Burning lava like resentment cut through her once more before she
sighed, forcing herself to relax and put it aside. No, she'd gotten Felix’s
word that he wouldn't take her mother's money, he'd turn her away.  She'd even
paid him to do it. Hopefully he'd hold up his end.


He'd better, she thought in disgust as she checked the readings.
She had to be careful, the EPS conduits she'd already salvaged were going to
make balancing the bitch a pain in the ass. The life support parts strapped to
her undercarriage were great but the conduits were where the credits really
were. Life support parts could be made or remade given the right materials and
time. Conduits couldn't.


Whoever had named her battered elderly tug the Tin Plated Bitch
had one hell of a sense of humor she thought wryly, twisting her lips as she
studied the read outs.  Seven hundred plus years old and still going strong,
she thought, stroking the taped arm rest. 


A few minutes later she arrived at the next find. A jumble of
wreckage a meter long tumbled in space, wiring snaking out and jiggling like
Medusa tentacles. No, not worth it. One good scare with one of those cables was
enough for a life time.


She didn't need to get trapped again. Next time she may not be so
lucky. She stared at the screen and then tapped at another piece further off.
She shivered a little but kept it under control. There was no need to get all
freaky, it had been a brief scare but she'd gotten through it relatively
unscathed. She hated the suit but it sure was a life saver she thought, rubbing
the faded orange left bicep armor.


She was still in her hard suit, she hated the thing, but getting
in and out of it was too much of a pain in the closed confines of the tug's
claustrophobic cabin.  Her helmet and gloves were racked nearby. She looked up
to the controls and flipped a switch.  When the red light on the pump stayed
lit she swore and tapped at it a few times until it went out. She watched it
suspiciously for several minutes, making sure the fuel was moving from one tank
to the other as she'd intended. She needed to keep the bitch's balance just
right or she'd fly off course when she did her main burn.


She'd also worn the suit just in case she'd have to pump the cabin
down and run on her suit to get to port. She'd had to do that twice and it had
been a terrifying experience. One she vehemently didn't want to repeat. Not now
or ever.


From the look of things she'd be okay. If she could find at least
one more tidbit and bring it home to balance the load.


Uncle Edgar had told her how a ship normally died. She'd carefully
listened and even took notes when he'd explained it. When a ship died, it died
in one of three ways. The first, it was chewed up but her reactors scrammed
before they blew and she was a derelict in space, adrift and salvageable.


The second, she broke in half, or in several pieces, each tumbling
off into space. That hadn't happened here either. The third, the reactors were
hit, or a nuke got past the armor and tore her up from the inside out.


Most of her innards were toast, free floating atoms and bits that
had pushed other bits out during the rather exciting explosion. The armor had
briefly contained some of the damage, but it was designed to protect stuff from
coming in, not out.


Sometimes bits spewed from ports, hatches, and other places before
they were chewed up by the nuclear fireball and consumed. Sometimes this
wreckage was pushed out, past the dead ship and into space. In a one and a
million shot, some of that wreckage bore fruit.


Like this one, she thought, smiling as she expertly picked her way
through the floating bits of rubbish to another find. It was a piece of a
shuttle bay she recognized, maybe... she used a waldo to catch it and then turn
it to inspect. She reared back, a body was melted into it. She bit her lip and
let it go, letting it drift once more.


"May you rest until the spirits bring back our dead,"
she said softly, turning once more.


She wasn't like Digs or Half Cock, she didn't bring in things like
that. Not to the recyclers who broke them down to use in the food. No, they'd
suffered enough.


She turned, looking onward and sighed. 


After a long moment she glanced at the clock. She had another...
hour and ten minutes before her window to return home closed. Just enough
time... she scanned the area once more. She picked out the nearest return and
hit the retro's to investigate it.


She was glad she did a half hour later. Strapped to her remaining
flank was the bow of a military shuttle. She grinned at the find. Sure it was
milspec, she wasn't sure if the electronics were salvageable, probably not,
they might blow. But the rest of it was great.


Even if it wasn't useable, she could always sell it to the
recyclers who'd melt it down for scrap. She'd found her bit to make a tidy bit
of profit out of this venture after all.


She cracked her knuckles and set course for home complacent.


...*...*...*...*...


As she passed a rock something latched onto her.  Her little tug
pitched over, spinning. Klaxons wailed. She was shocked to see another waldo in
front of her cockpit glass, tearing at her little tug. "What the
hell?" she demanded, trying to regain control. This was way beyond a
prank. This was a serious assault!


"Didn't anyone teach you to share bitch?" Digs
growled, cutting at her lashings.


"Why you bastard! I never thought you'd turn jack!" she
snarled, trying to fight Digs off. He caught her one freed waldo and held it.
They drifted closer. She could see him in his cockpit. He smiled a greasy smile
and touched the boom mike in front of his mouth.


"Now, now, don't be rude. There is more than enough here for
the both of us,” he smirked.


"Bullshit! You know I found it fair and square! Go get your
own!" she snarled, struggling.


He tisked tisked mockingly and kept her pinned. "Stalemate,
and from the looks of it, you've used up a lot of your juice finding all those
nice bits," he smiled.


She glared, red eyes flashing dangerously. "You pirate!"
she screamed.


"Now no need to be rude!" he mocked, grinning.  He
licked his lips. This was going to be fun he thought. He was tempted to draw it
out, tempted to make her suffer a bit. But he reminded himself that if he did,
it made it more dangerous, yes the danger was fun, but the possible exposure
wasn't. If one of her radio signals got to the wrong person he'd be in trouble.


"So now what? You think you can get me to just let you rob
me?" the girl snarled. "Just like that?" She felt a sinking
heart. There was no way he could afford to let her live. Was he even going to
bother with trying to bribe her? No, certainly not. The old saw about dead men
tell no tales ran through her mind.  It equally applied to women she realized.
A woman like her, she thought frantically.  She quickly concentrated, trying to
think of what she could do to turn the odds in her favor.


"Oh, I know it won't go down like that. Pity, you are a
looker. But well..." Digger smiled nastily as he moved his controls. A
third arm moved up, a dick arm they called it. Her eyes narrowed in disgust for
a brief moment as she puzzled at what he was up too. When she saw the glint of
the broken drill bit on the tip her eyes widened in fright.


"Digs!" her shocked high pitch voice screamed over the
radio.


"Yes it's a bit worn and cliche, but it'll do the job,"
he said, moving the drill bit into position. “A little stuck up chit like you
should be honored,” he said with a nasty grin in his voice. She'd been a late
bloomer, flat chested until all of a month or so ago. She was still short like
her mother. Sort of a blue fuzzed younger version of the gambling prostitute.
His brother Edgar had been taken with her for some reason, taking care of her
when her mother was turning tricks or getting herself indebted to someone or
other.


The girl hastily put her gloves and helmet on. Her teeth tore at
the seal binding her left glove to her arm gauntlet. Why of all times did it
have to choose now to be stubborn? She felt a rush as the light on her arm
turned green. She reached up and slapped down her visor and closed off her life
support. She emptied the cabin as the bit began to spin, feeling the fan in her
suit spin up to get rid of the sweat and excess heat she'd generated in her
haste. She slapped at her harness release and then climbed out of the chair, as
the bit broke through her cockpit window and the remaining air rushed out.


Had she been in anything other than her venerated and much cursed
upon orange hard suit she would have had the bends, crushed by the sudden
vacuum. Instead, she'd been thrown about the cabin before she'd gotten to the
hatch and plasma cutter she'd stowed there.


"Two can play at that game," she muttered darkly,
reaching for it.


Digs hadn't gotten a good view of her supposed demise, the cock
arm had obscured his view. When he noted the breaching gases though he gave it
a minute, popping a bulb of home made white lightening in celebration. He
grinned a gape toothed grin. His gamble had paid off. Instead of trying to
follow the little bitch he'd let her do all the work for him. He couldn't wait
for the pay off when he got back to port.


It wasn't nice he knew, he just didn't care. They needed all the
people they had, but Senka was a kill or be killed kind of place these days.
Besides, the stuck up bitch deserved it, thinking she was all that. She'd
spurned his advances each time she'd been in port even when he'd loaned her
effing mother money. Stupid. Her mother wasn't that good a lay either! He'd had
her plenty of times and she'd only gotten worse over the years. The last time
she'd just laid there like a dead thing. He'd had more fun out of his rosy palm
and a gig of porn.


When he was sure her cabin was purged he pulled the bit out and
moved the arm. No sense destroying the tug, after all, it too was salvageable.
He'd make a mint off that, far more than the bits the girl had found. There
were the right people out there who were desperate enough not to ask too many
questions. He didn't even have to make it look like a meteorite strike this
time either!


The arm jerked, hung up. He swore, pounding on the controls and
then jigging it. “Come on baby,” he muttered. “I promise an overhaul when we're
done...,” he vowed, knowing he'd forget it in port. He knew it, he knew the
first place he'd go once his cargo was settled was the bar.


The arm moved once more just as he took a second sip and he
sputtered at the empty sight of the cockpit. He wiped at his mouth with the
back of his hand and then used a rag to clean up the mess. "Damn it! Where
the hell did she go? Why do you have to make this so difficult? Just die
already!" he snarled.


"You first," came over the radio just as something cut
into his hull. He looked up when he felt sudden heat above and then screamed as
plasma boiled there. The plasma of course was sucked out by the vacuum as his
cabin breached.


The girl had been smart, she'd cut along the seam to the window
where it could not only be repaired, but where it was weakest. She grinned
savagely as she watched the air and bits stream out of the cabin. When a finger
stuck through the hole she grinned and cut it off and then cut a few more holes
for good measure.


He started to babble and scream into the radio. She ignored it,
smiling savagely as she went about her grim work. She could hear him pant, try
to breath, try to stay alive as the heat and air boiled out of his cabin. The
bastard deserved it she thought.


Digs unlike her wasn't in a suit, and with his finger stuck in a
hole he wasn't about to get into one. For good measure she went over to the
lock and undogged it. It swung open and his lifeless body drifted into the
opening.


She stared into his boiling eyes and gaping mouth, watching the
water vapor crystallize around him for a long moment. “Good bye... dad,” she
said voice flat. She wanted to kick him, instead she reached down and hauled
his carcass up and out of the cabin and into the darkness of the void.


Instead of pitching his body though she hesitated. After a moment
she lashed it to the ship's hull. "Waste not after all," she
murmured. She was sure she could find the recyclers in Port town eager for more
biomass. Digs was just the right pile of shit to hand off to them with her
compliments.


...*...*...*...*...


A few hours later she'd patched her window with the bit from Dig's
drill. It wasn't pretty but it'd hold until she got to port. Just to be sure
she'd planned on spending the trip in her suit, leaving the cabin decompressed.
It would be an itchy five day trip but she could manage it. She'd treat herself
to a two minute shower when she got home. No, make it a four minute shower. 
It'd cost a lot but she could afford it now. She'd vampired his tug to be sure,
it wasn't like he needed it anymore. Just to be on the safe side she'd marked
the wreck for later retrieval. After all, it was now precious salvage. Salvage
she would need if mom had gotten around Felix somehow. She'd better not of
though, Mairi thought with a growl.


Whistling a jaunty
tune she headed for port with uplifted spirits.


The End


 


You can read more
when the book is released!
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