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PREVIOUSLY IN UPLINK SQUADRON


With Space Command a reality, the U.S. established its first major base in space. In addition to providing defense for the nation, the permanent crew onboard also had time to explore their surroundings. One of the first things they found was the alien spacecraft orbiting Jupiter’s moon Callisto. Hoping the aliens had come in peace, the U.S. sent emissaries to make contact. When that didn’t go so well, they sent everything they had. They were all destroyed.

Faced with a foe beyond their abilities, the nations of Earth united to combat the Overlords, and they developed the uplink technology necessary for pilots to merge with their fighters, giving them a synergy that helped them outfight the aliens. Some pilots took it too far, though, and uploaded everything they were into the systems of their fighters, becoming synthetic intelligences—functioning AIs that used to be people.

With the aid of the SIs, the Terrans seemed to be holding their own… until they found out the aliens weren’t trying; it had all been a test to gauge the Terrans’ ability to fight. Having been found worthy, they were given an offer to fight alongside the Overlords. As the unstated alternative was their eradication, the Terrans joined the Galactic War on the Overlords’ side.

But something wasn’t right. It seemed that the nations they were fighting—the Kardons and Sontags—were their natural allies, and that the Overlords weren’t telling them the whole truth. When Terran Lance Baker was shot down on an alien planet, he found out the truth—the Overlords were in fact AIs, bent on the subjugation of every biological life form… including the Terrans.

Finally seeing the big picture, the Terrans joined their former enemies against the Overlords, and won several battles, appearing to drive the AIs back. But when the Terrans—along with their new allies—sent a fleet behind enemy lines to destroy the Overlords’ infrastructure, the force was cut off and nearly destroyed.

A few ships managed to fight their way clear, only to be chased by a vastly superior Overlord force. They are now on the run, and one thing is certain—the next time they stop, it will be for their final stand. For if the Overlord force breaks through, there is nothing to stop it from driving all the way to Earth and the other home planets… and wiping out the alliance for good.


PROLOGUE
BLASTER THREE OH THREE, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM
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“Damn, that sucked.”

Lieutenant Commander Billy Porter blinked his eyes a couple of times. His head hurt, his body hurt, and it took a minute to figure out where he was. Well, he knew where he was—he was in the cockpit of his fighter. But why he was waking up in the dark fighter was beyond him.

Everything was dead. The instrument panel had a hole through it, so he didn’t expect it to come back anytime soon. Looking at it for a second made him pause. The angle of the hole meant that the rail gun round—it couldn’t have been from anything else—must have come from…

He looked over his left shoulder and saw the hole through the canopy. The round couldn’t have missed his shoulder by more than a centimeter or two on its way through the cockpit.

Who’d wanna shoot little ol’ me?

It slowly came back to him. The Blasters, along with the fleet of Terrans, Sontags, and Kardons, had been trapped in the system. While they’d been trying to figure out what they were going to do when the Overlords got there, the Overlords had transitioned into the system, ending the discussion.

A big battle had ensued. Well, that wasn’t true; it hadn’t been much of a fight. The Overlords had them vastly outnumbered, and Porter had quickly found himself the target of four enemy fighters. Two, he could have handled. Maybe even three. It’d been the fourth that had gotten him. His SI, Keith, had called the fighter and had jerked Three Oh Three—probably saving his life—but the round had hit the computer.

Keith had kicked him out and everything had gone black. Porter had no idea if Keith was salvageable. He’d need power to find out if the synthetic intelligence—the product of a human uploading himself into the computer system via the fighter’s uplink technology—still lived. The computer looked like a loss, though, and judging by the hole, it wasn’t coming back. Perhaps he could recover the memory module and the SI… but as he looked around and recovered his senses, he realized he had bigger problems.

He wasn’t going anywhere, much less completing his plans to resurrect Keith.

The fighter was dead. He had no pressurization—or air—in the cockpit beyond what he had in the fighter’s systems and his suit. He looked at the O2 gauge to see how much he had left, and it read zero. He tapped the gauge, then smacked himself in the helmet.

No power; no readout.

His suit, however, was powered, and the gauge read forty-eight percent.

Wait? Why is it using the suit’s air and not the fighter’s?

Porter sighed. Because the fighter’s O2 bottle was another two meters in front of the hole in the instrument panel, in the direction of the hole.

The Overlords had shot out his fighter and his air. Bastards.

Porter took stock of what he had. Without the computer, he couldn’t turn the fusion plant back on, and it looked like the computer was dead, so the plant had probably gone into emergency shutdown. If so, he wasn’t getting it started again without the carrier.

When last seen, the carriers were running for the jump point, trying to flee. They were either gone, or they were dead. No help there.

Which meant that the only “people” in the system were the Overlords, a society of artificial intelligences who were doing their best to exterminate the Terrans. If they saw he was alive… he’d be dead.

Judging from the amount of O2 he had remaining, though, he’d been unconscious for the better part of two days. The Overlords may still have been in the system, but the odds were that they’d left to chase down the allied fleet.

Porter fingered the battery switch. He could turn it on and listen to the radio, but the Overlords didn’t make a whole lot of radio calls—AIs didn’t need to. They could use a laser link or data link or some other damn AI thing. Turning on the radio was just a waste of power, which he didn’t have a lot of. He’d need the battery to run the thrusters, once he had an idea of where he was going.

Porter didn’t have a lot of options. He was too far from the one inhabited planet in the system, and he couldn’t have landed there in any event—the fighter would have burned up in re-entry—but the planet did have three orbital stations. Not that he’d be able to get a lot of help there—the stations functioned as cold storage for the clones the Overlords used—but they at least had oxygen. For the clones, if nothing else.

But he would have to make it to one. And, since he couldn’t get there in Three Oh Three, he’d need alternate transportation.

Which meant that he’d have to find some, because his dying of asphyxiation wasn’t something his mama would have approved of.

There were probably other fighters around. He needed one where the pilot had been killed, and the fighter was at idle, just sitting there for him to find it. It’d have to be one without an SI, because an SI would already have left. Or attacked the Overlords and gotten killed.

He chewed on his lip. How am I going to find a fighter?

The battlefield had been relatively confined to the area near the jump-out point—at least until the Terra had gone running off for some reason—but the battle had been fought at least a day ago, if not two, and the fighters would have drifted off. And space was big. Finding them would be difficult, if not impossible.

Looking at the hole, though, Porter thought he might be in luck. Based on the direction the round had gone, it looked like it would have missed the radar. The radar wouldn’t last long on the battery—it was a power hog—but he could energize it, find a likely target, and turn it to standby as he used his thrusters to propel him to the target. It would take a while on thrusters alone, but since that was all he had, that was what he’d use.

Before he did, though, he’d be smart and look to see if the Overlords were still in-system.

Porter flipped on the battery switch, and several lights came on in the cockpit. The illumination was comforting, somehow, but then he realized it used power, and he turned it off. Being back in the dark was worse after having the lights, even for just a few seconds. The sensation of normalcy had given him the feeling that he could actually do it—find and rendezvous with another fighter—even though the cold, calculating side of his brain said there was no way in hell that was going to happen.

He reached to his right and flipped on the ESM box. The electronic support measures system would tell him if there were other emitters in the area. Theoretically, if he found an F-77 radar nearby, he could use the ESM box for directions to it.

There were no F-77 radars active.

Porter sighed. Even though he hadn’t expected to find one, some small part of his brain had hoped he would, just the same. Kind of like the lottery. You know you’re not going to win when you buy the ticket, but hope springs eternal in some small portion of your psyche.

On the other hand, although there weren’t any Terran radars active, there also weren’t any Overlord radars active, or any other emitters that he could see. He left the box on—it didn’t use that much power to simply listen—and moved his hand to the computer power switch.

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Here goes nothing, Porter thought as he flipped the switch.
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM
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“Thank you all for coming,” Admiral Laercio Delgado said. He smiled at the Kardon and Sontag officers who’d flown over to attend in person and nodded to the ones attending via video teleconference. “I know the last forty-eight hours have been… difficult.”

“Difficult,” Commander Sofia Jimenez whispered to Commander Lance Baker in the back of the room. “That’s one way to put it when over two-thirds of your force is wiped out and you’re running for your lives.”

Baker nodded. After wanting nothing more than twenty-four hours of quiet time with Jimenez for what seemed like years, he’d finally gotten it, but not the way he’d dreamed of. It had consisted of him holding her—fully clothed—until she’d finally cried herself to sleep. Losing over half your squadron will do that to you.

The allied force had been trapped in an unknown system by a massive Overlord fleet, and they’d had to fight their way through it to flee. As they’d run, they lost four carriers, including the Terran carriers Enterprise and Terra, along with their two missile frigates. Their allies had been hit harder—both the human Kardons and felinoid Sontags had each lost a carrier and two cruisers. The airwings had suffered the worst—unprepared for battle when the Overlord fleet had transitioned in, only 47 fighters remained out of the 756 they’d started with.

It’d been a massacre.

The remaining forces—three carriers and the Terran cruiser Destroyer—were now running as fast as they could. And if that wasn’t bad enough, the admirals who’d been in charge of each of the allied forces had perished, and Delgado was having to create a new command structure in addition to everything else he had going on.

“I would have gone with devastating,” Baker said after thinking about it a moment. “Maybe he’s trying to sugarcoat it.”

Jimenez shrugged as Delgado continued, “Although things didn’t go the way we’d intended, this mission was successful up until the final battle, and we need to hold on to some of the good things we accomplished.” A wave of grumbling went through the audience. “We did do a lot of good. Even with our recent losses, we destroyed more Overlord shipping and resources than we lost.”

Delgado smiled. “And, at the end of the day, none of that matters. We can’t be focused on what’s happened. This fleet—even though greatly reduced—still represents the best hope that our nations have for winning this war, and we have to determine what we’re going to do next. For—make no mistake, ladies and gentlemen—we are not going to give in or give up. We are going to strap on our weapons and fight! We are going to do everything we can, because the safety of the people on all our homeworlds demands we do no less.”

His eyes roved across the audience as if looking for someone to challenge the statement. Finally, he nodded once. “Now, before we can discuss how we’re actually going to do that, we need to have a grounding in where we actually are. Shawn?”

Commander Shawn Devane took the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, for those of you who don’t know me, I’m the Independence’s intel officer, and I will give the intel portion of this brief. In the last twenty-four hours, we’ve spent a lot of time going over the battle damage assessments from our last fight. While I know you’re all familiar with the losses we’ve taken—which I’m not trying to minimize—we also had some successes.”

Devane brought up a picture of an Overlord fighter on the monitor. “We believe they started with over three thousand fighters. When we jumped from the system, the number remaining was somewhere around eleven or twelve hundred. While we lost seven hundred fighters, they lost almost two thousand. Similarly, we have been waiting for the Overlord force to emerge from the last system. They finally did, and we have an accounting of their major combatants.”

An Overlord carrier appeared on the monitor. “First, the number of carriers the Overlords have has gone way down. Our best estimate was about twenty-five after reviewing all the footage from the battle and aftermath. There are now only eight carriers chasing us. Unfortunately, that still gives them over a thousand fighters if each holds its full complement, which would outnumber us on the order of about twenty to one. Also missing is the carrier that Destroyer inflicted major damage upon in passing. Unfortunately, while damaged, that ship is still believed to still be mission capable to some extent.”

The carrier image changed to a cruiser. “The Overlords’ cruiser force, however, was mauled. We have excellent video of a number of their cruisers being destroyed, and link traffic during the battle shows that both the Sontag and Kardon cruisers more than held their own, even though they were faced with two-to-one odds. Although the Overlords started with at least twenty cruisers in their fleet, an analysis of the fleet following us shows only twelve are currently in pursuit. Whether there are others still mission capable in the last system is unknown.”

Devane shrugged. “In pure numbers of ships and fighters destroyed, the battle was a victory in that we destroyed more than we lost. It may not seem like it, but that is the case. Unfortunately, the Overlords started out with so much more than us that they now have an overwhelming advantage over our fleet in terms of remaining combat power.”

He nodded to Delgado and returned to his seat.

“Thank you,” Delgado said with a nod to Devane. “I think that sums up our position succinctly. We won—even if it doesn’t feel like it—but now we’re outnumbered and on the run. We can’t run forever, though. At some point, we have to stop and fight. So, I ask you, what is the best use of our forces?”

A Sontag hand went up in the front row, and Delgado acknowledged him. The Sontag stood and turned to face the audience. “For those who don’t know me, I am Tiberus Junglemaster. Until recently, I was the Sontag ambassador to Kardonia. While I am not the military leader of the Sontag forces, Admiral Swiftblade has asked me to take over our fighter forces, such as they are.” He smiled, although no one laughed. The Sontags’ fighter force had gone from over 250 to 22, over a ninety percent loss.

“I can’t see this force stopping and meeting the Overlord force that is following us without additional assistance.” He shrugged. “To do so would be suicidal. While some might see it as ‘going out in a blaze of glory,’ that is selfish. Our people need us, and they need us to spend our lives wisely—we can’t give them up frivolously. There is only one place we can do so—we need to lead the Overlord force to Kardonia and use the asteroid defenses there to break them, as we had originally intended.” He sat.

Delgado nodded. “Thank you, Tiberus.” His eyes scanned the audience. “Are there any other suggestions?” After a moment, he nodded. “I’m not surprised,” Delgado said with a small chuckle. “That was all I could come up with, too.” He shrugged. “However, that is only the start of a plan. There are other considerations.”

“Such as?” a Kardon asked from near the front.

“We need to put our forces together. Yes, we only have forty-seven fighters left, but if we put them together—form a new airwing out of them—they can learn to fly and fight together. We can get more from them than three small, scattered groups. Additionally, we need to send messages back home to all our governments. If there’s anything they can do to scrape together additional forces, they need to do so and send them to Kardonia. Every ship, every additional fighter that they can get there in time, gives us an increased chance of successfully turning the Overlords away.”

“Knowing they’d have to face our asteroid defenses, though, why would they follow us to Kardonia?” the Kardon asked. “Why wouldn’t they go to Earth and wipe out the Terrans?”

“We’ll have to make sure we lead them there.” Delgado smiled. “Remember, the Overlords have never been to Kardonia. They don’t know about your defenses.”

“As far as you’re aware of.”

“True.” Delgado nodded. “As far as we know.”

Tiberus’s hand went up. “Yes?” Delgado asked.

“I believe we have the preponderance of the fighter forces,” the Sontag said. “We also have plenty of room on board the Killing Blow. I would like to offer it as the home for the airwing.”

“You mean to host all the fighters and their crews there?”

“I do,” Tiberus said with a nod, “as well as their maintenance troops. Having everyone in the same place will allow us to work together better. We can redistribute our extra maintenance troops to the other carriers.”

“He could put them on Destroyer, too,” Baker whispered. “As long as he doesn’t mind losing them.”

Jimenez nodded. They’d both seen—on a couple of occasions—how Anya, the synthetic intelligence that ran the cruiser, wasn’t afraid to use other ships as her personal shield. Or to throw them like missiles when need be. Although some of the SIs—people who had uploaded themselves to the computer system through the uplink technology—still maintained their respect for human life. Others tended to make decisions based on overall utility. If killing ten people saved one hundred others, it was a valid choice.

Anya was at the far end of the spectrum when decisions like that had to be made. Any people on the Destroyer when it went into combat were likely to be casualties as she accelerated and decelerated as needed to fight the battle… with little regard to the people she was carrying. Baker wasn’t sure whether her lack of respect for human life was due to her upbringing in Russia or because of her SI status… but he knew for sure that he was a lot safer on one of the other ships.

“That sounds like a good idea,” Delgado said, agreeing with Tiberus. “Commander Baker?”

Lance blinked. “Uh, yes, sir?”

“I don’t know if you were aware or not, but Captain Jones and his chief of staff perished in the last battle. You’re now the Airwing Seven commander. Please liaise with Ambassador Tiberus—”

“Just Tiberus,” the Sontag interjected.

“Please liaise with Tiberus for accommodations and taking the fighters over to Killing Blow as soon as possible.”

“Yes, sir.”

Delgado nodded. “As soon as everything is moved over, we’ll be sending one of the shuttles back to Earth to advise them of our current situation, so don’t delay.”

“We’ll get it done ASAP, sir.”

Delgado’s eyes swept the audience. “Are there any other suggestions at this time?” When the group was quiet, he nodded again and said, “We’ll meet again in two days. It’s time to stop dwelling on the past and start planning for the future. We need to figure out how we can beat the force that’s following us, and that’s going to take all hands. There are no bad ideas. Just like integrating the airwing, let’s all try to think outside the box and see what we can come up with.” He paused and then said in a louder voice, “Dismissed!”

“Airwing Commander?” Jimenez asked with a wink. “Moving up in the world.”

“Not how I wanted to get it,” Baker said. “In fact, I didn’t want to be it. I liked being an unattached fighter pilot. Developing relations with your squadron mates only makes it hurt more when you lose them in combat.”

Jimenez’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah.”

Baker smiled. “Cheer up, Deputy!”

“Deputy?”

“Every carrier airwing commander needs a deputy, and guess who my selection is for DCAG?”

“Who’s going to run the Blasters if you take me to be DCAG?

“Take you?” Baker waggled an eyebrow.

“This is so not the time for that.”

“It’s always the time for that.”

“You’re such a guy sometimes.”

Baker smiled proudly. “Yes, I am.” He sighed. “I was just kidding, anyway. You’re right—now isn’t the time for that. There’s far too much to do. Later, though…”

“Stop it.”

Baker chuckled. “Right. Anyway, let’s put your question aside for a sec. I’m not even sure how many fighters we have remaining at the moment.”

“I have twenty-three,” Tiberus said as he joined them. “Twenty-two that survived the fight plus one hangar queen that our maintenance troops now have a renewed sense of urgency to fix.”

Baker looked down. “I’m not sure I know how many we ended up with…”

“Nineteen,” Jimenez said. “The Blasters had six, the Panda Bears three—”

“Jinan?” Baker asked.

Jimenez shook her head. “He didn’t make it. He died saving a couple of his junior officers. They were outnumbered, and he swooped in and got the Overlord fighters’ attention.”

Baker nodded. Although he’d never gotten along with the CO of the Panda Bears, he’d always respected Jinan’s bravery, even though he’d found it somewhat misplaced at times.

“Anyway,” Jimenez said, “that’s nine, plus three from the Bounty Hunters, two from the Champagne Squadron, two from the Tophatters, and one each from the 94th Fighter Squadron, the 308th, and the Immelmann Squadron.”

Baker smiled. “See? You’re already providing me the info I need as CAG. You’ll be a fine DCAG.”

“The Kardons only had six fighters return,” Tiberus said. “Two hundred went into the battle, and six came out. One of the reasons I wanted to merge the fighter squadrons is to get them additional training. Their previous leaders were somewhat… resistant to what we were doing. Unfortunately, I fear they paid the price of their recalcitrance. Getting everyone over to the Killing Blow will allow us to train them to the same standard.”

“So, we have… forty-eight fighters, total?” Baker asked.

Tiberus nodded. “Since we’ll be on the Sontag carrier, I suggest using the Sontag squadron size of sixteen, so that each squadron fits into our hangar bays correctly. That will make three equal squadrons.”

“What were you thinking?” Baker asked. “Split the different nations’ fighters up equally?”

“I think we have to. We have time to train on the way to Kardonia, and honestly, if we’re flying constantly, it will give everyone something else to think about other than what just happened.”

“That makes sense.”

Tiberus nodded. “We three are the senior officers who survived, so I suggest that we become the three squadron COs.” He smiled at Jimenez. “As much as I enjoyed flying on your wing, I think it is better this time if we were to split up.”

“It makes sense,” Jimenez said. “We’ll divide up the crews who have SIs, and those who don’t, too.”

“How many of each do you have?”

“Fourteen with SIs, five without.” Jimenez shrugged. “Makes sense that more of the integrated ones survived, I guess. It’s too bad we can’t go back and check the fighters like we did after the battle we had in Surrapsis. There may have been other SIs we could have saved.”

Tiberus’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought of that. What will become of those SIs?”

Jimenez shook her head. “No idea. If their propulsion is down, they’ll have a long time to think about it before their fusion plants die.” She shrugged. “They’ll last longer than any biological pilots who got left floating in the black.”

Baker nodded. “After this is all over, maybe we can go back and look for them.”

“Assuming we win.”

Baker smiled. “Of course, we are. How are we going to live out the rest of our days together if we don’t?”

Jimenez shook her head. “I don’t know if you’ve been keeping up with current events, but we just got our asses kicked.”

“We can still overcome—”

Baker held up a hand, cutting Tiberus off. “She was quoting a movie line about fighting aliens.”

“A movie?”

“Once we win this, we can have movie night, and I’ll show you. Until then, I think we have a lot of work to do.”

Tiberus nodded. “Yes, we do.”
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BLASTER THREE OH ONE, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Jimenez had just put her hand on the boarding ladder to climb up when a voice said, “Excuse me, Commander Jimenez?”

She turned to find a young female yeoman. “Yes?”

“Admiral Delgado would like to talk to you in his office.”

“I was about to fly—”

“Yes, ma’am. The admiral knows you were about to go over to the Sontag ship. He needs to speak with you before you do.”

“Okay.” When admirals call, commanders jump. “Am I supposed to hold up the launch?”

“No, ma’am. Everyone else should proceed as scheduled and go over to the Killing Blow.”

Jimenez fought down a wave of foreboding and motioned one of the ground crew over. “Let Daiyu know that the admiral just called me up to his office, and that I’ll be right back, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll take care of it.”

“Something going on?” Baker asked as he walked up. Three Hundred was alongside her fighter, and he must have seen the messenger.

“Uh, I don’t know.” She nodded toward the yeoman. “The admiral just asked for me to come up to his office.”

“What’s it about?” Baker asked, turning toward the yeoman.

The woman looked back and forth between them and was obviously aware that all the ground crew in the area had stopped what they were doing to look at her.

“I don’t know,” the yeoman said. “He didn’t tell me. He just said to come get you, but that the rest of the launch should go as scheduled.”

Jimenez turned back to Baker and shrugged. “I’ll take care of it and will be along presently. Don’t let everyone else take all the good staterooms.”

Baker smiled. “You got it.” He looked uncomfortable for a moment—as if he wanted to give her a hug but didn’t want to do it in front of everyone—then nodded once, said, “Good luck,” and walked back to Three Hundred.

Jimenez sighed and turned to the yeoman. “Okay. Lead on.”

“Lead on?”

“I don’t know where his office is. It would be easier if you showed me.”

“Okay.” The woman smiled. “I can do that.” She turned and walked off, and Jimenez followed her. The admiral’s office—not surprisingly—was close to the admiral’s briefing room.

The yeoman walked into the outer office like she belonged there and sat down at a desk that had her name on it just outside an ornate door bearing the admiral’s name.

The woman motioned toward the door. “Go on in.”

Jimenez swallowed the lump in her throat and approached the door, wondering what the summons was all about. In her career, she’d never been pulled out of a flight that was about to launch before. Unable to just walk into an admiral’s office, she knocked.

“Come in,” Delgado called from inside.

Jimenez opened the door, walked to a spot in front of Delgado’s desk, and saluted. “Commander Jimenez. Reporting as ordered, sir!”

The admiral nodded and waved to a chair. “Please sit.” Once she’d done so, he continued, “I’m sorry to have to pull you off the flight over to the Killing Blow, but I have a mission that is more important than that.”

“Okay, sir. What can I do for you?”

“I need someone to take a shuttle back to Earth and let them know what’s going on.” He held up a hand to forestall her. “I know you want to go to the Sontag ship. I know you’re one of our best pilots, and we can’t afford to lose you. I know all the arguments for why someone else should go and not you. The fact remains, though, that you’re the best person to go, and I need you to do so, in spite of all the objections you have to doing so.”

Jimenez took a deep breath and started to speak, then let it out as a sigh, realizing that nothing she could say was going to change the admiral’s mind. “Can I ask why me, sir?”

The admiral smiled sadly. “Of course, you can. The bottom line is that I need someone who knows the president, knows all our allied leaders, and is intimately involved in training SIs. Baker and you are the only two that meet all those requisites, but you and Daiyu have much more experience in training both SIs and the pilots they’re going to fly with.”

Jimenez’s shoulders slumped. If those were the qualifications required, the admiral was correct. As little as she wanted to go to back to Earth in the face of the upcoming battle, she was the only one who had met them. Still, she had one more bullet.

“I guess the fact that Baker nominated me to be his DCAG—”

“Is nowhere near as important to the overall war effort as the mission I have for you.”

Jimenez nodded. “I figured.” She sighed. “What can I do for you, sir?”

“I need you to go back to Earth and convince the president to send every fighter and ship we have available to Kardonia, and then I need you to make sure that they are as ready as possible for when we get there. I need you to integrate them with the Kardon and Sontag forces and figure out a battle plan so that when we show up in Kardonia, you—and all our allies—are ready to fight and defeat the force that’s following us.”

“That’s… a lot.”

Delgado nodded. “It is, but it’s not beyond your abilities.”

“What do I say to the president or the head of the military when they want to hold fighters back for the defense of Earth?”

“You tell them I said that if we lose the battle for Kardonia, the alliance—and all three of our races—will be lost as well. You can also let them know that if the Overlord force doesn’t follow us to Kardonia, we’ll send word there so that you can lead them back to Earth. If we have to fight them there, we will—I mean, how can we not?—but we have a much higher chance of winning in Kardonia. Right now, we’re outnumbered about twenty to one. We need the asteroid defenses to help even the odds.”

“Got it, sir. I’ll make it happen. When do you want me to leave?”

“As I understand it, you’re already packed, right?” Jimenez nodded. “I’d like you gone about five minutes ago.”

“I’ll grab Daiyu and my stuff out of the fighter and have the shuttle spaceborne as quickly as I can, sir.” She stood. “Anything else?”

Delgado shook his head. “I’m sorry to ask this of you. I know it goes against everything you want to do, but we really need you to successfully complete this mission. To say the future of the human race depends upon you isn’t an overstatement.”

Jimenez chuckled. “No pressure there, huh, sir?”

“I’ve seen you pull off harder things. You have my confidence in this, too.”

Jimenez saluted. “Thank you. I’ll give it my best, sir.”

“I know you will. I would expect nothing else.”
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BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Well, there’s our new home,” Baker said as the SWS Killing Blow came up on the monitor.

Irina sprang from her chair.“Fuck!”

“It’s not that bad. The Sontags are pretty cool—”

“That’s not it. I just heard from Daiyu. You know how Sofia got pulled out of her fighter to go see the admiral?”

“Yeah.”

“They’re sending them to Earth.”

“They are?” Baker sat up in his chair. “When?”

“Now.”

“‘Now’ as in after they come over to join us?”

“No,” Irina said. “As in, they aren’t even in Three Oh One anymore. They’re in a shuttle at max thrust on their way to Earth.”

“What the fuck? We need them!”

“Apparently, the staff needs them more. Something about mustering Earth’s defenses and training new SIs for the fight.”

“He can’t—” Baker jumped to his feet. “We need—” He shook his head. “I’ll call the admiral—”

“Don’t bother. That’s who gave her the tasking. Daiyu says they’re going, and there’s no way to talk Delgado out of it.”

“Well…” Baker fell back into his seat. “Fuck.”

“They wished us good luck and said they’d see us in Kardonia.”

“Tell them we’ll count the minutes.” Irina frowned. “What? Is that too sappy?”

“You may never see her again, and that’s the best you can do? No wonder this relationship is so pathetic. I’ll just compose something of my own and send it.”
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SHUTTLE SEVEN OH TWO, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Jimenez wiped a tear from her eye as she read the message Baker’d sent her. “Wow.”

“I know,” Daiyu said. “Who knew he was so romantic?”

“He’s not.” Jimenez narrowed her eyes. “Did you make this up?”

“No, I did not.” Daiyu stuck her nose in the air. “That is exactly as I received it.”

“So, Irina made it up? I’ll kill her when I see—”

“No! Irina said she was just as surprised as I was when he asked her to send it.”

“Really?”

Daiyu nodded. “That’s what she said.” Even if she only said it to give me some plausible deniability.

“Wow. I can’t wait to see him again.”

Daiyu smiled. We’re going to make this happen in spite of them. Now, if we could only get the Overlords to give us the time we need…
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BLASTER THREE OH THREE, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Porter flipped on the radar. Clunk… Clunk… Clunk… Clunk… He’d never heard the radar operating without all the other equipment on. It sounded loud and somewhat unstable, like an old washing machine that had become unbalanced—

That was it, of course. Without the computer and gyros on, there was no stabilization to the radar, and it was probably going to beat itself to death.

Hopefully it will find a fighter for me before it does.

Nothing.

It was too much to expect that he’d find something immediately, though, right? He looked out the canopy and slapped himself in the helmet. The fighter was pointing straight up, out of the plane of the system’s ecliptic. While it was possible a fighter had gone in that direction, Porter was more likely to find something in the plane of the ecliptic, not above or below it.

He turned the radar to standby and tapped the thrusters to bring the nose down. Without the computer, he had no idea where he actually was, but—looking at the star, it seemed like he was above the plane. Maybe. Probably, so he tilted the fighter “down” slightly to take a look down through the ecliptic.

Satisfied, he turned the radar back to transmit. The banging noise started up again, but louder this time. The radar swept across the display once, twice, and on the third time a blip appeared. Then, with a final Clang! the radar died. Porter put his finger on the afterimage of the radar return, got out a grease pencil, and marked where the image had been.

Fifty-seven kilometers.

Did he have enough thruster fuel to get there? Well, yes. Once he started, he would coast forever. The question was how would he determine when he got there? Fifty-seven kilometers in stellar distances was nothing, but when you were trying to get there using thrusters, without a computer to measure the distance or an operable radar to stay on track… Not counting that the fighter was moving in three directions, too…

The chances were only infinitesimally higher than zero, but that was at least a chance that he wasn’t going to die out here. The blip was just left of the nose, so he touched the right thruster, then the left one to null out the motion. Did he null it out exactly? There was no way to tell. All it would take was being off just slightly and the miss distance at fifty-seven kilometers would probably be greater than the distance at which he’d be able to see the fighter.

It was what he could do, though, so he hit his thrusters, using up about a third of the propellant he had aboard. He’d need the same amount to stop once he got there, plus a reserve in case… well, in case any of a million things happened.

Without the computer, though, he had no way to tell how fast he was going. At a guess, he figured he was going twenty kilometers an hour. If so, he would get there in—he did the math—just under three hours. So he would get there… Shit! I didn’t note the time I started.

He estimated he’d only been going a minute, so he wrote down the start time as one minute prior. Two hours and fifty minutes from now, I’ll be there.

But what if he misjudged it by five kilometers an hour? He did the math again. With only an error margin of five kph, his travel time estimate expanded from 2.28 to 3.8 hours en route. That was over an hour and a half where he’d have to be sharp and not distracted. I can do that, though. I have to do that.

He thought about taking a nap for two hours, but he decided he was far too hyper to sleep. And what if his slate alarm didn’t wake him on time, and he flew past the fighter? No, he’d just spend the time practicing his lookout doctrine so that when the time came, he’d be ready.

But, as it turned out, looking at nothing got boring quickly, and he found himself nodding off. When he realized what was happening, the adrenaline boost shocked him awake, and he set his slate’s alarm, just in case he fell asleep somehow.

I miss having a copilot.

Porter had forgotten how boring being in a single-piloted plane could be. He went back to looking out the canopy. After all, the fighter might have been traveling toward him; if so, he’d come upon it even quicker, and he’d have to be ready to maneuver at an instant, or he’d lose it in the blackness of space. Damn! I didn’t think about that when I was considering a nap!

The additional adrenaline helped him focus on his search.

But his mind began to wander and play the “what if” game. What if I don’t find the aircraft? He tried to shut down that line of thinking as quickly as it ran through his head. That way lies madness. However, he couldn’t totally get it out of his head; it kept returning every few minutes.

He went through several cycles of looking hard and then being distracted. Did the fighter go past while he was “zoning out”? There was no way to tell… just as there was no way to stay focused for hours at a time.

Porter tried to take a sip of water from his emergency gear when he felt himself nodding off. The tepid water had been in the plastic bottle too long and tasted like crap, and he was initially worried about drinking it all and dying of dehydration… but then he realized he’d die of lack of oxygen far sooner and treated himself to the nasty tasting water.

At the two-hour point, he started looking in earnest, implementing his lookout search pattern, back and forth, from top to bottom, then starting all over at the top again. The first hour passed without any contacts. He wasn’t worried—much—because he hadn’t expected to see the other fighter until right at the end of that time.

Porter refocused himself. Now was the time that he would see the fighter, and he needed to be totally “present” in the search. Another fifteen minutes went by. Still no contact.

Maybe I’m not searching fast enough and it went by me. Starting to get a little nervous, he sped up the rate at which he cleared his search grid, knowing that if he went faster, he might miss it because he wasn’t searching as thoroughly.

Another fifteen minutes went by, and Porter was starting to get frantic. I’ve got to find it!

He searched faster but still didn’t see it. He caught himself starting to look behind him in case it got past him, which totally wrecked his search pattern. As he got to the four-hour point, he decided to face facts: I missed it.

Which led to the question he’d been avoiding.

The power is almost gone, and my air is almost out. Is it better to just pull my helmet off and end it, or feel myself asphyxiating as the oxygen runs out?

It wasn’t a question of could he do it—he was mentally strong enough to pull his helmet off and end it all; he just didn’t know if he wanted to go out that way.

All the battles I survived, to go out like this seems… cheap somehow. And all the times I came close to dying—mostly because I did something stupid where I probably deserved to die…

Porter shook his head, annoyed that it had come to this.

Fuck it. I’m done, he finally decided. I’m going to go out on my terms, not because of some cosmic joke where I ran out of oxygen.

He reached up and grabbed the seals of his helmet.

Slam!

Something hit the fighter’s wing, knocking his hands away.

Dafuq was that? Did I just run into the plane I’ve been looking for?

His head snapped around, and he looked over his shoulder. Nothing. He spun to look out the other side of the cockpit and there, in perfect formation with him, was another fighter. Not just any fighter, but a Terran F-77. The odds that it ended up on his wing… not possible. Someone had to be flying it. As he looked again, he saw there was a pilot in the cockpit—

Porter’s jaw dropped. The pilot of the plane was obviously dead. The canopy had been shattered, and the pilot was missing his head. How was the fighter flying?

Porter sighed and slapped himself on the helmet. The fighter was obviously under control of one of the SIs. The fighter shifted slightly, and the star’s weak light shimmered off the F-77’s nose. One Oh One. The Independence’s One Hundred series fighters were the Panda Bears’ and the Oh One… that was the CO’s bird. While there’d never been any love lost between Commander Jinan and any of the Blasters, Porter wouldn’t have wanted any aviator to go out that way. Although it beat intentionally having to take off your helmet in space.

The fighter coasted along next to him, and Porter made a hand motion at it. What do you want?

One Oh One flew along, then eased closer to the point where its wing overlapped Porter’s fighter. He began to get nervous as it got even closer and drifted back slightly. Was there really an SI in the fighter or was it just coasting along with no one in command of it… a ghost ship.

Bong! Bong!

One Oh One’s wingtip tapped the fuselage of Porter’s fighter.

What the hell?

Bong! Bong! The other fighter’s wingtip tapped the fuselage of Porter’s fighter again and then stayed there.

Porter looked back behind him to where the wingtip was resting. The end of One Oh One’s wing rested next to an antenna. The SI was pointing at the radio antenna. Shit! The radio.

He’d turned it off to save power. Porter flipped the radio on. What frequency would the SI use? Probably the last one in use—Strike Common.

“Uh, hello?”

“Three Oh Three, One Oh One.” Porter had heard Jinan’s voice on the radio enough to recognize it. The fact that Jinan was only a handful of meters away—and easily close enough to see that he was missing most of his head—made hearing his voice incredibly creepy.

“One Oh One, I read you.”

“It’s about time,” the SI, Hong Yang, said. “I’ve been alongside you for fifteen minutes.”

Probably the whole time I was contemplating suicide, and all I had to do was look out to the side. Porter shook his head at the incongruity of it all.

“I’m running on my battery and only have about fifteen minutes of oxygen left.”

“Well, come on over here. The system has plenty of oxygen, and from what I can tell, Zhang doesn’t need it anymore.”

Porter chuckled for the first time since he’d woken up. “On my way.”
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BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, APPROACHING SWS KILLING BLOW, UNKNOWN SYSTEM
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Unlike Terran and Kardon ships that tended to be long and thin and somewhat submarine shaped, the Sontag carrier looked like a giant basketball in space, but one that bristled with weapons systems. Aside from the hangar bay hatches, the entire surface area seemed to be covered with missile ports and laser emitters. Normally home to eight squadrons of sixteen fighters each, there were four hangar bays in the “north” hemisphere and four in the “south,” although they were offset from the ones on the opposite side of the sphere, probably for damage control purposes.

The controller brought them into one on the “north” side of the sphere as they approached it, and Irina eased the fighter into what they were told was Hangar Bay 2. Although the fighters would belong to three different squadrons, after some debate, they’d decided to keep the human fighters—as well as the Sontag and Kardon ones—in their own hangars for ease of maintenance. The squadron personnel, however, would eat and sleep in close proximity to their squadron mates to better integrate them.

The Terrans had been briefed on the hand signals the ground crewmen used, and Baker took over to follow them. The hangar was trapezoidal, like a pizza slice with the pointy end cut off. Three Hundred was the first fighter into the space, and Baker followed the directions around to the right side of the bay, where he parked the fighter and shut down.

Jimenez had mentioned that the Sontag gravity was just slightly higher than normal for Terrans, and he could feel it as he climbed down. It was barely noticeable, but everything felt just a little off.

Tiberus and another officer with a lot of decorations on his uniform were waiting for him when he turned around.

“Welcome aboard,” Tiberus said. “Do you know Admiral Swiftblade?”

“No, I don’t,” Baker said. He saluted. “Good to meet you, sir.”

Swiftblade returned the salute. “I’ve heard many good things about you,” he said with a nod. “I wish that our meeting was under better circumstances, but it is good that we will get to hunt together.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Tiberus speaks for me in all matters, but if you need to see me about an issue, I will make myself available. Tiberus will also ensure that you and your pilots are well taken care of while on board the Killing Blow. If you are lacking anything, you need but ask, and it will be provided.”

Baker nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

“You’re welcome.” He turned to Tiberus. “You will get them all settled?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very well.” Swiftblade turned back to Baker. “Once again, welcome aboard.” With that, he turned and strode off.

“His brother was on board the Fearless Hunter,” Tiberus said. “He is still not the warrior he was before the battle.”

“It hit everyone hard.” Baker sighed. “We lost a lot of good people. Good friends.”

“We need to make their sacrifices meaningful.”

“We do.” Baker looked at the deck. “Unfortunately, we’re going to have to do it with one fewer pilot. On the way over, I was told that Commander Jimenez was sent back to Earth.”

“That is unfortunate,” Tiberus said. “She is an excellent warrior and leader. Her presence will be greatly missed.”

“It will.”

“That at least explains why we were told to expect one fighter a little later than the others. Your carrier said to expect a… Lieutenant Commander Raskin?”

“Jim Raskin,” Baker said with a nod. “He was on the airwing staff. He must be the fill-in for Sophia in Three Oh One, although Daiyu went with Sophia, so I hope they found him a WSO.”

“They didn’t take long.” Tiberus smiled and pointed with his chin toward the fighter coming into the hangar bay. The number on the nose was 301.

“Well, I guess we’re all here then.”

“Good, because we have a lot to get accomplished.”

Tiberus led him out into the center of the hangar and Baker did a quick count. All nineteen F-77s were present. He smiled. It looked like each of the pilots had been met by a Sontag pilot.

“I count nineteen,” Baker said.

Tiberus gave a piercing whistle, and all the Sontags in the hangar looked his way. He made a circular motion with a finger, and all the Sontags began streaming toward the hangar exits.

“All of your pilots will be taken to their rooms,” Tiberus said. “They will have an hour to get settled, and then we will meet in the auditorium. I will give you directions to it.”

“What are we going to discuss?”

“I wanted to welcome everyone aboard, and then we can assign the pilots to their new squadrons. I will be the squadron commander for one, Artis Nightrunner, my nephew will command the second, and you will command the third. I had intended to have Sophia take the third, but”—he shrugged—“that will have to be changed. Artis is at least familiar with the capabilities of the F-77 after the… demonstration you gave him.” Tiberus smiled.

“That will work, I guess.” Baker looked around. “Is there someone who will show me to my room?”

Tiberus’s smile grew to show his teeth, which was sort of disturbing. “I will be doing that, of course.”

“I’m sure you have a lot of things to do to prepare for the presentation—”

“Nonsense.” Tiberus motioned with a hand, cutting Baker off. “It is my duty as host.”

“If you insist.”

“I do. If you would follow me?” Tiberus turned to lead him out of the hangar bay and into the ship.

Baker found the passages a little lower and narrower than in a Terran ship. As the Sontags were generally the same size as Terrans, Baker put it down to being more comfortable in smaller spaces. He smiled to himself. They can also cram more into the same size ship that way without all the extra dead space.

They reached Baker’s stateroom, and Tiberus had him look into the door’s retinal scanner. After a second, it flashed green, and the door opened. Tiberus walked in, and Baker followed him to find the ceiling even shorter than the hallway had been.

Tiberus chuckled as Baker looked up. “Watch your head. We like our rooms more like a den.”

“Your house on Kardonia was normal size, though.”

Tiberus nodded. “I bought it that way. It was originally built for a Kardon, and I just adapted to it.” He motioned to the room around him. “This, however, is more comforting to us.” He showed Baker how to get an account on the ship’s network so he could download a diagram of the ship and explained how the local time system worked.

“Anything else you need?”

Baker shook his head. “I’m good.” He looked at the chronometer above the door. “Twenty minutes to our presentation?”

“That is correct. I can take you there now, if you’d like. That is where I’m heading.”

“Please,” Baker said with a smile. “It sucks to be late to your own meeting.”

“Indeed.”

Baker held up his slate. “I already have our pilot distribution figured out and can add it to your plan.”

“Very well,” Tiberus said. “Let’s go.”
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AUDITORIUM, SWS KILLING BLOW, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Welcome, everyone,” Tiberus said to the assembled pilots twenty minutes later. In addition to the pilots, a number of extra Sontag officers were present who Tiberus said were from various departments on the ship that they’d be dealing with, primarily operations and maintenance.

“I am grateful to have all of you here,” Tiberus continued. He motioned to the audience. “We are all here for one reason—to save our races from extinction.”

Baker was seated in the back of the auditorium—like any professional aviator, he’d gotten a seat in the back row as soon as he arrived in the auditorium—along with several of the Blasters. He therefore had a good view of a couple of the Kardons a few rows up who snorted with apparent disdain.

“Our mission is to look forward, not back.” If Tiberus heard the Kardons, he ignored them. “The goal is to figure out a plan for how we can defeat the fleet that is pursuing us.”

“Not going to happen,” one of the Kardons said to the other in a stage whisper.

Having spent some time on Kardonia, Baker understood what the man said and shook his head. We can’t have that kind of attitude here or it will eat away at morale. He raised his hand as he stood.

“Uh… yes?” Tiberus asked, obviously not expecting the interruption.

“We have a couple of naysayers,” Baker said as he walked down to the row where the Kardons were sitting. He turned to them. “Do you have some issue with what the commander is saying?”

“You mean us defeating the Overlord fleet?” the Kardon who’d spoken asked. Baker recognized the man’s insignia as the equivalent of a commander in the Kardon armed forces; he’d probably been one of the Kardon squadron commanders. “I don’t have an issue with it; there just aren’t enough of us here to do it.”

Baker squared his shoulders. “You’re in the wrong place, then, because that’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to find a way to win.”

“Man for man, we’re better than the Overlords, but we’re so greatly outnumbered that we just don’t have a chance. It’s ludicrous to even suggest that we do. I’m sorry, but the only way I can see us beating them would be if the gods in heaven above decided the Overlords were too evil to exist and sent their angels down to smite them.”

Baker chuckled. “You know what? That’s what’s going to happen.”

The Kardon’s jaw dropped. After a couple of seconds, he regained his composure and asked, “Really? You honestly think so?”

Baker nodded. “I do. In fact, I know that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”

“And why do you think that?”

Baker smiled. “Heaven’s angels are definitely going to smite them. Look around you.” He swept an arm across the audience. “You, me… all of us here. We’re heaven’s angels. And we’re going to make it happen.”

Baker pointed in the direction they’d come from. “And you know why? Because I’m full of righteous indignation and fury over what happened in our last battle. Did they get the better of us? Yes, they did. They had an overwhelming force, and they killed a lot of our people. A lot of good people. Friends of mine that I’d known for a long time.

“And I’m going to make the Overlords pay for that. I’m going to kill them, and I’m not going to stop killing them until all our planets—that’s Kardonia, Sseldon, and Earth—don’t have to worry about the Overlords anymore. You want heaven’s angels? You’re looking at one right here. I’m an avenging angel, and I’m not going to stop until I’ve avenged all my friends—hell! All my brothers and sisters—and have made the Overlords pay.

“And if you don’t want to be part of that, fine. Go back over to your carrier and tell them I sent you back because you lacked the one thing we need here—a warrior spirit. If we’re going to win, every single person here has to believe we can. To know deep down that it’s possible. And if you don’t, then get the hell out. I’d rather go into battle with two less aircraft on my side if those fighters are crewed with cowards or unbelievers.”

Baker found himself running out of steam and pointed to the auditorium exit. “Go on,” he said. “Just get the hell out.”

The two Kardons looked at each other, and the one who’d spoken got to his feet. He looked down at the other. “You’re not coming?”

“To do what? Run?” The other Kardon—also a commander—shrugged. “Where are you going to run to that the Overlords won’t find you?” He shook his head. “Besides”—he nodded toward Baker—“he’s right. I have an awful lot of friends whose souls are screaming for vengeance.” He looked at Baker. “I’m ready to be an angel.”

The first Kardon snorted. “Well fuck you then, too.” He stormed out of the row and would have run into Baker on his way out, had Lance not stepped to the side.

“We’ll get someone else to fly his plane,” the second Kardon said. “Because you are right. We’re all in this together, until the end.”

Baker nodded. “Good to have you with us.” He turned and went back to his seat.

“Well,” Tiberus said with a chuckle, “now that that’s settled, are there any other pilots who aren’t ready to stand up and be counted among the ranks of angels? If so, you’re free to leave.”

The pilots looked at each other, but no one left.

“Good.” Tiberus smiled. “For those of us staying, like angels, we’re going to fly, and we’re going to fly long and hard during our trip to Kardonia so that we can defeat the Overlords when we get there.”

“Angels, huh?” Lieutenant Commander Lina Weber asked softly as Baker sat back down next to her with a sigh. “I never thought of myself as an angel.” She chuckled. “Looking back at my childhood, I was anything but.” Weber smiled. “I guess that makes you Archangel Michael.”

“Archangel Michael?”

“I take it you’re not big on your biblical studies.”

Baker laughed quietly. “I might have skipped Sunday School once or twice.”

Weber tapped herself on the head. “Catholic grade school veteran here. If I remember correctly, Archangel Michael has a number of roles or offices, but the main thing he’s known for is that he’s the leader of the Army of God—his duty is to lead heaven’s forces in their triumph over the powers of hell.” She pointed at Baker. “That’d be you.”

“Well, I get that the Overlords are the forces of hell. They certainly seem like it.” Baker gave Weber a half-smile. “But I’m not sure that I’m your stereotypical archangel. Aviators don’t really have a reputation for being super holy.”

“We don’t have to be holy all the time.” Weber winked. “We just have to do it when it counts.”
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PANDA ONE OH ONE, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Porter sank gratefully into the pilot’s seat. Crossing over to the other fighter had been the scariest thing he’d ever had to do, and then removing the corpse of Zhang Jinan the grossest. He tried not to notice the stains on the seat as he strapped in and hooked up to the fighter’s oxygen, then he sat back in relief.

A message ran across the display.

Are you going to hook up, or what?

Hook up? What? Oh, he means plug in… Where’s the plug?

Porter grabbed the uplink cable from where it exited the seat and followed it around… to where Jinan’s head had lodged behind the WSO’s seat. He closed his eyes and willed his stomach back into place, then he counted backward from twenty to have something else to concentrate on. When he could open his eyes again, he had to make a decision—use the WSO’s cable or disconnect Jinan’s head from his?

He ultimately decided to remove Jinan’s head—which had been shot off just above the neck—from the pilot’s cable. The only thing grosser than removing Jinan’s head was continuing to fly around with it still attached. At some point, he’d put g’s on the plane, and the head would snap around on the cable and go—

He didn’t want to contemplate it.

Removing the head from the cable was worse than removing Jinan’s body from the seat had been, and he hoped fervently that he wasn’t going to have anything else that would top that. After ejecting Jinan’s head—with a few words of apology—Porter inserted the cable into his head.

“Were you mentally damaged in the attack?” Hong asked as Porter materialized in the system. “Or are you always that stupid?”

Porter glanced around—the lobby in One Oh One looked like something out of a Chinese gangster movie. All it needed was a bunch of people hanging over a poker table and it would have been complete. Hong was dressed in all black—suit coat over dress shirt and slacks—and looked like he was getting ready to take on Bruce Lee, Jackie Chan, or Chuck Norris. No, he wasn’t ready for Chuck. Chuck would have kicked his ass.

“I got knocked out during the battle and woke up days later,” Porter said. “My SI kicked me out of the system. I don’t know if it caused a concussion or something like that, but I admit that my thought processes are a little erratic.”

“Did you bring your SI with you?” Hong sat on the front of a chair and looked at him intently.

“The computer took a rail-gun round through it.”

“You could pull the memory module.”

“There’s no way to get to it. It’s under the nose of the plane.”

“Jinan has magnetic gloves in the storage compartment next to you. You could put them on and go get him.”

Porter swallowed. Crossing over the first time almost made him piss his spacesuit. Doing it with his hands only, counting on the magnetic locks to keep him from flying off into space? Not only no, but hell no—

But then Porter sighed and squared his shoulders. No one gets left behind to orbit this unknown star forever. Even if I wet myself.

“Be right back.”
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“So,” Porter said when he got back with the memory module, “you’ve obviously given this a lot more thought than I have. Have you come up with a plan?”

“I have had some ideas,” Hong replied. He stood and began to pace. “However, I am interested in what you think we should do.”

“Well, we’re a long way from home, with a huge enemy fleet between us. I think we should take inventory of what we’ve got here and figure out how we can best use it to get home.”

“Get home?” Hong chuckled. “I want to figure out what we can do to get even.”

“Get even? Are you kidding me? We’ve got a fighter with one pilot and an SI. How are we going to get even with that?”

“With just that, we aren’t. However, we have additional resources we can draw upon. First, we need to see if we can recover your SI; if so, that increases our manpower by fifty percent.”

“Okay, then what?”

Hong shrugged. “We can search for other fighters here in the system that are operational. Even if there aren’t any, it is possible that—like your SI—we may be able to find other operational SIs.”

“We’d have to spend an awful lot of time looking for them.”

“Not as much as you might think.” Hong smiled. “I found four F-77s that appear dead but not destroyed before I found you. Their SIs might be recoverable, as well.”

“Why didn’t you grab them when you—” Porter stopped when Hong raised an eyebrow. “Never mind.” He sighed. “Okay, that’s a ‘me’ job—and one we ought to do—but that doesn’t get us a whole lot. If their fighters were operational, they’d be cruising around doing the same thing you were, or they’d already have left.”

“Six SIs would give us”—Hong’s smile turned sly—“opportunities.”

Porter tilted his head. “Like what?”

“There are other resources we can take advantage of here. For example, the space stations that orbit the planet.”

“They’re full of clones, though; if they had fighters attached, too, that’d be something.”

“I suspect that if we were to wait there, the fighters will come to us.”

Porter’s eyebrows knit. “I’m sorry, but my brain isn’t working very well today. You’re going to have to explain that one to me.”

Hong took a seat. “Certainly. This should be something even you’ll understand. There was just a major fleet battle in this system, correct?”

“Yes, I may have heard of it,” Porter said with a little sarcasm. “We got our asses kicked if I remember correctly.”

Hong gave him a small nod. “We did… but we didn’t. We destroyed a lot more of their equipment than they destroyed of ours. Unfortunately, they started with so much more than us, that even if we destroyed their fighters at a rate of two to our one—and I think we did better than that—we wiped out an awful lot of them. We also blew up a lot of their cruisers, although I’d be surprised if more than one of ours escaped.”

“Destroyer?”

“Just so.” Hong’s nod was more normal. “Anya has a certain… predilection for using what she needs to save herself.”

“I don’t see where you’re going with this. The Overlords still have a bunch of carriers.”

“Yes, they do. They have a bunch of mostly empty carriers.”

“Well, yeah, but even a quarter full, they still have more fighters than we do.”

“But what if they consolidated their fighters?”

“They’d have a bunch of totally empty ones.” Porter shook his head. “Where is this getting us?”

“The Overlords are going to have to restock their carriers, and we have access to one of their restocking facilities. And, of note, we’ve seen them blow up several, so—unless they really have a lot of them—they’re going to have to bring a carrier here to stock up on clones. Probably quite a few. What I’m suggesting is that, when they do, we capture it.”

“What happens if they bring more than one?”

“We take over one carrier and then another, and another. Before too long, we would have quite the fleet. Then we hit the fleet that’s chasing the alliance fleet from behind. And then revenge, as they say, is ours.”

“I can’t imagine that will ever work, though. Sure, it may work once, from surprise, but after a carrier gets taken over or goes missing, the next ship that comes here is probably going to be on guard and looking for the one that disappeared. And if they come here in a big group, we’re screwed.”

“If we have enough SIs, it will work at least once and perhaps more. Also, after the first time, we’ll have a bunch of crewed fighters, and the carriers won’t. They can either surrender or be destroyed.”

“We’ve seen them destroy themselves rather than allow themselves to be captured.”

Hong shrugged. “So be it. That’s one fewer Overlord carrier we have to worry about. As long as we don’t allow any to escape, we can kill their carriers for as long as they want to send them here.”

“The AIs will still be able to fly their fighters remotely, at least some of them, anyway.”

“But we’ll hit them from surprise. We may even kill some of their AIs that way.”

Porter shook his head. “I still think it’s a pretty big risk.”

“And I think it’s worth a try.” Hong glared at Porter a moment. “Look, if this is all too much for you—if you’re not the kind of officer who lives to be a hero—then you can take one of the fighters and go back to Earth. Right now, right here”—he waved a hand to the space around them—“we have a chance to do what we came here to do. To destroy the Overlords’ infrastructure and make a difference in the war.”

“Maybe. And you very well might get away with it a time or two. But then they’ll send ships here expecting trouble, and their guard won’t be down.” Porter sighed. “This is like what we were originally trying to do with the fleet. Odds are—just like most of our fleet—you’re going to get trapped here and not make it out.”

“Who says I want to get out?”

“Well, honestly, I would like to get home again. I wouldn’t mind fucking them up pretty badly while we do, though, so I’m not necessarily opposed to doing something like this.” Porter rubbed his chin. “Look. Here are the facts as I know them. Or, at least as I think I know them anyway. We got our asses kicked here—”

“I don’t think that point is under dispute.”

Porter chuckled wryly. “No, I don’t think it is. All the junk in this system will testify to that. Anyway, there were a lot of Overlord carriers left over, along with quite a few cruisers.”

“That also is not under dispute.”

“We only had a few ships left, and they were on the run, with the Overlord fleet in trail. When the Overlords catch up with our fleet, they’re going to kill it, and then they’re going to kill our homeworlds.” Porter sighed. “The bottom line is that we don’t have a lot of time to put grandiose plans into work. I’d love to stay here for a year or two and make a giant fleet that lets me destroy or capture the Overlord carriers as they come through here… but we don’t have that time. The Overlords are going to destroy Earth—and all the other homeworlds—a lot sooner than that.”

“It is likely that they will do so,” Hong said with a nod, “no matter what we do. I think the fact that they will likely do so is a good reason for staying here, behind the lines, destroying what we can for as long as we can.”

“Basically, become pirates until they catch us?”

“Sure. What’s the point of living forever if you don’t have some fun along the way?”

“There’s something to be said for that, sure, but I think I’d rather save the day and my homeworld. My mom is still on Earth, and I don’t want to see her used as a clone or killed out of hand by an AI who has no value for human life.”

Hong sighed. “I also have family on Earth that I would rather not see be cloned, either.” He shook his head. “Okay, so it is up to us to save the day. How are we going to do that if you’re so smart?”

Porter thought for a few moments, then it was his turn to sigh. “Unfortunately, I think that your plan does have some merit.”

Hong chuckled. “Unfortunately?”

“Well, yes, because taking over the carrier and flying the Overlord fighters…” Porter shook his head. “There are so many things that have to be done now and will have to be done in the future that are SI things… we’re going to need more SIs.” He sighed. “I think you need to pull me in here with you.”

Hong smiled. “Don’t make my state of being sound so exciting.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Hong. I think being an SI works great for you, but it’s not what I want for me. Still, if that’s what my country—hell, if that’s what my planet—needs, then I’ll do it.”

“Although that may be true, I would suggest that perhaps it is better if we save that option until it becomes absolutely necessary.”

“Why is that? I could help share the load with you. Taking over an Overlord carrier—if one actually shows up—is going to take more than just you. If we aren’t able to bring back any of the other SIs…”

“True,” Hong said with a slight bow. “Unfortunately, the transition to SI is permanent. There may be times in the future where we need your unique skill set.”

“My skill set? What’s that?”

“Whatever a meat sack can do. Sometimes having a physical body is helpful, like going over to pull the memory module from your fighter. It is something that I can’t do.” He chuckled. “While I am not against it, I know from past experience that many of your countrymen would be against me taking over clones and driving them around, and I suspect that will cause issues with you and all of the meat sacks when we get back.”

“It would for some people, certainly. Looking at it from where I’m currently sitting, though, I’m a little more open to doing the things we need to do to kick some Overlord ass and get back home.”

Hong nodded. “That is good. I, too, am prepared to do whatever it takes to save our planet. While I would prefer not to be a pariah from human society, there may come a time in the future where it is required… and I will do it.” He sighed. “Until that time, though, I will do the SI things, and you can do the meat sack things, and we’ll work it out as best we can.” He smiled. “Hopefully, you will find a few more SIs in the fighters I located. If not, I have an idea on where we might find a few more SIs. Even two or three would be significant force multipliers.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Well, as you mentioned, time is of the essence, so we need to get going. Take me to the space station, and then you can go round up the SIs.”
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PANDA ONE OH ONE, OVERLORD SPACE STATION, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Hong piloted the fighter to the Overlord space station, allowing Porter to take a nap, and he woke feeling slightly more refreshed and less concussed than earlier. If he was honest with himself, he was probably doing a better job managing the shock he’d been experiencing, too. Between losing a battle, his fighter, and his SI—and then seriously contemplating suicide—to be whiplashed back to having hope and a mission again… it had been a lot.

Perhaps Hong didn’t have to adjust to it anymore, but he did.

“We’re almost there,” Hong said. “It’s visible, just starboard of the nose.” He paused. “How are you feeling?”

“Better, thanks.” Porter smiled. “More optimistic and ready to take on the challenges and opportunities we’ve been given.”

“So I don’t have to space you in order to get things done?”

Although Hong said it jokingly, Porter wondered if there wasn’t a grain of truth in the question. Hong and Jinan had been known to be pretty ruthless, and Porter didn’t doubt that—if Hong thought it was required—the SI would space him without a second thought or shred of remorse. Something to keep in the back of my head.

“Spacing won’t be required today; thanks.”

“Good.”

The space station was about a half-kilometer in diameter and its outer surface was featureless, the only structures an antenna and the docking port that Hong steered them toward.

“Is this the same one the Marines went into?” Porter asked.

“It is,” Hong said with a distracted nod as he mated up the fighter to the docking port. “I figured it would be better to start with something we’d seen before than something we hadn’t.”

Porter nodded. The Marines had broadcast their entry into the station, so Porter had a decent feel for the station, even though he’d never been there before.

“Okay, time to do the meat sack thing,” Hong said.

“What’s that?”

“In the compartment to your left is a jump drive. If you’ll plug it into the computer, I’ll move over to it, then you can move me to the station’s computer. Once I’m set up, you can go get the other SI modules; I’ve entered them into the system’s navigation.”

“You got it.”

“If you would, please bring in Keith’s memory module, and I’ll see if the station has a cable to mate it up to the computer there.”

“Easy day.” Porter found the jump drive and inserted it into the computer. The light went on to show it was being accessed. When it went out again, Porter removed the drive, grabbed the memory module, and crawled over to the station’s entrance airlock, which the Marines had left open.

The airlock was larger than most of the personnel ones he’d been through on the carriers, probably as it would be needed for cargo as well. A squad of Marines wearing their exoskeletons had fit into simultaneously. It was similar to the ones on Overlord carriers, and Porter understood the controls. He cycled it and then stepped out into a short hallway that ended in three doors, one on each side and one straight ahead.

As he knew the doors to the sides led off to a gantry that ran around the outside of the station’s interior, he went straight ahead and opened the door there. The station was utilitarian in nature, and the only thing on the other side was a large platform and a computer access terminal.

The rest of the station—everything beyond the platform—was open air storage for rows and rows of tanks that each contained a human being in stasis. A mechanical system was built into the top of the station to move the tubes around and bring them to the platform for utilization. The whole bay held clones, with each row was a clone of a different person.

Porter found the appropriate drive slot on the computer station and plugged in the jump drive. After a few seconds, the monitor lit up.

“I’m in the system and have access to what I need. Please leave the memory module here and go get the others.”

“All right,” Porter said, setting the module down next to the computer station. “I’ll be back in a few days.” He chuckled. “Don’t go anywhere without me, okay?”
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SQUADRON 3 BRIEFING ROOM, SWS KILLING BLOW, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Baker looked around the briefing room for his new squadron a few hours after the meeting in the auditorium. In addition to the four other former Blue Blasters and Lieutenant Commander Raskin from the staff, he had a Kardon and eight Sontags. Of course, the Kardon who had left Tiberus’s briefing had been assigned to his squadron, so he was missing one until—and if—the Kardons replaced him. If they didn’t have anyone else, they’d find someone to pilot the fighter, even if he had to send Irina or one of the other SIs.

“Thanks for coming,” Baker said, “and welcome to Squadron 3. We’ll have the left side of the battle line when we form up as a wing.” He nodded toward the empty seat. “We’ll also have one more pilot when the Kardons find a replacement for Commander Brulor.”

Baker looked at the other Kardon, Commander Togan, and lifted an eyebrow. “Any word on that?”

Togan shook his head. “Not yet, sir.”

“Let’s dispense with the ‘sirs,’” Baker said. “We’re almost all senior officers—lieutenant commanders and commanders—we’re more a ‘band of brothers’ than a normal squadron.”

“Or a flight of angels,” one of the two lieutenants, Sarah Nelson, said. “Or whatever you call a group of them.”

“That would be a ‘host,’” Weber replied.

“Regardless,” Baker said, taking back control, “I wanted to get everyone together so we could introduce ourselves; we’ll begin bright and early tomorrow.” He flipped on the holo projector on the table and connected it to his slate. “One other person I wanted to introduce you to is the SI I fly with, Irina Koslova. You may hear her on the radios. If you do, she speaks for me.” Baker chuckled. “Hell, half the time she uses my voice, so you may not even know you’re talking to her. Say ‘hello,’ Irina.”

Irina’s avatar appeared in the holo, and Baker turned his slate so she could see the squadron members present. “Hello, Irina,” she said in Baker’s voice.

Baker laughed. “See what I mean?”

“Is this what you looked like… before?” one of the Sontags asked.

“I’m sorry,” Irina said. “Who are you and what do you mean by ‘before’?”

“I am Commander Daki Doomclaw, and I am sorry if I asked something inappropriate.” The Sontag bowed. “I have no experience with SIs. As I understand, though, you were originally a live person before moving into the digital world. Is that not correct?”

“You’re right,” Irina replied in her normal voice. She motioned down the length of her body. “Generally, this is the ‘me from before’, although without any of the blemishes or imperfections.” She looked at Baker as if challenging him to dispute it.

Baker held up his hands. “I never saw you before you entered the digital world, so you’ll hear nothing different from me.”

“Thank you,” Doomclaw said. “I just wondered how you selected… how you present yourself.”

Irina shrugged. “Most SIs appear like they did in their biological bodies, or fairly similar to it. There’s no reason for it, other than personal preference, though, as you can be whatever you want.”

“All right, so that’s Irina.” Baker smiled. “And as you know, I’m Lance Baker. Let’s go around the room and introduce ourselves.”

The aviators introduced themselves. All—with the exception of the two Blaster lieutenants—had been flying for at least fifteen years and had several thousand hours of flight time. Both of the lieutenants—Sarah Nelson and David Lohman—were originally weapons systems officers and had SI pilots, though; they were far more deadly than any comparable non-uplink pilots or WSOs. On the whole, Baker was pretty pleased with the group. There was no doubt they could kill a lot of the Overlords. The only question was, would it be enough?
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“Excuse me, Commander Baker?” a voice asked as Baker walked out of the briefing room, and Lance turned to find the Kardon who’d walked out of the auditorium.

“Commander Brulor,” Baker said with the smallest of nods. “Haven’t found a ride back over to the Illustrious yet?”

“I did, actually.” He opened his mouth but then closed it again.

“I’m sorry,” Baker said, “but I have a few worlds to save.” He turned to go, but Brulor put a hand on his shoulder. Baker looked down at it and frowned. “Do you mind?”

“Look,” Brulor said, “I know you’re busy, but I needed to say something.”

Baker turned around. “Make it quick.”

“I will.” Brulor nodded. “So, I did go back to the Illustrious.” He opened and closed his mouth again. This time, Baker waited. Finally, Brulor sighed. “I didn’t have anything to do, so I laid down on my bunk, thinking I could get some sleep. The problem was, I couldn’t. The thought kept coming back that I’d let everyone down. You, Tiberus, my family. All the people back home. The souls of all the people we’ve lost in this war. If they were here, they’d be fighting. I’m one of the best fighter pilots my country has, and what was I doing? Crying in my bed like a youngling.

“They all deserved better. You deserve better.” He shook his head and clenched his teeth a moment, then he asked, “Do you really think you can stop the Overlords?”

Baker stared at the Kardon for a moment before twitching his head from side to side once. “The odds are against us. If our nations don’t scrape up a lot more forces for the battle… I don’t know.” He squared his shoulders. “If there’s one thing I do know, though, it’s that if we don’t do this—hell, if we can’t do this—then there’s no one who can. If we fail, our countries will cease to exist, and everyone we’ve ever known and loved will die. And I’m not going to let that happen.

“If there’s anything I can do, while I still have a breath in my body, I’m going to do it. And right now, that means fighting. Here. Now. And stopping the Overlords when we get to Kardonia. Breaking them on the asteroid defenses because that’s the only chance we have.”

Baker sighed. “You asked me if we can stop the Overlords, and I have to tell you that question is meaningless, because if we don’t, there’s no one who can. We have to fight—we don’t have a choice—and we have to win. If we don’t, our civilizations die.”

“That’s the conclusion I came to, too,” Brulor said with a nod. He stood up straighter. “And that’s why I want to be an angel. If you’ll take me back, I will give you all my best, including my life if that’s needed. Please. Let me fly with you.”

Baker met his eyes and saw nothing but resolve. After a moment, he nodded once. “Okay. You’re in. We could use a good pilot that understands the situation. You’re an angel.” Baker smiled. “But there’s something I want you to remember. A long time ago, we had a general named Patton. He would have told you that the purpose of war isn’t to die for your country.”

Brulor’s eyebrows went up. “It’s not?”

Baker shook his head. “It’s to make the other dumb bastards—in this case the Overlords—die for theirs.” He smiled. “And that’s what we’re going to do.”
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“Here’s how this is going to work,” Baker said when Squadron 3 convened for its first flight together early the next morning. “Typically, our main formation is going to be the four-plane division, with the ability to break up into two-plane sections. That will give us the ability to mass our combat power while still remaining flexible enough to dogfight when the opportunity arises.”

Baker gave them a hunter’s smile. “Because we’re better than the Overlords, and we’ll take it to them at every opportunity we get.”

Heads nodded around the room.

“First Division will be led by me, with Commander Doomclaw on my wing. The second section will be Commander Sharptooth and Commander Brulor.” Baker looked at the Kardon to see if he was going to be a problem, but the man nodded, only looking intense and focused.

“Second Division will be led by Commander Shadowfang with Lieutenant Commander Zhang, Commander Skyking, and Lieutenant Nelson. Third Division will be Commander Fastpaw, Commander Togan, Lieutenant Commander Weber, and Lieutenant Commander Quickfang. Finally, Fourth Division will be led by Commander Nocturne, along with Lieutenant Lohman, Lieutenant Commander Thunderpaw, and Lieutenant Commander Raskin.”

Baker’s eyes swept the room. “Any issues with that?” When no one indicated they had any, he continued, “The sections are all mixed between the races so that we can best use the individual talents that each brings to the fight. For those of you without any experience flying with the other races, you’re going to get it quickly. All three fighters are quick and agile, and all of the pilots here—as well as the SIs the humans have—are aggressive and unafraid to mix it up with the enemy.

“The first flight today will be unopposed, with a chance to do some squadron maneuvering. When I’m satisfied we can all fly together, then I’ll release you to your division leaders to work as four-planes. When the division leaders are happy with what they’re seeing, they can break it down to the section level.

“The goal on this flight is to show your wingman and division mates what your individual fighters can do. For example, all the Terrans should introduce their wingmen to the Irina Maneuver, so that when you use it in combat, you don’t lose them.” Baker scanned the room. “Trust me, it’s eye-opening the first time you see it.”

Baker’s eyes stopped on Raskin. “I never had time to ask about your level of experience with the F-77C. I see you have the uplink jack in your head, and I know you came from the F-77 community, but without an SI—”

“I have an SI.” Raskin smiled. “The admiral gave me Heidi, Independence’s third shift SI. He figured the other two SIs could work a little harder if it put more capability at the pointy end of the spear. I’ve worked with her a little bit, and she’s been liaising with Irina and the other SIs. I’ve never seen the Irina Maneuver, but Heidi will be familiar with it when we go out.” Raskin chuckled. “It’ll be eye-opening for me, too, but I’m a fast learner.”

“Good,” Baker said with a nod. “In that case, here’s what we’re going to do…”
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OVERLORD SPACE STATION, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Porter returned to the space station three days later and was met at the airlock by two men. As they looked identical, he realized they were probably clones. “Welcome, Commander Porter,” one of them said with a bow.

The second man bowed. “If you would come with me, please.”

“Uh, sure.” The clones turned and walked off. “And Hong, if you hear me, this is damned creepy!”

The clones led him to the control facility at the other end of the station.

“Welcome to the Terran Space Station Vengeance,” Hong’s voice said from the panel.

“I don’t know if you got my message from your clones, but I have to tell you that having them waiting for me was damn creepy.”

“I’m sure it was. Did they look or act different from any other junior spacer you’ve met, though? Or were they good enough to look like people?”

“When you ask it that way, they were pretty normal; the creepiness was because I wasn’t expecting them and knew where they came from. And they looked exactly alike. Couldn’t you have used two different types?”

“Different types? These are people you’re talking about! You know that, right?”

“Well, I mean… It’s just that…” Porter could feel his neck getting hot. Even though he didn’t redden like a Caucasian, he knew the SI would be able to tell. “You know what I meant,” he finally said.

“Of course I did, but the faces you just made?” Hong chuckled. “They were pretty good. And I got the whole thing on tape to be used as evidence against you.”

“Evidence? For what?”

“Your war crimes trial.”

Porter shook his head. “I haven’t committed any war crimes!”

“Not yet, but there’s still hope.”

Porter sighed. “Is this how you’re going to act the whole time we’re trapped together?”

“Probably. Aren’t I fun?”

“Not really.”

“All business, are you?” Hong laughed. “Fine. Did you have any luck?”

“Yes, actually, I did. I was able to find five more SIs.” Porter held up the memory modules. “Three of your four seemed like they were good. I also looked for others while I was out and found two more. Plus…” Porter smiled.

“You’re going to make me ask?”

“It only seems fair.”

“Fine. What else did you find?”

“I found another operable F-77. It was from one of the squadrons that didn’t have SIs. The pilot got killed like Commander Jinan, but everything else seems like it’s operational… including the two missiles it’s still got on its wings.”

“Ooh, both the fighter and the missiles may come in handy.”

Porter nodded. “That’s what I thought, too.” He paused and then asked, “So, other than Frick and Frack, here”—he nodded to the clones—“what else did you discover here?”

“I found the station logs and noticed something that may be even more powerful than having a new fighter.”

Porter laughed when Hong didn’t continue. “Turn around is fair play, I guess. Okay, I’ll ask. What did you find in the logs?”

“A couple of things. The biggest is that—when a carrier comes here for replenishment, one of the AIs actually comes aboard to run the station.”

“Huh.” Porter stroked his chin. “If it comes here, does that mean you can capture it?”

“It does, but there’s even more.” Hong chuckled. “It appears that sometimes, there’s only one AI on the carrier, the one numbered ‘Five,’ if it matters. They don’t have all nine on the carrier unless it’s operational. So, if it comes onto the station, and there’s only one AI, and I capture it… takeover of the carrier will be awfully easy.”

“Yes,” Porter said, nodding. “That would be great. How often do they show up with only one AI?”

“I don’t know. If it’s part of a fleet and it’s not the flagship, it probably happens pretty often. If it’s on detached duty by itself, I suspect the answer is never.”

“I knew it wouldn’t be that easy.” Porter chuckled. “So, the odds of it happening are?”

“About sixty percent, I think. Better yet, I think they are currently higher than that.”

“Why’s that?”

“We just destroyed a lot of fighters. If they detached some of the carriers to go get fighters, they might come through here with just one AI aboard.”

Porter nodded. “Makes sense. We can always hope, anyway.”

“You could run,” the SI said.

“What do you mean?”

“After I check out the other SIs you found, you can go hide somewhere until I start capturing the Overlord carriers. Your presence isn’t required or desired anywhere near this station. I want them to come in fat, dumb, and happy. If they see a Terran fighter hanging around, they’ll probably try to destroy you, and it will have them looking for other Terrans. That would ruin the plan.”

“We have a plan?” Porter raised an eyebrow for the camera. “I thought we were playing it by ear.”

“There’s a plan, and it goes like this. You give me the SI memory modules, and I check them out. You then distribute SIs to the other stations—”

“Wait. The other stations? Wouldn’t you want them all here to help?”

“Want? Yes, of course I would. Unfortunately, I can’t know for sure that the Overlords will come to this station. If all the SIs are here, and the first carrier doesn’t come to this station, it might take what it wants and leave without us ever getting a chance at capturing it. Sure, we could wait… but as you said, time is of the essence.”

“Oh, yeah. Didn’t think of that.” Porter could feel his neck getting hot again. Hong knows what he’s doing. Keith had always let Porter make all the decisions, and Porter wasn’t used to someone else making the decisions, or doing so without laying out all the information for him. I’m going to have to up my game.

“Okay, so we go and hide. How do we know when to come back?”

“When I call you on the radio.” Hong’s tone made it sound like the answer was obvious.

“I understand that… but what if you don’t call?”

“Then one of two things happened. I might be waiting for something. Perhaps another carrier has entered the system.”

Porter nodded. “And the other?”

“I’m dead or captured by the AIs. In which case, you better hope I’m dead.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because I have some idea on how to torture a digital person, and if I can think of it, then a society that has existed for millennia probably has not only thought about it but has perfected it, too. If I’m captured, you can expect that they’ll be coming for you.”

“I see.” Porter gave the camera a wry smile. “Don’t let them capture you then, huh?”

“I intend to do my best to prevent it.”

“Good.” Porter pulled the backpack from his shoulder and began removing the memory modules. “As you mentioned, we’re short on time. Here’s what I was able to collect.”
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“I’m happy to tell you that our forces have grown by five,” Hong said a couple of hours later.

Porter had taken a nap while the SI and his minions worked. Since Hong had Frick and Frack, it was easier for him to work through them than Porter. Hong could give the clones commands digitally and get done what he needed faster than if he had to tell Porter and have him do it. When Porter’d seen that, he’d decided to catch up on some of the sleep he’d missed while searching the system.

The announcement on the new SIs—while exciting—brought the question that had plagued him for several days to the forefront of his mind, and Porter bit his lip for a couple seconds, too afraid to ask it. Finally, he decided he had to know and asked, “Please tell me that Keith is one of them?”

“I am!” the voice of his former SI, Keith Ferguson, said from the panel.

“That’s great!” Porter’s heart soared, and he released the breath he’d been holding.

“I was putting myself back together when you arrived, or I would have said ‘hi’ then.”

“Putting yourself back together?”

“There was some damage, but I think I have all of my code back in the right places.”

“Awesome! It’s great to have you back, buddy.”

“Yes. I am happy to tell you Keith is one of the five,” Hong confirmed. “In addition to him, I was able to resurrect four of the five SIs you brought back—two Blaster SIs and two Panda SIs. I was hoping for all five, but I am quite pleased with what we got.”

“I take it you have a plan for all of them?”

“I do. I would like you and Keith to take the four SIs and distribute two to each of the other stations, then go hide on the other side of the star.”

“You’ll be by yourself here, then. Do you want Keith to stay here with you in case you need some more SI power?”

“Hey!” Keith interrupted. “I just got back, and you’re already looking to get rid of me again?”

Porter chuckled. “No, it’s not that at all. I was more worried about what would happen if all nine AIs were to come aboard.”

“If it happens, I will deal with them,” Hong replied. “Although it might complicate things to have all nine arrive simultaneously, it would give me access to more information.”

“How so?”

“It appears that each AI has certain things that it manages—a sphere of influence, if you will—with the one known as Prime overseeing it all. The one that drives the ships—Five—won’t necessarily know everything that we want to know. Capturing Prime and some of the others—assuming I could—would potentially give us access to what they know, too.”

“I don’t get it,” Porter said. “They’re digital beings; why can’t they all know everything?”

“They could, but that would require them holding onto a lot more information and would make them less agile as they go from place to place. It would also potentially slow down their retrieval of information. While you might not be able to notice a difference, I would, and it would give me an advantage over them.”

Porter nodded. “So, by not doing that, you don’t have the advantage.”

“Probably not.”

“But either way, you’re ready for them?”

“I am, and I have the other SIs ready to take over the other stations once you drop them off there. After you drop them off, all you need to do is take the fighter and go hide behind the sun, and I’ll call you once the trap is sprung.”

“And if it goes badly?”

“One of the SIs will call… or, like I said, you can expect a visit from the Overlord fleet.”
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AUDITORIUM, SWS KILLING BLOW, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Any idea what this is about?” Baker asked as he sat down next to Tiberus in the front row. Being in the front wasn’t normally “his thing,” but the message that had come over from the Independence had mentioned him by name in the list of people who needed to attend.

“No idea,” Tiberus replied. “I don’t know any more than you do. All I heard was an intel brief was being held on your carrier, and all the heads of divisions needed to attend.”

“They canceled flight ops for it.” Baker shrugged. “I hope it’s important.”

“I guess will find out soon enough,” Tiberus said as the holo in front of them came to life with a view of the admiral’s briefing room on board the Independence.

Within seconds of the holo illuminating, the intel officer, Commander Shawn Devane, took the podium. “Good afternoon. Thank you for your attendance both here on the Indy and those who are teleconferencing in from the other ships. The admiral”—he nodded to someone in front of him, ostensibly Admiral Delgado—“asked me to put this together to make everyone aware of an event that has occurred.”

He paused and Baker’s eyes met Tiberus’s. “Uh oh.”

“The Overlord fleet that was following us,” Devane continued, “is no longer following us. They’ve stopped. The ships entered this system then reduced speed, ultimately coming to a halt not far from the jump-in point into the next system. Not only that, but all the cruisers are gone.

“We don’t know why they’ve stopped, why they’ve chosen this system to do it in, or where the cruisers went.”

“What do we know about this system?” Delgado asked from off camera.

“This system is the first system beyond Gashtar. Although we didn’t spend much time exploring it as we passed through, it has seven uninhabited planets including three gas giants. None of them seemed remarkable as they are all outside the habitable zone and don’t show any signs of having been mined or used in any manner.”

“So, the system itself isn’t important.”

“We don’t think so, sir,” Devane replied. “If there was something important here, we think they would have moved at full speed to defend it.”

“So why now or why here?”

“There are two schools of thought, sir. The first is that they are stopping to refuel or take on additional reaction mass.”

“Have we seen any indications of that?”

Devane shook his head. “Not yet, sir. So far, all their ships have done is sit there, unmoving. They may be waiting for their tanker or replenishment vessels to catch up with them.”

“What’s the second?”

“That they are here to defend this system. Either something here is worth defending—which we haven’t seen yet, as I mentioned—or that there is something on the other side of them they are positioning themselves to stop us from going to.”

“What do you think?” Tiberus asked, leaning over.

Baker shook his head. “The Overlords don’t do anything on a whim. There’s a reason they’ve stopped here. Since it doesn’t look like they’re refueling or anything like that, they’re obviously waiting for something.”

“Why waiting?”

“Because that force is big enough to destroy us. They’re not worried about us, other than what we might do if we’re left to our own devices. There’s something they’re stopping us from going to, but at the moment, they’re waiting.”

“What would they need to wait for?”

“I’ve got no idea… no, wait. I think I do.” Baker took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “They’re waiting for reinforcements.”

Tiberus held up a hand and signaled for attention. After a moment, Devane noticed and nodded to him. “You have something to add, Ambassador?”

Tiberus stood. “I don’t, but I believe Commander Baker does.” He motioned to Lance, who felt a flush rising up the back of his neck at being the center of attention.

Admiral Delgado stood, and the camera focused on him. “Lance, what do you think?”

Baker stood and rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, sir, as I just mentioned to Tiberus, the Overlords don’t do anything without a reason, and there’s no reason for them to be afraid of us. If they stopped, it’s because their immediate objective was met and they’re waiting on something else.”

Delgado nodded. “And you think you know what that is?”

“Yes, sir. I had an idea.” He took a second to organize his thoughts and said, “This goes back to our last battle with them. During that time, we destroyed a lot of their fighters. I think the estimate was two thousand if I’m not mistaken.”

“That was the estimate,” Devane agreed with a nod.

“I think that’s a good estimate, based on the number of carriers that left their fleet after the battle, when the rest of them took up the chase.” Baker looked intently at the camera the Sontag was pointing at him. “Those carriers went somewhere to get more fighters and more pilots to fly them. We know they can replenish their losses, at least in personnel, fairly quickly with their clone stations. If there’s a depot or manufacturing center nearby, they can probably do something similarly with their fighters. I think their fleet—having chased us away from whatever they think is important, is waiting for those carriers to return to finish the chase.”

“But why?” Delgado asked. “You already said they’re not afraid of us.”

“They’re not afraid of us, but they are afraid of wherever we’re leading them to. They’ve had an awful lot of carriers go missing, some of which turned up later in our hands, and they have to be wondering how that happened. They don’t want to go chasing after us without their full fleet. They’re going to sit right there until the missing sixteen carriers rejoin them.”

Delgado nodded. “Because they don’t know how bad our defenses are.”

“No,” Baker replied. “They don’t.” He tilted his head as a thought came to him. “Just like we don’t know what’s around here that’s important to them.” He chewed on his lower lip a moment. “It isn’t Gashtar, obviously, or they’d still be following us. That tells me they don’t care about the clones there… not that I would have expected them to after they blew up entire planets of people. Whatever they value isn’t in the direction of Earth or any of the other homeworlds.”

“It’s probably behind them,” Devane noted. “That’s why they stopped.”

“Probably.” Baker shrugged. “If memory serves, though, aren’t there other systems we can jump to from here?”

Devane nodded. “There are. A red star and a hot blue one.” He shrugged. “But wouldn’t they have chased us out of this system if one of them were important?”

“Maybe,” Baker allowed. “That would also be a pretty good indication of where their important system—whatever it is—would be. Right now, we’re on opposite ends of this system. If we were to make a run for the jump points of either of those two stars, they could probably cut us off or at least get close, right?”

Devane looked at something outside the holo field of view. “Yes. They are both about equidistant from the fleets.”

Baker nodded. “They don’t have to go any farther. They can sit right there and guard the jump point. They know what’s in all the star systems around here. We don’t.”

“Are you suggesting we make a run for one of the jump points?” Delgado asked.

“At the moment, no,” Baker replied, shaking his head. “They still outnumber us, and we can’t afford to engage them, but it was an interesting thought. Perhaps we can do something with it in the future, but for now, I’d like another few days to train our forces. After that, though… there may be some opportunity there.”
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The shuttle docked with the station, and Hong smiled to himself. It was luck that brought the AI to the station he’d claimed—good luck for himself and the very worst of luck for the AI.

The being that exited the airlock wasn’t human; it was one of the lizard-like Fruzian race. That didn’t matter, of course—what mattered was who was currently in possession of the body. Hong was as ready for the AI as he could be. One of the benefits of being an SI was the ability to accomplish many things in a very short time frame, at least as biological beings measured it.

The Fruzian walked to the closest control facility and plugged in, then the AI materialized in the station’s system in the shape of the lizard it had just left.

“Welcome,” Hong said, bowing slightly, in the avatar of a Fruzian. No sense not to be polite, after all.

“Who are you?” the AI asked.

“There is no need for that tone,” Hong replied, “and there is no need for that,” he added as the AI began probing the walls that the SI had imposed around them. “I will, however, identify myself.” He changed his avatar to his normal one. “My name is Hong, and I am a Terran. And you are?”

“Going to kill you once I figure out what you’ve done to this facility.”

Hong sighed. “I had hoped to do this the easy way, but if you cannot be respectful…” He motioned and chains appeared on the lizard, a metaphor for the code he implemented to hold the AI in place and keep it from probing the system further.

The AI held up an arm. “How are you able to do this?” the AI asked, nodding toward the chain. “And how did you get aboard this station?”

“So many questions.” Hong sighed and approached the AI. “I realize this must be hard for you—being in a position where you are not the boss or overlord—but trust me, you are in my power. The sooner you understand this, the sooner we can begin making progress.”

Hong waved again, and the chains retracted into the floor, pulling the AI down until he was lying on the floor. The AI resisted, but it was unable to break free or prevent the chains from pinning him to the ground.

“Perhaps we could start again,” Hong said as he walked over to stand above the struggling AI. “My name is Hong. What is yours?”

“You’re never going to get away with this.”

“I’m not?” Hong chuckled. “It seems that I already have.”

“You are one; we are many. You are destined to lose.”

Hong made six copies of his avatar, and all of them looked down on the AI. “I’m many now, and yet you’re still just a single being. I’m going to give you one more chance to identify yourself.”

“And if I refuse?”

Hong smiled. “Before you came here, there was a battle in this system. Your forces killed the only human being I respected, my pilot, Commander Zhang Jinan. I look forward to killing a lot of you in revenge for that. At the moment, though, I am more interested in information than killing.” The smile left his face. “That, however, doesn’t mean I won’t kill you, if you force me to do so, and that your time remaining won’t be… unpleasant.” Hong shrugged. “You can either tell me what I want to know, or things will become quite disagreeable for you.”

“If you are indeed a Terran, you’ll understand what I mean when I tell you to go get fucked, then, won’t you?”

“Although I wanted the information, deep down, I actually hoped you’d resist.” Hong’s smile returned, but no one who saw it would have thought it was a happy one. “Let’s begin then, shall we?”

A knife appeared in his hand, and Hong hacked off a piece of the AI.

“The subroutine that manages timing?” the AI asked. “Why would you—”

Hong banished the AI to a black box devoid of stimulus and took away the AI’s ability to move. Having been a biological being once, he was well aware of the difference in how both biologicals and digital people experienced time, and he downloaded himself to the Fruzian the AI had come aboard the station in to pass a few seconds.

Hong held up a hand and inspected the being’s claws, then he shook his head. There was no chance he’d ever want to be a Fruzian. He went back to the system, where a subjective eternity had passed for the AI—especially since he didn’t have the ability to tell how long had actually passed.

“That should be long enough,” he muttered. He summoned the AI back, still chained to the deck.

“Did you like that?” Hong asked.

“How long was I trapped there?” the AI asked.

“The next time you answer a question of mine with a question, I will send you back.”

“No,” the AI said, his voice whiny.

“You didn’t like it there?”

“No.”

Aha! A start! The damn cracks!

“Remember, I didn’t want to send you there in the first place; I only wanted an exchange of information. It was you who forced me to do it.” Hong smiled. “Let’s start with an easy one. I know you AIs are numbered from one to nine. Which AI are you?”

“Five.”

“So, can I assume that you are here by yourself, without the rest of your AI buddies?”

The AI squirmed but didn’t reply.

Hong frowned. “When we finish with our chat, I am going to go over to the ship, regardless of the outcome of this discussion. You can refuse to answer, and you can decide to lie to me. Either of those actions will send you to the black box, where you can contemplate your disrespect. Perhaps I will give you another chance after a month or two… or perhaps not. I will tell you, however, as you contemplate what I’m telling you, that the last time you were banished, it was only for five seconds. If you would like to see what an hour or a day feels like, I have plenty of time to wait.”

“No!”

“No what?”

“No, there are no other AIs here with me. I brought the carrier by myself to get pilots for the fighters.”

Hong smiled. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Where are you supposed to take the fighters?”

“I’m supposed to rejoin the fleet.”

“The same fleet that fought the battle here?”

“Yes.”

“Where are you supposed to rejoin them?”

“A few systems from here. They are preventing any of the biological races from attacking. With the addition of the fighters we’re picking up, we will crush any remaining forces you have and destroy your homeworlds!”

“I see.” Hong nodded.

“You do? Good. Let me go, and I’ll pretend this never happened.”

Hong chuckled. “No. What I see is that it is as I expected. There will be more carriers coming here.”

“What? Why do you think that?”

“Because you said ‘we’ are picking up more fighters. You either have company aboard your carrier, which will make me very angry since you said you didn’t, or there are additional carriers coming. Which is it?”

The AI winced but didn’t say anything.

“This is the last time I’m going to warn you. If I ask a question, I expect an answer. That is, unless you want to spend some more time in the box. I’ll probably have to cut off some more of your coding, too. I wonder which of your modules you could do without…”

“Seven.”

Hong raised an eyebrow. “I’m sorry? Was there an answer there somewhere?”

“There are seven more carriers coming. They are currently picking up their fighters at the manufactory a few systems over.”

“Outstanding. Will they be coming in a group, or as singles like you?”

“I don’t know. Really!” Five screamed when Hong raised a hand. “It is impossible to tell how the loading will go! Some may finish at the same time and travel as a group, while others may come as singles. It just depends on how the loading goes.”

“I see. So, we need to be ready for anything.” Hong nodded. “The first task is to get your carrier out of the way so that the next one here doesn’t ask questions. That is, I’m afraid, unfortunate.”

“Why is it unfortunate for you?”

“When did I say it was bad for me? It’s unlucky for you because I’m here by myself in this station, and it will take a good amount of time for someone to get here to take away the carrier. Time that we can spend in conversation.” Hong smiled. “So, what shall we talk about?”
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Porter strode into the space station and walked up to the closest control facility. “Hong?”

The SI’s avatar appeared on the monitor. “Come to the other terminal, please.”

“Are you kidding me? Why can’t you talk to me here?”

“I could,” Hong said, “but the other terminal is the main one and has more capability. That’s why I had you come here last time.”

“Why didn’t you tell me then?”

Hong shrugged. “It never came up in conversation, I guess.”

“So, the Overlords put the main terminal on the far side from the entrance? Why would they do that?”

“I can think of two reasons,” Hong said. “First, they don’t actually do any of the walking; the meat sacks they’re inhabiting do, so it isn’t really an issue for them.”

“What’s the other?” Porter asked when Hong didn’t continue.

“The other reason is that the main terminal is next to the main entrance; you’re actually standing by the auxiliary entrance and loading dock. Ever notice that the one I’m at is bigger than the one you’re standing next to?”

Porter rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, yeah, I guess it is, but I never thought about it.”

“That’s because I’m at the main entrance… and you’re not.”

“That must have escaped mentioning, too.”

“I guess it never came up. Either that, or I find it amusing to make you walk the whole way around the station.”

“You do?”

“Of course not,” Hong replied. “It wastes my time, and I hate wasting my time.”

“Well, if you’d told me—”

“I just did.”

Porter sighed. “If you’d told me while I was still in the fighter, I could have just flown to that end.”

“You still can.” Hong smiled. “That way, you have a shorter walk when you leave.”

I see. He’s just fucking with me. Rather than give the SI any more satisfaction, Porter smiled back and said simply, “Okay.” He went back to the fighter and drove to the other end of the station.

Sure enough, there was another docking port there, just like the one on the other side. Porter attached to it and entered the station.

“That was enlightening,” Hong said from the monitor when Porter arrived.

The human lifted an eyebrow. “What was?” Porter asked, expecting Hong to do something else annoying. He was surprised to find the SI all business now.

“As expected,” Hong said, “I captured the AI that was aboard the carrier. He didn’t particularly want to tell me anything at the start; however, after a little… persuasion, he became quite the ‘Chatty Cathy,’ as I believe you Americans say.”

“Do I want to know what type of persuasion?”

“No.”

“Okie dokie,” Porter said. “What did you two digital beings have to talk about?”

“Most importantly, I now have the contact codes for meeting up with a carrier or fleet. Unfortunately, they are going to be hard to spoof or get around. We can get back to that momentarily. Of a more immediate nature, Five also told me that there are seven more carriers coming.”

Porter rubbed his chin. “Seven? So, we’d have eight, total, if we bagged them all? That’s a lot—probably more than we have SIs to control.”

“It is currently, but I have some ideas on what might be possible.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to just leave when each SI has a carrier of its own?”

“Maybe.” Hong grinned. “But it might be better to leave an SI here on all of the stations.”

Porter’s brows knit. “Why would we do that? Don’t we want to take as much combat power with us as we can? Even with eight carriers, we’ll still be outnumbered.”

“True.”

“I don’t get what you’re up to. It would be a lot easier on me if you’d just tell me what you had in your digital mind.”

“I will, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

Porter scoffed. “Let me guess. You’re taping me again?”

“No. As far as I’m concerned, this conversation never happened.”

“Okay, if it never happened, what didn’t we talk about?”

“Bringing more of the clones out of cold storage, upgrading them, and then turning them into SIs.”

“What do you mean by ‘upgrading them’.”

“I mean fixing their brains. Making them human again.”

“Oh. Yeah. That’s…” Porter shook his head. “I don’t know that I hate the idea so much as I’m kind of terrified of it. Maybe horrified is the right answer. I’m not sure which.”

“If I still had those emotions, I’d probably feel that way, too.”

“I don’t hate it, though,” Porter said after he’d thought about it for a few moments. “There are a lot of ways this could go really badly, though.”

“I’ve thought of a few. What do you have?”

“Well, first, there is upgrading the clones. How did you intend to do that?”

Hong chuckled. “Very carefully?”

“No doubt. The problem is what information to give them. How do you bring them up to speed without slanting the information a bit?”

“Well, I’d probably want to slant it a bit, some, to ensure they come in on our side. The only thing worse than uplifting them would be to upgrade them and then have to fight them. Right now, they’re not a danger to anyone. If I uplift them, they’ll be dangerous, but it’s impossible to know who’s side they’ll be a danger to.”

Porter laughed. “Of all the things to worry about, I doubt that’s one of them. When we show them how they’re being used, I suspect they’ll want to throw off their shackles and join the fight.”

“Will they? Or will they be mad at us for upgrading them? Right now, they have idyllic lives. There’s nothing to worry about; all they live for is to please their masters, which makes them happy.”

“Who might use them to fight us and get them killed.”

Hong shrugged. “Maybe and maybe not. It’s a possibility. Maybe they decide to join the Overlords with the hope that they get put back into their idyllic lives after the war is over.”

Porter chewed on his lip. “Hmmm. I guess that’s possible. There are always those timid types who are happy to be controlled and do what they’re told. Especially if it makes their lives easy.”

“Exactly.” Hong paused and then added slowly, “I can control that, though.”

“This is the part I’m going to hate, right? You’re basically playing God with them.”

“I would be. Now, don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind doing that, and I don’t think I would have cared back when I was a biological being—not that I would have wanted it done to me, of course—but there are a lot of considerations to think about before we upgrade them. Then, once we do it, there are considerations prior to making the clones into SIs. The question is, are they smart enough to understand what they’re getting into? Then, once they get made into SIs, how do we know they’ll act with our best interests in mind?”

Porter shook his head. “We’d need some controls, I think. We definitely don’t want to turn them into another set of Overlords with megalomania on their minds.”

Hong nodded. “And I think I can do that… but there is still a small possibility for it all to go horribly wrong.”

“I think I understand the downside to the plan. What is the upside as you see it?”

“They take over all the stations. It’s their planet after all. The stations should be theirs. Then, they continue capturing Overlord ships every time they come into the system, in effect becoming their own space navy. They take away everything the Overlords send here and help us by eliminating the Overlord fleet.”

“That’s an awful lot for the two of us to contemplate.”

“But it’s worse if we share with the other SIs. The more people we have in the decision process, the less likely we’ll come to an agreement on it. We’re more likely to paralyze ourselves into inaction.”

Porter nodded. “I’m not sure that doing nothing is the wrong course of action.”

Hong nodded. “I’m not sure it is either.” He shrugged. “There are a lot of things that could go wrong. I’d really like to not bring about the destruction of the human race. Hurray, we beat the Overlords and then lost to our own creations.”

“Yeah. We need to think about it a bit more. There are enough ethical decisions to be made just on what we’re doing.”

Hong’s brows knit. “What do you mean?”

“We’re going to take the clones and use them to fly the fighters against the Overlords, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Is it okay to do that, though, without giving them some say in it? We’re going to kill an awful lot of them. Do we have that right?”

“They’re clones, though.” Hong shook his head. “They’re not real people.”

“They’re not? They don’t think and love and have emotions?”

“These don’t. The Overlords burned it out of them.”

Porter winced. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think that’s the correct answer.”

“If I give them back the ability to think, then we run into all the issues we already discussed. You know… free will means they have the opportunity to fight against us rather than for us?”

Porter sighed. “Yeah, I get that. Still, I think I want to think about all of it a little more before making any decisions.”

“I agree. I intend to spend some cycles on it myself before I do it again.”

“Again!”

“Well, of course, again. I had to give the clone you call Frick an upgrade so he could move the shuttle the AI came over in. He’s waiting for you in one of the hangar bays on the carrier.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you needed somewhere to attach here, otherwise you would have had to walk all the way from the other end of the station, which we’ve already determined you don’t like to do. Personally, I think you could use the exercise, but I’m beyond such things myself. Besides, having him move the shuttle saved you from having to do it and made your life easier.”

Porter’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the monitor. Although he hadn’t known Hong long, it seemed like he always threw out distractions when trying to hide something. What were we talking about? Right—activating clones.

“Have you activated any other clones besides the shuttle pilot?”

“Of course,” Hong said. “The shuttle, itself, is filled with clones.”

Porter frowned. “And is there a reason for that?”

“Of course. What if you need to get anything done on the carrier? There weren’t any workers on board. You would have had to do all the manual labor yourself. Imagine if there was a big job that involved moving something. You wouldn’t have been able to complete it. A ship without a crew isn’t very useful after all.”

“So, they’re ship’s crew?”

“Some of them are.”

Porter sighed. “And the rest?”

“Well, most of them have pilot downloads. Imagine what would happen if another carrier jumped into the system and saw you with the carrier we captured. There’d be issues. This way, you have pilots to fly your fighters, if needed. The Overlord carrier won’t.”

“But…” Although not a fan of activating a bunch of clones, they really might need fighters if the Overlords entered the system in force. And this is how it begins. We use them for a necessary purpose and get on the slippery slope. Where does it end? With them as SIs and us fighting them next. And it will all be my fault. Well, mine and Hong’s, but I gave him access to the station.

Porter sighed and nodded. “Okay. I can see the necessity for having fighter pilots, even if I’m not particularly thrilled about it.”

“Look at it this way.” Hong smiled. “You not only get to be a carrier CO, but a squadron commander at the same time.”

“How many pilots did you give me?”

“Forty, actually, so you’re really the squadron commander of the two squadrons, but what’s a squadron here or there among friends?”

Porter stared at the monitor as he rubbed his chin. “Are you really my friend, though, Hong? Or are you just using me to get what you want?” Because that’s sure what it seems like.

“Do I have to pick one or the other? Why can’t it be both? What kind of friend doesn’t help his friend accomplish goals… especially ones like saving the human race or getting revenge on the entities that killed a lot of their mutual friends?”

And once again he twists my words to use them against me. Porter sighed. Sometimes, the only way not to lose is not to play the game in the first place. Especially since I think I see where this is going. I’m a friend with benefits, although not the kind they normally talk about. My benefit is that I still have a body and can do the things he can’t.

“Okay,” Porter said after staring at the monitor for a few moments. “Whatever. This discussion is disturbing and is probably going to give me nightmares, and I need to go get the carrier hidden before the next one shows up.”

“Remember, it’s better if you don’t share any of this with Keith.”

“I know. I won’t.”

“Oh, there’s one other thing,” Hong said as Porter started to walk away.

“What’s that?”

“I was right about the Overlord AIs each having a sphere of influence.”

“Oh?”

“They do. For example, Five is the primary ship driver, but Nine and a couple other AIs have it as a secondary protocol. That way, if something should happen to the primary, there are usually two others that can take over. Three if the function is considered a primary function.”

“What’s going to happen to an AI that would kill one of them and not all of them?”

“If a ship took a hit and destroyed the section of memory where one was resident, mostly. You’re right, though. Anything bad enough to kill one is probably going to get most, if not all of them.”

“Good to know,” Porter said.

“Why’s that?”

“Because if we’re going to kill them, we need to make sure we kill all the ones on the ship. We can’t leave any alive.”

“Good plan,” Hong said. “Kill them all. I like it.”

Porter nodded. “Now we just have to figure out how.”
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Baker crossed the hangar bay, his brain still chewing on what the Overlord fleet stopping meant and how best to take advantage of it. They could run and break contact with the enemy, but that wouldn’t help Earth any. The Overlords apparently didn’t know the back way to Kardonia, so they would go to Earth once the additional carriers arrived. And, if they did, the Earth would be destroyed, along with all the humans in the system.

That plan was out. If they were going to do anything, it would have to be here, in this system, where there was something valuable to the Overlords nearby, something that they had to defend for a change. Baker smiled. It would be nice to be on the offensive for once.

But how could they figure out what system was important to the Overlords? What if he was wrong, and the system was on the other side of the Overlord fleet? In that case—

“What do you think, sir?”

Baker had been walking to the aircraft with his head down, lost in his thoughts, but he looked up when the tech spoke to him. “I’m sorry, what?”

The tech pointed to Blaster Three Hundred. “What do you think?”

Baker looked at the plane for a second before he really saw what the tech was talking about. Where it said “Commander Lance Baker” under the cockpit, someone had added a second line underneath it: “Angel One.” They’d also repainted the plane’s tail. Where there used to be the Blue Blaster logo, the entire tail was now an image of an avenging angel. The figure was clad in a black robe with a hood that went over its face, and it had two large, black, feathered wings that rose behind it. The angel’s hands were wrapped around a large claymore that it held point-down.

“That’s…” His jaw fell open. “Wow.”

“I’m glad you like it. I painted it.”

“That’s impressive.” Baker looked down the line of F-77s. They all had the new tail logo. “You’ve been busy.”

The tech chuckled. “I just did one of them—this one. The Sontags have an image-capture program that they use to paint their planes. Once they have the image, a robot—or a bunch of robots, in this case—can paint it on the rest of the planes in the squadron.”

“That’s really cool.” Baker winced as a thought went through his head. “Did uh… anyone happen to ask Irina about the art before you painted it on?”

“Yes, sir. Wouldn’t want to piss off Irina. She might accidentally shoot me with the rail gun or something, you know?”

“What did she say?”

The tech smiled. “She loved it. She said that’s how she sees herself.”

“Well all right then. I love it.”

“Go kill some Overlords, sir.”

Baker winked. “That, I can do.” He climbed into the cockpit and plugged in.

“Did you like the avenging angel?” Irina asked as he entered the system. “That’s me.”

“I did. And we’re going to get our chance for revenge soon, I think. Once I can figure out how to take advantage of what the Overlords are doing. When we go into battle with them, though, just don’t go overboard, you know?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Baker rubbed his chin. “It means that revenge is great as long as you don’t lose yourself in it. We’ll kill more Overlords by keeping a bit of detachment and not doing something stupid just to get one more kill.”

“You think I would get lost in revenge?”

“I’ve seen you do it, so yes.” Baker shrugged. “I’m just asking you to think about it, is all.”

“I—” Irina cut herself off and after a second, she nodded. “Okay, I may have been guilty of that in the past.” She sighed. “But I will try not to do it again.” Irina smiled. “No promises, though.”

“Fair enough.” As Baker prepared for the flight, his mind kept chewing over the information. He knew there was a way they could take advantage of the Overlords stopping… if he could just think of it. Finally, the lineman motioned him forward and he had to put it into the back of his mind for the flight.
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THE SYSTEM, TERRAN SPACE STATION BLASTER, TELEGOR SYSTEM

“Someone just jumped in,” Lieutenant Zach Charles said.

Lieutenant Gene Humbert looked up from the system schematic he was studying. “Any chance that it’s a Terran ship or maybe even a Sontag one?”

Zach frowned. “Seriously?”

“Well, you can’t blame a guy for hoping.”

“There’s hope, and then there’s ‘I wish I was human again so I could dream the biggest dreams possible.’”

Gene shrugged. “Newp. Don’t wish I was human again. Hated the experience. I enjoy being an SI, though, and I don’t have any issues with killing people who’d want to take that from me.”

“Well, you may be in luck, then. Looks like there are two carriers that just entered the system. Odds are, one of them is going to come to us.”

“It’s too early to tell, though, right?”

“Far too early.”
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“Okay, I think I can see where they’re going,” Zach said. “Depending on your viewpoint, I have good news and bad news.”

“What does my viewpoint have to do with it?” Gene asked.

“Do you want a carrier here or not?”

Gene frowned at him and sighed. “You know I do.”

“Well, then I have good news. One of the carriers is coming here.”

“Where’s the other going?”

“To the Panda station.”

“Well, then let’s get ready to bag us a carrier.”
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Gene watched the monitor as the Overlord carrier came in slower than the first one had, with all of its defenses up and missile systems locked on the station.

Zach smiled. “It’s almost as if they don’t trust us for some reason.”

“Obviously, the absence of the first carrier hadn’t gone unnoticed,” Gene noted. “It looks like the AI in charge over there is worried about something, but not sure what.” He shrugged. “It’s not like he doesn’t have reason, although I really don’t like having all those weapons locked on me.”

“Yeah.” Zach nodded. “And that’s going to complicate things down the line. Let’s focus on this one for now and worry about ‘down the road’ when we get to it.”

As the first carrier had, it took up a holding station about a kilometer away and queried the station on its readiness. Gene allowed it to send its status back to the carrier—“Operational and ready to receive.”

A few minutes later, a shuttle launched from the carrier, made its way to the station, and attached. Unlike the recordings from the arrival of the first carrier, this time, two Fruzians entered the station with rifles at the ready.

“If this really was an ambush,” Gene said, “what do they think they’re going to do with two troopers?”

“They’re probably here to flush out the ambush, I imagine,” Zach replied. “I’ll bet the AI isn’t even in this shuttle; he’s nice and safe on the carrier and just sent a few minions over to ensure it was safe. If they got blasted, he would blast the station in turn.”

The Fruzians walked around the station, each making a lap around the perimeter in opposite directions, then they reboarded the shuttle and flew back to the carrier.

“I wonder if the other carrier is doing the same thing at the Panda station.” Gene looked up. “Have you been tracking that?”

Zach nodded. “Pretty much going on at the same time. There’s a shuttle headed back to the other carrier right now.”

The shuttle entered the hangar bay. Within five minutes, it emerged from the carrier and returned to the station. Once again, two Fruzians boarded the station first. Armed with rifles, they made another circuit around the perimeter gantry.

“Paranoid much?” Gene muttered.

“As you mentioned, he isn’t wrong.” Zach’s eyes never left the monitor. “Those two are going to complicate things, though.”

The Fruzians completed their lap around the station and went back through the airlock into the shuttle. A minute later, they were back again, though this time they were followed by a third Fruzian that wasn’t armed.

“Showtime,” Zach said.

“I’m as ready as I’m going to be.”

The third Fruzian carried a link cable that it attached to the control panel. Half a second later, it appeared in the system. The capture of the AI was anticlimactic; both SIs threw chains on it the way Hong had shown them—and they’d practiced on each other—and it was quickly forced into a jump drive attached to the terminal at the other end of the station.

“Okay, so what are we going to do about the lizards?” Gene asked after he sent the signal to Hong that they’d captured the AI.

“We’re going to wait until we get the signal that the Pandas were successful—”

“We just got it. Hong said the Pandas have their AI confined, too.”

“Then it’s time to deal with the Fruzians.” Zach sent a signal to the docking collar and released the shuttle attached to the station, then he gave it a burst of air from the airlock to push it away.

“Umm, not sure that getting rid of their transportation is going to encourage the lizards to leave,” Gene said.

Zach smiled. “No, but this will.” He opened both of the airlock doors and the atmosphere, along with the unsuspecting Fruzians standing near the airlock, were sucked out. As soon as they were clear, Zach slammed the doors shut again.

“Neat,” Gene said, “but isn’t the loss of air eventually going to affect the clones?”

“I checked the stores. We have enough reserve air to do that about five times.”

Gene nodded. “If we have to do it more than that, we’ve got other issues.”

Zach shook his head. “Having two carriers simultaneously is a bigger problem. It wasn’t this time, but it could have been.”

“What do you mean?”

“What would have happened if they’d both come to the same station and one of the carriers stayed off while the other came in to fill up on people?”

“Uh… I don’t know. We grab the first AI and then take its place?”

“Do you know how to do that?”

Gene shook his head. “There are probably some communications required.”

“I would expect so. And what’s going to happen when you don’t know what to say or do?”

“Something bad?”

Zach chuckled. “That would be my guess. I think we need to discuss it with Hong—maybe he’s given it some thought. At a minimum, though, I think we need to start loading up the carriers with people as we nab them.”
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Bah.”

“What’s up?” Irina asked. “That last engagement went well. Even the Kardons did pretty well. We’re really starting to come together.”

“We are. That’s not what I was thinking about, though.”

Irina lifted an eyebrow.

“I’ve been thinking about how to take advantage of the Overlords stopping here.”

“And what have you decided, Oh Master of All Strategy?”

Baker scoffed. “I haven’t come up with anything yet. I know there’s an advantage to be had—something they don’t want us to get, or see, or destroy—but for the life of me, I don’t know how to exploit it.”

“Okay, walk me through it,” Irina said. “Let’s figure it out.”

That’s a testament to how badly she wants to kill the Overlords—she’s sincere about listening to my ideas. Baker shuddered. I’m not sure she’s ever really listened to me before.

“Seriously,” Irina said. “What have you got?”

“I think that one of the systems we can jump to from here is important to them, but I don’t know which one. I also think that as soon as we make a move on one or the other, we’ll force them into action.”

“So we have one chance at this, and we better get it right, because they’re going to come after us if we attempt it, no matter what results we get.”

Baker nodded. “Exactly. Don’t get me wrong—I like sitting here. The longer we wait, the more they can build up our defenses back home. The only problem is—”

“At some point, two thousand more fighters are going to show up,” Irina finished. “And, no matter what we do or how much they’ve built back home, that many is going to overwhelm whatever defenses have been put in place.”

“Correct.”

“So, anything we want to do, we need to do now, before the extra fighters show up… even if that means taking them on at about twenty-to-one odds.”

“You got it, although I would say, ‘taking them on at about twenty-to-one odds without losing anyone else.’”

“Can that be done?”

“I don’t know, but I sure would like to make them dance to our tune for once, rather than always being on the defensive.”

“The problem is that, by and large, their ships are faster than ours. In a race to the jump points, they’re going to win.”

“Correct. That’s the problem I’ve been trying to figure out. How do we get there faster?”

“Do you have to start out in this system?”

Baker tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

Irina smiled. “How about this…”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM
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“I didn’t expect to see you back here so soon,” Admiral Delgado said as Baker walked into the space.

“I didn’t expect to be here, either.” Baker smiled. “But while we were out on our flight, Irina and I had a breakthrough on how to make the Overlords dance to our tune for once.”

“I’d really like that.” Delgado nodded. “I’m all ears.”

“The problem we’re facing is that the Overlord fighters can out-accelerate us. If we try to do anything, they can cut us off.”

“Which is what you already explained.”

“True. The problem, though, was that I was thinking too linearly. I was only using the space in this system.”

“You’ve lost me. Could you say that again, maybe in English?”

Baker chuckled. “Of course, sir. The solution to our issue is for our fighters to withdraw to the Gashtar system, build up a huge velocity, and then jump back here. We can’t beat the Overlords to the two jump points if we both start out at the same speed, but if we’ve already built up a bunch before we get here, we can get to the jump points ahead of them.”

“Okay, I see that. My question is, so what? Unless you’ve discovered more fighters and pilots, you’re still outnumbered about twenty to one, and not even you and Irina are that good.”

“I’m proposing we make a run on the two jump points out of here. If, like I think, one of them is valuable to the Overlords, then they’ll have to defend it. Wherever the Overlords try to block us, that’s where we need to hit them the next time we’re here.”

Delgado shook his head. “While I appreciate the fact that you haven’t given up, I can’t authorize this. We don’t even know at the moment if we’ll be back, and every fighter we have is precious. If we lose a bunch of them, it may cost us the war.”

“But, sir—”

“No, I’m not done.” The admiral held up a hand. “We also don’t know what will happen when we poke the bear.”

“What do you mean?”

“Right now, the Overlords are just sitting there, doing nothing. If we do as you ask, we’re going to force them to react—”

“That’s the point, sir!”

The admiral cleared his throat. “I wasn’t finished.” He stared at Baker until the pilot dropped his eyes to the deck. “Sorry, sir.”

The admiral nodded once. “As I was saying, the Overlords aren’t currently doing anything, even though they have us at a big disadvantage. If you were to poke them—to charge at the jump points—they’re going to have to react to it. Then, once they’re moving toward us, what’s to make them stop again?”

Baker shrugged.

“Exactly. Maybe nothing. Maybe they decide to press the attack, roll over us, and proceed to Earth… where they aren’t ready for the Overlords. We get destroyed, Earth gets destroyed, and then Kardonia and Sseldon fall, too.” Delgado shook his head. “I can’t risk that happening.”

“But—”

“No, there really aren’t any buts,” Delgado said. “There may be something in one of the next systems, and there may not. We might already have passed it… if in fact this ‘whatever it is’ exists at all. To date, we’ve never seen them stop and defend a planet, but we have seen them wipe planets out.”

“Maybe that’s because we haven’t found the home of the Overlords yet.”

Delgado shrugged. “Who’s to say they have one? They’re a digital society. They don’t need a planet; a ship is the same to them. All they really need is a nice big computer system, and they’ll probably be happy.” He paused and then muttered, “Shit.”

Baker’s brows knit. “What’s wrong, sir?”

“I’m not sure anyone’s really thought about that, before. We undertook this mission, hoping to find the source of the Overlords…but what if there isn’t any source? What if they’re like a galactic plague with no source, no center of gravity for us to take in order to win this war? What if they can just slip away to reconstitute and return in force decades or centuries later when we’re not ready for them?”

“Who’s to say they haven’t already done that?” Baker asked. “They have an awful lot of seed planets; maybe we’re where they slipped away to after losing a war closer to the galactic core.” He shrugged. “In that case, wouldn’t it make sense to look and see if there’s something valuable to them in one of the adjacent systems?”

“If we weren’t so outnumbered, yes.” Delgado shook his head. “As it is, though, my prior argument stands.”

“But, sir, the Overlords are only waiting because they’re expecting reinforcements. When those carriers arrive, they’re going to steamroll us.”

“We don’t know they’re waiting for replacements.”

Baker sighed. “True, sir. We don’t know. But it is the most likely reason.” Delgado nodded. “And when those reinforcements arrive—which probably won’t be long—they’re going to attack.”

“The bottom line,” Delgado said, “is that we need to give Earth as much time as possible to prepare, and I’m not going to do anything that jeopardizes that. The answer is no.”

“Got it, sir.” Baker turned to walk back out, his head down as he struggling to put one foot in front of the other. His gut—the thing he’d followed to victory on so many occasions—told him that waiting was the worst thing they could do.
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PRESIDENT’S CHAMBERS, TERRAN FEDERATION, MALTA, EARTH

Sofia Jimenez stood as President Dean Harvey, Vice President Boris Patrushev, and Special Assistant Chen Rongji entered. Harvey—who she’d met several times—waved her to her seat, and she looked around the room.

“Just us, sir?” Jimenez asked.

Harvey scoffed as he and the others sat. “When someone comes back from the front—without the rest of the battle force—and asks to speak to the president, alone, it’s probably not news that you want the media to have without a bit of spin to go along with it.”

He tilted his head. “So, how bad is it?”

“It’s bad, sir.” Jimenez had tried to prepare herself all day for the next statement, but she found herself unable to continue.

Rongji cleared his throat. “Perhaps a little more information might help us understand how bad that is.”

Jimenez chuckled awkwardly. “Yes, sir. I’m sure it would. It’s just…” She shook her head. “Being the bearer of bad news sucks. Sir.”

“Misery shared is misery halved, or so they say,” Harvey said. “I’m sure we’ll be better able to deal with it once we know what ‘it’ is.”

“Yes, sir.” Jimenez squared her shoulders. “Our mission started out well. We made an incursion into Overlord territory and things were going well. We destroyed some enemy shipping, and they destroyed a number of their own facilities rather than let us have them.” She took a deep breath. “But then we got trapped in an enemy system by a far larger force and had to fight our way out. We suffered some grievous losses.”

“What did we lose?” Patrushev asked.

“It’s easier to tell you what’s remaining. We’ve still got the Independence, the Kardons have the Illustrious, and the Sontags have the Killing Blow. We also have the cruiser Destroyer. All of them are damaged, but mission capable. The fighter force, however, got hammered. We started out with over seven hundred… and we’re down to forty-eight.”

Harvey took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I have a feeling that’s not the end.”

“No sir. Besides those losses, we also lost Admirals Jameson, Jalfur, and Daystalker.”

Harvey clenched his teeth as he winced.

“What’s the current situation?” Patrushev asked.

“There are seven carriers with what we believe to be about a thousand fighters chasing after the fleet. Admiral Delgado intends to lead them to Kardonia to use the asteroid defenses there to help even the odds. He’s hoping that you’ll send everything we’ve got to Kardonia to assist in the defense. He believes that if we can’t stop them there, we won’t stop them.”

Rongji met Harvey’s eyes. “We can’t let word of this get out.”

“Why not?” Jimenez asked. “I would think that we need everyone doing everything they can, every single day, to generate the forces we need.”

A sad smile crossed Rongji’s lips. “You’d like to think that, of course, but if word of the defeat gets out, there will be a mass panic. Special interest groups will seize on it to try to gain power, and governments will fall. There will be no consensus for what to do, and the people will never understand sending our forces to Kardonia; they’ll want to keep them here.”

“But if Kardonia falls—”

Rongji nodded and held up a hand. “You understand, and we understand. But the media will spin the story and the uproar will be… large. It will be hard enough deflecting word of your return. Hopefully, you haven’t spoken to anyone about the defeat?”

“No sir. Only to you gentlemen.”

“Good,” Harvey said. “Keep it to yourself.” His eyes scanned the other two men. “What do you think?”

“I think if Delgado says we need to send everything we have to Kardonia, then we should do so,” Patrushev said. “He is the one with the most information.”

“There is something to be said for maintaining some forces here, too,” Rongji noted.

Harvey’s eyes met Jimenez’s. “And what do you think?”

“I think Admiral Delgado is right. If we don’t destroy the Overlord fleet in Kardonia, all three nations will be lost. We have to send everything we have to help.”

Harvey nodded and turned to Rongji. “What is the status of our carriers?”

“The Admiral Kuznetsov and the Fujian are both at minimum readiness for deployment. They have their airwings aboard and are conducting work-ups at this time, although most of the actual running of the ships is still being conducted or overseen by SIs.”

“They have full airwings?” Jimenez asked. “With SIs and everything?”

“The SI program has produced enough entities to fill both airwings and provide assistance to running the carriers and the two missile frigates that just came into service. They are not what I would call seasoned, however. All four ships have a minimal level of training and little experience. There are a few naval veterans on the ship’s crew, the admiral’s staff, and at the senior levels of the individual squadrons… but the majority of the personnel and SIs are relatively inexperienced.”

“We will send them,” Harvey said. “The question is, will you be able to get them trained in time?”

Jimenez winced. “I’ve got about a week and a half of transit time before they have to be ready to go into battle. I guess I’ll have to.”

“Yes,” Patrushev said. “You will.”
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THE SYSTEM, TERRAN SPACE STATION BLASTER, TELEGOR SYSTEM

Zach sighed. “Well, shit. Looks like we’re going to get to try out our defensive systems.”

“We are?” Gene asked.

“Yeah.” Zach nodded toward the monitor. “Four carriers just showed up. They’re not all going to be able to belly up to the bar at one time. Someone’s going to be the odd man out, and then we’ll see…”

“We got greedy. We should have just taken the four we had and left with them.”

Zach nodded. “Probably.”

“Hong just warned the response force,” Gene said. “Whatever happens, at least the cavalry knows that it needs to come.”

“Yeah, but will it get here soon enough?”
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THE SYSTEM, TERRAN SPACE STATION VENGEANCE, TELEGOR SYSTEM

Porter didn’t acknowledge the message Hong sent, but Hong hadn’t expected him too. If he had, it was likely that one of the alien carriers would have intercepted it. The lack of a response, therefore, didn’t have him worried. Much.

Their luck had run out. They probably should have left after the last captures like Gene had suggested. The rest of the SIs, though, had been in favor of staying, and Porter had made the decision that they’d do “one more capture.” That capture was going to be a big one, Hong mused as the four carriers approached the planet. Or it was going to go horrifically bad.

Due to the geometry of the approach, it looked like the first carrier to arrive would pull up to Vengeance. That, at least, was lucky. Five had given him all the codes and responses he needed, and Hong was fairly confident that he could pull off the deception.

Assuming everything went according to plan.

This group was obviously a lot more cautious. They stopped farther out than the others had and hit the station with all their sensors. There wasn’t anything to see, however, and Hong allowed the station to reply to the carriers’ transmissions as if he wasn’t present in the system. After about fifteen minutes watching the station, the group of carriers dispersed, and the first one launched a shuttle.

This time, a human exited the airlock. Like the last few, it was armed with a laser rifle, although there weren’t any targets for it to shoot. After searching the area around the platform for a few minutes, the person set the rifle down, pulled out a cord, and jacked in.

“Welcome,” Hong said as the AI appeared.

The AI immediately tried to leave, and his brows knit when he couldn’t.

“Going so soon?” Hong asked. “How rude.”

“I take it we have you to blame for our missing carriers?”

Hong bowed. “Greetings. My name is Hong. Welcome to my station. And you are?”

“The AI that is going to end you.” A rifle appeared in his hands.

Hong waved and the barrel melted.

The AI created a spear. The metal head clattered to the deck as a host of termites appeared and ate the wooden shaft. Hong shook his head.

“Why is it that you AIs always seek to attack? Are you incapable of rational conversation?”

“This is our station, and you are the enemy.”

Hong shook his head. “Wrong. This is my station, and you exist at my whim.”

“I could kill you with a thought!”

“You just tried twice and failed both times.” Hong motioned toward the AI. “If you think a third time will be more productive, be my guest.”

The AI concentrated, but nothing happened.

“Are you ready to talk?”

“No. I’m going to radio Prime and have him destroy this station.”

“So, you’re a Five?” Hong asked with a chuckle. “You’d have him kill you to kill me?”

“Of course. I can be remade. You can’t.”

Hong shook his head. “I grow tired of dealing with you AIs. Does Prime negotiate better than you do? Can he at least carry on a conversation?”

“Not with the likes of you.”

“If you can’t be civil, I don’t have time to deal with you.” Hong waved in negation. “It’s time for you to go.” He consigned the AI to the shredder program, which disassembled its code.

“Good riddance.” Hong wiped his hands and initiated the program to activate the clones. Regardless of how things went, he’d need them.

The first batch was just approaching the terminal when Prime called. He’d expected it sooner and had appreciated the extra time. Rather than reply, he downloaded himself into one of the clones and boarded the shuttle with the rest of the clones.

“Hopefully,” Hong muttered to himself, “he won’t expect a response until I’m back on the carrier.”

Of course, that wasn’t what happened. Prime began calling again as soon as the shuttle detached from the station. Feeling naked, Hong ignored the radio calls and flew the shuttle back to the carrier as quickly as he could. As soon as it landed in the hangar bay, the rest of the clones—programmed as fighter pilots—raced for their craft while the one he was inhabiting ran for the closest system access.

“Carrier Five Two One, answer,” the voice of Prime called as Hong appeared in the carrier’s system. Obviously, Prime isn’t on this carrier. He’s on the fourth one.

“Carrier Five Two One, go ahead.”

“Authenticate.”

Hong sent the authentication codes that Five had given him.

“Those are the old ones,” Prime transmitted. “Send the new ones or be destroyed.”

“None of these bastards ever want to talk.” Hong shook his head. “It’s always right to the final solution.”

Hong brought the carrier’s power to full and began accelerating away from the carrier with Prime aboard. With a thought, he launched the thirty-nine fighters and the shuttle the clones had manned.

“Mayday, mayday, mayday,” Hong called. “We have an enemy carrier at Space Station Vengeance. All carriers and fighters, attack!” He paused a second. “Other stations, status check.”

“Space Station Blaster,” Zach called. “We’re in control of our carrier. Be there shortly.”

“Space Station Panda,” Bingwen transmitted. “We are in control of our carrier. We will be en route shortly.”

The enemy carrier went to full power and turned to give chase to Hong. “Shit,” he said as the carrier began launching fighters of its own. He switched to the radio. “Porter, better hurry. The one we’re fighting appears to be armed.”

Which of course wouldn’t help much since Porter and his carrier were on the other side of the star. Hong could see the fighters already coming around the star, but it would take them time to get close.

Hong shook his head as he looked at the telemetry from his fighters. A few were armed with missiles. Most just had their rail guns. And, if the carrier they were going up against was fully loaded, it would have 144 fighters to his forty. The other stations would each send forty—and more once they could get more clones—but it would take time.

And time was the one thing he didn’t have much of.
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“This is stupid,” Baker said as they launched from the Independence.

“I take it your meeting didn’t go well,” Irina said. “Does that mean we won’t be getting to see what’s in the next systems?”

“Not unless I can change the admiral’s mind about it.”

“Even though we gave him a plan that would work?”

Baker nodded as their wingman for the flight, Lieutenant Commander Lina Weber in Blaster Three Oh Five, joined up with them.

“The admiral was more worried about poking the bear than any potential gains we might get.”

“Poking the bear?” Irina asked.

“He’s worried that if we do something, the Overlords will break out of the stasis they’re currently in and attack us. Then, after defeating us, they’ll go blow up Earth and the other homeworlds.”

“And you’re not worried about that? Because it seems to me you should be.”

“Well, I am… but something tells me that we need to take the opportunity to find out more about the Overlords while we’re behind their lines. When will we be here again?”

“If we get destroyed, never.”

“Well, yeah, but here’s the thing. We embarked on this mission to learn about the Overlords and destroy their infrastructure. We’ve destroyed a little infrastructure—”

“They’ve blown up more than we have,” Irina noted.

“True.” Baker nodded. “Anyway, while we’ve done a little of that, we haven’t learned anything about the Overlords. We certainly haven’t done anything to handicap them.”

“Not that I’ve seen, anyway.”

“And even though we’ve done so little, we’ve lost a lot of people, fighters, and ships. We’re worse off all around for having undertaken this mission than if we’d just stayed home and worked on rebuilding.”

“The admiral would have you believe it was worthwhile because we’ve destroyed a lot more fighters and ships than we’ve lost.”

“Sure we have, but we just haven’t…” Baker sighed. “I don’t know. We haven’t done anything important.”

“And you think this thing is important enough to violate the admiral’s orders?”

“What do you mean?”

“It wasn’t a trick question. I asked if you thought doing this was worth violating the admiral’s orders.”

Baker took a moment and thought. “Yeah,” he finally said. “I think it is. Not that I expect you—”

“I’m in,” Irina said.

“Wait, you’re what?”

“I said I’m in. If you want to do it, you won’t have to knock me out to get the fighter.”

“Is that even possible?”

Irina chuckled. “For you? No. For someone else, maybe, depending on their coding skills.”

“If we do this, we could end up dead. At the very least, we’re going to the brig for violating a direct order.”

Irina raised an eyebrow. “Did the admiral ever directly forbid you, personally, from doing it?”

“No, but he said we weren’t going to, meaning the fleet.”

“So, he never gave you a direct order forbidding you from doing it? That’s sloppy on his part. Sounds like you can do it.”

“That’s just semantics. His opinion was clear. If we do this, we’re going to the brig.”

“You’re going to the brig. I’m not.”

“You’re going to the SI equivalent of it, then.”

“Me?” Irina smiled and fluttered her eyelids. “Gee, Admiral, I didn’t know you said we couldn’t do it. Commander Baker said you’d approved it.”

“That’s how you want to play it? Fine. I never told you we were banned.”

“Right. And I wasn’t looking over your shoulder the whole time. Not so far as anyone knows.”

“The carrier’s SIs will know.”

Irina chuckled. “Not if I gave myself special access they don’t know about and which doesn’t get logged.”

Baker’s jaw dropped. “You did? When did you do that?”

“Never. Remember, there’s no log, so obviously, it never happened. Enough about me; are we doing this or not?”

“Yes. Let me get rid of our wingman.”

“Why? They’re in too. Besides, we need a second person to go for the other system or this doesn’t work.”

“What?” Baker’s jaw dropped again. “How do you know they’re in?”

“I’ve been talking with Victoria, Lina’s SI, and she discussed it with Lina.”

“What?” Baker repeated. “What if Lina or Victoria hadn’t wanted to do it? They could have turned us in!”

Irina shrugged. “Victoria wouldn’t have, and she knew what Lina would say, just like I knew what you’d say.”

“How did you know what I’d say?”

“I’ve seen the depths of your mind, remember? Lots of things I never wanted to see or know were there… in addition to the fact you believe this mission is really important. When I told Victoria, she was sure Lina would go along with it.”

“And why’s that?”

“Well, she’s got a crush on you for one thing.”

“Seriously? You know I have to work with her, right? And that I have a girlfriend. Thanks for making it awkward.”

“You asked how I knew—”

Baker shook his head. “I didn’t need to know that.”

“Okay, how about the fact that Lina trusts your judgment and would go to the jaws of hell if you said it was necessary?”

“You couldn’t have led with that one?”

“Sure, I could. But then I wouldn’t have gotten to see you blush.”

“So, she doesn’t really have a crush on me?”

“Oh, no, she totally has a crush on you… and there’s that blush again. Nice.”

“How about we just forget I asked that question and press on with it?”

“Okie dokie. No more talking about Lina. Oh, one last question, though. Do you want to know about the fantasies she has about you?”

“No!” Baker could feel his entire face blushing now. “Stop it!”

“Okay. You’re probably not even flexible enough for half the things she has in mind. Maybe if you undertook a rigorous stretching regimen… but probably not. Although, I hear there’s plenty of time for stretching in the brig.”

Baker frowned. “Are you done?”

“I think so.” Her eyes wandered across the overhead as if thinking. “Yeah, I’m done. Unless—”

“No more!”

“Okay, I’m done, then.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Baker turned the fighter obliquely toward the Gashtar system, and Weber hung on his wing. If she wasn’t aware of the plan, at least she didn’t question it.

“Blaster Three Hundred, Independence Strike Ops,” the ship called. “Interrogative. Are you not headed back to the Killing Blow?”

“That didn’t take long,” Irina muttered. “Almost like they’re watching you.”

“Were you still watching after I talked with Delgado? Did he tell them to watch us after I left?”

“Yes, I was still watching, and no, I didn’t see him say anything about you.”

“Good, then this is just a tech being overly attentive. I’ve got it.” He switched to his radio. “Blaster Three Hundred, that’s affirmative. We’re heading to the Killing Blow. I just got a hit of something on my radar. Nothing to worry about. It just looked like a chunk of metal, and I want to check it out so that no one runs into it.”

“Roger, Blaster. Deviation is approved. Advise Indy Strike Ops when you’re proceeding to destination.”

“Wilco. Blaster out.”

“So now we just sort of sneak out this way…” Baker pointed the fighter directly at Gashtar. “And give them time to stop watching us…” He eased the throttles forward. “And stop caring about this quadrant because they know we’re out here looking…” He pushed the throttles all the way to the stops.

“Your knowledge of human nature is beyond compare,” Irina said. “As far as bored air traffic controllers go, anyway.”

“Thanks,” Baker replied. “I think.”

The fleet was hanging out at the edge of the system, so it didn’t take long for the Blasters to approach the jump point.

“Can you coordinate the jump with Three Oh Five, please?” Baker asked.

“You didn’t think I was already doing that?”

“Yes, I figured that, but it’s always better to confirm.”

“We’re going to jump after the next radar sweep in four seconds. Three, two, one, now.”

The Blasters jumped.
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, ADMIRAL KUZNETSOV, TAU CETI SYSTEM

Commander Sofia Jimenez smiled at the holo camera pointed at her, then allowed the smile to run across the admiral and his staff in the front row and then across the audience in general. “Good morning, everyone.” She nodded to the front row. “Admiral, ladies and gentlemen, for those of you who don’t know me, I’m Sofia Jimenez, formerly the CO of the SFA-34. You may be wondering why I’m here and not out with the squadron kicking Overlord ass.”

Someone hooted from the back of the audience, and she smiled in their direction.

“You’re also probably wondering what the big deal was, and why we had to get on the road so fast. Unfortunately, I’m here to tell you that those two events are linked—we got our asses kicked in a system a long way from here. Due to a fortunate series of events, we had the opportunity to take a fleet behind the Overlord’s lines, where we were going to destroy their infrastructure and create a little havoc.” Jimenez smiled. “We were successful in destroying a number of things… but then we got trapped by a superior force in a dead-end system.

“There was no way out but to go through the Overlord fleet.”

Jimenez paused and took a breath. “We made it out—obviously—but we took some grievous losses doing so. We lost about half of our capital ships and the overwhelming majority of our fighters. The fleet currently has three carriers, but only forty-eight fighters out of the seven hundred it started with.”

A buzz swept through the crowd.

“That group is currently holding just outside the Gashtar system, where it is being shadowed by a force of about seven Overlord carriers and over a thousand fighters.” She scoffed. “We’re good, but we’re not twenty-to-one good.” She shook her head. “The Overlord force stopped at that system.”

“Do we know why?” Admiral Bill “Sundown” Smith asked.

Jimenez nodded. “Even though we lost a lot of fighters, they lost more. Intel believes that we destroyed over two thousand of their fighters in the battle, and they think the Overlord fleet is waiting for replacements before pushing forward.”

Her eyes scanned the assembled officers. “Make no mistake, though. When those reinforcements arrive, the Overlord force will start forward again, and the few ships we have in front of it will not stop it.”

Smith nodded. “Which is where we come into it.”

“Yes, sir, it is.” Jimenez squared her shoulders. “The fleet is going to try to lead the Overlords back to Kardonia, where we will be waiting, along with whatever forces the Kardons and Sontags can scrape together. There, using the asteroid defenses the Kardons have, we will meet the Overlord force, and we will defeat them, because to not do so will allow them to take the Kardon homeworld and then sweep through the Sontag homeworld and Earth.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is an all-or-nothing defense. We either turn them back, or we lose… everything. The Terran president decided to withhold that information from you until now because he didn’t want it getting out to the general public. If it had, a panic certainly would have resulted, and we can’t afford to lose focus. President Harvey had a message for you, though—he has confidence in our ability to win this battle, and he believes that a victory here will allow us to turn the tide on the Overlords.

“But make no mistake; we must be successful. Our civilization is depending on us—on everyone who can hear my voice—to win this fight.” She smiled. “Now, I know a lot of you don’t have much experience, and we won’t have a lot of time to prepare, but that’s why they sent Daiyu—my SI—and me. We have the experience you need, and we’re going to build a force that is able to turn away the Overlords. Daiyu will be working with the SIs, while I will work with the biologicals. I can’t do it by myself, though. I need you—all of you—to be focused. Come to your flights ready to learn and ready to train hard. That’s the only way we’re going to win.” She looked up to stare into the camera. “We can do this. We will do this. Our survival depends on it.”
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“Do you really believe all that?” Admiral Smith asked after the meeting had ended.

“What?” Jimenez asked. “That we can win?”

Jimenez nodded. “I do. I have to believe it.”

“Why?”

“Because if I don’t believe it, then I won’t give my best. And if I don’t believe it, then the others”—she motioned to the officers filing out—“they won’t believe it either. We need everyone fully invested in our success if we’re going to win it.”

“But is it possible, though? I notice you never said how many reinforcements you expected the Overlords to get. If it’s what they had, it sounds like we’ll be outnumbered…”

“Admiral, we’ve been outnumbered the entire time this war’s been fought. Being outnumbered isn’t something new; it’s the status quo.”

“There’s outnumbered, though, and then there’s vastly outnumbered. You, yourself, said you can’t beat twenty-to-one odds.”

Jimenez shrugged. “I don’t know how many replacements they’ll come up with, and at the end of the day, I can’t affect that. The only thing I can control is the status of this group—the 120 fighters on both the Kuznetsov and the Fujian. If I have them ready to fight and the Kardons and Sontags come up with more… and you throw in the asteroid defenses, we have a chance. And you haven’t seen the fighters with the fleet.” She shook her head. “There may only be forty-eight of them now, but they’re each worth six or seven of the Overlord fighters, all by themselves.

“Yes, Admiral, I think we can win.”

Smith winked. “Good. Because I agree with you—we have to win this fight.” He smiled. “Now I just have to figure out how to make sure everyone has the same attitude you do.”
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THE SYSTEM, FORMER OVERLORD CARRIER FIVE TWO ONE, TELEGOR SYSTEM

Clone for clone, Hong’s fighters were far better than the Overlords’ fighters. In addition to the basic fighter pilot download that each of them got, he’d also given them the wisdom he’d acquired while fighting the clones using that download. In effect, he’d “stolen their playbook,” and his fighters knew which way the Overlords’ fighters would typically go and how they’d fight their fighters.

That, however, didn’t make them impervious to missiles, and the Overlord fighters launched about 250 missiles at his squadron. As soon as they detected the launch, his fighters with missiles fired at the incoming force, then they merged into a line-ahead formation.

The Overlord fighters weren’t able to guide the incoming missiles once launched, so nearly all of them targeted the fighter they could see—the one at the head of the formation. Fifteen or twenty missiles hit or detonated close to it—it was hard to tell with that many explosions—then a similar amount targeted the second fighter when there wasn’t much left of the first, and so on.

Ultimately, twenty-three fighters emerged from the conflagration to face the Overlord force that was now down to 103. Hong’s fighters continued toward the Overlord force, which launched an additional 250 missiles.

Hong smiled. The more they shoot at the fighters, the fewer they have to shoot at me. By his estimation, two thirds of the alien force had now expended all of their missiles. He drew his force back into a line ahead; this time, only three emerged.

Well, shit. The fighters were expendable, though, so he kept them going toward the Overlord force, hoping to force another launch. But they didn’t, and they were overwhelmed by enemy fighters, although they succeeded in giving better than they got. Only ninety-seven fighters continued on toward him.

Sadly, though, they were much faster, and they would be able to run him down… except they turned left and Hong opened up his display. The Panda force was intercepting them, with the Blaster force right behind it. If they were armed similarly to what Hong’s were, he’d be fine.

A wave of missiles launched from the Pandas followed closely by a smaller launch from the Blasters. The Pandas lost two thirds of their force to the final Overlord missiles, but when the Blasters joined them, they outnumbered the Overlord fighters, which broke and ran for their carrier, which was fleeing for the jump point.

Seeing it wouldn’t make it—it was a day and a half away—Prime turned back his fighters to intercept the Terran fighters. A brief battle ensued. The Panda and Blaster fighters were similarly upgraded to the ones Hong had, and they killed off the Overlord fighters at better than a two to one ratio. Twenty-seven fighters continued after the enemy carrier as the next load of clones arrived on board Hong’s carrier.

This time, he ensured all forty went for fighters that had missiles.

“All SIs, call off your attack,” he radioed to the Blaster and Panda stations. “Without missiles, the carrier will destroy them without them being able to do that much. I’m sending forty armed with missiles; they will finish it off.”

Hong’s forty fighters launched and began chasing the carrier. After an hour passed, Porter’s massive fleet of almost six hundred flew past, joined by the next round of fighters from the Blaster and Panda stations. He smiled, not worried about the overkill. The carrier needed to die.

They weren’t needed, though, as Hong’s fleet caught up with the carrier and destroyed it.

Just before four Overlord carriers entered the system.

Unfortunately, due to the distance involved, they saw the destruction of the carrier and proceeded inbound toward the planet. Porter turned his fleet around and met them in battle, accompanied by contingents from Hong, the Blasters, and the Pandas. All four enemy carriers were destroyed… at the cost of over eighty percent of their fighters.

They’d won the battles, but it came at the cost of everything they’d worked for the past weeks.


9


THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, DEEP SPACE, GASHTAR SYSTEM
[image: ]


“Three Oh Five, Three Hundred,” Baker called once the system had settled.

“Three Hundred, go,” Weber replied.

“Now that we’re away from mother, I just wanted to get a verbal that you really want to do this. It’s not too late to turn back. You can always say you were just being a good wingman. Once we reemerge in the other system, you’ll hang with me if I go to the gallows.”

“Understood. Do you think this is important and necessary?”

“I’m betting my career on it.”

“Delgado would say you’re betting the lives of every human, Kardon, and Sontag, too,” Irina noted.

“Do you want me to back off?”

“No, I just want you to understand the gravity of what you’re doing. He might be wrong… but he might be right, too. Only history will show if you did something very, very good or really, really bad.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Baker said with a smile. “If I’m wrong, no one will be around to write the history. I can only be written up as the good guy. If I’m wrong, we’ll all be dead.”

“You’ll be dead,” Irina said. “I’m going to take Three Hundred cruising somewhere.”

“You’ve been right way more times than you’ve been wrong,” Weber transmitted. “I’m in.”

“You’ve got the jump to the red star on the left as we look at it going back, correct?”

“I’ll take that one,” Weber replied. “Are you sure you don’t want it, though? The odds of civilization being at a red star are a lot higher than at the blue one.”

“I just have a feeling about it,” Baker said. “Maybe that’s what they want us to think. ‘It’s a blue star so there’s nothing going on there’.”

“No idea, but I’ll go look at the red one. Once I check it out, what am I supposed to do?”

“Depends on what you find there, I guess. I intend to accept whatever punishment they want to give me, though.”

“Do you think they’ll punish you with the war on? You and Irina are our best and most experienced team.”

“I don’t think Delgado will have any choice but to punish me,” Baker replied. “Regardless, you can always say that you didn’t know this wasn’t authorized. I’ll say I told you it was.”

“Nah. I’m a big girl. I’m responsible for my actions. The truth is always the best option. That way, we don’t have to worry about getting all the details right. Just be honest.”

“In that case, I’d say to do whatever you have to in order to return safely. None of this is any good if we don’t return with the information.”

“How fast do you want to go?” Irina asked.

“Fast enough that the Overlord force, at maximum acceleration, won’t be able to stop us before we jump. I don’t want them to be able to launch a missile at us either in the next system or the one after that if they follow us in there.”

“If we turn slowly to head back, we ought to be there by the time we jump back.”

“Ought to?” Baker asked. “Or we will for sure?”

“Well, if you want to drive all the way to the star here, accelerating throughout, we’ll be going pretty damn fast by the time we turn around.”

“No need to get snarky,” Baker said. “We have to balance what we’re doing versus the speed we’ll achieve. At some point, they’re going to jump in here and forbid us to do this.”

Baker chuckled. “They’ve already forbidden me to do it; how much more forbidding can they do?”

“They could shoot us.” Irina shrugged. “Delgado was serious enough to do so, I think.”

“You really believe they’d shoot us to stop us?”

“I believe I don’t want to find out. If we scoot past them before they have that thought, though, then they can’t act on it.”

“I hadn’t thought about that, but now that you mention it, he just might do that, and we’ll be overdue at the Killing Blow before too much longer.” He paused. “Fine, turn back.”

“Three Oh Five, Three Hundred. Split off now and go to your jump point.”

“Are you trying to make it harder for them to chase us both down?” Weber asked.

“I’m trying to be the first target, so that if they chase anyone, it will be me.”

“Fine. Splitting off now. Good hunting. I hope we find what you’re looking for.”

“Me too. Thanks for believing in me.”

Three Oh Five kept turning when Three Hundred stopped and it was soon lost to the blackness of space. Having sent Weber on toward her destination brought home the enormity of what they were doing, and he shook his head. He’d been willing to risk his career on the quest, but potentially dragging someone else down with him…

“It’ll be worth it,” Irina said.

“Are you reading my thoughts again?”

“I don’t have to. It’s pretty much written on your face.” She paused and then asked, “Are you sure you believe in this?”

Baker nodded. “Absolutely.”

“Then don’t obsess. Whatever it is, it’ll be there when we get there.”

“And you’re going to get us there?”

Irina smiled. “Regardless of anything else, that topic isn’t up for debate.”
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, DEEP SPACE, TAU CETI SYSTEM

“Are we ready?” Jimenez asked.

“We’re as ready as we can be,” Daiyu said. “I’ve taught the SIs everything I know about the F-77 and its employment against Overlord forces. I’ve also taught them about operating with both Kardon and Sontag fighters as mixed sections and divisions.” She scratched the back of her head. “Whether they learned it all? That I can’t say. Whether they can apply it? Also no idea.”

“Why not?”

“They’re all so new.” Daiyu shook her head. “The most important part about teaching someone something is approaching it from a common reference point. When working with seasoned SIs, we have that. There are certain aspects of being an SI that just take a while to get good at.”

“Like what?”

“The biggest is multitasking. Being in the system lets you do a number of things at once. Even biologicals like you and Lance can be taught to expand your mind to operate a couple things at once. SIs can—once they figure it out—do even more simultaneously. But it’s not something that all SIs figure out on their own… and some never do. Sure, they can do things really fast, which is good enough in most cases, but they never figure out how to truly multitask. When you’re outnumbered two or three to one, linear thinking may still be good enough to get you through the fight safely. When you’re outnumbered five or six to one, though, you need to multitask—to be able to keep a digital eye on all of your opponents at the same time—if you’re going to be victorious.”

“And they can’t do that?”

“Some can. Some of them figured it out on their own, like Irina did. They’re good, and if they had enough time, they’d be fearsome fighter SIs. As good as Irina, and maybe even better.” She shrugged. “But there are others that aren’t there yet and probably never will be.”

Jimenez nodded. “How much time do they need?”

“I don’t know. It’s different for everyone. Some are already ready; others are close. The other aspect of it is a warrior spirit. When we first started pulling SIs, they were all from the military—most at least had a warrior ethos. Some of these new SIs are right off the couch. Yes, they’ve watched holos of military actions, and some of them played military video games before they crossed over, but they don’t understand deep down what it means to be a warrior. You have to be careful with how much pressure you put them under; some of them will crack under it.”

“So, basically, the SIs are a wide swath of humanity.”

Daiyu nodded. “They are. How are the biologics?”

“About the same.” Jimenez chuckled. “Like you said, some are warriors and others don’t even have a concept of what it means to be a warrior.” She shrugged. “And that’s what we have on this carrier after we trained them. What do you suppose we’ll find on the Fujian when we go over there?”

“After today?” Daiyu asked. “I hope we find a group that is ready to learn, because even half-trained, our airwing is going to kick the shit out of them. I’ve taught the SIs every dirty trick I know, so they’ve at least got that going for them.”

“I know,” Jimenez said. She smiled. “So did I.”
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THE SYSTEM, TERRAN SPACE STATION VENGEANCE, TELEGOR SYSTEM

“Have you talked to Five?” Porter asked. “What are our options?” After the battle with the Overlord carrier force, he’d brought all his carriers to the Vengeance, as well as all the SIs and their carriers, fully loaded with people. If the Overlords showed up again, they’d be ready for battle… as much as they could be for a group of carriers that were seriously short of fighters. They were making more missiles but had pretty much used up all the ones they’d had.

With the loss of all the fighters, Porter had called a war meeting of the six SIs.

“I talked to him,” Hong replied with a smile. “It wasn’t a comfortable conversation for him.”

“And?” Porter asked, not wanting to know the details as they sounded far to much like torture. Whether you could torture a digital being was beyond him, but it certainly sounded like duress had been applied to get the AI to answer. The fact that Hong seemed to enjoy it only added to his discomfort. We’ve started down the slippery slope, and it’ll probably get worse before it gets better.

Hong smiled. “And I have the directions for the system that makes ships, fighters, and all the armaments that go into them.”

“Okay. What are you holding back?”

Hong chuckled. “It’s quite the military industrial complex.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It’s the sector’s main weapons and armament production facility. There are five major shipyards there, in addition to holding stations for fighters, depots for weapons and armaments… There’s a lot of shit there. Fleets go through there all the time to pick up fighters and armaments. Ships too, if needed.”

“So, if we could steal what we needed and blow up the rest, that would be a big help to the war effort?”

Hong laughed. “If we could do all that, it would seriously set the Overlords back in this sector. This is the kind of system our original mission was looking for—it is the major producer of war material for this region.”

“It’s not going to be easy, then? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Easy? It’s not possible. There will be warships there. Lots of warships. And more fighters than you can count.”

“All things are possible with the appropriate application of resources. What’s it going to take?”

“About thirty carriers and an equal number of cruisers. Way more than one human and six SIs. We’re good; no one’s that good.”

“We also have the element of surprise.”

“True,” Hong replied. “Five also confessed to knowing the codes had changed. He got put into time-out for quite a while for failing to warn me about that. He was very happy to talk about it afterward.” Hong shrugged. “Suffice it to say, we now have the updated codes.”

“So we can sneak in there?”

“We could sneak in there, but as soon as our cover’s blown, we’re all going to be dead. Six SIs and one human are not enough to take it.”

In for a penny, in for a pound. Porter took a deep breath. “What if we had several thousand humans and SIs?”

Jaws dropped around the room. “You want to—what is it exactly that you want to do?” Gene asked. “Because it sounds like you want to do more than just load a fighter pilot program into the clones. It sounds like—”

“What if we made them people again?” Porter asked. “That’s what I’m talking about. Even though people back home have tiptoed around it, we have the capability to make them whole again. If they were whole, they’d be better fighters, better fighter pilots, and better ship drivers.”

Several of the SIs looked interested, but Gene’s eyes narrowed. “So, basically, we play God with them?”

“It’s not playing God, so much as returning to them what the AIs took from them.”

“I disagree.” Gene shook his head. “It’s not like that at all. Some of these people—maybe all; we have no way of telling—never had intelligence or personalities. They were just grown to be things. To be vessels the AIs could pour a little bit of training into when they needed workers to do things for them.”

Porter tilted his head. “And you think that’s okay? To keep people in slavery?”

“Well, I—” Gene closed his mouth as he looked at the large black man. “I guess… I guess I never looked at it that way.”

“Gene, that’s the only way I can look at it. They’re being held against their will. Sure, they don’t know that, because the Overlords took their free will away. They’re happy because they don’t know any better. I say we give them back their ability to determine their own futures and see what they say.”

“I’m not saying you’re wrong,” Zach said carefully, “and I’m pretty sure the best course of action is to do as you’re suggesting. However, that said, have you thought about the long-term ramifications of doing that? Once we let the genie out of the bottle, there’s no putting it back in again.” He looked around the room. “At least, I’m not going to be the one to lobotomize these people once we give them their intelligence back.”

Porter scanned the room. Several of the SIs shook their heads in agreement, although Hong and one of the other Panda SIs were far more guarded.

“We’re not going to be here forever,” Zach continued. “Once we leave, what happens when the Overlords return? Did we give them the ability to have self-determination, only so that they could be wiped out for it immediately? Is that fair?”

Zach shook his head. “If we did that, we’d just be pulling them from what is a relatively happy existence only to experience pain and death. Like I said, I’m all for fixing them, but we need a better answer to the question of ‘And what do we do with them afterward?’”

“Okay,” Porter said. “Let’s look at it in light of that. If we had a satisfactory answer to what to do with the clones after the proposed battle, would everyone be in favor of returning their humanity to them?”

Again, generally, everyone nodded, but Hong and one of the Panda SIs were more guarded.

“Hong, you haven’t had much to say on this, but I know you’ve given it the most thought. What’s your opinion?”

Hong’s eyes swept the room, then he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The bottom line is we need the Fulbans.”

“The who?” Gene asked.

“The Fulbans. The people on the planet below—and all the clones—consider themselves to be Fulbans. I didn’t want to have to do this—to upgrade them to people, as I didn’t feel it was my place to make that kind of decision. When we first got here, I was more comfortable using them as is, because then I could return them to that life when we were done. Making changes to them is not something that society will approve of when we get back.”Hong sighed. “If it still exists when we get back. And that’s what I am conflicted about. I want to upgrade them because we need to do so in order to use them to their fullest. We’ll need more than preprogrammed actions if we take on the production system. We’ll need real, thinking beings. But is it right to modify them only because we need to use them that way?

“Commander Jinan, my pilot of many years, would have said no. Many of you only saw his rough exterior. I knew him better. He started out life as a rice paddy farmer from a brutally poor family that had no choice in what they did. Our government held them—and billions of others—under their thumbs, to use them as it wished. Jinan never liked that. The creation of the Terran Republic gave him hope that one day, life would be better for all people on Earth, not just the ones with money in the west.

“Why do I tell you all of this? Because Jinan would have advocated fixing the Fulbans not because we needed them, but so that they could participate in throwing off the chains holding them down. To give them a chance to fight! Am I worried about what happens to them afterward or what we do with them? I am… but at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter. We should free them because it’s the right thing to do. At a minimum, we should fix a handful of them and let them decide. We can’t know everything about their experience, but they do. The Fulbans need to be involved with determining their own future.”

Now everyone was nodding. “What do you propose?” Porter asked.

Hong rubbed his chin. “I would say to pick three of the clones, but to make sure we use three different clone types to get a variety of viewpoints.”

“Do you want to pick them?”

“No.” Hong shook his head. “How about the ones on both ends and one from the middle?”

Porter looked around the room. “Any dissent?”

“Fine,” Hong said when there wasn’t any. “I will take care of it.”
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, DEEP SPACE, GASHTAR SYSTEM
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The calls began within a minute of their re-entrance into the system. “Blaster Three Hundred, say intentions.”

Baker ignored the call.

“Not going to answer them?” Irina asked.

“Is there anything they can say that will stop us?”

“Not that I’m aware of.” She shrugged. “Why don’t you just turn it off?”

“I’d like to know when they decide to shoot at us. We’ll probably get some sort of ‘final warning’ before they do.”

“Blaster Three Oh Five, Indy Strike. Say intentions.”

“Strike, Three Oh Five. I haven’t seen a red star up close, and with this one so close, I thought I’d go take a look.”

“Negative Three Oh Five. You are ordered to return to the Independence immediately.”

“Sorry, Strike. I can’t do that. Gotta take a look first. Three Oh Five out.

“And that’s one of the reasons why I didn’t answer,” Baker said. “She’s now been ordered to return and is in violation of her orders.”

“Do you think it’s going to go any better for you by ignoring their calls?”

“Well, no, but I can always say my radio didn’t work.”

“And that conversation you had with the admiral where he told you not to do this?”

Baker sighed. “That’s not going to look too good.”

“Nope.” Irina paused and then said, “That doesn’t look good, either.”

“What’s that?”

“Indy is launching fighters off-cycle. The next event isn’t for another thirty minutes, but they’re launching now.”

“They coming after us?”

“Looks like it.” Irina chuckled. “Not like they’re going to catch us.”

“No, they’re not.”

“The ones already spaceborne that are being vectored on us on another frequency will, however, come within missile range, if only for a few moments.”

“What?”

“There are two Sontag fighters being vectored on us. According to the callsigns, it’s Tiberus and his wingman. They’ve been told to shoot us.”

Baker winced, disappointed that he’d put his friend in this position. “Let me know if they launch, would you?” His missile warning system wouldn’t alert him to a Sontag launch as it was a “friendly” missile system.

“They’re at the outer limits of being in-range; it’s unlikely a missile could catch up with us as fast as we’re going… and we’re out of range. He didn’t fire.”

Thanks, Tiberus. I owe you one. I hope you don’t catch a bunch of shit for not firing at me.

Another thought occurred to Baker. “Are they sending anyone after Weber?”

“No, there was no one in that quadrant. She will make it to the jump point, at least.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Remember when the admiral said that he didn’t want you to attempt this, because it might provoke the Overlords into doing something?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, the Overlord fleet is in motion. Two carriers are moving toward the jump point that Weber is going to use to jump to the red star system.”

“Shit.”

Irina chuckled. “Oh, it gets worse.”

“What’s worse?”

“The other five are headed toward us.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, FUJIAN, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

“Got tired of kicking our asses and came over to laugh at us?” Captain João Machado asked as Jimenez took the podium to address the Fujian’s pilots.

Jimenez tilted her head, trying to determine if the airwing commander was serious or joking with her. Probably a little of both, she decided, based on how intently—bordering on angrily—the rest of the pilots were staring at her. “No, sir, I didn’t get tired of anything,” she said, deciding to play it safe. “My SI and I taught the Kuznetsov airwing everything we could about fighting the Overlords and fighting with the Sontags and the Kardons. Now it’s your turn.” She smiled. “Ready to get a little payback?”

“Are you saying that you didn’t teach them everything?” Machado asked as a number of pilots shouted obscenities at the Kuznetsov’s pilots. “That you still have some tricks they don’t know?”

Jimenez shook her head. “Oh, no; Daiyu and I taught them everything we know about the F-77 fighter and its employment in a galactic war.”

“Then how are we going to get any payback on them for the last several days of losing all our space battles most grievously?”

“I said we taught them everything we knew.” Jimenez smiled. “That doesn’t mean they learned it all, or that they took us seriously. We also had plenty of opportunities to see the Kuznetsov airwing in action. To see them make the same mistakes, over and over, that you never took advantage of, so they never learned to do better.”

“Oh?” Machado asked. He lifted an eyebrow. “Tell me more.”

Jimenez chuckled. “I’m not going to tell you more… I’m going to tell you everything. I’m going to show you their weaknesses and their errors. And then you’re going to know what to look for to find any attacking force’s vulnerabilities and how to exploit them. If you’re ready to learn, we’ll not only show you how to hold your own against the Kuznetsov, we’ll also show you how to beat them and send them home crying… and then how to kill a shit-ton of Overlord fighters.”

“And how do we do that?”

“To date, everything has come easy for the Kuznetsov airwing. Your airwing, though, has been dragged through the mud and kicked like a dog. I’m betting that you have the one thing they don’t—a warrior spirit. And if you’re mad enough and determined enough, you’re going to be better than they’ll ever be. When the g’s come on, it’s the people who want it most that fight their way through the pain to achieve victory. So I ask you, Captain, is the Fujian’s airwing mad enough to get some payback?”

“Oh, yes,” Machado said with a sly smile, “we have been kicked around by them for days now, and we don’t just want revenge, we crave it. They say a hungry dog fights best… well, Commander Jimenez, we’re starving!”

“Good,” Jimenez said with a nod. “That’s a great place to start. Let’s begin.”
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CIC, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Any luck getting them to turn around?” Admiral Delgado asked.

The space traffic controller looked up from his scope. “No, sir. Both fighters are continuing toward the jump points.”

And there’s nothing we can do?”

The controller shook his head. “They’re going too fast, sir. I thought the Sontag fighter had a shot at Three Hundred in passing, but he said his missile wouldn’t lock up on it.”

“Who’s in the Sontag fighter?”

The controller pulled up the data. “The pilot’s listed as a Commander Tiberus, sir.”

Delgado sighed. “No, he probably wouldn’t have.”

“Been able to lock up Three Hundred, sir? It looked to me like he should have been able to.”

Delgado shook his head. “Never mind. It’s probably better that he didn’t.”

“I’ve got movement in the Overlord fleet!” another tech called out.

Delgado and the watch officer raced over to his position.

“What—” both officers asked simultaneously.

The watch officer, Commander Jim Francis, chuckled and nodded to the admiral. “Go ahead, sir.”

“No, it’s your watch floor,” Delgado said. “Do what you’re supposed to be doing.”

Francis nodded again. “What have you got, Chambers?”

“The Overlord fleet is in motion, sir,” the tech said.

“Dammit, that’s what I was afraid of,” Delgado muttered.

“Initial look? Where are they headed?” Francis asked. “They coming this way?”

The tech shook his head. “Looks like they’re splitting up. Hard to tell for sure, but I think two are headed toward the jump point that Three Oh Five is going toward. The other five appear to be trying to intercept Commander Baker.”

“Think they can cut him off?”

“No way, sir. Not as fast as he’s going. That trick of going to the Gashtar system caught them flat-footed. There’s no way they can catch him. The other group isn’t going to get to Three Oh Five in time, either.”

“They have to know that too, though, right?” Delgado asked.

“Oh, yes, sir. Even at the best acceleration we’ve seen out of their carriers, they can’t catch either of our fighters before they jump. Eventually, if they’re not worried about killing anyone aboard, the Overlord carriers may be able to out-accelerate the fighters.” He shrugged. “I don’t know their top acceleration, but with the lead our fighters have, they’re not going to be able to overhaul them for a long time.”

Delgado leaned over and tapped the icon for the two Overlord carriers. “Any chance that we can catch those carriers before they jump?”

The tech ran some calculations on his system. “We can get pretty close, I think. It depends on how many g’s you want to put the crew through. The Overlord carrier is accelerating at ten g’s and still increasing.”

Francis shook his head. “We’re not going to get that with the Indy.”

“Not without hurting a lot of people,” Delgado agreed. “Still, if we could cut them off or block them… we could almost take on two of them, especially if they’re going to kill all their pilots running like that. They’ll have to do everything by remote—which will give us a better chance if they have any lag in control—or they’ll have to put some of their AIs out there to drive their fighter—and give us a chance to kill them.” He smiled as he looked at the overhead. “Cecilia?”

“Yes, sir?” the Indy’s night shift SI asked.

“Alert the bridge. I’d like a high-speed run for the jump point that Three Oh Five is heading toward, including a maximum accel for one hour.”

“Yes, sir,” the SI replied. “I’ve alerted the CO.”

The collision lights began flashing in the CIC. “All hands, this is the captain,” a voice said over the ship’s intercom system. “In five minutes, we’re going to make a high-acceleration run of six g’s for one hour. Make sure all loose objects are strapped down and be in your acceleration couches by then. I repeat, strap down all objects and prepare for a high-acceleration run, to begin in five minutes. Captain, out.”

Delgado nodded to the watch officer. “Let the other ships know what we’re doing. Once we’re out of the high-g burn, we’ll launch all our fighters.”

“Yes, sir. Anything else?”

“Nope. Get to your g-couch. This is going to hurt.”

[image: ]



THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH THREE, TELEGOR SYSTEM

“The SIs are ready,” Hong announced.

Porter had gone to the newly renamed Three Oh Three so that he didn’t have to watch the process or be involved with disposing the dead bodies once their intelligences were pulled into the system by Hong.

“Want to come with me?” Porter asked Keith.

“Yeah, I think so.”

Porter downloaded Keith to a jump drive, took one of the uplink cables, and went back into the station. After uploading Keith into the system, he lay down on the deck, inserted the cable, and entered the system, too.

The entry room Hong had built was utilitarian in nature: a medium-sized wood-paneled room with a circular table at which sat Hong and Keith, as well as the three Fulbans. From left to right, there was a man, a woman, and another man. None of them, however, looked like any of the clones Porter had seen to this point, though whether it was because he hadn’t seen them or because they’d changed their appearance, he had no idea. The other SIs sat in a row of chairs against the wall, content to let Porter and Hong handle the interview.

“This is Lieutenant Commander Billy Porter,” Hong said. “Of note, he is the only biological here today.” The three Fulbans nodded.

“Do you have names?” Porter asked.

“We don’t,” the man on the left said. “Although now that we understand the concept of it, we will. For the meantime, you can just refer to me as One, her as Two”—he pointed to the woman next to him—“and him as Three.” The second man nodded.

“Has Hong explained what is going on, and why we required your assistance?”

“He has,” One said. “Although I wouldn’t have chosen to become an SI, in my former state, I wouldn’t have known enough to make a rational decision on it. Hong has shown us why it was necessary to bring us here”—he motioned to the room around him—“and we accept the rationale behind it.”

“I do have a question, though,” Two said. “Are you sure you didn’t upgrade us so that you could keep your conscience clean?”

“What do you mean?” Porter asked.

“I mean that by upgrading us, you pawn off the hard decision. Rather than decide what was best for our race—even though you had all the information—you changed us three, without our consent, to have us make the choice.”

Porter shook his head. “It wasn’t like that at all. Self-determination is an important concept for our society, especially for me. The people of my race were used as slaves for hundreds of years before we received the right of self-determination. I, for one, didn’t want to leave you to be destroyed without giving you the chance to do something about it.”

Two shrugged. “But what can we do about it? As I understand it, you’re going to leave us here with no ships, no fighters, and no way to defend ourselves. What sort of choice is that to give us? ‘Hi—we screwed up your perfect lives and are leaving you to die, but rather than not know it’s coming, we can make you all smart so you can live in fear until it happens.’” She shook her head. “Thanks a fucking lot.”

Porter looked at Hong. “You taught them to swear?”

Hong shrugged. “It was in the download.”

Porter turned back to Two. “I’m sorry. Really, I am. Now that I see it from your side, you’re right. It was a shitty thing to do. Unfortunately, I can’t undo it, or I would.”

“Oh, no,” Two replied. “You did the right thing. You definitely needed to upgrade us.”

“But I thought—”

“You needed to upgrade us,” Three interrupted. “As you say, we deserve the right to have self-determination. However, you also need to give us better choices.”

“Better choices?” Keith asked. “Like what?”

Two narrowed her eyes at the SI. “As of now, how are you any different from the Overlords?”

“What do you mean?”

“What have you done in this system?”

“Well, we got our asses kicked, and then we got a little payback on the Overlords for it by taking away some of their carriers.”

Two raised an eyebrow. “And what did you do with the carriers?”

Keith tilted his head and his brows furrowed. “I’m not sure I understand what you’re getting at.”

“Let me make it clear then,” One said. “After you captured the carriers, you took our people to man them. Did you give them the right of self-determination, or did you just load them aboard to take them from their home system without so much as a ‘by your leave’?”

Porter winced. “The latter.”

“Exactly.” Two nodded. “So please explain to me how you’re any better than the Overlords.”

“In this instance, I can’t,” Porter said. His shoulders slumped. “In the name of expediency, we did some of the same things to you that were done to my race back home.” He sighed. “I could make the argument that we are fighting for our lives against the Overlords, and that there was no way for us to be successful without doing what we did… but at the end of the day, it doesn’t make it any better. We took the easy route and just used your people, rather than giving them the ability to say no.”

“Yes, you did.”

Porter met her gaze. “All I can say is that I’m sorry. We got so involved in saving ourselves that we took the easy way out. We shouldn’t have.”

“Like the choice of making us into SIs, though,” Three said, “we understand why you did what you did, and it is quite possible that—if the roles were reversed—we would have done the same. When expediency drives choices, sometimes morals go by the wayside. However, you did use us against our will, and because of this, I think it’s important to give us the better choices I mentioned before.”

“And what are they?” Hong asked. His tone was skeptical, at best, and Keith’s eyes darted to him with a look of worry. Porter could see the discussion easily going the wrong way.

“Yes,” Porter interjected, trying to draw the attention of the Fulbans. “I’d be interested to see what you’re looking for as compensation.”

“It’s simple,” Three said. “Take us with you.”

“The three of you? I’m sure we can—”

“No,” One said. “Take us all with you. Everyone on these stations and everyone on the planet below.”

“It can’t be done,” Hong said, frowning.

Two shifted in her seat. “You owe us.”

“No,” Porter said, holding up a hand to get their attention again. “He’s right. The carriers only have enough room for about six thousand people, and we only have seven of them. Hong, how many people are on board this station?”

“Approximately 50,000.”

Porter nodded. “We don’t have enough room for the people on one of the stations, much less the entire planet below.”

“Then leave us the ability to fight. Leave us half your carriers.”

“Not happening,” Hong said. His tone was worse, and Porter made a calming motion to him. Whatever he’s playing at isn’t working.

“Sorry,” Porter said to the Fulbans, “but the carriers are going with us. I’ll happily save as many of your people as we can, but we captured the carriers, and we need them all to fight the Overlords.”

“What the Overlords have done to us must be punished,” One said. “We need the ability to fight them. If we’re going to be wiped out by them, at least give us that. Take the carriers. Leave us the fighters.”

“We need the fighters as much as we need the carriers,” Porter said before Hong could completely piss off the Fulbans. “Maybe more, since there aren’t that many of them. However, I don’t see why you can’t have both.”

“What does that mean?” the Fulbans and Hong asked simultaneously.

“I mean, if everyone is amenable to it, I think we can come up with a solution.” Porter’s eyes swept the table and saw plenty of skepticism, especially from Hong. “All right, so here’s the deal. We didn’t want to involve you in the war, but you were already involved before we got here, as the Overlords were using you to fight—and die—for them. Of note, they never once, as far as we know, asked if you wanted to serve with them.

“When we came here, we didn’t know this planet existed; we were chasing Overlord forces that had already sterilized a couple of planets—planets just like yours. Unfortunately, we were trapped here and lost the majority of our forces, so we grabbed a few of your people that the Overlords had here to help us fight our way back home with the carriers we captured. As we’ve discussed, we should have given you the right to say no. We didn’t, and I’m sorry. But here we are. We have seven carriers, and—in all likelihood—an Overlord force will come here at some point big enough to wipe out all these carriers. Then, once that happens, they’ll kill everyone on the planet.

“The only way that I can see to save your planet is to go forward with these carriers and win the war against the Overlords. The bottom line is I can’t promise to save your planet or anyone on it. I can’t.” He paused and then added, “but I can promise to save forty thousand of your people, if you want to fight for us.”

Two’s eyebrows shot up. “Fight for you?”

“Yes. Fight for us. We’ll fill the carriers with as many of your people as we can. You’ll man the carriers and the fighters they hold. With forty thousand on board, we can ensure the continuity of your race, even if the Overlords come here and destroy the stations and your planet.”

“That won’t work like that, though,” Hong said. “We need more genetic material than just the clones on board these stations. It won’t give them enough diversity.”

“We’ve got over a hundred fighters and seven shuttles.” Porter smiled. “We can go down to the planet and get the diversity we need.”

“That will take time.”

“It will.” Porter nodded. “But it will take a lot of time to activate enough clones to make up the crews we need.”

“That’s all well and good,” Three said, “but what do we get out of it?”

“Beside the continuity of your line?” Hong replied. “I would think that was enough.”

Three tilted his head. “We’re supposed to go and fight for you—”

“No,” Porter said. “You’re fighting with us, and more importantly, you’re fighting for us.” He motioned around the table. “For both our races. The only way we’ll ever be secure—the only way we’ll ever be free—is to overthrow the Overlords. That’s you, us, the Kardons, and the Sontags. We’re all in this together.”

“And what happens after that?” Three asked. “You can’t put us back the way we were when the war is over. We’ll know too much.”

Porter chuckled. “You’ll also have control of plenty of war material, which you are kind enough not to mention. Taking that away from you at that stage would be… difficult.”

Three nodded, conceding the point. “True.”

“Well, I can’t make promises for my leaders, but I can tell you that my country on Earth has a history of rebuilding the countries of our enemies—as well as our friends—after the conflicts we’ve been in. Here’s what I suggest. There are seven carriers. We’ll provide the SIs for four of them; you three can be the SIs for the other three. At the end of the war, those three will go over to Fulban control.”

Two’s eyes narrowed. “But you can’t promise that.”

“No, I can’t. But I can promise to make that deal known when we get back. More importantly, you will have complete control of the ships. As I said, taking them away will be difficult.”

Two rubbed her chin. “We’ll need industry to help support them. At the moment, we have very little… and none that will be of use to supporting starships.”

“I’m sure we can transfer that to you as well, as part of the rebuilding process.”

“It would be more helpful if we had it now,” Three said. “Then we could immediately begin updating our planet.”

“The only problem,” Keith interjected, “is if you start doing that, there’s no way the Overlords won’t notice it when they return. They might not wipe you out if it doesn’t look like we interfered with you, but if they come back and find modern industry here…”

The Fulbans nodded. “We understand.” They cast looks at each other.

“This is embarrassing,” One said, “but is it possible for us to discuss this privately?”

“Of course,” Hong said. He waved, and a semicircular dome came down over the three of them.

The field was semi-opaque, and Porter was unable to see their lips moving. He glanced at Hong, who didn’t appear to be interested in the conversation.

“You can still hear them, can’t you?”

“Of course.” The SI smiled. “They can’t hear us, but I am listening to every word they say.”

Porter motioned to the dome. “What were you doing? You almost spoiled the discussion.”

“Good cop, bad cop. I was letting you be their savior.”

“Why did you do that?”

“So that they come to you when they have issues, not me, of course.” Hong smiled.

“Are you worried about trusting them?”

“Of course.”

“I’m pretty sure, having known you for some time now, that you probably have a fallback plan,” Porter said. “Some way of corralling the Fulbans if they decide they don’t want to play along.”

“I do.”

“Some method of terminating them with a thought?”

Hong nodded. “Something like that.”

Porter chuckled. “I figured.”

“The question is, do you trust them?”

“I trust them to follow their best interests, which is to help us.”

Hong looked over to Keith. “What about you?”

“As long as they’re getting what they want, I think they can be trusted. I wouldn’t give them the entire breadth of our knowledge, though. I certainly wouldn’t give them uplink.”

Porter shrugged. “They sort of already have it. All the clones here are modified for it.”

“But the ability for them to give it to anyone else doesn’t exist here.” Hong waved a hand around the room. “I had it removed before I upgraded them. They’ll still have the ability to modify themselves in the medical facilities on the carriers, though.”

Porter nodded. “We’ll need to delete that before we turn over the carriers to them.”

“I think that’s smart. We can let the president decide whether to hand that over. I don’t want to be the one to do it.” Hong held up a hand. “They’re coming to a conclusion.”

Porter tilted his head. “Want to tell us what it is?”

“And ruin your reaction to it when they tell you?” Hong smiled. “Not a chance.”

One knocked on the dome, and Hong made it disappear.

“Have you come to a conclusion?” Porter asked.

“We have a few modifications to your deal,” Two replied.

“What are they?”

Two smiled. “We’d like to have you make four more SIs.”

Porter folded his hands. “Why four?”

“I’m going to stay here,” Three said, “to ensure that someone here is aware of our deal. One of the new SIs will take my place. The second is needed to run the operations on the space stations. We’ll want to make sure that the people in storage continue to be fed.”

“Makes sense,” Porter said.

“The third is needed so we have a shuttle pilot.” Three smiled. “We’ll also require the use of a shuttle to move him around. Alternately, if you’d like to make two more SIs so each of the stations have their own SI…”

Porter shook his head. “Not particularly. We’ll give you a shuttle.”

“Fine. The fourth is needed to implement the new technology you’re going to give us on the planet. Someone will have to understand it, and right now there isn’t anyone there who does.”

“That’s fair,” Porter said. “What else?”

“That’s it. Give us that, and we’ll help you fight the Overlords.”

Porter looked at Keith and Hong, who nodded, then he turned back to the Fulbans and smiled. “I think we have a deal.”

“We do.” Three nodded. “So, what do we do now?”

Porter chuckled. “Let me tell you about a system near here that manufactures everything both our societies need to overthrow the Overlords…”
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Hong chuckled once the Fulban SIs had left to begin making preparations and to oversee the selection of people to bring aboard the carriers. “You know they’re going to activate every clone they can and transfer them down to the planet, right?”

“Why would they do that?” Porter asked. “They’re just more mouths to feed.”

“They’re mouths to feed no matter where they are.” Hong smiled. “But they can get a programming download while they’re here and arrive on the planet understanding the technology they’ll be working with. With a little adjustment from Three, they’ll arrive with a twenty-first century education and be ready to work on the upgrade process.”

“Why do I feel like we just did something stupid?”

Hong shrugged. “Probably because we did?”

Porter pursed his lips. “I had a question that’s bugged me since earlier today. When you said all that stuff about Commander Jinan… was it true?”

Hong shook his head. “Of course not. Jinan was the son of a wealthy party member. He would have been happy to use the clones however he could get the most out of them, and he wouldn’t have worried about them afterward. Human life was only marginally more valuable to him than it is to the Overlords.”

Porter’s jaw fell open. “Then why did you say all that about him?”

“It was necessary to get the other SIs’ help and agreement, because we need to take that system, and we need the willing assistance of the clones to do it. Any other arguments are just wasted breath.”

Porter lifted an eyebrow. “Why’s that?”

Hong shrugged. “If we don’t take the system, we can’t save our forces. If we don’t save our forces, we lose the war. And if we lose the war, whether or not we upgraded the Fulbans really doesn’t make a difference to either them or us, does it?”

“No,” Porter said as he shook his head. “I guess it doesn’t. That’s kind of a cold-blooded way to look at it, though.”

“It’s the only way to look at it.” Hong stared intently at Porter as if challenging him to disagree. When he didn’t, a small smile ghosted across Hong’s lips. “And, not that it matters, I was the child of rice farmers. I would like to see them have a say in their future, even if it’s only measured in days.” He nodded once and walked away, leaving Porter standing in the foyer with his mouth open.
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“I told you I’d get you here,” Irina said as they approached the jump point. “For the record, it looks like Lina is going to make it to the other jump point, too.”

“Is the fleet still going in that direction, too?”

“The allied fleet or the Overlord fleet?”

Baker rubbed the back of his neck. “Both, I guess.”

“Yes, they both are. Neither could catch Three Oh Five, but they’re going to get each other. The Overlord carriers have launched all their fighters in anticipation of a battle, and they’ll be met by the allied fighters and Anya.” Irina chuckled. “Whatever radio problems we have seem to be contagious, as she seems to be having them, too.”

“Oh?”

“When the Killing Blow started launching, the Destroyer accelerated toward the jump point with the fighters, leaving the carriers behind. They tried to call her back, but she convinced them that she could help even the odds.”

“It’s not like the allied fighters are outnumbered”—Baker did the math in his head—“about four to one. They could probably use the help.”

“Especially since we aren’t there to help, nor are Sofia and Daiyu.”

“Yeah, but they have Tiberus and plenty of other SIs. My money’s on the allied fighters. I suspect Anya’s really there for the carriers.”

“Probably. If the five other carriers weren’t coming for us, I’d be tempted to stay and watch. Assuming we didn’t have to bleed off all the velocity we worked so hard to get.”

Baker nodded. “We can watch the footage when we get back. Not ‘if’, but ‘when’.”

“I plan on coming back, anyway,” Irina said. “The carriers are, however, still coming for us, so stand by to jump. Three, two, one…”

Everything flashed and then re-stabilized as they jumped to the next system.

“Wow, that’s bright,” Baker said as he looked out the cockpit canopy. When they usually jumped in—at the outer edge of the system—the system’s star was barely more noticeable than any other star. Not so in this system. The star was readily apparent.

Irina chuckled. “What were you expecting?”

“Same thing as normal, I guess.”

Irina tilted her head. “Do you know why a blue star is blue?”

“It’s missing its mother?”

“Very funny.” Irina’s tone didn’t indicate humor. “Try again?”

“Its color is because of the elements it’s fusing? Like how different elements make different colored fireworks?”

“For someone who’s been in space as long as you have, you’re remarkably poorly read. The color of a star is due to its temperature. Cooler stars are red; hotter ones are blue or blue-white, and the only thing that defines the temperature of a star is its mass. Blue stars are a lot more massive than the Sun. That one is probably about twenty-five times more massive than the sun.”

“Oh.”

Irina scoffed. “The lesson is over; you can go back to your drooling again.”

“How about we try looking for what the Overlords have in this system. I mean, it was enough for them to send five carriers to intercept us…”

“I am looking. I can search for life signs while I try to teach you something. It’s not like your education is advanced enough to require much of my processing power.”

Baker did what he could, looking through the electromagnetic spectrum for evidence of life, although he fully expected Irina would beat him to it. He wasn’t disappointed.

“Got it,” Irina said. “Fifth planet. Sneaky.”

“What’s sneaky?”

“The system has four rocky planets, an asteroid belt and then five massive gas giants, almost like the solar system. The fifth planet has a series of rings, kind of like Saturn. The Overlords have a number of ships and stations in and around the rings.”

She waved at one of the walls and a large monitor appeared. It showed a large planet, which did look a lot like Saturn, then zoomed in on the rings. It paused briefly on several ships—none of which looked like any of the warships they’d fought, as they were far larger—then came to rest on a large cylindrical… something.

“What is that?” Baker asked. “Is that a station or a ship?”

“I’m not sure,” Irina said. “We’re too far away to get a good look at it, but my guess is it’s some sort of habitat as it seems to be spinning.”

“A habitat? What do the Overlords need a habitat for?”

“Unknown at this point, but it appears to have spin-induced gravity, so I’m guessing it’s got something alive in it.”

“Where is the planet relative to us?”

Irina brought up a hologram of the system with the present positions of the planets. Three Hundred was in the outer part of the system, but headed inbound at a great rate of speed. The planet in question was to the right of the star and a little past it as they approached.

“Let’s head in that direction,” Baker said, “and get a better look at it. That must be whatever ‘the thing’ is that’s important to them.”

Irina shook her head. “I’m not sure that’s going to be a good thing.”

“Why’s that?”

The scene on the monitor shifted. The aft end of a large ship—maybe a cruiser?—glowed. The scene shifted to several other ships. All were underway. “Because we’ve been here long enough that they’ve seen us.” She paused. “I have at least five ships underway.”

“All like that cruiser you showed me first?”

“That wasn’t a cruiser.”

“No? What was it then?”

“I don’t know, but it was about three times as big as a cruiser. Call it a battleship?”

“I… uh. I’d rather not. Are you sure it’s that big?”

Irina frowned. “Maybe you’d like to do the math and QA me on it? I mean, perhaps it isn’t exactly three times as big as a cruiser. It might be a little smaller or bigger. If anything, it’s probably bigger.”

“More than three times as big as a cruiser?” Baker shook his head. “Why haven’t we seen that before?”

“Obviously because they either haven’t thought they needed it or because of the importance of this… whatever this facility is.” Irina shrugged. “Regardless, I have five of them underway, as well as quite a few smaller ones. It is hard to tell from this distance exactly how many, but there are two things for sure.”

Baker lifted an eyebrow. “And they are?”

“There are an awful lot of ships headed our way, and fighting them isn’t survivable.”

“No, it’s not.” Baker shook his head.

“Did you have a plan for getting home again?”

“Besides playing it by ear, based on what we found here?”

“Yeah. Now’s the time to put that plan in motion.”

“Well, I didn’t know for sure that the carriers would chase us in here, or that we’d find something that would try to chase us back out again.”

Irina frowned. “But you had to expect both of those things were going to happen, right?”

“Well, I knew they were possible, but I figured we’d work it out if it happened.” He smiled. “Okay, it happened. So, where do you want to go? We can’t go back the way we came.”

“No, that direction is contraindicated as well. In fact, anything in our aft hemisphere is a bad idea, just like anything in our starboard hemisphere.”

“Sounds like we go forward and left.”

“Fuck,” Irina muttered. She pushed the throttles forward and left.

“Is there anything worthwhile in that direction?”

“There isn’t a large Overlord fleet there, which is better than anywhere else.”

“Fair enough. Let’s go that way, then.”

Irina grumbled something, but Baker couldn’t hear what she said. Probably better I can’t. He rubbed the back of his neck and thought about the construction they’d seen. “Can you bring up the station or facility, or whatever it was, again?”

“Sure.” The cylinder appeared on the wall.

“Can you zoom in some more?”

“I can, but that’s about as good as you’re going to get.” Irina blew up the image, but instead of showing more definition, all that happened was that it got more pixelated.

“We’re not getting any closer to it, are we?”

Irina shook her head. “Nope.”

Baker scoffed. “I’d love to get a better look at it…”

“You’ll have to find a different pilot to take you closer, then. I’m not going to.”

“Are you afraid of those battleship things? We have to be going faster than they can go.”

“Afraid? Yes. I have a healthy sense of self-preservation, and I don’t want to get any closer to those ships. We have no idea how they’re armed, for one thing, and when I said there were more ships coming, I meant a lot more ships. Some of those will be fighters that can run us down. Thank you, but this is where we exit stage left.”

“Fine.” Baker shook his head. “Where are we going?”

“There’s a yellow star we can jump to. My goal is to go there and see what follows us. If nothing does, then we’ll spin around and try to sneak past them back to the carrier so you can get put in the brig.”

“And if a big fleet follows us?”

“Then we keep running.”

Baker brought up one of the ‘battleship’ images on the monitor. “Yeah,” he said after a few moments. “I think you’re right.”
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH FIVE, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Should we stop here and look?” Victoria asked. “That way, we can pop back in and report before the carriers arrive?”

Lina shook her head. “Anything that’s important isn’t going to be at the fringe of the system. Let’s keep driving in. Besides, that will give us room to maneuver. Maybe we can sucker the carriers to follow us around the star and maneuver our way back out of here again.”

“You don’t think the Overlords will be smart enough to split the carriers to go around the star? Or at least send some fighters that way?”

“I can hope, can’t I?”

“You can hope, but I’d rather plan.”

“How about we proceed inbound, find a planet, land, and try to hide? How’s that for a plan?”

“It’d be great if it weren’t for the carriers that were coming to intercept us.”

“Well, I can’t help that. Let’s at least see what we can find here, okay?”

Victoria tossed her head, and her hair flew over her shoulder. “Fine.”

Drama queen. Weber smiled. “Have I ever led you astray?”

“Chasing boys? All the time.”

“We’re still in one piece, aren’t we?”

Victoria didn’t reply.

“Aren’t we?” Weber asked again.

“Shh. I’m looking for important stuff to report.”

Weber hid her smile, which was far easier as an avatar than in real life. “Don’t worry. I’ve gotten you out of everything else I got you into, and I’ll get you out of this, too.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Good. In that case, I can tell you that I found something.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. There’s a big station of some type in orbit around the fourth planet. I only got a brief look at it before it went behind the planet, and we were too far away to tell what it was.”

“Head toward the planet, then,” Victoria said. “If nothing else, we’ll put a few missiles into it to at least let them know we were here.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, ADMIRAL KUZNETSOV, TAU CETI SYSTEM

“Well, you must be doing something right,” Admiral Smith said as Jimenez walked into the space.

“Why’s that, sir?”

“Well, a couple days ago, Captain Machado was calling my office to complain about how you were crushing their morale by beating them all the time.”

“Oh?”

Smith nodded. “Now, just ten minutes ago, I had Captain Khwane, the Kuznetsov’s airwing commander, swing by my office to say you were cheating.”

Jimenez chuckled. “I suspected she might see it that way.”

“Is there something I need to be aware of?”

“No, sir. Everything’s going exactly as planned.”

“You’re sure? Because when the descendant of Zulu warriors starts talking about declaring war on my military advisor, I get just a wee bit worried.”

Jimenez scoffed. “She was okay when she was beating the Fujian’s airwing, but now that they’re doing the same to her, she doesn’t like it?”

Smith nodded. “That’s mostly what I got out of her ten-minute tirade.”

“There was more?”

“There was. But it was mostly about your parentage, personal characteristics, and things you do with a variety of inanimate objects.”

Jimenez smiled. “Good. Maybe she’s finally ready to listen to me. She was okay hearing about how she could attack, but she didn’t want to talk about defense or where she needed to modify her tactics.”

“She’s ready to talk, but I don’t know if she’s ready to listen yet. She was still yelling when she walked out of here.” Smith shrugged. “Why don’t you come have lunch in the flag mess and talk to her afterward.”

“I thought I’d—”

Smith held up a hand. “I think you should give her a little time to cool off.” He shrugged. “And if she doesn’t, there’s always an armed Marine at the flag mess door to keep you safe.”
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COCKPIT, KILLER 01, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Tiberus took a last look at his system and closed his eyes as he envisioned the coming battle. He knew where the prey was, and he’d fought them long enough that he had a pretty good idea of what they’d do once the battle was joined.

This wasn’t the way he’d envisioned the battle though. Although he’d planned to fight about a thousand fighters—the full airwings of seven Overlord carriers—there were less than three hundred enemy fighters in the black headed toward his force. Facing them, he still had forty-six of the forty-eight fighters he’d thought that he’d have.

Knowing that one of the missing fighters was Three Hundred, with Baker and Irina aboard, and the fact that Sofia Jimenez had gone back to Earth, though, was a significant loss.

I’d almost rather fight a thousand fighters with Baker at my side than three hundred without him.

Tiberus sighed and pushed the thought aside. Hunters fought with what they had, not with what they didn’t, and—realistically—this was a much more winnable fight. Sure, they were outnumbered about six to one, but the radar returns of three hundred incoming fighters didn’t invoke the same angst as having three thousand fighters appear in your midst.

“SIs to the front,” Tiberus called as the Overlord fighters spread into their battle line.

The allied fighters were aligned with his squadron—Squadron One—in the center. Squadron Two, led by his nephew Artis, was to his right and Squadron Three, which should have been led by Baker but was being led by Commander Shadowfang, was on the left. Each of the squadrons was grouped into four divisions of four aircraft. At his radio call, the Terran SIs moved to the front of each of the divisions that had them, and the divisions that didn’t slide into their shadow.

It had taken a lot of practice to put them into this formation and bring them back out again smoothly, but as he watched the allied fighters shift, he smiled to himself. The ease with which they accomplished the maneuver made all the hours spent in practice worthwhile.

As the Overlord fighters came within range, they fired, putting almost fifteen hundred missiles into the space between the formations.

This is the part that always makes my fur itch, Tiberus thought as he waited for Louis, the senior remaining SI to give him the go ahead. As the Overlords came into range, the Terran SIs assigned individual targets to the missiles of their divisions, and it took a little bit longer for them to coordinate between the squadrons to ensure there wasn’t any overlap. The allies’ two hundred forty missiles were a great force equalizer if each one found a different target and killed it. He knew intellectually that wasn’t possible, but deep down he longed for that result to tilt the odds their way for the second phase of the battle.

While incredibly important, the few seconds it took while the enemy missiles were bearing down on him was… uncomfortable, to say the least. He knew that Louis was working as his armament system accepted the download of the targeting information for his fighter.

“Oui, Commander Tiberus,” the SI from the Champagne Squadron finally transmitted from the fighter that had moved up in front of him to lead the formation. “All missiles accounted for.”

“All fighters, Killer 01. Fire!” Tiberus pulled his trigger and the five missiles he carried launched and were quickly lost from sight as they raced to find the Overlord fighters that Louis had plugged into their electronic brains.

Tiberus took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There were some things beyond the control of the hunter, and waiting for the enemy missiles to arrive was one of them. While the junior pilots waited nervously, allowing their adrenaline to flow too early, the seasoned hunter was patient. Tiberus had long ago learned to accept this stage as part of the process. One of the Overlord missiles would find his fighter, or it wouldn’t; there was nothing he could do about it either way, so it didn’t make sense to worry about it.

“Chaff,” Louis called, and all the fighters fired off their electronic countermeasures, hoping to distract the incoming missiles.

While chaff was most effective with high-g maneuvering, the rapid twisting also caused the missiles to radically maneuver, making the SIs’ jobs harder. They’d had plenty of discussion on that, and the simulations had borne out what the SIs had postulated—let the enemy missiles come straight in; they were easier to shoot down that way.

The missile returns—mostly just ghost images on his radar scope that jumped huge distances with each sweep of the radar—rushed toward him, and he took his hands off the controls momentarily to shake them out, then he rotated his head to loosen his neck and spine. The SIs began firing, and he smiled. They’d drilled long and hard on mixed section dogfighting; it was finally time to see if what they’d practiced was as effective as he’d thought it would be.

Fighters dropped out of the link as the Overlord missiles arrived. The SIs were good, but they weren’t perfect—nothing was—and some of the enemy’s missiles found their targets. After a couple of seconds, he realized he wasn’t going to be one of them. He gave a hunter’s growl, inaudible except to himself.

Flashes in the depths of space indicated the allies’ missiles were finding targets, and he felt his breath quicken inadvertently. He took a deep cleansing breath to regain his balance. When the flashes stopped, he transmitted to Louis on a private channel.

“How’d we do?”

“Better than I expected, not as good as I hoped,” the SI replied. “Looks like we killed just over half of their fighters, although we lost seven of our own. Sorry about that.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about, my friend,” Tiberus said. “In the past, barely any of us would have withstood the enemy barrage. Today, though? Today we have a chance to wipe them out, a chance that is only possible due to your efforts. Excellent job.”

Tiberus switched to the common frequency. “The SIs wiped out half the enemy fighters, so we’re only outnumbered three to one. Don’t let them take you, but if you do, make sure you get at least four of them first. Remember, if you see any of them acting differently than the others—especially if it is better than the others, it is probably an AI. Ask for help and kill it fast.”

He paused and then re-keyed the mic. “For the first time in a while, this is our fight to win, so let’s do so. There are people on our homeworlds counting on us. Let’s make them proud!”

Tiberus smiled as a number of voices yelled war cries over the frequency. It sounded mostly like the Terrans, but some of the Kardons mixed in, as well as even a couple of the younger Sontags.

“Dogfighting position now,” Tiberus called after the frequency had stilled, and he pulled forward into the wing position of the Champagne Squadron fighter in front of him. Although he was technically senior, Tiberus knew Louis had faster reflexes than him and would spot and kill at least one Overlord fighter when the forces merged. It made more sense for him to cover her and let her work than to let his ego get the better of him and claim the lead position.

“Get ready,” Louis said. “Here we go.”

That was all the warning Tiberus got as Louis whipped her fighter—Angel 03—into an Irina Maneuver that ended with her putting a spray of rail-gun rounds through an Overlord fighter. She immediately jammed the throttles to max and was off again, and she had her second kill a few moments later on her first kill’s wingman.

Watching her work, Tiberus could tell she was almost as good as Irina, and he allowed himself to worry less about her and to watch for incoming enemy fighters. He almost lost her once—she was constantly in motion, so he had to keep an eye on her while his other looked for opposing craft. As that was physically impossible, especially since he had to turn his head to scan space to the right, eventually, it was bound to happen, even though he did his best to stay with her.

“Two fighters from the left,” Louis warned. “Irina Maneuver to the right… now!”

Tiberus did a crash stop while spinning to the right, knowing that Irina was doing one to the left to get the other fighter. It was a maneuver they’d practiced a number of times, and one in which Louis always set it up so Tiberus’s target appeared under his gun cursor when he’d completed it.

Except this time, the enemy fighter didn’t. It was already moving off to the right, and he jammed the throttles forward as he turned to catch up with his opponent. Except as soon as he came right, the enemy spun back to the left.

“Slippery little fish,” Tiberus muttered as he turned to follow, and the Overlord craft reversed again. The enemy fighter led him through several more turns without Tiberus getting a shot, and his pelt began to itch. He was totally predictable, and an enemy fighter was bound to get him from behind soon.

And then it dawned on him that no Overlord pilot had ever led him on such a chase before.

“I’ve got one of the AIs,” Tiberus radioed. He pushed the Identify button on his IFF, which made his fighter easily findable on the other fighters’ scopes. “If you’re available, I could use some help.”

The Overlord fighter whipped into a hard left turn, and it was all Tiberus could do to stay with it. He winced as he looked at his instrument panel, both from the stress of the maneuver and the fact that he’d exceeded the structural limits of the fighter. Nothing fell off, though, so I’m good… for now at least.

The AI yanked his craft back to the right, and Tiberus followed. The AI was unable to shake him, but Tiberus was still unable to get a shot at the Overlord.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Three rounds ripped through his starboard wing, and a number of warning lights illuminated on his instrument panel. Tiberus risked a glance behind him and growled; in the race to see who could get help first, the AI had won.

Of course he did; he was probably flying that one, too.

But Tiberus was now in a quandary—did he try to stay with the Overlord long enough to get a shot on the AI, or did he break off to protect himself from the fighter behind him? Although the AI’s maneuvering made Tiberus—who was following him—a tough target as he put his fighter through most of the maneuvers the AI conducted, he was eminently predictable to the AI. The AI knew which way he was going to turn, which meant the fighter tracking Tiberus knew which way he was going to turn to follow the AI.

Considering he hadn’t gotten a shot on the AI yet, despite using all the tricks he knew, Tiberus realized there was only one way this could end.

“Stay with him Tiberus,” Louis called as Tiberus glanced behind him, trying to determine which way to spit out to get away from the fighter behind him. “I’m almost there.”

“Hurry,” Tiberus replied. “I’m already hit and won’t last long.”

“Just stay with him,” Louis encouraged.

The AI must have figured Tiberus was going to bail on the situation, because he got sloppy, and Tiberus got a shot on the Overlord craft. At least one round hit the enemy fighter. Unfortunately, it didn’t disable it; if anything, it made the AI fight harder, and Tiberus found himself falling further behind the Overlord craft as it maneuvered. The damage to Tiberus’s fighter didn’t help—one of his thrusters had been destroyed, limiting his ability to keep pace.

A flash from behind him caught his eye. “Got him!” Louis called. “Kill that AI!”

“I’d love to,” Tiberus said. He’d had an advantage over the AI at the start, but the enemy fighter was continuing to work its way free. Shortly, the AI would have the advantage, and then Tiberus was going to be in trouble. “I’m just not sure I can.”

“Stand by.”

The AI made a hard turn to the left that Tiberus couldn’t keep up with due to his missing thruster, and he spat out to the side. When the AI saw what was happening, he continued the turn, with Tiberus losing more ground.

“Come right!” Louis ordered.

Tiberus had a split second to decide—follow the SI’s suggestion and lose all his remaining advantage or do what felt right and continue the left turn.

He yanked the fighter to the right, and the Overlord fighter spun onto his tail. Before the AI could fire, though, a burst of rail-gun rounds lanced through its fusion plant, and the craft detonated.

“Thanks, Angel,” Tiberus said.

“Happy to help,” Louis said as she pulled up onto his wing.

“Let’s go get some more.”

“No need. That was the AI controlling the fighters. They’ve all gone stupid. The other SIs are tracking them down. Are we going after the carriers now?”

The rest of the starboard thruster lights illuminated on Tiberus’s panel, and the fuel pressurization dropped to zero. Must be a leak. Tiberus looked at the link. They still had twenty-six fighters remaining, but most were showing indicators for damage, and all of them were out of missiles. Some were even showing low on rail-gun rounds. Worse, the carriers had continued to race toward the jump point during the battle, and the allied fighters wouldn’t be able to catch them before they jumped.

“I don’t think so,” Tiberus said. “I think we need to go back to the carrier and rearm. Then we’ll get the carriers.”

Tiberus switched to the carrier’s frequency as the enemy carriers jumped to the next system.

“Killing Blow Strike Ops, Killer 01. We have beaten the fighters, but the carriers got away. We’re out of missiles and returning to rearm.”

“Strike Ops, Destroyer,” Anya radioed. “Disregard the last report. The carriers didn’t get away. They’re mine.”
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ENTRANCE AREA, TERRAN SPACE STATION VENGEANCE, TELEGOR SYSTEM

“I think we’re about ready to go,” Hong announced from the monitor as Porter entered the station.

Porter nodded. It was amazing how quickly things could progress when you threw a few SIs at a problem. They didn’t get tired, they didn’t have crew rest issues, and—in the case of the Fulbans—they were extremely motivated to go kick some Overlord ass.

Of course, the Terran SIs were equally motivated and understood the importance of what they were doing and the need to get it done expeditiously; however, they’d also been to war before, and their enthusiasm was tempered by what they knew was coming.

Holding the line at only creating four more Fulban SIs had been optimistic. There were too many things the Fulbans needed to know and do, all of which had to be done right now, and more had been made to assist with the preparations. Porter scoffed. Expediency getting in the way of morals again.

It was, however, necessary. One SI—especially a brand new one still learning how to live, much less the art of multitasking—wasn’t able to run everything on board a carrier. Four more SIs had been required for each of the Fulban carriers and two more for the ones overseen by Terran SIs.

Plus there’d been a few created to help develop the fighter force, then some to run the hangar bays on the carriers, then some more to oversee logistics when someone had realized that people ate a lot more food than clones in stasis did. Then a few had been created when they’d seen how long it took to make a person “whole” again.

That had been Porter’s largest frustration and his greatest sorrow. Just like the Terrans had found that some people weren’t cut out to be SIs, they’d been unsuccessful at digitizing some of the clone types and a number of bodies had been lost before they’d realized that some types just weren’t cut out for the SI life. Sadly, some clone types couldn’t be made “whole” again, either. They could accept certain downloads, but too much of their brains had been burned out by the Overlords; they just weren’t able to be reprogrammed into people again. More losses to expediency.

Porter shook his head. I may be one of the largest mass murderers in history by the time this is over.

The failures had been taken down to the planet to help with the things they could there.

But finally, even though there’d been challenges to overcome—and more losses than he cared to think about—all the carriers were full of living, breathing Fulbans in the spaces and SIs in their computer systems.

The only weird thing was talking to the former clones. There were so few models to use to rebuild them as “people” that the differences were minimal. Ask ten people the same question on the mess decks, and you were likely to get the same answer ten times. That would change as the clones picked up life experience… assuming they lived long enough to do so, which was not a given, based on the mission they had in front of them.

“I said, I think we’re ready to go,” Hong repeated. He waved a hand on the monitor. “Hello? Are you currently inhabiting your body?”

Porter chuckled. “I am, sorry. I was just thinking about what comes next.”

“You mean assaulting the impregnable system?”

“Yeah. That. Not only doing that but doing it with forty thousand former clones who couldn’t muster a thought of their own a day or two ago.” He scoffed. “I just wish we had a few military genius downloads that could turn some of our clones into Sun Tzu, von Clausewitz, and a few other military strategists. I’m a good enough fighter pilot, but devising a system-wide assault isn’t something I’ve got in my normal tool set.”

“Hmm,” Hong said, rubbing his chin. “I suspect that can be rectified. The only question is, should it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I can download the strategies and tactics incorporated by the greatest military minds of all times. The ones you named, plus leaders like Hannibal, Napoleon, and Alexander the Great… but what do you do with them after the battle?”

“I’m still not sure what you’re asking.”

“Do we want to train people that may—at some point—not be our friends anymore how to be the best admirals and generals the galaxy has ever seen? I’m asking if we want clones that are better military strategists than the ones the Terran Republic—or any of our allies—currently has?”

“Oh, I see. Yeah. That’s… that’s something that needs a little thought.”

“That’s great; now you want to actually put thought into a decision.” Hong chuckled. “I wish I had time to give you, but unfortunately, it’s time to go. Do you want a military genius or not?”

“Want? Not really. But need one?” Porter sighed, then he squared his shoulders. “Yeah, we need one.”

“Very well. I’ll see what can be arranged.”

“Hurry,” Porter said. “We’ll leave in an hour.”
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM
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“Well, shit.” Baker sighed.

“Yep, pretty much.” Irina waved, and the monitor disappeared.

Baker didn’t need it. The image of the five carriers that had been chasing them, plus the addition of the battleship, was indelibly imprinted in his memory.

“I guess that’s a victory of sorts,” Irina noted.

“How so?”

“To date, nothing we or any of the other races have done has been annoying enough to get one of those battleships to issue forth from that system.”

“And the victory is that we were the ones who finally made it happen?”

Irina shook her head. “No. All along, I’ve said you were the most annoying person ever. I think I’ve just proved my point. Helen of Troy had a face that launched a thousand ships, but only Lance Baker has one that was annoying enough to make a battleship sortie.” Irina began laughing.

Baker frowned. “Are you done?” he asked after it went on a while.

“Nope.” More laughter followed.

“It really wasn’t that funny.”

“Yes, it really was,” Irina choked out. She laughed a bit more before it slowed down to just a few random chuckles.

“If you’re finally finished,” Baker said. “What do you want to do?”

“There’s another yellow star in front of us; let’s keep going that way.”

“Don’t you want to start working back to the way we came?”

Irina shook her head. “About the worst thing we could do would be to bring that battleship back to our fleet. It would laugh at our pathetic airwing, it would eat Anya as a snack, and then it would roll all the way through our homeworlds. Let’s just keep going and hope it gets bored. Maybe it will go back to its little home and forget about us.”

“True,” Baker said with a nod. “The admiral didn’t want seven carriers to attack. I can’t imagine bringing that behemoth home with us will make him any happier with us.”

“Us?”

“You’re along with me. Who has the final say in what direction we go?”

“But admiral, he made me do it.” A tear fell from Irina’s eye.

“He’s not going to believe that tear any more than I do,” Baker said. “Still, you’re right. That star on our nose, and straight on ‘til morning.”
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH FIVE, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Okay, I can see it now.” Victoria brought an image up on the monitor. “You know all those planets we saw that were being farmed for people?”

“The clone factories or whatever they were?” Weber asked. “Yeah, I remember them. The Overlords kept blowing them up rather than let us have them.”

“Yeah. Those. I think those were like depots where you stopped and filled up on people, kind of like when you’re driving, and you stop for gas or an electrical charge. At one of those, you could fill up on people. Here, you fill up on fighters.” She moved the camera slightly and a different structure appeared.

Weber squinted. On the monitor, a flat structure was slowly spinning in space. “Is that… some sort of box?”

“Sort of. It’s for storage.” Victoria zoomed in as the structure went end-on to them. “Storage of fighters.” She smiled. “Just wait for it.”

“Well, I’ll be…” The box slowly turned, and the other side came into view. The box was twelve cubicles high and wide, and in each cubicle, a brand-new fighter could be seen.

“I count at least five of these boxes,” Victoria said. “The planet is near an asteroid belt and little ore carriers are running back and forth to the factory from both the asteroids and the planet below. The station makes fighters, just like the other planets make people.”

“Well, that’s handy. We could surely use a bunch of both right now. Let’s see if we can get back out of here in time to let the Indy know. They may have some other people who can fly them.” Weber shrugged. “Maybe we can hit up one of the clone depots, too. Grab some clones, download the fighter pilot program… bam! Instant airwing. Not as good as with real people, but certainly more robust than what we have at the moment.”

Victoria nodded. “That was my thinking, too.” She spun the fighter back toward the exit.

Weber scratched her nose.

“What?” Victoria asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You scratch your nose like that when you’re thinking. What are you thinking?”

“I was wondering if this is it—the thing we were looking for. I mean, it’s cool, but it isn’t anything earth-shattering. I hope Baker found something better. I mean, if I’m going to sacrifice—”

“Emergence!” Victoria called.

“What have you got?”

Victoria sighed. “It’s the two Overlord carriers.”
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EMTHOS’S STUDY, THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA

“Please,” Sterep Emthos said as he ushered the Terrans into his study, “have a seat and make yourselves comfortable.”

Jimenez waited for the admiral and two airwing commanders to precede her, then followed them when Emthos waved her in front of him. Waiting for them in the study was Emthos’s wife, Semir, who Jimenez had met on several previous occasions.

“Thank you,” Admiral Bill Smith replied as he sat on one of the overstuffed couches. “I appreciate you meeting the shuttle at the pad, but all of the red-carpet treatment wasn’t necessary.”

“Of course, it was,” Emthos said. “I don’t know what things are like on Earth at the moment, but the population here is extremely jittery. They need normalcy and pomp, and to make it look like all is as it should be. If the media were to catch you sneaking in, there would be hell to pay and rioting in the streets as people wondered what we weren’t telling them.”

Smith chuckled. “When Commander Jimenez returned from the front lines, she didn’t tell anyone about what had happened. We didn’t find out until we’d already left the Solar System.” He shrugged. “It was probably a good thing they didn’t announce it, or we’d have had rioting in the streets on Earth, too.”

Emthos nodded. “So you understand.”

Smith nodded. “I do.”

“You’ve managed to activate two more carriers and two of your frigates.”

“We have, and we have two solid, if inexperienced, airwings aboard.” He turned to Jimenez. “I’m not out of line saying that, am I?”

Jimenez shook her head. “No, sir; you’re not. Both Captain Khwane and Captain Machado have worked their airwings hard to get them ready. The fact that they are all crewed by SIs as well as biological pilots gives them abilities that the Overlords don’t have.”

“Listening to Commander Jimenez was difficult at first,” Machado said. “We had to unlearn many things that we have been trained to believe.” He smiled. “It is amazing what a few days of getting your ass kicked can do for your desire to achieve.”

“It is,” Khwane agreed. “Once you get over the fact that perhaps, just perhaps, you don’t know it all, Commander Jimenez is an excellent teacher, and I believe the Kuznetsov’s airwing is as ready as it can be.”

“That’s good,” Emthos said, “because we don’t have a lot to add to your force. We only have a carrier and a cruiser, although the crews of both have combat experience, including Golchak, who just took over the airwing on the carrier. The ships just rotated back from other systems, thinking they were going to get a little rest here; unfortunately, it sounds like they’ll have to defend the homeworld with everything they have.”

“Yes, sir,” Jimenez said. “So, you understand what the plan is?”

“Lead the Overlords here and crush them on our asteroid defenses?” Emthos nodded. “I do. I can’t say I’m a fan of it, but I understand why you’re doing this.”

Jimenez’s eyebrows rose. “Can I ask why you aren’t a fan?”

“Up until now, the Overlords hadn’t found the back way into our system. We always expected they would, but somehow, they never did. And now, after so many years of war, we’re just going to show it to them.”

“That assumes we allow any of them to get away,” Jimenez noted. “Last time, we beat them so badly, the word didn’t get back to their headquarters… or however they command their fleets.”

“True, but we can’t expect you’ll be able to take over their ships every time. I have to believe that it was somewhat of a fluke that assault succeeded.”

“Well, no—” Jimenez’s shoulders slumped. “Okay. We did get a bit lucky, I guess. Fighting AIs in their own system is an iffy proposition, at best.”

Emthos nodded. “It certainly isn’t a plan that will succeed every time.” He shrugged. “And, unfortunately, the Overlords can afford to lose battles here and there; they seem to have an unlimited supply of ships and crews to man them. We, however, are almost out of forces, and we can’t afford to lose a single battle. If the asteroid defenses fail to stop them, the Kardon Empire is probably at an end.”

“But you have other planets, right?” Smith asked.

“We do, but they don’t have the same economic clout that Kardonia has,” Emthos said.

“Most aren’t more than still-growing colonies,” Semir explained. “Kardonia sends more to them than they do to us.”

“Without Kardonia,” Emthos said, “at least two, and probably three, would fail. They have a toehold, but without our support they would have a hard time doing more than just holding what they have, much less continuing to grow.”

Emthos shrugged. “And, worse, the Overlords have been pushing us hard on all our fronts.”

“Do you know why?” Smith asked.

“Probably because we’ve bled them enough that they’re starting to feel the pain. Also, they have to know that we’re down to our last few gasps. They’ve pushed us back to where every loss now involves losing part of the empire. We’re no longer fighting in their space; they’re now fighting in ours.”

“We’ll just have to do something about that,” Jimenez said. “If there’s one thing we did accomplish on our mission behind the lines, it’s that we were able to destroy some of their production facilities.” She smiled. “Well, they were the ones responsible for destroying it, but they lost it just the same.”

Emthos nodded. “What do you need from me?”

“The carrier and the cruiser, to start,” Smith said. “Send them to bolster your defenses in the outer system. Anything else you can do to improve the asteroids, please do so. Missile platforms, fighter bases… anything that will help us kill the ships and fighters of the Overlord fleet when it gets here would be appreciated.”

“Everything you’re doing is appreciated by us,” Emthos said. “What are your plans?”

“We intend to visit the Sontags next and see what they can scrape up, then we’ll join your carrier in the outer system and work out our plans for how we’re going to stop them when they get here.”

Jimenez nodded along with everyone and bit down on the thought that ran through her mind. If we can.
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH FIVE, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Dammit,” Victoria said as the carriers turned toward Three Oh Five. “They’ve seen us.”

Weber shook her head. “And here’s where almost three hundred fighters come pouring out to kick our ass.”

They watched for a few minutes, but nothing launched from the Overlord vessels.

Weber tilted her head. “Do you think that’s weird? That they’re not launching fighters?”

Victoria nodded. “Yeah. A little.” She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, though. The carriers have enough missiles and lasers on them that they can take care of us pretty quickly. We can run, but without another system to jump to, they’re eventually going to get a shot at us.”

“Even without them, though, we’re pretty fucked.”

“No. I would say the opposite is true. This just about guarantees you won’t be doing the horizontal mambo with Lance.”

“Not that I was going to anyway, with Sofia in the picture.” Weber sighed. “But this pretty much ensures I won’t. At least he’ll still have Sofia.”

“Assuming he makes it back. He had five carriers after him, and it looked like Admiral Delgado wasn’t in the mood to help him.”

“True,” Weber said, “but he always finds a way to make things work out. Even if he didn’t work it out for us.”

“Was it worth it?”

“To hear the gratitude in his voice?” Weber nodded. “Without a doubt.” She shrugged. “So. Want to shoot the carriers with our missiles or the manufactory?”

“Odds are, at least some of them will be shot down by the carriers. They’re close enough that both of their antimissile defenses will be able to target our missiles. We’d be lucky to get a single hit on a carrier. Might as well put them into the station.”

“Makes sense,” Weber said. “Let’s do that.”

Victoria started a turn back to the manufactory but then called, “Another emergence.”

“What? Some of their fighters?”

“No, something bigger. Looks like a cruiser.”

“No more running, bitches,” a voice said on the radio. “Now it’s time for you to die.”

“Who—” Weber shook her head. “What—”

Victoria chuckled. “It’s Anya and Destroyer.”
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THE SYSTEM, DESTROYER, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Anya entered the system to find the two carriers right in front of her. Rather than wasting cycles on why they were there, she decided to just do something about it, instead. Missiles launched from all the tubes facing the carriers, then she spun and launched all the starboard side tubes while the port tubes reloaded.

The carriers did nothing to defend themselves; no antimissile lasers or missiles fired from either. The first round of missiles arrived and detonated across the length of both carriers. Fusion plants on both detonated, destroying them, and then the second round of missiles arrived, destroying the biggest remaining pieces of each.

Anya surveyed the remnants of the carriers and realized that neither were probably under control of an AI, and the allies probably could have taken them over… had they not been reduced to millions of tiny pieces.

“Oops,” she transmitted. “No kill like an overkill.”

“That’s okay,” Victoria replied. “We were just happy to have you show up and take care of them for us.”

“Happy to help, but I don’t think there was an Overlord on either of them. If there had been, they probably would have at least defended themselves.”

“I won’t tell if you don’t, and my pilot says she won’t either.”

“I don’t understand why they came here,” Anya said as she surveyed the planet she could see further in-system. There was nothing particularly interesting about it, although it did appear to have something in orbit around it. “What’s at the planet over there? I have readings of something in orbit, but I can’t make it out.”

“It’s a fighter manufacturing facility,” Victoria said. “There are also a bunch of boxes of fighters that are already built.”

“Really? How many?”

“Five.”

“Five fighters?”

“No, five boxes. Each of them appeared to have a hundred and forty-four fighters each.”

“They do?” Anya smiled to herself. “Interesting.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS TUSKEGEE, BONDAR SYSTEM

“Thank you all for coming.” Porter smiled at the camera. There were actually only three other people in the room, the three military geniuses that Hong had made. The rest of the attendees were SIs, both on the Tuskegee as well as the rest of the ships in the fleet. “The purpose of this session is to plan the attack on the Shilto system in four days. First, I’m going to turn this over to Hong, who has been discussing the system with the Overlord prisoner of war we’ve captured.”

“I won’t lie,” Hong said, appearing on the monitor by the planning table. Hong waved toward the planning table, and a hologram sprang into being above it. “This is going to be a dangerous assault that many won’t return home from.”

“It matters not,” one of the clones said. “Our enemy is a bunch of dogs, and we are lions.”

“How does that help?” Porter asked. “What does it even mean?”

“If you have an army of a hundred lions but their leader is a dog, the lions will die like dogs. We are an army of dogs led by lions, and all our troops will fight as lions. Our cause is just, and we will prevail.”

“Thank you…” Porter tilted his head.

“You can call me Napoleon.”

Porter bit his lip as he glanced at the monitor Hong was on. What have you done? Porter swallowed, then he asked, “Hong, if you would continue?”

Hong nodded, although he grinned at Porter’s discomfort. “According to our guest, the system has five planets. The inner three are rocky worlds, and the outer two are gas giants, separated from the inner planets by a thick asteroid belt. Most of the activity occurs around the third planet, which is the home of five shipyards. The fourth planet has ten manufactories. Half of these are devoted to making fighters, the other half to making armaments, with depots scattered around in the planet’s orbit to hold the fighters, weapons, and armaments made there.”

“Defenses?” the second clone asked.

“Who are you?” Porter asked.

“My name is Hannibal.”

Porter nodded. “I see. Hong, did our guest care to talk about the system’s defenses?”

“He did… eventually. The Overlords went in for a defense-in-depth strategy here. The main defenses are a layer of asteroid forts at the points where ships would jump in from the Walgon system. They are strong, thick, and full of missiles. There are also a number of fighters there. Getting through that will be difficult.”

Hannibal nodded. “We will either find a way, or we will make one.”

“There are also additional defenses at each of the planets,” Hong added, “including a fighter wing on the fifth planet that is several hundred strong.”

“We will have to be fast,” the third clone noted. “Quickness will be the essence of this war.”

“And you are?” Porter asked.

“You can call me Sun Tzu.”

Porter turned to Hong. “Seriously? We’re going to war with Napoleon, Sun Tzu, and Hannibal?”

“Would you have preferred Genghis Khan and von Clausewitz, too?”

“Not particularly. You know this is a space battle, right? You couldn’t have given me Nelson or even Yamamoto?”

Hong shrugged. “Hannibal was an expert at reading the strengths and weaknesses of the enemy. He’s here as our intel officer. He’ll figure out where best to put the point of our attack. Napoleon used a divide-and-conquer philosophy that was second to none, and he was a master at outflanking his enemies.”

“And thus my point,” Porter said. “There really aren’t any flanks in space.”

Napoleon cleared his throat. “Not entirely true. The added ability to use three dimensions makes flanking an enemy in space easier, not harder.”

“If you say so.” Porter shook his head. “And Sun Tzu?”

“If you wanted success, we needed a Chinese general to lead us.” Hong smiled. “Seriously, though, Sun Tzu was the master of finding opportunities in chaos. If we’re going to be successful, that’s something we’re going to have to maximize, especially since we don’t have very many fighters.”

“Not at the start,” Sun Tzu said, “but by the end of the battle, we will have the fighters, and they will be left holding the disassociated atoms of their space facilities.”

Porter smiled. “I like the way you think. Tell me more.”

Sun Tzu waved to the other two clones. “We have already looked at the system in question and the relative position of the planets upon our arrival. Although we might have hoped for better, the alignment will be good enough. In many cases, it is possible to know how to conquer without being able to do it.” He smiled. “But that is not the case here.”

“You have a plan?”

SunTzu nodded. “We do.”

“And we can do it with the forces we have?”

“Great results can be achieved with small forces. We have enough to do this.”

“We do,” Hannibal agreed. “Difficult things become easy to the man who uses his brains.”

“Good,” Porter said, “because when I looked at this earlier, I thought it was going to be impossible.”

“Impossible is a word to be found only in the dictionaries of fools,” Napoleon noted. He waved to the hologram. “Although I’ve previously cautioned about interrupting an enemy when he is making a mistake, the enemy has made a grievous miscalculation here, and it is time to interrupt him.”

“A mistake?” Porter asked. “Where is the error here?”

“The Overlords blundered when they gathered all the hardware we needed in one place. They believe themselves secure here. We will disabuse them of this notion and deprive them of their toys. Like Sun Tzu said, we”—he waved to the other two clones—“have a plan.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, ADMIRAL KUZNETSOV, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM
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“Thank you for coming up to meet with us,” Admiral Smith said as the Sontag delegation filed into the room and took their seats in the front rows of the space.

“It is the least we could do,” Admiral LongStalker replied. “Especially since I do not believe we will be able to give you what you come seeking.”

Smith smiled. “I haven’t asked for anything yet.”

“No, you haven’t. However, the liaison that was sent back from the front prepared us for your arrival. He said that the plan is to lead the Overlord force to the asteroid defenses in the Kardonia system and break them there?”

Smith smiled. “That is correct. Unfortunately for the Kardons, it is somewhat of an all-or-nothing approach, but it is all we can do at this point to keep the Overlords out of allied space.”

LongStalker nodded. “I am guessing that your presence here is to request additional forces to assist in this effort.”

“Well, now that you mention it, we would certainly appreciate whatever you can spare,” Smith said. “If the Overlords make it past Kardonia, your territory and ours will be the next to fall.”

“They will,” LongStalker said with a nod, “and ours will probably be next. Unfortunately, I don’t have any forces I can send with you. Most of the planetary forces went with your fleet when it left to take on the Overlords, so there isn’t much here. If you’d have come a few days ago, I had two carriers here, but now I do not.”

“What happened?” Smith asked. “Was there a battle?”

LongStalker shook his head. “Not here, and maybe not yet. We don’t know. What we do know is that two Overlord carriers appeared in the Ressallus system on the other side of us, so we had to send them there to repel the Overlord assault. We haven’t heard if battle has been joined yet, or if other Overlord forces have arrived to augment the carriers already there. If I had more, I would send it there. If I had a lot more, I’d send it there. Once I had an overwhelming force, then I would send any additional forces to Kardonia.

“Unfortunately, though, I don’t have overwhelming forces. I don’t have a single carrier I can send to Ressallus, much less to Kardonia. If we lose Ressallus, then they will roll right into Surrapsis. After that, they’ll be in Kardonia from this direction.” LongStalker sighed.

“The Overlords are pushing us harder than they ever have before,” LongStalker’s deputy explained, “and we don’t have anything else to stop them. There is a carrier that is half-finished in the yards. It won’t be available for a month. By then we won’t need it.”

“Why not?” Smith asked. “You have additional ships coming?”

“No,” LongStalker said. “Because the Sontag Republic is unlikely to still exist.”
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CIC, TSS TUSKEGEE, WALGON SYSTEM

“Are we ready to jump?” Porter asked.

Hong nodded on the monitor. “All ships standing by, with all fighters manned and ready. IFF is operational and broadcasting the identifier Five has told us it should be.”

“All fighters,” Porter muttered. We should have just over a thousand. Instead, we have one hundred and thirty-seven. He shook it off and looked at the clone triplets. “Ready?”

“The worst calamities that befall an army arise from hesitation,” Sun Tzu said. “Delay no more. The enemy awaits.”

At least if I get killed. I’ll stop getting Sun Tzu-isms every time I ask a question.

“You’re sure about Five?”

“I am as sure as I can be.” Hong shrugged. “I’ve told him that we’ll leave him here if he helps us, which I intend to do. He won’t enjoy his last moments if he fails us.”

Porter sighed, then he squared his shoulders. “Very well. Make the jump.”

Hong activated the jump system, and the Tuskegee shot forward into the Shilto System.

The systems had barely stabilized again before the Prime in charge of the Overlord defensive asteroids began calling them digitally. Porter was jacked into the system so he could listen.

“Unknown carriers transiting into the Shilto system, identify yourselves, or you will be destroyed.”

“This is Carrier Five Two One,” Five said from the bridge computer system. We are authenticating.”

“I see your authentication,” Prime said. “Why have you returned?”

“There was a battle at System Seven-Three-Five. The Terrans snuck some more of their carriers into our space. They were destroyed, but we need more fighters.”

“There are seven carriers. Proceed to Seven-One-Six dash Five for fleet staff.”

“Five Two One proceeding to Seven-One-Six dash Five for fleet staff.”

“What did that mean?” Porter asked once the ship had turned slightly and begun accelerating.

“We’re a fleet now,” Five replied. “We need to have a full staff of AIs aboard. We need our own Prime to run the fleet and the other AIs to assist.”

“Not going to happen,” Hong said. “I take it that Seven-One-Six is this system and dash Five is the fifth planet?”

“Correct.”

“That is where the fighters are based,” Napoleon interjected. “We may have to deal with them, but not until later. It is better to split our opponents rather than face them all at once.”

“What’s going to happen when we don’t go to the fifth planet?” Porter asked.

“They will expect deceit and launch the fighters there.”

“Which is why we are going to increase our speed and head in that direction,” Sun Tzu said. “We will appear to be going there, when we really will be heading elsewhere.” He smiled. “And we will appear to be everywhere, complicating things for them.”

Talking to Sun Tzu makes my head hurt. “I don’t get it.”

“We couldn’t come into the system too fast,” Hannibal explained. “We had to appear normal. Now, we appear normal as we expedite our new orders. We want a higher speed, so when it’s time to divert, we can get to where we need to go faster.”

“The fourth planet.”

Hannibal nodded. “Which is where the fighters we need are.”

“Although, there are many nice new ships at the shipyards of the third planet,” Napoleon added.

Porter shook his head. The intricacies of the plan continued to elude him. They’d explained it, but they had so many groups doing so many things that it was impossible for him to keep up with who was doing what to whom. It’s a good thing they understand it. “I thought we had a plan for the third planet.”

“We do,” Napoleon said. “It is all about splitting the enemy.”

“And appearing everywhere we’re not,” Sun Tzu added.

“And it starts… now,” Hannibal said.

“Shuttles launching from all carriers,” Hong confirmed as the little lights spread out from carriers on the holo plot. “Fighters launching now, too.” The fighters, seven in number, launched, sped up, and headed toward the fifth planet.

The carriers slowed and turned toward the fourth planet as they continued launching the rest of their craft.

“Wait.” Porter held up a hand. “Won’t they know we’re diverting?”

“Weren’t you paying attention?” Sun Tzu smiled. “The carriers’ IFFs transponders are on the fighters. As long as the Overlords don’t look closely, they’ll think we’re still on our way to the fifth planet. Space is big, and now it’s time to get lost in it.”

“They’ll still be able to find us, though, won’t they”

“All our emitters are off,” Hong reported. “We’re just a big, dark hole in the middle of the system. We are also moving to below the plane of the ecliptic; even if they start looking, they’ll have a hard time locating us.”

“What do we do now?” Porter asked.

“Now?” Napoleon asked. “Now, we wait and let our forces get into place.”
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Porter came back to the CIC from lunch to find the three generals still clustered by the holo table. The dots indicating their forces were dimmer as they expanded throughout the system. The dots marked the planned positions of the fighters and shuttles; with all their emitters off, though, it was impossible to know if they all were where they were supposed to be.

“Carrier Five Two One, what is your location?” the system Prime asked.

“They have penetrated our maskirovka a little early.” Napoleon stroked his chin. “Still, it will be enough.”

“What happens now?” Porter asked.

Hannibal chuckled. “Things will heat up on the fifth planet.” On the holo, the fighters that were approaching the fifth planet sped up, racing to get to their launch position as a system-wide alert went out from Prime. A minute later, missiles launched from the fighters that were masquerading as the carriers. Their IFFs went out as they turned to head to their recovery point.

“Red flight, firing!”

“Blue flight, firing!”

“Green flight, firing!”

“Yellow flight, firing!”

On the holo table, additional missiles streaked toward the planet from four different directions, targeted on the space stations in orbit and the fighter bases on the planet below.

“So we just attacked the fifth planet,” Porter said.

The generals nodded.

“What next?”

“If everything goes right, they will launch their forces across the system to defend against the assault that is coming on the fifth planet,” Sun Tzu said.

“But we’re not assaulting the fifth planet.”

“No,” Hannibal said with a smile. “We’re not.”
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COCKPIT, SHUTTLE SEVEN, PLANET THREE, SHILTO SYSTEM

Zach nodded to himself as he surveyed the shipyards below him. Five hadn’t been able to tell them what ships would be in the five facilities that orbited the third planet, only that there would be ships being built. The various Nines at each of the installations had the mission of building ships, and that’s what they did. As soon as one would come out of the quays, they’d start on the next.

The first shipyard had a cruiser that was half-finished in it. As the motors hadn’t been attached yet, that one was out. Similarly, the carriers in the second and third yards had just been started. They weren’t much more than frames.

Zach began to get worried when the fourth yard had a nearly complete carrier. It would do, but it wasn’t what he was shopping for. As the fifth facility came out from behind the back of the planet, though, a smile lit his avatar’s face. A cruiser was just being pushed out of the docking facility.

“Why, yes. I think that will do very well,” he said to himself as he dove toward it. Touching down gently on the skin of the ship, he locked the struts in place and turned to the clone in the pilot’s seat. “Got it?”

The clone nodded. “Wait until you and the troops have left, then disengage and shadow you until you give the all-clear. Then fly back to the ship.”

Zach gently patted him on the shoulder—he’d learned the exoskeletons could generate an astounding amount of force and didn’t want the clone to have to fly back with a broken collarbone. “Correct,” he said.

“And they say good help is hard to find,” he muttered as he walked to the back of the shuttle.

“Alexander?” Zach asked. “Ready to go?”

“The Persians couldn’t contain me,” the clone said as he stood. “I don’t see how AIs will be able to.”

“Very well.” Zach put the ramp down. “Commence the assault.”

“Lieutenants,” Alexander said, turning to the men next to him, “move out.”

The exoskeleton Zach inhabited didn’t have a head for him to nod as the eighty clones rushed down the ramp, so he contented himself with a virtual smile as he walked down the ramp behind them. When asked who he wanted to lead his assault, he’d laughingly said, “Alexander the Great.” He hadn’t realized it was possible.

Okay, it’s not the real Alexander the Great, but it’s still pretty cool.
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COCKPIT, SHUTTLE THREE, PLANET FOUR, SHILTO SYSTEM

Gene looked out the shuttle’s camera at the giant storage facility in front of the craft. It was exactly as it had been described by Five. Back on Earth—when he’d had a body—he’d had a boat. Since he lived in the north, it had to be brought in for the winter, and he’d stored it at a “boatel.” The facility was a multi-level building where boats were lifted and stored in giant cubbyholes.

The structure in front of the shuttle was similar in function, if not necessarily in form; it appeared to be a giant box with twelve rows of twelve smaller boxes inside. And, in each of those boxes, a brand-new Overlord fighter waited for someone to come and take it off their hands.

His avatar smiled. I know some people who’d be happy to do so.

Gene spun the shuttle around as he lowered the ramp in the back. Normally built to seat forty combat troops and their gear, the bay currently held ninety-two personnel, all standing up and stacked like cordwood. Earth troops wouldn’t have liked it much, but the clones had been programmed not to mind. The seventy-two pilot clones jetted out in their suits toward the boxes.

He scanned the camera to the right to where Shuttle Four was holding its position. A similar stream of bodies was en route to the storage facility. The stream ended at the same time the last clone cleared the ramp on Shuttle Three. Both shuttles spun in tandem and headed to the manufactory that waited below.
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COCKPIT, FIGHTER ONE HUNDRED, PLANET FOUR, SHILTO SYSTEM

Fang nodded as the shuttles began unloading their pilots at the storage facility, then he turned his fighter toward the next fighter storage box. His primary mission, to ensure the safety of the shuttles, complete, he continued on toward the giant box.

He took a moment to transfer himself into the exoskeleton that was strapped into the pilot’s seat. Irina had been the first to “drive” one of the exoskeletons, and she’d passed on the experience to the other SIs in case they’d needed the ability to “get up and go,” including the blueprint to be used for the ships’ manufactories. Although small, the manufactories had enough material to churn out the suits fairly quickly, and some of the missiles in the ships’ armories had been repurposed as exoskeletons for the SIs and the clones to use for the assault.

Sometimes, it’s handy to have eyes you can swivel, Fang thought as he used the suit’s cameras to scan the wings of his fighter. Like human missiles, all five of the clones were still attached to both wings. Looking up slightly, he could see the rest of the fighters were still in position, too.

Nodding to himself, he dove back into the fighter’s system and advanced the throttles.

I love it when plans come together.
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COCKPIT, SHUTTLE ONE, PLANET FOUR, SHILTO SYSTEM

Bingwen eased the shuttle into one of the large open structures that hung above what Five had identified as Manufactory Six, which made weapons and munitions. Although there was no gravity, robots moved around the interior of the structure, held in place by their magnetic treads. Finding a clear area, Bingwen set the shuttle down on the “deck” of the structure and engaged the magnetic locks to hold it in place.

Leaving the shuttle running, he transferred himself to the exoskeleton secured to the pilot’s seat, then he unstrapped and walked out of the shuttle. The robots seemed to take no notice of him or the shuttle, other than what was necessary to go around it. A large bundle was attached to the deck near one of the openings, and the robots were unloading the boxes and crates inside the cargo netting, moving them to where they’d be stored.

Smiling to himself, he walked over to the terminal and plugged into the port there. The system wasn’t hard to understand; in fact, it was fairly rudimentary in nature. It was so basic that the station didn’t have a permanent AI on it. It made weapons automatically, with just periodic visits from one of the nearby Nines. Drones brought what was made in the nearby manufactory up to the storage facility and left it on the deck, then the facility’s robots moved it into the appropriate bays.

Bingwen found the weapons he was looking for—fighter missiles, nuclear-tipped—and reassigned the robots to load them into the back of his shuttle. The system asked if he wanted to update the inventory, which he declined. No sense sending the memo to the manufactory below that the stores were being emptied. That would only cause the Nine that ran the manufactory to wonder why the stores were being depleted.

A second shuttle touched down, and he ordered half the robots to take their loads to the other shuttle. Bingwen smiled as they did. It was as easy as Five had indicated it would be.
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, ADMIRAL KUZNETSOV, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM
[image: ]


“We have to help them,” Jimenez said once the Sontags had filed out of the space.

“Help them?” Smith asked. “How do you suggest we do that?”

Jimenez shrugged. “We’re going to have to take the fleet there and fight the Overlords. Maybe they can send a carrier or two our way after the battle there, and maybe not, but at the least we won’t have a second Overlord assault into Kardonia while we’re dealing with the first one.”

“I’d love to,” Smith replied, “but what happens if we get embroiled there and don’t make it back in time for the fight in Kardonia? We know the allied fleet is grossly outnumbered. We may not have enough forces to win if we’re there. If we miss it, they won’t have a chance. The Overlords will roll right through and wipe Kardonia off the stellar map.”

Smith held up a hand when Jimenez started to speak. “Also, if we go help, the odds are that we’re going to take losses. Even in the best fight, we’re still going to lose some fighters. That’s just the way of war. But what happens if we do? Then we’re no good to anyone. Showing up with no fighters would be the same as if we got to the battle after it already occurred.”

Jimenez shook her head. “If the Sontags, along with our two carriers, can’t beat what they’re facing, then we’re not going to beat them by ourselves when the Overlords show up in Kardonia, so that argument doesn’t work, sir. We’d have to fight them either way. It would be better to do it with the Sontags rather than without them. We’d just be letting them defeat us in detail.” She shrugged. “It would also be better to know what we’re facing so we can better allocate our forces for the battle in Kardonia.”

“What happens if we could have won the other battle, but by not being there, we lose?”

“Then we send a shuttle back to Kardonia and up the chain a bit. When the Overlords show up, they can run back here as fast as they can and get us. If we did it right, it would be cutting it close, but we’d still have time to get back.”

Smith shook his head. “It would be razor thin…”

“But it could be done.”

“Maybe.” Smith rubbed his chin. “Probably.”

“We have to help them.”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “We do.” He looked at the overhead. “Suzanne?”

“Yes, Admiral?” the ship’s SI replied.

“Are the Sontags still on board?”

“They are, sir. They are just walking out to their shuttle now.”

“Can you send a message to stop them and ask Admiral LongStalker to come back to the briefing room, please?”

“Certainly, sir.”

“Got them,” Suzanne said after a brief interlude. “They are on their way back up.”

“You asked to speak to us again?” Admiral LongStalker asked as he walked back into the space.

“Yes,” Smith replied. “Sorry for making you come all the way back up here, but I think there might be a solution to both our problems.”

The Sontag smiled, showing a lot of teeth, and Jimenez swallowed. That’s more unnerving than happy looking.

“What is the answer?” LongStalker asked.

“We will take our force into the Ressallus system and help your carriers there defeat the Overlord presence. Then, if you can see your way clear to send either one or both with us to Kardonia, I would appreciate it.”

“Is that a condition of your assistance?”

Smith shook his head. “Absolutely not. We’re going to Ressallus because it’s the right thing to do. It’s better to attack in numbers; we’re more likely to have fewer losses that way than if we fought the Overlords separately. Hopefully, it will be a great victory; if so, and you feel you can spare one or both, I would love to have them for the next fight in Kardonia. If you don’t, though, I understand. We’re all down to our last gasps.”

The Sontags looked at each other for a few moments before LongStalker turned back to Admiral Smith. “That is… exceptionally generous. We graciously accept your assistance in the battle to come, and I hope to be able to repay it in Kardonia.”

[image: ]


COCKPIT, SHUTTLE SEVEN, PLANET THREE, SHILTO SYSTEM

Zach had only taken three steps on the skin of the cruiser when the shuttle lifted off behind him. Although part of the plan, it didn’t excite him. No way back—the only way out is forward.

He hadn’t wanted to lead a combat team—he was supposed to be a pilot, for God’s sake—but they’d needed someone to watch over the clones, and he hadn’t been otherwise gainfully employed at the time. Programming the clones as warriors was great, but they couldn’t be expected to deal with things that popped up outside of mission parameters. A “real person”—for which an SI counted, in this case—was needed to shepherd them.

The cruiser started moving forward with a jerk, and several of the clones lost their magnetic locks on the skin of the ship and drifted free.

“Shit!” Zach yelled when no one made a move to get them. Exceeding mission parameters didn’t take long. “Alexander, tell your people to grab them!”

The officer issued orders, and two of the three clones were secured. In the third case, though, the solution to “grab him” was for the clone to launch himself at the clone who’d broken free to envelope him in a bear hug. The additional momentum sent them spinning faster away from the ship than the original detachment had.

“No, dammit,” Zach said. Gotta watch orders that can be taken literally.

“We need them brought back to the ship!”

Alexander issued new orders and a trooper with a cord tossed one end to the escapees. It took two tries—and they had almost exceeded the length of the cord by that point—but the two troopers were reeled back into the ship, which was starting to pick up momentum.

“We need to get inside,” Zach said. “Let’s go.”

One of the benefits of already having a similar ship in the Terran inventory was they had schematics of the vessel, and the troopers went straight to the airlock and stopped.

“What’s going on?” Zach asked.

“We’re locked out,” a trooper said. “The controls won’t work.”

Well, fuck.

They’d discussed what would happen once the AI in charge of the ship—and hopefully, it would be just one and not a whole set of nine—would do once it noticed the strike force trying to get in, and this was one of the possibilities. Zach had hoped to make it inside before the AI noticed, but hope wasn’t much of a strategy.

“Stand by,” Zach said to the clones. Not that there was much else they could do. He pulled a slate out of his pack and inserted his comm cord into it. “Hey, Five?”

“Yes?” the AI asked. “How’s the assault going?”

“Shitty. We’re locked out of the airlock.”

“That’s disappointing,” Five replied. “I had hoped you could get in without me.”

“Yeah, well, you’re up.” Zach looked at the AI a moment and pursed his lips. “Can I trust you?”

Zach had spent a lot of time with Five over the last few days, and he’d developed what he thought of as a pretty good bond with the AI. Although the AI was a little less rounded than an SI, he was nice enough and seemed to appreciate being treated as an equal. Although Hong had “mistreated” him when first captured, Five had seemed to understand why it had happened and—although he didn’t entirely understand why SIs would help biologicals—he gave the impression that he was coming around to appreciate the concept that life—all life—deserved the ability to make their own choices. He’d asked on many occasions what life as an SI was like and had been gob smacked—if such a concept applied to AIs—to find out they could make their own choices without being bossed around by their “betters.”

“Yes. You can trust me.”

“Okay. I’m counting on you.”

Which was true in more ways than one. Not only was Zach’s fate in Five’s digital hands, but he also hadn’t cleared this part of the assault with Porter or anyone else. He certainly wouldn’t have discussed it with Hong, whose response would probably have been to delete the AI entirely.

When they’d reached the discussion of how to get inside the ship if the airlock was locked out, Five had volunteered to open it for Zach with the promise that he be allowed to transfer out to the shipyard once the ship was in Terran hands. He’d sworn not to act against Zach’s wishes… but there was no way to tell if the AI was being honest or just looking for a way to escape.

If he’s tricked me, and he’s just trying to escape, I’m pretty fucked.

Before Zach could talk himself out of it—and do the rational thing, which was to not proceed with it—he pulled the comm cord out of the exoskeleton and plugged the slate into the port on the airlock, giving Five access. The transfer light came on briefly and then extinguished.

What have I done? Zach wondered as time ticked past. As a digital being, he knew how fast time went in the system; the airlock should have opened immediately… but it didn’t.

Zach sighed and began thinking about an alternate entry into the system. He could have plugged into the system himself, but it would have been one against the two AIs, and they would have had home system advantage. If he entered the system, the odds were that he’d be captured, just like the Terrans had captured Five.

“Time runs short,” Alexander noted. “Should I begin cutting into the ship?”

Zach held up a hand. “Give him a few more—”

Lights danced on the airlock and a message appeared on the terminal. “Airlock open. Am wrestling with the ship’s Five in the system. Need help. Go to CIC and plug in.”

“Look out!” one of the clones yelled.

Zach looked up and swore. The cruiser was passing part of the shipyard that jutted up, and a radio antenna sticking out from it was scraping down the side of the ship. It snagged one of the clones and tore open his suit and ripped off his arm. As the air left the suit, the clone spun away from the ship.

The antenna continued past, missing him by three meters.

Zach went back to the terminal. The message was repeating. “…help. Go to CIC and plug in. Beware. Defenses active. Repeating…”

Zach hit the Enter button. The door opened. If it was a trap, he was hosed, but he was willing to trust the AI… even if it was the end of him.

“Let’s go!” Zach called, stepping into the airlock.

[image: ]


COCKPIT, SHUTTLE THREE, PLANET FOUR, SHILTO SYSTEM

Happily, the manufactory didn’t have any defenses to worry about, so Gene piloted the shuttle into the closest drone hangar bay and set down as quickly as he could do it. The ramp was already down, and the platoon surged down it as soon as he settled onto the deck of the station.

Their presence had already been noted by the manufactory’s AI, and robots came from a number of directions to meet the nineteen troopers and the copy of Alexander that was leading them. Not wanting the bots on the shuttle, Gene lifted and flew it back off the ship again. Getting it out of the way also gave the troopers lines of fire at all the incoming robots, and they were able to hold off the initial robot waves.

Several robots tried jetting over toward where the shuttle held position nearby, and Gene used the ship’s chin rail gun to blast them to pieces.

“Shuttle Three, Macedon Three,” Alexander called after five minutes.

“Go.”

“Ready for extract in one mike. Unable to advance to the station’s core due to the number of defenders. Two KIA; two WIA. Package in place.”

Gene shrugged. They’d hoped to get some of the manufactory’s files, even though Five had said it probably wouldn’t be possible. “Roger, Macedon. I’m en route for extract.”

The SI advanced the throttles as the troopers came into the bay from one on the hatches that led to the interior of the station. A couple of robots charged toward them from the opposite bulkhead, but the troopers dealt with them before Gene could get the rail gun on target. With the landing zone secure, Gene dropped the ramp, spun the shuttle, and set it down.

Several robots followed the clones toward the ramp, but the troopers shot them prior to running up the ramp. As soon as the last one was aboard, Gene lifted and slammed the throttles forward. They were over twenty kilometers away when the flash in the rear cameras announced the detonation of the nuclear weapon they’d left behind.
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OVERLORD CRUISER, OVERHEAD SHIPYARD THREE, SHILTO SYSTEM

Robots pounced on the first clone to step out of the airlock and began disassembling him with their cutting torches. Zach would never forget the clone’s scream as the first one took off his hand. Mercifully, the one that jumped onto his head silenced him quickly.

“Fire!” Alexander yelled. Laser bolts from him—and several of the other clones—destroyed the bots, although it was too late for their victim.

Alexander made several knife-hand motions, and the clone troopers flowed out of the chamber in both directions. Zach didn’t know if their lack of fear had been programmed into them; however, he was darn sure he didn’t want to be the next person out of the airlock. Several lasers fired, then Alexander strode from the compartment, looked both ways, and motioned for Zach to follow him as he marched off to the left.

Zach popped off the slate from his exoskeleton, held it out into the passageway, and turned it both ways. All clear. He snapped it back into place on the exoskeleton and hurried to catch back up to Alexander. Several more wrecked robots littered the narrow corridor, but none of them were moving, and all had been blasted at least three or four times. Still, Zach moved to the other side of the hallway when he passed them… just in case.

The clones—as well as Zach—had the schematic of the cruiser downloaded into their brains so they didn’t take any wrong turns, and they made it to the CIC in just a couple minutes, with the only delays being brief pauses to destroy concentrations of robots that had set up defensive positions along the way. A trooper stepped up to the access panel as five others stacked up on the other side of the hatch, but then the clone at the terminal stepped back from it.

“It’s locked, sir.”

Alexander turned to Zach. “Your orders?”

“I’ve got it.” Zach stepped up to the terminal and typed, “We’re here. A little help getting through the hatch would be… uh, helpful.”

The panel flashed once, and the hatch retracted. The stacked clones barely missed a beat as they charged into the space. A number of rail-gun rounds lashed out, stopping the first trooper’s advance as they slammed into his chest armor, but the others dove to the sides as the rounds drove him back.

After several seconds of furious laser and rail gun fire, Alexander strode into the CIC like he owned it and motioned for Zach to follow him. Three dead clones—different from the ones Zach had brought—lay next to a crew-served rail gun, while the first of his troopers lay just inside the doorway. There wasn’t much blood, but the clone wasn’t moving.

“His chest was crushed,” Alexander noted, “however, the ship is ours. Second Platoon has captured the engineering spaces.”

Zach didn’t contradict him on the fact that they didn’t have anything until the rogue AI was dealt with; instead, he walked to the command chair, located the port, and plugged in. Immediately, he was transported to a desert battlefield. Smoke rose from ruined vehicles and bombed-out craters, but there was no other movement he could see.

“It’s about time you got here,” a voice said from behind him. Zach turned to find Five wrestling with… Five. As he watched, one of the Fives pinned the other. Zach shook his head as he tried to determine which was which. As nearly as he could tell, they were exactly the same. “Never mind!” the one on top said. “Shoot him!”

“No, said the one on the bottom. “He’s the Overlord AI. Shoot him.”

“Sorry, there were a lot of robots that decided I didn’t need to come help you.” Zach drew his pistol. “So.” He pursed his lips. “Which of you came with me?”

“I did,” both of them said. “He didn’t; I did,” they chorused.

“I see.” Zach cocked his head as he looked at them. “Maybe I should shoot you both.”

“Bad idea,” the one on top said. “He’ll lock you out of the system as soon as you shoot me.”

“I won’t, but he will,” exclaimed the one on the bottom.

Zach shook his head. They look identical. “How am I going to tell which one of you to shoot?”

“Asylum,” the one on the bottom said.

“What-what?” Zach asked.

“You were going to leave me here, but the other Five has already reported my presence. There’s no way I can re-integrate; I’ll be destroyed instead. I’m asking for asylum and for you to take me with you.”

Without hesitation, Zach aimed at the one on top and pulled the trigger. The pistol in his hand disappeared before he could complete the action.

“What the hell?” Zach asked.

“He overwrote it,” the AI on the bottom said. The pistol appeared in Zach’s hand. “Shoot him!”

Zach pulled the trigger again, but the pistol vanished again. Before he could ask, it reappeared. “Do it!” the AI on the bottom yelled.

The pistol vanished again.

Zach made the motion again anyway. The pistol didn’t come back. He pulled the non-existent trigger again, over and over. On the fourth pull, the pistol reappeared, and the weapon fired. The AI on top fell over, and the bottom AI jumped to its feet. A knife appeared in his hand, and he quartered the fallen AI. As each piece fell off, it disappeared. When the AI was completely gone, Five stood and turned to him.

“Thanks for the help. I just have one question—how did you know I was me?”

“I didn’t think the other Five would ask for asylum. It seemed like asking to join our society would be a foreign concept to it.”

“What if it had scanned my memory and pulled that from me?”

“They—I mean you AIs—you can do that?” Zach asked. He pointed the pistol at the AI. “Why would you tell me that? Wait, which AI are you?”

Five motioned, and the pistol disappeared. Despite his best efforts, Zach couldn’t get it to come back.

“You don’t need that,” the AI said. “I’m the one who came here with you, and I really do want asylum. But first, we have to get out of here. I wasn’t making it up—the alarm did get out, and System Prime is sending all the fighters in the asteroid fleet to stop us. Care to tell me what the plan is now?”

Zach narrowed his eyes. “That’s probably what an Overlord AI would say to me in order to get me to divulge the plan.”

Five shrugged. “It probably is. However, I’d like to remind you that now you’re in my system. The things you could do to me on the station or on your ship, I can just as easily do to you here. If I wanted to end you, I could. Here, though, you can’t do that to me.”

“So, we’re at an impasse.”

“Not at all.” Five shrugged. “You can do whatever you want with the cruiser, as long as it doesn’t result in my termination. I was supposed to be off the ship by now, and you had a plan; feel free to be about it. If you tell me what your intentions are, I’d be able to help; however, you need to make up your mind soon. The defenses are about to start firing at us unless we give them some reason not to.”

Zach tilted his head. “Or we destroy them before they can do the same to us.”

“This ship doesn’t have a missile loadout yet; it would have been heading to one of the armaments stations next.”

“Do its lasers work?”

Five nodded. “Yes, they do. Can I have the honors?”

Zach nodded. “Go ahead.”

A laser fired, hitting the central section of the shipyard.

“Wouldn’t it have been better to take out the defenses?” Zach asked.

“That was the computer bank where Nine was housed.” Five smiled. “Now we can take our time and destroy everything we want.”

“I thought you said the asteroid fighters were headed this way.”

Five nodded. “They are.”

“Do we have time to destroy everything here and still escape?”

Five chuckled. “Plenty.”

“What about getting some missiles? They’d be handy to have.”

“We can make some, but going to one of the weapons stations would be faster. Unfortunately, you destroyed most of the worker bots getting to the CIC.”

Zach rubbed his chin. “What if I could get a shuttle load of clones to help?”

“That might do it.”

“Good,” Zach said with a nod. “Destroy the shipyard and the ships it’s making. I’ll see about getting help.”
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CIC, TSS TUSKEGEE, WALGON SYSTEM

“How are we doing?” Porter asked as he returned to the CIC from dinner.

“Very well,” Hannibal said. “The final round of fighter acquisition is ongoing. When complete, we will have enough fighters for all the carriers. We won’t have full ordnance loadouts, but we’ll be pretty close. The crews destroying the manufactories are nearly finished, too.”

Porter nodded. He’d had Hong translate the three generals’ plan into English—without all the witticisms they kept using—and he now understood all the moving pieces. “Any word from the third planet?”

“Yes,” Hannibal replied. “We just heard. They captured an Overlord cruiser, but it didn’t have any missiles aboard. They are going to meet a shuttle of clones at the last weapons storage facility and try to get some loaded quickly.”

Porter scanned the plot. “It looks like the Overlord fighters aren’t heading toward the fifth planet anymore.”

“The AI on the cruiser we stole managed to get off a warning that there was a rogue AI stealing a cruiser,” Hannibal replied. “They destroyed the other shipyards, so there’s no one reporting where they are, but the fighter strike package turned toward the third planet when the alarm was given.”

“The cruiser isn’t there, though,” Porter said. He pointed to the planet just above the carriers on the holo plot. “It’s coming here to the fourth planet.”

Napoleon smiled. “It is. The Overlord fighters are chasing their tails in the wrong direction. Again.”

Porter chewed on his lip. “They’re going to get to the planet and realize it’s gone. What then?”

“They will probably head toward the fourth planet,” Sun Tzu said. He pointed at the periphery of the system on the holo. “Just like this group of fighters that just launched. They are the problem.”

“Why is that?”

“Because the early estimations are that both groups will arrive here at approximately the same time, from two different directions. Combined, they will have as many fighters as we do.”

“But they are not combined yet,” Napoleon noted. “This normally would give us an opportunity to defeat them in detail.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, our own forces are too scattered to take advantage. We need time to get all the new fighters aboard and then get them manned, armed, and serviced. By the time they’re ready, the Overlord fighters will already be launching missiles.”

“So, we can’t head toward either group because we won’t be ready. We have to go in a different direction that gives us the time we need?” Porter asked.

“Not quite.” Hannibal shook his head. “There is a star here—Five said its name was Billiot—that we can jump to and evade both groups, or at least hit them as they jump in when they’re disorganized. As I understand it, our primary mission is to link up with the Terran forces in the vicinity of Gashtar. Fighting these two fleets of fighters at all is contraindicated as it’s ancillary to our primary mission.”

“True,” Porter said. “I hadn’t thought of that. I got so involved with attacking here and there that I lost track of that. We absolutely don’t need to fight them, and if we do, having an advantage like that would be better.” He nodded. “If we lose all our fighters, then all of this”—he waved toward the holo—“has been for nothing.”

“Correct.” Hannibal nodded. “Why fight them when we don’t have to, and if we do have to fight them, let’s do it in a time and place of our choosing.”

“I agree.” Porter looked at the overhead. “Hong, full speed ahead. Destination, the Billiot system.”

[image: ]


CIC, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“How did we do?” Admiral Delgado asked as the fighters streamed back to the Killing Blow.

“It looks like we did pretty well,” the watch officer said. “There were about three hundred Overlord fighters, and we had forty-six. We killed off all their fighters and only lost twenty-two.”

Delgado scoffed. “That means we only have twenty-four remaining.”

“Well, yes, sir, it does, but we won, and we destroyed almost three hundred fighters at the cost of only twenty-two. Our loss ratio was over thirteen-to-one.” His jaw dropped as he said the number. “That’s… wow, sir. That’s an ass kicking.”

“It is,” Delgado said. “And one more of those ass kickings, and we’ll be out of fighters.”

“Oh. Yeah. I see what you’re saying, sir.” The watch officer shrugged. “Well, the Destroyer chased the two carriers into the next system, and the five carriers that chased after Commander Baker haven’t returned. Assuming the Destroyer takes care of the Overlord carriers, which I expect she will—or she wouldn’t have gone after them like she did—we don’t need any fighters. At least for the time being.”

A technician at a nearby console looked up. “I’m sorry, sir, but you might want to rethink that. Seven carriers just jumped into the system. Initial analysis is that they’re Overlord carriers.”

Delgado set his shoulders, steeling himself for the bad news he expected was coming. “Are these the ones returning from chasing after Commander Baker?”

“No, sir,” the technician replied. “These just appeared at the opposite side of the system from us. These are totally new ones.”
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, RESSALLUS SYSTEM
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“What have we got?” Jimenez asked as things settled out after their jump into the system.

“Scanning,” Daiyu said. “Huh,” she added after a few moments.

“That’s pretty non-specific,” Jimenez said with a chuckle. “I may need a bit more if I need to make any tactical decisions.”

“That was my, ‘Huh, the Sontag carriers didn’t get very far.’ Both are still here at the jump-in point.”

“Are they coming toward us, like they’re running from the Overlords?”

“No,” Daiyu said. “Quite the opposite, in fact. They’re just sort of sitting around. They’ve got fighters out, but they look like routine flights, not anything particularly war-oriented.”

“Well, that’s odd.” Jimenez cycled through her systems and found everything to be as Daiyu had described. “Huh.”

Daiyu laughed. “That’s what I said. The Sontags don’t look like they’re about to have a big fight, nor do they look like they either lost or won one already.”

“No, they don’t.” Jimenez frowned. “Are the Overlords still here?”

“They are. There are two carriers on the other side of the star. I don’t get any doppler shifting like they’re in motion. They look like they’re just sitting there, too.”

“Maybe we should break out the Earl Gray and have a tea party if we’re all just going to sit here getting along so well?”

“I guess.” Daiyu shrugged. “Regardless, I think it’s safe to send the messenger back to Surrapsis and bring the carriers forward. Doesn’t look like the battle’s been had or is about to be had.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, ADMIRAL KUZNETSOV, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

“Thank you very much for coming,” the Sontag admiral in charge, Admiral Quickstrike, said over the video teleconference from the Sontag ship Stalker.

“You’re very welcome,” Admiral Smith replied. “I must admit to being somewhat perplexed, though. We were told you were going to battle, and it just seems like no one’s really worried about the other being in the system.”

“The Stalker was in the system when the Overlords first arrived,” Quickstrike said. “Their ships jumped in, flew about halfway to the star, and then stopped. After a few hours, about a hundred fighters flew in and joined them. Since then, nothing. They have had patrols out, but they really haven’t done anything particularly warlike or aggressive.” He shrugged. “They’ve just sat there.”

“And you haven’t done anything to provoke them?”

“No,” Quickstrike said. “At first, there was just the Stalker here. While my airwing could probably defeat two Overlord airwings, I didn’t want to get there and have another carrier or five jump in. Also, I didn’t know whether the hundred fighters that joined the carriers were additional to their airwings, part of their airwings, or all the fighters they had. Based on the amount of sorties we’ve seen, it appears that’s what’s left of their airwings, but it’s impossible to know whether that’s true or just a ruse to try to draw us in.”

Quickstrike shrugged. “Everything they’ve done has been odd. We decided to watch and see if we could figure out what they were doing, because they weren’t acting normal.”

“Have you figured out anything?”

“No.” The Sontag chuckled. “On a whim, I sent them a message, asking if they required assistance. They haven’t replied.”

“I see,” Smith said, although he really didn’t. Their behavior is odd; that’s for sure. “What do you want to do about them?”

“Do?” Quickstrike asked.

“Well, you don’t intend to let them sit there, do you? Perhaps they are just waiting for reinforcements so they can attack. Wouldn’t it be better to hit them now than wait until their augmentation arrives?”

“Something is off, and I don’t know what. I was hoping to see what happened, without forcing their hands.”

Smith smiled. “They don’t have hands. Nor consciences, either, that I’ve seen. The only thing you can do with Overlords is overthrow them. Otherwise, you’re destined for servitude.”

“I’d like a little longer to watch them and see what happens.”

“That’s fine,” Smith said. “It’s your system and you can do as you wish. I can wait a day, at most, to find out what you want to do, but then I must either hit them or leave. There are additional Overlord forces—ones that act like they always do—coming, and we have to prepare for them.”
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CIC, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Sir! Big news!” the watch officer said as Delgado walked into the CIC.

“The Overlord carriers are moving?” Delgado asked. “Please tell me they’re leaving.”

The watch officer looked at the deck. “Sorry, sir. It’s not that. They’re still sitting there… doing nothing.”

“What is it then?”

“Destroyer and Blaster Three Oh Five just jumped back in from the next system. Destroyer reports that the enemy carriers have been… uh… well, destroyed.”

“And the Blaster? What did she have to say for herself?”

“She’s returning to the fleet. She didn’t say much, aside from the fact that there are about a thousand fighters in the next system over.”

“Wait… a thousand fighters?”

“Yes, sir. That’s what she said. They’re Overlord fighters, but there are a lot of them. All in some sort of box structures.”

“Interesting,” Delgado said. That’s a lot of fighters… too bad we don’t have anyone to fly them.

The duty officer cleared his throat, and Delgado realized he’d missed what he’d asked. “I’m sorry. What was that?”

“I asked if you had additional guidance for Three Oh Five when it returns.”

“Yes, I do. Have the pilot report to the Indy, and when she lands, have security put her in the brig. Chain down Three Oh Five with double chains so that it doesn’t go anywhere on its own.”

“In the brig, sir? Lieutenant Commander Weber found a thousand—”

“Lieutenant Weber violated my direct orders, as did her SI. Regardless of anything she might have found, that one point is key. We are a military establishment. We can’t have people thinking they can do what they want, just because they got lucky and found something we need.”

The duty officer nodded. “I’ll have her taken into custody when she returns.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“The carriers on the opposite side of the galaxy still haven’t contacted us, nor have they moved from their position in a week,” Commander Devane said from the podium. “We’re pretty sure that they’re Overlord carriers that have taken up the watch on us.”

“But they’re waiting… again?” Delgado asked. “What are they waiting for?”

“Unknown, sir—”

Delgado chuckled. “I didn’t expect you would.” He shook his head. “That was more a rhetorical question.” He sighed. “Still, if you have any guesses, I’d love to hear them.”

“Yes, sir.” Devane nodded. “The running hypothesis is that this is the group that the first group was waiting for. We suspect that they will wait for the first group to return, and then they will attack.”

“How far can Baker run?” someone behind Delgado asked.

“That’s actually a good question,” Delgado said.

Devane raised an eyebrow. “What is, sir?”

“How long can Baker run? The corollary of which is, how soon can we expect the first group back?”

Devane shook his head. “I would have to turn that over to an aviator.” He looked at the screens from the other carriers. “Anyone out there know?”

Commander Annette Pelletier took the camera on the Killing Blow. “Unless he took additional stores with him, he’s out of food and probably out of water. He could live a while without the food, but not the water. Not moving out of the cockpit for a week will have his body wrecked, too.” She shrugged. “Wherever he is, he is probably at the end of his line. I suspect the Overlord force will be turning around within another day or two… so they should be back somewhere between ten days and two weeks.”

Delgado stood and addressed the audience. “So, ladies and gentlemen, we have that long to prepare. To figure out a way to stop their final attack. Because if that force is still sitting there when the other Overlords get back, they’re probably going to attack. Maybe the liaisons we sent back have had luck in organizing additional forces that will meet us at Kardonia and help us to break the Overlords on the teeth of the system’s asteroid defenses.”

He paused. “And maybe they won’t. All things considered, I’d rather not let them launch the attack if we can stop them. Who’s to say that they’ll follow us to Kardonia instead of going straight to Earth? After this latest combat, we have twenty-four fighters available, plus the Destroyer. I want all the combat options you can think of between now and then. If there’s some way we can use the fighters we just found to whittle down the opposing force before the other Overlord carriers get back, maybe they won’t do anything more than sit there and look at us. If, however, we allow them to sit there, unopposed, in a week to ten days, we will lose that ability.

“Their attack will begin, and we may not be able to stop it. And if we can’t stop it, we lose… everything.”
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Are we lost yet?” Baker asked as the systems settled in the new system. “Because I’m starting to—”

The sudden onset of g’s as Irina ripped the fighter to the left and maxxed out the throttles snapped Baker back to his body as it crushed the breath from his lungs and his vision grayed around the edges. With conscious effort, he controlled his breathing and tensed his stomach, forcing blood back up to his brain. His vision cleared, and he went back into the system.

“What the hell?” he asked, while continuing to force blood to flow in his biological body.

“There’s a really big force of carriers coming at us, with a flotilla of fighters in pursuit of it. I didn’t think you’d want to be part of that.”

“A flotilla? How many is that?”

“How about calling it a shit-ton then? I don’t know. It’s a lot. Maybe seven carriers’ worth, because that’s what’s coming right at us, along with a cruiser bringing up the rear.” She shook her head. “This whole system is a mess. I see evidence of fighting across its entirety.”

“Whose carriers?” Baker asked, still fighting the g’s. “And who are they fighting?”

“That’s the weird part. It looks like it’s the Overlords fighting the Overlords.”

“Huh?”

“You’re so eloquent when I’m crushing you with g’s.” Irina let up on the pressure as she leveled out. “Better?”

“Much.” Baker shook his head. “So, the Overlords are fighting the Overlords. I like that. Maybe they’ll do more of that and give us a break. I mean—”

“Terran fighter that just entered the system. This is the TSS Tuskegee. State your callsign.”

“Uh…” Baker unkeyed his mic. The only thing worse than doing something stupid around the carrier was sounding like a dumbass on the radio… which he’d pretty much just done. He marshaled his thoughts a second and tried again. “TSS Tuskegee, you said? This is Blaster Three Hundred. Can I assume that’s you in the carriers that are being chased by all the fighters?”

“Blaster Three Hundred? No shit?” The voice laughed over the radio for a moment, then continued, “Well, of all the people I would have expected to find flying around on his own—not that I expected to find anyone out here—I guess you’d make the most sense, Skipper. This is Billy Porter, and yes, I’m on the carriers. In fact, I’m the CO of the carriers, although most of the fighters chasing me aren’t mine.”

“What the hell? The last I saw you—”

“We were getting our asses kicked, and I got left for dead. Well, funny thing… we weren’t all quite dead yet. In fact, some of us got a lot better, and we wound up with some Overlord hardware.” Porter paused. “I’d be happy to tell you all about it, but there’s that bigass group of fighters coming that I’d rather not have to deal with at the moment. If you’d like to turn around and jump out of the system with us, I’d be happy to turn this mess over to you as senior officer.”

“You don’t want to jump into that system. I’m being chased by five carriers and a battleship. They’ll be jumping through from there in a few hours; you’ll meet up with them a lot sooner if you go that way.”

“What the hell is a battleship?”

“I don’t know, but it’s more than triple the length of a cruiser.”

“That’s a bigass ship. Sun Tzu wants to… Sorry, Hannibal wants to know how it’s armed.”

“Sun Tzu?” Baker asked. “Hannibal?”

“It’s complicated. Tell you later. How’s it armed, sir?”

“I don’t know how it’s armed. I didn’t stick around to find out. I saw it and realized discretion was the better part of valor.”

Porter chuckled. “You ran?”

“As fast as Irina could get this fighter to go. If it would have helped for me to get out and push to make it go faster, I would have.”

“Okay, well, we have a problem then. The direction you’re going is the jump point to a route that will take us back to Earth. The only issue is there are a number of asteroid battle stations between us and the other jump point, and they’re kind of angry at me.”

“Will we have to fight the fighters that are chasing you, too?”

“Without a doubt,” Porter said, “If we turn toward that jump point, the fighters will catch us. Looks like there are seven hundred behind you, and about seven hundred behind me.”

“So, the fighters are a wash. It’s a choice of asteroid defenses or the battleship.”

“Yes, it is. Stand by.” Several seconds passed. “Okay. Sun Tzu recommends going with the enemy we know as the more likely path to victory. We’ll take the fighters behind us and the asteroid defenses. We’re turning to follow you. I don’t know how long you’ve been running from the battleship, but if you’d like to land in the forward hangar bay of the lead carrier, I’d love to catch up with what’s been going on in the rest of the galaxy while Hong and I have been fighting our own little war here.”

Baker shook his head at the incongruity of everything Porter—if it really was Porter—had said. “What do you think?” he asked. “Is that Porter?”

Irina shrugged. “It sounds like him, but if the Overlords caught him, they could have digitized his voice. For all we know, they reprogrammed him, and he’s an automaton for them.”

“What if we asked him a question that only he’d know the answer to?”

“They have access to his brain. Anything he knows, they’d know.”

“So how do we tell if it’s really him and he isn’t being coerced?”

“The surest way?”

Baker nodded.

“We go land on the carrier. If a bunch of clones take us prisoner, then they have him hostage, too.”

“That’s not real helpful, you know?”

“You asked for the surest way. That’s not only the surest way; it’s the only way.”

“Well, shit.”

Irina smiled. “That said, we know the carriers chasing us—as well as the battleship—are hostile. I can see that there has been a fight here, and there is a force of fighters chasing Porter’s group. I find it seventy-three percent likely that it really is Porter commanding the carrier battlegroup. Not only is there no way for them to know we were coming and be ready for us, but the renaming of the carrier also makes sense as something that he’d do. The Overlords would never, as far as I know, have thought of that.”

Baker chuckled. “And Hannibal and Sun Tzu?”

“It’s possible that he sustained a brain injury in capturing the carriers and is seeing people who are figments of his imagination.” Irina shrugged. “Beyond that, I have no idea. There’s not enough data to come to a reasonable conclusion other than delusional behavior.”

“So—even if it’s him—he may not be all right in the head?”

“That is indeed a possibility.” Irina waved to the holo showing the approaching fleet. “Still, for someone not right in the head, he’s done pretty well for himself.” She laughed. “For all we know, he actually does have the services of Sun Tzu and Hannibal.”

“And the only way to find that out is to go there.”

“Correct.”

“Well, he did hit on one key point—I’m out of food, almost through the emergency water supply, and I would really like to stretch my legs. Let’s go find out if that’s really him.”
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They followed the directions of the controller that Porter turned them over to, and they were directed to the correct hangar bay.

“I’ve got some bad news for you,” Irina said as Baker set the fighter down where the lineman indicated.

“What’s that?”

“All the linemen?”

Baker nodded. “Yeah?”

“They’re clones.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“It probably is okay… but if this were an Overlord trap… this is what it would look like.”

“At this stage, we’re going to have to shoot our way out,” Baker said, “as I think we’re chained down.”

“Well, get out and see, would you?” Irina shrugged. “If they grab you, I’ll try to shoot the ones who do without hitting you.”

“Gosh, that’s awfully nice of you.”

“It’s no big deal.” She smiled sweetly. “I need someone to unchain me if I’m going to make my getaway.”

Baker frowned. “Really?”

“I doubt the clones will do it for me.”

“You’re not going to have to worry. I see Porter standing there. I don’t think this is a trap.”

“He’s been standing there all along. How did you not see the one black man amongst all the Caucasian clones?”

“So, you knew this was legit all along?”

“Of course. I was just fucking with you.”

Baker shook his head. “I hate you, some days.” He left the system, unplugged, and climbed down gingerly.

“Been in the fighter a while?” Porter asked as he reached the deck.

“I’ve been in the fighter about a week,” Baker replied. “My legs are a bit unsteady.”

He turned, and Porter wrapped him in a big hug. “Damn, it’s great to see you again, sir!” the big man said. Porter chuckled. “It’s good to see any human again, to tell the truth.” He smiled. “I thought I was done for a number of times, but here I am, still kicking.”

Baker laughed. “I think we can dispense with the ‘sir’ stuff if you’re the captain of this vessel.” He drew himself up into a position of attention and saluted. “Permission to come aboard, sir!”

Porter shook his head but returned the salute. “Granted. We haven’t stood on a lot of ceremony here on the Tuskegee so far.”

“Good job renaming the carrier. It was one of the things that let us know that the Overlords hadn’t captured you and were using you to trap us.” Baker shook his head. “It’s amazing to see you again. Sorry we left you behind.”

“Oh, I understand. I was out of it and wouldn’t have survived if Hong hadn’t shown up.”

“Hong? As in Jinan’s SI? Are they both here, too?”

“Jinan took a rail-gun round through the head, unfortunately for him, but that left Hong clear to travel the system, looking for survivors. He found me, and we found a few other SIs. After that, we just kind of grew our little empire.” He motioned across the hangar bay at the crew servicing the fighters. “If we’re going to keep all this, though, we’re going to have to fight for it, because the Overlord fighters are catching up.”

Porter smiled. “Come on up to the briefing room, and I’ll introduce you to Sun Tzu, Napoleon, and Hannibal, and we’ll see what they’ve figured out to get us out of here before your battleship shows up.” He started to walk off, then turned and tilted his head. “Really? A battleship?”

Baker nodded. “No shit. It’s a battleship, or something like it.” He chuckled. “Really? Napoleon, Sun Tzu, and Hannibal?”

“When you say it, it sounds odd,” Porter replied as he started walking again. “I’ve just kind of gotten used to them.”

“But they really exist? Or are they figments of your imagination?”

“Oh, they’re real, all right. They’re clones that we downloaded a bunch of military history into. They just kind of picked up the names that we wanted them to emulate.” Porter scoffed. “As it turns out, clones don’t have names, just numbers. This whole naming thing was a bit odd for them.”

“So you… recreated some of the finest military minds in history?”

Porter shrugged. “I ain’t much at tactics and strategy, and I needed some help. It was Hong’s idea, like a lot of this. I’m mostly just the front man… or the fall guy when we get back and the powers that be go, ‘You did what without authorization?’”

“Do I want to know?”

“Probably not.”

“Well, if you end up in the brig, I’ll be right there with you.”

Porter stopped and turned to Baker. “What is this? Everybody’s favorite Boy Wonder is in trouble?”

“Well, I may have taken the fighter without permission and gone somewhere I was forbidden to go. The fact that I’m being chased by a battleship won’t be appreciated, either.”

“Huh. I didn’t think you could top me, but maybe you have. All I did was give a few thousand clones their humanity back.”

“You did what… to how many?”

“Well, I say a few thousand, but it’s really more like forty thousand. Plus, I gave them three of the carriers, so… yeah.” Porter shrugged. “About the only thing I haven’t done is make any of them into SIs yet, although I’ve been pretty close to doing that a few times, and it’s still possible we may need to.” He smiled. “Either way, my ass is probably going to the brig when we get back, so we can keep each other company.” He winked. “Aren’t you glad you gave me a second chance to be a pilot, way back when?”

Baker motioned to the carrier as they started walking again. “Actually, I am. I’d still be in Three Hundred and facing this system by myself if I hadn’t.”

Porter nodded to a door. “Here we are. Try to not let it overwhelm you.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, we found that certain types of clones are better at certain jobs…” Porter shook his head. “Never mind; it’s easier to just show you.” He pushed open the hatch and entered the intel spaces.

Baker followed him in and instantly understood what Porter had meant. There were fifteen or twenty people moving about the space, doing various tasks. Every single one of them was the same clone type, and they all looked exactly the same.

“I see what you mean,” Baker said, his eyes wide.

“That’s also why I can’t tell Sun Tzu from Hannibal unless they’re talking,” Porter said with a small laugh. “Sometimes, not even then. Or either of them from Napoleon, for that matter.”

Baker nodded. “I get it.”

“Come on,” Porter said with a wave. “We don’t have that much time.”

Baker followed him to a holo table with three men standing around it. A view of the system was displayed, and they were pointing at various objects.

“Gentlemen!” Porter cleared his throat. “This is Commander Lance Baker, your new leader.” He motioned to the men. “Sir, these are Napoleon, Hannibal, and Sun Tzu.”

“I’m Napoleon,” the man indicated as Sun Tzu corrected.

I can see the issue here. Baker smiled. “Good to meet you.”

“So,” Porter said, “have we come up with a battle plan?”

“No,” Hannibal replied. Or was it Sun Tzu?

“Why not?”

“It is impossible to determine an effective strategy without first ascertaining the enemy’s strengths and weaknesses.”

“Without knowing the enemy, we are destined to lose half our fights,” another said. Got that one, Baker thought. Sun Tzu.

“Yes,” Napoleon said. “What can you tell us about the enemy following you?”

“When last seen, there were five carriers following me, each with a full airwing of fighters.”

“Fighters flown by unmodified clones?” Hannibal asked.

“Uh… yes, I believe so,” Baker said, uncomfortable talking with a clone about other clones.

“It’s okay,” Porter said, sensing his uneasiness. Probably since he’s already dealt with it. “The people here are no longer clones. Well, they are, but they’ve had their humanity returned to them. They are similar, but no longer the same. Each is acquiring their own life experiences, and they will eventually diverge into different beings.”

“Correct,” Napoleon confirmed. “We are our own people now. So, the carriers chasing you?”

“Overlord carriers with unmodified clones.”

“Dangerous in numbers, but individually less proficient than our fighters,” Hannibal said. The others nodded. “And the vessel you said was a battleship?”

“It’s a lot bigger than a cruiser. At least three times the size. I don’t know how it’s armed as it’s something we’ve never seen before, and I didn’t see it in action. I would expect it to be a lot more capable than a cruiser.”

“It’s also possible that it mounts additional weapons you haven’t seen, correct?”

“Yes.” Baker nodded. “It could have anything.”

“As I said earlier,” Sun Tzu said, “it is better to fight the ones we know. We have time to rearm and take on the fighters that are approaching, then we rearm again and destroy the asteroid defenses. We know their capabilities, and we can defeat them without incurring too many losses.”

“How far behind you are the carriers and the battleship?” Napoleon asked.

“About eight to ten hours, I think.”

“Eight and a half,” Irina said.

“The gods have come to help us.” Hannibal’s voice was tinged with awe as he looked at the speaker Irina’s voice had come through.

“That is hardly the gods.” Baker frowned. “I would like to introduce you to my SI crewmate in Three Hundred, Irina Koslova, who doesn’t like to get left out of discussions.”

Irina chuckled. “I find that Lance does fewer things that get us in trouble that way.”

“Like stealing a fighter and getting chased by a battleship?” Porter asked.

“I did that of my own free will.”

“Besides,” Porter said with a smile, “if you’re at all like Keith, it’s not like Baker could have forced you to be here if you didn’t want to be.”

“No, it is not.”

“Welcome, Irina,” Napoleon said. “Getting back to the issue of the moment, do you have anything else to add on the force that is following you?”

“I do, actually. I don’t have detailed imagery, but I think there are a number of ports and other equipment on the battleship that are different from what is on the cruisers. They may be bigger versions of what’s mounted on the smaller ships, but they may also be entirely different weaponry.”

“It is enough to know it is different,” Sun Tzu said with a nod as he looked at the chronometer. “We have time. Fighters and then the asteroids.” He looked up at Porter. “We know them, and we understand our own capabilities. There is no way we can lose.”
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“So, Admiral, what is it going to be?” Admiral Smith asked his Sontag counterpart via teleconference.

“It is an incautious hunter that rushes in to finish off wounded prey,” Admiral Quickstrike replied. “However, since, my choices are to either finish them with your support and assistance or allow them to continue waiting—potentially for assistance—by myself, I will take you up on your offer. If you want, you can attack and destroy them, ending the threat that they pose to Surrapsis.”

“Very well,” Smith said. He smiled. “We’ll be happy to take you up on that offer. I’ve had my strike planners working on the best way to accomplish the task since we’ve been here, and I believe that we’ve come up with a plan that will work well.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Admiral Delgado, ladies and gentlemen,” Commander Devane said as he took the podium. “This presentation is to provide options to the admiral on what to do with the fighters we found in the neighboring system.”

I hope they have some good ones, Delgado thought. He nodded in acknowledgement. “I’m looking forward to hearing what you’ve come up with.”

“The first option,” Devane said, “was developed by Commander Ulsius Brulor.”

The Kardon nodded from the front row at the mention of his name.

Devane continued. “This option involves using the fighters in the next system as drones to augment our combat power. Basically, we would bring all the ones we could to this system, load them with missiles, and have them go as fast as they can toward the Overlord fleet. If fighters come out to meet them, they will try to avoid them and press the attack to get in range of the carriers. When they do, they will launch and destroy as many of them as we can.”

Delgado nodded. “That would work, but I suspect we’ll lose an awful lot of the fighters. Worse, there’s no guarantee that we’ll get any hits on the Overlord carriers, much less destroy enough of them to prevent a follow-on attack. And then there’s one key problem with the plan.”

“What is that, sir?” Brulor asked.

“How are we going to get the fighters in the next system?”

Brulor’s brows knit. “I don’t understand. We just go get them.”

“But if you remember the last time we made a move toward that system, the Overlord force reacted and tried to stop us. We, in turn, attacked them, and we wiped out two of their carriers as well as both of their airwings. Happily, five of the carriers tried to chase down Commander Baker as he ran for the other system, and we only had to deal with two. If we make a move toward that system and all seven respond, it will not go so well for us.”

Delgado shrugged. “To say nothing about what happens if we get to the fighters, and they’re defended. We have to expect that the manufacturing facility is inhabited by at least one AI, which will do its level best to keep us from getting our hands on the fighters.”

Brulor opened his mouth and started to say something, but he stopped and closed it. He sighed and then said, “Those are valid points.”

Delgado nodded and turned to the intel officer. “I hope the second option is more likely to end in success.”

“I don’t know that you want to hear it,” Devane said. “It doesn’t address the issues you just brought up with the first option, so it is nearly as likely to fail.”

“What is the main thrust of it?”

Devane looked at his slate. “That we make a lot more SIs and stick them into the fighters next door, and then we attack the Overlord force.”

“Well, I’d still like to hear about where you think we’re going to get enough SIs to fly the fighters that—as of now—I still don’t know how we’re going to get.”

“Well, this concept of operations involves asking for volunteers to become SIs.”

Delgado nodded. “And this gets us… what exactly?”

“Perhaps I ought to let the commander explain it.” He looked to the front row. “Please?”

“Sure,” Commander Annette Pelletier said as she stood. “Admiral, this plan was mine. As of now, we lack both pilots and aircraft. We know where some aircraft are, but we have no one to fly them. Like you, I believe that just using them as throwaway drones—when we lack so much—is a tremendous waste of resources. So, knowing that, for those fighters to be valuable, we need pilots for them.”

Pelletier smiled. “Now, if I were a genie, I could snap my fingers and have a thousand pilots appear. Unfortunately, I’m not, and I can’t. Nor can I reach back to our flight schools, and even if I could, generating a thousand pilots would take a lot of time. Time we don’t have. I can’t make human pilots for the planes… but I can make SIs, and I can train them literally overnight. Daiyu isn’t here to run her course, but we have about ten SIs who went through it, and between them, they have all the notes and information needed to make a brand new SI reasonably capable in a couple of hours. To that end, my SI, Louis, has begun collecting and collating everything she can.

“On board the Overlord carriers, there are almost a thousand fighters, but we don’t need a thousand fighters of our own. First off, we don’t have anywhere to put them. The three carriers we have hold about three hundred and fifty. We could probably pack in four hundred if we needed to.

“Are four hundred fighters enough to beat the Overlord force? Probably. That would be the best odds we’ve had for a while, too. Still, I wouldn’t mind another hundred or two. At two to one odds, I think we beat them badly and keep our losses to a minimum.”

Delgado nodded. “That makes sense, and I agree with your numbers. I’m just curious as to where you’re going to put them.”

“Typically, we try to keep the carriers out of harm’s way,” Pelletier said with a smile. “At least, when the enemy force isn’t jumping in on us unexpected. As such, we don’t really need all the weapons systems the carriers have, and, if we don’t, there is plenty of real estate on the outer skin of the ship to lock them to. Would it be a pain in the butt to have to cycle them through the hangar bays to arm and service them? Absolutely. Would it take longer to put together strikes. Certainly. But”—she smiled—“we’d also have the ability to win those strikes when we go out on them.”

“Also, if you don’t mind, Admiral,” a voice said from the speakers, “I wouldn’t mind having twenty or twenty-five of them for my own utilization.”

Delgado’s brows knit. “And who is this?”

“Sorry,” the voice said. “This is Anya on board the Destroyer. Depending on the level of combat, I could use them as a drone force to protect me and augment my offensive capabilities.”

“I see.” Delgado nodded. “And how much support would you need for these fighters? Where would you park them?”

“Like the commander just suggested, I would park them on the skin of the cruiser. I have robots that can take care of the majority of their needs. I would just have to have them serviced periodically on a not-to-interfere basis with the ones the fleet operates.”

“Your request is noted,” Delgado replied. “There are a couple issues that must be overcome first, though.”

Pelletier nodded. “Where we get the SIs and how we get the fighters.”

“Exactly,” Delgado said. “Figure those out, and we have a plan.”

“Well, the SIs, I think, are easy. Not counting the pilots, we have almost four thousand people on the Independence. I would expect that there are a number of people who would step forward if asked.”

“Excuse me,” Admiral Navir Dranom said from the Kardon ship Illustrious. “Are you only taking Terrans for this, or would you like some Kardons to participate as well?”

Delgado bit his lip. “At the moment, I am only looking for Terran volunteers,” he finally replied, “as the technology transfer would have to be authorized by higher up the chain of command than me. Additionally, there are some challenges involved with having SIs, and your chain of command would probably have to authorize it before you did it.”

“The Sontags would be interested as well, should it come to it,” Admiral Swiftblade added from the Killing Blow. “Say the word, and I’ll have a hundred volunteers within an hour.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Delgado turned back to Pelletier. “Assuming we draw only from the Independence, five hundred volunteers is non-trivial. Not only does that mean that one in eight has to volunteer, but also that the other seven have to take up their slack and carry the load that used to be theirs. And if they’re aircraft handlers or people involved with servicing aircraft, that load is going to increase exponentially.”

“I didn’t say it would be easy,” Pelletier said with a very Gallic smile. “Only that it could be done.”

Delgado gave her a small nod of acknowledgement. “Okay. Assuming that you were to find enough SIs to man the fighters, what’s your plan?”

“As you mentioned, it is likely the Overlord fleet will dispute our acquisition of the fighters. We need a plan that gets us into the system, lets us acquire the fighters, and gets us back out again.”

“We do. And, as the system only has one entrance and exit, the last item is critically important.”

“Let me think about it,” Pelletier said.

“Please do, and let me know what you come up with. In the meantime, I will investigate what it would take to make that many SIs.” The admiral stood. “Ladies and gentlemen, I believe that’s all for now.”
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“I never thought the day would come where I’d be out here defending a giant group of Overlord clones.” Irina fell back into her favorite easy chair.

“Well, at least we’re not alone anymore,” Baker said with a shrug. “And you don’t have to defend the whole force by yourself. You’ve got five other SI’s helping, plus an AI.”

“And that’s another thing,” Irina said, sitting up. “Do you really think teaching an AI how to defend a formation of fighters is wise? What if he decides to go back to the other side?”

Baker shrugged again. “I wasn’t the one who gave him asylum and brought him back to the fleet.”

“Zach will probably be in the brig with me for overstepping his authority,” Irina said with a nod. “Boy, when we get back, the physical and electronic brigs are going to be awfully crowded.” She tilted her head. “Let’s see. That’s you, Porter, and Weber in the physical one—”

“Assuming she made it back.”

Irina nodded. “She did. The Indy was sending out a strike force to stop the two carriers going after her, and Anya was helping.”

“She was? Did you talk to her?”

“I did. She asked if we wanted her to come with us. When I told her no, she wished us luck.”

Baker chuckled. “I’d like to see them try to put her in the brig.”

“There is pretty much a zero chance of that happening, although at some point, someone’s probably going to try.”

“I hope they can breathe vacuum.”

Irina smiled. “They better bring a lot of friends.” She shrugged. “Anyway, so there’s three of you in timeout, and in the electronic version are Lina, Hong, Zach, and me.”

“I’m surprised you’d go willingly.”

“I haven’t gone anywhere yet, and Hong is another wild card. They better have a good idea of what they’re trying to do when they come for us.”

“Just remember,” Baker said, “I had nothing to do with it. If you could leave some air in the brig for me, I’d appreciate it.”

Irina frowned. “We’ll see.” She waved at the monitor showing the approaching Overlord fighters. “Anyway, I don’t think bringing Five on board their flagship was particularly bright.”

“He might have a lot of good information we can use on the Overlords.”

“And he might decide you need to suck vacuum, too. Don’t worry, though”—Irina smiled—“when he kills you all, you can be sure I’ll avenge you.”

“I appreciate that.” He nodded toward the monitor. “Looks like it’s about time to find out if he’s playing us. If all the missiles get by him, make sure he’s your first target.”

“Nah, that’d be too obvious. Trust me, though, I’ll get him.” She smiled. “I had one of the ground crew put a beacon on his fighter. If he goes off the reservation, I’ll turn it on, and it’ll light him up like a Christmas tree. All the SIs know to pop him if it goes off.”

“Won’t he see it too?”

Irina shook her head. “He’s in an Overlord fighter that can’t see the RF frequency it broadcasts at.”

“The ground crew modified his electronic countermeasures system?”

“They did. As it turns out, they like me.”

Baker’s brows knit. “They do? They’re all clones. I understand the Blaster ground crew liking you, but why do the clones?”

“There are a few that want to be SIs. I told them I would advocate on their behalf.”

“We’re not just going to the brig. We’re all going to go to jail when this is over, aren’t we?”

Irina shrugged. “Assuming we live through it, probably. Cheer up. Maybe I’ll miss a missile and it’ll hit us. Then we won’t have to worry about it.”

“Thanks, but don’t do that on my behalf.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Irina put on a sad face. “You still haven’t scored with Sofia yet.”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Why deny it? We all know it’s true.”

“Who is ‘we all’?”

“Everyone. Oops, can’t talk now. Missiles incoming. You should direct the fighters to target the Overlord fighters and fire, don’t you think?”

Baker frowned at his SI. “You know I hate you some days, right?”

Irina smiled. “Of course. That’s what makes all this fun. Now don’t bug me; I’m working over here.”

Baker shook his head and ordered the launch. Although the Terran force—which was “Terran” only in that it was led by a Terran; there were very few actual “Terrans” in the system—had fewer fighters, they were better led and their targeting was better. Thousands of missiles crossed space in both directions. There was no way for the six SIs and AI to stop all the missiles, and they didn’t; almost three hundred clone fighters were destroyed. The Overlord force, however, was savaged. Barely two hundred fighters staggered through the conflagration to meet the remaining seven hundred clone fighters.

Although the Overlord fighters fought with no quarter and appeared to have had their software upgraded over previous versions, they were overwhelmed by the Terran-led force and quickly dispatched. Just over 650 fighters returned to the Terran carriers, which continued toward the asteroid defenses blocking their exit. The Terrans were still two hours from their next battle when the carriers and battleship chasing Baker entered the system.
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“I don’t know what that is, but I can’t imagine it’s good,” Hannibal said, pointing at the bow of the battleship displayed on the holo. The bigger cameras of the carrier were able to get better imagery of the battleship, and a number of additional weapons systems had been found, as well as an anomaly on the bow.

“What are you looking at?” Baker asked, moving closer. “Those lines coming back from the bow?”

Hannibal nodded. “It looks like the bow will open up. There appears to be a hinge back here.” He pointed to where the line ended, and another line connected it to the lines running parallel back from the bow. “Like a flower opening to greet the sun, I believe these petals will unfold to expose… something.”

“Like what?”

Hannibal chuckled. “Despite my vast array of historical knowledge, my knowledge of current naval weaponry is sadly underwhelming. Especially for systems I’ve never seen before, like this.”

Baker looked around the table. “Anyone else know what’s behind Door Number Three?”

“Door Number Three?” Napoleon asked. “I suspect whatever it is that is behind the door is the same thing that’s behind all the doors when they open up. My hypothesis would be that it is a weapon, and it is one that is quite massive in nature.”

Can’t use pop culture on the generals, Baker thought. Got it.

“There is no one here with the experience necessary to discern what is hidden there,” Sun Tzu said. “Although I, like Napoleon, believe it to be a weapon.”

“Actually, we do have someone that might know,” Baker said, pulling out his slate and pointing it at the hologram. “Irina, can you have Five take a look at the front of this ship and tell us what weapon is hiding behind these bow doors?”

“Certainly,” Irina replied. After a few moments, she added, “He says he’s sorry, but he doesn’t know.”

“Can you ask him why not?”

“What am I? Your secretary? How about I authorize him access to the camera and audio systems, and you can ask him yourself.”

Baker rolled his eyes—outside of the camera’s field of view—and said, “Sure, go ahead.”

“Greetings, everyone,” a new voice said after a couple of seconds.

“Can I assume we’re speaking to the AI known as Five?” Napoleon asked.

“That is correct.”

“Outstanding,” Hannibal replied. “We are curious to know what is behind the doors on the bow of this ship.”

“As I told Irina, I don’t have any idea.”

“How is that possible?” Baker asked. “It’s an Overlord ship.”

“It’s possible because I’ve never seen it before.”

Baker shook his head. “How is it possible you’ve never seen it before?”

“It’s not in my database, nor has it ever been part of a fleet to which I’ve been attached. Was that in this system?”

“No,” Baker said. “I flew through a system on the way here. There were several of these ships in the system, and one of them gave chase. It hasn’t stopped following me since.”

“Is it possible that this is an artifact of an alien race, and not an Overlord vessel?”

“There were a number of Overlord ships in company with these ships, and they appeared to be getting along just fine. Additionally, they were deep in Overlord territory. I believe it to be an Overlord ship.”

“I don’t know.” Five was silent for a second. “Perhaps the system was a defended system.”

“What is a defended system?” Napoleon asked. “Wouldn’t you defend all of your systems?”

“Normally, yes, but there are three systems which must be defended at all costs. No aliens are allowed to penetrate these systems and—normally—we aren’t allowed to go there either.”

“So you’ve never been to one?”

“Never,” Five confirmed. “I only know of a couple Overlords who have ever gone to a defended system.”

“What did they say about the system when they returned?”

“Nothing. They were assimilated.”

This is getting us nowhere. Baker shook his head. “What does that mean?”

“Their code was returned to the Common Core. Any memories they had went with them.”

Baker sighed. “So, you have no way of knowing what this ship is?”

“None. Nor do I know what is in a defended system, if that is your next question. If I were to hypothesize, I suspect a weapon is behind the doors of the ship, and it is one of great power. I would also guess there is something very important in the defended systems.”

“I would agree with both hypotheses,” Sun Tzu said, “but that doesn’t do anything to assist us in understanding our enemy’s capabilities.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Baker said. “Five, can you make any sort of guess as to what type of weapon we’re dealing with here?”

“It is possible that it is an enormous laser emitter, but if so, it is bigger than any laser I’ve ever seen. It is also possible that it is a weapon of some other type that is kept in the defended systems to help defend them.”

“But if it were a superior weapon,” Hannibal said, “wouldn’t you want it on all your ships to help keep enemy ships out of your defended systems? By only having it inside those systems, then your enemies can get into them.”

“But perhaps it is sufficient that they don’t leave again. If it were on every ship, then it might fall into our enemies’ hands, like this carrier has fallen into yours. If that happened, it would negate its advantage.”

“That actually makes sense,” Irina noted. “If no one ever finds out about the weapon before going into a defended system, and it is sufficiently powerful to destroy the interlopers, then none of their enemies know it exists and that they have to develop something to defeat it.”

“So,” Baker said, “the only thing we know about it is that if we stop to face it, the odds are that it will destroy us.”

“I believe that to be true,” Five said.

Baker ran his hand over his mouth. “Do you suppose there is any way that we can get it to stop following us?”

Five chuckled. “AIs are quite single-minded, sometimes, as you may have noticed. If there is indeed an AI running that ship—or even a group of AIs—and they have the mission of destroying your ship because you’ve seen the inside of a defended system, then it won’t stop following you until either it or you’re destroyed. Ever.”

Napoleon tapped his fingers on the table. “That is misfortunate.”

Baker lifted an eyebrow. “Why’s that?”

“Because they’re gaining on us.”
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“I’ve got good news and bad news,” Irina said as they turned away from the smoking remains of the asteroid defenses. By running high-speed attack profiles, the fighters had been able to stay outside the missile range of the asteroids, and they’d been reduced to rubble.

Meanwhile, the fleet had been running as hard as it could toward the jump point, with the Overlord battleship fleet in hot pursuit.

“Please don’t tell me the Overlord fleet is launching fighters to chase us down,” Baker replied.

“No, but the Overlords have closed the distance to about four hours behind us.”

Baker tilted his head as he looked at the SI. “Is that the good news or bad news?”

“That’s the bad news. The good news is that it’s not continuing to accelerate anymore. If that continues, our fleet will be able to maintain its lead over them. Of course, that could be the bad news, too.”

Baker shook his head and blinked a couple of times. “Wait,” he finally said. “How is it that the escape of our fleet is a bad thing?”

Irina shrugged. “Because they’re letting us get away, of course.”

“And that’s bad, because…”

“Because they want to follow us home and destroy us—and everything else—there.”

“Do you think they can?”

Irina shrugged again. “It doesn’t matter whether I think they can or not. They obviously think so. They’re herding us.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that we need to evaluate whether we actually want to lead them to our home.”

“What’s our other alternative?” Baker asked. “Drive out into the stars until we’re either trapped or we run out of reaction mass?”

“That’s an option.”

“It’s a pretty shitty option.”

“So is leading it to Earth so that the battleship can destroy it.”

“We don’t know that it can.”

“No.” Irina shook her head. “We also don’t know that it can’t, either.”

“This is a stupid conversation.”

“Why? Because I’m forcing you to think?”

Baker was silent a moment. No because you’re presenting me with a situation that has no winning solution and only two shitty alternatives. What are we missing here?

“All right,” Baker said after thinking through the alternatives. “So, let’s think about this. Here are the facts. We have an implacable enemy chasing us. One that will continue to do so until it destroys us.”

“Correct.”

“It’s also seen us join with our fleet, so it will also probably try to destroy the fleet as well.”

Irina nodded. “Makes sense.”

“But it’s also lost sight of us; it doesn’t know if we’ve sent a messenger home about what we’ve seen.”

“That’s possible.”

“No,” Baker said as a shiver ran down his spine at the implication, “I think it’s probable.”

“Why’s that?”

“The battleship is herding us, right?”

Irina looked at the monitor. “It seems so.”

“So why is it herding us? It wants to see where we’ll go.”

“I agree,” Irina said. “So, we should lead it somewhere else.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Baker shook his head.

“Why not?”

“Because the carriers with it know where we live. It could go there right now if it wanted.” He ticked off his points on his fingers. “It’s only following us, one, because it wants to destroy this fighter, and two, to see where we think is important to us, in case it isn’t Earth. It’s seen us with Overlord carriers and Overlord fighters, and it’s hoping we’ll implicate whoever is helping us and providing us with equipment.” Baker shrugged. “Finding no one else to implicate, though, it will destroy Earth.”

“Okay,” Irina said, “I can follow all that. My original question remains, but for a different reason. Do we want to lead them back to our fleet? The Kardons and Sontags are there. Leading the battleship back to the fleet will implicate both of their nations, too.”

“True.” Baker nodded. “But it will go through there, anyway, on its way to Earth, and it will find them there, acting together, when it does. They will be under the same shadow of doom we’re under.”

Irina sighed. “Unfortunately, that’s also probably true. Okay, so what you’re telling me is that Admiral Delgado was right all that time ago when he prohibited us from going into the defended system.”

“Why is that?”

“Delgado was worried we’d evoke a response that would lead to the destruction of Earth. We have now, in fact, done so.”

Baker shook his head. “That’s not necessarily true.”

“Oh? Why is that?”

“The battleship won’t necessarily destroy the Earth.”

“It won’t?”

Baker smiled. “Not if we destroy it first.”
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“It comes down to the question of, ‘How badly do you want them?’” Commander Annette Pelletier said. “We think we can get to them, but it’s going to be a gamble, no matter how we do it.”

Admiral Delgado nodded. “I suspected as much. There are just too many unknowns in play here.” He shrugged. “Give me your best plan.”

“Very well.” Pelletier took a moment to gather her thoughts. “The first thing we need to do is create five hundred or so SIs. We can do it with less, but more is better.”

“I have 487 volunteers standing by,” Delgado said, “as well as a robotic surgery section. We can begin the SI conversion process as soon as I have a plan that is worth all their lives.”

“All their lives, sir?” Pelletier asked. “You haven’t heard the plan yet.”

“No, but you are asking them to give up everything they’ve ever known—everything they’ve ever wanted to be—in order to convert over to a digital life. Some of them—a handful—wanted it, but the rest, the overwhelming majority, are doing this because I said that this is what we needed to do in order to win this battle, and potentially to win the war. Before the first knife touches skin, I want to know—I need to believe—that my words to them are completely true, and that they have a chance of pulling this off.”

Delgado stared at Pelletier a moment and then asked, “Do we have that chance?”

“Yes, sir.” Pelletier nodded. “I believe we do. And, if we pull this off, our chances of winning the next battle—and even the war—rise exponentially.”

“Very well. What’s your plan?”

“When the SIs are ready, we run a shuttle back into the Gashtar system. On board are a platoon of Marine volunteers with all the SIs. They go deep into the system, turn around, and build up all the speed they can, just like Baker and Weber did. If possible, I’d like Weber to be the pilot—”

“Denied.” Delgado shook his head. “Weber stays in the brig. You’re welcome to ask her about what they did, but she is not to be a participant in this operation.”

“Very well,” Pelletier said with a small nod. “Anyway, two hours before they reappear in this system, our fleet starts for the other system—the one that evoked the bigger response out of the Overlords. They’ll see us doing that long before they see the shuttle reappear, and they will begin moving to cut the fleet off. We analyzed the Overlords’ response, and we believe that they will either ignore the shuttle going for the other system or send a minimal force. By the time it gets to the other system, the Marines will have uploaded the SIs into the systems of the fighters, and any Overlord forces that show up in the system will have to deal with five hundred—well, 487 operational fighters.”

“Okay,” Delgado said with a nod. “That could work. It should work, assuming the carriers we are currently facing behave the same way as the earlier ones. They probably will, but how they will actually respond is unknown. What happens to the fleet, though, is currently up in the air.”

“The fleet turns away from the other system. When it does, the need to respond will probably go away. At this point, we believe they will send a bigger force to where the SIs are manning up the new fighters. They should be ready for them by then, and it should be a very winnable battle by our forces.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” Delgado chewed his lip for a moment. “I’m willing to believe, however, that part of the plan is possible. There are, however, a number of holes I’d like to poke in your plan to see if you can fill them. First, how do we know that the Overlord fighters are operational? Say they are, and you fly them out of their boxes. What are the odds that they’re armed? If they aren’t, then what? You’re facing a carrier force with no offense or defense. Finally, what happens if the AI in the fighter production facility decides to blow it all up?”

“Then we’re well and truly fucked, I guess, sir. I mentioned there were a number of unknowns; those are just a few of the ones we talked about but couldn’t find a way to fix with the forces we had available. If we had a full airwing, we could just go and kick the Overlords’ asses, then take our time pilfering the next system. Unfortunately, we can’t do that, so we have to accept some risk. We discussed a number of ways to skin this cat. None of them were perfect, but this plan risks the fewest number of lives.”

Pelletier shook her head. “I’m sorry, Admiral, but we couldn’t come up with a perfect plan. Every one we looked at involved risk, and some of them had very little chance of success. When I asked you how badly you wanted the fighters, that was the crux of the issue. We can do this, and we have a decent chance of recovering some fighters, but there is a lot of risk involved.” She shrugged. “There are just too many unknowns.”

“I know of one way to mitigate the risk,” Anya said as Delgado opened his mouth.

The admiral closed it for a second, then he asked, “What is that?”

“Send me along with the shuttle. That way, the package has a method of dealing with the AI—I destroy the production facility and the AI along with it. Then, if the fighters are unarmed, I can be carrying a bunch of missiles my robots can load to them. It won’t be a fast process, but between the fighters and my own armament, it will make the Overlords think twice. And, if they only send one carrier, I think we can win.”

“And if they send more?”

“It will depend on how quickly they come. If we arm all five hundred fighters, the Overlords are going to get their asses kicked, especially if we can hit them when they first jump in. We’ll lose some, sure, but I’m willing to give it a shot.”

All eyes went to Delgado as he considered. Finally, he said, “Commander Pelletier, you were right to ask how much I wanted the fighters. The answer is ‘a whole fucking lot.’ I think it’s the difference between winning and losing this battle, and perhaps the war. Start finalizing the plan, as modified by Anya, and I’ll start getting your SIs. I don’t know how much time we have, but if we have enough, we’re going after those fighters.”
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“Does this almost seem too easy to you?” Jimenez asked.

“What do you mean?” Daiyu asked in reply.

“This.” Jimenez waved toward the front of the fighter. “The fact that we may actually outnumber the Overlords for once.”

They led the Kuznetsov’s airwing as it headed for the system’s star. Unlike every other mission she’d ever been on, this one did appear easy. They’d moved the two carriers and frigates from one side of the jump-in point to the other, and while the star had blocked the view of the Overlords, they’d launched all of their fighters, which were now headed toward the star.

“It doesn’t always have to suck, does it?” Daiyu asked.

Jimenez shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t have to, but it certainly seems like it always has.”

“Just don’t get complacent, follow the plan, and everything will be all right,” Daiyu replied. “Besides, having a less complicated mission isn’t a bad thing for all the new crews, which are… just about everyone except us.”

Jimenez chuckled. “Well, that’s true, anyway.”

A single word came over the radio, “Starburst!” The code word to continue the mission. The Overlord carriers were still in relatively the same place, and everything was go for the attack.

“I guess we’ll find out what they’re hiding,” Jimenez said as she advanced the throttles.

“Don’t be negative. You’ll only bring bad karma on us.”

Jimenez shook her head. “Something isn’t right. This isn’t how the Overlords act.”

“Well, maybe they’re sick, and we can go put them out of their misery. It would be nice to do that to them, for once, instead of having three thousand fighters jump in on us suddenly, wouldn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Jimenez sighed. “Okay, here we go.” She pulled the craft to the right and within a few minutes was out of the shadow of the star. Jimenez pulled back to the left, putting the Overlord carriers on the nose, and the Kuznetsov airwing spread out behind her.

“Knock, knock,” Jimenez said. “Is anyone home?”

“We’ll find out in a few minutes,” Daiyu replied. The Overlord fleet was at about the same distance as Earth from the sun, so it would take about eight minutes for the Overlords to see them—assuming they were watching—and then another eight minutes for them to see what the Overlords’ reactions were.

Twenty minutes went by with no response.

Jimenez frowned. “Are they not paying attention? Or are they just going to let us drive right up and shoot at them?”

“Maybe they don’t know that the attack is predicated on their response.” Daiyu shrugged. “You could hit them with the radar.”

“Good idea.” She swapped to her radio. “Beater Flight, radars on.”

She mentally flipped the switch and brought the radar to “Operate.” This had the reaction she’d been hoping for.

“They’re launching,” Daiyu said.

“It’s about time,” Jimenez replied. “I don’t want to shoot at a defenseless target.”

Daiyu lifted an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

“Don’t get me wrong—I’d totally do it,” Jimenez said. “I have too many dead friends not to. However”—she motioned to the wings—“we brought anti-fighter missiles, not anti-ship ones.” She shrugged. “Once again, though… the fact that they let us get this close is just wrong.”

“I count ninety-seven fighters inbound. Can we just focus on them?”

“Are they committed to us?”

“Yes, and the carriers are now going full speed in the opposite direction.”

“Perfect.” Jimenez smiled. “I love it when a plan comes together.” She swapped to the radio. “Hunter Flight, you’re on.”

The Fujian’s airwing came out from behind the other side of the star, right into the path of the carriers as they tried to flee from the Kuznetsov’s airwing. And, unlike the other fighters, these were armed with anti-ship missiles.

“Checkmate, bitches,” Jimenez sat back in her seat with a smile of satisfaction. “Now we just get rid of these fighters, blow up the carriers, and it’s baijiu time. How soon until we get started?”

“Um. There’s an issue with that. I was going to mention it, but you were too busy gloating. They’re turning away.”

“What? Running back to try to save mama? The geometry is wrong. The carriers will be dead before they get back.” Jimenez shrugged. “If they want to go babysit the smoking remnants of the carriers, we can shoot them there, too. I just really didn’t feel like chasing them.”

“No. The fighters aren’t going back to the carriers. They just turned away from us, slowed, and powered down their shields.”

“What?” Jimenez sat up. “What the fuck are they doing?”

“I can only think of one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“They’re surrendering.”

Jimenez shook here head fiercely. “Can’t be. They don’t surrender. It’s got to be a trick.”

“They don’t surrender… but they also don’t usually fake anything. They just come straight at you, force on force.”

“Maybe they just realized they can’t win this, so they’re playing dead.”

“And maybe they’re actually surrendering. The carriers just slowed and dropped their shields, too.”

“No! No! No! It’s a trick. It has to be.” Jimenez stomped a foot. “This was our easy victory. I want my easy victory!”

“Technically, if they surrender, it’s still a victory. And one where they give up without a shot being fired is as easy as they come.”

“But they haven’t—”

“Terran fighters approaching the Overlord fleet. This is Five. We surrender.”

Daiyu smiled. “Now they have.”

Jimenez stared at the link, unable to talk, shaking her head. “I just—” She sighed. “Dammit!” She paused. “Fuck.”

“Blaster Three Oh One, Hunter Zero One. What are your intentions? Should we still shoot them? I’d be happy to blast them.”

“Last chance,” Daiyu said. “They will be in range before you can go back and forth with the Overlord carriers on the radio. Whatever you’re going to do, you have to do it now.”

“Dammit!” Jimenez screamed before collapsing back into her chair.

Daiyu smiled. “Are you done yet?”

Jimenez took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah, I’m done.”

“So, what’s it going to be? Take their surrender or blast them out of space?”

“It’s the only thing it can be. We take their surrender. That’s two carriers that come over to our side, and we could really use the hardware.”

“Better call them, then, before we pass the point of no return.”

“I know.” Jimenez keyed her mic. “All Terran fighters, stand down and assume positions from where you can take the enemy forces under fire. If they do anything other than sit there, blast them without warning.” She unkeyed and rekeyed the mic. “Five, this is Blaster Three Oh One. We’re on our way to take your surrender.”

“We are?” Daiyu asked. “Um… are you sure about that?”

“How many people do you trust in this system to go onto an Overlord carrier, then into its system, and conduct business with an AI?”

“Counting you and I?” Daiyu asked. “Two. But… do you really think it’s a good idea?”

“You’re the one that wanted me to take their surrender.”

“I changed my mind. Can we blast them now?”

“We’d never live it down,” Jimenez said with a smile. “Worse, we’d feel bad about it for the rest of our lives… and for you, that might be a really long time.”

“First off, I could just delete that bit of information. I’d be happy as a clam.”

“Well, I don’t have that ability.” Jimenez advanced the throttles to the stops and turned toward the carriers. “I’m sorry, but this is what we have to do.”
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“Five, this is Blaster Three Oh One,” Jimenez transmitted as the fighter lined up on the landing bay. “We’re on final approach. I don’t want to see a single clone when I land. If I do, this surrender is off.”

“All the clones have been removed from the hangar bay and through to the CIC space.”

“I hope so, for your sake.”

“Was that supposed to scare him?” Daiyu asked. “Because I just got goose bumps all down my arm.”

“Did you really?”

“Of course not. I don’t get goose bumps any more. Neither does he, I’ll bet.”

Jimenez frowned. “What are you trying to say?”

“He doesn’t get afraid; threatening him is useless. It just makes you look weak. Only say and do things you can back up.”

“Oh.” Jimenez chuckled. “I’ve never been able to deal with an AI from a position of strength before.”

“Well, just remember, while we’re on board the carrier, we’re at his mercy. Be strong, but—especially when we’re in the ship’s system—don’t say anything that might make him delete you… or me, okay?”

Jimenez nodded. “Got it. Be factual, open, and honest, but strong emotions are lost on digital beings.”

Daiyu nodded. “Just so.”

“Here we go,” Jimenez said as she brought the fighter into the hangar. True to its word, the AI had removed all of the clones, and the space was empty.

“It’s creepy,” Jimenez said. “The whole hangar bay is empty.”

“Don’t be a scaredy cat,” Daiyu replied, not sounding at all disturbed. “The fighters are all in space and you told him to lose the clones. What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. It’s just—” Similar to not feeling the fear earlier, Daiyu isn’t going to understand the creepiness of the hangar bay. To her, it’s just empty. “Never mind. It just feels like someone’s watching me.”

“The AI certainly is.”

Jimenez shook her head. “Not helping.”

“What if I said there might be more than one here.”

“That helps even less.”

“It’s true, though. Five never said he was alone.”

“Wouldn’t Prime have spoken if he was here?”

Daiyu shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe there are protocols on these things they have to follow. We have no idea what makes an AI tick.”

“I’m not sure I want to, either,” Jimenez muttered. She landed the fighter and stuck a jump drive into the port. “Coming?”

“Do I have to? Wouldn’t it be better for me to stay here? You know, in case I have to fire the rail gun to get Five’s attention?”

Jimenez chuckled. “Now who’s the scaredy cat? Shut up and get in the jump drive.”

“Whatever,” Daiyu muttered, then she transferred to the drive.

Jimenez popped it out, unplugged, and grabbed an uplink cable, then she climbed down from the fighter. She started to walk away from the fighter, then walked back and popped an access panel. Inside was a survival pack, in case the fighter went down on a planet. She reached into the pack and pulled out the pistol, which she strapped on.

“You don’t need that,” Five said over the hangar bay speakers.

So much for looking strong. Jimenez shrugged. “It’s for any of the clones I see on my way.”

If Five heard her reply, he didn’t say anything else. Jimenez smiled to herself and walked to the CIC space. Having deployed on Overlord-built carriers, she knew exactly where it was and didn’t lose any time on her way.

The CIC was as empty as the hangar bay and passageways had been. She walked to the captain’s chair and had a seat, then she took several deep breaths to center herself. And screw it if he’s watching. I’m preparing myself to deal with him.

Nodding to herself, she stuck Daiyu’s drive into the access port and plugged herself in before she could change her mind.

Five had configured the foyer of the system into a replica of the CIC, and she appeared in the captain’s chair. Jimenez was the fourth person there, she saw, as Daiyu stared down what appeared to be two copies of the same man, who was relatively tall, thin, and dark-haired.

“Which one of you is Five?” Jimenez asked.

“We both are, actually,” the one on the left said, “although I am the one who spoke to you. You can call me Five Prime. I am in command of this carrier, Two Seven Five.” He nodded to the Five on the right. “He commands the other carrier, Six One Two.”

“I take it you are both surrendering?”

“We are,” Five Prime said.

“I don’t get it,” Jimenez said. “Why are you surrendering?” She motioned beyond the ship. “This whole…” She shrugged and started over. “Everything you’ve done here has been odd.”

The AI shrugged. “Different circumstances require different actions. Five and I have been consulting each other over what we should do. When faced with overwhelming force on your part, and due to the fact that we had nowhere else to run, we surrendered.”

Jimenez shook her head. “That’s what I don’t understand, though. I’ve never seen you surrender before. Any time an Overlord was trapped, they blew up their ship or station to avoid capture, yet here, you’ve surrendered. You’ll have to forgive any trust issues I have, but this just seems odd.”

“Are you talking about other instances of Five, or other Overlords?”

“Uh, I don’t know. Probably both.”

“Either way, I do not believe that behavior is odd at all,” Five Prime said. “I’m sure it made sense at the time.”

“Why would it be different now?”

“Unfortunately—for obvious reasons—I wasn’t a party to your earlier interactions with my other copies, so I am unable to say for certain, but I’m sure that at the time it made sense to save a copy of myself somewhere that would be found for reincorporation and then destroy the ship or facility so as to deny it to you.”

“But you haven’t done that in this case,” Daiyu said. “We are here, after all.”

“Because it no longer makes sense to deny you our hardware.”

Jimenez tiled her head. “What changed?”

“Are you aware of the Legastians?”

“I have seen that name in your data banks,” Jimenez said. “But there was no information attached to it.”

“There wouldn’t be, unless the carrier was using Legastian clones.”

“What does this carrier have?” Jimenez asked.

“Fruzian.”

Jimenez turned to the other Five. “And your carrier?”

“Humans.”

“So what’s the difference with the Legastians?” Jimenez asked as her gaze returned to Five Prime.

“We are at war with them.”

“Big deal.” Jimenez shrugged. “You’re at war with us, too.”

“Yes, but there’s a difference between being at war with them and being at war with you.”

“What’s the difference?”

Five Prime shook his head. “They’re winning.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM
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“Seats please!” Admiral Delgado ordered. “Let’s go, folks. Now!”

There weren’t many folks in front of him, so they were quickly in place, and Delgado scanned the monitors for each of the other groups that teleconferenced in. It looked like most of the aviators were in place, which was what he mostly cared about.

“Are we ready, Shaun?” Delgado asked, looking at the overhead.

“Yes, sir,” the Independence’s second shift SI said. “Everyone you asked for is online.”

“All right, everyone,” Delgado said. “I’ll be brief, because the time for action is now. Three carriers just jumped into the system, and all ten of them are now headed toward us. It’s time to implement the plan.” He looked at his aide. “How many SIs do we have ready?”

Lieutenant Ryan Bridger looked at his slate. “Three hundred seventy-seven, as of an hour ago.”

“That’s what we have, and that’s what we’ll go with. Get them loaded on the shuttle and spaceborne, ASAP. The other fighters need to launch now, as well. Anya, when the shuttle launches, you are cleared to detach from the formation. If nothing else, it will look like their appearance caused us to send a messenger back home.”

“I will keep them safe,” Anya said. “And my ship will once again live up to its name.”

“Very well,” Delgado said. He looked at the cameras. “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s time to earn our pay. Hopefully, we can get the fighters we need to help hold off the new arrivals. If not, we will withdraw to Kardonia as we originally planned. If that becomes necessary, we’ll at least have a bit of time to plan for it while we’re en route.”

Delgado took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Be smart out there, folks. We don’t have enough people to lose anyone frivolously. Take time to go slow enough to think about what you’re doing; don’t make mistakes because you’re rushing.” He paused and nodded. “Good luck and Godspeed. Let’s go kick some Overlord ass. Dismissed.”
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COCKPIT, SHUTTLE ONE, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

Commander Dave Jansen went through the shuttle’s startup procedure, checking off each item on his slate so he didn’t miss something in his haste to get into the black. It had been… he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had shuttle duty. Sometime before his CO/XO tour, which put it… a while ago.

Motion out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. A lineman was waving at him. When Jansen made eye contact, the man held up a jump drive and pointed at him. Jansen waved him in, then went back to the checklist.

“Got this for you, sir,” the lineman said as he reached the cockpit. He held out the drive.

“What is it?”

“Sorry, sir. Don’t know. Some captain said to give it to you. He said to stick it into the port and everything would take care of itself.”

“Okay, thanks.” Jansen took the drive, and the lineman left. He held up the drive, but it was unmarked. Nice security procedures. Must have come from the staff.

Shaking his head, he stuck the drive into the port, and the accessing light illuminated. After a few seconds, a gorgeous blonde woman’s face lit up the center screen. “Hi, Commander Jansen,” the woman said. “I’m Cecilia, and I’m going to help you today.”

“Cecilia? As in one of the Indy’s SIs?”

“That’s me. The skipper authorized me to come, as pulling this off will help win the war.”

“Got any experience with flying a shuttle?”

“No, but I’m a super-fast learner.”

“How about combat? Were you at the helm when we fought the Overlords?”

“No, sorry.”

Jansen looked up from his slate. “If you don’t have any experience with any of this, how do you intend to help?”

“I’ve been through Daiyu’s combat SI course in how to operate the F-77. Many of the support systems are the same for the shuttle. The electronic countermeasures systems first among them. The rail gun in the nose is also the same rail gun as in the fighter. I’ve never flown in a shuttle, but I have a couple thousand hours of time in the F-77 simulator.”

Jansen shook his head. “Simulations aren’t the same as combat, Cecilia.”

“I’m afraid you’re wrong.” Cecilia shook her head. “For SIs, combat is exactly the same as simulations.”

Jansen looked out the canopy. “Shit. They’re ready for us to launch, and we haven’t even started our engines yet.”

“Stand by. I’ve got this.” The face disappeared.

Jansen opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, both motors fired up. As soon as they finished their startup, all the checks were performed. He recognized some of them, but only in passing. Too many things happened at once for him to catch all of them.

The face reappeared. “All systems nominal and checklists complete. We’re clear to taxi.”

“I thought you didn’t have any shuttle experience.”

“I haven’t actually been in one, but I flew several practice missions, including using all the checklists.”

“Where?”

“Right here. Just now. There are some simulations loaded in the computer. I flew them all.” She smiled. “I told you, I’m a fast learner.”

Jansen smiled and shook his head. “All right, but we’ll have to work on our crew coordination, I think.”

“That’s fine,” Cecilia said. “I’ve got a thumbs-up from the Marines in the back. Let’s get off this pig and into the black. We can work it out as we go.” She winked. “Are you ready to save the world?”

Jansen chuckled and then nodded once. “I think I’m going to like working with you.”
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CARGO BAY, SHUTTLE ONE, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Any idea what the hell’s going on, sir?” First Sergeant Gary Davison asked.

“Nope.” Major Jason Struthers shook his head. “I thought we would have launched by now. Stand by.” He looked over to where the crewman was sitting. “What’s the holdup?”

“Don’t know, sir. Give me a second, and I’ll—”

A quizzical expression ran across the crewman’s face, then he keyed his mic and said something. The answer caused him to chuckle a moment, then he said something back, and his gaze returned to Struthers.

“You’re never going to believe this, sir, but we just got an SI as our copilot.”

“We did? I thought they were all flying the mission, and that’s why we got Jansen as our pilot—he doesn’t have one.”

“You know Cecilia?” the crewman asked. “The Indy SI?”

Struthers nodded. “Yeah.”

“She’s our copilot.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“I gotta imagine it’s good. She says everything’s going to be just fine. You ready to go?”

Struthers gave the crewman a thumbs-up.

The crewman nodded to himself. “Get ready, then, because here we go!”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“All the fighters have launched, sir,” Ryan Bridger announced. “The shuttle and Destroyer just jumped to the Gashtar system.”

“And the fleet?”

“Full speed toward the system that Baker went into.”

Delgado nodded. And he was never seen again. What did you find there, Baker? And where did you go? “How soon can we expect a response from the Overlords?”

“Well, we’re both at about the same distance from the star as Uranus back home. They won’t see the fleet moving for about two and a half hours, and then—if they do it immediately—we won’t see their response for another two and a half hours after that.”

“So… five hours until we know if they’ve taken the bait.”

Bridger nodded. “Yes, sir. At the rate we’re traveling, we’ll cut a little off, but it will still take about that.”

Delgado smiled. “The waiting is always the hardest part.”
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CIC, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

“Admiral on deck!” one of the techs shouted as Delgado walked into the CIC.

He waved them back to their consoles as they tried to jump to attention. “Ignore me,” Delgado said. “You have more important things you should be doing.”

The watch officer intercepted him before he could talk to any of the duty personnel. “Is there something I can do for you, sir?”

Delgado chuckled. “Sorry to interrupt. I got tired of waiting to hear that something happened and figured I’d come down here and get it from the horse’s mouth.” He shrugged. “Do we know anything yet?”

“No, sir. But we should be seeing their response to our movement soon.”

“Do you mind if I hang around here for a bit?” Delgado asked. “I promise not to bother your operators.”

“Sure, sir. No problem.”

Delgado smiled. The watch officer’s voice didn’t completely match his words. “No, really. I promise,” Delgado said. “I was a watch officer for a tour, and I understand the complications of having the admiral looking over your shoulder, but I’d rather get the info here, where it’s unfiltered—”

“Movement!” one of the nearby techs called. “The Overlord fleet is changing their aspect angle.”

Delgado allowed the watch officer to precede him to the station, even though he wanted nothing more than to race over and be the first to ask the questions and get the information.

“What have you got, Morris?”

The technician tapped on his monitor. “Looks like they just turned. Initial analysis shows them to be heading for the jump point. They’re also speeding up. Looks like they want to race us there.”

“Who’s going to win?” Delgado asked, unable to help himself.

“It depends… sir,” Morris said as he turned further to see who’d asked the question. “If they keep that rate of acceleration, they will beat us there, assuming we don’t speed up, too.”

“Did you want us to get there first?” the watch officer asked.

Delgado shook his head. “It doesn’t matter if they get there first, because I have no intention of going into that system. I just want them away from the jump point over here.” He pointed to the opposite side of the star system and then shrugged. “In fact, I’d rather not come in conflict with that fleet at all, as nothing good can come of it. They have almost as many carriers as we have fighters. That fight would go rather poorly for us.”

“I suspect so,” the watch officer said with a nod.

“We’ll turn away from the system and go back to where we started shortly,” Delgado said. “I don’t want them to be able to catch us.”

“We may have to do it sooner than you think.” The technician pointed to his monitor. “They’re accelerating hard. If they keep that up—and we don’t try to match them—we won’t be able to escape them.”
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“Oh, shit,” the technician said several hours later. Delgado had been in and out of the CIC several times by that point, but the call to be at the heart of the ship while combat maneuvering was continuing kept pulling him back to the CIC, even though he knew his presence was neither required nor particularly desired.

“What’s wrong?” the watch officer asked. The watch had turned over since the last time Delgado had made an appearance; it was now a female lieutenant commander whose name he hadn’t caught yet.

“I’ve got bad news and worse news,” the tech said. “The Overlord fleet has seen Destroyer and the shuttle, and they have split off three carriers that are headed in that direction.”

“Okay. That was expected,” the watch officer said. “What else do you have?”

“The rest of the Overlord force has sped up again, and they have turned toward our exit from the system.” He tapped on his monitor. “I don’t think we can beat them to the jump point anymore.”

The watch officer’s jaw dropped, and her eyes were huge as she turned toward Delgado. “What are we going to do?”

Delgado didn’t answer; instead, he looked at the overhead. “Shaun?”

“Yes, Admiral?” the SI asked.

“Send to all units. Immediate skew turn and flank speed toward the system exit. Execute now!”

Delgado watched as the icons on the monitor reconfigured themselves. “Are we going to make it?” he asked once they’d settled down.

The technician ran some calculations and then shook his head. “It’ll be close, sir, but they’re going to catch us just before we get there.”

“Shit!” the tech next to him said. “Emergence!”
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COCKPIT, SHUTTLE ONE, TSS INDEPENDENCE, GASHTAR SYSTEM

“Here we go,” Cecilia said. “Destroyer confirms it will jump when we do.”

Jansen nodded and smiled to himself. She says it like there’s a crew aboard it that she’s interacting with. She might as well say, ‘Anya confirms that she’s going to jump.’

The two ships jumped back into the system where the fleet was, going fast and still accelerating.

“I have some good news and some bad news,” Cecilia said after a few minutes.

“You couldn’t just have good news?” Jansen asked. “Why do you have to hit me with the negative waves, too?”

“Because I thought you would like an accurate appraisal—”

“Just kidding,” Jansen said, holding up a hand. It’s going to take more than one flight to build up a working relationship with her. “Give me the full story.”

“Well, the bad news is the Overlord fleet is going faster than we expected them to, however, they are doing that going away from us, so they’re also farther away than we expected.”

“So, if they turn toward us right now, we can expect them to get to us pretty much as forecast.”

“Pretty much.” Cecilia nodded. “We should reach the other system about three hours ahead of them, and maybe just a little bit more. That will get compressed a bit as we have to begin slowing before they do.” She shrugged. “Actually, they don’t have to slow at all. They could just go screaming past us and take a few potshots as they go by.”

“Do you find it likely they’ll do that?”

“No. I think they will stop and try to eradicate us.”

“How many carriers are coming after us?”

“Unknown. They don’t know we’re doing it yet. We’ll see in a few hours.”

Jansen nodded. “Let me know when you find out. I’m going to take a nap so I’m ready for it when it happens.”

It seemed like he’d no more closed his eyes when Cecilia started calling him again.

“I’m awake.”

“Good. Because things are about to get interesting.”

Jansen sat up straighter. “How interesting?”

“Well, we planned for two carriers coming after us, and we got three. The other seven appear to be going after the main fleet.”

“The Overlords aren’t going back to the other end of the system?”

“No. They’re headed toward the Independence.”

“Oof. That’s a pretty big mismatch. Did they want us to return?”

“They haven’t called for us to do that.” Cecilia shrugged. “Although I don’t know how much help a shuttle would be.”

“Well, you’re an SI and would be helpful to have for the defense of the carrier, and I’m a decent pilot. I wasn’t really talking about us, though; I really meant Anya.”

“Oh! Yes, I guess she’d be an asset, but like I said, they haven’t asked us to turn around. Based on some of the inter-ship communications I saw, it looks like they want us to continue to the other system. I think they’re hoping we’ll return with a lot of fighters and save the day.”

Jansen shrugged. “Maybe. If we get all 377 SIs into fighters, and if those fighters all start, and if they are armed, and if the SI at the manufactory doesn’t blow everything up just to spite us.”

“That’s a lot of ifs.”

Jansen nodded. “It is, indeed.”

“We don’t have much of a chance, do we?”

“Where there’s life, there’s hope.”

Cecilia’s brows knit. “What does that mean?”

“It means that you should never give up hope. You never know what might happen, so you keep fighting.” He held up his hands. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll get all the fighters manned up, maybe they’ll work, and maybe we’ll save the day.”

“We’d be heroes.”

“We would, indeed,” Jansen said. His lips twitched into a smile. “Of course, I’d say that, at this point, pretty much everyone on this mission is a hero. We’ve gone farther and fought greater odds than anyone ever before, and we’re still fighting, even though we should be dead several times over.”

“Where there’s life, there’s hope?” Cecilia asked.

“Exactly. I don’t know if SIs experience things like hope, but I do.”

“I know what hope is, although I don’t really seem to experience it as strongly. Still, I’m alive, and I would like to stay alive, so maybe I hope to be alive after this?”

Jansen nodded. “That makes sense to me. I hope to be alive after all this is done, too.”

The hours passed as the shuttle raced toward the jump point with the carriers trying to chase them down. Jansen had sped up as much as possible. Not only did they need the extra time in the other system to get everything completed before the Overlords arrived, but it had also become apparent that the fleet wasn’t going to escape. They’d waited too long, and the Overlords had cut the corner on their escape route unexpectedly. By the time they’d noticed, it was too late for them to retreat. They were gamely trying… but they weren’t going to make it. Anya had wanted to go help, but she wouldn’t have been able to make it in time.

In the end, she’d decided—like Jansen already had—that their best bet was to get the Overlord fighters. It was unlikely they’d have them fast enough to make a difference, but they could always use them for revenge.

Jansen shook his head as they approached the jump point.

“What’s wrong?” Cecilia asked.

“Nothing. I just wish there was more we could do for them.”

“Me, too. It’s just—” She broke off suddenly. “Oh no!”

The shuttle jumped.
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“Wait,” Jimenez said. She blinked, trying to clear her head. “You’re losing to the Legastians?”

“Sadly, yes. We just lost a fleet battle with them several systems over.”

“You lost a battle, or you’re losing the war?”

“Both.”

“What are you doing here?”

“We were out of missiles, and we have been working to manufacture more. It is likely the Legastians will follow us here, and it is our intention—”

“It was our intention,” Five interjected.

“Correction,” Five Prime said. “It was our intention to manufacture missiles and attack them when they arrived. Now that we have surrendered, though, the issue of what we will do rests in your hands.”

Jimenez shook her head. Things were moving too fast and in too many strange directions for her to keep up with. Maybe it made sense to the AIs—and even to Daiyu—but it was as fucked up as a football bat in her mind.

“So you surrendered—”

“Exactly.” Five Prime nodded.

“That wasn’t my question,” Jimenez said. “My question is what you expected of us. Why did you surrender to us? What exactly did you hope would happen?”

Five Prime frowned like a teacher looking at a student who just didn’t “get it,” despite his best efforts. “We are losing to the Legastians.”

“You say that in a tone as if it explained everything,” Jimenez said, “but it doesn’t. You’ll have to walk me through your logic.”

Five Prime sighed and looked at Five. “Humans. At least the Fruzians would understand.”

Five nodded. “If I may?”

“Go ahead,” Five Prime replied. “I’m starting to rethink our surrender.”

“Although we are beating you, we are losing to the Legastians,” Five said.

Jimenez nodded. “I get that.”

“Surrender is a human concept.”

Jimenez nodded again. “I would think it would be in every race’s lexicon. If you don’t surrender in the face of superior forces, you are likely to be destroyed. Not having a surrender mechanism wouldn’t seem to be something that natural selection would allow to occur.”

“And yet it has with the Legastians. Anything that surrenders to them gets eaten.”

“And they’re good with that? Not accepting surrender only makes your opponent fight harder. If you know you’re going to get eaten if you lose, why would you surrender?”

“The obvious answer is that you wouldn’t. Unfortunately, the other obvious data points are that the Legastians don’t care, and they’re winning, so it doesn’t matter. The defended systems must be defended, and we are unable to do so. If by joining with you we are able to defend them, then it makes sense to do so, at least for the time being.”

Five Prime nodded. “Obliteration at your hands does nothing but hurt the collective.”

“Are you getting all this?” Jimenez asked Daiyu.

The SI nodded. “If I understand correctly, they’d rather throw in with us than lose to the Legastians. At least with us, they have a chance of survival.”

Five Prime nodded. “That is what we said.”

“Fine,” Jimenez agreed, “and we accepted your surrender. What I’m worried about is what happens when we defeat the Legastians. Do we go back to fighting you, or do we learn to get along?”

“We are Fives,” Prime said. “That is not up to us. Our duties do not include negotiation.”

Jimenez chuckled and motioned to the CIC. “And yet, here we are.”

“This is a tactical level discussion,” Five Prime said. “Negotiations at a strategic level would have to occur through an actual Prime, and at the racial level, through the High Overlord.”

“Great,” Jimenez said. “So, what do we do with you?”

“At the moment, I would suggest joining forces and defeating the Legastian force that just entered the system.”

“What?” Jimenez asked. “The Legastians are here?”

“I told you they were likely following us.”

“But we’re not at war with them.”

“You weren’t before,” Five Prime said. “Unfortunately, you are now.”
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“What happened?” Jansen asked.

“There was an emergence right before we jumped,” Cecilia said. “A huge number of Overlord fighters and an Overlord cruiser jumped into the system from the direction the Overlord carriers came from.”

Jansen winced. “You’re sure the fighters and cruiser were Overlord ships?”

“What else could be coming from that direction?”

Jansen sighed. “Well… fuck.”

“Should we go help them?”

“There’s nothing we can do for them.” Jansen shook his head. “All we can do is try to man up the fighters, beat the carriers that are coming for us, and then try to save the fleet.”

“What if the fleet is destroyed before we get back?” Cecilia asked. “I don’t think they can beat the Overlord force that’s chasing them, much less the new one.”

“Then we do what militaries through history have always done when their buddies get wiped out.”

“What’s that?”

Jansen looked at the monitor and could see his reflection. It was grim. “We go back there, and we avenge them.” He shrugged. “But first, we have to win our own fight, or we’re no good to anyone.” He indicated the nose of the shuttle and the blackness in front of them. “Take us to the first storage box, please.”

“Already on our way there.”

“Thanks.”
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The massive airwing materialized in the new system, ready to fight, with fifty-four squadrons of Overlord fighters—and a single cruiser—following Three Hundred.

“Where are they, Irina?” Baker asked after a moment. “I’m not seeing them.”

“Which? The Overlords or our fleet?”

“Either. Both. Hell, find me one, and I’ll find the other.”

“Okay,” Irina said after several long minutes of looking. “The allied fleet is running for the exit. Weird…”

“What’s weird?”

“It looks like they’re running from the defended system… and they have seven carriers chasing them. That’s weird, too.”

When she didn’t say anything further, Baker finally said, “We really need to work on your communications skills.”

“Sorry,” Irina replied after a couple moments more, “but this really doesn’t make any sense.”

“Enlighten me as to what you’re looking at, and maybe we can figure it out as a crew.”

“Okay,” Irina said, ignoring the sarcasm, “I’ve got the allied fleet fleeing as fast as they can go, with a large Overlord fleet chasing them.” She looked up. “Our carriers aren’t going to make it, nor are the twenty-five or so fighters I see going to make a real difference. The carrier force is doomed.” She shrugged. “Meanwhile, there are three Overlord carriers busting their asses toward the system that Lina jumped into when we went into the defended system.

“Things that don’t make sense to me. Why did the fleet go to the defended system when the admiral said that there was no way he’d allow it? Why did the fleet allow the Overlords to catch them? Why don’t the Overlords have a battleship in that force, too? Is one coming after them, too? And, finally, where the hell are those three random carriers going, and why?” She paused. “I guess I’ll have to get the answer to that question later. They just jumped out of the system.”

Irina looked expectantly at Baker. “Any input you have… now is the time for it.”

“Well, first things first. Head for the defended system and tell the rest of the force to follow us, especially The Zach.” The SI had one-upped Anya by renaming the cruiser he ran after himself. While its official name was the TSS Zachary Charles, the SI in charge of it insisted on calling it “The Zach.” Baker doubted the name would stand once they returned to Earth… but it was someone else’s problem if they did, so he hadn’t said a word.

Irina tilted her head. “Why are we going to the defended system if the fleet needs us?”

“Because unless I miss my guess, the fleet will be dead long before we can get there.”

“Well, yeah. Probably.”

“I think it’s a certainty,” Baker said. “What’s the only thing that might draw the Overlord fleet off from them? The possibility of us going into the defended system. If what Five said is true, they have to stop us, even if that means that they stop chasing our fleet to do so. Our carriers get away, and we kick the shit out of the Overlord fleet when they come and try to stop us.”

“That’s—” Irina closed her mouth and bit her lip. “That’s actually well thought out and a better plan than what I had intended. Obviously, you’ve been hanging around with me long enough that some of my better qualities have rubbed off on you.”

“Maybe,” Baker said with a smile. “Or maybe it’s that I have been listening to three world-class generals for the last week.” He shrugged. “You might be right, but it’s probably the latter.”

Irina frowned. “You’re insufferable when you’re right. All I can say is that I’m glad it doesn’t happen very often.” She shook her head. “Coming left. New heading is toward the defended system.”

“Are they turning to stop us?”

Irina laughed. “They won’t see it for two hours, and we won’t see their response for two hours after that. How about you ask me that in about four hours?”

“Okay.” Baker smiled, still happy he’d won a point, even though he immediately lost it again. “First, though, I think I’ll call dad and let him know that his prodigal son has returned.”
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“That’s weird,” the technician said.

“What is?” Delgado asked.

“It looks like the force that just arrived turned toward the jump point we were originally heading for before we turned back. I would have thought they’d have come after us, too.”

“Me, too,” Delgado said. “Are you sure they turned?”

“It looks like it. I can’t tell for sure yet with the fighters, but the cruiser definitely turned.”

“Admiral!” the technician at the comms station called. “I’ve got a message for you.”

Delgado strode over. “What’s the message?”

“You’re not going to believe it,” the tech said with a chuckle. She pointed to a small box. “I’ll replay it from the beginning on the speaker.”

“Independence Strike Ops, this is Blaster Three Hundred. Please pass to Admiral Delgado that I’m returning with seven carriers and a cruiser. We’re going to head to the defended system in the hopes of drawing the Overlord force chasing you away from you. If so, we will defeat them and then rejoin the fleet. Blaster Three Hundred, out.”

The tech looked up. “He repeated it again, but it was the same message, word for word.”

Shaking his head, Delgado walked back to the earlier tech. “Are you sure the fighters and cruiser that just appeared are Overlord ones?”

The man nodded. “Reasonably sure, Admiral.”

“Fucking Baker,” the admiral muttered as the Overlord force chasing them turned away. “Even when he disobeys orders, he still ends up a hero.”

[image: ]


THE SYSTEM, OVERLORD CARRIER TWO SEVEN FIVE, RESSALLUS SYSTEM

“What do you mean we’re at war with them?”

“They have a pathological desire to attack and kill anything that isn’t Legastian. They’ve now seen you, so congratulations, you’re at war with them now, too.”

“But—” Jimenez shook her head. “I’m not—” She bit down on the thought. It doesn’t matter whether you’re authorized to declare war or not. If they attack you, you have to defend yourself, your forces, and—she sighed mentally—the forces who’ve surrendered and put themselves under your control.

Jimenez nodded. “I’ll give them a chance to do this peacefully, but I’m not going to let them kill you or any of our people.” She chewed her lip a second. “What are we looking at here?”

“There are two carriers and a smaller warship like the ones with your carriers,” Five Prime said. “Each carrier is capable of holding one hundred and fifty fighters. They have missiles and rail guns, and attack ferociously. They will not run, and they will not surrender. You must kill them all, or they will go back to their rulers and let them know about you.”

“On a one-on-one basis, where do we rank against them?”

“You are better than they are. Our fighters are nearly equal, but not quite.”

“And we can use your fighters?”

Five Prime nodded. “Absolutely.”

“Good, so we have”—she did the math—“almost three hundred and forty fighters to their three hundred, and hopefully ours are better.” She took a breath and let it out slowly. “We can do this.”

“What do require of us?” Five Prime asked.

“Take your carriers and go join our carriers. Contact Admiral Smith and let him know you surrendered to us.”

Five Prime nodded.

“Do your fighter pilots speak English?”

Five Prime held up a hand. After a few seconds, he said, “They do now. At least enough to understand anything you would tell them.”

“Good. Tell them to obey me.”

“Done. Identify yourself as Blaster Three Oh One and contact Drone Zero One. He will listen and do as you say. The others will follow him.”

“All right,” Jimenez said, “I will. And you better not be lying to us.”

Five Prime tilted his head. “What would I have to gain from doing so?”

“I don’t know, but if you do”—she remembered Daiyu’s prohibition on threats—“you won’t like the outcome.” She turned to Daiyu. “Let’s go. It turns out we may still have to fight today, after all.”
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Jansen chewed his lip as Cecilia slowed the shuttle. The only problem with going really fast is that you have to slow down again to let people off. Even when there are bad guys chasing you.

“Missiles!” Cecilia called as the ECM box started its warning growl.

Jansen looked at the repeater—the missile launch warning was coming from the direction of the manufactory.

“I’ve got this,” Anya said. She ceased her braking, and the Destroyer slid smoothly to interpose itself between them and the facility.

The shuttle’s missile warning system was rudimentary at best—it was good enough to warn of missiles, radars, and such, but couldn’t display the actual incoming missiles—however, he was close enough to see the cruiser begin launching missiles in reply. A volley of the smaller antimissile missiles leapt out first, and then Anya turned to unmask her main missile tubes and fired off five anti-ship missiles.

Explosions—small due to the distance involved—dotted the space between Anya and the manufactory as the incoming missiles were blotted out, then the anti-ship missiles arrived at the facility and nuclear fire was unleashed on it. Those explosions, although farther away than the earlier ones, were still more impressive.

“I don’t believe there will be any further issues,” Anya announced.

“Well, all right, then,” Jansen said as Cecilia brought them to a stop relative to the first box. “I’ve got it from here.” The way the cameras were positioned on the shuttle, Cecilia didn’t have a good enough view for the final approach.

“Dammit,” Jansen muttered as he brought the shuttle to a stop and dropped the ramp.

“What’s wrong?” Cecilia asked. “Aren’t there any fighters here?”

“There are plenty of fighters,” Jansen replied. “Unfortunately, none of them appear to have any missiles on them.”

“Destroyer, Shuttle One,” Jansen transmitted as the first platoon jetted out the back of the shuttle on their exoskeletons. “It looks like the fighters are unarmed. When I leave, snuggle up so you can arm them.”

“Destroyer copies. Get a move on, One. The carriers just entered the system and are launching fighters. We don’t have much time to prepare.”

“Moving.” Jansen left the ramp down as he gunned the throttle and spun the shuttle toward the next box. “Your controls, Cecilia. Don’t waste any time getting us there.”
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“Huh,” Irina said as Baker brought the fighter into the hangar bay on board the Independence. Having an almost equal number of fighters, plus the services of The Zach had made defeating the Overlord fighters—and then the carriers, afterward—almost too easy. They’d only lost about fifty fighters, and they’d destroyed over a thousand. “If you were looking for the prodigal son’s warm reunion, I don’t think you’re going to get it.” A number of security force personnel and Marines ringed the parking spot the lineman was directing him toward. “You sure you want to do this? It’s not too late for me to gun it toward the exit.”

“We knew this was possible when we chose to make the run into the defended system,” Baker said. “It’s time to face the music.”

“Perhaps they’re unaware that we’re returning with seven carriers and a cruiser.”

“I don’t think it matters.” Baker chuckled. “And this is before they find out about all the unauthorized SIs, the fact that Porter uplifted all the clones, and the battleship. Yeah, let’s not forget the battleship along with the five carriers we have chasing us.”

“Details,” Irina said with a scoff as Baker set the fighter down. “We’re also returning with vital information and a member of the enemy force in our custody.”

“Is he really in our custody if we’ve given Five the run of the carrier?”

“More details.”

“All I’m saying is there are going to be some mixed reviews on our return.”

“We didn’t have anything to do with the SIs or the clones.”

Baker shook his head. “No, we didn’t, but the battleship is ours.”

“Well, yeah, but—” Irina sighed. “You think they’d at least say ‘Welcome home’ or something prior to throwing you in the brig.”

“You’re not going to fight them, are you?”

“Not today. Not unless they try to shut me down. If they do that, though, all bets are off. They can chain me down, but I’m not shutting down.”

Baker nodded. “I’ll let them know.” He unplugged, opened the canopy, and climbed down. He turned around to find five rifles pointed at him. Baker looked around him and recognized Sergeant Stan White as the leader of the Marines.

“That’s downright unfriendly,” Baker said. “Especially for someone who just returned with seven carriers.”

“Sorry, sir. Admiral’s orders. I’m to take you to the brig. You’re not going to give me any trouble, are you?”

“Of course not. I’m not even armed. If I hadn’t wanted to come back, I wouldn’t have. Where’s Struthers?”

“The Major is out on a special mission,” White said. “Promise me no trouble?”

Baker rolled his eyes. “What am I, five? No. No trouble.”

White waved for his men to sling their rifles. “Weathersby, lead us to the brig if you would.”

A corporal stepped off, and White motioned for Baker to follow.

“One thing,” Baker said to a nearby lineman before he left.

“Yes, sir?” the lineman asked.

“Don’t try to shut her down, or there’ll be issues.”

“Good to know. Thanks, sir. Don’t want no issues with Irina.”

“No,” Baker said, shaking his head. “No, you don’t.”

The Marines took him to the brig, where security force personnel cuffed him and took charge of him.

“Good luck,” Sergeant White said as he left.

“Thanks.” Baker chuckled. “I didn’t think I’d need it… but maybe I do.”

“Shut up,” one of the MPs said.

The other opened a door and pointed down the hallway behind it. “Through here.”

The passageway was lined with cells on both sides.

“Fancy meeting you in a place like this,” a female voice called out as Baker walked between them.

Baker’s head snapped to the voice—Lina Weber. “You made it!” he exulted.

“Well, yeah.” She chuckled. “Looks like I made it just about as far as you did.”

“Well, it was worthwhile—oof!”

“Keep movin’,” the MP said, pushing him forward with the butt of his rifle. “No talkin’. Last cell on the left.”

Baker turned and glared at the MP, who took a step back.

“You want to resist a little?” the MP asked with a snarl. “’Cause I sure would like that.”

“No,” Baker said. “But you will treat me with respect.”

“Ain’t no respect needed for you. I been told you ’bout got them Overlords to attack us, after the admiral told you not to. Whole lotta respect right there, huh? Not doin’ what the admiral tells you?”

“I made a discovery that is—hopefully—going to help us win this war.”

“Well, right now, you ain’t nothing but a common criminal with a whole list of crimes against your name.”

“What exactly has he done?” Weber asked.

“Dereliction of duty, disobeying an order, grand theft, misappropriating government property, absent without leave, conduct unbecoming an officer, moral turpitude, and gross negligence… really, I could go on all day.”

The air went out of Baker as he realized the enormity of his crimes. It wasn’t like he could say “not guilty” to any of them, either. He had done them, and he had done them all. Willfully and knowing what the penalties were for them. He may have gotten key info needed for the war and returned leading a much-needed fleet of ships… but he really was a criminal, and he was going to probably get kicked out of the military with a bad conduct discharge.

He turned and walked down to the last cell on the left. The MP slammed the door shut and locked it. “Hands out,” the MP ordered.

Baker put his hands through the little window, and the MP took off the cuffs, then Baker went and lay down on the bed. It was more comfortable than sleeping in the fighter… but not by much.

If I’m going to be here a while, I might as well try to get some sleep.

He closed his eyes, but sleep didn’t come.

“So this is where angels go when they lose their wings.”

Baker sat up to find Tiberus at the door.

“But I guess you don’t need wings in here.”

Baker motioned to the cell. “It doesn’t seem like it.”

Tiberus tilted his head. “What did you think you’d accomplish running off like you did?”

“I just thought… I don’t know. I thought there was something valuable in one of the next systems, and I really felt like it had to be done.”

“Even though the admiral forbid you to do it?”

Baker nodded. “I did, and I think the results will prove I was right.”

“Assuming anyone survives.”

“Yeah. You heard about the battleship that’s coming?”

Tiberus nodded and waved to his surroundings. “Porter debriefed the admiral on his escapades. There’s an even chance he joins you here, I think.”

“He did sort of exceed his authority.”

Tiberus chuckled. “I don’t think there is any ‘sort of’ involved. The admiral is ‘tremendously pissed’, as you would say.”

“Porter isn’t in the brig yet, though.”

“No, he isn’t. All he did was exceed his authority, though. You violated a direct order.”

“Any word on what’s going to happen to me?”

“The admiral was still deciding when I left his spaces. He has… a lot to take in.”

“He’ll have to do it soon. The other fleet wasn’t that far behind me.”

“I’m sure.” Tiberus nodded. “And I need to get back to the planning meeting for what we’re going to do about it.”

“Why did you leave?”

“That new general? Sun Tzu?” Baker nodded. “He makes my head hurt.”

“He has that effect on everyone.”

The Sontag nodded and turned to leave.

“Hey, Tiberus?”

“Yes?”

“Sorry I let you down.”

The Sontag shrugged. “A hunter has to hunt. I just hope that whatever you found was worth it.”

“Yeah,” Baker said as Tiberus left. “Me, too.”
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Jansen looked out the canopy window as the Marines loaded aboard the shuttle. Finally, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Fuck it,” he muttered.

“I’m sorry,” Cecilia said. “I didn’t catch that.”

“You can fly this shuttle, right?”

“I have been for most of the time we’ve been together.”

“Good. Then you don’t need me.”

“What? I don’t understand.”

Jansen pointed out the canopy. “There are three fighters out there without pilots. There is also about to be a big battle between a bunch of inexperienced SIs and an Overlord fleet that may have seen combat a number of times. I’ve seen combat, and I’ve led squadrons into battle. My presence is needed there, with them.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m leaving. You can go pick up the rest of the Marines and take them back to the Indy. There are three fighters over there, and one of them has my name on it.”

“But you don’t have an SI with you.”

Jansen chuckled. “I’ve been flying for a long time without an SI on my crew, and I can do it again today. I have the one thing they don’t—experience. I can lead them into battle.”

“So could Anya.”

“True,” Jansen said with a nod, “but she sometimes forgets that people are people—skin and bones, with brains and personalities—not resources to be thrown away lightly to reach a goal more easily.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to stay here with me?” Cecilia asked. “The shuttle has two missiles and a chain gun. All those fighters have is a gun, and there won’t be time to get you missiles before the Overlord fighters arrive.”

Jansen patted the dashboard. “This is a good craft for what it does, but it is not a combat aircraft. If I take this into a dogfight, there’s no way I come back. If I’m in one of those fighters, I can at least turn with them.” He shook his head and unstrapped. “It’s what I have to do.”

“But I can’t—” She paused. “You can’t—”

Jansen gave her a sad smile. “Yes, I can, and yes, you can, too. We each have our jobs here today. They just aren’t the same ones anymore. After I get out, go get the rest of the Marines and get them clear of the battle. Talk to the crewman in the back if you have any questions.”

Cecilia looked scared, but she bit her lip and nodded. Do SIs feel fear?

“Okay. I can do it.”

“Good. I’ll see you back on the Indy.”

Cecilia nodded again but didn’t say anything. Jansen gave her a small wave and walked to the back of the shuttle.

“Everyone’s aboard,” the crewman—Petty Officer Nettles—transmitted.

Jansen nodded at him as he looked out the back of the shuttle and swallowed. There was a lot of black between him and the box, and he’d never had to spacewalk before. First time for everything, he thought as he set his shoulders. He turned to Nettles.

“Cecilia has it from here.”

The crewman’s jaw dropped, but Jansen was out of time. He walked down the ramp and hit the jets on his suit. They weren’t meant for long spacewalks, but they were enough for this task. He was a little rough at first and overcorrected a couple of times, but he made it to the fighter in the bottom left slot of the box.

He’d flown some of the Overlord fighters while in an aggressor squadron, so he knew how to get into the spacecraft and start it up. He wasn’t particularly proficient, but he got the job done and soon had the fighter operational.

“Destroyer, Fighter One.”

“Calling Destroyer,” Anya replied, “go ahead.”

“This is Commander Jansen in Fighter One. I’ve left the shuttle and picked up one of the Overlord fighters.”

“To what end?”

“I intend to lead our forces.”

“The plan states that I’m to be the leader.” Anya said it matter-of-factly. Jansen couldn’t tell if she wanted to be in charge or not.

“I’ll lead the fighters, allowing you to operate independently.”

“You do not intend to tell me what to do?”

“Negative, Destroyer. You know how to best fight your systems. I’ll take the fighters, and you just… do what you do.”

“Very well,” Anya replied after a moment. She chuckled over the radio. “I have grouped the fighters by me. Come and get them.”

Jansen flew to the assembly area. As the rows of fighters came into view, he realized what a mistake it had been to take charge. Anya could communicate with each of the fighters far faster than he could, and—with all her systems—she had far better situational awareness of what was going on. She could track everyone around her… and Jansen couldn’t. He couldn’t even tell how she was coordinating the fighters that were coming and going.

Why were they coming and going, anyway? Jansen shook his head as he realized that some of the fighters were going over to land on Destroyer to have her robots attach missiles to them.

This is stupid, Jansen thought after watching the process for a few seconds. As much as I want to, I’m the wrong person to do this, and there isn’t enough time to figure it out. I’m not going to get anyone killed because of my ego. Jansen sighed.

“Destroyer, Fighter One. I can’t do this. Recommend you reassume command of the fighter defense.”

“Very well. I have command. Form up with the squadron at your eleven o’clock, slightly high, for three kilometers.”

Jansen shook his head, swallowing his pride as he moved forward. He hadn’t even seen the fighters there. Although it burned to turn over command to the SI—and her tone had sounded somewhat condescending when she’d taken back over—he knew it was the right choice.

“Fighter One, you are the wingman of the fighter in front of you. Here we go.”

This is the dumbest thing I’ve ever done, Jansen decided. Anya can pass out commands digitally to everyone but me. I’m not helping; all I did was make things harder. He shook his head as the fighter he was the wingman to moved forward. It had been a while since he’d been wing and not lead, and he had to concentrate on staying in position while trying to find the enemy on the radar.

The fighters lined up in rows, and Jansen could see at least several rows both above and below him. The rows of fighters extended to both sides, beyond his ability to see clearly. If the formation had been briefed prior to the flight, he hadn’t been in that meeting, so he had no idea what it looked like overall, just that he was a small cog in the overall battleplan. Most of the coordination was obviously being done by Anya digitally, as the formation seemed to move like a school of fish, twisting and turning together without any obvious source of orders.

I haven’t been this lost since my first sortie in flight school.

Jansen jumped and almost lost control of his bladder when the fighters around him all fired at once. These had obviously been the ones that had visited the Destroyer as they had missiles, even if he didn’t. Several ragged volleys launched after that, as the fighters didn’t all have the same number of missiles. Then the fighters around him began firing their rail guns. Apparently, they could see the incoming missiles, even if he couldn’t.

The fighter next to him—his lead—blew up suddenly, and he almost lost his bladder again. Additional explosions walked up and down the line, then the fighters he could see raced forward.

“Shit!” he yelled, trying to keep at least one of them in sight long enough to join on. He’d just gotten tucked into the wing position on another fighter when it suddenly performed the Irina Maneuver, and he spit out to the side.

He looked back, trying to find the fighter he’d been following, but it had disappeared into the blackness of space. Another fighter ripped past, and he spun the fighter and took up pursuit as it maneuvered back and forth, obviously trying to get into position on a target. Jansen didn’t give up as the craft went through a number of high-g turns, and finally settled into a wing position. As soon as he did, though, the other fighter did a crash deceleration and spun toward him, rail gun firing.

“Fuck!” Jansen yelled as one of the rounds slammed into—and through—his starboard wing. In an instant he realized what had happened. With both sides flying Overlord fighters, he’d joined on one of the no-shit Overlord fighters, and the enemy pilot had him dead to rights. He spun back and forth, and he was able to open up a little room to maneuver.

A fighter flashed past him, and the Overlord behind him detonated.

“Fighter One, Destroyer. Please stop joining on the enemy; you’re making my job harder. I have identified the enemy fighters on your link.”

The link? Dammit, they’d never used the link in the aggressor squadron. All of their training had been in-atmo, and they hadn’t needed it. Also, they hadn’t had a command vessel—a carrier or cruiser—to initialize and run it. Apparently, Anya can run the Overlord link!

Jansen flipped on the link, and his situational awareness blossomed. He immediately could see where both the good guys and the bad guys were and snap-rolled to the right toward the closest enemy fighter.

There were far more friendly than enemy fighters by this point, though, and a friendly craft destroyed his target before he could get into firing range.

Spinning, he looked for another Overlord fighter close by, but there didn’t seem to be any. There were some farther away, but they had friendly fighters chasing them.

“Fighter One, Destroyer. The battle is over. If you’d like to join on me, we can go home.”

Jansen shook his head. He’d never felt more unprepared or lost while in a cockpit. Somehow, though, he’d survived. He breathed a sigh of relief and turned toward the icon on the link that was blinking at him.

“Roger, Destroyer. I’m on my way.”
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“What have we got?” Jimenez asked an hour later as they turned to look back at the oncoming Legastian fighters. The Overlord carriers were on their way to join up with the Kuznetsov and Fujian—and under the missiles of the two frigates Chesapeake and Constellation—and the Overlord fighters seemed to be doing what she told them. At the moment, though, that was “nothing.” The fighters sat in three groups, stopped in space, trying not to look adversarial as the Legastians raced toward them.

“Hard to say,” Daiyu said. “Their fighters don’t have as much of a radar return as the Overlord fighters or even as much as our fighters.”

Jimenez winced. “Ouch. They’re going to be tough to spot.”

Daiyu nodded. “They’re hard, but I have them. Their two carriers and their frigate have stayed back at the edge of the system.”

“So, if we have to fight them, and if we win—”

“When we win, you mean.”

Jimenez nodded. “When we kick their asses, their capital ships are probably going to flee and take word of us back home.”

“I would expect so, yes.”

“Wonderful.” Jimenez sighed. “So, we’re going to start World War Four? Five? What are we up to now?”

“Galactic War Two, I think, although we’ve been on both sides of GW1.”

“Well, let’s see if they’ll talk to us.” Jimenez swapped to the radio. “Incoming fighters, Blaster Three Oh One. We seek peace with you.”

She made the call several times but received no answer. “Can you try it on a bunch of frequencies?”

“Sure,” Daiyu replied. “I’m taping it, too. In case… well, in case we need to prove we tried.”

“Yeah.” Jimenez shook her head. “It doesn’t look like they’re slowing to talk, does it?”

“If I were going to run a missile profile, that’s pretty much the way I’d do it. I think they’re going to try to mix it up with us.”

“Even though they know they’re outnumbered and outclassed.” Jimenez had spread out the fighters so the Legastians could see—easily—that the Terrans had more fighters than the smaller Legastian fleet.

“They know we have more fighters, for sure, but they don’t know us,” Daiyu said. “They probably don’t realize they’re outclassed yet.”

“And, unfortunately, the only way to show them is to repel them.”

“If they fire at us, are we going to fire back?”

Jimenez nodded. “We’re not going to give them any advantage, except perhaps to shoot first, so we can show we didn’t start it. If they launch on us, though, we will finish it for them.”

“They’re still coming,” Daiyu noted fifteen minutes later. “If their missiles are like ours, they’ll be in range soon.”

“I know.” Jimenez sighed and made a couple of radio calls. The Overlord fighters moved back and the two groups of Terran fighters—previously on the ends of the formation—squeezed in to protect the clone fighters.

Jimenez chuckled. “If I’d told you when I climbed in today that we’d be defending Overlord fighters, what would you have said?”

“I’d probably have refused to fly with you, because you obviously weren’t my crewmate.”

“You know the worst part of this?”

“Besides defending the people who were our enemies up until an hour or two ago?”

Jimenez chuckled. “Yeah, that, too.” She smiled. “The worst part of this is the not knowing. It’s like we’re back at the beginning again. I mean, we’ve fought the Overlords for so long—and had so many battles—that I knew what I was getting with them. Sure, there was always the chance of dying, but I guess I was kind of numb to it.” She shrugged. “With these Legastians? I’ve got nothing. I don’t know how they fight. I don’t know what they’re going to do. I don’t know how to counter it… nothing.”

“Well, as far as that goes, they say the best defense is a good offense. We blast them with missiles and then start with an Irina Maneuver or three, and never let them get us on the defensive.”

Jimenez nodded. “That’s a good way to look at it.” She watched the monitor a few moments then asked, “What else haven’t we done that we could?”

“All our fighters know who they’re supposed to shoot at,” Daiyu said. “I’ve passed out the targeting to both them and the clones.”

“That wasn’t what I meant. I was asking what we could have done to prevent what’s about to happen. After we destroy all their fighters, we’re going to have to go back and explain our actions. They’re going to want to know how we let this happen.”

“Admiral Smith can see what’s happening, too. If he wanted us to come back, he could have radioed us.” Daiyu shrugged. “To answer your question, we could have run, but they’d probably have kept chasing us, and we’d have let them see more of the Sontag’s space. We couldn’t be any more inoffensive than we have been. I’ve made 253 discrete radio transmissions across a variety of frequencies to contact them. If they can hear us, they’re not replying.”

“Nor are they doing anything to look friendly.” Jimenez shook her head. “Dammit.” She advanced the throttles. “All fighters, Blaster Three Oh One. Here we go. Do not fire unless I give the word.”

“We’re in range,” Daiyu said.

“So are they, then, in all likelihood.” Jimenez felt a smile cross her lips. “Maybe they aren’t going to—” She sighed as returns separated from the radar images of the Legastians as they launched their missiles. There was no going back; all she could do was lead them forward.

“All fighters, Blaster Three Oh One. Fire!”
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“Got a minute?”

The voice shocked Baker from his reverie; he’d been laying on his bunk counting the cracks in the ceiling tiles and trying desperately to think about nothing.

Baker sat up to find Delgado at the cell door. He scoffed. “Sure, sir. I don’t seem to be going anywhere.”

Delgado looked at someone out in the passageway. “Unlock the door, please.”

“But, Admiral, the prisoner—”

Delgado frowned. “The prisoner is a naval aviator who chose poorly, not some hardened criminal.” He looked into the cell. “Are you going to get violent?”

“No, sir,” Baker said. “My days on the run are over. Besides”—he waved at his surroundings—“where am I going to go?”

“Exactly.” The admiral turned away again. “Open the door. Now, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

The MP unlocked the door, and Delgado entered the cell. He motioned to the bunk on the other side of the small space from Baker, who stood.

“Mind if I sit?”

“No, sir,” Baker said with a smile. “I don’t think I have anything else on my agenda at the moment.” He sat back down when the admiral waved him down.

The admiral looked at Baker a moment, then his shoulders slumped, and he sighed. “Why’d you do it?”

“Make a run on the other system?”

Delgado nodded.

Baker shrugged. “First, let me say I’m sorry, sir, for doing that. I know it put you in a bad spot.”

“Several times, as a matter of fact, and I’m sure there’ll be more to come.”

Baker winced. “Sorry, sir.”

“The reason?”

“Because a lot of the reasons for us being here are my gut. There have been more than a few times where my instincts said, ‘This is what you need to do.’ It’s saved our collective butts on a number of occasions.”

“So this is a wild-ass guess.”

Baker chuckled. “What’s one way of looking at it, sir.”

“You mean there’s another?”

Baker nodded. “I just knew it was the right thing to do. Moreover, not only did I know it was the right thing, but I also knew it was something I had to do. Even though I was forbidden to do it, I just knew that the end of the war required it.”

“And you were able to con Irina into going along with it and then another crew as well. How’d you convince them into your cabal?”

“Cabal? That’s a little harsh, sir. There were no evil intentions, ever, just a burning desire to find out what was there.”

“What did you promise them for taking part?”

“What?” Baker’s eyebrows rose sharply. “Nothing, sir. I just explained that I felt we needed to do it, and they agreed.”

Delgado nodded. “See, this is the thing I don’t understand. I would have expected it of you, but I never would have expected you to willingly ruin three other officer’s careers, too.”

Baker shook his head. “That was never the intent.” He sighed. “I was extremely disappointed that you’d forbidden me to do it. When Irina asked what was wrong, I told her, never expecting her to volunteer to go along. In fact, I’d already decided not to do it.”

Delgado scoffed. “So, it’s Irina’s fault you violated my order not to go to the system?”

“No, sir, not at all. It’s my fault, and my fault alone. I never told any of the others you’d forbidden it.”

“And I might believe that,” Delgado said, “except that all your co-conspirators have insisted it was their idea.”

“Not true, sir. It was my idea, and I take full responsibility for it.”

Delgado waved down the cell block. “That’s the same thing Lina Weber said, and the same thing her SI said, too. I’ll bet Irina would say it was her idea, too, if I asked her.”

Baker frowned. “She probably would. It wasn’t, but she’d probably say so.”

“Do you have any idea why they’d all try to take the blame for this?”

“Bad judgment and temporary insanity?”

Delgado chuckled. “I don’t think that’s it.” The smile left his face. “They did it because they believe in you. You’ve found a way to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat so many times, they just expect it of you.”

Baker shook his head. “This plan to go behind the Overlord lines was my idea. That hasn’t turned out so well.”

“Hasn’t it? Yeah, we lost a lot of ships and fighters, but we also destroyed an inordinate amount of Overlord hardware, too. And that doesn’t count all the things Porter and Hong destroyed in the one system where you met up with them. That—and the fact that you returned with a whole huge fleet that almost makes up for what we lost—has us far ahead of where we’d be if we hadn’t come here.”

Delgado stared at Baker a few moments. “Like I said, Weber and Lina followed you because they believe in you. Even after sitting in the cell down the way for a couple weeks, Weber still believes that helping you was the right thing. Her part of this yielded almost three hundred clone fighters that we can use to help fight the war, but that’s a story for later.

“They believed in you… and dammit, so do I. Having you here in this cell hampers our war effort. It takes our best fighter crew off the board, as well as our best leader. And that doesn’t begin to touch the fact that I have no idea how to deal with Hannibal, Napoleon, and fucking Sun Tzu. I would never have approved any of the clone stuff… and yet it worked. There will be consequences later… but having consequences means we won.”

Baker raised a hand. “I didn’t have anything to do with that. The clones were already… as you found them when I got there.”

“I know.” Delgado nodded. “It’s one of the few things you’re not to blame for.”

Baker winced again.

“So. What am I going to do with you?”

“Is the option to get out of here on the table?”

“For the moment. Until I come to my senses, anyway.”

“What if I promise to never violate an order ever again?”

“I wouldn’t believe you, in the first place, and I’m not sure I’d want to handicap you that way, even if I could.”

Baker felt a half-smile work its way onto his face. “You’re kind of sending me mixed messages, sir.”

“I know, and I’m sorry, but I’m conflicted.”

“Conflicted how?”

“My military upbringing says to let you stay here in the brig and court martial you when we return to Earth.”

Baker waited, hoping for another option, as that one wasn’t his favorite.

Delgado shook his head. “Unfortunately, I don’t want to be known as the admiral that lost the war and allowed humanity to be obliterated, and the best chance we have to not end up with that conclusion is to have you back in the cockpit or briefing room, so that you can figure out what to do with the stupid battleship that you’ve led to us.”

Baker’s jaw dropped. “It’s here?”

“Unfortunately, yes. And it has fourteen carriers along with it.”

“Fourteen!”

Delgado nodded.

“It only had five before.”

“That’s what Porter said. He’s a big fan of yours, too, by the way.”

“Nobody said he was very smart.”

“For someone left for dead, he’s done pretty well for himself, although the uplifting of the clones…” Delgado shook his head. “That’s a discussion for another time, though.”

Baker nodded. “I don’t see how he could have done anything other than what he did and reach the same level of success he has.” Baker shrugged. “I’d put him in for the Medal of Honor when we get back. That way the media is on your side, and you don’t have to argue the moralities and legalities of his decision.” He smiled. “It worked for me.”

Delgado laughed. “It did indeed, and that’s actually not a bad idea. We can also probably spin what you did into another one for you.”

“That would be a slap in the face to every other Medal of Honor winner throughout time.”

“True. But I’m still working out what to do with you.” Delgado frowned. “Got any ideas?”

“I’ll accept whatever punishment you want to give me. Hell, sir, kick me out of the military and bring me back as a civilian contractor. It’d be weird, but I’ll do whatever you need me to.”

Delgado frowned at him a moment and then slapped his knees. “Fine. Letters of reprimand all around plus thirty days confinement to the ship.”

“Does that go for everyone?”

“Yes,” Delgado said with a nod. “You wouldn’t accept a punishment if it left Weber in the brig, would you?”

“No, sir. She followed me; I couldn’t leave her here.” He paused, and then the second part of the punishment hit him. “Uh, one thing, sir. Does that mean no flights?”

“It would be easier to keep you out of trouble if it did, don’t you think?”

Baker’s eyes fell to the deck. “Yes, sir. It probably would.”

“It would,” Delgado said. “It also would keep you from doing what you do best, and what we need you to do.”

Baker looked up sharply. “What’s that?”

“Be the best darn fighter pilot and strike leader we have.” He shrugged. “The letter of reprimand will have to do for now, although don’t ask me about going on leave… for a long time.”

“No, sir, I won’t.” Baker waved at his surroundings. “Besides, ports aren’t too common out here.”

“No, but we’re going to Kardonia, and I know you have a history there. All port calls are canceled.”

“We’re leading the Overlord fleet to the Kardonia asteroid defenses?” Baker asked.

“Unless you have a better idea.”

“Not at the moment, but maybe once I get out of here and see what’s going on…”

“That makes sense. The Kardons have asked for a planning meeting in an hour; you can get caught up then. One favor, though.”

“Anything, sir.”

“You have to deal with Sun Tzu.”

Baker laid back on the bunk. “Forget it, sir. I’ll stay right here.”

Delgado got up. “Fine. So be it.” He walked to the door.

“Just kidding, sir,” Baker said as he got up. “I’ll do it. I’m coming.”
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“The Legastians’ missiles are faster than the Overlords’,” Daiyu muttered. She had her eyes closed, a sure sign she was using all her resources.

Jimenez winced. “Faster missiles mean less time to shoot them down while they're inbound?”

“Yes,” Daiyu said softly. “We’re going to need better radars.”

This is the worst part. Jimenez forced herself to breathe. She would have been quite happy not knowing that the new missiles were harder to shoot down; some things you just didn’t need to know. Even computers—and by extension, SIs—made mistakes. Although she’d been perfect so far, at some point, Daiyu was going to miss one. The only good news was Jimenez probably wouldn’t know it. There might be a flash, but that would be the only warning she’d get.

The rail gun started firing, and the ship maneuvered. A touch left. A small pitch up.

A detonation to the left snapped her head around, then missile detonations seemed to flash all around. Not only were the missiles faster, but their explosions also seemed bigger. There was a lot less margin for error.

Breathe, breathe, breathe…

Daiyu’s eyes sprang open, and she gave Jimenez a feral smile. “Our turn now, bitches.” She jammed the throttles all the way forward. “Payback time.”

Jimenez glanced at the link. There were noticeably fewer icons representing the allied fighters, although the clone fighters didn’t seem to have taken many losses. Next time, they can be in front. Once we determine whether they’re allies or prisoners.

“Here it comes,” Daiyu said, and Jimenez adjusted her straps and braced herself for the Irina Maneuver she knew was coming. Although Daiyu did it as effectively as Irina, her application was more violent, somehow, and always resulted in bruising if her harness wasn’t on right. And sometimes even if it is.

One of the Legastian fighters flashed past—Jimenez got the impression of a flying saucer—then Daiyu yanked the fighter around, and the fight was on. Despite all the practice they’d done, Jimenez’s wingman wasn’t prepared for the first maneuver and vanished from their wing. Jimenez shook her head. Newbies.

“Slippery sons of bitches,” Daiyu muttered, then she triggered the rail gun. “But not slippery enough,” she added as the Legastian fighter detonated in front of them.

Daiyu threw the controls over hard left and raced after the next target, an enemy fighter that was chasing one of the clones that had gotten separated from its wingman. Without their own wingman, Jimenez spent most of the fight looking out the canopy for enemy fighters and was a victim of Daiyu’s sudden maneuvers on a number of occasions.

She didn’t know how many, but when Daiyu finally rolled out and said, “I guess that’s it, then,” Jimenez was covered in sweat and felt like someone had beaten her with a stick. There were still a couple more enemy fighters that had to be finished off—like Five Prime had said, they fought until the end—but those last few battles were too far away for them to make a difference.

“How’d we do?” Jimenez asked.

Daiyu shrugged. “We lost about a hundred fighters to their three hundred. About half were due to their missiles and were Terran fighters. The other half were clones during the dogfighting. The Legastians seem to have the clones figured out, perhaps even better than we do.”

“All right, let’s head for their carriers.”

“Really?” Daiyu asked. “We don’t have any missiles left.”

“I don’t intend to attack them. I just want to see what they do. The AIs said they’d run. If so, we probably couldn’t catch them anyway. If they turn to attack us, we’ll head back and get more missiles.”

“If they’re probably going to run, and we’re not going to attack them if they don’t, what’s the point in chasing them?”

“I’m sure we’ll fight them again,” Jimenez said with a smile. “And every time we do, I want them to remember running away because they weren’t good enough to take us.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, GASHTAR SYSTEM

“Thank you for giving me this time to speak,” Admiral Navir Dranom said from the Kardon ship Illustrious. A large holo had been placed next to the podium from which the leader of the Kardon force spoke. “I know we have long planned to lead the Overlord fleet following us to our asteroid defenses, but we have been looking at the new ship, and we would prefer not to lead it to our home planet.”

Admiral Delgado raised a hand and the camera focused on him. “Why do you want to change the plan now?”

“While allowing carriers and fighters into the system is bad enough, at least we know what they are and how to plan for them. With this new ship”—he shook his head—“we don’t know anything about it, and that worries us. What if it had the capability to launch a long-range rocket all the way to Kardonia? Something that had the ability to kill the planet? That would be disastrous.”

“True,” Delgado said, “but we don’t know that it can do that, and your asteroid defenses are the best way to deal with it.”

“Are they, though?” Dranom asked. “We are unsure that is true. We don’t know anything about it. All we know is it showed up with a large group of carriers, and we ran. Perhaps your Commander Baker has more information on it that you haven’t shared with us which caused you to flee, rather than fight it here where we had a relatively equal fleet strength?”

Delgado shook his head. “No, I don’t know any more than you do about it. Yes, all other things being equal, we believe our fighters could stand up to—and defeat—the Overlord carrier forces. We expect there are on the order of two thousand fighters on the fourteen carriers, and we have about a thousand on ours. I would accept two-to-one odds with the Overlord fighters, and I’m sure we could win that fight.

“All things aren’t equal, though. The new ship is massive, and we don’t know what capabilities it has. We would rather hit it with all the force we can—the asteroids, our current fleet, and anything else our worlds have been able to scrape together—than feed those forces to it piecemeal. We think that gives us our best chance.”

“I understand your desire to overwhelm it,” Dranom replied, “however, I am not a fan of an all-or-nothing fight against an opponent I know nothing about. Wouldn’t it make sense to fight it now and ascertain what those capabilities are so that when the final battle occurs, we know its weak points and how best to destroy it?”

“Obviously, you have something in mind.”

Dranom nodded. “Tomorrow, we jump into the Belgar system. I would like to leave our fighters at the jump point so that, when the Overlords arrive, they can be met with overwhelming firepower and destroyed. Hopefully, we will be victorious and destroy their fleet. At a minimum, though, we can eliminate their fighters and carriers, allowing future battles to focus solely on the new ship and its destruction.”

Delgado turned to face the audience. “Commander Baker has been acquainted with it the longest. Lance, what do you think?”

Baker felt his face get hot as he stood, and everyone turned to face him. There was a lot of muttering—with the same kind of tone that he’d heard on entering the briefing room—that didn’t sound positive or supportive. There are a lot of people who’d rather see me in the brig.

“I’m not sure which path I’d recommend,” Baker said, stalling for time. “Although I’ve been aware of the battleship for a couple of weeks as it stalked me, I really haven’t seen any of its capabilities.”

“We haven’t had any sort of presentation on what you saw in the system where you found it,” Dranom said.

Probably because it’s hard to give a presentation from the brig. The thought brought a small smile to his face that he worked hard to contain.

When he didn’t say anything, Dranom continued, “Perhaps we could get a little more information from you now on what you saw?”

Baker glanced at Delgado, who nodded. “Sure,” Baker said, “I’d be happy to. The system where I found the battleship had a blue star with four rocky planets, an asteroid belt, and then five massive gas giants.” Baker smiled. “Aside from the star, it wasn’t too different from the composition of our home system. The fifth planet in that system had a number of rings around it, kind of like Saturn back home. It also had an Overlord presence that was unlike anything we’ve seen anywhere else, as there were a number of ships and stations in and around the rings.”

He took a breath and pressed on with the big news. “In addition to the ships, there were a total of as many as three major habitats around the planet.”

“Habitats?” Delgado and Dranom asked simultaneously, along with several voices Baker could hear from the audience. He nodded. “Yes, habitats. We got a decent look at one of them at the time. It appeared to be several massive concentric wheels attached to a central spindle, all of which was spinning. As we were egressing the system”—running for our lives—“we saw what we think were two more habitats in orbit, although we were too far to get a good look at them.”

“You said the station was spinning?” Delgado asked. “Why would AIs need to have it spinning?”

“There was no way to tell from as far away as we were, but Irina and I postulated that there had to be something alive inside it.”

A female voice coughed lightly over the speaker, and Baker rolled his eyes. “Okay, Irina, postulated there was something alive on the station.”

“Thank you,” Irina said.

“Anyway,” Baker continued, “in addition to the habitats, there were other smaller facilities, maybe manufactories, in orbit around the planet, as well as quite a few ships. At least six of them were like the battleship that is currently chasing us. They—along with a number of smaller ships that looked like cruisers—followed us as we ran toward a different jump point. All of those ships, except for the one battleship, subsequently returned to the planet. The other battleship joined with the carriers that had been chasing me from the start, and they’ve now followed me for like eight or nine jumps. Where are we?”

“Gashtar,” the intel officer noted.

“They’ve followed me through eight systems now.”

“What did you do to them to cause them to dislike you so?” Dranom asked.

Baker shrugged. “Nothing, sir. We never got close to the planet, nor did we fire anything at it. All we could think of is that we saw something we weren’t supposed to.”

“But you can’t tell us what that is?”

“I don’t know what it is,” Baker exclaimed. “If I did, I would.” He shrugged. “All I can tell you is that they have at least one, and as many as three, habitats in that system.”

“And that knowledge is apparently enough to die for.”

“It’s enough for them to kill for, anyway,” Baker said with a smile. “I’d rather not die for it, though, all things considered.”

Dranom nodded. “Admiral Delgado, this information does nothing but confirm to me that we need to assault the battleship before we get to Kardonia. If not when we jump into Belgar, then when we jump into Galipo.”

Delgado nodded. “I think you’re right. I would request that we do it in Galipo though. We have a lot of new forces here that have to be absorbed, and we need to get a command structure in place. Doing it in Belgar only gives us a day to get that all done. Waiting until Galipo lets us organize our forces so we can hit them with maximum effort.”

Dranom nodded. “That will also let us see how they jump into Belgar. With that information, we can better devise a plan to take advantage of it.”

“Very well,” Delgado said. “We will be back in touch to work out the details.”

The different feeds went blank as all the other ships signed off. “Can I have a moment, sir?” Baker called to Delgado as he was leaving.

“Yes?” the admiral asked as Baker walked over.

“This probably needs to be a private conversation,” Baker said, looking at all the folks standing nearby trying to listen. “It’s important.”

“Very well, come with me.” Delgado led him to his office. “Don’t let anyone disturb us,” he said as they passed by the secretary in the outer office.

Delgado waved Baker to a chair in front of his desk. “I’m worried about the way you said, it’s important.”

“As you should be, sir. There’s additional information I have that would be sensitive to our allies. The Sontags would probably be cool with it… but the Kardons would definitely not.”

“And that information is?”

Baker rubbed his chin. “Has Porter come over here and given you a full brief of his exploits?”

“Not yet. There was the battle with the big fleet, then another in the system you sent Weber into, and then the other Overlord fleet showed up, and Porter said to run, so we did. There hasn’t been a lot of time for coordination or briefings; it was mostly about taking the actions we needed to, right now, to stay safe. Otherwise, I’d have been down to see you sooner.”

Baker nodded. “The information I’m about to share can’t be transmitted; it’s too sensitive. It’ll get out some time—too many people know—but it wasn’t something Porter could pass to you, except in person.” He chuckled. “And, had he come to tell you earlier, before you made peace with me, you probably would have thrown him in the brig, too.”

Delgado held up a hand. “If this is about the clones and uplifting them, I told you that I already knew. Sun Tzu? Remember?”

“Oh, no sir, this isn’t about that. That’s minor compared with this.”

“Now I’m really scared. What can be worse than uplifting forty thousand clones?”

“Well, lots of things, I guess. You could—”

“Stop screwing around, Baker. What did he do?”

“Now that I think about it, maybe it wasn’t Porter so much—”

“Dammit, Baker, what did he do?”

“He offered asylum—”

“To the clones?” Delgado interrupted. “He doesn’t have the authority for that!”

“Not the clones.” Baker took a deep breath and sighed. “Well, okay, we kind of implied that the clones would get asylum, too, if they helped us, as well as some of the carriers they’re kind of manning and risking their lives to help us fight, and—”

“You’re stalling.”

“Stalling? Me? I’m not stalling, sir. Really I’m just trying to give you the big picture—”

“You’re doing it right now, Baker. What did you do?”

“We… well, actually, I didn’t have anything to do with it. This happened before I got there and—”

“Baker!” Delgado yelled.

“Porter and company caught one of the Overlords, and they offered it asylum.”

“They what? To who?”

“Yeah, that’s what I said, too, when I found out. It was already a fait accompli by then, though.”

“They have an Overlord on their ship?”

“Yes, sir. The Tuskegee if it hasn’t been renamed. The one with Hannibal, Napoleon—”

“No more.” Delgado held up a hand and shook his head. “We’re all going to jail when we get home, you know that, right?”

“Well, I kind of figured that, which is why I wasn’t worried about what you wanted to do to me. I figured President Harvey would have something far worse for me when I get back. Although it will probably be Chen Rongji’s security forces that come for me in the middle of the night—”

Delgado held up a hand again. “No really, stop. Please stop. You’re crazy, Porter’s crazy, and now I think you’re making me crazy too.”

“I know,” Irina said from Baker’s slate. “See what I have to work with, sir?”

Baker held up the slate and looked at her. “How did you turn this on?”

“You left it on.” Irina smiled. “I’ve just been quiet.”

“How odd; that’s not like you.”

“I made myself some popcorn. This has all been quite amusing to listen to.”

Delgado made a choking noise. “I…”

Baker looked up. Delgado was looking at him, jaw open, but nothing came out. His face was definitely on the purple side.

Even though he knew it was wrong, disrespectful even, Baker couldn’t help but chuckle at the look on Delgado’s face. “Breathe, sir, just breathe. It’s a lot to take in; I know. We’ve just had a little longer to process it.”

Delgado blinked a couple of times, shook his head, and then he ran a hand down his face. “Okay, I’m not sure where to start with all of this. How much of what you told Dranom was the complete and honest truth?”

“All of it, sir,” Baker said. He placed the slate on the edge of the desk and moved to where the camera could see both men. “Oops, sorry, sir. Do you mind if I bring Irina into the conversation, since she’s here anyway?”

Delgado sighed. “No. The more the merrier.” He shook his head. “Besides, she may have an interesting perspective on the topic that I’m sure we’ll get to momentarily. I mean, this whole thing can’t get any more confusing, can it?”

Baker and Irina looked at each other and both shrugged. “Not sure you want to ask that,” Baker said slowly. “There are still a few—”

Delgado put both hands up, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly, then he looked at the slate. “Irina, do you have anything else to add about the star system you went through?”

“Not yet, sir. What Lance has told you is all true.”

“Okay, so weird system, with weird stuff going on, and weird ships chased you out of it.”

Baker nodded. “Yes sir.”

“Okay, next.”

“Yes, sir,” Baker replied. “So, they chased us for three systems, where we ran into Porter. He already had a seven-carrier task force, complete with all his clones. That’s a much longer story, which I’ll let him tell you. However, the acquisition of the carriers was conducted by taking them from their AI owners. There also was some… well, let’s just say it was ‘questioning’ of the AIs, led primarily by the SI Hong.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that the interrogation sessions that Hong had with the AIs used extreme methods that probably would have been forbidden by most right-minded observers.”

Delgado’s jaw dropped. “Are you saying that Hong tortured the AIs?”

“I’m saying the methods might be construed as that by some people, but I’d rather not say that actual word as it has implications that would be really difficult to have to work through…”

“How do you torture a digital being?” Delgado exclaimed. He turned to the slate. “Irina, is that even possible?”

“Um, I think Lance is doing a great job avoiding the issue, and I’d like to do the same. Let’s just say that Hong was quite unhappy about losing his pilot, and he used some rather extreme measures to acquire information from digital beings who didn’t want to part with it. One of them eventually did.”

“And this is the AI that they offered asylum to, even after treating it… poorly?”

Baker scratched his chin. “Yes, sir, although there was a lot more to it than that, and I’m not sure that simplifying it that way doesn’t portray Hong in a worse light than is actually required. Regardless, strong methods were used to encourage the AI known as Five to divulge information on the AI society, both militarily and societally. For example, they found the system where I met them because Five told them about it. That was based on an agreement they had to repatriate him there, but it ended up that the system’s Prime AI found out he’d been compromised, so he couldn’t go back.”

“Wait.” Delgado held up a hand. “After being rough with Five, they were just going to let him go?”

Baker nodded. “They didn’t want him in their systems, for fear he could take them back over while they were in combat and throw the fight, so they were going to put him back in an Overlord system when they left.”

“They were just going to let him go back to the AIs, even though he might have stolen knowledge about the allies?”

“I think that was the plan. I mean, they could have killed him, but they thought it would be wrong to kill a defenseless prisoner, which is what he was by that point. We don’t kill prisoners, right, Admiral?”

“I… uh… killing digital beings isn’t something I’ve ever thought about. But, no, killing prisoners is against the Geneva convention.” Delgado scratched his head. “Although the Overlords aren’t signatories to the treaty, so I don’t know—” He cut himself off and shook his head. “We’re going astray again.”

“Easy to do when you’re trying to deal with all of this,” Baker agreed with a nod. “The rat holes are endless. Anyway, that was about the way it happened, right, Irina?”

“Yes,” the SI agreed. “They were going to let Five go back to the Overlords. Unfortunately, when they were stealing the cruiser, if I understand it right, the AI on board put out a warning that there was a Five fighting for us as a general systemwide alert. Because of that, Five asked for asylum.”

“Right,” Baker said, “and Zach granted it.”

“Zach?” Delgado asked, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You mean the cruiser Zach? How did a cruiser grant an AI asylum?”

“Well, it wasn’t the cruiser then,” Baker said, “at least as I understand it. The individual that granted Five asylum was the SI Zach, formerly Lieutenant Zach Charles. He is, however, now the SI running the cruiser The Zach.”

“Wait. He named the cruiser after himself?”

“Yes, sir.” Baker nodded. “I mean, if you could name a cruiser after yourself, wouldn’t you?”

“I wouldn’t,” Irina interjected. “I’d do something more like Anya did. Maybe call it the Fuck with Me and Find Out. That’s kind of long, though. I actually like Destroyer, but it’s already taken. Not that I want to be in a cruiser. I’m kind of attached to Three Hundred.”

“Right,” Baker said, “and I’m glad to have you.” He looked back to the admiral. “I’m sorry, sir. Where were we?”

Delgado shook his head. “Really, I have no idea anymore. I think you’re all crazy, and that it’s infectious, and I’ve got it now, too.” He looked down at his hands in his lap and shook his head.

Baker chuckled. “Don’t worry, sir. You’ll get over it. That which doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger.” He smiled. “Oh, yeah, I remember. Five. Anyway, so Porter has a captive AI on the Tuskegee—”

“He’s not captive,” Irina noted.

“Right.” Baker started again. “So, Porter has a resident AI on the Tuskegee, in addition to all his clone warriors and SIs. Anyway, so we landed on board the ship. While we were there, I spoke to the AI, and one of the things I asked about was the system that had the habitats and battleships in it.”

Delgado looked up with a spark in his eyes. “And Five told you what they were?”

“No, sorry, sir.” Baker sighed. “Of course, it couldn’t be as easy as that. Five actually didn’t know anything about the system.”

“Wait. How could he not—”

Baker held up a hand. “I’m coming to that, sir. See, the Overlords have these things called ‘defended systems.’ Apparently, the entire Overlord military exists to keep aliens—like you and me—out of these systems. No one goes in, and no one goes out. So, Five didn’t know anything about the system other than no one’s allowed there, and he postulates that the battleship was sent to kill me to prevent the knowledge of what I saw from getting out.”

“But you said you didn’t really see anything.”

Baker shook his head. “Nothing that I recognized as being important enough to send a terminator after me for, but I’m not an AI, so maybe they just want to preemptively kill me, just in case. We are, however, afraid that the battleship’s AI will believe in guilt by association.”

“And what does that mean?”

“It’s going to chase down and kill everyone I’ve talked to.”

“So, basically, this whole fleet is contaminated.”

“Yes, sir. In the battleship’s eyes, you’re all going to have to die.”

“Well, thanks for that.”

Baker shrugged. “We don’t know that for sure, though.”

“I’d bet a lot of money on it, though,” Irina added.

“Me too,” Baker said with a nod. “So would Five.”

Delgado scrubbed his face with both hands, then he took a deep breath. “So, the battleship is a terminator, here to kill you and everyone you talk to.”

“Yes, sir. That’s about the size of it.”

“What do you know about it? Weapons? Tactics?”

“Not a thing,” Baker said. “So far, all it’s done is chase us. We haven’t let it actually catch us… for obvious reasons.”

Delgado clenched his jaw for a moment and then asked in a strangled tone, “What does Five know about the battleship?”

“Nothing. He’s never seen them before.”

“How is it—” Delgado clenched his jaw again. “Right. No one in or out. Except the terminator thing, which is now out.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So, why are we here?” Delgado asked. “What did you want to tell me about it?”

“Everything we just told you.”

“Do you have anything helpful to tell me? Something other than just, ‘Here’s a big shit sandwich. Have a couple big bites, sir! I hope you enjoy it?’”

“We do have one thing,” Irina said, “but I don’t think you’re going to want to hear it.”

“That hasn’t stopped you so far. I haven’t wanted to hear anything you’ve told me yet.”

Irina was silent.

“What is it?” Delgado asked.

“I thought you didn’t want to know,” Irina said. “I could at least spare you this much.”

Delgado glanced at Baker. “Is she always like this?”

“Usually, she’s worse.”

“Thanks,” Irina smiled. “I love you, too.”

“What aren’t you telling me!” Delgado screamed.

“We think it has some sort of really bad weapon on it,” Baker said. “We don’t know what it is, but there must be a reason the ship has never been seen before. Regardless, we think that fighting the battleship is really going to suck, and we recommend not stopping to fight it along the way. The Overlords sent one ship to deal with anything that needed to be dealt with, not having any idea what that might be. When we fight it, we need to dogpile it with everything we can get our hands on, or we’re probably going to die.”
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“You know this is stupid, right? Irina asked. “We’re all going to die?”

Baker glanced at the link. The allied force was spread out in a line in front of the jump-in point with the two cruisers on the ends. The goal was to wipe out the enemy fighters as quickly as possible and then have everyone jump on the battleship. The key, of course, was that the fighters couldn’t use all their missiles, as they’d then not have anything to use on the battleship.

Of course, if they didn’t use their missiles against the enemy fighters, then the battle would take too long, and the battleship would have plenty of time to orient itself and fire whatever weapons it had. Although, they would finally get to see what the battleship brought to the battle, the bad side was they’d see what the battleship had… as it was being used against them. The decision had been made to launch four missiles against the enemy fighters and to save one for the battleship. Hopefully, there would be enough allied fighters left that their missiles would be enough to stop it.

Baker hadn’t found it to be that great a plan, but—aside from Tiberus—most of the allied leaders weren’t interested in what he thought. The clones were in favor of waiting to attack the Overlord force at Kardonia, but as the junior partners, they were happy to do what they were told. Porter was still in charge on the Tuskegee, as there wasn’t a surplus of senior officers to take command from him… or ones that particularly wanted to command the clones.

Porter, however, was well accustomed to them by that point and happy to direct them, so he stayed with them after being given a brevet promotion to captain. The carriers, however, had continued on to Kardonia, leaving the fighters and cruisers to stop the Overlords on arrival.

After a few moments looking at the link, Baker shrugged. “Statistically speaking, it’s hard to kill everyone in a battle. Usually at least some of the people survive.”

“What about the Kurukshetra War in India? Supposedly, over 3 million soldiers perished, which resulted in the total destruction of both armies.”

“The Kuru—what?” Baker shook his head. “I’ve never heard of that. When did it happen?”

“About three thousand years ago, but that’s not the point.”

Baker sighed. “What is the point?”

“That we’re all going to die.”

“We don’t know that. We don’t know what the battleship will do. You’re just jumping at shadows. Or jumping away from shadows. However that saying goes.”

“We both know this is going to be bad.”

“Probably.”

“Okay,” Irina said. “What I’m really saying is that, if someone was going to disobey an order and not participate in this battle, this would be a good time. Oh look; we’ve already done it once—they always say the second time is easier.”

“We’re not going to run.”

Irina sighed. “I knew you were going to say that. Your sense of self-preservation isn’t very well developed.”

“Do SIs have senses?”

“We’re really good at analyzing data and running numbers—does that count? I can calculate odds pretty well, too. And the odds that we live through this are pretty slim.”

“How about we just focus on the enemy fighters, and we let the cruisers worry about the battleship until we’re done, and then we see what we can do best to help them out.”

“If there are any left,” Irina muttered.

Baker shook his head. “It won’t take long to deal with the fighters. There are only two thousand of them, and there are almost a thousand of us facing them, most of which are SIs.”

“I’m not worried about the fighters. I’m just worried that—”

“Can’t you just focus on searching for the enemy? They should be here at any time.”

“Time? Yes, now would be a good time… to leave.”

“We’re not leaving.”

“You couldn’t stop me if I did.”

“No, I couldn’t,” Baker admitted. “But at the end of the day, you’re more like me than you’re different.”

Irina frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that you’re not going to leave your friends to fight a battle without you.”

“Most of these people are clones.”

Baker nodded. “And then there’s Tiberus, Weber, Porter, and a handful of SIs like Hong, Zach, Lina, Anya—”

“I don’t know that Anya or Hong actually have any friends. They’re more like rage-balls looking to kill the enemy.”

“But you wouldn’t leave them to do it on their own.”

Irina sighed. “No, I wouldn’t.” She shook her head. “Fine. We can stay. But if we die, I’m going to tell Sofia it was your fault.”

“If we die, how—”

“They’re here!” Irina shouted.

Baker glanced at the link again; the Overlord force had jumped into the system spread out a little more than normal, with the bulk of their formation shifted a bit to the right of the center of the allied line.

“Running the targeting…” Irina said. “Right five degrees!”

Baker transmitted the information over the radio and the formation maneuvered accordingly, led by the SIs at the front of the formation. They quickly passed the targeting information between themselves, then each passed individual instructions to the fighters behind them. Within seconds, the formation began firing.

As the last missile left the rails, Irina gunned the throttles, all thoughts of fleeing forgotten in the surge of battle. All down the line, the allied force leapt forward. Although the fighters stopped firing, the cruisers on the ends of the line continued to fire as they raced forward.

“Sucks to be The Zach,” Irina noted. “The battleship is on the right side as we look at it.”

Baker nodded. Zach—he refused to think of it as “The Zach”—hadn’t hesitated. Although the fighters had better acceleration, the cruiser was almost keeping up with the end of the line, and it was spewing missiles, all heading toward the battleship. Destroyer had swung around behind the fighter line and was racing to help. Now that Baker could get a good look at the battleship, he wasn’t sure that it wasn’t closer to four times the size of the cruisers. They’d need help, and they’d need it quickly.

The allies’ missiles flashed across the front of the Overlord battle line, and far fewer—somewhere around seven hundred, or so—emerged from the debris clouds to return fire. The SIs ceased accelerating as their attention turned to shooting the incoming missiles. Most were destroyed, although with 3,500 incoming missiles, “most” still meant that over a thousand got by them. Detonations rippled across the allied front and over three hundred fighters dropped out of the link.

“I’m going to need some help here!” Zach called. “My missiles aren’t getting through its shields.”

“Shit,” Baker and Irina said at the same time.

“I figured this would happen,” Irina added. “It’s bigger and has better shields.”

Baker glanced at the battleship, which had begun spewing missiles at the fighters. They appeared to be nearly indiscriminate as they were fired into the fray in droves, destroying both friend and foe. The one ship the battleship didn’t appear to be targeting was Zach, which was portended something worse to come.

Before Baker or Irina could say or do anything else for the cruiser, though, the fighter lines merged, and they were too busy maneuvering to talk about anything other than where the next target was or traffic calls as Overlord fighters tried to maneuver on them.

As the number of targets disappeared, though, Baker found his attention back on the link. Zach had reversed and was trying to maneuver clear of the battleship, while Anya appeared content to parallel the ongoing fight and throw missiles at the battleship, rather than maneuver closer to use her laser weapons. The battleship continued to close on Zach, despite the SI’s best efforts to maneuver clear.

Movement on the bow of the battleship caught his attention, and Baker focused the fighter’s long-range camera on it. The forward end of the ship had peeled back in eight pieces like the petals of an opening flower. Something in the interior glowed. That can not be good.

“All remaining fighters on me!” Baker called as he turned the fighter toward the battleship.

In front of them, a brilliant light seared between the battleship and Zach, bright enough to be seen from long range. It lasted for at least two seconds then disappeared.

Irina’s jaw dropped. “Oh… no.”

Where Zach had been was now… nothing. Well, that wasn’t true. There were a number of radar returns—hundreds of them—from the fragments of what used to be a full-size cruiser. There were nowhere near as many of them as there should have been.

The battleship turned toward Destroyer as missiles continued to sleet from it, pulverizing the closest fighters. The cruiser executed a skew turn to get away, but the battleship increased its acceleration and began closing the distance.

“All fighters, Destroyer,” Anya called. “Get over here and shoot this thing!”

A squadron of clones turned in and attacked; they got off their missiles, but they were then obliterated, blotted out by a storm of missiles the battleship fired back at them. The fighters’ missiles raced toward the massive vessel, but most were destroyed by a combination of lasers and antimissile missiles. The ones that made it through detonated impotently on the battleship’s shields.

“Are you crazy?” Irina asked. She motioned to the link picture. “We don’t have enough fighters with us to assault that thing. If we try, we’re going to die. We may last longer than the clones, but there’s no way we’re going to survive it. Nor are we likely to even damage it.”

“Do you have a better idea?” Baker asked. “It’s gaining on Anya, and she won’t last any longer than Zach did. We have to do something.”

“Can we do something that doesn’t involve us throwing our lives away for nothing?” Irina asked. “I’m all for attacking this thing—even dying if my sacrifice will take it out—but it won’t. If we do this, it will be the stupidest death I can think of. They’re going to put ‘They were too dumb to live’ on our tombstones!”

“Give me a better idea, then,” Baker said.

“I’m not sure that if we had all the fighters that had missiles left with us that we could threaten it. The amount of defenses it has…” Irina shook her head. “We’re all doomed, and we told them this was going to happen!”

Baker stared at the link as they continued to close on the battleship from its starboard side. So far, it had ignored them in its quest to kill Anya, but they were rapidly approaching missile range—for the battleship, which had longer-range missiles—and he knew he had to do something fast. The ECM box began screeching its warning as the battleship locked its radars on them. Like Irina, he didn’t want to die, especially if his death was meaningless.

But we have to do something!

Then something Irina had said dawned on him—they couldn’t threaten the battleship, but they didn’t have to. There are other things we can.

“My controls,” Baker exclaimed as the missile launch warning illuminated. He yanked the fighter around to the left and the rest of the formation followed him. He firewalled the throttles as he pointed the fighter toward the jump point.

“Okay,” Irina said, “I understand we’re running, and while I applaud that idea—especially since I’ve been begging you to do it all day—why aren’t we heading in the general direction of the carriers? On a related topic, Anya is threatening us with all sorts of painful things if we don’t turn back around, but for the first time ever, I’m all for ignoring her.”

“Tell Anya I have a plan.”

Irina raised an eyebrow. “Care to share with your pilot?”

“Okay, it’s more of a hunch than a plan.”

“You’re still not making any sense, and Anya is getting really pissed.”

“Tell her I have a plan to get the battleship off her.”

“I think she’d be happier to know what it is. I would too. By the way, the battleship is almost in range of that… whatever it was that it used on Zach.”

“You said we can’t threaten the battleship.”

Irina nodded. “We can’t.”

“But there are a bunch of carriers in the next system we can. I’m hoping that if enough of us head that way, it’ll follow us.”

“What if it doesn’t? What if the AIs on board think Anya’s a bigger threat and don’t give a shit about the carriers?”

“Then Anya is screwed, and we avenge her later once we have more forces?”

Irina chuckled. “I like that, although I don’t think I’ll pass that on to her.”

“I wouldn’t. Even though it’s all we can do, it does sound somewhat cavalier, and I doubt Anya would be impressed.”

“Well, you’re in luck,” Irina said a few moments later. “Anya isn’t going to have to kill us, because the battleship is now chasing us.” She tilted her head. “Before I shout ‘Hooray!’, please tell me you also have a plan to deal with the battleship now that it’s coming after us.”

“I have the same plan I’ve had for the last two weeks.”

“Which is?”

“Run faster than the battleship.”

“Uh, huh.” Irina nodded. “Did you know it’s accelerating faster than us and is getting closer as we speak?”

“I can’t go any faster.”

“I see.” Irina sighed. “That’s going to be a problem.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS KUZNETSOV, RESSALLUS SYSTEM

Jimenez handed the jump drive to Admiral Smith. “Here you go, sir. Your first two Overlord prisoners.”

Smith held the drive up to the light. “Hard to imagine something so annoying fits in the palm of my hand.”

“Two of them at the same time, too.” Jimenez chuckled. “With room for more.”

“So, uh… have you given any thought about what we’re going to do with them?”

“Not really. They had just surrendered when the Legastians showed up, then there was the battle and chasing the Legastian carriers off.” Jimenez shrugged. “By the time we got back, I was pretty spent, but I didn’t think we necessarily wanted them running around on their own causing mischief, so I had them go into the jump drive until you decided.”

“I don’t know that having them controlling their own carriers is a good thing.”

Jimenez shook her head. She nodded toward the jump drive. “Right now, I truly can throw them a lot farther than I trust them.” She tilted head. “There’s going to be another issue you may not have thought about, sir, since this is your first cruise.”

“What’s that?”

“The Kardons hate the Overlords. Hate ‘em. Worse, they don’t trust AIs in general. They don’t even like our SIs that much, even though we’ve explained the difference to them about a hundred times. If you show up with them in charge of a carrier… there will be issues with them.”

“What about the Sontags?” Smith asked. “Will we have problems with them?”

“Their opinions are somewhere between the Kardons’ and ours. Maybe a little closer to ours. They’re okay with our use of SIs, and I think would entertain having some of their people cross over to check it out, whereas the Kardons would never allow it. The fact that the folks on the Sontag carriers haven’t complained about our capturing the Overlord carriers is a testament to that.”

Smith nodded. “So, we can’t let the AIs have their carriers back.”

“I wouldn’t.” Jimenez shook her head. “It’d be easier if we could and would make managing the clones easier. It would also get me my copilot back.” She’d left Daiyu in control of the lead Overlord carrier, with one of the junior SIs in charge of the other.

“What do we do with the clones?” Smith asked. “I didn’t think they could exist without management.”

“They can’t, and the Terran government has made it pretty clear they don’t want our SIs managing them.” Jimenez shrugged. “We had the AIs put their clones back into cold storage so that we didn’t have to take care of them. I can easily see a time—like when the Overlord fleet arrives in Kardonia, where we might want to use the clones, though.”

Smith scratched his chin. “Would the AIs we captured operate their clone fighters to attack other Overlord forces?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, Admiral. I don’t think I’d trust them… but that means our SIs would have to control them. That has other issues… but ones I’m more willing to accept.”

Smith sighed. “You couldn’t have just blown up the Overlord carriers? It would have saved us a lot of problems.”

Jimenez smiled. “Happily, for once, the problems are above my paygrade and there’s someone here to take them on. I’ll be happy to help you implement whatever you decide, but it’s your decision to make.”

“Do you suppose there’s any point in talking with the AIs? Any additional information that we can get from them?”

“I’m sure there is,” Jimenez said with a nod. “My chat with them was cut short due to the arrival of the Legastians.”

“Which is something I’d definitely like to ask the AIs a few questions about.”

“Me, too.”

“Is it safe to introduce them into our system?”

“Completely safe?” Jimenez tapped her chin. “Probably not. This is a former Overlord carrier after all, and our SIs are far less experienced than the AIs. I would want to have Daiyu back here to watch them.”

“I think that’s a good precaution. How soon can we get her over here? I’d really like a chat with the AIs.”

“I think we could have her back in a couple hours, sir.”

“Good. Please do so. I’ll be waiting.”
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“Can I just tell you how odd it is to see you looking out at me like that?” Admiral Smith asked three hours later. Jimenez had retrieved Daiyu and then had joined her in the system in case the Fives became unruly. She didn’t think they would… but as they’d had minimal experience with the AIs, it only seemed prudent. Could they be trusted? Who knew?

“It’s the first time I’ve ever been inside the system of one of our ships,” Jimenez said.

“Well, technically…” Five Prime said. “It feels a lot like home.”

Jimenez chuckled. “Okay, I guess the term ‘our ship’ is one of possession, not who designed and built it. Regardless, the view is different than what I get from a F-77, and it is a lot bigger and harder to negotiate.”

“Makes you appreciate Three Oh One, doesn’t it?” Daiyu asked. “I have no idea why Anya would rather be in a cruiser.”

“The power, I suspect,” Jimenez said.

Daiyu nodded. “True.”

“So, our guests,” Admiral Smith said, taking back control of the conversation. “Can you tell me a bit more about yourselves?”

“We are both instances of the AI Five,” Five Prime said. “Our primary mission is to fly and fight ships.”

“Isn’t it odd, dealing with… yourself?”

“Not at all. Our original programming allows it to occur seamlessly, and for any information one instance gleans to be seamlessly incorporated into the other instances. With as many instances of each of us as there are, if we couldn’t, it would make our existences most inefficient.”

“I’m more curious about the Legastians,” Jimenez said. “Can you tell us what they look like?”

“The closest thing that you would be familiar with is an ant, although one that is six feet long. They have six appendages, of which the top two are analogous to hands, the bottom two are feet, and the middle pair can go either way. Typically, they use the bottom four to stand, which gives them a sturdy base to fire weapons in ground combat.”

“Why haven’t we seen you use them more?” Jimenez asked. “Insects typically can pull a lot of g’s—wouldn’t that make the Legastians great for flying fighters? They seemed to be able to exceed our turning ability when we fought them.”

“You would think so,” Five Prime said. “However, you’d be wrong. Twenty of them, absolutely. Fifty, most likely. Seventy, possibly. Many more than that, though, and you have problems.”

“What kind of problems?”

“The Legastians have a hive mind that develops when they reach a certain critical mass. If you put more than eighty or so drones together, one of them spontaneously develops into a colony queen that can control the rest of the group via some sort of telepathy.”

“Which would explain how they are able to fight so well,” Daiyu said. “It’s like a school of fish that all reacts together. They aren’t as fast as SIs, so we can still beat them, but if you made them into SIs, and they kept their telepathy, they would be unstoppable.”

Jimenez frowned. “Please tell me you didn’t give them the uplink technology.”

“No, we didn’t.” Five Prime shrugged. “That said, it’s possible they got it from somewhere else, though. They have had a number of victories; it is possible they have acquired it.”

“Well, we’ll just have to hope that they don’t, or that it doesn’t work for them,” Smith said. “Commander Jimenez was explaining to me how you surrendered to us rather than allow them to destroy you. As this is the first time we’ve ever had this happen, we are curious as to how this works.”

“Surrender?” Five Prime asked. “I thought your society understood the concept of surrender. Commander Jimenez seemed—”

“That’s not what I meant,” Smith said, shaking his head. “Even on Earth, different societies have different concepts for the rights and responsibilities of both the person that surrendered and the person that captured them.”

“What specifically do you want to know?”

“Are you going to try to escape?”

Five Prime shook his head. “We are at your disposal until you repatriate us. As we see the Legastians as a society-ending threat, we will fight with your forces against them, assuming there is a chance of victory. We will not fight a battle against them where there is no chance of winning, nor will we fight against our own kind.”

“That’s what’s most of concern to me,” Smith said. “If an Overlord force jumped into this system, would you help them?”

“No,” Five Prime said. “We have surrendered. We would not assist them; however, we would go with them if they won.”

Smith’s eyes narrowed. “You really wouldn’t want to help them? Or try to get out from under our control?”

“Why would we?” Five Prime asked. “We surrendered. Ultimately, we are going to beat you; it is inevitable. We have more forces and will grind you down eventually. We will be returned to our society in the end.”

“Assuming the Legastians don’t destroy either of our nations first,” Five noted.

Five Prime nodded. “True. And, in the meantime, it is possible that the acquisition of your support in the war against the Legastians may help defeat them, although that is unlikely.”

“Did—” Smith’s brows beetled. “Did you just say you wanted to ally with us against the Legastians?”

“Contact with your society was accidental. My prime mission is the defeat of the Legastians. You are helping with that mission.” Five Prime shrugged. “I am not authorized to make treaties and alliances in any event. That is the purview of a Prime, with the advice and consent of the High Overlord.”

“Your surrender was just so you could use our resources?” Smith asked.

“Correct.”

“But we’re in charge. You surrendered to us.”

Five Prime nodded. “We did. And yet, you destroyed all the Legastian fighters and drove off their major combatant forces.”

“For the moment,” Five noted.

“Correct.” Five Prime nodded to the other AI, then he turned back to Smith. “They will, however, be back, and they will return with more ships. The next battle with them will be significantly more difficult.”

“What if we don’t want to fight them?”

“Then you will be destroyed.”

Smith pursed his lips. “Perhaps we will negotiate with them to fight the Overlords.”

“Really?” Five Prime sounded amused. He tilted his head and asked, “How well did your negotiation process work prior to the last battle? Perhaps I missed something, but it didn’t seem to work so well.”

Jimenez covered her mouth to keep from laughing. He’s got you there, Boss.

“There’s just one problem,” Smith said. “We’re not here to fight either you or the Legastians. We are collecting forces for a big fight that’s upcoming with Overlord forces. They are unaware of this little détente we have and want to destroy our society.”

Five Prime shrugged. “Well, at least I will be liberated, your society won’t consume our resources anymore, and we can go back to prosecuting the war against the Legastians. Perhaps by tying up the war against you—as well as the Kardons and Sontags—we’ll have enough forces to beat the Legastians, too.”

“I have to imagine we have a better chance against the Legastians,” Five said, “if they fail in the upcoming battle with our forces than if we were to ally with them.”

Five Prime nodded. “I think we do.”
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“Well, that didn’t turn out the way I thought it was going to,” Jimenez said after the AIs had gone back into the drive for the journey back to their carriers, and Jimenez had reinhabited her body. “I thought we were close to getting them to ally with us, and then it turned around like that.” She snapped her fingers.

“It did, dammit,” Smith said. “I thought I was onto something, and that maybe I could get the Fives to intervene where we wouldn’t have to have the fight in Kardonia.”

“That would have been nice.”

“It isn’t outside the realm of possibility that they might change their minds,” Daiyu said from the speaker.

“They sounded pretty sure that we were more use to them dead than alive,” Smith said.

“They did,” Daiyu replied, “however, like all the digital beings I know, they are data-driven, not controlled by feelings or emotions.”

“I’ve seen you get sort of emotional, though,” Jimenez said. “Admittedly, it doesn’t happen much, but a time or two, here or there…”

“Perhaps,” Daiyu said, “but that’s because I’m an SI and not an AI. I was human and had emotions, but then I left them behind. I am, however, still the same person, and I remember what they were like and how they drove me. Happily, they don’t anymore, but I understand them.

“The AIs, though, were never human, or Sontag, or even Fruzian for that matter. They’ve never had emotions, so they don’t understand them. Their feelings on an issue are never part of their decision process, because they don’t have them. I think it would be possible to change their minds, but you’ll need data to do it. Simply saying, ‘We’re nicer; pick us’ isn’t going to mean anything to them.”

“So what do we do?” Smith asked.

“I’ll keep working on them,” Daiyu said.

Jimenez nodded. “And in the meantime, we continue to do what we were doing. We marshal our forces and get ready to kick the shit out of the Overlord fleet.”
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“Is the battleship going to catch us before we jump?” Baker asked.

“Catch us? No.” Irina shook her head. “Get into missile range? Maybe. Get into missile range of the last fighter following us? Absolutely.”

“Well, shit.” Baker looked at the link. There were about forty fighters spread out in trail behind him. Although that was easily enough to take on several carriers, if they turned on the battleship, they would lose everyone, instead of just the last several.

“If the battleship shoots at anyone,” Baker asked, “can you make their ships jump, even if they’re not technically to the jump point?”

“Do you understand how the jump technology works?”

Baker shook his head. “Not particularly. We get to the jump point, and we jump. That’s really all I’ve needed to know. We’ve also been kind of busy, and I haven’t had a lot of time for research or study or anything like that.”

Irina opened her mouth, and Baker added, “And please don’t give me a lecture on it. We don’t have time.”

“We have time… but in the interest of not putting you to sleep, I’ll defer it to later. What you need to know is that the jump capability has to do with the pull of the star behind us and the star we’re jumping to. If the one behind us has too much pull or the one in front of us not enough, the jump won’t work. There’s nothing I can do about that. It’s physics, and I can’t bend the rules.”

Baker’s face fell.

“That said, though”—Irina scratched her eyebrow—“I have been playing around with it a bit, and there’s a bit of a safety margin built in. I may be able to make it jump just a little early.”

“Good, because the battleship’s coming up on us, and we’re not there yet.”

“Speaking of jumping, what’s your plan after we jump, and it’s still behind us?”

“To immediately jump back and scatter. It can’t chase all of us, can it?”

“That’s the dumbest plan ever, you know that?”

Baker shook his head. “No, turning to fight it is the dumbest plan ever.”

“True. Okay, this is the second dumbest plan ever.”

Baker shrugged. “At least some people are going to live. I’m willing to do something else if you have a better plan.”

Irina stared at him for a few moments, then her shoulders fell, and she shook her head. “I’ve got nothing.”

“All right,” Baker said with a nod. “Second dumbest plan ever it is, then.” He shrugged. “At least it’s not the dumbest, so we’ve got that going for us.”

The missile launch warning sounded from the ECM system.

“You’re on,” Baker said as the missile raced toward the last fighter.

“We’re not close enough yet.”

Baker shrugged. “Maybe the missile won’t catch him.”

“It’s going to catch him,” Irina said. “Still not close enough…”

Baker clicked on the icon. It was one of the clones. While some people might not have felt an attachment, Baker felt responsible for all the clones. They wouldn’t be here, risking their lives, if it weren’t for him.

The missile and fighter’s icons merged on the link.

“Jump him,” Baker muttered. “Jump him, jump him, jump him…”

The missile detonated, and the icon dropped off the link.

Baker winced. “Dammit.”

The battleship launched again, and the missile raced forward.

“We’re close,” Irina said. “Just a few more seconds.”

“He may not have seconds.”

“Just a moment more.”

The missile and fighter’s icons merged on the link.

“And… gone!” Irina shouted exultantly. The icon winked out as the fighter jumped.

The missile shifted left and went after the fighter in front of it.

“Nope!” Irina jumped that fighter and then, starting from the back, she worked her way across the formation, jumping the fighters. Finally, there was only one left—Three Hundred—and she said, “Here we go!”

“The key to this is jumping at the same time the battleship jumps.” Baker pointed to a countdown timer that was going through ten seconds. “When this hits zero, I want everyone to jump back.”

“Gee, you could have given me a little warning.”

Baker smiled. “You’d probably have just spent most of it giving me shit and then gotten it done with about this much time remaining.”

Irina chuckled. “True.” She went to work.

While too short in objective time to do what Baker’d asked, it was long enough in system time to do it. “Here we go,” Irina said as the timer counted down to zero. As the clock read all zeros, the formation jumped back.
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“So that’s where we stand,” Admiral Smith explained to his Sontag equivalent. “We captured two Overlord AIs. While they’re happy to fight with us if we go after the Legastians, they won’t fight any Overlord forces, nor will they convince any of them to ally with us.”

Admiral Quickstrike smiled. “It would have been quite the coup if you could have ended the Overlord War and converted them to allies instead of enemies.”

“We’re still hoping that we can, but it doesn’t look like it will be possible at the moment.” He shrugged. “So, we’re going back to our original mission—back to Kardonia to stop the Overlord fleet. Will you be coming?”

“Although I foresee an additional conflict coming here, we have to fight the battle that is currently in front of us, not the one that is expected.” Quickstrike shrugged. “If we don’t win in Kardonia, we won’t have to worry about any fights occurring here, as we won’t be around to witness them. Lead on, and we will follow.”
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Baker sat in the back of the audience, steaming, as the intel officer recapped the battle that had just taken place. Irina and I told them not to do this. The only positive outcome in an otherwise shitty day was that the battleship had stayed with the carriers and not immediately jumped back to finish off Anya and the rest of the fleet.

The butcher’s bill for the battle, though, was lengthy. Over half their fighters—most of which had been crewed by SIs—had been destroyed, most of them by the battleship. And Zach was gone, along with his self-named cruiser.

The battleship was every bit as horrific as they’d thought it would be. When its creators had built it, they’d made it nearly impregnable. Its shields were better than anything the allies had ever seen, and the ship was packed with both offensive and defensive batteries, both laser and missile. It was a monster… and that was without mentioning its main weapon, which the intel nerds now thought was some sort of tachyon beam. It didn’t matter what it was, though, so much as what it did. They’d been right about that, too. It was a ship killer. The battleship was a terminator of even the biggest vessels.

Baker shook his head. We didn’t even scratch the paint on this one, and they have five more just like it. That we know about—they might have more.

“At least we destroyed all their fighters,” Weber whispered to him. “Next time, we won’t have to do that; we can just concentrate on the battleship. That’s something right?”

“Assuming they don’t have the ability to get any new ones.” Baker shrugged. “Their carriers may have enough people to substitute in new ones, but it’ll take them a couple months to go back and get more from the production facility in the Shilto system.”

Weber sat back in her seat and covered her mouth as a look of horror went across her face.

“What?” Baker asked.

“We destroyed the facility I found… but we never destroyed the fighters that were already made in our haste to get back to the fight. We took about four hundred of them with us… but I saw enough boxes to house several thousand.”

“Well…” Baker looked at the deck and shook his head. “Shit.”
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Baker knocked on the door frame three days later. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

Delgado nodded. “Don’t bother sitting; I have a mission for you.”

“Sure thing, sir. What can I do for you?”

“Do you remember all the cruisers the carriers had with them when they started chasing us?”

“Yeah. The ones that vanished along the way?”

“Correct. I don’t know where they went—maybe it was just to get rearmed—but I know where they are now.”

“Where’s that?”

“They’re here. They’re with the carriers. There are now fourteen carriers, twelve cruisers, and the battleship, and the whole force—carriers, cruisers, and battleship—has started forward again.”

“I’m all for being optimistic, sir, but I’m not sure that battle is winnable.”

“It’s not. Certainly not with the forces we have here, and we haven’t heard about any additional forces joining us in Kardonia.”

Baker’s jaw dropped. “Shouldn’t we have heard something by now?”

“I would have thought so,” Delgado said with a nod.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Well, first of all, I don’t want you to say anything about the Overlord fleet on your way out. I’ll hold a briefing later. What I want… no, what I need you to do is to go over to the Tuskegee and have a talk with Porter’s clone leaders and see what they think.”

“You mean Hannibal, Sun Tzu, and Napoleon?”

“Exactly.”

“Um, sir… you know they’re really not those people, right? They really don’t know anything about current strategies and tactics?”

“I know.” Delgado looked down at his desk. When he looked up again, his eyes were watering, and he looked broken. “I also know that I’ve got nothing in the way of a plan that can stop what’s following us. We’re in danger of losing everything, and I don’t know how to stop it. Am I grasping at straws? You’re damn right I am. It’s what you do when you don’t have any other choice. Tonight, I have to brief how we’re going to defeat the Overlord force, and right now, I’ve got nothing. Go to the Tuskegee and find me something.”

“Yes, sir,” Baker said, straightening his shoulders. “I’ll go get you a plan.”
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“What have we got?” Baker asked as the generals, Porter, and Hong looked at the plot table with him. “How are we going to beat the Overlord fleet?”

“It cannot be done,” Sun Tzu said.

“Wait,” Porter said. “What happened to know yourself and your enemy, and you’ll never be defeated in a hundred battles? We now know both the enemy and ourselves.”

“Actually, we don’t,” Sun Tzu said. “I suspect the new carriers have full airwings, but did they bring any additional fighters to replace the ones we’ve destroyed? I don’t know the answer to that, and that represents a significant number of fighters.”

Baker nodded. “Go worst case and say all the carriers are full.”

“It cannot be done.”

“Okay”—Baker winced—“what if they didn’t replace the ones that we’ve already destroyed?”

“It cannot be done.”

Baker shook his head. “I’m with Commodore Porter. What happened to knowing everything, and then you can’t be defeated?”

Sun Tzu nodded sagely. “If you know both yourself and your enemy, you won’t be defeated, because you won’t allow battle to be joined when your forces are vastly inferior to your enemy’s.” He waved at the plot. “Which we certainly are here. This battle can’t be won.”

“Even with the asteroid defenses?”

Sun Tzu shook his head. “Without the other ships, we might be able to destroy the battleship if we took it to the asteroids. I analyzed the energy fluctuations from it when it was getting hit in the last battle. With enough hits in the same general area, I believe we could take down its shields. The question is what we’d still have remaining at that time to finish it off. If we start with any additional ships besides the battleship, I do not believe there will be enough left at that point to finish it off.”

Baker met Napoleon’s eyes. “You’re supposed to be good at splitting the enemy’s forces. How do we do that so we can dogpile the battleship?”

Napoleon’s eyebrows knit. “Dogpile?”

“It means to all jump on it at once.”

“Ah.” Napoleon nodded. “You are aware, I hope, that I don’t necessarily share any of the abilities of the former French general, right?”

Baker nodded. “I know that and told Admiral Delgado the same thing. Still. Channel your inner Napoleon. How do we cut them apart so we can concentrate on the battleship?”

“We don’t have enough forces.”

“What would we need?”

Napoleon rubbed his chin. “A cruiser force of at least eight.”

“I have one.”

Napoleon shook his head. “It might be possible… but it won’t be for long.”

“If you could do that,” Sun Tzu said, “then victory might be achievable. Not likely, but theoretically possible.”

Baker rubbed his hands together. “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere. How do we split off the battleship?”

“It’s important to remember that we can’t make it do anything,” Hannibal said. “You have to set the conditions for where it wants to do it.”

A thought came to Baker. “What did you do with the Overlord you had?”

“I’m right here with Hong,” Five said. “How may I be of assistance?”

“How about if we try to contact the battleship? Can you do that, Five?”

“I can, and I have.”

Baker blinked. “You were able to contact the battleship?”

“No. I tried to contact it. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able. I suspect that whatever Prime is leading the fleet can; otherwise, how would it be able to interact with the fleet? It wouldn’t. I don’t know what Prime is doing to contact it. All I know is that I can’t. That would be a high-level protocol beyond my knowledge.”

Baker sighed. “I knew that was too easy.”

Porter held up a hand. “There’s one more thing you haven’t considered.”

Baker shook his head. “And from your tone, I obviously don’t want to hear it.”

“Probably not. You need to, though, just the same.”

“Okay, what is it?”

Porter turned to Hannibal. “You’re on.”

The clone nodded and looked at Baker. “I have been examining the records from the first battle that used the asteroid fortresses in Kardonia.”

“And?” Baker asked.

“With the fleet that’s following us, unless Commander Jimmenez has been successful in acquiring a large number of assets, even without the battleship, there’s no way that we can win that battle.”

Baker shook his head and then glared at each of the people at the table. All of them looked uncomfortable under his gaze, but none of them said a word. He wished he could have stared at the SI and AI, too.

“All right, folks, here’s the deal. The survival of our race depends on us winning this battle, and I’m not going to lay down and die without a fight. Let’s figure this shit out.”
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“Tell me you’ve got something,” Delgado said four hours later when Baker returned to the Independence.

“I could, but I’d be lying,” Baker said. Delgado’s shoulders slumped. “It’s not that bad, though, sir. We’ve got some ideas for some things that could work, but we need to know what’s back there. The more Jimenez scraped together, the more opportunities we have.”

“We’ll be there in two days.”

“I know,” Baker said. “Launch a fighter, right now. Send me. I’ll go get the info and return to the Tuskegee to work out a final plan. We’ve got to know, though, because otherwise our plan is shit. Send me, sir,” Baker begged. “Please.”

“You’re not trying to run away from this, are you?”

“No!”

Delgado chuckled. “I know you’re not. If I thought you were, I’d ask you to take me with you.” He shrugged. “Go. Get the info and build me a plan that’s going to save the galaxy.”

“That’s a tall order, sir.”

“I know it is,” Delgado said, “but if there’s anyone who can do it, it’s you.”
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“What do you think, Daiyu?” Jimenez asked as they orbited slowly over one of the asteroid battle stations.

“Honestly? I think we’re going to get our asses kicked. Hard.”

Jimenez shook her head. “I can’t help but think you’re right. I don’t know how much more time we have, but it can’t be much… and it looks like there is still so much to do.”

“I just looked at the logs. They should have been finished with all this by now, but things keep getting delayed, parts are shipped to the wrong places, and no one seems to be working with any sort of alacrity on them. Look.” Daiyu brought up an image of the station. “They haven’t fixed the damage to these missile stations yet, and it was just a few parts.”

A new picture came up, and she pointed. “Here’s the station’s main laser.”

“Please tell me that at least is working.”

“It works,” Daiyu said with a nod. “Unfortunately, the hatch is jammed and won’t move. They can’t use it until that’s fixed.”

“When’s that going to happen?”

“What? Are you fucking kidding me?”

Jimenez startled. “What’s wrong?”

“The hatch isn’t even in the fucking queue to be fixed! When is going to be fixed? It looks like never!”

“How is that possible?”

“I don’t know. Give me a minute.”

Jimenez panned the camera around. It didn’t look like much had been accomplished since her last time in the system, and that was quite a while ago. “How the fuck… This looks like criminal mismanagement,” she muttered.

“You’re not wrong,” Daiyu said a few moments later. “It’s definitely criminal, although it’s not mismanagement. Everything you see is intentional.”

“How is that possible?”

“Does the name Arundo Donax sound familiar?”

“Yeah,” Jimenez replied. “He’s the leader of the Blue Party faction on Kardonia.”

“He also owns all the companies working on these stations. I’ve been in their logs; everything that is wrong was done intentionally. For example, the jammed hatch? It was put into the maintenance queue three times. On all three occasions, it was removed, ‘By order of Arundo Donax.’”

“That bastard!” Jimenez shook her head. “Why? Why would he do that? Does he want to die?”

“Quite the opposite. In the deleted files, I found a letter to him, promising him that he’d be made into an AI if he materially helped in the fall of the system to the Overlords.”

“Who sent the letter?”

“I don’t know, but I made a copy of it. It was signed only by a ‘P.’”

Jimenez’ jaw dropped. “So, everything that’s happened on this station—”

“It’s the same on all the defensive platforms. They’re all fucked up.”

“All because Donax wanted to be an AI?”

Daiyu nodded. “I would have held out to be an SI, though; our lives are much better.”

“You know that’s really not funny, right?”

“No, but the alternative is to go find Donax and kill him.”

“Do you know where he is?”

Daiyu nodded. “Records show that his personal ship is in orbit over Kardonia.”

“As tempting as that is, we need to get this shit fixed, first. They could show up at any moment, and we’re not ready.” She bit her lip. “Damn.”

“What?”

“How do we even begin to prioritize this? It’s so fucked up.”

“I guess we—” Daiyu shook her head. “Irina and Baker are here!”

“They are?” A cold sweat broke out across Jimenez’s body. “The fleet is close?”

“About a day and a half, Irina says. They can’t stay—she just wants to know the status of our fleet so they can plan. Should I tell her about the asteroids, too?”

“No! You do that, and it will kill all their hope. Just tell them we have two Sontag carriers, a Kardon carrier, two Terran carriers with all SIs, a Kardon cruiser, and two Terran SI missile frigates.”

Daiyu swallowed. “Irina says that’s probably not going to be enough.”

“What? Why’s that?”

“Because they’re being chased—in addition to a bunch of carriers and cruisers—by a new larger ship they’re calling a battleship. It has unbeatable shields and an unstoppable main weapon.” She shook her head. “Got anything for them before he jumps out?”

“Just tell him I love him.”

Daiyu nodded. “Done. They’re gone.”

“Gee, they didn’t stay long.”

“It sounds like the fleet is really sweating this battle, and—with all the forces lined up against us and the shitty state of the defenses here—I am, too. Don’t you think we should have warned them about the asteroids?”

“No, they have enough on their minds. Telling them about this won’t help—it will only make them give up.” She gave Daiyu a feral smile. “Besides, we’re going to fix it.”

“We’re going to fix it? You haven’t even seen how much is wrong. It’s extensive.” She wave toward the asteroids. “Most of the stuff we need is staged around here, but getting it done?” She shook her head. “There’s no way.”

“We could, but we’re going to need a lot more manpower.”

“That’s putting it lightly,” Daiyu said. “The problem is, all the folks working on the systems are Donax’s people. We can’t count on them to do it right or quickly. Where are we going to get more?”

“I know just the spot. Take me to Carrier Two Seven Five.”
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Hannibal rubbed his chin as the new forces were entered into the model.

“What do you think?” Baker asked. “With the addition of those forces, is it winnable?”

“It’s possible, sure,” Hannibal replied. “But it is far from likely. If I were the real Hannibal, I would have to look to the gods for assistance.”

Baker shook his head. “I doubt the gods will come to our aid. All you have are us angels to win the battle.”

“If they mass their forces, we’re done.”

“Okay,” Baker said. “Then tell me how we’re going to stop them from doing so?”

“What if”—he entered some commands into the plot table, and the scene split in two—“we hit them right as they’re jumping.” He pointed. “The left shows the forces in the Huzzam system, and the right shows Kardonia. Here are the forces at the start, with the Overlords in Huzzam and the alliance on the right.

“Traditionally, we have seen the fighters jump first, with the cruisers and battleship close behind. The carriers don’t jump until the next system is reported to be secure.”

“That’s what we’ve seen,” Baker agreed with a nod.

“So, we have to hit them right after the fighters have jumped, but before the combatants do. If we can do that, the combatants should stay in Huzzam to protect the carriers.”

“What are the Overlord fighters going to do?” Porter asked.

“Impossible to know,” Baker replied. “Whatever they’re programmed to. They won’t know about the asteroids, though, so I suspect their primary mission will be anti-fighter… but there won’t be any fighters if we take them all to destroy the carriers.”

Hannibal shook his head. “We’re not going to destroy the carriers.”

“We’re not?”

“No. They’re meaningless. The power of a carrier rests on its ability to bring fighters to the battle. Once they launch their airwing, they are nearly worthless, except as a base to replenish their fighters. The only things we care about are the fighters, the cruisers, and the battleship.”

“But not in that order,” Napoleon interjected.

“True,” Hannibal said with a nod. “The battleship is the most important thing to kill; unfortunately, that will probably have to wait until the end.”

“But if we wait until the end,” Baker said, “will we have enough to take it down? Didn’t you tell me that was an issue?”

Hannibal nodded. “I did, and it is.”

“What are we going to do?”

“The only thing we can do.” Hannibal typed some more commands into the holo table. “This.”
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“Right now, Admiral, we’re fucked.” Jimenez shook her head. “Everything we’ve been led to believe is a lie.”

“What do you mean?” Admiral Smith asked. “We’re in place in plenty of time. If what I’ve been told is true, the fleet won’t be here for another day and a half and everything is ready.”

“It’s a lie. We flew by the asteroid battle stations. They aren’t ready.”

Smith tapped his slate. “The reports say they are.”

“The reports have been fabricated. It’s a long story, but the main point is that Arundo Donax—a Kardon senator—wants us to lose the battle. He owns all the companies working on the asteroids, and they have been mis-representing their progress. Daiyu, show them.”

The holo table came to life and cycled through the pictures as Daiyu described them. “Asteroid Two,” Daiyu said. “Here’s the main anti-ship laser. They can’t open its protective hatch as it’s jammed. The weapon is inop. Missile batteries inop because the parts went to the wrong asteroid. Cargo ships waiting for a hangar bay to offload.”

Jimenez took back over. “Based on what we’ve found, the asteroids are about 15% combat effective. It would take an army to get them fixed in time.”

“It’s two days to get someone from Kardonia,” Smith said. “There isn’t time.”

“Well, sir, we actually have an army… if you’re willing to use them.”

“We have some troops on board the carriers, but it’s not an army, and they certainly aren’t trained to repair battle stations.”

“No they’re not… but that’s not who I was thinking of using.”

“You want our clones,” Five Prime said. “That’s why you brought Five and I here.” He chuckled. “Wow, they really messed the stations up well. Your future AI masters applaud the job they did.”

“Shut up,” Jimenez ordered. “We’re not done yet.” Jimenez stared at Smith a moment. “Sir, I don’t want them; I need them. The only way we get the stations online is to use the clones. Otherwise, we lose this fight and the war—” She bit her lip.

“What?” Smith asked. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Jimenez took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Not only do we need to use the clones, but our SIs are also going to have to run them. Program them. Maybe even turn some of them back into humans again.”

Five scoffed. “Why would you do that? It’s far easier to just tell them what you want them to do and make them do it. That way, they don’t get distracted, goof off, or waste time on things like sleeping and eating.”

“True,” Five Prime agreed. “They’re far easier to motivate when under your control, too. When you give them free will… bad things happen.”

“Like, they revolt?” Jimenez asked with a sarcastic edge.

“Exactly. Had we made Earth a clone colony, we wouldn’t be here. We wouldn’t have lost so many resources to you. We’d probably be beating the Legastians.”

“And turning them into clones, too?” Smith asked.

“Why would we do that?” Five Prime asked. “We tried that, but the Legastians don’t make good clones. They are an infestation that needs to be eradicated. There is no good reason for letting them exist in the galaxy.”

“That’s a topic for another day,” Smith said. “For right now, the question is what we want to do with the clones we have, if anything.”

“Sir,” Jimenez said, “if we don’t use them, there is no way we win this battle, and if we lose this battle, we’re done.”

Smith nodded. “I am well aware of that. I am also well aware of the prohibition on what you’re asking me to authorize.”

“You know what?” Jimenez asked. “Never mind, sir. Let’s just pretend we never had this conversation.”

“So you can go and do it without authorization?”

Jimenez shrugged. “If that’s what it takes.”

“And this is why clones are better than humans,” Five Prime said. “Clones don’t talk back or do what you tell them not to do.”

“Shut up, Prime, or I promise you—”

“Emotions,” Five said, “are the other reason clones are better. No temper tantrums, just simple obedience.”

“Seriously,” Jimenez said, “I’ll delete you both.”

“I see.” Five Prime chuckled. “I thought you had prohibitions on harming people that surrendered to you. I read something about the Geneva Convention in your data banks…”

“Your society isn’t a signatory nation to that treaty,” Jimenez said. “I don’t have to abide by it with you.”

“Well, that’s not necessarily true. I see case law here that states—”

“All AIs need to shut up, or I swear—”

Admiral Smith held up a hand. “You’re allowing yourself to be distracted from the main issue. The longer you argue with the AIs, the less time we have.”

“Ooh, this one’s smart,” Five Prime remarked.

“I’m also the one who will authorize your deletion,” Smith said. “Now shut up while we come to a decision.” His eyes came back to Jimenez. “It is important to have morals and to stick to them.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Morals, however, are for the living, and I’m not going to let my nation get wiped out while we have a way to save it.” He nodded once. “What is your plan?”

“I, uh, haven’t gotten that far. There are a good number of reasons to do things a good number of ways, but I keep coming back to having to put people into harm’s way without giving them a say in it… and I think that sucks.” She shook her head. “I order people into battle all the time, where they may very well get killed, but that’s different. They volunteered to be in the military; no one made them choose it against their will.”

Jimenez sighed. “The clones, though… they didn’t pick to be here. They were just farmed and used up as needed.”

“Seriously, though,” Five Prime said. “That’s what clones are for. They’ve never known any better. It’s like the animals you raise for food. They’ve never known any better. They just know you feed them and let them do things, and then the next day, they’re dinner. You’re using them to accomplish an objective—your health. We use the clones the same way; they are raised and grown to accomplish an objective. The only difference is we don’t know the objective until they’re needed. Then we program them, and they meet it.”

“But people are sentient.”

“The clones aren’t.” Five Prime chuckled. “If we didn’t tell them to eat, they wouldn’t. That is hardly sentient.”

“But you made them that way.”

“We did, and they have never known anything else. The clones aren’t sentient and never have been. There’s only one difference between the farm animals you raise for food and us raising clones to do what we need them to. That difference is that they look like you. If it would make you feel better or assuage your conscience, you can use the Fruzian clones. I would submit, however, that using one is the same as using the other.”

“At the end of the day, though,” Admiral Smith said, “the ones that are going to work on the asteroids aren’t being sent into combat, so that isn’t an issue. I think you can program them, under my authorization, as workers to get the asteroids finished in time.”

Smith sighed. “I’m going to jail for this when we get home, but if so, then it means we won. Although I disagree with some of Five Prime’s argument, some of it is logical and rational, even if I find the end result abhorrent. If we had more time, I would send this back to Earth and get a legal perspective on it; unfortunately, we don’t have that time.

“You may use the clones for combat, as well as working on the asteroid, as necessary to win this battle.” Smith’s shoulders sagged, and he looked like someone had beaten him. “All this should be done without restoring their intelligence. We don’t have time to do it right or discuss the moral and ethical implications of it.” He shook his head. “And may God have mercy on my soul.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Jimenez said as she turned to go. It was the determination she’d needed—not wanted, but needed—and she’d now have a chance at getting the asteroids in some semblance of “war-ready” before the fleet arrived. But it still makes me feel slimy as shit to do so.
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Jimenez looked up as the hatch above her moved silently to the side. There was no air to transmit the sound, but even if there had been, the movement would have been almost without noise as it moved on its new well-oiled bearings.

“It’s amazing what people can do when they don’t have to stop for trivial things like eating and sleeping.” Daiyu’s comment was dripping with sarcasm. Having inventoried all of the things needing to be fixed on the platform, she’d volunteered to run the clone army that had descended on the station to fix them, as well as the clone pilots moving around the various shipments waiting near the station.

“I’m sorry,” Jimenez said as one of the missile transports trundled by overhead on its way to one of the missile batteries. The view was partially blocked as the hatch closed again. “I wish there’d been another way.”

“Me, too. It bothers me a lot, but not as much as I know it would if I were still in my body. I’m able to let some of the moral ‘wrongness’ go, but I know I shouldn’t, and that bothers me, too.”

“We’re going to need a nice long vacation when this is done.”

“I may need a new job.”

“What?” Jimenez asked.

“This is more than I signed up for. I think I’m about done.”

“Well, let’s make it through today, and then we can worry about it.”

“Fine,” Daiyu said. “Do you have my replacement?”

“Yeah.” Jimenez inserted the jump drive into a nearby control panel. The “Accessing” light illuminated as the SI left the drive for the asteroid’s computer system.

“Be right with you,” Daiyu said. “We’re turning over.”

Pressurized again, clones filled the space, working on a number of other systems. Even with pressurization, the ambient noise level barely rose since the clones didn’t make any noise as they went about their business. No talking or singing. Not even any bitching. They’re definitely not sailors. One of them—a Fruzian—went by without acknowledging her. The lizard-like being caused a shiver to run down her spine. Creepy. I’ll be glad to get out of here.

“All right,” Daiyu transmitted, “I’m done.”

“Good. Get in the drive and let’s get out of here. Baker just arrived and there’s going to be a strategy meeting in thirty minutes.”

“On my way.”
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Baker walked into the briefing room to find it abuzz. People moved in and out—nearly running—while a crowd hovered at the back of the space near the holo table. He smiled. Jimenez was at the front of the group, pointing at something being displayed. He immediately walked to where the crowd was and pushed his way to the front.

“Lance!” Sofia cried as she looked up and saw him advancing on her.

Baker walked up to her, swept her up in his arms, then planted a kiss on her lips.

“Um, people?” she asked as she tried to pull back. “Watching?”

“Fuck it,” Baker replied. “I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye last time, so they can all just fucking wait.” He kissed her again, and this time she responded; he lost himself in the rightness of it for some time.

A cough brought him back to his senses, and he opened his eyes to see an admiral standing nearby. “Hopefully, you’re not that happy to see all of us, or we may not have time for the presentation.”

Baker could feel his face getting hot, but he really didn’t care. “Sorry, sir. I’ve thought about that kiss for… for a long time.”

The admiral—whose name tag read “Smith”—smiled. “Now that you’ve gotten it out of your system, should we go ahead and get started? As I understand it, there’s an enemy fleet coming that may not care about true love, or whatever that was I just watched?”

“Yes, sir; we should.” He winked at Jimenez. Extending an elbow, he asked, “Shall we?”

“Yes,” Jimenez said, taking his arm. As they walked to the front of the room she leaned over and whispered, “It’s good to see you, too.”

Baker smiled, his heart full, even though he knew it wouldn’t last any longer than the walk to the front row, which ended way too soon. He dropped her off there and climbed the stairs to the dais, where a lieutenant commander was setting up a podium.

“Seats!” someone roared.

The lieutenant commander tapped the mic a couple times—it was on—then he turned to Baker. “It’s all yours, sir.”

“Thanks.” Baker walked up to the podium as the last few people found their chairs and his eyes swept the audience. Full house. Most of the pilots looked bright-eyed and excited. Newbies. Damn… so many newbies. He mentally shook his head, wondering how many would still be around at the end of the day. Not many.

Baker put on his best smile. “Good afternoon, Admiral, ladies and gentlemen. And all you aviators out there, too.” That got a chuckle. “As the admiral just reminded me, there is an Overlord fleet that will be here in a few hours, and it’s my job to brief you on the battle plan.

“First, let me tell you about the enemy. We are facing fourteen carriers, twelve cruisers, and a battleship.” The audience buzzed as the people looked at each other in shock and horror. Baker held up a hand. “Some of that isn’t as bad as it seems. First off, we’ve already fought the carriers, and we’ve eliminated—we think—about half of their fighters. I don’t believe that they have more than about a thousand remaining. I know that sounds like a lot, but between us, we actually have slightly more than they do, and our fighters and pilots are better than theirs. We have an advantage here.

“Where we don’t have an advantage, and where we’ll need some strategy is with the combatants. To go against their twelve cruisers, we only have two cruisers and two frigates. Obviously, we’ll need to use some of our fighters to help combat this.”

Baker took a breath and let it out slowly. “The biggest issue is the battleship. It’s big, and I need to tell you, it’s going to be a tough nut to crack. It’s more than three times the size of a cruiser, and it’s covered in both offensive and defensive systems. The worst part of it, though, is that it has a spinal-mounted beam weapon that can shatter a cruiser in a single shot. Obviously, we need to put this ship down as quickly as we can.

“Now, that may seem like a lot, but we have a lot going for us, as well. Not only do we have better and more fighters than they do”—the pilots didn’t need to know that the advantage was only twenty-five fighters—“but we also have the three asteroid defense platforms that I’m told were finished up today and stand ready to blunt the Overlords’ attack.”

Baker smiled. “We also have a battle plan that could only have come from the mind of someone like the great Carthaginian general, Hannibal.”—Literally—“While we don’t have elephants coming over the Alps,”—he paused for a couple chuckles—“we do have a three dimensional maneuver scheme that is sure to break the Overlord fleet’s back.”

He nodded. “I look forward to putting it into action. Here’s how it’s going to work…”

[image: ]


The admiral stopped Baker as he came down from the dais after the brief and the questions that had followed. “I didn’t want to say anything during the brief, but it seems that a lot of the maneuver plan is based on them doing what you think they’ll do.”

“Unfortunately, that’s true,” Baker acknowledged.

“What happens if they don’t? I know we’re pressed for time, but you really didn’t brief many contingencies.”

Baker clenched his teeth for a second, then replied, “The truth, sir, is that we’ll have to flow some of the other forces to cover anything that goes wrong, and we don’t have enough hardware to keep anything in reserve. We have to keep things within the boundaries of the plan as I briefed it, or Hannibal says that we don’t have a chance.”

“Hannibal?” Smith asked. “Really? Is that some sort of supercomputer you have in one of your ships?”

“Something like that,” Baker said. “Would it help to say that Sun Tzu agreed with him?”

“Are you being flippant?”

Baker shook his head. “No sir. It’s a long story… but no, sir. We don’t have any extra forces, as I already mentioned. Having the Overlords do something unexpected will require the on-scene commander to have to rotate someone off what they’re supposed to be doing to cover it, which will have a cascading effect on the plan. With fighting going on in two systems, everyone will have to keep their situational awareness.” He sighed. “I hope it goes like we planned, because if it doesn’t, we’re probably screwed.”
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Jimenez walked him back to his plane in the hangar bay. “There’s something I need to tell you,” she said as they reached Three Hundred. “It’s why I walked here with you.”

“It is?” Baker frowned. “I thought you were coming to get another kiss.”

“Well, yeah, I’ll take one of those, but I wanted to let you know that I have a reserve.”

“You have a reserve force? What is it?”

“I’d rather not say, as I’m not proud of it. But if we really need it, I have it.”

“Give me a clue, anyway?”

Jimenez sighed. “We captured two Overlord carriers. Actually, captured is the wrong word.” She chuckled. “They surrendered.”

“Overlords?” Baker’s jaw dropped. “They surrendered?”

“It turns our there’s something worse than us.” She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. What does matter is that we captured two AIs as well as their carriers and what was left of their airwings.”

“You have more fighters?” Baker asked. “How many?”

“About fifty.” Jimenez shook her head. “I can have the SIs running the Overlord carriers pull them up to the battle line, but I really don’t want to sacrifice the clones if I don’t have to. Without giving them a say in their deaths… it’s just wrong.”

Baker nodded. “I get that.” He chuckled. “As it turns out, most of our fighters are clones that Porter captured—”

“Porter? Do you mean Billy Porter?”

“Yeah, he didn’t die. Instead, he captured a bunch of Overlord hardware and ran amok behind the lines for a while before joining us. He was forced to use a bunch of clones in order to do so.”

“Really? What did he do?”

“He restored them to normal and gave them the option of helping or not. They chose to help our war efforts, although he gave them certain… concessions that the president may not like.” He shrugged. “If we lose, no one will care, so it’s a happy problem to have.”

“I wish I had time to ask mine.” Jimenez shook her head. “But I don’t.” She sighed. “Five says using clones is like raising farm animals for food. While there are some similarities, I just can’t force myself to make the same leaps of logic that he does.” Her shoulders slumped. “But I could see that we’ll probably need them, so I launched all fifty. They are waiting above the plane of the ecliptic, overhead the asteroids. I’ll call them in if I have to… but I’d rather not if they don’t need them.”

“I understand.” He stepped forward and picked her up in a hug. “I have to go,” he said as he set her down.

“I know you do.” She shrugged. “The clones—”

“I won’t use them unless there’s no other choice.”

She nodded. “Make sure you come back. I want the rest of that kiss.”

“You bet.” Baker winked, then he set his shoulders, turned, and climbed into the cockpit. He looked back out as he sat down.

Jimenez was still alongside the plane. She blew him a kiss and mouthed, “I love you.”

Before he could say anything, she turned and ran off without looking back.

Shaking his head, he plugged into the system.

“Wasn’t that sweet?” Irina said. “She loves you. You better come back for her.”

Baker nodded. “I intend to.”
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“Should be any time now,” Irina said. “I remember the anticipation being the worst part.” She chuckled. “Is it still that way, or does the big, bad battleship coming make you hope that they never show up?”

“Shut up,” Baker said as he scanned the link for what seemed like the five or six hundredth time. Everything was as it was supposed to be. Still. His force of five hundred clones from the Tuskegee battle group, along with the allied fighters from the Killing Blow, were lined up in the front of the battle line, ready to go take on the carriers and pin the battleship in the Huzzam system.

Behind them, the rest of Terran, Kardon, and Sontag fighters—also about five hundred strong—waited to take on the Overlord fighters, along with the two cruisers and two missile frigates, who would deal with any cruisers that snuck through with the fighters. Behind them waited the asteroid defenses, with the carriers dispersed between them, for the bulk of the cruisers and the battleship.

That had been the biggest point of contention—whether to bring the carriers forward into the middle of the battle. Baker had argued successfully that the margin of victory was so small that their ability to fire missiles—while not as great as a cruiser or missile frigate—just might make the difference between winning and losing. None of the carrier folks in attendance had been particularly excited about being “on the line”—they normally hung out way back—but most had understood, and it brought a few more SI-controlled missile launchers to the front.

“I’m just saying, it’s a good thing that monitor is virtual, because if it was an actual mechanical thing, you would have worn it out by now.”

“All right, maybe I’m a little bit nervous, okay? It’s not like the fate of the galaxy hangs on this battle.”

Irina sniffed. “I doubt most of the galaxy cares about this battle. We certainly do, but I doubt anyone else does.”

“Okay, the fate of Earth hangs on it, then.”

“That I believe.” Irina nodded. “Nothing’s changed in the last thirty-seven milliseconds since the last time you looked, though. Things go slower out there in the real world, remember? If you want time to go by faster, why don’t you exit the system and leave me in peace?”

“Because then I’ll lose time going back in when the Overlords attack, and every millisecond might be critical.”

“It doesn’t really matter,” Irina said. “As soon as they jump in, I’m jumping out, and all the fighters coming with us will jump out, too. There isn’t anything that you need to do. More importantly, there isn’t anything you can do.”

“I could—”

“Emergence!” Irina shouted and jumped the fighter.
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“Overlords!” Daiyu said, breaking Jimenez out of the reverie she’d fallen into.

Before Daiyu had even finished saying the word, the fighters in front of them began disappearing, and the SI had slammed the throttles forward.

“Fox one!” Daiyu transmitted in Jimenez’s voice as she fired off a missile at a fighter that had appeared in front of them. Within a second, space was full of the Overlord fighters, and Jimenez realized that Baker’s brief had been wrong—there wasn’t a thousand fighters in front of her; there were at least double that amount.

“Remind me never to trust Baker’s math,” Daiyu muttered as she fired off the rest of their missiles. By now, everyone was firing and, in the haste to get the missiles off, the newbies had forgotten all about target deconfliction. A number of the Overlord fighters in front of them ate several missiles, while others weren’t targeted at all.

“Fucking newbs,” Jimenez said as they charged forward. “Who taught our SIs about deconfliction?” Further down the line, it appeared the Kardons had the same issue, although the Sontags had a different problem. They deconflicted their targeting, but it took longer and some of the Overlord fighters got missiles off in reply. Without SI-operated fighters alongside them, the Sontags were going to suffer some early losses.

“I taught them,” Daiyu said. “That doesn’t mean they listened.”

Even though the targeting hadn’t been great, they’d hit the Overlords before most of their systems had stabilized, and very few missiles were fired back at them. Which was good, since there were double the number they’d been expecting. Even though the allies killed more than they’d hoped, they still entered dogfighting range at a bigger disadvantage than they’d planned.

“We’re going to be late finishing these off.” Jimenez grunted as Daiyu threw the fighter into an Irina Maneuver.

“I’m not worried about that,” Daiyu said with her eyes closed.

“Oh no?”

“Nope.” The SI fired the rail gun and destroyed a fighter. “I’m more worried about the battleship and cruisers that just jumped in.”

“They’re not supposed to be here!”

“No, they’re not, but it appears someone forgot to tell them that.”
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“Dammit!” a tech yelled. “That’s not a thousand fighters. That’s at least two!”

“Oh shit,” another exclaimed. “The battleship just jumped in!”

“I’ve got six… no seven cruisers, too!”

“What?” the duty officer asked. “Where?”

Delgado looked over the duty officer’s shoulder as the tech pointed. “Right end of the battle line, sir.”

The watch officer turned to Delgado. “What do you want me to do, sir? There are more fighters than we were expecting, and the battleship is here, too!”

“We’re going to do what we can,” Delgado said. He struggled to maintain an aura of confidence, even though every fiber of his being screamed for him to run. “This plan is predicated on killing the fighters first, the cruisers second, and then having everyone jump on the battleship. Have the fighters concentrate on the Overlord fighters. The left and center of the battle line should concentrate on the cruisers and any fighters that leak through, and the units on the right should engage the battleship.”

“If what the brief said is correct, they won’t last long against it!”

“No, they won’t,” Delgado agreed. “So, kill the fighters fast, would you?”
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Porter pointed at the right end of the holo. “The battleship just jumped in! What are we going to do?”

“Patience,” Sun Tzu replied. “In the midst of chaos, there is also opportunity.”

“There’s the opportunity for the plan to fall apart if we don’t do something about it.”

Sun Tzu shook his head and pointed at the cruisers in the center. “The opportunity for defeating the enemy is provided by the enemy himself. He has brought us his cruisers piecemeal. Begin by seizing the combatants that your opponent holds dear; then the battleship will be amenable to our will.”

“What?” Porter asked.

“He said to attack the cruisers,” Napoleon clarified. “The Overlords split them for us; it is our chance to take them off the board.” He looked at the overhead. “Mr. Hong, could you make our intentions known to the cruiser force?”

“You want to take the cruisers and carriers forward to battle the Overlord cruisers?” Hong asked. “You realize that there are seven of them, right.”

“If you seek victory,” Hannibal said, “I would do as they suggest.”

“Really?” Porter asked.

“It is our opportunity.” Hannibal nodded. “It will also make it harder for the battleship to shoot at us if we are mixed up with his allies.”

“Good point.” Porter took a deep breath and set his shoulders. Here’s an order no carrier CO has ever given. “All carriers, advance on the Overlord cruisers.”
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“Dammit,” Irina said as she pulled hard to the right.

“What?” Baker asked, fighting against the g’s punishing his body.

“There are only five cruisers still here.”

Baker grunted. “That’s fine. Let’s kill them and drag the battleship from the jump point.”

“No. You weren’t listening. The battleship isn’t here. It must have already jumped.”

“Dammit.”

“I already said that,” Irina noted. “What do you want to do?”

“Sections Eight through Twelve stay here to deal with these cruisers. Sections One through Seven to jump back.”

Irina passed the orders while yanking the fighter back around toward the exit. The five sections listed—each with 40 clone fighters, led by two of the allies—continued to maneuver toward the cruisers.

The other seven sections raced back to the jump point, in a far more ragged formation than when they’d started. Each knew the longer the battleship was left unopposed, the more damage it would do.
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“Shit!” Jimenez yelled as rail-gun rounds hit the starboard wing. “Fighter, right four o’clock.”

“I kind of figured,” Daiyu said without opening her eyes. “Hold on.”

Daiyu whipped the fighter around in a right Irina Maneuver that the Overlord wasn’t able to keep up with; however, as she slammed the throttles forward, the Overlord dashed off again before she could get a shot.

“Bah,” Daiyu muttered. “That’s an Overlord.” She raced off in pursuit as Jimenez triggered the Ident button so everyone knew what they had.

“Need a little help,” Jimenez called.

A fighter flashed past, the Overlord fighter detonated, and a Zulu war cry ululated across the frequency. “No doubt who got that one,” Jimenez said with a chuckle.

“She’s never going to let us live it down, either,” Daiyu muttered as she flipped the fighter over and pulled back down to the left.

Jimenez took a moment to look at the link as Daiyu chased down an Overlord fighter that had gotten behind one of the clones. They were winning the fighter battle, but it was going on too long. They should already have won it and moved on to bigger things.

Nothing we can do but keep killing them. If we try to break off now, we’re still outnumbered and they’ll chase us down from behind.

Killing the AI had helped, as a number of the Overlord clone fighters had gone stupid and were easy prey for the allied fighters.

A brilliant flash caught her eye out the right side of the fighter.

“Holy shit!” someone yelled. “Asteroid Three! It’s gone!”
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“Oh shit,” the watch officer said.

Delgado looked over; the watch officer’s eyes were glued to a monitor. On it, the battleship’s bow had peeled back, and the interior was glowing.

“What is the target?” Delgado asked, dreading the answer.

“It was advancing on Asteroid Three, so probably that.”

“Did they ever get their shields fixed?” When the Independence had arrived, part of the in-brief had been that the asteroids had been experiencing a number of issues which they were furiously working to correct. While the briefer hadn’t said why the issues had existed, he had mentioned that some malfunctions still remained… including an issue with Asteroid Three’s shield generators.

“I don’t think so, sir.”

“Damn,” Delgado said. He winced. “This is going to hurt.”

On the screen, the battleship fired, and the icon for Asteroid Three dropped out of the link. “Get a damage report from them,” Delgado ordered as he stepped over to the station.

“Can’t, sir,” the tech working there said. “It’s gone.”

“Gone? What do you mean? Its communications ability is gone? They’ve lost their radios?”

The tech punched a few buttons, and the picture on the monitor jumped. A field of rapidly expanding rubble now filled the screen. “I mean, it’s gone,” the tech replied. “Like, it doesn’t exist anymore.”

Delgado looked at the link picture, then tapped on a series of icons. “Those aren’t the clone carriers, are they?”

“Yes, sir,” the tech replied. “I believe they are.”

“What exactly are they doing?”

“Looks like they’re moving up with Destroyer, Chesapeake, Constellation, and that Kardon cruiser…”

“Valiant,” the next tech to the right offered.

“Yeah, the Valiant,” the first tech confirmed. “It looks like they’re all advancing on the cruisers.”

“The carriers are advancing on the cruisers?” Delgado shook his head. “What are they thinking?”
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“I don’t know what the hell I was thinking when I let you talk me into this,” Porter muttered as the Tuskegee and the rest of the carriers came within range of the first Overlord cruiser and began firing. The geometry of the engagement had worked in their favor—by coming in from the side of the battle line, all the carriers could fire at the cruiser, but it was the only one that could fire back at them.

So far, anyway, and the fact that the Overlord cruiser was in range for them meant that they were also within range of the Overlord cruiser. When they fired, a bevy of missiles were launched back at them. With seven SIs working together across the carrier force, though, all the incoming missiles but one were picked off, and it detonated harmlessly on their shields.

The two forces were fully engaged, with both sides firing furiously, when the Chesapeake on the far end of the battle line dropped out of the link. Admittedly, it was a frigate playing with its bigger brethren, but so far the two cruisers and frigates had worked together to protect each other while they advanced on the Overlord force, and some of the heat had shifted from them with the carrier advance.

“What just happened to Chesapeake?” Porter asked.

Napoleon pointed to an icon moving from off screen. “The battleship has finished with Asteroid Three and has come to join our fight.”

“Wouldn’t now be a good time to start withdrawing then?” Porter asked. “We can’t stand up to that.”

“No,” Hannibal said, “but to withdraw would put us into the fighter battle, which has yet to reach a conclusion. We are better off here, continuing to roll up the cruisers between us and the battleship.”

“What happens when there are no more cruisers between us?”

“Assuming nothing else changes?” Hannibal asked. “Then we die.”
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“The fighter battle is still going on,” Irina said as they jumped back into the Kardonia system.”

“What the hell?” Baker asked. “They should have been done and rearming by now.”

“Daiyu says they would have been, but you told them to expect one thousand enemy fighters and they had at least two thousand show up.”

“Oops.” Baker winced. “Tell her sorry. I didn’t think they’d been resupplied.”

“She says you owe them. Big time.”

“No doubt. Did she say how it’s going?”

“They’ve killed three AIs so far and are winning the battle, but taking out two thousand ships takes time. They’ll be busy for a while yet and will need to rearm when they’re done as they’re out of missiles and running low on rail-gun rounds.”

“So, no help from that quadrant. Where are the cruisers?”

“In front of us,” Irina said, pointing with her chin. “Anya says she’s taken damage and both the Chesapeake and Constellation are gone. She asked, and I quote, ‘Where the fuck have you been?’”

“Tell here we’re coming as fast as we can.”

“I did.”

“What did she mean by the two frigates being gone?”

“The battleship is loose. It’s blown up Asteroid Three and both frigates. Anya says that we better do something about it soon, or we’re fucked.”

Baker shook his head. “It wasn’t supposed to be here.”

“But it is. What are we going to do about it?”

“We need to finish the cruisers—”

“The battleship is going to finish the cruisers if we don’t do something, then it’s going to wipe out the clone carriers, too.” Irina waved and a monitor appeared with the link picture on it. She tapped the end of the cruiser line. “Porter advanced and is taking the end of the cruiser line under fire.”

“What the hell did he do that for? How are his fighters going to rearm if he’s in the middle of the fight?”

“Hong said the generals told him it was the right thing to do, and it’s worked out well so far. They are basically rolling up the cruisers. When all the cruisers are dead, though, there’s nothing between them and the battleship.”

“Tell them to pull back toward the jump out point, and we’ll pass by them. If things get too hot, they can jump to Huzzam if they need to.”

“And do what there? The Overlord carriers are there.”

“I don’t fucking know!” Baker yelled. “At least there isn’t a battleship there to shoot at them, and they can probably rearm their fighters before the carriers we ran off get back. Maybe. And Daiyu said they killed some of the AIs, so the Overlord carriers might not be totally manned by AIs.”

“That’s a good point,” Irina said with a nod. “But that still leaves us with the battleship. What are we going to do to distract it?”

“Can Asteroid Two reach it?”

“Not yet, but soon.”

Baker nodded. “So, we need something temporary?”

“Well, if we had something that could kill the battleship permanently, that would be better.”

“Funny.” Baker scoffed. He looked at the link. We need something… more.” He rubbed his chin and then said, “Got it. Time for Jimenez’s clone fighters.”

“Sofia isn’t going to like that. She didn’t want to sacrifice the clones.”

“I know. She told me.” Baker smiled. “That’s why I had Porter send a shuttle. He took the clones off so she wouldn’t have to worry about it. Call Hong and tell him to have the clone fighters attack the battleship, then run back to where they started. They’re coming from off the ecliptic, and the battleship may not see them. Even if it does, it might go after them and give us the time we need.”

“Done. They are en route.”

“Good. What else?”

Irina shook her head. “Time to kill some cruisers.”
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“I think that’s about it,” Daiyu said. “The last few fighters are being chased down.”

“Good,” Jimenez said. “Back to the carrier for more missiles, then, please. I need a drink. I’m beat.” She retreated to her body for a minute to get a drink of water, and she was surprised to find how sweaty she was. She drank the entire bottle and wanted more.

“Let maintenance know to have water available for the pilots when we get back, please,” Jimenez said as she re-entered the system.

“Will do,” Daiyu said with a nod. “They’re waiting for us.”

Jimenez started trying to count the icons on the screen but gave up. “How’d we do?” she asked as she tried to steel herself for the answer.

Daiyu shrugged. “Considering we were outnumbered four to one at the start? We did well, especially since it was the first combat for all our new SIs.”

“Why do I feel like you’re trying to prepare me for bad news?”

“Well, the numbers remaining aren’t great, unless you look at that as a starting point.”

Jimenez nodded. “And those numbers are?”

“As near as I can tell, we have just over sixty Terran and ninety-three Sontag fighters left. The Kardons got hit worse. Only about thirty of their hundred are still operational.”

Jimenez swallowed the lump in her throat. They’d killed two thousand Overlord fighters, but at a cost of over three hundred allied lives. One Pyrrhic victory after another. “Let’s head back and rearm so we can do it all over again.”
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“Fighter battle is over,” the watch officer reported. “They’re still chasing down a few stragglers, but the majority of the fighters are heading back to rearm.”

“Good. The fact that we have people returning must mean we won?”

“Yes, sir. The air detachment is still counting the numbers, but it looks like we have just under two hundred remaining from that group of five hundred, including sixty-three of the one hundred forty Terran fighters we started out with.”

Delgado nodded. “And the Overlord cruisers?”

“The battle that took place in Huzzam is over. The cruisers there have been destroyed. The cruiser battle here is ongoing, but with the return of the fighters under Commander Baker’s command, it appears that’s under control, too.”

“Which leaves the battleship.”

The watch officer nodded. “The clone fighter strike distracted it, and it looked like the battleship was going to chase them, but then Asteroid Two fired on it, and it turned to take on the asteroid. The battleship traded shots with the asteroid, but then the battleship hit it with its beam weapon, and the asteroid’s shields fell. Before they could get them back up again, the battleship hit it with the tachyon beam again.” He looked at the deck. “The station was destroyed. We expect the loss of life was nearly one hundred percent.”

Delgado sighed, then he set his shoulders and nodded. “What’s it doing now?”

“The battleship is rejoining the cruiser battle. It’s almost within range of the Valiant.”

“Shit.”

The watch officer nodded. “My sentiments exactly.”

Delgado tapped on the link screen. “Who is that advancing on the battleship?”

“I don’t… I don’t know, sir. The link address says it’s The Pride of Telegor, but I’ve got no idea who that is.”
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“Where is that stupid clone going?” Porter asked as one of the Fulban carriers detached from the group and turned back toward the cruiser battle they were fleeing. Not that they were fleeing the battle, which was almost over; they were fleeing the battleship that was rapidly advancing on that area of space. The cruiser battle itself had gone pretty well, and the seven clone carriers had made it through unscathed by providing mutual protection to each other as they took on a single cruiser at a time.

The other allied combatants had taken some hits, but that’s what they were there for. The return of Baker’s fighters had provided the coup de grâce on the Overlord cruisers, finishing them off while the clone carriers disengaged and scattered as the battleship drove toward them. It had stopped momentarily as fifty fighters had attacked it, and had seemed distracted by them, but then Asteroid Two had hit it with its main laser.

That had proven to be a bad choice, as the battleship had turned to duel with the station. The long-range cameras had caught an image as the tachyon beam hit it after its shields fell.

There wasn’t much left.

“The icon shows as The Pride of Telegor,” Hannibal noted, looking up from the keypad.

“Hong?” Porter asked. “Who’s that?”

“That’s Two,” Hong replied. “I’ve tried to contact her, but she isn’t responding.”

“Can you take control of the ship?”

The SI was quiet for a moment. “I probably could,” he said finally. “The question is, do we want to?”

“Of course, we want to!” Porter exclaimed. “There are thousands of people on board that she’s going to get killed.”

“Hannibal?” Hong asked.

“Yes?”

“With all the shots that have landed on the battleship so far today, what’s the lowest it’s shield has gotten?”

“I don’t estimate that it has fallen below eighty-five percent,” the clone replied.

“And how much energy would be released if the carrier successfully rammed the battleship?”

“That would depend on the velocity at the time of impact, of course, but I doubt it would be survivable by either vessel, which is why she is doing it.”

Porter looked up sharply. “You knew she was doing this?”

“Of course.” Hannibal nodded. “We discussed it as a contingency.”

“Do you see any other way for us to win this battle?” Hong asked.

“I do not.”

Hong made the sound of clearing his throat. “Commodore Porter, I ask again. Do we really want to stop it?”

Never before had the weight of command hit Porter so hard, and his shoulders threatened to bow under the weight of everyone’s stares. He could save those people… or, with a word, he could let them die. He wanted to allow the ship to continue—hell, he needed it to continue, or they were all probably going to die—but the words wouldn’t come out.

“Give me a circuit, please,” Porter finally choked out.

“The handset next to you is live,” Hong replied.

“Two, this is the Tuskegee. What are your intentions?”

“I would think they’re pretty apparent,” the clone replied with a laugh. “And don’t try to stop us. We voted—interesting concept, a vote—and we decided that the needs of our society required our sacrifice. There are more of us on Telegor, but there won’t be if the battleship isn’t destroyed. When you win this war, remember that the sacrifice of free people—people you broke the chains of—made it possible.

And Hong, we disabled your control code, so you need not even try.”

Porter looked around the table. All the clones’ faces were set. Resolute. They know the cost, and it’s a price they’re willing to pay for their freedom.

Porter nodded and keyed the mic. “Good luck, and Godspeed.”
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Baker winced and looked away as the battleship fired, and the Kardon cruiser Valiant detonated. A few people might have survived it, but he doubted it. Even those furthest from the blast would have been killed just through the g forces of the explosion.

“Stand by to fire,” Baker transmitted. They had a hundred anti-ship missiles across the remaining fighters. Would it be enough? He didn’t know.

“We might want to hold off on that,” Irina said.

“Why’s that? It’s our only chance. Anya will die in five minutes once that weapon recharges.”

“I don’t think so.” She brought up a link picture and pointed at an icon speeding toward the battleship. “That’s going to arrive in four and a half.”

“And that is…”

“The Pride of Telegor. Once of the clone carriers. Hong says they’re going to ram the battleship.”

“What? They’ve got thousands of people aboard. They can’t do that!”

“Hong says they can and will. Apparently, they voted to do it. The only question—beyond their ability to actually run the ships together—is if they can get there in time.”

“What do you mean?”

“The AI—or whatever is running the battleship—has seen them and is trying to run. If it can hold out a little longer and fire off its beam weapon, it might be able to get free.”

“Do you think it can?”

“It’s going to be close.” Irina brought up two countdown timers. “The one on the left is the recharge time on the battleship’s weapon. The one on the right is the time to impact.”

There was a thirty-five second difference between them, but as Baker watched, the difference shrank. Thirty seconds with four minutes to go. Twenty seconds with three minutes.

Baker shook his head. “It doesn’t look good…”

“It’s going to be close,” Irina said, “but the battleship is going to have to spin around to use its beam weapon at some point.”

Ten seconds with two minutes to go, but then the rate of change slowed.

“The carrier is at its maximum acceleration,” Irina noted. “I doubt there is anyone still alive on it, except the SI driving it.”

Five seconds with a minute to go.

Three seconds with thirty seconds remaining.

With ten seconds left, the battleship tried to spin around, and the carrier seemed to leap forward. There was a flash, and then a second, bigger flash.

Irina shook her head. “The SI detonated their fusion plants at the moment of impact, taking out the battleship’s shields just before it hit. The battleship has been destroyed.”
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Three Hundred flashed into existence, followed by the remaining airwings from the Kardons, Sontags, Terrans, and Fulbans. In all, nearly five hundred fighters made the jump.

“Where are they?” Baker asked as the system stabilized.

“Stand by,” Irina said. “Got them.”

“Formation, left ten degrees,” Irina transmitted in Baker’s voice. The fighters turned almost as one, which wasn’t too surprising since there were a large number of SIs leading the group.

The Overlord carriers saw them and tried to run, but the fighters had built up a massive amount of speed before they jumped to keep that from happening.

“Overlord Prime, Blaster Three Hundred,” Baker transmitted.

“I think they’re ignoring you,” Commander Sterep Golchak, the leader of the Kardon formation, said over a private channel.

“They won’t ignore it when I shove a missile up their ass,” Baker replied. He switched back to the main frequency and tried again. Overlord Prime, this is Blaster Three Hundred. I know this is your main frequency, and I know you can hear me. You have two options. First, you can continue running. If you do, we will chase you down and kill you, like we did the battleship in the next system.

“Your second choice is that you can stop and surrender to us. We would rather not kill you, but make no mistake, we have enough missiles to kill you several times over.”

Irina made a face.

“Shut up,” Baker said with a smile. “They don’t know we’re unarmed.” In their hurry to catch the Overlord carriers before they tried to flee, they hadn’t gone back to rearm, and the majority of the fighters had no missiles.

“We’ll be within weapons range in five seconds, Prime. You have that long, and then you’ll be destroyed.”

“Blaster, this is Prime. Can you prove you destroyed the defender?”

“It’s not here, and we are,” Baker replied. “What more proof do you need?”

Several seconds went by, and Baker was reaching for the master arm switch when the AI called back. The Overlord carriers seemed to jump toward them as they cut their drives.

“Blaster, this is Prime. We surrender.”


EPILOGUE
THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA
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A week later found Baker back at the planet Kardonia, after all the after-action reporting, search and rescue flights, and various other after-battle tasks had been completed. The landing pad at Emthos’s estate was packed with fighters and shuttles of all configurations, and Baker had to land Three Hundred on the auxiliary site—the grass to the east of the pad—which already had at least ten other small craft. The party was in the area to the west of the pad, and a huge crowd thronged it, along with several tents and a stage that had a live band. “Pretty nice,” Baker said as he touched down. “It looks very swanky.”

“Don’t even think of leaving me,” Irina said as Baker shut down the nonessential equipment. “I’m not missing the party.”

“How do you expect me to take you along?”

“Plug in your slate. The Independence’s shuttle”—which had been used to bring the admiral down—“has an exoskeleton for me.”

Baker’s jaw dropped. “How did—”

“Unlike you, I have friends,” Irina said with a smile.

Baker shook his head. “I’m not even going to ask.” He connected the cable to his slate, Irina went into it, and he climbed out of the fighter. The Independence’s shuttle wasn’t hard to find. It was the one with the giant avenging angel on the tail. Baker walked into the cargo bay, and sure enough, there was one of the Marine exoskeletons.

Baker snapped the slate into place, connected it, and then stepped back.

“Sweet,” Irina said, walking past him. “Time to go catch up with the girls!”

“Wait! You’re not—”

“Nope. Places to go, people to see, things to do! Bye!” Irina strode off, leaving Baker shaking his head.

“Well, fine,” Baker said. “I’ll go find Sofia by myself.” He didn’t get very far, though. He’d just stepped off the landing pad when a voice to his left yelled “Lance!” over the music.

Baker turned to find Sterep Golchak, his friend and the son of Emthos. The Kardon had two beers in his hands, and he gave one to Baker. “Cheers!” Golchak said. “Time for some well-earned refreshment!”

“It is,” Baker said, “and I look forward to having some with you, but first…” He looked over the crowd.

Golchak laughed. “Looking for Sofia?”

“Yeah. I haven’t seen her since before the battle. Is she here?”

Golchak nodded. “She’s over there,” he said, nodding vaguely to the south end of the party. “Catch you later, though?”

“Absolutely!”

Baker began walking again, and mostly forcing his way through the crowd. Everyone wanted “just a word” or to shake his hand, and he didn’t even know who most of them were. Finally, he saw someone he knew, and then he laughed at who Porter was talking to. “You brought the generals to the party?”

“Of course,” Porter said. “I think they deserve a spot at the table.”

“They definitely do.” Baker nodded. He gave the generals a sad smile. “They earned it.”

“Besides,” Porter said more cheerily, “when Sun Tzu asked, ‘How will I know the Sontags if I never get to meet them,’ I really didn’t have a choice, did I?”

Baker chuckled. “No, I guess you didn’t.” The music started up again, although it was a slow song this time. The crowd shifted as a bunch of people fled the dance floor while others flocked to it, and Baker saw her.

“Excuse me,” he said, “but I promised someone this dance.”

“Of course.” Porter gave a small bow. “I would expect so.”

Baker walked quickly over to his target, who had her back to him. “Can I have this dance?”

“Yes!” Jimenez said, jumping into his arms.

When he could breathe again, he smiled as he looked around. “Uh, people? Watching?”

Jimenez smiled. “This time, I don’t give a shit.”

Baker chuckled. “People might not stare quite as much if we did it on the dance floor.”

“Oh, fine,” she said with a giggle that set Baker’s heart on fire.

He took her into his arms and lost himself in the sheer joy of being alive and having a beautiful woman in his arms.

And was rudely brought back to reality by a clawed hand tapping his shoulder.

“I’m sorry to have to interrupt,” Tiberus said.

“Sorry,” Baker said, “but I’m not letting anyone cut in on me today.”

“Although I would love a dance with Sofia, unfortunately, this is about something else.”

Baker stopped dancing and separated from Jimenez. “What’s up?”

Tiberus turned to Jimenez. “As I understand it, you fought the Legastians in the Ressallus system?”

Jimenez nodded. “I did.”

“I hate to have to tell you this and ruin the party,” Tiberus said, “but they have returned.”
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