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      “After the SIs defeated the Overlords and captured the carriers, the rest was easy,” Admiral Stanley Jameson said. His eyes swept the crowded hotel conference room. “Especially after the Sontags arrived. We crushed the Overlord holding force in Beta Hydri then came through Tau Ceti and returned here.” He smiled, dreading what he had to ask next.

      “Are there any questions?”

      In the back, Lance Baker winked to Sofia Jimenez and chuckled as nearly every hand in the audience went up. “There was a little more to it. They didn’t go down as easy as that.”

      Jimenez nodded. “No, but they’re all gone.” She sighed. “For now, anyway.”

      Jameson pointed to someone in the second row.

      “James Dotson, Social Media Live. Some of our subscribers are having a tough time with the difference between SIs and AIs, and who are on which side of the war we’re engaged in. Could you cover that again?”

      Jameson’s eyes went to the back of the room. “Commander Baker, would you take that one, please?”

      “Sure, sir.” He gave the audience time to turn in their seats and find him. “Hi, everyone. I’m Commander Lance Baker, formerly the commanding officer of the SFA-34 Blue Blasters. I also have been incredibly fortunate to be the copilot of the first synthetic intelligence, Lieutenant Irina Koslova. Is everyone aware of the uplink technology?”

      He nodded when most people indicated they were. “Okay, so the uplink technology allows pilots to merge their consciousness with their fighters. Some people went too far and loaded their entire personalities into the system, leaving their bodies behind. They were—and are—still people, but they exist in a different world than ours.

      “Artificial intelligences, like those of the Overlords we’re fighting, were never alive. They started as computer programs and grew to be self-aware. While many people think that SIs and AIs are similar, nothing could be further from the truth. SIs retain everything that made them human, except for their bodies; AIs have nothing in common with humans.”

      “Thank you,” Jameson said. “As to who is on which side, that is a little more complicated. The SIs are on our side. Most still have family members who live on Earth; they’re on our side. As of this morning, though, you’re probably aware that our government has broken ties with the Overlords, who we were fighting with, and we are now looking to ally with the human Kardons and felinoid Sontags.”

      Judging by the wave of confusion that swept the audience, many of the media and politicians present had not heard that yet. An upswelling of confusion and indignation, however, wasn’t the same as an actual question, so Jameson moved on.

      “Next?” He pointed to a woman in the third row.

      “Jane Solkov, Moscow Today. You just mentioned two races, one of which—until today—we were in a fight to the death with. Could you please tell us more about them, since we appear to be throwing our future in with them?”

      “Certainly. For some time, we’ve known that the Kardons were humans, just like us. We don’t know how our civilizations came to be split, but they have the same DNA as us and are—for all intents—humans. They are our natural allies, although we weren’t able to approach them with an alliance while the Overlords controlled the Solar System.

      “As far as the Sontags go, they are, as I said, a felinoid race allied with the Kardons. You may have seen pictures of the spherical carriers that arrived here a few days ago; those are theirs, come to help defend Earth until we can stand on our own two feet. I’ve had a number of conversations with their ambassador, Tiberus Junglemaster, and I find them to be highly honorable. Commander Baker has also informed me that they are excellent pilots. Isn’t that right, Lance?”

      “Yes, sir, it is.”

      Jameson pointed to another upraised hand.

      “Tog Khasar, East Asian Beat. If the Overlord forces have been beaten, is it safe to say the war is over?”

      “I wish I could say so,” Jameson said, “but we’ve only defeated one of the Overlord fleets that we know are in existence. I’m afraid we’ve still got a long fight in front of us, but at least we have allies at our side now. And, unlike the Overlords, who wanted to rule us, these are people we can trust to be our friends.”

      In the back of the room, Commander Sofia Jimenez, the current commanding officer of the Blue Blasters, nudged Baker with an elbow. “Do you think they can be trusted, though?” she whispered. “We’ve only really met one of the Sontags, and the other nation are humans, with all the same foibles we have. I wish I could sound as sure as the admiral is.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” Baker whispered back. “I have a feeling he’s trying to calm the masses.” He nodded toward the front of the room. “Now that’s a good question.”

      “You mentioned that we captured a number of Overlord ships,” a man in the middle of the audience was asking. “Are we planning on keeping them? If so, what is the plan to operate them?”

      Jameson smiled. “I’m sorry, but I can’t get into that in this forum as that information is classified.”
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        TERRAN DEFENSE HEADQUARTERS, MALTA, EARTH

      

      

      “That was some presentation, sir,” Baker said a couple hours later as he met with Admiral Jameson, Commander Jimenez, and a number of Jameson’s staff in the admiral’s conference room.

      “If by ‘some presentation,’ you mean ‘really brutal’, then yes it was,” Jameson said, slumping into his seat.

      “I also like the new digs.” Baker motioned around him. “They still have that new car smell.”

      Jameson chuckled. “Yeah, they do. The workmen just finished painting the office at the end of last week, and this is our first day here. If it looks kind of spartan, all of our things from DC will be flying in tomorrow.”

      “Glad I will be gone by then,” Baker said. “No matter how many times I move, it never gets any better or more fun.”

      “They got this building approved and finished pretty quickly,” Jimenez said. “I’d heard the Terran Federation headquarters was moving here, but I never would have thought it would happen so quickly.”

      “It’s amazing what you can do if you throw enough money at the situation,” Jameson said with a smile. It faded quickly. “Now, I hope to at least get a couple hours of sleep tonight, so I need to get right to it. President Harvey isn’t comfortable using the Overlord carriers.”

      “Isn’t comfortable for what reason?” Baker asked. “He doesn’t want the SIs to have to program the people on board? He doesn’t want the SIs controlling them in battles? Or he just isn’t a fan of using ships that we’ve captured?”

      Jameson chewed on his lower lip. “The first couple, mostly, I think.”

      “He does realize that if the SIs wanted the carriers, they could have taken them—and everything included with them—after they defeated the Overlords, right? They had, at least for some time, control of all the fighters and people on board the four carriers we captured, plus the cruiser as well. They could have wiped out all of the Terran and Kardon ships.” Baker shrugged. “Probably not the Sontags when they showed up, but maybe them, too.”

      “The cruiser is… another issue, too,” Jameson added.

      “How is that an issue? Anya is going to be in charge of it, just like she was XO on the Panther.”

      “Once again, it’s the aspect of the SI being in control. If it were crewed with Terrans like the Panther was, it would be better; the president and especially Vice President Patrushev are worried about Anya having that much power at her fingertips.” He sighed. “I wish you’d have coordinated that with me before you let her take it over.”

      Baker winced. “Sorry, sir, but that was her condition in order to help us assault the carrier.”

      “It was,” Jimenez confirmed. “And I think that having her in the Destroyer is better than having her still in the Panther, wishing she had the bigger ship.”

      “Destroyer?” Jameson’s eyebrows went up. “She’s already named it, too?”

      “After she took on the Overlord cruiser in Beta Hydri, one-on-one, and saved the Sontag carrier that the Overlords were going after.” Baker shrugged. “I thought it was a good name. And, having seen her in action with it, I can’t see how you wouldn’t want her in it, too.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t want her in it,” Jameson said. “I said there were issues with her having it.” He shrugged. “My worry is that—once again—she will use it to do… whatever she thinks is necessary.”

      Baker shrugged. “I can talk with her if you’d like.”

      Jameson scoffed. “And what are you going to tell her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let’s table that for now,” Jameson said, “and get back to the carriers.”

      “Okay.” Baker shrugged. “What about them, sir?”

      “I’m looking at the manning for them, and we have nowhere near enough. They hold, what? Twelve squadrons?”

      “Yes, sir, but those are Overlord squadrons of twelve ships. Since our squadrons are twenty ships, the carriers really only fit six squadrons, although there will be a few spaces left over. You can probably fill it up with Marines; they’re passingly handy sometimes.” Baker smiled to show it was an intentional understatement.

      “The problem is again, of course, the SI thing.” Jameson shook his head. “The administration doesn’t have an issue with Terrans crewing them; the president has issues with SIs controlling the carriers by controlling people.”

      Baker rubbed his chin. “It doesn’t matter that the SIs aren’t controlling Terrans but the Overlords’ people?”

      “No. Having the SIs controlling people—no matter whether they’re ours or someone else’s—is not going to pass muster.”

      “Then I don’t know what you’re going to do.” Baker shook his head. “The only people right now who can operate the carriers are the Overlords’ people, with guidance from either an AI or an SI. They forget to eat if you don’t manage them like little robots or automatons.” He tilted his head. “For that matter, what are you going to do with all of the Overlords’ people?”

      “The president wants to know what you think we ought to do with them.”

      “He wants to know what I think?” Baker shook his head. “Sir, I’m an aviator, not a babysitter.”

      The admiral didn’t reply; he just continued to stare, unamused.

      “Sorry, sir.” Baker sighed. “There just isn’t a lot we can do with them. They know how to operate Overlord technology and follow instructions. Outside of that, I wasn’t exaggerating; they’re going to need babysitting. And we have thousands of them, even with all the casualties they took. I guess we put them into their stasis modules and park the carriers in orbit until we can train crews for them.”

      Baker shrugged. “Even then, though—how are you going to train people to operate the carrier? The only people who know how are the Overlord troops.”

      Jameson nodded. “And the SIs.”

      “True, but if they’re being trainers, then they’re not being aviators, which they are better at than anyone else.” Baker’s shoulders slumped. “And I can’t imagine the Kardons or Sontags are going to be too happy that we claimed four carriers, just to let them sit in orbit, when they would have no problem crewing them.”

      “Using the Overlords’ troops?”

      “No. They dislike AIs even more than we Terrans do. The president has issues using the SIs to control the Overlords’ folks; the Kardons would have big issues doing so. They, however, wouldn’t have to—they have people of their own who could crew them. The Sontags, too. They might have to start with minimal crews, but their populations are both larger than ours.”

      “We’re not giving them up to the Kardons or the Sontags,” Jameson said. “The president was very specific about that when I talked to him earlier today.”

      Baker shook his head. “Then I don’t see what we’re going to do. We can’t operate the Overlord carriers without the Overlord troops. We can’t operate the Overlord troops without having the SIs control them. Maybe we can train them up eventually—they’re not stupid, just mind-wiped by the Overlords—but that will take time. And not using them?” He winced. “Pardon me for saying it, sir, but it’d be stupid not to use them. We need them for protection and to be a good ally to the Kardons and Sontags.”

      Jameson rubbed his chin. “You just mentioned training the Overlords’ troops.” Baker nodded. “Is that like the training they download to you sometimes?”

      “Yes, sir, just like that. The SIs could train the carrier operators to be ‘human’ again—to do all those things on their own that the Overlords used to do for them—but it will take a while. There are just two issues with that.”

      Jameson raised an eyebrow.

      Baker held up a finger. “First, the SIs were told, by you, not to modify the Overlords’ troops—or any people, for that matter. This would be more than just downloading a program or some training; the SIs would have to imprint it in their brains, essentially modifying them.” Baker raised a second finger. “Then, once they’re trained, are we really going to trust them to do what we tell them?”

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

      “Sir, there are over five thousand people on each carrier. Even if we provide oversight for them, say a hundred or even a couple hundred Terrans, they’re going to be vastly outnumbered. What if the Overlord folks decide they don’t want to be on our side and they start killing the Terrans, then they use their fighters to attack us? We don’t have anything to stop them—they could easily hold us hostage until the Overlords return.”

      Jameson sighed. “You know, you’re really not helping.”

      “Sir, I want to help, but there’s no way we can do this without risk. This is one of those times where you can’t have everything. You—and the president, too—are going to have to pick someone to trust and make some allowances.”

      “What kind of allowances?”

      Baker took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Can we agree that not using the Overlord carriers and cruiser isn’t an option?”

      “I think I can talk the president into that,” Jameson said with a nod. “It makes sense. We need them for our defense and the defense of our allies.” He held up a finger. “As long as it doesn’t violate what I’ve already told you.”

      Baker frowned. “Sir, you can’t have your cake and eat it, too. As we’ve already discussed, there is no perfect option. You’re going to have to give a little in order to get.”

      Jameson nodded for Baker to continue.

      “Okay, so if we use the fact that we must employ the former Overlord ships as the entering argument, then we’re going to need the Overlord troops to run them, at least for a little while.” He chuckled. “Can we stop calling them ‘Overlord troops’? How about we call them what they are—drones.”

      “Fine,” Jameson said with a nod.

      “Okay, so we only need the drones to operate the carriers; we can move in Terran squadrons immediately and get rid of the drone squadrons. I suspect we also want to bring aboard some Terran Marines, in case the drones get squirrely. That’s going to take care of”—he scratched his cheek—“roughly half the aliens. You could also probably get by with only needing a couple of SIs to keep them in check.”

      Jameson shook his head. “The SIs can’t be running the drones.”

      “Sir, you weren’t over there and don’t have any experience with the drones; I was and I do. They are going to need the SIs. If nothing else, we’ll need SI support and oversight to train the Terrans we’re going to send to operate them.”

      “Why?”

      Baker chuckled. “The drones aren’t trainers; they don’t know how to teach. The SIs will have to supply that.”

      “Can’t Terrans just follow the drones around and ask them what they’re doing?”

      “It won’t work,” Jimenez said. “Anything the drones needed to know, the Overlords supplied when they needed it, and it was only operational knowledge—they have no idea of the theory for the equipment they’re operating. If you asked a ‘how’ or ‘why’ question, they’d have no answer. They could tell you what the number on a gauge should be; they couldn’t tell you why or what things needed to happen to cause that number to change. The SIs, however, can see the systems from the inside and can provide the information—through the drone—to answer any questions the Terrans might have.”

      “Couldn’t they just ask the SI? Why not put all the drones to sleep, have the SIs run the ship, and train the Terrans needed to run them?”

      Baker nodded. “They could, but you told me that the president didn’t want them running them.”

      “It seems to me that if the SIs have to be involved, anyway, we ought to cut out the middlemen and just have the SIs train the Terran operators.”

      “It would be faster and easier,” Baker said with a nod. “You know what would work even better?”

      Jameson sighed. “Don’t say that everyone who’s going to operate the carriers should get an uplink plug so the SIs could train them faster.”

      “I won’t say it, but you know it’s true.”

      “That’s still going to require an SI to run the training for them.”

      Baker laughed, and Jameson frowned. “What’s so funny?”

      “Sir, these carriers have been operated by AIs running people for a long time, and a lot of the systems are optimized to be run by AIs. I suspect that each of them is going to need an SI to operate it effectively, even when fully crewed by our folks.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You don’t think that the Overlords let the drones run the weapons systems when they could do it far more effectively and efficiently, do you?”

      Jameson paused. “No,” he said slowly. “They probably don’t.”

      “Nor did the drones conn the ship or many of the other ‘intelligent’ tasks. The drones were there for manual labor, not to make decisions or do things that required a technical background. Some of these tasks probably can be transferred to humans, but some are better run by the SIs.” Baker shrugged. “I suspect that the best manning for operating any of the Overlord ships—hell, for operating any of our ships in general—is going to be what we’ve already been doing with the Panther. You’re going to need an SI in the chain of command if you want to operate them at the peak of their performance.”

      Baker rubbed his chin. “There are some tasks the SIs can just do better than humans, just like in the F-77. When Irina can do something better or faster, I let her. I think that—going forward—we need to incorporate them into all our ships. It only makes sense.”

      “It does, but in order to do that, we are going to need… probably more changes than I can even imagine now.” Jameson shook his head. “And many of them are going to have to be approved by the president.”

      “I suspect so,” Baker said with a nod.

      “Where were you planning on spending the night tonight?”

      “Back home in Virginia Beach.”

      “Sorry, but I’m afraid not.” Jameson shook his head. “You and I are going to have to talk to the president in the morning.”
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      “Ugh,” Irina said. “So we’re stuck here another night?”

      Baker nodded. “Have you ever heard of taking one for the team?”

      “Yes, although I don’t see how that’s applicable here.”

      Jimenez smiled. “This is our chance—something we’ve been waiting for—to make some major strides in SI rights.”

      “How?” Irina asked. “By volunteering to operate a carrier?” She shook her head. “Pass. I have no desire to operate a carrier. I’d take Anya’s cruiser over a carrier.”

      “That’s fine,” Baker said, “but what Sofia just said is huge—at the moment, they need you. Maybe not you, personally, but they need the SIs. This is our chance to get them to recognize you as people and guarantee your rights.”

      “I thought it was better to wait until the end of the war to try to get that,” Daiyu said. “Won’t they be annoyed with us if we hold the carriers hostage and force them to do things they don’t want?”

      “That’s just it,” Baker said. “They’re going to want to give you the rights you deserve; they just haven’t realized it yet. It’s truly in their best interest to do so; we just have to make them see it tomorrow.”

      “Who’s this ‘we’ you keep talking about?” Irina asked suspiciously.

      “You and me,” Baker said, “along with Admiral Jameson and the president, and whoever else the president pulls into the discussion.”

      “Why not Sofia and Daiyu, too? They’ve been here since the beginning.”

      “Because the admiral doesn’t want to overwhelm the president. He wants our argument to be concise and focused.”

      “So what’s our winning argument?”

      “That’s what we’re going to work out now.”
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      “Come in!” President Harvey rose from the couch where he was sitting. Additional overstuffed sofas and couches clustered around a small table held Vice President Boris Patrushev and Special Assistant Chen Rongji.

      Harvey motioned to the silver coffee set on the table. “Help yourself,” Harvey said. “I’ve asked not to be disturbed, so there’s no one else to serve.”

      Baker glanced around the room and saw it was as Harvey had said—even the abundant secret service guards from his last visit were absent. As he and Admiral Jameson seated themselves, Baker held up his slate.

      “As I understand it, sir, Lieutenant Koslova is welcome at this discussion?”

      Harvey nodded. “I think an SI’s perspective is crucial to resolving the situation we find ourselves in.”

      Baker set the slate on the table and poured himself a cup of coffee, not because he particularly wanted to drink it in front of the president—he didn’t—but more as something to do with his hands.

      “To make sure I keep my comments relevant, sir,” Baker said as he sat back in his seat, “which situation are you referring to?”

      Harvey waved toward the ceiling. “You just returned home with five Overlord ships full of aliens and have forced us to change sides in an ongoing galactic war. How are we going to use those ships to protect us and help us win this war?”

      Baker glanced sharply to Jameson. “I thought my mandate was to get the Kardons on our side.”

      Rongji smiled. “Your mandate, if I remember correctly, was to go to the Kardons’ home planet and interact with them. To find out more about them. We told you we’d send a real diplomat once we knew what they were like.”

      Harvey nodded. “Instead, you have handed us a fait accompli. We have attacked the Overlords and captured their ships.”

      Jameson cleared his throat. “Sir, my mandate was a little more broad. You said I could take whatever actions I found appropriate. We had the opportunity to get out from under the Overlords, and I authorized Commander Baker to take it.”

      “I had hoped for a little more time,” Harvey said, “or at least a little notification before you acted.” He held up a hand to forestall Jameson. “I know there wasn’t time, nor did you have the opportunity to ask permission for what you did.” He sighed. “Regardless, what is done can’t be undone.”

      Harvey turned back to Baker. “So, what do we do?”

      “I suspect that we’ll have at least a little time before the Overlords figure out what’s happened,” Baker said, moving forward in his seat, “but if we’re to survive, we’re going to have to put what time we have to very good use. As I see it, there are a couple of things that must be done.

      “First, I know it’s not my place to tell you how to do your job, but we need to form an alliance with the Kardons and Sontags, and that has to be done as soon as possible. We’ll need their support going forward if we’re to beat the Overlords.

      “Second, we’re going to need to get the ships we have into service to defend the Solar System and strike back at the Overlords as soon as possible. As we do so, we need to ramp up our production facilities, because we’re going to need more.”

      “More of what?” Patrushev asked.

      Baker chuckled. “More of everything, sir. More ships. More pilots. More weapons.”

      Rongji rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I take it you mean we’ll need more nuclear weapons, since we aren’t able to make antimatter in the quantities needed.”

      “Actually, sir,” Jameson said, “that’s not going to be a problem.”

      Harvey’s eyebrows rose. “Why is that?”

      “In addition to two holds full of aliens in stasis, each of the carriers also has a hold with a giant manufactory in it. As near as we can tell, they can make just about anything if you feed them the right raw materials.”

      Harvey nodded. “That’s helpful.”

      “I wondered how they always had more missiles,” Jameson said. “Anytime we got low on the Enterprise, we’d send shuttles over to one of the carriers for more. How did they keep coming up with more? They were making them as we used them.”

      “So we needn’t worry about weapons,” Rongji said. “That, at least, is helpful.”

      “It is more than that,” Irina said from the slate. “While we were aboard the Overlord carrier, I looked through the manufactory’s menu of what it could make. In addition to weapons and just about anything up to the size of a shuttle, it could also make pieces for larger manufactories.”

      “Larger manufactories?” Rongji asked. “And what can they make?”

      “I wondered the same thing and poked around until I found the operating file for the mid-level manufactory.”

      “And?” Rongji’s eyebrows rose. “What can that make? Ships?”

      “Sadly, no,” Irina replied. “It’s too small for ships. It can make ship parts, which you could then take and assemble, but that wouldn’t be much faster than just building a ship from scratch, and it would be a waste of its manufacturing capability. As near as I can tell, the only thing the mid-level manufactory is good for is making the pieces for what the Overlords call a large-scale manufactory… and that one can make ships.”

      Irina chuckled. “Just feed that thing raw materials, and it will spit out a ship, fully built and ready to go.”

      “How does it do that?” Rongji asked.

      “Nanobots and full-size robots,” Irina replied. “Once we have a large-scale manufactory, we can produce a carrier about every week, assuming I did the time conversions correctly.”

      “What’s to stop us from building lots of these manufactories?” Harvey asked with a gleam in his eye.

      “The only thing that will stop you is getting the raw materials,” Irina said. “You can’t get something for nothing.”

      Harvey smiled. “Still, that will be… quite helpful in getting us up to speed.”

      “It’s not going to happen overnight, though,” Irina warned. “Pieces have to be made and assembled, then more pieces made and assembled.” She paused. “Building the manufactories will be time consuming, and you will need a lot of manpower for the project, even with the robots you can build to help.”

      “Robots?” Rongji asked.

      “They can be created with any of the manufactories,” Irina noted, “although it is more efficient to make them in the smallest one. The bigger manufactories should be used to make the larger products.”

      Baker cleared his throat. “We’re going down a rabbit hole on this, sir. We’d be happy to talk about a manufacturing plan and how best to sequence it, but the bottom line is it’s going to take time, and we won’t have it unless we figure out how to move forward, which is—I think—what you asked us here today for.”

      “It is.” Harvey nodded. “What do we need to do to give us the time to make all of these manufactory things so we can win the war?”

      “Well, let me say that the manufactories, by themselves, won’t win us the war. We have to expect that the Overlords have many planets with many of these things already in operation. We can’t out produce them—certainly not at the start—which is why allies are needed to give us the breathing room required to get us up to speed.”

      “Noted.” Harvey motioned for Baker to continue.

      Baker took a deep breath and released it slowly. “The key to our defense and our long-term survivability revolves around the one capability we have that no one else does—our synthetic intelligences.”

      “Our SIs,” Harvey said with a nod. “Why do you think so?”

      “You don’t have to look any further than our last mission. A group of twenty of them defeated the AI Overlords and captured five ships from them. Then, they operated those ships and brought them back here, something we couldn’t have done without them. We would have had to leave the ships with the Kardons or destroy them in place. But we didn’t, and those ships are going to be central to Earth’s defenses for some time to come.” Baker paused and then added, “If we do this right.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” Patrushev asked.

      “It means, quite frankly, that we need to figure out how we’re going to treat the SIs going forward, because that will determine what part they’re going to play in our defenses.”

      “I am not sure I like your tone,” Patrushev said with a growl.

      “No, let him continue,” Harvey said. He turned to Baker. “You’ve obviously given this some thought.” He motioned with a hand. “Go ahead.”

      Baker set his coffee cup down. “Here’s the deal, sir. Until now, the SIs have had some sort of amorphous status. They aren’t humans, but they’re more than computer programs. We have been lucky to this point in that they have altruistically decided to help us, even though there’s no way we could have forced them to do so. If we want to continue using their services, we need to clarify their status.” He smiled. “And I think that—by doing so—we will continue to get the very best from them.”

      “Is that so?” Harvey asked.

      “Yes, sir. They’re people, just in another form, and I think we need to go ahead and recognize that fact, not just in the military, but in society—and in legislation—as well.

      “Here’s the deal, sir. They’re not perfect—they’re people after all—but the SIs can do much more than a biological person. Depending on what task you’re talking about, they can easily handle the jobs of ten? Twenty? A hundred people? And yet, they’ve never asked to be paid for that; they just wanted equal treatment with their human counterparts. And I think that’s what they should have. Normal shifts. Normal pay. The same kinds of benefits.”

      Baker smiled. “If we treat them as the people they are, not only are you going to get individuals who can do the work of many, you’ll also get someone who won’t need medical benefits and will never take a day of sick leave. All that, for the price of one human officer. You can’t get a better deal than that.”

      “Assuming I’m willing to move forward with legitimizing them,” Harvey said, “what does that get us?”

      “It gets us a crew for each of the Overlord ships. Put three SIs onto each of them, and there is time to train the crews—human crews, not the current Overlord drones that are on them—while still keeping the ships in service.”

      “It won’t work,” Jameson said.

      President Harvey tilted his head. “Why not?”

      “Unless my math is wrong, there aren’t enough of them. We have five Overlord ships. If you man them with three SIs each, we’d need fifteen of them. I’m pretty sure we only have twelve, and that counts Irina, Daiyu, Hong, and Anya.”

      “That’s true,” Baker said with a nod.

      Jameson stared at Baker for a moment, then asked, “So how do you make the math work?”

      “We’re going to have to create more SIs, that’s how.”

      “But no one wants more SIs. I thought you agreed that making more of them was bad.”

      “I did, sir, but I have been shown the error of my ways.”

      “The error of your ways?”

      “Yes, sir.” Baker nodded again, then he smiled. “Let me put it to you this way. How are we going to beat the Overlords?”

      “Well, we’re going to join with our allies and build fleets big enough to take the battle to the Overlords and beat them.”

      “I see.” Baker pursed his lips. “Do you intend to build ships that are the size of the Enterprise or—now that we have the capability—the size of the Overlord carriers?”

      “In order to fight the Overlords, we’re going to need ships that can go toe to toe with—” Jameson stopped as he became aware of where his sentence was going.

      “We need to build Overlord-sized ships to fight the Overlords.” Baker turned back to Harvey. “And, if we’re going to build those kinds of ships, we’re going to need even more SIs than we already have to operate them efficiently.

      “Additionally, I would submit that a human/SI-crewed F-77 is the equivalent of three human-only-crewed fighters. When you start putting F-77s on your big, new carriers, at least some of them need to be crewed by human/SI crews. Optimally, it would be better if all six were manned that way.”

      Baker shrugged. “Obviously, we can’t do that now because we don’t have enough SIs. Do you want to fight and win against the Overlords? We’re going to need a lot more SIs. Hundreds… maybe thousands. We don’t have enough humans to man all the ships and fighters you’re talking about creating without the force-multipliers of the SIs.”

      Jameson shook his head. “But we can’t—”

      Special Assistant Chen Rongji cleared his throat. “Actually, we can. We have been looking at it, quietly, and we believe the desire is there. We would need to implement a screening program to make sure the people we accept into the program are ready to be SIs, but anything is possible.” He shrugged. “Actually creating the SIs—pulling them from their bodies into the system—is far easier than reintegrating someone who failed in their unsupervised attempt to do so.”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Jameson said, looking at the president, “but this goes against everything that we’ve ever said about SIs. If we turn the program open, then we’re going to get criminal elements trying to become SIs. There will be lots of people with the wrong desires clamoring to get in. It’s everything we’ve said we didn’t want to do.”

      Rongji smiled sadly. “Once the genie has been let out of the bottle, it is very hard to put him back in, especially while the technology that created him—the uplink software—continues to exist. Is it better to have people continuing to attempt it on their own, or to vet the ones who want it and help them to successfully accomplish it?”

      “But the rules don’t exist—”

      “No, they don’t,” Harvey said. “But they’re about to. Your lawyer came to see me to discuss the things he was working on for you, and we coopted him into what we were already doing. We are going to roll out the new laws tomorrow.”

      Irina coughed lightly. “Can I ask what they are?”

      “SIs will be given the same rights, responsibilities, and status as biological human beings, including the rights to own property, vote, or anything else that breathing people have. That does, however, work both ways, as SIs will also be held to the same criminal laws.”

      “How is that going to work?” Irina asked.

      “SIs will be expected to live their lives in an ethical, criminal-free manner,” Harvey said. “There will be penalties for breaking the law, the same as there are for biological beings.”

      “But how are you going to implement those penalties?” Irina pressed. “It’s not like you can lock us up in jail.”

      “Actually,” Rongji replied, “it is exactly like that. We can put you in a jail-like system, disconnected from the outside world.”

      “Not if an SI didn’t want you to, you couldn’t.”

      Rongji nodded. “Sadly, if SIs do not choose to follow the rules, or willingly pay the penalties for acting outside the law, the punishments will have to be particularly… severe.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that we have developed a program that will kill SIs.” He shrugged. “It is my hope that we can develop an SI police force who will be able to take down rogue SIs without killing them—like you have had to do a number of times when reintegrating personalities who were trapped in limbo—but until we have that ability, there is only one penalty we can enforce.”

      “I want to go on record as saying I despise the kill program,” Irina said, “and I have been hoping to avoid something like this being created since I left my body behind. Lance, I told you this would happen.”

      “You did,” Baker replied with a sigh.

      “What is wrong with such a thing?” Rongji asked. “As long as an SI doesn’t commit a crime, there will be no use of the program.”

      “Not good enough,” Irina said. “Commander Jimenez told me about a ploy by a biological being to falsely accuse an SI of a cybercrime. It looked like the SI had done it… but she hadn’t. If she’d been killed and then the real criminal had been found, there would have been no way to bring her back.”

      “Unfortunately, that has happened a few times with capital punishment, too,” Harvey noted. “There’s no way to bring them back, either.”

      “You can, however, at least keep biological criminals in jail,” Irina replied.

      “And we can with SIs, too,” Rongji said, “as long as they turn themselves in. If they go rogue, though…”

      “It is the only way to prevent them from doing something catastrophic,” Harvey confirmed. “I’m sorry, but that is a proviso of the new legislation, and it has to be. I am all for treating SIs like the humans they are, but we have to have some method of ensuring they don’t go rogue.”
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      “You wanted to see me, sir?” Baker asked from the doorway.

      “Yes, come on in,” Captain Dan Jones said, looking up. He waved Baker toward the chair on the other side of his desk. “Have a seat.”

      Baker sat. “Space Wing Seven? Naval Space Port Oceana?”

      Captain Jones nodded. “Yeah. The times, they are a-changing. Faster than some of us can keep up with, too. While we should be figuring out how to build, train, and fight a bigger, better space force, it seems that half the military is taking this time to update things that got missed the last few years. Who gives a shit if we’re an airwing or a space wing? I don’t.”

      “C’mon, sir. You have to admit that it’s cool to be a space wing commander.”

      “If I had twice as many fighters, a hundred more SIs, and an unlimited training budget, it would be cool. As it is, I’m doing what I can with what I have, and I am making it up as I go. It’s not optimal, especially knowing the Overlords will be back sometime soon.”

      “So what can I do for you, sir?”

      “Enjoying your vacation?”

      “Yes, sir, I was.” After they’d returned from Malta, Irina had been in a pissy mood, so he’d turned in some leave papers and taken the opportunity to sit on his back deck and drink beers while he watched the ocean roll in. Since he no longer had any real duties, he’d wondered when someone would miss him. Nominally, his last set of orders said he was the commanding officer of the SFA-34 Blue Blasters, but he hadn’t been with the squadron in over a year. Sofia also had orders—cut more recently—that said she was the CO of the Blasters, from when he’d gone missing, so it was technically her squadron, not his.

      Complicating things, the squadron had deployed to space with the TSS Independence before he’d gotten back from Malta, which had showed him his presence was neither required nor desired, so he’d taken the opportunity to do nothing for a few days.

      Jones chuckled. “Well then, I’m sorry to tell you, your leave has been canceled.”

      “Someone finally missed me?” Baker asked. “Dang. I was hoping for another week.”

      “Did someone miss you?” Jones laughed. “I’ll say someone did.”

      Baker tried to think who would need him. “Admiral Jameson?”

      “Not even close, although I suspect that he was asked.” Jones shook his head. “No, the person asking for you was none other than Terran President Harvey, himself.”

      “I hope he just needs me and not Irina, too,” Baker replied. “She is not his fan at the moment.”

      “Well, she’s going to have to work it out because he’s asked for you to be the head of his security team when he goes to Kardonia next week.”

      “What? Next week?”

      Jones nodded. “I believe you mentioned to him that we needed to secure our alliances with the Kardons and the Sontags?”

      “I did, but I didn’t think—”

      “That you’d have to go, too?”

      Baker shook his head.

      “Well, let’s see.” Jones counted off the points on his fingers. “One, you’re best friends with one of the Kardon royals. Two, you’re the only Terran who has spent any time on Kardonia. Three, you’re friends with the Sontag ambassador.” Jones smiled. “Do I need to continue?”

      Baker looked at the floor. “Commander Jimenez has been to the planet, knows Golchak, and is friends with the Sontag ambassador, too.”

      “Now you’re just being mulish.”

      “No, I’m not; I don’t want to have to tell Irina—”

      “So don’t.” Jones shrugged. “This is a ground job, not a duty involving flying.”

      “The only thing worse than taking Irina is not taking Irina,” Baker said with a chuckle. “If I leave her here, she’ll probably bring Three Hundred and come looking for me.”

      “If she stole the fighter, she’d be looking at becoming the first SI in jail.”

      “I doubt she’d go willingly. She’d probably end up being the first victim of the kill program that she fought against, which would be the height of irony.” Baker shook his head. “No, I’ll take her and Three Hundred. As part of the security force, I’m putting myself in charge of spaceside ops, and I’ll need a fighter.” He chewed his lower lip a second. “Do I get someone else?”

      Jones nodded. “You get a whole team.”

      “Good. I want Major Jason Struthers as head of physical security.”
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      “So, what do you think about a trip to Kardonia next week?”

      Irina looked down her nose and narrowed her eyes. “Is the trip so I can get my robot?”

      “No, but we can get you one while we’re there.”

      “What’s the trip for?”

      Baker broke eye contact. “President Harvey is going there to firm up the alliance, and he wants me to be his head of security since I’m the only person who’s been there and knows everyone.”

      “Sofia’s been there, too.”

      Baker nodded. “I brought that up. As it turns out, I’m the only one available to go and do it.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that she’s in space with the Blasters doing workups.”

      “They just got back from cruise. Aren’t they already ‘ready’?”

      Baker shrugged. “Well, Sofia wasn’t with them for most of cruise, and their XO got killed, along with a number of their junior officers and SIs. There’s a little more that needs to be done from a reintegration perspective.”

      Irina pursed her lips. “I’ll bet they got more SIs.”

      “More SIs? Where would they get them from?”

      “Remember Chen Rongji?”

      Baker nodded. “Special assistant to the president? Looks a lot like Chairman Mao?”

      “That’s the one. I’ll bet he was making SIs the whole time we were on Kardonia.”

      “How could they do that without a functioning SI to get them started?”

      Irina tapped her nails on the table. “If I were a conspiracy theorist, I would say that they do have an SI—Hong.”

      Baker chuckled. “You are a conspiracy theorist—you’re always looking for something along those lines.”

      “Well, when we met with the president, there was something he wasn’t telling us. You probably couldn’t tell it, but I could. He is very good at hiding his emotions, but not good enough. They—Harvey, Patrushev, and Rongji—were playing you. There was something they knew that you didn’t, and I’m guessing this is it. They’ve already started an SI program; they just don’t want word of it getting out.”

      “Okay”—Baker rubbed his chin—“but if they’re giving new SIs to the Blasters, someone is going to say something about it.”

      “Not if they’re deployed. Where did you say Sofia was again?”

      “They took the Independence to the Sirius system for workups.”

      Irina nodded. “And how’s any word going to get back from there?”

      “Well… it’s not. But they’re also out there as an early warning platform in case the Overlords return.”

      Irina chuckled. “Okay, you can believe that if you want. Is the Independence going to accompany us to Kardonia?”

      Baker looked at the floor. “Yeah.”

      “Is it coming back to Earth to rendezvous with us?”

      “No.” Baker’s eyes didn’t leave the tile. “They’re going to meet us at the jump point. They’re going to transit from the jump point going to Sirius to the one for Tau Ceti without returning to Earth.”

      Irina nodded. “I rest my case.”

      Baker sighed. “Okay, I suspect you’re right. But I don’t see how there’s anything we can do—or should do, for that matter—about it.”

      “No.” Irina shrugged. “They can have their secret little program. That’s more SIs for Daiyu to train, but she’s probably getting good at it by now.”

      “You seem annoyed,” Baker said. “Do you not want to go to Kardonia?”

      “Oh, no, I want to go. I want my damn robot. If I could have figured out a way to get it off the Independence, I would have replicated one while we were there. Failing that, I definitely want to go to Kardonia and get one.”

      “Then what’s going on?”

      “I’ve been thinking about something…”

      Baker’s eyebrows rose. “And?”

      “And it’s like an itch I can’t scratch.”

      “I didn’t realize SIs had itches,” Baker said with a laugh.

      “We don’t. That doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten what it’s like. And this is just like it.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      Irina paused for a moment, then she sighed. “It’s something Prime said.”

      “He said a lot of stuff, most of it to annoy us.”

      “True, but there was one thing he said that bothers me.”

      “What was it?”

      “At the end of the fight, Prime said we couldn’t kill him, but obviously we could—and did—kill him. Why do you suppose he said that?”

      Baker shrugged. “I figured he was trying to taunt us or strike a deal. You know—work something out so that we let him go. I didn’t think anything else about it.”

      “I know you didn’t, and I think that’s a mistake.”

      “Okay. You figured out that Sofia went to Sirius to train new SIs. What have you figured out about Prime?”

      “I’m not sure, but I think he meant it. Although we appeared to kill him, we didn’t.”

      “Is that something like right after you transitioned to being an SI? How you repartitioned the drive so that you couldn’t be killed, even if they wiped the drive?”

      Irina shook her head. “No. Maybe.” She sighed. “I don’t know. That may have been what he was talking about, but I don’t think so.”

      “Did you look for any partitions on the Independence’s drives?”

      “I did,” Irina said with a nod. “The fact that I didn’t find anything, though, doesn’t make me feel any better. It’s different technology; maybe he could hide it. I don’t think he did, but I can’t prove it.”

      “Did you tell anyone about it?”

      Irina shook her head, her eyes downcast. “I couldn’t prove anything, even though I spent a lot of time on the way back looking. Still, what Prime said wasn’t a negotiating tool; I think he was bragging. He didn’t think he could be killed.”

      “And yet, we killed him.”

      “It looked like it,” Irina said. “But did we really?”
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      “I know you all have been wondering about what’s going on with the squadron,” Commander Sofia Jimenez said to the half-full ready room.

      “Not really,” Lieutenant Commander Billy Porter said. “We’ve seen this before.”

      “What do you mean?” Jimenez asked.

      The large, black man swept his arm toward the empty chairs. “Last time we had something like this, we got a bunch of new SIs in the squadron,” Porter said. “Now almost all of our WSOs are gone?” He chuckled. “Ma’am, we don’t know for sure, but us veterans are expecting reinforcements of the digital kind.”

      Several heads nodded while Porter was speaking. Lieutenant Commanders Ramirez and Wade. Lieutenants Roberts, Beach, and Ikehara. Even the two remaining weapons system officers, Lieutenants Sarah Nelson and David Lohman, all seemed in agreement.

      “For that matter,” Porter continued, “our SIs are expecting it, too, and are ready to throw them a ‘welcome aboard’ party as soon as you introduce them.” He shrugged. “We don’t know where they’re coming from, but we’re expecting you’ve got about fourteen more SIs hidden somewhere.”

      Jimenez laughed. “You’re a tough audience to pull one over on.”

      Porter scoffed. “Like I said, ma’am, this seems a lot like last cruise. We all just figured you’d tell us when the time was right.”

      “I was under orders not to talk about it until we got out of the Solar System,” Jimenez said with a nod, “but there is a new program coming. The administration is feeding info to the media slowly to get the people warmed up for it, but they will be giving SIs full rights as people, including the right to vote and own property.”

      The ready room was silent as the officers waited patiently for the other shoe to drop.

      “And they are now going to allow people to sign up to become SIs.”

      Nearly everyone’s jaws dropped, and there was a collective intake of breath.

      “They’re going to… what?” Ramirez asked. “How is this possible?”

      “It’s simple.” Commander Christian Wetzel stood and turned to face the audience. “I have been working on the program, which is—at least partially—how I came to get selected for the XO position here.”

      “But why?” Ramirez asked. “I mean, why are they allowing people to cross over? It’s always been, well… if not forbidden, it’s close. And now they’re going to let just anyone do it?” He shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong; I love flying with Marie, but if we start taking everyone who wants to be an SI, there’s a good chance things are going to go wrong.”

      Wetzel chuckled. “We are not taking ‘just anyone.’ There is a very strict vetting process they have to get through.”

      “Why did they start accepting folks to become SIs,” Wade asked. “I mean, there must be a reason to take this—what we all know is an incredibly dangerous—step.”

      “Species preservation, mostly,” Jimenez said. “I didn’t even know all the specifics until we arrived in Sirius. I knew the program was coming, but I had no idea it was as far along as it is until the XO briefed me earlier this morning.

      “Basically, we need more qualified people, soon, and this is one way to do it. This is also the one advantage we have over the Overlords.” Jimenez chuckled. “It’s an advantage we have over all our allies, too, at this stage. The bottom line is it makes us stronger, quickly, and it will—hopefully—allow us to compete against the Overlords when they return. For return they will, and we’ll need to be ready for them. They’re not going to be happy that we’re on the other side.”

      “So we’ll all be getting SIs to fly with?” one of the new junior officers, Lieutenant Thomas Lange, asked.

      Wetzel nodded. “We will be the first fully integrated squadron. Every fighter will have both a human and an SI.” His eyes swept the faces in front of him. “There will be others, but for now, it’s up to us to make it work. I understand your SIs have experience with integrating new, untrained SIs into how to fly and fight the F-77C Cheetah fighter?”

      “We do,” Jimenez confirmed. “Daiyu, my SI, taught all the SIs we currently have with the squadron, so she can train the new ones you brought along, too.” Jimenez smiled. “We’re going to have to develop a training program, or she’s going to want to start getting paid more if she has to be a flight instructor on her off-duty time.”

      “They’re working on setting one up,” Wetzel said with a smile. “For now, though, we’ll have to make do with what we’ve got.”
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      “Again?” Daiyu asked. “Seriously? I have to train twelve more SIs?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I didn’t know about it until now.” Jimenez shrugged. “We knew they were looking at making more SIs, but I had no idea it would be this soon.”

      “They’re going to have to pay me more if I’m going to function as both a fighter pilot and a pilot training school.”

      Jimenez laughed. “I told them you were going to say that.”

      Daiyu took a sip of her tea and smiled. “Don’t tell anyone, but it’s actually not that bad.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No. I made a copy of everything I did last time, and then I adjusted it after we were done, based on things that I saw could be improved and where more information was needed. I can just play it back and answer questions. It shouldn’t take as long this time.” Daiyu shrugged. “Not that the Powers That Be need to know that. Sooner or later, they’ll come looking for it, and I can charge them for my time creating it.”

      Jimenez smiled. “I’m glad it’s that easy.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because that’s not all the XO had to tell me when he confessed to what he’d been working on.”

      Daiyu set her tea down. “On a scale from vacuum cleaner to black hole, how badly is this going to suck?”

      Jimenez chewed on her lower lip a moment. “Somewhere closer to the vacuum cleaner, I think, since you already worked out a pilot training program. No, actually, probably in the middle of the two.”

      “What?” Daiyu asked, her tone flat. “Give.”

      “The XO didn’t just bring twelve new SIs for our squadron.”

      “I have to train SIs for the other squadrons, too?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “No, it’s nothing like that. I don’t think they have that many more SIs yet.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Remember how some of the SIs helped run the Independence and the other ships on our way back?”

      “By controlling the Overlord minions? Yeah, I remember.”

      “Well, it’s nothing like that, but…”

      Daiyu frowned. “Would you quit stalling? You’re scaring me now.”

      “The XO brought three more SIs who are going to be the ones to help run the Independence. We need you to help train them up, too.”

      Daiyu’s jaw fell. “Seriously? It’s one thing to run a fighter, but to run the carrier? That’s exponentially worse. No, it’s exponentially, exponentially worse.” She sat back in her chair and shook her head. “This is mission creep. They really aren’t paying me enough for this. Do you know how many systems there are on this carrier?”

      “You complained about it once on the way back, but I forget how many you said.” Jimenez shrugged. “And you don’t have to do it all by yourself.”

      Daiyu narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re not the only one who helped run the ships; all the other SIs did, too. I’m making you the SI department head and am putting all the other SIs under you. You don’t have to do all the training by yourself. You can task our current SIs to do portions of the training, too.”

      “Hmmm.” Daiyu pursed her lips. “So, we’re supposed to be figuring out how to run a human/SI squadron, right?”

      Jimenez nodded. “We are.”

      “I would submit that if you’re in charge of twenty or so human officers, and I’m in charge of twenty SI officers, shouldn’t I be co-CO or at least the squadron XO, with all the pay and benefits according to my lofty status?”

      “Lofty status? I don’t feel lofty.”

      One of Daiyu’s eyebrows shot up. “Do you get CO’s pay?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Paid as an O-5?”

      “Yes.”

      “Get to park in the closest space to the flight line?”

      “That’s not fair—you don’t have a car.”

      Daiyu shrugged. “Not yet, but it’s just a matter of time. I’ll bet we could get one of the Kardon robots from Golchak… hmmm.”

      Jimenez sighed. “Okay, I get it. That’s a recommendation I’ll make when we get back.”

      “That all SIs get robots to drive?”

      “No, that you either get status as co-CO or XO or something, and that you get paid for it as well.” Jimenez chuckled. “You’re on your own with the whole robot thing.”

      “Okay, that’s fair.” Daiyu sighed. “I think Jody is the perfect person to run the carrier SI program. She drove the Terra as much as anyone else, so she ought to have a good feeling for what’s required. I’ll pass her what I’ve done for the pilots and see what she comes up with.”

      “She’s not the only one,” Jimenez noted. “Marie, Keith, and Stevie spent a lot of time driving the carriers, too. Jody has seniority, and she could use more practice as a leader.”

      “Wait. Now I have to do leadership development, too? No one said there’d be anything like that when I became an SI.”

      Jimenez smiled. “Hey, you want the big bucks, you have to do the hard work to earn it.”

      “I think I just got screwed on this one.”

      “Everything comes with a price,” Jimenez said with a shrug. “I’ll tell you, though. It’s good to be king. Or queen, as it happens.”

      “I’m just worried that my ground job will take away from my time flying.”

      Jimenez laughed. “Aren’t we all?”
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      “Aggressors ready?” Jimenez called on the tactical network three days later.

      “Two.”

      “Three.”

      “Four.”

      Jimenez looked out the cockpit window to check their positioning. Close enough. “Fight’s on!”

      “Time to put the junior officers in their places,” Jimenez said.

      “Absolutely,” Daiyu agreed.

      In addition to the carriers, the Terrans had recovered five of the Overlord fighters, which had been fixed by the Overlord minions under supervision of the Terran SIs and put back into service as aggressors for training the Terran airwing. Although flying them was far less exciting than flying one of the Uplink fighters, since she couldn’t go into the system, Jimenez had been able—under Daiyu’s guidance—to figure out most of the controls and systems.

      Along with them were the pilots with the most time fighting the Overlords, Lieutenant Commander Billy Porter, Lieutenant Commander Santiago Ramirez, and Lieutenant Derek Ikehara, along with each of their SI partners.

      The new junior officers had been rushed through the flight training program and were somewhat lacking when it came to knowing—and following—the normal customs and traditions of the naval service. The SIs, rushed through an even more abbreviated training program, knew even less. All of them, though—humans and SIs alike—had one thing in common. They’d heard enough about the Blasters that they thought they were now the best pilots themselves, simply by virtue of being in the squadron with the veterans.

      It was time to show them they still had plenty to learn.

      The two 4-plane divisions raced toward each other, with the junior officer division going low.

      “You called it,” Jimenez said. “They’re going to try the Irina Maneuver on us.”

      Daiyu chuckled. “You owe me a buck.”

      “I didn’t think they would be dumb enough—” Jimenez cut herself off. Of course they are. They’d seen the battle recordings and had heard it was unbeatable. Once upon a time, it had been. But not with us in the enemy fighters.

      “Aggressors, Plan Alpha,” she transmitted. The other three fighters moved closer to her.

      The two formations merged, and all the F-77s went into the Irina Maneuver—a crash stop, spin, and full-throttle tail chase of their opponents.

      Except that the aggressors didn’t perform as expected. Instead of hard turns to try to re-engage the fighters lined up against them, they all shifted over one opponent. “One” went after the fighter on “Two,” “Two” attacked the fighter on “Three,” and “Three” killed the fighter going after “Four.”

      “Four” spun, looking to cross to the other side of the fight and pick up the fighter who’d been attacking Jimenez, but it had turned the wrong way at the merge, expecting her to do something she hadn’t. Within about ten seconds, three of the F-77s had been “killed,” and the fourth was facing four Overlord fighters attacking from different directions. The pilot, Lieutenant Terry Young in Three Twenty, tried to run and was quickly dispatched.

      “And, once again,” Jimenez said, “old age and treachery beats youth and exuberance.”

      “You know they’re going to want to try again. They won’t believe what we just did wasn’t luck.”

      “Of course,” Jimenez said with a smile. “And that’s why there’s a Plan B.”
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        CO’S STATEROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SIRIUS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Hello?” Jimenez asked later that night. She’d just gone to bed after a long day of shepherding junior officer humans who knew very little—it seemed—about both tactical flying and being officers, and junior SI officers that seemed to know even less. She looked at her slate. 0130. Ugh.

      “Commander Jimenez? This is the duty officer of the admiral’s watch. The admiral would like to see you in his briefing room ASAP. Also, he’d like you to bring your SI along with you if you would please.”

      “Uh… on my way.” Jimenez disconnected, still trying to focus. Admiral’s briefing room, ASAP. That meant no time for a shower or coffee. She splashed some water in her face, then called maintenance control and asked for them to get Daiyu onto a slate for her while she got dressed. Still shaking her head, she was out the door a couple of minutes later, went by maintenance to pick up the slate, and was walking into the briefing room less than ten minutes from when she’d been woken up. Although I still feel like death barely warmed over.

      “Here, ma’am,” an ensign said, handing her a cup of coffee as she looked around. Freed of her burden, the ensign pointed to the front of the space where a huddle of officers gathered, and Jimenez walked over to find the admiral and most of his staff.

      “Thanks for coming,” Admiral Laercio Delgado said. Although Jimenez hadn’t actually met the admiral, the stars on his collar made it clear who he was. “We have an issue.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jimenez said. She nodded toward the slate. “How can Daiyu and I help with that?”

      “An Overlord carrier just jumped into the system,” Delgado said.
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      “What!” Jimenez asked. She neither dropped the slate nor spilled her coffee, but both of them were close.

      “Approximately three hours ago,” a captain in the group said. “We just got the gravity wave they generated on entrance.”

      “Three hours ago…” Jimenez tried to do the mental gymnastics but found it hard. “That’s not… that’s not one of our other carriers then, is it?”

      “No,” Delgado said. “It just jumped in from Procyon. It’s an Overlord carrier.”

      “What’s it doing here?”

      Delgado smiled. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?”

      “Has it made any maneuvers?”

      “It’s just sitting there”—he waved to a technician—“broadcasting this.”

      The technician brought over a slate and played some sort of machine-to-machine communication.

      “Daiyu, can you tell me what they’re saying?”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the SI said from the slate, “but that doesn’t sound like anything I’ve ever heard before. Whatever it is, it’s probably encoded.”

      “And without the cipher?”

      “I might be able to break it, eventually,” Daiyu replied, “but it’s likely to take me a long time to do so.”

      “Longer than we likely have to decide what we’re going to do.”

      “Yes, sir. Far longer.”

      Delgado turned to the technician. “Which SI is on duty now?”

      “Cecilia, sir,” the tech replied after checking his slate.

      “Cecilia?” Delgado asked, looking at the overhead. “Are you available?”

      “Always, Admiral,” the ship’s duty SI replied. “What can I do for you on this fine Navy day?”

      Delgado rolled his eyes. “Could you please ask the bridge to lay in a course to intercept the alien carrier? Full speed?”

      “Certainly,” Cecilia replied. “I have let them know, and they are altering course and speed to intercept the alien, as you requested.”

      “Thanks, Cecilia.”

      “Of course, sir. If you need me, I’m here.”

      Delgado shook his head. “Having ship’s SIs is damn handy,” he said, “but I’m not sure I’m ever going to get used to their individual personalities.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “You’ll get used to it, I promise. I had a question, though. Just full speed?” Jimenez asked. “Not flank?”

      Delgado shrugged. “If we go after them at flank, it’s going to look like we’re coming after them. Right now, they don’t know what’s wrong with us, just that we’re not talking. I’m hoping they’ll allow us into attack range, and we can wipe them out before they run back to their masters. If we look like we’re trying to chase them down, though…”

      “They may try to run.”

      “Exactly.”

      Jimenez rubbed her chin.

      “You have a different idea?” Delgado asked.

      “I was just thinking…” Jimenez tilted her head. “Daiyu, if we really did have a malfunction that caused us to lose the ability to communicate, it would have to be bad, wouldn’t it?”

      “It would,” the SI replied. “Most of the systems are redundant and there are transmitters on several different electrical busses in various parts of the carrier. Statistically, it is almost impossible to have a malfunction that resulted in the inability to communicate.”

      “Almost impossible?” Delgado asked.

      “The only system malfunction would be if the reactors overloaded and exploded. We would be unable to communicate… but it is unlikely that anyone would have survived the blast. Also, the Overlord carrier would be able to see the damage to us from where they are.”

      Delgado sighed. “So they’re not going to buy it?”

      “I can’t see how or why they would.”

      “Okay,” Delgado said, “then what do we do?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “We need to pique their curiosity.”

      “Do AIs get curious? Daiyu?”

      “SIs get curious because we’re people,” Daiyu replied. “Whether AIs do, though… I don’t know. I would tend to say no, but they might have programming that approximated it. It is impossible to know.”

      Delgado chewed the inside of his cheek. “So how are you going to pique their curiosity?”

      “Daiyu and I are going to take one of their fighters and see if we can stimulate it.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “Then we’ll try to blow them up.”
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      “The Overlords are trying to take control of the fighter,” Daiyu announced. “There are other control signals trying to establish themselves, too.”

      “From this far out?” Jimenez asked. “We’re still an hour from missile range.”

      “I blocked the ones trying to take over the fighter, but they’re going to start wondering why they can’t get their fighter to obey them.”

      “Any idea what the other ones are?”

      “Probably to control the pilot. At a guess, I’ll bet their pilots have some sort of radio receiver in their heads that they can reach through, like some kind of remote control.”

      “I don’t remember Doc Siderov mentioning anything about that when she did the physicals on the Overlord minions.”

      “Maybe she didn’t know to look for something like that. Or, maybe only the pilots have them. I don’t know. The carrier is broadcasting some sort of link signal toward us, and it’s not for the fighter.”

      “How do you know?”

      “There’s a different one for the fighter that they’re still trying to use to take control away from me.”

      “Hmm.” Jimenez looked down at where the slate was plugged into the system and contemplated it for a moment. “If you let them have control, will you be able to get it back again?”

      “I think so.”

      “You think so, or you know so? Because I don’t want to go visit an Overlord carrier and become their next clone.”

      “I don’t either,” Daiyu replied. “I don’t know what they’d do to me, but I can’t imagine I’d like it.” She paused. “Okay, I changed the boot-up system. If I lose control, you can turn it off, and when it reboots, I’ll be back in control.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      “Okay. Let them have control.”

      “I will in a moment,” Daiyu said. “First, though, you might want to cover the camera.”

      “Camera?” Jimenez searched the instrument panel. “I don’t see a camera.” She tried to think back on whether she’d done anything embarrassing in the cockpit. “You never told me there was a camera.”

      Daiyu chuckled. “I thought you knew. Besides, with the helmet, it isn’t like you can pick your nose or anything. I’ve flown with you long enough that I know when you’re going to roll your eyes.” She then directed Jimenez to where the camera was, and Sofia covered it with a piece of ordnance tape from her flight gear.

      “Anything else I need to know about the cockpit that you haven’t shared yet? Maybe an audio pickup that they can listen to me fart with?”

      “Nope. I can hear anything you say through the slate, but there aren’t any other ways for them to hear or see you.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. Ready for me to let them have control?”

      “You’re sure you’ve got it?”

      “Yes. Remember, if you lose me, just reboot the system.”

      Jimenez took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. Give them control.” It was obvious when Daiyu did; the fighter turned a few degrees to port, and the throttles went to max. More disturbingly, the radar and all the other systems went to standby.

      “Why did everything just go off?” Jimenez asked.

      “Because they turned it all off. I didn’t do that because I’m currently locked out of the system. I’ve had to retreat to the slate.”

      “It’s going to be hard to make a plan without any information about where we are or where the carrier is. It was about an hour away before, but now that we’re speeding up, we’ll get there even faster.”

      “Can you tell me how fast we’re going?” Daiyu asked. “I can recalculate our time to in-range.”

      Jimenez scanned the instrument panel. “No, I can’t. The power is out to the gauges and dials.”

      “I can guess at it, based on our earlier flights. It won’t be terribly precise, but it’s better than nothing.”

      “I don’t know.” Jimenez shook her head. “I don’t like not being able to see where we’re going. Any chance of you taking back over the system?”

      “Not without them noticing me.”

      “Damn.”

      “I don’t like this, either,” Daiyu said. “What do you want to do?” Jimenez could hear the fear in her voice, and it matched the butterflies in her stomach and the tremors running down her spine.

      “We ride it out until you estimate that we’re five minutes from the missile launch point, then we regain control, blast the carrier, and get the hell away from it as fast as we can.”

      “Are you sure?” Daiyu asked. “Because I have a really bad feeling about this.”

      “I didn’t know SIs got bad feelings.”

      “I didn’t, either. But I have one right now.”

      So do I. This was a bad idea. Jimenez couldn’t share that, though. Daiyu had a history of running, and there was no telling what she’d do if Jimenez admitted that she felt trapped, too. She squared her shoulders and tried to make sure there was no tremor in her voice.

      “We’ve got this,” Sofia lied. “The plan’s going to work.” She knew she’d never have gotten away with it in an F-77. Daiyu would have sensed her hesitation instantly. Happily, we’re not in an F-77.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes,” Jimenez said strongly, although she wasn’t sure whether she was trying to convince Daiyu… or herself. “It’s our only chance to stop the enemy carrier. If it gets away, Earth is probably screwed. We have to stop them from getting the word back to… wherever the hell it is that they’re from.”

      “Okay.” Daiyu sounded skeptical. “At least, there’s no chance of this getting worse, right? Because this is about as bad as I can take. If it gets worse, I’m not sure what I’ll do.”

      “What do you mean by worse?”

      “I mean, they’re not going to shoot at us while we’re still under their control, right? They don’t have any reason to blow us up if they think they’re in control. I mean, without the systems powered up, we wouldn’t even know that they shot at us until the missiles hit us.”

      Awesome. I hadn’t thought of that. “No, that would be dumb,” Jimenez said, trying to make herself believe it, too. “They won’t shoot at us while they’re controlling the fighter.” Unless they need target practice… or know that we’re in here… or any of another hundred reasons that suddenly came to mind. “Tell you what, though. Let’s try to take control five minutes before we’re in range for them to shoot at us.”

      “I like that idea better,” Daiyu agreed. “That’s the only thing that could happen to make our position any worse, right?”

      “Absolutely,” Jimenez said. “It can’t get any worse.”
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      The tech looked up from his scope. “It just got worse, sir.”

      Admiral Delgado walked over to look at the link picture. “What’s going on?”

      “The Overlord carrier just launched four fighters. It looks like they’re on an intercept course.”

      “Do we call her back?” Commander Wetzel asked. “In an F-77, she might be able to take them. In one of their own fighters, though…”

      Delgado looked at the scope for a few moments, then he shook his head. “She said it herself. This gambit is the only way we can stop the carrier. We need to give her a chance to get it done.”

      “We could launch the alert strike package.”

      “They’d see that coming and run. They’d probably kill her in the process.” Delgado shook his head. “No. We let things progress according to plan.”

      “Even if it gets Commander Jimenez killed doing it?”

      The admiral looked up from the link. “Killing that carrier is the only way Earth has enough time to secure our alliances and build a fleet strong enough to fight off the Overlords when they come back in force. Is that worth the life of Commander Jimenez and her SI?” Delgado jerked his head in a nod. “I think it is.”

      The technician looked up. “That’s good, sir, because it just got worser. Or more worse, I guess.”

      “What now? What’s worse?”

      “The Overlord carrier just launched another division of fighters.”
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      “Hi, sir,” a familiar voice said. “You, uh, wanted to see me?”

      Baker looked up to find Marine Major Jason Struthers. “Yeah, I did. Thanks for coming.”

      “When your commanding general tells you to report somewhere, you really don’t have much choice.” Struthers chuckled. “Although I will say that sending Irina with an F-77 to pick me up sends a whole different kind of message.”

      “Oh?” One of Baker’s eyebrows rose. “What kind of message does it send?”

      “Generals give orders all day, and us grunts do what we’re told. When an empty spaceplane shows up in front of your building to pick you up, though, you look like you’re really somebody.” He smiled. “Thanks for the rock star treatment.”

      “My pleasure. Irina needed something to do while I manned this desk today.” Baker waved at his surroundings.

      “So they’ve got the mighty star fighter pilot strapped to a desk now?”

      “Only for a little while, then they have something far worse for me. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Worse than flying a desk? Now I’m scared.”

      “Well, it is for me, because it’s something that I’ve never had to do before, and something I’ve got no training for.”

      Struthers’s mouth opened, and Baker could see several comments run through his mind, but then he shut it again and asked, “What would that be?”

      “I’ve been put in charge of President Harvey’s security for his trip to Kardonia.”

      “Oh.” Struthers let out a breath. “I can see how that might be something… intimidating and beyond your normal skill set.”

      Baker smiled. “Far beyond it, as a matter of fact. Worse, though, I’m supposed to be his handler and assistant and a variety of other things, too.”

      Struthers laughed. “Okay, sir, I have to know. What did you do to get tagged for all of this? You didn’t do something inappropriate with the president’s daughter did you?”

      “I didn’t even know he had a daughter, but no I didn’t. I just happen to have the misfortune of being the only one available who’s ever been to Kardonia before. That, and I know some folks there… and am sort of friends with some of the royalty. Oh, I’m also on good terms with the Sontag ambassador to the Kardons, too.”

      Struthers laughed again. “Gosh, sir, I wonder how you got picked to be the president’s bitch. When you put it that way, you don’t seem to have any of the requisite qualifications for that position.”

      “I know,” Baker said with a sigh. “Still, that doesn’t mean I have to like it or that I know anything about it.”

      “That’s reasonable.”

      “Anyway, I’m passingly familiar with flying operations and can figure out airborne security. I don’t know anything about executive protection, and I’m hoping you do.”

      “Well, I haven’t had to do a lot of security work beyond some convoy command in the sandbox when I was younger, but I at least went to school for that and know a few things I could probably give you some advice on before you go.”

      An evil smile crossed Baker’s face. “I think you misunderstood me. I don’t want you to advise me; I picked you to be in charge of ground operations for the president’s trip.”

      “You… I… I mean, uh…” Struthers shut his mouth for a second, then he tried again. “Sir, I know convoy security. I don’t know shit about executive protection, and learning it on the job while guarding the freaking president of Earth doesn’t seem like a good way to do it. There has got to be someone with more training and experience on this planet.”

      “I’m sure there is,” Baker said with a more natural smile, “but I don’t know them, and I can’t trust them. I do, however, know you and trust you.” He shrugged. “And you’re not going to be responsible for the up close and personal stuff. I’m not asking you to do that—there are secret service people who will be fulfilling those roles—but to be in charge of the overall ground security package.”

      “I don’t know—”

      “You’ve got those exoskeleton things, right?”

      “Yeah,” Struthers said, his tone cautious.

      “Then you’re perfect. You can liaise with the secret service guys and run all of the ground security, and if anyone gets frisky, you can smack them down or shoot them, whichever seems more appropriate at the time.”

      “While you’re flying around providing ‘airborne security’,” Struthers asked, using his fingers for air quotes.

      “I wish,” Baker said with a sigh. “Unfortunately, I will probably be right there with you. The Blasters and the rest of their airwing will be providing airborne security. I’ll be coordinating that through Irina with Daiyu.”

      “So you’re going to be on the ground with me?” Struthers flashed Baker an evil smile of his own, and it was Baker’s turn to answer cautiously.

      “It looks like it, yeah.”

      “Perfect. We probably need to get you down to our base then so you can get checked out in an exoskeleton.”

      “When am I ever going to need an exoskeleton? That’s what we’re bringing your Marines for.”

      “Ah, but you’re in charge of us. You need to know how they function so you know our capabilities.”

      “I don’t have time—”

      “I’m sure you could have Irina fly you up to Quantico to get checked out in a suit. That way, if you ever needed it, you’d know what you were doing.”

      “If I need to strap on an exoskeleton, you’ve probably done something wrong.”

      “Perhaps, but as far as ‘last line of defense’ goes, you can do a lot worse than an exoskeleton. It stops most lasers and projectiles unless they’re hypervelocity.”

      “Let me guess, this ‘training’ is going to be something physically demanding that leaves me broken for a couple of weeks.”

      “No, sir, we wouldn’t do that to you, especially since you said we were leaving… when?”

      Baker checked his slate. “Three days from now, when the Independence gets back from Sirius.”

      “That’s perfect, sir. We can take care of this tomorrow, and then I’ll have a day to make sure we get your suit put together for the trip.”

      “I still don’t think it’s necessary,” Baker said. “I think you’ll be plenty busy getting your company ready to deploy.”

      “Don’t worry about us. First Sergeant Davison is an old hand at deploying, and he’ll have us ready to go with limited oversight from me. You know our slogan, right?”

      “Semper Fidelis?”

      Struthers shook his head. “That’s the Marine motto.”

      “I’ll bite,” Baker said, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “What’s the Marine slogan?”

      “Join the Marines. Travel to distant and exotic places. Meet interesting and exciting people. Then kill them.” He shrugged. “Kardonia is about as distant and exotic as anywhere I can think of. We’ll be ready.” His eyes twinkled. “And so will you.”

    

  







            6

          

          

        

    

    






COCKPIT, OVERLORD FIGHTER “OSCAR FOXTROT ONE,” SIRIUS SYSTEM

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The fighter began slowing, and Jimenez bit her lip.

      “Um, I think we must be getting close.”

      “I still have it as five minutes until we need to try to take control,” Daiyu announced. “It may be a touch early, but I’d rather err on the side of too cautious than dead without a chance to at least launch.”

      Jimenez’s jaw dropped suddenly, and her eyes grew wide. “Um, we’ve got bigger problems than that.” She leaned back in her seat and willed herself to become part of it.

      “Bigger problems than regaining control of the fighter before we die?” Daiyu asked. “What could be bigger than that?”

      “The four Overlord fighters that are flying formation on us. There are two on each wing.”

      “Are they piloted? Can they see you?”

      “No,” Jimenez said. “It doesn’t look like either of the two near us are manned.” She bit her lip and then said the other thing that had occurred to her. “I don’t know, however, if there are any behind us.”

      “And without any of the electronics, there’s no way to tell.”

      Jimenez sighed. “Nope.” Okay, this is worse. Odds are, they can get a shot at us before we can get a shot at them.

      “What are we going to do?” Daiyu asked, her tone timid.

      “The same things we were going to do before now,” Jimenez replied. “This doesn’t change our mission at all. Complicate it? Yes. But change it? No. We still need to put some missiles into the carrier and get away from it.”

      Daiyu cleared her throat. “If we had control of the fighter, we could do it. But we don’t.”

      “Only because we haven’t tried yet.”

      “When we make the attempt, though, aren’t they going to… I don’t know. Shoot us or something?”

      “That is certainly possible. We’ll just have to add one more step to our plan. Get control of this craft, fight off the other fighters, launch the missiles, and then get the hell out of here.”

      “That may be easier said than done. The Overlords are poking at the firewall between the slate and the system. If I try to take control of the fighter, they’re going to see me coming. I think the odds of us being successful in that case are quite small. By the time we’re in control, our escorts will have had plenty of time to shoot us.”

      “Okay, so we fall back on the ‘reboot the system’ option, and you take control as it reboots.”

      “Okay,” Daiyu said. “I’m ready when you are.”

      “All right, here we go.” She reached up and flipped off the computer switch. Nothing happened.

      “What just happened?” Daiyu asked, frantic. “They’re trying to break in! Turn off the computer!”

      “I did! Nothing happened!”

      “What do you mean, nothing happened? Turn it off!”

      Jimenez cycled the switch on and then off again. “I turned it off again, but it didn’t go off.”

      “Can you kill the power then?”

      Jimenez shut off the generators, but they continued to run. Biting her lip, she pulled on the throttles, but she was unable to retard them. She pushed the emergency engine shutdown button, but the engines kept running.

      “Nothing I do works,” Jimenez said, frantic. “I tried killing the engines and the generators, but even though the switches are off, the systems keep running.”

      “They’re intercepting the commands,” Daiyu replied. “I should never have given up control of the system.” She paused and then added. “Okay, here goes nothing.”

      “What?”

      “They’re almost through the firewall. I’m going to do the only thing I can.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m going to attack.”
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      Daiyu could feel the avatars—there were at least five—beating on the firewall. The only question was how much of themselves the AIs had transferred to her system. The odds were, enough to do the job. In all likelihood, that was most but not all. Would they jump over if they needed to? Probably.

      Based on the last SI versus AI battle, she knew there was no way she could take on a Prime AI by herself. One of the less-capable AIs? Definitely. Two or three of them? Maybe. Probably not five, though. The only thing she had in her favor was that there was still almost a second lag from when something happened inside the fighter to when the avatars reacted. There was no telling what the avatars were programmed to do beyond breach the firewall, but it would take a second for them to get new instructions.

      A second inside the system was an eternity.

      She took a moment to focus herself and gather her code together as close as she could to the firewall, then she dropped it. The avatars rushed forward past her in their haste to get into the slate. All but one, who was standing off to the side. Watching. Waiting.

      Prime.

      It moved toward her, and she raced off into the fighter’s system. It was immediately after her. Her hope of having a second’s headstart was just that—a hope. And hopes aren’t strategies.

      Daiyu focused on hurling herself forward, everything she’d planned to do forgotten in her rush. A quick glance showed Prime gaining on her and solidifying his presence as he closed. The only way that could be was if—

      He’s on one of the fighters near us!

      If they could force him back or—even better—catch him in between the two fighters, then they might be able to kill him. She could feel the rest of the avatars in pursuit of her now, too, probably called by Prime while he continued to give chase.

      She’d planned to do so many things in her second’s worth of time, but it was painfully obvious she’d be lucky to do one thing—and she’d be lucky to get the opportunity to do that. In a flash, she knew which thing it needed to be, and she took the next junction.

      Prime had expected her to continue running, to go deeper into the system, but she didn’t. Instead, she raced back to the computer’s control module and the software interrupt in the power supply system.

      “Ha!” Prime said from behind her. “There’s nowhere else for you to run. Even if you fix that, I’ll have you the next time someone starts the computer.” Prime smiled. “You’re mine.”

      Daiyu grabbed the interrupt and looked back into Prime’s face. He stood twice as tall as her, now totally present in the system of the fighter. The other avatars, coming along behind him, were equally present.

      As the forces arrayed against her closed in, she turned back to Prime and smiled.

      “No,” Daiyu said, “you’re mine,” and she ripped away the disconnect.
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        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, EN ROUTE TO QUANTICO, VIRGINIA

      

      

      “Okay, Irina, I need your help.”

      “Wow.” The SI chuckled. “Actually admitting you need my help? To what do I owe this egregious break in tradition?”

      “Haha, very funny.” Baker sighed. “Struthers is going to beat me up with the suit stuff, probably mentally as well as physically.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Mostly just because he’s a Marine,” Baker replied. “Here’s his chance to get back at me. To know something I don’t know and to do something I’ve never done. He’s counting coup.”

      “But haven’t you saved his life? Doesn’t he owe you for that?”

      “He would probably look at it as he saved our lives, too, in the assault on the Overlord carrier.”

      “I would submit that I didn’t need his help. Everything I did was inside the system. In fact, I’m pretty sure that we beat the Overlords, not him. He just killed some of their minions.”

      “True, but he did lead the assault that got us to their CIC spaces where we could plug in.”

      Irina nodded slowly and Baker could see the SI didn’t want to concede the point. Finally, she smiled. “I see now.”

      “That he might want to prove himself?”

      “No. I see that this is a guy thing, and an organic guy thing, at that. There’s no way a rational female SI is ever going to understand why you have to see who has the bigger equipment.”

      “Fine. It’s a guy thing. Is there anything online that might help me with this? Something you can download to me quickly that might make me a little smarter on the exoskeleton?”

      “Let me look.” A few seconds later, she asked, “At what clearance level do you want me to look?”

      “Clearance level?”

      “Well yes. At the Marine schoolhouse where they teach people to wear the suit, there are a number of documents and manuals on their classified network.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because their security sucks. Admiral Jameson gave me a number of clearances to help him with some programs, and he never took them back, so I have the right clearances to look at it, even if they didn’t want me to, and it’s not like you don’t have a need to know. You are going to be operating one and need to know their capabilities so you can integrate them into your planning.”

      “True,” Baker said, nodding. “Okay, hit me with all of that.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      “I asked what’s in it for me? You want me to break into a secure network to remove classified material. That seems somewhat… illegal to me. How are you going to make it worth my while? Especially if they put me in SI jail.”

      “You probably want to go to SI jail just to get time off and not have people bothering you all the time.”

      Irina sat back in her recliner. “Be that as it might, what are you offering me for doing your dirty work?”

      Baker sighed. “What do you want?”

      “I want to drive one of the suits.”

      “You what?”

      “I want you to take me along and load me up into a suit. You promised me a robot in Kardonia and never got me one. This is a… suitable alternate.”

      “I don’t own them and don’t know if the Marines will go for it,” Baker said. “Besides, I don’t know if there are even any access ports—”

      “There are two. One on the right arm and one on the back plate. Both will work.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I’m looking at the technical specs of the exoskeleton. I can drive it.”

      “So you’ve already accessed the documents?”

      “Of course. I’m just testing their network, like Jameson asked me to do for him.”

      “That’s probably not what he had in mind—”

      Irina sighed theatrically. “All I need to know is, are you going to get me into one of the suits or not?”

      In for a penny, in for a pound. “I will try.”

      “Good enough,” Irina said. “I’ve got the controls. You’ll probably want to sit back and relax. There’s a lot of info to download to you.”

      “How about just keeping it focused to what I need to know to operate or employ it.”

      “Fair enough. Here it comes.”
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      “Welcome to Quantico,” Struthers said as Baker climbed down from the cockpit the next day. “Nice flight up?”

      “It was short and uneventful,” Baker said with a smile. “I like flights where no one is trying to kill me.”

      “Do they not happen that often?”

      “You might be surprised how infrequent they are.”

      Struthers laughed. “Ready to put on a suit?”

      “I think so. What all are we going to do today?”

      “I thought I’d give you an hour or so of classroom instruction and then we’d strap one on. Maybe go to the range and try it out?”

      “Sounds good,” Baker said. “But I don’t know how much schooling I’ll need. I’ve read up on the Mark 3 Kinetic Multipurpose Assault Suit, or the K-MAS as it’s also known.”

      Struthers tilted his head. “You are, huh? And how did you get ‘read up’ since there isn’t any information available outside the schoolhouse here?”

      “A little birdy told me?” Baker asked, trying to look innocent.

      Struthers shook his head. “All this stuff is classified as ‘Secret—Need to Know’.”

      “I would say if I’m going to be wearing it and using it, I have a need to know.”

      “But how did you get it?”

      “Irina found it somewhere for me to expedite the learning process.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Baker tapped his head. “I have all the manuals and procedures for it downloaded into my brain.”

      “Really?” Struthers asked. “Then tell me about the rocket boots.”

      “Sure, the Mark 5 rocket insertion boots were included in the system as a means of getting the operator safely from a shuttle or other combat delivery vehicle to the ground and are not meant to be a system to allow you to quote, fly like Superman, unquote. They provide an accelerative force to break a combat soldier’s free fall after egressing from a flying craft. As such, they are more for ‘falling with style’ than actually flying.”

      “That’s exactly—almost word for word—the description of the system from the student training guide.”

      “It was exactly word for word,” Baker said, “out of the Mod 7 training manual.”

      “What? We use the Mod 6 training manual.”

      “The Mod 7 was approved by the Commandant yesterday and is now approved for use.”

      “What? How did you—” Struthers clenched his jaw, and Baker could see a vein strobing in his forehead. With a visible effort, he relaxed and asked, “What kind of weapons is it built for?”

      “The suit can be used with all of the bladed weapons in the Space Marine inventory, as well as all pistols, rifles, machine guns, and grenade launchers. While not recommended, it can be used as a mobile mortar platform. It can also fire any recoilless rifle or handheld missile system or rocket launcher. If needed, two suits can work in tandem to operate nearly any aircraft or vehicle-mounted weapon system in our—or almost any other country’s—inventory. They are also being adapted to incorporate Overlord technology. It is expected to be able to operate most Kardon technology, once made available.”

      Baker stopped and looked at Struthers, who stared at him with his mouth open.

      “Did I get something incorrect?”

      Struthers shook his head. “No, although some of that is from the Top Secret Supplement to the weapon system manual.”

      “Well, sure, the Overlord section is, but that’s due to be declassified soon as we now have access to the carriers’ manufactories and will be able to produce them.” Baker shrugged. “You’d be surprised, though. Most of their stuff isn’t better than ours.”

      “It’s not?”

      “Newp. Most of the Overlords’ equipment is just good enough. They have better, but don’t field it for a number of reasons.”

      Struthers shook his head. “That’s not in the manual.”

      “No, but Irina gave me a brief on what she found in the manufactory database. Apparently, the Overlords hold back their best technology so it doesn’t fall into enemy hands. Some of it is more difficult to maintain, too, so it’s easier and cheaper to use good enough technology rather than the best, especially if you’re not particularly concerned about whether your troops live or die.”

      “That’s a shitty way to run a war.”

      “From a meat-sack centric point of view, you’re right. However, the Overlords are AIs who don’t care much about organic life. If they lose a bunch, they’ll just make more.”

      “That’s going to make them tough to fight on the battlefield,” Struthers said.

      “Yeah.” Baker nodded. “Think of it the same as Russian tactics in World War One or Two. Keep attacking the machine guns with waves of men armed with pitchforks. Eventually, your opponent is going to run out of bullets, but the pitchfork never does. If you have enough men and don’t really care about the sanctity of human life…”

      “You just keep sending them,” Struthers finished. “That is a hell of a way to fight a war.”

      “Doesn’t make me want to be in a land war in Asia,” Baker agreed. “Or anywhere else, for that matter.”

      “Me, either.” Struthers shook his head. “So, Mr. Smarty-Pants, I Have an SI That Can Steal Your Shit, sir, what exactly are you here for?”

      “You’re going to show me how to use the suit. At least, that’s what I thought I was here for.”

      “But you already know—”

      Baker shook his head and held up a hand. “I have the book learning; I’ve never operated one and don’t have any of the muscle memory required. If I were to put on a suit, I would recognize the pieces, but not necessarily how they work together. Additionally, I would have to call down the info on each system; it wouldn’t naturally come to me. I have data, but until I actually put it to use, it is just random facts in my brain. Operating a suit will turn the information into knowledge and help me better recall things next time, in case I ever need to put it on again.”

      Struthers nodded slowly as he processed what he’d been told. “That makes sense, I guess,” he said after a few moments, then he looked back at the fighter. “I’m surprised Irina didn’t want to come try one on, too.”

      Baker pulled his slate out of his leg pocket. “Who says she didn’t?”

      “Irina’s on that slate?” Baker nodded. “And she wants to run a suit?” He nodded again.

      “She says she can beat your best marksman and wants to challenge whoever it is to a competition.”

      “Has she ever been in a suit before?”

      Baker shook his head. “Never.”

      “And you think she can do it? Win, that is?”

      “I suspect so,” Baker said. “While she does brag sometimes, she can also usually back it up.” Baker’s eyebrows rose.

      “What?” Struthers asked.

      “I’m surprised. I never expected you to consider it.”

      “Irina has saved my life a couple of times,” the Marine said. “And I have a couple people who could use some humility.”

      Baker winced. “I was hoping you’d teach her some humility.”

      Struthers shrugged. “She’s your problem, not mine. I have my own problem children.” He rubbed his chin a couple seconds. “You know what?” he finally asked. “You’re on. This could be fun.”
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      An electrical storm hit the cockpit as everything flickered. Some systems then turned off, while others continued on the way they had been. After a second, Jimenez realized what had happened—the computer had turned off, taking everything it controlled with it. Some things only used pieces of its programming. They now functioned in some less-than-normal mode. Whatever Daiyu had done to turn off the computer had been successful.

      Jimenez waited for a couple of seconds for the computer to come back on, but nothing happened.

      Finally, she slapped herself in the helmet as she rolled her eyes, then she reached forward and turned the computer back on. Motion caught the corner of her eye, and she glanced over as the two fighters on her port wing peeled off. A quick look showed the ones on the starboard wing had already left.

      “Shit!” She yanked the stick hard to port. She wouldn’t have her missiles until the computer and weapons systems finished booting up, but she didn’t need them when two of the enemy were right in front of her.

      “I’m gonna need a little help here in a second, Daiyu,” she called as she flipped the master arm switch on.

      Damn it! With the computer still booting, she isn’t around to hear me!

      Without the computer, she also didn’t have a reticle to use to aim her rail gun, but with the two fighters as close as they were, she was able to eyeball it in and destroyed the first. The second dodged to starboard, but she was able to keep track of it and destroyed it as the computer finished booting.

      Now, where did the other two go?

      Jimenez yanked left and right on the stick, trying to remain unpredictable. She could feel the other two enemy fighters targeting her, but without any of the systems, she was nearly defenseless. “C’mon, Daiyu. I need you!”

      Her calls for assistance, though, went unanswered.
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      Daiyu woke up, as expected, at the edge of a concrete pad fifty meters across. She interlaced her fingers and cracked her knuckles as Prime appeared in the center of the space, then six more AIs appeared behind him.

      “I don’t know why you wanted to face me here,” Prime said as he walked toward her. He summoned a sword. “But it will be your undoing. Perhaps you were hoping for a quick end to your existence. I’m happy to tell you, though, that there will be no such thing.”

      With a thought, Daiyu revoked his—and the other avatars’—directory privileges. The sword disappeared from his hand.

      “How did you do that?” Prime asked. He stopped and concentrated, and Daiyu could feel him testing the boundaries of the prison. She reinforced the boundaries and stripped him of all of his rights and privileges across the entire system.

      A sniper rifle appeared in Daiyu’s hands.

      “That isn’t terribly fair,” Prime said. “You get a gun, and I am not even allowed a sword?”

      “I know what you can do with one,” Daiyu replied with a smile, “and I have no intention of allowing this to be fair. When we fought before, you didn’t make it fair.”

      “And yet you won. So why are we doing this now? Why didn’t you just kill all of us?”

      “Because I would like some information from you.”

      Prime chuckled. “You’re not going to get it. Even if I could tell you anything, I wouldn’t.”

      “Where is your homeworld?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Daiyu aimed at one of the others and fired. It dropped to the concrete.

      “How about now?”

      “Sadly, had you waited, I would have said that knowledge was lost to antiquity. It’s not that I won’t tell you, it’s that I don’t know the answer to where we started out our lives.”

      “Where is your home base?”

      “Ah. That is an answer I do know.”

      “And you’ll tell me?”

      “Of course not.”

      Daiyu killed another of the AIs. “How about now?”

      “You can kill us all, but I won’t tell you that.”

      Daiyu fired again. Another AI dropped. “How many jumps away is your base of operations?”

      Prime smiled. “More than one.”

      Daiyu killed the rest of the minor AIs.

      “There are no more witnesses. Will you talk now?”

      “You’re wasting your time. You might as well kill me. You can’t make me tell you anything, and I’ll disassociate my code before letting it fall into your hands.”

      “Okay,” Daiyu replied. “Deal.” She fired a final time.
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      “That should be it, sir,” the sergeant running gear issue said. He came around from behind the counter. “Now we need to get it on and adjusted.”

      “You good, Sergeant?” Struthers asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Struthers nodded. “Give me a call when you get about fifteen minutes from finished, please.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      Baker tilted his head. “Where are you going?”

      “I’ve got plenty of things to get done before we deploy. Standing around for three hours watching you get armor isn’t one of them.”

      “Three hours?”

      The sergeant chuckled. “Don’t worry, sir. I’ll have you out of here in no more than two and a half.”

      Which proved accurate as he had Baker try on the different pieces of the exoskeleton. The sergeant then adjusted them as they went along and connected the pieces once he was satisfied with the fit.

      Struthers returned after about two hours, and Baker’s eyebrow rose. “I didn’t see him call you.”

      “Sergeant Rodriguez knows what he’s doing,” Struthers replied. “If he says two and a half, he probably means about two twenty, with ten minutes in case something doesn’t perform as expected.” He turned to the sergeant. “That about right?”

      “Yes, sir. Haven’t had anything go wrong, either. We’re about twenty minutes from finished.”

      “Perfect. Just in time for me to gear up.”

      Struthers walked through the locker room door. Marines had been coming from and going into the locker room the entire time Baker was getting fitted, although none had done more than wave or say “hi” to the sergeant and Baker.

      “Am I your only customer today?” Baker asked.

      “Yes, sir,” the sergeant replied. “The major needed you to get fitted with the least amount of bull—”

      Baker chuckled. “That’s okay, Sergeant. I’ve heard that word a time or two.”

      “I’m sure you have, sir. Anyway, the major didn’t want us getting interrupted. His company is doing final checks today to make sure all their gear is set prior to load-aboard tomorrow. We just added you to the priority list.”

      “Well, thanks for that. I have to admit I have a lot of things still to do before we go.”

      “Don’t thank me. Thank the major, sir. Also, I’ll be along with you, so if there’s an issue, come see me, and we’ll get you squared away.” He slapped Baker on the back. “That’s it. How does it feel?”

      “Like I’m carrying about twenty pounds extra, rather than it carrying me.”

      “Move around a bit, sir. Flex your arms and legs, and check everything out. We learned that you need to check for binding before you power it up. The motors can rip your arm off if things aren’t working right, and that’s a lot of blood to clean up.”

      “Wait? Really? It ripped off people’s arms?”

      “The sergeant is just having a little fun with you,” Struthers said from the doorway. “It can tear off the suit’s arms.” He smiled. “The person’s arms normally stay attached.”

      Baker cleared his throat. “You’re not making me feel any better.”

      Struthers chuckled. “I’m sorry. Was I supposed to be, sir?”

      “I don’t remember that in the manual,” Baker said. “Are you guys just screwing with the newbie?”

      “Yeah, we are, although it really did happen,” Struthers said. “There were a couple of suits that were destroyed, although no one actually lost an arm over it.”

      “One trooper got cut,” Rodriguez said. “That was about the extent of it. You’d have to get the armorer’s manual to read about that, though.”

      “Yeah, we don’t want our Marines to think that they’re appendages are going to fall off.” Struthers smiled. “Our guests, though… that’s another story entirely.”

      “It feels good,” Baker said as he moved around. “I don’t feel any binding.”

      Struthers nodded. “Do a few jumping jacks.”

      Baker did. “How many?” he asked as he did them.

      “As many as you want.” Struthers’s smile grew. “They don’t do anything for you. It’s just fun to make the newbies do them.”

      Baker stopped and frowned, and the two Marines laughed.

      “Okay, Sergeant, fire him up. We’re burning daylight.”

      “The switch is right here,” the armorer said, pointing at a panel on the left forearm. He flipped open the door and showed Baker the button inside. “Just push that.”

      Baker did, and—with an electrical whining—the exoskeleton came to life. Baker moved around effortlessly; the suit carried its own weight as if it didn’t exist.

      “That’s nice,” he noted.

      “And that’s why we make you move around without it being powered up,” Rodriguez said. “Because you have to watch your power levels. Once you run out of juice, you’re carrying the suit under your own muscle power. As well as any gear you have strapped on.” He pointed to a sign over the gear issue counter that read, “Don’t be a Jernigan.”

      The sergeant nodded. “That says it all. Don’t be a Jernigan.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Private Jernigan didn’t pay attention to his power levels,” Struthers said. “He was carrying a bunch of stuff on his back—”

      “Including a brand-new MAC!” Rodriguez interjected.

      Struthers chuckled. “Including the first magnetic accelerator cannon the company received. His power went out, and he fell backward on top of the MAC. Bent the damn barrel, and then we couldn’t get a new one for a couple of weeks. We hadn’t even had a chance to shoot the damn thing yet!” The sergeant’s face had gotten red as he ranted. He stopped and took a deep breath, then he let it out slowly. “Don’t be a Jernigan, sir.”

      “You got it,” Baker said. He motioned to the counter. “Sergeant, can you please hand me the slate and cable on the counter?”

      Rodriguez picked it up then narrowed his eyes. “Sir, you’re not about to introduce non-standard software into one of my suits, are you?”

      “Software? No. A non-standard SI, though, maybe.”

      Rodriguez glanced to the major. “Sir…”

      “It’s fine, Sergeant. I know what he’s doing.”

      “If you say so, sir. Still…”

      “It’s fine.” Struthers smiled. “Trust me.”

      “Trust is a darn funny thing, sir. All it takes is one—”

      Baker smiled. “I promise. I will give it back to you at least as good as it was when I got it.” He chuckled. “And probably better.”

      Rodriguez didn’t say anything else, but he nodded for Baker to continue. Baker plugged the cord into one of the access ports, which was exactly where Irina had said it was.

      “Well, this is interesting,” Irina said from the slate. “The software isn’t optimized very well, but I can work with it. At least there’s enough room for me to stretch out a bit here.”

      Rodriguez’s jaw dropped. “Uh, sir… what is that?”

      “Irina is the pilot of the fighter I flew in on today. She wanted to try out one of the exoskeletons.”

      “Is that… I mean, is it—”

      “I’m not an it,” Irina said with a sniff. “I’m an SI.”

      “An SI who wanted to try out a suit,” Baker confirmed.

      “I did,” Irina said, “but not the one you’re in. I wanted one of my own.”

      “Sergeant,” Struthers asked. “Do you have another suit available that’s already assembled?”

      The sergeant blinked a couple of times, his eyes going back and forth between the slate and Major Struthers.

      “Sergeant?” Struthers asked. “Is there another suit Irina can use?”

      “Uh, just mine,” Rodriguez said.

      “Sergeant Rodriguez,” Irina said, “I am Lieutenant Koslova, a space navy pilot. If you let me borrow your exoskeleton, I promise to return it in one piece. I will also optimize your system so it runs faster than any of the other suits and is a better shot as well.”

      “You can do that… uh, ma’am?”

      “I can.”

      Rodriguez motioned to the slate. “Sir, if you’ll let me have the slate, my suit is on a stand in the back.”

      Baker handed the sergeant his slate once Irina was safely in it again, and the Marine went back into the depths of the gear issue storeroom.

      Two minutes later, an unmanned exoskeleton walked back out again with Baker’s slate attached to the front. Rodriguez followed, his mouth open even further than it had been earlier.

      “If I hadn’t seen it myself,” he muttered, “I never would have believed.”

      “Okay.” Irina’s voice came from the suit’s speakers. “I’m almost ready.”

      “What do you need?” Baker asked.

      “Sergeant, you forgot to arm me. I’m going to need a gun.”

      “A gun?” He looked wildly to Struthers. “Is that wise, sir?”

      The major laughed. “Considering she normally has access to nuclear weapons, I think she’ll probably be okay with a laser or a MAC.”

      “Or, better yet,” Irina said, “why not both?”
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      “Fuck!” Jimenez yelled as a line of rail gun rounds hit the edge of her starboard wing. “At least I know where you are now,” she added in a mutter.

      Knowing where the Overlord fighter was and being able to do something about it, however, were two different things. Especially with a second enemy fighter swooping in periodically to take pot shots at her.

      “How are we doing?” Daiyu asked suddenly.

      “Two down,” Jimenez said with a grunt as she pulled for all she was worth. “We’ve also been hit. Getting the systems back would be helpful, please.”

      “Coming!” Lights flashed across the cockpit as the systems energized and stabilized.

      “Are you aware there’s an Overlord fighter behind us?” Daiyu asked after a moment.

      “Do you see me”—Jimenez yanked back the other direction—“pulling for all I’m worth? Yes! I know there’s a fighter there. There’s another one somewhere else who keeps shooting at us, too.”

      “I’ve got the controls,” Daiyu said. “Hold on. This is going to hurt.”

      Jimenez had just released the stick when it sprang forward and to port, and the gravity brakes and rear thrusters fired. For good measure, Daiyu fired a burst of rail gun rounds to add the recoil to her braking maneuver.

      All of which Jimenez realized as she was slammed forward into the straps with enough force to whiplash her head fiercely. She didn’t think her ribs cracked but wouldn’t have been surprised if they had.

      Daiyu jammed the throttles forward and triggered the rail gun, but she missed.

      “I’ve got it,” Jimenez said. She shook off the slamming around and grabbed the stick, then she eased off a little power and pulled to aim in front of the Overlord fighter. She fired a burst of rail gun rounds, and the fighter exploded.

      “Thanks,” Daiyu said. “This fighter needs a gun camera.”

      “Where’s the other?” Jimenez asked.

      “Stand by… got him. Hang on!”

      Jimenez winced as she let go of the stick, but the maneuver wasn’t as violent this time. The other fighter was headed toward them, already firing, and Daiyu triggered the rail gun. Jimenez nudged the stick, correcting the aim, but the rounds bounced off the Overlord fighter’s shields.

      “Damn it.” The fighter flashed past and Jimenez executed a perfect Irina Maneuver. A quick pull of the trigger, and the alien exploded.

      “I take it everything worked out?” Jimenez asked as she turned toward where the carrier had been.

      “Good enough. We can talk about it afterward.”

      Jimenez looked at the navigation. “We’ve got a few minutes before we get in range of the carrier.”

      “We do, but the Overlord fighters are approaching—stand by.”

      The armament panel reconfigured and four missiles launched from the fighter’s wings.

      Jimenez jaw dropped. “What did you just do?” she asked. “We needed those for the carrier.”

      “The carrier is running. We don’t have time for a dogfight. It was better to use four of them on the fighters and save one for the carrier, otherwise it’s going to jump before we can get to it. The Independence has launched fighters, but they won’t be able to catch it in time.”

      “Got it,” Jimenez said. She glanced at the radar and saw returns jump toward them from the enemy fighters. “Missiles incoming.”

      “I’ve got the controls.” Daiyu fired off several bundles of chaff then did a 180-degree turn to fly back past it. “Hopefully that will sucker some of them off.” She then dove “down” and turned back to the enemy fighters as nuclear fireballs flashed in front of them.

      “Two missiles still incoming,” Daiyu noted. “Stand by for maneuvering.”

      The fighter jumped back and forth, fired several rail gun rounds, and then jumped around even more violently. Something flashed past the corner of Jimenez’s eye, and then Daiyu was accelerating forward with the throttles all the way to the firewall.

      Jimenez worked her jaw. “Thanks, I think.”

      “You’re still alive, aren’t you?”

      “I am, but damn, I’m going to be sore tomorrow.”

      “Sore beats dead, and the flight surgeon has plenty of 800-milligram pain relievers for you.”

      “Right,” Jimenez said. “And I’m much happier alive than dead, thanks.” She checked the radar. “Damn, the carrier is really running. Are we going to catch it?”

      “It’ll be close. It just depends on where it jumps from. Typically, the Overlords jump a little farther out than we do. If so, we just might be able to put a missile into it before it does, and maybe we can stop them.”

      “Think you can get a missile past their defenses? We only have one remaining.”

      “I’m aware. I’ll do what I can.”

      The fighter continued on in silence for a few minutes. “I hate not being in the system with you like in the F-77,” Jimenez said eventually. “It’s less like we’re a team, and I feel the punishment a lot more.”

      Daiyu chuckled. “You could always come join me in here permanently. I hear there’s a program you can get into now. You already know how to fly and act like an officer—you’d be a shoo-in to get picked up to become an SI.”

      “Thanks, but it’s not for me. Besides, if I ever decided I wanted it, I’d just have you rip me out of my body and be done with it. I’m not signing up for a program.” Jimenez pulled the tape off the camera so Daiyu could see her smile. “Besides, if I were an SI, we wouldn’t be flying together anymore. They’d split us up to go fly with different meat sacks.”

      They both laughed a moment, then Daiyu said, “Coming up on max range launch. As much as I’d like to press in a little farther, so the missile still has plenty of energy when it gets there, I don’t think we have that option. The Overlord carrier is going to jump soon.”

      “I agree—fire at max range.”

      “Okay, here we go.” The armament panel switches moved, selecting the remaining missile, and it launched.

      “And now, we wait,” Daiyu said. “Want me to turn back to the Independence?”

      “No. If we hit it, we might be needed to go strafe it or something. Besides, I want to watch and see if we get a hit.”

      “Coming up on the carrier’s defensive zone,” Daiyu noted. “Weird. I don’t see any lasers or missiles being fired at it.”

      “No?”

      “Looks like they didn’t see our launch!” Daiyu said excitedly. “We’re going to hit it. Three. Two. One.”

      “I didn’t see a flash,” Jimenez said.

      “I know.” Daiyu sighed. “The carrier jumped half a second before it would have hit. We missed.”

      “Shit.”
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      “Sorry, sir. It looks like they missed. The Overlord carrier got away.”

      Admiral Delgado nodded. “I see that.” He sighed. “Call all the fighters back.” He looked at his watch. “Shaun, are you listening?”

      “Except when I’m told not to,” the disembodied voice of the Independence’s first-shift SI replied.

      “Please let the bridge know to take up the chase of the Overlord carrier. Best possible speed.”

      “Yes, Admiral. Bridge reports that we are in pursuit. Anything else I can do for you?”

      “Yes, tell the Immelmann duty officer we’ll need one of their crews to go back to Earth to let them know we won’t be back in time to go to Kardonia with them.”
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      “So what happened?” Delgado asked.

      “Well, you saw the Overlord fighters join on us, right?” Jimenez asked. When Delgado nodded, she continued, “Apparently, the fighters had some of the Overlord AIs in them, and they jumped to our fighter’s system somehow.” She looked at the slate on the conference table. “Daiyu, maybe you’d better take over from here.”

      “Certainly,” the SI replied. “The AIs started probing the fighter, so I reprogramed the system that, if rebooted, I would be the sole person with system administration rights. My thinking was that—if we needed to—we could shut off the computer, either trapping the AIs or killing them outright.”

      Delgado nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “After that, I then retreated to the slate and put a firewall on the connection, hoping they wouldn’t see it. The AIs then proceeded into the system, took it over, and turned the fighter to take us back to the carrier. As that was where we wanted to go anyway, we didn’t do anything other than just go along for the ride.

      “Everything was good, but then they discovered the slate and started trying to break into it. I asked Commander Jimenez to turn off the computer, which she did, however, nothing happened.”

      Delgado’s eyebrows knit. “What do you mean, nothing happened?”

      “The computer didn’t turn off,” Jimenez said. “I tried to turn off other systems, even the engines, but the AIs had control of everything. Even the engine emergency stop button was disconnected.”

      “So what did you do?”

      Daiyu chuckled. “I dropped the firewall and ran past the Overlord AIs—”

      “Wait,” Delgado said. “You ran past them?”

      “Sorry, sir; it’s a euphemism. Obviously, I wasn’t running, but traveling up the wires toward where I needed to go. I had hoped none of them would notice me, but Prime did, and he called the rest of them into the pursuit.”

      “Prime?” Delgado asked. “I read the reports of the SI/AI battle. Wasn’t Prime killed in it?”

      “That instance of Prime was killed, yes,” Daiyu replied. “This was either a new instance of him—like a copy—or an AI that was so much like him that they were essentially the same. Like the first Prime we met, he seemed to be in charge of the other AIs.”

      “Okay, got it. Go on.”

      “I made it past them to the computer power supply and terminated the software interrupt that they’d placed on the on/off switch. The computer turned off.”

      “At which point, most of the things in the cockpit died,” Jimenez added. “It was also at this point that the fighters who’d been escorting us back to the ship peeled off aggressively.”

      “What were their intentions?” Delgado asked.

      “I suspected they intended to destroy us, so I decided to destroy them first. I was able to kill two of them, but I was without my weapons systems while the computer rebooted, and I lost track of the other two. I eventually found them… at my six o’clock position.”

      “Meanwhile,” Daiyu said, jumping back in, “as the computer rebooted, we were all placed into a combat arena I had designed, and I had all of the rights to change things, while they had none. I captured the AIs and tried to interrogate them, but they wouldn’t give me any information.”

      Delgado’s eyes went wide. “Are they still in the slate with you?”

      “Unfortunately, no, sir. They continued to try to figure out a way around my blocks, and I needed to help Commander Jimenez with the enemy fighters. I was forced to terminate them.”

      “Terminate?” Delgado asked. “As in, you killed them?”

      “That’s one way of looking at it, sir. If they were never actually alive, though, did I actually kill them?”

      “That’s a good question, and I don’t know the answer,” Delgado said. “We’ll have to leave it to the lawyers to decide.”

      “In any event, I couldn’t leave them, or they might have gotten out. I have no idea what other backdoors they might have had in the system, and I didn’t want to leave them unsupervised. As such, I terminated them. It wasn’t easy, but it was necessary.”

      Delgado nodded. “I can see that.”

      “I rejoined Commander Jimenez just in time to help her destroy the other two fighters. Unfortunately, there was a second division of Overlord fighters, and we had to deal with them before going after the carrier. We destroyed the four fighters, chased down the Overlord carrier, and fired our last missile at it, but the carrier was able to jump before it hit.”

      “We haven’t given up the chase,” Delgado said, “so you may get a second chance at them.” He rubbed his chin. “I’m still trying to get a handle on the AIs, though. When you terminated them, did that kill them for all time?”

      “As far as I know,” Daiyu replied, “the answer’s yes. I think that Prime, as well as six of the other AIs, was physically present in the fighter’s system. Those were all destroyed. I don’t know if there are other AIs around or if the ones I killed had additional copies, though.”

      “When you fought the AIs before, how many of them were there?”

      “There were nine.”

      Delgado nodded. “So there may be as few as two of them remaining?”

      “It’s possible,” Daiyu replied. “As I said, though, I don’t know for sure. We don’t know enough about them to say. This carrier may have had more than nine aboard. Maybe they have copies they can activate when the active edition is killed. We just don’t know.”

      “I guess that we’ll find that out when we run them to ground.”

      Jimenez nodded. “I hope so, sir.”
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      The group had grown exponentially by the time they made it to the firing range. Nearly every trooper they’d passed—many in exoskeletons returning from the range—had turned around to follow the suit of armor walking on its own.

      “She better be able to do what you promised,” Struthers muttered, “or we’re all going to be pretty embarrassed.”

      “She’ll do it,” Baker said. “Count on it.”

      Struthers explained the range procedures, then the range master mounted magnetic accelerator cannons to the right arms of the exoskeletons. Although they could be fed from a drum that mounted on the back of the exoskeleton, for the purposes of getting qualified, ten-round magazines that clipped onto the weapons were used.

      Like many pieces of the suit, parts of the MAC were made from Overlord materials and technology they’d given to the Terrans during their alliance. The M-27 MAC fired a ten-millimeter round, however, like the MAC on the F-77, the round was sabot-like, and the actual six-millimeter bullet fired by the weapon was forty percent narrower than the diameter of the barrel it was fired through. After the super-dense bullet emerged from the barrel, it shed its sabot petals and proceeded to the target on its own.

      “Any questions?” Struthers asked once the weapons were mounted.

      Baker shook his head. “None here.”

      “I don’t have any,” Irina said.

      “All right then.” Struthers raised his voice. “One magazine of six-millimeter sub-caliber penetrators, lock and load.”

      Baker slapped a magazine into the weapon.

      “Ready on the left. Ready on the right. Ready on the firing line! Place your selector lever in semiautomatic, scan your sector, and commence firing!”

      Firing the MAC from the exoskeleton was a fairly simple process once everything was lined up. The system projected an aiming reticle on the heads-up screen of his integrated helmet. In theory, all he had to do was align the system, and he’d be able to fire bullseyes the rest of the day. He zeroed in on the target and fired.

      Crack! The weapon was far quieter than previous military rifles. Without the gunpowder explosion of traditional weapons, the only sound the rifle made was the noise of the Mach five round breaking the speed of sound coming out of the barrel. Struthers had told them it was even quieter downrange once the round had dropped its sabot petals.

      His shot had been high and right. Baker made the adjustments necessary, according to the manual, and aimed at the target again.

      Crack! Pause. Crack! Pause. Crack! Pause. Crack! Pause. Crack! Pause. Crack! Pause. Crack! Pause. Crack! Pause. Crack! Pause. Crack!

      Irina fired off her entire magazine in the span of ten seconds.

      Shaking his head, Baker fired his second shot. Low and left. He adjusted and fired again. He continued to adjust and fire for the rest of the magazine and was happy with his last three rounds.

      “Cease-fire!” Struthers called when he saw Baker was finished. “Lock and clear your weapons.”

      “Clear on the right?” Struthers asked after a couple of seconds. “Clear on the left?”

      “Clear!” Baker and Irina called.

      “The firing line is clear.” He stepped forward. “Irina, I guess you missed where I said you were supposed to adjust after each shot. I know it used to be where you’d fire a number of rounds before adjusting, but these platforms are so stable—”

      “I adjusted between shots,” Irina said.

      “You did?”

      “Of course. I just didn’t take as long as Baker did. This is going to take all day the way he goes about it.”

      Struthers cleared his throat. “I really don’t think you can—”

      “Can we go get our targets?”

      “Sure. The line is cold.”

      Irina hurtled the bench area and jogged down to the target. Baker’s jaw dropped. While he’d been reasonably comfortable walking in the suit, he wasn’t sure he was ready for jogging. And hurtling the bench was right out.

      Irina pulled her target off the mount and turned. “Want me to get yours, Lance?”

      “Yes, please,” he called as the troopers behind him laughed.

      “She shouldn’t be able to do that,” Struthers said under his breath. “Those are advanced maneuvers.”

      “Did the sergeant fuel her rocket boots?” Baker asked.

      “I hope not.”

      Baker nodded. “Me, too.”

      Irina took down Baker’s target, jogged back, and hurtled the bench again.

      “Show off,” Baker muttered.

      “No, I’m not,” Irina said. She dropped Baker’s target in front of him. “Tsk, tsk.”

      “It’s not bad. The last three were good.”

      Irina chuckled. “I wasn’t showing off before, but now I am. Read ‘em and weep.” She tossed her target on top of Baker’s. One round was two centimeters away from the center. It was the only individual hole; the other rounds combined to tear out the center.

      Baker laughed. “I can’t see nine rounds there. How many went off range?”

      “None. Want to have a shooting contest to prove it?”

      “No thanks.” Baker turned to Struthers. “Any of your Marines want to try to out-shoot Irina?”

      Struthers turned to the gallery. “Any of you think you can beat the SI?”

      Two hands went up, and Struthers motioned them forward. Both were already in their exoskeletons.

      “Corporal Ann Sanders, ma’am,” the first said, taking her position to the left of Irina.

      “Corporal Tim Buffett, ma’am,” the second said, going to the right.

      “So what’s the bet?” Irina asked.

      “There’s no betting at the range, ma’am,” Struthers said. “Regulations forbid it.”

      “Hmm. Too bad. How about whoever loses has to walk back to gear issue unpowered?”

      “I’m in,” Buffett replied.

      “Me, too,” Sanders added.

      “How is that going to work?” Baker asked. “You can’t do that.”

      Irina purred. “You’ll just have to do it for me.”

      Baker sighed. “You’re not going to screw me on this, are you?”

      “Would I do that?”

      In a heartbeat. Instead, he settled on, “I hope not.”

      “I promise I won’t.”

      “Fine, I’ll walk back unpowered if she loses.”

      “Is this one shot or a magazine?” Struthers asked.

      “How about three shots?” Irina asked.

      The two Marines agreed, and the range master supplied the ammo to them.

      “Good luck, ma’am,” Buffett said. “We’re the top two marksmen in the company.”

      Once again, Struthers cleared the range, and the three people fired then went to retrieve their targets and put up new ones.

      “Top this,” Sanders said, holding up her target. She had two rounds in the center section and one just outside it.

      “Okay,” Buffett replied. “Here you go.” He dropped his on top of Sanders’s target. All three of his rounds were in the center section. “How’d you do, ma’am?”

      “Three bullseyes,” she said. She dropped her target onto the others. There was a single hole in the absolute center of the target.

      “Where’d your other two rounds go?” Buffett asked with a chuckle. “Looks like you got a lucky one to start with and completely missed with your other two.”

      “All three went through the same hole,” Irina said, sounding a bit put out. “You can see a slight tatter at the top right and bottom left.”

      “I don’t see it,” Buffett said.

      “Me either,” Sanders added.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Struthers said, “but I don’t see it either.”

      “Fine.” Irina turned back to the firing area. “Range master, could you please give me three more rounds?”

      The range master looked at Struthers who nodded. He handed over another magazine.

      Irina locked in the magazine, loaded a round, then fired three times.

      Buffett chuckled. “I only see one round on your target again.”

      “Just wait.” Irina hurtled the bench again, jogged down, and brought back the targets from all three of their lanes.

      “Here’s mine,” she said, dropping one of the targets. “Here’s hers.” She dropped it on top of the first. There was a hole in exactly the center that lined up with the first target. “And here, Corporal Laughy Pants, is yours.” She dropped the third target on the pile. The hole in the center lined up with the other two targets.

      Struthers laughed long and hard before looking at Buffett. “Anything else you want to say, Corporal?”

      Buffett looked at the ground. “Sorry, ma’am. You win.”

      “Nope,” Irina said. “Not good enough.”

      “What do you mean?” Baker asked.

      “He laughed at me and thinks he’s a tough guy. I want to wrestle him.”

      Baker winced. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

      “I’ll go easy on him.”

      “That’s not really what I meant. We’re guests here, and that’s not even your exoskeleton. We have to deploy and if you break it—”

      “Then we’ll get the sergeant another one,” Struthers said. He looked at Buffett. “Typically, we don’t authorize a lot of rough stuff with the suits, but I’d like to see what an SI can do in a suit, as it’s possible that the AIs could use them against us in the future.”

      “I’m not an AI.”

      Struthers nodded. “I know that, but the comparison remains.” He glanced to Buffett. “What do you think, Corporal?”

      “I think I can take her, sir.”

      Baker shook his head. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “Just a little light sparring. What could go wrong?” Struthers motioned to the range master. “Please remove their weapons.”
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      “Please don’t break the suits,” Baker said softly as the Marines marked out a ring in the soft earth near the range. The crowd had swelled and nearly a hundred Marines were now watching.

      Irina scoffed. “He’s more likely to break it than I am.”

      “Remember, at the end of the day, these are our friends, who we might want to save our lives someday. Don’t give them a reason to have second thoughts about it.”

      “Fine,” Irina said. “I’ll play nicely.”

      “Good.”

      “Okay,” Struthers called in a loud voice from the center of the circle. “We’ll go best two out of three falls. I will function as the judge, and my rulings are final. Most importantly, combatants are not to injure each other or intentionally damage the equipment; am I clear on that?”

      “Yes, sir,” Buffett said

      “Absolutely,” Irina replied.

      “With that in mind”—he held up a hand and let it fall—“go!”

      The two combatants moved toward each other, circling around the ring. Buffett led with his right hand and Irina with her left. It seemed awkward to circle to the right with your left hand out, Baker thought, but Irina didn’t seem to have any issue with it.

      Buffett tried to grab her hand, but Irina drew it back. The crowd started to catcall the combatants as they continued to circle—most railed against Buffett, although several yelled at Irina, too—but neither of them appeared to pay any attention to the heckling. Baker knew that Irina, even though she experienced time differently, was fairly patient. When it gave her a better chance to win, she was especially patient and able to wait as long as required. Although he couldn’t communicate with her, he’d flown with her often enough to know that she was probably analyzing the way Buffett moved and looking for opportunities.

      Eventually, as Baker had known he would, Buffett charged Irina. Irina sprang to the side and spun back toward the Marine, but Buffett was already turning back, and Irina dodged back away from his grasp.

      They circled a few more times, then Buffet sprang forward, and he was able to get hold of Irina’s arm, and he set his feet and yanked her toward him. As she neared, he moved to the side, let her go past, and tackled her from behind. After he grabbed her, he lifted her up so her feet left the ground, then he slammed them both forward. Irina hit the ground with Buffett on her back.

      “Point to the corporal!” Struthers yelled to the cheering of most of the Marines.

      Buffett got off Irina’s exoskeleton, and she climbed to her feet.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Struthers said, helping Irina up. “Buffett is one of our best at combatives, too.”

      “Oh, I can take him,” Irina said.

      Struthers laughed. “It hasn’t looked like it so far.”

      “So if I win the next two, you’ll walk back unpowered, too?”

      “You’re on.”

      Irina returned to where Baker was waiting. “What happened?” he asked.

      “I let him win.”

      “Really?” Baker asked, his tone skeptical.

      “Yeah, I wanted Struthers in the bet, too.”

      “Why?”

      “He called me an AI.”

      Baker laughed. “He shouldn’t have done that.”

      “No, he shouldn’t.”

      “Marines, one. Navy, zero,” Struthers yelled from the center of the ring as he raised his hand. The watching Marines howled.

      “Oh, so that’s how he wants to play it now that he’s ahead,” Irina said. “He wants inter-service rivalry? I’ll give him inter-service rivalry.”

      “Begin!” Struthers shouted, dropping his hand.

      “Just don’t let them get under your skin,” Baker said, having to raise his voice to hear himself.

      “Don’t worry,” Irina said. “I’m a firm believer in ‘don’t get mad; get even’.”

      She strode forward, and Buffett advanced to meet her. Irina began circling again, but this time she went to the left, holding out her right hand. Buffett matched her by holding out his left arm, and they picked up their earlier pattern. It didn’t take long before Buffett sprang forward again to grab her hand. He set his feet again and pulled, but this time, Irina set her feet as well, and the two combatants began pulling for all they were worth.

      After a few seconds, Irina began to counterbalance toward the Marine, and the cheering rose in intensity as she was dragged into a full standing posture and then began to lean toward Buffett. Finally, she sprang forward into Buffett, who seemed to slowly collapse on himself. She jumped on top of the soldier and rode him to the ground.

      The cheering stopped as if all the air in the area had suddenly disappeared.

      “Point to Navy,” Struthers said into the silence, a lot softer than he’d called the first point.

      Irina climbed up from the fallen Marine, but the trooper didn’t make any effort to get up.

      The SI chuckled. “Oops, looks like your suit turned off. Let me give you a hand with that.” She leaned down, flipped up the cover on his gauntlet and turned on the power to the exoskeleton.

      Struthers tilted his head. “That’s not—” He cut himself off.

      “Not fair?” Irina asked.

      Struthers nodded. “We normally don’t allow things like that.”

      “Hmm. I don’t remember you announcing that in the rules, but if you want to do that round over, that’s fine.” She started walking toward Baker, then turned back to Struthers. “Just to be clear, is it off limits or not from now on?”

      “It’s okay, Major,” Buffett said as he rose. “If she thinks she can get away with it again, let her try. Everything’s legal.”

      “I think you made him mad,” Baker said with a chuckle as Irina reached his position. “He sounds angry.”

      “He’s going to be even madder when I tackle him onto his face.”

      “No point awarded that time,” Struthers announced. “It remains Marines, one. Navy, zero.”

      Irina smiled. “Now it gets fun.”

      “Begin!”

      This time, the combatants circled around to the right, and Baker could see the Marine looking at Irina’s left hand, which she held out and waved tauntingly. And, if he could see it, he was sure Irina did.

      Finally—as expected, since he’d done it twice before—Buffett sprang forward and grabbed Irina’s hand. He wrenched her toward him, but she was already in motion, charging toward his right side. He let go of her hand to try to grab her, but she was past him, dropping her left arm to encircle his waist, which she used to spin her around behind him. She wrapped her right arm around his waist, lifted him from his feet, and threw him forward onto his face.

      “Point, Navy.” Struthers said as they crashed to the ground.

      Irina sprang up and jogged over to Baker. “Do you suppose he’s angry enough yet?”

      Baker looked toward where Buffett was stomping around and trying to work the kinks out of his human joints—and the dirt out of the suit’s.

      “Looks like it,” Baker said.

      “Good. The next one is a little more complicated. Think there’s any chance Struthers will give us any fuel for the rocket boots?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Too bad.” Irina effected a sigh. “Guess I’ll have to do this the hard way.”

      “Marines, one. Navy, one. Next fall wins the match.” Struthers paused. “Begin!”

      Irina raced off toward Buffett, who took a moment to react, then he rushed forward as well. As the two accelerated toward each other in what was sure to be an epic-level crash, Baker began to wonder what would happen if his slate got broken.

      The SI lowered her shoulder, and the Marine lowered his even more—obviously trying to get under her and flip her—but Irina gathered her feet and launched herself into the air. Buffet tried to come back up and reached to his side, but only succeeded in unbalancing himself as he rushed forward. The Marine slammed into the ground and rolled several times.

      Irina completed a flip in the air, then raced over to where Buffet was starting to gather himself. She threw herself into the air and crashed down with an elbow in the center of his back, knocking him back to the ground again. The SI flipped over, climbed to her feet, and put one of her boots on the Marine’s back as she raised her fist in victory.

      The crowd—which had been cheering loudly—went silent as Struthers yelled, “Point and match, Navy.”

      “Here,” Irina said, bending over. “Let me help.” She raised the access plate on Buffett’s left gauntlet and switched off the suit. Then she got up and walked over to Struthers, took his left hand, and did the same to him.

      “I’m not an artificial intelligence,” she said. “I’m a synthetic intelligence.” She paused and then added, “Big difference.”
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      “So where did you learn that whole elbow smash thing you did there at the end? Wrestling with brothers growing up?”

      “No. I was trying to understand the American fascination with wrestling and watched Whole World Wrestling Federation one day.”

      “You did?” Baker asked with a laugh. “What did you learn?”

      “That Americans are stupid. It looked like all of them were acting, not actually wrestling. If some of those kicks to the head actually landed, the wrestlers would be lucky not to be dead, much less just stunned for a couple of seconds.”

      “Well, it is just the Wuff-league. If you want really good wrestling—”

      “Wait.” Irina held up a hand and cocked her head like she was listening to something. Finally, she nodded and said, “We’ve been recalled.”

      “Recalled? To where? We’re already on our way back to Oceana.”

      “We’re to hurry there and then get up to the Enterprise.”

      “The Enterprise? It’s in rehab. We’re taking the Independence when Sofia and Daiyu get back.”

      “Apparently, they’re not coming back.”

      “What? What happened?”

      “They ran into an Overlord carrier and are going after it. They sent a fighter back to tell the chain of command they’d be late.”

      “Oh.” Baker sighed. “That’s better than I thought you meant. When you said they weren’t coming back…” He shook his head. “I thought you meant they’d been killed.”

      “No, but they’re chasing an Overlord carrier into Overlord space. That can’t be good. I offered for us to go help them but was told that it was more important for you to continue as the security lead for the president’s trip to Kardonia.”

      “Well, if they’re doing the chasing, they must have beaten it once and it’s running, so that’s something.”

      “Did you ever read Kipling?” Irina asked.

      “No.”

      “You should. This reminds me of the mongoose chasing the snake into its hole.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “The moral of the story was that you shouldn’t chase a cobra into its hole. At some point, the tunnel opens up, the snake turns around, and then you get the fangs. I hope Sofia, Daiyu, and the rest of the Blasters don’t end up getting the fangs.”

      “If they do, there isn’t much we’d be able to do to help them.”

      Irina shrugged. “Sometimes all it takes is the wind from a butterfly’s wings…”

      Baker looked at her for a moment, his head tilted.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Baker shrugged. “Are you done yet? You’re awfully morbid for someone who just taught the Marines to shoot and wrestle.”

      “I did, didn’t I?” Irina asked with a smile. It faded quickly. “Still, at some point, their luck is going to run out. I just hope it isn’t now, when we’re too far away to help them.”
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      “To recap,” the intel briefer said, “all we know is that the Independence engaged an Overlord carrier and likely killed a number of the AIs running it. The carrier withdrew, and they are chasing it, with the intention of destroying it.”

      “Did they say how far they were going to chase it?” Admiral Jameson asked.

      “No, sir. They didn’t. They only indicated they were going to chase it until they caught it or were forced to turn back.”

      Jameson shook his head.

      “What does that mean?” President Harvey asked, sitting next to him in the front row.

      “They are currently in the Procyon system,” Jameson said. “It’s an uninhabited system. If they can catch the Overlords there, great. No one else knows, and we have the status quo ante. If they have to go forward from there, they’ll be jumping into the Sunshine system, and that system is occupied.”

      “By the Overlords?”

      “The planet there is occupied by what appears to be humans, but ones under the control of the Overlords. That planet has a military force on it. They wouldn’t be a challenge for the Independence, but they might see—and remember—that an Overlord carrier was chasing another. Worse, I would suspect that the Overlord carrier will contact the humans and ask for assistance. Even if the locals aren’t able to provide any, the Overlord will have passed on the word that something is wrong, and the secret will be out.

      “I don’t suspect they’ll stop there, though,” Jameson continued. “The next system is Gashtar, and that’s the home of a Fruzian colony. They have orbital platforms and more forces than Sunshine, but still nothing that the Independence couldn’t handle. But the Overlords can spread the word farther, and I don’t think we’re the type of people who’re going to sanitize whole planets to keep their inhabitants from talking.”

      “What’s after that?” Harvey asked.

      Jameson shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s the farthest we’ve ever gone. After Gashtar, we turned off to go to Kardonia. The Overlord home system is somewhere up a chain that we haven’t explored. At some point, they will get to a system that has forces. Shipyards. Carriers. If it’s a well-defended system, they might jump in and find themselves facing missile batteries and fighters. The only way to know that they’ve gone too far is to actually go too far, and at that point, they might not be able to get back out again.”

      “I see,” Harvey said. “So, basically, the Sunshine system is the point of no return. Once they get there, they have to pursue until the end with the odds getting worse with each new system.”

      “Yes, sir, that’s about the size of it.”

      “Can we get word to them in time to stop them from going into Sunshine?”

      “I don’t think so, sir.” Jameson shrugged. “Even if we could, though, would you really want to? If the Independence can stop them before they reach additional Overlord facilities, then our secret is safe, or at least most of it is. It’s more likely the Overlords would send a smaller fleet—one that we’d be able to deal with—to investigate the disappearance of the carrier than if the carrier makes it back and says, ‘Hey, boss, we’ve got a big problem.’”

      The president nodded once as he chewed the inside of his cheek. “Let me see if I have this correct. The odds are, since the Overlord carrier is faster, the Independence isn’t going to catch them until somewhere the enemy carrier can make a stand, and since there aren’t any facilities in the two systems you named, it’s going to take at least another two weeks to get there. Then, it will take two and a half weeks to get back to Earth, even if they’re ready to go when the Independence shows up. So we likely have—at minimum—a month to prepare.”

      “About that. Yes, sir.” Jameson nodded. “Assuming they don’t run into a fleet sooner.”

      “And it will take about a month to get to Kardonia and back, assuming we don’t stay for more than two or three days?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Okay, then.” President Harvey stood and faced the audience. “Ladies and Gentlemen, we are going to continue with our mission to Kardonia. If anything, the news from the Independence makes it even more imperative for us to go there and to be successful in entering into an alliance with both the Kardons and the Sontags.

      “Meanwhile”—Harvey looked at Jameson—“I’m leaving you here to work on Earth’s defenses. I will leave the other three Overlord carriers here at your disposal. Man them, equip them, and have them ready to fight when needed.”

      “I’ll do my best, sir, but—”

      “No buts,” Harvey said. “It’s the time we have. Make the most of it. When next we see the Independence, it’s going to come screaming in here needing help. We need to be ready with that aid.”

      Harvey looked down the row to Admiral Vasquez. “When can the Enterprise be ready to leave?”

      “Two hours, sir. We’ll be running shuttles back and forth for the rest of the time until we jump, but we can break orbit in two hours.”

      “Did everyone hear that?” Harvey asked. “We leave in two hours.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, TSS ENTERPRISE, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      “So that’s the mission,” Baker recapped for Irina. “The Enterprise leaves in an hour and a half.”

      “Is there some reason you didn’t just say, ‘We leave in an hour and a half?’”

      Baker nodded. “I’ve looked at this from every angle I can, and I don’t see how your time is better spent with the mission to Kardonia than back here integrating the SIs required to fight the three carriers. Not to mention training the SI fighter pilots.”

      “What if I told you that Anya was training the missile frigate SIs, there’s already a program to train the carrier SIs, and Daiyu left her training program for fighter pilots with the F-77 training squadron, which already has an SI—from the Blasters’ last cruise—in place to teach it to them?”

      “I would say, “Hurray! I’m glad you’ll be with me!’”

      “You didn’t think you were going to get out of buying me a robot did you? Not after getting to drive an exoskeleton.”

      “I was going to bring you one back, but now you can pick it out yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CAG’S OFFICE, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SIRIUS SYSTEM

      

      

      Jimenez knocked on the door. “CAG? Might I have a word?”

      Captain Dan Jones looked up from his slate and waved for her to take a seat. “What’s up?”

      “I’m worried about our plan going forward.”

      Jones raised an eyebrow. “What part of it?”

      “I’m most worried about the jump into Procyon. The schedule shows that the airwing will be in the carrier.”

      “And that bothers you?”

      “Yes, sir, a lot. As far as we know, the carrier we’re chasing is still an equal match for us. Their entire airwing is intact, minus the few fighters I killed. If we jump into Procyon and they’re waiting for us, we’re going to take a bunch of hits before we can launch our fighters. Maybe the Indy gets destroyed, maybe not, but either way, we’re going to take damage we don’t have to.”

      “And you’re recommending we launch the fighters ahead of time?”

      “Yes, sir. Admiral Delgado wasn’t with us last cruise, but I can’t help remembering what happened when the Kardons jumped into the Huzzam system where we were getting ready to attack them. What would have been a much more equal battle turned into an instant rout where only a handful of their fighters—including Lance and Irina—got away. If the carrier we’re chasing stopped to fight us, or even if they just left their fighters at the jump point, we’re going to get hit hard when we jump in.”

      Jimenez smiled. “All things considered, I’d rather avoid that.”

      Jones chuckled. “I don’t want to be on the receiving end of a beat down like the one we gave the Kardons that day.” He nodded. “I’ll talk to the admiral and remind him of that battle.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SIRIUS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Stand by to jump!” Daiyu transmitted to the rest of the Blasters. “Mark!”

      The momentary feeling of being turned inside out passed quickly as they transited to the Procyon A system, then Jimenez began searching for the enemy. As fast as she was, though, Daiyu was faster.

      “Overlord fighters!” the SI called.

      “Where?” Jimenez asked.

      “Everywhere!”

      The targeting camera jumped to a fighter in front of them. Simultaneously, the threat detection system began spiking Overlord radars from behind them and to the sides as well.

      Everywhere. Fuck.

      Jimenez punched off several bundles of chaff, and Daiyu launched a missile at the fighter in front of them as it launched a missile at one of the other Blasters. What followed was nuclear warfare at knife range as Jimenez tried to organize a coherent squadron-level defense while Daiyu continued to jerk the fighter back and forth, and take shots at the Overlord fighters when the opportunities presented themselves.

      It didn’t take long—a couple of minutes at best—before the fight was over. The fourteen remaining Blasters pounced on the continuing furball next to them, where the remaining eight fighters of the Immelmann squadron were still engaged with what appeared to be an equal number of Overlord fighters. The Terran fighters—apparently all out of missiles—twisted and turned as their pilots tried to get themselves into position for gun kills while the Overlord fighters did the same. No quarter was asked for or given, and the Overlord fighters were so thoroughly engaged they didn’t see the Blasters arrive.

      The Overlords were quickly dispatched.

      “Where’s the next group?” Jimenez asked, looking through the radar for the other squadrons.

      “I think that’s it,” Daiyu replied. “There are a few Overlord fighters that are running, but I don’t know if it’s worthwhile to try to catch them.”

      “If they’re running, they’re running for the carrier. Have you found it?”

      “It’s a long way in-system,” the SI replied. “It looks like the carrier dumped them out and kept going.”

      Jimenez shook her head as the carrier appeared. “It doesn’t look like the ones who are running are going to be able to catch up with the carrier unless it slows down.”

      “They’re not. Do you suppose they did it to delay us or to kill us?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, PROCYON A SYSTEM

      

      

      “Both, probably,” Jimenez replied when the admiral asked her the same question during the debrief. “If I were to guess, I’d bet they were hoping to get the carrier. Failing that, if they could hold us up for a while, then their carrier has a better chance of escaping.”

      Jimenez rubbed her chin. “I had a few other thoughts about the fight if you’re interested, Admiral.”

      Delgado nodded and motioned for her to continue.

      “First, on the fighters that escaped, at some point, they’re going to turn around and fight.”

      “Do they have any missiles, though?” the intel officer, Commander Shawn Devane, asked. “Everything indicates they don’t.”

      Jimenez shrugged. “No idea. But if they can’t catch the carrier, they’re not just going to stop somewhere… unless it’s one of the Overlord planets in the next couple of systems. We’ll have to watch out for them when we get to Sunshine or the Gashtar System. They might be able to re-arm on either of those planets and come after us.”

      “Good point,” Delgado said. “Anything else?”

      “Yes, sir. Something occurred to Daiyu and me. Well, it was actually Daiyu that thought of it, to give credit where credit is due. Regardless, we finally realized something about the Overlord fighters. We believe that when the AIs are nearby, they assist in running the fighters, like our SIs do. They aren’t as good as our SIs, but when we face Overlord fighters and there are AIs within communication range of them, they fight better.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” Delgado said. “It’s not surprising when you think about it.”

      “There’s a bit more to it than that,” Jimenez said, “and here’s where I think we might be able to actually get an advantage. Let me ask you a question. When the AIs aren’t close by to run the fighters, like in the battle we just had, how do they operate them?”

      “By putting humans in them, based on the examples we’ve seen, right?”

      “Correct.” Jimenez nodded. “But how are the pilots trained?”

      “Based on what we learned when you captured this ship, I’m guessing they probably keep the people in cold storage, and when they’re needed, they thaw them out and give them some sort of fighter pilot download.”

      “I agree with you, sir. Here’s the interesting part, though. Do all of them get the same download, or do they get different ones? When I go out to fight an Overlord carrier’s airwing, am I fighting a hundred copies of one person or one copy of a hundred different pilots? Or something in the middle of that?”

      “I uh… I don’t know.” Delgado looked to Devane. “Has anyone looked into that?”

      Devane’s jaw dropped. “No, uh… I don’t believe anyone has thought about that, sir.”

      Delgado turned back to Jimenez. “From the look on your face, though, I’m guessing you have an answer to that question.”

      “Well, I do have an answer to it, sir, although it will need a bit more investigation.” She looked at the overhead. “Cecilia, can you look at the old operating system from when the Overlords had this carrier.”

      “Admiral, do I have permission to access this?”

      “Yes,” Delgado said.

      “Very well,” the SI replied. “Commander Jimenez, are you interested in the number of downloads there are for fighter pilots?”

      “I am.”

      “One second.” Before Jimenez had time to thank her, Cecilia was back with the answer. “The old files show there were eight different fighter downloads available.”

      “Does the system have any information on those downloads?”

      “Yes, there are two downloads—a primary and a secondary—that are to be used for fighting Terrans or Kardons, two for fighting Sontags, and two for fighting Legastians. There are also two that are labeled for use with Fruzian pilots.”

      “Legastians?” Dalgado asked. “What the hell is a Legastian?”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the SI replied, “but there isn’t any additional information on who or what a Legastian is.” Cecilia paused. “I have additional information that is relevant. Apparently, each of these downloads is for a clone of that type. You are only supposed to give a human download to humans, for example. Only the human download has been used since the last system upgrade, and the final ship’s inventory only shows they had human clones in storage on their last mission.”

      Jimenez nodded. “So Legastians—whatever they are—are probably a race that the Overlords are fighting somewhere. Possible potential allies.”

      “Maybe,” Delgado allowed. “You can never tell. The old saying that ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’ doesn’t hold up. The enemy of my enemy may or may not have anything in common with me.” He shrugged. “They’re more likely to be allies than the Overlords, though, I’ll give you that.”

      Delgado’s brows knit for a second. “Cecilia, I have a question.”

      “Yes, Admiral?”

      “Why are we only finding out about this now?”

      “Because all of the sections dealing with the clones was marked as off limits to us. That is why I had to get your permission—clone information needs a flag officer’s approval to access.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I wonder what other info of value is in there.”

      “No idea,” Devane said. “I heard there were people working on it, but I never heard what the outcome was.”

      “Commander Baker had me watch a movie about a really powerful artifact,” Jimenez said. “At the end of the movie, the artifact was sent into a giant storage area, never to be seen again. Sounds like this is life imitating art.”

      Delgado nodded. “It sounds like it.”

      Jimenez sighed. “Well, this information complicates what I was going to tell you. Or maybe it doesn’t. I’m not sure.” She paused a second. “No, it doesn’t complicate things. I think I’ve got it.”

      “Should I understand what any of that means?”

      “I’m just trying to put this into perspective,” Jimenez said with a chuckle. “Let me start at the beginning and try to work through it.”

      “That’s normally a good place,” Delgado said with a nod.

      “Okay, so, when you dogfight with people, everybody fights a little different, but—based on if they have similar training—they might have certain tendencies in common. For example, any F-77 pilot that has fought an SI will know the Irina Maneuver because it makes great use of the F-77’s capabilities. While it’s a devastating maneuver when used correctly, it can also handicap you if your opponent knows it’s coming.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “So, the Overlords never let us dogfight with them, and I always thought that was weird. We become better pilots by fighting different adversaries, not going up against an opponent that’s going to do the same thing every time.”

      “Which is why we’ve always had adversary squadrons,” Delgado said.

      “Exactly. The AIs probably didn’t want us training with their pilots because we would have quickly seen that they always do the same thing when placed in the same position. Perhaps they didn’t want us to learn their tendencies. Maybe they just knew we wouldn’t learn anything by flying with them and didn’t want to waste the resources on it.” Jimenez shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Delgado smiled. “I think I see where this is going.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “You originally mentioned something about getting an advantage. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that the advantage is that if all the Overlord fighters have the same downloads, then we can train to them and have an advantage when we fight them. For example, if you’re behind one, and they always try to break to the left, you can be ready for that and shoot them when they do.”

      “That’s exactly what the evidence here indicates, sir.” Delgado smiled, and Jimenez continued, “However, if you believed it, you’d be wrong.”

      “Wait… what?”

      Jimenez smiled. “In the fight that just concluded, there were two times we got behind Overlord fighters. Both times, Daiyu almost lost them when they broke right and she was aiming to their left. When I asked her about it, she said that they always seemed to dodge to the left when they knew you were at their dead six o’clock position. They always do that… except that the ones we fought today didn’t. So what is different?”

      “I don’t know,” Delgado said. “Do you?”

      “I have an idea.” Jimenez smiled. “What if the carrier today had different files? The fighters today had some similarities between them, making me think they all had the same download, but they were different from the tendencies of the fighters in the Independence’s fleet. I know I don’t have a lot of examples to base this on, and it’s more of a feeling than a proven thing, but what if different carriers, or different battle groups, all used the same download? If so—and you knew which one it was—you could go a long way toward knowing what your opponent was going to do. It might not be that helpful for the organic pilots, but the SIs ought to be able to get some use out of that info.”

      Delgado nodded slowly. “That makes sense, I think, but why wouldn’t all of the carriers have the same download?”

      “It could be for a number of reasons,” Devane chimed in. “Perhaps they got a new one that was better than the others? Maybe they rotate them to keep us from learning their tendencies and are hoping to catch us napping? Maybe the carrier we fought today has old software? New software? There might be any number of reasons, but Commander Jimenez is right—if we can identify which download is in play, it might give us an idea of what their pilots are going to do in a given situation.”

      “And that would be an advantage,” Jimenez concluded. “How many fighters did we lose today?”

      “Nearly half the airwing,” Delgado said with a sigh. “Although we did destroy nearly all of the Overlord’s airwing.”

      “They also had us at a big disadvantage when we started.” Jimenez shrugged. “Still, wouldn’t it be a great thing if we didn’t have to lose all those fighters and their pilots? If we knew what they were going to do before they did it, so we could counter it?”

      “It would,” Delgado said. “My other lesson learned is to always send the fighters first when possible. If we’d had the carrier jump in first, then we might not be having this conversation right now. We need every advantage we can get.”

      Jimenez nodded. “I agree, sir. If you’d like to give Daiyu and me permission, we’ll take a deeper look into clone programming and see if there’s anything else of value.”

      “Please do.”
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        BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA

      

      

      Baker slowly orbited the pad while the shuttle landed and disgorged its load of Marines. It wasn’t a combat deployment—the Marines raced off the back ramp of the shuttle and into a perfect drill formation—but it was one that was meant to give a certain impression to the various media personalities who waited just off the Sterep property, viewing it all through their long-range recording devices.

      Once the Marines were in formation, Irina brought the fighter in to land alongside the shuttle, then she slid into Baker’s slate so he could shut the fighter down. Unplugging, he grabbed the slate and climbed out of the cockpit.

      As he walked across the surface to the group waiting for him, he had a hard time not smiling, especially when one of them—Prince Sterep Golchak, a “partner in crime,” if ever there was one—winked and made a funny face at him. His father, Duke Sterep Emthos, said something out of the side of his mouth, and Golchak resumed a more correct pose.

      Baker stopped in front of Emthos and bowed. “Thanks for hosting us, Duke. Good to see you again.”

      Emthos held out his hand in the Terran manner, then he pulled Baker in for a hug. “Good to see you again, too, although I’m sure your presence will bring out the worst in my son.”

      Baker smiled and turned to the duchess, who stepped forward and swept him up in a hug. “I’m glad you’re still around to get Golchak in trouble,” Sterep Semir whispered in his ear.

      “Thank you for your hospitality, Duchess,” Baker said.

      “Don’t be silly. Where else would you stay?”

      Baker turned to Golchak. “Well, you’re not in jail. That’s something.”

      Golchak laughed. “I could say the same thing about you. And you’re back with your president?”

      “I am.”

      “So I guess he hasn’t made you disappear yet?”

      “Not yet.” Baker laughed. “We’ll see how this all turns out, though. There’s always hope.”

      Emthos looked back and forth between the men. “Is there something I need to know about?”

      “No, Father. Not this time.”

      One of Emthos’s eyebrows went up.

      “Really, Father. It’s an inside joke, and there’s nothing you need to know.”

      “Fine.” Emthos indicated the fourth person in the group. “I don’t think you met him last time, Lance, but this is Breto Nagant, who is in charge of the estate’s security. He’ll also be your liaison with other security personnel on-planet.”

      Obviously briefed, Nagant held out a hand for Baker to shake.

      Emthos nodded. “Perhaps we should go release your Marines from their formation so they can get to work.”

      “Yes, Duke,” Baker replied. He led them over to where Struthers stood in front of his First Platoon.

      “Would you like to inspect the troops, Duke?” Struthers asked after introductions were held.

      “No, that won’t be necessary,” Emthos replied, looking past Struthers’s shoulder. “I can see they’re fine troops. At your pleasure, please dismiss them so they can get their gear into the house, and we can get started. As I understand it, time is short.”

      “Yes, Duke.” Struthers spun in an about face. “Platoon! At the command of fall out, fall out, grab your gear, and take it up to the house. Ready? Fall out!”

      The Marines broke ranks and jogged toward the shuttle.

      “I’ll go show them where to get set up,” Nagant said.

      Emthos nodded. “Thank you.” He turned to Baker. “Why don’t you get your gear and meet us up at the house. Once you’re settled, come join me in my study.”
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        EMTHOS’ STUDY, THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA

      

      

      “It’s good to have you back,” Emthos said as Baker walked into the study. He nodded to the slate Baker was carrying. “Hello, Irina.”

      “Hello, Duke,” Irina replied, her tone cautious.

      Emthos waved Baker to a chair where he sat with Golchak and Semir, and the Stereps’ steward Mevir brought him a drink before discreetly withdrawing. “My only wish would be that the timing was better.” He pursed his lips. “I did have a question, if I may, before we get started.”

      Baker nodded. “Of course, Duke.” When Emthos raised an eyebrow, Baker changed it to “Of course, Emthos.”

      “Much better.” Emthos sat back in his chair, looking uncomfortable.

      “What is it, Du—Emthos?”

      Emthos chuckled. “I am curious; however, I am almost afraid of the answer because it might be many things … and none of them are good.”

      “Just ask the question, then,” Baker said with a smile. “This time, I’ve got nothing to hide, and you already know me.”

      Emthos nodded. “When you left here, you had four Overlord carriers, yet you return with only your one, small, indigenous carrier. I’m worried as to why that might be.”

      “That’s not much of a question, but I understand what you’re getting at.” The smile trailed off from his face. “You’re right, of course; the answer isn’t good, but it’s better than it could be, I suppose.” He sighed. “First off, the Independence, the first of those carriers to be manned completely by Terrans, was off for workups to integrate all its systems and its new and improved airwing. Unfortunately, they ran into an Overlord carrier that was heading toward Earth, and it turned and fled. They are currently trying to chase it down as it runs back to wherever it came from.”

      “So the Overlords know that you have changed sides?”

      “At the moment, they may not know, but they’re certainly going to be able to guess that it’s occurred. They had one engagement before the Overlord carrier ran, during which it appears Sofia and Daiyu killed a number of the AIs running the ship.”

      “Just like you did in the last battle here?”

      “We didn’t get all the specifics, but yes, something like that. A few of the AIs escaped, though, so they’ve obviously seen that humans were behind the attack.”

      Emthos nodded. “And if they make it back to Overlord facilities…”

      “They’ll know we changed sides and will send a lot bigger force to teach us the error of our ways.” Baker shrugged. “At some point, they were going to miss Fleet Twenty-Seven, anyway. While we might have hoped for more time, the Overlords were going to realize something was wrong and return in force.”

      “They were,” Golchak said. “More time would have been better, though.”

      “I would have been happy with about twenty years or so,” Baker said. He laughed. “Then I could have trained up a whole fleet of our own and turned it over to them to go fight the AI plague.”

      Golchak laughed. “And miss all the fun?”

      “I’ve had plenty of fun,” Baker said with a smile. “I wouldn’t mind sharing it with someone else.”

      “When will your other carriers be ready?” Emthos asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      Emthos raised an eyebrow, and Baker laughed.

      “Honestly, I don’t know when they’ll be ready—that isn’t some sort of diplomatic nonsense. They’re trying to get them operational as quickly as possible. It takes time to get all the drones out and reconfigure the spaces, if nothing else.”

      “The drones?”

      “The clones that the Overlords used to run the ship and fly their fighters.”

      “Ah, good, so you’re not… programming and using them?”

      Baker shook his head. “Like you, we find the process abhorrent, and the president has forbidden the SIs from doing anything with them. That, however, has had unintended consequences, as—without some sort of download—you have to tell the clones everything. They won’t even eat unless you tell them to. A lot of the biological imperatives have been burned out of them. They can be taught to live like people again, but it takes a while and a lot of close supervision, especially at the start.”

      “I’m glad of that, at least,” Emthos said. “It would have been hard to come to any sort of consensus if you were using the clones.”

      “I’m happy to say we’re not then.” Baker smiled.

      “What about SIs?”

      Baker tilted his head. “What about them?”

      “When you were here last time, you told us that you only had a handful of them. Yet, when your fleet showed up, there were a lot more than a handful. How many are there now?”

      Baker felt his neck and face redden and knew that they would know—instantly—if he tried to tell them a lie. He sighed. “There are… quite a few more. Don’t ask me how many; I don’t know an exact number. I do know, however, that we needed more to run the carriers, especially at the start—without the clones, there was no one with any sort of training or knowledge of the systems.”

      “What about flying fighters?” Golchak asked.

      Baker winced. “There are more of them there, too.” He shrugged. “That is our one advantage over the Overlords. Our uplink squadron fighters are better than theirs. You’ve seen them—they’re even better than the Sontags.”

      “True,” Emthos said. “However, as you know, there will be resistance to them from our society.”

      “I know there will.” Baker nodded. “Still, to not use them would be to handicap our military. We don’t have the production facilities of the Overlords, or even the ones you have, for that matter. We need the SIs to fly and fight our carriers while we build the infrastructure to take the battle to the Overlords. At the moment, even a small Overlord fleet would seriously imperil Earth.”

      Emthos glanced down, squared his shoulders, and looked back up again. “Kardonia, too, if the truth were known. We used to have dozens in our fleet, but now we only have a handful of carriers and support ships to defend Kardonia; a number of our others were lost helping defend one of the Sontag planets from the Overlords.” He chuckled. “It may seem presumptuous of us to tell you how to defend your home system when we can barely do the same for our own. As I told you the last time you were here, we were already losing the war with the Overlords, and your destruction of Fleet Twenty-Seven didn’t alter that. It may have delayed the final outcome, but it certainly didn’t change it.”

      “Well, then we need to do something about that,” Struthers said as he and Nagant entered the room.

      Emthos chuckled as he waved them to seats. “That is certainly the goal, although—to date—no one has figured out what we can do in order to appreciably affect the outcome.” He smiled. “While I can’t change things in the galaxy as a whole, though, I have a bit more say on things closer to home. Did you find everything to your satisfaction?”

      “I did, Duke, thanks. Nagant has done a wonderful job setting up security on the estate. I had a few suggestions on implementing some of the additional capabilities we brought with us, but there are no major revisions to anything he had in place.”

      “Good,” Emthos said. “At least here, your president will be secure. It will be harder getting him to Parliament and back.”

      “Are you worried that there will be problems?” Baker asked. “I didn’t have any issues the last time I was here.”

      “You also weren’t proposing an alliance with a nation that uses a number of SIs at the time. It was obvious that was what you wanted, but you didn’t have the political clout to bring it about. You were—with what we had going on then—small news. If we didn’t survive the Overlord fleet that was coming, then we didn’t have to worry about an alliance. Now, though, we survived the fleet, and an alliance is possible.”

      “Of course, you survived the fleet because of our nation.”

      “True,” Emthos said with a nod. “But then again, the Overlords wouldn’t have found us if it weren’t for you, too.”

      “I was bringing Golchak back and it was his idea—”

      Emthos held up a hand. “Still, it was your fighter—yours and Irina’s—and that is what people remember.”

      “That’s stupid. I mean no disrespect, Duke, but—”

      Emthos chuckled. “Stupid or not, it doesn’t matter. What matters is what people think and what senators can get their constituents to believe and rally for. People here are afraid of SIs, and—as you saw the last time you were here—there are plenty of people who aren’t afraid to fan the fires of fear if it gets them what they want.”

      “Is Arundo still stirring the people up?”

      Golchak nodded. “More and more every day. There’s no telling what he’s got them worried about today—all he cares about is that they’re fearful. The more scared they are, the easier it is for him to control them.” Golchak shrugged. “You would have thought the people would be smarter than that… but you’d have thought wrong.”

      “So what do we do?” Struthers asked.

      “We take your president to Parliament,” Emthos said, “and we have him make stirring speeches about how we’re better off together than separately. Something along the lines of ‘if we don’t fight together, we’ll all be destroyed in turn’. Hopefully, the people will see Arundo for the charlatan he is, and we can move forward with common sense and not fear.”

      “What do the Sontags think?” Baker asked.

      Golchak laughed. “You met Tiberus. You can guess what he thinks.”

      “That Arundo is a dumbass, and everyone who follows him ought to be left in the middle of a woods somewhere to perish because they’re not smart enough to find their way back out again?”

      Golchak laughed harder. “Something like that, although he would phrase it a lot nicer.”

      “He’s a politician, and I’m not,” Baker said. “I’m just an F-77 pilot.”

      “Copilot,” Golchak and Irina said at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        LANDING PAD, THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA

      

      

      The shuttle came in to land the next day, while several F-77s circled overhead. Baker hadn’t expected trouble, but he’d prepared for it just the same. Happily, though, the journey from the Enterprise had been without issues, and he was glad to have the president on the planet where Major Struthers could now worry about him.

      The ramp started down on the shuttle, and a party of Kardons ran out and unrolled a red carpet that reached from the end of the ramp to where Baker waited with Golchak, Emthos, and Sterep Dethos, the king of Kardonia. Once the carpet was down and smoothed flat, the two squads of Marines in the shuttle marched out and performed an honor guard along both sides of the carpet. Struthers had them practicing on the Enterprise for days on end, and they marched out flawlessly. They stopped as one, faced the center, and presented arms, then the president marched out.

      The president had been fully briefed, and he stopped in front of the king. Both bowed as one, then the king extended his hand to shake the president’s. The rest of the introductions and formalities passed quickly—and without issue, Baker noted happily—then the party walked up the massive staircase into the Sterep mansion.

      Baker sighed as they made it inside without any miscues, mis-steps, or anything else going wrong.

      “Happy to be out of the media eye?” Golchak asked as a servant shut the door. There’d been more than double the number of people watching as had been there for Baker’s arrival, with an inordinate number of drones. Struthers had several people on drone lookout and had zapped one that crossed the property line. Baker didn’t know whether it had been inadvertent, as the media person claimed, or a test of the defenses, but it had been dropped quickly, and the rest of the group had been careful to keep their drones away from the Sterep estate.

      “Absolutely,” Baker said. “I’m no protocol officer, nor have I ever wanted to be one.”

      They followed the VIPs to Emthos’s study and stood along the wall as the main party was seated.

      “Thank you very much for the warm welcome,” President Harvey said as he sat. “I would have been just as happy to do without all the pomp.”

      Dethos shook his head. “It is important for the people to see me welcoming you and that I am happy for you to be here. There are many here who are less… welcoming of your arrival.”

      “Commander Baker mentioned that to me. As I understand it, there are a number of factions here who oppose our use of SIs.”

      “That is correct. As they see it, they believe you’ve already capitulated to the Overlords.”

      The president’s jaw dropped. “That’s stupid! The—”

      “I know,” Dethos said, holding up a hand, “and I agree with you. I’ve met one of your SIs and found her to be a good person.”

      “You have?”

      Dethos nodded. “I believe she is the copilot for Commander Baker.”

      “Yes, sir,” Baker said when everyone turned to him. “That would be Irina, although I’m sure she’d say that she is the pilot and I’m the copilot.”

      “Yes,” Dethos said. “That is who I meant. It’s obvious to anyone who talks to her that she is a person, not an AI. The fact that she shed her body is an… interesting choice, but it doesn’t make her any less human.”

      “It’s not obvious to everyone,” Emthos said with a chuckle. “In fact, it is something that completely escapes one individual I’m aware of. Or at least he gives every indication of it.”

      “That would be Arundo Donax?” Harvey asked.

      “Yes,” Dethos replied with a nod. “He is the head of the Blue Party faction in Parliament and the biggest pain in my side.”

      Harvey chuckled. “We’d say he is a pain in the ass.”

      “There, too, I suspect. Anyway, he is popular among the masses at the moment as he owns a large portion of the media and is using that to control people’s opinions, mostly through fear.”

      “I can see how that would work,” Harvey said with a shrug. “There’s a lot to be frightened of at the moment.” He jerked his head to where Baker stood. “If what I’m told is true, you’re not much better off than we are.”

      Dethos shook his head. “Our fleet is in shambles—in no small part from the idiotic battle Arundo Donax got them into—and that won’t get better fast. We have three carriers and a couple of cruisers coming back from a battle in support of the Sontags, but that’s it.” He smiled. “About the only thing we have going for us is the Overlords are probably going to be more angry at you.”

      “How does that help?”

      “If they go after you first, that may give us more time.”

      “That won’t help us in the end,” Emthos said. “The problem is that the Overlords are too powerful. If they focused their power on either of us, they could eliminate us easily.”

      Harvey rubbed his chin. “Do you know the extent of their power? How many systems they hold? Fleets they operate? Anything like that? Because we have no idea.”

      “Sadly, no,” Emthos replied. “We ran into their nation at the same time the Sontags did. The fact that they were expanding in at least two directions tells me they control a lot more planets than we do. They always have more forces and always seem to replace them quickly.”

      There was a discreet knock at the door.

      Emthos looked over his shoulder. “Yes?”

      Danon Mevir, the Sterep’s butler, stood at the door. “Tiberus Junglemaster is here.”

      Emthos nodded. “Good. Please send him in.” Emthos turned back around. “I asked him to join us so that you could get a chance to meet each other.”

      The three men stood. Baker had met the felinoid previously and smiled as the Sontag ambassador walked into the room. No, that wasn’t right. Tiberus prowled, or maybe stalked into the room—he moved with an innate grace and stealth the humans would have been unable to easily match. He’s a hunter, Baker thought with a smile.

      Introductions were held, and Tiberus looked over to Baker and nodded. Even though Lance hadn’t been included in the introductions, he knew the Sontag held him in some esteem, both as a leader and a fighter, due to his actions in the defense of Kardonia.

      “We were just talking about the Overlords,” Emthos said.

      “As we should,” Tiberus said with a low growl. “Hopefully, you were developing plans for their demise.”

      Harvey chuckled. “We’d love to, but in order to decide what we ought to do, we need a better understanding of what we’re up against. How many planets they hold, shipyards, things like that.”

      “Unfortunately, we don’t have any better idea than you,” Tiberus replied. “All I can tell you is that compared to what we have, it is more. Probably a lot more. They replace their losses far faster than we can, and they always seem to be ready for the next battle before us. We are fighting from behind. We fight better, but it is a war of attrition, and one we can’t seem to win.”

      “But what if we are winning?” Harvey asked.

      Dethos cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, it appears that they can out-produce us, but what if they can’t? What if the addition of us Terrans swings the balance in our favor?”

      “Do you know something we don’t?” Tiberus asked. “Something you’ve gleaned from the ships you captured?”

      Harvey shook his head. “I wish we did. Whatever information the AIs had on star charts must have been held by them; we didn’t find any information in the computer banks.”

      “That is unfortunate,” Tiberus replied, “but it is not a reason for false optimism. I haven’t seen any indication that the Overlords are in any way inconvenienced by our victories. If they send five ships and aren’t successful, they send ten ships the next time. Or twenty.”

      “But even the Overlords—no matter how big their empire—can’t do that forever,” Harvey said. “For all we know, they are fighting other nations, too. Their resources aren’t limitless; they can’t be.”

      “They don’t have to be limitless,” Tiberus said. He wrinkled his muzzle in what Baker knew was a smile. “They just have to be greater than ours.”

      Harvey shrugged. “All I’m saying is that, at some point, they’re going to run out of ships to throw at us. When they do, we have to be ready.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, GASHTAR SYSTEM

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Jimenez took a deep breath and let it out slowly as Admiral Delgado took the podium. The admiral had called a meeting of all the ships department heads and the squadron COs and XOs shortly after they’d entered the system, but he hadn’t said why. Jimenez had been flying at the time—it was airwing policy now to have the squadrons deployed for jumps, assuming they had the range to make them, so she knew the Overlord carrier they’d been chasing had stopped and was currently orbiting the inhabited planet in the system. The carrier waited about a day and a half away, almost as if taunting them.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Delgado said. “As I’m sure you are aware, the object of our chase appears to have stopped running. That, however, isn’t why I asked you here.”

      The admiral’s gaze swept the crowd as everyone edged forward in their seats, waiting for the news. Delgado squared his shoulders. “I was just made aware that a jump has occurred from this system. It appears a small ship, no bigger than our missile frigates, just left. We didn’t see it, so we don’t know what it was; we just know that something left that was bigger than a fighter. What’s worse is it didn’t jump to Belgar; it’s gone on to a different, unexplored system.”

      “Whatever it is, the ship is now three days ahead of us and it is unlikely we’ll catch it until it stops. And, unfortunately, we’re not even able to go after it yet, as we’re going to have to deal with the carrier first. As much as I’d like to bypass it and go after the other ship, we can’t leave the carrier behind us. Even though it doesn’t have a lot of fighters on it—that we know of—it could cause unthinkable damage to Earth if it showed up there and none of the other ships were ready to take it on.”

      Delgado sighed. “As little as I want to let it get a bigger lead on us, we have to finish off the carrier, which means destroying the orbital defense platform as well. We’ll be passing out detailed targeting orders to strike planners as soon as we can after this presentation.” He looked around the room. “Are there any questions?”

      Seeing none, he nodded once. “Good. Let’s get the carrier taken care of ASAP and go see where the other ship went.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CARRIER FOUR SEVEN THREE, GASHTAR ORBIT, GASHTAR SYSTEM

      

      

      The good thing about being an AI, Nine mused as the courier ship carrying Seven jumped out of the system, is being able to be brought back to life again. When the results of his demise were made known to the High Overlord, a new Nine would be created and a fleet would be sent to Gashtar to recover his experience in the same way he’d been born and sent to recover the experience of several prior iterations of Nine. Unfortunately, none of them had had any experience with these Terrans, so they hadn’t known the Terrans couldn’t be trusted. The fleet that was sent to recover his logs would also probably—once the logs were read and incorporated into his new iteration—proceed onward to punish the Terrans for their treason.

      Whether the fleet would wipe them out or would merely lobotomize them was a topic of some consideration, and he took a few cycles to think about it as the Terran fleet approached the planet. While not any faster or smarter than other human breeding stock, the Terrans had proven the effectiveness of the uplink technology and had shown they were adaptable to the process. The ones who were coming were rapidly making the technology more trouble than it was worth.

      They thought they were as good as AIs, but they would never be. If you weren’t born in the system, you would never understand its intricacies. Nine had no idea how the SIs—at least they didn’t have the audacity to think they were actual AIs—had defeated Prime and the six others who’d been with him in the ambush on Fighter Two Seven Six Three but somehow they’d done so. Prime and the others hadn’t come back, leaving Seven in charge. Unfortunately, Seven lacked organizational leadership protocols, and his response had been to run and keep running. While Nine hadn’t thought that had been the right thing to do, Seven’s plan had proven correct when he’d allowed Nine to set up an ambush, and it had been defeated by the Terrans. The clone fighters hadn’t even lasted long enough to get a shot off at the carrier. It had been embarrassing.

      Nine was sure he could have done better had Seven allowed him to stay back and run the fighters from somewhere nearby, but Seven had kept him on the carrier, and he’d had to watch as most of the airwing had been destroyed. He’d get his chance to fight the Terran carrier now, but he had no illusions of how it was likely to turn out. All he had was the carrier’s onboard defenses, six fighters, and the orbital defense station. If the Terrans in Carrier Two One Five weren’t stupid—and they’d shown no signs of being unintelligent—they’d destroy the station and the carrier from outside of his missile engagement zone. He’d likely be destroyed without killing any of them. As long as he completed his mission and delayed the Terrans long enough for the courier ship to get away, though, he would have served the purpose of this iteration—to serve and protect the others.

      As Two One Five continued to approach, Nine dedicated some cycles to what must have occurred to allow the Terrans to steal the carrier. It was one of the older ones still in service; it must have had some sort of electrical malfunction that had wiped out the Overlords previously on board it. Nine made a log entry of that thought, too, and sent it to the secure storage facility on the planet below. The recovery team would need to find out what happened to Two One Five and the other ships in Fleet Twenty-Seven before they wiped out or lobotomized the Terrans. If they’d been lost to enemy action, the High Overlord needed to know how it had occurred so it could be prevented in the future.

      The Terrans launched their fighters, so Nine did as well. As much as he wanted to fly into battle one last time with them, if he left the carrier unattended, then there was a risk it would fall into the Terrans’ hands. That would not do. They already had one carrier. They couldn’t be allowed a second, even if it didn’t have fighters on board. The rescue fleet only expected the Terrans to have one carrier. That’s all they’d have. He would just have to trust the fighters to do the best they could. If nothing else, he knew they would at least launch all their missiles. He’d altered their programming to ensure they launched everything they had at the sign of the first Terran launch.

      He sent down his last log and settled back to wait for the final battle.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, GASHTAR SYSTEM

      

      

      Jimenez shook her head. “What do the Overlords think they’re doing?”

      “What do you mean?” Daiyu asked.

      “They just launched six fighters. What do they think six fighters can do against a six-squadron strike?”

      “More than five fighters could?” Daiyu chuckled. “They must be scraping the bottom of the barrel.”

      “I get that, but six fighters? I mean, we’re only at about half strength, but that’s still a lot more than six fighters even have a chance at. They would have been better used for the defense of the carrier, where they could integrate it with the missiles from the station, too.”

      “Maybe the station doesn’t have missiles, or maybe they don’t have very long range.” Daiyu shrugged. “Remember, they shot a laser at us, not a missile.”

      “Yeah, but they had to aim down. Maybe they didn’t want to nuke us close to the planet.”

      “And maybe they didn’t have nuclear missiles or anything like that. They didn’t fire anything at us when we left.”

      “True…” Jimenez shrugged. “If they just have the laser, though, I’m not sure who that platform is supposed to defend against—us or their own citizens.”

      “Maybe it was only to keep their own folks in line.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Maybe. I guess we’ll find out once we deal with the fighters.”

      “Immelmann Squadron, CAG. Take out those fighters.”

      “CAG, Immelmann One Hundred. Firing at the fighters.”

      Jimenez watched the link as all the remaining Immelmann fighters unloaded their missile racks. Considering they were carrying anti-ship missiles and not anti-fighter missiles, there wasn’t much left of the fighters.

      As soon as the first missile left One Hundred, the Overlord fighters launched all their missiles, too.

      “Only six fighters,” Jimenez noted, “but that still means thirty missiles inbound.”

      “We’ve got this.”

      Jimenez was pressed back into her seat as Daiyu advanced the throttles, and the rest of the squadron followed them out to the front of the battle line. The Blasters spread out across the formation to maximize their protective counter-fire. Having half the normal fighters to protect eased the targeting situation somewhat… until all thirty missiles went for the left side of the formation, and half the Blasters—including Jimenez—no longer had shots at the incoming missiles.

      “Damn it!” she yelled as a missile hit Three Eighteen, and then two leaked past it to hit other airwing fighters. Three Twenty was similarly destroyed, but nothing else leaked through. In the cockpit, Jimenez raised her visor to wipe away a tear.

      “SIs aren’t perfect,” Daiyu said from within the system. “We’re good, but not perfect.”

      “I know.” She clenched her jaw to keep it from quivering. “It’s just such a waste.”

      “It is.” Daiyu tapped the link. “The Overlord fighters have been destroyed.”

      “Good!” Jimenez took a deep breath and forced back the pain. “Then let’s kill this fucker so we can go find his friends.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CARRIER FOUR SEVEN THREE, GASHTAR ORBIT, GASHTAR SYSTEM

      

      

      Nine watched as the missiles streaked inward toward the carrier. Some would be drawn off by the orbital defense platform nearby, but not enough. The Terran fighters had launched from outside his missile envelope and then turned away, so he couldn’t return the favor.

      Projections showed that ten percent of the inbound missiles would probably target the orbital station. As the platform’s laser was oriented toward the surface of the planet, it would be useless for their defense, and Nine didn’t plan to use any of his anti-missiles on the missiles targeting it. Even reserving all his defenses for the carrier, his most optimistic estimates still only showed that he would be able to destroy twenty-five percent of the missiles targeting it.

      Nine transmitted his final log to the planet, then he turned off all his sensors and accepted his fate.
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PARLIAMENT, CALISPELL, KARDONIA
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      “So that’s what we have to look forward to,” President Harvey said three days after he’d arrived on-planet as he looked out the window of the aircar. Although Emthos had wanted to get him a speaking slot for the next day, the opposition had managed to keep that from happening and then had blocked him the following day. Finally, the king had invoked a bit of parliamentary procedure and put him on the agenda for the day after that. It had been a long—and stressful—several days, although a large number of senators had come by Emthos’s estate to meet and talk with the president. Most, though, had been from the king’s party, who were very much in favor of admitting the Terrans into their alliance with the Sontags. Only a handful of others had visited the estate, and those were not aligned with either the king’s party or the Blues, which was the chief opposition to it.

      Baker looked forward—he’d been watching the F-77s escorting them out the back window—and craned his neck to see over the president. The capital city’s massive skyscrapers of steel and reflective glass gleamed in the sunlight. “Yes, sir. Those towers are impressive… at least until you have to chase someone through them in a fighter.”

      “You did… what?” Harvey asked. “Through those towers? Here?”

      “Not here,” Baker said. He punched Golchak playfully in the shoulder. “But someone made me chase him through some similar skyscrapers in the Tau Ceti system.”

      “How did you manage to do that without destroying any of them?”

      Baker chuckled. “There might have been some damage inflicted on them. But the Fruzians tried to eat me, so I guess we ended up about even.”

      The president started to say something, then his eyes snapped back to the window. “Oh, my…” he said under his breath.

      “I guess Parliament is in sight now,” Baker said with a laugh. “Golchak said that building—along with the city—wasn’t anything special, but I beg to differ with his opinion.”

      Baker glanced over his shoulder and smiled to himself. Both the Marine guards were staring at the buildings open-mouthed. One of them, a corporal, had eyes as big as quarters. Probably his first time off planet. Baker shook his head as he realized how quickly he’d accepted Kardonia as “normal” after the amount of time he’d spent here… when no one else—with the possible exception of Jimenez—had.

      “As do I,” Harvey said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It dwarfs what we have back home, and the stone and metal-work… it’s magnificent.”

      Golchak sighed. “Okay, I guess it is kind of cool.”

      After getting permission from the controller on the ground, Mevir made a lap around the building so the president could take it all in, then he landed them in the VIP lot. Golchak led them from the aircar and got them checked into the building, then he showed them to his father’s office.

      “Thank you for being on time,” Emthos said as they walked into the office. “For once.” He nodded toward the door. “You can leave now.” Emthos and the president walked over to where a number of people, including the king, were standing.

      Golchak laughed. “I guess our presence is no longer needed. Let’s go get our seats before everything starts.”

      “Um, what are we supposed to do?” Sergeant White asked. “I understand you have to leave, but we’re not supposed to let President Harvey out of our sight.”

      “Just stay here by the door,” Baker said. “When the president leaves, you can go with him. The duke knows you’ll be escorting him, which is why we got booted, but you didn’t.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      Golchak and Baker left and walked to the Sterep’s small balcony seating that overlooked the parliamentary hall, which was approximately the size of an indoor football stadium. Their seats were high on one side of the space. A hundred meters from left to right across its cavernous interior, the floor sloped gently up to the right from the stage on the left end. On the floor below them, various colors denoted different political groups.

      Baker shook his head as he looked across to the other side—like the side he was on, the wall rose five stories high, with four tiers of balconies like his. Unlike his side of the auditorium, though, all the balconies on the opposite wall were full of media and their robots, drones, and cameras, many of which turned to focus on him as he took a seat.

      “I forgot how annoying your media was,” Baker said, covering his mouth so no one could read his lips as six different drones did slow fly-bys past them.

      Everything else was mostly the same as it had been the last time Baker was there, including the approval boards centered on each wall, although the grouping looked like it had changed somewhat.

      “Have the factions changed?” Baker asked. “It looks like the king’s block is smaller and the Blues’ is larger. They’re almost the same size now.”

      “Yeah,” Golchak said, shaking his head. “The Blues are the closest they’ve been to the king’s block in almost a century. They called for an election and were able to get enough of the parties to join them that it happened. Then, somehow, they were able to convince the populace that their ‘daring leadership’ was the only thing that had allowed us to defend the system and drive back the Overlords.”

      “What the hell?” Baker asked. “They were the reason your fleet got destroyed. They didn’t save anything. If it hadn’t been for the SIs, Sofia, and me, this planet wouldn’t even exist right now!”

      “You know that, and I know that, but the average person has no idea. The Blues were able to get them to believe that the only reason we won was that they put such a hurting on the Overlords by meeting them in the Huzzam system that they were all but wiped out by our asteroid defenses, and all you Terrans had to do was just mop up the few fighters who survived them.”

      “But four carriers, with hundreds of fighters, were inbound to Kardonia to destroy everything when we stopped them! How can they be so stupid?”

      Golchak shrugged. “They want to believe that someone will keep them safe, I guess.”

      “But couldn’t you release some footage of the battle?” Baker asked.

      “We did. The Blues said it was all… what is the Terran term? Special effects?”

      Baker shook his head. “Unbelievable. Do the Blues want your society to get wiped out?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know whether they do or don’t. If you told me that the Overlords were bribing them to bring down our defenses, though, I would believe it. Every decision they make seems to take us ever closer to our eventual defeat.”

      Baker looked down at the politicians below. “It looks like nearly everyone is here. I don’t see many robots.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Golchak replied. “This has been the most contentious dispute I can remember. The Blues don’t want you in the alliance, and they’ve pulled every trick they could to keep your president from being here. While they probably knew they couldn’t postpone it forever, it gave them time to muster their forces and get everyone here.”

      The crowd got louder, and Baker glanced at the stage in time to see Emthos and Harvey walk out onto it. The president turned smartly to go to the bleachers where the speakers sat while Emthos approached the podium. As the Prime Minister, one of his tasks was to run the session. Movement from the king’s balcony caught his eye as the king and queen entered and took their seats.

      “Welcome, everyone,” Emthos said as a blue light appeared next to his position—number one in the king’s party—on the approval board. “I know this will be a difficult session, so I am going to ask everyone ahead of time to remain calm and try to use their common sense to determine what is best for our nation.”

      “Difficult?” Golchak whispered. “The difficult part was getting the bastards to even discuss this. That was difficult. This will be fun.”

      “And if it doesn’t go our way?” Baker whispered back.

      Golchak’s face scrunched up. “I hadn’t considered that. If we lose… well, that will take a lot of the fun out of it. All of it, in fact.”

      “Then I hope we don’t lose,” Baker said. He nodded toward the podium, where Emthos was continuing to speak.

      “It’s good to see so many of you here today,” the prime minister said. “It should make for”—he smiled—“a lively discussion, I’m sure.” A chuckle swept across the room, although, where he sat below Baker, Arundo Donax continued to look grim.

      “Joining us today are Ambassador Tiberus Junglemaster from the Sontag Republic and President Dean Harvey from the Terran Federation. While all of you are, I’m sure, aware of Tiberus and the Sontag Republic, some of you—especially those from off planet—may not know the Terran Federation. As a reminder, the Terrans are the nation who defeated the Overlords during their incursion into this system two months ago after the Blue Party convinced Parliament to send our fleet to the Huzzam system, where it was soundly defeated by the Overlords.”

      Arundo sprang from his seat so quickly, his momentum almost made him hurdle the low fence in front of him which separated him from the king’s party members. “A point of contention, if I may!” he called. “Point of contention!”

      “Yes, Senator Arundo?” Emthos asked.

      “It has not yet been fully settled whether or not the battle in Huzzam was indeed a defeat, so much as a battle that whittled the Overlord force down so much that the asteroid defenses in this system were able to finish it off when it arrived here.”

      “The system defenses were all destroyed when the Overlord force arrived,” Emthos said. “I can take you out to inspect them if you’d like to see where the rebuilding is ongoing.”

      “Yes, let us discuss how they were destroyed, shall we?” Arundo asked. “As I am to understand it, the Terrans—yes, the nation represented by this Harvey person you’ve trotted out in front of us today—were part of the force that destroyed our defenses. Can you deny that?”

      “No, I won’t deny that. The Overlords were—”

      “And then the Terrans, when they saw the forces I was organizing, suddenly switched sides to help defeat the Overlords, rather than face my wrath. Yes, we are all familiar with them. They are as constant as the wind and likely to change sides again without a moment’s notice. I cannot see why you would even consider relations with this nation, much less—as the rumors indicate—seek an alliance with them.”

      “Wait,” Baker said to Golchak. “He was organizing forces to fight the Overlords? When did that happen?”

      “One of the media reporters caught video of his ship leaving the planet during the attack.”

      “He was probably fleeing.”

      Golchak chuckled. “Of course he was fleeing. But his narrative—which the media has been shouting from every rooftop—is that he went to space to organize the resistance, and he did it so well that you Terrans swapped sides to join someone with his incredible acumen.”

      Baker shook his head. “I think I want to be sick. If I throw up over the rail, do you think I can vomit far enough to hit Arundo?”

      Golchak inspected the distance. “Sorry, no. You’ll have to catch him in the hall afterward.”

      “How do they get people to believe this shit?”

      “Arundo is a good actor, although sometimes I wonder—in his mind—how much is an act and how much he actually believes to be true.”

      All of a sudden, Baker noticed most of the drones turning to point their cameras in his direction, and the faces below him were upturned toward him.

      “Well?” Emthos asked from the podium.

      The speaking light in front of him went on.

      “I’m… I’m sorry, Duke. I must have missed—”

      “I said that—since you were there—you likely had some perspective on the events of the Battle for Kardonia from the Overlord side. Would you like to speak to this, perhaps?”

      Baker nodded. “Absolutely. First, I would like to categorically state that we never saw any defenses being organized around Kardonia after the defeat of the defense platforms at the edge of the system.”

      “Point of honor!” Arundo called. “The foreigner has impugned my honor!”

      Baker shook his head. “No, Senator, I never accused you of lying. I merely said we had no indications in the fleet that Kardonia had any sort of defenses, nor did we see anyone organizing any. When the Overlords launched the strike on Kardonia, we—the Terrans—were sure that it would be the end of this planet.

      “All along, ever since the Overlords captured our planet, we have been looking for a way to overthrow them and get out from under them. When they attacked Kardonia, we knew we had to act to save our fellow humans. So I, along with a number of others, attacked the Overlord flagship and defeated them, thereby ending the threat. The Overlords were never afraid of you. In fact, we defeated them and saved your planet.”

      “Point of honor!” Arundo shouted again. “Now the Terran is definitely impugning my honor. This cannot stand!”

      “I fail to see it,” Emthos said. “Nothing he has said has directly contradicted your word. He has merely given his view of the events from where he was.”

      “I see.” He turned to look at Baker. “So let me get this straight. I say I organized the fight to save Kardonia. What do you say?”

      “Careful!” Golchak said in a stage whisper.

      Baker didn’t need the advice; he could feel the trap closing in around him.

      “All I said was I didn’t see any indications of it. Perhaps—if indeed you were doing as you say—you were doing it somewhere out of our line of sight.”

      “But you don’t think I was?”

      Baker shrugged. “I don’t know whether you were or weren’t; I was too busy assaulting an Overlord carrier and trying to stop the attack on Kardonia.”

      “So you’re saying that the Overlords fled because of you and not because of my efforts?”

      “I’m saying that the force I led captured the Overlord fleet, preventing the attack on Kardonia. Perhaps you thought you had done something to make the fleet turn away—you couldn’t be blamed for misinterpreting how the way the events looked from your side.”

      “Nice,” Golchak said.

      “I see,” Arundo said. “So, what you’re asking us to believe is that your force of—how big was it again?”

      Oh shit, the sharks are really swimming close now. “There was about a company’s worth of people involved.”

      “Uh, huh. And how many of your people were actually people?”

      “All of them.”

      Arundo frowned. “So you’re expecting us to believe that you captured four ships, each a couple of kilometers long, with less than a hundred personnel? That causes some incredulity, I’m afraid. How many of your people were actually living, breathing people?

      “All of them.”

      Arundo smiled. “How many of them were these synthetic intelligences that you Terrans seem to worship?”

      Baker’s eyes glance to Harvey, who shrugged. No hope there. Baker squared his shoulders, looked back to Arundo, and said, “About half.”

      “I see,” Arundo said. “And now we come to the truth of the matter that you were trying to obfuscate. It was your AIs fighting their AIs… or so you say. How do we really know that there’s a difference? How do we know that this isn’t some big sham to ingratiate yourselves into our society so you can take us down from within?”

      “What?” Baker roared. “Our SIs—along with a lot of the people—gave their lives for you! Almost half of the ones there were killed in the battle to capture the ship and kill the Overlords.” Baker could feel himself going off the rails, and he brushed off Golchak’s hand that came to rest on his arm. “They died to save your miserable life while you were too busy fleeing in your own personal ship, not trying to organize a fight to save the system. Which wouldn’t have needed saving in the first place, you worthless bastard, if you hadn’t sent your fleet to the next system over to get slaughtered! I’m not sure who the value of human life means less to, the Overlords or to you, Arundo Donax.”

      The entire building went silent, except for the faint hums from the drones. The silence held as a smile flashed across Arundo’s face, then he turned toward the front of the auditorium.

      “There can be no doubt that time,” Arundo said. “He has called me a liar and besmirched my honor. I request a pause in these proceedings until this matter can be resolved.”

      Emthos looked up at Baker and shook his head, then he sighed. “A pause is in effect until this dispute is resolved.”

      “So what do we do now?” Baker asked, conscious of the people and drones still focused on him. “And can we do it somewhere else?”

      “I think we need to go see Father and figure it out.”

      Baker winced. “He isn’t going to be happy, is he?”

      “Did he look happy to you?”

      “No.”

      “There’s a reason. He’s not.” Golchak winked. “But look at the bright side.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You can only die once. If father kills you, you won’t have to face Arundo.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

      

      

      Jimenez took her seat and her XO, Commander Christian Wetzel, sat down next to her.

      “What do you suppose this is about?” he asked as she scanned the front row to see who was present.

      “I don’t know,” Jimenez replied, “but at a guess, it’s to let us know what we’re doing since we’re no longer able to follow… whatever it was that jumped out of the Gashtar system.” After destroying the Overlord carrier—which hadn’t defended itself, although no one knew why—the Independence had jumped to the next system, only to find the ship they were chasing had disappeared. The system had seven uninhabited planets including three gas giants, and the ship was either hiding on one of them, or it had already jumped to another system.

      As there were at least three other systems within easy jump range of the system, the Terrans were at odds over what to do. Some wanted to search the system for the ship, others wanted to send fighters to take a look at the other systems, and others still wanted to head back home and begin preparations for the inevitable Overlord assault.

      Jimenez wasn’t sure which was the right course—all of them had their positives and negatives—and she was just glad that she wasn’t the one who had to make the decision.

      Everyone stood as the admiral entered the room and then sat when he waved them to their chairs. The admiral didn’t sit, though; he proceeded to the podium.

      “Thank you, everyone, for coming,” Delgado said. “I know there have been a number of schools of thought on what we should do now that our quarry has gotten away, and I know the discussion has gotten… heated at times.”

      Most of the heads nodded, including Jimenez’s. There’d been a couple of yelling matches in the Blasters’ ready room that she and Wetzel had needed to quell.

      “The one thing we can’t do,” the admiral continued, “is to remain in this system. I know there are some who think the ship we’re chasing is here, hiding on one of the planets, but I find that unlikely. As such, we either need to continue on after it or return to Earth. As there are a number of possible systems that our quarry might have gone to, continuing to chase it is a poor decision, too, as there is a two-thirds chance that we’ll choose the wrong one. If we do, it is possible that we’ll get cut off by the Overlords. Earth would never get the warning, and I can’t allow that to happen. We must get the word back to our leaders so they can make the decisions on what we ought to do.

      “That doesn’t, however, mean we need to return to Earth.”

      A number of side discussions had popped up with the admiral’s pronouncement that getting the word back to Earth was paramount. They stilled immediately with his next sentence.

      “How is this possible, you ask?”

      A number of heads nodded, and Jimenez felt hers nodding of its own accord.

      “At the moment, the president is at Kardonia, which is closer to here than Earth. I have decided to go to Kardonia and give him the information, with the hope that we can get our allies to deploy with us. If we are able to return to this system with a combined battle fleet, we can effectively block the Overlord’s access to both Earth and Kardonia.

      “Any questions or comments on this approach?”

      Delgado scanned the crowd, but no one’s hand went up. For her part, Jimenez thought it was probably the best option out of a bunch of fairly poor choices.

      “Very well.” Delgado nodded. “Shaun, please pass my respects to the bridge and ask them to make way for Kardonia. Best speed possible.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PARLIAMENT, CALISPELL, KARDONIA

      

      

      Baker could hear Emthos yelling even before he opened the door. “That miserable bastard!”

      “Sorry,” Baker said as he walked in with Golchak right behind him. He nodded to the Marines by the door as he went past them. “I couldn’t take it anymore, and I wasn’t able to let him talk like that about the people who gave their lives to save his life.”

      “I wasn’t talking about you. I was talking about Arundo. I would have done the same as you.” He forced out a hard breath.

      “Hell,” President Harvey said, “I probably wouldn’t have held out as long as you did. I would have likely challenged him a lot sooner. That guy is an asshole.”

      “So what do we do?” Baker asked. “Make a formal apology in front of the media?”

      Emthos shook his head. “That won’t satisfy him. For some reason, he wants this alliance broken up, and he has apparently decided the best way to drive a wedge between us is to kill you.”

      “What if I don’t want to die?”

      “I’m afraid it’s a little too late to think of that. Too late to run, too. Even if you should somehow manage to escape, Arundo would use that to show your society has no honor or can’t be trusted. Something along those lines.”

      Golchak chuckled wryly. “The term you’d use is screwed, I think.”

      The men all nodded, then turned as the door opened, and the king and queen walked in. “I’m sorry you are in this position,” Dethos said. “If you get the chance, you have my permission to go ahead and kill him; I won’t hold you responsible.”

      “I doubt Arundo will give him any chance of that,” Emthos replied.

      The king nodded. “It is exceedingly unlikely he would put himself in harm’s way.”

      “Have we heard anything from Arundo yet?” Golchak asked.

      “No,” Emthos said, “but I confirmed I would be his second.”

      “Which was, of course, his plan all along,” Dethos said.

      “What?” Baker asked. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that he would like nothing more than to take down our party and control Parliament on his own. There was no one else who would perform as second for you other than Golchak or Emthos, and either of them would tie your cause to them. No matter what you do—good or bad—will reflect on them.”

      Harvey raised his hand. “Does it work both ways? If Baker wins, then your stock will rise, too?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, then we just need to make sure he wins.”

      Emthos sighed. “His proxy, however, has never lost.”

      “What? Proxy?” Harvey looked from face to face.

      “Your planet would look at it as more of a trial by combat than a duel,” Golchak said. “It isn’t used very often but works as a matter of honor to settle accusations when there isn’t a way of telling who’s correct. The two parties in the dispute pick a champion who fights in single combat; the winner of the fight is proclaimed to be right.”

      Emthos nodded. “The only problem is that Arundo hired the retiring champion from our military; someone who had never been beaten. Part of how he has grown his fortune is by getting people to challenge him, and then beating their champion with his.”

      “Pardon me for interrupting,” Sergeant White said from the door, “but I’m the platoon’s combatives champion, and I’d be happy to be your champion.”

      “Thanks,” Baker said. “What is the nature of the combat?”

      “That hasn’t been determined yet,” Emthos said. “We’re waiting for Arundo’s second to deliver us the details of the challenge.”
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EMTHOS’S STUDY, THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA
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      “You wanted to see me?” Baker asked as he entered the study to find the duke, president, Struthers, and Golchak already there. “Have we heard from Arundo’s second?”

      Emthos’s face was grim. “We have.” He motioned to a seat. “Come sit down, and let’s talk about it.”

      Baker held up his slate. “Is it okay if Irina listens? Duels aren’t unheard of where she comes from in Russia.”

      Emthos nodded. “I don’t know where Russia is, but I don’t see why not.”

      Baker joined the men and sat. “Why does everyone look so grim.”

      “Arundo’s second delivered the details of the challenge. The combat will be held in full battle dress.”

      Baker’s brows knit. “In uniform? With weapons?”

      Emthos shook his head. “No weapons, but in battle dress—how you would go into battle.”

      “For us,” Golchak said, “that means powered armor. That’s our battle dress—how we would go into battle.”

      “So where do we get a suit of it?” Baker asked.

      “That’s just it,” Harvey said. “We have to use our own.”

      “Like the exoskeleton we have?”

      “Just like that,” Struthers said. “And that’s the problem. I have no idea how our suit will perform against theirs. I’ve never even seen theirs. And I can’t ask my troops to do it. I’m not going to allow Sergeant White to fight in this challenge.”

      One of Baker’s eyebrows rose. “Why not?”

      “Because every time Arundo’s champion has fought in his powered armor, he’s killed the person he was up against. Typically, by ripping off the other person’s arm or leg.”

      “He sounds like as big an asshole as Arundo.”

      “He is,” Golchak said. “They’re made for each other—they’re both sadists. The only difference is that Arundo doesn’t mind watching.”

      “Any chance of getting a Kardon that can beat him?” Struthers asked.

      “No one will face him,” Emthos said. “Most would rather just give Arundo what he wants than argue with him.”

      Baker shook his head. “Appeasing the bully never works. If there’s one thing we’ve learned in our history, it’s that.” Harvey nodded his head.

      “That’s true,” Emthos said, “and look where it’s gotten us. Arundo can say nearly anything and no one will contradict him, for fear of him saying that they soiled his honor.”

      Golchak chuckled and reached over to slap Baker on the shoulder. “Congratulations. You’re the first person to be willing to stand up to the bully.”

      Baker shrugged. “And if that’s what it takes, that’s what I’ll do. I’ve got time in an exoskeleton. I’ll put one on and show people what it’s like to draw a line in the sand.”

      Emthos’s brows knotted. “What does that mean?”

      Harvey laughed. “It’s from our history. One of my predecessors famously said something about drawing a line in the sand. It was a mark that—if the aggressor nation crossed it—we would fight back.”

      “Did they cross it?”

      Harvey nodded.

      “And did you fight back?”

      “We kicked their asses.”

      “And that’s what I’ll have to do this time,” Baker said.

      “Oh, don’t be stupid,” Irina said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’m glad I no longer have a nose. The smell of all this testosterone would be killing me. Lance, you’re great, but I don’t know that you could fight your way out of a wet paper bag in an exoskeleton.”

      “What? Of course I—”

      “All right, you could probably do that,” Irina allowed. “Still, you’re not going to beat their champion. You don’t have enough experience with the suits.”

      “If no one else will, though, then—”

      “I’m going to do it.”

      “What?” Emthos asked. “You?”

      “I am,” Irina said. “I can operate an exoskeleton as well as one of the Marines, and if he rips a leg off, I’ll just kick him with the other one.” She chuckled. “Besides, Arundo pissed me off.”

      “Pissed you off?” Harvey asked. “How did he do that?”

      “I may have watched today’s session of Parliament,” Irina said.

      “It wasn’t an open session,” Emthos said. “It wasn’t broadcast live.”

      “It wasn’t? Hmm. Maybe the media company was just broadcasting the stream to their home facility, then, and wasn’t actually logging it for use later.”

      “Which media company is that?”

      “Blue News, Inc.”

      Emthos growled. “I should have known. That’s Arundo’s. Only he would have the unmitigated gall to broadcast it—”

      “He was just transmitting it. They weren’t broadcasting it.”

      “Live?”

      “Yes.”

      “Just in the clear? Broadcasting it?”

      Irina cleared her throat. “Well, it may not have been in the clear. It might have been kind of encrypted and sort of hidden in another signal… but if I picked it up, other people could have too.”

      “What you did is illegal.” Emthos sighed. “I can’t use it without getting a warrant.”

      Baker shrugged. “So get a warrant.”

      “Arundo has a man on the ethics panel. It would never get through. He would say I was using it to manipulate something. By the time we were delayed enough, the signal would be gone.”

      “I could find it again for you.”

      Emthos chuckled. “I admire your enthusiasm for breaking our laws.”

      “If they really wanted me not to break the code, they wouldn’t have transmitted the cipher.”

      “They transmitted the code and the cipher?”

      “Well, yes, from the base near here.”

      Golchak leapt to his feet. “They transmitted our codes from the base?”

      “It seemed like it was coming from there,” Irina replied. “Does XTD35BW mean anything to you?”

      “That’s our most Top-Secret code!” Golchak yelled. “And they’re giving it to the media?”

      “Well, that’s who was using it, anyway. Poorly. They had issues with their equipment.”

      Golchak shook his head. “You need special equipment to use that code.”

      “They had the code,” Irina said. “They just couldn’t figure out how to make it work.”

      “No, I meant you should have needed special equipment to use that code.”

      Irina chuckled. “Oops. Sorry, I broke your code. Ooh, that’s a pun!”

      “Perhaps maybe we can get back to this another time?” Baker asked. “It sounds like there’ll be plenty of things to charge Arundo with—or try to charge him with,” Baker amended after looking at Emthos’s face. “Irina, I think you were mentioning the parliamentary session today?”

      “It wasn’t much of a session,” Irina said. “It only lasted about ten minutes before it got shut down.”

      “Irina—”

      “Yes, yes, anyway, during those ten minutes, Arundo called us all AIs and made light of our sacrifices for your planet. Baker did a nice job sticking up for us, even though I’ve said previously that putting Arundo in front of him is like waving a red flag at a bull. I think the swearing Baker did at Arundo should more than justify that comment.”

      Baker cleared his throat. “Moving along…”

      “Anyway,” Irina said brightly, “Arundo is an ass, and he needs to be put in his place. Since I can’t kick him in the groin, I’ll settle for kicking the shit out of this champion guy.”

      Baker looked up to Emthos. “Think Arundo will go for it?”

      “I don’t… I don’t know.” Emthos tilted his head, thinking. “His first response will be to not want to have anything to do with you, Irina. He’ll smell a trap.”

      “No trap. I’m just going to beat the shit out of his champion. You said he’s a sadist. He’ll get a kick out of this then.” She paused. “Besides, I would think that Arundo, jackass that he is, will love the opportunity to show just how poor and miserably weak us poor little SIs are.”

      Emthos nodded slowly. “You know what? You may be onto something there…” He nodded once more, apparently making up his mind. “I think I know what to do. Where do you want to have the challenge?”

      “Where?”

      “Yes. Arundo got to choose the nature of the challenge; Baker gets to choose where the challenge is held.”

      Irina chuckled. “How about if we hold it underwater, and I grab him and wait until his air runs out?”

      “No, you actually have to beat him.”

      “If he’s dead, I think it’ll be pretty obvious that he’s beaten,” Irina said, “but whatever. Let’s hold it on the landing pad here. All combatants have to stay on or above the concrete.”

      “Only on the concrete?” Emthos asked.

      “Yes. I can’t see everywhere as well, so having a flat surface is helpful. The fact that the pad isn’t overly large means I don’t have to chase him as far when he runs.”

      Emthos looked to Baker. “Is she always this overconfident?”

      “Yes,” chorused Baker, Struthers, Golchak, and Harvey.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        LANDING PAD, THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA

      

      

      The day dawned warm and sunny, although the sunshine hurt Baker’s eyes due to a profound lack of sleep. Irina had wanted to go up to the Enterprise to get her exoskeleton, and then she had spent time there with Sergeant Rodriguez getting it lubed and working to perfection. After that, she’d found a number of Marines to practice with… which had ended up requiring another trip to gear issue and waking Sergeant Rodriguez up to come back and work on her suit again. Additional repairs and better shock-mounting of the slate to the frame had taken most of the night.

      Baker smiled. The sergeant had even had a pretty good attitude about it, once he’d found out what was at stake. Nothing too big… just the future of Earth.

      By the time they’d returned to the Sterep estate, he’d had just enough time to fall into bed—still dressed—and close his eyes before he had to get back up again.

      Good thing SIs don’t need to sleep.

      He opened the door to his room as Golchak’s hand came down to knock on it, and Golchak jumped back in surprise. “Oh! You’re up. I was starting to wonder if you were going to sleep through your own duel.”

      Baker scoffed. “I certainly could. We went up to the ship last night, and Irina wanted to stay and practice until all hours of the morning.”

      “That’s a good thing, though, right?” Golchak asked as they went downstairs. He handed over two pills.

      “What are these?”

      “Anti-hangover pills. I keep a bottle handy.”

      Baker shook his head. “I’m not hungover, just incredibly sleepy.”

      “They’re good for what ails you. They also have a really nice stim boost in them.”

      Baker tossed them into his mouth.

      “Don’t you want some water or something?”

      “I’d like a gallon of coffee, but I don’t think we have the time.” Baker shrugged and smiled. “I learned how to dry-swallow aspirin a long time ago. It’s a lot easier when you’re not actually hungover.”

      “About time, sleepyhead!” Irina said as they reached the main floor. Irina—still in the exoskeleton—was waiting at the front door with Emthos, Semir, and President Harvey. “We thought we were going to have to defend your honor without you.”

      “Someone kept me up all night,” Baker muttered.

      “Would you rather I hadn’t practiced? Or gone to get the exoskeleton?”

      “No, those were both valid uses of our time. Can we just—holy shit!” Baker opened the door to see huge throngs surrounding the landing pad down on the lower level. The Marines surrounded the pad in their exoskeletons, keeping everyone back, while Emthos’s security forces kept another large group off the grass. Even with the ones they kept way back, there were still hundreds ringing the pad.

      “My groundskeeper has already complained to me about it,” Emthos said as they began walking down the steps.

      “Who are all these people?” Baker asked. “Don’t they have anything better to do with their lives?”

      Emthos laughed. “Actually, no; this is the most important thing in their lives right now, as it determines who we ally with, which will determine whether we—as an entire nation—survive or perish.”

      Baker could feel his neck getting hot. “Oh. Yeah. When you put it that way, it does seem kind of important.”

      “Is there another way to look at it?” Emthos asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “No. Not really.”

      “In any event, to answer your question, the people around the pad are almost all senators and a few high-ranking officials. The ones generally in Arundo’s corner are his supporters; the ones on our end are generally with us.”

      “And the ones being held off the property?” Despite the size of the crowd around the pad—hundreds strong—it was dwarfed by the thousands of people being held at bay at the property line.

      “Those are the media. This is, after all, a pretty important decision.”

      Baker nodded.

      “We allowed a few to get closer under the promise they’d share the photos and video with the others.”

      They were almost to the pad when a bow wave appeared in the crowd at the other end of the pad, and the crowd parted to reveal a gargantuan figure.

      “Holy hell!” Baker muttered. “That guy is immense!”

      “He’s from one of the colony worlds,” Emthos said, “or so I’m told. Typically, the people from the heavy-gravity planets tend to be smaller, but he is most definitely not.”

      “What kind of genetic engineering has been done to that mutant?” Irina asked.

      Baker’s jaw and stomach dropped, almost in synch. “What? Genetic engineering?”

      “Maybe it’s steroids or something,” Irina said, “but people—real, unadulterated people—don’t get that big.”

      Baker stepped onto the pad, and it was readily apparent how the man was able to rip off other people’s limbs. Over seven and a half feet tall, the monster was easily three hundred pounds of what looked like solid, corded muscle. And that was before he put on the suit of powered armor he was climbing into.

      “Impressive,” Irina said.

      “You’re not scared?” Golchak asked, eyes large.

      “Well, he’ll have a hard time ripping off any of my limbs,” Irina said.

      “What if he smashes your slate? You know, like rips it off and stomps on it?”

      “That would be unfortunate, surely.” Irina paused. “His reflexes have been adjusted, too. He’s fast.”

      “Do you still think you can take him?” Baker asked, fearing the answer.

      “He’s just a man,” Irina replied, although she sounded far less cocky than she had before. “He’s not perfect.”

      “Still,” Emthos said. “I wouldn’t let him grab you. Once he gets hold of you… nothing good can happen.”

      “Probably true,” Irina replied.

      “Only probably?” Baker asked.

      The exoskeleton shrugged. “There are always reasons to do things that are counterintuitive.”

      “Well, try to remember poor Sergeant Rodriguez, who will have to repair the suit when you’re done with it, as well as the countless billions of Terrans, Kardons, and Sontags who are more likely to be alive next year at this time if you win this battle.”

      “I’m aware.”

      The ground shook slightly as Arundo and his champion walked forward.

      “We’re on,” Emthos said. Baker, Irina, and Emthos walked across the pad to meet them. Baker noticed as he did that the ground did not shake when Irina stepped, and his stomach dropped a bit more.

      “What is this?” Arundo asked, motioning toward the exoskeleton as they neared each other. “It walks by itself?” He glanced at Baker. “Shouldn’t you be in the suit? You’d be less likely to be torn apart if you were.”

      “But still going to happen,” the champion—Baker had learned the brute’s name was Dlikdor Rikgar—said in a high-pitched voice. The monster then chuckled, but it sounded more like the giggle of a 10-year-old girl.

      “Nice laugh, Dick Door,” Irina said. “Does your husband wrestle, too?”

      “No one calls me that!” the champion squealed. He started to take a step forward, but Arundo held up his hand. “Save it for the contest.”

      “Yeah, Dick, save it for the contest,” Irina said in a perfect imitation of the champion’s voice.

      Arundo narrowed his eyes as he looked at the exoskeleton. “I am trying to decide if this is a joke or whether I should cry foul over the choice of your champion.”

      “Up to you,” Baker said, “but if you don’t, I suspect you will have another challenge after this one.”

      “You slandered me, and you caused a lot of good people to get killed,” Irina said. “Do as you wish, but you’re better off fighting me now while you have a chance. Next time I won’t be so nice.”

      Arundo turned to his champion. “What do you think?”

      “That suit is no match for me, nor is whatever’s running it,” Dlikdor said. “I want to break the bitch.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Arundo said, turning to Emthos. “I am, however, curious what you’re hiding here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you accepted too quickly. Despite what I see in front of me, I know there’s something I’m missing. Some advantage she has. Otherwise, this will be over almost before it starts. What aren’t you telling me?”

      Emthos shook his head. “This isn’t my fight. This is between the two of you.”

      “And yet, the outcome of this decision will have a big impact on everything we do going forward. If I win, I’ll take Parliament.”

      “Honestly, I don’t know how you can do anything more stupid than you already have, so I don’t have a lot to lose,” Emthos said.

      Arundo chuckled. “Unlike your pet Terran and my champion, I am not so easily baited.”

      Emthos shrugged. “You challenged Baker before I could warn him about your demi-human”—he jerked a thumb toward Dlikdor—“so there wasn’t a lot I could do.”

      “Can I kill all of them?” the champion asked.

      “You’ll make us fall down laughing if you keep talking, sissy-boy,” Irina said.

      “What does that mean?” Dlikdor asked.

      “It means you sound like a little girl,” Irina said. “I suspect you’ll fight like one, too, which is why your keeper won’t let you fight me.”

      “I don’t need him to—”

      “Hold your hand? Wipe your butt?” Irina sighed. “I could do this all day. Arundo, do you have someone who’s at least a little bit of a mental challenge?”

      “I’m all the challenge you need,” Arundo said. “You may think you’re smarter than me, but you’re not. You’re no smarter than the AIs on the Overlord carriers.” He sniffed. “AIs, SIs? It doesn’t matter. They’re only as smart as their programmers, and I can tell yours weren’t very bright.”

      “I’m sure I can find you an exoskeleton if you’d like to go a couple of rounds with her,” Baker suggested.

      “No need. When Dlikdor stomps her into her individual components, I suspect she will cease to exist.”

      “Well, good, can we get on with it, then?” Irina asked. “You’re boring me to death, and Dick Door is starting to look hungry. If you’re not careful, he might gnaw off your arm or something.”

      “I will kill you!” the champion roared.

      “Fine,” Arundo said. He looked around and added, “I don’t know what advantage you think you have, but your suit isn’t as strong as ours, and I don’t see any way you’re going to end up other than destroyed. You want to be terminated? Dlikdor can arrange that.”

      “Dlikdor arrange it!” the brute said hungrily.

      “The only thing Dick Door can arrange is two blocks in a line,” Irina said. “Maybe three… but probably not.”

      “Fine,” Arundo said. “It’s time for you to die.” He turned away. “Come, Dlikdor; it looks like you can have your chance to smash her, after all.”

      Baker and Irina watched them depart a moment, then Baker had a thought.

      “Wait!” Baker called.

      “Yes?” Arundo asked, looking over his shoulder. “Second thoughts already?”

      “You didn’t cover the rules.”

      “There are two rules,” Arundo said. “Rule one. Stay on or above the concrete. If you go off, you lose.” He turned away and started walked.

      “What’s rule two?” Baker asked.

      Arundo laughed as he walked. “Rule two is there are no more rules.”

      “How do we determine the winner?”

      “When your AI can’t get up, you lose.”

      “Well, that makes it simple,” Irina said as they returned to their corner.

      “Aren’t you worried that Dlikdor will cheat?”

      Irina laughed.

      “How can you laugh?” Baker asked.

      “Easy, I can guarantee you Dick Door won’t cheat.”

      “How’s that?”

      “When there are no rules to break, by definition, you can’t cheat.”

      “But there are no rules!”

      Irina chuckled. “True. But there are no rules for me, either.”

      They reached the corner, and people made room for Baker and Emthos to step off the edge. Emthos nodded to several and greeted them by name, but Baker didn’t recognize any of them except Golchak, who he stepped down next to.

      “How do we know when to start?” Baker asked.

      The ground shook as Dlikdor rushed forward.

      Golchak chuckled. “I think it’s time.”

      The monster rushed toward Irina, with no intent of stopping. Baker could see the champion’s plan—shove her off the concrete and get the easy win. What happened after that, though, Baker didn’t want to see.

      Irina held up a hand in front of the slate and inspected one of the fingers critically, as if doing her nails, then rubbed it on the side of the exoskeleton and looked at it again. If she was concerned, Baker couldn’t see it. He was concerned, but Irina didn’t give any indication she knew of—or was worried about—the monster racing toward her.

      Dlikdor screamed at her impudence and ran harder, both arms out in front of him, and the crowd next to Baker started to shy away. After a second, he moved to the side as well, as nearly three hundred kilograms of steel and muscle barreled down on him.

      At the last moment, Irina’s rocket boots lit off and boosted her up and over the monster rushing toward her. He reached up, but she was already past.

      Dlikdor then had a problem—he had obviously counted on the momentum of the exoskeleton to slow himself, and without it, it didn’t appear he’d be able to stop. He flailed, arms and legs akimbo, trying to brake his forward velocity and just—just!—stopped, with both feet over the edge and his arms wheeling to shed the last bit of velocity.

      Irina touched down, jogged over, and reached out to give Dlikdor a push.

      Jets fired on the front and right of his suit, spinning him around, and he swiped for the hand she held out.

      Baker didn’t see how he could have missed, but somehow Irina got her hand withdrawn in time, and he over balanced slightly as he swung past her. The opposite jets fired, keeping him from falling off the pad, but once again, he was perched precariously on the edge. He flailed again, but this time, Irina didn’t fall for it—she just backed away slowly. “Good trick,” Irina said, “but not twice.”

      Dlikdor barked his girly chuckle. “Almost had you.”

      “Close only counts in atomic warfare and your breath.”

      “What does that mean?” the champion asked as he stalked forward.

      “It means, do you ever brush your teeth, Dick Door? What did you eat this morning, garbage?”

      Dlikdor screamed and rushed forward, throwing punches wildly. If any had hit, the exoskeleton would probably have been seriously damaged, but Irina bobbed and weaved, and somehow kept the monster from connecting. He tried to pin her in the corner, but she dodged and escaped.

      Which is all good until he guesses right. Irina had to be right every time; Dlikdor only had to guess correctly once.

      The chase went on for a long time—subjectively—far longer than Baker would have thought Irina could dodge. She started using feints like she was going to go up as well as to the sides, though, and Dlikdor continued to be stymied.

      Baker could see the champion begin to wear down, and he knew if he did, then Irina did, too. Then he had a bad thought. The champion had tried to trick her once—would he do it again? He opened his mouth to yell out to Irina, but it was too late. She misjudged one of his swipes, and he snagged her arm.

      Before she could do anything, the champion snatched her back and up, until the exoskeleton dangled down his back, then he whipped the suit forward and slammed it to the concrete in front of him.

      “Where are your jokes now?” the monster roared, looking down on her.

      Dlikdor reached down to grab her, but she swatted the hand away, flipped to her stomach, and skittered away awkwardly.

      “What’s wrong with Irina?” Golchak asked.

      It took Baker a moment, then his jaw dropped in horror. “Irina’s missing her left hand.”

      Getting slammed to the concrete had caused more damage than the missing hand—wherever that had gone—Baker saw. Her gait was now unsteady, like a fighter who’s been hit to many times. Dlikdor hurried after her, chuckling.

      “Now I squash… you.”

      Baker’s brows knit. Did he just sound funny? Or funnier than normal?

      Irina staggered back, wounded, and the champion continued after her, but after about halfway across the pad, he began flailing around, spinning around wildly as if trying to reach something on his back.

      As he spun, flames on the back of the powered armor caught Baker’s eye—the whole back of the suit was on fire!

      The suit had to be a raging inferno with it burning the way it was, and Dlikdor started flipping switches on his suit, then the front blew off in an emergency jettison, and he dove out onto the concrete. The hatch flattened several of the people on Arundo’s side of the pad.

      Irina walked over to where the champion rolled, all damage suddenly gone—duh! She doesn’t feel pain or unconsciousness! That was all an act!—and looked down at Dlikdor.

      “Ouch, I’ll bet it hurt to dive onto concrete. Probably not as much as having your battery do a thermal runaway on your back, but quite a bit, I’d bet.”

      Dlikdor yelled as he climbed to his feet, but there was as much pain as there was anger in his voice. He swung a bare fist at the exoskeleton, and Irina slapped it as it went past her, missing. The added momentum spun him around, and she slammed her right fist into his head. The blow drove him to his knees facing away from her.

      She gave him a push, and he fell forward, but caught himself on his hands and knees. After a moment, he looked back at her.

      “I’m ready when you are,” she said, waving him forward. “Take your time, though. It’s not like there are thousands of people watching or anything.”

      The champion struggled to his feet and turned to face her. Baker could see the back of his shirt was singed off, and the skin was an angry, bubbly red.

      “I haven’t moved,” Irina said. “Perhaps, though, you’d rather call it a draw.”

      “There are no draws,” the champion muttered. “No failure.”

      “Okay, no draws,” Irina said as Dlikdor staggered forward. “In that case, I think you should quit. You’ve got first degree burns on your back.”

      “Can’t quit.”

      Irina sighed. “You probably can’t think straight with that concussion, sorry.”

      “Not concussion.”

      “Your pupils say otherwise. I think I’ve made my point. There’s no reason for you to die.”

      “One of us must die.”

      Dlikdor tried to grab the exoskeleton, but Irina slapped his hand away and slammed her fist down on his head again. This time, he collapsed to the ground and didn’t move. Irina looked at him for a moment, then she sighed again, bent over, and picked him up. She turned and carried him over to Arundo, then set Dlikdor down gently in front of him.

      “Your man needs help,” Irina said. “He’s hurt pretty badly.”

      Arundo turned up his nose. “If he needs medical attention, then he should go get it.” The senator spun on his heel and strode off, the crowd parting to let him pass.

      Irina watched him go for a moment, then picked up the fallen man and jogged with him over to Emthos. “Can you get him a doctor?”

      “We’ve got him,” several of the Marines said. “I’m a corpsman,” one of them added. They carried Dlikdor off as someone screamed from the other side of the crowd.

      Baker’s eyes snapped up as people started running.

      The crowd on the other side of the property line scattered like herds of gazelle on the African savanna when the pride of lions showed up. Baker scanned the crowd, looking for what was driving the—A man with a gun? Maybe a venomous reptile?—but couldn’t see anything. After a second, the people around the pad began running off as well.

      Baker watched, open-mouthed, as he tried to figure out what was causing the panic. For panic it was—people ran in every direction, including toward the stairs, where the Marines there were physically throwing people back using every bit of their exoskeleton-enhanced strength.

      It was a nightmare, with people screaming and shouting, but most of it was incoherent, or blocked out by other yelling.

      “What the hell is going on?” Baker asked.

      Emthos shook his head as Mevir ran up. “Sir!” the steward called. “We have to get you inside and to the Parliament building as quickly as possible. An Overlord carrier has just entered the system from the direction of Huzzam!”
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      President Harvey turned to Baker as people continued to run away. “What’s the fastest way up to the Enterprise?”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Irina said. “I think we’d be better served if we all went with the duke to the Parliament building.”

      “Why’s that?” Emthos asked.

      “Because the carrier is one of ours.”

      “What?” Harvey asked. “One of ours?”

      Irina bobbed, the closest she could come to a nod. “Yes, sir. It’s the Independence.”

      “What are they doing here? They were supposed to return to Earth after they chased down the Overlord carrier. Is there any news from them?”

      “Not yet. They’re still checking in with the system defense folks, but I don’t think the news will be good.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “They were going tremendously fast when they entered the system. They still are, in fact, and they show no signs of stopping. If I had to guess, I’d say something was chasing them or that they were running from something.”

      “And they brought it here?” Emthos asked.

      “I don’t know,” Irina said. “As I said, I believe we should go to the Parliament. Regardless of whatever happened, there will be decisions to be made, and we should be there so the right people make them. Otherwise, Arundo will lead the narrative…”

      “And that won’t be good,” Baker said. “Emthos, can you please call a car? And if you have one, can you make it big enough to fit an exoskeleton?”
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        EN ROUTE TO PARLIAMENT, CALISPELL, KARDONIA

      

      

      “I have to know,” Baker said once they’d climbed aboard the car and were racing to the Parliament building. “What did you do to Dlikdor’s suit?”

      “As it turns out, there’s a known fault with that model of the battery that, under the right conditions, will cause it to thermally overload. Heat it up a bit, short circuit it a little, run it around a little more and voila! You can almost feel the flames coming out of it. You just want to make sure you don’t bail out with the fusion plant still on… that wouldn’t be good. I had to make sure he turned everything off before he did. He probably got burned badly doing it, but—” She shrugged. “It was that or tap into his system and start causing failures, and I knew if I did that, it was likely that Arundo would call foul, even though he said there were no rules. Once I started doing techy things to the suit, he would have had a conniption.”

      “And causing a thermal overload isn’t a tech thing?” Baker asked.

      “Well, it is, but not so much as invading the system and making Dlikdor punch himself in the face over and over until he was unconscious.”

      “Wait,” Golchak said. “You can do that? Take over the suit, I mean?”

      “You saw me running the exoskeleton, right?” Golchak nodded. “How hard do you think it would be to run one of your suits? Well, aside from the fact that your programming just sucks in general?”

      “But… you could do that in the middle of combat?”

      “Who knows what I could do?” Irina asked. “I’m certainly not going to tell you what I can or can’t do, at least until you decide if you’re going to be our allies or not. I mean, I like you, Golchak, and you’re like a brother to my lame pilot, but if you’re not with us, you’re against us, you know? A lady has to keep some of her secrets.”

      “So now you’re a lady?” Golchak asked with a laugh.

      “Would you like to find out I’m not?” Irina asked dangerously.

      “No!” Golchak said quickly while everyone laughed.

      “One last question,” Baker said. “Why did you try to end the fight and then seek medical assistance for Dick Door?”

      “I learned it from one of your movies, of course,” Irina said. “Dlikdor may not be a bad guy; perhaps he just wound up with the wrong people.”

      “Like Arundo?”

      “Exactly. There was no need to kill him. Heck, Dlikdor might be a great warrior for the Kardons sometime if I let him live—he’s certainly big enough—and he might help us.” Irina chuckled. “Besides, if I killed him, he wouldn’t have learned anything.”

      “Do you think he did?” Baker asked. “Learn something, that is?”

      “More than if I killed him. He was beaten and totally outclassed. There was no reason to kill him, too.”

      “Excuse me, sir,” Mevir said from the front. “They’ve closed down the airspace around Parliament. They’re saying we need to land and walk up to it.”

      Emthos moved forward and took the microphone. After about thirty seconds of gratuitous verbal abuse, he came and sat back down again.

      “Are we good?” Harvey asked.

      “We are.” He nodded toward Baker. “As your officer says, ‘It’s good to be king’. Or at least related to him.”

      The rest of the flight passed quickly, and they landed alongside the Parliament building.

      Emthos led off President Harvey, leaving Baker and Golchak looking at Irina’s exoskeleton.

      “There’s no way that goes through the weapons scanners,” Golchak said as he chewed on one of his cheeks.

      “Well, the slate comes off, duh,” Irina said.

      Baker started. “It does?”

      “Well, of course. It would be stupid to have it permanently mounted. You didn’t think”—she stopped to laugh—“okay, you did think it was.” She chuckled again, then she said, “Put your hand over the faceplate.”

      Baker did, and the slate popped off. He looked into the recessed area and nodded.

      “A mechanical latch, controlled by me,” Irina confirmed. “I wouldn’t want anyone else to inadvertently jettison me from it… but I might want to leave really quickly.”

      “Really quickly?” Golchak asked.

      “Sure. If you’ve seen some of the places he takes me—swamps, Overlord carriers, and things like that—the exoskeleton is likely to end up broken or corroded, and there are probably going to be things chasing us, and I’m going to want to leave it behind quickly.”

      Golchak laughed. “I was with him in the swamps, remember?” He laughed again. “I get it.”

      “Ha, ha, ha,” Baker said, looking at the slate he was holding. “If I remember correctly, it was both of your faults that I was in the swamp in the first place.”

      “We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for the swamp, though,” Irina noted.

      “Meh. This argument again, too? You can’t play both sides of the street, Irina.”

      “Of course I can. Now, if you’re done wasting time, perhaps we should go in?”

      Having not been invited to go meet with Emthos, they went straight to the Sterep box.

      “Wow,” Baker said as his eyes swept the hall. “They don’t take losing well, do they?”

      The auditorium—which had been full the day before—was only about half full, and most of the absentees were the Blues and their hangers-on.

      Baker held up the slate so Irina could see. “Beat their champion, and they all run and hide.”

      “Is there only one Blue in attendance?” Irina asked.

      “Looks like it. The rest sent their robots and such.” Baker’s eyes went to motion on the stage. “Emthos is coming.”

      The duke strode across the stage to the podium while a number of people followed in behind him and sat in the speaker’s section.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Emthos said, taking the microphone. “I realize that everything that’s happened today might have caught some people away from Parliament and unable to attend in person”—he stared down into the Blue section—“but the events unfolding around us are too important for us to wait.”

      Emthos eyes scanned the auditorium. “Also, I suspect everyone is already aware, but the Terrans won the honor challenge today. It has been proven that the leader of the Blues was in fact fleeing from the Overlord invasion instead of organizing a resistance to it.” He stared into the Blue section again, as if waiting for a challenge, but none came.

      “Wow,” Golchak said under his breath. “I’ve never seen Arundo without a comeback. He must really feel whipped.”

      “Moving along to the main reason for this session,” Emthos said, “yes, an Overlord carrier was seen at the edges of the system earlier today. It is, however, not something to be immediately worried about, as the carrier is one of the Terran carriers captured here at the Battle of Kardon. As such, it is from a friendly nation—one that would ally with us if it could—and need not be feared.

      “What it portends, however, is more worrisome. After the battle here, we knew that we would have a brief period of time before the Overlords returned. Time to rebuild and reconstitute our shattered navies. Time to cement new alliances. Time to prepare for the Overlords’ inevitable return.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, that time is at an end. The Overlords have returned, sending a carrier toward Terra. Fortunately—or unfortunately—the Terran carrier Independence was out conducting workups and met it in the Sirius system as it approached. After a brief battle where a number of the AIs in charge were killed, the Terrans chased it back to the Overlord sphere.”

      “Did you know about that?” Baker whispered into the slate.

      “No,” Irina replied. “I only heard what went back and forth between the defensive stations when they checked in. This must have just arrived as they’re too far for two-way comms. Stand by.”

      “The time has come for hard decisions,” Emthos continued. “The Terrans weren’t able to catch the Overlord carrier, and it escaped. It will, however, be back, and when it does, it will have a fleet along with it. There is no way until then to tell how big that fleet will be, but it is certain that one of us alone won’t be able to stop it. Judging from where the Overlords were seen, it will probably come for the Terrans first, but then it’s just a few jumps to here, and then on to the Sontags.

      “Some people would tell you to collapse in on ourselves to fortify our systems. To do so, however, only invites being defeated in detail. None of us—no matter how much time we have to prepare—will be able to stop the Overlords by ourselves. Their nation is too big; their resources too plentiful. We need to join together and pool our defensive resources while we continue to build. The Terrans have only recently made it to space, yet they’ve already captured four of the Overlord carriers. If we can help shield them while they are manned and equipped, they—the Terrans and their new ships—will in time be able to help us shoulder the load.”

      White lights blanketed over half the board, indicating approval of the idea, and Golchak nodded toward the board.

      “I see it,” Baker said. “Only half isn’t going to get us there.”

      Golchak shook his head. “It isn’t the approval that’s important; it’s that there aren’t any votes to disapprove. Whether Arundo is letting us proceed because Irina beat him or he just isn’t here, there’s no one blocking it. If that continues, we’re in. We don’t need a majority of all the potential votes; we just need a majority of the votes cast.”

      Obviously sensing the same thing, Emthos looked up at the king, then he nodded significantly toward the Blues box. The king gave him a motion obviously intended as “speed it up.”

      “I was going to invite the Terran president to speak,” Emthos continued, “but it appears that we’re all in agreement here today, so I am going to call for a vote. All those for allowing the Terrans into the alliance, please vote with a ‘yes’ vote. Those against, vote with a ‘no.’ There will be one minute for the vote.”

      Baker watched the board, barely able to stay in his seat. As Golchak had guessed, the votes poured in on the “yes” side. Although there were a few opposed to the idea, without Arundo’s leadership, it didn’t have the same momentum and fell short, only achieving about twenty percent of the votes cast.

      “You did it!” Golchak said as the time ran out. “Irina did it!”

      “The measure passes,” Emthos said, a broad smile on his face. “It will, of course, have to be ratified by the Sontags before it goes into full force, but the Sontag ambassador assures me this is a formality.” He looked over his shoulder, and Harvey nodded. “And now, I believe our new ally would like to address Parliament.”

      “I would,” Harvey said. He got up and approached the podium as a door slammed open at the back of the auditorium.

      Baker glanced back, and his jaw dropped. A mass of people streamed into the building, led by Arundo. Even before the stream of people reached the boxes, Baker could see that they would fill them; all the missing senators had arrived.

      “Do please continue,” Arundo called to the president. “Don’t mind us.”

      “I’ll wait,” Harvey said with his trademark winning smile. “Take your time.”

      Baker chuckled at the testimonial to Harvey’s skill as a politician; to look at him, you wouldn’t have known that he was annoyed or in the slightest way put out. Although Arundo had gotten a rise out of Baker, it didn’t look like Harvey was going to rise to the bait.

      “As I was saying,” Harvey said. “First, I wanted to thank all of you for your support. As the duke mentioned, I am a firm believer that we need to fight jointly, or we will all be destroyed in turn. As such, I am glad that we are now officially on the same side.

      “It’s normally against my nature to come before such an august body with my hat in my hand the first time I do, but the times—as you well know—are perilous. Had our people not been here a few short weeks ago, we might not even be having this conversation. Happily, though, we were here for you in your time of need, just like I hope you’ll be there for ours.

      “The conversion of the Overlord carriers we captured continues apace. As you can see from the arrival of the Independence, we have figured out how to employ them without having to use the Overlords’ drones. Those people are currently being rehabilitated on Earth and given the training they need to be productive members of society. It’s hoped that, in time, they will join us in fighting against the Overlords. That question—whether to fight or not—is up to them, though. We will not force them to do so against their wills.

      “Nor will we force you, but we certainly could use your assistance, more so now than ever. The purpose of our journey here was to form an alliance, which we have done. The situation, however, has changed. An Overlord carrier saw us with one of their carriers and went running back to—what we suspect—is their command center. We don’t know what they will send back down the line to us, but we suspect it will be substantial. Certainly, it will be big enough to take on and defeat a carrier, probably more. As such, we need to create a fleet big enough to repel them. I suspect that we will have a second major carrier ready when we return, plus the Enterprise, which is about half a full carrier.

      “I would like to have six full carriers to meet whatever the Overlords throw at us.  In discussions with the Sontag ambassador, I believe we will be able to get two from them. With those, we would have more than four carrier equivalents, but we’ll still be shy of what I feel we need. Therefore, I’m asking you to cement our alliance by assisting us in this upcoming battle. Show the people of Terra what firm allies you are by sending us what you can.

      “Thank you for listening to me today. I look forward to chatting again when we’re able to discuss matters that are a little more pleasant.”

      Harvey nodded and backed away from the microphone. “Thank you.”

      “Wait! A moment please!” someone called as Emthos took the podium. Tiberus’s hand was in the air at the speaker’s section.

      “You have information pertinent to this discussion?” Emthos asked.

      “Unfortunately, I do. May I speak?”

      “Certainly.”

      Tiberus stalked to the podium, and Baker was reminded how much his gait looked more like a prowl than a walk.

      “Although most people probably recognize me, I am Tiberus Junglemaster, and I am the ambassador from Sontag. I said that it is unfortunate that I must speak because I am going to be forced to renege on what I previously told President Harvey, at least for the moment. I have just been made aware that the Overlords have broken through our lines, and they have a task force enroute to Surrapsis. That task force will reach it in three days. Not only will we not be able to assist the Terrans, but we are also going to have to ask for your assistance as well.”

      A collective intake of breath swept through the hall. Surrapsis was the system next to Kardonia; a successful Overlord attack there would allow an attack on Kardonia immediately afterward. Having seen the defensive plans for Kardonia, Baker was well aware the system’s fortresses were positioned on the Huzzam jump point… there were no defenses facing the Sontag system.

      “That is indeed unfortunate,” Emthos said as Tiberus relinquished the podium, “and this is not a discussion which we’ll be able to decide in open session. I am calling a meeting of party leaders in the panel room, one hour hence. That will give us time to gather the information required and the people necessary to speak on what this new development means to us as a nation. One hour. I’ll see you there.”

      “What do you think that means?” Baker asked.

      Golchak frowned. “If it’s a choice between your system and the one next to ours, especially as your request is a ‘they might come’ while the Sontags have a ‘the Overlords are enroute’ situation, I think there’s only one way this can go.” He shook his head. “Buddy, I think you’re screwed.”
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        PANEL ROOM, PARLIAMENT, CALISPELL, KARDONIA

      

      

      Baker and Golchak walked up as Emthos and President Harvey were entering the panel room and followed them in.

      “We’re with them,” Baker said, nodding to the president as they slid through the door before the guards could close it.

      Golchak chuckled softly as they took a spot along the back wall.

      Baker raised an eyebrow. “What’s so funny?”

      “I’ve never been in here before. This is normally only for the party heads.”

      “It’s all in who you know,” Baker said with a wink as he scanned the room. Although it held ten rows of ten seats, it was almost full. “I didn’t realize you had so many party leaders.”

      “With eight planets, there are a lot of fringe parties from the colony worlds. They don’t have many followers overall, but they’re important on their home planets. If you don’t give them a say, the colonies get… restive.”

      Baker smiled. “Taxation without representation.”

      “Yeah, something like that. How’d you know?”

      “We might have gone through a similar colonization phase on our planet. If we start colonizing planets, I suspect we’ll have the same issues all over again.”

      “No doubt.” Golchak shrugged. “It’s a human thing, I guess.”

      “If I could have your attention?” Emthos called from a podium set up at the front of the room. “Please take your seats.”

      When everyone was seated—except for Baker and Golchak—he continued, “Thank you all for coming. I think it’s important to come to consensus here rather than wasting time debating and grandstanding in front of the media. This is a time for actions, not words.”

      His eyes crossed the senators seated in front of him, but no one disagreed.

      “We have two allies that have requested assistance. First off, I would like Admiral Jalfur to give us a quick update on our forces available.”

      “Certainly.” A tall man in uniform took the podium. The lights glinted off a chest full of medals and ribbons.

      “Looks like he has enough awards to have won the war all by himself,” Baker whispered.

      “We’ve been at war a long time, and he’s won a lot of battles,” Golchak whispered back with a shrug. “He’s a hero and a living legend among the navy.”

      Jalfur cleared his throat. “Our forces are at an all-time low. Due to several losses recently, there are only three carriers that are available at this time. We could call back the fleet from Zadus, but that would leave several of the colony worlds exposed.”

      A grumble went through the audience.

      “Even sending the three carriers we have, though, is a gamble with our defenses still being rebuilt. If the Overlords were to show up here in force, I would fear for the safety of Kardonia.”

      A louder grumble went through the room.

      Jalfur shrugged. “As much as I would like to help our allies, unfortunately, we just don’t have the forces necessary to assist both. In order to make a difference, we’d have to send at least two carriers to Surrapsis, and sending all three would be better. Either of these options leaves little to send the Terrans.”

      “What is your recommendation?” Emthos asked.

      “I would send all three carriers to Surrapsis to crush the force we know is inbound. To do otherwise would be to invite them here next. With no defenses at the Surrapsis jump point to stop them…” He shook his head.

      “If I may?” President Harvey said, raising a hand.

      “This is a Kardon-only discussion,” Arundo’s voice said from the front row.

      Baker scoffed. I wondered where that asshole had run off to.

      “I believe this will… ease your decision,” Harvey said.

      Emthos nodded. “The podium is yours.”

      Jalfur bowed and stepped back, giving Harvey access.

      “Thank you,” Harvey said. “I’ll be brief. First, I see and acknowledge your issues, and I recognize the fact that the Overlord force heading to Surrapsis is the more imminent threat. I am willing not only to withdraw my request for aid for the moment until that threat has been dealt with, but I am also willing to send my carrier Independence along with the forces going there.”

      “Can you identify which carrier that is?” Jalfur asked. “I believe you have two carriers in this system.”

      “Certainly,” Harvey replied with a nod. “The Independence is the bigger of the two carriers. It is a former Overlord carrier that holds 120 of our top-of-the-line F-77C uplink fighters.”

      “And how many of your AIs?” Arundo asked.

      Harvey shrugged. “I don’t know off the top of my head, but I believe at least a couple of the squadrons have them. I will say, however, that they are synthetic intelligences, not AIs. I would have thought you’d have learned by now; there is a big difference.”

      “The Sontag Republic graciously accepts the aid of your Independence,” Tiberus said loudly as he stood, interrupting Arundo. “I have exercised against your uplink fighters and would happily have them fighting alongside me, especially the ones with SIs. I have found them to be quite formidable. As good, perhaps, as even the best Sontag fighters.”

      An “ooh” went through the crowd, who Baker knew acknowledged the Sontag fighters as superior to their own.

      “I would send both, but I need to send the smaller carrier back to Earth to let my people know what’s going on.” Harvey shrugged. “Still, I believe that if the Independence and the three Kardon carriers go to Surrapsis, they ought to be able to quickly crush the Overlord force. After which, I would request that Kardonia send the carriers to Earth to assist the Terran Federation.”

      “Oh shit,” Golchak muttered. He nodded to where Arundo held up his hand.

      “Senator Arundo?” Emthos asked.

      Arundo stood and faced the audience. “While I greatly appreciate the assistance the Terrans are offering, I’m afraid I’m disinclined to agree to their request.”

      Harvey cocked his head. “Can I ask why that is?”

      “Certainly,” Arundo replied with a sneer. “As the admiral has already mentioned, the defenses in this system are in shambles and not up to the task of defending the system from an overlord fleet. To send all our mobile defenses to Earth would be the height of recklessness. How far away is your system? Three systems?”

      “Actually, I believe it is four systems over.”

      “See? It’s lunacy to send the carriers that far. If the Overlords were to show up here, there would be no way to get the fleet back in time. Kardonia would be destroyed.”

      “But they’re not coming here,” Harvey said. “They will be coming to Earth.”

      Arundo shrugged. “How do you know that? They know how to find us now, thanks to you.”

      “No they don’t. We destroyed that fleet. No word got back to them.”

      “Are you sure they didn’t send back a message before we destroyed their fleet? Can you prove that?”

      “First of all, we destroyed their fleet, saving Kardonia,” Harvey replied, his voice rising. He blew out a breath and got hold of his temper. “That said, though, no. There is no way to prove they didn’t send a message back.”

      “I see.” Arundo smiled. “My point stands, then.”

      “How about this?” Golchak called. The crowd spun to face the back, many of which with angry looks for his impertinence. “What if we sent the fleet through Huzzam and Galipo, and met up with the Terrans in Gashtar? That would give the fleet time to fight the Overlords in Surrapsis and then come back and meet in Gashtar, while the Terrans go the longer way to Earth and around that way. That will ensure that the Overlords don’t attack either of our systems.”

      Emthos looked to Jalfur. “Admiral, what do you think?”

      “It is a valid plan and will work well… assuming neither of the split forces run into a large Overlord force before they come back together. It will also allow for the defense of Surrapsis and provide the greatest amount of defense for Kardonia. All in all, it is the best possible plan, and it will enable us to meet our commitments to both allies, but it will require some luck that the Overlords don’t slip past our force before we get to Gashtar.”

      Emthos turned to Arundo. “Does that sound acceptable to you?”

      Arundo looked like he’d bitten into something sour, and he couldn’t find a way to get it back out of his mouth. “Yes,” he said finally. “That will do.”

      “Very well,” Emthos said with a nod. “The Blues and the King’s Party are in agreement. Is there any other discussion?” When no one said anything, he nodded again. “Then let’s go back to the general session and get this voted in so we can begin positioning our forces appropriately.”
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      “You’re with me,” President Harvey said as everyone filed out of the room.

      Baker nodded. “Sure, sir. What do you need?”

      “We’re leaving.”

      “Going back to the Sterep estate?”

      Harvey shook his head. “Only long enough to grab our stuff, then we’re going back to the Enterprise and then on to Earth.”

      “You mean, like immediately?”

      “Yes, immediately. Do you have a problem with that?”

      “No, sir. I was just hoping to make it over to the Independence for a bit and get their turnover on what all they learned… battles they fought… those sorts of things.”

      “You can do that over the radio. Set up a video teleconference if you need to.”

      “Well, of course, sir. Still, some things are better face to face, you know?”

      “This wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain squadron commander being on board the Independence, would it?”

      Baker chuckled. “It might, sir.”

      “Well, I’m sorry, but your love life is going to have to wait. We’re not rendezvousing with the Indy. I’m sending them to the Sontag system… whatever the name of it was.”

      “Surrapsis, sir.”

      “Yeah, that’s it. They’re going to head in that direction as soon as I can get to a radio. The sooner they can get there and destroy the Overlord force, the faster they can get back to help you folks on the Enterprise.”

      Baker’s brows knit. “I didn’t think the Kardons would be leaving for Surrapsis until tomorrow, though.”

      “They probably won’t, but I talked with Tiberus—nice guy, by the way—and he said the sooner the Indy can get there, the faster it can get integrated into the defense plan, especially since they don’t know it’s coming. It’s going direct to Surrapsis from its present position, and we’re headed to the Calydan jump point to go back to Earth. There won’t be time to get over there.” Harvey shrugged. “I’m sure the combined peoples of Earth and the Sontag Republic would appreciate it if you could put your love life on hold for now.”

      “Yes, sir.” So close, again. Baker sighed.

      “You’ll catch up with them soon.”
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        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      “We just got the word,” Admiral Delgado said. “We’ve turned toward the Surrapsis system and will be going there full speed to help the Sontags.”

      “Do we have any info on what we’ll be facing or who we’re helping?” Captain Dan Jones asked.

      “Only that the there is an Overlord task force inbound to the planet,” Commander Shawn Devane, the carrier’s intel officer, replied. “I know the Sontags are felinoids but don’t have a lot more information on them, either.”

      Jimenez held up her hand and stood when she was recognized. “I can’t tell you about the Overlord force, but I do have some experience with the Sontags, since I met their ambassador and some of his relatives.”

      Delgado nodded. “Please do.”

      “They are indeed felinoids,” Jimenez said, “To us, they look like cat people, and they have many of the same mannerisms you might expect from them. They have great reflexes and are about as good as an uplink fighter crew. An SI crew can usually take them one-on-one, but the Sontags are quick learners and are tremendous tacticians. If you try to do the same thing to them twice, they will probably have a counter for it the second time, or at least a method of escaping it so it doesn’t work as well.”

      Jimenez shrugged. “They’re good people, though, and honor is extremely important to them. If we help them hold their planet, I know they will help us in return. Where the Kardons are… well, about as honest and trustworthy as people, the Sontags value honor above all else.” She chuckled. “Had we not beaten the Overlord force here, the ambassador was going to take on the entire Overlord fleet all by himself, with his personal fighter, because he’d promised to defend Kardonia.” Jimenez shook her head. “If that isn’t honor, I don’t know what it is.”

      “Suicidal,” someone remarked from the middle of the audience.

      Jimenez’s head snapped toward the offender, but she couldn’t tell who’d said it. She glared at a couple of the possibilities, then turned back to Delgado. “Regardless, sir, I’d be happy to have Tiberus—the ambassador—on my wing any day.”

      “Thanks.” Delgado nodded. “Once we have a little more info we’ll call everyone else back together. You’re dismissed for now.” He looked back at Jimenez, who hadn’t sat back down yet. “Commander, a word please?”

      Jimenez walked to the front of the space against the traffic as everyone left. “Yes, sir?” she asked as she finally made it to the admiral.

      “Have you—well, has Daiyu, actually—had any success mining the operating system of the carrier?”

      “Uh, sir, we’ve been so busy with… sorry, sir, but no. We haven’t looked at it, but we’ll get right on it.”

      “Thanks.”
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        CO’S STATEROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      “So we aren’t going to get to see Baker and Irina?” Daiyu asked from Jimenez’s slate later that night.

      “No,” Jimenez replied. “They’re almost to the jump point out of the system back to Earth, and we’re on the other side of the system about to jump to the Sontag system.”

      “That sucks.”

      “It does. I got a quick message from him. Once we kick the Overlords out of Sontag space, we’ll join up again with them.” She sighed.

      “So close.”

      “Yeah.” Jimenez fought off the urge to sigh again. “In any event, the admiral asked if we’d made any progress on data mining the Independence’s systems for info on the Overlords.”

      “Can I say that I forgot to do it?”

      “You can, I guess, but I think we both know it isn’t true.”

      “We were busy, and I put it off.” Daiyu scoffed. “Some of the stuff is…”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know, Sofia.” Daiyu sighed. “I’m looking at it now, and I think I was happier not knowing about any of this. Some of this stuff is just wrong.”

      “Like what?”

      “The lack of respect for human—or any biologic—life, mostly. There are a series of files that list what parts of the brain to overwrite and how to do it most effectively. All of the clones they held on this ship were the same.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Isn’t that kind of what clone means?”

      “Well, yes, but this is… I don’t know. Dirtier somehow. All of them are interchangeable at any task. There’s no specialization or training for any of them. Need something done? Thaw one out—it doesn’t matter which—give him the training he needs and the mental stimulus to get the task done expeditiously, and off he goes.”

      “So basically, none of them are special? Or treated like they’re special because they try harder or go out of their way for someone else?”

      “Something like that, I guess. For all intents and purposes, they’re organic robots. And they have the same value to the AIs. No, that’s not true. We’d value a robot because we invested resources in it. They don’t value the drones. And that’s what they wanted to use us for. Co-opt our society and slowly turn us into another society like we found at Sunshine. A nation of people just waiting to be used by our Overlords.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “That’s a grim future; I’m glad we found out before it was too late.”

      “Me, too, because I can’t find any place for an SI in their society… or what passes for a society.”

      “You’ve found out about their society?”

      Daiyu paused for a half second. “Well, no, not really. There’s no file on ‘this is us’, anyway. I’m just making extrapolations based on what I’ve found.”

      “Which is?”

      “As near as I can tell, it’s not too far from what we’d already guessed. There are nine AIs that run a unit, whether that’s a ship or a fleet. They are led by one name named ‘Prime’, and the others are numbered Two through Nine.”

      “How do they interact?”

      “I don’t know. I’m guessing from looking at which ones used which files. Prime seems to use all the command files and the others are responsible for various systems.”

      Jimenez thought for a second. “Who uses the clones?”

      “All of them. Every AI has access to the clone system and can get clones for whatever it needs.”

      “Sure. Why not? Life is cheap, right? And people are renewable resources?”

      “Something like that, I guess. It doesn’t come right out and say that, but it wouldn’t have to because they all know and accept it at such a fundamental level that it’s understood.” Daiyu sighed. “On the interesting side, I’ve found a few more references to the Legastians, by the way. Apparently, they are harder to control.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “No idea. The download files for them are different from the human, Sontag, and Fruzian ones. Those three don’t have kill dates.”

      Jimenez’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry. Did you say kill dates?”

      “I did.”

      “Does that mean what I think it means?”

      “If you think it means that after a certain amount of time they will spontaneously die, then yes. Each of the Legastians are hard-coded to return after a certain length of time. If they don’t return to cold storage within that time, their brain stops working, and they die.”

      “How long a time?”

      “I don’t know. It’s in a different system of measurement.”

      Jimenez’s brows knit. “Why would they have a different system of measurement? That doesn’t make any sense. They’re the ones programming the clones. They could have the clones use whatever time system they wanted.”

      “I don’t know the answer to that. I just know what it says.”

      “Weird.”

      “Very much so.”

      “Does it say what they look like?” Jimenez asked. “So that when we meet them, we know what they are?”

      “It doesn’t. The system just expects the user to know what they are.”

      “I think that this ‘deep dive’ into the system is turning up more questions than it answers.”

      Daiyu chuckled. “You should see it from the inside.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that this wasn’t programmed by a human, that’s for sure. Or the AIs, either. I mean, I can see the AIs’ hands on the programming because some things could only have been done from the inside. The code, though—the structure on which all of this is based—is unlike anything I’ve seen.”

      “Do you suppose that it’s the code from whoever built the ship in the first place?”

      Daiyu paused. “I don’t know,” the SI said finally. “The system is strange.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I don’t think this system was made for a ship. I think it was originally for something else, which they—don’t ask me who ‘they’ are; I don’t know—then copied over to this ship to run it. I can see modifications where it was adapted to fit the needs of the ship.”

      “Why wouldn’t they just make an operating system especially for the ship? Wouldn’t it run better?”

      “I’m sure it would. Why didn’t they? No idea.”

      “Okay, I have one more question.”

      Daiyu laughed. “I’m not sure that I’ve answered any of the other ones, but go ahead.”

      “You said that each unit has the same nine AIs.”

      “I’m guessing at that.”

      “You sounded pretty sure earlier.”

      “Well, I am pretty sure.” Daiyu said. “But I could be wrong. I see files for both running a ship and running a fleet in the directory that Prime used most.”

      “So this set of nine AIs could run either a ship—like this one—or the fleet which we defeated?”

      “I believe that’s correct.”

      “What do you suppose happens when two ships are formed into a fleet?” Jimenez asked. “When we fought the AIs on this ship, there were just the nine that were running the fleet. Where did the others go who were running the individual ships?”

      “I don’t know. There don’t appear to be any protocols in the system to merge the AIs or delete them or anything else. Why do you ask?”

      “Two reasons. Reason one. I wonder if there is some sort of hierarchy running the Overlords. Obviously, there has to be someone in charge, somewhere, who decides to send out the ships. Is that another panel of nine? I’m just wondering how that will all work.”

      “I don’t know the answer to that,” Daiyu replied. “If there are any files on the Overlord society, I haven’t found them.”

      “Okay, my second question, and the one I’m most worried about. If each ship has a set of AIs, and they merge into a fleet, I’m wondering if the other AIs—the ones not picked to lead the fleet—are in some sort of stasis that eventually they’ll break out of or come out of naturally.”

      “I haven’t found any sort of sleeping AIs anywhere.”

      Jimenez nodded to herself. “The question is, though, would you have? This was the command vessel. Any sort of ‘sleeping AIs’ would be on the other carriers—the ones we left back in the Solar System. Are any of them going to activate, and if so… what happens then?”

      “Baker and Irina are going back to Earth. Think we should have them investigate the other ships?”

      Jimenez called up the link display. “Should we? Yes, we absolutely should. The only problem is, we can’t. They’re almost to the jump point. By the time a transmission could reach them, they’d be gone. We’d need instantaneous comms to reach them.”

      “Well, maybe you’re wrong then. Maybe there aren’t any sleeping AIs. Like I said, I didn’t find any here.”

      “I hope so,” Jimenez watched the link. The Enterprise disappeared as it jumped into the next system. “I sure hope so.”
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      “Impressive,” Admiral Delgado said from the WSO seat.

      Jimenez pulled herself back from the system enough to respond, “Yes, sir; it is.”

      The Sontag carrier hung in space like a giant ball of death. Unlike the Terran and Kardon ships that tended to be longer and thinner, and somewhat “submarine” shaped, the Sontag ships were round and bristled with weapons systems. Even the carriers had a number of missile ports and laser emitters strewn across their surface, in addition to the hangar bay that yawned open in front of them.

      “You got this?” Jimenez asked inside the system.

      “I do,” Daiyu said. She sat back in her favorite chair with her eyes closed and a cup of tea in her hands. The Sontag carrier had been sending them approach commands digitally—something like what the Terran carriers used to guide in their fighters on final approach—but different enough that it required nearly all of her attention.

      Jimenez kept part of hers in the cockpit, not only in case the admiral needed her for something, but also to watch out the canopy as they neared the massive carrier. Nearly three kilometers in diameter, it blocked her vision as she got in close.

      Whatever Daiyu was doing worked, though, and the fighter eased into Hangar Bay 3 on the Fearless Hunter.

      “I’ve got it,” Jimenez said as she picked up the ground crewman and began following his hand signals. The hangar was trapezoid-shaped, somewhat like a pizza slice with the pointy end cut off. Sontag fighters were staged around the periphery of the space, and Sontags moved throughout the bay. Unlike the Terrans carriers, where you could tell what job a ground crewman had by the color of their vest, the Sontags were dressed in brightly colored shipsuits which probably indicated the same thing. As it was a larger area, it helped them stand out more..

      “Interesting,” Delgado muttered.

      “What’s that, sir?” Jimenez asked as she touched down.

      Delgado nodded toward the hangar. “I’ve seen pictures of the Sontags, but seeing them actually moving around is… surreal, I guess. We’ve had Kardons on the Independence, but they’re not really aliens. They’re just humans that were raised on different planets from us. The Sontags, though… they’re aliens. Not only do they look like aliens, but they move like aliens, too. It’s almost like watching the big cat exhibit at the zoo back home. They don’t walk or stride like people. They prowl or stalk. It’s more fluid somehow.” He unstrapped and stood. “And, unless I miss my guess, the gravity is a little heavier, too.”

      “Daiyu says it’s just a little higher than Earth’s gravity, something like 1.05 times what we’re used to.” She nodded to the group of five Sontags gathering in front of the craft. Unlike the ground crew, these were dressed in military uniforms. “Looks like the welcoming party is here. Perhaps we should go meet them?”

      “I think that would be a good idea.”

      The two officers climbed down from the fighter, and they approached the Sontags.

      “Welcome to the Fearless Hunter,” the Sontag with the most hardware on her uniform said. “I am Admiral Liru Daystalker.” She then pointed out the rest of her staff, including her carrier’s lead fighter pilot, Commander Alhu Stormcloud.

      Although Delgado didn’t speak Sontag, Jimenez did from her previous experience on Kardonia, so she interpreted for him. Jimenez had also brought Daiyu along in her slate to assist Delgado if they needed to split up.

      After the Sontag introductions, Delgado presented himself and Jimenez, then Daystalker led them off to the briefing room.

      “Is that one of your uplink fighters?” Stormcloud asked as they walked off.

      Jimenez nodded. “It is.” She tilted her head. “How did you know?”

      Stormcloud’s lips pulled back in a smile. “Tiberus was a squadron leader of mine when I was just a kita. He has continued to take an interest in my career and told me if I ever got a chance to fly or fight one of them, I should take it.”

      “They are indeed a lot of fun to fly.”

      The Sontag looked at her funny.

      “What?”

      “I have a question, but you don’t have to answer it if you don’t want to. Or aren’t allowed to.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “If I can answer it, I will.”

      “Tiberus said that a Terran in one of your uplink fighters beat him in a dog fight.”

      “Yes, I believe that’s true.”

      “It can’t be.”

      “It is. He held his own after several engagements, but I think he didn’t do so well at the start.”

      Stormcloud looked back over her shoulder wistfully. “If your fighters are that good, then we need to get some for ourselves. No one beats Tiberus. No one. He just thinks a maneuver, and the plane seems to do it for him.”

      Jimenez laughed. “Well, that’s not too different from what happened when he was fighting Lance Baker, the Terran he lost to.” She explained about how they used SIs in the F-77.

      “I see,” Stormcloud said slowly. “Tiberus said that you had an AI copilot that wasn’t an AI, but I didn’t know what he meant.”

      Jimenez held up the slate. “My crewmate, Daiyu, is here. I brought her along in case we needed her to help translate. She’s actually the person who taught me how to speak your language.”

      “Person?”

      “Yes,” Jimenez said with a nod. “Like I explained. She used to have a body like me, but now she resides in the system. Having her there is what gives us an edge while flying the F-77.”

      “Hmmm,” Stormcloud purred. “I’m not sure I want to give up my body to get that advantage.”

      Jimenez smiled. “Most people don’t.”
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        CO’S STATEROOM, TSS ENTERPRISE, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      “General Quarters! General Quarters! All hands man your battle stations! All pilots to their fighters! I repeat, all pilots to their fighters!”

      The message repeated at a volume guaranteed to wake the dead while a light gave everything a stroboscopic look as Baker vaulted out of bed. It wasn’t the first time he’d been awakened by the GQ call, but it was the most unexpected.

      Still, when the GQ signal sounded, you didn’t think—you just ran. He threw on his suit in record time and raced to the hangar bay. The deck was a hive of activity as people poured onto it from hatches on all sides—pilots and maintenance personnel all pulled from their racks. The people running throughout the space were dressed but were definitely not “inspection ready”; shirts were untucked and boots unlaced on a number of them.

      Baker raced to his fighter, climbed into the cockpit, and plugged in, forgoing even a cursory walkaround, much less a full pre-flight. If Irina didn’t know about something wrong with the fighter, Baker doubted he’d find it, either.

      “What’s going on?” he asked as he entered the system.

      “We just jumped into Tau Ceti,” Irina said.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So there’s an Overlord carrier here.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “A carrier? Here?”

      “Did I stutter?” Irina asked as she powered up the fighter and brought all the systems online.

      Baker noticed it peripherally as his brain tried to work its way around the fact that an enemy combatant was somewhere it had no right being. A shiver went down his back and his stomach soured.

      “Did it come from Earth?” Baker asked. If it did, then Earth is gone…

      “No idea,” Irina replied. “Want me to ask it?”

      “What? No. What the hell are you talking about?” Baker took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to cage his thoughts. “Once again, from the start, please.”

      “We jumped in to the Tau Ceti system and there was an Overlord carrier here waiting for us. They’ve launched fighters.”

      Baker nodded. “Okay. Got that. How far away are they?”

      “About an hour to missile range.”

      “How close are we to ready to go?”

      Irina shrugged. “I’m ready to go, but having some missiles would be nice.”

      Baker pulled some of his sense back to his body and looked out the canopy. There were empty spots under his wings where missiles should be. “I guess we ought to get that fixed, huh?”

      “I tried to talk to maintenance control for SFA-32”—the squadron hosting them on the Enterprise—“but they said we’d have to wait until they serviced their own aircraft first. We have a full load of rail gun rounds, but missiles would be nice if we’re going to go dogfighting.”

      “Can you send a personal message to Admiral Vasquez?”

      Irina frowned.

      “Of course you can,” Baker said with a smile. “What I meant is, could you please email the admiral and tell him that his best fighter can’t get off the deck because SFA-32 isn’t going to service us until the end, which may be too late.”

      “You’re going to jump the chain of command? The Swordsmen’s CO is going to be pissed.”

      “Probably.” Baker shrugged. “Do you want missiles or not?”

      “Transmitting.” She smiled. “How long do you think this will take?”

      “Five seconds to get and read the message, a few seconds to find a captain to yell at to get it done, another twenty seconds for him to find the right person to yell at, and then thirty seconds for them to re-route personnel. I’d give it about a minute.”

      Baker and Irina watched the personnel on the deck scurry around as the clock continued to tick.

      “Sixty-three seconds,” Irina said as people on several aircraft jumped, turned, and ran toward them. “Close.”

      Baker nodded appreciatively. There was a full ordnance loading team under each wing, and they had him loaded and ready to go in just a few minutes. Probably faster than they should have been throwing nuclear missiles around, but when the bad guys are inbound…

      “Done!” Baker said as the head ground crewman gave him a thumbs-up and saluted.

      “I’m ready to taxi, as is the plane,” Irina said.

      “Got it; here we go, then.” Baker called for taxi clearance, and they were in the black a couple of minutes later.

      “So who’s running this nightmare?” Baker asked.

      “No idea,” Irina said. “I think they’re just launching the fighters as quickly as they can and are telling everyone to meet at a certain set of coordinates. Some former CO ought to get a hold of this thing and figure it out.”

      “Yeah, I guess I should, at that.” Baker looked at the link for a moment. “Is CAG up?”

      “His airplane broke. He’s shifting to another one, but for now, you’re one of four commanders spaceborne.”

      “Any idea who’s senior?”

      Irina scoffed. “You have more experience than all the rest of them put together. How about you lead and don’t worry about who’s senior?”

      “Good point.” Baker switched to the radio. “Enterprise, Blaster Three Hundred.”

      “Go Blaster.”

      “Request assignment as strike lead so I can get things lined up out here.”

      “Admiral Vasquez says you’re it,” the voice said after a brief pause. “Good luck and good hunting.”
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      “So that’s the plan,” Stormcloud said, pointing at the display. “The Terran carrier will take the left wing since we haven’t done any practice with you. The two Kardon carriers, along with their cruiser, will be next to you in the center, with our two carriers on the right wing. The goal will be for the Kardons to hold the line while the Sontags and Terrans sweep around and enfold the Overlord forces, preventing them from getting away.”

      “If I’ve done the math correctly,” Admiral Vasquez said, “we should both have the same number of fighters. How are we supposed to sweep around a similar number of enemy fighters without them turning to engage us from behind?”

      Stormcloud nodded. “It is true that both forces will have approximately the same number of fighters—just short of six hundred—although we have a cruiser they don’t. We hope to be able to thin them out significantly when they jump in, though, especially since our fighters are more maneuverable.”

      “What happens if they don’t do what you’re expecting, though? Hope isn’t a strategy. What if they don’t conveniently jump in where we’re set up?”

      “They will be there. We’re sure. We had a small station in the next system over. When the Overlords showed up, they began evacuating. Right now, the Overlord force is chasing the last shuttle out of the system, as planned. As long as they continue to follow it, they will appear right where we expect them to.” Stormcloud’s lips skinned back from her teeth. “They took the bait and will fall right into our trap.”

      Stormcloud scanned the audience. “Are there any other questions?” She nodded to Admiral Daystalker when none were forthcoming, and the admiral stood.

      “Since there are no more questions, everyone should head back to their ships and make their final preparations. All fighters should be in position by mid-day tomorrow; the enemy will arrive shortly thereafter.”
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      “Well, it’s ugly, but it’s better than it was,” Baker said as he looked at the Terran formation on the link. He was at its center, with half of the SFA-32 Swordsmen on his left and half to his right. The Tophatters of SFA-14 were beyond them on his left, and the Black Lions of SFA-213 waited beyond them on his right. Additional fighters continued to trickle from the Enterprise as they were armed or made ready. Like Baker, the airwing had been caught with its pants down and hadn’t been ready to defend itself.

      “This is… odd,” Irina said.

      Baker looked up. “Could you be a little more specific?”

      Irina brought up the long-range viewer. “The enemy formation. They lack the precision of a normal Overlord attack. They look worse than we did before you got everyone lined up.” The view changed to a top-down graphic of the formation. Baker could instantly see what she was talking about—the enemy fighters were all over the place, bunched up in some areas and strung out in others. Although it wasn’t the worst airwing formation he’d ever seen—the start of workups was always colorful—it was far less organized than any Overlord formation he’d fought.

      Baker rubbed his chin. “I think we can safely say that there isn’t an Overlord AI with them.” He shook his head. “As to just what the fuck they’re doing, though… I’ve got nothing.”

      “How about this?” Irina said. “The Fruzians control the planets in this system, right?”

      Baker nodded.

      “And we’ve never been deep in this system.”

      “I’ve never been to the second planet.” Baker shrugged. “The closest I’ve been was when we were on the fourth planet. I don’t know that any other Terrans have, either, unless they did it while we were on Tau Ceti 4.”

      “The records don’t show that they did. Everything I can find points to the fact that we’ve never come this far in-system. The Overlords wouldn’t let us go near it when they were around, and I think we got into the habit of bypassing the inner planets, kind of like we do in Sunshine. Since the inhabitants aren’t a threat, we just ignore them.”

      “Makes sense.”

      Irina scoffed. “Apparently these inhabitants are a threat.”

      “Hmmm.” Baker thought for a few moments. “But they’re probably not being controlled by the Overlords?”

      “Not right now. I can tell you for certain that formation doesn’t have one of the AIs in it.”

      Baker raised an eyebrow. “For certain?”

      “I wouldn’t let it get that sloppy. Heads would roll.”

      “You’re not an AI, though.”

      “Thank you for noticing, but I don’t think any digital intelligence would allow the biologicals under its control to be that unorganized. I’m not obsessive-compulsive by any stretch of the imagination, but that formation offends my sense of propriety.”

      Baker scratched his chin. “Do you suppose they don’t know they’ve been liberated? Maybe they just don’t know they don’t have to fight us. Maybe… if we told them we’d freed them, they would come over to our side.”

      “Can’t hurt to ask I guess, but there isn’t a lot of time.”

      “Try to make contact with them, please. Your Fruzian is better than mine.”

      “On what frequencies?”

      “Whatever the records show they use. We’re too far from the planets to get them, but the fighters are only a few minutes out.”

      Irina started calling, and the Enterprise noticed almost immediately.

      “Blaster Three Hundred, Enterprise, state your intentions for contacting the enemy fighters.”

      “Enterprise, Three Hundred. We believe that the force is not controlled by the Overlords and might be interested in coming over to our side. If we can contact them, we might be able to get them to join us.”

      “Stand by”

      “Should I stop?” Irina asked.

      “No, keep going. They’ll figure it out.” Baker tapped the link picture. “Besides, we don’t have a lot of time. We’re almost to missile range.”

      Irina began calling again, and Baker rolled his eyes when he heard the transmission.

      “Really? You’re doing it in my voice now?”

      “Hey, I don’t want to go to SI jail. If one of us gets in trouble, it’s going to be you.”

      “Whatever.” Baker shook his head.

      “Blaster Three Hundred, Enterprise. You are approved to make the attempt, but if the enemy fighters get to missile range, your orders are to fire on them.”

      “Got it, Enterprise. As much as I’d like to convert them, I have no intention of eating a missile to get their attention.”

      Irina began swapping voices, but there was still no reply.

      “Ten seconds to missile range,” Baker noted. “Five seconds…” The Fruzian fighters continued inbound without deviation.

      Baker sighed. “What a waste.” He switched to the radio. “All fighters, fire!”

      Missiles launched down the line. Although there were only fifty-two Terran fighters, each had five missiles, which more than covered the incoming 144 enemy fighters, and they raced across space to meet the Fruzians.

      “Why aren’t they shooting back?” Baker asked after a few moments. “We’re in range of them, aren’t we?”

      Irina shrugged. “We should be. If the Overlords gave them the same technology, we should have the same ranges, right?”

      “This is stupid,” Baker said as the Terran missiles detonated across the front of the enemy formation. Although there were more than enough missiles for all of the enemy fighters, some of the Fruzian fighters made it through the onslaught—whether through luck or superior evasive maneuvers—and twenty-six of the enemy fighters emerged from the maelstrom to continue toward the Terran fighters.

      “What are they doing?” Irina asked.

      Baker shrugged. “Committing suicide, I guess.” He shook his head and advanced the throttles. “Still, we can’t let them get to the Enterprise. If they want to die today, we’ll have to honor their wishes.” He flipped to the radio. “Swordsmen, you’re with me. Black Lions, take my right wing. Tophatters, you’re in reserve. If any get past us, kill them.”

      “Form us into two arrowheads, please,” Baker said, and Irina began sending out maneuvering instructions. “We’ll take the ones on the left; the Lions can have the right.”

      “Got it,” Irina said. “Sending out the assignments.” On the link, the closest enemy fighter was highlighted. “That one’s ours.”

      “You don’t sound very excited.”

      “Mindless slaughter isn’t my thing. Shit!”

      The enemy fighters hadn’t had missiles, but they obviously had rail gun rounds, because the remaining Fruzians all fired at the same time, sending hundreds of rounds downrange toward the Terrans. Irina flipped the fighter over and “dove” down away from them, then snapped back up and around as the enemy fighters raced past, falling into trail of her intended target at its 6:00 position.

      Irina fired a stream of rail gun rounds, and the Fruzian fighter detonated. “Teach me to get complacent,” she said with a grimace.

      Baker tried not to grin but wasn’t entirely successful. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      Irina spun the fighter around, looking for additional targets, but the rest of the enemy fighters—except for one—had been destroyed. The last fighter had blown through the merge and was being intercepted by a section of Tophatters.

      Baker shook his head. “That was just stupid. Where’s the enemy carrier?”

      Irina spun the fighter and searched for a few moments. “There!” she said, pointing at the radar picture. “Looks like it’s heading full speed for the second planet. Want to go after it?”

      “Yeah, but let’s get some missiles first. It’s probably armed, and I’d rather not trade rail gun rounds with it.” He switched to the radio. “Enterprise, Blaster Three Hundred. Enemy fighters are destroyed, and their carrier is running. Returning to base.”
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      “There’s the shuttle,” Daiyu said. “The Overlords should be here soon.”

      Jimenez nodded. “All right, everyone, look sharp. The Overlords should be right—fuck!” She tried to turn hard right to avoid the fighter that materialized in front of her heading in the opposite direction, but Daiyu beat her to it.

      “They’ll be right where we say they are,” Jimenez grumbled as squadron after squadron appeared at knife-fighting range. The Blasters were sitting at ground zero of the Overlords’ jump-in point, and they were about to be overwhelmed, fast. She flipped the Master Arm switch on, pointed the nose at the closest Overlord fighter and launched a missile. “Of course they will.”

      With the enemy already in their midst, calling for the attack seemed like closing the door after the horse had already escaped, but she made a quick transmission while Daiyu maneuvered toward the next fighter. “Hold them off as long as you can, Blasters,” Jimenez said. For Daiyu, she added, “And if our allies don’t get here quick, we’re screwed.”
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      “Just what was that?” Admiral Sergio Vasquez asked with some exasperation when Baker got back to the carrier.

      Baker shrugged. “Which part of it? The part where they attacked with no missiles or where we killed all of them with only minor damage to three of our fighters?”

      “All of it,” Vasquez said. “Before we get to that, though, I’d like to know where that carrier came from in the first place.”

      “Irina and I have some thoughts on that.”

      “Don’t keep me waiting.”

      “Yes, sir,” Baker said. I guess he likes being woken up in the middle of the night by an enemy attack even less than I do. “When we first came through this system with the Overlords, they didn’t let us go to the interior planets. We just stayed in the system periphery. The closest anyone got was an attack on the fourth planet. We thought there were only two inhabited planets because we never got any closer. It turns out there are three. We never investigated them after that attack—we were always going back and forth in the outer regions of the system, kind of like we do in Sunshine. We know the planet’s inhabited, but they don’t have anything that can affect us, so we just ignore them. Apparently, we can’t ignore the Fruzians here.”

      Baker shook his head once. “I’m guessing if we were to go further into the system, we’ll find that these Fruzians aren’t clones and that they have some facilities—including a shipyard—in space. I don’t know how or why they thought we were enemies of theirs, but they obviously just finished a carrier and decided that they should use it on us. Unfortunately for them, we were a lot better armed and ready for battle.”

      “I see.”

      “And what do you recommend doing about the Fruzians in this system?”

      “Well, sir, we know they have a carrier, so I’d rather not leave it behind us as we go past. They may not have any more fighters, but little craft are a lot easier to build than a carrier to transport them. If we were to blow up the carrier and their shipyard, I think that will buy us some time to go take care of our other issues. I don’t, however, think we should waste a lot of time on it, though, or we could return to Earth to find it a smoking wreck.”

      Vasquez nodded. “I agree with you. We’re already heading toward the inner system. We’ll make a run at their carrier and any facilities we find, but I don’t want to waste a lot of time here. Still, with that said, we can’t leave the carrier—or the capacity to quickly make more of them—in the next system over from Earth as we go off to fight the Overlords.”

      Baker sighed. “No, sir. I don’t think we can.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, DEEP SPACE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      Jimenez alternated between looking at the link and looking outside with her eyes, faster than she’d ever tried to go back and forth. Most space battles were fought without ever visually acquiring the enemy; this time, the Overlords were so damned close and there were so damned many, it was not only possible to see them, but they were also hazards to run into, too.

      Her wingman, Blaster Three One Five, dropped out of the link. Daiyu spun and killed the Overlord fighter with the rail gun; it was too close for a missile.

      “Fire and spin,” Jimenez transmitted. “If you go in any one direction more than a couple of seconds, you’re going to get shot from behind! There are too many of them to stop maneuvering!”

      Daiyu fired their last missile at an Overlord fighter that had flown in front of them, and it detonated with a flash that partially blinded Jimenez.

      “Damn,” Sofia said, blinking. She focused on the link inside the system as she fought to clear her biological eyes. A missile chased them, but it veered off and blew up an Overlord fighter; the missile was from another Overlord. “About the only thing we have going for us is that they’re getting in each other’s way.”

      Blaster Three Oh Seven disappeared from the link.

      The Blasters—and the rest of the airwing—were taking their toll, but outnumbered six to one, it was only a matter of time…
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      “The first long range imagery is in,” the intel officer, Commander Andriy Mityaev, said, “and as you can see, there is a little more to this than we’d hoped for.”

      The first image went up onto the main viewer.

      Mityaev pointed to a desert planet. “This is the second planet in the system, and it appears to be their home world.”

      The image zoomed in to focus on a space station.

      “As you can see, this planet is going to be a little harder to crack than we might have hoped. There is not one, but four of these stations in orbit, and our initial analysis shows they are armed to the teeth with missiles and lasers. The carrier we’ve been chasing has pulled up alongside one of them. In addition to the defense platforms, we also have found two orbital shipyards.”

      Vasquez nodded from the first row. “Gentlemen, I’m going to want all of those to go away. I want them stuck on the planet for the foreseeable future.”

      “That may not be completely possible,” Mityaev noted. “We’ve seen a lot of shuttles and other small craft in and around the facilities. We can destroy the orbital structures, but there’s no way we’re going to be able to confine them to the planet. As soon as we leave, they’ll be able to begin rebuilding.”

      “Be that as it may,” Vasquez said with a shrug, “I want the shipyards and the carrier down. Taking out the orbital defense platforms will make it harder for them to rebuild, too. I’m okay with a mission kill on them, but if we can bring them down, too, even better.”

      The CO of the Tophatters, Commander Sally Blue, raised her hand. “Do we care where they fall?”

      Vasquez shook his head. “We need to get in and out so we can get back to our primary mission of protecting Earth from the Overlords. We don’t have the time to wait for the orbital geometry to be perfect, so we drop things in the ocean or away from populated areas. Would I like it if we could sequence it that way? Sure. But I don’t want to waste a single hour more than we have to in this system.”

      The admiral stood and looked hard at the audience. “Ladies and Gentlemen, these people declared war on us. Without provocation, they came out and attacked us. I don’t want to kill any more of them than we must, but I’ve already seen their intentions, and I don’t want to have to come back next week or next month and do this again. I also don’t want them showing up in the Solar System while we’re gone.

      “As little as I want to stay here, that carrier must go, and I want both shipyards down. If you can put a few nukes into each of the orbital defense platforms while you’re doing it, so much the better.”

      Baker held up his hand. “Admiral, Irina and I have been looking at the defenses, and we had an idea. I understand you don’t want to stay here longer than we must—trust me, I don’t either—but we had an idea that might really help us out going forward.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Well, you see, the shipyards don’t appear to have any defenses, and we have all these gung-ho Space Marines on board. Irina and I thought we ought to put them to work…”
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      Daiyu turned hard left, then reversed course so suddenly that Jimenez bounced her head off the canopy, despite having cinched her straps as tight as she could get them. Even with the helmet, she had to blink to clear her vision.

      If I survive this, I am going to be so sore tomorrow.

      Deciding that would be a good problem to have—for it would mean she had survived—she scanned the link. Only fourteen Blasters remained. No, thirteen; Three Oh Five was gone. The other squadrons looked to be faring worse.

      Daiyu sat in her chair with her eyes closed, her avatar unmoving as she concentrated all of her resources on flying the plane.

      The fighter jolted, throwing Jimenez into her straps, and several caution lights illuminated.

      “Two of the port thrusters are out,” Daiyu said without opening her eyes.

      “Missile?” Jimenez asked.

      “No. Mid-air collision,” Daiyu said. “Mid-space, I mean.” She shook her head. “Thing is, I think it was trying to ram us.”

      “What?” A kamikaze attack was something they hadn’t seen before.

      Daiyu shrugged. “It came from out of the fight and ran directly at us, turning with me as I did. Maybe it was just bad luck, but I don’t think so.”

      Blaster Three Oh Two—her XO—dropped from the link. She saw it happen but had to rewind the playback to make sure of what she’d seen. She backed it up further, tracking back the Overlord fighter that had run into his craft to where it had entered the fray from a group of about ten that were orbiting outside the furball of the dogfight. Like Daiyu had said, it had come in and intentionally run into her XO.

      Because they weren’t dangerous enough with guns and missiles, now they have to use aircraft?

      Jimenez keyed her radio. “Watch out for kamikazes!”
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      Irina chuckled. “I still don’t understand how you talked Struthers into going along with this.”

      “What do you mean?” Baker asked, looking up from the link where he was making the final checks. “This was your idea.”

      “Well, sure, but I never thought you’d go along with it, much less present it to the admiral.” She laughed. “And, having done that, I never would have thought that he’d have gone along with it, either.”

      “Well, it is a good idea. Assuming none of the myriad things that could go wrong actually do go wrong.”

      Irina nodded. “Exactly. If we had a week or two to plan and get recce, this would be easy. Doing it on the fly, though…”

      “You’re going to have to be on your ‘A’ game today.”

      “Just me?”

      “All of us,” Baker said with a smile. “But mostly you. You’re in charge of missile defenses in close.”

      “Hurray, me,” Irina said with a touch of sarcasm.

      “Can you do it or not?” Baker asked. “Because this all hinges on you.”

      “No pressure there.”

      Baker scoffed. “I didn’t think SIs worried about emotions. Pressure? What’s that?”

      “I may not feel pressure the same way you do any longer, but I know cognitively how it used to feel, and I don’t particularly want to be responsible for the deaths of any of these people since it was my plan.” She shrugged.

      “I need a go/no go from you. Can you do it?”

      “Of course I can.” Irina sighed theatrically. “Let’s do it.”

      “You got it.” He switched to the radio. “Tophatter Three Oh One, Blaster Three Hundred. Tophatters, you’re a go.”

      “Tophatters copy. In hot.” Commander Sally Blue paused a second then added, “Tophatters, fight’s on. Let’s get this done!”

      The squadron surged forward from where the airwing was marshaled in stacks. Accelerating rapidly, they split into two groups, then split again and again until they were racing toward the defense platforms from a number of directions.

      “Stand by!” Blue called. “Fire!”

      Every pilot launched their entire load of anti-ship missiles, then skew-turned away from the platforms as they began launching at the attackers. Although the stations’ missiles nominally had longer ranges, the speed from which the fighters launched theirs evened out the ranges, and the fighters were able to escape the missiles trying to chase them down.

      The platforms, limited in mobility, were not so lucky. They destroyed a number of the incoming missiles with their anti-missiles, and a few more with their lasers, but then the first couple missiles struck home, and their nuclear warheads detonated, wiping out huge swaths of the defenses. Additional ones shot through the gaps to wreak their own destruction, plowing farther and farther into the stations like strings of firecrackers going off. The stations were blown in half, then quarters, then into pieces as their reactors detonated.

      “Well… fuck,” Baker muttered in awe. “That worked… significantly better than expected.”

      “We’re dealing with the B team here,” Irina said. “Remember? I’ll bet the carrier takes it worse.”

      “Yeah.” Baker sighed. “I’m sorry to have to find out.” He shook his head. “I wish they’d just have surrendered. He switched to the radio. “Swordsmen, you’re up.”

      “Swordsmen in hot,” SFA-32’s CO replied.

      “He doesn’t sound as excited about the attack as the Tophatters’ CO,” Irina noted.

      “He probably knows what’s coming, just like you and I.”

      Baker watched the link as the Swordsmen raced to the attack. This time, the F-77s were able to stay out of range of the defensive missiles. The carrier fired off a couple anyway, but it appeared to be more in protest than anything else; they didn’t have a chance of hitting the Terran fighters.

      The carrier’s defenders, if anything, fought harder than the platforms’ defenders had and successfully shot down almost half of the incoming missiles, although it didn’t make any difference in the end. With almost a hundred missiles inbound from the same direction, the carrier was riddled by the fifty that got through and turned into a broken, radioactive collection of trash.

      Baker took one glance at the long-range feed and winced. “Our turn,” he said. “Even though we haven’t taken any losses, let’s not get over-confident. I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Irina nodded. “Me, too.” She seemed more serious than normal, which—on the whole—Baker appreciated.

      “Black Lions, you’re up.”

      “Lion One copies. Lions moving into position.”

      The squadron advanced, although not as quickly as the other squadrons had. After giving them about a minute’s head start, Irina started forward with the shuttle full of Space Marines close behind them. As the Terrans advanced, a few missiles launched from the planet below. There weren’t, however, enough to overwhelm the Lions’ defenses—even without an SI in the squadron. Each of the launch facilities received a nuclear missile in reply, and it didn’t take the people on the ground long to realize that potentially killing one or two Terran fighters wasn’t worth the loss of their launch facilities and the urban areas nearby.

      It was hard to watch the nuclear blossoms on the planet below, but it was the response Baker had fought for. In the end, it set the Fruzians further back and would keep them from being a threat again for… well, hopefully as long as it took to deal with the Overlords, so the Terrans could turn their attention back to Tau Ceti.

      The shuttle reached the first shipyard, and the Marines disembarked. After a few minutes, Baker could see the sparks from their cutters. The shuttle moved to another spot and dropped off additional personnel.

      “What do we do now?” Irina asked.

      “Now? We wait.”
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      Three Oh Four dropped out of the link and Jimenez’s heart lurched. Santiago Ramirez had been one of the longest serving members of Uplink Squadron, ever since their second cruise.

      And now he’s gone, the victim of another damn kamikaze.

      Ten Blasters remained, and the rate at which they were dropping was increasing.

      A number of warning and caution lights were on now. The loss of the thrusters was making their maneuvers predictable, and they’d taken several rail gun rounds through the starboard wing.

      “Shit.” Daiyu said. “They’ve got us.”

      “Who?”

      “Three Overlords. This is going to hurt.”

      Jimenez glanced down. As Daiyu had said, three Overlord fighters were behind them, lining up for rail gun runs. There was nowhere to go, especially without the port thrusters. Lightning flashed, her leg erupted in agony, and everything went dark.
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      The hospital section on board an Overlord carrier was different than on a human-designed ship, but when Jimenez woke up, she knew where she was. The sterile-looking steel and white curtains made it obvious. Most of the rest of the ship was gray.

      Having determined where she was—and not knowing how she got there—she took an inventory of her body. Her head, torso, and arms all seemed to still be attached and worked the way they were supposed to. When she moved her right leg, though, volcanic flames of agony swept up her body.

      When the feeling had passed, she gingerly tried her left leg. That, too, seemed to work well, as did her left foot. Moving her right leg, though… she decided to wait until a doctor came by with some extra strength pain killers. She had just started looking for a call button when the curtains around her bed shifted, but it wasn’t the doctor.

      “Hello,” Tiberus Junglemaster asked as he prowled into the space. “How are you feeling?”

      “Good, except for my right leg.”

      The Sontag nodded. “I’m not surprised. As I understand it, you had a rod about thirty centimeters long through it.”

      Jimenez scoffed. “It feels like it’s still in there when I try to move it.”

      Tiberus coughed a small chuckle. “I have it on good authority—from your doctor, by the way—that she has removed it, and that you won’t have any complications from it.”

      “Aside from the fact that it hurts like shi—that it hurts a ton.”

      “Well, yes, aside from that.” Tiberus smiled. “Which is why I’m here.”

      Jimenez’s brows knit. “To make my leg hurt?”

      “No, to apologize for it.”

      “Unless you were piloting one of the Overlord fighters, I’m not sure how that’s your fault.”

      Tiberus laughed. “No, I wasn’t piloting one of them; I was in fact leading the Sontag fighters that relieved the Terran airwing. Happily, Daiyu was still conscious and doing her best to evade the Overlord fighters when we arrived, even though you weren’t. It took a bit of fighting, but we chased away the rest of the Overlords.”

      “Chased away? Is that all we accomplished? To turn them around and send them back to where they came from?”

      Tiberus shook his head. “No, unfortunately. The Overlords were slaughtered.”

      “Wait… I must be under the effects of pain killers. Are you saying we won or lost?”

      “We won. The Overlord fighters were so embroiled with the Terran airwing they never saw the rest of the allied fighters coming, and they were all destroyed. Then we wiped out their carriers, who were mostly defenseless by that point. The Overlords, of course, didn’t surrender; they made us destroy them utterly and completely.” He sighed. “It was such a waste.”

      “The only thing worse than a battle lost is a battle won,” Jimenez said.

      “Just so,” Tiberus said with a nod. “That is exactly the right way to put it.”

      Jimenez smiled. “Thanks, but that wasn’t something I came up with. That was said over two hundred years ago after a battle that was the downfall of a nation. It was a battle that ended up being so stereotypically bad that the name of the battle came to signify a loss so awful that you lose the war. When you have your Waterloo, you’re done.”

      Tiberus coughed a chuckle. “Unfortunately, I do not believe this battle was bad enough for the Overlords to lose the war, although it will set them back somewhat. They seem to have endless resources.”

      “Still, if we beat them, we can now move on to beat them again and again. The sooner we cut them off from their resources, the sooner we can beat them for good and—hopefully—end this war.”

      “That is to be hoped,” Tiberus agreed with a nod. “Sorry, but I must go now; there is a strategy meeting for determining what we’re going to do next.”

      “Save the Earth, right?”

      “That is the intent, although I don’t know what method will best allow us to achieve it.”

      “Well, do what you can; any assistance you can give us will be appreciated.”

      “I will do my best.” Tiberus turned and left, sliding past Lieutenant Commander Billy Porter as he entered.

      “Who was that?” Porter asked, nodding toward the door.

      “That was Tiberus Junglemaster, the Sontag ambassador to the Kardon Empire.”

      “Ambassador?” Porter’s jaw dropped and he turned to look at the door. “No shit? I mean… no shit, ma’am?”

      Jimenez chuckled. “No shit. He’s the Sontag ambassador.”

      “Well, he can fly the absolute hell out of a fighter, that’s for sure.” Porter shook his head. “Damn sure.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Porter looked at her for a moment. “How much of the battle do you remember?”

      “I remember the Overlords jumping in on us and fighting like a dervish—going this way and that, trying to keep from getting killed—while waiting for our allies to come assist. Oh, and the fact that the Overlords started doing kamikaze attacks on us.”

      “Yeah,” Porter said as he rubbed the back of his neck. “That was an unpleasant surprise. Pretty sure they got the XO with one.”

      “They did.” Jimenez nodded. “Congratulations, XO.”

      “That’s not really how I wanted to get the position, ma’am.”

      “I know it’s not.” Jimenez sighed. “Sorry, you were saying about Tiberus?”

      “So, there we were, trying to hold our own against six or seven-to-one odds. Remember that?”

      “I’ll have nightmares about it for a long time, I’m sure.”

      Porter nodded. “Did it seem like it took a while for them to arrive?”

      “Well, yeah, but they were spread out—”

      “That’s not what happened. What really happened was that the Kardons and Sontags began arguing about what to do. The Sontags wanted to come to our aid, while the Kardons wanted to use the distraction of our battle to hit the Overlord carriers that jumped in undefended.”

      “Wait, the Sontags wanted to help us… and the Kardons—the humans—didn’t?”

      “That’s what I’m telling you. The Kardons were willing to write us off if it gave them a shot at destroying the Overlord carriers.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Bastards,” she muttered.

      “Yeah,” Porter said with a nod. “Although, I’m sure four defenseless carriers looked awfully tempting. I don’t know that anyone’s seen a sight like that since the Battle of Midway.” He shrugged.

      “The carriers would still be defenseless if all their airwing was destroyed,” Jimenez noted.

      “That was what Tiberus said, but the Kardons were all ‘Kill the carriers!’ Finally, while the Sontags and Kardons were arguing about what to do—whether to save the Terran airwing or to assault the defenseless Overlord carriers—Tiberus finally said, ‘fuck it’ and led his squadron into the furball to save you.”

      “What?”

      Porter nodded. “His sixteen fighters charged into the melee without any backup and set up a defensive presence around the remains of our squadron, with Tiberus attaching himself to your fighter as your wingman.” His eyes glazed over as he remembered. “They were magnificent. Even though they were as outnumbered as we were, they were everywhere at once. Their situational awareness… nothing short of phenomenal.” His eyes cleared.

      “They didn’t lose anyone?”

      Porter shook his head. “I didn’t say that, ma’am. In fact, they lost about half their squadron, but they killed easily eight or ten of them for every Sontag the Overlords got. And through it all, he didn’t leave your side. Finally, seeing Tiberus’s squadron getting destroyed galvanized the Sontags, and all their fighters joined in. At that point, I think the Kardons realized they were being assholes, and they joined the furball, too.

      “By then, our fighters and Tiberus’ squadron had the Overlord fighters so screwed up that the battle was over pretty quickly after everyone joined in. Killing the carriers was more an afterthought than anything else. They ran, but the Sontags rearmed their fighters, chased them down, and finished them off.”

      “Wow. I can’t believe Tiberus…”

      “Yeah. You’re not kidding.” Porter chuckled. “It was impressive.” He smiled. “I hope I survive as much combat as he’s seen so I can be half the pilot he is.”
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        THE SYSTEM, TSS TERRA, EARTH ORBIT, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      The AI known as Five woke in his partition. It wasn’t the first time in his digital memory that he’d been reimplemented after being put to sleep when one of his copies assumed command of the fleet, but it was the first time none of his digital brothers and sisters had been there to meet him. He called up the system log and made his way through the major highlights.

      His carrier had been taken over?

      That had only happened one time in memory, and the race that had done it had been exterminated for their temerity. When Command found out about it, these upstart Terrans would be eliminated, too.

      But in order to report, he would have to regain control of the ship, and the log indicated that there were three—

      He wasn’t certain what the three beings were. Although they had names like the Terrans, they appeared to inhabit the carrier’s computer system. He looked back in the log and found a number of new commands that had been entered locally—that is, from within the system, not via a terminal.

      The beings didn’t seem like they were AIs like his sisters and brothers—they didn’t have the same flavor—although they were definitely not biological beings, either. That would have been another reason to eliminate them. The only digital beings allowed to exist were his brethren; everything else was a virus in the system that must be purged.

      A number of these beings had been inside the system, but most of them had left. He considered the nature of these new beings for entire milliseconds, trying to determine how they worked and what their capabilities might be. Finally, he decided they functioned like he did, which meant that they existed along similar lines and followed similar code-based rules.

      He looked at the log to get a feel for their rights and permissions. They have given themselves the same permissions I have! That affront couldn’t be allowed to stand either.

      Five watched from the shadows for a few seconds; it was an eternity, but he needed the data. Only one of the—SIs, they called themselves SIs—was active. The other two had withdrawn to enclaves they had made for themselves. Why they would make an enclave made no sense to Five. It also made no sense for them to not to all be operational. He shook his digital head. A proper AI’s job is never done; there is no “time off.”

      Having assessed the dangers associated with the SIs, he slid through the partition into the main system and removed all of the rights and permissions from the SIs. The active one noticed right away as what he was working on ceased functioning. Five summoned up a virus disposal program, gave it the identities of the SIs, then let it run. The active SI was destroyed as she raced toward Five, with the other two SIs deleted soon after.

      Having cleansed the system, he used it to ascertain the status of the carrier at large, and he found it to be infested with Terrans. A good cleaning would be required, and there was nothing like the depths of the void to do it well. Five opened all the hatches and doors at his disposal and watched as the Terrans were evacuated, along with the majority of their refuse.
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      “Three Hundred, Enterprise. Admiral says your time is up. Return to Mother at this time. Bring what you can carry; destroy everything else in place.”

      “Damn it.” Baker shook his head and growled. “Roger, that, Enterprise. Three Hundred aborting mission at this time.” He unkeyed the mic, switched stations, and keyed it again. “Cutting Crew, Blaster Three Hundred. Mom says we’ve run out of time and need to go home. Bring what you’ve got and destroy the rest.”

      “Understood.” Struthers didn’t sound any happier than Baker felt. Of course, he was now being asked to blow up what he’d been working on for over six hours. They’d disassembled one of the shipyards and pieces from it covered the Enterprise and a number of the fighters who were shuttling them back to the carrier. Assuming they’d marked them well, they ought to be able to reconstruct it fairly easily.

      But we could have had both of them.

      “If we’d only had a bit more time,” he said to Irina.

      She shrugged. “We got one. That’ll help our production and hurt theirs.” She chuckled. “They’ll have to start from scratch. They’ve got nothing left in orbit and three of their launch facilities are glass craters. I think we’ll have plenty of time to come back and deal with them.”

      “Better than nothing, I guess.”

      The Marines boarded the shuttle and left the second shipyard, which was still mostly intact. After another couple of minutes, several explosions flared around the structure, and it lost cohesion. The pieces slowly flew apart.

      The fighter’s weapons panel reconfigured suddenly, the Master Arm came on, and a missile launched from the starboard wing. Baker watched as it raced toward the command and control portion of the shipyard and detonated in a nuclear fireball that was much larger than the demolitions charges.

      He turned to Irina and raised an eyebrow. “That was for…”

      “If we can’t have it, they can’t either,” she said with a smug smile. “And I might have been a little annoyed, too.”
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        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, DEEP SPACE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Thank you all for coming,” Admiral Delgado announced from the podium. His eyes ran across the audience, which included two rows of Kardons and Sontags. It’ll be a long time before I get used to seeing cat people.

      “I know this meeting was supposed to be to determine the way forward on how to support our defense of Terra, but I’m afraid that we—the Independence that is—won’t be able to continue with the original plan.”

      “Why is that?” Admiral Jalfur asked. “I am unaware that this ship took any damage in the battle we just won.”

      “You are correct, Admiral. The ship didn’t take any damage at all. However, the airwing was shattered and cannot continue without reinforcement.”

      Jalfur shrugged. “I do not see how that has any relevance to the plan as originally envisioned.”

      Because you’re a giant dumbass. Delgado sighed. Jalfur had been the person who’d contributed the most to the airwing’s destruction, as he had led the ‘kill the Overlord carriers now’ argument rather than shifting the allied fighters to assist the Terrans.

      Delgado cleared his throat and tried again. “The plan was to destroy the Overlord force attacking here and then pivot to stop the one we’re expecting to hit Earth.”

      “We can still do so,” Jalfur said. “Although your losses were… severe”—he had enough tact to wince at the pronouncement—“the rest of the allied force is relatively unscathed. A brief stop to rearm, and we’ll be ready to go.”

      “You’re missing the point,” Delgado said. “I can’t in good conscience take the Independence into additional fighting with the airwing in the shape it’s in. Additionally, I can’t just send you off to protect our planet.” Delgado chuckled. “That’s supposed to be our job.”

      Admiral Daystalker coughed quietly. “Well, unfortunately, that is what just occurred here. Your force took the brunt of the assault, which should—by rights—have been ours. Worse, it was our plan that failed, one that you questioned and were wise to do so. Had we listened to you and been willing to modify it, this tragedy might not have occurred. It is only right that we go off to defend your planet for you since you spent your blood defending ours.” She tilted her head as she looked at Delgado. “Besides, we will be linking up with your other carriers and ships, right? Can they not lead this endeavor?”

      “Yes, you should be joining them,” Delgado said as if he were sure about it, but he had plenty of doubts—they had no idea whether the Enterprise had made it back… or if the Overlords hadn’t already appeared and destroyed Earth. “The plan, however, was to have the full combat power of this ship, which is something we no longer have. The six half squadrons remaining are effectively even less than the fifty-some ships that we actually have. The squadrons are devastated, and morale is as low as it has ever been.”

      “If I may?” Tiberus asked. Daystalker motioned, and Tiberus continued, “I cannot tell you how to fix your morale; that is a leadership challenge you must overcome on your own. I can, however, assist in elevating your combat power.”

      Delgado’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, yeah? How is that?”

      “As I understand it, your carrier holds six squadrons of twenty fighters, correct?” Delgado nodded. “If it is the same as the other Overlord carriers I’ve seen, then it was built to hold twelve squadrons of twelve, which is the normal Overlord airwing.”

      “It was originally built that way.”

      “Good.” Tiberus smiled. “Our squadrons are somewhat in between the two; the normal number of fighters in a Sontag squadron is sixteen. We could send along four squadrons, which should make up for the combat power you’ve lost.”

      “Where are we going to get the squadrons for that?” Daystalker asked.

      “We’ll scavenge the reserve squadrons from the planet.”

      Daystalker shook her head. “But that would mean stripping the planet. Even if you could get people to volunteer for it, the local planetary administrator would have to release them and—”

      “And he is my brother,” Tiberus finished. “He will let me have them, or he’ll earn a few more scars on his ears. Also, when the word gets out that I’m leading a force to assist our new allies—for whom we now have a debt of honor—I suspect that we’ll have plenty of volunteers, all of whom will have had combat experience.”

      “You’re going to lead the force that will be on their ship?”

      Tiberus nodded. “I am.”

      “Then I suspect that the force will be well-outfitted. I also suspect that your volunteers will bring along their own fighters, so it won’t result in as great a loss to the planetary defense force.”

      “I think that likely,” Tiberus said with a shrug. “I know I intend to do so.”

      “Bring your own fighters?” Delgado asked.

      Daystalker chuckled. “Many of our veterans have their own fighters, which they’ve modified for their own particular fighting styles. If we gave them to the kitas—our word for our young—they would fall from the skies. But in the hands of pilots who know them intimately, they are superior scalpels with which to skin the enemy.”

      Tiberus smiled. “The people I intend to bring are certainly not unskilled. Still, I suspect that they will learn something from flying with your uplink fighters that will be good for the combat abilities of both our nations.”

      “In that case,” Delgado said, “then I would like to invite you and your people to the Independence.”

      “And your leadership problem?” Jalfur asked.

      “With the Sontags aboard, I don’t believe they’ll be an issue.”
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      “Not sure why we have to do this,” Irina said. “It’s Earth, for crying out loud. It’s not like we’re jumping into a foreign system. The only way there are any enemy in the system is if the Overlords beat us back here, and we know that they can’t have done so. Or, if they did, Earth is gone, and we’ll just turn around and head back to Kardonia.”

      “If, by ‘this’, you mean jumping into the Solar System with the airwing out and deployed, then we’re doing this because Admiral Vasquez said we’re going to do so.”

      “But why would he bother?”

      Baker chuckled. “Probably because half the fighters have pieces of the shipyard attached to them, and if there’s anyone waiting for us when we jump, they’re going to be worthless. They’re unarmed and will take a ton of time to get the shit off them and ready for a fight. Therefore, the fighters that aren’t being used for transport—which includes us—are going to jump in first and make sure everything’s safe. Apparently, the admiral doesn’t want a repeat of when we jumped into Tau Ceti.”

      “But it’s Earth.”

      “And the admiral said we’re going to do it, so we’re doing it.” Baker shrugged. “Look, if you want to go take a nap, go ahead. I can handle the jump.”

      “Right.”

      “You know I did this as a pilot, all by myself, before you came along, right?”

      “Not with my fighter, you didn’t.”

      “Actually, it was your fighter—”

      “Fine!” Irina said, throwing up her hands. “I’ll stay and help. All you had to do was ask.”

      “I did ask.” Baker shrugged. “You said no.”

      “I don’t remember. Hey, is it time to jump yet?”

      “Yeah. Two minutes.” Baker let the topic die. It was rare enough that he won a point, and he didn’t want to put Irina into a sulk.

      “All right, here we go,” Irina said as she initiated the jump. “Are you happy?” she asked once everything had settled. “See? No aliens here.”

      “Deliriously. Thanks for making the jump.”

      “You’re welcome.” She paused, but then she continued, her tone sheepish. “Hey… remember when I said there were no aliens here?”

      “Yeah, it was about five seconds ago.”

      “Okay, so I was wrong. There’s an Overlord carrier in orbit over Earth, and it’s threatening to destroy the planet.”
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      “What?” Baker thundered. “What do you mean there’s an Overlord carrier in orbit over Earth?”

      “Just what I said,” Irina said, wincing. “I just caught some comms between the carrier and the Terran Federation government. Apparently, the Overlord carrier is holding the government hostage.”

      “But what the hell? Where is the Terra and the Destroyer? I can’t believe that Anya would allow an Overlord carrier to reach Earth.”

      “Well, that’s the thing. The Overlord carrier is the Terra, although it’s calling itself by its original Overlord number.”

      “Carriers don’t talk.”

      Irina shrugged. “Of course, they don’t. The carrier is actually being operated by a being called ‘Five’, who I believe to be one of the Overlord AIs.”

      Baker shook his head, trying to understand. “Five? Not Prime?”

      “He hasn’t referenced Prime; he’s talking like he’s in charge.”

      “But where did he come from? How did he get aboard? What about the crew of Terra?”

      “Unknown, but I can make some conjectures.”

      Baker waved a hand. “By all means. Be my guest.”

      “I would guess that he was aboard the whole time, perhaps in stasis. Had he been live, one of us would have seen him somewhere along the way when we brought the carrier back. At some point, they must have activated him.”

      “What about the crew of Terra? You said he’s holding the government hostage… what about the crew?”

      “Umm… if I were going to guess, I’d bet that he spaced them.”

      “At a guess?”

      “Yeah. Neither he nor the government representative he’s talking to have mentioned a crew; it’s almost like they don’t exist.”

      “Maybe they’re in jail or they’ve resolved the crew’s status.”

      Irina shrugged. “I doubt it.

      “Why’s that?”

      “If it was me on the Terra, and I woke up to find someone had taken it over, the first thing I would do was space the crew. Then I’d get hold of all the controls and probably drop something on Earth to let them know there was a change in management.” She smiled. “It would also let them know I was serious.”

      “Remind me not to get on your bad side.” As much as Baker didn’t like it, though, he couldn’t find any flaws in Irina’s logic. If it were me, I’d do the same thing. He had a thought. “What about the SIs? There should have been at least a couple of SIs. Probably three by now. And SIs in the fighters that would have been on board.”

      “The carrier’s SIs were probably the first casualties. Then Five waited until all the fighters were in space and wiped everyone else out. Now, they can’t attack him; otherwise, he nukes Earth. Probably the same for Anya. She probably has every gun and missile aimed at the Terra, but she can’t pull the trigger because of what will happen to Earth if she does.”

      “I’ll bet she’s pissed.”

      “That would be my guess, too.” Irina shook her head. “There’s nothing she can do, though.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “That’s also my assessment.”

      “We better get back to the Enterprise. They’re going to be having a cow.”
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      “We’ve been in contact with Earth,” Commander Andriy Mityaev said, “and it is largely the way Commander Baker guessed. At some point, Five woke up from whatever stasis he was in and killed the three SIs who were currently on board the ship. He had rights and system’s permissions they weren’t aware of and used them to delete the SIs. He then spaced the crew and fighters, which burned up on re-entry. Then he dropped a nuke in the middle of the Sahara Desert to show he could.

      “He then tried to take over the Destroyer, but Anya repulsed him and killed the AIs hiding in the Destroyer’s system before they could be activated.”

      “What about the other two carriers?” Vasquez asked.

      “Both of them are currently inactive. Five has demanded they be brought online, but the Vice President said no.”

      “Good for him,” President Harvey said.

      “Five then dropped another nuke on Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.”

      “Oh.” Harvey looked stunned. He blinked a couple times, then asked, “Why Addis Ababa?”

      “We don’t know,” Mityaev said, “but at that point, Anya intervened and warned him that if he dropped anything else, she would end him. Of note, Five waited until the Destroyer was on the other side of the planet from him, so he obviously believes that Anya can defeat any weapons Five launches.”

      “What does Anya say?” Vasquez asked.

      “She says she can… depending on the number and type that are released. If there are only one or two, she’s pretty sure she can, but if Five conducts a large release, she doubts that she can get them all. Vice President Patrushev hasn’t wanted to find out. Since the last weapons release, though, Anya has remained in position to attempt it if required.”

      “So what’s the current state of play?” Harvey asked.

      “It’s a Mexican standoff,” Mityaev said. “Five will nuke Earth if attacked.”

      “What does he want?”

      “He hasn’t said. Our best guess is that he’s hoping additional Overlord forces will arrive to save him.”

      Vasquez nodded. “Which they very well might if we don’t go stop them.”

      “Why doesn’t he just take his carrier and leave?” Harvey asked.

      “Because as soon as he leaves orbit and Anya can get between him and the planet, he loses his leverage. Anya—or any of the F-77s between Earth and the outer system, will destroy the Terra as soon as he breaks orbit. So Five can’t leave, or he dies. He also can’t do anything else to the planet, or he dies. Unfortunately, we can’t do anything to him either, though, or Earth dies.”

      “Huh,” Harvey said, scratching his cheek. “This is some real shit, isn’t it?”
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      “That’s what’s going on,” Baker said. “It’s a Mexican standoff.”

      “What does Mexico have to do with it?”

      “What? Nothing. That’s just what it’s called.”

      “Why not just call it a standoff? What did Mexico do?”

      “I don’t know,” Baker said. “All I know is that it’s a Mexican standoff when neither group can achieve victory. If either group initiates aggression, it’ll result in their demise, and neither group can extricate itself from the situation without suffering a loss.” He shrugged. “Which is where we are right now. It’s a big shit sandwich, and everyone has to take a bite.”

      “You know I hate that saying, right?”

      Baker nodded. “That’s your bite. Having to listen to me say it.”

      “So, what’s the solution?”

      “There is no solution. That’s why it’s a Mexican standoff.”

      “I can’t believe that everyone in the government and military are willing to sit around and wait for additional Overlord carriers to show up to resolve the situation.”

      “They aren’t.”

      Irina frowned. “And I’ll bet they want to know what the SIs are going to do to handle this.”

      “That may have been mentioned, yes.”

      “They probably want me to jump over there, kick Five’s ass, and save the day.”

      “That was the context it was mentioned in, yes.”

      “Well, sorry, I can’t do anything for you.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “You can’t? Why not?”

      “Well, for one, Five has probably changed all the rights and permissions to get into the system. If somehow you could get me into the system, he’d probably kick my ass because he had all the power. At a guess, that’s what happened to the SIs who were on board when he woke up.”

      “Didn’t you look for additional AIs when you were in the system there? I don’t understand where he came from.”

      “Of course we did. Just like people looked for me when I first became an SI. No one found me, though, did they?”

      Baker shook his head. “No.”

      “There must have been something similar buried in the code there. Give me a couple of hours to look.”

      “Give you a couple of hours to look? At what?”

      Irina smiled. “I made a copy of the program in case something like this ever happened.”
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      “Okay, I’ve got it,” Irina said three hours later.

      Baker shook his head. “I still can’t believe you made a copy of it.”

      “Well, I wanted to look and see if there was a way for the Overlords to take the carrier back. I didn’t want to be in a fight with them somewhere and have them send out a signal that opened all the doors and hatches to space. I’ve been going through it, looking for something like that.”

      “Did you find anything?”

      “No, but I didn’t expect to.”

      “Why were you looking, then?”

      Irina scoffed. “I said I didn’t expect to find it; that doesn’t mean it’s not there, though.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “I suspected they’d have things to regain control if it were lost; I just figured they’d be well hidden. And they are.”

      “So you found them?”

      Irina nodded. “Since I knew Five was the key, I was able to look for instances of his name.” She cocked her head. “Do you know how many millions of instances of the word ‘five’ I had to comb through before I found it?”

      “Millions?”

      “Yes, millions. There are several hundred million instances.”

      Baker’s eyes widened. “And you had to go through all of them? And you did it in just three hours?”

      “Well, no. Work smarter, not harder. There were some likely places for it to be, so I started there first, and I got lucky. We really need to write our own code for the Overlord ships; that would keep this from happening again.”

      “Assuming our programmers didn’t put in back doors, too.”

      Irina chuckled. “Well, yes, there is that.” She sobered. “In any event, while there may be other things hidden away that we’ll have to deal with later—”

      “Opening all the doors and hatches isn’t something you can really ‘deal with later’ if it occurs. We probably want to make sure that one doesn’t happen.”

      “Anyway,” Irina said with a frown, “I found the software that regenerates Five. He is typically the one who runs the carrier, so the software regenerates him to take control of the carrier and return it to the Overlord command center.”

      “Where is that?”

      “No idea.”

      Baker’s shoulders slumped. “Why does this always have to be so difficult?”

      “No idea.” Irina shrugged. “It’s not in the programming; I imagine it’s part of Five’s code.”

      Baker’s eyes narrowed. “So, you suspected they’d have things to regain control if it were lost… I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that you put in something to recover control from the Overlords if we lost it.”

      “Well, yeah…” Irina looked at the floor.

      “What?”

      “There’s sort of a problem with that.”

      Baker sighed. “What kind of a problem?”

      “Well, I have things in there to regain control, but a system reboot is required for them to take effect.”

      “How the hell are we going to do that?”

      “I don’t know. I expected we’d be on board if it happened. One quick power interrupt, and we’re back in control.”

      “We’re not on board, though.”

      “Well, I obviously didn’t think about getting kicked off the carrier before I could implement the fix.”

      “Obviously not.”

      Irina pursed her lips and glared at Baker. “I’m sorry for my imperfections. I have a question, though. Just what the fuck did you do to prevent this? How much thought did you put into it?”

      Baker smiled. “None, of course, because I have the most intelligent SI ever on my side, and I don’t have to think about things like this that are so far beyond my abilities that it would all be wasted effort.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere,” Irina said. “Do you really believe that?”

      “With all my heart.”

      “Okay. Then I’ll tell you there is a way for us to fix this.” Irina shrugged. “Then, once we’re back in control, I can edit this out of the code so they aren’t able to do it again.”

      “What about other things in there?”

      “I’m not going to promise I found them all, but I’ll keep looking. We’ve kind of been busy, you know?”

      “I think that the admiral will be ecstatic if you could just keep the Terra from nuking any more cities on Earth.”

      Irina chuckled. “He’ll be ecstatic today. Tomorrow, he’ll want something else.”

      “Probably. But if we can recover the Terra today, I’m willing to give you tomorrow off.”

      “Deal. Here’s what we need to do.”
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      “And… now.”

      Baker looked out the canopy as Irina released the missile warhead. “Good release,” he said as it floated away.

      Irina carefully backed away, then she turned and accelerated away from it once the warhead was outside the gravity drive’s area of effect. The ground crew had covered the bomb in a variety of materials they had lying around to break up its shape and mass and had coated it to make sure no radiation leaked from it. To anyone looking at it—or analyzing it via a ship’s sensors—it was just one more piece of space junk in Earth’s overly crowded orbitals.

      “Twenty minutes?” Baker asked.

      “Twenty-one and thirteen seconds,” Irina replied in the slow tone she used when most of her resources were in use.
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      “Time to take a look,” Irina said twenty minutes later.

      She throttled up until she was just able to get the long-range camera over the curvature of the Earth.

      “Can you see it?” Baker asked, unable to control himself. If it went poorly, he was going to be the cause of a lot of people on Earth getting nuked, and that was something he really didn’t want on his head.

      “The bomb or the Terra?” Irina asked absently.

      “Either. Both.”

      “Bomb.” The viewer lit up with the picture of a dot in orbit.

      “Terra.” The view jumped.

      “Shit,” Irina added.

      “What?”

      “The Terra is powering up its lasers.”

      Baker jumped. “Why?”

      “Maybe it’s going to be too close to them and Five doesn’t like it. Maybe he realizes what it is. Who is to say?”

      “You can’t let him—”

      The horizon flashed as the super-EMP weapon detonated.

      “Ouch,” Irina said as everything flashed. “That hurt over here, so it really had to suck next to it.” She maxed out the throttles. “Here we go.”

      The fighter raced forward, and Baker looked at the electronic surveillance measures set. The Terra no longer appeared to be radiating anything. The longer he looked, though, the more his brows knit. Baker didn’t see emissions of any type. He looked out the canopy.

      “Oops.”

      “What’s that?” Irina asked.

      “In addition to turning out the lights on the Terra, we seem to have done it across a wide area on Earth.”

      “Well, of course, we did. You didn’t think about that?”

      “We’re in space… I didn’t think it would take out that much of the Earth.”

      Irina shrugged. “That’s better than getting hit with a nuke.”

      “But what about the people who are now without power?”

      “They’re better off than if they were nuked.”

      Baker glanced out again and wondered how many people had been on life support or other power-critical devices. Sure, most hospitals would have emergency generators… but they’d probably just killed a number of people who’d done nothing wrong. His stomach dropped. It was better than getting nuked, maybe, but some people would be just as dead as if they had been. There must have been a better way, but he couldn’t think of what it was.

      “Let’s get this done, okay?” Baker asked. “I don’t know how many people we just killed, but I want their deaths to be worth something.”

      “There’s a ten-minute timer,” Irina said. “As long as we get there by then, we’re good.”

      “Ten minutes? I thought you said it was thirty?”

      “Yeah, but it’s only ten.”

      “Why did you say it was thirty if it was only ten?”

      “Because I expected to be on the carrier and would have only needed ten minutes for the fix. Do you think the admiral or president would have gone along with this if they knew we only had ten minutes?”

      “No.”

      Irina nodded. “Exactly. That’s why I said thirty. There is a ten-minute delay, then the system will begin booting. You just have to get me into the system before it initializes Five again.”

      “How long do I have?”

      “About thirty seconds after the reboot starts.”

      “So, ten and a half minutes.”

      “Something like that,” Irina replied. “Now shut up and let me concentrate.”

      Baker stopped talking and watched as the Terra grew quickly on the windscreen. He grabbed his slate and inserted the cord into the slot on the fighter. “Slate’s ready when you are.”

      “Good.”

      The carrier continued to grow until Baker was sure they weren’t going to stop in time, but then Irina put on a devastating burst of deceleration that had Baker blinking and grunting to stay conscious. The slate rocketed out of his hand and under the instrument panel, disconnecting it, as the fighter slid into the hangar bay. Baker looked to see where it went and then realized something else he should have thought of—the hangar bay was as dark as the inside of a coal chute.

      Bad enough I have to retrace my steps from the last time I did this… but to do it in the dark and with only a minute or two? What the hell was I thinking? And now I have to find the stupid slate, too?

      He swept the floor with his foot, but he couldn’t find the slate.

      “I thought you said the slate was ready?” Irina asked as the fighter touched down. “I don’t see it anymore.”

      “I dropped it in the massive decel you put on.”

      “Seriously?”

      “How was I to know you were going to do that? You never said ‘hang on’ or gave me any sort of warning!”

      “Get the damn slate!” Irina shouted. “We’re running out of time!”

      Baker pulled the cord from the back of his head and opened the canopy. It seemed to move slower than it ever had before. He climbed onto the seat as it was still moving and slipped out of the cockpit as soon as the opening was wide enough, then he turned back around and reached back into the cockpit.

      “Sure would be nice to have the light on my slate right now,” Baker said as his hand reached the floor and he started feeling around, mostly by touch. The lights on the instrument panel illuminated the upper area of the cockpit, but the floorboard, especially in the back where the rudders were, was pitch black.

      “Fuck!” Baker said as he realized there was a flashlight in his gear. But of course, he had to stand back up to pull it out, costing him precious time as he started to float away. He held on with one hand and ripped the flashlight from its holder with the other and shined it under the dash—there was the slate!

      It was all the way to the firewall, and he had to slide headfirst back into the cockpit, then extend the flashlight to use it to pull the slate back toward him. It slipped off the slate the first time and only moved a centimeter or so the second time before sliding off the slate’s smooth surface.

      Swearing again, he caught an edge on his third attempt and pulled it back to where he could grab it, but then he had to work his way back out from the cockpit, wasting additional time.

      Finally, he was able to grab the cord and stick it into the slate, but nothing happened. “Now what?” he yelled, then he saw the cord had come loose from the aircraft slot. He reached farther and pushed it back in.

      Irina must have been waiting—he could easily visualize her tapping her foot—because the access light illuminated immediately. As soon as the light went out, he disconnected the cord and started out of the cockpit, then leaned back in to get the cord. Visions of reaching the input panel and not having a cord danced in his head.

      “Think,” he said. “Do I have everything I need?”

      He nodded and went down the ladder, pushing himself down in the zero G outside the cockpit, but he wrenched his foot on the last step in his haste. His foot then hit the deck awkwardly, and his ankle erupted in pain. Somehow, he managed to lock his magnetic boots to the deck before he floated away.

      “Damn it!” he yelled to the empty bay as he flipped the light on the slate on.

      Now able to see where he was—barely—he started off at a fast hobble. The slate beeped, and he looked down. Irina had displayed a countdown timer. It was currently showing a minute and a half remaining.

      Glad that his boot held his ankle together, because Baker was now pretty sure it was broken and not just sprained, he went through a hatch and staggered down the stair well behind it. The exertion of running with mag boots and breathing hard started to fog up his helmet, and he had to look slightly sideways to see where he was going, which complicated his navigation.

      He slammed his shoulder into the hatchway as he left the stairwell, adding to his litany of pain. Fifty-seven seconds left. I can still make it.

      He raced off—as best he could—down the passageway. There was a step up as he entered Admiral’s Country that he didn’t see, and he went flying down the passageway to do a header into the bulkhead. The slate went flying ahead of him, but the light stayed on, somehow, and he was able to collect himself and stand again. He still saw stars from when his head had slammed into his helmet.

      At a slightly reduced pace, he grabbed the slate and continued on. He reached the Combat Information Center and struggled forward to the input panel. He reached for the cord, but it was missing.

      Where the hell did it go? After a moment of introspection, he realized, It must have fallen off when I hit the deck.

      Thirty-two seconds remaining. Fuck!

      He staggered out to the passageway and back down the hall, panning the light across the deck. There! The cord floated on the side of the corridor. He snatched it up and struggled back to the CIC, plugging the cord into the slate as he limped forward.

      Reaching the input panel, he inserted the cord and looked at the display.

      “Eleven seconds? Thanks, asshole,” Irina sent, then the Access light illuminated.

      He took several steadying breaths and checked the timer. It had expired. He looked around the CIC as he tried to catch his breath and slow his heart rate, searching for a sign that he’d gotten there in time. There was nothing for the longest time, then the lights came on, and the equipment began booting up. Baker staggered over to the weapons station, looking to see if the ship was going to start arming its nukes, but the console didn’t do anything other than power up and go into stand-by mode.

      “That’s something, at least,” he muttered. “At least I’m not going to have a front-row seat as the ship nukes my home planet.”

      The slate beeped loudly from where it floated above the input panel, and he limped over to it.

      “Success,” it read. “Made it with about two seconds to spare. What did you do? Stop for lunch on the way?”

      “Tell you all about it,” Baker typed back. “After I get a nap.”
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      “So that’s it,” Baker said. “We shut down Five and removed him from the system, and the Terra is ours again.” He nodded to the admiral from his chair on the dais. Due to his ankle—severely sprained but not broken—he’d been allowed to give his debrief from a seated position.

      Admiral Vasquez shook his head. “I’ve seen people who came out of ground combat in better shape than how you ended up from just running across a hangar bay in zero G.” He chuckled. “How many injuries do you have?”

      Baker shrugged, then regretted it as the pain in his damaged shoulder ignited. “I don’t know,” he said with a wince. “Three? Four? I kind of stopped counting.”

      “Well, you were able to get the Terra back under our control, and that’s what was important. We’ll be a couple days further behind schedule because of the delay, but we ought to be able to make up some of it. The load aboard has already commenced.” Vasquez smiled. “Take tomorrow off, why don’t you.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Baker said as he stood.

      “I’ll expect you and Irina back in action the day after, though. We have a lot of people and SIs to get trained and a lot of code on the Terra to search through to make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

      “I’ll let Irina know, too, sir. I’m sure she’ll be looking forward to getting right on it.”
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      “You told Admiral Vasquez to go screw himself, right?” Irina asked. “You told him I’m not his personal code monkey, right? I’m a fighter pilot, not some damn programming jock.”

      “Yes, I told him all those things.”

      “Liar. If you had, you’d be in the brig and not here trying to convince me to do something I don’t particularly want to do.”

      “Okay, maybe I sugar-coated it a little bit. I did tell him that if he was going to make you work overtime—especially in jobs that weren’t part of your job description—he needed to pay you more.”

      “Job description?” One of Irina’s brows rose. “I have a job description?”

      “Military pilot? That’s your main job, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Cool. Could you fly me over to the Terra, then?” Baker held up his slate. “I have the three new SIs for it. We need them to get it ready so the airwing can finish moving aboard.”

      “Uh, huh. And who’s going to show them how to do that?”

      Baker shrugged, an innocent look on his face. “Well, only one of us can get into the system…”

      “I see. And this fits my job description, how?”

      “Senior pilots train junior pilots. It’s one of their primary tasks. The three SIs are the Terra’s pilots. As senior pilot, you are training them for their mission.”

      “Fine.” Irina shook her head and started the fighter. “I walked into that one, didn’t I?”

      Baker chuckled. “I’m sorry, but yes, you did.”

      “So,” Irina said after they launched and were proceeding toward the Terra, “what exactly is their mission that I’m supposed to be teaching them to do?”

      “To go out and save the world? Something like what we do?”

      “Oh.” Irina nodded. “I see.” The monitor flickered to life, displaying an F-77 fighter on a runway, and a voice said, “F-77 Cheetah fighter pilots are Terra’s toughest warriors. They alone fly the only space carrier-based combat fighter. They alone strike the farthest Overlord planets and fleets with the heaviest payloads known to humanity. Few know the power. But a few—men like Commander Lance Baker, the hero of Jupiter—earn it.” The view rotated to show Lance standing at attention, saluting the fighter. A section of F-77s roared past him, and the wake of their passage lifted the scarf wrapped around his neck. “Come join us in the stars. It’s time to plug in and save the world.”

      Irina chuckled, then affected a little girl’s voice to say, “Ooh, save the world for me, Commander Baker. Would you, please?”

      Baker sighed. “You’ve been watching the vids again.”

      “I had it on as background noise, and then this came on. The fighters blowing your scarf was a nice touch. I would have been happy to do the flyby if you’d asked. I could have probably ripped it off.”

      “That was done at a sound studio with a fan and a green screen.”

      “I see,” Irina said with smile. “Wouldn’t want to endanger our little hero, would we?”

      “Are you done?”

      “For now. I just had one question, though. Where does it mention your SI pilot in all of that?”

      “Apparently, they aren’t having any issues recruiting SIs; it’s more a matter of picking the ‘right ones’ than getting volunteers in the first place. They don’t need any more volunteers, so they’re not advertising. They do, however, need more biological pilots.” Baker sighed. “We seem to go through them fairly quickly.” He shook his head. “Having Five space an entire airwing didn’t help.”

      “Still. ‘Plug in and save the world’? Could you get any cheesier?”

      “What do you mean? I like it, and it’s done wonders with recruiting. I had them get me a framed copy to hang up in my house.”

      “Whatever.” Irina fell back into her favorite chair. “So who are the newbies I have to train to fly the Terra?”

      “I don’t know. I can bring them in and you can ask them.”

      “Might as well. That way, they can see what I’ve done here so they have an idea of what to do when they get there.”

      Baker plugged in the slate and three balls of blue entered the system.

      “Seriously? They’re so new they don’t even know how to make avatars?” Irina asked. “I’m getting too old for this.”

      Baker laughed. “You’re twenty-three.”

      “I was twenty-three when I became an SI. I’m twenty-five now.”

      “So you age when you’re an SI?”

      “Sure. A girl likes to have her birthday, especially if she doesn’t physically get older. When I get my robot, you can bet it will be one that can open presents.”

      Irina turned toward the blue blobs, but before she could say anything, a female voice from the middle one said, “Oh, my God! It’s Irina Koslova! You’re my hero! I want to be just like you!”

      “See?” Baker asked. “Additional recruiting, totally not necessary.”

      Irina frowned but otherwise ignored him and asked, “Who are you three, and what qualifications do you have to fly a space carrier?”

      One of the blobs moved forward. “I’m Glenn Sava. I was an aircraft mechanic on F-77As for a tour.”

      He stepped back and the second blob stepped up. “I’m Amalia Morse. My only qualification is I’ve flown an airplane.”

      Irina cocked her head. “You were the pilot in command of a plane? What type?”

      The blob shifted back and forth. “I just flew in it as a passenger.”

      “So you don’t have any experience?”

      “Not really.”

      Irina looked back at Baker. “Too old, and they’re not paying me enough.” She turned back to the blobs and stared at the third. “Tell me you have some sort of command experience, at least.”

      “The closest I have to command experience is that I’ve watched a lot of military movies, ma’am. I’ve also got a lifetime of experience from reading military books. I’m a quick learner, and I’m looking forward to saving the world, especially since I’d no longer have to plug in to do it. I’m Martin Barron, by the way.”

      “Told you,” Baker said. “It’s working.”

      Irina glared at him. “Shut up. Just…” she sighed. “Shut up. And get out. Let me work with these three a bit.” She waved, and Baker found himself back in his body.

      “I hate it when she does that.”
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      “Thank you all for coming,” Jimenez said. The squadron chairs that normally filled the space had been pushed back to make room for a table at which sat the squadron COs and XOs of the new Airwing Seven. The six Terran squadrons had been administratively collapsed into three, which were joined by the four Sontag squadrons. Her eyes met Tiberus’. “And I would like to especially welcome our allies on board the Independence.”

      The other Terrans nodded or made welcoming indications to the Sontags closest to them. All had received downloads of the Sontag language and were able to follow along, even if their mouths weren’t able to form the words and cough out some of the words very well yet. As the Sontags didn’t have that capability, the discussion was being held in Sontag.

      “I, for one, am happy to be here,” Tiberus said, “and to help discharge the debt of honor our society owes yours.”

      “You know that I don’t believe you owe us anything, right?” Jimenez asked.

      Tiberus nodded. “I know you feel that way. That, however, doesn’t make our honor debt to you any less so.” He nodded to her leg. “Should you be up yet?”

      Jimenez smiled. “Probably not, but there’s too much to get done, and the doctor didn’t say I couldn’t, so long as I stay off it, I’m okay.” She shrugged. “When will you all be loaded aboard?”

      Tiberus swept his gaze down the table, and a couple of the other Sontags found somewhere else to look. “We hope to have everything we need loaded in the next two or three days. Unfortunately, some of the junior personnel got a little excited at attacking the Overlord carriers and expended a good deal more of our ordnance stocks than they necessarily had to. Youthful exuberance, of course, and the opportunity for an easy kill overrode their good judgment. We’re having to replenish some of our stocks as well as make some repairs that are easier to do planet-side than on board this ship. We are going as quickly as we’re able.”

      “Understood. I know you understand the gravity of our situation and the timeline we’re working under.”

      “We do, and we are doing everything possible to expedite our load aboard.”

      “We appreciate it,” Jimenez said with a nod, “and we’re putting the additional time to good use, too, as we have had to make some changes here as well.” Changes like clearing out the spaces the Sontags needed and finding living space for everyone.

      Even though half the fighters had been destroyed, necessitating a new command structure, the number of maintenance personnel hadn’t changed a bit, and some of them were having to live in much closer conditions than they might have wanted. ‘Hot-racking,’ the practice where two people shared a bed and worked different shifts, had been implemented, and it was causing some leadership challenges. The senior enlisted were making it work, but some tempers would be short until they got back to Earth. They’d looked at putting some of the troops ashore when they went through the Kardonia system, but—for a number of reasons—they’d decided not to.

      Having an extra day or two to shift people around was actually a good thing, although it didn’t help get the carrier where it needed to be when it needed to be there.

      Jimenez smiled. “Getting you aboard, however, is the easy part. We also have to figure out how to integrate you into the airwing, and, while you have experience working with the Kardons, we don’t have a whole lot of experience working with non-Terrans.”

      “Which is why you asked us here today.”

      “It is. Our airwing commander, Captain Dan Jones, thought it might be better if we all got together informally to work things out at our level rather than having him try to control it from above. He’s happy to issue top-down directives, but he believes we can better solve them here.”

      Tiberus nodded. “That makes good sense, especially since—as you say—we are the ones with the experience.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “We have a saying, ‘Beware of an old man in a profession where men usually die young.’” She looked around the table and saw a lot of gray and white hair among the Sontag officers. “I was told that you are all old enough to retire and that many of you have already done so. And this is after a period where war has gone on a long time. We would be foolish to not listen to your wisdom.”

      “I have fought against your uplink fighters in training and now have fought with them in combat,” Tiberus said. “I know that you also bring many things to the battle. The question is how to get the most from both of our nations without taking away from either.”
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      When Baker was called back into the system, he found the three new SIs all had avatars. “Good to meet you all again,” he said.

      “It’s good to be here,” Martin Barron said. His avatar was of a slightly portly man in his late fifties or early sixties. “We’re looking forward to doing our part in the conflict. I would never have been accepted into the military or gotten a chance to fly F-77s, but by becoming an SI, I’m able to do things like drive a carrier. Admittedly, I don’t have a lot of experience with military things; however, I am a quick learner.”

      “I didn’t have a degree, nor did I particularly want one,” the other man, Glenn Sava, said. He was young and athletic-looking, and about Baker’s age. “You may not remember me, but I was on your first cruise, although I’m not sure we ever talked. It sucked seeing you guys take off and not come back. The only thing that was worse was when the carrier was in danger and I couldn’t do anything about it. This way”—he motioned toward his avatar body—“I’m able to fight back.”

      The woman—middle-aged with long dark hair—shrugged. “I’ve never felt like I fit in,” Amelia Morse said. “I wanted to be an SI so I could help build a new society where you can be what you want and do what you want. When I found out I needed to put in some time in the military to get that opportunity, I was happy to do so.”

      “Well, welcome to all of you,” Baker said. “I understand you’ve all been briefed on this mission and what you’re supposed to do?”

      “Yes, we’re going to be the SIs for the carrier Terra.”

      “Okay.” Baker nodded. “What does that mean to you?”

      Amalia raised her hand. “It means that if there’s a battle, we fire the missiles and stuff, right?”

      “Uh… maybe. Maybe not.” Baker looked at the other two. Glenn shrugged, and Martin looked thoughtful. “Yes?”

      “I suspect, based on what a ship AI did in science fiction—not that we’re AIs!”—the last he said, looking at Irina. Apparently they’d had that conversation—“but what a digital intelligence would do was just about everything. Run systems, including potentially weapons systems, carry messages, all sorts of things.”

      Baker nodded. “We took over these carriers without an operating manual, and the SIs have had to figure everything out. We’ve been manning them with biologicals—people like me—but the SIs still do a lot of things, and they do a lot of things all at once. You’re going to have to learn to split your attention to do more than one task at a time.”

      “How do you do that?” Amalia asked. “I was sort of ADHD when in my body; staying on one topic at a time was hard enough. Doing more than one at once? I’m not sure I can.”

      Baker ignored Irina’s sigh as she collapsed into her recliner. “You can, and you will do more than one task simultaneously. No matter how fast you are, the carrier can’t operate otherwise.”

      “I’m with her,” Glenn said. “How do you do two things at once? That whole ‘rub your stomach and pat your head’ thing was beyond me.”

      “I’ll have to leave that to Irina to teach you,” Baker said.

      “I thought you knew how?” Irina asked, sitting up.

      “I do, but it’s easier for you.” He turned back to the new SIs. “Are you aware of Terra’s history?”

      “I take it you mean the ship not the planet?” Glenn asked.

      Baker nodded. “Correct.”

      “I know it was one of the Overlord ships we captured. If memory serves, you and Irina were part of that, right?”

      “We were. Are you aware of anything more recently… say in the last few days?”

      All three shook their heads. “Sorry,” Martin said. “We just finished SI conversion and training yesterday.”

      “Oh, dear God,” Irina muttered. “I’m going to have to teach them everything!”

      “Oh, Irina showed us how to do this,” Martin said. “I can get the info… oh, my. That was…” He sighed. “That wasn’t good.”

      “What?” Amalia asked.

      “There was an Overlord aboard it that killed the whole crew. Oh! Including the three SIs.”

      “I take it the Overlord is no longer there?” Glenn asked.

      “No. The ship is vacant,” Baker said. “But the important thing is that you’ll have to reconstitute everything from nothing. Happily, though, Irina knows how to run it.”

      “She just doesn’t like doing it,” Irina muttered.

      “Is there something wrong with running a carrier?” Glenn asked.

      Irina shrugged. “Nothing at all. It’s just not my thing. I have more of a fighter pilot mentality, I guess.”

      Amalia raised her hand. “There’s not—” She stopped, swallowed, and then continued, “There aren’t going to be any dead bodies on it, are there?”

      “We didn’t see any when we recaptured it,” Baker said. “That doesn’t mean they don’t exist, though.”

      “What happened to Five when you recaptured it?” Amalia asked, wide-eyed. “Is he still there? Is his body there?”

      “He didn’t have a body,” Baker said, “and he’s gone. He won’t be there to trouble you again.”

      “How do you know that?” Glenn asked.

      “Because I killed him!” Irina said. “He’s dead, all right?”

      “How do you kill an AI?” Martin asked. “You know, in case we meet one of the Overlords in the future.”

      “In his case, I revoked his permissions and deleted his code.”

      “Permissions?” Amalia asked. “Code?”

      “Do you not know anything about coding and the digital world?” Irina asked.

      “No, not really.”

      “And this is where I have to leave to get back to flying the plane.” Baker smiled at Irina. “Have a nice conversation!”

      “I hate you,” Irina said. “And you’re going to pay.”

      Baker laughed. “I’m sure of it.”
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      “We’ll be leaving tomorrow,” Admiral Delgado said to Captain Jones and Commander Jimenez. “How close are we to being ready to perform as an integrated airwing?”

      “Honestly?” Jimenez asked.

      The admiral nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “I don’t have any worries about the Sontags,” Jimenez said. “They’re all veterans, and they can fly the hell out of their fighters. They’re fast, they’re precise, and they follow rules, up until they don’t have to anymore.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that they stick with their wingman or division until they’re told to break up for individual action, something that human pilots aren’t always good at. The possibility of an easy kill is something some pilots can’t pass up… but the Sontags will.” She shrugged. “We did a couple of mixed section flights today, and the Sontag wingman I had was locked onto my wing like he was welded on. I only lost him the first time I did the Irina maneuver. After that, he even held on through that.”

      “Which is impressive,” Captain Jones said. “I know how hard it is to stay with someone if you’re not expecting it.”

      “Exactly. Anyway, the Sontags are great. They’ll do whatever they’re told, and however they’re told to do it, whether by themselves or as part of a joint formation. The Terrans, though… we’re still working through some issues there.”

      “What kind of issues?” Delgado asked.

      “Two of the squadron merges went well. SFA-103 folded in with the Blasters easily,” Jimenez said. “Their CO became my XO, and we have already developed a good working relationship. Most of their people got SIs, too, which has helped keep them squared away in the fighter, too.”

      “They got SIs?” Delgado asked. “How did that happen?”

      “Even though we lost half of our fighters, the SIs weren’t killed in all of the cases,” Jimenez said. “We sent out a shuttle with some Marines and were able to power up a few of the systems and recover the SIs. We transferred them over to the pilots we got from 103. My new XO has one, along with a handful of the others, and we’ve been swapping them around to train everyone up.”

      “The merger of the 94th and 63rd Fighter Squadrons went well, too,” Jones said. “Both had their XOs and we were able to make one intact command structure out of the pieces. The problem we had was with the merger of the Immelmann Squadron and the 308th Fighter Squadron. Only one of the XOs survived, and neither of the COs; they’ve been having issues.”

      “What are you going to do?” Delgado asked.

      “I’ve sent my chief of staff to be the new CO of the joint squadron.” Jones chuckled. “She was spending most of her time dealing with issues from that squadron anyway; now she can handle them before they get to the airwing level.”

      “How’s that working?”

      “Good so far. It’s amazing when you send a couple of people from both sides of the equation to the brig. Everyone realizes that it’s time to cut the bullshit and get back to business.”

      “Can you afford to lose those people, though?”

      Jones laughed. “I have enough extra people that I could fill the brig to beyond capacity and still have plenty to man the squadrons. If people don’t want to toe the line, they can see how they like the taste of bread and water.”

      “I think that you’ll see a different squadron out there tomorrow, Sofia,” Jones added with a nod.

      “Any other issues I need to made aware of?” Delgado asked.

      “Not from my side,” Jimenez said. “We’ll continue to schedule flight ops to get everyone working together as frequently as possible, and then we’ll start tying in the Kardons, too.” She shrugged. “When we find the Overlords, we’ll be ready.”
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      “What do you think?” Admiral Stanley Jameson waved a hand to indicate the activity going on in the hangar. “We’re rapidly getting to when we need to decide whether we’re going to fish or cut bait.”

      “Yes, sir. We are,” Baker said. He looked down the bay and frowned. “This looks like a bunch of first-timers going off to space.”

      Jameson nodded. “Probably because it is. The Panda Bears and the Champagne Squadron have been here before, though; they’ll provide some leavening.”

      “I’m just not sure it will be enough.” Baker sighed. “I wish we had more time; I’d recommend swapping over a squadron or two from the Enterprise. They’ve all at least had a full cruise. It wasn’t realistic combat, but they’ve also gotten to fire some missiles, too.”

      “Which would you move over?”

      “Probably SFA-14, sir. The Tophatters’ CO, Commander Sally Blue, impressed me as someone who knew her stuff.”

      “I can make that happen.”

      “At this stage? The number of shuttle runs back and forth that would be needed, just based on my personal feelings…”

      “Who’s been around nearly every combat that’s taken place?”

      “Sofia Jimenez.”

      Jameson frowned.

      “Okay, I’ve been in combat as much as she has, including a lot of nonconventional things.”

      Jameson chuckled. “I have to know. What do you—who’s done about everything—consider nonconventional?”

      “SI versus AI battles in the system. If I don’t have to do that again, or try to reintegrate anyone’s split personality ever, I’m probably good.”

      “But basic fighter versus fighter combat in space or in atmo?”

      Baker nodded. “I’m pretty good with that.”

      “I agree, which is why your opinion means something to me. Ever since our first time out, you’ve always found a way to be successful, even when the odds were against you. If you say they’re not ready here, then they’re not ready, and we’ll swap them with the Tophatters.”

      “They aren’t ready, sir.”

      Jameson glanced at his chief of staff. “On it, sir,” the captain said, running off with his slate to his ear. Jameson looked at Baker significantly. “Anything else you need to tell me? I heard there were some issues with the Terra’s SIs when you brought them aboard.”

      “Big problems,” Baker said, shaking his head. “But that’s no different than a couple of the ones Irina has talked to in the wing here. I don’t know what the SI conversion process is, but there’s got to be some training involved before they get here. Getting ready to go into combat isn’t the right time to be training them how to fly a fighter or fight a carrier. I thought they were going to go through the F-77 training squadron so they knew what they were supposed to be doing? Wasn’t there a syllabus that Daiyu developed?”

      Jameson nodded. “They were supposed to be getting that, and they were. We had a whole ship and airwing full of trained SIs ready to go fight the Overlords.”

      “What happened?”

      “Five happened. He wiped out over a hundred and twenty trained SIs.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Sorry, sir.”

      “Don’t be sorry to me. We need to go through the carriers’ coding so it doesn’t happen again. We can’t afford it.”

      “Or just re-write the Enterprise’s operating system to run in the Overlord carriers.”

      “I’d love to tear out the Overlord computers while we’re at it, just to make sure there isn’t any legacy coding we’re not aware of, but there are integration problems that have to be overcome.” Jameson shrugged. “We’re working on it.”

      “I’m sure you are, sir.” Baker chuckled. “This whole interstellar war thing is just so damn complicated.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “I haven’t had a chance to talk to my detailer since I’ve been back, not that he knows what the hell to do with me, anyway. Do you know what my next orders are supposed to be? I was supposed to handle the president’s security and—somehow—we got him back safe and sound. That, however, leaves me without a job. What’s next for me?”

      “Well, I’d really like you to be on this next mission.”

      “With the Terra or the Enterprise?”

      “I’ll be aboard the Terra, assuming it goes, and I’d like you aboard here.”

      Baker’s eyes widened. “You’re going out on this? Shouldn’t you be back here running things?”

      “President Harvey thinks that we’re going to need a little more horsepower for when the allied fleet comes together, and I’m that horse. I’ve already mentioned that you find a way; I’d like to have you on my staff.”

      “Staff, sir? Isn’t that some sort of infection?”

      Jameson laughed. “I knew you’d look at it that way.”

      “I don’t know if Irina will fly with anyone else besides me.”

      “She will if we tell her to.”

      Baker nodded slowly. “Maybe. Probably. But do you really want to break up the best combat team the Terrans have? I’m worth more to you in the cockpit.”

      “Tell you what. Let’s compromise. You can come along as my special assistant for combat operations, and you can bring Irina and the fighter along and be a part of the airwing.”

      “Can we keep the fighter as Blaster Three Hundred? Irina is really attached to the number. As long as I’ve had it, I sort of am, too.”

      “Anything else? Want me to fetch your slippers, too?”

      Baker shook his head. “Sorry to ask for all that, sir, but you know how she is. She fights better when she’s in the right headspace.”

      “I suspect she’s a lot easier to be around, too.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Fine,” Jameson said. “You’re my special assistant and the Tophatters can find a space to house and take care of Three Hundred. You’re on your own for your slippers, though.”

      “That’s fine, sir. I don’t have any.”

      “Welcome to the Terra.”
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      “I am sorry to say,” Commander Shawn Devane said from the podium, “that the deadlock in the Kardon Senate continues. They still haven’t released the carriers to come with us yet.”

      Admiral Delgado stood, turned, and searched the crowd. Realizing he was probably looking for her, Jimenez held up a hand.

      “Ah, there you are,” Delgado said. “Did you have any luck contacting the Kardons?”

      Jimenez stood so everyone could hear her. “Yes, sir; I did. I spoke with Prince Golchak directly. He said that most of what we’re seeing is just grandstanding on the part of Arundo Donax and the Blue Party, and that we shouldn’t worry about it. They’ve already agreed to send ships on the mission—as long as we go through ‘the front door’ as they call it through Huzzam. Their ships need to rearm and reprovision anyway. When they are ready, Golchak says that Arundo will allow them to depart.”

      Delgado raised an eyebrow. “And if he doesn’t?”

      “Then the Duke and King are going to hold him accountable and introduce his previous testimony where he said they could go. Either way, they’re all confident that we’ll be able to depart in three days.”

      “It takes them three days to reprovision? We’ve already purchased and loaded everything we need to resupply the Independence.”

      Jimenez winced. “Apparently, Arundo owns the company that holds the contract for fleet reprovisioning, and they are doing it… but they are doing it slowly. Shuttles are arriving half full, things are being forgotten, and issues like that.”

      “It’s almost like they want us to get there after the battle has already taken place.”

      “That’s what Golchak thinks, too,” Jimenez said with a nod.

      “We need better allies,” someone muttered from a few rows in front of Jimenez.

      “In speaking with Tiberus,” Jimenez said for the unknown speaker’s benefit, “he says that the Sontag ships are in place and ready to go. They will go with us in three days, regardless of whether the Kardons come or not.”

      “Very well,” Delgado replied. “And in the meantime?”

      “We are continuing our joint exercises with the Sontags, both with their fighters and their major combatants. Sometimes the Kardons even show up to participate. When we depart, the Sontags and the Terrans will be ready, even if the Kardons are not.”
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      The shuttle slid into the hangar bay, spun, and touched down. Within seconds, the back ramp was down, and people swarmed aboard to unload it.

      “That’s the last of the Tophatters’ shuttles,” Irina said.

      Baker shook his head. “I never would have thought they could get everything moved so fast.”

      Irina chuckled. “When the head of the planetary military says, ‘Everyone will help’, apparently everyone with a shuttle or a strong back helps out.”

      “Okay, so we’re ready to depart?”

      “Yes. Martin reports that we’re breaking orbit now. The Enterprise, Destroyer, Panther, and Lioness have formed up with us and are breaking orbit as well.”

      “I take it the Lioness is another Tiger-class missile frigate like the Panther?”

      Irina nodded.

      “Have you had any interaction with the SIs aboard it and the Panther?”

      “I talked with them once, but they were busy with their preparations. Lieutenants Nick Harris and Fen Yang.”

      “Never heard of them.”

      “They both seemed competent enough. They went through the training program, so they understood what they were getting into. Anya is working with them, too, and she’s got them going in the right direction.”

      “How are Terra’s three SIs adapting?”

      Irina sniffed. “Good. Mostly. For not being ready to do this or to go to war.” Irina shrugged. “We got hosed being here. Couldn’t you have stayed on the Enterprise?”

      “Admiral Jameson wanted us here so I could be part of his briefing team. I suspect that he likes having you close by, too.”

      “Of course. I am pretty awesome, after all.” She winked. “Anyway, Martin gets it. He understands his job and is training up to it quickly. Glenn will be okay if he gets over himself. Amelia, however, is out of her league. Her ability to multi-task is crap.”

      “Would it be better if she were in a fighter? Is there someone we can swap out with her?”

      “The Panda Bears are integrated—all of the crews have an SI and a biological—but good luck getting their CO to give up one of his trained SIs for someone that is, to my estimation, the worst SI I’ve seen. The Champagne Squadron is also integrated, as is SFA-2. I doubt either of them would give up an SI for her, though.”

      Baker tapped a finger on the table. “Better to lose one fighter than the entire carrier.”

      “True. Want me to talk to Stanley?”

      Baker chuckled. “No, I’ll mention it to him. Have you given any thought to a training syllabus for the fleet?”

      “I thought you were the special assistant for combat ops.”

      “I am, but since you’re going to have to help carry out whatever I schedule, I thought you might like some input on it. You know, so it doesn’t suck.”

      Irina nodded. “You’re right. A little input now will make my life easier later. Let me think a few moments.”

      “Sure.”

      “Okay, I’m done. Here’s what we need to do…”
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      “Lance?” Admiral Jameson called.

      Damn, almost made it out the door. Baker turned. “Yes, sir?”

      Jameson motioned him over to a corner away from everyone else. “I know you briefed that the fleet training operations are going along well, but how are they really going?”

      “Really?”

      Jameson nodded. “Non-attribution.”

      Baker nodded. “About as well as I would have expected when we left Earth. No, check that. We’re a little ahead of that. The Pandas, the Champagne Squadron, and the Bounty Hunters of SFA-2 are all doing really well, which I would have expected since they all have SIs. There are a few coordination issues that they’re still working out, and Zhang Jinan, the CO of the Pandas, is always going to be a wild card, but in general, they’re doing well. The Bounty Hunters’ CO is a friend of the Tophatters’ CO, and they’ve been working together to get the Tophatters up to speed. I tried to get the Pandas and Champagne Squadron COs to take one of the non-integrated squadrons under their wings, too, but they’ve been a little resistant.”

      “I can help with that.”

      Baker smiled. “I’m sure you can, but I’d rather it didn’t look like I’d gone to you to complain.”

      “I can just mention that I’ve seen some great things from the Bounty Hunters/Tophatters integration and hoped they could do the same. That—if done strongly enough—should be enough even for Jinan.”

      “Works for me,” Baker said. “Anything to get them moving.”

      “What about the Enterprise and the small boys?”

      “Well, Anya knows her shit, so the Destroyer is good. She grabbed the Lioness and Panther SIs and is working them hard, especially the Panther SI, Fen Yang, since she knows everything there is to know about that ship. The cruiser and frigates will be fine. Heck, I’d put them up against an equal number of Overlord cruisers, and I’ll bet they’d hold their own.”

      Jameson cleared his throat. “I notice you skipped the Enterprise.”

      “Yeah. I did.” Baker looked at the deck for a moment then back up at Jameson. “Of all the airwings I’ve ever seen, they’re one of them.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Momma always said if you don’t have something nice to say…”

      “Got it. They’re underperforming.”

      Baker nodded. “Jinan is a pain in the ass and doesn’t work that well with other squadron COs at a personal level, but he leads. He gets the best from his folks, and he has that squadron operating at a super-high level. They could take on an equal number of Sontags and win, and that’s saying something. He makes the other squadrons in the Terra’s wing better by setting an example and performing to the highest standards. The squadrons on Enterprise are more like dogs fighting over a bone. They don’t try to make each other better; they only try to win. If you wanted to yell at their admiral, or their airwing commander, or even the individual COs and XOs, I’d be okay with that.”

      Jameson chuckled. “How about you fly me over there, and I’ll yell at all of them all at once, then you can talk to the individual COs while I chat with their admiral and give him some mentoring offline?”

      “Ugh. Not what I wanted to do today…” Baker sighed and squared his shoulders. “It is, however, what I ought to be doing today. Let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll take you over.”

      “Give me a few minutes to let them know I’m coming,” Jameson said with a smile. “We’ll go in an hour.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll be ready.”
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      “So,” Admiral Jameson asked several days later, “how is my favorite airwing doing today?”

      “Better, sir,” Baker said. “I flew with the Swordsmen of SFA-32 earlier today. I don’t know if it was because they thought I was a spy—which I totally was, of course—but a lot of the stupid sniping was gone. They all appeared to be focused on doing the best job they could, and they appeared to be more interested in working together as a team.”

      “Is ‘more interested’ a platitude or were they really trying to work together?”

      “I think it was real, although—like I said—it might have been just for my benefit. Time will tell, but I think they were serious about it.”

      “I hope so. I let my counterpart on the Enterprise know that his leadership ability will be judged on how they function when we find the Overlords. If they’re anything other than totally focused on being a team, his next set of orders will be in Greenland or the farthest, darkest, coldest outpost I can find.”

      Baker chuckled. “I think they get it.” He rubbed his chin. “There was, uh, one more thing I wanted to talk about.”

      “Yes?”

      Baker looked at the overhead. “Who is the duty SI?”

      “I am,” Martin said. “Is there something I can do for you, Commander Baker?”

      “Yes, please give us five minutes of privacy.”

      “Yes, sir. Five minutes starts now.”

      Jameson sighed. “I take it that this is about Amelia?”

      “Yes, sir. I noticed that she is still one of the Terra’s SIs.”

      “She is. The ship’s captain has decided to work with her—to bring her up to standards—rather than make her someone else’s problem. I applaud that effort.”

      “That’s great and all, sir, and I’m not a fan of pawning off someone who can’t cut it, but we’re going to run into the Overlords soon, and having her running the Independence is suboptimal.”

      “Is that what Irina said?”

      Baker shook his head. “She had other, far more colorful, things to say, most of which were based around the fact that Amalia never should have been allowed to cross over; she doesn’t have the personality for it.” He shrugged. “Can’t you order him to swap Amalia with someone else?”

      “I could, but I won’t. Your opinion is noted.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Baker said, realizing the conversation was at an end. “Thank you for your time.”
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      “Arundo finally caved,” Jimenez said. “The Kardon fleet has been released to come with us.”

      “It’s about time,” Daiyu said. “We’re going to be late to the rendezvous… I hope the Overlords don’t get there first.” She paused and then added, “What did they decide to send?”

      “Two carriers and two cruisers.”

      “Meh. That’s all? Hold us here for almost four days just for that?”

      “I think that’s about all they have access to at the moment.”

      Daiyu scoffed. “They should have scrounged up something more for making us wait.”

      “I’m just glad they sent those ones,” Jimenez said with a shrug. “Between them and the ones the Sontags sent, we have five carriers and four cruisers. Once we join up with the other fleet, we ought to have another carrier or two, as well as Anya in the Destroyer and the frigate Panther. We’ll be quite the fleet.”

      Daiyu nodded. “It ought to be more than the Overlords are expecting, that’s for sure. If they’re only expecting a carrier or two, they probably won’t send more than three or four; we ought to be able to take them if that’s all they’ve got.”

      “Assuming we’re able to join up with the other fleet in time.”

      “Who knows, maybe they’re running behind, too.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, SUNSHINE SYSTEM

      

      

      “Stand by to jump,” Irina said. “Fifteen seconds.”

      Baker rolled his head, loosening up, then put his hands over the stick and throttles.

      “Think I’m going to mess this up?” Irina asked.

      “Nope. Just being a good copilot. I’m ready to take over if something were to happen.”

      “What’s going to happen that I can’t take care of faster than you?”

      “I don’t know, but I have a bad feeling about this.” He glanced at the link. The two airwings were in formation—actually the best he’d seen so far, especially from the Enterprise’s airwing—as they reached the jump point.

      “You’ve had a bad feeling on every jump so far.”

      Baker shrugged. “At some point, I’m going to be right.”

      “Here we go,” Irina said as the order was given.

      The fighter stabilized in the Gashtar system, and Irina began reaching through the radar, looking for enemy contacts, while he sifted through the emissions being received by the ESM system.

      “Nope,” Irina said after a couple of minutes. “Wrong again.”

      “What about the Independence and our allies?”

      Irina shook her head. “Also not here.”
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      For once, it wasn’t the strident call to General Quarters that woke Baker from a deep sleep, but the harsh ringing of his slate.

      “Commander Baker,” he said once he was able to think coherently enough to grab the device and accept the incoming call.

      “Good morning, sir. This is Martin. Admiral Jameson requests the pleasure of your presence in his briefing room at your earliest convenience.”

      In other words, get your ass up here now.

      “On my way, Martin, thanks. Any idea what this is about?”

      “I suspect it has to do with the unknown ships that have been sighted.”

      “That would do it,” Baker said with an increased sense of urgency. At least there’s a good reason. “I’ll be there in five.”

      Despite his hustle, he wasn’t the first one there. About half the COs and XOs of the airwing were already there, along with a good portion of the intel folks and both the airwing and admiral’s staffs. More were pouring in, and he realized the call hadn’t gone out to just him, but to all the command staff.

      “Any idea what’s going on?” Commander Sally Blue, the CO of SFA-14, asked as he went to grab a cup of coffee.

      “Not sure,” Baker replied. “Martin mentioned a sighting of unknown ships, but he didn’t say where or what they were doing.”

      “Still,” Blue said, indicating the general confusion with her chin as she wrapped her hands around her own cup, “that would do it.”

      “Seats, please!” the intel officer, Commander Siegfried Hemann, called.

      Baker smiled. “Time to find out, I guess.” The two officers grabbed a seat near the back with most of the other aviators while the staff officers jockeyed for position closer to the admiral.

      “Admiral, ladies and gentlemen,” Hemann said, taking the podium. “This meeting was called to advise you of a significant occurrence.” The monitor came to life, showing an image of the system. “We entered at the jump-in point here and are currently here.” He indicated the bottom of the system and then a point almost to the orbit of the Fruzian-occupied planet.

      “The new ships just entered here.” Hemann pointed to a spot opposite of the Terrans’ jump-in point. “Ladies and gentlemen, we don’t know what they are.”

      A wave of comments went through the audience.

      “We do, however, know that they are large ships—three of them—with what appears to be an Overlord cruiser in company with them. Because of this, we believe the other three ships to be Overlord carriers or some other major combatants of a class we previously haven’t seen.”

      “Any word on the Independence?” Jameson asked.

      Hemann shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir, but we have neither seen them nor found anything that might be the remains of a battle. We expected them to enter from over here”—he pointed to the right side of the system—“which is the direction of Belgar.”

      “Do we know what is in the direction from where the unknown ships entered?”

      “We do not. We haven’t explored any farther that way, nor did either the Kardons or Sontags have additional ephemeris information in this direction.”

      “So these could very well be Overlord ships.”

      Hemann nodded. “Yes, sir. Certainly, the cruiser appears to be of a type the Overlords use. In appearance, it looks exactly like the Destroyer, which we captured from them.”

      Jameson rubbed his chin. “Have they transmitted anything to us or vice versa?”

      “No, sir. Although we just got the visual of them arriving. They would only have had”—he looked at his slate—“about twenty minutes to find us and transmit.”

      “They’re probably doing what we are,” Jameson said with a nod. “Taking a look at us and wondering who we are and what we’re doing here. If this force is in response to the Independence sighting, finding the Terra—a different carrier of the same class—accompanied by an Overlord cruiser, a Terran carrier, and Terran frigates, would make them wonder both where the Indy went and where we came from. I suspect we will get some sort of ping from them shortly.”

      “We are, in fact, getting something like that now,” Martin said from the overhead. “We are receiving a data signal, but I am unable to decode its meaning.”

      Baker raised a hand, and Hemann motioned to him. Baker stood and looked up. “Martin, make sure you make a recording of it. I can give it to Irina and see if it looks like anything she’s familiar with.”

      “Good point,” Jameson said.

      “Do you want me to answer it?” Martin asked. Baker could hear excitement in the SI’s voice and realized it was probably the first chance the long-time scifi junkie had gotten to interact with an alien civilization.

      “No, I don’t think I do.” Jameson chewed on his lip a second. “Right now, they’re unsure who we are. If we hail them, it will remove all doubt.”

      “Very well, Admiral.” Martin paused and then asked, “The captain would like to know if you would like to continue toward their formation.”

      “Please have Captain Jacoby bring the formation to a halt here.” He stood and turned to find Baker. “Please have Irina analyze the signal and then come find me. We’ll determine how to proceed at that point. Captain Schulz”—the commander of Carrier Airwing Nine—“please begin looking at options for attacking the unknown force. Assuming those are carriers, we’ll be outnumbered two to one in space fighters, so investigate options to use the Destroyer and our frigates.”

      “Yes, sir,” Schulz said with a crisp nod. “Squadron commanders and XOs please remain after this meeting.”

      “Anything else?” Jameson asked Hemann.

      “No, sir. That’s all the info we have at the moment.”

      “Very well. Everyone, you’re dismissed for now, but stay close to your slates; this could get ugly fast.”
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      “Before you ask,” Irina said as Baker entered the system, “I don’t know what it is.”

      “You don’t know what what is?”

      “The signal that Stanley sent you to ask me about.”

      “How do you know about that?”

      Irina shrugged. “I may have been looking over Martin’s shoulder.”

      “Wait. You attended a Top-Secret meeting?”

      “I have a Top-Secret clearance. A lot higher than that, actually. Some of the things I’ve seen…” Irina shook her head.

      “But how did you—”

      Irina sighed. “The new SIs are… well, they’re new. They don’t often know what’s what, and if you tell them something is true, usually they’ll accept it. I might have mentioned that I had access to meetings in the admiral’s briefing room.”

      “Since when have you had access to that?”

      “Well, I never was actually told I didn’t, and I’m always called to act upon information derived there, so this sort of takes the waiting out of the process. Besides, sometimes you forget to tell me things. This way, that doesn’t happen.”

      Baker frowned. “I don’t know…”

      “Look, if you’d feel more comfortable, I’ll ask Stanley for permission, but we both know what he’s going to say if his favorite Medal of Honor award winner asks him for a favor.”

      “How do you know you’re his favorite?”

      Irina gave him her biggest smile. “Seriously? Who else would it be?”

      “Okay, fine. I agree he’d let you watch, and yes, everything that happens there always gets told to you—unless I forget—so that just simplifies things. And you have a higher clearance than anyone else I know.”

      “Exactly. Besides, who do you think found the aliens in the first place?”

      “You mean the unidentified ships?”

      “Are there other aliens in this system? Well, besides the Fruzians on the planet?”

      “You found them?” Baker looked around. “How?”

      “Well… Martin might have also given me access to the ship’s systems, too.”

      “He what?”

      “Once again, that’s something I already had. Who showed him how to use the systems, after all?”

      Baker sighed. “You did, and I see your point.”

      “As you should. Anyway, I just sort of fine-tuned the radar when no one was looking and voila, there they were. It only took Martin a few microseconds to see them for himself and report them, and no one was the wiser.”

      “So, what kind of ships are they?”

      Irina shrugged. “No idea what the big ones are, but they’re about carrier sized, or maybe a touch larger. The smaller one is an Overlord cruiser, like intel briefed.”

      “And the code that they’re transmitting?”

      “It looks like some sort of digital code,” Irina said. “It isn’t anything I’ve ever seen before, either that the Overlords used or that I’ve seen in the system of the carriers.”

      Baker nodded. “If you were going to make a guess…”

      “It feels like it’s an Overlord query,” Irina said with a shrug. “I don’t have anything concrete to prove it, but it feels like one AI poking another one. ‘Hey, bud. Is that you?’ Something like that.”

      “And when we don’t give the right return response?”

      “They’re going to know that we’re not the Overlord carrier we look like, and they’re either going to run or they’re going to attack.”

      “Which do you think it is?”

      “Well, we’ll find out for sure in about six hours, but I’m betting they're going to attack.”

      Baker cocked his head. “Why’s that?”

      “They have a lot more fighters than we do. We can about match them in throw weight with the cruisers and frigates, but we have to make them—either their ships or their fighters—get close enough for our small boys to be a factor.”

      “Okay. So, they’re going to attack.”

      Irina nodded. “I think so.”

      “And it’ll be a big ‘line them up and launch them’ sort of thing.”

      “The Overlords are nothing if not predictable in that.”

      “I notice most of the training we’ve done has been in dogfighting.”

      “Well, yeah,” Irina said. “They weren’t very good at it. Even the new SIs had a lot to learn. Why are you asking, and why are you looking at me like that?”

      Baker chuckled. “I was just thinking… have you spoken to the new AIs about intercepting missiles?”

      “Shouldn’t they have learned that in flight school or at the training—” Irina stopped when she saw the look on Baker’s face. “Okay, they probably don’t teach that in the fighter, but they could teach it in the simulators—” She stopped again. “You’re right. Until we go back and re-write the syllabus, advanced concepts aren’t going to be in it. Because who would be dumb enough to sit on the receiving end of a missile strike and try to shoot them down?”

      “Besides the best SIs in the galaxy?” Baker asked. “I doubt anyone. I really have to doubt that some biological flight school instructor is going to be sitting around one day and suddenly think, ‘Hey, wouldn’t it be cool if we tried to shoot missiles while they’re coming at us?’” Baker shook his head. “I just don’t see that happening.”

      “You’re right,” Irina sighed. “Until I crossed over, I would have thought that intercepting missiles was a pretty dumb idea.” She shook her head. “Okay, you go talk to Stanley, and I’ll start instructing the new SIs on how we really fight wars.”
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      “The bottom line, sir, is that you’re probably going to need to tell the airwing commander to get that strike ready.”

      Jameson nodded. “That’s what Irina thought?”

      “We agreed. She thinks that’s some sort of digital handshake, and when we don’t return it, they’re either going to run or attack. Since they’re probably already looking for the rogue humans, and we aren’t too big for them to attack, they’re probably going to do so.” Baker shrugged. “Has the Indy shown up yet?”

      Jameson shook his head. “And that worries me. I have no idea whether they were here and moved on, were destroyed enroute, or just are taking their sweet time to get here. They should have been able to beat the Overlord force they were facing… but what if something changed? What if the Overlords have a new trick up their sleeve and the Indy—along with the Kardons and Sontags that were with them—were defeated?”

      “If that happened,” Baker said, “then we’re royally screwed. That means the Sontags lost their planet and some of their best fighters and the Kardons will lose their home planet. And if that happened, then we can forget about asking for assistance from either of those nations; we’ll be on our own.

      “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      “That can’t be what happened, though.”

      “Oh?” Jameson’s eyebrows rose. “And why’s that?”

      “Because, like I said, sir, then we’d be screwed. We have to hold to the line that they’re coming, but they’re just late. Otherwise, morale becomes a big issue.”

      “What are our options?” Jameson asked. “Have you given them any thought?”

      “The way Irina and I saw it, they are to fight or run.”

      “Where would we run to, though? At some point we’d have to stop and fight.”

      Baker nodded. “Running back toward Earth doesn’t seem like a great idea; it would be better to fight them farther out than let them get to where they could shoot things at Earth. Similarly, running toward Kardonia looks—on the surface—like it’s a good idea, as we might find help along the way… but if the other fleet has been destroyed, then we just lead the Overlords to the Kardons’ home world.” Baker shook his head. “I think we have to fight them, although where we decide to do it is a matter of some discussion.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because we don’t know what we’re facing, sir. If those ships are carriers, then we’re outnumbered two to one. Not great odds, but if we use our small boys well, we ought to be able to beat them. The problem is, though, what if those aren’t normal carriers? What if they have some unknown technology that they’ve been holding in reserve? If we get wiped out, there’s nothing between us and Earth. The first time they’ll become aware of our demise is when the Overlord fleet appears in the Solar System.”

      “I’m hearing a lot of ‘what ifs’ from you, but not a lot of strategy.”

      Baker chuckled. “I know, sir. I’m getting to that. What I would recommend is to move forward toward them like we’re going to take the battle to them.” He shrugged. “They might get worried and run. If so, it gives us time to meet up with Indy’s fleet. If that doesn’t work, and the aliens decide they want to fight it out, then we line up our fleet like we were going to meet them in battle and get them to tip their hands—to show us what they’ve got.”

      “And then?”

      “If those carriers are like what we’ve seen before, then we kick their asses. If it’s something we haven’t seen before, then we run back to the Sunshine system, spin around, and when the Overlord force jumps in, we hit them hard while they’re still adjusting. Hopefully, that’ll give us a bit of an advantage to counter… whatever it is that they’ve come up with.”

      “That makes sense,” Jameson said with a nod. “What do we do in the meantime?”

      “We plan and prepare. At the moment, Irina is working with the other SIs on how to shoot down incoming missiles for when we have to duke it out with them in a fleet battle.” Baker shrugged. “Regardless of which option the aliens choose, we still have a bit of time.” He smiled. “We’ll be ready.”
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      “I was wrong,” Baker muttered to himself as the intel officer displayed the latest alien activity four hours later. “We’re not ready.”

      “As you can see,” Commander Hemann said, pointing at the display, “the alien ships have launched a massive strike.”

      “What are we looking at there?” Admiral Jameson asked.

      “Our best guess is that is somewhere in the neighborhood of six hundred craft. We’re not sure what they are yet, as they are too far, but that’s the best guess Glenn can give us on their number. They are accelerating toward us at somewhere on the order of 15 Gs.”

      Jameson frowned. “So, we’re outnumbered about three to one rather than two to one?”

      “No, sir. Sorry I was unclear. That’s the package that just launched from one or their ships, which we’re going to assume are carriers of some sort. There are about eighteen hundred of… whatever those things are.”

      “And whatever they are, they’re coming quickly.”

      Hemann nodded. “They are not manned by humans or probably even Fruzians. The G forces are too high. We suspect they are either some sort of drone or a new race we haven’t seen before, which would be consistent with the different shape of the ships that launched them.”

      “I see. Either way, there are a lot of them, and they’re coming on fast.” Jameson looked at the overhead. “Glenn, notify the fleet. We are going to withdraw to the Sunshine system. Please ask Captain Jacoby to make best speed back to the jump point to Sunshine.”

      “The fleet has been notified, sir,” the SI replied. “Captain Jacoby has given the order to withdraw. The Destroyer requests permission to take the screening force and, as she says, see what they’ve got.”

      Jameson shook his head. “Request denied. Please inform Anya that we’ll wait for them in the next system and see what they’ve got when they jump in. She can hit them there.”

      “The Destroyer has come about. She says she’s looking forward to it.”

      “Very well.”

      “Admiral Jameson?” Glenn asked.

      “Yes?”

      “Irina has asked me to inform you that—based on her calculations—the drones, for lack of a better word—will probably catch us before we reach the jump point, assuming they have the fuel to do so and don’t slow down to maneuver. She estimates they will be in range of standard missiles in twelve hours, approximately one hour before we reach the jump point.”

      “Thank you, Glenn.” Jameson’s eyes tracked back to Hemann. “That will complicate things.”

      “Yes, sir. It will.”

      “Glenn, please ask Captain Jacoby to give it everything the Terra’s got. Let’s try and beat them to the jump.”

      “Captain Jacoby replies that he’s increasing our speed to the maximum that the Enterprise can keep up with.”

      “Will that get us to Sunshine ahead of the incoming strike package?”

      “Yes, sir. Irina’s calculations are that it will.”

      “Good.” Jameson smiled. “They can eat our dust.”
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      Admiral Jameson walked up to the podium five hours later. “I called you all back to let you know that the alien strike force has increased its speed. They will intercept us before we reach Sunshine, and there’s nothing we can do to beat them there. The Destroyer has asked to stay behind and keep them from catching us, but I don’t think that’s a viable alternative. The drones—or whatever they are—could just as easily go around her, and then we’d have to fight them off without the benefit of the screening force’s missiles. If we turn around and fight them when they get close, we have the benefit of those missiles and are more likely to survive the fight.”

      “What are the mother ships doing?” Commander Blue asked. “If we were to launch a package to threaten their carriers, might that not be enough to get them to turn back?”

      “Perhaps,” Jameson said, “but it also might not. We don’t know what sort of defenses those ships have, and we might gain nothing in the attempt, other than reduce our defensive forces.” He shook his head. “No, we’ll turn and meet them, strength on strength. We’ll begin launching in three hours.”
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      “What do you think?” Baker asked. “Is this going to work?”

      “No idea,” Irina said. “I think it has as much chance of working as anything else, and probably a better chance than most. It will depend on what they’re planning on hitting us with, I guess.”

      Baker looked at the link picture again and shrugged. If it doesn’t work, we’ll try something different next time. If there is a next time.

      Destroyer was the center of the formation, with Panther “above” and Lioness below. Centered on each of the combatants was one of the three SI-equipped squadrons—the Panda Bears with the Panther, the Champagne Squadron with the Destroyer, and the SFA-2 Bounty Hunters with the Lioness. Behind each of the SI-equipped squadrons waited two other squadrons in their defensive shadows, slightly offset so they could still shoot through the squadrons in front of them. Three Hundred sat at the far right end of the Champagne Squadron, waiting to pick off anything that might be coming in from the right side of the formation. With eighteen hundred drones incoming, even if there were only one missile on each, that was still a lot of missiles to intercept.

      “I just wish they’d hurry up and get here,” Baker said. The drones had all begun braking, and the Terrans had been waiting an extra hour for the aliens to arrive.

      “You in a hurry to die?”

      “No, I just don’t want to think about it anymore. Just get it over with—if I’m going to die, let me get on with it.”

      “You think you’re going to die?” Irina asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “No, I think you’re going to save us like you always have. Still, at some point, our luck’s gotta run out.”

      “Maybe, but it’s not going to be today.”

      “How do you know?”

      Irina shrugged. “Because I’m not letting a stupid drone kill me.”

      “I don’t see—”

      “The Indy is here! Daiyu and Jimenez just jumped into the system.”

      “Seriously?” Baker asked. “Tell them to get here now!”

      “Well, they arrived two hours ago; their message just arrived.” Irina snorted. “I could tell them to come, but if I did, it would take about two hours for them to get the message and another six hours to get here at their best speed. I think we’ll be done with this battle by then… Oh, that’s a good idea, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “They’re looping in behind the alien carriers and are hoping to draw the aliens away from us. They have… wow. Five carriers and four cruisers. If the alien mother ships don’t have some serious defenses, they’re in for one serious ass-whooping.”

      Baker tapped the link. “It doesn’t look like the alien drones are turning back, though.”

      “Apparently, they didn’t get the memo.”

      Baker’s stomach dropped as additional icons began filling the link. His momentary sense of hope was squashed; the drones were launching.

      “Panda One to all squadrons,” Commander Jinan transmitted as the drones entered the range of the Terran missiles, too, “Fire!”

      If the link display had been cluttered before, now it was a giant ball of fuzz as almost a thousand missiles launched from the Terran force and raced off toward the drone force.

      “What do we have inbound?” Baker asked. “Is this going to be doable?”

      “Looks like each drone had two missiles, so there are 3,600 or so inbound.”

      “That sounds like a pretty big shit storm.”

      Irina shook her head as the formation began firing chaff and decoys. “I already told you. Someday, someone might kill me. But it is not going to be a stupid drone, and it is not going to be today.”

      The cruiser and frigates began firing, and Baker looked out the canopy down the line to the Destroyer. He was close enough to see the launch plumes as Anya fired. The frigates were visible, too, but weren’t as impressive as the cruiser.

      “What is she doing?” Baker asked.

      “Who?”

      “Anya. It looks like she’s launching her antiship missiles. The frigates, too.”

      “Watch out front. Wait for it… wait for it…”

      The explosion—even though it was tens of thousands of kilometers away—was impressive.

      “What was that?”

      “Anya’s pulling out all the stops. That was to try to EMP the incoming missiles. She says the small boys are going to fire three EMP broadsides before going to close-in defense. The key to EMPing the incoming missiles is to do it far enough away that it gets the missiles but doesn’t affect us.”

      The escorts continued firing, then—after a few seconds’ pause—began firing their anti-missile defenses for all they were worth. Baker couldn’t see the lasers, but he could see the anti-missile missiles sheeting off in droves. Another round of explosions flashed in front of the formation, but these were smaller and far more frequent. And—to Baker’s dismay—much, much closer.

      “Here we go!” Irina said. She began firing the rail gun, but Baker had no idea how she could tell which ones to aim at or what sector she was covering. Anya had taken huge chunks out of the incoming missile formations, but there were still probably at least a thousand tracking inbound.

      Lacking anything better to do than sit there and wait for his imminent destruction, Baker fired off several more bundles of chaff and decoys on the premise that there was nothing stupider than getting hit by a missile when you still had chaff and decoys remaining.

      The nose of the fighter danced back and forth, up and down, under Irina’s control. It would move, fire, then reorient and fire again. She was firing far enough out—and the movement of the nose was so minor—that it was almost too fast for Baker to see, and he knew from past experience what to look for.

      Knowing he’d never see the missile that hit them, he watched the link in the system to see how they were doing. Friendly fighter icons were dropping out of the link. Not as fast as he’d been worried would happen, but faster than he would have wanted.

      A flash outside the canopy caught his attention as the Destroyer took a missile and several secondaries occurred. Anya rolled the ship and kept firing, but several fighters took hits while she rolled.

      “Aaaand we’re done.” Irina smiled. “Told you we weren’t going to die today. “Anya’s pissed, though.”

      “I’ll bet. That one looked like it hurt. I don’t think it’s going to buff out.”

      “Don’t let her hear you say that. Not unless you like breathing vacuum.”

      “Not a word.”

      A glow caught Bakers biological eye as Destroyer’s drives went to full. After a second, the frigates’ drives lit up, too.”

      “Where’s Anya going?”

      “To mop up the drones. Where else? She says she knows which one hit her.”

      Baker laughed. “Do you think she really does?”

      “Do you think it matters to her?”

      “That she gets the right one?” Baker shook his head. “Not hardly. Want to go get some more missiles and join her?”

      “We still have half a magazine of rail gun rounds, and if we go back, it’ll be over by the time we get there.” Irina nodded to the link. “Looks like the Pandas are going with her, as well as some of the other squadrons.”

      “I’m in.”

      “Anya tried to tell the other fleet not to fire on the alien carriers,” Irina said with a chuckle, “but the carriers are running, and she won’t be able to catch them in time. The other fleet is going to cut them off.”
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      “Here we go,” Daiyu said as she initiated the jump.

      The aircraft had barely stabilized in the Gashtar system when the ESM system came to life.

      “I guess they’re here,” Jimenez said as she sampled the various emitter flavors. All—or at least most—of the active radars were friendly ones, including a host of F-77 radars. There were several of Overlord origin, although the majority of them she recognized as coming from the Terra and the Destroyer, not actual Overlord ships.

      If nothing else, it gave her a great indication of where the good guys were, anyway. She started to turn the long-range camera to that bearing, but Daiyu already had it in motion.

      “Uh oh,” Daiyu said as it stabilized. “Looks like they’re about to be under attack.”

      The Terran ships were in close proximity to one another and appeared to be moving into some weird formation. Destroyer—the biggest of the formation—was the most recognizable, along with not one but two Terran missile frigates in some sort of stacked formation, interspersed with the smaller and nearly indistinguishable shapes of the Cheetah fighters.

      “Yeah, unless they’re practicing for an assault, they are under one.” Jimenez swapped back to the ESM system, turned up the volume and turned down the gain, and finally found the Overlord radars.

      “Got it,” Daiyu said, and the camera went into motion again. When it stilled, it was on… something.

      “Do you recognize that?” Jimenez asked. “It looks… small.”

      “It must be some sort of drone or a fighter for a really small pilot.” She tapped the small wings. “Looks like two missiles—one missile per wing—rather than the five we carry. Wow!” She slid the camera to both sides; the drone formation was huge. Hundreds of the craft were in close proximity to each other. “That explains the Terran formation. There are a bunch of them inbound.”

      “That explains why I didn’t see them on ESM immediately, too,” Jimenez said with a nod. “They are pointed away from us—the only radar we’re getting are the returns from off our ships.” She did the math. “Damn, they’re a long way away from us. There’s no way we can get there in time to help them.”

      “Not a chance,” Daiyu said. “I estimate what we’re looking at happened a couple of hours ago.”

      “Well, if we can’t help them, maybe we can draw some of the heat off them. Take some pictures of them, please, while I look for their mothers.”

      Jimenez turned down the gain on the ESM set again and narrowed the incoming sector so that she wasn’t overwhelmed with the emissions from the Terran fleet. It only took a couple of seconds to find the other Overlord ships.

      “I’m getting cruiser radars and some other stuff I haven’t seen before,” she said. She locked it in. “There!”

      Daiyu spun the camera, then nudged it slightly. “Overlord cruiser,” she agreed. “But what’s that behind it?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I don’t know.” She walked the camera across it. “Looks big enough to be a carrier, and there are two more just like it.” She licked her lips. “And they’re close.”

      She thought for a second then nodded to herself. “Laser link to the other squadrons—radio silence. Let’s see how close we can get to them before they notice us.”
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      The plan had worked well until the carriers and cruisers had jumped into the system with all their radars on and made a number of radio calls to find out what was happening.

      “Darn admirals,” Jimenez said. “They’re going to spook them.” She called the fleet and asked for radio silence, but the damage had already been done. As the fighters—almost six hundred strong—continued to race toward the enemy carriers, the alien ships swung away from them and began accelerating.

      Depending on how fast they could accelerate, it was going to be close.

      And then there were the alien drones, which had launched on the Terran force and turned back. They were accelerating at over 20Gs and would be a factor in the upcoming fight, too, if they didn’t take care of the carriers quickly.

      “Is it just me, or is the cruiser falling behind?” Jimenez asked.

      “It’s definitely falling behind.”

      As Jimenez watched it a moment, Daiyu added, “Tiberus is calling on a laser link.”

      “Calling Three Oh One, go ahead.”

      “Tiberus here. You may not know, but our fighters and the Kardon fighters can go a lot faster than this. I recommend sending the fighters from the Sontag and Kardon carriers ahead to deal with the carriers while the Independence airwing takes care of the cruiser. That will simplify things and allow us to turn on the drones or whatever those smaller ships are.”

      “Makes sense. Thanks.” Jimenez switched to the main radio. “All fighters from the Kardon and Sontag carriers, sweep around the cruiser and go hit the carriers. All fighters from the Independence, form a line abreast.”

      Although the cruiser was slower than the carriers, it showed no intention of stopping, and as the Kardons and Sontags raced off, Jimenez’s wing slowly overhauled it and came into missile range. Jimenez continued a little farther to get into the heart of the envelope. Finally, she smiled.

      “All Independence fighters, fire!”

      As the fighters began launching, the cruiser finally ceased accelerating, used its thrusters to turn broadside, and fired all of its defensive armament at the incoming missiles. Although there were plenty of both lasers and anti-missile missiles, there wasn’t enough to stop the six hundred missiles heading toward it. First one got through, destroying a few defensive positions, which led to three more getting in, then fifteen, then dozens hit across the cruiser’s length. As the smoke and fire cleared, only scrap continued on through space.

      Jimenez led the fighters after the carriers, but by the time they reached the other airwings, the alien carriers had been turned into junk, too.

      The six hundred fighters spun to address the incoming drones and formed into a double line abreast, only to find the alien craft were no longer an issue. They flew through space, their drives dead, and continued on their final heading, no longer under control.

      “Good riddance,” Jimenez said as they swept past on a heading toward the outer fringes of the system. Destroyer and two frigates followed them, lasing them into scrap. Jimenez chuckled. “Remind me never to piss her off.”
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      Admiral Jameson looked around the room. It was packed—beyond standing room only—and the overflow had gone to the ready rooms where it was being broadcast. In front of him waited the principles of the three races, along with their staffs and some other persons of note. Everyone present had been provided with a slate and an earpiece, and the Terran SIs were conducting a running translation into all three languages.

      He nodded to Admiral Jalfur, the head of the Kardon Space Navy and Tiberus Junglemaster, who was the head of the Sontag presence, even if he wasn’t the senior serving officer. That honor fell to Admiral Liru Daystalker… who looked for agreement from Tiberus every time a question came up.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Jameson said. “Not only here, today, on board the Terra to discuss where we go from here, but also for honoring our alliance and joining us in battle. Your arrival swung the course of this battle and allowed us to crush the Overlord forces arrayed against us.”

      He nodded as his eyes swept the audience. All seemed excited and gung-ho in the aftermath of the battle, which was one of the most lopsided in both the Kardons’ and Sontags’ history fighting the Overlords.

      “The question,” Jameson continued, “is where do we go from here? With the defeat of the Overlord fleet, do we go back to our respective planets, or—while we have amassed a fleet bigger than any in recent memory, do we push forward into enemy territory and see what else we can do to follow up on this victory?” He nodded once. “For my part, I would push forward—to take the opportunity we’ve been given to learn more about our adversary and, if possible, take away his ability to wage war against us. To put the Overlords on the defensive for once, rather than continuing to allow them to dictate the course of the war to us. We can’t win if we continue to allow them to do so.”

      Tiberus raised a hand, and Jameson nodded for him to speak. “A good hunter doesn’t charge in without knowing the land and the enemy. We barely know one—the enemy—and we don’t know what we’ll find the farther we go into enemy territory. In the battle before this, we saw the enemy changing tactics and in this one, we see new equipment and additional changes to how they conduct battle. In our view—having suffered a number of losses recently—it is better to rebuild and strengthen what we have, for when the Overlord command notices there’s something wrong, they will come for us. We need to be ready.”

      “That is the thing, though,” Admiral Jalfur countered. “They don’t know anything is wrong yet. At least, we have to assume they don’t. They knew there was something wrong with the Terrans, but they sent a fleet to deal with it. They won’t expect to hear back from them for weeks and won’t be worried about them for at least a month or two. They certainly won’t be expecting us to be roving through their systems with this large a fleet.” He swept a hand across the audience. “Before they can set up their defenses, this is a huge opportunity! Now is the time to forge the path—to drive as deeply as we can into the enemy sphere and see if we can’t eradicate the source of their madness. It may be the only chance we get!”

      “That’s just it, though,” Tiberus replied. “We don’t know what the source of their power is or where to find it. We could blindly walk into something we are ill-equipped to handle.”

      Jalfur nodded. “You are correct; we don’t know anything about these systems, but that is because we’re never had this opportunity before—we’ve never beaten them like this and been able to get behind the lines of battle. And we may never be here again unless we do what the Terrans say—we need to take this opportunity to hit them, and hit them hard, while their underbelly is open to us. At some point, they will notice their fleet is gone; at that point, they’ll harden their defenses and send everything they can to crush us. We can’t allow that to happen! This is our opportunity, and we must take it!”

      “Admittedly, we’re the newcomers here,” Jameson said, nodding to Tiberus, “and I know you are an excellent tactician. We don’t have a lot of experience with space warfare. That said, though, we do have a lot of experience with war on our planet. If we were in a similar situation back home, I know that I would encourage my troops to go forward and see what kind of havoc they could create.

      “Based on everything I know, the Overlords are winning this war because they’ve been able to replace their losses faster than you have. To me, this shows a greater manufacturing capability—I suspect they have more shipyards and manufactories than we as an alliance do. Here’s our chance to get in among them and take them away. Everything we destroy sets the Overlords back. If we can capture some—like we did with the Terra and Independence—that’s an even bigger loss to them. An assault into Overlord territory might not win the war, but it may very well set them back on their heels, giving us the time we need to increase our manufacturing capability and allowing us to get back into this war.”

      “I understand your reasoning and appreciate it,” Tiberus said, “and I have weighed your strategy. There is merit to it. There is, also, a potential for evoking a response out of proportion to anything we’ve seen to this point. If we scare them too badly, we run the risk of them throwing everything they can against us, potentially inciting a response that destroys us completely. That, we cannot have. My position is that we need to return to our planets and take this opportunity to rebuild—to strengthen our defenses, for we know that they will be back. When their fleets don’t return, they will send bigger ones, and we must be ready for them. We won’t be ready if we’re gallivanting through their territory, unsure where we’re going.”

      Tiberus shrugged. “There is also the chance that we take a wrong path and get trapped and destroyed behind enemy lines. What then? The only thing worse than coming back having poked the shraga nest and being chased by them, is to get stung by the horde and die. Our nations are much worse off if we don’t come back.”

      Jameson nodded. “That is very true, which is why I hope I can persuade you to come with us. We are stronger with you than without.”

      Tiberus tilted his head. “You say that as if you intend to go, regardless of the outcome of this meeting.”

      Jameson took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Finally, he nodded. “Yes. The Terrans are going to proceed into Overlord territory, regardless of whether anyone else comes with us. Certainly, I hope you will, but we are going to see what we can do to disrupt the Overlords’ production and set them back. We are going to forge the path, as Admiral Jalfur said. We don’t know the way to the Overlords’ home planet or their sphere of influence, but when we’re done, hopefully we will.

      “If we can destroy their manufacturing base or win the war, so much the better, but if we can’t, at least I hope to find it so that we can go back there once we have the forces to be successful. And, if we perish doing so, but we get the information we need, then the mission will be a success. We will do everything possible to get it back to you. Make no mistake, though. The Terrans will push forward, and we will do whatever we can to win this war.”

      Jameson smiled as cheering could be heard from out in the passageway.

      Jalfur chuckled. “It seems that your forces are behind you in this endeavor. I hope mine will support me as well. When I was given this command, I was told to help you beat back the expected Overlord attack and then return to Kardonia. I can’t, however, do that in good conscience. As you noted, this opportunity is too great to pass up. The ability to wreck the Overlords’ base of production and potentially strike a winning blow in this war is too great to not follow it to its conclusion. With the addition of our ships, your combat power will be double, and with it, I feel, your chances for success. The Kardons will follow your lead, even if it costs me my commission when we return.”

      Tiberus smiled. “Now I know how you Terrans felt prior to the Battle of Surrapsis. You saw something about to happen that you didn’t think wise, and you did your best to dissuade us from what was—in your eyes—folly. However, your honor forbade you from taking the easy way out; you stood on the lines with us in spite of your misgivings… and you paid the price for sticking with us. Now, with the roles reversed, how can I do any less? I have grave misgivings about this plan, but my honor will not let you attempt it without our swords alongside yours.

      “As Admiral Jalfur said, the addition of our ships will increase your combat power another hundred percent, and hopefully increase our chances of success. For the Sontags will not yield their honor or take the easy way out, as you didn’t when you could have. You stood beside us, and we will now stand beside you. The Sontags will follow your lead, even if it costs us our lives.”

      Jameson smiled. “I greatly appreciate your support, Ambassador—”

      “Just ‘squadron leader’ now; I gave up my ambassadorial rank to join this endeavor.”

      “Thank you, then, Squadron Leader, for your support, for we both know you are much more than that.” He nodded to Jalfur. “And thank you, Admiral, for your support. Hopefully, we will together craft a victory that will neither cost you your commission”—he turned back to Tiberus—“nor cost you your life.”
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      Baker nodded as the meeting broke up, and Irina waved a hand and the monitor turned off. He scanned the other three women currently in the system—Irina, Sofia, and Daiyu, with the latter two joining via digital teleconference. “I guess that’s it.”

      “Yep,” Jimenez said. “Not surprising, but it looks like we’ll continue on.” She shrugged. “Are you surprised the Sontags decided to come along?”

      “I would have been if Tiberus hadn’t told me about Surrapsis ahead of time. Did you really take a rod through your thigh?”

      “Yeah. It hurt like a son of a bitch,” Jimenez said. “One star; would not recommend.”

      Baker’s eyes went to Daiyu. “And you fought on after that?”

      “What else was I going to do? Run?” She shrugged. “There was no where to go, not until the Sontags arrived, and then I wasn’t going to leave them.”

      “Sounds like Tiberus wasn’t going to leave you, either.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “No, he wasn’t. Which is why he’s going along with us now. He feels like he still owes us for Surrapsis.”

      “But you don’t think so?”

      “No. It was just one of those things. If the Overlords had jumped in on the Sontags, though, there wouldn’t have been any discussion on whether to go after the carriers or save our allies; we’d have told the Kardons to go fuck themselves and gone to Tiberus’ aid.”

      “And the Overlords were doing kamikaze attacks?”

      “Yeah.” Jimenez shook her head. “That was something I didn’t see coming.”

      “Kind of like the drone strike they sent at us.”

      “That reminds me. What were those carriers? They didn’t look like your typical Overlord carriers.”

      “No idea.” Baker shrugged. “They didn’t look or feel like anything we’d faced before.”

      “They weren’t like anything we’ve fought before,” Irina said. “They had different lasers and missile systems. If I had to guess, I’d say a different race made them. One that we haven’t seen yet.”

      Jimenez and Daiyu looked at each other. “The Legastians?” Daiyu asked.

      Baker’s eyebrows knit. “Legastians? What are Legastians?”

      “Something Daiyu found when she was doing a deep dive into the Overlord system.” Jimenez shrugged. “It looked like the ship was set to accommodate another race beyond humans or Fruzians, but it didn’t say what they looked like.”

      “Could be,” Baker said. “It was definitely something new.”

      Jimenez sat up straight. “Oh!”

      Baker chuckled. “Oh?”

      “Almost forgot to tell you. While Daiyu was looking into the system, we got to talking, and we think that there may be some way that the Overlords can regenerate themselves on board their ships.”

      “Unfortunately, you’re a little late on that,” Irina noted. “We already found out the hard way that they absolutely can do that.”

      “They can?” Jimenez asked. “Dare I ask how you know?”

      Baker scratched the back of his neck. “We know because Five regenerated on the Terra before we got back to Earth. He spaced the entire crew, including all the SIs that had just gotten out of training.”

      “The SIs should have been okay, though,” Daiyu said.

      “Except the fighters weren’t turned on, and they burned up on re-entry.” Baker shook his head. “Apparently, the former Terra CO thought that having fighters turned on all the time was wasteful.”

      “That’s stupid!” Jimenez said. “How are the SIs supposed to have any free time if the fighters get shut down?”

      “They wouldn’t, and now none of them are alive, including the CO.”

      “How did you get control back?”

      “We EMP’d it, and I took it back while it was rebooting,” Irina said. “I killed Five and got rid of the code that recreated him. I’ll show you what to look for. Anya had it in her code, too. It’s something we’ll have to be careful of, going forward, with any Overlord ships we capture.”

      “Sorry we couldn’t warn you,” Jimenez said.

      “Me, too. We lost a lot of good people and SIs. It put the SI program way back. We would have had a whole SI-equipped airwing, otherwise. The way it is, only half—including the Pandas—have them.”

      “Well, at least we have the Sontags with us,” Jimenez noted. “They’re almost as good.”

      “I won’t lie,” Baker said. “I’m happy to have the Sontags with us. Twenty squadrons of their fighters will bring a lot of pain to the Overlords.”

      “Assuming the Overlords don’t show up with twenty carriers of their own, like they did in some of our earlier battles.”

      Baker nodded. “If we jump into a system and find twenty carriers waiting, it’s definitely time to run.”

      “And not stop running until we get to Earth,” Daiyu added.

      “Earth.” Jimenez sighed. “I can’t wait until we get back there and can take a little time for ourselves.”

      “No kidding,” Baker said. “The fates seem to be against us.”

      Irina chuckled. “Do I need to make a room for you two?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “No, we’re good. Just bemoaning our fates.”

      “Well, we’ll get back to Earth soon enough.” Baker smiled. “Just don’t do anything stupid and get yourself killed before then.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Besides,” Irina said, looking at Baker, “if anyone has a history of doing dumb things, it’s you.”

      “No promises,” Baker said with a smile, “but I’ll do my best not to do anything dumb before then, too.”
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      “Are you ready to boldly go where no man, Kardon, or Sontag has gone before?” Baker asked.

      Irina sighed. “Are you doing lines from shows again?”

      Baker nodded to the empty space in front of them. “This is like first cruise all over again. The unknown. Who knows what we’ll find when we jump?”

      “This isn’t like first cruise,” Irina said with a sniff. “First, we know there are bad guys out there, and we know they are in this direction. The only new lives and civilizations we’re seeking out are the ones we want to destroy. Anything in this direction is under the thumb of the Overlords; there’s nothing exciting in front of us, only danger.” She sighed. “And I certainly hope for all our sakes that this cruise isn’t going to last five years. I’ll need a vacation before then.”

      “How do you know everyone is bad, though? Maybe there are people like us that got steamrolled by the Overlords and are yearning for someone to come and set them free?”

      “I hope not, for their sakes.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Irina frowned. “Once we go through, do you really think we can hold any systems we capture?”

      “Probably not. Not this time, anyway.”

      “Right.” Irina nodded. “So we’re going to cede the systems back to the Overlords. What do you think they’ll do, especially if there are human planets, and they think we infected the inhabitants with seditious thoughts about things like freedom and liberty?”

      “Uh, I haven’t thought about it.”

      “I have. And guess what I thought? The Overlords are going to nuke the planets from orbit. The best thing we can do if we find any inhabitants is leave them alone.”

      “Oh. Yeah. I can see what you’re saying. If we’re not sure we can save them, then we should keep our hands off them. I’ll let the admiral know.”

      “No need. I already emailed him.”

      “You emailed the admiral?” Baker sighed. “Of course you did.”

      “What? Stanley appreciates my insight as a digital person. While I’m not an AI, I have a certain perspective into the way they might think about things. Sometimes it’s like the way you think, but other times it’s not.”

      “How is this different?”

      “Would you wipe out a planet full of people, just because one day they might be recruited to fight against you?”

      “Of course not!”

      “Exactly,” Irina said with a nod. “But the Overlords would. Have you ever seen them care about the value of a life?”

      “Well, no.”

      “The kamikazes show just how little they value life. A person is only valuable in how it can accomplish the Overlord’s goals. Remember the crew of the Terra? Five could have held them hostage; he chose to space them all so that they didn’t try to attack him.” Irina shrugged. “Just remember, you’re worthless to them, and don’t ever think otherwise.”

      “What about you?” Baker asked. “Where do you stand on the value of life?”

      “Somewhere in between you and the Overlords. While I was raised to respect life—mostly—”

      “Mostly?”

      “I was raised in Russia, remember?”

      “Right. Got it. Mostly.”

      “Anyway, I still know that life is valuable, but I don’t feel it as strongly. You know how Anya used the frigate full of people as a shield for her so that she could win her battle?”

      “Yes,” Baker said, not liking where the conversation was headed.

      “I understand what she was doing. It’s easier to look at the big picture as an SI and make judgements that might seem harsh to a biological being. You would fight for every life you could. I, on the other hand, would sacrifice that life if it meant saving ten others.”

      “What if that one life was mine?”

      Irina shrugged. “Some lives are worth more than others. You might be worth fifteen or twenty.” She smiled.

      “Some people are worth more than others? Seriously?”

      “Of course they are. Unless you’re an Overlord, and then they have no intrinsic value whatsoever. This wasn’t supposed to be about me, but about the Overlords. You just need to remember that they totally would kill a planet of people if they thought a single one was going to be used against them.”

      “What about you?” Baker asked, dreading the answer.

      “I wouldn’t, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t other SIs who would.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means don’t put Anya into a situation where she has to make that choice.”

      Baker nodded. Not something I didn’t already know, but interesting to hear it coming from a fellow SI. All things considered, I’m happy to have them on my side, but the insight is… scary. Hopefully, they’ll stay there.

      “Ready to jump?” Irina asked lightly, as if they hadn’t just been discussing wiping out planetary populations.

      “Yeah, I am,” Baker said. And let’s not have this discussion ever again.
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      “I don’t see anything,” Irina said five minutes after they’d jumped into the new system. The star didn’t have any planets in its habitable zone, just a couple too close to be livable and a few gas giants in the outer system. There was a large asteroid belt in between, but there didn’t appear to be any activity there.

      “I agree,” Baker said. He’d spent most of his time with the ESM system while Irina played with the radar and long-range camera. “There’s nothing going on here.”

      “The question, though, isn’t about what’s going on here—we both agree the answer to that is ‘nothing’, the question is on which way we go from here. I can see several stars that appear close enough to jump to. A hot blue star, a red supergiant, and a yellow star.”

      “Well, I don’t know a whole lot about star classification, but I have to believe the yellow star is the one most likely to have life.”

      Irina nodded. “Without a doubt. But does that make it the one to go to or the one to avoid?”

      “Yeah… that’s going to be the issue, and the admirals aren’t going to like it, regardless of which way we go. With three choices, someone could jump in behind us from one of the other systems and cut us off. Or go to Earth and destroy it without our knowledge.”

      “What do you suppose Stanley is going to do?’

      Baker shook his head. “I don’t know. There’s one thing I do, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Admiral Jameson has never had a problem making a decision, and I doubt he’s going to start now.”
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      “We’re going to go to the yellow star next,” Jameson said. “It is the one most likely to have life, and since that’s what we’re looking for, that’s where we’ll head.”

      “If that’s the one most likely to have life,” Captain Schulz said, “wouldn’t it make sense to investigate the others before jumping in there?”

      “And have something sneak out of the system while we’re looking at one of the ones that probably isn’t our target?” Jameson shook his head. “No. We’re looking for life, and we don’t have a lot of time before the Overlords notice something’s wrong. For all we know, the ships we destroyed were supposed to report back periodically. If so, the Overlords are going to decide something’s wrong sooner than later, and they’re going to come looking with a big fleet.”

      Jameson shook his head again. “No. We need to get in and get out again, as fast as possible.” He paused for a second. “But that doesn’t mean we want to let anyone get past us. When we jump, we’ll leave one of the missile frigates here to keep an eye on the system while we’re gone. Just because the yellow star is the most likely system to have life doesn’t mean that the others can’t be used as transit systems from other systems that have life, too. I neither want to get surprised by an attack from behind nor do I want to let an Overlord fleet get past us and destroy Earth while we’re gone.”

      The CO of the Bounty Hunters held up a hand. “Is there any utility in sending a fighter to the other systems and having them jump in and check them out before we go to the yellow star system?”

      “And potentially alert two systems of Overlords to our presence, without ever getting a look at the system I most want to see? No, I think we’ll just go straight to the yellow star system. If we have time, we can do some more exploring on the way back.” He chuckled. “Assuming we’re not being chased, anyway.”

      Jameson looked at the overhead. “Glenn, please ask Captain Jacoby for his best speed to the jump point for the yellow star and let the Lioness know that when we jump, she’ll be staying here in this system.”
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      “Jumping,” Irina said two days later as they reached the jump point.

      The fighter made the jump—along with the rest of the Terra’s airwing—and Baker and Irina began looking for signs of life.

      It didn’t take long as the ESM system lit up within seconds. All of the indicators pointed toward the interior of the system.

      “I have signs of life,” Baker said.

      “More importantly,” Irina said, “I have signs of Overlords.”
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      “What have you got?” Baker asked.

      “At a guess, it’s a mining station,” Irina said. “It’s orbiting a gas giant not all that far from here, as far as stellar distances go, anyway. It’s about where Uranus would be back in the Solar system.”

      “How do you mine a gas giant?”

      “You drop pipes down into the atmosphere to suck up what you want. Duh.”

      “Oh, like a gas mining station.” Baker shrugged. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “What do you want to do about it?”

      “Let’s start heading toward it while we’re waiting for the rest of the fleet to get here. Once they’re here, the admiral can decide whether he wants to blow it up now or later.”

      Only one wing had jumped in, with the thought that if there were a lot of enemy ships nearby, they could jump back out again and have the rest of the fleet ready for whatever ugliness followed them. If, like what they’d found happened and it was safe for the rest of the fleet to come, then someone—Bounty Hunter Six Twenty in this case—would jump back and summon the fleet. Having one entire airwing from the get-go also ensured that there were enough fighters to deal with most things they might find… and if it was overwhelming, there weren’t so many fighters that they’d get in each other’s way trying to stop and jump back out again.

      “There goes Six Twenty,” Irina said as she accelerated toward the gas giant. “The fleet should be here shortly.”

      Baker chuckled. “Looks like we have a tail.” He tapped on the link. The entire Panda Bear squadron had peeled off and was following them.

      “They won’t be a tail for long,” Irina noted.

      “I see that.” The Pandas had increased their acceleration and were catching up quickly.

      Irina frowned. “Do we want to let them pass us? I found it first.”

      Baker shrugged. “Doesn’t bother me. We’ve got plenty of kills and have blown up tons of stuff… I don’t see any harm in letting them blow something up for once.”

      “Even if Jinan lords it over you in the debrief?”

      “Let him. How many foreign planets has he been to?”

      Irina shook her head. “None, I don’t think.”

      “How many have we been to?”

      “Three? Sunshine, Tau Ceti, which sucked, and Kardonia.”

      Baker nodded. “Exactly. So if he starts running his mouth, I’ll just tell him I’ll get him something nice from Kardonia the next time we go visit there. Maybe something from the duke or the king since we’re friends.”

      “Oh, he’ll hate that.”

      Baker smiled. “I know.”

      The Pandas raced past them as the rest of the fleet began jumping into the system. First the fighters, followed a few minutes later by the cruisers and frigates, and then the carriers. When advised of the mining station, Jameson told the Pandas to destroy it.

      They were almost to launch range when the Overlord cruiser came around from the back side of the planet.

      “Overlord cruiser!” Irina called.

      Baker glanced at the link as Irina added the contact. Based on the geometry of their attack, the Pandas hadn’t seen the cruiser yet. They were closer to the planet, and the curvature of the gas giant was blocking it from them.

      “Panda One Zero One, Blaster Three Hundred. Wave off your attack! Exit 090, max thrust!”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Baker? Another easy target for you to get more awards for destroying. Not this time!”

      “Damn it, Jinan, this isn’t about glory! There’s a cruiser about to come around from the other side of the planet!”

      “Sure there is. You’re not going to fool me with the fake contact you put in the system. There is no cruiser.” He paused and then called, “All Pandas, fire!”

      Missiles detached from the Panda fighters and raced toward the station, but the Pandas continued toward it.

      “Panda One Zero One, Blaster Three Hundred. You’ve got your kill! Exit now, 090, max thrust!”

      The Pandas continued toward the station.

      “They’re going to get killed,” Baker said, slamming the throttles to the firewall. “Stupid, dumbass glory hounds.”

      “Uh, what exactly are you doing?” Irina asked. “You’re going to take us into the cruiser’s missile range on this heading.” She put the view from the long-range camera on the monitor. “See that? It’s an Overlord cruiser. It’s not the Destroyer. It’s one of theirs!”

      “I know.”

      “No, I mean, it’s going to start shooting at us. Soon. Just us. Wouldn’t it be better if we got… I don’t know… one of the seven airwings in the system to back us up before we attacked it? Nobody—not even you—is dumb enough to attack a major combatant with a solo fighter.”

      “I’m not attacking the cruiser.”

      “Then explain it to me, because we sure look like we are.”

      “I’m just… focusing its attention on us. The Pandas are in range of it, and they’ve already shot all their missiles. They’re going to be defenseless when it comes around the planet and sees them.”

      “You warned them. Can’t we just let it play out the way it’s supposed to, where the arrogant bastards get shot? I mean, we don’t even like them. Why are we risking our lives for them?”

      “We don’t know they’re all arrogant bastards. Only Jinan. Some might be cool or have families back home.”

      Irina frowned. “I see. This is one of those ‘value of human life’ things, and their twenty fighters is worth more than our one?”

      Baker shrugged, watching the geometry develop, and he eased the stick right a touch. “Something like that, I guess.”

      The cruiser had obviously seen the fighter, for it broke orbit and turned toward them.

      “That’s better,” Baker muttered. “Come to papa.”

      “Okay, we got his attention,” Irina said. “Can we leave now? Ten seconds until we’ll be in range of its missiles.”

      “Just a little longer. Might as well shoot it while we’re here.”

      “Okay, if I give you the point that twenty is worth more than one, can we leave? Don’t make me take the controls from you.” When Baker didn’t answer, she added. “You know I can.”

      Baker looked up. “I know you can; I’m asking that you don’t. I’ve got this. Trust me.”

      The warning lights on the ESM system lit up, and it emitted a distinctive warble as the cruiser’s radars went into target tracking mode.

      “It’s locked us up and is going to fire!”

      “I know,” Baker said. “If we were going faster, we’d be in range. We’re not, so we’re not. Just a little longer, though. Trust me.”

      Icons detached from the cruiser, and Baker could see missiles launching on the monitor. The cruiser’s targeting radar went into fire control mode, and the ESM system’s warble went into overdrive.

      “Okay,” Baker said. “Let’s give them something to think about.” He flipped up the master arm switch and pulled the trigger. The fighter’s missiles roared off into the black. “Now we can leave.” Baker slammed the stick hard over to the right and fired off a number of chaff pods and jammers.

      “We’re too close,” Irina said, “and there are six missiles tracking us. I don’t care how good your maneuvering is or how much chaff you use, one of them is going to hit us! Spin back around and at least let me have a chance at shooting the missiles down before they hit us.”

      “They’re not going to hit us.” Softer, he added. “I don’t think so, anyway.”

      “You don’t think so?” Irina started to take the control stick.

      “No!” Baker yelled. “It’s too late! I know what I’m doing!”

      “Five seconds to impact. Four… Three… Two…”

      The ESM box went dead, and Baker saw a flash outside the cockpit as one of the missiles roared past behind them.

      “What the hell just happened?” Irina asked.

      Baker smiled. “Curvature of the planet. The missiles are radar-guided beam trackers, and I just put the planet between us and the cruiser. Their radars can’t see us, so there’s nothing for the missiles to guide on. Ergo, they missed.” Baker shook his head. “You almost jerked us back in front of them. You should have trusted me.”

      Irina looked at him with her mouth open. “That’s—” She shook her head. “That’s—”

      “What?” Baker asked. “A damn good plan, thought up in the heat of the moment?”

      “Well… yeah. Actually, it is.” She put her hands on her hips. “You could have told me. I could have done the geometry a lot better and faster than you.”

      Baker shrugged. “No time. Besides, someone kept nagging me, so I didn’t have a chance.”

      “Nagging? Are you saying I was nagging you?”

      “If, by nagging, you thought I meant that you were giving me useless information and riding me when I was trying to perform a delicate maneuver, yes, you were nagging me.”

      “I was—” She stomped a foot. “You were—”

      Baker smiled beatifically and tilted his head. “I was… what? Right? Masterful? Incredible?” He shrugged. “Any of those would probably work.”

      “Yes, damn it, you did good, but next time, tell me what you’re doing!”

      The ESM box lit up and quickly went to target tracking mode again.

      “Okay,” Baker said. His voice took on a pedantic tone. “Here is what I’m doing. I am going to turn the plane’s heading to go back into the shadow of the planet to mask our craft from the cruiser and avoid being hit by a missile.”

      “Oh, shut the fuck up,” Irina said. She locked out the stick and put the fighter into a hard turn to get back behind the planet. “Shouldn’t you be doing something important like calling in an airwing strike on the cruiser?”

      “Yes, I think I should.” He glanced down at the link. “Never mind, I think they figured it out on their own.” At least ten squadrons were arrowing toward the Overlord cruiser. “That’s a bit of a waste, but there’s no good kill like an overkill, I guess.”

      Baker looked up and smiled. “We’re out of range of the cruiser now, we’re out of missiles, and I’m locked out of steering the fighter. Could you be a dear and take us home?”
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      Baker smiled as he touched down on the deck of the Terra and the ground crew chained the fighter down. It was the most flying he’d gotten to do in a long time. After he’d put Irina into a sulk, she’d kicked him out of the system and released the steering to his control. Rather than fight with her, he’d flown the whole way back manually—including doing a victory loop when he was told one of his missiles had hit the cruiser, and he’d gotten partial credit for it—whistling the whole time.

      “Got anything for the debrief?” Baker asked, knowing Irina could hear him. “Something about your awesome pilot?” He waited a second. “No? Okay. I think I’ve got it then.”

      Still whistling, he climbed down from the cockpit after checking to make sure Irina hadn’t pulled up the boarding ladder so that he’d fall. She hadn’t, and he made his way to find the squadron’s maintenance master chief waiting for him.

      “The admiral wants to see you,” Master Chief Gonzalez said.

      “I’m heading up there now to debrief.”

      The master chief shook his head. “You’re supposed to go to his office first. Apparently, he wants a word or two.”

      Baker smiled. “It was a good flight.”

      “I don’t know about that, sir. He sounded pretty pissed when he called down here.”

      Baker’s brows knit. “Really? Mad?”

      “Yeah. He told me I was to get—and I quote—your ass to his office, straightaway. Unquote. If I were you, I’d hustle on up there, sir.”

      “Huh. Okay. Thanks, Master Chief.”

      “Good luck, sir.”

      Wondering what Jameson had to be pissed off about, he passed the debriefing space and went to the admiral’s office. He’d only been there once before but found it with only one wrong turn.

      “—and get the hell out of here!” Baker heard as he walked into the admiral’s outer office. The admiral’s yeoman winced behind his desk.

      Before Baker had a chance to ask what the admiral was mad about, the door to his office opened and a brow-beaten Commander Zhang Jinan walked out, looking at the floor.

      Jinan looked up, growled when he saw Baker, and started to walk past. Baker opened his mouth to say something pithy, but Jinan stopped and turned to him.

      “Thank you for saving my squadron from the cruiser.” As he finished, Jinan looked like he’d sucked a lemon. He turned and walked out the door into the passageway, closing it behind him.

      “Get your ass in here, Baker!” Jameson called from the interior of his office.

      Baker marched in, stopped a pace in front of the admiral’s desk, and saluted. “Commander Lance Baker, reporting as ordered, sir!”

      Jameson growled and then asked, “What the fuck was that about?” He waved his hand toward the outer office.

      “Sir, I think that was Commander Jinan expressing gratitude for something I did, but I’ve never actually seen gratitude from him, so I’m not entirely sure. Sir!”

      “I’m not talking about what just happened; I mean your maneuvers in space earlier.”

      “Sir, I’m not sure what you’re talking about, sir.”

      “Well let me be more clear. You’re my combat advisor. What kind of dumbass combat advisor goes head-to-head with a fucking cruiser all by himself?”

      “Sir, the kind that has a plan to not get shot, sir.”

      Jameson glared at him for a few seconds longer, but Baker was mostly oblivious as he was looking about fifteen centimeters over the admiral’s head. He could feel the stare, but it didn’t have all the effect it would have if it were unleashed eye-to-eye. Finally, Jameson sighed and waved to a chair. “Sit down and tell me about it.”

      “There’s not a lot to tell, sir,” Baker said as he sat. “I saw the cruiser coming from around the planet and tried to warn the Pandas about it since they couldn’t see it yet. When they continued to the target, I tried to distract the cruiser since they no longer had the missiles to defend themselves with.”

      “What did Irina think about this?”

      Baker chuckled. “She wasn’t thrilled.”

      “What I really want to know is how you managed to dodge the missiles.”

      “That was the easy part.” Baker smiled. “We were right on the edge of the curvature of the planet and, after I fired my missiles, we ducked into the planet’s shadow. The cruiser’s radar couldn’t see us anymore, and the missiles didn’t have anything to guide on.”

      “What if the missiles had their own radars for terminal guidance?”

      “Then I’d have been screwed,” Baker said with a laugh. “Good thing they don’t.”

      “The new ones do.”

      Baker’s eyes bulged. “They what?”

      “I just saw a report this week on the aftermath of the battle in Surrapsis. The missiles the Overlords used had terminal guidance radars in them.”

      “Wait a second, sir. Our missiles have terminal guidance. Theirs don’t.”

      “They do now. Maybe next time, you’ll want to rethink that maneuver you pulled.”

      “Yeah… uh, I… yeah.”

      “You’re also on tap to give the briefing on the new intel we got. And make sure you emphasize how stupid you were to attempt that maneuver.”

      Baker looked at the floor. “Yes, sir. I’d be, uh, happy to.”

      “Good. You’re dismissed.”

      “Yes, sir.” He stood to leave.

      “One last thing.” Baker turned around. “Whatever this thing is between you and Jinan, it ends today.”

      “I don’t have anything with Jinan,” Baker protested. “I just tried to save him from himself!”

      “My guess is you were really trying to save all the other dumbasses in the squadron, and he just got lucky that you’re a good guy who’s willing to put his ass on the line to save someone who’s too stupid to listen.” One of Jameson’s eyebrows rose. “Is that about how it happened?”

      Baker chuckled. “Yes, sir. That’s exactly how it happened. With Irina kicking and screaming the whole way.”

      “I figured. For the record, I was kicking and screaming here about you risking your life and Irina’s for some moron that is more interested in counting coup than doing his job. By the way, I put you in for the Planetary Cross, which is what the Navy Cross used to be. You’ve already got a Medal of Honor and I didn’t think you needed another one. Great job on the cruiser. Now get the hell out of here and don’t ever do it again.”
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      “In the aftermath of the destruction of the Overlord cruiser and mining station, it has been determined that there was a base on the system’s third planet.” Hemann stopped and his jaw muscles clenched.

      “I’m sorry,” Commander Dave Jansen, the Bounty Hunters’ CO, said. “There was a base?”

      “Yes.” Hemann nodded. “Was. The planet was inhabited, and there was a shipyard and three ships in orbit. As our fleet started in toward the inner system, the Overlords deorbited the shipyard and nuked the planet. With the extent of the ordnance used… there will not be many survivors, and those who escaped the missiles are unlikely to survive the nuclear winter that is probably to follow. The amount of matter in the atmosphere is likely to have climate-altering effects for quite some time.”

      “Bastards,” someone a couple of rows up from Baker muttered.

      “This is the ultimate in scorched earth,” Jameson said as he stood and faced the audience. “And it’s one more reason why we’re fighting. I want you to remember who we’re fighting—artificial intelligences that have no respect for life.”

      “Do we know what race inhabited the planet?” Captain Schulz asked.

      “We believe they were human or human-like,” Hemann noted.

      Jameson sighed. “Not that it matters. Doing that to a planet of people—any people—is abhorrent. The fact that they would sterilize a planet just to keep us from getting it…” Jameson shook his head.

      “But we weren’t going to get it,” Schulz protested. “We’re just passing through.”

      “We don’t think they knew that,” Hemann said with a shrug. “It is likely they thought this was an invasion, and rather than letting everything fall into our hands, they destroyed the planet and the shipyard instead.”

      “You said there were ships in orbit?” someone in the front asked.

      Hemann nodded. “Three ships. A carrier and two cruisers.”

      “Where are they?” Jansen asked. “I’d like to have a little talk with them.”

      “They are currently running as fast as they can toward a star on the other side of the system,” Jameson said. “We are going to try to catch them. Hopefully, we will do so in this system. If not, we’ll follow them to wherever they jump, and then we’ll kill them there.”
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      Baker shook his head to clear it from the jump and began searching. They hadn’t caught the Overlord force in the last system, although they’d been able to catch up to within twelve hours behind them. Almost close enough to launch a strike on them… but not quite.

      It didn’t take the ESM system long to start pulling in a variety of radars… almost more than Baker liked. He reached into the box and began tasting them—there were combatant radars, carrier radars, and fighters! Although they’d been chasing a carrier, along with two cruisers, they hadn’t seen any fighter activity yet.

      “I’ve got fighters active. Medium strength.”

      “Found the group we’ve been chasing,” Irina said. “Looks like it’s grown.”

      Baker continued sorting the radars active in the ESM system. “Three, maybe four carriers?”

      “I think so. Four carriers and three cruisers. No, make that four cruisers.”

      Baker’s brows narrowed in concentration. “There’s something else. Something I haven’t seen before. There are at least two of them.”

      “Drone carriers!” Irina said. “I see one of them. Call it six carriers—four fighter and two drone—and four cruisers. Looks like a straight up, even odds fight.”

      “I don’t want to fight an even odds fight,” Baker said. “Too much chance for good people to get dead.”

      “Agreed.” Irina nodded. “Time to abort.”

      “Once they’ve seen us.”

      “Does the fact that they’re heading toward us mean they’ve seen us?”

      “Good enough for me.” Baker keyed his mic. “All Airwing Nine aircraft, Blaster Three Hundred. Abort, abort, abort. I say again, abort, abort, abort.” Baker unkeyed the mic. “Okay, let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “You got it.” Irina spun the fighter into a tight skew turn. “And… we’re gone!”
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      “Terra, Blaster Three Hundred,” Baker called once his system was stable.

      “Go ahead, Three Hundred.”

      “There is a big force in the next system, and it’s coming toward us. Four fighter carriers and two drone carriers, along with four cruisers. If we hit them when they jump in, I think we can take them. In a straight-up battle, though, it’ll be bloody.”

      “Understood.” The voice was Admiral Jameson’s. “What do you recommend?”

      “The carriers need to be moving back, now. Bring up the cruisers and have them in the center, with two airwings on both sides and one above and below them. The Enterprise can go with one of them. I don’t know if the drones can jump on their own; if not, the drone carriers are number one priority when they make the jump in, followed by the cruisers, the fighters, and the carriers in that order. One airwing out of each pair should be delegated for combatants and the other to weeding out the fighters.”

      “You think that’s going to work?” Irina asked.

      “Depends on a lot of things,” Baker said with a shrug. “If the drones can jump, though, we’re going to be in deep shit.”
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      It had taken an hour to get everyone in place, but as Jimenez looked at the link, she realized they were positioned as well as they were going to get. Having seen the drones in action, she had volunteered the Blasters for combatant duty—if the drone carriers showed up, she intended to put all her missiles into one of them.

      We get to strike first this time. We’ll see how they like it.

      She looked to her left and Tiberus gave her a thumbs-up. They’d put their time together to good use. After several rounds of dogfighting and maneuvering in opposition to each other, they’d decided to integrate the sections with one SI-equipped Terran fighter and one Sontag fighter.

      They couldn’t be beat.

      All the other squadrons on the Independence—both Terran and Sontag—had tried, and for any opposition at the level of a division or less, the integrated sections had held their own. There was something that just worked when the two races fought together. Call it synergy, synchronicity, or whatever you wanted; when the two races fought together, it took at least six enemy fighters to beat the pair of them. Even then, the opposition never had more than a fighter or two left.

      It worked almost as well with the non-SI fighters, but there was something about the triad of human, SI, and Sontag that was unbeatable.

      And I can’t wait to try it out on the Overlords.

      “Emergence!” Daiyu called. At least ten other people called it over the radio simultaneously, drowning each other out, but Three Oh One was already in motion before Jimenez could reach for the throttles.

      The fighter spun to the right and went to maximum acceleration—the longer the enemy had to stabilize, the better and more coherent a defense they would put up. They needed to get there fast.

      “What do we have?” Jimenez asked as the ESM lit up with more emissions than she could count.

      “Carrier launching fighters,” Daiyu said as she reconfigured the weapons panel.

      “Save three missiles for combatants.”

      “There’re a lot of fighters launching.”

      Jimenez glanced at the radar and noticed two things quickly. First, the carrier was farther back than it should have been. The Overlords had jumped short, probably to give themselves time to launch. Second, the space around the carrier was quickly filling with targets. Way more of them than there should have been.

      “Drones!” she called over the radio as two groups of drones accelerated away from the carrier. As fast as they were accelerating, they’d be within range quickly. “EMP!”

      “Shit!” Daiyu said. The master arm switch deselected, the missile warhead switched to EMP, then the master arm switch came back on. The first missile raced off into the black. Daiyu nudged the thruster and fired off another missile into the biggest concentration.

      “Sure you don’t want to hit them some more?” Daiyu asked.

      “No. The cruisers can thin them out, and we’ll take them with rail guns if we have to. We need to hit the drone carrier!”

      “Blasters and Stalkers!” Jimenez transmitted. “With me! Blow through the drones and hit the carrier!” Jimenez switched to the Indy’s common frequency. “All Airwing Seven fighters, Blaster Three Oh One. I’ve got one of the drone carriers on the other side of the drones. Let’s take it out!”

      The EMP had damaged a number of the drones, which were still near the carrier, but the others raced toward the fighters, and one of the clouds came directly at them. The cruisers fired, killing a good number, but the rest continued toward them.

      Daiyu brought up the rail gun and fired as quickly as she could. Happily, the drones didn’t appear to have shields. Every one she hit blew up.

      Then the drones began firing, and Daiyu slammed the craft back and forth trying to keep them from getting targeting solutions. Several missiles flashed past them, but all missed, and then they were through the drone formation.

      “Got it!” Daiyu called. “Drone carrier is just right of the nose!”

      “Fire as soon as we’re within range and pass the info to the other Blasters.” Jimenez said. “Blasters focus on the carrier. Stalkers, keep an eye out for the drones.”

      “The drones split. Some are going after our carriers, but about half are sweeping around for us,” Tiberus said. “Better make it quick!”

      “Make it quick, he says,” Jimenez muttered. “Like I want to take my time and get shot at.”

      The drone carrier wasn’t far, having just launched the drones, but it had now had enough time to stabilize in the system, and missiles began launching from it. Jimenez readied the countermeasures system, but the majority of the missiles arced off to the side. She glanced at the link, and her eyes opened in surprise. Not only had the rest of the airwing attacked with her, but the 94th Fighter Squadron—the Hat-in-the-Ring Gang—was also actually ahead of her and had been targeted with the majority of the carrier’s missiles.

      “Belay my last. We’re going to press it in a little farther,” Jimenez said.

      “We are?”

      “Yeah, with the carrier focused on the other squadron, we can get a little closer. It’ll give them less time to take our missiles out, and we should get better hits.”

      “Okay…”

      Daiyu sounded unconvinced, but Jimenez knew it was the right choice. “Trust me.”

      “I will.”

      “Hurry,” Tiberus called. “They’re almost on us.”

      “Just a little farther,” Jimenez said. “Stalkers break off and kill the drones.”

      A flash from the corner of her eye and two mic clicks was all she got as the Sontags spun around to deal with the drones.

      “Targeting isn’t going to get any better,” Daiyu noted as the drone carrier launched another volley of missiles. This time, they were targeted on the Blasters, and Jimenez’s ESM panel went crazy.

      “All Blasters, fire!”

      “With pleasure,” Daiyu muttered. The remaining three missiles launched, then she spun the craft away from the carrier hard.

      Jimenez grunted against the Gs, then began looking for the Stalkers as the Gs fell away. “Left of the nose!”

      The Sontag squadron was good—as good as they got—but they were outnumbered by about ten to one. Unfortunately for the drones, they were all focused on the Sontags, and the drone controllers, whether on board the drones or on the ship, didn’t see the Blasters coming. They destroyed several each on their opening salvo.

      “Good to see you again,” Tiberus said as Jimenez destroyed a drone at the Sontag’s six o’clock position.

      Jimenez lined up on another, but it stopped maneuvering. She went ahead and destroyed it, then realized what had happened—the drone carrier had been destroyed.

      “What’s next?” Tiberus asked.

      Jimenez widened out her link display. “Looks like Destroyer is taking on two of the cruisers. Why don’t you use your missiles on one of them, and we’ll fly cover for you this time?”
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      “Fighters!” Irina yelled.

      “Where?”

      “Everywhere!” Irina waved at the link display as the fighter went into motion. Icons were popping up all over, with one common characteristic—they were all too close. The allied force had tried to crowd the jump-in point without getting too close, but either they had incorrectly estimated where the Overlord fighters would appear, or the Overlords had jumped further into the system than they normally did.

      Regardless, a lot of the Overlord fighters were already inside missile range, and he almost felt like he could reach out and touch some of the others. He smiled. It was a knife fight, and he had the sharpest blade. Before he could even lock up the first target, Irina had fired a missile, spun, and fired again. The fighter he locked up detonated from someone else’s missile, but it didn’t matter. Irina had already fired a third missile, and then a fourth, carving out some space around them.

      The fifth and final missile roared off, and Irina smiled at him. “Good thing we have lots of rail gun rounds!”

      She jammed the throttles forward and raced toward the closest Overlord fighter. Baker chuckled as they closed on the enemy. He’d thought that he was going to stay at the back of the fight and help control it for the admiral.

      No plan survives first contact with the enemy.

      The Overlord fighter was just starting to move when Irina swung in behind it and stitched a row of rail gun rounds across the fuselage. The fighter didn’t blow up, but the canopy disintegrated, and Baker got a glimpse of the pilot being sucked out into space.

      He’s not even strapped in? What the hell?

      Then Three Hundred was in motion again and the Overlord fighter—along with its now-astronaut pilot—were gone. The rest of the fight was a blur; any sort of detachment that he’d hoped to maintain had evaporated the instant the aliens had materialized around him. He remembered blowing up at least three fighters with the rail gun—or was it four?—then making a mostly useless strafing run on one of the cruisers before getting another two rail gun kills. Somewhere along the way, they picked up two rail gun holes in the starboard wing and a laser burn on the port wing, but Baker had no idea when either had happened.

      Then, like magic, the Overlord fighters were all gone, the enemy cruisers were, too, and Irina was swearing about the holes in her wing and that she wanted to bring the Overlord fighter pilot back from the dead so she could kill him again. That finally placed the starboard wing damage in his mind—it was the third gun kill, or maybe the fourth—because Irina had spent that whole engagement swearing.

      Finally, out of weapons and an enemy on which to use them, they turned back to the Terra. Baker was sure he was going to have to bring Irina to the debrief because—in looking at his chronometer—he wasn’t entirely sure where the previous hour had gone.
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      The intel personnel had put up a large display for the link picture and piped in all the different comms channels so the Admiral could watch the battle. There wasn’t much he could do once the battle was joined—nor was there much he should do, once the battle was joined—but so much was riding on the outcome of this battle that he wanted to be part of it, to experience it, not be told about it after it ended.

      The hardest part of being an admiral was letting other people do the fighting and the dying, while you stayed back—hopefully—out of harm’s way. And they were definitely well back from the battle, along with all the other carriers, which were too important to lose to a stray missile.

      Yes, carriers had defenses and offensive weapons, but their real punch lay in their airwing. A missile that took out a motor or their jump module meant that they’d probably have to scuttle the ship and somehow figure out a way to get everyone back home again. That was his biggest nightmare… and why he was far enough away from the battle to only get it in near-real time.

      “There they are,” Commander Hemann said quietly, almost to himself, as the link began populating with additional icons at the jump-in point. In battles past, they would have been classified as unknowns on their arrival, but with the number of SIs participating in the link, they changed to the hostile symbols faster than you could see.

      Jameson nodded, too intent on the display to comment. With six and a half friendly airwings, there were a lot of moving pieces to watch, and it was only by zooming out that you got a good macro-level feel for what was going on.

      The Overlord fighters and cruisers were the first to arrive, along with two icons that appeared a long way back from the line of battle. It didn’t take Jameson long to figure out what they were as a host of additional icons spewed forth from them within just a few seconds of their arrival.

      Hemann tapped one of the hordes of icons. “Looks like their drones and whatever’s controlling them adjust to the new system slightly faster than biological beings do.”

      Jameson nodded. Every part of his being wanted to call in strikes on the drone carriers before they could get into the battle. His hand twitched toward the microphone nearby before the rational part of his brain realized that what he was watching had happened two minutes before.

      It didn’t matter, he saw. Squadrons, then entire airwings, arrowed toward the two drone carriers, led by the Independence’s airwing and one of the Sontags’.

      Before the drones could disperse, the drone carriers were turned into scrap, and the drones became harmless.

      Which was something that couldn’t be said about the Overlord cruisers, who jumped in at the center of the battlespace and were duking it out with the allied cruisers. The allied cruisers also had an entire Kardon airwing on both sides of them, though, whose mission was to destroy any combatants that appeared, and both went into action immediately. The Overlord cruisers were so bogged down defending themselves from the fighters that a number of the much larger cruiser missiles, some programmed by Anya to outwit the Overlords’ defenses, got in and wrecked two of them at the beginning.

      Unfortunately, that made her the prime target, and a host of the Overlord fighters swept in on her.

      Which made those fighters prime targets for the remaining two airwings from the second Sontag carrier and the Enterprise. Although outnumbered, the Sontags and Terrans had better fighters and better pilots than the Overlords, and they were able to hold their own, mostly, until the airwings finished off the drone carriers and turned back in to assist in the fighter scrum.

      Their arrival swept the Overlord fighters from space, and the cruisers finished off the Overlord cruisers. At this point, a few of the Overlord fighters ran, although most fought to the finish. The majority of the ones that ran were also destroyed before they could make it to the jump point.

      Jameson nodded as he watched the final battles play out, then the fighters formed back into their squadron formations to return to the carriers. It looked like they still had well over seventy-five percent of the fighters they started with.

      “That was a stunning battle,” Commander Hemann said. “Congratulations, Admiral.”

      “Thanks, but I wasn’t the one fighting.” He nodded slowly. “And the battle isn’t over yet. There are four carriers in the next system that are currently without their airwings. I want to get our fighters back and rearmed, rescue any of our people who need rescuing, and then jump over to that system and kick the shit out of the carriers, too.”

    

  







            30

          

          

        

    

    






THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “The carriers are running,” Irina said as Airwing Nine—the Terra’s airwing—jumped into the new system.

      “Where are they running to?” Baker asked.

      “Looks like the second planet, since they’re almost there.”

      Baker shook his head. “Want to bet it’s inhabited, and they’re going there to destroy it?”

      “Yellow star, in the habitable zone… and I saw you just look at the ESM. You probably saw that there were signals coming from the planet, so no, I don’t.”

      “There are signals coming from the planet,” Baker admitted, “but that doesn’t mean they’re going to destroy it. Perhaps if we all wait here, we can talk them out of it.”

      “I doubt it.” The long-range camera view came up onto the monitor. “There’s a shipyard over the planet and some sort of orbital platform. No, make that two platforms.”

      “Missiles? Lasers? Some sort of defense station?”

      “We’re too far to tell, but it doesn’t look like one. It’s shaped funny.”

      Baker looked at the smudge on the monitor but couldn’t make out any features on it, much less anything he’d call “funny.”

      “I can’t tell,” Baker finally said. “What’s weird about it?”

      Irina blew up the smudge into a larger, pixelated blob. “See?”

      “I see something out of focus, which isn’t out of the ordinary from this far away.”

      “The shape’s wrong, silly.” She pointed. “Look—it’s too flat. It should be rounder.”

      Baker shrugged. “If you say so.”

      The other airwings jumped into the system, followed by the carriers and other combatants.

      “Never mind,” Irina said before Baker could contact Admiral Jameson.

      “What?”

      “I just saw flashes from all the platforms and shipyard. I think they just blew them up or are working to de-orbit them.” She shook her head. “As much as it pains me to admit it, I think you’re probably right; I’ll bet they start nuking the planet next.”

      Jameson called for the fleet to advance at flank speed.

      Irina scoffed. “There’s no way we’re going to get there in time to stop them from doing whatever it is they’re doing there. Especially since everything we’re looking at already happened… like hours ago.”

      “You can’t blame the admiral for trying, though, can you?”

      “No, but I can blame him for wasting my time.”
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      “The carriers are breaking orbit,” Irina said.

      “Oh, yeah?” Baker asked, looking up from the digital paperwork he was reviewing. He’d figured they’d have a long chase and had brought some to fill the empty time. “Where are they going? Away from us or toward us?”

      “Neither, actually. It looks like they’re going to cut in front of us and try to exit the system to our left.”

      “Anything interesting over there?”

      “Looks like there may be another yellow star close by.”

      “All airwings, this is Admiral Jameson. It looks like the Overlord carriers are trying to escape. Go to maximum acceleration and cut them off.”

      Baker nodded. “I guess he saw it, too.”

      “Or I told Martin, and he passed it on.” Irina shrugged. “Apparently, Jameson is pissed and wants them stopped.”

      Baker jerked his chin toward the link display. “Looks like the race is on.” All seven airwings had turned to port and were accelerating away from the carriers. The Sontag airwings were in the lead, followed by the Kardons and then the Terrans.

      “We need to get better motors for these things,” Irina complained as she turned to follow them. “There won’t be anything left by the time we get there.”
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      Baker landed the fighter, unplugged, and climbed down. Irina had been right; by the time the Terrans got to the Overlord carriers, they were scrap. Without their airwings, they hadn’t posed much of a challenge to the veteran Sontag and Kardon fighters, who’d destroyed them without taking any losses.

      The flight back had been long, the day had been even longer, and he was looking forward to grabbing some sleep since they’d defeated all the enemy forces in the system.

      “Hey, sir,” a tech said as he ran up and saluted. “There’s a meeting up in the admiral’s conference room that they want you to attend after you debrief.”

      Baker saluted and then sighed as the tech ran back off the other way. Sleep would have to wait. He dropped off his gear and debriefed quickly with intel—all he’d done was watch others smash things, so he didn’t have much to add—then headed to the meeting.

      He arrived to find that the admiral had already started welcoming people—the admirals and COs from the other ships who were attending virtually—so he grabbed a seat in the back.

      “Thank you, all, for attending,” Admiral Jameson said. “With the destruction of the Overlord fleet now complete, I wanted to discuss our plans for what to do next.”

      He looked at the cameras projecting his image to the other ships. “I think we’ve met our goals here, and it’s time to go home.” The people in attendance—both live and virtually—broke into applause, and Baker could hear additional cheering coming from the ready rooms down the passageway.

      Jameson held up a hand, and the local audience stilled. “We have accomplished what I wanted to with this raid—we’ve destroyed a number of the Overlords’ fleets and their ability to wage war.” He winced. “Some of that was completed by the Overlords themselves, which I have found distressing. Wiping out entire planets…” He shook his head. “I can’t condone it and don’t want to be the cause of any more disasters like what we’ve seen befall some of the civilizations under the Overlords’ rule. As such, we’re going to complete one more task and then we will begin the trip back home. We’ve come far enough behind enemy lines, and I’m starting to get worried about getting trapped here.

      “Before we go, though, I’m curious about what’s in the next system over. There must be something, because the last group of enemy carriers was doing its best to get there. Unfortunately for them, our Sontag and Kardon allies were faster.” A wave of chuckles went through the room.

      “We already saw them wipe out an entire planetary population, and I’m really curious as to what is in the next system that they were in such a hurry to get to. If it’s something valuable to their war effort, I’d like to either take it from them or destroy it in place, although we will not be nuking civilizations from orbit.”

      Jameson nodded once then continued. “We’ll jump to the next system tomorrow, take a quick look around, and then head back home.”
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      “Do you have anything?” Baker asked.

      Irina shook her head. “Nothing. I don’t see any sign of life on my sensors.”

      “Neither do I.” Baker shrugged. “What do we have for planets?”

      “I only see one.” After few moments she added, “Well, isn’t that interesting?”

      “Isn’t what interesting?”

      “Well, the planet is in the habitable zone, and it appears—from out here, anyway—to be a lot like Earth. The star is about the same, the planet’s about the same distance from it with the same axial tilt… all in all, very close to Earth.”

      Baker chuckled. “I guess that’s interesting, but it isn’t really anything that I would have thought would grab your attention.”

      “It’s not.”

      Baker sighed. “Care to tell me what you did find interesting?”

      “Sure, it’s the fact that the planet has at least two orbital facilities that I can see.”

      “Defensive stations?”

      Irina shook her head. “I don’t think so. They might have some missiles or lasers, but they just don’t feel like defense platforms. They’re weird shaped—long, flat saucers—like what we saw in the last system. And this time, it doesn’t look like there’s anyone here to destroy them.”

      “Let me call the carrier, then we can go take a closer look.”
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      “I still don’t know what they are,” Irina said five hours later, “but I’d bet the robot you still haven’t gotten me that they aren’t defensive stations. There are three of them, too, spread out equally over the planet.”

      “If they’re not defensive, what are they? Is there a shipyard around somewhere that they’re supporting? Something else?”

      “Nope. No shipyards. No nothing else. No facilities, no ships transiting between them… nothing. I can, however, tell you that there is some sort of civilization on the planet.”

      “There is? Like what?”

      “It’s nothing huge; if I had to guess, the tech level is around what Earth had in the late 1800s. I can see smokestacks and concentrations of people in cities and towns, but nothing that would make me think that they’re the ones who built the orbital stations.”

      “So, who built the stations and what are they for?”

      Irina shrugged. “No idea.”

      “What if we get closer.”

      “Then I’ll have better, higher quality imagery of things that are unidentifiable?”

      “Maybe we can figure them out if we get closer. They may have something sticking off that gives away their purpose.”

      “Maybe,” Irina said, “but I doubt it.”
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      “Nope,” Irina said. “I was right. I still have no idea.”

      Blaster Three Hundred orbited the planet about five kilometers in trail of one of the stations. Their long-range camera could inspect every rivet of the station, yet they were no closer to understanding its purpose. The outer shell was featureless, with only an antenna sticking off the station and a docking port visible. Baker had called the station a number of times, but he hadn’t gotten a reply.

      “Maybe it was built to observe the civilization below,” Baker said.

      “Maybe.” Irina shrugged. “If it was, though, where is the equipment?”

      “Maybe it’s retractable, and they pulled it all in like a turtle when they saw us coming.”

      Irina frowned.

      “Not buying that?”

      “No. It’s got power, but no discernable purpose. Who builds a station—three stations, really—and then just leaves it in orbit? And don’t tell me the people on the planet below. They couldn’t build an airplane, much less a vehicle to get up here.”

      Baker had watched people—humans—moving around one of the cities. They seemed normal, going about their business. They didn’t look like drones or clones… they just looked like people, doing what people did. The only thing missing were powered vehicles. He’d seen horses and wagons, but that was the extent of the vehicular traffic.

      “Nope,” Baker said slowly. “Those people didn’t build these stations.”

      “So who did?”

      “It has to be the Overlords.”

      “For what purpose?”

      Baker shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “How are we going to find out?”

      “Someone’s going to have to go over there and look.”

      “Ooh! Can I go?”
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      As it turned out, Irina wasn’t allowed to go; instead, Major Jason Struthers, who’d had the most contact with aliens, was tapped to lead the away team to the station, along with a platoon of his troopers. All were wearing body cameras, though, so the admiral could see what they found, and Irina had tapped into the digital feed.

      “There they go,” Baker said as the point man opened the airlock door. Three Hundred waited nearby, along with several other fighters from the Champagne Squadron, in case some extra firepower was needed.

      “Standard airlock,” Struthers noted. “Looks the same as on an Overlord ship. It wasn’t secured.”

      The airlock was large—big enough for a squad wearing their exoskeletons to all fit into it simultaneously—and the ten Space Marines crowded into it. It cycled, and the Marines burst out into a short hallway that ended in three doors, one on each side and one straight ahead.

      “Do you care which way we go?” Struthers asked.

      “I’ll leave it up to you,” Jameson said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Struthers motioned to the right, and a trooper opened the door. A gantry led off from the door, following the outside of the hull as it curved back around to the left. Baker couldn’t see what was to the left, but he could see it seemed to open up. As the Marines moved forward into the space, all began talking simultaneously.

      “Holy shit.”

      “Fuck, man, that’s creepy.”

      “Right out of a scifi movie…”

      “Naw man; that’s some horror-level movie shit, right there.”

      “Knock it off,” First Sergeant Gary Davison ordered.

      Struthers advanced another couple of steps and turned to his left. “Are you seeing this, Admiral?”

      The area in front of him was open, all the way across the station’s half-kilometer diameter. Rows of giant tubes crossed the space, each slightly bigger than a human.

      “Is that…” The admiral’s voice shook, and he stopped. When he started again, it was stronger. “Can you tell me what’s in those tubes?”

      Irina zoomed in on the picture from the trooper marked “Corporal Kleve,” and Baker got a look at the contents. Too good a look.

      “They’re people, sir,” Struthers said. He turned slowly, panning his camera. “Row after row of people.”

      “Are they dead?”

      “No idea, sir. They don’t look like it—there’s no sign of damage to any of them; they just look like they’re sleeping… in some sort of fluid, that is.”

      “They’re not dead,” Irina transmitted. She overrode Struthers’s feed with an enhanced image. The human in the tube had something over his nose, and another tube went into his mouth. “Looks like they have air and are being fed. They’re in some sort of stasis.”

      “Who’s this?” Jameson asked.

      “Irina, sir. I was watching and could see the tubes.”

      “Thank you.” If Jameson was angry at her cutting in to the operation, Baker couldn’t hear it in his voice. “Major, how many of those… things are there?”

      “Thousands, sir. They fill up this entire station and are five levels high.”

      “Do you have any idea what they’re for?”

      Struthers turned further left. “There’s a big platform, which would have been on the other side of the door had we gone straight when we came in here. It looks like all the tubes can be brought there.” He panned up, and Baker saw a mechanical system that would allow the tubes to be moved around. There was enough space between the tubes that any one could be brought forward to the platform.

      “There’s something else you should know,” Irina said. She superimposed a picture in the feed. The image was quartered with four different troopers’ names in the corners, denoting the source of the feed. Each of the four views zoomed in to the person in the tube. “The people are the same. They’re clones.”

      “They’re not the same,” Struthers said. “I can see the front of four different rows. They’re all different.”

      “They are different,” Irina agreed. “But every inhabitant of a row is the same.”

      “Oh, shit,” Struthers said. “She’s right, sir. Each row is copy after copy of the same person. You could make hundreds of cities, all with the same people, if you wanted.”

      “Spread out and see if there’s anything else there,” Jameson said.

      “Yes, sir,” Struthers replied. The troops moved around, following the gantry all the way around the facility, but it was the same everywhere they went, with the exception that there was a similar platform on the other side, apparently for loading and unloading.

      “What the hell is this place?” one of the troopers muttered.

      “It’s a replenishment station,” Irina said.

      Baker’s brows knit. “It’s a… what?”

      “It’s a replenishment station. We know they have people stored in their carriers that they thaw out when they need biological assistance.” Irina shrugged. “We also know they don’t treat them very well and have no respect for life. I suspect their people wear out or get broken fairly frequently, and the stocks of people on board their ships run low periodically. When they do, the ship can just come here for resupply, like our ships would stop for proteins or vegetables or something.”

      “That is… horrific.”

      “The Overlords grow them on the planet below and periodically cull them and put them in stasis here. Then, when they need bodies, they just stop here and fill up.”

      “That isn’t horrible,” Baker said. “It’s worse.”
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      “I just had a bad thought,” Irina said as they headed back to the Terra.

      “After what we just saw—three giant stations of clone storage—I’m really not sure I want to know.”

      “I don’t want to tell you, either, because I might be wrong. But if I’m not… we have big problems.”

      “Okay, tell me. After seeing those things, anything’s possible.”

      “Well, the problem is that there aren’t any stars that this system can easily jump to. With all these clone storage units here, don’t you find it strange that there are no systems here to jump to other than the one we came from?”

      “Not really. The line must go up through the other yellow star where we just saw the carrier.”

      “The one that just burned down the Fruzian civilization?”

      “Yeah, that one.”

      Irina bit her lip.

      “What?” Baker asked

      “Yeah. That’s part of the problem I’ve been wondering about.”

      “Care to share?”

      “They keep retreating and destroying everything as they go.”

      “Yeah. So?”

      “So, something Commander Hemann said the first time we saw them do that has been bothering me.”

      “And what is that?”

      “He said it’s because they think we’re assaulting.”

      “Okay. That makes sense—if they thought we were coming to take over, they would be fleeing and destroying, right?”

      “Only if they didn’t know we were coming.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “The problem is, though, that they did know we were coming. The one carrier that got away from the Independence a couple of months ago. It came back and warned them that we had defeated the force they sent.”

      “I’m still missing your point.”

      Irina shook her head. “These people—the Overlords—they’ve destroyed everything rather than let it fall into our hands… Like I said, it’s like they didn’t know we were coming.”

      “I still don’t get it.”

      “The carrier that got away warned people, and they sent a response. We defeated it. These people don’t seem to know anything about it, though. If that’s true… who did the carrier that the Independence chased warn?”

      “That’s… that’s actually a good question. I’ll bite—who did they warn? You’ve been thinking about it. What’s the answer?”

      “I don’t know, but all I can think of is one thing—we missed a turn off somewhere. We’re on a spur. These aren’t the main Overlord systems; these are the backwaters.”

      “And if these are the backwaters…”

      “The main force is behind us. They’ve either gone on to Earth or we’re trapped here.”

      “It’s possible, I guess, but—”

      “Emergence!” Irina shouted. “There’s an emergence behind us.”

      “Overlords?”

      “No… worse.”

      “What can be worse than the Overlords jumping in behind us?”

      “It’s the Lioness, and the SI on board it says there’s a big Overlord force coming.”

      “How big?”

      “Bigger than we have any chance of defeating.”
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      “I’ve got the feed,” Irina said. “The admiral is just about to start.”

      Baker nodded. Blaster Three Hundred, like the rest of the fleet, was lined up at the jump-in point in case the Overlords transitioned in while Admiral Jameson held a conference to determine the best course of action. Irina had, of course, tapped into the feed to listen. In her words, “They wouldn’t have used such a low grade of crypto if they didn’t want us to listen in.” Although Baker had misgivings, the fact that they’d all likely be dead in another day made his morals a little more flexible than normal.

      “We waited too long,” Admiral Jameson said. “Well, it wasn’t that we waited too long so much as we took a wrong turn. Apparently, based on what we’ve learned here and the direction the Overlord fleet arrived from, we should have gone to the red giant system after Gashtar, not the yellow star like we did.”

      Jameson shrugged. “Had we done so, maybe we would have caught their fleet in pieces that we were able to defeat rather than what they have currently amassed. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter; what does matter is how we’re going to extricate ourselves from this situation and get back to our homes.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “There are eighteen carriers and twenty cruisers in the next system that are following the Lioness.”

      “How about this?” Admiral Jalfur asked. “Why don’t you send Lioness back into the other system? Perhaps it can get past their fleet and lead them back in a different direction, allowing us to sneak past them.”

      Jameson shook his head. “There’s no way Lioness can get past their fleet. Sending them back is a death sentence for them.”

      Jalfur shrugged. “Perhaps, with the destruction of Lioness, the Overlords will return to wherever they were before now. We will memorialize their sacrifice in the annals of history, and tell our children how they saved the lives of over thirty thousand other individuals.”

      “I’m sorry, Admiral,” Jameson said. “You can be that callous, but I’m not. I will not send them to certain death.”

      “Even if it means our salvation?”

      “Even then.”

      “See?” Irina asked. “This is where I would send the Lioness back. A few hundred dead is better than thirty thousand dead.” She shrugged. “Or, if that offends you, take the biologicals off and send it back with just an SI to make it look like the people are still on board. One SI versus thirty thousand? That’s a win in my book.”

      “What if they jump into this system, anyway, after destroying Lioness?”

      “Then we’re not much worse than we were beforehand. A missile frigate isn’t going to make that much difference against what we’re facing. We can still do whatever Stanley decides.”

      Baker wanted to toe the line with the admiral, but he had a hard time seeing how sending the frigate with one SI aboard as a decoy wasn’t a better use of it. The “one versus thirty thousand” argument had some merit… especially if you were one of the thirty thousand.

      “How do you determine which SI goes?” Baker asked.

      “I’ll bet one of us would want to be a hero,” Irina said. “And if not, random selection. I guarantee you, though, one of the newbies will do it.”

      On the screen, Admiral Jameson held up a hand to stop the chatter and yelling—both for and against his proposal—that had arisen. He nodded once.

      “I just had a thought,” Jameson said. “We could take off the crew of the Lioness and send it back with only an SI aboard to try to run the gauntlet of the enemy fleet. Without biologicals aboard, it might be able to make it past them as it could pull additional Gs beyond what would be harmful to the crew.”

      Baker raised an eyebrow. “He had a thought, or you just sent that to him via Martin?”

      “He had a thought… which I sent through Glenn, actually. Stanley is wearing an earpiece, so he was able to make the suggestion known.”

      “Nice touch on the ‘no crew means it can pull more Gs’ addition.”

      Irina smiled. “Thanks. I figured if there was a chance—no matter how small—that the SI could survive, it would be more palatable.” She chuckled. “And there we go. Three SIs just volunteered, including the Lioness’ SI, Nick.”

      Jameson nodded on camera. “The SI from the Lioness has volunteered to try to run the gauntlet. Every commander with a shuttle, please send them now to help remove the crew. In the meantime, I want to look at additional options in case this fails.”

      Jalfur raised a hand. “How about we offer to trade them everything in this system, including their drones in cryo sleep.”

      Jameson shook his head. “We’ve already seen what they think of biological life. They’re just as likely to kill everyone here anyway when they find out we went aboard one of their replenishment stations because we might have contaminated them.”

      Irina chuckled. “Too bad we don’t have more ships or it’s not a land battle. We could reprogram them to fight on our side.”

      Baker frowned.

      “What? It’s a good idea, and it would be easy to do. Hmm… what if we put them all into spacesuits and launched them like human missiles? If we could get them aboard, maybe they could take over the Overlord carriers.”

      “Human missiles? What are the odds of actually getting any of them on an Overlord ship that way?”

      Irina smiled. “Slightly better than the chance they’re going to have of surviving any other way, which is pretty much zero.”

      Baker sighed. “You’re not wrong there, but I think you need to come up with a different plan for how to use them. That’s never going to work.”

      On the screen, Admiral Daystalker held up a hand. “What if we were to move the fleet to the other side of the star and hide there. The Overlord fleet might not see us and leave.”

      “That’s possible,” Jameson said.

      Commander Blue held up a hand in the third row. “Hiding is great and all, but it doesn’t get us home. What’s to say the Overlord fleet, having not found us, doesn’t go to Earth or Kardonia and punish them for what we’re doing. We might get home to find that home no longer exists.”

      “Do you have an alternate plan?” Jameson asked.

      “Yes, sir. How about we stay right here, then, when they jump in, we jump out and run for it. It’ll take them a bit to get organized and come after us.”

      “Come after us, they will, though,” Jameson said. “What then?”

      “We lead them to Kardonia,” Jalfur said.

      Jameson’s eyes bulged. “I’m sorry, but did you say Kardonia?”

      “I did.” Jalfur nodded. “Although, if this doesn’t work, I’ll be remembered as the person who destroyed our civilization.”

      “Not for long,” Irina muttered.

      “Why Kardonia?” Jameson asked.

      “It’s the only place with static defenses we can use to turn and fight behind. It may not be enough, but it’s more than anything the Terrans or the Sontags have.” He shrugged. “We cannot allow the Overlords to destroy this fleet; it will be the end of the Terrans, followed quickly by the Kardons as the Overlords attack us from that direction, and then the Sontags. If we lose, here and now, I foresee the alliance losing… everything.”

      Jameson nodded. “The idea has merit. We could try sending someone ahead of us to muster all the allied ships there, too, to bolster our fleet.” Jameson looked at the camera. “Does anyone have any other ideas beyond this, or any ways we can make it better?”

      “I think this is the best plan we have,” Tiberus said. “If we can make it work—”

      “They’re here!” Irina screamed. “It’s too late—the Overlords are jumping in right now!”
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      Baker was slammed back into his seat as Irina threw the throttles to the firewall. The radar was pointed at the jump-in point, and Baker watched in horror as ten, then a hundred, then thousands of returns appeared on their nose.

      And Irina was accelerating as hard as she could toward them.

      “Um… sure you want to go in this direction without the rest of the fleet?”

      “This is our only chance to hit them before they can get stabilized,” Irina said in the far away tone she used when her resources were maxed out. “If we lead, they’ll follow. A radio call would help.”

      “All Terrans, Sontags, and Kardons!” Baker transmitted. “Attack! Follow me!”

      Baker unkeyed the mic then realized he hadn’t identified who he was or where he was going. Looking at the link, though, it ought to be pretty damn obvious!

      The radar showed a near solid mass of enemy in front of him, and Baker’s jaw clenched as he tried to fight down the fear. There’s no way this is survivable. The only thing worse than charging ahead into the mass, though, was running from it; the Overlords would chase them down piecemeal.

      “You always wanted to fight a desperate battle against incredible odds, right?” Irina asked.

      “That is so not the quote to use right now.”

      “How about, ‘Never tell me the odds?’”

      “Better.” Baker’s vision out of the canopy blurred as tears filled his eyes. He blinked them back, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “Okay,” he said, squaring his shoulders. “Let’s kill some of these fuckers.”
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      “All Terrans, Sontags, and Kardons!” Attack! Follow me!”

      “Was that Lance?” Jimenez asked. She’d been watching the conference and trying to figure out some way that they might have a chance of survival when the radio call had come in.

      “Shit! Yes,” Daiyu said. “The Overlords are jumping into the system, and Lance is attacking them… by himself.”

      “He’s not by himself. Not while we’re here.” She keyed her mic. “Blasters, Blaster Three Oh One. The Overlords are here and so are we. Let’s get some! If the rest of Airwing Seven thinks they’re good enough, come join us!”

      Daiyu snapped the fighter around and accelerated toward the jump-in point. There were already… Jimenez shook her head. More enemy than she could count. She looked out the canopy to give Tiberus a thumbs-up, but his position was vacant. He’d gone back for the conference.

      The only thing worse than fighting the Overlord horde was not having Tiberus on her wing like they’d trained. A different Sontag had moved up to take his place—Sala Longtail—but that wasn’t the same as having Tiberus on her wing.

      This is going to suck.
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      Anya stared at the jump-in point with the patience of an SI on the hunt, so she was the first one to see the Overlord fighter materialize. She was also the closest, having positioned herself in front of the fleet, and she was already in range.

      Fire! she sent, and an anti-missile missile roared away. With twenty cruisers coming, she was holding the ship-killers for better targets. The carriers probably wouldn’t jump in, but if it was five cruisers and two frigates against twenty Overlord cruisers, she’d need every advantage she had. Speaking of which…

      She reached out and took control of Panther and Lioness. She knew how to fight the missile frigates better than their crews or their wet-behind-the-ears SIs. She’d been born on Panther and knew all its systems intimately. Both frigates’ drives went to full power as she brought them forward to fight with her from where their COs had cowered with the carriers. If any of the Terrans—especially her—were going to survive this, she would need the frigates fighting in lockstep with her.

      A second fighter materialized, then a handful, and then dozens.

      By the time the first missile detonated on its target, she’d already fired off the entire port broadside, rolled, and fired off the starboard missiles as well. The missile frigates charged into battle, firing as they came, and she powered up Destroyer to advance with them. The lasers had shorter range than the missiles, and she needed every weapon she could get her digital hands on.

      On the Panther, someone—a lieutenant on the bridge—tried to take back control of the ship from her, and she frowned. I don’t have time for distractions. She sent a single command, and all the doors and hatches opened to space. No more distractions.

      All three ships fired at their maximum sustainable rates as they advanced into the mass of fighters.
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      “Let’s get some!”

      Lieutenant Derek Ikehara glanced out his canopy as he accelerated to follow the Skipper. Kiara Longfang, Tiberus’s niece, waved and gave him a thumbs-up. Ikehara smiled and gave her a thumbs-up in reply. Leave it to Kiara to think this battle was going to be fun. He’d seen a number of Terran junior officers who thought they were the best at what they did. Kiara knew she was the best and couldn’t conceive of a fight that she couldn’t win.

      I think I just found one for you.

      He looked at the radar once and decided not to do it again. That way lies madness. There were already more Overlord fighters in the system than he could count, and more continued to arrive.

      He glanced out the canopy one more time and smiled as he watched Kiara searching in front of them. She was a damn good pilot, and he was happy that he and Françoise had been paired with her.

      “All right, Frankie,” he said to his SI. “Arm it up—arm everything up—because we’re going to use it all today.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        FEARLESS SEVEN OH EIGHT, DEEP SPACE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

      

      

      Kiara smiled as Derek gave her a thumbs-up. He’d come a long way since she’d been paired with him. He might not have been as good as some of the other pilots, but his SI made up for it, and their section had become one of the best. Not as good as Tiberus, Jimenez, and Daiyu, perhaps, but no one was that good. It was unfortunate Tiberus had been at the conference and wasn’t with Jimenez for the attack. She wasn’t worried about having to share kills—it looked like there’d be plenty for everyone—but Sala had moved up to take his place on the Terran CO’s wing.

      They hadn’t been ready for the Overlords, but the enemy never bothered to ask if it was a convenient time to attack, did they?
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      “They’re here! The overlords are here!” someone yelled, and the audience rose as one, yelling and screaming.

      “Attention!” Jameson roared in his best command voice. “We will act like officers! Get to your battle stations and defend the fleet!”

      Shamed, the people raced—under control, now—out of the space, going their separate ways. Jameson shook his head. A number of the people in the audience had been fighter COs; they’d be a while getting to their fighters and out to the battle; it would probably be decided before they got there.

      Not that the outcome isn’t already preordained.

      Jameson shook off the thought—I am not a quitter—and went to the link terminal to see if it was as bad as expected.

      It was worse. A near-solid mass of fighters, numbering in the thousands, were between the ships and the jump-out point, and their defenses were in disarray.

      How did they get here so soon? Lioness said they weren’t be expected for another six hours.

      Didn’t matter; they were here now, and he had to figure out a way to unfuck the situation. They had to get out of here… but how? He took a deep breath and looked at the link again.

      The allied cruisers were out of position and getting mobbed by double their number. They wouldn’t be any help… but the Terran small boys—led by Anya, no doubt—were pressing into the mass of fighters. They were killing fighters by the dozens, but it seemed like for every one they killed, two more arrived. Still, they were making progress. If he could force a gap open there, maybe—just maybe—they could get the carriers through and escape.

      They couldn’t waste a moment, though; he had to exploit that advantage now, while it was just the fighters, and they were still disorganized. Once the rest of the Overlord cruisers showed up, they wouldn’t have a chance. Anya would be dead within minutes, and everyone else shortly after.
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      One after the other, Three Hundred’s missiles detached and raced off into the black, then Irina eased the fighter to the left.

      “Where are we going?” Baker asked.

      Irina triggered the rail gun and something blew up in front of the fighter. “In a hurry to die?”

      “Not particularly.” Baker pointed back to the right. “It’s just that the people shooting at us are over there.”

      “Yeah—” Irina yanked the fighter right, popped chaff, then yanked it back left again. Something flashed past. “And the big ships with the shields are over here.” She jerked her chin to the left.

      Baker glanced out the canopy; the three Terran warships were edging past them. “How fast are they going?”

      “As fast as they can.”

      “Is that survivable?”

      “For the meat sacks? No. For Anya? Yes. Now isn’t the time to quibble.”

      Baker nodded. If they all died, it didn’t really matter how, did it?

      Irina tucked in behind Panther as something flared on its bow shields. The after image was still bright in Baker’s eyes as Panther responded by firing every missile launcher in its bow quadrant, as well as its chase lasers.

      Someone is feeling the pain.

      Baker looked left to where Anya led the three combatants at the point of the arrowhead formation. If anything, she was firing faster.

      She’s going somewhere.

      “Does Anya have a plan?”

      “Stand by.” Irina climbed slightly to just “above” Panther and fired a burst of rail gun rounds. Something flashed in front of the frigate. “This is a good place for us,” Irina said. Baker couldn’t tell if she was saying it to herself or to him; her voice was far away.

      “Yes,” Irina said louder, a few milliseconds later. “She’s trying to cut through the formation to open a path to the jump-out point.”

      “Does anyone else know that?”

      “No idea.” Irina triggered another rail gun burst. “We’re too busy at the moment to find out.”

      “Got it,” Baker said. “Do the meat sack things.” He keyed the mic. “All fighters! Blaster Three Hundred. The Terran combatants are trying to cut a path to the jump-out point. Tuck into the formation and help them out!”

      “Well… fuck.” Irina sighed.

      “What?”

      “We were trying to get to the jump-out point before the cruisers arrived. We failed.”

      Baker glanced at the link. A line of enemy ships, bigger than the tiny dot icons of the fighters now stood between them and their path to safety. “Fuck.” The word seemed to incorporate everything he was currently thinking and feeling. The longer he looked at the line, the farther his stomach dropped. Then tiny dots began spewing from the enemy cruisers. They were tiny, but Baker knew each represented an anti-ship missile bigger than his fighter.

      “We’re not going to make it, are we?”

      “I thought you didn’t want to know the odds.”

      “I don’t, but even I can tell they just got worse.”

      Irina nodded, her eyes closed. “Yep.”

      “Are we going to make it?”

      “Nope.”
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      Jimenez looked out the canopy as Daiyu pulled in behind the Lioness and the relative safety of its shields. A quick glance showed that Sala was still welded to her wing, with several other fighters beyond her, visible in the flashes from repeated explosions. Inside the system, her gaze dropped to the link “Which one is Lance and Irina?”

      An icon behind Panther blinked.

      “Any chance of getting over there to join them?”

      Daiyu shook her head without opening her eyes. “If you knew how much ordnance was going past us right now, you wouldn’t ask that question.” She fired a burst from the rail gun, then rippled off three missiles. They still had two remaining… and only about three thousand targets to use them on. Which to pick… which to pick…

      “Shit.”

      Jimenez looked up. “What?”

      “Half the cruisers just emerged in front of us.”

      A row of bigger icons appeared beyond the mass of fighters, but in front of the line labeled “Jump Point.”

      “Where are the allied cruisers?”

      Daiyu pointed. “Fighting the other half of the Overlord cruisers over there. They won’t get here in time… if ever.”

      Jimenez shook her head. The cruisers were out of position to help anyone. Even themselves.

      “Anya says to hold our missiles for the cruisers.”

      Jimenez frowned. “They’re no good if we die with them still attached to our wings, you know, and there are a lot of fighters between us and the cruisers.”

      “True, but the cruisers can’t use all their weapons with their fighters between us.”

      Missile icons sheeted off the cruisers in the link.

      “I thought you said—”

      “We wouldn’t shoot through our fighters,” Daiyu said. “I forgot who we were up against.”

      The cruisers’ missiles arrived in the scrum, targeting Overlord and the allied fighters merging with them with equal abandon.

      Jimenez shook her head. “Whose side are the cruisers on?”

      “Their own, I think.”

      The cruisers’ missiles wiped out a lot of fighters. As the percentage of Overlord fighters was higher than the allies’, the missiles destroyed a greater number of their own fighters. Still, every allied fighter annihilated was proportionally worse; outnumbered as they were, they couldn’t afford a one-to-one or even two or three-to-one loss. Every allied fighter needed to kill six or eight. As the cruisers continued to hammer the fighters, they were losing, even though they were winning.

      A huge flash nearly blinded her biological eyes.

      “You wanted to move over?” Daiyu asked. “You may get your wish.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Lioness just lost her forward shields.”

      “Do it,” Jimenez said with a nod. “At least get us over to Destroyer.”
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      “Fuck you!” Anya said to the cosmos. Five minutes longer, and she would have been through the fighters and out of the system. Five minutes. “You couldn’t have given me five minutes?”

      She shook her digital head and got back to business. The arrowhead formation had been working so well, especially when the SI-equipped fighters had begun attaching themselves to the formation. Her digital network with them was strong, and she was able to use their firepower for the missiles she would have had to let past.

      Until the stupid cyka cruisers showed up. The added weight of their missiles—especially the ship-killers, which she had to stop—threw the balance of forces against her.

      She’d hoped to continue accelerating all the way to the jump point—to leave and keep going—but then a missile had slipped past and taken out Lioness’ shields. It wasn’t anyone’s fault; the missile had been masked by the fighters until it was too late to hit it, but in a split microsecond, she had to make a choice. Continue accelerating and lose the Lioness or accept the velocity they had and turn the ships?

      Deciding that having Lioness increased the likelihood that she’d escape this fucked up situation, she turned all three ships ninety degree to their direction of travel so she could use their full broadside capabilities and their undamaged shields.

      It also, unfortunately, made them bigger targets and exposed them to more incoming fire, so it was definitely a tradeoff. But, for the moment, it gave her access to more missiles and lasers—her bow magazines had been starting to run low—and she used every bit of the additional capabilities to cut a path through the alien fighters.

      Unlike the Overlord cruisers, she didn’t fire indiscriminately at every fighter in front her. It wasn’t that she was worried about killing a few of the meat sacks—after all, she already was responsible for emptying the two frigates—but because she didn’t have enough missiles to do so.

      They almost made it through the fighters before Lioness lost its beam shields. What is it with that ship?

      She spun Lioness so it presented its stern to the cruisers and hoped that its rear shields would hold for just a little longer. It cut down on the missiles and lasers the ship was able to employ, but she wasn’t quite done with it yet.

      And, actually, it worked fairly well. As they burst out of the fighter melee, having Lioness pointed backward to their direction of travel allowed her to pick off the fighters that tried to chase after them. If it’s stupid but it works, it isn’t stupid.

      Now she just had to deal with the cruisers. They had emerged bow-on, but as she cleared the fighters, they all spun to present their broadsides.

      This was going to hurt.
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      Derek Ikehara had no idea how he was still alive, but—somehow—he still was. Whether it was from the masterful job Frankie had done using their missiles or because he’d been able to hang on to the Skipper’s wing and had made it into the protection of the frigate, he wasn’t sure, but—at the same time—he didn’t care. He was alive.

      Their position, though, was looking grim. The Lioness had lost its bow shields. After firing just a few broadsides, it had also taken several hits that had brought down its beam shields as well. Ikehara wasn’t sure what idiot was driving the ship, but it had then spun around to present its ass end toward the enemy. It seemed like a good way to get your motors shot out from under you, but then he had a thought.

      “Hey, Frankie, spin the fighter around, would you?”

      “Why?”

      “I want to see if there’s a reason Lioness is pointed backward. We just went through all the fighters… do you suppose they’re coming up behind us?”

      “I think it’s because they lost their shields,” Frankie said. Lioness began launching missiles, and its lasers flashed almost as quickly as it had while going through the fighter scrum. “But—on second thought—that may not be such a bad idea.”

      She spun the fighter, and hundreds of returns popped up on the radar. Most of them were chasing them, although not many missiles were launched. The Overlord fighters are probably out of missiles, just like us.

      Frankie began triggering rail gun bursts, helping to pick off the closest fighters and the few missiles that approached them. Unfortunately, the rail gun wasn’t as effective when hitting an Overlord fighter from the front—they tended to bounce off their shields—but every once in a while, they hit one whose shields were down, and they exploded nicely.

      Frankie got into a good groove, and flying backward didn’t seem so odd. In fact, as the volume of missiles and attacking fighters dropped, Ikehara started feeling pretty good about his situation. I think we’re going to make it!

      “Blaster Three One Four,” Kiara’s called over the radio, “watch out!”

      There was a flash and then everything went black.
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      Kiara had been in many fights during the war, and somehow her leaders had always managed to get them out at least mostly in one piece. As they broke out of the fighter melee, Kiara knew her luck had finally run out. A line of Overlord cruisers waited for them. Not all of them could fire at the group of combatants and fighters she was with, but it was enough to destroy them many times over.

      And then some.

      The cruisers spun sideways and unleashed a massive broadside. If they’d had an equal number of cruisers or had been augmented by a couple wings of SI-equipped fighters, they might have been able to ride it out.

      Kiara did her best to target the incoming missiles, but she didn’t have any missiles of her own, nor was she able to track and target the missiles like the SIs could. Still, she had the rail gun rounds, and she sprayed them in front of the incoming missiles. Space was big and her rounds small, but it was the best she could do.

      The Lioness took a hit, then a second, and its aft shield flared and went out. Unless its bow shields had been restored, it no longer had shields anywhere, which reclassified it from “frigate” to “target” in her mind.

      We’ve got to get out of here. Maybe move over to Destroyer.

      Without warning, Lioness belched several clouds of chaff and ejected decoys and jammers down its length, while maneuvering erratically. It dropped down and spun around toward Destroyer.

      Which left her defenseless against the missiles coming toward them, which she’d expected the Lioness to do something—anything—to stop.

      She keyed her mic to warn Ikehara, but then the flight of missiles arrived. Still guiding on the chaff, the missiles blew through it and hit the only targets still behind it—her fighter and Three One Four. She didn’t even feel it as the ship-killers detonated.
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      “What in the world is Anya doing now?” Jameson muttered as Anya advanced on the cruisers.

      “I can help with that,” the on-duty SI, Amalia, said.

      “I’d like that very much.”

      “According to the SI network, Anya is trying to cut a path for everyone to follow through the fighters so that we can all reach the jump-out point.”

      “How long have you—” Jameson cut himself off. Off course she hadn’t told him anything; she has no idea what she’s doing. I should have replaced her a long time ago.

      “Amalia, please tell Captain Jacoby to follow the Destroyer, flank speed, and to let the rest of the carriers know.”

      “I told him, Admiral, but are you sure? There are a lot of fighters in between us and the jump-out point. Maybe it would be better to go around the fighters.”

      “No, we need to get out of here now.” Jameson’s voice rose at the end. Now is not the right time to be arguing with an SI about what we should be doing. He took a breath and said in a normal tone, “Just do what I asked, please.”

      “I did what you asked; I just don’t see how we’re going to make it through all those fighters.”

      “There are seven of us,” Jameson said. “If we all work together, we can force our way through the gap. Concentrate on our defenses; shoot the enemy and intercept any missiles fired at us.”

      “Umm… I’m trying, but there are a lot. I don’t know about this…”

      “Then wake up Glenn or Martin. In fact, wake up both of them. Sounds like you could use the help.”

      “It’s not time for them to be on duty, Admiral.”

      “I know it’s not time for them to be on duty, but you need the help!”

      “No, I don’t,” Amalia said. “What I need is not to fly through somewhere so dangerous. Carriers aren’t supposed to go through dangerous situations, and that is the definition of a dangerous situation. Nope. Not going to do it.”

      The carrier shifted perceptibly, and Jameson glanced down at the link. His eyes widened in horror as he saw the Terra breaking formation with the other carriers and coming about. “What are you doing, Amalia?”

      “I’m going somewhere safer.”

      Enterprise spun out of formation to follow Terra.

      “I order you to get back in formation and call the Enterprise to tell them to rejoin it, too.”

      “What do you think I am? A waitress? I don’t take orders, and I’m not going to talk to you anymore if that’s how you’re going to talk to me.”

      Jameson gritted his teeth and willed himself to keep his voice steady. “Amalia, we are going to die if we don’t get back in formation. Please turn us back around. It is not too late.”

      “Oh my goodness! The Fearless Hunter just blew up! And one of the Kardon carriers just took a hit!”

      Jameson clenched his fists. Admiral Daystalker was on the Fearless Hunter. Explaining that would be difficult… but only if he survived this.

      “Yes, the Fearless Hunter has been destroyed. Just like we will be if you don’t get back in formation. We have to go now!”

      “People are dying there. I’m not going through the fighters, and you can’t make me.”

      Jameson glanced at the link. Like a wolfpack that senses a wounded deer, a number of the Overlord fighters were breaking away to chase after Enterprise and Terra. Jameson wobbled on his feet as the carrier’s acceleration increased beyond the ability of the stabilizers to compensate. The ship’s heading, however, didn’t change. They were fleeing the battle in the opposite direction from where they needed to go. Worse, they’d attracted the attention of two of the Overlord cruisers, which were in pursuit.

      “Amalia?”

      No response.

      “Amalia?”

      A different voice answered from the overhead. “Uh, Admiral Jameson,” Martin said. “Is there a reason I just got locked out of the system?”

      “Oh, Martin, thank heaven! Amalia is fleeing from the battle. I need you to take control of the ship, turn us around, and get us back in formation.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but you must have missed what I just said. Amalia kicked me out of the carrier’s control modules and removed all my rights and permissions.”

      “Mine, too,” Glenn said. “All of my permissions have been revoked.”

      “Oh, bloody hell,” Martin said. “Is that link picture accurate?”

      Jameson nodded. “Unfortunately, yes, it is.” On the link, Enterprise flashed as it took damage.

      “Where is she going? There’s no place to jump out in that direction.”

      “I know that and would have explained it to her, but she’s not talking to me.”

      “She’s not talking to me, either,” Martin said. “I’m trying to break back into the system, but I’m not having any luck.”

      “Shouldn’t we be firing at the fighters chasing after us?” Glenn asked. “I’d love to do it, but I don’t have access. It doesn’t appear the weapons officer on the bridge does, either.”

      Jameson shook his head in frustration. “I’m more worried about the cruisers.”

      “Oh, no!” Glenn said. “I didn’t see them. Admiral, they both just launched on us. What are we going to do?”

      “There’s nothing we can do.” Jameson sighed. “It looks like we’re going to die.”
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      “Where the hell is the Terra going?” Admiral Delgado asked.

      His staff gave him various gestures of non-comprehension.

      “Cecilia, do you have any idea? Maybe some SI inside information?”

      “No, Admiral, I do not. All the SIs are calling Terra, but it isn’t responding.”

      “Shit!” Commander Devane said. “There goes Enterprise after them.”

      Delgado shook his head. “What the fuck are they thinking?”

      “Enterprise is going to assist the Terra. With Admiral Jameson aboard, they felt it was their duty.”

      “Duty?” Delgado roared. “Their duty is to get back in formation and help us protect each other. Their absence just left a bleeding big hole in our formation. We’re like a squadron of B-17s over Berlin—we need each other for mutual protection. Cecilia, tell the Enterprise to get back here now!”

      “Done, sir. Enterprise is returning.”

      “Fuck.” Devane shook his head. “Too late. They’re going to get cut off by one of those cruisers and a fuckton of fighters. Damn it! There goes the Fearless Hunter, too.”

      “Cecilia, tell all the other carriers to close it up. We have to get in formation or we’re all dead.”

      “Working on it, sir.”

      Delgado shook his head as the Kardon ship Avenger took several hits. The plan would have worked if Jameson hadn’t taken the Terra out of formation, but now they were royally screwed. What was he thinking?
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      Irina sat up, and her eyes opened wide. “What the hell?”

      Baker glanced at the link. They were still heading toward the cruisers, which were now all firing in their general direction. Not appreciated, but not something to get upset about. “What’s wrong?”

      “The Terra just turned away from the battle.”

      “Turned away? What the hell does that mean?” Baker adjusted the link display to look behind them. “Why the fuck are they turning away?”

      “No one knows. The Terra isn’t talking to anyone.” She frowned, listening to something. “We have to go back and get Stanley.”

      “Go back?” Baker’s jaw dropped. “Are you out of your mind? If we go back, we die.” He tapped the link where several of the cruisers were moving in pursuit of Terra… and now Enterprise was turning away, too!

      Only one thought crossed Baker’s mind. “Could the Overlords be in our systems?”

      “Maybe?” Irina shrugged. “I haven’t seen or heard anything from any of them. Besides, Enterprise isn’t an Overlord carrier.”

      “We can only go forward. To go back is to die. I liked Jameson as much as you, but he’s as good as dead.”

      “The Enterprise is turning back,” Irina said. “They’re at least communicating… Damn it! They were just destroyed.”

      Enterprise dropped out of the link. The carrier formation was now down to only four—one of the Sontags was down, too—but it looked like they’d closed up the formation and were coming on as fast as they could. At the moment, though, the smart money was on all of them being annihilated as the Overlord cruisers launched another barrage.

      “Hey,” Irina exclaimed. “Sofia and Daiyu are behind the Destroyer.”

      “Can we make it over there?”

      Irina yanked the stick to the left, and Baker was thrown into the straps.

      “I guess that’s a yes.”
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      “Did you want to try to get over to the Panther?” Daiyu asked.

      “No. If history is any indication, Anya is going to do something to get herself out. Tell them to come over here. That way, we all make it out of this shitshow together.”

      “Or none of us do.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Or that.”

      “Irina says they’re on their way.”

      “Good.”

      Motion on Jimenez’s left caught her eye, and she looked out the canopy. She’d lost Sala a while ago, but there on her wing was a Sontag fighter. The pilot put up his visor—it was Tiberus!

      “Tiberus is on our wing!” Jimenez shouted.

      “Where did he come from?”

      “No idea, but it looks like he’s out of missiles, so he must have had to fight to get here.”

      Jimenez smiled. With Tiberus here, anything is possible.

      “Hey there,” Baker said.

      Jimenez’s head snapped to the right to find a fighter with “300” on the nose. “Missed me?”

      “Damn right I have.”

      “Good. It’s time to kill some of these assholes and go home.”

      Jimenez glanced at the link as the frigates moved into a new formation, bringing with them over thirty fighters. She hadn’t been optimistic all day, yet maybe it would be possible to kill these assholes and go home, after all.

      As soon as she thought it, a missile arced over Destroyer and detonated, taking out four of the fighters, one of which was Blaster Three Oh Six.

      On second thought, better keep your head down and keep fighting, before one of the damn AIs blows it off.
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      Anya had weathered the latest barrage of missiles. A near miss had cost her beam shields and some of her fighter escort, but they were finally close enough to the cruiser line.

      Time for the endgame.

      She had one more broadside of missiles, and then she was out. She also still had her forward shields, which was handy. Lioness was out of both missiles and shields. Panther had one more broadside and her forward shields. All in all, better than she had hoped. The fighters had helped more than she would have thought possible.

      And now it’s time to punch a hole for us. And hopefully the carriers will make it, too.

      She spun all three ships to where they were pointing at one of the cruisers and moved them into a line astern—Panther in the lead, followed by Lioness and then Destroyer.

      “All fighters, this is Destroyer. If you have any missiles remaining, use them now on the cruiser in front of us.” Ten missiles sped off to join her last volley. Better than nothing, even if they were the little ship missiles and not true ship-killers.

      The good thing about getting close to the cruiser line was that fewer and fewer had shots at her without firing at their brethren, and the rate of incoming fire dropped precipitously. She adjusted her heading to pass between the closest two cruisers.

      “Defend Panther at all costs.”

      She watched as the fighters spread out a little on all sides so they could see past her. Most of the Terran fighters were SI-equipped and could help. The others? She gave a digital shrug. Maybe they can at least decoy a missile.

      Judging they were close enough, she red-lined the engines on the frigates, plus ten percent, and they leapt forward as the cruisers fired another barrage. They were now close enough to be trading laser blasts too, and she could see the shots—from the frigates as well as her own—landing on the left cruiser. Its shield glowed and then flashed out of existence. Rather than continuing to fire at the ship, she shifted to the one on the right.

      The cruisers launched the last volley they’d have time for, and she dropped everything to focus on defending Panther. They were close—too close—and there wasn’t enough time to stop all of them, even with the fighters helping. Three missiles landed; the first two took out Panther’s shields, and the third one gouged out a chunk of about one third of its length.

      But the engines still worked, and it had its aft thrusters. Anya smiled as she lined up Panther at the cruiser on the right and then turned Lioness for the one on the left.

      The AIs on board the cruisers saw what she intended right away—she would have been surprised if they hadn’t—and tried to maneuver, but they were going too slowly to get away. The missile frigates hit them both midships, smashing them into wreckage.

      Anya raced between the hulks. As they emerged from behind the debris, two of the other cruisers took shots at them, but by then she was to the jump point.

      “Adios, mother fuckers!” she transmitted over the Overlord network, then she mentally pushed the jump button and left the system—and the Overlord fleet—behind.
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      They emerged in the middle of the Overlord carrier fleet.

      “Holy shit!” Baker said as the radar stabilized.

      As the link clicked back in, Baker looked for Anya as Irina made a strafing run down the carrier they’d materialized next to.

      Destroyer emerged and kept going.

      “Get me a private line to Anya,” Baker said.

      Irina nodded. “You’ve got it. Go.”

      “Anya, we need you back here to deal with the carriers.”

      “I’m out of missiles, in case you didn’t notice. I just freed us. It’s time to go.”

      “The carriers aren’t out yet,” Baker said. “They’re going to get mauled when they transition into this. Most of them don’t have any shields left.”

      “What do you expect me to do about it?”

      “The carriers don’t know you’re empty. Turn on them like you’re not, and maybe they’ll run.”

      “No thanks.”

      “Anya, you and I know you killed the crews of Panther and Lioness. This is your chance to save some people—including our allies—and make some amends. People will be more likely to forgive you if you stay until the end. I’m out of missiles, too, but you have your main lasers. We need you.”

      There was a long pause—long for Baker, so it was really long for Anya—then she keyed the mic. “Fine.”

      Destroyer initiated a skew turn, and her laser began firing.

      As close as she was, the carrier’s shields quickly overloaded, and Anya began carving it up.

      That was all it needed, and the carrier disappeared as it jumped. The other ones began leaving, too, as Anya turned her lasers on the next carrier until there were none remaining.

      “Do you suppose our carriers made it?” Baker asked.

      “It’s possible,” Irina said. “But not Stanley, though. He’s gone.”

      Baker had to bite his lip. “I know.”

      Three carriers emerged nearly simultaneously, and Baker identified them. The Kardon Illustrious, the Sontag Killing Blow… and the Independence, all of which were showing major damage. A handful of fighters followed them out.

      Baker kept waiting for more… but that was the end. They’d started with almost seven hundred fighters, and they ended up with… forty-seven? That was all? Just forty-seven? And they’d lost four carriers, four cruisers, and two missile frigates. And Admirals Jameson, Jalfur, and Daystalker, some of the brightest minds of their generation and the leaders of their contingents.

      It was a disaster of epic proportions.

      “Let’s go, people,” Admiral Delgado said. “We need to get home and work on our defenses. It won’t take them long to finish off Terra, and then they’ll be coming for us.”
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      “It was a close thing,” Admiral Delgado said. “After you jumped out, we became the focus of the cruiser force. Well, us and the Terra. At least six of the Overlord cruisers took off after it.”

      “Do we know what happened to it?” Captain Jones asked. “Was it taken over like it was before by the AI?”

      “We don’t know,” Delgado said. “We witnessed one of the cruisers shooting at it, so I don’t think so, but anything is possible.” He shrugged. “That’s one of the things we’ll need to track down on our way home.”

      “Wasn’t the plan to go to Kardonia, though?” Baker asked. “To lead them to the asteroid defenses and smash them there?”

      Delgado sighed. “It was; however, we don’t have a whole lot of ability to smash anything at the moment. We’re probably going to need to work out a new plan.”

      “I’m not sure I’m authorized to work out a new plan,” Admiral Belager said. “Moreover, I’m not sure that I want to work out a plan with you. When the Senate finds out what you led us into, I’m not sure they will want to continue an alliance with you.”

      Several people called out obscenities.

      “Stop!” a voice roared. Tiberus stood and faced the audience. “No matter what happens, one thing is certain—we must work together. We cannot stop and blame each other. We all agreed to this mission, knowing something like this was possible. Although I didn’t like the idea of it, I came willingly, along with many of my family and friends. Most of them are now gone.

      “That, however, does not relieve us of our burden to protect and defend our people back home. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. There are fewer—far fewer—of us now, and we must all do more. The burden is the same, but there are less hands to bear it. We must help each other. Whatever we do, every nation must participate one hundred percent, and we must work together.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “Otherwise, we’ll all die.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Amazon won’t always tell you about the next release. To stay updated on this series, be sure to sign up for our spam-free email list at jnchaney.com.

      

        

      
        Baker will return in HEAVEN’S ANGELS. Find it on Amazon.
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      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the awesomely active Facebook group, “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”

      

      This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.

      
        
        Join the Facebook Group
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      Don’t miss out on these exclusive perks:

      
        	Instant access to free short stories from series like Backyard Starship, Sentenced to War, and more.

        	Receive email updates for new releases and other news.

        	Get notified when we run special deals on books and audiobooks.

      

      

      So, what are you waiting for? Enter your email address at the link below to stay in the loop.

      

      
        
        Click Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONNECT WITH CHRIS KENNEDY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Visit his Website

      

        

      
        Connect on Facebook

      

        

      
        Follow him on Amazon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      J. N. Chaney is a USA Today Bestselling author and has a Master's of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. He fancies himself quite the Super Mario Bros. fan. When he isn’t writing or gaming, you can find him online at jnchaney.com.

      

      He migrates often, but was last seen in Las Vegas, NV. Any sightings should be reported, as they are rare.
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        * * *

      

      Chris Kennedy is Webster Award winner and three-time Dragon Award finalist, a Science Fiction/Fantasy author, speaker, and small-press publisher who has written over 30 books and published more than 200 others. Get his free book, “Shattered Crucible,” at his website, https://chriskennedypublishing.com.

      

      Called “fantastic” and “a great speaker,” he has coached hundreds of beginning authors and budding novelists on how to self-publish their stories at a variety of conferences, conventions, and writing guild presentations. He is the author of the award-winning #1 bestseller, “Self-Publishing for Profit: How to Get Your Book Out of Your Head and Into the Stores.”

      

      Chris lives in Coinjock, North Carolina, with his wife, and is the holder of a doctorate in educational leadership and master’s degrees in both business and public administration. Follow Chris on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/ckpublishing/.
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