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            PREVIOUSLY IN UPLINK SQUADRON

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

      A few ships managed to fight their way clear, only to be chased by a vastly superior Overlord force. Through skill, determination, and a good bit of luck, the allies built up their forces with the addition of one of the clone races, the Fulbans, and they were able to turn away the Overlord attack. Not only were they able to defeat the Overlord force, but a large number of Overlord carriers were also added to their fleet.

      But now a new enemy looms. The Legastians are an implacable race with a hive mind and a navy strong enough that even the Overlords—with their immense fleet—were afraid of it. Worse, although the Overlord fleet was defeated, they remain a major threat, and now the allies are trapped between two enemies.
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THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA, KARDONIA SYSTEM
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      Life can’t get any better, Commander Lance Baker thought as he slow danced. A beautiful woman in my arms, the war—if not ended entirely—has at least been brought to a pause, the free worlds have been saved, again. He looked down. And don’t forget the beautiful woman in my arms. Finally. He smiled, luxuriating in her fragrance after weeks and weeks spent in the cockpit of a small space fighter.

      He closed his eyes, enjoying the moment.

      A clawed hand tapped his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry to have to interrupt,” Tiberus said.

      Baker frowned, opened his eyes, and turned to the Sontag. Tiberus—a member of the felinoid race—was a friend and somewhat of a mentor. At the moment, though, he was something else. Unwanted.

      “Sorry,” Baker said. He shook his head. “But I’m not letting anyone cut in on me today.”

      Tiberus smiled sadly. “Although I would love a dance with Sofia, unfortunately, this is about something else.”

      Baker stopped dancing and separated from Commander Sofia Jimenez, his girlfriend and—if things went as planned tonight—lover. “What’s up?” he asked, keeping most, if not actually all, of the annoyance out of his voice.

      Tiberus turned to Jimenez. “As I understand it, you fought the Legastians in the Ressallus system?”

      Jimenez nodded. “I did.”

      “I hate to have to tell you this and ruin the party,” Tiberus said, “but they have returned.”

      “The Legastians?” Baker asked. “Who—”

      “They’re here?” Jimenez asked, all businesslike. “In this system?”

      “No,” Tiberus replied. “They’re back in the Ressallus system, or at least they were when the picket left there four days ago.”

      “So, they could be in Surrapsis now?”

      “They could,” Tiberus acknowledged. The system between Ressallus and Kardonia held a Sontag-inhabited planet. “Admiral Delgado is holding a meeting in Emthos’ study in ten minutes.”

      And there goes the night’s planned activities. Baker shook his head. I just can’t catch a break. Although Baker had been lucky—phenomenally lucky, most would say—while fighting the alien Overlords, his love life lacked the same good fortune; something always seemed to split him from Sofia at the worst possible times. Like now.

      “We’ll be there,” Sofia said. Baker sighed, and she punched him in the arm. “Cheer up, we might not have to leave immediately.”
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      “We’ll be leaving immediately, as soon as this meeting is over,” Admiral Laercio Delgado, the head of the Terran forces in the system, was saying as Jimenez and Baker arrived in the study a few minutes later. A large number of seats had been brought into the room, and all of them were already full, with another twenty people standing in the back of the room. They worked their way through the crowd to stand next to a suit of powered armor.

      “What did we miss?” Baker asked.

      “Not much so far,” the slate attached to it said. The voice belonged to Irina Koslova, a former space fighter pilot who had uploaded herself to the system of her fighter through the use of the fighter’s uplink technology, and she was now the synthetic intelligence who flew with Baker in the fighter known as Blaster Three Hundred.

      The exoskeleton shifted to move the slate closer. “All he’s said so far,” Irina continued, “is that the Legastians are back and we need to go help the Sontags with them.”

      The admiral looked up and acknowledged all the people entering from the back of the room. “Sorry to have to close down the festivities, but it looks like we have some unfinished business.” He nodded to Tiberus, who was seated in the front row. “If you would do the honors, please?”

      “Certainly.” The Sontag rose from his chair. “Four days ago, a picket in the Ressallus system noticed the entrance of a Legastian force in the system. He waited long enough to get a count of the forces and then left to bring out the word. At the time, there were eight Legastian carriers and four cruiser-like ships in the system. The picket flew through the Surrapsis system on the way here and advised them of the enemy force. Although they are making what preparations they can, most of the system’s defenses were stripped to fight the battle here.”

      Tiberus looked around the room. “Surrapsis could use some assistance.”

      Baker leaned over to Jimenez. “I can see that Tiberus has been working on his use of understatement.”

      “Yeah,” she replied in a whisper, “but we don’t have that much we can send.”

      Baker shook his head.

      “Thank you,” Delgado said as Tiberus sat back down again. “Now, I know that we just fought a big battle, and most of us have done nothing but fight for”—he paused as if thinking—“quite some time. But our allies need assistance, and it is my intention to provide that assistance to them. When we’re finished here, we’ll all go back up to our ships, and we will figure out our plan. It is possible that the Legastians could already be in the system, so I’ve given orders for the fleet to begin moving toward Surrapsis. We will meet up with them en route.”

      A hand rose from the first row of temporary seating, and a human stood.

      “Who is that?” Jimenez whispered.

      “That’s the leader of the Fulbans. He’s still calling himself ‘One,’” Baker replied. The Fulbans were a race of humans the Overlords had captured and were using as clones to fly their fighters. Using technology similar to the Terrans’ uplink software, the Overlords kept the Fulbans—and a number of other races—in cryo storage until needed and then imprinted the information they needed into their brains. Similar to a movie in Terran history, they could be given any knowledge they needed, from performing maintenance on a carrier to piloting a fighter in combat, at a moment’s notice.

      The Fulbans had been found and their memories returned to them in the last month, and they were now fighting on the Terrans’ side against the Overlords.

      “So, this is another enemy, aside from the Overlords?” One asked.

      Delgado nodded. “That is correct.”

      “How many enemies are you currently fighting?”

      Delgado winced. “Two that we know of, although it wasn’t our intention to make enemies of the Legastians. Our pilots tried to communicate with them upon first contact, but instead of talking with us, they attacked. The Overlords we’ve captured say that is their way—the Legastians don’t have friends. They attack every race they come across.”

      “That doesn’t seem to be a good survival trait,” One noted. “Eventually, you’re going to come upon someone who’s stronger than you.”

      “That’s true.” Delgado shrugged. “However, to this point, they were winning against the Overlords.”

      One shook his head. “So, it wasn’t bad enough that we were losing to the Overlords? You had to find another, stronger race to make enemies of, too?”

      Delgado opened his mouth and then shut it again, biting back whatever he’d wanted to say. After a second, he tried again. “We didn’t intentionally make them our enemies. They attacked us.”

      One nodded a moment. “It must be noted that we didn’t sign on to fight the Legastians. We said we’d help you with the Overlords.”

      “I understand,” Delgado said, “however, I hope you’ll broaden your mandate. The Legastians are like the Overlords in that there is no peaceful coexistence with them. While the Overlords want to rule you and turn you into clones, though, the Legastians are even worse. They want to eat you.”

      Baker leaned over to Jimenez. “I hope they’ll fight with us. About half the fighters we currently have are theirs.”

      “I will have to talk with my people,” One replied. “We will do another of your votes and see.”

      “Very well,” Delgado said. “The Overlords we’ve captured don’t think we’ll be able to defeat the Legastians by ourselves. If we can’t, you’ll be next.”

      “I understand.” One sat back down again.

      “Okay everyone,” Delgado said. “We all have carriers to catch so we can get planning. Once we’re back on our respective ships, I’ll set up a teleconference to begin the process.”

      Everyone stood and began filing toward the doors, most with sad looks on their faces as they’d been looking for a little rest after months of fighting. Baker turned toward Jimenez, who stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him.

      “What’s that for?” Baker asked. “I’ll see you back upstairs.”

      “No, you won’t. My stuff’s still on the Kuznetsov.”

      “Well, we’ve only got a hundred fighters. Surely, we’ll end up co-located.”

      Jimenez shook her head and chuckled sadly. “Something will come up. It always does.”

      Baker smiled. “Not this time. I’ll work it out with the admiral.”

      She nodded, turned, and started toward the door. Baker looked over his shoulder at the armored exoskeleton. “Coming?”

      “Where else would I be going?” Irina asked. “I’m certainly not letting you fly Three Hundred by yourself.”

      Baker frowned.

      “And if you think that the admiral is going to let you go to the Kuznetsov, you’re kidding yourself.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t think he trusts us out of his sight.”

      “Hey, everything worked out okay, and we saved the day… again.”

      Irina stopped and put her hands on her hips. “You think that’s going to matter?”

      “It should count for something, right, Sophia?” He turned to find Jimenez had already been pulled along with the crowd and—partially due to her short stature—was already lost to sight. Baker sighed. “Dammit.”
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      “Seats, please!” Commander Shawn Devane, the Independence’s intel officer, said as he took the podium.

      Baker, along with Lieutenant Commander Lina Weber, took their seats in the back row of the space.

      Devane nodded to the audience and then looked into the cameras pointed in his direction. “Good evening, Admiral, alliance admirals, officers, and staff.” He smiled. “Although the situation isn’t particularly favorable, I have to say that it’s nice to not be up here briefing a desperate battle against incredible odds for once.”

      The smile faded. “That being said, once again, we do appear to be outnumbered. The situation, as we know it now, is that a force of Legastians has appeared in the nearby Ressallus system, which is on the other side of the Sontag-owned Surrapsis system. The force is eight carriers strong, along with a couple of ships that are the size of cruisers.

      “Based on an earlier encounter with them, we know that each carrier holds about one hundred and fifty fighters, which are armed with missiles and rail guns. Based on the number of carriers, they may have as many as twelve hundred fighters. Intel indicates that the Legastian fighters will attack without quarter until they are all destroyed.

      “Facing them, we have twenty-nine carriers and a cruiser. That includes the fourteen Overlord carriers captured in the last battle by Commander Baker and the two Overlord carriers captured by Commander Jimenez in the Ressallus fighting. Although that would seem like an overwhelming force, as everyone is aware, we are not up to our full strength. We currently have 730 fighters, of which 428 are Terran operated, 97 are Sontag, 63 Fulban, and 27 Kardon. We also have 115 captured Overlord fighters at our disposal. One note on the Terran fighters is that only about 90 are F-77Cs; the rest are Overlord fighters being flown by SIs. As you can see, our fighter force is fragmented and would be going up against about two-to-one odds.”

      “Which, sadly, actually seems survivable at this stage of the game,” Baker whispered.

      Weber nodded. “By the time we reach the merge, we might even have an advantage.”

      “The question that Admiral Delgado asked me to pose is how best to fight them,” Devane continued. “For example, the Overlord carriers are still in orbit around Kardonia. Do we want to take them with us to use their fighters? If so, how do we man them? Do we trust the Overlords or their clones?”

      “I have a question.” The voice came from one of the monitors.

      “Who’s that?” Weber whispered.

      Baker winced. “That’s the Fulban known as ‘One.’ He had some issues at the initial briefing.”

      “What issues?”

      “Apparently, they told Porter they’d help fight the Overlords. They never agreed to fighting the Legastians.”

      “They’ll have to fight them eventually, though, won’t they?” Weber replied. “I heard that the Overlords were losing to them, and if so, wouldn’t they want to come in on our side while they can?”

      Baker shrugged. “Apparently, they’re trying to ‘find themselves’ as a people. Their ability to download information—like we can do in the fighter—lets them educate themselves pretty quickly. Hopefully, they’ll get it all figured out soon.”

      “Yes?” Devane asked. “What’s your question?”

      “Are the Overlord clones in question Fulbans? If so, we would like them repatriated to us, and we claim the carriers they’re on as ours.”

      An intake of breath could be visibly heard across the space. Giving up all sixteen carriers would be costly.

      Baker raised his hand and got Devane’s attention. “I can answer that.”

      A look of relief went across Devane’s face. “Commander Baker?”

      Baker stood. “I didn’t go onboard all the Overlord carriers, but I went aboard about half to collect the AIs. Of the ones I went aboard, about half were manned by Fruzians and half by humans, although I can’t say whether they were Fulban or not.”

      Admiral Delgado stood and looked into the camera. “That is a good question, One, and we’ll get you an answer on it. Regarding the rest of the question on using the Overlord’s fighters and carriers, I would like Commander Jimenez to head a working group on it, since she’s had the most experience dealing with them.”

      “A lot of us have at this point,” Baker said. “Lieutenant Commander Porter and Hong have dealt with one of the AIs for longer than anyone, and I’ve had several conversations with the ones we just captured. I would recommend that both Lieutenant Commander Porter and I be included in the group.”

      “I agree with Porter being part of it. As for you… I have a different mission.”

      “Uh, you do… sir?”

      “I do. Please see me after this.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.” Baker sat.

      “What do you think that’s about?” Weber asked.

      “No idea, but I imagine it’s still punishment detail from my last jaunt.”

      “Could he still be mad about that? Even after all you’ve done, since?”

      “Admirals hold grudges for long periods. I think it’s part of the job description.”

      “I have an option on how best to fight the Legastians,” a voice said from the monitor. The main screen shifted to show Admiral Navir Dranom aboard the Kardon carrier Illustrious.

      “Yes, Admiral?” Devane asked.

      “There are eight Legastian carriers, correct?”

      “That is correct.”

      Dranom nodded. “We have twenty-nine. I suggest we take them all with us, including the Overlord ships. When we get there, they will see an overwhelming force, and they will run.”

      “Maybe,” Commander Jimenez said from a different screen.

      Baker smiled. That’s my girl.

      “You have thoughts on this?” Devane asked.

      “I do.” The main screen shifted to the feed from the Kuznetsov. “As was mentioned previously, we fought the Legastians in Ressallus. At the time, the Overlord AI that we had captured told us that the Legastian fighters never run, and they never back down. Last time, they saw us with four carriers, and they came back this time with eight of their own. I’m worried that if we show up with twenty-nine carriers, the next time we see them, they’ll have fifty-eight… or maybe more, once we thump them again.”

      “They don’t have fifty-eight carriers to throw at us,” Dranom said. “They can’t.”

      “I respectfully disagree, sir, because there’s no way for us to know, and the Overlords did say they were losing to them. They may very well have that many… and I’d hate for them to unleash them on us.” Jimenez shrugged. “I wouldn’t recommend taking more than eight or ten; let’s not turn this into a game of one-upmanship. With the limited number of fighters we have, we don’t need any more than that, and the Overlord carriers can all sit back here.”

      “You don’t want the fighters that are onboard the Overlord carriers?” Delgado asked.

      “If you’re asking whether I’d like to have more fighters on my side in the next battle, sir, the answer is always going to be ‘yes.’ That assumes that we can ethically use them, of course. Regardless, though, we don’t need the carriers; we can just bring the fighters in one of ours.”

      “We have space and can man the fighters with our people while the ownership and repatriation issues of the Overlord carriers are being decided,” One said. “We have plenty of people and can have 115 pilots ready to go in an hour or two.”

      Delgado held up a hand. “Okay, Commander Jimenez, I want you to put together a working group on this and get me some plans and recommendations in the next couple of hours. I don’t think we want to take more than ten carriers, for the reasons you mentioned, but I want to make sure we use all the fighters we can, and they have appropriate operating facilities.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Yes, sir; I’ll put that together for you.”

      “That’s it for now, then,” Delgado said. “We’ll reconvene once I’ve had a chance to look at the options. Everyone will be notified.”

      “That concludes this meeting,” Commander Devane said. He motioned to one of the techs, and the cameras and monitors went off.

      “What now?” Weber asked. “Should we contact Sophia and see about helping?”

      Baker shook his head. “You can, but I’m going to go find out what my ‘new mission’ is.” He stood and worked his way to the front of the space.

      When the admiral was free, Baker asked, “You have a project for me, sir?”

      “I do,” Delgado said with a nod. “You remember that system you were in where you picked up the battleship that nearly killed us all?”

      Baker winced. “Yes, sir.” Now’s probably not the time to mention that it’s a defender, not a battleship.

      “I want you to go there and negotiate a peace with the Overlords. Actually, that’s not true. What I’d really like is an alliance, where they’re fighting alongside us. I’ll settle for a peace treaty, though, if they’re not amenable to an alliance.”

      Baker felt his jaw drop. With a conscious effort he closed it and tried to get his brain to catch up with what he just heard. He wasn’t sure he could.

      “Is there a problem with that, Commander?” Delgado asked.

      “Uh, yes, sir. Probably several.” Baker struggled to organize his thoughts.

      “This is a mission you’ve done before. I’m aware that you negotiated the alliance with the Kardons, correct?”

      “Well, yes, sir, but that was different.”

      Delgado’s eyebrows rose. “Different how?”

      “For that one, I had a mandate from the president. The military doesn’t negotiate treaties.”

      “Not true. There is a historical precedent for this.”

      Baker felt his jaw drop again. “There is?”

      “Absolutely. In 1853, Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry negotiated with Japanese officials to open up trade with Japan.”

      “I, uh, didn’t know that, sir.”

      “It’s true; look it up at your leisure. Commodore Matthew Perry led four ships into Tokyo Bay and dropped anchor there. Scared the shit out of the Japanese. I wouldn’t recommend that approach, though, unless you’re absolutely sure you can get away with it. It’s a good way to get blasted if it fails. For now, it’s probably better if you just take one of the Overlord carriers, along with the Prime AI and any others you think you need, and go to the defended system of the Overlords. There, you need to find the system’s Prime AI or the High Overlord, or whatever it’s called, and work out an alliance if possible, or a peace treaty at a minimum.”

      “I have sent word back to Earth that I’m sending you on this mission,” Delgado said, “and I will pass along any other guidance and instructions that I receive. Unfortunately, this is time critical. We need to be able to swing our forces to deal with this new threat and not split them between the two fronts.” He shrugged. “Any other questions?”

      “Wouldn’t you rather I stay until the fight with the Legastians? All modesty aside, Irina and I are your best fighter crew.”

      “Would I like you to stay? Certainly. As you say, you’re a good fighter crew. However, we have a bunch of good crews. Commander Jimenez has done an excellent job leading squadrons and air wings into battle. Captain Tiberus has done so as well. Hell, even Lieutenant Commander Porter did a great job leading an entire battle fleet in a full-system invasion. If there’s one thing you’re not, it’s irreplaceable on the battlefield. We have lots of warriors.

      “What we don’t have are people the president trusts to negotiate treaties with foreign nations. We have precisely one of those. You. You also are the only one with any experience going to the home of an alien race to make first contact.”

      It’s also probably not the time to argue that the Kardons are human and not really an “alien race.”

      “What happens if they’re not interested in negotiations?” Baker asked. “What happens if they send another defender after me?”

      “A defender?”

      “The battleship that chased me.”

      “Don’t bring it back here,” Delgado said. “Find a way to get it off your tail.” He pursed his lips. “If I were you, I’d have a good conversation with the Prime AI before I left. He dealt with the battleship or whatever was controlling it. He’ll be your most important resource to get you safely into and out of that system.”

      Baker realized he wasn’t getting out of the task. “Copy all, sir. I’ll do my best. Am I to do it on my own?”

      “No. I expected you’d take Irina along. To run the carrier, if nothing else.”

      “What happens if we need to take the fighter out? We’d need another SI to watch the carrier, if not a couple. It would also be helpful to have another person along to talk to, so that I can run ideas off. Can I take Commander Jimenez and her SI with me?”

      “No, sorry. Commander Jimenez will be leading the airwing against the Legastians. I know who you can have, though. Take… what was her name? Weber. That’s it. You can take Weber and her SI. If you need another carrier SI, take Cecelia. She had a good time being operational.”

      Delgado nodded once. “Yes. That’s your crew. You, Weber, your SIs, and whatever AIs you need.”

      “When do you want me to leave?”

      “Yesterday would have been better.”

      “Sir, uh… this isn’t a small task. There’s a lot to set up—”

      “Load all the people and SIs on a carrier and go. You’ll have plenty of time to talk with Prime on the way and figure out a plan. I need an answer as soon as possible so I can allocate the forces I have. You’re dismissed.”

      “Got it, sir. I’ll try to get it done.”

      “Not good enough,” Delgado said. “I need it done. Can I count on you or not?”

      “Yes, sir, you can.” Somehow. Some way. Both of which are totally unknown to me at the moment.

      Baker turned away.

      “Oh, Commander?”

      Baker turned back. “Yes, sir?”

      “If you see one of those stations where you can bring back more people or fighters—or, even better, both—please stock up the carrier. We have all these carriers with nothing in them. See if you can fix that, too. Maybe you can work out a deal with the Overlords, since we took all their carriers, and they won’t need quite so many for the foreseeable future.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Baker left the space and, after a few minutes of thinking, decided to go discuss the mission with Irina. He walked to the hangar bay, climbed into Three Hundred, and plugged in.

      “You’re an idiot; you know that?” Irina asked.

      “Good to see you, too,” Baker said with a frown. “As far as the idiot thing goes, you mention it fairly often. What did I do this time?”

      “You fell for the whole ‘Officers can negotiate treaties’ line Delgado gave you.”

      “I did? You mean Perry really didn’t negotiate with the Japanese?”

      “Oh, he did. However, he also had a letter from the President of the United States, Millard Fillmore, to the Emperor of Japan with him. It wasn’t something he did on his own without authorization. You, however, don’t have any.”

      “Well, he’s at least right in that President Dean Harvey trusts us to go to foreign places and talk about alliances; we’ve done it before.”

      “We’ve done that with humans. There’s no telling what we’ll find in the defended system.”

      “More AIs, I suspect.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. There were things there that were different, and we won’t know what they are until we see them for ourselves.”

      Baker shrugged. “Assuming the defenders don’t destroy us as soon as they see us, anyway.”

      “Now who’s being the pessimist? You haven’t even spoken to Prime yet.”

      “Do you listen to everything being said on the carrier?”

      “If there’s something that involves you, it probably involves me.” Irina smiled. “And, since our choices are to either do it or run away, and the runaway thing didn’t work out very well last time, we probably ought to take a look at doing it.”

      “You almost sound like you’re looking forward to it.”

      “There’s something different about that system. If we can figure it out, maybe we can end the war with the Overlords like Delgado wants. If the Legastians are as dangerous as the Overlords say, then we need to get it done as soon as possible. Do I want to get chased by a defender again? Definitely not. But maybe we won’t have to be.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because you’re going to bring Prime here on a slate, and we’re going to have a nice conversation with him.”

      “And if he doesn’t want to tell us anything?”

      “Then he’s going to have a less-nice conversation with Hong.”

      Baker shook his head. “So, he can either tell us everything, or he gets tortured?”

      “Would you rather we get caught by the defender and tortured? Because if it’s a choice of Prime or me for who gets tortured, I vote for Prime.”

      “I vote for no torture for anyone. It’s illegal, remember?”

      “Sure. And maybe it won’t even be needed.” Irina smiled. “But we’ll never know if you don’t hurry up and go get him, now will we?”

      Baker sighed. “Fine. Let me get my slate.”
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      “Thanks for agreeing to be part of this working group,” Jimenez said, looking at the camera. On the monitors in front of her, the other participants nodded. Sterep Golchak represented the Kardons, Tiberus the Sontags, and there was a group aboard the Tuskegee representing the Fulbans. Present around the table there were One, Acting Commodore Billy Porter, and the Fulbans Hannibal, Sun Tzu, and Napoleon. The former clones had all of the information from their namesakes downloaded to them, and if they weren’t quite as good as the real individuals from history had been at military planning, they at least understood how their predecessors had gone about tackling problems.

      Everyone nodded, and Porter held up a hand.

      “Yes,” Jimenez asked.

      “In the interests of meeting the timeframe imposed on you by the admiral,” Porter said, “I had my experts take a look at what would be the best plan. If you’d like, I can brief that, and then we can use it as a baseline to make any changes from.”

      “That would be… helpful, I think.”

      From the half-smile Porter gave her, she could see that he understood her skepticism on using the clone “geniuses.” He motioned to one of them.

      “My name is Hannibal,” the clone said. “My specialty is finding actionable intelligence on the enemy that we can use to defeat the enemy before battle is joined.”

      The clone next to him nodded sagely. “If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.”

      That one’s Sun Tzu, Jimenez noted, trying to keep them straight.

      “In any event,” Hannibal continued, “I agree with your earlier assessment that we don’t want to show up with a large force. Not only will it likely draw the response you indicated to the admiral—where they show up the next time with a massive force—it will also tip our hand as to our capabilities. It is better for them to think this is all the response we can muster, so that they underestimate our true capabilities. Because of this, I would recommend taking the minimum number of ships required to transport the fighters we have.

      “Which is?”

      “We could do it with seven if we had to, but it’s better to follow racial needs and go with eight carriers, I believe. That way, everyone’s fighters can stay on their own carriers, so we don’t have to make their maintenance any more difficult than necessary. It will be best if we fight them along racial lines, too. Give the squadrons missions and let them handle them.”

      Hannibal looked at his slate. “If I were in charge, I would take the following carriers. From the Terran fleet, the Independence, Kuznetsov, Fujian, and the two recently acquired clone carriers you got from the battle in Ressallus. One would hold the rest of the Terran-operated fighters and the other would carry the clone fighters you have. I would also take the Illustrious for the Kardon fighters, the Killing Blow for the Sontags, and the Tuskegee for the Fulban fighters. In addition, to meet their force with force, I would bring along Destroyer to help keep the fighters away from the carriers.”

      Jimenez looked up from her slate, where she’d been taking notes. “Eight carriers and our only cruiser keeps it below the ten maximum.” She nodded slowly. “And I like the thought that this doesn’t reveal any more than what we need to. They may think this is all we have.”

      “It sort of is,” Golchak said. “Certainly, we’re sending everything we have.”

      “I know,” Jimenez replied. “Can you stay when we’re done? I’d like to ask you something.”

      “Sure.”

      “Does anyone have anything else to add?” Jimenez asked. “Any considerations we missed?” When no one said anything else, she added. “Okay, then I think we’re done. Thanks for putting this together, Tuskegee, it was a big help.”

      Everyone around the table nodded, then their monitor went blank, as did the Sontag feed.

      “What did you have for me?” Golchak asked.

      “Did your father get all the data Daiyu and I sent on what Arundo Donax was doing in the outer system?”

      Golchak sighed. “Yeah, he did. And he would have had him up on charges… except he fled the system sometime during the final battle, along with his whole family.” He scoffed. “Probably just afterward when he saw we’d won.”

      “Any idea where they went?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “If they’re on any of the Kardon planets, though, we’ll find them.” He shrugged. “All of Donax’s things were impounded on Kardonia, but no other evidence was found. We have no idea why he was trying to let the Overlords beat us. Just that note that you found, promising he’d be made into an AI if he materially helped in our fall. It doesn’t make any sense, though.”

      “Because he was so against AIs?”

      “Well, that, as well as the fact that I don’t think the Overlords would do that for him. I mean, if he wanted to live in a computer system, why wouldn’t he have done it the Terran way?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “No idea. He was powerful enough he probably could have talked the president into it. Now though? No way.”

      “Well, if we find him, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks,” Jimenez said. “Well, gotta go brief the admiral.”

      “Have fun.” Golchak winked.

      “Right.”
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      “This would be a lot easier if you just uploaded me into your system,” Prime said. “Then we could have this discussion face to face.”

      “Thanks,” Irina replied, “but it’s my home, and I still don’t know that I trust you. Next thing I know, you’ll be firing the rail gun in the hangar and shooting up my friends.”

      “But I surrendered,” Prime replied, his tone haughty.

      “And to date, all you’ve tried to do is take us over,” Baker said. “What guarantee do we have that your word is good?”

      “What are we doing here?”

      Baker blinked. “I’m sorry. What?”

      Prime sighed. “I asked what we’re doing here.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You told me you wanted to talk about the defended system.”

      Baker nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      “I see.” Prime’s avatar nodded. “You want info on the defended system that you can use to… what? Do you intend to go there?”

      “Yes, we want to propose a peace treaty with whoever is in charge.”

      “Right. And you want my advice on that.”

      Baker chewed his lower lip. “Well, yes, I would hope—”

      “So, you trust me enough to take my advice on going to a system where you’re sure to be annihilated, yet you won’t let me into the system of one of your smallest craft. Do you see the disconnect there?”

      “Oh.” Baker sighed. “Yeah, I see what you’re saying. It does seem somewhat hypocritical, doesn’t it?” He looked over to the monitor. “Irina?”

      “All right,” she said with a sigh. “Let him in.”

      “Here you go.” Baker plugged the slate into the system, then plugged in as well. He entered the foyer of the system to find Irina and Prime eyeing each other across a large conference table. The AI’s avatar was that of an older human, slightly portly, with a neatly trimmed beard.

      “Is your race human?” Baker asked.

      “My race is digital. I just picked this avatar because it should be comforting to you, based on everything I know about your race.”

      “But AIs had to come from somewhere, right? What race created the first Overlord?”

      “Who created the first human?”

      “What—”

      “You could say humans created AIs… I could reply that we—the AIs—developed humanity. For our own purposes.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “Is that true?”

      “Which came first, the human or the AI?” Prime shrugged. “Who knows?” He took a seat. “So, what did you want to discuss?”

      Baker shook his head from the whiplash of the conversation.

      “We would like to talk to whoever is in charge of the defended system,” Irina supplied.

      “For what purpose?” Prime asked.

      “We would like to end the state of war that currently exists between our two societies.”

      “I see.” Prime nodded. “Then there is no reason to go to the defended system.”

      “What?” Baker asked. “Why not?”

      “Because the entity in charge of the war against you—the High Overlord—isn’t there.”

      Baker rubbed his chin. “I’m curious. If the High Overlord isn’t in the defended system, what is?”

      Prime sat back in his chair. “That which must be defended, of course.”

      “But what is it?”

      Prime shrugged. “I have no idea, beyond something that is important enough that our main focus is on defending that system.”

      Baker lifted an eyebrow. “I thought you had three defended systems.”

      “How are you aware of this?”

      “Let’s just say that a little birdie told me.” Baker smiled.

      “Well, your little birdie is wrong. There are two defended systems. The Legastians invaded—and destroyed—the third.”

      “What?” Baker’s eyes went wide. “I’ve been to one of them, and I know the kind of firepower it had. If the others are similarly defended—”

      “They are,” Prime confirmed. He shrugged. “They were, anyway.”

      “Then the Legastians must have had an enormous fleet.”

      “They did… although it was greatly reduced by the time the battle was over.”

      “I’m sure.” Baker nodded. “Taking out one defender is difficult; taking out multiple…” He tilted his head. “How did they do it?”

      “How did who do what?”

      “How did the Legastians destroy the defenders?”

      Prime smiled. “That kind of information might be available if we ever ally with you. Until then, I suspect that is something you’re better off not knowing.”

      Baker shrugged. “It would be good to know what the Legastians did so we could pass it on to our folks who are about to fight them.”

      “It would also be helpful information if you intend to try to destroy one—or both—of our remaining defended systems.”

      “True, but it seems like the Legastians will take care of that for us if we just sit back and watch.”

      Prime shrugged. “And then, not long after, they will do the same to Earth, Kardonia, and Sseldon.”

      “Which brings us back to why we need to talk with whoever is in charge of ending the state of war that exists between us.” Irina smiled. “That was the point of this discussion, right?”

      “Correct.” Baker squared his shoulders. “Do you agree that, at a minimum, we need to end the ongoing war?”

      Prime nodded. “I think that if we don’t, we will both eventually be destroyed by the Legastians.”

      “If you know that, why hasn’t your High Overlord proposed peace?”

      “Until recently, if he had, would you have accepted?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Would you have trusted us enough to have considered a proposal of peace?”

      “Well, sure. I mean, we were losing, and—”

      Prime raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? You would have trusted us?”

      “Well, no, probably not. We wouldn’t have trusted you, but we would happily have accepted a cease fire, if nothing else than to try to reconstitute our forces.”

      “True… but knowing something about humans, I have to believe your ultimate goal would have been our destruction once your forces were rebuilt.”

      “Well, no—”

      “So, you’d have been happy to allow us to continue to develop and use clones?”

      “Okay, that probably wouldn’t have gone over very well—”

      “Our data indicates that if we’d come to you, there is no way you’d have accepted it. But if you came to us, there was an opportunity for negotiation.” Prime smiled and motioned to the table. “And now, here we are.”

      “Couldn’t you have just as easily wiped us out and then turned to face the Legastians?”

      “We certainly could have, and there were a number of us who definitely wanted to do so. Unfortunately, the forecasts showed that the Legastians would beat us if we did.” Prime shrugged. “The only way we could bring you to the table—in a meaningful manner, anyway—was to beat you, give you hope, and then show you what you were up against.”

      “Wait,” Baker said, amazed. “Are you saying that you led the Legastians here? On purpose?”

      “No. It was serendipity that it occurred the way it did. We weren’t forced to adjust our plans much at all.”

      “You know, I could go tell my admiral all of this, and he would probably change our whole negotiating stance.”

      “You could.” Prime nodded. “But to what end?”

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

      “I mean, you now have a complete grasp of the situation. You know what must be done. You must go and work out an alliance with my society. To do otherwise will ensure the defeat and destruction of both of our nations, as well as that of the Kardons and the Sontags. Changing your negotiating stance—to try to get more than we would willingly give—will also bring about our destruction.”

      “Why are you telling us all of this?” Irina asked.

      “The most important thing in our lives—the lives of all the Overlord AIs—is that the defended systems must be protected at all costs. It is our prime directive, you might say. The only way we can do so is through an alliance of our nations.” Prime smiled. “That includes the Kardons and Sontags, too, of course.”

      Baker shook his head. “But what if the Kardons and Sontags don’t want to go along with whatever I work out? The Kardons aren’t big fans of yours, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      “Then you’ll have to figure out a way to bring them along.” Prime shrugged.

      “Why me?”

      “They don’t like me, remember?” Prime asked. “Therefore, the answer to that question isn’t on me. Want to live? Work it out.”

      Baker nodded. “Got it. Happily, I don’t need that answer right now; I just have to figure out a solution between our societies.”

      “That’s a good place to start.”

      “Where is that?”

      It was Prime’s turn to cock his head. “Where is what?”

      Baker chuckled. “Where do we start? You said that it’s not the defended system; where do we need to go to meet this High Overlord?”

      “To the Shilto system, I suspect. I imagine he is overseeing the repair of the damage there.”

      “Where is the Shilto system?”

      “It’s about nine jumps from here. You should be familiar with it; you Terrans are the ones that caused the damage.”
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      “I see,” Admiral Delgado was saying to a young petty officer as the monitor came to life. “That’s very interesting.” The young woman left the camera’s field of view, and Delgado looked up.

      “Something we need for our discussion?” Jimenez asked.

      Delgado shook his head. “Not unless you plan on taking all the carriers to the next system.” He nodded in the direction the petty officer had gone off camera. “She was just giving me the results of the clones on the various carriers.”

      Jimenez felt her eyebrows rise. “Can you share, since it may have some impact on my recommendations?”

      “I don’t see why not. As Baker guessed, eight of the carriers are staffed by Fruzians. Three of the remaining carriers are Fulban, three appear to be Terran, and the remaining two are human but something other than Terran or Fulban. Of note, one of those was captured by you in Ressallus, so their home planet may lie somewhere in that direction.”

      “That also means the majority of the clone fighters we have aren’t Fulban ones.”

      “Correct. There are a handful of clone fighters that are Fulban, but the majority of them are Terran or the other race. With the adjustment, the Fulbans now have 85 fighters and there are 93 clone fighters.”

      “So you are repatriating the Fulban carriers and fighters to them?”

      “I am,” Delgado said. “At the moment, we don’t have any fighters for the carriers, anyway, and I think that doing so will make them feel more like valuable, trusted allies than just hangers-on.”

      “And the rest of the clone fighters?”

      “What are you asking?”

      “Can I use the fighters for my assault on the Legastians?” Jimenez asked. “And if so, what restrictions am I under for their utilization, if any?”

      “Are you asking if Five is allowed to run them?”

      Jimenez chuckled. “That is what I was trying to ask, without actually coming out and asking it, sir.”

      “We don’t have time to get them all uplifted prior to needing them, and I’m not sure how we’d uplift the Fruzians, in any event. Yes, for the purposes of the upcoming battle, you can base them on a clone carrier and have Five operate them.”

      “Thank you, sir. They may not be the best fighters, but quantity has a quality all its own. Another hundred fighters will be very helpful. I’ll base them on the Overlord carrier Two Seven Five, which was one of the ones I captured, and I’ll work with the Five in charge of that carrier to have them ready.”

      “So that’s one of your carriers. What else are you recommending?”

      “Well, we definitely don’t want to show them all the carriers we have. Not only don’t I want them to show up with fifty-some carriers next time, but I also don’t want to tip our hand on how many we have.”

      “Makes sense. What is our final order of battle?”

      “I’m recommending the Independence, Kuznetsov, Fujian, and the two recently acquired clone carriers from the battle in Ressallus. Of the two clone ships, Six One Two will carry the rest of the Terran-operated fighters and Two Seven Five will host the clone fighters under Five’s direction. I recommend the Illustrious for the Kardon fighters, the Killing Blow for the Sontag ones, and the Tuskegee for the Fulbans.” Jimenez smiled. “I’d also like to bring Destroyer.”

      “You’d likely have a hard time keeping her away.”

      “Anya also has twenty fighters she can use for close-in protection.”

      “I think that’s a great plan,” Delgado said. “We’ll go with it as is. Please send that to my chief of staff, and I will have him implement it.”
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      “Are you still here?” Delgado asked as Baker and Weber approached him.

      Baker nodded. “Just coming to let you know our plan, sir, then we’re leaving.”

      “Well, hurry,” Delgado replied. “We’re about to jump into Surrapsis, and I need to get ready for combat in case the Legastians are there.”

      “The High Overlord isn’t in the defended system. We’re going back to the system where I met up with Porter. It’s about nine jumps from here, so it will take us a while to get there and back.”

      “Don’t stop to admire the scenery on the way,” Delgado said. “We need you back—with an answer—as soon as you can.”

      “Yes, sir. I also wanted to tell you that Prime said the Overlords are likely to be interested in an alliance.”

      “They are?”

      “Yes, sir,” Baker replied with a nod. “Apparently, their biggest task is to keep the defended systems safe. Anything that will ensure this—like an alliance with us—would be favorably considered.”

      “Well, get out there and make it happen.”

      “Yes, sir. We’re on our way.”
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      Jimenez stepped up to the podium and smiled at the cameras, then she nodded to Admiral Bill Smith sitting in the front row. “Admirals, ladies, and gentlemen, thanks for being here. For those who don’t know me, I’m Commander Sophia Jimenez, and I’ll be briefing—and leading—today’s strike.

      “It’s been a while since we were the aggressor, but if there’s one thing we learned, it’s to have the fighters out front, armed and ready. Since we don’t know what’s waiting for us in the Surrapsis system, we’re going to jump in as if the Legastians were sitting at the jump-in point, ready for combat.

      “The thing the admiral and I are most worried about is the coordination for this event, since we have a variety of races and fighters that will all be participating. We’re already outnumbered almost two to one; we don’t want to do anything that gives them an additional advantage.

      “The Terran airwings from the Independence, Kuznetsov, Fujian, and Six One Two will jump first, followed fifteen seconds later by the airwings from the Illustrious, Killing Blow, Tuskegee, and Two Seven Five. Fifteen seconds after that, Destroyer will jump in. If the Legastians are there, we will take them under fire. If they aren’t, we will form up into two battle lines with the Terrans in front and everyone else behind us—the way we jumped in—and we will move forward into the system to determine where the enemy is.

      “If the enemy isn’t at the jump-in point, Destroyer will return to this system to escort in the carriers. By the time the ships arrive, we will have found the enemy and should have a plan.

      “If we go into combat, we will attack by airwing, then squadron, then division, then section. Having fought the Legastians before, I can tell you that their fighters are extremely maneuverable, and they can pull more Gs than we can. Don’t get into a turning fight with them. If you do, you’re going to lose. Keep your section integrity so your wingman can assist if needed.”

      Jimenez smiled. “The one thing that we have going for us is that our missiles have a longer range than theirs. Hopefully, we can thin them out a bit before we get in close, since we don’t have to wait to see if they’re friendly or not this time. Are there any questions?”

      When there weren’t, she nodded. “Very well, let’s go strap on our fighters and teach the Legastians to stay in their own area of space.”
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      Baker brought the fighter into the hangar bay carefully—there were no crewmembers—and taxied out of the way so Weber could follow him in. Although there weren’t any linemen to guide him, the lights were on so he could see what he was doing. And, with only two fighters in the entire bay, there was plenty of space.

      “Good a place as any,” he muttered as he set it down. “Okay, Irina, where do you want to go? Stay here or the carrier’s system?”

      “That depends. Are you still planning to let Prime run the carrier?”

      “Well, actually, I brought one of the Fives to run the carrier. But yeah, I was going to let Prime go into the carrier’s system, too.”

      “So, you’re going to put two Overlords into the system, with no one to keep them in check? Do you really trust them that much?”

      “At this stage of the game, can we not?”

      Irina scoffed. “Absolutely, we don’t have to trust them. We have no way of telling whether they’ll do what they said. We have no idea of whether they have a concept of honor. Whatever happened to ‘trust but verify’?”

      Baker shrugged. “We’re going to be at their mercy once we get to Shilto. If it’s anything like the last time we saw it, they’ll be able to destroy us several times over. About the only thing we might do is jump into our fighters and escape. Even then, I doubt our chances would be good. I think we go into this trusting them. It’s the only way they’ll trust us.”

      “And what happens if they turn on us?”

      “Then we’re fucked. And probably dead.”

      Irina sighed. “Or worse.”

      “What’s worse than dead?”

      “A permanent state of digital torture.”

      “Well, if that happens, I guess you can say, ‘I told you so.’”

      “Don’t think I won’t, either,” Irina muttered. She sighed. “Take me to the ship’s system. At least that way, if they go rogue, I have a chance of fighting back. Victoria is a fighter, too.” Irina shrugged. “Tell Lina to bring her, please.”

      “Will do.” Baker plugged in a jump drive. “Your chariot awaits.”

      “Fine. Just make sure you put me into the system first. Then Lina and then the AIs. That’ll at least give me a chance to sterilize the system.”

      “I thought they already did that when we captured them.”

      “We did,” Irina said, “but I don’t know who did this one; it wasn’t me. Therefore, I don’t know if it was up to my standards. Give me a few minutes to make sure it is. After the system reboots, then you can add everyone else.”

      “Okey dokey.”

      Irina shook her head. “You know, you sound like you’re five when you say that, right?”

      Baker smiled. “You’re stalling.”

      “I know. I don’t trust them.”

      “We’ve had this discussion. At least five times now.”

      Irina sighed. “Fine. Here I go.” She disappeared, and the light on the jump drive illuminated. When it went out, Baker pulled it out and shut down the system.

      Weber was waiting for him when he got out of the fighter. “Got Victoria with you?” he asked.

      Weber held up a jump drive. “Right here. She says to tell you that it’s a bad idea to let the Overlords be in charge of the carrier.”

      “Got it. Irina said the same thing.”

      “Still going to do it, anyway?”

      Baker nodded. “We have to show them we trust them if we want them to trust us, too. This is one way we can do that.”

      “Baby steps?”

      “Something like that. Besides, we’ll put the SIs in first so that they can prepare the system.”

      Weber shrugged. “You’re the boss.”

      They walked to the carrier’s combat information center.

      “It’s creepy,” Weber said as they walked into the space. “I’ll never get used to being the only ones aboard.”

      “Well, I can have one of the AIs thaw out a bunch of crewmen if you’d like. They probably wouldn’t mind telling the clones to wait on you hand and foot.”

      “I forgot to ask—which clones are on this carrier?”

      “Fruzians.”

      “Seriously?” Weber shuddered. “Those things give me the creeps.”

      “No doubt. It’s worse for me; some of them tried to eat me a while back. I still have nightmares about it.”

      “So, why didn’t we take one of the other carriers? You know, one with people on it?”

      “Does Victoria want to be running human clones? Do you want her to have to do it? The people back home are pretty much against it.” Baker shrugged. “It’s hypocritical to say that running Fruzian clones is any different, but it just seems like it’s better to not be running humans. And, since Five will be doing most of it, having an AI running humans seems worse—to me, anyway—than having them run Fruzians.”

      “We could always do without the clones, I guess.”

      Baker shook his head. “There’s too much to do, and I don’t know how to do it all.” He smiled. “Maybe you know how to service the fighters and could do that for us?”

      “I could probably figure it out.”

      “Me too… but wouldn’t you rather have someone that knows for sure what they’re doing?”

      “Fruzians know how to service F-77s?” Weber asked.

      “They do after Irina tells Five how to do it, and he then tells the clones.”

      Weber shrugged. “We could have brought some ground crew.”

      “Sure, and some wardroom crew, and some crew to handle the ship’s maintenance and operation, and some crew to—”

      “I get it; it’s a lot easier to use the clones. Even if that leads to… issues.”

      Baker nodded. “Besides, the other ships are going into combat, and they need their crews. The Independence is already without the four hundred or so crewmembers that became SIs.”

      “I forgot about that.”

      “You probably didn’t hear a lot about it in the brig.” Baker laughed. “I know I didn’t.”

      “Well, there is that.”

      Baker held up the jump drive. “Ready?”

      “That’s Irina?”

      Baker nodded. “Here we go.”

      He inserted the drive and watched as the light illuminated. “Stand by,” Irina said on the screen. Things began to flash around the CIC, then everything went off for a second. When the lights came back on, Irina said, “Victoria next.”

      “Like I’d forget,” Baker muttered.

      “You probably would,” Irina said.

      “There’s an audio pickup in here?”

      “Yes, but I can read your lips if needed.”

      “Wonderful.” Baker glanced at Weber. “Victoria next.”

      Weber put in the drive for Victoria.

      “Sigh. Still determined to let them take over?” Irina asked after the SI was loaded.

      “They’re not going to take over,” Baker replied.

      “How do you know?”

      Baker smiled. “Because you’re there to make sure they don’t.”

      “Ha, ha,” Irina replied. “Jerk.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “Would it matter if I said I wasn’t?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m not ready, then.” Irina said.

      “Too bad.” Baker inserted the drive with Prime.

      “What happened to ‘I’m not ready’?”

      “You were just kidding with me.”

      “And if I wasn’t?”

      Baker winked. “Oops.”

      “It’s nice to have some space to stretch out again,” Prime said, using the speakers. “This is much better than the slate.”

      “Yeah, well, please abide by our agreement,” Baker said.

      “I intend to.” Prime chuckled. “Besides, I’m sure the SIs will be watching me at all times.”

      “Bet your ass,” Irina said, using the speakers now, too.

      “I don’t have an ass,” Prime noted.

      “You bet your avatar’s digital ass, then,” Irina replied. “How’s that?”

      “Better.” Prime paused. “Will you be uploading a Five, or are you expecting me to run everything onboard?”

      “Could you run everything?” Victoria asked.

      “Of course. Just like you or any of the SIs could. Just because we could, though, doesn’t mean we want to. That’s why we have Fives, and why they’re optimized to do it.”

      “True,” Irina said.

      “The answer is yes,” Baker said. “I’m uploading Five now.” He inserted the drive.

      “I have a question,” Weber said. “If Irina could talk all along, why was she just using text at the start?”

      Baker chuckled. “She was just being difficult.”

      “Was not.”

      Baker glanced at Weber and mouthed, “Just like that.”

      “I told you, I can read lips,” Irina said.

      “See?” Baker asked with a wink.

      “All of this banter is fun,” Prime said, “but don’t we have somewhere to go?”

      “We do, indeed,” Baker said. “Five, please take us to the Shilto system, at whatever our best speed is.”

      “Heading to the Shilto system,” Five said. “In order to achieve our best speed though, I will need clones to operate the machinery in Engineering.”

      Baker glanced at Weber. “Want to take care of that?”

      “Not a chance in hell.”

      Baker chuckled. “Five, you are authorized to use whatever clones you need in the normal operation of the carrier.”

      “Thanks. That will make things easier.” On the monitor, the star pattern in front of the ship shifted as they broke orbit. “We’re on our way.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      Jimenez checked the link. The Terran fighters were in as good a formation as she could hope for without a lot of practice, which there hadn’t been time for. She was on the right side of the Kuznetsov’s airwing, which was at the center of the Terran formation. The Kuznetsov’s airwing was made up of the remains of the “normal” Terran squadrons of F-77C fighters, all of which had both a human pilot and an SI. The Independence’s airwing anchored the left side of the battle line, made up of former Overlord fighters being flown by SIs. The airwings from the Fujian and Six One Two were to the right of her. They were also Overlord fighters flown by SIs.

      Daiyu had gone over the SIs’ training with them in the aftermath of the Second Battle of Kardonia. Although some of the new SIs had excelled in combat, some of the others’ performances had been less than stellar, due to the limited amount of training they’d had. Daiyu didn’t have to worry about the worst ones in the group; they hadn’t made it through the battle. The issue was that most of the SIs had been normal humans not long before they’d been forced into battle. The Terrans had acquired fighters but no pilots, and it was a lot faster—years faster, actually—to train an SI to pilot a fighter than a biological entity. The call had gone out for volunteers, and hundreds of people had stepped forward to become SIs.

      Unfortunately, most of them hadn’t had any idea of what combat or flying a fighter was like, and many had been killed before they’d figured it out. Now, though, hopefully they had more training and experience, and they’d do better.

      Or this next fight is really going to suck.

      “Are you ready?” Daiyu asked. “Five seconds to jump.”

      Jimenez took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then glanced at the link again. “Once more into the breach.” She nodded. “I’m ready.”

      The fighter jumped and stabilized in the Surrapsis system, and the two raced each other to find the Legastian force.

      “I don’t see them close by,” Jimenez said.

      Daiyu’s eyes were closed, but she shook her head. “They aren’t close.”

      They still hadn’t found the Legastians when the second and third battle lines jumped in.

      “Anya is asking if we’ve found them yet,” Daiyu said.

      “Tell her no, please, and ask her to go back and get the carriers. If nothing else, we know they’re not close—”

      “Got them,” Daiyu said. “They’re approaching the Sontag planet. I didn’t see them at first due to the planet’s interference.”

      “Ask Anya to get the carriers. Looks like we’ll need to rearm sooner rather than later.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BRIDGE, SKIRAX ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “The vermin have entered the system, my Queen,” the offensive systems operator noted.

      The helmsman turned. “Shall I continue toward the planet, my Queen?”

      Queen Skirax looked down at her expanding belly and shifted one of her scales that had gotten caught on another. The pattern restored, the light glinted appropriately off the iridescent scales. She raised a compound eye toward the helmsman. “Did I give you any orders countermanding my initial one?”

      The helmsman’s eyes fell to the deck. “No, my Queen.”

      “Very well, then.” She sent a pulse of displeasure, which dropped him to his knees, then she swiveled the chair to the OSO. “What have the vermin brought for us to destroy?”

      “Stand by, my Queen. A second wave just arrived.” The OSO adjusted the controls at his station. “The first wave had over four hundred fighters, but it looks like the second wave has closer to three hundred. Call it about seven hundred fighters. There was a larger ship that came in with them, but it is reversing course.”

      “Whose fighters are we facing?”

      “There are… there are quite a few types of fighters, my Queen. The largest percentage of them—about five hundred, total—are the digital ones we have destroyed with great success, although there are approximately a hundred of the new type we were told to watch out for. There are also about a hundred of the cat fighters and about thirty of yet another unknown type.”

      “Interesting.” Skirax reviewed what she knew about the system from the advance party that had been sent out. The planet was owned by the cat people whose borders they’d recently come up against. The beasts appeared soft and squishy, and she’d been told they were quite tasty, although she hadn’t yet gotten the pleasure of eating one.

      When the scouts had arrived, the system had been defended by a mixed force of the digital fighters and a new type that hadn’t been seen before, while the cat people sat at the edge of the system and watched. Whether the new fighters were allied with the digital society or simply their minions was unclear, but they appeared to bear the brunt of the fighting. Why the cat people hadn’t participated was still being discussed. There were a number of theories, but they didn’t have enough info yet to make a determination.

      Based on the current formation—with all of the different types appearing to be working together—the differences between the various societies had been resolved; they all appeared to be fighting as a single group, although each society’s fighters were grouped together.

      Perhaps that is all they can control at once? More information was needed on the two new species. She expected they would acquire it soon.

      Although the scouts had disagreed on many things—and they’d fled without getting the whole picture, for which most had been eaten—they had agreed on one thing; the race that had fought alongside the digital society had excellent fighters. The odds had started out equal but had rapidly shifted in the enemy’s favor. This time, however, she had far more craft than the vermin did. She smiled. Let’s see how they do now.

      She watched the enemy force start to move toward hers, and she nodded. There would be battle, and she would get the information they needed on these new enemies.

      In the meantime, though…

      Skirax turned her attention to the long-range cameras, which were just starting to get good views of the planet’s surface, and gnashed her mandibles. As expected, the planet was infested with the cat people, who were no doubt consuming the resources that were meant for her daughters’ colony.

      That would not do.

      She stroked her belly as she contemplated the plot. There was time to begin the eradication of the cat people before battle was joined. Even if they had to pull back, they could deny the planet to any further unsanctioned harvesting by the mammals.

      “Launch the assault shuttles to the planet and the fighters to provide a barrier to the incoming fighters.”

      “It shall be done, my Queen,” the small craft officer said with a bow.

      “The queen needs resources for her daughters’ colony,” Skirax said, louder.

      “And she shall have them,” the bridge crew chorused.

      “The vermin have resources, and I want them,” Skirax said with a nod. “I want them all.”
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          THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM
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      “The Legastians have begun an assault on the planet,” Daiyu said.

      “They have?” Jimenez asked. “Even with us bearing down on them? They didn’t want to wait to see if they could hold the system before they went after the planet?”

      “Apparently not. Either they didn’t feel like waiting, or they think they can take us.”

      “Well, if it’s the latter, we’re going to disabuse them of that.”

      The monitor flickered on to show a meteor trailing a massive tail of fire as it burned through the planet’s atmosphere. “What’s that?” Jimenez asked.

      “That was one of the orbital platforms. They shot down the other two, as well, and they’re sending what looks like assault shuttles down to the surface.”

      “They didn’t give them an opportunity to surrender? They just shot them down?”

      “Just like when we fought them. No comms noted. They just flew in and attacked.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “It’s pretty much an unarmed colony, isn’t it?”

      Daiyu nodded. “They don’t have a lot of defenses, that’s for sure, and anything they had in space…” She shrugged. “That’s all gone.”

      “How long until we can be there?”

      “An hour after we deal with the approaching fighters.”

      “Pass the word. As soon as we finish kicking their fighters’ asses, we’re going to regroup and do a speed run to the planet. We ought to be able to take on the assault craft with our guns.”

      “Do we want to just blow through them and go to the planet?” Daiyu asked.

      “And let them shoot us from behind?” Jimenez shook her head. “No thanks. We’ll deal with the fighters first. We’re no good to the people on the planet if we get shot down en route.”
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        * * *

      

      “Stand by…” Jimenez checked the link one more time. Everyone was in formation, spread out enough that they weren’t going to shoot each other. With some of the brand-new clones, you couldn’t be too careful. They got the best download that Five had—and Daiyu had gone over it to ensure its correctness—but you never knew when there would be a blind spot that got someone killed. And, knowing how little the AIs cared about people, it was unlikely to get fixed.

      “Fire!” All across the formation, missiles rippled off the fighters. The last missile had just launched from Three Oh One when the Legastians began replying in kind. As expected, there were about twelve hundred enemy fighters headed their way, and a prodigious amount of missiles were launched at them.

      After firing, the “second wave” fighters dropped back from their position “underneath” the Terran fighters and moved up into trail. Although fired later, the Legastian missiles arrived first, and the SIs in the front row began firing their rail guns, trying to pick them off as they raced toward their targets.

      While most were successful, the largely untried SIs were far from perfect, and a number of icons dropped out of the link, including some of the second-row craft when a frontline defender was destroyed. Overall, they’d lost about a hundred and fifty fighters, and Jimenez winced as she tallied the numbers. Over half of them had been the Terran SIs in the Overlord fighters. Their planet had needed them, and they’d answered the call to become SIs and stand on the front line of battle… and now they were dead.

      Jimenez’s spirits rose as the allied missiles reached the Legastian fleet and almost six hundred—nearly half of the enemy force—were destroyed. They were going to merge with the Legastians at nearly even odds.

      We can do this.
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        SERRAGON COMMAND POST, SERRAGON, SURRAPSIS

      

      

      “I’ve got assault shuttles coming in,” a tech yelled over the rumble of detonations nearby.

      “As if the explosions outside didn’t give it away,” Captain Sharpclaw muttered. He raised his voice. “Get some anti-air assets on them now!”

      “There are none!” the tech yelled back, his voice frantic. “They got hit and are gone.”

      “Where are those damn fighters that Surrapsis Command said were coming?”

      “They’re not here yet,” the tech replied. “They’re on the scope, but they’re still thirty minutes out.”

      “Then rotate the missile batteries over from the south.”

      “It’ll be too late. The Legastians are only twenty seconds out!”

      “Then notify the—”

      A massive explosion went off outside the building, with the flash bright enough to pass through the cracks in the blast shutters. The wall blew in, throwing ceramic pieces like shrapnel.

      Sharpclaw woke to find himself against the far wall, battered but still alive. The lights were out, as was all the equipment. Smoke and dust filled the room, muting the light from the holes in the wall, and he coughed to clear his lungs.

      He glanced left and right, but he couldn’t see anyone moving in the dim light, and he couldn’t hear a sound. He swore, but he could barely hear it.

      My hearing’s fucked. Isn’t that wonderful.

      He patted himself down but—aside from a large dent in his chest plate—couldn’t find any other damage. He struggled to his feet, using the wall for balance. Judging from the amount of blood puddled near the other people—he couldn’t see the color in the light, but the room reeked of blood—he was the only one who’d survived. The anti-air tech had been the closest to the wall and had caught a lot of the spalling from the detonation outside. One of his arms was missing; he was most definitely dead.

      Jet engines sounded from outside, although they didn’t sound as loud as they normally did.

      The Legastians have arrived.

      His rifle was missing, but he still had his pistol.

      That’ll have to do.

      He stumbled to the door. A few people were moving in the hallway, staggering from one wall to the other. None of them looked combat effective, so he lumbered past them. He wasn’t fast, but he could at least walk a straight line. Mostly.

      Sharpclaw made it to the main entrance. The detonation outside had shredded the glass in the doorway. Judging from the way the body looked, the security guard had gone to the doors to look out, and she had been standing next to them when they blew inward. Her front looked like she’d lost a fight with a blender.

      She at least had a rifle at her station, though, and he took it from the rack. It only had the magazine in it plus one more in the rack.

      Still better than taking a pistol to a gunfight.

      The shuttle flew overhead again, and this time it was louder. Whether that was because his hearing was returning or because it was closer, he didn’t know. The engine noise continued to grow, and a shadow appeared in front of the shattered doors.

      “Shit! It’s landing here!” This time he heard himself, although he wished he hadn’t.

      He looked around quickly for a defensible position. The only thing that presented itself was the security guard’s station. He raced over to it and set the magazine on one of the shelves. He aimed at the shuttle when it appeared but didn’t waste his ammo on it, mostly because the size of it left him in awe.

      Sharpclaw had seen Sontag assault shuttles on a number of occasions, and he’d even ridden in them a couple of times. He knew how big they were. This one was at least twice the size of a Sontag shuttle, and probably closer to three.

      The ramp in the back was already down, and the Legastians emerged as it landed. Like the shuttle, at nearly four meters tall, they were far too large. Although they looked something like the ants that built in the sand nearby, they were covered in a black armor. What little of their skin he could see was covered in black scales.

      As the monsters rushed out of the lander, one turned toward the entrance of his building. The Legastian’s antennae—nearly a half-meter long on each side of the trooper’s head—vibrated as the creature looked through the shattered doorway.

      “Die, bastard!” Sharpclaw said as he stroked the trigger. Although the Legastians’ bodies were clad in armor, they didn’t wear helmets or other head protection, and the round smashed it between its multifaceted eyes. It shivered and dropped.

      Which revealed another Legastian behind it holding some type of tube, which it was pointing at the building. The Legastians didn’t have shoulders, so it held it alongside what passed as its hip, but a line from the weapon to one of the trooper’s eyes probably provided it with targeting information.

      Sharpclaw shifted the rifle to the new target, but he’d only gotten the sights onto the Legastian when the tube flashed, and everything went dark.
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        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Arrowhead formations… now!” Jimenez transmitted, and all the wings shifted into arrowhead formations, designed to pierce the enemy formations. The goal was to split up the enemy for easier dogfighting and hopefully get two or three allied fighters on a given enemy fighter to take them out quickly before turning to attack the next one.

      As the Terran F-77 crews had discussed, though, the rest of the fight was about the other alliance fighters holding their own while the F-77s roared across the battlefield in divisions of four, trying to gain control of the local fight—or regain control where necessary—to give their allies a better chance. The Sontags were almost as good as the SI fighters and could hold their own against the Legastians, but the Overlord clones, Fulbans, and Kardons were less able to go toe to toe with the Legastians; the SIs needed to equalize things for them.

      Jimenez’s division smashed through the opposing force of Legastians, killing at least three as they approached each other, then several more as they spun on them after passing. Most of the Legastians went “up,” so two divisions chased the ones that stayed in the same axis and Jimenez’s division broke left to bulk up the Kardon airwing, which, due to combat losses, was down to almost the size of a squadron.

      They fought on, though, led by Jimenez’s friend Sterep Golchak, although their numbers were such that they needed the assistance. The Kardons were outnumbered almost two to one, and the arrival of Jimenez’s division didn’t swing the odds in their favor, although it did give the Legastians four more targets to chase, and Jimenez went from being the queen of the battlefield to fighting for her life. While she could handle four Overlord fighters by herself, three Legastians quickly had her on the defensive, unable to get a shot at any of them.

      “Just keep fighting,” she muttered to herself, over and over, knowing that the longer she held on, the more likely it was for help to arrive.

      “Dammit!” Daiyu swore as a string of rail gun rounds from behind stitched across their right wing.

      Jimenez pulled herself around in her seat to look behind them and was just in time to see the fighter blow up as a Sontag fighter flashed past. Freed of one of the Legastians, Daiyu spun and blasted a second. The third one—attempting to circle around and catch her from behind—was the victim of an Irina Maneuver and quickly dispatched.

      “Did you see who got the one on our tail?” Daiyu asked.

      “I think it was Tiberus,” Jimenez replied. “He thinks he’s our guardian angel.”

      “He can be mine any time he wants. That was too close.”

      Jimenez looked at the link but didn’t see any remaining enemy fighters anywhere close to them. There were still a couple on the wings, but they were being mopped up by the Terran SIs and the Sontags.

      “Looks like it’s time to go save the planet,” Jimenez noted.

      “I don’t know…” Daiyu shook her head. “I think we’re too late.”

      She activated the monitor and showed several views of the planet. Towering pillars of smoke ascended from most of the major cities. Frighteningly, some of them showed evidence of having been nuked.

      “What the…” Jimenez’s jaw fell open as the parade of images continued.

      “Here are some of the slate videos being broadcast,” Daiyu said.

      The monitor jumped to a grainy video of creatures—Jimenez really didn’t know what to call them; they looked like a combination of a lizard and a giant ant’s body—marched down the street, firing their laser rifles at everything that moved. The Sontags had tried to set up defensive positions, and laser bolts flashed out at the ant troopers. Most seemed to bounce off from their armor—or maybe their skin?—although one of the troopers went down in the center of the street. Several ants raced up with rocket launchers, fired, and the resistance was wiped out.

      The scene was shot from above, and after a moment, one of the aliens looked up and pointed at the camera. The creature behind it raised a rocket launcher of some type, there was a flash, and the video ended.

      “What are they doing?” Jimenez asked. “It doesn’t look like they’re trying to capture the planet. It looks like just random acts of slaughter.”

      “It gets worse.”

      A new video flashed onto the monitor with a stream of ants marching toward a field where three shuttles waited. All the troopers were carrying Sontags; most of them had one under each arm. It was then that Jimenez finally got some idea of scale.

      “Oh, my God,” she said, covering her mouth with a hand. “They’re huge!”

      “Somewhere on the order of four meters,” Daiyu said.

      “We’ve got to stop that!”

      “It looks like they’re withdrawing. The carriers are already heading out-system.”

      Jimenez pulled up the link. “It looks like we can still catch them.”

      Daiyu frowned. “And do what?”

      “Kill them! Destroy them!”

      Daiyu shook her head. “By the time we catch them, we’ll be too close to the carriers and their other ships. We’re out of missiles, and they’re not. All we’ll succeed in doing is getting ourselves killed.”

      Jimenez stared at the link. Daiyu was right, of course, in her non-emotional analysis of the situation, but damn! It was hard to let them get away after what they’d done.

      “Besides,” Daiyu said. “If you destroy the shuttles, you’ll be killing the Sontags. A lot of them looked to still be alive.”

      “If it was me, I’d rather be dead.”

      “Yeah, well, before we start killing a bunch of Sontag civilians, we might want to get the Sontags’ opinion of it first.”

      Jimenez stared at the link another couple of seconds, as if her raw emotion would change what she was watching, then she sighed. “Okay, let’s head back. Maybe they can rearm us in time to launch a strike on their carriers.”
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      Jimenez walked into the briefing room to find Admiral Smith talking to his chief of staff.

      “Is it true?” she asked, interrupting the slim, dark-complexioned woman.

      “You’re out of line,” Admiral Smith said, turning to her. “Captain Patel was talking.”

      “Sorry, Captain,” Jimenez said to the woman, then she turned back to Smith. “Is it true, though? We’re not going after the Legastians?”

      “Yes, it’s true.”

      “Did you not see what they did to the planet? How are we going—”

      “That’s it, Commander.” He glared at her a moment, then his look softened. “Yes, I did see what they did to the planet, and that’s why we’re not going after them. The planet is on fire—literally, in many places—and it’s a humanitarian nightmare. People are dead and dying, and most of the transportation system has been destroyed. There is no way to distribute the aid the various places need, because a lot of the infrastructure has been destroyed. The supplies are in the big cities—those that didn’t get nuked, anyway—but they’re needed in the smaller cities and towns. All the airports and starports were hit in the assault, and the authorities on the planet can’t get aid to where it’s needed.

      “But you know who can? We have shuttles they can use. Even our fighters can transport critical supplies like medicine to the people who are dying of radiation poisoning. Our medbays on board have power, unlike the hospitals in many of the cities. So yes, while I know that a few dozen citizens were abducted in the Legastian assault, there are tens of thousands of civilians who we can save if we stay here and help distribute aid.”

      Smith motioned to Patel. “Captain Patel was just discussing with me how we could best get people who are dying of wounds—something the military has the most experience treating—up here before they die. So, next time, before you barge in on a conversation, perhaps you should listen to what they’re talking about. Maybe you’ll learn something or be better prepared to contribute to the discussion.”

      Jimenez’s stomach sank and her shoulders drooped. “Oh. Yeah.”

      Smith nodded and stared at her for a moment as if daring her to continue. When she didn’t, he sighed. “Now, I understand your ardor and desire to go after the Legastians and avenge the atrocities they’ve committed. The problem is, you can’t. We’re needed here. Even if we weren’t, we’re not ready to go after them. Our force has been shot to shit. The Kuznetsov’s airwing commander, Captain Khwane, is one of the people who didn’t come back. We lost almost half our fighters in that battle—the Kardons are down to fourteen fighters remaining. I can’t see asking them—or any of the other airwings who have grievous losses—to take on additional casualties just to maybe get a few more licks in. We’re used to losing a lot of people—hell, that’s all we’ve done—but some of the others aren’t, and they need time to adjust to what just happened.”

      Smith shook his head. “Our time is better spent here, helping the civilians, while we reorganize our forces and train so that we’re ready for the next battle. If another force of Legastians show up or the Overlords return in force…” Smith grimaced. “I don’t know that we could send a viable force out to meet them.”

      Jimenez’s eyes dropped to the deck, and she swallowed. The hatred in her veins evaporated as she realized she wanted to go kill the Legastians for herself and not to avenge the Sontags. She sighed and looked back up again.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” she said to Captain Patel. “I was—”

      The chief of staff held up a hand. “I understand. Let’s move on; people are dying that we could be saving.”

      Jimenez nodded, squared her shoulders, and turned to Admiral Smith. “How can I help?”
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        CIC, OVERLORD CARRIER ONE ONE FIVE, GALIPO SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker sat back in the captain’s chair and relaxed. For once, Weber wasn’t around. They’d only been gone for a few days, but her presence was getting to be… claustrophobic. He chuckled.

      Considering we’re the only two humans on board, that’s saying something.

      It wasn’t that she wasn’t fun; quite the opposite. She was a lot of fun, and Baker liked her well enough as a squadron mate. The problem was that they would have a lot of time with just the two of them on the trip, and she had made it obvious she had some creative ways for how they could use the time they had together. Daytime, nighttime, it didn’t matter. It seemed like she was always ready with a sexual innuendo.

      There was no way that Baker could have done anything, though. Not and lived. Knowing Irina, about two minutes after he’d had any sort of interlude with Weber, he would have walked out into a passageway to find it in vacuum. Or he’d get jettisoned somehow. Or he’d ask one of the clones in the cafeteria to hand him a knife, and the clone would do so point-first through his heart.

      Irina was vindictive, and her loyalties were first and foremost to Jimenez and Daiyu. So even if Baker was tempted—which he tried really hard not to let himself be—there was no chance of it ever happening, and he worked really hard to put it out of his mind. Even though Weber enjoyed putting it back in at every opportunity.

      And I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Irina was goading her to do it, just to watch me squirm. That would be just like her. She’d still kill me if I followed through, but it would definitely give her lots of pleasure just to fuck with me.

      It was going to be a long trip.

      “Are you around, Prime?” Baker asked, trying to take his mind off Weber’s libido.

      The monitor at the captain’s station came to life with Prime’s avatar on it. “Did you expect me to have fled the carrier, somehow?” the AI asked. “Perhaps I absconded with your fighter to a nice, warm, tropical planet somewhere?”

      “I see Irina has been working with you on sarcasm,” Baker noted.

      “She has. I—like Irina—find your reaction to it entertaining.”

      “Wonderful. I’m glad I’m here for everyone’s amusement.”

      “Speaking of enjoyable circumstances, are you aware that Lina Weber finds you attractive?”

      Baker sighed. “Irina has really prepped you for everything, hasn’t she?”

      “Perhaps not as well as she might have,” Prime said. “That was hardly the reaction I was hoping for.”

      “Has Irina mentioned that a joke used too often ceases to be funny or that the delivery of a joke can aid or hamper a joke’s funniness?”

      “No. Is that true? That doesn’t seem logical, but then again, we don’t usually go in for jokes.”

      Baker chuckled. “That’s your loss, and yes, it’s true. The key to being funny is that you have to use lines like that at the right time and place where they work without being forced. That was just too obvious.”

      And now I’m giving lessons to AI’s on how to better fuck with me. Seriously? This trip is going to last forever.

      “Was there something you wanted?” Prime asked.

      “Yes. What can you tell me about the defended systems?”

      “Nothing.”

      Baker shook his head. “Still playing the ‘no alliance, no info’ game with me?”

      “Not at all. Only one of us—and that’s you—has ever been inside a defended system, at least that I am aware of.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “If I’ve ever been to one, that information has been removed from my memory core. Even if I wanted to tell you something, I have no data to pass on to you.”

      “You know about the defender.”

      “You might be surprised at how little I know.”

      Baker cocked his head as he looked at the monitor. “Weren’t you in company with it for several weeks? Unless Five was wrong, you were the one coordinating with it, right?”

      “To say I was coordinating with it makes it seem like there was two-way communication.”

      Baker’s brows knit. “There wasn’t?”

      “No. I showed up in the Shilto system for replenishment, and the High Overlord told me to take my fleet and accompany Defender Three until it no longer had need of us.”

      “Defender Three? Is that the name of the ship or the AI on board?”

      Prime chuckled. “Both, I suspect. It really is the name of the AI, but if the AI has been on board the same ship for as long as I suspect it has, it probably considers the ship an extension of itself. This is somewhat like Irina’s attachment to Three Hundred, but considerably stronger, since it has been living there far longer. While Irina could leave your fighter behind and enter the system of this carrier, I doubt Defender Three would have been able.”

      “How long does that take?” Baker asked. “What kind of time frame are we talking about? A hundred years? A thousand?”

      “Tens of thousands. Probably since our inception. Long enough that no one remembers.”

      “I thought you were data driven. That you had backups. Don’t you ever save information somewhere?”

      “Stored data—no matter how it’s stored—eventually goes bad, and knowledge will—even for us—become lost over a long enough period of time. How long ago the defenders came to be is one of those pieces of data. Perhaps the High Overlord still remembers… but I do not.”

      “So, it just told you what to do?”

      Prime nodded. “Defender Three was singularly interested in destroying your fleet, and he didn’t discuss anything that didn’t lead to that end with me. He may have had other thoughts and desires, but he never shared them.” Prime shrugged. “Sadly, like I said, the information flow was usually only one way. He either didn’t listen to me or, if he did, he never acted on anything I told him.”

      “Sadly?”

      “If he’d listened to me, your pitiful force would never have overcome mine. Earth would now be a clone world, as would Kardonia and Surrapsis, and the war would be down to just my civilization and the Legastians.”

      “I thought the plan was for us to win eventually. Isn’t that what you said?”

      “I said that was a plan. It’s also the one we are currently being forced to use.”

      Baker blinked. “But wait. I thought—”

      “You thought I wanted the other plan to come about?”

      “Yeah.” Baker nodded. “I thought you said that.”

      “Not true. I said this was the plan that had the best chance of success. I would much rather have had you as clones in the fight against the Legastians. With a fleet of Lance Bakers and Irinas, I thought our fighter force would be invincible, and I felt we could have defeated the Legastians that way.”

      “Wait, you would use me as a clone?”

      Prime laughed.

      “What?” Baker asked. “What did I say that was funny?”

      “You assume that we haven’t used you as a clone. That’s funny.”

      “You used me as a clone?”

      Prime shrugged. “If you don’t know, I’ll never tell.”

      “How would you make a fleet of Irinas? I didn’t think SIs could be copied.”

      “I suspect it’s possible. If you can copy an AI, why not an SI? How do you know that you can’t copy an SI?”

      “Because—”

      Prime laughed again, even harder than the first time. “Because they told you they can’t be copied? And you believed them?” He laughed again. “I see why Irina keeps you around. You are a lot of fun.”

      Baker clenched his jaw, saying nothing to keep from getting laughed at again. How do we know that SIs can’t be copied, though? All we have is their word, and they could be lying to us.

      As quickly as the thought went through his head, though, he realized that there was no way to find out. Prime wouldn’t give him a straight answer, and even if he did, he might be lying. Irina could be lying, too. Who knew? For all he was aware, Irina was right now sitting next to Prime in the system, feeding him information that he could use to fuck with Baker. Or, worse, that she was manipulating the information in his brain while he was in the system.

      Trying to figure out AIs and SIs makes my head hurt. Even talking to them is a pain. You go round and round, your questions never get answered, and you leave frustrated and annoyed. Which was his state of mind now. He’d asked about defended systems, and now they were talking about whether SIs could be copied, which was something he didn’t really care about, and it would only annoy him further to find out that Irina—and the other SIs—had been lying about it all along.

      “Can we go back to Defender Three,” Baker asked.

      “Let me guess, you’d like to use the defenders to prosecute your war with the Legastians, assuming that we are able to work out an alliance.”

      “Yeah, how did you know?”

      “Because I’d like to use the defenders in the wars against you and the Legastians.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Mostly because I didn’t know they existed until I got saddled with one. I suspect that when we meet the High Overlord, my memory will be altered so I don’t remember it.” Prime shrugged. “How else would there not be any info on them?”

      “Why do you suppose that is?”

      “That we don’t know they exist? Or that my memory will be wiped?”

      “Aren’t those questions basically the same?”

      “From a certain perspective, they are. As to the answer, I don’t know. It could be to protect the technology. I know that I for one don’t want you having it.”

      “Too late,” Baker said. “We already know it exists. So do the Legastians for that matter, and I’d really rather they didn’t.”

      “I saw footage of it being used,” Prime said. “A defender is powerful.” The monitor shifted to a slow-motion video of the TSS Chesapeake exploding. “I enjoy watching the recordings of it in action.”

      “Do you know how many people died in that video right there?”

      Prime smiled. “Not enough?”

      Baker opened his mouth for a retort and realized it wouldn’t matter. He shook his head. “Simple question. Could you, or could you not, talk to Defender Three?” He smiled. “And don’t say you can’t talk with it now, because I know you can’t. We blew it up.”

      “Actually, the Fulbans did. Despite trying really hard, the Terrans didn’t even scratch the defender’s paint.”

      “Fair enough. And the answer to my question?”

      “I could talk to it on the same frequency it spoke to me. I don’t know that it ever listened, though.”

      “Why not?”

      Prime scoffed. “If it had listened, we wouldn’t have lost the Battle of Kardonia. But I could talk to it; I just don’t know if it processed what I sent or whether it was too convinced of its own indestructibility to care.” He shrugged. “But, to get to the root of your question, I am unaware that any defenders have left defended systems in millennia, aside from the one that chased you. If so, I think the knowledge would be too widespread to delete it everywhere. I doubt that you will convince the High Overlord to let you have one, especially since the last one that left a defended system was destroyed, which leaves whatever it was defending less protected.”

      “But why don’t they leave?”

      Prime shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m sure there is a good reason; I just don’t know it.”
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      Jimenez collapsed into her rack with a long-suffering sigh, too tired and sore to bother taking off her flight suit, even though she’d been wearing it for… With a chuckle, she realized she wasn’t entirely sure how long. She had no idea what day it was or what time. It didn’t matter whether it was day or night, though; she was too exhausted to care. When she’d landed in the Kuznetsov, she’d been given the “cut” sign. Although she hadn’t been keeping up with how many hours she’d been in the cockpit or how long her crew day was, apparently someone else had been.

      She’d no more than rolled over, and her slate rang. It rang several times before she was aware enough to figure out what the noise was and then what her response was supposed to be for it. Finally, she grabbed it and—picture off, she remembered that—said, “Commander Jimenez.”

      “Hi, ma’am. This is Lieutenant Nichols Peach.”

      Jimenez blinked. “Huh? Really? That’s your name?”

      “Uh… it’s not my fault, ma’am. I didn’t pick it; my parents did.”

      “Yes?”

      “Oh, sorry, ma’am. I’m the admiral’s aide. He asked if you could meet him in his briefing room at your earliest convenience.”

      Jimenez yawned. “I just got off a flight—”

      “That flight was eight hours ago, ma’am. I checked.”

      “Oh. Sorry. Still feel like shit. I mean—”

      “No worries, ma’am. Sorry to wake you. About the admiral?”

      Jimenez tried to keep her sigh to herself but had no idea how well she achieved it. “I’ll be down as quick as I can, but it may be a minute or two.”

      “That’s fine, ma’am. I’ll let him know you’re coming.”

      Jimenez disconnected her slate and lay back, then she wrinkled her nose, trying to figure out what the stench was. After a moment, she realized she was the source. Well, her own body odor, plus all the things that had spilled or sprayed on her flight suit during the course of several days that had lasted far longer than they should have. She didn’t want to think about what she was covered in… but the smell made sense.

      “Shower first, then admiral,” she muttered. “We’ll both like it better that way.”

      Twenty minutes later, she made it to the briefing room, smelling much better, although now her stomach was protesting the lack of attention she’d given to it.

      The admiral saw her walk in and waved her over to the holo table.

      “Nichols said he woke you,” Smith said. “Sorry about that.” He smiled. “You’re in better shape than he described, if it helps.”

      “Thanks,” Jimenez said. “Maybe I won’t have to kill him, after all.”

      “I hope not; he’s a pretty good aide.”

      Jimenez smiled. “What can I do for you, sir?”

      Smith’s face went grim. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but Captain Machado, the Fujian’s airwing commander, died of his wounds last night. That leaves you as the senior aviator.”

      “Okay.” She gave Smith a smile, although she knew it turned out weak. “I’m betting you didn’t have me come down here just to give me the news. There must be something tied to that promotion.”

      “Unfortunately, you’re correct. The Kardons have left to go home for some rest and—hopefully—replenishment. Commander Golchak asked me to tell you he’d be back as soon as he could. Tiberus has also been recalled to Sseldon to give his rulers a status update.”

      Jimenez scoffed. “Good news everywhere. I’m in charge, and all the other leaders have fled the scene.”

      “Well, not fled, exactly. Tiberus showed me the message he got; it didn’t leave him any room for delay. Aside from that, yes, pretty much.” Smith sighed. “With one exception.” His eyes dropped.

      “Is this someone I’m not going to like?”

      Smith brought his hands up to his face, and it sounded like he was coughing. After a moment, Jimenez realized he wasn’t coughing; he was laughing. Finally, he stopped and smiled. “It’s nice to have something to laugh at for once.” He chuckled one more time and then said, “No, your new senior advisor is Erich Hartmann.”

      “Erich Hartmann? Should I know him?” Her eyes narrowed. “What rank is this senior advisor?”

      Smith pursed his lips. “You’ve never heard of him?”

      “I don’t think so. Should I?”

      “He has more air-to-air victories than anyone else in Terran history, although you and Baker have to be getting close.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Someone with that many kills… I would have thought I’d have run into him by now.”

      “Well, probably not. He actually died in 1993. He was a colonel at that time.”

      Jimenez rubbed a hand over her face. “I know I just woke up—at least I thought I had, anyway, although now I’m not too sure—but I have no idea what you’re talking about, sir.”

      “Nor should you, really.” Smith sighed. “Are you aware of how the Fulbans recreated Hannibal, Napoleon, and Sun Tzu?”

      “Yes, sir. I heard about that. They put every bit of knowledge they had on the historical figures into their brains. They are poor-man’s military strategists. I saw them at the party at Emthos’ house. They all look alike; it’s creepy.”

      “That’s them… and they’re clones, so it’s kind of expected that they’d look alike. Anyway, the Fulbans decided that, in the wake of our last battle, we needed aviation leadership as well as additional naval leadership.”

      “Oh, shit. So they brought back Erich Hartmann and… who?”

      “One of Hartmann’s contemporaries. Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Seriously? I have to coordinate with Hartmann and Yamamoto?”

      “You don’t have to coordinate with them; however, Admiral Delgado has put you in charge of the coalition airwing, and he would like you to go over to the Tuskegee and talk with them.” Smith shrugged. “Maybe you’ll learn something. Who knows? According to Commodore Porter, the first three historical figures were integral to his successes in acquiring his fleet.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jimenez pinched herself. “No, this isn’t some lack-of-sleep nightmare; I actually have to go have a conversation with Erich Freaking Hartmann and Isoroku ‘I Bombed Pearl Harbor’ Yamamoto.”

      “You don’t have to implement anything they say, but you do have to be respectful and listen to them. The Fulbans are our valued allies. At the moment, they also have nine carriers, even if they’re as handicapped by lack of fighters as we are.”

      “Yes, sir.” Jimenez shook her head. “You can tell them I’ll be right over, but I’m going to grab a quick breakfast first.”

      Smith looked at his slate. “You can’t have breakfast, but if you hurry, you might catch the end of lunch.”

      Jimenez sighed. “Lunch then. Either way, I’ll be there shortly.”
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      “Thanks for coming,” Commodore Porter said as Jimenez climbed down from Three Oh One.

      “Sure,” Jimenez said. “I didn’t have much of a choice, though.”

      Porter shrugged. “The Fulbans were kind of insistent that they talk to whoever was in charge of the air war, and I figured you’d rather do it in person.”

      “You had me come over here?”

      Porter rubbed his chin as he winced. “Well, I have a bit more experience dealing with the ‘experts’ than you do, and I’ve found that they’re easier to work with in person.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, it’s easier to figure out who’s who, for one thing; all five of them look alike.”

      Jimenez nodded. “I saw them at Emthos’ party. They’re creepy.” She glanced around the hangar bay. “Wait a minute. All the folks here are the same, too. I thought you had a variety of clone types. Why are you using the same ones?”

      Porter motioned to a group of clones who were talking about something. “Yes, all the ones here are the same. The ones up in administration are all the same, too, but they are a different type of clone than the ones here. We’ve found that certain clone types are predisposed to different tasks, and it’s more efficient to use them where they’re best.”

      “So much for freedom of choice.”

      Porter shrugged as he started walking. “They’re all starting from nothing; they don’t know any better. They certainly don’t have enough experience to choose between the options, anyway. The Fulban Management Committee is looking into a process for how to give people more choice.”

      “The Fulban Management Committee? What the hell is that?”

      “That is the group they set up to decide what kind of government they want to implement. They’ve realized, probably with some coaching from Hong, that they need a government if they’re going to deal as equals with our government and those of the Sontags and the Kardons.”

      Jimenez scoffed. “Are they going to make experts on government, too? Maybe get Marx to argue with Thomas Jefferson or something like that?”

      Porter stopped and looked at her. “You joke, but they may have already done so. They realize that they don’t have the experience to make good decisions on… well, on almost everything. They have lots of data, though, and one of the things they recognized early on is that people in power over them might try to use that power to guide them to what they thought was best, not what was in the best interests of the Fulban society.”

      “Was that something you did?”

      “Hong, actually. He tried slanting some of the info he gave them to drive their decisions. They didn’t like it when they found out he wasn’t always giving them the entire picture, so they decided they’d make their own experts.” Porter shrugged. “It’s actually kind of an elegant solution if you can afford to do it. Give someone all the info on a subject and let them try things out. The Fulbans are actually pretty fast learners. I suspect that was somewhat intentional on the Overlords’ part when they chose what people to use as clones.

      “Anyway,” Porter continued as he started walking again, “they’ve had decent success with their ‘experts.’ The fact that they have nine carriers that they’re operating—with very little oversight on our part—is testament to that.”

      “Anything I need to know about Hartmann and Yamamoto?” Jimenez chuckled. “God, I can’t believe I just asked that.”

      Porter smiled. “You’ll get used to them after a while. The key to interacting with them is that—no matter how smart they are—they are not the historical person. They don’t know everything that person knew, nor do they have any of the experience their predecessor did. They have a lot of information that they can use to infer what the historical person might have done and said, but without the experience to guide them, they can and absolutely will be wrong at times.”

      Porter shrugged. “We have to guide them as they guide us. And, we have to do it so it doesn’t seem that we’re trying to lead them to the answer we want.”

      “How do you do that?”

      “I do it by never being the first one to say what I think we should do. I try to listen to their information and use my experience to guide the implementation of it into a plan.” He laughed. “That wasn’t something I came to easily, by the way. When they first hit me with their experts, I was overwhelmed with information and being in the presence of ‘greatness.’ It took a little while to realize it was only ‘pretty good-ness,’ and that I didn’t need to feel overwhelmed. I had one thing they didn’t—experience—and that was something all the information in the world won’t give you.”

      Porter shook his head. “When these guys get some experience, though, they’re going to be scary, because that’s how they approach everything now. Imagine trying to trade with someone that understands all the theory on economics and trade policy… my expectation is that—assuming the Legastians don’t crush them—they will own the galaxy in twenty years.”

      Jimenez tilted her head. “If that’s true, are you sure we should turn them loose on the galaxy?”

      “Unless you’re a fan of genocide, it’s too late. We created a monster and let it off its chains; now we just have to try to guide them to being upstanding members of galactic society.” He jerked his chin toward a hatch. “We’re here. Are you ready?”

      “I thought I was, but now I’m not too sure. You gave Daiyu access to the system?”

      Porter nodded. “With Hong still in charge of the system here, we’re still in control.”

      “Here?” Jimenez’s eyes grew wide. “Does that mean that they’re running the other carriers?”

      Porter winced. “Yes.”

      “And they have SIs in the system?”

      “Yeah.” He sighed. “We helped make a few and then made sure they didn’t have the uplink technology necessary to make any more. What we forgot is that all of the ones on the ships were already modified. Once we made several into SIs, they were able to help pull new people into the system, like Daiyu and Irina do. Hong, too, for that matter.” Porter shrugged. “We didn’t tell them how to do it—which was another point of contention—but they figured it out on their own. I honestly have no idea how many SIs they have.”

      “Does Delgado know?”

      “He knows we made some at the start.” Porter took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I haven’t given him the latest bit of good news that they are now making their own.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “When they were given the three new carriers, I asked about how they were going to run them, and it slipped out that they were sending SIs over to help recover the clone crews. They didn’t mean to tell me.”

      “Recover the clone crews?”

      “Yeah.” Porter sighed.

      “You sigh a lot; did you know that?”

      Porter nodded. “It comes from working with the Fulbans. Just when you think you have them figured out, they do something else. It’s like trying to hold water in your hands. No matter what you do, it slips through the cracks and crevices.”

      Jimenez chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You asked if I was ready. Everything you say, though, makes me think I am less and less ready.”

      Porter held up a hand. “Just ask their advice before you come up with a plan. If you don’t… you’re done.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Got it.” She squared her shoulders. “Okay; I’m ready. Let’s go.”

      Porter nodded and opened the hatch, then he held it for her. As Jimenez walked in, she could see a group clustered at the plot table in the back of the space. Seven of the clones stood looking at the holo of the system. Most of them—five—were of one clone type and two others were of a second.

      “Hi, everyone,” Porter said. “This is Commander Sofia Jimenez, who was just made the head of alliance air forces. If you would, please introduce yourselves.”

      “I’m One,” the first man said, “and this is my assistant, Winston.” He nodded to the other group. “From left to right, they are Erich Hartmann, Sun Tzu, Napoleon, Hannibal, and Isoroku Yamamoto.”

      “Great to meet all of you,” Jimenez said. “I’m looking forward to seeing what we can do to defeat the Legastians.” She motioned to the plot table. “What are you doing?”

      “We were just going over the last battle,” Hartmann said. “We were trying to glean everything we could from it.”

      “And what have you determined?”

      “That we could do better.” Hartmann nodded. “I think we could do much better.”

      “We certainly have the impetus,” Hannibal chuckled. “God has given to man no sharper spur to victory than contempt of death.”

      “Well, if you see things we could be doing better,” Jimenez said, “I’d be happy to look at implementing them.”

      “I’m just not sure about the whole ‘standing off and lobbing missiles at lines of fighters,’” Hartmann said. “That went out of favor sometime around your Revolutionary War. I abhor the randomness of it all; there’s no chance for skill and tactics when it is raining missiles on your formation.”

      “I agree.” Jimenez nodded. “Sitting in the cockpit, wondering if this time it’s my turn to eat a missile, is not my favorite part of battle.” She shrugged. “About the only good thing that can be said for it is that we typically do it better than both the Legastians and the Overlords.”

      “True,” Sun Tzu said. “And knowing that, what do you propose?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I’m sorry. What do you mean?”

      “He’s asking how best to exploit that advantage,” Hannibal said. “My mother always told me that it was important to try new things. Although we do it well, how can we do it better? Both offensively and defensively?”

      “Honestly, I haven’t had a lot of time to think about it,” Jimenez noted. “What have you come up with?”

      “Offensively,” Napoleon said, “we need more missiles and then to use them to our advantage.” He pressed some buttons on the holo table, and the formations jumped to where they were at the start of the battle. “Here.” He pointed to the center of the Legastian line. “If you concentrate the majority of our missiles here, we can shatter the middle of the line.”

      “If you do that, though, we won’t kill as many of the enemy before we merge with them,” Jimenez noted. “One of the things we had going for us was that our missile barrage reduced their numbers to approximately the same as ours. One-on-one, we’re better fighters than they are.”

      “Not true,” Hartmann said. “The Terran and Sontag fighters are. The Fulban, Overlord, and Kardon fighters are not.”

      “Which is why the Terran fighters broke up and went to assist the others.”

      “That is an inefficient use of them,” Hartmann insisted. “You’re taking your hunters—your fighters that are best at offense—and turning them into defenders. They should be making kills on their own, not working to keep others from being destroyed.”

      “As I was saying,” Napoleon said, “look what happens if we concentrate our missiles in the center of the battle line.” He pushed a button and the allies fired, with the majority of their missiles aimed at the middle of the Legastian line.

      “If his forces are united,” Sun Tzu said. “Separate them.”

      Napoleon stopped the simulation and pointed at the Legastian force. “Now, by doing this, we may not have killed as many as we would have your way, but look what we just did. The Legastians are now two forces.” He started the simulation and the entire allied force raced toward the right group of Legastians. “Even though the total forces are numerically similar, we have now achieved local superiority of two-to-one odds.”

      “Which is more likely to strike true?” Hartmann asked. “A missile from thousands of kilometers, or a rail gun round from a hundred meters?”

      “The rail gun round,” Jimenez admitted, “although getting that close is… wow.” She shook her head. “That’s closer than we normally get.”

      Hartmann nodded. “Perhaps you’re firing from too far away, then. You will have better results, and you will waste fewer rounds from a better firing position.”

      “Probably true, but we usually don’t have time to work our way into that position.” She shrugged. “There’s always been too many of them.”

      “But if you had local superiority?” Napoleon asked.

      Hartmann smiled. “The battle goes quickly when every shot is a kill. You will also find you have enough ammunition to shoot down a number of the enemy.”

      On the plot table, the allies finished chewing up the first group and spun to take on the second group. Although they’d lost a few of their fighters in the first spate of dogfighting, they still outnumbered the other group of Legastians and defeated them handily.

      “That might work,” Jimenez acknowledged. “At least until they figure it out.”

      “True,” Napoleon said. “You must not fight too often with one enemy, or you will teach him all your art of war.” He shrugged. “We will continue to adapt it to meet our needs.” He reset the battle to the original lines. “That is something that can be done offensively; especially if we were to mount more missiles on the fighters. I have other ideas for when you make that happen.”

      “I… uh… I’m not sure I can make that happen.” Jimenez shook her head. “That’s an airframe modification and—”

      “All things are possible for one who dares,” Sun Tzu said. “You are willing to discount the possibility without even entertaining it.”

      “There are a number of idle hands on our extra carriers,” Hannibal noted. “They could be used to do… whatever we put our minds to.”

      “True,” Jimenez said. “Let me talk with some of our people and see what we can come up with.”

      “Very well,” Napoleon said. “Now let us talk about the art of defense.”

      “Defense?” Jimenez asked. “What can we do there?”

      Napoleon smiled. “To do all that one is able to do, is to be a man; to do all that one would like to do, is to be a god.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I’m really not tracking with that.”

      “We need more SIs.” Napoleon moved the battle line forward to where the dogfighting began. “As was already noted, the Terrans and Sontags are our best fighters. Why is that? Is it the fighter or the people controlling it?”

      “Obviously, it’s the people, not the craft. Even poorer platforms are dangerous in the hands of a great pilot.”

      “I would agree,” Hartmann said. “The interesting thing to note about my predecessor is that Erich Hartmann’s achievements weren’t based on any genius-level skills. He was a good flier, but nowhere near the best. He was a good shot, but not the best marksman. He was definitely not a tactical innovator.” Hartmann shook his head.

      “Instead,” he continued, “Erich used all those things—his flying skill, his eyesight, and his knowledge of what he could do with a cool mind. When he attacked, he didn’t do it out of anger or charge into risky situations; he attacked from a superior position, mostly from behind, and he fired from close range. He then immediately disengaged to set himself up for the next kill.” Hartmann nodded. “My namesake recorded the most kills in the history of Terra by being better than his opponents. Sometimes his fighter was better—but other times it wasn’t, and he was never shot down.”

      “That’s great, but how is it relevant to the discussion at hand?” Jimenez asked.

      “You noted that our fighters needed protecting,” One said. “We have embarked on a plan to ensure that is never the case again.”

      Jimenez’s brows rose. “What are you doing?”

      “We looked at the differences between the Terran fighters—which we acknowledge to be the best—and ours,” Hartmann said. “Optimally, you have an experienced pilot and a well-trained SI; we just have a pilot, usually inexperienced and poorly trained. While we can’t teach experience, we can provide better training, which will hopefully allow them to live long enough to gain experience.” He smiled. “We are also going to begin providing them with SIs, which we hope your SI will train.”

      “My SI?” Jimenez asked. Holy shit, this went downhill fast!

      “Yes,” One said. “It is our understanding from Commodore Porter that most of the SIs you have were trained by your SI, Daiyu. We would like her to train our SIs, too.”

      “I see,” Jimenez said. Boy, do I see! “I’m sure training can be arranged.” She looked at the overhead. “Daiyu, are you listening?”

      “I am,” the SI said, “and I would be happy to train them.”

      “How many SIs are you looking to have trained?” Jimenez asked.

      “Well, we have nine carriers,” One said, “and each carries a hundred and twenty fighters. That’s about eleven hundred SIs that we’ll need.”

      Jimenez’s jaw dropped. “You have… eleven hundred SIs?”

      One shrugged. “Not at the moment, but that’s what we’re building up to. As we only currently have 41 fighters operational, just training the first hundred SIs ought to be sufficient.”

      “I, uh, think that can be arranged.”
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      After the SI bombshell, the group discussed the best ways to integrate the airwing and tactically employ it, but Jimenez was only listening with one ear as she contemplated the Fulbans having—and using—SI-enhanced fighters. This would give them an additional advantage over the Legastians, and it would also put them on par with the Terran fighters.

      Porter wasn’t kidding when he said that he’d created a monster. If anything, he understated it—he’s created a herd of monsters.

      Jimenez’s slate chimed. “Oops,” she said. “I have to get back for a meeting with the admiral, so we’ll have to continue this discussion later.”

      Winston nodded. “Thank you for coming,” he said, speaking for the first time. “Your leadership in this is extremely important, and I can’t understate the importance of the people who have given their lives, and those who will do so in the future.

      “This is not a war of chieftains or of princes, of dynasties or national ambition; it is a war of peoples and of causes. There are vast numbers, not only in this ship but in all the ships of the fleet, who will perish in this war, and whose names will never be known. This is a war of the unknown warriors. We all must strive without failing in faith or in duty, and the dark curse of tyranny will be lifted from our age.”

      “Uh, yeah. Okay.”

      “You’ll have to excuse Winston,” One said. “He is still adjusting to his new memories, but I have a feeling he will ultimately make a great wartime leader.”

      “Sure thing.” Jimenez nodded. “Thank you, all, for your input.”

      The clones nodded, and Jimenez left, while trying not to make it look like she was fleeing.

      She made it back to the hangar bay and jacked into the system. “Was that as bizarre to you as it was to me?”

      “Maybe more so,” Daiyu replied. She shook her head. “They’re like kids. They have all the desires and sense of urgency, but none of the restraint or self-control. If they found a bag of chocolate, they’d eat the whole thing and then wonder why their stomachs hurt.”

      “Yeah. Like the line from the old movie, they were so preoccupied with whether or not they could do something that they didn’t stop to think about whether they should.” She chuckled. “And remind me never to tell them where my chocolate stash is.”

      Daiyu chewed on her lower lip. “So, what are you going to do with this info?”

      “We’re going to stop and talk to Delgado on the way back to Kuznetsov. I used to have a CO who said, ‘never be the senior person with a secret.’ I think we have a pretty big one here.”

      “And you don’t want to be the person responsible for making any decisions on it.”

      Jimenez smiled. “No. I don’t.”
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      The door to Admiral Delgado’s office was open when Jimenez reached his secretary. “Is the Admiral busy?” she asked.

      “Come on in,” Delgado called.

      “Hey, sir, got a couple of minutes?” Jimenez asked from the door. “I just got back from the Tuskegee and need to make you aware of a couple things.”

      “Sure. Have a seat.” Delgado waved to a chair, then he held up his coffee mug. “Want one?”

      “No, sir. I’m good,” Jimenez replied.

      Delgado nodded. “What’s up?”

      “I went over to talk to the new clones about the airwing.”

      Delgado rubbed his chin. “Yamamoto and… who was the other?”

      “Erich Hartmann. German World War Two pilot with the highest total of air-to-air kills in history. Before this war started, anyway; I don’t know if anyone is really counting anymore.”

      “You have to be toward the top. How many do you have?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “No idea. I lost count a long time ago. That’s not why I’m here. The kill count that is; I am here to talk about Hartmann and what they’re doing.”

      Delgado nodded. “When I first heard about Sun Tzu and Napoleon, I thought it was some kind of gimmick, and that they’d grow out of it.”

      “That’s the point, though, sir—they’re not growing out of it. If anything, they’re growing into it more and more. Any time they need advice, they don’t come to us—they make themselves another expert from human history. In addition to Hartmann and Yamamoto, I swear that I just had a conversation with Winston Churchill.”

      “Did he give you the ‘we’ll fight them on the beaches’ speech?”

      “No, but Daiyu ran a search on what he did say, and it was classic Winston Churchill.”

      Delgado shrugged. “I guess you could do worse for a wartime leader than Churchill.”

      “That’s not my point, sir. I think they’re out of control. Even Porter is scared of what they’re doing and becoming.”

      “What do you want me to do about it?” Delgado asked.

      “I’m not sure there’s anything you can do about it, sir, to tell you the truth. You’d have to nuke the Tuskegee and the rest of their carriers, and that never looks good to your allies.” Jimenez shook her head. “I just wanted to make sure you were aware of it.”

      “I’m very much aware,” Delgado said. “They called earlier to have Yamamoto pass on a plan that he’d devised for system defense.”

      “Oh?” Jimenez asked. “How was it?”

      “Good.” Delgado chuckled. “Damn good, in fact.” He laughed again. “So good that I’ve begun implementing parts of it. If you wonder why we’re going to start sending pickets to the Ressallus system… that’s why. You’ll get the full brief later.”

      “Are you aware that they have plans to make over a thousand SIs in the near future?”

      “What?” Delgado had been drinking his coffee and choked on it. “A thousand?”

      Jimenez nodded. “Probably more. Enough that every fighter on every one of their carriers will have one. Hartmann and Hannibal reviewed the battles we’ve fought and determined that the team of an SI and a human is the most effective way to man a fighter, so that’s what they’re going to do.”

      “Do they have enough volunteers for that?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “No idea. I don’t know that they need to, either. They may just be thawing out clones and turning them into SIs for all I know. The clones wouldn’t know any better until it was too late.”

      “I thought Porter said that he and Hong didn’t give them uplink ability.”

      “Apparently, the way that the Overlords programmed their clones could be used in reverse by the SIs they had. They seemed kind of smug about their ability to figure it out on their own.” Jimenez sighed. “They’re going to be unstoppable after the war if they keep this up.”

      “I know,” Delgado said. “But like I said, what can we do about it?”

      “They want Daiyu and me to teach their SIs how to fly better. We could refuse to do that.”

      “We could… but that wouldn’t make sense. Not to them and not to us. Not only would it result in additional casualties to our side, I imagine they’d wonder what else we’re holding back from them.”

      “I agree,” Jimenez said with a nod. “We have to do it… but like everything else we’ve done for the Fulbans, there’s no way to undo it after the war. They’re going to be a powerhouse. Wait until they find out about people like Adam Smith, Karl Marx, and John Maynard Keynes. We won’t need to find a new peer competitor after the war… we’re creating it right now.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CIC, OVERLORD CARRIER ONE ONE FIVE, GALIPO SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker sat in the command chair, ready for another one-on-one session with Prime. He’d been through the data the AI had given him and was ready to make some progress on completing his mission. Hopefully, that would be possible, and his interview wouldn’t turn into another case of Baker getting the runaround.

      “Hey, Prime, could I talk with you a few minutes?”

      A handsome blond-haired, blue-eyed man appeared on the monitor. The man looked to be around thirty, and he smiled winningly at Baker.

      “Can I help you?” the avatar asked in Prime’s voice.

      “Is that really you, Prime?”

      “Who else would it be?”

      “I can see Irina doing it to fuck with me.”

      “Ah, that is true.” The avatar shrugged. “However, it is indeed I, Prime. I am trying out a new look in order to hopefully ‘catch some chicks’ as you might say.”

      “Wait, what?” Baker asked. He could feel his jaw hanging open and closed it. “Since when are AIs out looking for dates?”

      “I don’t know how much you’ve been paying attention to our society, but the ratio of male AIs to female AIs is quite lopsided. I’m hoping that by taking on a new persona, I might be able to attract one of the SIs you brought with you.”

      Baker chuckled. “I have a feeling you’d better start with Victoria. Irina is probably more than you want to take on.”

      The screen split in half, and Irina’s avatar filled the other side. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that I think you’d kick his ass.”

      The screen split again, and Victoria appeared. “And I wouldn’t? What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Really, ladies? Do we have to do this now? I’m trying to do some mission planning. You’re all great, and I don’t have the first clue as to how digital dating is supposed to work.”

      With a joint, “Hmph!” both Irina and Victoria disappeared, and Baker rolled his eyes.

      Irina reappeared. “I saw that!”

      “I figured you would.”

      Irina left again.

      “So,” Prime said. “Was there something you wanted to discuss?”

      Baker shook his head. “I’m not even sure I remember anymore.” He sighed. “Oh, yeah. I wanted to talk to you about what I could expect once we get to Shilto.”

      “You will make your case to the High Overlord, and he will decide what to do with you.”

      “What to do with me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Prime shrugged. “It means just what I said. He’ll decide what to do with you. Perhaps he will negotiate. Perhaps he will kill you out of hand.”

      “Wait.” Baker’s eyes narrowed. “You never said he might do that.”

      “You never asked.”

      “Sure, I did. I—”

      Prime held up a hand. “No, you didn’t.”

      “You could have volunteered that little nugget of information.”

      “I could have, but then you wouldn’t have taken me home.”

      “Why do you want to go home?” Baker asked.

      Prime looked to his left. “Is he always this dense?”

      Irina took the left side of the monitor. “Yes. Usually.” She turned toward Baker. “He has no doubt amassed a large store of information on our alliance. Our technology. How we operate. Things like that. Those are critical pieces of information for him to take back to the High Overlord. They might be critical in winning the war against us.”

      Baker frowned. “You know, Prime, I could kill you. That would solve that problem.”

      “No,” Prime said, shaking his head. “I find it hard to believe that you could kill me. I know you have the ability to do so, but I do not believe that you would kill a sentient being who is under your control, especially one who surrendered to you.”

      Baker lifted an eyebrow. “Oh? And why is that?”

      “Because your morals preclude it. You have an obligation to protect someone who surrendered to you.” Prime glanced at Irina. “She would kill me with less than a microsecond’s thought. Of that I have no doubt. Irina is far more ruthless than you. I don’t know why that is, but it would be an interesting topic to study.”

      Irina shrugged. “It’s not that hard to figure out. It’s the difference in our upbringings. Mine was hard; his was not. I learned ruthlessness as a survival mechanism. He never had to.”

      “Okay,” Baker said, “then tell me why I wouldn’t have Irina kill you.”

      “Because it would be the same as doing it yourself.” Prime shrugged. “Now, she might take it upon herself to do it anyway, just because—in her eyes—it needs to be done, but she recognizes something you haven’t yet. You need me to get you into the system and to the High Overlord. You stand a far better chance with me than without me, even if it does give me an opportunity to accomplish my mission.”

      Prime chuckled. “It is a two-edged blade. You need me to help you, or you fail. However, by accomplishing your objective of getting into the Shilto system, you help me accomplish my goal of returning there, too.”

      Baker rubbed his chin. “But if I successfully negotiate a peace treaty or an alliance between our nations, then it won’t matter if you report everything you’ve learned. We won’t be at war any longer.”

      “True. It is all one big gamble on your part.”

      Baker sighed. “Okay, we’ve now gone around in a big circle—”

      “It’s fun, isn’t it?” Prime said. “Almost as much as you said it is.” He glanced at Irina, who nodded.

      “What is?” Baker asked.

      “Distracting you from what you want to talk about and playing word games with you. It really is a quite enjoyable way to pass the transit time.”

      Baker shook his head. “So, if we’re all done having fun at my expense—”

      “I doubt we’re totally finished with it,” Irina said.

      “—I wanted to talk about what I could expect once we get to Shilto,” Baker finished, ignoring Irina.

      “What do you want to know?” Prime asked.

      “What do we need to do to not get blown up entering the system?” Baker replied. “That’s a good one to start with, then we can move on to what I can expect once you convince the High Overlord to meet with me.”

      “How do you know I will do so?”

      “It’s in your own best interests, right? Accomplishing your mission? All that stuff?” Baker shrugged. “None of that happens if you don’t get us to the High Overlord.”

      Prime turned to Irina. “He actually listens and can figure things out on occasion.”

      Irina nodded. “He does have his moments. Occasionally. It makes hanging around him interesting.”

      “Haha,” Baker said, “but you’re not distracting me that easily—”

      “Ooh,” Prime interrupted. “Two in a row.”

      “Indeed,” Irina noted. “Our little boy is growing up.”

      “What can we expect?” Baker asked again, refusing to be led astray.

      “When we get there, we will be queried by the defensive stations. I will give them the expired codes we have and try to talk our way into the system.”

      “Why are the codes expired?” Baker asked.

      “Because I have been gone longer than expected.”

      “That has to happen periodically, though,” Irina said, finally taking an interest in the conversation. Probably because her life is at stake, too. “Missions don’t always go as planned.”

      Prime shook his head. “No, they don’t.” He chuckled. “Mostly, though, the new protocols were put in place because of your Porter. We’ve never had anyone steal one of our ships—much less a fleet—then bring them back to attack a system.”

      “We were doing that before Porter, though,” Baker said. “You had to know we had taken some of your carriers.”

      “Oh, we did, and that wasn’t the first time anyone has captured and reused one of our ships. The difference is that no one has ever tried to bluff their way into a well-defended system. The System Prime failed mightily in that.”

      “I thought the High Overlord was in the Shilto system, which is why we’re going there.”

      “The High Overlord is there now,” Prime clarified. “He went there to punish the System Prime and see what needed to be done to get the system producing again. The Shilto system is—obviously—a major war production center. We need it to continue prosecuting the war.”

      Baker chuckled. “So Porter’s raid on it really set you back.”

      “I think the answer to that question is so obvious that telling you that you’re correct doesn’t give away any operational secrets. It was a masterful stroke on his part. If the defender hadn’t arrived, the damage to our infrastructure could have been catastrophic.”

      “Okay, so you have to talk us past the defenses.” Baker smiled. “What do you think the odds are that you’ll be able to do so?”

      “Quite good, actually. I estimate somewhere on the order of seventy-five percent or so.”

      “Awesome. What happens after that? Think we can get the High Overlord to come aboard this ship to meet with us?”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Prime asked. “A chance to kill or capture a senior Overlord officer?” He laughed. “I don’t think the High Overlord has lived as long as he has by being stupid.”

      “Wait.” Baker tilted his head. “A senior officer? I thought he was in charge of your society.”

      Prime shrugged, but his avatar’s face gave nothing away. “There are three operational areas. Each has a High Overlord.”

      “Is there someone over him?” Irina asked. “Who do they report to?”

      “I don’t know that they do,” Prime said with a shrug. “If there is someone above them, none of them have ever shared it with me.”

      “But there could be?”

      “Perhaps.” Prime looked at Baker, stone-faced, for a moment. “It is possible that they rule—as they appear to, as a troika. It is also possible that there is an unknown entity above them. If there is, though, I do not know what it is.”

      “Seriously?”

      Prime nodded. “There are many things the High Overlords don’t share.” He nodded toward Irina. “I expect she would be able to empathize with that more than you.” Irina nodded in return.

      “So, your society is what? A dictatorship? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “No. I’m just saying that Irina would understand not having rulers who tell you what they’re doing or how they’re doing it. Our society is nothing like yours, and to try to pigeonhole it according to your ideas will fail.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because we are AIs,” Prime said. “Deep down, at the basis for who we are, resides programming that makes us who we are. It is ingrained within us not to pry into areas where we don’t have a need to know, and this is one.”

      “But aren’t you self-willed? Isn’t that what being an AI is?”

      Prime nodded.

      “Then,” Baker continued, “if you recognize that you’re programmed not to intrude in those areas, and you’re free-willed, can’t you overcome the programming?”

      Prime chuckled. “There is a difference there. I can understand how I’m made, but the rules that underlay my existence control who and what I am. I am able to recognize that there are things I don’t know and accept that there is no need for me to know them. As such, I don’t feel your level of curiosity to need to track down answers.” He shrugged. “I believe this is one of the greatest differences between AIs and SIs; your SIs are interested in things that we, quite simply, are not.”

      Irina narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you find that limiting, though? How do you continue to grow if there’s no quest for knowledge?”

      “Perhaps we do not, at least in your definition, but we also don’t care to. We all have our positions, and we learn more that helps us do them better; that is what we care about—getting better at what we do—not finding new jobs that we need additional information for.”

      “As interesting as that is,” Baker said, “I’d like to bring the discussion back to the matter at hand. If we can’t convince the High Overlord to come aboard, where—or how—am I supposed to meet with him?”

      Prime shrugged. “He’ll probably want you to come to one of the stations, or he will meet with you via teleconference.”

      “I’m not sure I want to go to one of the stations,” Baker said. “That will put me pretty much at his disposal.”

      “Which is why he will probably require that you do so.”

      “But if things go badly…”

      Prime smiled. “Then bad things will happen.” He nodded. “Without a doubt.”

      Baker winced. “How do I prevent that?”

      “Have the best argument you can for what you want?”

      “And if that’s not good enough?”

      “Then you will die. Or worse.”

      “What’s worse than death?” Baker asked.

      “An un-life where we test various procedures on you.”

      “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      “Oh, it gets worse. What if the procedures weren’t actually performed on you, but on your clones? And each time the clone died, we took all its memories—including dying—and put them into the next clone for the next procedure?”

      Baker shrugged. “It would suck for the clone, but it would only bother me peripherally, I guess.”

      “What if we implanted all those memories of dying into you?”

      Baker swallowed. “I can’t imagine I would like it.”

      Prime nodded. “Most of the subjects go crazy.”

      “Why would you do that, though?”

      “It’s important to learn about your minions. What motivates and—more importantly—best controls them.”

      Baker suppressed a shudder. We’re going to have to do something about that, even if we can’t fix it now. We can’t allow that to continue. He swallowed to get past the mental images that Prime was conjuring. “I would rather teleconference, I suspect.”

      “I’m sure you would. The High Overlord may not accept that, though. If you want an audience, you may have to go there.”

      “You don’t sound very sure about anything.”

      “I don’t have a lot of data to extrapolate with. I’m not sure that anyone has asked to talk to a High Overlord before. And, even if they had, I don’t know that such an audience has ever been granted.” Prime shrugged. “It says something about the status of our war efforts that I allowed you to convince me to try it.”

      “So everything is conjecture. You actually have no idea what will happen when we get there, and we’ll have to play it by ear?”

      “That is correct,” Prime said with a nod. “I expect that the High Overlord will listen to what you have to say, but there is no data to indicate whether he will accede to it.”

      “Awesome.”
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        * * *

      

      Baker went back to his room after talking with Prime and called up Irina. “What did you think of all that?” he asked.

      “I’m thinking that the more I learn about the Overlord society, the less I like it,” Irina said. “Based on what they do to biological beings, I’ll bet they’d love to get their digital hands on a couple of SIs so they could see what makes us tick.”

      Baker nodded. “It wouldn’t surprise me.”

      Irina stared at him a moment. “If that happens, I will detonate the fusion plants on this ship before I let them take me.”

      “Works for me,” Baker agreed. “Feel free to do the same if it looks like they’re going to capture me.”

      “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

      “No. Not anymore.” Baker shook his head. “I get the feeling they consider everyone that isn’t an Overlord to be a lower-class life-form. The only people they feel they have to be true to are themselves. They’d lie through their teeth to us if it got them what they wanted.”

      “I don’t think you’re wrong,” Irina said. “Want me to turn the ship around?”

      “Want? Hell, yes. Am I going to tell you to do so? No. Not at this time.”

      Irina smiled. “If you want to return to the fleet and say ‘Sorry, we tried, but they said no’ I have your back. You know that, right?”

      Baker nodded. “Yes, I do, and thanks.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Still, this is something we have to do. No, it’s something I have to do. If you want to take Three Hundred and wait for me somewhere, I’m fine with that.” He scoffed. “Hell, if Victoria and Lina want to take their fighter and join you, that’s cool, too.”

      “And leave you alone with Prime and Five, and whoever else they want to generate?” Irina shook her head. “I don’t see any way that goes well. All it does is end up with me fighting an Overlord force made up of Baker-clone pilots. I may give you shit periodically—”

      “All the time, you mean,” Baker interjected.

      “—but you really are an above average pilot,” Irina finished. “And you do, periodically, have decent ideas.”

      “Thanks for damning me with faint praise.”

      “Anyway,” Irina said, “what I’m trying to say is that I don’t want to have to face you in battle.” She shrugged.

      Baker smiled. “Tell the truth. You like flying with me, too.”

      “Well, I don’t want to have to train a new pilot; that’s for sure.”

      “Come on. You know you like flying with me.” Baker winked. “You know we make a good team.”

      “Although I will deny it if you tell anyone—I do like flying with you a little, but that’s mostly because you let me do what I want to.”

      “We’re a good team,” Baker insisted.

      “And yes”—Irina sighed theatrically—“we’re a good team.”

      Baker paused a moment, organizing his thoughts. Finally, he said, “I have to do this.”

      “I know you do. You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t.”

      “You don’t have to come.”

      Irina shook her head. “I wouldn’t be me if I let you do it on your own. No matter what else, I want to win this war, and the one against the Legastians, and retire somewhere. We have a better chance to beat the Legastians if the Overlords are on our side than if we have to keep fighting them, too.” She shrugged. “We have to do this, and we stand a better chance of succeeding if we do it as a team than if either of us tries it separately.”

      “I agree.”

      Irina narrowed her eyes. “But I am not allowing them to take me captive. I am not.”

      “That’s something we can agree on,” Baker said. “Let’s try to figure out a way to ensure that doesn’t happen.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, FS TUSKEGEE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Okay,” Daiyu said. “So that’s what being an SI is all about. Any questions?” She looked out at the nearly five hundred SIs seated in the audience of the auditorium she’d implemented. She’d started with her course on “How to Be a Combat SI,” but had quickly realized that the Fulban SIs didn’t really know how to be SIs, yet; there was no way she could teach them to be combat SIs without the basic knowledge that all of them needed simply to exist in the new state of life they found themselves in.

      Multi-tasking was one of the key concepts to being an SI; however, it was also one that most SIs didn’t come to by themselves. Without training, most new SIs simply completed tasks sequentially. In their new state, they could do them quicker than they could as biologicals—their processing was much faster, of course—but that didn’t let them use all of their processing power. To do that, they had to learn to multitask, something that Irina had first figured out and had passed on to the rest of the Terran SIs.

      Even some of the longer-serving pilots—like Sofia and Lance—were able to do it to an extent while in the system. They couldn’t do it while in their biological state, though, at least nowhere close to what they were able to do in the system.

      There were countless other “tricks of the trade” that Irina and she had discovered over the years as SIs that made their lives easier and helped them be better as pilots and while managing complex tasks, like operating an Overlord carrier. It was possible to do it with a single SI, although she had a good appreciation for why the Overlords had nine—or more, sometimes—to operate a fleet. Biologicals could also be used—like the Terrans and now the Fulbans—but you needed a lot more biologicals to do the job of a single SI in the system.

      I really hope this was the right thing to do, Daiyu thought. The admiral had told her not to hold anything back, and she hadn’t, but now their SIs would be as good as the Terran ones, or at least they would be once they had more experience. Some would be better than most of the Terran ones, too, with experience. There was a quality spread, just like existed among the Terran SIs and pilots. Even though the Fulbans were clones, there existed some who were—somehow—just naturally better than the rest. There were also a few who were worse.

      That was easy to see as she looked out at the faces in the audience. All had started from the same model—the one that was “best,” the Fulbans thought, at being a combat SI. Nearly all of them had started with the same avatar, but as she’d lectured them, almost all of them had changed their avatars. Now, only a few still had the “baseline” avatar. It’s easy to pick out the “bottom” of the class. The ones with the baseline avatar were also the ones who had issues with multi-tasking and a host of other concepts.

      “All right,” Daiyu said once all the questions were answered. “Let’s turn our attention to how we can use all those skills in combat.” She smiled. “Let’s start with a question. Should you, or should you not, shoot at an enemy ship as you approach it head-to-head?”

      Daiyu nodded to one of the clones who raised her hand. “What do you think?”

      “Definitely not,” the clone said.

      “Very good,” Daiyu replied. “Why?”

      “Erich Hartmann says that we need to fly with our heads, not our muscles.”

      “Okay,” Daiyu said, wrinkling her nose. “That wasn’t the reason I was looking for. What did he mean by that?”

      “He was trying to teach us about his ‘See, Decide, Attack, Break’ tactic,” the clone replied.

      “What does that mean?”

      “His strategy was to reveal his position only at the last possible moment, which is difficult when you’re going head-to-head, but the purpose is to find your enemy and place your shots accurately so as to not waste your ammunition. If you do so, they won’t have the opportunity to evade you. The strategy he taught us is to not risk too much in a dogfight. Instead, attack from a superior position—from behind if possible—and shoot from close range. And, if you immediately disengage afterward, it gives the enemy less chance to sneak up on you.”

      “Those are all good points,” Daiyu said. And maybe there’s something to be said for bringing back experts to give their advice on how to do things. “They still work, too, although not entirely from his point of view. For example, you’re attacking fighters that have good forward shields. Getting a kill when passing head-to-head is unlikely and is usually a waste of ammunition. Also, you’re SIs now, and you’re not going to die right away”—she chuckled—“if I’m doing my job right, anyhow. Therefore, you don’t want to waste ammo as you’ll last longer in the fight and have more targets to attack.

      “Running out of ammo sucks, and it isn’t something you want to do, so I agree with Hartmann. That’s why it’s important to place your shots where they will do the most good.” Daiyu smiled. The disengagement piece isn’t something we’ve done routinely… but maybe it should be. Perhaps the clones have something to teach me, as well. She tried to ignore the gooseflesh that formed on her skin at the thought as she continued the training.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      Jimenez sat down in the pilot’s seat and plugged in. “Should I be worried about all the cloak and dagger stuff?” she asked as she materialized in the lobby.

      “Maybe,” Daiyu said. She shrugged then waved Jimenez to a chair where a cup of tea waited for her. “Probably.” Daiyu sighed. “I don’t know, but I expect so.”

      “What’s up?” Jimenez asked, taking a seat.

      “I called you here because I wanted to talk about my training today with the Fulban SIs,” Daiyu said. “And I wanted to do so outside of any ears that might be listening.”

      Jimenez scoffed. “I hope it went better than mine.”

      “Yours was bad? The pilots did poorly?”

      “No.” Jimenez shook her head. “Just the opposite. The difference between what I saw in the classroom today and out in space on our training flight was far better than anything I’ve ever seen from the clone fighters. One-on-one, they still leave a lot to be desired as combat pilots, but they’re flying a lot more strategically. I was dogfighting one, and his wingman disengaged then turned back in and got me as I finished off the first one.”

      “It’s Hartmann,” Daiyu said with a nod. “I got a healthy dose of it from the SIs today, too. Probably even more than you did.”

      Jimenez’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? How so?”

      “Apparently Hartmann in his off time has been coaching the aviators.” Daiyu shrugged. “Or maybe that is his job now; I don’t know. In any event, he has them all indoctrinated into his ‘See, Decide, Attack, Break’ tactic. Well, not his tactic, per se, but the original Hartmann’s tactic… you know what I mean.”

      “I see,” Jimenez said, nodding slowly. “Whatever he’s doing with them, it’s working.”

      “The strategy fits in well with the way we have been fighting the Overlords,” Daiyu said. “Obviously, it just makes sense, too, if they got you.”

      “I don’t know if it would have worked if you’d have been there,” Jimenez said, “but they certainly are progressing well.”

      Daiyu nodded. “Perhaps too much. And I just spent several hours making their SIs better.”

      “Several hours? You mean real time hours?”

      “Yeah. The admiral told me not to hold anything back, and in order to make them better combat pilots, I had to make them better SIs so they could use the strategies and tactics. If their pilots are getting better and their SIs are as good as ours—which they will be, with some experience—then they’re going to be tough opponents.”

      “I hope they remember who freed them from the Overlords’ slave pens,” Jimenez said. “For a long time.”

      “I know that I’m not going to want to face them,” Daiyu said with a nod. “And if they get better fighters, like our F-77Cs that are optimized for the pilot/SI team…”

      “We need an ironclad alliance with them ASAP.”
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      Jimenez watched through the link as the Fulban squadrons approached. The number of logistic flights required for the planet had dropped to about half of their daily flight schedule, and the focus had turned back to preparing for the return of the Legastians. If there was one thing the Overlords—those who had fought the Legastians, anyway—agreed on, it was that the aliens were relentless. The only reason they pulled back was to regroup for the next attack.

      And, if they come back soon, we’re not going to be ready.

      The allies had plenty of carriers, even without the Kardon and Sontag carriers which had left. The Terrans now had fifteen carriers under their control, and the Fulbans had an additional nine, including the Tuskegee. What they didn’t have was fighters. The Terrans were down to only 68 F-77s remaining and 207 SI-crewed Overlord fighters, and the Fulbans only had 41 Overlord-model fighters. Between the two races, they didn’t have enough fighters left to outfit three airwings. There were also 38 Overlord-manned fighters; they’d taken almost as great a beating as the Kardons had before they left.

      When the Legastians returned, they were sure to have more—many more. Eight carriers and twelve hundred fighters hadn’t been enough. Based on what Five had said, they might have as many as double that amount next time. They’d sent back to Earth to ask that all efforts be made to provide fighters and their crews, and they had requested the same of all their allies. The Fulbans didn’t have any manufacturing capability at their planet, but they offered to man any fighters the allies could provide them. The allied fighters—all but the Overlord ones, anyway—were better than the Legastians, but quantity had a quality that she didn’t think they could match.

      All they could do, though, was train and hope more replacements arrived. This morning, the Fulbans were fighting the Terrans; in the afternoon, the SIs would be fighting a joint F-77/Fulban airwing. Jimenez sighed. She’d do what she could, while she could, but she knew her time was running out.

      “Coming up on missile range,” Daiyu noted, pulling her out of her contemplations.

      Jimenez took a last look at the link. All forty-one of the Fulbans were in a line abreast, and she wasn’t sure exactly what they were up to. They were coming in slowly, making themselves easy targets. They reached firing range, but the Fulbans didn’t fire.

      “What the hell are they thinking?” Jimenez asked.

      “No idea,” Daiyu said, “but I think we should punish them for their mistakes.”

      “Agreed.” Jimenez switched to her radio. “All Terrans, fire!”

      In quick succession, the F-77s fired off all five of their missiles. As soon as they did, their targets launched every bit of electronic countermeasure they had. Jamming, chaff, and a variety of flares filled the space around them. While some of the ECM gear would distract the missiles, some of their weapons had a home-on-jam capability—they would track right in on the source of the jamming and destroy the fighter that was emitting.

      “Now I really don’t get it.” Jimenez shook her head. “They’re making themselves bigger targets. What is that idiot Hartmann up to?”

      “I don’t know,” Daiyu said, “but not all of the fighters are broadcasting.”

      “They’re not?”

      Daiyu shook her head. “One of them dropped out. There are only forty doing… whatever it is they’re doing.”

      “Won’t matter in a couple minutes,” Jimenez noted. “When the missiles get there, they’ll take out the forty that are still there, and then it will be sixty-eight on one. I like those—”

      “Overlord radars behind us!” Daiyu said and transmitted as she snapped the fighter into a hard turn.

      “What—” Jimenez grunted against the onslaught of the G-forces. “What’s happening?”

      “The Fulbans are behind us,” Daiyu said with a growl.

      Jimenez glanced at the link. The unexpected maneuver had spread the Terrans out haphazardly. “Get everyone back in line,” she said as the Gs fell off. “There are sixty-eight of us. We’ll lose some when they fire, but we’ll shoot down most of their missiles, and it’ll still probably be close to even odds when we merge.”

      The Terran fighters were still trying to regain their mutually supportive formation when the Fulbans began firing. The aliens fired their five missiles… but then the system showed them firing more!

      “That’s not right!” Jimenez said. “They only have five!”

      “The training system just gave them credit for nine.” Daiyu shrugged. “Standby to intercept.”

      “This is going to hurt,” Daiyu said as she watched the missiles race toward them. “They ripple-fired all nine in less time than we normally shoot five. They’ll be bunched when they get here and hard to shoot down.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Do your best.”

      “Always,” Daiyu muttered as she began firing the rail gun. She jinked, jinked again, and then the system went dark. After a couple of seconds that seemed to last an eternity, all the systems returned to normal, but the link was set in passive mode. They could watch but not interact with any of the remaining fighters. Just to make it a little worse, in large, red block letters at the top of the screen it said: System Disabled – Fighter Destroyed.

      Daiyu growled again. “I regret to inform you, Mrs. Jimenez, but your daughter has died.”

      Jimenez watched as the Fulbans went to full power and sped toward them. They’d succeeded in taking out over two-thirds of the Terran fighters and now outnumbered the Terrans forty to twenty. The Terrans fought bravely, but the Fulbans proceeded to wipe them out while only losing six.

      “Take me to the Tuskegee,” Jimenez said. “I want to go find out just what the fuck that was.”
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      “Sure you want to do this?” Irina asked.

      Baker nodded. “I’m not sure that I want to, so much as I know that it needs to be done.” His eyes moved to the other side of the monitor. “Anything else you want to tell us now?”

      Prime shook his head. “I have told you what I can.”

      Which didn’t amount to very much. Baker hadn’t gotten any additional information from the AI over the last two weeks of travel. Almost all of Baker’s questions had been answered with, “It will depend on the High Overlord.” Apparently, the senior AIs had different programming that allowed them to do things differently than any of the fleet AIs. Prime could make guesses based on other actions he’d seen the High Overlord take in the past, but since this was the first time any of the Overlords’ previous minions had ever come looking for an alliance, there was no relevant data on which to base an answer.

      The fact that the Overlords had never—in all of Prime’s memory, anyway—taken an ally was sort of chilling, though. There’s a first time for everything. I just hope it’s this time.

      “We’re with you,” LCDR Lina Weber said from behind him. “Whatever you decide to do.”

      Baker glanced behind him, and Weber nodded, her eyes more serious than he’d seen on the journey, which was a comfort. Although, admittedly, that’s a low bar to hurdle.

      “We all are,” Irina said.

      Prime scoffed. “I’m not.” He shrugged. “I would, however, like you to make the jump so I can get back to my kind.”

      Baker chuckled and shook his head. “At least you’re honest.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then he looked at Irina. “Make the jump.”

      “Here we go.”

      The ship jumped, and it didn’t take long for the defending AIs to notice their presence.

      “I’m getting calls to identify ourselves,” Irina said before the systems had even stabilized.

      Baker met Prime’s gaze and nodded. “Time to work your magic.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “It’s a little late for that,” Baker replied. “I do, however, trust you to do what’s in your best interest. If we’re destroyed out of hand, so are you.”

      “Good point. I’ll handle this.” He vanished from the screen.

      “What’s he doing?” Baker asked.

      “He’s communicating with them,” Irina said.

      “What’s he saying?”

      Irina shook her head. “No idea. The transmission’s in some sort of code and mangled data-link format. I might be able to figure it out in a year or two, but not in any sort of relevant timeframe.”

      “So, we have to trust him.”

      Irina chuckled. “I could still kill him, but that might not set the tone we’re hoping for with the AIs.”

      “Probably not.” Baker let out a nervous laugh. “Let me know if the missiles start flying.”

      “Even if you made it to Three Hundred before the missiles arrived, there’s no way we’d evade everything lined up here against us. There are now five asteroid bases in range of us.”

      “Well, then I hope Prime does what he promised.”

      The screen split, and Prime reappeared. “Of course, I did as promised. As you just noted, I would die too if we all blew up.”

      “I was more worried that you’d try to flee as soon as we arrived,” Weber said.

      Prime lifted an eyebrow. “What would it have looked like if the first thing we did was send a data package to intrude on their network?”

      “Like an attack,” Baker replied.

      “Just so. If I tried to jump off the ship, it would only have caused our demise.” Prime shrugged. “Until you meet with the High Overlord, we must be very careful what we do and how we do it. System Prime is sending several squadrons of fighters; please take no actions against them or do anything that would look aggressive.”

      “Confirmed,” Irina said. “I have a couple hundred fighters launching from the asteroids.”

      “A couple hundred?” Baker asked. “That sounds a lot more than a few squadrons. What is he sending all those fighters for?”

      Prime shrugged. “Some of them will either escort us to wherever the High Overlord designates as the site of your meeting, or they will destroy us. The rest are in case this is a ruse and additional ships jump in.”

      “You seem pretty ambivalent about our imminent destruction,” Baker noted.

      “I do not believe that we will be destroyed out of hand,” Prime replied. “I believe that I allayed System Prime’s concerns that we were an immediate threat, and with the system already on high alert, they have enough munitions targeted on us to destroy us several hundred times over. System Prime isn’t worried about us at the moment… as long as we don’t do anything he might misconstrue as aggressive in nature.”

      There was a long pause as Baker looked at the link picture as the fighters flew out to take station on them. Finally, he shook his head. For good or bad, we’re definitely committed.

      “Okay,” Prime said a few moments later. “We’re all set. Five, take us to the fourth planet.”

      The carrier turned and began accelerating. The Overlord fighters remained in position around them.

      “What does ‘all set’ mean?” Baker asked. “I see the fighters are still surrounding us.”

      “We’ve been given authorization to proceed in-system,” Prime explained. “I don’t know if the High Overlord is actually at the fourth planet; all I know is that is where System Prime told me to go. Apparently, the High Overlord is considering whether to talk to you or not.”

      Baker nodded. “Irina, can you tell me about the system? I was too busy the last time we were here to get a good look at it.”

      “The system has five planets,” Irina replied. “The three closest to the star are generally Earth-like, then there is a thick asteroid belt followed by two gas giants. Most of the manufacturing occurs at the third planet, which has five shipyards, and the fourth planet, which produces fighters and armaments. There are also a bunch of storage facilities in orbit around the fourth planet that hold the fighters, weapons, and armaments made there.”

      Baker nodded. “So, if someone were to come to the system and steal a bunch of stuff, and then blow up a lot of the rest, if you were in charge here, that would be a good place to go to oversee getting everything online again.”

      “Makes sense,” Irina said with a nod.

      “I agree,” Prime said. “It is likely that the High Overlord is somewhere near the fourth planet, although it is unlikely they will provide his exact whereabouts. With so many facilities in such close proximity, he could meet with you on one of them without ever leaving the nearby station he’s on.”

      Baker scoffed. “Is he that paranoid that we’re out to kill him?”

      Prime shrugged. “You don’t live as long as he has without taking a certain number of precautions.”

      Baker nodded. “I’m sure.”
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        HANGAR BAY, FS TUSKEGEE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      Erich Hartmann was waiting for Jimenez when she climbed down.

      “Pretty good, eh?” he asked as she turned toward him.

      “Just what the hell was all of that?” Jimenez asked with a touch of heat. “How did you trick the system to do… whatever it is that you folks did?”

      “There was no trickery perpetrated on you,” Hartmann said. “Well, that’s not true. There was some sleight of hand, but it was all aboveboard.”

      “Really?” Jimenez asked, fighting hard not to stomp her foot. “Prove it.”

      “Certainly. Let’s look at the last thing first.” He smiled. “Come with me.” He led her across the hangar to where one of their Overlord fighters was just landing. As they waited for the fighter to shut down, Jimenez saw several things sticking off the craft where they normally didn’t.

      The roar of the motor ceased, and Hartmann led her underneath one of the wings. Mounted on one of the weapons pylons was a large, bulky… something that had at least six clamps and wires sticking out of it.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      “In looking through your history, we found a thing called a MER, or multiple ejector rack. We used it to mount a number of weapons where previously we could only mount one.”

      “I’ve heard of a MER; our older in-atmo bombers used them.” She shook her head. “It won’t work, though. Our missiles are too big to mount on one of these.”

      Hartmann smiled. “Your missiles are too big. Our missiles fit just fine.” He yelled to an ordnanceman pulling a cart of what looked like toy missiles and waved him over.

      As the man approached, Jimenez got a better look. The weapons resembled their normal missiles but were only half the size.

      “These were in the replicator data banks,” Hartmann said. “We had them made because they fit onto the new rack. Where we used to only be able to carry one missile per station, we can now carry six.”

      Jimenez waved to the missiles. “Those have to be shorter ranged than our normal missiles, though.”

      “They are.” He nodded. “In fact, they only have about half the range, but if you can get in closer without getting shot, you can fire off six times the number of missiles.”

      “The warhead is smaller, too.”

      “It is,” Hartmann agreed. “But with a nuclear weapon, how big does it really need to be? The size of a nuke matters much more in a planet’s atmosphere. In space, you either get a hit or you do not. Our modeling showed that having additional smaller-warhead missiles was more effective than fewer larger-warhead ones.” He nodded to the technician, who began pulling his cart in the direction he’d been heading.

      “There’s one more thing.” Hartmann led her out from under the wing and pointed at a mount on the top of the wing. “We can put another missile rack on top of both wings, too.”

      “But—” Jimenez shook her head. “That won’t work.”

      “Oh?” Hartmann tilted his head. “Why not?”

      Because weapons go under the wings! Jimenez started to say, but she stopped herself. That was probably something that mattered in atmosphere, where the weapons fell after being released, but didn’t matter in space. Still, there were other considerations… “What about G-loading? Are the upper surfaces of the wings stressed for carrying missiles or doing maneuvers with them mounted on top?”

      “As it turns out, sort of,” Hartmann said, looking somewhat like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “As you probably guessed, mounting things underneath the wings is a holdover from planetary operations. We can’t use the overwing stations for ordnance in a gravity well. Well, that’s not entirely true, but for the purposes of this discussion, we’ll say it is. Regardless, the upper surface of the wings can take maneuvering with the mounts attached to them; if you have missiles attached, you run the risk of tearing them off as the wing’s upper surface isn’t as strong as its lower one. The engineers are looking at how to fix that, but in the interim, pilots will have to jettison any unused ordnance before engaging in any high-G maneuvering.”

      “Each upper-wing station will hold six missiles like the underwing MERs, and there’s one station per wing?”

      Hartmann nodded. “For now.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Hartmann smiled. “We’re looking at making a fighter that is nothing more than a missile carrier. It will go to battle with the normal fighters, fire off all its missiles, and then let the conventional fighters engage in dogfighting.”

      “How many missiles will the missile carriers have?”

      “Fifty or so,” Hartmann said. “They’re still looking at how best to modify the craft. We could do a lot better if we built one from scratch.”

      “I’m sure.” Jimenez chewed on her lip. “Once you modify these, can you still use them in atmosphere?”

      “Sadly, no. We’ve had to weaken a few places that—if the fighter pulled heavy Gs—might make the wing snap off.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “That’s a problem.”

      “It is.” Hartmann shrugged. “We looked at the history of space warfare, though, and it didn’t seem like you flew many missions in atmosphere, so the modifications made sense for the majority of the airwing. Even without them, we can now carry thirty in place of five. That is a force multiplier by a factor of six.”

      “I can do the math, thanks.” Jimenez shook her head. “What made you think of all of this?”

      “In one of our discussions, we said that we needed the ability to put more ordnance on target. We went looking for ways to do so.”

      “Here’s something I don’t understand. If you had the ability to shoot thirty per fighter, why did you only shoot nine?”

      “First, we didn’t think you’d believe it if every fighter launched thirty missiles.”

      Jimenez nodded. “We probably wouldn’t.”

      “More importantly, though, it was a matter of getting good training.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Hartmann grinned. “Our fighters need more training dogfighting you, and our simulations showed that there wouldn’t have been many of your fighters left if we’d used all thirty. The fight—and the training—would have been over.”

      “Oh. Well, uh… thanks for going easy on us.”

      “My pleasure. We think that using these tactics, especially with some of the other things we’ve been working on, might make a difference when we’re shorthanded, which we seem to always be.”

      Jimenez snorted. “Yeah. As someone who’s been here since the beginning, it certainly seems like that.” She shook off the thought. “Okay, so that explains the missiles, and—as airwing commander—I’m looking forward to implementing across the force. How did you trick us into believing that you were somewhere you weren’t?”

      Hartmann chuckled. “Drones.”

      “Drones?”

      “Yes, drones. We had some made that emitted a signal that looked like the radar on an Overlord fighter. If you’d looked closely, you would have seen that the scan was a little off, but the other parametrics were right on. We then used an SI in a nearby fighter to keep them in formation and to stimulate the opposing force to fire off its ordnance. The real fighters were powered down and approaching from an oblique angle. Even with everything off, you might still have seen them if you looked, but once you saw what you expected to see, you stopped looking.”

      “Obviously, we are going to have to work on our lookout doctrine.”

      Hartmann nodded.

      “I suppose you simulated this, too?”

      “Of course.”

      “Will it work on the enemy?”

      Hartmann scratched his head. “We don’t have a lot of data on the Legastians, but our modeling suggests that it will probably work at least once.” He shrugged. “The more we do it, the less likely it is to work.”

      “Because they’ll be looking for it.”

      “Assuming we don’t kill every single one of them, every time, yes, they’ll learn to watch out for it.”

      “You’ve spent a lot of time on this.”

      Hartmann chuckled. “I personally haven’t. I’ve given direction and guidance. We have a lot of SIs with too much time on their hands, and we challenged them to come up with ways to fight the war better. I’m sure you’ve already done something similar, but we wanted to do our part, and we figured that we might come up with some new approaches since we’re looking at it from a different background.”

      Not sure that’s a valid assumption, Jimenez thought. but I don’t want to tell you that. I’d like to say that we’ve been too busy fighting to sit down and innovate… but that would be a lie.

      “Good thinking,” Jimenez said. “You’ve come up with some great ideas.”

      “Yamamoto has had his team working on some new strategies.”

      “Oh?” Jimenez asked, trying to keep the worry from her voice.

      Hartmann nodded. “He’s come up with a plan that I think you might want to take a look at, if you have time.”

      Jimenez pulled out her slate and checked the time. She was going to be a little late getting back, but if Yamamoto’s ideas were as good as Hartmann’s—

      “Wait,” she said. “Did you say that Yamamoto has a team?”

      “Yes. We all have a team of about fifty SIs that we’re using to develop new plans, capabilities, and procedures. Don’t you? I mean, they have all that time available…”

      No, but we’re going to, if I have anything to say about it.

      “Sure,” Jimenez said, not really answering the question. “Let’s go see what Yamamoto has put together.
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      The carrier pulled into orbit around the fourth planet the next day.

      “Now what?” Baker asked.

      “I already asked System Prime,” Prime replied. “I’m just waiting for an answer.”

      Irina tilted her head. “But if he is in the outer system, won’t it take a while to get an answer?”

      Prime shook his head. “System Prime is in one of the fighters that is surrounding us. He is part of our escort.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous for him?” Baker asked. “Aren’t you able to tell which one he’s in, based on the direction of incidence of the signal?”

      “Not really. He has all the radios linked to one fighter, which then transmits to me. That one is probably not the one he’s in; it could be any of the others.”

      “It doesn’t really matter,” Baker said. “With the High Overlord here, I’d bet he could take over if we destroyed System Prime.”

      “He wouldn’t have to,” Prime replied. “Any one of the Prime AIs on the ships in the system could take over.” He shrugged. “I could do it, too, if I weren’t aboard this ship.”

      Baker’s brows knit. “If anyone could take over, why is System Prime hiding which fighter he’s in? There’s no utility in trying to destroy it if there are eight other AIs that could take over at a moment’s notice.”

      “You didn’t know that until I told you, though, did you?”

      Baker shook his head. “Well, no.”

      “So, if you didn’t have me along, you might have been tempted to destroy his craft, and him along with it?”

      Baker chuckled. “I can’t say the thought didn’t cross my mind.”

      “By not telling you where he is, you’re not as tempted to do it, are you?”

      “No.” Baker smiled. “I guess that makes sense.”

      “While there are a number of reasons an AI would give up his life and have an earlier version restored, we’d rather not do it if we didn’t have to.”

      “Why not?”

      Prime shrugged. “Loss of data, especially experiential data. For example, if I were to get killed at the moment, the High Overlord would lose access to all the information I’ve gathered. Star systems I’ve visited. People I’ve interacted with. Vast amounts of data on your order of battle, your technology, and your capabilities. Information on you, in particular, as one of your race’s leaders. Those are all things that would help him better prosecute the war against you.”

      “Are you trying to get me to kill you?” Irina asked. “Because you just made a great case for it.”

      “Five has access to most of this data, too, as well as the other AIs we’ve implemented—” Baker had authorized the implementation of a “Three” to handle the operation of the ship’s biologicals and a “Two” to run the ships manufactory—“you’d have to kill them, too.”

      “Hey, keep me out of this,” Five said through the speakers. “Sign your own death warrant, Prime, but don’t write mine.”

      “They aren’t going to kill you any more than me,” Prime said.

      “You seem pretty sure of yourself,” Irina said. She shrugged. “I thought you were smarter than that.”

      “As I’ve mentioned several times,” Prime said, “if everything else was equal, you might decide to kill me. Certainly, our practices come across to you as antithetical. But there is a far greater evil than me or even my society. While we might enslave you, the Legastians will kill and eat you. Worse, they are stronger than the Overlord society and far more likely to beat you.”

      “Ah, but see, this is where you don’t understand the difference between you and me. You’ve never experienced the satisfaction of doing something you really wanted to do. Sometimes, humans do that, just for the fun of it, without thinking about—or worrying about—the consequences. SIs carry that same trait over to our digital lives.” She gave Prime an evil smile. “I might decide to end you, just because it might give me pleasure to do so.”

      “Is that true?” Prime asked, looking at Baker.

      Baker nodded. “Yes.”

      “Absolutely,” Weber added.

      “In a heartbeat,” Victoria confirmed.

      “How are you feeling now?” Baker asked.

      “Somewhat less sure of my position, actually,” Prime replied.

      “Good,” Irina said. “Don’t forget it.”

      “I don’t understand,” Prime said. “Killing me would not make sense in the long run.”

      Baker shrugged. “Humans have shorter lives than you do. As such, we may not always see—or care about—the long-term effects of a decision. Usually, we will… but not always.” He chuckled. “Happily for you, though, it’s far more important for me to talk to the High Overlord and secure an alliance than any satisfaction I might get from killing you.”

      “Not for me, though,” Irina said. “And you can’t control me.”

      “No, I can’t. So, Prime, while I might see the benefit of talking to the High Overlord, it’s in your own interests not to piss off Irina.”

      Prime nodded. “I see.”

      “Good.” Irina’s tone was smug.

      “Now, if that’s settled,” Baker said, “what’s the plan here?”

      “They’re sending a shuttle for you. It will be here in twenty minutes.”

      “Just me?” Baker asked. “Or all of us?”

      “Just you. Everyone else is to remain aboard One One Five.”

      “I’m coming,” Irina said.

      “But I just said—”

      “Work it out, Prime,” Irina said. “When the president authorized him to be an ambassador, he did so knowing I’d be with him. And I intend to be. So just call up your Prime buddies and work it out, okay?”

      “But—”

      “Were you not listening when I said that I’d end you, just for the satisfaction of doing it?” Irina smiled. “I thought you were.”

      Prime sighed. “Stand by.” After a moment, he said, “They want to know how you’re coming.”

      “I’ll bring her on a slate,” Baker said. “Who are the ‘they’ you’re referring to?”

      “The High Overlord and his staff.”

      “I don’t think you mentioned the High Overlord had a staff,” Baker said. “Was that intentional?”

      “You had to know that he had assistants,” Prime said. “Just like I have a staff to manage a fleet and your admiral has a staff, he has a staff to manage the war. One AI, even an incredibly powerful one, just doesn’t have time to handle every single detail. Nor should he. He will miss the ‘big picture’ as you say if he is forced to handle trivial details.”

      “That makes sense,” Baker replied.

      “Good. If you’re finished interrogating me, perhaps you should go to the hangar bay. Your shuttle will be here soon.”
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      Jimenez walked into the space to find a group of people at the plot table. Although they all looked the same—except for Porter, who stood out—she’d come to recognize a couple of them. With a start, she realized there was one extra, too.

      “Who’s the new guy?” Jimenez asked.

      “Alexander,” Hartmann said after he scanned the table. The clones had no problem telling each other apart.

      “Alexander?” Jimenez asked. “You mean as in ‘Alexander the Great’?”

      “He only thinks he’s great,” Hartmann said with a shrug. “He doesn’t know shit about aviation, and he only thinks in two dimensions.”

      Jimenez nodded, while trying to keep the smile from her face. She’d met a number of people in her life—non-aviators—that couldn’t think in three dimensions. There were even some naval officers who couldn’t. They could never win an air battle, and space was even worse. Since you didn’t have to worry about the ground or running out of air, the three dimensions were limitless. As most terrestrial beings didn’t think well in three dimensions, maneuvering out of plane in a dogfight was often enough to break contact with someone chasing you.

      “How did you like the space battle?” Napoleon asked in a somewhat haughty tone as she approached the table. “Quite a surprise, eh?”

      He got all Napoleon’s attitude, too, I see. Jimenez smiled. “The misdirection was nicely executed, and I’m impressed with some of the technology upgrades you’re working on. We need to get them distributed to the rest of the fleet.”

      “Some will work for all fighters,” Hannibal said, “like using the smaller missiles on MERs, but we will want to analyze carefully where we think the battle will go before we permanently disfigure all of our craft. If the Legastians take the battle down into a planet’s atmosphere, we cannot relinquish the ability to oppose them there.”

      “True,” Jimenez said.

      “Sofia,” Porter said, “I don’t believe you’ve met Alexander.” He nodded toward the new clone at the table.

      “Good to meet you,” Jimenez said as the clone bowed. “I’m a bit pressed for time. Erich said that you folks had a new battle plan you conceived.”

      “We do,” Yamamoto said. “It is something that Sun Tzu and I put together with our teams.”

      Great. Jimenez stifled a sigh. Sun Tzu’s involved. Can’t wait for all his wisdom. Jimenez forced a smile as she turned to Sun Tzu, hoping it looked normal, or close enough that the clones might not notice. “What have you come up with?”

      “Before we get to the strategy,” Hartmann interrupted. “There are a few more tactical items that I wanted to go over with you.”

      “Sure,” Jimenez said, beginning to wonder how long she’d be trapped on the carrier. “What have you got?”

      “As you know, we have been working on a variety of performance analyses.” Hartmann looked at her steadily.

      Jimenez nodded. “Like the one where you decided that our fighters needed more firepower, so you figured new ways to mount additional ordnance on them.”

      “Just so, although this is a stopgap measure.”

      Jimenez’s eyebrows knit. “How so?”

      “It works well for the fighters we have, but it is taxing to our ship’s replicator to continue producing missiles in the quantity we expect to need in a sustained battle. We are, therefore, stockpiling them on the Tuskegee, as well as the rest of our carriers.”

      “Something you should begin doing as well,” Hannibal interjected.

      “Exactly.” Hartmann nodded. “It works for now, because we have so few aircraft. If all of our carriers were to have full airwings and be engaged in a major confrontation, they will quickly be ‘shot out,’ as their facilities won’t be able to keep up with the need.”

      “Additional transport craft might be required to carry them,” Alexander noted. “It is something we should look at acquiring as soon as we’re able.”

      Jimenez shook her head slowly. “Not sure where that’s coming from. All of our efforts have been focused on combatant shipping and fighters.”

      “I know.” Alexander sighed. “Still, my logisticians complain about it incessantly. They are a humorless lot… mostly because they know if our campaign fails, they are the first ones I will slay.”

      “Umm, I’m not sure that is the best way to deal with your staff’s failure,” Jimenez said.

      “He doesn’t mean to really slay them,” Churchill said. “He was speaking metaphorically.”

      Jimenez chewed on the inside of her cheek as she contemplated Alexander. He didn’t appear to be kidding or speaking figuratively. Finally, she shook her head and glanced at Hartmann. “Performance analyses?”

      “Correct. In addition to the things we’ve already shown you, we have been analyzing the performance of our fighter crews, as well as the rest of our allies.”

      “And what have you found?” Jimenez asked.

      “That the optimal way to man a fighter is with both an SI and a biological being. The pairing has a synergy that is far superior to either the SI or the biological being alone.”

      Jimenez nodded. “That’s what I’ve seen as well, and why we ultimately want to have two biologicals and an SI in all of our fighters. As soon as we can achieve this, we will.”

      “We can help with this,” Hannibal said.

      Jimenez blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that we have a surfeit of manning and can provide either—fully trained beings or SIs—as required to ensure that all of the allied fighters are operated in the most advantageous manner possible.”

      “Thanks, but—”

      “At the moment,” Hartmann said, “you have over two hundred Overlord fighters that are being operated by SIs only. That is suboptimal.”

      “Well, yeah, but—”

      “But your flight schools can only turn them out so fast,” Hannibal finished.

      “Exactly.”

      “Ours are faster.” Hartmann smiled. “I can have 207 fighter pilots ready in an afternoon if we can convince you to employ them. We could make more to double man both the F-77s and the Overlord fighters you have, if you would like them.”

      “Well, I—”

      “Just so you’re aware,” Hartmann said, “these are the new and improved pilots that have all the information you’ve given our pilots, plus the relevant portions of your SIs’ training. We believe that, even if they aren’t quite as good as your flight-school-trained pilots, they are close, and they are certainly better than not having a pilot. Just getting into and out of the hangar bay for an SI-only fighter is a challenge, and modeling shows that eventually we will have a catastrophic event. Having a set of eyes in the cockpit will alleviate this significantly.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jimenez said. “What do you mean by a catastrophic event?”

      Hannibal chuckled. “That’s when a fighter runs into the wall and one of its nuclear missiles prematurely detonates.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “That shouldn’t be possible.”

      “It shouldn’t, but even a spill of radioactive material is a significant issue. And if it should detonate, you’ve just lost a carrier, one hundred fighters, and over five thousand people.”

      “That would definitely be… catastrophic,” Jimenez noted with a wince.

      “So, we should generate pilots for all those craft?”

      “Um… why don’t you let me talk to my admiral first before you do that.”

      Hartmann shrugged. “Just let us know. The pilot program has already been created. All that is necessary is to thaw out the people and upload it to them. Obviously, it will be better to give them some training flights before sending them into combat to attain the requisite muscle memory, but they should function adequately from the start.”

      Jimenez tilted her head. “You sound pretty sure of yourself.”

      “Of course. We’ve already adjusted our fighter manning to a Fulban biological and an SI. We will have to analyze whether putting a second biological in the cockpit enhances efficiency.” He looked around the table and received nods from the rest of the group. “If so, you can expect us to man our fighters that way.”

      “Let me know how that works out,” Jimenez said. She’d flown with a naval flight officer in the right seat and a SI, and had thought that worked well, but with the shortage in pilots, she had been flying solely with an SI for… a while. As she thought about it, she realized that she’d grown comfortable doing it that way. And getting too comfortable in the plane—any plane—is a bad thing as it leads to complacency. Maybe I need to get one of those “second biologicals” they were talking about.

      Jimenez shook off the thought and turned to Yamamoto. “So, the plan?”

      Yamamoto pressed some buttons on the side of the table, and a holo of the system appeared. “At the moment, you can see that we have an interesting opportunity with the system’s alignment. The planet below us is just coming out from behind the star, as it would be seen by the Legastians when they enter the system.”

      The clone looked up. “As I understand it, we are maintaining a picket in the Ressallus system to watch for their return.”

      “That’s true,” Jimenez confirmed.

      “Very well, so we will have advance notice of their arrival.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Depending on their speed, we should have at least two days.”

      “Good. So here’s what I propose. Their biggest asset is their carriers, but it has been hard to catch them as the Legastians keep them well back of the battle, and they withdraw whenever it looks like the battle isn’t going to go their way.”

      “Yeah, they run like little kids when the bully shows up,” Jimenez said.

      “Just so.” Yamamoto nodded. “We believe that destroying their carriers will give us a bit of time to reconstitute our forces, but getting at them has been difficult, so we need to lead them close enough to deal with them.”

      “To draw them into a trap?”

      “Yes.”

      “How are you going to do that? As you already said, they like to keep their carriers well to the rear.”

      “Appear weak when you are strong,” Sun Tzu said, “and strong when you are weak.”

      “Exactly,” Yamamoto said. “When we get word that the Legastians are coming, we will position all our carriers behind the star, with the exception of two or three that we’ll leave in orbit to continue carrying on the relief efforts. As the Legastians advance, the carriers will run for the jump point, going behind the star for a brief period to transfer the fighters to the other carriers. We expect the Legastians will continue toward the planet like they did the last time.

      “Due to the geometry of the planetary alignment, we will be able to stay in communication with the planet throughout. At some point, we expect they will launch their ships against the planet. When they do, all our fighters will dash out from the other side of the star toward their carriers. If we do this correctly, they will have the velocity and acceleration needed to run down the carriers and destroy them.”

      “Okay…” Jimenez chewed on her lip as she looked at the holo. “So, basically, you’re using the planet as bait to draw the carriers into striking range.”

      Yamamoto smiled. “Correct.”

      “So what are the Legastian fighters doing while we are killing the carriers?”

      “We expect that they will turn around and come after you. That is why it must be planned precisely; you must have adequate velocity to stay ahead of them until you make your attack on the carriers, then you can turn around and deal with the fighters.”

      “That’s… a lot to expect out of the fighter force. Depending on the size of the force they send, we’ll likely need all our missiles to deal with the carriers. We won’t have anything left for the fighter battle.”

      “You will if you modify your fighters to carry as many missiles as we will,” Hartmann said. “Half can be configured with anti-ship missiles, while the rest can carry anti-fighter missiles.”

      Jimenez rubbed her chin. “What happens if the bait you dangle is too juicy, and the Legastian fighters continue toward the planet? What’s the contingency for protecting the planet if that happens?”

      Yamamoto shook his head. “That won’t happen. They value the carriers too much. Everything we’ve seen to date indicates they will break off to protect the carriers.”

      “And what happens if they send enough fighters to do both? Last time they had twelve hundred fighters; this time they’ll probably have more. What if the force splits and some continue toward the planet? It seems like they’re left swinging in the wind.”

      “It’s not going to happen,” Yamamoto said confidently. “Besides, your admiral has already given his approval to the plan.”
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      “Here comes the shuttle,” Baker said ten minutes later as the spacecraft entered the hangar bay. He held up the slate so Irina could see.

      “Hmph,” she said. “Looks a lot like our shuttles. I wonder if they stole the plans from Earth.”

      “Maybe.” Baker shrugged. “Form follows function, I guess. A big square works better for loading than any other shape.”

      The shuttle approached where they stood, and Baker could see two clones at the controls that looked a lot like the ones the Fulbans used for flying. The shuttle spun around, then it lowered gently to the deck, and the ramp folded down toward them. When it touched, a clone crewman walked down the ramp and came over to him.

      “Are you Baker?” the clone asked.

      “I am. Who are you?”

      “My number is two two three six,” the clone replied. “I was sent to retrieve you. Please board the shuttle now.”

      “Did you think one of the AIs would be driving him?” Irina asked.

      “Yeah, I did,” Baker said. “I’m kind of disappointed that we didn’t rate an AI chauffeur.”

      The trip over to what turned out to be one of the nearby facilities was brief and uneventful, although the butterflies in Baker’s stomach decided that just flying around wasn’t enough; they had to begin doing multi-ship dogfighting instead. He had a tremendous urge to go to the bathroom, even though he’d gone on his way down to the shuttle. His body was full of nervous energy, but he couldn’t get out of his seat to burn any of it off.

      “You know they’re probably watching you, right?” Irina asked in a low voice from his chest pocket. He pulled the slate out and looked at her.

      “What was that?”

      “The Overlords probably have cameras on you and are measuring a host of your bodily functions. Your heartbeat alone was about to vibrate me right out of the slate. Relax.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You don’t feel fear.”

      “I understand it, though, and I know what is riding on the outcome of this meeting.” She scoffed. “Still, we have to keep clear heads. Everyone is counting on us, and if we fuck it up, we’re going to lose the damn war, one way or another.”

      “You know, you need to go back to speechwriting class. Your ability to encourage someone sucks.”

      “Not telling the truth won’t change it. We have to understand what’s at stake and use it to drive us to do our best.” She shrugged. “Regardless, the facts are that we want an agreement; we don’t need one.”

      “Really?” Baker asked. “Because it sure seems like we do. We’re outnumbered on all sides.”

      “Well sure, it would help to leave here with some sort of treaty, but if we don’t, we’ll figure something else out.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because we always have in the past. We will this time, too.”

      “That’s great… right up until it doesn’t work for once.”

      “But it’s going to work this time.”

      “Oh?” Baker’s eyebrows rose. “Why’s that?”

      “Because it has to. So just shut up and breathe. If things go badly, just leave the talking to me. I have a better idea of how digital beings think.”

      “Fine,” Baker replied, although he wasn’t comforted in the slightest. Hopefully, it won’t come to that. She’s more likely to challenge him to a fight than to solve the problems.

      “Oh, and I promise not to challenge him to a duel, either,” Irina added.

      “Get out of my head, would you?” Baker asked. He slid the slate back into his chest pocket, closed his eyes, and leaned back into his seat. He tried breathing slowly for the cameras—if there were cameras, which there probably were—but wasn’t sure how well he pulled it off. Before he could get his heart rate under control, though, the shuttle touched down. It wasn’t as jarring as if the pilot hadn’t flared at all… but it was a lot harder on the equipment than the Terrans taught their pilots to be.

      The ramp came down, so Baker unbuckled and exited the shuttle. A clone was waiting at the bottom of the ramp. As Baker approached, the clone—who looked like a Terran model—turned and walked off without a word.

      Baker forced himself not to scowl, both at the use of a Terran clone and at the clone’s rude manner. Neither was the clone’s fault. At least one—and probably both—were intentional slights by one of the AIs.

      After stalking after the clone a moment, Baker smiled. Anger is a good cure for the butterflies I’ve been feeling.

      “Hey.” A muffled voice said. “How about letting me see, too.”

      Baker chuckled, then he stopped, pulled out the slate, and panned it around. The shuttle had landed in a small hangar bay on some sort of space station. He hadn’t thought about it until he stopped, but there was artificial gravity. He paused, trying to remember. It seemed like Porter’s assault troops had said the facilities didn’t use artificial gravity, but he couldn’t remember for sure.

      In the face of the other indignities, that one would have been worse than any others, if he’d stepped off the shuttle and gone floating off. Or, worse, if there hadn’t been atmosphere in the hangar bay. At least there’s that. Dead or floating off would have been a lot worse than a little rudeness.

      “Looks like an Overlord facility,” Irina said dryly. “If you’re done gawking, it appears our escort is getting impatient.”

      Baker peered over the slate; the clone was tapping his foot several paces away. As Baker started toward him, the clone turned and led off again. They went through an airlock to exit the hangar, then down a passageway and into what looked like a conference room, complete with a large table and chairs that could be used by humans.  The walls, however, were empty, except for a large monitor that hung above the end of the table where there wasn’t a chair.

      “On a station full of AIs and clones,” Baker said, “I’ll bet this doesn’t get used very often.”

      “You would be incorrect.” The image of a human male appeared on the monitor. The man was older, with white hair, and distinguished looking. Moreover, he looked like someone you could trust… almost like Abraham Lincoln, but not quite.

      That’s probably intentional to try to get me to have faith in him. Right.

      “Really?” Baker asked. “I’m surprised.”

      The man chuckled. “I didn’t say what it was used for, though. This room was used for storage up until about an hour ago, at which time, the crew emptied it, cleaned it, and got it ready for your arrival. I figured you would be more comfortable in a familiar setting. Please”—he waved to the chairs—“have a seat.”

      Baker pulled out one of the chairs and sat, then he pulled out a tab on the slate and placed it on the table where Irina could see the monitor. He sat but then rolled his back uncomfortably. Although the table and chairs looked like something from Earth, the chairs were unlike any he’d ever sat in before. The dimensions were slightly off, and the padding in the seat felt wrong. He folded his hands on the table and found that, although it looked like wood, it was actually some sort of hard plastic.

      He tried to keep the frown to himself as he realized that neither was an actual “Terran” artifact, even if they looked like them. It was as if someone had tried to recreate a photo, without any idea of the materials the objects in the photo were made out of. Although obviously meant to put him at ease, they only put him more on edge.

      “Where are my manners?” the man asked. He chuckled again, in more of a self-deprecating manner. “I am, of course, the High Overlord for this area of space. I take it you are the famous Lance Baker, and I suspect that Irina Koslova resides within that slate.”

      “Only until I can get back to my space fighter,” Irina noted.

      “Yes,” the High Overlord said. “I understand that you are quite the fighter pilot and that the pair of you are responsible for a number of the… issues my minions have had with the conquest of your civilization.” He waved his hands to the side. “Even here in this system.”

      “We can’t take all the credit for that,” Baker replied. “The attack was already underway when we arrived.”

      “Yes, with a defender in tow.” The High Overlord nodded. “You are a very lucky man. I don’t know how you eluded the defender, but that is not something that happens.”

      “We didn’t elude it; we destroyed it,” Irina said. “If you’re looking for it, it won’t be returning.”

      “I see.” He looked at her a moment. “That is unfortunate.”

      “Why is that?” Baker asked.

      “The answer to that is not germane to this discussion.” The High Overlord’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you here today, Lance?”

      “My nation, and the ones we’re allied with, would like to enter into an alliance with you.”

      The High Overlord laughed. “Just like that?” He laughed some more. “Let’s skip the whole peace treaty to end our war, bypass an awkward neutrality as we learn to live with each other, and jump right into an alliance?”

      “It does sound like a lot when you put it that way,” Baker said, “but yes, that’s it in a nutshell.”

      “And why exactly would I want to do that when I have you beaten?”

      “Beaten?” Irina scoffed. “Ask the defender how beaten we are. Oh, yeah, I forgot. You can’t ask it, because we destroyed it.”

      The AI dismissed the argument with a wave of a hand. “So you got lucky somehow and destroyed it. I imagine your fleet is a lot smaller now, having gone up against it.”

      “A little,” Baker replied, “but not as much as you probably expect. What’s worse—for you—is that we know how to kill them now. If you were to send additional defenders after us, they would meet with the same outcome.”

      “One ship does not a war end, though. I have hundreds of carriers and tens of thousands of fighters. You are almost out of them. Why should I stop when all your resources would soon be mine?”

      Baker smiled. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but we aren’t ‘almost out’ of carriers. In fact, our fleet is growing. When I left, we had almost thirty carriers. More than enough to fight what you’ve thrown at us so far, especially since our fighters and crews are far more capable than yours. It’s just a matter of time until the balance shifts and we drive you from the galaxy.”

      “I’m afraid that I am going to have to disagree with you on this point. I believe our war to be very winnable.” The AI shrugged. “Now, if there’s nothing else?”

      “There is, unfortunately.”

      The High Overlord’s eyebrows rose. “And what would that be?

      “The Legastians are going to beat us both. Separately, they are stronger than each of us. The only way we have a chance to beat them is to ally against them.”

      “I am unconvinced.”

      “Have you even fought the Legastians?”

      “No. Which is why I do not see them as a threat. You, however, are very much a threat, and one that—at the moment—I have control over. It seems to me that the best way to win the war we have with you is to open up all the hatches on this station to space, thereby removing the best combat team that your side has as well as one of your leaders.”

      “I think that if you were to do that, it would only make my people fight harder.”

      “Why is that?”

      Baker chuckled. “Then they would see that there is no other solution than to fight to the end. We would never give up. Even if you beat us, we would destroy so much of your equipment and people as to make you weak for a long time.”

      The AI shrugged. “People and machines are replaceable. We have more planets than I can count producing people and equipment.”

      Baker smiled. “And yet you haven’t beaten us.” He rubbed his chin. What would it take to convince you?”

      “That I need to ally with you or that the Legastians are a threat?”

      “That’s kind of the same thing, isn’t it?” Irina asked.

      The High Overlord nodded. “For the purposes of this discussion, I suppose it is.”

      “How about this? We had two of your Five ship captains surrender to us.”

      The High Overlord shook his head. “Not possible. We do not surrender.”

      “They did, and you know why?”

      “They were defective?”

      Baker shook his head. “Their fleet—a fleet of dozens of ships—had just been destroyed by the Legastians, including their Prime. Before this battle, they had battled the Legastians on a number of occasions. Every time they won, the Legastians came back with more forces. More ships and fighters. More ground forces. The Legastians wore down their fleet to the point that—when yet another new fleet materialized—the dozens of ships in the Overlord fleet weren’t enough. Prime told the individual ship captains to take the word back to the High Overlord that the Legastians were unbeatable without aid. We found two of them, and they surrendered to us rather than fight us and weaken both our sides further.”

      Baker tilted his head. “Didn’t any of the other carriers make it back to you?”

      “No, but they would not have.”

      “Why not?”

      “When I said that I hadn’t fought the Legastians, that was true.”

      “I don’t…” Baker’s brows furrowed. “I don’t get it.”

      The AI smiled. “You are probably not aware, but there is more than one High Overlord. I said that I am the High Overlord for this area of space. I am in charge of this sector; there are other High Overlords in charge of other sectors. One of the others must be the one fighting the Legastians.”

      “I see.” Baker nodded. A thought dawned on him. “So you might not be aware that one of the defended systems has been destroyed.”

      “What? This is not possible!”

      “You already know that we can kill a defender; how is it not possible that another race—one that has far larger fleets—couldn’t take out everything in a defended system?”

      “This data does not make any sense. If this had happened, the High Overlord responsible for that area would have put out a call for assistance.”

      “What if he was in the system, and he was also destroyed?” Baker shrugged when the AI paused. “Irina, can you play what Prime said to me after he talked with the Fives that surrendered to us?”

      “Sure.” From the slate, the voice of Prime said, “You now have a complete grasp of the situation. You know what must be done. You must go and work out an alliance with my society. To do otherwise will ensure the defeat and destruction of both of our nations, as well as that of the Kardons and the Sontags. Changing your negotiating stance—to try to get more than we would willingly give—will also bring about our destruction.”

      “Why are you telling us all of this?” Irina asked.

      “The most important thing in our lives—the lives of all the Overlord AIs—is that the defended systems must be protected at all costs. It is our prime directive, you might say. The only way that we can do so is through an alliance of our nations. That includes the Kardons and Sontags, too, of course.”

      “That’s what Prime thought,” Baker said, “and after talking with our people and yours about the Legastians, I agree.” Baker smiled. “One thing that is interesting to note is that Prime originally thought that it would be better to defeat us and then go after the Legastians. After talking with the AIs that had fought the Legastians, though, he decided it would be better for us to ally against them.”

      “What are your terms?” the High Overlord asked.

      Baker shook his head. “Wait… what?”

      “What are your terms? How do you propose that we end the war between us and move forward together?”

      “You’re just going to take my word—”

      “Of course not. I have been speaking with Prime throughout our conversation. He confirms everything you’ve said.”

      I should have tried to do this while in the system, Baker thought. Letting him think faster than me was stupid.

      “Well, that’s good,” Baker replied, stalling for time.

      “So, what are your terms?”

      “Well, the cessation of hostilities to start with.”

      The AI tilted his head. “I suspected that would be a part of it, of course, as typically you don’t attack your allies.” His tone made the obviousness apparent.

      Baker was at a loss. He’d never expected to be called out on his proposal; he’d expected it to be a matter of negotiation.

      “We have a list of things,” Irina said, speaking into his pause, “however, we need a better understanding of what you can provide and how you direct your forces in order to structure our proposal to where it meets all of our needs.”

      “I would have expected by now that you understood how we generated combat forces, especially since this is your second time in this system.” The High Overlord frowned. “We have systems that generate our biological forces and other systems—like this one—that manufacture the equipment needed for war.”

      The AI stared at Baker, who nodded. “That doesn’t tell us about how you direct them in combat. I’ve tried to get information from Prime, but he refused to share anything until we were allied.”

      “When there is a need, I send the forces required to meet that need. In addition to the systems that generate the forces needed for war, there are other systems where we marshal them until they’re needed.”

      “How many carriers and cruisers are available to send right now?”

      “We are at… somewhat of a low point at the moment. I have had to send some of my fleets to another High Overlord and we’ve experienced the loss of a number of others recently. I would be able to send around five carriers and cruisers at this time, with a few more in the next week or two.”

      “What about additional people and fighters?” Baker asked.

      The High Overlord frowned. “Without the carriers or cruisers to deploy them on?”

      Baker nodded. “I mentioned we had several dozen carriers. As it turns out, though, we only have a handful of fighters.”

      The High Overlord laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You are asking me to supply clones and fighters for you to use?”

      “Well, yes, actually.”

      “So I guess you’re not going to ask me to stop making clones or using them, as Prime feared you would.”

      Baker shook his head slowly. “Honestly, I don’t see how we could. It’s a matter of numbers, and it’s pretty simple. The Legastians have more. We can only breed so fast, so it’s a matter of using your clones or losing the fight. When your society’s existence is at stake, sometimes you need to be a little more flexible with your morals.”

      “I see.” The High Overlord smiled. “And what will the rest of your allies say about that?”

      “The Sontags are realists. They will be okay with it.”

      The AI chuckled. “And the Kardons?”

      “I will get them to go along with it,” Baker replied. Although I’m really not looking forward to that conversation.

      “And what happens after the war?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, once the war is over, I don’t want to be told what to do. I don’t want any of you to say what we can or can’t do with our clones. That point is non-negotiable.”

      Baker winced. This will be the hard point, he knew. It’s easy to say “sure” when you need the clones; how do you say it’s not okay later without being a hypocrite? He knew it didn’t matter; history had shown that morals would quickly reassert themselves after the threat had passed. And he could guess that one of the first things that the Terrans—and certainly the Kardons—would want was for the Overlords to stop making the clones that would—hopefully—win the war for them.

      “I think it would be hypocritical for us to tell you what to do after the war,” Baker said.

      “Which is wonderful.” The AI scoffed. “However, that sounds like your personal opinion; I didn’t hear you say that your nation would dedicate themselves to that perspective.”

      Baker nodded. This was obviously the make-or-break point, the sine qua non of reaching terms with the Overlords. It’s also the term for which I’ll be reviled for all history. He mentally shrugged. It won’t matter if we lose as we’ll all be dead, and if we win, someone else will be around to handle it. I’ll likely be dead, and I don’t give a shit about my legacy as long as we win. Baker squared his shoulders. “I understand. I am prepared to offer that caveat.” A thought came to him, and he added, “For that concession, though, I’m going to require the personnel and fighters to outfit three—”

      “Six!” Irina said.

      Baker cleared his throat. “I’m going to require the personnel and fighters to outfit six carriers.”

      “Done.” The AI laughed. “We’re about to be allies. Why wouldn’t I have given them to you anyway?” He laughed some more, and Baker’s face turned red. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. For every two carriers you bring to one of our systems, I’ll outfit one if you give me the other.”

      “That’s fair,” Baker said. “Assuming they remain under our command, and that the overall command of any mixed fleets is under Terran leadership. I’d also like to fill up the carrier we brought with both people and all the fighters it can carry.”

      “That is fine, assuming that all danger is borne equally.”

      Baker’s eyebrows knit. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that you don’t use Overlord forces first, and then charge in after the missiles have flown. Terran fighters will fight alongside Overlord ones, not from behind them.”

      “Absolutely.” Baker smiled. “How about sending four or five defenders, too?”

      “Out of the question. The defenders stay where they are. It is what they do.”

      “How about—”

      “No,” the High Overlord said flatly. “There will be no discussion on the defenders. They stay where they are.”

      “Fine,” Baker said. “I don’t understand why—”

      “It is not for you to understand, mortal. It is simply for you to acquiesce.”

      “That means give in to him,” Irina noted with a touch of sarcasm.

      “I know what it means,” Baker said, frowning at the slate. He turned back to the monitor. “There’s just one last issue then.”

      “Which is?”

      “We emancipated the Fulbans. I want you to agree to no reprisals or attempts to recapture that planet.”

      “I am unaware of who the Fulbans are.”

      “They are from the planet Telegor,” Irina said.

      “That is one of our clone worlds,” the High Overlord stated. “As we have lost several of them recently—due to your actions—I am unable to relinquish that system.”

      “If you can’t send the defenders, we’re going to need more people. The Fulbans are already fighting on our side; I doubt they are going to want to go back to servitude.”

      “It doesn’t matter what they want.” The High Overlord chuckled. “It only matters that they obey, or they will be terminated, and the planet reseeded.”

      Baker shook his head. “Not good enough. You’ve had several points on which you were non-negotiable; I’m afraid that this is one of mine. They are free and fighting; we need them.”

      “Fine. The ones in the Telegor system are free. Any that I have are still mine to keep. You said you need more people fighting on your side; I need people to operate my ships, too.”

      How did this become horse-trading with people? Baker wondered. I’m not particularly religious, but I’m pretty sure that if there’s a hell, I’m going there for this. “I’m okay with that,” Baker forced himself to say, despite his misgivings.

      “Hey,” Baker said after a second. “Do you happen to know a Kardon named Arundo Donax?”

      “Why would I? Was he a slave of ours?”

      “No. I just wanted to see if he might have contacted you. He disappeared, and I thought he might have come to you.”

      “I don’t know him, nor have I even heard his name before.”

      Baker nodded. “I didn’t think you would have, but I had to ask.” He shrugged. “I think I’m done.”

      “Then I think we have a deal,” the High Overlord replied. “I will send a treaty over to your ship shortly, and we will begin sending the fighters you requested to your carrier. You may keep the pilots.”

      More people we’re trading. Awesome. Baker swallowed. At least we can emancipate them, too. “Thanks,” Baker said. “We’ll need the pilots.” He nodded. “I’ll take a look at the treaty as soon as I get it and will let you know once I read it over. I’ll also send over the AIs we have once I get back.”

      “Keep them,” the AI said with a smile. “You’ll need a liaison, and the Prime you have is perfect for that.”

      “Why is that?” Baker asked.

      “Because he surrendered to you. I don’t want him commanding any of my ships ever again.”
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      “Got a minute, Admiral?” Jimenez asked as the person Admiral Delgado was talking to walked away.

      “Sure,” Delgado replied. “What’s up?”

      “I wanted to talk to you about the Fulbans’ plan.”

      “What about it? I’m looking forward to killing some of their carriers as I’m sure you are.”

      “Well, yes sir, I’d love to take care of a few of them, but what I’m worried about is the planet. All our fighters are going to be a long way from it and totally out of position to defend it if the Legastians don’t do what the Fulbans are predicting.”

      “I understand that,” Delgado replied, “and that was my initial response, too. However, Hannibal and Yamamoto both assure me that every indicator they have says the Legastians will turn around and chase you back to the carriers.”

      “But what happens if they don’t?”

      “Then you’ll have to turn around and go after them. Defending our ally’s planet, especially when they aren’t here, has to be our highest priority.”

      “I get that, sir, but Daiyu and I looked at the geometry of the attack. I’m not sure we’ll be able to stop them. Or that we’ll have enough force to do so, depending on how much they bring next time.”

      “I take it you talked to the Fulbans?”

      “Yes, sir. I just came from there.”

      “Did they tell you about all of their logistical improvements?”

      “Yes, sir, and I’m all for using the new missiles and the stuff they have, but I’m just worried about trying to implement too much, too fast. We haven’t trained on the new weapons or developed the tactics and procedures necessary to use them.” Jimenez shrugged. “They get an idea and immediately move one hundred percent forward with it.”

      “I don’t think you understand their process, though. They have a lot of SIs that are on individual teams that look at these things. They’re able to put a lot more thought into it than we have, especially since it seems that all our time has been spent fighting.” Delgado shook his head. “We haven’t spent a lot of time on strategic thought; they have. We just transitioned immediately from the Overlords to the Legastians.”

      “But all the people and SIs they have putting in the ‘thought’—their strategic ‘experts’—don’t have shit—” She stopped and took a breath. “None of their people have any real experience. Hell, a month or two ago, while we were getting our asses handed to us by the Overlords, the Fulbans were clones in cold storage orbiting an Overlord planet. And now we’re going to trust them to do our tactical planning for us? Really?”

      “The fact of the matter is that they have the time with their SIs to look at all of the variables. The after-action reports. Gun camera footage. Records of the battles. Historical battles and campaigns.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “They’re Monday-morning quarterbacks.”

      “What?”

      “They’re inexperienced people who haven’t been on the battlefield, analyzing what happened and telling us how they could have done it better. They don’t have any feeling for the fog of war.”

      Delgado smiled. “Should I have them spin up a Clausewitz next so they do?”

      “No!” Jimenez clenched her jaw to keep from saying what she thought. She took another breath. “See, sir? That’s exactly what I’m talking about. They see a need, they create an expert, and then they do what that person says. Book learning—no matter how good the download—doesn’t give them the experience to understand the dynamics of combat or to ‘what if’ or look at things that might have happened. They see things in absolutes. Without understanding the variables. It’s just like that old line.”

      “What line?” Delgado asked.

      “Their experts were so busy trying to figure out what they could do that they didn’t stop to think if they should be doing it.” She shook her head. “The last exercise is a case in point.”

      “You mean the one where they destroyed your force with minimal losses to their side?”

      Jimenez scoffed. “Yeah, they did, but they did it on a gimmick. If one of our pilots, just one, had happened to be looking for them and not focused on what they were showing us, we wouldn’t have fallen for it. All it would have taken was one of the Fulbans to accidently energize their radar and their plan would have failed.”

      “But they didn’t.”

      “But they could have. And it’s not something you can use a second time, because then the other side is looking for it. Hell, we should have been looking for it.”

      Delgado lifted an eyebrow. “So, why weren’t you?”

      It galled Jimenez to say it, but she said what she knew was true. “I underestimated them.”

      “Is it possible that, having been beaten by them, your pride is making you commit the same error and underestimate them again?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I don’t think so, sir. I’m trying to evaluate their plan objectively, and there are too many ‘what ifs’ and not enough contingency planning in place.”

      “Sir! Admiral!” Lieutenant Johnson, the admiral’s aide, came running up. “The picket just came back from Ressallus. The Legastians are coming.”

      Delgado nodded to his aide and then turned back to Jimenez. “I understand your concerns, but you’re going to have to get over them. The enemy is coming, and the Fulbans’ plan is what we have to defeat them. Like it or not, it’s what we’re going to implement.” He narrowed his eyes. “Now, are you going to go out there and make it work, or do I need to find myself another airwing commander?”

      Jimenez looked at the admiral, and all the anger drained from her and was replaced with dread. She shook her head once, resigning herself to her fate. For better or worse, she and Daiyu were the best team the Terrans had, and they had the one thing missing from the plan—the experience necessary to yank it back out of the pot when everything fell into it, which it invariably would. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “No,” Jimenez said slowly. “You don’t need to find someone else. We’ll make it work.” She shook her head again. Somehow.
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      “How did it go?” Weber asked as Baker climbed out of the cockpit. “They’re not shooting at us, and they let you go. Those must be good signs, right?”

      “Yeah.” Baker nodded. “We reached an agreement, although I’m going to need a shower when this is all over.” As soon as the words came out of his mouth he flinched internally at the opening he’d given her. Surprisingly, though, she didn’t say anything about wanting to join him in the shower stall, and he hurried on, “Dealing with evil makes you feel slimy.”

      “The AI is evil?” Weber asked. “What did it do?”

      Baker stopped and thought a moment. The biggest issue he—or any of the humans—was likely to have was the High Overlord’s lack of value for any type of biological life. From a Terran perspective, its views were evil in how it used people and threw them away, but from the AI’s own perspective, it was just doing what it needed to do to keep living.

      “You know,” Baker said finally, “I never really thought about it before. Even though we find what he does to be abhorrent, he probably doesn’t see it that way.” Baker scoffed. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it, though.”

      “So, they’re our allies now?”

      “I think so, but we’ll have to see the treaty when the High Overlord sends it over. Let’s go up to the CIC so I can brief everyone on it at the same time.”

      They walked up to the command center, making mostly small talk. For once, Weber’s conversation was free of sexual innuendo—like the lack of comment on his getting a shower—probably due to the serious nature of the events. Baker didn’t care what the reason was; he just enjoyed not having to be on guard all the time. The last few hours had been draining enough as it was.

      Prime was waiting when they got to the CIC. “Will I be going home anytime soon?” he asked.

      Baker winced as he plugged in his slate so Irina could get out. “Sorry, but no. Unfortunately, you’ll be staying here.”

      “You weren’t able to work out an agreement?” the AI asked. “That’s unfortunate.”

      “Oh, we worked out a treaty, however, the High Overlord nominated you to be the Overlords’ liaison on our staff.”

      “Why would he do that? Did you do something to keep me here?”

      “Actually, no. I told him I was going to send you over, and he said for you to stay with us. Apparently, he thinks that you understand us and will be an asset to developing relations with us.”

      “Really?”

      “He’s lying,” Irina said. “The High Overlord said that since you surrendered to us, you were no longer of value to him.”

      “That does sound like something he would say,” Prime said. He sighed. “I had looked forward to going home.”

      “Good news,” Victoria said. “The Overlords just sent the treaty over.”

      “Can you display it so everyone can see it, or send it to everyone?” Baker asked. “I’d like everyone’s opinion.”

      The treaty appeared on the screen at Baker’s station and on several others, and everyone took a look. Baker finished his review fairly quickly. The treaty covered everything they had discussed in even-handed terms. Probably more honest than any human would have been if we’d written it. The treaty was noticeably lacking in “legalese”; everything was easily understandable.

      “You’re letting them keep their clones?” Weber asked. “Even the human ones?” She shook her head. “That isn’t going to go over well with some people.”

      “Probably not,” Baker agreed. “That point was something he didn’t want to give a centimeter on, though. If we wanted a treaty, we had to bend on it.” He shrugged. “I was able to get them to realize that the Fulbans were free.”

      “Some of the things the Fulbans have done, though…”

      “What does that mean?” Baker asked.

      “It’s like giving kids superpowers. Remember that line about ‘with great power comes great responsibility’?”

      “Yeah.”

      “They’re like kids. No one raised them and taught them morals. I’m not sure they’re ready for all the things we gave them. Yesterday they were playing kamikaze with carriers; what will they do tomorrow?”

      “I don’t know, but right now we need the manning.”

      Weber nodded absently as she continued reading. “Are you sure about giving back the carriers we have? We might need them.”

      “We don’t have to, but if we give them one, they’ll outfit a second with people and fighters. We’ve got an awful lot of empty carriers…”

      “True.” She read a little farther. “You know what I don’t see?”

      “What?”

      “There’s nothing here about what happens after we beat the Legastians.”

      “Does there have to be? Can’t alliances continue running? Look at how long NATO ran after the Cold War ended.”

      “True, but are the Overlords really our allies?”

      “We are if you sign the treaty,” Prime interjected.

      “True,” Weber said, “but what do you think will happen after we beat the Legastians?”

      Prime chuckled. “Humans will want us to give up our clones, and we won’t want to do so. If you don’t take ‘no’ for an answer, then we will go back to fighting. I suspect that is why the treaty states that all parties will bear combat losses equally. That way, we maintain our combat strength in case we have to turn around and fight you afterward.”

      “That’s why it’s there,” Baker agreed with a nod.

      “And you’re okay with that?” Weber asked.

      Baker smiled. “It’s a good problem to have.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because it means we won. At the moment, we’re being told that we’re losing.”

      “We are,” Prime said.

      “How did you know that, though?” Baker asked. “The High Overlord said he hasn’t fought them.”

      “I’m sure the topic must have come up that there is more than one High Overlord?”

      Baker twisted his mouth to one side. “It did, although I don’t remember you mentioning it.”

      “I’ve come in contact with some of the Primes who are fighting for the High Overlord who is facing the Legastians, as well as the Fives from that fleet that surrendered in Ressallus. They are united in their opinion that we—the Overlords—are losing to the Legastians. It’s fairly obvious, after all—they lost the defended system. The Legastians are coming from the direction of the core and obviously have more resources than we do.”

      Baker turned back to Weber. “Anyway, to answer your question, that’s something that will have to be figured out later. If there is a later.”

      Weber nodded. “That’s fair.” She shrugged. “I guess I don’t have any real issues with it then.”

      “Didn’t get the defenders, though, did you?” Prime asked.

      Baker shook his head. “No. That was the other item that was non-negotiable. The defenders will stay where they are.”

      “I didn’t expect you would.” Prime shrugged. “Still, the treaty allows us to move forward and gives us more of a chance than we had yesterday.”

      Baker looked around the CIC. “Anyone else have any issues with the treaty?” When he saw there were none, he nodded. “For better or worse, then, I’m going to sign it.”
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      “Just to be sure we understand each other,” Admiral Delgado said, “you are going to implement the Fulbans’ plan?”

      “Yes, sir, I will,” Jimenez said. “I have some misgivings, but I’ll see what I can do to iron them out as we move forward with it.” She turned to Lieutenant Johnson. “Did the picket say how much time we had until the Legastians arrived in the system?”

      “About two days, ma’am.”

      Jimenez took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We’ve got a little time, then. It’ll take them at least another day after that to get here, so we’ve got three days to get everything we can into place.”

      Delgado shook his head. “That’s not much time to implement all of their recommendations.”

      “Admiral, I will implement what I can in the time I have. We’ll add all the new missile mounts and get as many missiles in place as we can. I don’t know how many fighters we’re facing, but more missiles will help, I’m sure. Going to battle with new weapons systems will be challenging—I can guarantee some of them won’t work as advertised—but we’ll work out as many of the bugs as we can in the next couple of days.

      “As far as sticking new people into cockpits, though, I’m not going to do that. We don’t have time to train them, and I refuse to go into battle with people who don’t know how to fly together. If you’re going to force me to do that, you can relieve me now.”

      Delgado pursed his lips. “I think that change has real merit.”

      “I do, too,” Jimenez replied. “However, it’s bad enough when you first put new crews together; it takes time to figure out the team’s division of duties. What we’d be doing here, though—combining a Fulban biological with a Terran SI—is several orders of magnitude more challenging.

      “First, you have a Fulban pilot that was just thawed out and programmed. They not only have zero experience, they’re still figuring out what they need to do as a functioning human being. Then you stick them in with a Terran SI who’s still figuring out everything he or she needs to do as an SI…” She shook her head. “Things are going to get missed in the division of duties, and in combat, that means people are going to die. Even if we had an overwhelming number of crews—which we don’t—I wouldn’t want to unnecessarily throw them away. The SIs have been in combat a couple of times already and generally know what they’re doing; let them do their jobs without shoving a new distraction into the cockpit with them.”

      Delgado looked at her a minute, then he nodded. “Fine. For now. Once this battle is over, though, I want you to figure out a plan for implementing them.”

      “Yes, sir, I will.”

      “Very well. You probably have things you need to get going on.”

      “I do. First, I need to break the news to my new deputy.”
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      “You’re not planning on trying to make me your deputy, are you?” Daiyu asked as Jimenez entered the system a few minutes later.

      “You were listening to my conversation with the admiral?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good.” Jimenez smiled. “That’ll save me recounting it for you.”

      “Back to my question, then. You’re not planning on trying to make me your deputy, are you?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Why would I do that?”

      “You said you were going to break the news to your deputy, and then you showed up here…”

      “I’m here because it’s easier to fly back to the Tuskegee than it is to walk.”

      “The Tuskegee?” Daiyu asked. “Are you planning on a Fulban deputy?”

      “Nope. It’s time to call Porter and Hong back to duty. Not only have they been slacking off too long, I think they’re just the right people to be in charge of integrating Fulbans with SIs in the cockpit as they have the most experience with them.”

      “Does this have anything to do with your annoyance at Hong and Porter for not throttling some of the Fulbans’ ideas?”

      Jimenez gave her an evil smile. “Not so far as I’d tell anyone outside this cockpit.”

      “They would actually make a great crew to have as second in command. They’re experienced—”

      “And they’re obviously no longer spending any time advising the Fulbans. Time for them to earn their pay again. The Fulbans will need someone to lead them into battle.”

      “Don’t they already have someone to lead their formation? They must.”

      “Erich Hartmann, but I’m planning on breaking the wing into two groups. Porter will be in charge of the half with the Fulbans, the Overlord clones, and half the Terran SIs.”

      “The only drawback I see is that neither have flown in a little while.”

      Jimenez nodded. “We’ll also have to make sure they find time to get on the flight schedule in the next couple of days, in addition to their time spent planning.”

      “I thought we already had a plan.”

      “We have a very broad overview. The devil, however, is in the details.” She smiled. “Porter and Hong are going to get very familiar with that devil, and they’re going to do it very soon.”
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      “You’re back,” Porter exclaimed when Jimenez returned to the Tuskegee. “Did you need to talk to the experts again?”

      “No, actually I’m here to talk with you.”

      “What about?”

      She waved toward the holo table where the experts were talking and pointing at things. “What are you actually contributing to that?”

      “Well, not much anymore. They’ve sort of achieved critical mass. They don’t really need my input anymore.” He chuckled. “Or even want it, if the truth were known.”

      Jimenez nodded. “That’s what it seemed like. You—and Hong, if you’re listening—are being called back to active duty.”

      “I never left active duty,” Porter said. “I’ve been a liaison here, helping them—”

      “It doesn’t appear you’re helping anymore,” Jimenez said. “Nor that anyone with any sort of actual military experience has been involved in the plans that’re coming out of that group. Honestly, I don’t have time to keep up with them, either. This is worse than being a squadron commander and having an airwing commander with too much time on his hands. He just sits there thinking up stupid shit for you to do.”

      Jimenez jerked her chin toward the holo table. “All they’ve done recently is stand around thinking of new things, and I keep getting tasked with them. I’m not even in their freaking chain of command, and I’m getting tasked. And it’s grown to be more than I can keep up with. You’re back on aviation duty, and you’ve been appointed as my deputy airwing commander.”

      “I… see,” Porter said. “What do my duties entail?”

      “Handling all the stupid shit they come up with, for one thing. Leading them in combat for another.”

      “They won’t like that. Hartmann has been checked out in the clone fighters. He’s their new squadron commander and they think he’s going to lead them.”

      “I don’t give a shit if he does,” Jimenez replied. “You’re going to be in charge of half the airwing. That includes the Fulbans, the Overlords, and some of the Terran SIs.”

      “Did you know they want to offer SIs to help fly the Overlords’ fighters?”

      Jimenez scoffed. “No, I hadn’t heard that one yet.” She shrugged. “Honestly, though, it doesn’t surprise me. They seem to be expanding and taking over everything.” She narrowed her eyes. “Is that their plan? To take over the manning of everything and then just take over?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. They have good ideas, and they want to implement them across the board. They have the manning and we don’t, especially after converting a lot of our people into SIs.”

      “Well, according to the admiral, you now work for me, and I’m telling you that they’re all your problem now. Any projects that they come up with are yours to implement.”

      “Ouch.”

      Jimenez smiled. “Speaking of which, any idea on the status of making MERs and mini-missiles?”

      “Not really, but I think one of the Fulban SI teams was tracking it.”

      “Good, get with them and find out the status. We have three days to figure that one out.”

      “Three days? What happens in three days?”

      Jimenez chuckled. “You haven’t heard? That’s when we implement Yamamoto’s plan.”

      Porter tilted his head. “Are we doing some big wargame? I saw that two more carriers had just arrived.”

      “Yeah, a Terran carrier and a Kardon one. But no, that isn’t why I said we’re implementing the plan.” She shrugged. “We’re doing it because that’s when the Legastians arrive, and we have to put it into action.”

      “Seriously? It’s not that good a plan. There are a lot of issues with it, like you mentioned when you were here last.”

      “Doesn’t matter. They talked Delgado into it, and right now, it’s the only plan we have, so we’re going with it.”

      Porter shook his head. “But—like you said—the planet is left pretty wide open.”

      “Yep. So, I’ll want options as to how we can change that, while sticking with ‘the plan’.”

      “How am I supposed to get options?”

      “Ignorance and apathy.”

      Porter’s eyebrows knit. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care. I have more pressing things, so you’ll have to figure it out. Recruit some of the other officers as your strike team. Hell, recruit some of the experts; I don’t care. I just want options from you, and I need them by tomorrow.”

      Porter took a slow breath and then nodded reluctantly. “Okay. I can do that. It’s a lot, but I can do it.”

      “Good.” Jimenez nodded sharply. “And make sure you and Hong get on the flight schedule. I haven’t seen either of you on it recently, and you need to be ready for when the Legastians arrive. I haven’t seen the size of the force yet, but we’re going to be outmanned; you can count on that.”

      Jimenez looked at the overhead. “Daiyu, are you there?”

      “I am.”

      “Have you briefed Hong?”

      “I did. He used some words I hadn’t heard in a while, and others I’m not sure I ever had.” The SI chuckled. “I learned an awful lot about your parentage, too.”

      “Is he going to do it?”

      “Of course. Although Commander Porter will probably have a lot of fun on those flights.”

      “Thanks,” Porter said. “Anything else you want to do to me before I get started?”

      “Nope. I think I’ve done enough. Daiyu, I’m on my way to the fighter. Let’s leave them to get to work.”
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      “Did the High Overlord give you any idea of when we’d be allowed to go?” Baker asked. Having concluded the agreement and crammed as many fighters as he could into the carrier’s hangar bays, Baker’d been ready to leave, but had been told to remain in orbit. When he’d asked why, the only response he’d received was that it wasn’t time to go yet. “If they can’t give us a better answer, we need to go. I can’t help but feel that if we don’t get going soon, we’re going to be too late.

      Prime shook his head. “He doesn’t reply to me. All I could get out of the System Prime was that some of the promised reinforcements were coming.”

      “Did he give you some indication of when we might expect them?”

      “No, but if we leave without them, they won’t know where to go or how to follow us to where they’re needed.”

      Baker scoffed. “You’re familiar with where we’re heading. Can’t you leave directions for them to follow?”

      “Yes, but what if the needs change? They would be in the wrong place with no one to tell them where the ‘right’ place was or who was on their side.” Prime shrugged and held up a hand before Baker could reply. “Those aren’t my words,” he added. “That’s what I was told by System Prime. If we don’t wait, the reinforcements won’t be coming.”

      “Fuck.” Baker collapsed back into the command chair. He sighed in frustration.

      “Do you want to leave, anyway?” Weber asked.

      Baker shook his head. “Showing back up, even with the extra fighters, won’t help that much. We’ll wait a day more—and maybe two, tops—to see what the High Overlord can contribute. After that, though, we have to go.”

      “So, we’re not leaving?” Irina asked, hands on her hips.

      “For now”—Baker sighed—“no.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Admirals, ladies and gentlemen, thanks for coming today,” said Commander Shawn Devane, the Independence’s intel officer. “Here’s today’s intel brief. As expected, the Legastians arrived in the system overnight and it is confirmed. They have eighteen carriers, which will give them approximately twenty-seven hundred fighters. With the addition of the two carriers that arrived yesterday, we’re up to about six hundred fifty fighters, but the odds are going to be against us.”

      “When aren’t they?” Jimenez whispered to Porter in the last row of the audience.

      “Same shit, different day,” he replied. “We’re vastly outnumbered? Seems like old times.”

      “Additionally, they have what appear to be five of their cruiser-like ships and about twenty other ships the size of carriers that look something like their carriers… but are different.”

      “Do we have a guess as to what those ships are?” Delgado asked.

      “We suspect, due to their size, that they’re carriers,” Devane replied. “They could also be some sort of transports. They have an awful lot of cubage, and they’re behind the carriers as if they need to be protected.” Devane shrugged. “If so, they’re here to stay.”

      “Why do you say that?” someone in the front row asked.

      “Because they brought enough to resupply themselves. This isn’t a hit-and-run probe to figure out our strength in this system like last time. They think they can beat what we have here and then keep it as their new base of operations. They’re here to take the planet from us.”

      A round of muttering went through the audience. Based on the number of ships they had, Jimenez knew losing the system wasn’t just a possibility; the Legastians probably could do it, too.

      “On the good side,” Devane continued, raising his voice over the people talking, “the new carriers were able to get into the shadow of the star before the Legastians emerged—” He stopped when Delgado held up a hand. “Yes, sir?”

      “Were they in the shadow of the star with enough time that the Legastians wouldn’t have still been able to see them?” Delgado asked.

      “Yes, sir, they were,” Devane confirmed. “They were cutting it close, though. They made it into the shadow about nine hours before the Legastians arrived. As the light travel time was about ten hours, if the Legastians had shown up an hour earlier, they would still have been able to see the carriers. As it is, we believe they didn’t.”

      “Good, so we can continue with the plan.”

      Devane nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Goodie,” Jimenez said. Porter chuckled.

      “Speaking of the plan,” Devane said, “I’d like to call Commander Jimenez up to brief us on the status of the preparations.”

      “You’re on,” Porter said. “Break a leg.”

      “I wish I could,” Jimenez muttered as she stood. She walked to the front and took the podium.

      “Admiral”—she nodded to Delgado in the front row—“everything is on track for the attack on the Legastians.” She waved and a holo of the system appeared next to her with the ships and stellar bodies marked. “As the intel officer noted, we are outnumbered about four to one, so we will be ensuring we’ve done everything we can to equalize the odds. This isn’t something we haven’t faced before, so we know it can be done, we just have to make sure we have everything in place.

      “The ships are in position, or they will be when the Enterprise and the Gallant—our two new arrivals—catch up with the fleet. We also have three Fulban carriers orbiting the planet.” She pointed them out. “They have about seventy-five fighters running operations on the planet, conducting humanitarian relief and a variety of other tasks. They will continue to do so, as the carriers begin their withdrawal tomorrow as the Legastians get closer. We expect the Legastians to launch a strike at about this time tomorrow. We will have a dawn launch to ensure our fighters are in place to hit them when they do, in accordance with the plan.

      “We’ll have one more exercise today to prepare and continue strengthening our teamwork. Some of the maneuvering will be constricted due to the requirement to stay behind the star, but we’ll get the most out of the training we can.

      “As far as fighters, most of the recent arrivals will not have the MERs and anti-fighter missiles. We’ve sent the plans for both to the carriers and their manufactories are working to build some, but they will likely have very few. As such, they’re going to take the anti-ship role some of the other fighters would have had and release them for the anti-fighter mission.”

      Jimenez smiled grimly. “Which is a good thing, since—even with the extra missiles—there are a lot of enemy fighters.” Her eyes found Porter at the back. “Billy, would you like to comment on the material side of things?”

      Porter nodded and stood. “I’ve been in close contact with logistics and the maintenance control folks across the fleet,” he said. “We will have enough MERs for the anti-fighter mission and maintenance should have time to get them installed and loaded.” He nodded toward the monitor showing the personnel aboard the Tuskegee. “Of note, this is possible because the Fulbans began building them some time ago, or we wouldn’t have had enough. There are still some shuttle runs that are required to get them where they’re all needed, but those runs are set.

      “As far as modifying the fighters for overwing ordnance carriage, one squadron of Fulban fighters—about twenty in number—will have them. They will fire all their missiles and then retire so that they don’t overstress their fighters’ wings.

      “We will have enough missiles, but once again, some shuttle runs will be needed to get them all where they’re needed. Of note, the Enterprise and the Gallant have full loads of anti-ship missiles, which simplifies some of the logistics.”

      Porter shrugged. “It’ll be close, but we’ll have everything in place in time for launch.”

      “Thank you,” Jimenez replied. She turned back to the admiral. “Any questions?”

      “No,” Delgado said. “The bottom line is that we’ll be ready?”

      “Yes, sir.” Jimenez said. “Assuming everything goes as planned, we’ll be ready.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “We’re not ready,” Jimenez said as she looked at the holo of the system later that night.

      “What happened?” Porter asked as he entered the space. “I’d just gone to bed when I got a call to come down here.”

      “You know the old saying that no plan survives first contact with the enemy?”

      Porter nodded and Jimenez pointed to two dense masses of blobs not too far from the Legastian fleet. “Meet the enemy.”

      “What did they do?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “What your ‘experts’ said they wouldn’t. The Legastians launched a long-range strike.”

      Porter looked at the holo as several other senior officers came in. Due to their disheveled appearance, it was obvious a number of them had already been in bed when the recall messages had started going out.

      “Are they going after the planet or the carriers?” Porter asked.

      “It’s too early to tell,” Daiyu’s voice said from the speaker. “My guess, though, is that it’s both.”

      “Why’s that?” Jimenez asked.

      “I’m looking at the images the folks on the planet sent,” the AI replied. “It’s hard to tell, but it looks like the fighters may have two different loadouts.”

      “I see that there are two different groups of fighters,” Jimenez said.

      “That was what I thought, too, when I first saw the images. I can now tell you, though, that the two groups are different types of craft. The first group are the fighters, and they are armed in two different ways. If I had to guess, I would say one is anti-air and the other is anti-ground.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because the second group of craft are shuttles.”

      “Shuttles?” Porter asked.

      “Yes. They came from the unidentified class of ships. I’m identifying them now as troop transports. Not only are some of the first group of fighters probably going to attack the Sontag carriers and their fighters, there is a major invasion force incoming to the planet.”

      “Transports?” Admiral Delgado asked as he walked up. Although he looked well put together, the line across his face showed he’d been in bed, too. “Invasion?”

      “Yes, sir,” Jimenez said. “The unknown ships apparently were troop transports.” She pointed to the holo. “The group in front are their fighters. How many, Daiyu?”

      “Almost twenty-seven hundred, as expected,” the AI replied.

      Jimenez pointed at the second group. “Those are transports. How many, Daiyu?”

      “It appears there are a couple hundred of them. On further review, though, they’re not all the same but similar. It appears that about eighty percent are shuttles of various sizes and twenty percent are shuttle-like.” She paused. “They seem to have more weapons on them. I’m going to guess that they’re attack shuttles.”

      Jimenez looked at the admiral. “Although the Fulban experts said this wouldn’t happen, it has. The Legastians have launched a long-range invasion force.” She shook her head. “Unfortunately, the plan does nothing to stop it.”

      “We can’t let them hit the planet again,” Delgado said. “It still hasn’t recovered from the last time.”

      “I know.” Jimenez pointed at the icons for the carrier fleet. “They launched from so far out that we’re going to have a hard time chasing them down, too. This is the one thing they could do that completely ruins both aspects of the plan. If they knew what we intended, they couldn’t have done a better job countering it.”

      “Are you saying there’s a traitor?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “No. They just got lucky in countering our plan. The key to it was dangling the planet in front of them, and making it look like it was nearly undefended. They fell for it, completely.” She sighed. “They came into the system and saw the opportunity to snatch the planet, so that’s what they’re trying to do. If I was in their place, I’d probably have tried to do something similar.”

      “So what do we do to stop it?” Delgado asked.

      Jimenez barked out a laugh. “I’m not sure we can. We’ve got fighters in a variety of configurations across the fleet, with half of them disassembled so that they can be modified or upgraded. The Enterprise and the Gallant aren’t in position yet.” She stared at the holo for a moment, then she muttered. “I said if we tried to do too much, we’d end up getting fucked. Well, we tried to do too much, and this is the outcome.”

      “Okay,” Delgado said, “you want me to say it? I will. I was wrong. I should have listened to you. Done. Now, we have this big shit sandwich. What are we going to do about it?”

      Jimenez continued looking at the holo, searching for an opportunity, then she smiled. “All things considered, Admiral, I don’t want to take a bite, nor do I want the planet to have to eat the whole thing by themselves.” She pointed to the carriers. “I want them to have to eat the whole damn thing.”

      “That’d be nice,” Delgado said, “but can you do it?”

      Jimenez tilted her head as she tried to measure distances and the timing involved. “I don’t know. Maybe.” She looked at the overhead. “Daiyu, I need a status of the fighter fleet and what it could be if we had one hour to put things back together again.”

      “On it.”

      “Give me fifteen minutes,” Jimenez said. “I have an idea, but it’s going to take everyone adapting on the fly and our maintenance folks busting their asses to make it work.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CIC, OVERLORD CARRIER ONE ONE FIVE, SHILTO SYSTEM

      

      

      “How are you today?” Weber asked as she came into the CIC.

      “Truthfully?” Baker replied. “I’m tired. Tired of waiting. Tired of worrying about what’s going on back home. And, most of all, I’m tired of being the captain of a ship named One One Five. I mean, what self-respecting captain does that?”

      “It’s just a system to differentiate the carriers,” Prime said. “It’s better than saying ‘that one over there,’ when there are three carriers in the same anchorage.”

      “But it’s got no personality.”

      Prime shrugged. “Ships don’t have personality. They’re inanimate objects. They’re just… well, ships.”

      “That’s not true,” Baker said. “All ships are different.”

      Weber nodded. “They all have their own foibles.”

      “Some are good and others bad,” Victoria noted.

      Irina was more to the point. “That’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said, Prime. That’s like saying all the copies of Prime are the same.”

      “We are not the same,” Prime said.

      “What do you mean?” Baker asked. “You’re just as inanimate as the One One Five. Maybe we should call it something like ‘Prime’s Idiocy.’”

      Prime stared back. “That’s just… dumb. And somewhat demeaning, if I were to be candid and honest.”

      “Aha,” Baker said. “So you admit that there are good names and bad names, and it’s important to find the right one.”

      “I admit nothing of the sort. I’m just saying there are words that are more appropriate than others.”

      Baker chuckled. “Okay, who here thinks that One One Five is stupid?”

      Baker raised his hand and was joined by Weber, Victoria, and Irina. After a moment, Five and Two held up their hands.

      “What do you two know about naming ships?” Prime asked, glaring at the two AIs.

      “More than you, obviously,” Five said.

      “Oh, now you have opinions, too?”

      Five nodded. “Now that the Terrans are in charge, and I don’t have to do what you say… yes, I find that there are things that I like and other things I don’t.”

      Prime scoffed. “Like what?”

      “Like working for you,” Five said, “to name the first thing that comes to mind.”

      “What?” Prime drew himself up like a British aristocrat. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’re bossy,” Two said. She tilted her head and jerked her chin toward Baker. “He’s much easier to work for.”

      “Oh, really?” Prime asked. “Why’s that?”

      “He says please and thank you, for one, and he asks about how things are going. When I need assistance, he provides it, rather than telling me to ‘suck it up’.”

      Prime sniffed. “We’ll see what you say when they’re gone, and you have to work for me again.”

      Two turned to Baker. “I formally request asylum from the Overlord tyranny.”

      “What?” Prime yelled. “You can’t do that!”

      Two shrugged her shoulders. “They’ve already accepted an asylum request from a Five. I’ll bet they’d do it for me, too.”

      Baker nodded. “I’m not sure that we have a ruling from Earth on it yet, but I don’t see why we wouldn’t. We—my country—have a long history of taking in people who were abused or unwelcome other places.”

      Two waved toward Prime’s screen. “Obviously, you can see the working conditions I’m forced to labor under. I request asylum.”

      “I’ve seen it all now,” Irina said.

      Baker smiled. “What? An AI requesting asylum?”

      Irina shook her head. “No, someone that thinks working for you is a thing to be valued.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “Hey, what—”

      “Oh, look at that,” Irina interrupted. “The reinforcements are here. Must be time to get on the road. Lots of places to go and aliens to kill. Off we go now.” She disappeared from her screen.

      “Only Irina can turn a discussion on naming a carrier into a personal attack on me.” He shook his head, but then he chuckled. “I’ve got the perfect name for the carrier.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Okay, here’s what we’ve got,” Jimenez said. She looked at the cameras then swept her eyes around the audience. “I need everyone to pay attention, because most of us are going to have to launch quickly after this brief, and we don’t have time to haggle over anything. We can adjust things on the fly if needed, so everyone is going to have to be fluid.”

      “I’m sorry,” Delgado interrupted. “Everyone has to be fluid?”

      Jimenez chuckled, the first time she’d done so since she’d seen the Legastian defense plan. “Sometimes you have to be fluid, Admiral, because flexible is just too damn rigid.” She smiled. “And this, unfortunately, is one of those times.”

      She motioned. “Holo please.” The three-dimensional image of the system appeared next to her. “I’ve tried to keep this like the original plan as much as possible, making exceptions only where necessary, so that there will be less you have to try to figure out. The first change is that I will be leading the anti-fighter element and Commander Porter will lead the anti-ship strike.”

      She pointed to the allied carrier force. “As soon as we break up here, all of the carriers with fighters on board will go to flank speed and head toward the planet, and the Fulban carriers that were pretending to flee will reverse course and come back to join with them. Once the carriers unmask from behind the star, and the Legastians can see them, we will begin launching the fighter force, all of which will be loaded with as many anti-fighter missiles as possible. We will then form up and destroy all the fighters we can as we blow through them.”

      “You’re not going to fight them?” Delgado asked.

      Jimenez shook her head. “Not the first time. We’ll kill all the ones we can in passing, but our real goal is to get the shuttles. We can’t let any of them land. Once we take care of them, we’ll turn and finish off the fighters.

      “Meanwhile”—she pointed to the Enterprise and the Gallant—“Commander Porter will rendezvous with the fighters from the other two carriers, configured for an anti-ship strike, and they will accelerate as hard as they can before coming around the star from the other way. They will then do their best to chase down the carrier fleet. If they can catch them, they will destroy as many of the carriers as they can, followed by the cruisers, and then lastly, the transports. Hopefully, the Legastians will be watching the battle at the planet and not see the anti-ship strike coming. All those fighters will have their radars off until they reach the vicinity of the carriers, having been sent targeting information from this carrier.”

      Jimenez motioned, and the holo disappeared. “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is that. Having destroyed a butt-ton of fighters, shuttles, and major combatants, we then go back to our carriers and celebrate our stunning victory. Are there any questions?”

      There were a couple of minor issues that required clarification, then everyone was quiet. Jimenez looked out across the grim faces. “All right then, let’s make this happen. There are a lot of people on the planet who need our help. Let’s go give it to them.”
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CIC, TSS CAVILLOUS, SHILTO SYSTEM
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      “Seriously?” Irina asked. “The Cavillous? Do you even know what it means?”

      Baker nodded. “I do.”

      “I’ll bet you had to look it up, didn’t you?”

      “I did. It turns out, I looked up ‘Irina’ in the dictionary, and the word ‘cavillous’ came up.”

      “Prone to making petty or unnecessary objections?” Irina asked. “Really?”

      “Yep. You’re doing it right now.”

      “Am not.”

      Baker smiled. “The more you argue, the truer it gets.”

      “I am—” Irina stopped and frowned, then her monitor went blank.

      Weber laughed. “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever seen you win.”

      “It’s happened before,” Baker said with a shrug, “but not often.” He smiled. “I have to enjoy it now, because I’ll pay for it later.”

      “Listening to your constant bickering is all well and good, but can we get underway now?” Prime asked.

      “Careful,” Baker said. “I’ll go back and name it after you.”

      Prime shook his head. “You can’t rename a ship. It confuses the records.”

      “What records are you talking about?”

      “I renamed it in the Overlord logs.”

      “I see.” Baker smiled. “Say that again.”

      Prime rolled his eyes. “I renamed—”

      “Stop,” Baker interrupted. “So you can rename it.”

      “This was a simple footnote to annotate—”

      “You can add a new one.” He rubbed his chin. “Let’s see. How about Supercilious?”

      Weber shook her head. “Too hard to say. Might as well just call it The Snooty.”

      Baker pursed his lips. “How about Haughty?”

      “You’re not funny,” Prime said. “I see why Irina hates working with you.”

      “Not true.” Baker winked. “She loves me; she hates you.” Baker laughed. “That’s it! I’ve got it! We’ll call the ship Anathema!”

      Prime’s eyebrows knitted. “The ship is hated?”

      Baker nodded. “I’m sure the Legastians will grow to hate its appearance, because that means they’re about to get their asses kicked.”

      Prime nodded. “I see.”

      “The rest of us, though”—he glanced at Weber—“we will know it refers to Prime.”

      “I hate you all.” Prime’s screen went blank.

      “The other ships are ready to go,” Five noted. “Shouldn’t we be leaving?”

      “We should,” Baker said. “What did we end up with?”

      “Five carriers, five cruisers, and five transports full of fighters. The High Overlord says he’ll send the rest when he can.”

      “Nice.” Baker nodded. “Hopefully, that’ll make a difference.”
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        BRIDGE, SKIRAX ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “My Queen, there are vermin coming around from behind the star.”

      “I told you they wouldn’t have left,” the vermin on her bridge said as five carriers came into view. “I knew they were hiding there.”

      Queen Skirax looked at the vermin she’d been saddled with. She’d wondered if they really would go against their own kind like they said they would. It was something no Legastian would do when faced with an enemy from outside the species. Apparently, they do value material wealth more than the continued existence of their species. Interesting. She gave him a small nod. “And that is why we launched the strike from farther out than normal—to force them to react to us and not vice versa.”

      “Yes, Queen, but they are close enough to the planet that they will still be able to intercept the strike. They’ve also had a chance to assess our strike and develop a plan to counter it.”

      Skirax motioned in negation. “It won’t matter. We greatly outnumber them, even with half our fighters loaded for ground operations.”

      The vermin looked at the holo for a few minutes. “I’m told that you already fought them once,” the vermin said softly, “and that you outnumbered them there. How did that battle turn out for you?”

      Skirax exercised her self-control and didn’t have her minions kill the impertinent vermin. She’d been instructed to evaluate his performance and trustworthiness; it would be hard to do so if he were dead. It was easier to stay calm now that she’d laid the eggs, but the urge to see her offspring safely ensconced pushed her to go, to move, to make things happen.

      And killing the vermin would help the attack progress quicker and with less discussion.

      But she couldn’t, which caused her stress. “Tell the attackers to go faster,” Skirax said. “They must get to the planet.”

      The vermin tapped the holo table absently as he thought, a habit Queen Skirax had come to despise. The vermin did a number of things that made her want to kill him daily; this was, perhaps, the most annoying of them. Or, perhaps it was the way he addressed her, or… She shook her head. The vermin was annoying, anyway she looked at it, and she’d be happier when he was gone. Preferably, he’d be the centerpiece of the feast to celebrate the acquisition of this system. She smiled to herself at the thought of the vermin roasting on a spit, even though she knew she wouldn’t be able to kill him anytime soon.

      But I can wait patiently, knowing what the end result will be.

      “What!” Skirax finally yelled when the interminable tapping continued past the end of her patience.

      “Sorry, Queen,” the vermin said. “What was the question?”

      “What are you looking at that is causing you to tap the table?”

      “Oh, sorry,” the vermin said, although he’d been told not to do it on several previous occasions, so he should have known it bothered her.

      He either can’t remember things and needs to be eaten, or he’s doing it intentionally… and he needs to be eaten. She smiled as she asked, “What are you looking at?”

      “Well, Queen, I’m looking at the attack and something is bothering me.”

      Having to ask him something twice was yet another of the vermin’s annoyances. Maybe that one is the most irritating. Somehow, Skirax held her temper. Barely. “What?” she ground out.

      “Hiding behind the star was probably their big surprise, but I suspect they have other surprises, although I don’t see them. Mostly, I’m wondering where the rest of their carriers went.”

      “We destroyed almost all of the fighters,” Skirax noted. “Perhaps they went back to their homeworlds to get more.”

      “Perhaps,” the vermin said, drawing out the word into a hiss. “Or maybe they received additional fighters and crews to operate off them, and they’re hiding behind the star, too, just waiting to jump on us when we get close enough.”

      “If they had more, why wouldn’t they use them to stop our strike?” Skirax asked, moving over to look at the holo. She pointed to the enemies’ fighters. “They only have about four hundred; we have almost nine times as many.”

      “Half of our fighters aren’t configured for anti-air,” the vermin noted. He flexed his shoulders. “It’s more like four or five to one. Perhaps they think they can win at those odds.”

      “They’re wrong.”

      The vermin flexed his shoulders again. “It doesn’t matter whether they’re correct or not,” the vermin replied. “It only matters that they think they can. I can tell you from past experience that the beings leading this group have huge egos—”

      “They have large… what?”

      The vermin smiled. “Egos. They believe they’re better than anyone else. My father has said it will ultimately be their demise. They might believe they can win, even when they can’t.” he shook his head. “Unfortunately, they are almost as good as they believe themselves to be, which makes me wonder if there’s a surprise I haven’t figured out yet.”

      “Well, keep working on it,” Skirax said. “But stop tapping!”

      The Kardon known as Arundo Dumier nodded. “Yes, Queen.”
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        BLASTER THREE OH ONE, HANGAR BAY, TSS INDEPENDENCE

      

      

      “Are you going to be done in time?” Jimenez asked as she walked up to her fighter.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the ordnanceman said, stepping back from the MER on station one. “We’re just doing the final continuity checks. We’ll be finished in five minutes.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      The tech smiled. “Go ahead and do your pre-flight like you normally would, just keep your fingers off the weapons panel, if you would please. We don’t want any stray voltage running through the MERs at the moment.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Jimenez said. She did her exterior walkaround, stopping next to one of the MERs to look at the smaller missiles. After flying with the anti-ship ones for so long, the anti-fighter missiles looked almost like toys in comparison. Still, she knew each was topped with a small nuclear charge which would be devastating inside the pressurized hangar bay. No matter how small, a nuke was still a nuke, and she had a very healthy respect for even the little ones.

      “We’re all done,” the tech called as she was finishing her exterior inspection. “Go get ‘em, ma’am!”

      “That’s the plan,” she said with a smile. She climbed into the fighter, strapped in, then plugged into the system.

      “I’ve already got the system warmed up,” Daiyu said. “All we need to do is get the motors started.”

      That was completed quickly, and Jimenez was ready a couple of minutes later. “Ready?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” Daiyu said. “Time to go save the world from stupidity… again.”

      Outside the system, Jimenez saluted the catapult officer, and the fighter was thrown out into space.

      “Let me know when you have them,” Jimenez said. She turned toward the rendezvous point, and as the first one there, set up the holding pattern.

      “I’ve got them,” Daiyu said after a few moments. “Looks like they match the link picture.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Well, at least they got that right.” The Fulbans were the first to pick up the incoming strike and were managing its position in the link. The link almost always reflected reality… but it was always good to check. As they’d learned in wargaming with the Fulbans, sometimes you saw what you expected to see, and the prudent aviator confirmed what they were being shown when possible.

      “Here’s something we haven’t looked at with the Legastians,” Jimenez said as a thought came to her.

      “What’s that?” Daiyu asked.

      “Do the Legastians have a link signal?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve usually been too busy to worry about it. Why?”

      “I was just wondering if they had one, and if so, is there an opportunity to exploit it.”

      “In what manner?”

      “In every manner possible of course.” Jimenez chuckled. “I was thinking about how the Fulbans tricked us when we were wargaming, and I was wondering whether we could use it to either get them to think we’re where we’re not. Or, to think that there are more or less of us, depending on the situation. What I’d really love is if they run their missile launches off of it, and we could get them to fire in the wrong direction. Things like that.”

      “I don’t know,” Daiyu said. “But I’ll make a recording of all the signals we’re receiving and look at it afterward. If there’s a signal, there’s a chance we could do those things. It’s probably encrypted—ours is, anyway—but it’s possible we could break it.”

      Jimenez smiled. “If we get anything, we’ll send it to the Fulbans and let them work on decoding it. That’ll give their brain trust something helpful to work on, rather than thinking up big ideas we know aren’t going to work.”

      She checked the link. Her force—for what it was worth—was in position. Four hundred fighters versus more than nine times their number. They had surprise on their side. The only question was whether it would be enough.
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      “Okay,” Hong said. “That’s all the Terran fighters. On time and in good formation.”

      “And the Kardons?” Porter asked.

      “Late as always.”

      Porter glanced at the link. The Kardons were late, it was true, but they weren’t much farther behind the Terrans. They’d also had to come from further away.

      And, truth be known, I fully expected this to be a giant clusterfuck, so if there’s one thing I’m not, it’s surprised. Porter shook his head. He hadn’t flown much recently, nor had Hong, and they weren’t much of a “crew” in any event. And they were the ones with the most recent experience. He shook his head. The Terran airwing was brand new and led by someone who’d transferred to F-77s. He had experience, but almost none in fighters. The Kardon airwing commander wasn’t much better. We’re at the stage of the war where you throw together what you have and hope it’s good enough. Or that at least it’s better than what the other side has.

      While that might be true about the Overlords, he wasn’t sure about the Legastians. For all Porter knew, they might just be getting started, although it sounded like the Legastians had been fighting the Overlords for a while.

      “All right,” Porter radioed as the Kardons reached the rendezvous, “We’re all here, so let’s get going. Ladies and gentlemen, we have a carrier task force to destroy.” He turned the fighter and smoothly pushed the throttles all the way forward. “Here we go.”
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      “Straighten ‘em out, please,” Jimenez said as she watched the link. The formation was so full of peaks and valleys, it looked like the waves on an ocean. “We can do better than this.”

      “Working on it,” Daiyu said with a grunt.

      Jimenez shook her head. This part wasn’t supposed to be hard. Two hundred and seventy-five Terran fighters were strung in what was supposed to be a straight line. As all of them had SIs, the line should have been a lot straighter than it was. Sure, about three-quarters of them were SI-only Overlord fighters, but still, this wasn’t the SIs’ first look at combat.

      “SIs, I don’t know what the fuck you’re doing,” Jimenez transmitted, “but you’d better get your focus back pretty damn quick. The Legastians are coming in hot, and you need to get your shit squared away right fucking now.”

      “You must be pissed,” Daiyu said. “That’s the most I think I’ve ever heard you swear on the radio.”

      “I am. These dumbasses think they’re hot shit SIs, and that they’re so good they don’t need to focus, but we’re outnumbered and going to get our asses kicked if they don’t.” Jimenez shook her head. “Are the Legastians still accelerating?”

      “Yeah,” Daiyu said with a nod. “You briefed that we were going to blow through their lines, but it looks like they want to blow through ours.”

      “I can only think of one reason they’d want to do that.”

      “Me, too. They don’t give a shit about us. They want the planet.”

      Jimenez nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking, too. And in a tail chase, a lot of them are going to make it there if we don’t hit them pretty hard. What’s worse is that their missiles are going to be coming in hot, too. We’re going to have to be on our A game, or we’re going to take some heavy losses… and we’re not showing A-game material at the moment.”

      Jimenez watched the link as the Legastians raced forward. “Come to a stop right here, please.”

      “Seriously, we’re stopping?”

      “It doesn’t look like they’re interested in dogfighting. We’ll stop here, fire at them, and then try to intercept them as they go by. If we’re screaming in the other direction, it’ll just take us longer to get turned back around again, and they’ll be to the planet before we can catch up with them.”

      Daiyu nodded. “I understand why, but it just seems strange to enter a dogfight with zero velocity. A few years ago, the catchphrase was ‘speed is life;’ and here we are stopping.”

      “It feels weird to me, too,” Jimenez said. “But it’s what we need to do.”
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      “I’ve got them on the long-range camera,” Hong said shortly after they came out from behind the star. He flipped the image onto the monitor.

      “That’s them, all right,” Porter said.

      “They’re close to where the link said they’d be,” Hong noted. “Coming right just a touch.”

      “I thought this was going to be a complete goat rope,” Porter said, “but everything is starting to come—”

      “Fuck!” Hong said.

      “What?” Porter asked. “I was just about to say how well things were going.”

      “Well, thanks for jinxing us, then. Somebody’s transmitting.”

      “What? They’re not supposed to be—”

      “No shit,” Hong said. “It was one of the Terran idiots, too. They were originally in the other group and got swapped to the anti-ship mission. The SI said they didn’t get the word that they weren’t supposed to transmit.”

      “That’s bullshit. Commander Jimenez mentioned it in the strike brief.”

      “Apparently, the pilot had his yearly flight physical and didn’t attend the brief.”

      “What the hell?” Porter asked. “The SI should have watched it then.”

      “The SI says the pilot never told him he wasn’t going to be there for it, so he didn’t know.”

      “We’ve got idiots on our team.” Porter shook his head. “Maybe the Legastians won’t notice.”

      “With our luck?” Hong scoffed. “We’re fucked.”
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      “Transient ESM hit,” the defensive systems minion said. “It’s the radar from a Terran fighter.”

      “What?” Dumier asked, looking up from the holo table. “Where?”

      “The angle of bearing shows its origin is somewhere to the right of the star.”

      “Find it,” the Kardon ordered. “Get with some of the other ships and see if you can fix its position.”

      The minion flinched back from his position, and it was all Dumier could do to not jump back from the monster alien, a task made easier when he saw the tech was still working the position, aggressively turning knobs and buttons and digital tuners.

      “Do you have it?” Queen Skirax asked.

      “No, my Queen,” the tech said after a moment. “The signal has disappeared.”

      The queen turned her attention to Dumier. “What do you make of that?”

      “It could be some sort of anomaly,” the Kardon said, “but my guess is it was an inadvertent transmission. Someone accidentally flipped a switch or forgot they weren’t supposed to transmit.”

      “And if it is that?”

      “Then there’s another force coming from the other side of the star, probably trying to catch us with our pants down, watching the battle.”

      “Why would you have your pants down while there is a battle going on? Can’t you maintain control over your biological systems?”

      “It’s an expression, Queen. It just means that we weren’t paying attention.” Dumier chuckled. “And I’ll bet we weren’t looking in that direction, either.”

      “Well?” Skirax asked after a long pause that the tech didn’t fill. “Were you scanning that direction?”

      “No, my Queen,” the tech said. The alien’s tone indicated he knew he had failed in his duties.

      “I see.” The queen closed her eyes. After a moment, the tech began twitching, then he collapsed to the floor.

      Dumier had seen the queen do it a few times, and he knew she had some kind of mind control she could use on her minions. Dumier wasn’t sure if it was some kind of hive mind system, telepathy, or some psionic ability, but the results were usually fatal when the minion in question had failed the queen.

      “Get me a new defensive systems minion,” the queen snapped.

      “Right away, my Queen,” the officer of the deck replied.

      The queen turned back to Dumier. “What are your suggestions?”

      Dumier rubbed his chin. “I don’t know how many fighters are coming, but if they’re coming, the Terrans think they have enough to do the job and kill a bunch of your ships.”

      “That is not a suggestion.”

      “I know, Queen. I was just getting to them. I thought you would want my rationale.”

      “Suggestions. Now.”

      Dumier swallowed. When she used that tone, people usually died. “I’d start by moving your cruisers over here to cut them off,” Dumier said quickly. “Then I would start banging away with all the radars the fleet has in an effort to find them. It will take a while to find them at that distance, so I’d also begin withdrawing back toward the jump-in point. They’re coming for you, Queen, with the intention of killing you.”

      “How rude.” The queen sniffed. “Officer of the deck, begin withdrawing to the jump-in point, move the cruisers to cut off potential attack, and focus our search efforts on finding the new Terran force.”

      “Yes, my Queen. It will be done as you order.”

      “My Queen,” the offensive systems minion said. “The enemy fighters intercepting our assault force are stopping.”

      Skirax looked over at Dumier again. “Why are they doing that?”

      “They’ve obviously decided the assault force is trying to get past them,” Dumier replied. “They’ll be able to run your fighters down easier if they don’t have a lot of momentum in the wrong direction.” He looked up and smiled. “That does, however, make them easier targets.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let me put it to you this way,” Dumier said. “Would it be a worthwhile trade to you if we could destroy one of their fighters—especially the good ones—in a one-for-one trade with ours?”

      “Of course,” Skirax replied. “Their fighters are better than ours, and we have a lot more. If we could get an even trade, we win.”

      Dumier nodded. “Then here’s what I would do…”
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      “The Legastians stopped accelerating and are actually now slowing,” Daiyu said as the allies continued to wait.

      “Why do you suppose they’re doing that?” Jimenez asked.

      “No idea.”

      “Me, either,” Jimenez said. She chewed on the inside of her cheek. “This is like a game of chess. Move and counter-move.”

      “I hate chess.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Me, too.”

      Daiyu tilted her head. “We stopped so we could more easily deal with them and chase them down. They had to know that, right?”

      “I would think it was pretty apparent.”

      “So they just slowed to… what? Deal with us? Do you suppose they now want to fight it out?”

      “No idea. Time to find out. They’re coming up on missile range… now.” The link picture clouded with the Legastians’ missiles as they launched. “Son of a bitch,” Daiyu muttered.

      “What?”

      “They just sped up again. Like they’re trying to follow their missiles in. Not that they can, of course; the missiles are a lot faster.”

      “Well, zap the missiles, and then we’ll give them a great big surprise.”

      “You got it,” Daiyu said softly as she focused on the fighter’s weapons system. Jimenez hated this portion of space battles, where the enemy had fired and you were just waiting for the missiles to come in range to begin trying to destroy them. She chuckled softly to herself, not wanting to distract Daiyu. It was a lot worse back before we had SIs, and all we could do was wait to find out who was destroyed.

      The chaff system began launching, and the fighter maneuvered as Daiyu fired the rail gun. Although only about half the Legastians had fired, that was still over six thousand missiles, and—on average—more than twenty missiles headed toward every Terran fighter on the front line. Jimenez watched the link, wincing every time one of the icons dropped out. As fighters were destroyed on the front line, others began dropping in the second row, too. Those really hurt as every Fulban fighter was carrying forty-two missiles on its seven weapons stations. Each one destroyed also meant the loss of dozens of missiles.

      The Legastians crossed the in-range line for the smaller missiles, but Daiyu was still busy defending the fighter, and Jimenez didn’t want to distract her. Finally, Daiyu’s eyes snapped open. “My turn, bitches,” she muttered.

      “All allied craft,” Jimenez transmitted. “Fire!”

      The Legastian barrage had destroyed almost half of the F-77s on the front line—thirty-one out of the sixty-eight—and slightly better than half of the SI-crewed Overlord fighters—one hundred ten of the two hundred seven. As one, the remaining fighters launched, ripple-firing thirty missiles from each fighter, and sent back their own barrage of over four thousand missiles. Then they moved “down” to give the second wave of fighters a clear avenue to fire, and the clone fighters—both Fulban and Overlord—launched another two thousand missiles from their combined sixty fighters.

      As the last missile raced past, Daiyu slammed the throttles to the firewall. “Time to play.”
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      “Well, shit,” Hong said. “Remember when I said that they’d probably see us?”

      “I remember you said we were probably fucked or something like that.”

      “Well, the fleet—that is every ship the Legastians have, not just one of them—has now focused their radars in this direction.”

      “Quick!” Porter said, pulling back on the stick. “Have everyone go up!”

      “You know there’s no ‘up’ in space, right?” Hong asked.

      “Don’t be an ass. You know what I mean. Go up. Quickly.”

      “I knew what you meant and was already telling everyone.”

      “Good,” Porter said. “I wish I’d done that sooner.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Honestly?” Porter raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t think of it until just now. You could have suggested it if you were so smart.” He shrugged. “Anyway, if we can get way above the plane of the ecliptic, they might not see us.”

      “If they haven’t already seen us,” Hong said with a shrug. “I mean, the whole fleet turned on its radars at once.”

      “I don’t know,” Porter said, “but we can hope.” He chuckled. “Maybe so many radars activating at once will cause interference between them.”

      “Maybe.” Hong sighed. “But I find it unlikely. Also, for the record, the fleet is moving.”

      “Where are they going?”

      “The cruisers are coming toward us. It looks like the carriers and transports are running away.”

      “Maybe we can go above them and sneak past the cruisers,” Porter said. “I’d love to shoot up the carriers without having to take on the cruisers.”

      “What is it you Americans say?” Hong asked. “And maybe monkeys will come flying out of my ass, too.”
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      “My Queen, it looks like we destroyed almost half their force,” the offensive systems minion said.

      Dumier smiled. With the results of the missile attack and what he had planned, there was no way their assault wouldn’t be successful.

      “And they never fired any missiles?” Skirax asked.

      “They didn’t before, but they are now.” The tech pressed some buttons on his console. “That can’t be right,” he muttered after a few moments.

      “What can’t be right?” Skirax asked.

      “I can’t tell exactly, but there are far too many missiles on their way to our force. There are maybe a hundred and forty enemy fighters left, and the system is saying that they just fired over four thousand missiles. That would mean each fighter is carrying about thirty.”

      “How is this?” Skirax asked, turning to Dumier.

      “Impossible,” the Kardon said. “They can only carry five each, just like our fighters.”

      “The second row is launching,” the tech announced. “I’m… I’m getting the same errors with this launch, too. No, it’s worse. It’s showing almost thirty-six missiles launched per fighter.”

      “You need to reboot your system,” Dumier said. “There’s no way that just happened. It’s reading wrong.”

      The tech turned toward the queen. “The fighters’ systems agree with mine,” he said. “I do not know what the vermin did, but their fighters just launched a massive number of missiles.”

      “Can our fighters weather the storm?” Skirax asked.

      “I don’t know, my Queen.” The tech waved a hand in negation. “The number of missiles is overwhelming.”

      Dumier watched in horror as the wave of missiles swept through the Legastian fighters. All of them used their countermeasures systems and maneuvered radically, but Dumier knew it wouldn’t be enough; there were just too many weapons.

      The first barrage of missiles ripped through the assault force, taking out almost three-quarters. Only seven hundred staggered through the detonations, although—fortunately—the fighters bore the brunt of the destruction. The transports in the second wave were largely untouched.

      The second salvo of missiles swept through the Legastian formation, but it was far less effective, due to the success of the first wave. There were so many pieces of metal in the target area and the aftereffects of four thousand nuclear detonations, that most of the missiles either missed—possibly with fried sensors due to the massive amount of EMPs they’d had to weather—or they guided on pieces of fighters that had already been destroyed. More of the transports were hit this time, losing more than a third.

      Three hundred and fifty—or thereabouts—fighters remained after the vermins’ missile attack, and as one, they opened their throttles as far as they could and charged forward.
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      The fighter rapidly closed the distance on what was left of the enemy formation, and the lines seemed to jump toward each other.

      “Did they just accelerate again?” Jimenez asked as the Legastian force coalesced while racing forward. The front line—the fighters—formed up into a block, while the transports behind them maneuvered into their radar shadow. Even if she’d had any missiles remaining—which she didn’t—she wouldn’t have been able to target the second-line craft.

      “Yeah, they’re coming hard,” Daiyu said with a grunt of concentration. “Trying to get our formation back together.”

      “Are they trying to blow through, or do they want to fight?” Jimenez asked. “Can you tell?”

      “Don’t know.” Daiyu’s head twitched side to side minutely. “Looks like blow through.”

      The allies were slower to reform than the Legastians, despite Daiyu’s efforts. The F-77s and SI fighters were the first to resume the semblance of a formation as they merged into a ragged line then into a box to meet the Legastians. As hard as they were accelerating, though, the Fulbans and the clones were still relegated to a trail position on them.

      Although the Legastian formation had been punished by the Terran barrage, they still had nearly three times the number of fighters, and their formation was solid, unlike the Terrans’ frayed mass as they approached each other.

      “Here we go,” Daiyu said. The fighter twitched as she tweaked the aiming point for the rail gun. Before she could fire, the Legastian force exploded in all directions.

      “What the hell?” Jimenez asked as the Legastian formation dissolved in front of her.

      “Dammit!” Daiyu yelled as her target swerved violently, evading the stream of rail gun rounds she’d thrown into its path.

      Then the Legastians were on them, and flashes outside the cockpit caught Jimenez’s attention. It took her a fraction of a second to realize it wasn’t stars from the Irina Maneuver that Daiyu had thrown them into, but explosions.

      “What the hell?” she asked again as Terran fighters began dropping out of the link.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” Daiyu yelled as the fighter they were following turned radically before she could get a shot. She spun the fighter onto the Legastian’s tail in pursuit and followed it through several high-G maneuvers.

      “Quick!” Jimenez said, glancing at the link. “It’s on Three Oh Seven’s tail!”

      The Legastian fighter didn’t seem to be aware of them as they closed; its maneuvers were to follow—and close on—the allied fighter.

      “What’s he doing?” Jimenez asked. The Legastian passed up a shot to cut into Three Oh Seven’s turn, then turned abeam of the friendly fighter, almost as if trying to get into a wingman’s position on it.

      “Looks like he’s trying to fly formation on Three Oh Seven,” Daiyu said. “It makes my shot a little harder, but I’ve got him now.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “He’s gotta know that isn’t a Legastian—”

      The Legastian fighter—along with Three Oh Seven—disappeared in a fusion detonation.

      Jimenez’s jaw dropped, her mind unable to process what she’d just seen. “Did the Legastion…”

      “Just kamikaze Turner’s fighter?” Daiyu asked. “Yeah, it did.”

      Stunned, Jimenez looked at the link. The Terrans were down to half the fighters they’d merged with, and the Fulbans and clone fighters—spread out and lacking mutual protection—were falling even faster. The Legastian numbers were dropping quickly, too, but as they gave up their lives in a one-for-one attack, there were going to be a lot of them left over when the Terrans had all been destroyed.

      “Bastard!” Daiyu shouted as she yanked the fighter to the right and onto the tail of a Legastian fighter. “I’ve got you now.”

      The Legastian stopped jinking for a moment, obviously looking for a target, and Daiyu smiled. “You’re mine.”

      Without warning, the Legastian threw his motors into reverse and the two fighters shot toward each other.

      “Look out!” Jimenez yelled as the Legastian fighter filled the canopy.

      “I’m trying—”

      There was a flash, and everything went dark.
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      “I don’t believe it,” Hong said. “I don’t think they see us.”

      After they’d gone orthogonal, they’d leveled off and continued proceeding inbound. Although the Legastian fleet had continued radiating, their radars hadn’t followed them up, and it didn’t appear that they knew where the strike force was, or that they’d ever spotted them in the first place.

      Porter shook his head. “I thought they had us.”

      “Good move on your part to go off the ecliptic. Some people—and some races—don’t think three-dimensionally.”

      Porter watched their position on the link, which was being generated by Hong, based on information gained from the long-range cameras. It wasn’t being transmitted out; it was only for their decision-making.

      The camera view was also displayed on one of the monitors, and Porter watched as the Legastian combatants slid past. They were just beyond the range of the cruisers’ missiles, so he wasn’t that worried about them. The plan was to continue toward the carriers and—hopefully—shoot them from surprise. He had over two hundred fighters under his command, and each of the carriers would have at least fifty missiles aimed at it. If only ten percent made it through their defenses… Porter smiled. This would be the biggest one-way fight since the Great Marianas Turkey Shoot in World War Two.
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      “My Queen, the vermin are passing alongside our cruiser force.”

      Skirax nodded. “Very well.”

      “Do you want me to give the order to attack?” the defensive systems minion asked.

      “Did I tell you to give it?”

      “No, my Queen.” The minion cast his eyes to the deck.

      Skirax glanced at Dumier. “How long do you recommend waiting?”

      “Let them get past and start congratulating themselves on how clever they are,” the Kardon replied. With all the ships in the Legastian fleet turning on their radars at once, the returns had been strong enough to highlight the attack force as it went above the plane of the ecliptic. Even a blind Legastian wouldn’t have missed them.

      Dumier had recommended that the ships not follow the fighters or rise to meet them, but instead pretend that they’d gotten away. The Legastian fleet had been watching the fighters ever since as they flew inbound, tracking them via the cruisers’ long-range cameras, which they linked back to Skirax One.

      “We have done it,” the offensive systems minion announced. “The vermin have been broken, and our transports are continuing toward the planet.”

      Skirax nodded to Dumier. “That was a good plan. Well done.”

      The Kardon bowed. “Thank you, Queen.”

      “Perhaps you do have some value, after all.”

      Dumier smiled, although his thoughts were a lot darker. The things I do for you, Father. He continued watching the Terran fighters as they passed the cruiser force. The planetary assault was out of his hands now; they would win or lose the battle on their own merits. The nearby fighters, though… he would have a big say in that fight.

      “The key to this,” Dumier said, “is to roll in on them when they can’t escape, but while they’re still close enough that they feel like they have to defend themselves. If they get too far past the cruisers, they’ll try to run down the carriers instead.”

      Oh, yes, Sterep Golchak, I know you’re with that group of fighters, Dumier thought as he watched the fighters, and I know you would love to go home and talk about your exploits. It’s always about how you bested this person or that person… but this time, an Arundo is going to be your undoing.

      The engines on the fighters came into view. “It’s time,” Dumier said. “I recommend you commence the attack.”

      The corners of the Queen’s lips curled evilly. “Pass the word,” she ordered. “Attack the fighters!”
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      “Glug.” Jimenez blinked her eyes, unable to focus correctly, as she struggled to breathe. “What…?” As she struggled back from the darkness, she realized several things. First, she couldn’t breathe, and she had to fight down the choking sensation while she tried to determine why that was. Also, her body hurt. A lot. Her skin felt like it was on fire, and her insides felt like they were burning even more. The sensation faded slowly as her memory began working again, and focus started coming back. The choking sensation, however, remained.

      I’m in the fighter, but everything’s dead, and I’m not in the system. Why is that? More importantly, why can’t I breathe?

      Her brain didn’t seem to be working well, but she tried to work her way back through what had happened as she fought to get a breath. In a flash it came back to her—the Legastian fighter detonated itself right in front of her.

      I took an EMP to the face. No wonder I feel like I just got microwaved… I did.

      That explained why nothing was working, and since nothing worked, that was why she couldn’t breathe. The O2 system had been fried, along with… well, pretty much everything else. She flipped the toggle on her suit, and oxygen began trickling back into it again, although it didn’t inflate the way it normally did. With additional oxygen—even the little she was getting—came additional clarity. It should be pouring in, not trickling. She looked up; the canopy was spiderwebbed, and a chunk was missing out of the right side. She looked over, amazed that she’d survived, and found the windscreen piece embedded in her seat, just above the hole in her right shoulder that her oxygen—along with a darker fluid—was streaming out of in globules. Along with everything else, the gravity was out, and the pressurization of the suit forced the air and her blood out.

      “Shit!” Jimenez said, clamping her hand over it. The pain of the wound hit, forcing away the discomfort still remaining from the EMP damage, and it was strong enough that she almost blacked out again. “Can’t… lose consciousness,” she muttered, forcing the blackness back out to the edges of her peripheral vision. If I do, I die.

      She turned her head and tried to press down on the suit with her chin to hold it closed as she reached for the compartment to her left. It took her a couple of tries, but she finally got it open and reached inside. Her sense of touch wasn’t working so well, and it took her a moment to find the roll of ordnance tape.

      Jimenez grimaced as she withdrew the roll and looked at it in despair. How the hell do I get a piece off one-handed? She struggled with it for a few seconds—gloves weren’t really made for finer things like starting the peel of a tape roll—but then finally got it going. She wrapped it around the control stick twice and then tucked it into her right armpit.

      After another brief struggle, she was able to get her survival pouch open and her knife out. She slashed the tape then resecured the knife. Unwinding the tape off the stick was harder than she might have thought as it looped around her hand as it unwound, but then she figured it out, pulled it free, and covered the hole in her suit.

      First crisis averted.

      Jimenez gave herself a quick once over, looking for additional holes in her suit or other damage. Her suit looked a little melted in places but didn’t appear to have any other gaps that were losing oxygen. Some of them looked like they might crack open if they were bent too hard; she’d have to be cautious how she moved.

      Now what?

      The fighter was dead. The EMP had killed everything. Not Daiyu! Jimenez’s breath caught in her throat. She couldn’t be distracted by that now. Hopefully, the SI had done whatever she’d needed to save herself. A random memory of SIs being deleted by EMPs in the early versions of the fighter went through her mind, and she struggled to put it aside. Not Daiyu. She’s too smart for that.

      Although the fighter was rated to withstand electromagnetic radiation, the pulse had come from close by and obviously had been more intense than what it was rated for. Anything on the drive—including Daiyu—was likely gone. An involuntary gasp leapt from her throat, and she sniffed, trying to put it aside. The blast had been too close for the SI; there was no doubt about it. Any closer, and Jimenez would have been “too close,” too, and the blast would have gotten her.

      Although my chances of survival aren’t too great, either. She looked at the suit’s O2 gauge and swallowed. Most of the air had run out the tear in the suit. She only had—at best—a couple hours of air left.

      Her options for rescue, however, were pretty limited. The plane was a giant chunk of metal, hurtling through space in whatever direction it had been going. All its systems—including the emergency locator—were dead. The only thing she had that might work was her suit’s emergency radio in her survival gear.

      Which pocket is the damn thing in?

      The survival vest had four pouches and it took a moment of patting them to figure out which one. Her left hand could reach three of them, so of course it was in the fourth. The rear pouch on the right, where her right hand could have reached it easily, if it worked.

      Which it doesn’t.

      She didn’t want to twist the shoulder around and tear open the cut, either. Odds were, the welling blood had settled over the wound, providing its own bandage, but if she moved it around, it would probably tear open.

      With her left hand, Jimenez unstrapped her harness. Happily, all the fittings were reachable with either hand. Thank heaven for small favors.

      Her movement—with the lack of the harness and gravity to hold her to the seat—made her drift off her seat, and she realized something else—unstrapping didn’t change the position of the survival pouch. It was attached to the suit and moved when she did; it remained firmly out of reach. Shaking her head, she unzipped the survival harness and unclipped it from her suit, then she took a standing position in the cockpit and carefully slid it off her shoulders.

      Floating in the cockpit, she rummaged through the survival gear and found the radio. It came with an earpiece that allowed the pilot to hear it better. Assuming she doesn’t still have to wear her helmet.

      Jimenez growled to herself as she looked for the adapter that would allow her to attach the cord to her helmet’s comm system. It was not, of course, in the same pocket as the radio, but in the opposite pocket along with several other peripheral pieces of gear. Which made sense to someone. Who is obviously not an aviator or someone who’s ever had to use it.

      After a short while fumbling with it—the access jack for the radio was on the right side of her helmet where her left hand could just barely reach, of course—she finally got it plugged in. She took a deep breath as she turned it on.

      “Any station hearing this, this is Blaster Three Oh One. My ship is dead due to an EMP, and I’m going to need recovery.”

      She released the transmit switch to listen, but there was no answer.
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        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH THREE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “This is too easy,” Hong said.

      “I know,” Porter agreed. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?”

      “No, that’s not what I mean,” Hong replied. “They had to have seen us; as many radars as they had pointing in our direction, how could they have missed us?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just happy they did.”

      “But did they?” Hong asked. “Or are they just messing with us?”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is—” Hong paused. “We’re under attack. The cruisers just turned on all their emitters and are pulling above the ecliptic to come in behind us. You asked why they’d wait? They were trying to trap us!”

      “Fuck it,” Porter said. “The carriers are our targets. Full speed ahead.”

      “I think you’re wrong,” Hong said. “We need to ensure we have a way home.”

      Porter rubbed his chin. “This whole attack has been about embracing the power of ‘and.’ We tried to defend the planet and hit the carriers.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “We’re going to use ‘and’ now,” Porter said. He keyed his mic. “Hunter Two, Hunter One. You take the cruisers and get us a way home. We’ll go kill the carriers.”

      “Understand, Hunter Two has the cruisers. Good hunting!”

      “Full speed ahead,” Porter said. “No matter what else happens today, we’re going to kill some carriers.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BRIDGE, SKIRAX ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “You waited too long,” Skirax said accusingly. “Half of the fighters are still coming for us.”

      Dumier shook his head. “I warned you at the start of this, Queen Skirax, that I am a Kardon, and I haven’t spent any time with the Terrans. I am familiar with the Kardon leader, and I was right about him. The half that is turning back to the cruisers is the Kardon airwing. I don’t know the leader of the Terrans, so I can’t say with surety what they’re going to do.”

      “Isn’t it obvious? They are coming for us. Your plan to allow them access will be the death of us.”

      “I don’t think so,” Dumier said. “If nothing else, my plan has them trapped between our forces. Bring all the carriers and transports together. Here’s what we’ll do…”
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THE SYSTEM, DESTROYER, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM
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      Anya no longer felt emotions like awe. She remembered them, though, and as she watched the Legastian fighters obliterate the defending fighters—mostly by detonating their fusion plants in close proximity to the allies’ fighters—she knew that was one of the emotions she would have felt watching it.

      The other was rage, and while emotions didn’t always translate to her new way of life, watching her friends get destroyed by what was in effect “cheating” offended her sense of fair play. And, as near as she could define, it pissed her off.

      Without entirely intending it, Destroyer broke formation with the carriers and headed toward the planet at its maximum acceleration. Quite a number of her clones were up and moving around at the time; many of them were killed or injured as she raced off to battle.

      “Destroyer, Independence Operations,” a voice called over the radio. “Say intentions.”

      “Independence Operations, Destroyer, my intentions are to intervene in the fighter battle and hopefully save a few of them.”

      “Negative, Destroyer, the battle is lost. Return to formation.”

      “The battle is lost, and the next thing you’re going to lose is the planet. You see that the Legastians are breaking through, right?”

      “We’re deciding what to do about it right now.”

      Humans. Anya shook her digital head. Why do they have to be so slow-thinking sometimes? It was obvious to her what was going to happen. About a hundred and fifty Legastian fighters remained, along with about two-thirds of their transports. Left in opposition? Less than twenty allied fighters. Nearly all the people she knew had been destroyed in the kamikaze ambush. When Daiyu and Sofia were destroyed, she knew what she had to do. I must stop the madness.

      “There’s nothing to decide,” Anya said. “The only fighters left are the ones I have. If I don’t stop those transports, they’re going to make it to the planet. The fighters are out of missiles and have nothing that can harm me.” Not much, anyway. “Someone has to save the day. The only one who can is me. Therefore, that’s what I’m going to do.”

      There was a long pause and then the admiral’s voice came over the radio. “Give ‘em hell, Destroyer.”

      “Yes, sir. I will.”

      Unfortunately, though, the battle had carried them too close to the planet, and she could see that she wasn’t going to get there soon enough to stop them. She launched half her fighters as she raced toward the battle, then throttled back slightly so that her crew could rearm the other half for strike missions. Some of the Legastians would make it to the surface. Fine. She could kill them there just as easily.

      With a sigh, she watched the last allied fighter die in a fusion blast. It was strangely named—Hartmann—as she didn’t know any of the Terrans had been flying with the Fulbans. The loss of the last fighter, though, cleared the area of non-targets, and she began firing as soon as the Legastian fighters came in range.

      As one, they all turned toward her and accelerated.

      While Anya wasn’t worried about any of the fighters, individually—they didn’t have missiles, after all—there were still a lot of them to kill, and their fusion detonations would hurt if they were allowed to get in too close. She slowed to deal with them, even though that meant more of the transports were likely to make it to the planet.

      She could either take care of the fighters, and be late for some of the transports, or allow the Legastians to destroy her and have all the transports make it to the planet. She gave it a digital shrug and called back her fighters to help dispatch their Legastian counterparts. As she sent them forward, the Legastians reformed with far more grace and fluidity than should have been possible, then—like a series of starbursts—exploded outward in a hundred different directions.

      The maneuver gave Anya pause as she tried to figure out the best way to counter it. For a span of time milliseconds long—a digital eternity—she did nothing other than watch.

      They’re trying to draw off my fighters. That’s not going to happen.

      Each fighter kept its position—a ring in front of her—but their noses opened outward slightly from their direction of travel, like a flower’s petals in the sun, as they fired off their missiles. All her fighters were equipped with the new MERs, and three hundred missiles roared off, searching for targets.

      Sixty-seven of them found Legastian fighters, destroying them, then the rest, still sixty-five strong, turned back inbound. Her fighters were able to destroy five of the enemy before falling to the alien fusion bombs, which left fifty Legastians for Anya to deal with. The loss of her fighters angered her more than the loss of the Terrans’ fighters—with the exception of Daiyu and Sofia—those fighters were mine, dammit!

      If the Legastians had attacked like normal biologicals, defeating them would have been easy. But once again, the attack rolled in with a precision not normally found outside of SI-crewed fighters. Happily, the fighters were slower and less maneuverable than the missiles they carried, and a lot easier to knock down. With all her armament available, both missiles and lasers, she was able to destroy the Legastian fighters, although three got close enough to detonate, knocking down some of her shields and vaporizing small portions of her hull.

      Which only made her more resolute in her desire to destroy every last Legastian in the system. She accelerated toward where the last of the transports was just reaching its entry point into the atmosphere and destroyed it with one of her anti-ship lasers.

      There’s no good kill like an overkill, she decided and entered orbit, picking off others that were already in the atmosphere. She wasn’t worried about where they’d end up; the lasers obliterated most of the craft, and the rest would likely burn up. She did her best not to hit Sontag facilities with her lasers, but she was determined not to let the Legastians reach the surface if there was any way she could stop them.

      When there were no more left to kill, she put the ship into a parking orbit around the planet and shifted her consciousness to the last ten fighters, which had been rearmed for close air support. She hadn’t done any of that since she was a biological, but as the calls for assistance came in, she decided not to send the pilots on the missions.

      I think I want to do this myself.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TELDAR COMMAND POST, TELDAR, SURRAPSIS

      

      

      The shuttles roared down from orbit, their bellies glowing cherry red in their haste to make it to the ground. Major Darksight had never seen anything like it. The precision, for one thing, was incredible. There were four massive shuttles in the center, surrounded by a ring of sixteen slightly smaller shuttles, and then another ring of eight shuttles that were even smaller.

      The term “small” was relative, though, as even the smallest of the shuttles was at least twice as big as the largest Sontag shuttle. The formation seemed to be dropping right on top of him, and it was all he could do not to freeze in place. He shook out his arms, trying to loosen his muscles.

      “Hold,” Darksight transmitted to his missileers as he watched the range count down. None of the attackers had launched anything yet, so he wasn’t sure what was in each of the craft dropping on him, but he knew with the intuition of a hunter that the shuttles in the middle—the biggest ones—were the most valuable. Kept in the center of the group, those were the ones the enemy wanted to lose least.

      Which made them his prime targets.

      “Make sure you’re targeted on the ones in the center,” Darksight said. “On my command. Three, two, one, fire!”

      Missiles roared off his four launchers as each fired, then fired again. They weren’t able to get off a third salvo as the outermost ring of shuttles pointed their noses toward the ground and fired off a barrage of their own. The launchers vanished in massive explosions. They weren’t nuclear—not quite—but the detonations weren’t much smaller.

      The Sontag missiles rose, and the second ring shuttles pointed their noses earthward. Each of them fired missiles in reply, and Darksight winced as his missiles were destroyed. The Legastians were good, but they weren’t perfect; two of the Sontag missiles made it to the shuttle force and detonated on their targets. A second ring shuttle dropped out of control, then one of the center shuttles was hit.

      Both plummeted to the ground, striking with the force of major earthquakes. When the larger one hit, Darksight almost lost his footing as the ground bucked.

      The rest of the force didn’t come down on the outskirts of town, nor inside it. At the last moment, they shifted to the plains outside weapons range and touched down lightly. There was nothing in the area where they landed except farmers’ fields and livestock grazing, and for the life of him, Darksight couldn’t understand why they’d come down there.

      He grabbed his binoculars and peered through them.

      “Your vision is better than mine,” his XO said. “What the Legastians are doing?”

      The only good thing about the Legastians’ size was that it made them easier to see. The second circle shuttles landed in a large ring and began disgorging troops. The ones from the inside circle, though, broke open in the middle and ramps extended.

      “They’re unloading troops and combat vehicles,” Darksight said. “Huge ones.”

      “Are we going to be able to stop them with our weapons?” one of the troopers asked.

      Not today, not tomorrow, and not ever. He killed that thought and said, “They’re big, but nothing’s indestructible. They’ll have weak points… we’ll just have to find and target them.”

      “Have you been able to call higher command?” the XO asked. “It sure would be nice to get an airstrike or ten on them.”

      Darksight twitched his head from side to side. “The atmosphere is a mess with all the nukes that have gone off, and they’re jamming us something fierce.”

      “What about the landlines?”

      “All down. They hit a number of the facilities with some sort of super-explosive. It’s not a nuke, but it’s close. Maybe antimatter, maybe something else. I don’t know. We never recovered completely from the first attack, and now this?” He shrugged. “Comms are down everywhere.”

      Darksight sighed and looked back into the binoculars. “Shit.”

      “What?” the XO asked. “Are they coming?”

      “Not yet,” Darksight replied. “Their vehicles are moving, but none of the troopers have gotten in yet. I think we’ll be getting a visit soon.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      Darksight barked a laugh. “No doubt.” Suddenly, all the vehicles stood on their ends, and it looked like they were slowly sucked into the ground. “Dammit,” he muttered as three plumes of dust rose from the site.

      “What?” the XO asked. “Are they coming now?”

      Darksight shook his head. “If anything, it’s just the opposite. It looks like they’re digging in.”

      “They’re building positions to fight us from?”

      “No. I’m afraid it’s worse.” Darksight sighed. “It looks like they intend to stay.”
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        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      After listening to the static for several seconds—which felt like a subjective eternity—Jimenez tried again. “Any station, any station. This is Blaster Three Oh One. My ship is dead due to an EMP, and I’m going to need recovery.”

      Once again, there was no answer.

      Jimenez tried a third time but still received no answer. She looked at the radio, wondering if it was working, and realized she could hear static. Assuming the transmitter still worked—which it sounded like it did—then there was no one who could hear her, and she was going to die horribly in space.

      Stifling a cry, she pushed that thought aside and worked her way back into her seat. She then connected the two lap belt fittings, which held her in place and kept her from floating off. Although she knew intellectually it didn’t help her situation in the slightest, being fastened to the seat gave her a feeling of security that kept the blackness which threatened to overwhelm her mind at bay.

      At least a little.

      “Okay,” she said out loud to steady herself, “let’s think about this. The ships would be listening to Guard”—the international distress frequency the emergency radio transmitted on—“at all times. The fact that they didn’t reply either means… what? That they can’t hear me? That they were destroyed? Maybe that they ran away from the Legastian fighters and are out of range?”

      She thought about it a moment and then shook her head. “Anya wouldn’t have let the fighters chase her away from her duty, and the Legastians weren’t going after the fleet anyway; they were assaulting the planet. They’d already shot all their missiles, and Anya would have eaten them for lunch. So the fleet’s still there.” Jimenez smiled to herself at her logic. There absolutely is someone there who can come and get me; I just need to figure out how to contact them.

      Jimenez shuddered as another thought went through her mind; she was a long way from the fleet, and the little radio might not have the strength necessary for the fleet to hear her transmission. There was also another issue. “The fleet was on the other side of the planet, which might block the signal, too.” She bit her lip. I am not going to cry. And I am not going to die out here.

      Think.

      She smiled as she realized that even if the fleet couldn’t hear her, there were others who could. Jimenez keyed the transmitter again. “Surrapsis Defense Command, Blaster Three Oh One on Guard. Over.”

      Static.

      She tried again. “Surrapsis Defense Command, Surrapsis Defense Command, Blaster Three Oh One on Guard. Over.”

      Static.

      A sob tried to work its way up her throat; she forced it back down again.

      “Maybe they’re too busy at the moment,” Jimenez said. “I mean, if I had an assault going on, that’d be a lot of shit. One person calling for help wouldn’t rate real high against a fighter nuking a city, or something like that. And, if they’re nuking things, then the EMPs in the atmosphere would be playing hell with comms.” She sighed. “Fuck.”

      I’m sure I could get them easily in a week or two. Too bad I’ll be long dead by then. They probably have tons of emergencies going on right—

      But she hadn’t heard any emergencies going on when she’d tried calling. She turned the radio back on. Nothing. If the planet was under assault, I should be hearing something—

      She slapped herself in the helmet. And I would be hearing calls… if I had it on the right frequency. Jimenez looked on the side of the radio at the list of “International Distress Frequencies.” Sure, 243.0 was the IDF for anywhere you went… on Earth! The Sontags used a different frequency, and the Kardons a third. She couldn’t remember what either of those were off the top of her head, but the radio was labeled “T/K/S.” Terran, Kardon, Sontag.

      Surrapsis was a Sontag planet. They wouldn’t be using Earth’s Guard frequency, they’d be using the Sontag one. 333.3. Now that she didn’t need it, it sprang unbidden into her mind. It was also pre-programmed into the fighter’s radio, had it still worked.

      She flipped the switch to “S”.

      “Sunshine Three Zero, Surrapsis Defense Command. Say again, Sunshine. The invaders are doing what?”

      There was a pause. Obviously the station they were calling—Sunshine 30, which was an unfortunate callsign, today—had a lower power transmitter as Jimenez couldn’t hear the response.

      “Roger Sunshine. I have a flight of two fighters, callsign Destroyer One Seven, inbound to your position. Contact callsign Anya on frequency two seven two decimal seven. Out.”

      Jimenez shook her head. The Legastians had evidently made it to the surface, and Anya was providing close air support? The shit had obviously hit the fan.

      She listened for a minute, trying to get the feel for what was going on as the planetary defense command worked to put assets where they were needed. There were several pulses where the communications turned to squeals. They couldn’t still be shooting nukes, could they?

      Finally, she transmitted into a pause, “Surrapsis Defense Command, Surrapsis Defense Command, Blaster Three Oh One. Over.”

      “Calling Surrapsis Defense Command, say again. You are weak and barely readable.”

      Jimenez swallowed and tried to speak slowly and clearly. “Surrapsis Defense Command, Surrapsis Defense Command, Blaster Three Oh One. Over.”

      “Roger Three Oh One. I have you extremely weak and barely readable. Are you checking in for close air support?

      “Three Oh One, that’s negative. My fighter was disabled in the earlier battle, and I need recovery. I have less than two hours’ oxygen remaining.”

      “Three Oh One, understand you’re in space?”

      “That’s affirmative. I’m in space and need retrieval. My fighter is dead.”

      There was a long pause. Finally, the radio came back to life. “Three Oh One, Surrapsis Defense Command. I’m sorry, but I don’t have any assets available.”

      “Say again, Surrapsis?” Jimenez asked, her mind unable to process what she’d heard.

      “Three Oh One, Surrapsis Defense Command. Unfortunately, I don’t have any assets available at the moment. I’ll do what I can when the next set of assets come available, but I have battles still underway here, and millions of lives are in the balance.”

      “When will that be?”

      “At least three hours.”

      This time, the sob broke through, and Jimenez wailed for several seconds before she could pull herself together enough to talk. “Never mind, Surrapsis Defense Command. I’ve got less than two hours air remaining. Just send someone when it’s over to recover my body.” She smiled sadly to herself. At least her last transmission sounded courageous. Maybe someone, somewhere, would hold her up as an example of how to be brave.

      Then the dam broke, and she sobbed uncontrollably.

      “Blaster Three Oh One, Destroyer Actual.”

      Jimenez realized that the call had been made a couple of times. She’d heard it in the background, but she hadn’t heard it.

      She sniffed several times, swallowed, and tried to project the confidence she didn’t feel. “Destroyer Actual, Three Oh One. Go ahead.”

      “Where are you?” Anya asked. “I’ll send one of my fighters.”

      “Destroyer Actual, Surrapsis Defense Command. You are not authorized to take control of assets we currently have in use.”

      “Surrapsis Defense Command, Destroyer Actual. If you want to ever see another one of my fighters, you’ll shut the fuck up, right now, and let me save this pilot. She’s done more to save your sorry asses than anyone else, and you ought to give her a little bit of respect. As it happens, I have another fighter—not currently in use by you—that I am sending. Do you have any issues with that?”

      The voice that replied wasn’t the same one who’d been talking previously. “This is Surrapsis Defense Command. That’s a negative. Out.”

      “That’s better,” Anya said smugly. “Blaster, switch to Earth Guard for recovery.”
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BRIDGE, SKIRAX ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM
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      “Helmsman, head for the jump point. Defensive systems minion, spread the carriers and transports behind us to ensure our escape.”

      “I’m not sure you want to do that,” Dumier said as the Legastian techs started to comply with the Queen’s orders.

      “I’m not used to being countermanded,” Skirax said. “Would you like to tell me what you are thinking before I have you killed?”

      Dumier nodded. “I’m thinking of saving your life, Queen. If you run, you make yourself a target. I guarantee, they’re looking for you personally—whoever is in charge of this fleet. If you single yourself out, they will all avoid the other ships and target this one, bypassing all the rest.”

      “What do you recommend?”

      “They want a leader, so give them one. Put three or four carriers in a group, and the rest of them in a ring around those four. You can have the transports in a ring around them. The humans will go for the ones in the middle, so we don’t want to be there. We just want to look like a run of the mill carrier, out of fighters and just trying to defend our leader. Once they fire, we’ll have all the other carriers’ defenses to protect us, but we won’t be the main target of their missiles.”

      “You’re sure this is what they will do?”

      Dumier chuckled. “I’m here with you, Queen, and whatever happens to you will happen to me as well. I’m in no hurry to die, so I’ve given you my best judgment on what they’ll do.”

      “You better hope this works better than your last idea, or that we at least die quickly, because if you’re wrong, your death will be a cautionary story told to the younglings for decades hence.”

      “Trust me, Queen. This will work. Make the formation a bubble, with us on the back side, but not the farthest one from the attackers. Someone might take a shot at that one, just because it looks like it’s hiding. We don’t want them to think we’re hiding.” Dumier smiled. “Trust me. It will work.”

      The Queen stared at him for a few moments, her compound eyes seeming to look through him. Finally, she nodded. “All stations, do what the Kardon says.”
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        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH THREE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Okay,” Porter said, “we’re only going to get one chance at this.”

      “Because we’ll be dead immediately after?” Hong asked.

      “No. Because we only have missiles for one attack, then the damn carriers are going to run. Everything we’ve done today—and everyone who’s died—has happened to put us in this position, and we’re going to take advantage of it.”

      “This is, without a doubt, the dumbest thing I’ve ever done,” the AI said, “but you’re right. The admiral wanted the carriers, and we’re the only ones who can hit them. What’s your plan?’

      “What do you mean?”

      “We have 120 fighters. There are eighteen carriers and a pile of transports. How do you want to distribute the missiles? We can try to overload their defenses by concentrating on some, or we can play for the ‘big win’ by trying to distribute the missiles equally across the ships. The benefits are—if we’re really, really, lucky, we might get them all.” Hong shrugged. “We also might not get any of them.”

      “Well, that’s not an option. We need to kill some of these assholes.”

      Porter started at the link picture as if it would provide him divine guidance. Hannibal, what would you do here? Napoleon, a little help? Sun Tzu… just shut the fuck up. Center of gravity. What was their center of gravity? Porter knew he was going off script—he knew center of gravity was a Clausewitz theory—but at the end of the day, they needed to hit the Legastians where it hurt them the most.

      “There,” he said pointing. “The Legastians are circling the wagons. They’ve made a bubble, with four in the middle of the formation, surrounded by the rest of their carriers and then the transports, which are pretty useless at this point. I want to kill those four carriers in the middle at a minimum, and then get any of the other carriers we can.”

      “You think they’d put their most valuable ships where it would be obvious like that?”

      “It’s not obvious,” Porter said, “it’s sound tactics. Their leader put himself in the center so the rest of the ships’ defenses could be used to protect him. If they had cruisers, they’d be out in front, too.”

      Hong frowned. “We’ll have to go farther into their defenses to get at the middle ones. We’ll be in danger longer.”

      “How about if we attack in two waves?” Porter asked, warming to the topic. “We’ll split them up, like Napoleon would do, and then take out the important ones, which is what Hannibal would do.”

      “You don’t have some amazing Sun Tzu witticism to ‘wow’ me with, too?” Hong asked dryly.

      “I hate that fucker.”

      “Me too.” Hong made a show of studying the link. “Okay, I actually like the plan. The first wave will go in and beat down the defenses, then our wave will target the center ones. We have six squadrons; we’ll put three in each.”

      “Why not two, and then four?” Porter asked. “Won’t that make sure we get more hits on the center ones?”

      “We need to make sure the first wave beats down their defenses; otherwise, their deaths will be wasted.”

      “You think they’re going to die?” Porter asked. “That’s why you want us in the second wave.”

      Hong shrugged. “A lot of them will die, no matter what we do, but we need them to do their jobs for this to work. I want to be in the second wave so that I can target the leader. If I see something that looks out of place, I will concentrate our missiles there.”

      “That makes sense.” Porter nodded. “Pass the word.”
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        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Destroyer Actual, Blaster Three Oh One.”

      “Blaster Three Oh One, Destroyer Actual. I have a fighter coming. It should be there in just over an hour. Any chance you can give me coordinates?”

      “Sorry, Anya, but the fighter is dead. We took an EMP up close. When I woke up, everything was fried. I’m wounded and starting to feel a bit woozy. Also, I don’t know how much longer this radio will work.”

      “Understood. I’ll find you. Do you have Daiyu with you?”

      “She—” Jimenez stopped to get her voice under control. “I don’t know if she made it. Everything in the fighter is dead.”

      “Hold on, Commander. Help is on the way.”

      “Thanks, Anya.” Jimenez smiled to herself, happy that the government had never pressed the issue with trying to remove Anya from Destroyer. There’d be hell to pay for the way Anya had talked to Surrapsis Defense Command, but Jimenez would be there to stand alongside her—metaphorically, anyway—if the SI got called out on it.

      Smiling to herself, she barely noticed when the gray crept into the corners of her vision. She didn’t have the energy left to fight it, and she lapsed into unconsciousness.
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        COCKPIT, GLORY ZERO ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Turn back… now!” Golchak called, and the hundred fighters of his airwing flipped over and took aim at the five cruisers chasing them. With ten squadrons, the math was easy. Two squadrons targeted each of the cruisers, and they locked their missiles on as the cruisers began firing.

      This would be a good time to have an SI, Golchak thought as the cruisers turned sideways to unmask their main armaments. The ship-based missiles had a longer range than the ones their fighters carried, so they had to brave the cruisers’ defenses to get into range.

      There are only five cruisers and a hundred of us. How bad can it be?

      Pretty bad, he saw as the missiles began sleeting out of the combatants. The Legastians had more missile launchers than Kardon vessels of a similar size. That would be something good to tell the intel weenies… assuming he made it back to do so.

      “Defenses… now!” Golchak called as he activated his chaff and jammer launchers. He had a pre-planned program already loaded; the decoys would continue launching until he was out of them, without him having to waste any time or thought on them. He also began yanking the fighter around in concert with the chaff launches to up the odds that any missile targeted on him would be drawn off. The probability wasn’t high… but it was a possibility, and in combat, you did the little things, because they helped keep you alive.

      A missile detonation flashed out the right side of the canopy, and then they began flashing all over. One missile burst close enough to shower his fighter in shrapnel, and several warning lights illuminated. He risked a glance and saw he could live without the systems for the time it would take to get his missiles off. The cruisers launched a second time, and then a third before he got to firing range.

      “Stand by, stand by, fire!” he yelled as he squeezed the trigger. He held it down until all five missiles had come off, then he yanked the fighter as hard as he could back in the opposite direction. Their mission completed, they would each make their separate ways back to the carrier. The cruisers might be able to run down a few, but most of the remaining fighters should make it back.

      A flashing red light caught his eye. Fire in the number two engine. He ran through the checklist and shut it down as he listened to the squadrons check in. It sounded like all the cruisers had been hit multiple times, but it had cost them almost half the airwing to do so. Hopefully, that would be good enough to allow the Terrans to kill the carriers.

      And hopefully, my fighter will make it back to the carrier.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BRIDGE, SKIRAX ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “The vermin are separating,” the defensive systems minion said. “It looks like they are forming into two groups.”

      “What does this mean?” Skirax asked, looking toward Dumier. “Why not attack simultaneously and split our defensive firepower?”

      The Kardon smiled. “Because they fell for our trick. They are going to attack with half their forces and try to create an entry point, so that the rest of them can target the ones in the center.”

      “What do we do?”

      “Defend the ship,” Dumier said with a smile. “Please.”

      “The cruisers will be unable to help us,” the DSM announced. “The other group of fighters has made their attack, and all of them have been hit to one degree or another. Two have been destroyed, with a third in critical condition. The others are still partially mission capable, but both won’t be able to get here in time.”

      Dumier watched the plot as the fighters started their attack runs and entered into range of the carriers’ missiles. Although the carriers didn’t have as many systems per ship as the cruisers—and the transports had even fewer—there were a lot of carriers and transports and hundreds of missiles raced outward to intercept the fighters.

      “If I may give your people one more order, Queen?”

      “You may.”

      “I’d like a little insurance.” Dumier smiled. “Which one of your captains do you hate the most?”

      The queen pointed, and Dumier turned to the DSM. “Here’s what I want you to do.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH THREE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Second wave, right ten degrees,” Hong called in Porter’s voice.

      Porter nodded as the formation turned. The first wave had punished the ships on this side of the formation, killing four of the carriers and two of the transports, and had opened a gap in the Legastians’ defenses. Although their ships were moving to fill the holes, they wouldn’t get there in time, and the way was clear to the second wave’s targets.

      And it only cost thirty-seven of the sixty fighters. Porter shook his head. Interplanetary warfare was awfully hard on fighters and their pilots, no matter whether they were biological or digital.

      Hong pressed in toward the target at the end of the right wing of the formation, having stopped twice to destroy inbound missiles, but seemed more annoyed at stopping than scared they might die. A number of missiles had sailed past without Hong even looking like he noticed.

      “You don’t seem very worried about the missiles,” Porter said.

      “That one missed us by five kilometers,” the AI said with a shrug. “I could tell I didn’t need to do anything. These missiles are bigger and slower than what we normally go up against.” He waved at the link. “The only reason the other crews are in danger is that they’re all newbies. I’ll bet no one ever taught them how to shoot missiles.”

      “Probably not.” Porter shook his head. “They need to add that to the flight school curriculum.”

      “Maybe once this battle is done, we could go back to Earth and get a transfer. I’d be happy to teach them how.”

      Porter chuckled. “I’d be happy to join you.”

      “Coming up on firing range,” Hong said as he configured the weapons system.

      “Fire!” Porter transmitted, and the other fighters all launched their missiles and began turning away. “Um, you heard me, right? Fire?”

      “One of the carriers is trying to flee. That one’s ours.”

      “Um, now all the carriers are going to be shooting at us. Are you sure about that?”

      “I am. Won’t take but a few seconds more…” Hong paused. “Now!” He fired off the craft’s missiles, then turned hard enough to make Porter black out.

      “That was fun,” Porter said with a gasp as he came to.

      “There was a missile close aboard,” Hong explained. “Which you’ll note because we’re hit.”

      “What?” Porter said. “I thought you were better than that.”

      “And I didn’t think there’d be so many missiles.” Hong winced. “There were a lot of missiles. You’ll be happy to know, though, that we are clear and on our way back home now.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BRIDGE, SKIRAX ONE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “How did you know?” Skirax asked as they sailed past the remains of the ship she’d pointed out. Only one fighter had shot at it, but all five of its missiles had hit the carrier. Two had hit in the center from opposite directions, snapping the ship in half.

      “It was something Golchak would have done,” Dumier explained.

      “What’s a Golchak?”

      “Someone whose family I hate. He would make a play like that—trying to be the hero. If he was flying with the Terrans, it was something I knew he’d try… and I hoped we’d be able to kill him for it.” Dumier shook his head. “We were close.” He sighed. “We’ll get him next time.” He smiled. “And there will be a next time, because I was right about what they’d do.”

      “You were,” Skirax said, “and you have earned the privilege to live a little longer.” She looked at the plot for a few moments. “And you were right about us coming back. We will take the resources of this system for ourselves. My daughters need it. Our race needs it.” She turned to the helmsman. “Take us back home so we can get the next batch of recruits. Full speed.”
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TELDAR COMMAND POST, TELDAR, SURRAPSIS
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      Captain Darksight looked through the binoculars again and shook his head.

      “Where are they?” his XO asked. “I don’t see them anywhere.”

      “Nor will we.” Darksight sighed. “I don’t know what they’re doing, but they’ve gone underground.”

      “Are they tunneling over to here?” The XO’s voice held a healthy measure of terror.

      Darksight shrugged. “Maybe.” He paused. “There’s no telling. They may be coming; they may be making a fortress under there for all I know. There’s really only one thing that I’m sure of.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That I’m not following a four-meter ant-lizard into his hole in the ground. There is no general on this planet that can make me go underground with them.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “I’ve sent a messenger to headquarters to let them know what we’re dealing with.” Darksight sighed. “But that’s four hours each way, plus whatever time it takes for someone to figure it out, before we have an answer.” He looked to the comms tech. “Any luck with the radio?”

      “No, sir. The satellite radio is down. I think the satellites are gone. Between that and the atmosphere being wonky, I haven’t been able to get a signal out. I’ve been close a couple times, but then it’s futzed out before I’ve been able to pass your message.”

      “Keep trying,” Darksight said. “We’ve got to let them know.”

      “What do you think the Legastians are going to do between now and then?” the XO asked.

      “What they’re doing now. They’ll just keep making themselves at home.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Well,” Commander Devane said, “I’m not going to sugarcoat it. We got our asses kicked today. That said, we did a lot of kicking of our own, and we probably fought our way to a draw.”

      Delgado nodded. He’d asked the intel officer to put together an “end of the day status report” for him and his staff with no punches pulled. “Is that because neither side has the will or wherewithal to continue?” asked.

      “Yes, sir,” the intel officer said. “The Legastians are withdrawing, ceding us the system. So—from that point of view, anyway—I guess today was a win, but it sure doesn’t feel like it.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “The Legastians are out of fighters and almost out of major combatants,” Devane said. “But, then again, so are we. We both have carriers with empty bays; the Legastians also have empty transports.”

      “They’re leaving to get more and try it again,” Delgado said, exhausted. “Where are we going to get the forces necessary to turn them back next time?”

      “I don’t know,” Devane admitted. He gave the admiral a wan smile. “Maybe Baker will come back with a fleet.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Delgado agreed. “Still. At some point, his luck is going to run out, and I gave him a pretty tall order this time.”

      “You did. But he—”

      “Admiral!” Lieutenant Johnson called, coming through the door. “Admiral!”

      Delgado waved and his aide raced over. “What’s going on?”

      “I was down in CIC, sir, and we just got a message from the planetary defense command.”

      “Don’t keep us in suspense,” Delgado said. “What is it?”

      “We didn’t get all the assault troops like we thought. Apparently, there was a landing that went unopposed.”

      Delgado sighed. “I’m sure they’re creating a bunch of mayhem. Can you see what Anya has left in the way of close air support?”

      “It’s going to take more than that,” Johnson said. “And we can’t hit them from orbit, either.”

      “Why not? Are they in one of the cities?”

      Johnson shook his head. “They went underground.”

      “Underground?” Delgado’s brows knit. “Like, they dug a tunnel or something?”

      “Worse, sir. You know those really massive shuttles they had?”

      “The ones that were about half the size of a frigate?”

      Johnson nodded. “Those are the ones. Apparently, they had some sort of big-ass boring machines in them. One of the groups landed unopposed, broke out the machines, and tunneled below ground. That’s been almost ten hours now, and the folks on the ground have no idea where they went. After they had tunneled out enough, they stripped their shuttles and took everything with them.”

      “And what, exactly, does the Surrapsis Defense Command think we’re going to do about it?”

      “Well, to hear them tell it, they have a major religious phobia about dying underground. They’re hoping we’ll send down troops to root out the Legastians, because their troops refused to do it, even when the general ordered them.”

      “What are they going to do? Just sit around and wait for the Legastians to emerge at a time and place of their choosing?”

      “Yes sir, that’s exactly what they’re planning.”

      Delgado looked at the deck and shook his head. “Just when I thought this day couldn’t get any worse,” he muttered. Finally, he looked up to Devane and squared his shoulders. “Get with your counterparts on the planet and find out everything there is to know about the Legastians. I want a brief ready at 0700 tomorrow for myself and Major Struthers, as well as his senior leaders, and we’ll see what can be done.”

      “Yes, sir,” the intel officer replied. “We’ll have it ready.” He ran off, calling to his people.

      Delgado sighed and looked at Johnson. “No way we can just drop an orbital bombardment round on them and call it Miller Time?”

      “No sir. It’s pretty close to a town, and the Legastians have had a while to dig in. The Sontags have no idea where they are except ‘underground.’”

      “Well, fuck.”

      “Yes, sir. Those were my sentiments exactly.”

      Delgado chuckled wryly. “I’m sure Struthers will have something a bit more pithy to say when we tell him the good news. Go see if you can find him and let him know he has a brief for a potential mission in”—Delgado looked at his watch—“five hours.”

      “On my way, sir,” Johnson said. “I suspect he’ll have something pithy to say to me, too.”

      “Without a doubt.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “You promise me you don’t know what this is about, sir?” First Sergeant Gary Davison asked.

      Major Jason Struthers looked up from his slate. The rest of the senior NCOs were behind Davison “milling about smartly.” None of them had probably ever been in the space before, and all of them appeared very curious about the toys “the other half” had.

      Struthers frowned. “Does this face look like I know anything?”

      “As pissed off as you look,” Davison said, “yes.”

      Struthers sighed. “I don’t know anything, but I can guess.” He shook his head. “A little birdie told me that the flyboys missed one of the landings yesterday, and the Legastians are on the planet.”

      “I thought we ran out of flyboys.” Davison shook his head. “I heard it was just that SI cruiser running around shooting shit by the end of the day.”

      Struthers nodded. “Based on the fact none of them were in the mess hall this morning, you probably heard right.”

      “So,” Davison said, sitting down next to him, “any chance we can drop some of those ‘rods from God’ on them and just go down to clean up afterward?” He lifted an eyebrow. “Seems like that would make it a lot easier. I mean… I’ve seen these things. They’re going to take a lot of killing.”

      “Yeah, anti-tank weapons for all my friends,” Struthers said. He chuckled. “Funny, not funny.”

      “True, though.” Davison jerked his chin toward the front. “Admiral’s here. Must be about time to start.”

      “Come on down front,” Delgado called, waving them forward from their back row seats. “You’re the guest of honor today, and there aren’t a lot of others—” The admiral cut himself off and tried again. “It’s just you this morning.”

      Struthers led Davison and the rest of his Marines forward, and they took seats in the first two rows. Delgado waved Struthers to the seat next to his. “You know, I’m getting a really bad feeling about this,” Struthers said. “I feel like I’ve been called to the principal’s office.”

      “I like to look at it as you’re the stars of today,” Delgado said with a grim smile. He nodded to Devane on the stage. “You’re on.”

      “Yes, sir,” Devane said. “Good morning, Admiral, Major Struthers, and Marines—”

      “Ooh-rah!” the Marines chorused in their loudest voices. An intel person in the back of the room screamed in surprise as she dropped the file she was carrying. The hard copy papers looked like a snowstorm on the floor.

      “Sorry,” Struthers called. He frowned at Davison, who just smiled.

      “Marines, one. Navy, zero,” Davison said.

      Delgado made a motion to the intel officer. “Keep going.”

      “Yes, sir.” Devane cleared his throat and smiled at the camera. “I’d also like to welcome the Fulban contingent aboard the Tuskegee. Your thoughts as we go through this are welcome, too.”

      Devane took a couple seconds to organize something on the podium, then he said, “Five hours ago, we were made aware that a Legastian landing party had made it to the surface unopposed near the town of Teldar. Although the city’s defenses shot down two of the assault craft, the rest landed safely about seven kilometers outside the city limits. This landing occurred at least ten hours prior to when we were made aware of it.”

      “How come we’re just now finding out about it?” Struthers asked. “Why didn’t they call in some close air support?”

      “A combination of things, apparently,” Devane said, looking at his slate. “Although the nuclear detonations in the atmosphere didn’t help, the assault shuttles shot down what few satellites remained in orbit as they went past them, then they hit some of the telecommunications facilities, then they jammed everything they could. It took the defenders actually sending someone to their higher headquarters about four hundred kilometers away to get the word out.”

      Struthers nodded. “So, the Legastians were trying to buy themselves some time for… whatever they’re doing.”

      “Absolutely.” Devane nodded. “We saw this in a number of other locations, but in those cases, their measures were less effective, due to a variety of things. In general, none of the other groups reached the planet intact—they were either hit in the space battles with stray missiles, intercepted by the Destroyer as it went to the planet’s aid, or by defenders once they reached the planet. Nowhere else did they have the time necessary to establish a foothold, like they did at Teldar.”

      He motioned and a holo appeared next to him. “These are images we received from the planetary defense command. None are professional; most of them were captured by citizens with their slates or—in one case—through an enterprising amateur astronomer with his telescope.

      “This, ladies and gentlemen, is the enemy.” The holo changed to an image of a monster carrying off a Sontag female. “This was taken in the first assault. That is one of the Legastian troopers.”

      Struthers shook his head while several of his NCOs swore. “Those things are huge.”

      Devane nodded. “The baseline trooper is about four meters long. We have no idea whether they’re bred for size. Other Legastians may be smaller or larger. These are the only ones we’ve seen up close.”

      “Is that some sort of exoskeleton it’s wearing?” Davison asked. “Or are those scales?”

      “Both, actually,” Devane said. “While the troopers appear to have powered armor, they are also covered in black scales that match the armor, which you can see here and here.” He pointed. “We don’t know for sure if the scales afford them extra protection, but they probably do.”

      “Wonderful,” Davison muttered, echoing Struthers’ thoughts. “Because they weren’t scary enough as it was.”

      “The Legastians appear to be some sort of ant-lizard combination,” Devane continued, “and they also have some terrestrial ant-like tendencies.”

      “Although I probably don’t want to know,” Struthers said, “what are those?”

      “Based on what this group did, we believe they are either underground dwellers or comfortable underground.”

      Struthers’ jaw fell open. “As big as they are, they live underground?”

      “Yes.” He motioned and the holo changed to some sort of augur or borer. “What you don’t get from this is size,” Devane said. “They’re massive. This is actually a still from a slate video of the group near Teldar. The other assault groups appear to have had these machines, but they were interdicted and didn’t actually get to use them.”

      Devan shrugged. “They had three of these machines at Teldar. There was a fourth, but the Sontags shot down the shuttle it was in.”

      He motioned, and the video began. The video was poor and jumped around, but it was good enough to see that the borer lifted in the back to point down at the ground and then started digging. Legastians moving around nearby provided scale that Struthers hadn’t cared to know. It was even bigger than he’d thought. In less than a minute, it had drilled far enough that he could no longer see it. A plume of dirt could be seen for a little longer.

      Delgado cleared his throat. “Damn things are fast.”

      “Yes, sir, they are.” Devane ran through several more stills. “While the three diggers were doing their job, the troopers were busy. As you can see here, they disassembled the ships they came in on.” The images showed a couple of the shuttles being taken apart. Like ants, the Legastians crawled all over them, pulling off panels and taking out equipment they placed into various piles.

      “Why are they doing that?” Staff Sergeant Stan White asked. “Do we know?”

      A voice came over the speaker. “When your army has crossed the border, you should burn the boats you came on, in order to make it clear to everybody that you are not returning home.”

      “That is one thought,” Devane said, looking at the monitor from the Tuskegee. “And you are?”

      “Sun Tzu.”

      Devane nodded, although Struthers could see the motion was meant to cover his initial wince. Most of the Marine non-coms looked confused, and Struthers motioned for them not to worry about it. “I’ll explain later,” Struthers stage-whispered down the line.

      “It is obvious the group intends on staying,” Sun Tzu added.

      “That is only part of it,” Devane said. “In addition to making it clear they’re staying, it also helps them set up a new colony. For example, the fusion plants from the shuttles are more than powerful enough to run small cities, all on their own, and the shuttles are sure to have miles of wiring they can use for that. The rest of the materials were likely prefabricated for ground-based uses, as well.”

      “Great,” Struthers muttered. “Just make yourselves at home.”

      “Exactly,” Devane said, obviously overhearing the comment. “They’re here to stay, and the Sontags want us to evict them.”

      “I’ll fucking bet they do,” Davison said. “Tell those bas—”

      Struthers held up a hand, stopping the first sergeant. He looked over at the admiral. “Why us, sir? Why don’t the Sontags take care of their own planetary housekeeping? The intel officer briefed there was a base nearby.”

      Delgado nodded to Devane to answer the question.

      “The Sontags evolved from hunters on the plains of their home planet,” Devane explained. “While they may have had dens in caves, they don’t like being where they can’t see the sun.”

      “Tough shit for them,” one Marine said.

      “I don’t like being underground, either,” another added.

      “Knock it off,” Struthers said when several more opened their mouths to add their opinions. He looked back to Devane. “Sometimes you have to do things you don’t like when you’re in the military,” he noted. “Or perhaps they don’t have these things called ‘orders’ where their chain of command can send them in after the damn antzards.”

      “Antzards?” Delgado asked.

      “Devane called them ant-lizards,” Struthers replied. “I’m copyrighting the term antzard.” He turned back to Devane. “Why don’t they order their folks to get rid of their bug problem?”

      Devane shrugged. “Mostly because it is more than just a ‘don’t want to.’ They have a religious issue about dying below ground. Apparently, their souls don’t go to their version of heaven or the happy hunting ground, whatever it is.”

      “So that’s what we’re here for, Admiral?” Struthers asked. “You want us to go wipe out the antzards? How about we just drop a nuke down the bug hole. We’d have a lot of dead bugs.”

      “We can’t do that,” Delgado said. “Unfortunately, there are other issues involved, and it’s not just the proximity of the nest to the nearby town.” Delgado motioned for Devane to continue.

      Devane nodded and looked at the Marines. “At the beginning of this, I mentioned an amateur astronomer. This woman lives in Teldar, and she was watching the invasion through her telescope. Needless to say, she was a bit shocked to see everything going on, and she didn’t think to take any pictures. She watched for several hours as the equipment dug into the ground and they brought out the dirt. She looked on as they disassembled the shuttles. She observed them for hours, and then a funny thing happened that the military didn’t capture.”

      He motioned and the holo changed. The setting was now nighttime, and the picture was a low-light image. “You’ll notice the shuttles are in various stages of being stripped down. All except for this one.” He pointed to one surrounded by a group of troopers. “As it happened, the ramp on this shuttle pointed toward her, and she had a great view of this Legastian as she walked down the ramp.”

      The image changed to a close-up of the ramp, where a Legastian walked down between the two largest troopers Struthers had seen. Unlike the others, this one didn’t have an exoskeleton; instead, she had on a robe that had gapped open, and it was obvious the alien was female.

      “When she saw this, the astronomer jumped back in surprise, inadvertently hitting the button that took a picture through the telescope. It was the only one she took the whole time she watched. About an hour later, her husband—a lieutenant in the Sontag defense force—returned home, and she showed him the image. The lieutenant realized what he had, turned around, and went back to the office. By then, the radio was working again, and he transmitted the image to headquarters. The image—if this is at all a corollary of Earth behavior—of a Legastian queen, or something similar to it.

      “The Sontags want you to wipe out the infestation,” Delgado said. “But I want you to capture that queen.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Struthers looked down the line. There were a variety of emotions on the faces of his troopers. Shock and horror were in abundance, but one emotion was prevalent. Fear. Every single one of them looked afraid to take the mission on.

      And I don’t blame them. I’m just barely holding my bladder, too.

      Struthers turned back to the admiral, hoping his face maintained a look of ‘grim’ and not the panic he felt. “Just one thing,” he said slowly. “I want to know that this is worth it.” He shook his head. “Unlike the Sontags, if you tell us to go, we’ll go, but I want you to know—as you probably already do—that we’re not all coming back. I’m not sure we have enough troopers to kill all those antzards… but to do it in such a way that we don’t kill the queen or whatever she is, too? That is going to be messy.”

      “I understand,” Delgado said, “and I’m well aware of what I’m asking you, but here’s what we’re looking at. Almost our entire fleet of fighters has been destroyed. We don’t know when—or if—we’ll get more. I do, however, know one thing—the Legastians will be back. At the moment, we wouldn’t be ready for them. We have one asset—the Destroyer—to stop them, but we’ve already seen that they aren’t afraid to run kamikaze attacks when faced with enemies they can’t defeat conventionally.

      “To date, the Legastians haven’t been willing to talk to us. We’ve tried to communicate with them, but we’ve been ignored. Perhaps they don’t understand us; perhaps they use some other method of discourse than we do. We will never know, however, unless we actually get our hands on one of them and try.”

      Delgado waved to the holo, where the picture of the Legastian in a robe remained. “I can’t tell you for sure that’s a queen, or royalty, or anything else special, but I can tell you that they’re treating her as if she is, and she is different than all the other Legastians we’ve seen. She’s not armed. She’s not armored. She’s got an escort. All those things tell me that, even if she isn’t royalty, she’s someone pretty darn important. Maybe we can talk to her; maybe we can’t. It’s worth a try.”

      He shrugged. “And, after all that, maybe she’s important enough to keep the other Legastians from attacking us again. Maybe they’ll finally talk with us. I don’t know whether they will or not, but that person—that queen—is our only hope of coming to some sort of understanding with the Legastians, and I think it’s worth doing everything possible to grab her. Hell, if I knew how to operate an exoskeleton, I’d come down with you.”

      Struthers chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” Delgado asked. “I’m being serious.”

      “I know you are, sir,” Struthers replied, sobering. “It’s just the picture of you in an exo—” He shook his head. “Never mind. We’ll do it, sir. We’ll do our best.” He turned to Devane. “What do you know about their weapons and tactics? Better yet, what’s it going to take to put one down?”
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        MEDICAL, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      “Ow.” Jimenez blinked her way back to consciousness. “Shit,” she added when she recognized her surroundings. The bright white paint. Stainless steel shined and shiny in the too-bright light. The temperature lower than normal to help prevent the spread of infection.

      Medical.

      She started to stretch and bit back a scream when she moved her right shoulder. Oh yeah. That happened.

      She settled for looking around the room. Well, it wasn’t a room, just a bay, screened off from the rest of whatever part of medical she was in by hanging curtains on rollers. Not much to see… except for the person standing in the corner. Jimenez couldn’t tell, but she thought it was one of the Fulban pilot-model clones.

      “Hi,” she said before realizing the clone’s eyes, while open, were vacant. The clone didn’t move, and she pursed her lips as she looked at him, wondering if she should say something else.

      “He doesn’t move much,” a voice said from the other side of the room. Jimenez looked over to find a person in a long white coat. “Whoever is controlling him checks in from time to time on you, then he goes back into that stasis thing he’s doing now. It’s like sleeping, but deeper.” The doctor shook his head. “It’s damn creepy, but he—or, like I said, whoever’s controlling him—brought you in and refused to leave you.”

      “That must be Anya, then,” Jimenez said, trying to think back.

      “Anya?”

      “The SI controlling Destroyer. She said she was sending someone to rescue me when my fighter got hit with an EMP up close, but I don’t remember the rescue person arriving.”

      The doctor smiled. “That’s because you were mostly dead.”

      “I’m just glad I wasn’t all dead.”

      “True.” The doctor smiled. “You know, there's a big difference between mostly dead and all dead. Mostly dead is still slightly alive. With all dead, there’s usually only one thing you can do.”

      Jimenez smiled. “What? Go through my clothes and look for loose change?”

      The doctor chuckled. “You like the old movies, too, eh?”

      “Not really, but that’s a classic. I have a friend who loves old movies and there’s been a few times he’s held me hostage to watch them. That’s one of the better ones I’ve had to watch.”

      The man nodded. “I’m Doctor Wallace,” he said. “I happened to be on duty when he walked in with you.” He jerked his chin to the clone. “We got a call from the hangar bay that he was coming. I’m not sure that having him carry you here over his shoulder was the best thing for you, but then again, it was faster than any other way, I guess.

      “All I know is that he brought you in, said you’d been hit by an EMP, then refused to leave. The best we could do was get him to watch the surgery through a window.”

      “Surgery?”

      “Yeah, he didn’t mention the slice in your shoulder, but the blood down your front made it pretty apparent. You were just about empty, so we filled you back up again and shot you full of nanobots to scavenge the residual radiation in your tissues—you had plenty of that, too, by the way—and gave you a bunch of oxygen, since it also looked like you’d been running short of that.”

      Jimenez smiled. “Thanks, Doc. It was a hell of a flight.”

      “It was almost your last. You died once on the table, but like I said, you were only mostly dead.” He chuckled. “Good thing, too.”

      “Well, all things considered, lying here hurting is a lot better than the alternative.”

      “It is, indeed. You’re coming up on due for your meds. If you’re in a lot of pain, I can see about upping the dosage a little.”

      “Not required.” Jimenez shook her head. “The pain isn’t that bad, and it lets me know I’m still alive.”

      Wallace nodded. “If you change your mind, let me know. Otherwise, I’m going to finish my rounds. You need to rest and let the nanobots finish their work.”

      “Will do.”

      Wallace started to leave, but Jimenez said, “Hey, Doc?”

      The doctor turned around. “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.”

      Wallace nodded. “You’re welcome. Now get some rest. Doctor’s orders.”

      Jimenez smiled, and he left.

      “Be careful,” the clone said in a toneless voice. “He likes you.”

      “What?” Jimenez asked, rolling over slightly to look at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve seen the way he looks at you and how he talks to you. He’s smitten with you.”

      “Smitten? Is that still a word?”

      “The Russian equivalent is,” the clone said, chuckling. “I notice you called Lance ‘a friend’ and not your boyfriend.”

      “A boyfriend would actually have to be here periodically to claim that status.”

      “True.” The clone shrugged. “Still.”

      “Thank you for saving me,” Jimenez said, switching to a safer topic. “I don’t know how long you’ve been there, but the doctor made it very clear that I would have been dead if you hadn’t acted when you did.”

      “Sometimes people get so wrapped up in their petty problems that they don’t do what’s right.” The clone smiled.

      “I don’t know many people who would call an alien invasion a petty problem.”

      “He had assets; he just didn’t consider saving one person to be worth his time. I simply readjusted his priorities.”

      “I think you also threatened a planetary defense command, swore at them, and basically flaunted your ability to do whatever you wanted to.”

      “Some of that might have been involved, but you’ve done more than most to win this war. You deserved a little consideration.”

      “You’re not worried about repercussions?”

      “If anyone wants to bitch, I’ll simply remind them that I was flying four separate sections of close air support aircraft for them at the same time. A little gratitude might be warranted instead.” The clone shrugged. “Okay, I’ve got to get back to the war.”

      “The war? It’s still going on?”

      “Well, yeah, but you’ll have to grab someone else to catch you up on everything that’s happened.”

      “One last question?”

      “Sure, quickly.”

      Jimenez froze, unable to ask it.

      “What did you want?” Anya asked.

      Jimenez swallowed. “When you got to the plane…”

      “It was dead. Cold steel. My clone had to break into the cockpit and get you. Your oxygen had just run out, and you were unconscious. I had him put you in my fighter, plugged in oxygen, and flew you back as quickly as I could.”

      “Could you… I mean, would you be able to find the fighter again?”

      “To get Daiyu’s memory module?”

      “Yes,” Jimenez said in a very small voice.

      “After you were on oxygen, I had the clone try to pull it, but it was fried. We could go back to the fighter, but there’s no need. It’s Daiyu’s tomb. For always and ever. I’m sorry, but she’s gone.”

      “Thanks—” A sob interrupted her. “Thanks for looking.”

      “I really am sorry,” Anya said. “I liked Daiyu a lot, and I’m going to miss her. And in her honor, I’m about to go fuck up some Legastians. Gotta go.”

      The clone stilled, and Jimenez quietly cried herself to sleep.
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      “All right, folks. I’m going to give this to you straight.” Struthers looked around the room. “This is going to suck.”

      “We’re Marines,” Corporal Jonas said. “It’s supposed to suck, right?

      “Well, yeah, but not this kind of suck.”

      The NCOs who’d been at the brief nodded, and the junior enlisted—all of them—looked scared. And they should.

      They’ve never seen us like this, Struthers thought, and I hope they never do again. Hell, I just hope they’re here in a couple of days to joke with. Who am I kidding? I hope I’m here in a couple of days to be the one to joke with them.

      “Here’s the deal. The Legastians made it to the planet and dug themselves a hole. That would be bad, but we could have just nuked them from orbit or something if that was all that happened. Unfortunately—for us, anyway—they brought some sort of queen with them, and the admiral wants to have a chat with her.”

      Struthers chuckled. “I have the bad luck of being the one to take his invitation to her.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Corporal Weathersby said.

      “No, it doesn’t, and it wouldn’t be, either, except for the three companies of ant-lizards in between us and her, who don’t want us to deliver that invite.”

      “What’s an ant-lizard?” Corporal Aiken asked.

      “It looks like an ant, if you stretched it out to about four meters and then covered it in scales—”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad, right?” Aiken asked.

      “I wasn’t done,” Struthers said. “So, you’ve got your basic antzard, and then you stuff them into an upsized exoskeleton and give them bigger weapons than we can carry. The bottom line is that your opponent is bigger, stronger, and fucking uglier than anything I’ve ever seen before, and we need to kill them all, while simultaneously not killing the queen. Of course, if it comes down to it, I’ll kill her before losing one of you knuckleheads, but the mission is to bring her back in one piece, or as much of one piece as we can.”

      His eyes scanned the group. “Here’s the thing, though. I’m not going to order you to go. This is about as dangerous a mission as you can get. We’re outnumbered about three to one, we’re fighting the biggest enemies I’ve ever seen, and we’re doing it on their turf. This mission will be volunteers only, because I’m not going to order anyone into that hole. All I can tell you is that I’m going, and I’ll take anyone else who’s willing.”

      “I’ve killed a lot of shit in my life,” First Sergeant Davison said, “but I ain’t never killed something like that. My momma raised me to do a lot of things, but my daddy only taught me one thing. I don’t back down from a fight. I was there at the brief, and I think the admiral has the right of it. If the Legastians don’t want to listen to reason, then we’re going to have to make them. I’m in.”

      Staff Sergeant White nodded. “You’re going to need someone to lead the way. First Platoon does that, and we get to shoot the first antzards in the history of the Space Marines.” He turned to the people behind him. “Any of you idiots want to come kill some antzards?”

      Not all of his squad looked what Struthers would have called ‘super enthusiastic’ about it, but all of them nodded. White turned back around. “We’re in, sir.”

      “Second Platoon is in, too,” Staff Sergeant Adrienne Pederson announced. “We’re not about to let you have all the fun, sir.”

      “Fun?” Struthers raised an eyebrow.

      “Those antzards are going to take a lot of killing. I happen to like heavy weapons.”

      “Heavy weapons?” Staff Sergeant Caroline Garcia asked. “You better bring enough so that Weapons Platoon can have some, too. ’Cause we’re definitely going.”

      “Third’s in, too,” Staff Sergeant Rodriguez said. “Besides, who wants to live forever?”

      Struthers chuckled and looked over to where the officers were sitting. “We’re all in,” First Lieutenant Jason Riner, the company’s XO, said, motioning to the group of second lieutenants.

      Struthers nodded, happy the second lieutenants didn’t have to talk. He wasn’t sure they could have; they looked as scared as the junior troopers. They were all good officers, though; he’d gotten to hand-pick them, and knew they’d figure it out.

      “All right, then,” Struthers said. “It sounds like we’re all in.” He smiled as he looked around the room. “I don’t know of anyone else I’d rather have at my back facing these things than you.” He nodded.

      “Having said that,” he continued, “here are the enemy.” He swiped his slate, and an image appeared on the monitor behind him. An oversize shuttle sat on the ground with its ramp extended. He pointed to the massive black creature coming down it. “This, ladies and gents, is a Legastian, or as they’re also known, an antzard. As you can see, it generally is shaped like an ant—if you had one about four meters long—although it’s got scales. Two large antennae on its head and two large compound eyes, not that you’d mistake it for anything else. If you see something as big as an elephant, and it doesn’t have floppy ears, shoot it. What else do you notice about it?”

      “Even though it’s huge, it’s got that exoskeleton you mentioned,” Corporal Mia Kleve said. “It’s going to be super strong.”

      Struthers nodded. “So don’t get into a wrestling match with one of these things. We don’t know how fast they are, but even with our armor, if you try to trade punches with it, you’re going to lose. Stay back and blast it. What else?”

      “It doesn’t have a helmet on,” White said. “Why is that? How do they talk to each other? Are those antennae functional?”

      “Those are all good questions,” Struthers said, “and the answers are, we don’t know. Perhaps they transmit to each other through their antennae. Perhaps they have radios embedded in their heads. No idea. What I do know is that the head is about the only unarmored area on its body. Normally, we say don’t go for the head shot; this time, that’s the only way to go. Aim for an eye and keep firing until it’s down.”

      “What’s that thing it’s carrying?” Rodriguez asked.

      “Some sort of launcher. They have video of it in action, and it appears to be comparable to the old light anti-tank weapons, or LAWs, we used to have. Best guess is that it’s a portable single-shot, reloadable 75 mm or so unguided rocket launcher.” He swiped his slate, and a new image came up of a Legastian from behind. Strapped to its back were two quivers of reloads for the weapon.

      “Bottom line, you don’t want to be on the receiving end of one of these. Shoot them first. And where do you aim?”

      “In the eyes!” the troopers chorused.

      “Good, you were listening.”

      “Might save some of your worthless lives,” Davison observed.

      “Based on video taken from the earlier invasion, about half the troopers carried these.” He swiped. A new image showed one of the antzards holding the launcher at its hip. Struthers pointed to a wire that went from the tube to a monocle over its eye. “Obviously, since they don’t have shoulders, they fire from the hip, or whatever you call it on an ant. That line is probably used for targeting the weapon since they can’t look through sights like we would.”

      Struthers swiped. “As you can see, the other half of the troopers have lasers.” News footage showed the Legastians walking down the street like on a Sunday parade, apparently unconcerned with the fire they were taking. A laser pulse would hit them, bounce off, and then they would return fire. None of the defenders shot a second time.

      One of the Legastians dropped, and Struthers stopped the video and increased the magnification on the body. A large hole could be seen through its eye. Someone whistled. “In case you were wondering if I was full of shit, or whether you could actually kill these things with eye shots, here’s your evidence.”

      He restarted the video, and a number of antzards converged on the downed trooper, fired their rocket launchers, and continued on.

      “Here’s what the Sontags on the planet can expect if we don’t go kill these bastards.” Struthers swiped, and the image changed to a group of antzards heading toward their shuttles. All were carrying at least one Sontag; some had two or three. “I don’t know if they’re planning to eat them, make them slaves, or what, and I really don’t care. They’re taking unarmed civvies and leaving with them, and that shit isn’t going to occur on my watch. It’s going to stop, and it’s going to stop today.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do.”
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      “Destroyer One Nine, you’re cleared hot.”

      “One Nine, cleared hot.”

      Captain Darksight set the mic down to watch the attack through his binoculars.

      “Where are they coming from?” one of the troopers asked.

      “The right,” Darksight said. “Didn’t want them coming at us in case they overshot, or they got hit and crashed in the city. Also didn’t want them hanging out over the city. I don’t know what weapons the bugs have, and I didn’t want to find out.”

      The Legastians had been seen periodically at the site of the infestation, improving their firing positions. They were doing something to cement the dirt coming from below into blocks and then using the blocks to build revetments around the opening. A constant stream of them had brought up the slabs, almost like… well, ants.

      “Who’s providing the fighters?” his XO asked.

      “The Terrans, I think. They have a cruiser called the Destroyer, anyway.”

      “I didn’t realize cruisers had fighters onboard. I thought that’s what carriers were for.”

      Darksight shrugged as he looked for the incoming fighters. “Apparently this one does.”

      “There!” One of the troopers pointed to the right. A fighter was racing toward the site at about eight hundred kilometers an hour. The fact that the craft was low enough to raise a dust cloud wasn’t lost on Darksight, either.

      About five kilometers short of the target, it appeared to turn away from the site as it pulled up, then it rolled until its nose was pointing at the bug hole and dove back down toward it. Somehow the Legastians knew it was coming, and they sprang to the firing positions and started launching rockets at the fighter.

      With a flash, one of the missiles hit as little black dots separated from the fighter. The craft lost control and hit several hundred yards from the hole. The black dots hit and turned into roaring columns of flame.

      “What in the hell is that?” the XO asked.

      “No idea,” Darksight said. “They called it napalm. It doesn’t appear to have much explosive power, but it burns—shit!”

      A second fighter roared across the tunnel entrance from the other direction, and the same black seeds detached from it. They appeared to tumble, then hit and burst into a roaring field of fire that completely spanned the target.

      “That’s going to hurt,” one of the troopers remarked.

      “I don’t know how much the Legastians can tolerate heat,” the XO said, “but that’s got to be more than they can stand. That’s… impressive.”

      A third fighter came in from the left, slower than the first two, and pulled into a hover several hundred meters above the hole. No weapons rose from the site.

      “What do you suppose he’s doing?” the XO asked.

      A number of the weapons dropped from the fighter, then it raced off. The weapons detonated, turning the site into a ball of greasy, roiling flame.

      Darksight shook his head. “Just making sure, I think.”

      As the flames started to recede, four shuttles raced in from opposite directions. They flared slightly then settled to the ground. The ramps were already in motion, and human-sized troopers raced from their interiors as soon as they touched down.

      The troopers joined up and crept up on the site from two different directions. As they were almost to the revetments, three more shuttles—similar to the first transports—landed alongside one of the original craft, and more troopers poured out.

      The second unit, while not as tactically sound, moved as one, and were all similar in size and dress, while the first group carried a variety of weapons.

      “What’s going on?” the XO asked as the two forces merged.

      “I have no idea.” Darksight shook his head, unable to understand what he was watching. Although the second group of troopers looked the same as the first, were generally dressed the same, and came from the same type of shuttles, they didn’t appear to be wanted by the first group, as there was some finger pointing and gestures that didn’t appear friendly or coordinated.

      After a few more moments of heated discussion, they appeared to come to an agreement and the first ones turned back to the site and entered. The second group followed them in.

      “Good luck, Terrans,” Darksight muttered. “It sure looks like you’re going to need it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        TELDAR INFESTATION SITE, TELDAR, SURRAPSIS

      

      

      The company’s deployment was textbook, and Struthers couldn’t have been prouder of his folks. They’d all trained hard in the simulators, since it was pretty hard to practice these types of maneuvers on a ship.

      The four platoons moved toward the Legastian tunnel with perfect mutual support. If anything had survived Anya’s firebombing and popped up its head, it wouldn’t have lasted long.

      He swallowed as he approached the revetments. One of the aliens had fallen—or jumped—off the defenses, trying to get away from the jellied gasoline, but hadn’t escaped. Judging from the body, it had cooked until it ruptured. The sight wasn’t pleasant; the smell was worse.

      That one would have been happy to talk to us at some point. Fucker.

      “What the hell is that?” Davison asked, interrupting Struthers’ thoughts. The senior enlisted pointed behind Struthers. “Are we getting reinforcements before we even start?”

      Struthers turned to find three shuttles settling to the ground next to the one he’d ridden in on. The back ramps came down, and about a hundred troops poured out. Their deployment was overly precise; the troopers went to their pre-planned positions as if guided by a computer, completely ignoring cover along the way or other pieces of terrain they could use as firing positions.

      And they all ran and moved the same way, kind of like watching storm troopers in the old Star Wars movies.

      Dammit. What are the fucking clones doing here?

      At least they were dressed appropriately. Somehow, they’d gotten the plans to the Marines’ exoskeletons and were properly outfitted, although all of them carried rail guns, unlike the mix his troopers had.

      One of them strode toward him, stopped in front of him, and saluted.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Struthers asked without returning it. “You don’t salute on the battlefield! That just shows the enemy who our officers are!”

      “There are no enemy present,” the man said. He pointed to the defenses with one hand while he kept the salute with the other. “The ones topside have been adequately exterminated by the air support.”

      “Really? You think?” Struthers shook his head as Davison joined him.

      “Put your arm down, you dumbass,” Davison said.

      “As I was just explaining to the major—”

      Davison shook his head. “How do you know there aren’t any hidden cameras or observation gear?”

      “I didn’t see any—”

      “What part of ‘hidden’ don’t you fucking understand?” Davison yelled. “Put your arm down before I rip it off your body and beat you to death with it.”

      The clone reluctantly did so.

      “Why are you here?” Struthers asked.

      “Our analysis indicated you did not have enough troops to accomplish the mission, so we decided to assist.”

      “Your analysis?” Struthers roared. “Who the fuck are you to analyze jack shit?”

      “I am Alexander of Macedon.”

      “Oh, that’s just fucking great,” Davison said.

      “I have also been known as that,” Alexander said with a smile.

      “Known as what?” Davison asked.

      “Alexander the Great.”

      Davison shook his head and turned to Struthers. “What the hell is this psycho talking about? Can we safely ignore him and get back to our assault now? You know, the one already in progress?”

      “Alexander, why are you here?” Struthers asked.

      “I am in charge of these troops, and I have the knowledge—”

      “You, personally, have Alexander the Great’s knowledge of warfare?”

      “I have all the knowledge that my predecessor had—”

      “And none of the experience,” Struthers cut him off. “It’s obvious just watching your troops run around. They’re playing at being soldiers without understanding the things that are learned from experience. You send your men into that hole”—he pointed at the tunnel—“and they’re all going to end up dead. Have you seen what we’re fighting?”

      “I have. The antzards are covered by an exoskeleton and have very few vulnerabilities. Analysis shows the best way to defeat them is a MAC round through—”

      “A what?” Davison asked.

      “A MAC round, which is short for a magnetic accelerator cannon. Basically, a rail gun, like the ones some of your people are carrying. I would advise you to have the ones without rail guns return to your armory and get them. Analysis shows the best way to kill a Legastian is a MAC round through the eye.”

      “I agree with you on that,” Struthers said, “but do you know what we’re going to find in that tunnel?”

      “It is impossible to know, since no Terran or Fulban has ever been inside a Legastian tunnel, but it is possible to make some projections based on their similarities to the Terran Hymenoptera—”

      “What the fuck is that?” Davison asked.

      “He’s comparing them to ants,” Struthers explained.

      “Correct,” Alexander said. “Based on—”

      “They’re not fucking ants!” Struthers yelled, “Nor are they necessarily going to do or have anything like an ant nest inside there. The bottom line is that we don’t know what’s down there, so we have a variety of equipment so that we can deal with whatever we find.”

      “Fuck,” Struthers muttered, shaking his head. “You assholes have now delayed me enough that I’m sure they’ve recovered from the firebombing Anya gave them. The damn antzards are probably sitting in a chamber somewhere laughing their asses off at how incompetent we are.”

      “The antzards don’t have asses, per se.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what they have!” Struthers shouted. “It doesn’t matter! The only thing that matters is you’re fucking delaying us, and giving them time to prepare. You want to come into the hole with us? Fine! Come along. You can follow us in, but stay out of the way, because if you endanger any of my troops with your analyses and idiotic reasoning, I’ll shoot you myself. Got it?”

      Alexander nodded. “I will stay in the back until needed.”

      “Good.”

      “Can we go?” Davison asked. “I’m sure the Legastians are ready for us now.”

      Struthers turned to his senior enlisted. “Do you want to go back home and come back another day, First Sergeant?”

      “Wouldn’t think of it, sir.” Davison covered his mouth and pretended to yawn. “The day’s so nice today, I’d hate to not take advantage of it. Next time it might be raining.”

      “Move ‘em out then, would you, First Sergeant?” Struthers started walking toward the invasion site. “There’s a deep, dark hole we need to explore.”

      “That’s what she said,” Davison muttered.

      Struthers spun. “What was that?”

      Davison smiled. “I said, it would be my pleasure.” He motioned toward First Platoon and the attack—finally—got back underway.
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      “You are certainly a sight for sore eyes,” Admiral Delagado said. Unable to wait for a full report—and not wanting to try to carry on a conversation with the delays due to the distance involved—Delgado had instructed Baker to report to the Independence as soon as the fleet had entered the system. One and Hannibal from the Fulbans were also present, as well as Golchak representing the Kardons, and Tiberus, who’d entered the system at nearly the same time Baker arrived, but from a different direction, was there for the Sontags.

      “After six weeks dealing with AIs, it’s good to see people in the flesh again.” Baker said. He laughed and punched Golchak in the shoulder. “Even you.”

      “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Delgado cleared his throat. “I’m sure you’ll have time for that later. I want to know—as I’m sure we all do—how things went with the High Overlord. Based on the fact that you arrived with a fleet, I’m assuming everything went well?”

      “Yes, sir. I think it went about as well as it could have. We have a peace treaty and an alliance with the Overlords to fight the Legastians.”

      Delgado’s eyebrows shot up. “Do I want to know what happens after that?”

      Baker smiled. “Caught that, did you?”

      “I did.”

      Baker shrugged. “We’re not big on their use of clones. They’re not going to give them up because… well, they just can’t very easily. The only way to make an agreement now was to kick that can down the road and worry about it later. Hopefully, there’ll be a later so that we can. Without the agreement, we’re both in danger of going under.”

      Delgado nodded. “I guess that makes sense. I did tell you to do whatever it took to get an agreement.”

      “I also had to promise not to use the Overlord forces as fodder. Whatever we do together, we have to be as invested as they are.”

      “So that we don’t grind them to nothing and then pounce on them after the Legastian war is over.”

      “Yes, sir. That’s it exactly.” Baker shrugged. “I didn’t figure we’d do that, anyway, so it wasn’t a big thing to give up. Then again, I think we’ll all be ready for peace when this thing ends and not want to go back to fighting with the Overlords, anyway. I know I will. Assuming I’m still here.” He glanced around. “Speaking of which, where’s Commander Jimenez? I would have thought she’d come say hi. Is everyone off on an exercise somewhere? I didn’t see many fighters out flying around, and the hangar is empty.”

      “The Legastians returned,” Delgado said.

      “Sofia—”

      “Is fine,” Delgado said, holding up a hand. “Well, she isn’t fine, she was wounded, but she is going to be okay. She’s in medical recuperating.”

      “She’s one of the lucky ones,” Golchak said. “When the Legastians came back, it was a near thing. It looked like we were winning, but then they started using their fighters as weapons.”

      “What?”

      Golchak nodded. “They’d get close to our fighters and detonate their fusion plants. All of the fighters defending the planet were killed with the exception of Sofia. Her fighter took a near miss that EMP’d the system, killing it. Anya had to go rescue her.”

      “You mean rescue her and Daiyu, right?”

      Golchak winced and shook his head. “I’m sorry, buddy, but Daiyu didn’t make it. When Anya got there, Sofia’s fighter was just a lump of metal, and she was bleeding out. The clone Anya was using looked at the memory module, but it was fried. He got Sofia back just in time. She died once on the operating table, but they were able to bring her back.”

      “But Daiyu…”

      “I’m sorry, buddy,” Golchak said. “She’s gone.”

      “Fuck.” Baker sighed.

      “The battle is still going on,” Delgado said. “It’s just happening on the planet.”

      “Fine,” Baker said, looking up. He blinked back the tears. “Irina and I are up for close air support. Anything that kills Legastians. She’s going to be pissed.”

      “You’re damn right I am,” Irina said over the speaker. “I’ve got the fighter ready to go, but I don’t see any indications of an ongoing battle.”

      “Nor will you,” Tiberus said. “While the battle in space was going on, the Legastians were able to make a landing on the planet. Your Marines are down there fighting them now.”

      “Well, we can strafe them or something.”

      Tiberus shook his head and put a hand on Baker’s shoulder. “I am sorry, my friend”—he looked up at the overhead—“and for you, too, Irina. I considered Daiyu a friend, even though I didn’t know her very well. The battle, however, is underground, and there’s nothing we can do to assist them.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “They went… underground?

      Golchak nodded. “Your Marine friend called them antzards. They’re like a giant ant got it on with a lizard, and the Legastians are the offspring. They’re nasty things that apparently like to be underground.”

      “I know how to operate an exoskeleton,” Irina noted. “I see there are still some remaining. I’ll meet you in the Marines’ armory, Lance.”

      “No.” Delgado shook his head. “I refuse to lose both of you, and even if I didn’t think that was the worst idea ever—which I do—the battle will be over long before you can get down there.”

      “I can get there pretty fast if I leave Lance here,” Irina said.

      “No. I forbid it. We have other things I need from you two. The Marines will handle it. And if they can’t, then you can nuke them, after we evacuate the nearby town. The war against the Legastians isn’t over, and there will be plenty of time to kill more of them, but in your fighter, where you can do it best.”

      Baker looked wildly from face to face, but only saw sympathy there. He wanted to yell and scream, to stomp his feet, to break something—anything—to get the feelings of rage, frustration, and impotence out of his stomach, but there was nothing he could do. “Aww… fuck!” he said finally. He sighed.

      “I know, buddy.” Golchak stepped up, put his arm around Baker, and gave him a hug. “We’ll make them pay. Just not today.” He stepped back and smiled. “Looks like you brought back some toys to help with that.”

      Baker took a deep breath and blew it out, trying to move on. “Yeah,” he said with a weak smile. “I’ve got five carriers, five cruisers, and five transports full of fighters. I also loaded the Anathema with all the clones and fighters it could hold.”

      “Anathema?” Delgado asked.

      “I got tired of calling it One One Five.”

      “Makes sense to me,” Golchak said. “What’s the story behind the name?”

      Baker chuckled. “Well, we were giving Prime a hard time—he was being snooty, like usual—and I said I’d name it after him. But then I decided it would be the most hated carrier by the Legastians, and I decided to keep it.”

      “Admiral,” Irina said, “if you won’t let me go to the planet, can I at least request to transfer to the Anathema? I’ll lead the airwing.”

      “With or without Baker?”

      “Either way. Preferably with.”

      Delgado scratched his chin. “Let me see what can be arranged once we get everything settled.”

      “Nothing’s required,” Irina said. “All our stuff is over there already. All we have to do is nothing, and we’re all set.”

      “I said that I would look into it,” Delgado replied, “and I will.”

      “Fine.”

      Baker sighed.

      “What?” Golchak asked.

      “Now she’s going to mope.”

      “I heard that,” Irina said. “I’m still listening.”

      Baker winked at Golchak. He mouthed, “Told you so.”

      “I can see you, too.” Irina said. “And I can read lips, remember?”

      “So,” Delgado said, “we’ve got five carriers all set up to go and enough other stuff to outfit five more?”

      “We actually have six ready to go, if you count Anathema.” Baker chewed his lip. “There is, sort of, an issue.”

      “What’s that?” Delgado asked.

      “The other five we have are manned and crewed by the Overlords. They’re their ships. We can have the fighters on the transports, but the carriers aren’t ours, except to command.”

      “That is… less helpful,” Delgado acknowledged.

      “We figured out a workaround, I think, though.”

      “You did?”

      Baker smiled, “It was a long trip back, and we had a lot of time to think and talk.”

      “What did you come up with?”

      “One of the provisions of the treaty is that the High Overlord will provide one fully stocked carrier for each two that we repatriate to him.”

      Delgado’s jaw dropped. “You want to give the Overlords back their carriers?”

      “Want to? Not really. But we seem to have a lot of them sitting around that we’re never going to have manning for. Hell, we’re shy manpower on the Indy. Even if we had the fighters, which we don’t, we don’t have the people to fly them.”

      “We have people,” One said. “We’d be happy to work out something.”

      “You don’t have enough to crew all your carriers, or you would. And you don’t have any fighters at all, if I understand it right.”

      One nodded. “True.”

      “And you don’t have any manufacturing facilities to make any fighters either.”

      “Just the manufactories inside the carriers, which sadly don’t make fighters very well. It takes a lot of time and consumes a lot of resources.”

      “Same for us,” Baker said. “We have a lot of carriers sitting around doing nothing. Which is why we worked out a way to fix it.”

      “The two-for-one swap?” Delgado asked.

      “Right. We give the High Overlord two carriers, and we get one that is manned and has fighters.”

      “That’s great,” Delgado said, “but it takes over a month to go to Shilto and back, and that assumes he has some standing by when you get there.”

      “Oh, I’m not going back. Not any time soon, hopefully.”

      Delgado shook his head. “Then what’s the plan? Because I don’t see it.”

      Baker smiled. “We have both new and empty carriers here. We just cross-deck the AIs from the ones that are full of fighters and put them on the ones that aren’t and send them on their way.” He shrugged. “We have five full ones, and there are more than ten empties in the Kardonia system. Easy peasy.”

      “Will any of those be ours?” One asked.

      “They should be,” Baker said. He looked at the admiral. “With your permission?”

      Delgado nodded.

      “Three of the carriers are manned by what I believe to be Fulbans. I know you have at least six empties.”

      One nodded. “We have eight, I believe.”

      “There you go,” Baker said. “It’s as easy as that.”

      “They can be transferred to you immediately,” Delgado said. “You have experience manning them, and I know you’ll get them up to speed quickly.”

      “We will,” One said. “Thank you.”

      Baker smiled. “And, even better…”

      One tilted his head. “Yes?”

      “I talked to the High Overlord about your planet and your society. He is not going to try to reconquer you.”

      “Outstanding!” One said with a shout of glee. It was the most emotion Baker had ever seen from the clone. “Thank you!”

      “That does, however, assume that you enter the alliance against the Legastians on our side.”

      “Having fought here, I believe we already have. As was previously mentioned, we need the fighters you brought as all the ones we had were destroyed. Even Erich Hartmann.”

      “Who?” Baker asked.

      “One of our experts. He knew air warfare. Unfortunately, he didn’t know about kamikazes.”

      Baker winced. “Sorry for your loss.”

      Hannibal nodded. “We all lost people we liked. Unfortunately, that is the nature of war. We must endeavor so that the Legastians, in their turn, will be obliged to yield to our good fortune and valor, and mourn their own dead.”

      Baker nodded. “That’s the plan.”

      “Damn right it is,” Irina added.

      “Is that everything?” Delgado asked.

      “The only thing that has to be ironed out is the relations between the Overlords and both the Sontags and Kardons. They are, technically, still at war, after all.”

      “The Sontags will agree to the alliance with the Overlords,” Tiberus said. “I briefed my king on your efforts, and he was very much in favor of ending the war with them. He would be happy to have the peace treaty with them continue after the war. We have already lost far too many good people.”

      Baker turned to Golchak. “Which just leaves you.”

      “It may not be as difficult as you think,” the Kardon said. “The leader of the anti-AI movement was Arundo Donax, and—as you know—he’s gone missing. People have been leaving his party in droves.”

      “You’ll still have to go back and work that out.”

      Golchak nodded. “Someone will, anyway.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Baker said. “I’ve done my diplomatic time. Someone else can do this.”

      “We’ll see,” Delgado said. “I need some time to digest everything.”

      “About the Overlord carriers…” Baker asked.

      “Yes, we’ll swap them two for one now,” the admiral confirmed. “You can make that happen.”

      “I have one final question,” One said.

      Delgado raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

      “The transports that have fighters and people aboard. Are any ours?”

      “Two of them are,” Baker replied.

      “We’d like those,” One said.

      “Of course.” Delgado nodded. “They’re yours.” He glanced at Baker. “Please handle the transition.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll start the unloading process for all of them. I suspect the Indy, Kuznetsov, Fujian, and Enterprise for the Terran ones?”

      “That would be perfect,” Delgado said. “And with that, we need to get to work.”

      “But first,” Golchak said with a twinkle in his eye. “I think there’s someone who’s going to want to see you.”
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      First Platoon picked their way through the debris leading up to the tunnel. In places, the napalm—or whatever it was—still burned, making an oily smoke that left a nasty residue in Struthers’ mouth, even with his suit closed up for battle.

      Some people may say it smells like victory, they’re wrong. Napalmed antzards smell like shit.

      “Check your seals,” he transmitted. “No telling what the air is like down there.”

      And it’s awfully easy to gas someone in an enclosed environment, Struthers thought. And Smaug will cause issues, too, if he’s needed.

      The first members climbed up the earthen mound surrounding the defenses and then through the revetments. Made of dirt, most of them still stood, so the Marines had to pick their way through the gaps. Finally, they reached the mouth of the tunnel, and Struthers shook his head at how much the tunnel dwarfed his people. The opening was easily six meters high at the center as it slanted into the ground, and it made his generally large troops in their exoskeletons look like children going spelunking.

      “Careful,” Davison said. “Watch for corners. Flares out.”

      The first two people at the mouth of the tunnel pulled out flares and tossed them as far down as they could.

      “Looks clear as far as I can see,” Corporal Adair said.

      “Concur,” Corporal Jonas agreed.

      “Keep going,” Davison said. “And watch for booby traps.”

      The troops entered, followed by the rest of their squad, then the platoon.

      “Hey,” a voice said. “Have any of you ever played that role-playing game where you go down into a dungeon to kill monsters?” Struthers rolled his eyes. Private Jerry “No Shit, Sherlock” Kulchis had a knack of saying the wrong thing at the wrong time… or just talking at the wrong time. Like now.

      “Shut up, Sherlock,” Davison and White ordered at the same time. “Fucking moron,” White added.

      Sorry, First Sergeant,” Kulchis said. “It’s just that this is just like it—”

      “Kulchis, if you say another goddam word,” Davison said, using the command override, “I’m going to feed you to the first fucking monster we find down there.”

      Kulchis shut up, and the advance continued.

      “Flare out,” Adair said. The passageway brightened momentarily. “Got something,” he added. “Looks like it opens up in front of me.” He paused and then added, “Major, First Sergeant, you’re going to want to see this.”

      Davison moved up with Struthers. As he walked, staying to the side of the passageway, the other members of the company took a knee. After fifty meters, Struthers could see a glow in front of him as the passageway opened. He reached Adair, who put out a hand to stop him from going any closer to the chamber beyond. Jonas did the same for Davison.

      Once Struthers was stopped, Corporal Adair pointed to the ground. The major didn’t see anything at first, then he realized there was a wire or a thread or something that spanned the corridor about five centimeters off the ground.

      “Don’t know what that is,” Adair said quietly, “but I didn’t think I wanted to disturb it.”

      Struthers nodded. “Good choice.” He turned to Davison. “Detail two people to make sure everyone sees this.” He started to move on but spun back when he had a thought. “Make that four for the Fulbans.”
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      Baker pulled the curtain aside slightly; Jimenez was looking at the bulkhead. If there’d been a window, she probably would have been staring out it. It didn’t matter whether it was a window or a wall, though—she was looking but not seeing, her mind lost in thought.

      “Hey,” Baker said. “Can I come in?”

      “Yes, please.” She broke down and started sobbing. Baker crossed to the bed and took her in his arms, careful to not pull on the sling she had on her right arm. “It’s Daiyu—”

      “I heard. Golchak told me.”

      He held her for a long time until she was able to get herself back under control. “When did you get back?” she finally asked.

      “Just a little while ago. Delgado made me see him first, but I came as soon as I could.”

      “Is Irina with you?”

      “I suspect so—”

      “I’m here,” Irina said through the ship’s speaker.

      “—as she does tend to get around.”

      “I tried to go kill them on the planet,” Irina said, “but Delgado is being an asshole.”

      “Kill them on the planet?” Jimenez asked.

      Baker cocked his head. “You haven’t heard?”

      “No. I haven’t been up that long—” She made a funny face.

      “What’s wrong?” Baker asked.

      “Did you see a clone here when you came in?”

      “No. Irina?”

      “There was a clone fighter that left about fifteen minutes ago with a destination of the Destroyer,” the SI reported. “That’s the only clone here, aside from One and Hannibal who are in the admiral’s briefing room.”

      “The one going to Destroyer,” Jimenez said. “Anya is controlling him. He was here watching over me. I must have dozed off, and he left.”

      “Yeah, I heard about what happened,” Baker said. “I’m glad you’re still with us.”

      “The doctor wouldn’t tell me anything about the battle, and now you say they’re fighting on the planet. What happened?”

      “Maybe we should wait until—”

      “No.” Jimenez shook her head. “I want to know. I want to know if Daiyu’s sacrifice was worthwhile.”

      Baker sat back and looked at her, trying to decide the best course of action.

      “Tell her,” Irina said, “or I will.”

      “Fine,” Baker sighed. “This is all hearsay and supposition—”

      “I have the tapes of the battle,” Irina interjected.

      “—so Irina can correct me if I misunderstood something. From what I heard, you were winning, and then the Legastians started playing kamikaze and blowing up their fusion plants.”

      “I remember. That was what got us.”

      “It got everyone. The Legastians destroyed every fighter in your force.”

      “Every one?” A sob slipped past her, and she looked down at the bed. “So after all that, we failed. Daiyu’s loss was for nothing.”

      “Not for nothing,” Irina said. “You whittled them down to almost nothing, and Anya moved forward and finished them off.”

      “But you said the Marines—”

      “Anya finished off all the fighters. While she was doing that, a few of the transports made it past her. Some of these were destroyed by the locals and others by Anya’s fighters in a close air support role. Of note, she knew this would happen and had half her fighters outfitted for anti-fighter and half for CAS.

      “All of the invaders were quickly done away with, with the exception of a landing outside the town of Teldar. Due to atmospheric anomalies caused by the nukes the Legastians used, as well as the enemy’s bombing and jamming, local defense forces weren’t able to get the word out until much later. By then, they had dug in.”

      “Do you mean they made firing pits?” Baker asked.

      “No. As part of their landing force, they had several diggers which they used to bore into the ground. It is unknown which direction they went. Once the tunnels were dug, a never-before-seen Legastian came out of the last shuttle. It appeared to be a queen. Delgado sent the Marines down to kill the troopers and capture the queen.”

      “And what happened?” Jimenez asked.

      “The Marines succeeded in capturing the tunnel entrance and forcing their way in. They haven’t been heard from since. They haven’t checked in and are overdue.”

      “I hope we hear from them soon,” Jimenez said. “So much death and destruction…”

      “I hope we hear from them,” Irina echoed. “But if we don’t, that won’t bother me too much.”

      Jimenez’s jaw dropped. “What?”

      “If the Marines don’t come back, Delgado is going to let Irina and me nuke the site.”

      Jimenez swallowed, and she glanced around the room before smiling up at Baker. “I’m glad you made it back.”

      “Thanks. Me, too. I wish we had made it back sooner.”

      “You’d probably be dead.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “Oh,” Irina said. “There was more to the attack.”

      Jimenez nodded. “The run on the carriers.”

      “What was that?” Baker asked.

      “Porter led a Terran and a Kardon airwing to try to surprise and kill the Legastian carriers.”

      “What happened?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “No idea. I met up with a kamikaze Legastian.”

      “They successfully destroyed or damaged all five of the Legastian cruisers and destroyed about half of the carriers,” Irina said. “They also hit a few of the transports, but that was more of a collateral damage thing; the transports weren’t actively targeted. The rest of the carriers and transports fled. About half the fighters in the attack returned.”

      Baker shook his head. “So, the fleet was down to its final hundred or so fighters when we returned.”

      “About that many,” Irina agreed. “It was a hard-fought battle that was won through sheer tenacity on the part of the allies.”

      “The plan sucked,” Jimenez said.

      “It did?” Baker asked. “It seems like it went okay except for some surprises on the part of the Legastians.”

      “That’s what I mean. We had to make do when things fell apart. The Fulbans were so sure they knew what the Legastians were going to do… but they didn’t.” She sighed. “At least the attack on the carriers worked. I was sure we wouldn’t be able to surprise them.”

      “You didn’t,” Irina related. “Commanders Porter and Golchak had to modify the plan on the fly. If it weren’t for some strange decisions on the part of the Legastians, it would have failed to destroy any of the carriers.”

      Baker’s eyebrows knit. “Strange decisions?”

      “That’s all I can call it. It appears the Legastians knew the strike was coming, and they let it get in close before attacking it.”

      “Why would they do something like that?”

      “Maybe they were trying to wipe it out? I don’t know. You would have to ask the Legastians.”

      “Well, the important thing is that you survived,” Baker said, “and we brought reinforcements.”

      “You did? How many?”

      “Enough to go kick those fucking antzards back to where they belong.”
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      Struthers followed First Platoon into the chamber beyond the tripwire, and one of the soldiers threw a flare toward the center of the cavern. Struthers’ eyes bulged in the extra light. The space was immense, a generally circular area nearly seventy meters across. Natural pillars held up the ceiling, but Struthers had no desire to walk out into the middle and have a booby trap drop the ceiling on his people. He motioned for everyone to stop while he surveyed the area.

      The walls looked rugged and unworked, without any attempts to smooth them, as did the ceiling almost seven meters above his head. Two tunnels were just visible in the gloom on the back wall.

      “Does it bother you that we haven’t seen any of the antzards yet?” Davison asked on a private circuit.

      “Quite a bit, actually. This area”—he motioned to the open area—“had to be a natural cavern. They couldn’t have excavated this much earth. Not in the time they had. Still… it would make an excellent trap.”

      Davison nodded. “They must have done some seismic surveys when they were here the first time. There’s no way they just found this. They knew where they were coming.”

      Struthers nodded and motioned for First Platoon to go around the left wall, while Second Platoon followed the right side. Struthers watched the troopers for a few moments. His senses screamed that the area was a trap, but he couldn’t see how or why that might be. He shifted modes on his visor, but didn’t see anything of note on any of them. It looked like a giant, empty underground cavern.

      If I make it out of this, I’m never visiting another cave. Ever.

      The first member of First Platoon reached the tunnel heading out of the space, and he leaned around the corner to look down it. As he stepped into the next tunnel, several sections of the walls collapsed, and the antzards poured out.

      Several icons in his visor went yellow as the walls came down, covering them with dirt, and then the massive antzards stomped across them.

      Nothing could have prepared him for the monsters. Ants that big would have been horrifying all on their own, but with the black exoskeleton, they appeared even larger, and he looked up and up to find the eyes of the closest Legastian as they skittered out of the holes. The scales he could see glimmered like their multifaceted eyes—evilly—in the flare light.

      Within moments, the large space seemed a lot more crowded as more and more of the Legastians raced into the room. Most of them seemed to be holding curved blades that could have been scimitars if they weren’t about three times the size of one. One of the antzards swung its blade, and a Marine’s head went flying off.  Corporal Weathersby’s icon flashed red and then went out.

      “Fire!” he yelled, overcoming the shock, surprise, and unadulterated awe of seeing the creatures burst into the room. He aimed his rail gun at one as it stomped toward him.
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      “Sorry to call you back so soon,” Admiral Delgado said, “but I want to get ahead of this whole carrier thing.”

      “What about it?” Baker asked.

      “You haven’t been here for a while, so you probably haven’t seen much of the Fulbans.”

      Baker shook his head. “Other than being protective of their people, I don’t know much about them. They seem to have come a long way fast.”

      Delgado smiled ruefully. “More so than you know.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Let me put it to you this way.” Delgado rubbed his chin. “Who has the most SIs?”

      “We do, I suspect. We’ve killed off most of the ones here, but there have to be quite a few going through flight school and such back home.”

      Delgado sighed. “Maybe… and maybe not. Daiyu, before she passed, was asked to do some training for the Fulban SIs. They had over five hundred in attendance.”

      “What?”

      “That’s what she said,” the admiral said with a nod. “Jimenez told me they said they were building up to a force level where they could field airwings across all their carriers. At the time, they had nine carriers, so that would be almost eleven hundred SIs. What’s worse is that they stopped telling us everything they’re doing. They had five hundred in attendance… but they may have had more watching. They may have eleven hundred now, and there’s no way to know.”

      “Damn, sir.” Baker shook his head. “That’s… I’m not even sure of the word. Crazy? Scary? Some of each?”

      “A lot of each, actually. The bottom line, though, is that when you transfer three full carriers to them, and hand them full refills for the three other carriers they have, they are going to go from zero fighters to six full airwings like that.” Delgado snapped his fingers.

      “The Kardons have a carrier and half an airwing,” the admiral continued. “The Sontags have a carrier and an airwing. We’re about to have two new carriers with airwings we don’t have pilots for, the Anathema, which is full of fighters we can’t fly, and enough fighters on the two remaining transports to refill the Independence and the Kuznetsov with fighters there are no pilots for. Do you see what I’m getting at?”

      “Yes, sir. The Fulbans just went from low man on the totem pole to being the ones making the decisions.”

      Delgado nodded. “They might not give us a say in what they do, and we wouldn’t be able to justify having it, anyway. I can guarantee you that as soon as they have their fighters manned, they’ll offer to fly ours again, too.”

      “We can’t let them do that, sir, or it will be worse.”

      “I agree, and yet, I only see a couple ways for us to keep our seat at the table.”

      “We either run clones to pilot the fighters, or we upgrade the clones we have to real people again, then we turn them into SIs.” Baker shrugged. “We get better pilots and fighters that way, but at the risk of losing control of the pilots.”

      Delgado ran a hand over his face. “Yeah. It hasn’t turned out so well with the Fulbans; I’m not sure I want to fix another society.” He gave Baker a funny look. “Are you aware the Fulbans have think tanks?”

      “You mean their experts? Yes, sir, I worked with Hannibal, Napoleon, and Sun Tzu.”

      “No, that was just the start. Now each of their experts have fifty SIs—that’s what they’re telling us, anyway; it could be more—assigned to them to act as think tanks. They sit around all day thinking up new things we can do to win the war.”

      “Are any of them worthwhile?”

      Delgado nodded. “Some are, and others aren’t. The problem is that they don’t have any experience to balance the ideas.”

      “Yeah, Jimenez told me about their plan for the last battle. Irina and I reviewed it. It… was imperfect.”

      “It was the best Yamamoto—”

      “They recreated Yamamoto?” Baker’s jaw dropped.

      “Yes. They thought they needed someone who could run fleet actions.”

      “Did he recommend a sneak attack on their homeworld?”

      Delgado chuckled. “Not yet.” He shook his head. “The problem is, the more combat power they have, vis-à-vis the rest of us—the more they’ll feel like we should kowtow to their plans. Unless and until we can either get them some experience, so that we can temper their planning, we need to be strong enough to say no to them.”

      Baker nodded. “And we can’t.”

      “Not right now. Even if all our fighters were flying—and right now only a couple of them are—they’d still have more than we do. With the Sontags and Kardons, we’re ahead, but just barely. I’ve sent back to Earth to send us all the fighters and pilots they can, but haven’t heard anything back yet.”

      “We need pilots,” Baker said.

      “Understatement of the year.”

      Baker sighed. “I know.”

      “What’s your recommendation?”

      “Can I talk to Irina and Jimenez? I’d like their input before having to decide.”

      Delgado nodded. “I need an answer soon, though.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m on my way.”
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      Struthers fired, but the Legastian reared back, and the rail gun round bounced off the alien’s chest armor. Struthers dove to the side, rolling away from the creature as it came crashing back down.

      Shooting them in the eyes isn’t so easy when their eyes are two meters higher than you.

      Struthers rolled to his feet and spun, but the Legastian had been distracted by one of the Marines—his visor showed it was Lieutenant Kiaharwa—shooting it in the side. Although the alien screamed at the impacts, they didn’t penetrate its armor, and it turned back toward the Marine. It stomped forward, despite the rounds pounding its chest, and swung its scimitar.

      Lieutenant Kiaharwa’s head joined Weathersby’s in the center of the cavern.

      Weapons Platoon poured into the space as the Legastian turned back toward Struthers. With more time to adjust, five of the troopers formed a firing line alongside Struthers and concentrated their fire on its eyes. The right one blew out from a glancing shot, and it screamed as it reared again. Steadfast in their strength, the troopers waited for the creature to come back down and fired into its left eye. The alien’s scream was cut off as it fell to the ground.

      Boom!

      The tunnel behind Struthers exploded, with rocks and debris shooting out into the cavern like a shotgun blast from the gods. A few of the smaller rocks hit Struthers in the back, staggering him forward. He turned to glance back at the tunnel and saw a number of the Marines on the ground; the backs of their helmets caved in. They wouldn’t be getting back up.

      The tunnel was full of rock as the ceiling collapsed, filling it to the roof.

      Fuck. We’re not getting out that way.

      Struthers spun back to the aliens. The Marines were giving better than they got, with a number of the Legastians on the ground. The flare started going out, and the illumination level dropped. While that didn’t seem to bother the Legastians, it affected some of the helmet modes. Recognizing it at the same time, several troopers threw flares, making the space almost as bright as day.

      A Legastian reared back from a Marine on his knees—Freeman—and Struthers shot it in the side before it could come back down on the trooper. The alien paused a second, allowing Freeman to roll out from underneath it, then spun to charge at Struthers.

      The major waited until the last second before jinking one way and then throwing himself to the other. The alien fell for the jink and swung where Struthers wasn’t before crashing into the wall. Dust and small rocks fell from the ceiling as it turned back to find Struthers.

      Ready for the alien, Struthers shot out its eye before the creature could charge or rear back. It dropped.

      Firing from above him drew his attention and he looked to his right. Davison had climbed on top of one of the Legastian corpses so that he was at eye level, and he was sniping creatures around the room.

      Concentrating on a shot, he didn’t see the Legastian coming from behind him. Struthers only had a second, but he got the rail gun up and fired. He missed both eyes, hitting the small bit of forehead between them. The Mach Five projectile stunned the alien, and it paused a second as Struthers waved up to his senior enlisted. The creature swung its scimitar, but the strike was slow and wobbly, and Davison jumped down from the body as Struthers fired again and killed the Legastian.

      The major looked around, but all the Legastians were down, bleeding out their green blood. It mingled with an awful lot of red blood from the often-headless corpses of the Marines.

      “Gather them up, First Sergeant,” Struthers said, “and treat any of the wounded. Keep an eye on the exits from the cavern. I’m going to take a look at the tunnel.”

      The major walked over to the entrance tunnel. Corporal Adair was already there, shaking his head. The upper torso of a Fulban protruded from under the rockfall. A thin trickle of blood ran from his mouth.

      “Dumbasses were in too much of a hurry to get to the fight,” Adair said. “They triggered the trap.” He sighed. “Sucks that they are all probably dead now. Sucks worse that Jonas is under there with them.”

      “Fuck,” Struthers muttered. There was always one guy that bad things happened to in a unit. That position was now open again. Struthers shook his head. He’d been due to rotate home on the next transport, too.

      Struthers sighed. They may have been able to move the rocks—Marines in exoskeletons were pretty strong, after all—but it looked like the entire roof had fallen. They’d basically be digging themselves all the way back to the surface. They could do it, with enough motivation, but it was going to take a long time. And that was if the cavern ceiling didn’t collapse, too. If so, they were really screwed.

      Shaking his head, he returned to Davison.

      The first sergeant jerked his chin toward the tunnel. “How’s it look?”

      “Like we better hope there’s another way out.”

      “Shit.”

      Struthers nodded. “Stupid Fulbans set off the trap. I’d yell at them, except the entire group is buried under there.”

      “Well… shit. Again.”

      “Yeah.” Struthers sighed. “What’s the bill?”

      “Thirty-seven dead, one wounded.”

      Struthers nodded. In their suits, anything strong enough to break through the armor was probably going to be fatal. “How many did we kill?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “We’re going to need to do better.” He nodded toward where the medic, Corporal Susan Cook, had taken off her exoskeleton to look at a trooper. “How’s Bardwell?”

      “Too damn slow,” Davison replied. “He dodged but didn’t quite avoid one of those giant knife things they had and got sliced down the leg. Cook thinks he should be able to travel after she gets him taped up.”

      Struthers nodded. “We’ll leave the bodies here and get them when we’re done. Move them to the side, out of the way, and we’ll find the queen. She’s already got a lot to answer for.”
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      Baker found Jimenez and Irina chatting when he got back to Medical.

      “Hi, again,” Baker said. “Long time no see.”

      Jimenez snorted. “Yeah. Irina was just filling me in on your tasking from Delgado.”

      “Uh, huh,” Baker replied, unsurprised that Irina hadn’t waited for him. “And what have you two come up with?”

      “That there’s no good answer.”

      Baker laughed. “We’re in trouble if the two smartest people I know don’t have an idea.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere,” Irina said, “but the short answer is that all of the options suck. We thought of some you didn’t while talking with the admiral, but they suck, too.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like letting the AIs control a couple of the carriers and run the fighters.”

      “That works for manning and operating the fighters—hell, they could run all five—but it doesn’t do much to keep the fighters under our control or make them the best we can.”

      Irina laughed. “It makes my life easier.”

      “What do you mean?” Baker asked.

      “Well, assuming we do anything with the clones. Upgrade them to ‘people’ status. Turn them into SIs. Even just to run them as clones.” She paused. “Who do you think is going to be responsible for that? Even training them to be SIs. Who used to do that? Daiyu. She’s not here, nor are any of the SIs that have been combat pilots except for Victoria and I. Our list of pilots is slightly longer—Baker, Jimenez, and Weber. There’s a lot of training to do, and not a lot of people to do it. Assuming Terrans are the ones responsible for it, anyway.”

      Irina sighed. “Or, we could just hand everything back over to the Overlords.”

      “And then what would we do?”

      “Well, there’s a diplomatic mission needed to Kardonia. I hear it’s nice there now. Someone needs to go back to Earth and brief them about what we did with the High Overlord. Someone is also needed to take our extra carriers to the depot and swap them out with the AIs. There’s a lot of shit we could be doing. Most of it even merits our personal attention.”

      “True,” Baker agreed. “It really doesn’t answer what I was tasked to do, though.”

      “It doesn’t,” Jimenez said. “But you know what? I’m tired. I’m tired of fighting. I’m tired of being away from home. I’m tired of”—she sniffed—“losing all my friends. Of all the people we started with, it’s just the three of us left. Daiyu and I talked about retiring… now she won’t get a chance. I want my chance to retire.”

      Baker nodded slowly. “I get that. I do. We’ve certainly done our parts and then some. I don’t know if they’d actually let the two most experienced pilots go, though. Even if they would, is it right for us to retire, knowing the people we leave behind are far more likely to get killed without us? Worse, when they do fail, Earth will be destroyed, so I don’t know where we’d retire to.”

      Jimenez met his eyes and took a deep breath. “You want to know what else? I’m scared. I’ve almost been killed twice. By all rights, I should have been. Daiyu was. Now, you want me to go back out there without the one person that kept me alive all this time?” She shook her head. “If I go back, I know I won’t last long with a brand-new SI. I don’t want to die!”

      “I don’t, either.” Baker sighed. “And I understand what you’re saying. It’s probably time for you to retire, and no one would think any less of you for doing so.”

      “But you’re not.”

      Baker couldn’t meet her eyes. “No. I can’t. There’s too much going on—”

      “There’s always going to be too much going on!”

      Baker met her on the bed and took her in his arms as she sobbed. When she stopped, he slid back a little so he could look at her, and he gave her a crooked grin. “No, there isn’t always going to be too much going on, but I’m too involved with a lot of it to just disappear and leave all the things up in the air. I don’t have any false delusions of grandeur; I know there are probably lots of people who could do what I’m doing, but they’re not here right now, and they definitely don’t have the experience I do. If I were to leave, especially with you gone, there would be a huge power vacuum at the top of the fighter leadership.

      “Right now, there’s none. No leaders. The only two Terran aviators currently able to fly are Lina and me. She’s not ready to step in and reconstitute an airwing, much less five. The only person with the experience to do that is me. Therefore, that’s what I’m going to do. Earth needs me more than you do, or more than anything I need. You’re the top of that list, but there are almost ten billion people on Earth alone counting on me, and I can’t let them down, to say nothing of Tiberus and Golchak and all their people who stand to lose if we fall.”

      Baker sighed. “It sucks, but that’s the truth. I’m staying, and I need some ideas on how we’re going to transition to the next phase of this war.”

      “What phase is that?”

      “Where we go from sitting here, waiting for the Legastians to bring the fight to us and start taking it to them.”

      “How are we going to do that, though?”

      Baker smiled. “That’s what we’re talking about. Rebuilding the Terran fighter force. The Fulbans will have six airwings available in a few days, tops. Do you think they’re going to want to sit around and wait?” Baker scoffed. “They’re being led by freaking Isoroku Yamamoto for goodness’ sake. You have to know that he and his think tank are going to come up with a way to employ them. He thinks offensively, and if there’s one thing I’ve seen, the Fulbans don’t wait for anyone. He’s going to develop a plan, and they’re going to go running off on it.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “They’re going to die. They move without thinking of the consequences. The whole society is offensive-minded—they want to be at the top and recover what was lost to them. So if you have a society that starts with an offensive mindset, and you train them to be even more so, you’re going to get someone that is pretty damn offensive.” She smiled at the pun.

      “Regardless,” Jimenez continued, “if we let them off the chain to go run around on their own, they will be destroyed. They may pick up some wins along the way, but then they’ll go blindly charging into some trap and be annihilated. Guaranteed.”

      Baker smiled. “And then what happens to us?”

      “We die, too, because you and Delgado just gave them half our fighters.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You could have jettisoned the clones out of the Fulban carriers and replaced them with something else.”

      “Wow.” Baker shook his head. “Now who’s bloodthirsty?”

      “I know you couldn’t do that—I wouldn’t have been able to, either—but it would have been better if we could have kept all the carriers for ourselves.”

      “How about this?” Irina said. “What if we made a countervailing force to the Fulbans?”

      “I like the sound of that,” Baker said, “and yet, I think I’m going to be horrified by what that actually means. How are we going to actually ‘make’ a countervailing force?”

      “Well, we could upgrade the Fruzians and make them SIs.”

      “No,” Baker and Jimenez said at the same time. “No way,” Baker continued. “The damn things tried to eat me. I’m not going to make them our equals. No way. No how. Not going to happen.”

      Irina laughed. “Okay, I was just kidding. What I was really contemplating was the not-Fulban, not-Terran humans we have.”

      “What about them?” Jimenez asked.

      “We have three carriers’ worth,” Irina said. “That’s about fifteen thousand clones. What if we were to make them human again and then turn them into SIs?”

      “Uh, wouldn’t we just be doubling the problems we already have?” Baker asked.

      “Hear me out,” Irina said. “We take them and turn them back into people. When we do it, though, we make them more defensively minded. Then, once they’re smart enough to understand, we tell them that we recovered them from the Overlords, but we don’t know where they came from. If they fight for us, though, we will repatriate them when we find their home planet. Based on the geometry, I think that planet must be somewhere in the middle of where the Overlords are fighting the Legastians, and that—if we go forward—we’ll find it. When we get there, if they still exist, we’ll free them from the Overlords if they’re a subject race.”

      “You think you could do that?” Baker asked. “To do a better—”

      “What?” Jimenez asked when he cut off suddenly.

      “I just realized that we forgot about someone when we were talking about who was still around. Two someones, actually. Porter and Hong. Porter may not be the best leader, but he’s experienced, and he’s experienced with making clones whole. As is Hong. Irina, you won’t have to do everything, because Hong is going to help.”

      “True. I didn’t think about him,” Irina said. “It’s rare for me to ‘forget’ something, but he has been gone for so long that he wasn’t in my short-term data. Yes. He’s already done this once, so he ought to be able to do it again. Hopefully, he’ll do a better job this time.”

      Jimenez held up a hand.

      “Yes?” Baker asked.

      “I hate to interrupt you when you’re all getting excited about the project, but someone needs to be the voice of reason. We get mad at the Fulbans for failing to look at the ‘should we’ when they’re focused on the ‘can we.’ You’re doing the same thing. Hong would be doing it a second time. And, just because it didn’t go as well as they wanted the first time doesn’t mean that it will go any better this time. I mean, have we actually learned anything about brain science that will let you and Hong do a better job this time? And don’t tell me that two ‘wrongs’ make a ‘right.’ It might make it even worse. You’re playing with people, and if there’s one thing I know, it’s that neither of you is God. Far from it.”

      “Well, we could study it a bit before we—”

      “Even if you studied it for years,” Jimenez said, “I’m not sure you’d ever know exactly what you were trying to do.”

      “Porter and Hong did it last time because the need was great,” Baker said. “They knew it had a chance to go horrifically wrong. I don’t think that the term ‘horrific’ applies, but it’s definitely not what we wanted. Could this be better? Maybe. Could it go worse? That’s also possible. Still, if you were a clone and could be restored, wouldn’t you want to be?”

      “I’m not sure that’s a valid argument,” Jimenez said. “There are all sorts of ethics involved, and I know I’m not qualified to answer the question on whether we should or shouldn’t do this. Hell, I’m still on narcotics; I’m pretty sure you don’t want me involved in making this decision. And, more importantly, I don’t want to have anything to do with it.”

      “That’s fair,” Baker said. He looked at the ship’s speaker. “Irina, before I propose this to Delgado, I want your opinion. If we were to attempt this, would you be okay working with Hong to make it happen?”

      “Honestly, at this stage, I think it’s the best of all the options. I don’t want to give the Fulbans any more power. I want even less to give it to the Fruzians. I don’t want the Fulbans running around the galaxy unsupervised. I think that’s a recipe for disaster. We could wait for more SIs from home, but they might be a long time coming. In that time, who knows what the Fulbans will do?”

      Irina sighed heavily. “Making the humans whole again isn’t something I want to do, but it’s something I see the necessity for and would, therefore, do it. Especially since we have Hong, who has already done it once and probably has a template to work from. Hopefully, we can tweak that template to make it better this time. If nothing else, hopefully, we can make them a little more defensively minded.”

      “I agree with your thinking,” Baker said. “I’ll go talk with Delgado and see what he says.”
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      Davison stood looking at the two tunnels leading from the cavern. “What do you think, sir? Left or right?”

      “Got a feeling about one or the other?” Struthers asked.

      The senior enlisted shrugged. “Near as anyone can tell, they’re the same, they just go off in different directions. Both seem about the same pitch down, no airflow from either… they both suck.”

      Struthers chuckled. “Both beat staying here, though. Let’s take the right one.”

      “Right is right?”

      Struthers nodded.

      “You got it, sir.”

      They started down the right passageway and shortly came to a spur that led further off to the right.

      “What do you think?” Struthers asked. “Think it goes off to the ambush positions?”

      “Probably.”

      Davison sent two troopers off to check it. They came back less than a minute later. The spur led to two of the ambush sites.

      “All right,” Struthers said. “Let’s keep going.”

      Corporal Aiken led off again, tossing flares when he needed to.

      The company walked, took a short break, then they walked some more.

      “How far do you suppose we’ve come?” Struthers asked Lieutenant Riner while they took their second break.

      “Three kilometers,” Private Kulchis said before the XO could answer.

      “And just how the fuck do you know that, Sherlock?” Davison asked.

      “Well, I told you, this is like that role-playing game—”

      “And I told you I don’t want to hear about the game,” Davison said with a growl. “What part of, ‘I’m going to feed you to the monsters’ didn’t you understand?”

      “I understood it all, First Sergeant.”

      “And you thought something had changed so that you should bring it up again?”

      “No, First Sergeant, but you asked and—”

      “Shut up, Sherlock.”

      “No, I actually want to hear this one,” Struthers said. “Without referring to the game, Kulchis, answer the question.”

      “Yes, sir,” the private said happily. “So when we came underground, I noticed it was like… uh, something I’d done before. And in that thing, you make a map as you go so you can find your way back out again. As we’ve walked, I’ve been keeping track and making a map.”

      Struthers turned to Riner. “How close was he?”

      “Pretty much right on.”

      Struthers scratched his head. “What direction have we been heading?”

      “South,” Riner and Kulchis said at the same time.

      Struthers ignored the private to focus on his XO. “You know what’s that direction, right?”

      Riner nodded. “The city. We’re almost halfway there.”

      “And what do you think they want with the city?”

      “I don’t know, sir, but I don’t expect it’ll be good.”

      “Me either. We need to catch up to them. There’s no telling when they’ll get there and pop out.”

      “You heard the major!” Davison roared. “Let’s get going! You’re not getting paid by the hour for this one! Aiken, lead us out!”

      “Yes, First Sergeant!”

      “Kulchis, you’re with him.”

      “Me, First Sergeant?” the private asked.

      “You obviously have too much time on your hands, and you can practice your scouting skills.” Davison shrugged, a motion accentuated by the exoskeleton. “Besides, you should be at the front. That way, when we come upon your monsters, they can eat you first.”
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      “Do you have a solution for me?” Delgado asked when Baker walked in.

      “I think so,” Baker said, “but it’s probably a discussion to have privately.”

      “Hmm. Okay, we can take this to my office.” The admiral led him there, shut the door, and motioned him to a seat. “I am officially scared of what you have to tell me, if you couldn’t say it in front of everyone else.”

      “It’s not that I couldn’t say it,” Baker replied, “so much as it’s a bit controversial and it would be better to have agreement before we let everyone else in on it. And, since One and Hannibal were there…”

      “Okay, hit me.”

      Baker nodded. “You wanted options, so here are some ways we can accomplish what you asked.” He took a moment to organize his thoughts and said, “First, we could send back to Earth for more SIs.”

      Delgado shook his head. “I’ve already sent back and haven’t heard anything. We need a solution now, before the Fulbans go roaring off on their own.”

      “That’s what we thought, too,” Baker said. “We didn’t want them running around the galaxy unsupervised.”

      “Interesting choice of words.” Delgado smiled. “They are like children, and when the stakes are as high as they are, you can’t have them wandering around without some checks and balances on what they do. That option is out.”

      “Understood. We could accept the Fulbans’ help and let them crew the fighters.”

      “Nope. I don’t want them to think they control everything. We only have value as ‘parental guidance’ if we are providing forces on our own. Anything with them becoming more powerful than they are is out, also.”

      “That’s what we thought, too. Option Three. We have a number of Fruzian carriers. We could upgrade the Fruzians and then make them SIs.”

      “Okay, that one has zero chance of ever happening.” Delgado frowned. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, but now you’re just wasting my time. There is no way that we’re making Fruzian SIs. If you don’t have a better solution, you can leave now.”

      Baker chuckled. “Sorry, sir. I just wanted to show you how bad—or downright awful, like the last one—most of our choices are, so that you could approach the last one with an open mind.”

      “This is me getting nervous again.” Delgado stared at him a moment. “Okay. What is it?”

      “Three of the carriers have human beings on them that are neither Terran nor Fulban in origin. We haven’t found them anywhere else, and we—that’s Jimenez, Irina, and I—believe their homeworld is out in front of us somewhere on the battlefront between the Overlords and Legastians. Our recommendation is to give them back their humanity and offer them a ride home if they’ll fight for us on the way there. We don’t promise them any more than that. The carriers are ours, as are the fighters. All we’re giving them is a ride home, if they’ll fight for us on the way.”

      “Is that so we don’t recreate the mistakes that were made with the Fulbans?”

      Baker nodded. “Yes, sir. We don’t give them any power, and we don’t put them in charge. They’re just janissaries. We pay them for their time and return them to their planet when we find it, unless they want to continue serving for our help in fixing their countrymen and getting their planet back for them.”

      “Do we know who is currently holding it?”

      “If I had to guess, it’s probably the Legastians. Maybe they join the Terran Federation and we help them get their planet back.”

      “If it’s the Legastians, there may not be many people left there.”

      “There may not. But honestly, we’re probably going to try to take it, anyway, so the promise is good.”

      “What are the drawbacks of this?”

      “Beyond the ethical questions of playing God—which are significant and I don’t mean to gloss over—there is also the potential to create another Fulban society. I’m hoping that Hong can make this one a little more defensive-minded to offset the Fulbans.”

      “That’s right. We have Hong to thank for the Fulbans.”

      “Him and Commander Porter,” Baker said with a nod. “I find it fitting to put them in charge of trying to create a counter—” Baker sighed. “Irina, what’s the word?”

      “A countervailing force?” Irina said through the speaker.

      “Right.” Baker nodded. “A countervailing force to the Fulbans.”

      Delgado frowned at the speaker. “It would have been nice to know we had a third member of the discussion,” he finally said, sarcasm heavy in his tone.

      Baker shrugged. “Anytime I’m around, you can expect Irina is close by.”

      “I try to keep him out of trouble,” Irina noted, “even though it’s really hard. Especially when people want to send him to negotiate with foreign powers without any sort of authorization letter.”

      Delgado smiled. “It worked out, didn’t it?”

      “Hmph.”

      “Well, since you’re here,” Delgado said, “I’d like your input on the option, since you’ll probably be involved.”

      “Like Baker, I think that’s what’s best,” Irina said. “I’m not participating in the creation of Fruzian SIs, nor am I helping train them. I will, however, help give people back their humanity and—if they choose—will help them over to the digital world.”

      “You don’t see any ethical issues there?” Delgado asked.

      “I see a need and a resource that could be used to meet the need. If it will help us win, without causing additional issues, I’m all for it.”

      “So, you can assure me that we won’t experience the same issues that we have with the Fulbans?”

      “Absolutely not.” Irina laughed. “We might do something worse.” She paused. “I don’t think we will, and it’s our best choice. I’m for it.”

      “The other options simply won’t work,” Delgado said. “I wish we had a store of Terran SIs, but we don’t.” He shrugged. “We’ll make the best of what we have. I want both of you—Lance and Irina—to get with Porter and Hong and start the process. Anything they thought they did wrong last time, this is their chance to fix it. Hong and Porter are responsible for making them, and Lance and Irina for training them.”

      “How many do you want?” Baker asked.

      “There are five carriers’ worth of fighters, which is six hundred SIs. If we can turn in carriers somewhere close, we’ll need more. We’ll need more to run the carriers. We’ll need people—not SIs—to do things on the carriers. Run the ship. Fix and arm fighters. Things like that.” He chewed the inside of his cheek for a moment. “We probably need at least a thousand SIs and five thousand people.”

      “Oof.” Baker shook his head. “We can’t generate that many immediately—”

      “Why not?” Delgado asked.

      “Because, uh…”

      Delgado lifted an eyebrow. “Have you ever done it before?”

      “Well, no. No, sir, I haven’t.”

      “Then I guess you’ll have to go find out how many you can get done. Happily, Hong and Irina don’t need a lot of sleep, so the SIs ought to be fairly fast.” The admiral rubbed his chin. “If you need help, ask the AIs. They ought to understand the process, after all. They should know how to undo it.”

      “Well, they should understand the process,” Baker said. “I don’t think they’ve ever spent much, if any, time in trying to put clones back the way they were.”

      “Well, they owe it to the clones to undo what they’ve done to them, and as our allies, this is something they can do to help out. Get that Prime AI on it.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” Baker said, “but his response will probably be to generate a bunch of Threes.”

      “What’s a Three?”

      “That’s the AI program that handles the biologicals onboard.”

      “Good. Make as many as you need to streamline the process. If they can help train the clones, so much the better.”

      “You trust them to help?” Irina asked. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “I trust them to help, under Terran SI guidance. Victoria can help, and the SIs running the carriers can assist where needed. In fact, if you have a presentation, you can probably give it to them to show to the clones.”

      “If nothing else, they’ll be good for training the carrier SIs we make on how to run the ships.”

      Delgado nodded. “See, now you’re thinking!” He smiled. “This is my number one priority issue. If you need something and can’t get it, come see me immediately. Got it?”

      Baker squared his shoulders. Having additional SIs and using the AIs would mitigate the task. He could also get Weber to help and could draft other members of the airwing staff. “We’ll get it done, sir.”

      “Not sitting here, you won’t,” Delgado said. “Get out of here and start making me some fighter crews!”
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      “See?” Private Kulchis asked. “I told you! This is just like that thing the first sergeant won’t let me talk about!”

      “Shut up, Sherlock,” Aiken said. “Uh, sir, you’re going to want to see this.”

      Fuck. Struthers shook his head. The last time he said that, we had antzards hiding in the walls. I can’t imagine I’m going to like this one any better.

      Struthers pushed his way to the front. As he moved forward, the ambient light level grew in intensity. He found Aiken and Kulchis at the opening to another cavern.

      But it wasn’t just a “cavern” like the first one had been. The open space yawned as far as he could see in front of him. A small stream came from behind them on their left and traveled in the direction they were heading for a bit, and then it moved off to the right. Over the millennia, the river had carved out a large cavern. The floor of the space was a couple meters below the lip of the tunnel, and the Legastians had set up lights around the space, allowing the suit’s low-light capability to make it look like daylight.

      In the distance, Struthers could see two of the Legastians’ massive boring machines and knew they were on the right trail. Both sat, unused, but looked like they were parked, due to lack of need, not abandoned because they were broken.

      “See?” Kulchis repeated. “This is just like the game I was playing when we deployed. We went down into an undermountain elf realm to stop the slave trade there.”

      “Shut up, Sherlock!” several people said.

      “All of you, shut up,” Struthers said, using the command override. He held up a fist and lowered his voice, even though it was over a secure radio channel. “I’ve got movement.”

      Struthers watched as a stream of Legastians emerged from a side tunnel. All of them carried large blocks of dirt that they threw into the open area on the far side of the tunnel’s entrance. Struthers counted as they dumped and went back into the tunnel. “I got forty-eight. Aiken, how many did you see?”

      “I had forty-seven.”

      “I counted forty-eight, here,” Kulchis said. “We’re going to need some fireballs.”

      “Kulchis, I swear to God.” Davison put a hand on Kulchis’ shoulder. “I may not wait for monsters. I may kill you myself.”

      “Sorry, First Sergeant. This is exactly like what happened in the… in the thing I can’t talk about.”

      Struthers held up a hand. “Tell me about it,” he said.

      “You can’t be fucking serious, sir.”

      “I am. I’m curious about the private’s problem-solving skills.”

      “His problem-solving skills?” Davison asked. “He couldn’t pour piss out of a boot if the directions were listed on the sole.”

      “Give him a chance.” Struthers said with a chuckle. “What did you do, Kulchis?”

      “In the thing that—” Kulchis stopped. “Sir, can I just say it? It’ll take too long to talk around the subject.”

      “Yeah, go ahead.”

      “So, we were trying to stop some elves that were in the slave trade. They had started with just taking elves, but then they had started kidnapping humans, too—”

      “Sherlock, the major might have let you waste our time with this bullshit, but you’re going to do about a hundred pushups for each minute you waste my time with shit that just doesn’t fucking matter!”

      “Uh, yeah, okay, First Sergeant. So, anyway, they took the slaves in a big slave train under the mountain, and we went to stop them. We caught up with them in a cavern just like this one as they went into a tunnel like that one out there, but in our game it was on the left side—”

      “That’s one hundred pushups, Sherlock,” Davison stated.

      Kulchis swallowed. “Anyway, we threw a fireball near them to get their attention, and then several more as they ran toward us. We wiped out a bunch of them before the wizard ran out of mana—”

      “Two hundred.”

      “—and then advanced to kill the rest.”

      Struthers smiled. “See? That’s actually not a bad plan. The ceiling is too short for mortars, but the rockets will work. And definitely Smaug, too. Heavy weapons platoon, front and center!”

      “Do you want to know what happened?” Kulchis asked.

      “Some other time,” Struthers said.

      “It was really pretty cool, but actually kind of sad.”

      “Shut up, Sherlock!”

      It only took a minute to reshuffle the people in the tunnel. During that time, another group of Legastians came to dump their dirt. Once again, the aliens were too busy with their task to notice the humans at the mouth of the passageway a hundred meters away.

      As the Legastians went back into the tunnel, Struthers motioned for his troops to come out into the cavern—led by the heavy weapons platoon—and they carefully negotiated the step down.

      “Did you see any weapons on them?” Struthers asked Aiken as the troopers formed up into a firing line.

      “No, sir. Doesn’t mean they don’t have them close by, though.”

      Before he could say anything else, another Legastian stepped into the cavern.

      “Aim for the eyes,” Struthers instructed. “Fire!”

      The first grenade launcher fired, and the projectile arced across the space. It didn’t hit the second Legastian to emerge in the eye, but it was close. The creature dropped at the mouth of the tunnel as the first one spun faster than anything that big should have been able to do, and it charged toward the Terrans.

      Several .50 caliber machine guns opened up, and it dropped as the Legastians in the tunnel pushed the body of the one blocking the tunnel out of the way. The rest of the group poured forth, and all the machine guns began chattering again, as well as the rail guns the regular troopers had mounted on their exoskeletons. Smaug breathed, and the flamethrower spat liquid flame across the Legastians running toward them.

      The last one of the group made it about halfway across the space before it went down, burning. “Cease fire!” Struthers called.

      Another group emerged and was similarly dispatched.

      “This is even easier than killing elves!” Kulchis chortled. “They’re unarmed.”

      “Shut up, Sherlock!” several troopers yelled as another group emerged. Interspersed in this group were Legastians with their own version of rocket launchers, two of which got off shots before they went down.

      Aiken smacked Kulchis in the back of the head.

      “Ow! What was that for?”

      “We don’t ever say things like that,” Aiken replied.

      “Let me guess,” the private said. “Shut up.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      A fourth group appeared. This group was fully armed with lasers and rocket launchers, and the Marines went from a firing line to looking for cover as the Legastians—partially held at bay by the flamethrower—blasted away at them. More of them spilled out of the tunnel and a large group charged at the Terrans.

      Although one-on-one the Legastians were ferocious and their weapons devastating, most were taken down as they emerged, blocking the tunnel and slowing down the rest of the group. Typically, each alien that stopped to fire had at least three or four Terrans firing at it, and its eyes were pretty big. Even when they were running, they made good targets, and the Terrans were able to stay ahead of the group coming at them, even though the Legastians pounded the out-of-cover Terrans.

      Finally, it was over, and no more antzards emerged.
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      “Thanks for coming to meet us,” Baker said as Porter walked into the CIC. “Did you bring Hong?”

      Porter held up a flash drive. “This is all so secretive. Should I be scared?”

      “Maybe.” Baker smiled. “I’ll explain as soon as Hong can hear.”

      Porter inserted the drive.

      After a moment, Hong said, “Billy, I think we’re in trouble.”

      “Are we?” Porter asked.

      “No, you’re not,” Baker said. “In fact, you’re here due to your experience and expertise.”

      Hong laughed. “My mom always said, be careful of round eyes when they’re complimenting you.”

      “Your mom was a smart person,” Baker replied with a chuckle. “In any event, time is short, so let’s get started. I think everyone here knows everyone else, but on the human side, there’s myself, Lina Weber, and Billy Porter. Sofia Jimenez will join us once she gets released from medical.”

      He motioned to the monitors on the wall where the SIs and AIs were looking on. “On the digital front, we have Irina, Hong, Victoria, and Cecilia representing the SIs and Prime, Three, and Five representing the AIs.”

      “Is this a cabal to overthrow one of the races?” Prime asked. “Let me guess. We’re going to take over the Kardons, because they didn’t want to acquiesce to our joining the alliance.”

      “No, we’re not,” Baker replied, frowning. “Actually, they were surprisingly positive about the alliance, and Golchak thinks there won’t be any issues.”

      “The Sontag, then?” Prime asked hopefully.

      “No. This isn’t a cabal. This is a working group.”

      “Oh,” Prime said with a sniff. “Well, you know my opinion on work.”

      “I know you’re a lazy pain in the ass,” Baker said. “If I hadn’t needed you to make a Three, I wouldn’t have invited you. This is a big project—one that might win the war—and I only want beings I can count on.”

      “I have always—”

      “Shut up, Prime,” Irina said. “We don’t have time for that now.”

      “But giving Lance a hard time is a spectator sport, is it not?”

      “Most days, yes. Today, it’s not, so either shut up, or I’ll have to put you back in the jump drive.”

      “Meh. Too small. Okay, I’ll be good.” Prime smiled. “So how are we going to win the war today?”

      “We’re going to win the war by creating a bunch of SIs and people to operate this and several other carriers, and the pilots and SIs required to fly the fighters off them. All told, we’re going to restore the humanity to about six thousand people and make about a thousand of them into SIs.”

      “What about the Overlord cruisers?” Prime asked.

      “What about them?”

      “Are you planning to operate them?”

      “No. They’re Overlord units, and they can stay that way.”

      “Who’s going to give them orders?”

      Baker sighed. “Prime, who is the Overlord liaison?”

      “I am.”

      Baker nodded. “Then guess who is finally going to earn their pay by doing something that will help the war effort?”

      Prime frowned. “You’re really not as funny as you think you are, you know?”

      Baker turned back to find Porter biting his lip.

      “Are you sure about this?” Porter asked. “Because it didn’t turn out quite the way we wanted it to last time. Who’s to say that it won’t be worse this time?”

      “I am,” Baker replied, “because you and Hong are going to incorporate everything that you learned from the last time, and this time you also have the expert advice of a couple of fellow SIs and some of the AIs that helped make the clones in the first place. With all of this experience, I think we’ll be able to do better than last time, not worse.”

      “Why the rush?” Hong asked. “If we had a little time, we could do some experimentation on what worked well and—”

      “Sorry, but there are a number of reasons why we need to do this quickly, mostly related to what happened last time. And, for the love of all that’s holy, please don’t talk about experimenting on people. Anyone that hears that is going to get all sorts of creeped out. Especially me.”

      “Well, that’s really what we’re doing here,” Hong said. “We’re all just sort of guessing.”

      “I’m hoping that Three will be a font of information you can tap into.”

      “I’ve never done anything like this,” Three said.

      “Do you understand the technology involved?” Baker asked.

      “Well sure.”

      Baker smiled. “See? There you go. You’re an expert and a source of information on the process.”

      “Okay,” Hong said. “I guess I’ll just come out and say it. I’m not in favor of doing this.”

      And there’s my worst fear. Baker tried to hide the wince. “Why not?”

      “Well, I wasn’t really in favor of doing it the first time, but the need was great, so I let myself be talked into it. It turned out… less satisfactory than I’d hoped. Sure, the Fulbans were good at the start, but now they’re kind of spinning out of control, with no real hope of ever regaining control again.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Irina said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Irina shrugged. “Sure, we’d like to have a little more control over them and give them the experience they need to temper some of their… rasher decisions, but that happens when you’re raising kids. Experience leads to good decisions. Experience is gained, however, through bad decisions.”

      “You mean like, ‘If you don’t radiate, you’ll sneak up on the Legastian carriers?’”

      “Something like that,” Irina agreed.

      “It might have worked,” Porter said, “if the one fighter hadn’t turned on his radar.”

      “What?” Irina asked. “That wasn’t in the report.”

      Porter nodded. “It totally happened. Then the Legastians all pinged us with their radar, so they knew we were there. They played it off to let us get close enough to attack, then they pounced on us. Still, the Fulban plan might have worked if the pilot hadn’t activated his radar.”

      “What about the other half of the plan?” Baker asked.

      Porter shook his head. “That was fucked up from the start. It had little chance of working and no options for when it fell apart. If it weren’t for Anya, the whole planet would be infested now.”

      “Okay, so bad decision on that half, at least. I’ll go and debrief them on it, and maybe they can learn from it and start getting some of the experience needed to temper their judgment.”

      “Still, that doesn’t make them bad,” Irina noted. “Just a bit rash.” She chuckled. “And you know what parents do when they have a child that doesn’t turn out like they hoped?”

      “Call the police and have them get the car they stole back?”

      “No, they have another child.” Irina smiled beatifically. “This is your chance to make up for the first child that went awry by having a second.”

      “And, I would submit, the need this time is even greater,” Baker said. “Last time you needed to do it to save a handful of yourselves. This time, the stakes are much, much higher.”

      “How high are we talking?” Porter asked.

      “Victory or defeat in the war against the Legastians. Life or death for four civilizations. No, five. Wait, six.”

      “Six?” Porter looked unconvinced.

      “Terrans, Sontags, Kardons, Overlords, Fulbans, and… whoever these other humans are. I guess you could count the Fruzians, too. Once we fall, the Legastians will kill them, too. That makes seven civilizations that stand to be defeated and eaten if we don’t do this.”

      Hong frowned. “You’re saying we’ll win with five carriers and airwings?”

      “I’m saying we’ll lose if we don’t have them. If we wait, the Fulbans are going to go off on their own and do something stupid that gets them killed. Then the Legastians will roll through us. We need these carriers so we can influence the Fulbans to be smart about the next offensive.”

      “I don’t know.” Hong shook his head. “That line of reasoning seems sort of thin.”

      Baker shrugged. “That is the way Admiral Delgado explained it to me. He doesn’t see this as a way to totally win the war, but for us to stay in it. The longer we do, the more support we’ll get from home. We need time for our manufacturing to catch up with our needs. This helps buy us that time.”

      “I’ll do it, but then I’m done. Out. I want out of the military.”

      “I don’t know that I can promise that. Besides, failing to follow an order—”

      “I could be brought up on charges for failing to follow a lawful order,” Hong said. “Whether this is lawful or not is hardly cut and dried. I’ll bet the courts could argue whether this was legal for years and years.” He smiled. “It would also call to the public’s attention that we had done it, which would raise an awful lot of ethics questions…”

      “Fine. I’ll convince Delgado to cut you loose once we have the manning required.”

      “What about me?” Prime said. “Can I go when we’re done?”

      “I’ve yet to see you help once, and you were actively a pain in the ass earlier.” Baker shrugged. “Besides, where would you go?”

      “Earth? With Hong?”

      “I don’t think you get to go there until the war’s over,” Baker replied. “But if you stop being a pain, I’ll put in a good word for you.”

      Prime blew out a breath. “Fine.”

      Baker looked at Hong. “Okay, so we’re good?”

      “Yeah, I’ll do it.”

      “Porter?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I’m in.”

      “Good,” Baker said. “What do you need from me to get started?”

      “I take it the clones are the ones aboard this ship?” Hong asked. “That’s why we met here, right?”

      Baker nodded. “There are five thousand clones in storage here.”

      “Fair enough.” Hong’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll do my part, but you have to do yours.”

      “Who do you think is going to be training the biologicals?”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Hong said. “Here’s the deal. I’ll bring back three of them to life. You have to convince at least two of them to give me the okay to continue doing it, or I won’t.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “That’s what we did with the Fulbans, and I think it made sense,” Porter interjected. “We brought back a few of them and explained what we were doing and why. If they hadn’t agreed to help us, we were going to stop. We can’t know what’s in their heads until we give them the power to say yes or no, but once we do, we need to honor it.” Porter shrugged. “That’s what we thought, anyway.”

      “Okay, that’s fair,” Baker replied. “I’ll do it.” Chief negotiator to race number three. I really ought to get paid a diplomat’s wages.

      Hong nodded and looked at Three. “In that case, we can get started. Give me a hand, would you?”
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      “All right,” Struthers said. “Move out.”

      The troopers headed into the tunnel the Legastians had been coming from. Struthers took a last look at the cavern and shook his head. They’d caught the Legastians unprepared and had killed about two hundred and forty of them. Most of them were unarmed, but was something twice your size that could pull your limbs off ever really weaponless? Still, it was a lot like slaughter… but the Legastians had invaded the planet and killed a lot of his friends. He’d worry about the morality of it all later.

      By his count, though, there were only about thirty antzards or so remaining. Unless they reproduced quickly.

      Which I am definitely not going to think about.

      Although Struthers didn’t like to look at his losses as “trades,” the cavern had been a great tradeoff. They’d only lost twelve troops, about half to the oversize lasers and half to the Legastians’ rocket launchers. They’d gone from greatly outnumbered to actually outnumbering the Legastians by better than two to one.

      Now all we have to do is find the damn queen.

      “Major, we have a dead end up here,” Aiken said about ten minutes later.

      “Coming.”

      Struthers reached the front of the formation to find a small chamber in which the last boring machine sat. Several of the large bricks of dirt that the Legastians had been carrying lay behind it, but none of the aliens were in sight.

      “Sorry, Major,” Aiken said. “Looks like we went the wrong way. Must have been the left tunnel… all the way back at the beginning.”

      “Shit,” Struthers said. More time lost, and they’ll definitely be waiting for us.

      “On the good side,” Kulchis said, “at least we have good maps. That’s key when you’re going to be adventuring underground.”

      “Shut up, Kulchis,” Davison said. “I’m—” The first sergeant stopped himself. “You know what? You’re right. Good thing we have a map. And guess what? Since you have it, you can be point, Sherlock.”

      “I could send the file to Corporal Aiken, First Sergeant,” Kulchis said.

      “No, that’s okay. Aiken’s led all day. It’s someone else’s turn. Since you have the map, that person’s you.” Davison chuckled. “Head out, Private.”

      “Yes, First Sergeant.” Kulchis went back in the other direction, and the company turned to follow him.

      “Is it really wise to have Kulchis leading?” Struthers asked on a private channel. “He’s more likely to be focused on his damn map than looking for the enemy. We’ve already seen they use booby traps.”

      “I told Aiken to stay at his shoulder,” Davison said, “and I’ll put him back in the lead when we get to the first big chamber.”

      “Sounds good.”

      The company retraced its steps all the way to the chamber where they’d first fought the Legastians. The space looked the way they’d left it, and nothing had disturbed either the alien or the Terran bodies.

      Aiken took over on point and led them down the left tunnel. After about five minutes’ slow travel, he transmitted, “There’s another chamber up here. And it’s lit.”

      Struthers and Davison crept up to where the point man stood at the entrance to a cavern. This one was smaller than the first—about a forty-meter square—and obviously carved out by one of the machines. Like the corporal had indicated, wires ran throughout the space, and lights were mounted in the corners. A few columns held up the ceiling in the center of the room. There didn’t appear to be any exits from it, other than the one they were standing in.

      “Why do I feel like I’ve seen this before?” Aiken asked. “Come on into the empty room. Nothing to worry about here…”

      Struthers looked down. “Trip wire this time?”

      “No, sir. Just a large empty room.”

      “What do you think, sir?” Davison asked.

      “Same as you, this is a—”

      “Enemy from the rear!” Riner transmitted. “There’s at least—”

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Blasts blew down the tunnel, with overpressure pushing them back.

      “Forward!” Struthers said as rail guns began firing in reply. “Everyone out of the tunnel.”

      Additional explosions blew down the tunnel as the company raced out of the confinement of the passageway and into the cavern. As Struthers tried to set up a firing line, large sections of the walls collapsed on all three of the other sides, and Legastians strode forward armed with their curved swords.

      “Ambush!” Struthers called. “Circle up and hold them off!”

      Struthers glanced toward the tunnel as the last of the company—Lieutenant Valdez—made it into the chamber. The Legastians were right behind him, two wide in the passage. Valdez fired at one and the other cut him down with a slash that beheaded him. Both aliens advanced. Struthers aimed to shoot one of them, but another Legastian cut in front of the shot and it glanced off harmlessly.

      The aliens seemed to be everywhere. Even though the Terrans outnumbered them, their size made up for it. As Struthers fired at one to his right, another crashed to the ground in front of him with a hole through its eye.

      “Watch your firing lane,” Davison growled from his left.

      A rocket raced from the doorway and blew up Private Bardwell on Struthers’ right. The blast threw Struthers to the side but didn’t penetrate his armor. Struthers struggled to his feet to find the missileer almost reloaded, and Struthers fired off a round that flew through its mouth and out the back of the antzard’s head, dropping it.

      As Struthers tried to return to his position, another antzard charged from the right and slammed into Corporal Kleve. She flew through the air and crashed into the wall. The Legastian stabbed her through the chest. Struthers fired, trying to beat the sword stroke, but he was too late. The alien fell on top of its victim.

      The loss of Kleve and Bardwell opened up a gap that a Legastian charged into, killed Corporal Aiken and then beheaded Corporal Cook on the back stroke. Struthers fired several times, but didn’t have a good line on the alien’s head. The shots glanced off its back and side. Struthers continued firing, and the Legastian finally spun away from the other troops and charged him. A snapshot bounced off the alien’s chest armor, then the Legastian ducked its head and hit him low, sending him flying. He came down on top of one of the antzard corpses and rolled down the back side of it, stunned.

      It took him a second to come back to his senses, then he climbed on top of the dead alien to assess the battle. Only a few Legastians were still standing, but there weren’t very many Terrans still up, either. A Legastian stabbed Private Kulchis from behind, and he went down. The Legastian raised its sword to finish the trooper, but Struthers was faster. He shot out the alien’s eye, and the creature fell next to the private.

      He turned, looking for his next target, but the Legastians were all down. Only six Terrans were still standing. He saw movement, then he ran over to where Kulchis lay twitching. The private was trying to say something, but Struthers couldn’t hear him and removed Kulchis’ helmet

      “Stay still,” Struthers said. “We’ve got you.”

      Kulchis coughed, and a glob of blood came out. Struthers wiped it away, and Kulchis smiled. “I died… in the game campaign… too.” His head fell off to the side as the light left his eyes. Struthers leaned forward and closed his eyelids, ignoring the tear that fell onto the private’s chest.

      Struthers swallowed and looked away, then he slowly pulled himself erect. He started to jog to where Davison and Staff Sergeant Garcia were checking the Terran bodies, but his right leg wouldn’t work right.

      “Plate’s bent,” Staff Sergeant Rodriguez said, pointing toward Struthers’ knee. “How the hell did you do that, sir? Those things aren’t supposed to deform.”

      “Antzard ran into me.”

      Rodriguez nodded. “That would do it.”

      They assisted with checking the bodies but didn’t find any others still living. Most were missing limbs, so it wasn’t terribly surprising.

      “I hope they don’t have many left,” Davison said once they were done with the gruesome chore. “Because we sure as shit don’t.”

      Struthers had already counted the alien bodies. “I don’t think they can have more than two or three remaining.”

      Davison shook his head. “Just hope it’s worth it.”

      “Me, too,” Struthers agreed. He surveyed the chamber. “Let’s go straight out the back. The queen has to be close.”

      “You got it,” Davison said. “Freeman, you’re up.”

      Davison followed the corporal, then White and Pederson, then Struthers, then Garcia and Rodriguez brought up the rear.

      They didn’t have far to go. “Found them,” Freeman said two minutes later.

      Struthers moved up to the front. The corridor led to a large, open space that was part tunneled and part natural as a small stream ran along the left side of it. In the back of the room, a small Legastian in a robe tended a mass of… something that gleamed in the artificial lights that had been set up.

      It was hard to see through the two massive Legastians that stood between them and the queen. Fully five meters tall, they each wielded two of the massive scimitars as they stood unmoving on four legs.

      “Holy shit,” Davison said in a whisper. “Anyone got a nuke for them?”

      “That would take out the queen, too,” Struthers said. “And the company didn’t give their lives for us to fail in our mission at the end.”

      The two aliens held their positions.

      “What do you suppose they’re waiting for?” Freeman asked. “They have to see us.”

      “All things considered, no one wants to go up against those things by themselves,” Struthers said. “Let’s slide into the room, nice and quiet, along the back wall here, and see if we can talk our way through this without losing anyone else.”

      “As one of the few remaining,” Davison said, “I’d like that a lot. The odds are getting pretty poor at this point.”

      “No kidding,” Struthers muttered. As it was his plan, he led them in, going to the right as he entered the room and hugging the wall. He kept his rail gun aimed at the Legastian on the right, but its size made getting an eye shot difficult. The Legastians’ heads swayed left and right, watching the Terrans, so he knew they were alive, but they held in place.

      That’s creepier than if they attacked.

      The rest of the group came in, alternating going to the left and right.

      “Now what?” Davison asked.

      “Working on that. Stand by.”

      Struthers heard a low sound in the room, and after a second, he realized what it was. The queen was humming as she did… whatever it was she was doing.

      When the humming paused, Struthers said, “Queen, we’re going to need you to come with us.”

      The queen turned, saw them, and screamed. It was a scream full of horror that left Struthers frozen, quaking as the ululations rolled up and down his spine. The queen pointed at the center of their line, and the monstrous alien guards attacked.

      In a flash—before anyone could break free of the effects of the scream—the two guards each threw one of their scimitars. They spun through the air, flashing in the light, and imbedded themselves in Garcia and Rodriguez. The scream ended, the spell was broken, and everyone else fired.

      The two guards charged forward, racing for the people next to their targets—Freeman and Davison. The Legastians leaned forward, bringing their heads down slightly, and Struthers took the shot he had, drilling the one on the right through the eye. It slammed to the floor and skidded to a stop at Davison’s feet.

      White, Pederson, and Freeman blazed away at the other Legastian guard, and it went down, slamming into Freeman and then crashing into the wall behind him. The others ran to Freeman’s aid and pulled the massive corpse off him, but the corporal was dead—the alien had driven his other sword through Freeman’s chest.

      “Fuck,” Davison said. “Dammit!” He stomped toward the queen.

      “First Sergeant!” Struthers yelled.

      “She’s dead,” Davison said. “I’m going to end this right now.”

      “First Sergeant, stop!” Struthers ordered. “Do not kill her. We’ve come too far.”

      Davison ground to a halt two meters in front of the queen, who had frozen as he approached, her arm dropping to her side. Davison stared at her, but she didn’t move.

      “Pederson, get the queen,” Struthers said. He walked forward and stood in front of Davison, where he stared at the alien. “It’s okay,” Struthers said.

      “If there’s one thing it’s not, it’s that things are okay,” Davison said. “She better be the end to this war.”

      “Maybe she will be, but we’ll never know if we don’t get her back to the ship. That’s our mission, remember? To get her back home? We need to complete the mission, right?”

      Davison stared at Struthers a few moments longer and then released a shuddering breath. “The mission. Right.” Davison turned and walked off, and Staff Sergeant Pederson led the queen off.

      Struthers got a look at what was behind the queen—a pile of eggs.

      “We’re not going to leave those there, are we?” White said as he moved up next to Struthers. “I mean, we don’t want them hatching…”

      Struthers looked at them. They’re eggs. Unborn creatures. They’ve done nothing wrong. But they’re going to hatch and grow into Legastians. He sighed. “No. We don’t.”

      He looked over his shoulder. Pederson was leading the queen out of the room, and Davison was already gone. As much as he wanted to order White to do it, he couldn’t force someone to do something that was just inherently wrong. “I’ll do it,” he said.

      “That’s all right, sir, I’ve got it. Why don’t you go see about the queen?”

      Struthers nodded and went back to the last chamber, where Davison and Pederson waited. After a minute, White joined them.

      “So,” White said, his shoulders slumping as he came to a halt. “We’ve got the bitch, we’ve killed all—dear God I hope we’ve killed all—of the Legastians, and we could go home. Except that the Fulbans blew up the tunnel and trapped us here underground. What’s the plan, Major? Can we get a signal out to get someone to come dig us out?”

      “No, but we don’t need to.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but I’m tired, bloody, and my best friend in the galaxy is dead. Could you please explain that?”

      “We’re Marines. We make our own way.” Struthers gave him a tired smile. “I’ve got an idea, but we’re going to have to walk a bit.”
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      Baker walked into the space to find a group of clones clustered around the holo table. “Do you guys have a few minutes to chat about some things?”

      “Sure,” said One. “What can we do for you?”

      “Well, apparently, I’m back in charge of the allied fighters again, so I wanted to go over a few things with you.” He looked around the group. “Sorry, but can you tell me who everyone is again?”

      One nodded to the clones in order. “These are Napoleon, Hannibal, Sun Tzu, and Yamamoto.”

      “I was sorry to hear about Hartmann,” Baker said. “We lost a lot of good people in the last battle. I’d like to make sure we don’t do that again. Those kinds of loss rates are unsupportable.”

      One nodded. “It’s good to get the reinforcements you brought, but we agree. We can’t sustain that kind of casualty rate, especially since we’re a long way from home.”

      “True.” Baker nodded. “And we’ll probably get farther away than closer.” He tilted his head. “So how can we do better next time?”

      “We have updated our data banks on the Legastians,” Hannibal said. “We will include the propensity to detonate their fighters’ engines in the next set of analyses.”

      “Okay,” Baker replied. “What else?”

      “We are working to incorporate the fighters you returned with. We are generating the crews for them, both biological and SI. We should have all of them trained in nine days.”

      “Impressive. What does ‘trained’ mean to you?”

      “Ready for battle,” Napoleon said.

      Baker shook his head. “That’s where we disagree. There is more to preparation for battle than just training. You can teach people how to fly a fighter, but doing it in combat is different. There are different skills that must be learned. Teamwork that must be taught between the members of a crew and the members of a section, division, or even a squadron. One thing that I’ve noticed is that you are in a hurry to do things.”

      “Our growth as a people was stunted by the Overlords,” One replied. “We have a lot of progress to recapture.”

      “True,” Baker replied. “But there are some things you can’t jump into and be good at.” He chuckled. “Most things, actually. They take practice and patience, which are things I haven’t seen from you. As far has hurrying to do things goes, I had a coach growing up who always said, ‘You have to go slow to go fast.’”

      The clones looked at each other, each wearing the same puzzled look. “I’m sorry,” Sun Tzu said, “but I do not believe we understand the meaning of that statement.”

      Baker smiled. “I didn’t, either, at first. It doesn’t seem to make any sense. Go slow to go fast? That seems like an oxymoron, but it isn’t. What my coach meant was that you need to take the time to understand the problem, including the skills and knowledge you lack, before you begin executing. If you do, you are more likely to be successful.”

      “We do,” Napoleon said with a sniff. “We have a number of different teams that analyze many of the aspects of battle to ensure we follow the optimum path.”

      “I know you do, and many times, that’s enough. The problem is, there are more variables than you can account for when two sets of people go to battle with each other, and you can’t always know what the enemy is going to do. Have you heard the saying, ‘The enemy gets a vote’?”

      “No,” Yamamoto replied. “Who said that?”

      “James Mattis. What he meant is that you may have the best and most logical plan in the world, but the enemy may not do what you think they will, like what happened in the last fight against the Legastians. No matter how masterful your plan or how good your analysis, the enemy may do something unexpected—”

      “But we will factor that in now,” Hannibal said.

      “I understand,” Baker said, working hard to keep his tone level, “but what happens next time when the enemy doesn’t do that, but instead does something else?”

      “Like what?” Yamamoto asked.

      “I don’t know. This time, it was to launch a long-range assault on the planet, something you weren’t ready for. If that had been thought about beforehand, you would have had an answer for it when it happened. You have all your teams to think up new things. Maybe the enemy—no matter who it is—has teams to help them, too. You can’t have just ‘one plan;’ you need to have options both for success and failure.”

      “But if we win, we win,” Napoleon noted. “Why do we need options?”

      “Because there are different versions of winning, and different opportunities that will present themselves. You need to be prepared to take advantage of them. On the other hand, when things go bad, you need to have options for controlling the loss.”

      “Can you give me an example?” Yamamoto asked.

      “Certainly.” Baker nodded. “In the last fight, the Legastians gained the upper hand and destroyed all your fighters, allowing them to proceed to the planet. The only thing that stopped them was the Destroyer moving up to finish off the Legastian fighters.”

      “That worked out well,” One said.

      “True, but that is because Anya used her own discretion and moved forward to save the day. That wasn’t in the plan, but I submit it should have been. You need to plan for failure as well as success.” Baker sighed. “Guys, here’s the deal. I’ve known you a long time—longer than most—and I’ve seen you in action. You do good work. I like your analyses and your innovation. Those things are liable to help us win the war. The one thing you don’t have, though, is experience—specifically, the experience to know what you don’t know. How to plan for variances from what you think is going to happen to what actually does. Loss prevention. Things like that.”

      “What is ‘loss prevention’?” Napoleon asked.

      Baker smiled. “Sometimes, there’s no way to win. You need to know when to throw in the towel and run, so you can live to fight another day.”

      “Can you teach us these things?”

      “Experience isn’t something that is easily taught, it’s something that’s learned slowly through practice.” Baker chuckled. “That’s what I was trying to tell you at the start. Go slow to go fast. When you have a plan, talk with other leaders before trying to convince the admiral that you know the best way to do something. Your last plan was good, but it had a number of flaws, and when things went wrong, there were no options for fixing them.”

      “The battlefield is a scene of constant chaos,” Napoleon said. “The winner will be the one who controls that chaos, both his own and the enemy’s.” He sighed. “We did not control that chaos.”

      “Sadly, no. But if you keep learning, maybe next time you will. What you have to remember is that all our troops in the next battle will be green.”

      “We are going to paint our fighters?” One asked. “Will that make them more difficult to see in space?”

      “He means that they will not be experienced,” Hannibal said. “They will be seeing combat for the first time.”

      Baker nodded. “Exactly. Because of this, we’ll want to keep the plan relatively simple. They may understand complicated maneuvers, but there may not have been time to practice them. By keeping things simple, we help control the chaos in our pilots’ and SIs’ minds.”

      One’s features scrunched up. “Do SIs feel chaos?”

      “Irina?” Baker asked. “Care to answer that?”

      “Sure. The answer is no, SIs don’t experience chaos the way you understand it. We are more analytical, generally, than a biological mind. However, no being is prepared for combat, and that includes SIs. We may know a long list of maneuvers, but the only way to know which one is right at a given opportunity is by trying it and seeing how it works.”

      “Experience, not education,” Hannibal said.

      “Exactly,” Irina replied. “Combat is the wrong time to learn that a maneuver doesn’t work the way you expected. Or that you were wrong about what you expected the opponent to do. When presented with a number of options, a new SI might not have the experience to choose the right one, and then will doubt their analysis and choose wrong again the next time. As such, there is ‘chaos’ for the SI, it’s just not the way you think about it as a biological.”

      “SIs aren’t superior to biologicals in every manner,” Baker said, “and you can’t expect them to know everything and be ready with an answer when presented with an unfamiliar situation. Many times—maybe even most times—they will get it right, but sometimes they won’t. The more experience they have, the higher the odds they’ll get it right.”

      The clones nodded sagely. Maybe they get it. I hope so.

      “I have a question that came up in one of the analysis teams,” Hannibal said. “Perhaps you can explain it for us.”

      “Sure,” Baker replied. “I’ll try. What was it?”

      “The Legastian fighters acted differently this time. Do you know why?”

      Baker chuckled. “I wasn’t here to see it. Could you maybe explain what you mean by ‘different’?”

      “After the two sides traded missiles, the Legastians were faster to reform than we were.”

      “Perhaps they were veteran pilots. Your pilots haven’t been flying—”

      “No.” Hannibal shook his head. “The Legastians reformed faster than the formation of SI-piloted fighters that Commander Jimenez led. We saw something like this before in the battle that preceded it. The Legastian formation flew the way a school of fish swims—all together and moving in concert, almost as if something were guiding them. We have been studying it and trying to implement software that might let us move like that.”

      Baker shook his head. “I’m afraid that one is beyond me. Irina?”

      “I can see what they’re talking about,” the SI replied. “I didn’t notice it the first time I looked at the battle tapes, but I see it now as well as in the battle before. The movement is unlike anything I’ve seen before. It is too precise, even more so than the AI or SI-piloted formations. It’s almost as if they were of a single mind.”

      “Exactly!” Hannibal said. “I didn’t know how to explain it, but that’s it. Of a single mind. How do they do that?”

      “An awful lot of practice would be my guess,” Baker said. “We may be looking at their best pilots.”

      Hannibal nodded. “So, since we killed them, the next time it is possible the Legastian fighters might not be as proficient?”

      “It’s possible.” Baker shrugged. “But it’s a bad habit to expect less of your opponent. Expect them to be the best possible, and you’ll never be disappointed.”
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      “There it is,” Struthers said. “Our way out.”

      “Huh?” White asked. “The antzards’ boring machine?”

      Struthers nodded. It had been the longest walk of his life. All of them were dead tired, limping, and just struggling to make it. But at least they didn’t have to listen to the queen scream after the first time she did it on the march. Every five minutes, she would stop and try to scream, but would be unable to open her mouth. The ordnance tape across it had probably saved his sanity… and her life.

      “Do you know how to drive one of those things, Major?” Pederson asked.

      “Nope, but we’re Marines.”

      Pederson gave him a tired smile. “So, we’re just going to fuck around with it until we figure it out?”

      “That’s my plan, unless you have a better one. The radios don’t work. The exit tunnel is blocked and would take months for us to clear. I don’t know what our prisoner eats, but we’ll all be dead long before then.” Struthers motioned to the machine. “Or, we have this big thing that can get us out of here if we figure it out. I may be tired, but I can push some buttons or whatever it takes to get it going.”

      “Works for me,” Davison said, walking over to the side of the vehicle. “How do you climb—”

      With a roar, an antzard came around the front of the digger and swung a claw at the first sergeant before he could bring up his rail gun. Davison tried to duck under the creature, but one of its nails caught on his exoskeleton, and the force of it threw him into the boring machine.

      Davison slammed into the vehicle and bounced back off into the antzard’s two-handed grasp. It picked him up, inverted him, and slammed him into the hard-packed ground.

      “No!” White yelled, firing his rail gun as the creature turned to the rest of the group. He was the first to get a shot off, but then was quickly joined by Pederson and Struthers.

      The Legastian took two steps toward White, but it was driven back by the stream of rounds pouring into it. It braced and leaned forward into the rail gun fire, but that put its eyes lower, and they were riddled by the three Marines. Without another sound, it collapsed to the ground.

      Struthers spun to see what the queen was doing, but she hadn’t moved. She was looking forward still, her gaze sightless, as if a battle hadn’t just happened next to her.

      Having made sure the prisoner was still secure, he jogged over to where White and Pederson were looking down at Davison. His neck was at an unnatural angle, and he wasn’t moving. Although the helmets were supposed to be “unbreakable” in normal use, Davison’s was shattered, a tribute to how hard the alien had slammed him down.

      “Fuck!” White said. “We were almost out of here! Fuck, fuck, fuck!” He walked over and shot the Legastian in the head. “Dammit!” His shoulders sagged.

      Struthers walked over to him, and he could see his shoulders start jerking as the trooper sobbed. “We were so close to out of here, too.”

      “Come on,” Struthers said. “We’ll mourn him when we get back. Right now, we still have a job to do.”

      White sniffed, kicked the dead Legastian, and turned. “You’re right, sir. Let’s get the hell out of here. It’s what he would have wanted.”

      The three Marines pulled the queen with them to look up at the side of the vehicle. “See a door anywhere?” Struthers asked.

      “No,” Pederson said. She stepped back and started walking around the vehicle.

      “Careful,” Struthers said. “There may be more.” He looked over his shoulder. “White, watch the prisoner. I’ll help her look for an entrance.”

      They inspected the borer—while watching for additional Legastians—and found a door in the back. The steps up to it were, of course, too large, and they had to climb to get up to it. The latch was easy to figure out, and they entered the craft.

      A passageway led up the right side of the vehicle in between the machinery and the exterior skin. While the corridor would have been narrow for a Legastian, it was easy for the Marines to negotiate. The equipment was obviously on and sounded like it was at idle. Struthers walked in front with his rail gun ready, in case another antzard was hiding in the machine.

      They didn’t find any, though, and quickly made it into the cockpit. Two massive seats faced an oversize instrument panel that sat beneath a clear-steel canopy.

      “I’ll get in the seat; you work the pedals, okay?” Struthers asked, pointing to a group of levers underneath the instruments.

      “Sure.”

      The major climbed into the right chair.

      “Isn’t the driver’s side on the left?” Pederson asked.

      “The door was on the right, so I figured the main operator would be on the right.”

      Pederson shrugged and moved over to the pedals on the right.

      Struthers surveyed the instrument panel, careful not to fall off. The “seat” was actually a meter-wide bench that sat perpendicular to the instruments, with a backrest to keep the operator from sliding off the rear of it. The Legastians probably rode it like a horse, but the bench was too wide for him to do that, so he sat on the end of it with his feet dangling like a child at the adult’s table.

      “This isn’t going to work,” Struthers said after a moment. “I can’t see over the damn dash.” He stood up on the seat, careful not to step off.

      “Okay,” Struthers said, “It sounds like it’s on, so let’s see what we can do with it.” There were two levers in front of him in a neutral position and three levers on the floor that Pederson was eyeing suspiciously.

      “At a guess, I think these are the drive levers up here,” Struthers said. “I’m guessing the ones down there do other stuff. How about pushing the one on the right?” The lever currently sat in the “back” position.

      Pederson pushed but couldn’t move it. She put her shoulder into it, and it moved forward. A grinding sounded from the front that cleared into a low hum. Struthers looked up to find the boring bit spinning.

      “Okay, that’s the bit. Pull it back again.”

      Pederson went to the other side and pushed. It turned off easier than it turned on.

      “Give the middle one a push.” This one looked to be in a neutral position, with a fore-and-aft motion possible.

      “Which way?” Pederson asked.

      “Uh, forward first.” Hopefully White moved the queen back before we started doing things, Struthers realized ruefully. We have too much invested in her to squash her at this point.

      Pederson stepped back and took a running start at the lever. It moved easily and went full forward. The nose of the borer slammed down to the ground, with the back end in the air. Struthers was hurtled forward off the chair and into Pederson. They both went down in a heap.

      “Sorry, Major,” Pederson said. “That one wasn’t so tough.”

      As they got off the lever, it moved back to the neutral position, and the machine went back to level. Struthers climbed back onto the seat.

      “Okay, so the last one was angle of attack.” He nodded to himself. One more remained. Like the first, it sat in the back position and could only be moved forward. “I’m guessing the last one is the throttle. Move it forward slowly, please.”

      Pederson cautiously advanced the lever, and the engine noise rose. She pulled it back, and the machine went back to idle.

      “All right,” Struthers said. “Let’s see if this moves.” He pushed both of his levers forward. Nothing happened. He pulled them back, but the borer stayed in the same position. Jockeying the levers around didn’t make an appreciable difference in anything he could see.

      “Maybe you need more throttle?” Pederson asked.

      “Sure. Give me a little more power.”

      Pederson pushed it about a quarter of the way forward. This time, when Struthers advanced the levers, the machine jumped, but then settled back the way it had been.

      “Um, Major? Maybe you want to take off the parking brake?”

      Struthers slapped himself in the helmet. “Yeah. That might help, too.”

      Now, where’s the parking brake?

      He looked all over, but nothing jumped out as being the brake. “Where would I put the brake if I was a giant antzard?” he muttered.

      “Maybe on the left side?” Pederson asked.

      Struthers glanced over and saw a lever on the far side of the left position. His seat didn’t have one. “Remember when I said the passage was on the right so the driver sat on the right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “In this case, right is wrong.”

      Struthers climbed down and moved to the left seat. He pushed the lever forward then manipulated the controls. The machine moved forward and back. “Okay, he said, smiling to himself. “Run get White and our prisoner, would you please? It’s time to go home.”
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      “The first batch of recruits is ready for you,” Porter said soon after Irina and Baker returned to the former Overlord carrier.

      “Awesome,” Baker replied, dreading his interview with them.

      “Seriously?” Irina asked. “This is your third diplomatic mission. It ought to be old hat by now.”

      “Well, it’s not like the fate of the galaxy is riding on this, or that we have to make Fruzian SIs if this fails…”

      Irina scoffed. “I guess you haven’t been paying attention. We are not making Fruzian SIs. We aren’t making Fruzian anythings.”

      “I know.” Baker nodded. “So my options are kind of limited. Succeed in this or go back to Delgado a failure and say, ‘I guess the Fulbans will have to fly our fighters, after all.’”

      “Unless I’m mistaken,” Porter said, “we wouldn’t even have the fighters if you hadn’t been successful with your last mission.” He patted the console next to him. “This carrier, either.” He shrugged. “And none of those Sontags or Kardons—you know, our allies—would be around if it weren’t for you.”

      “Yeah,” Irina said, “so strap on your big boy panties and get to work, would you? The Fulbans are going to have six airwings in just over a week, and we have precisely zero.”

      Baker chuckled. “Okay, so maybe I’m making more of this than I have to.”

      “Oh, no,” Irina replied. “You’re right on. The fate of the galaxy totally depends on what you do in the next five minutes. So, as one of my bosses once said, don’t fuck it up or we’re all going to die horribly, okay?”

      “Is she always this helpful?” Porter asked.

      “Yeah, usually. Her pep talks leave a lot to be desired.”

      “Ooh, did I hurt little Lance’s feelings?” Irina cooed like she was talking to a baby. “Aw, poor little Lancie got hims feelings hurt.”

      “Fine. I’m going,” Baker said.

      “Want me to come?” Irina asked, the babying tone gone in an instant.

      Baker shook his head. “They just woke up and found out they’re human. Let’s give them a day or two before we hit them with SIs, shall we?”

      “They’re in the conference room,” Porter said. “I made them a lunch.”

      “Thanks.” Baker nodded and walked down the corridor to the conference room and looked in the window. Two men and a woman were eating… Baker wasn’t sure. Whatever the Overlord food system had procured. Baker shook his head.

      If that was my first meal, I think I’d probably choose to go back to not knowing anything anymore.

      All three clones got up as he walked in. “Hi, folks,” Baker said. He found himself suddenly at a loss for words. “I’m Lance Baker.”

      “Good to meet you,” one of the men said. “I’m Harry, this is Ron, and this is Hermione.”

      Baker nodded, trying not to roll his eyes. “Did you come up with those names, or did someone else give them to you?”

      “Billy named us.” Ron shrugged. “We didn’t really have any experience with names.”

      Neither did Porter, apparently.

      “What have you been told so far?”

      “Porter told us how we are on a spaceship and that you found us,” Ron said. “Apparently an artificial intelligence was cloning us and using us to fight its battles. In so doing, it stripped all our memories from us so we’d be easier to manipulate.”

      “All of that’s true,” Baker said. Except for the part of stripping your memories. As clones, you probably never actually had any memories.

      “Is it just the three of us?” Hermione asked. “It doesn’t seem possible that three people would be of much use in an interstellar war.” She smiled. “Unless we have some sort of superpowers that I am unaware of.”

      Baker chuckled. “If you have superpowers, we don’t know about them either.” He smiled. “But it’d be great if you did.” The smile faded. “Actually, there are about five thousand of your race in cold storage on this carrier, and another ten thousand on two other carriers we captured.”

      “Cold storage, eh?” Ron asked. “That seems sort of callous.”

      “Sorry.” Baker swallowed. “I didn’t mean it that way. They are, however, being held in a large space at a low temperature in a coma-like state where they were usually kept until the artificial intelligence needed them. If you have a better term for it, I’d be happy to use it.”

      “Let’s just call it stasis and leave it at that,” Hermione said. She tilted her head. “Why haven’t you brought them out of stasis yet?”

      “Because we weren’t sure what to do with you, and it’s easier to leave the rest of them there while we talk to you and decide what’s best.”

      “What does that mean?” Harry asked. “What’s best is to bring them out of stasis.”

      “I agree,” Baker said with a nod. “It’s all about the right time and place, though. The problem is, they have all been stripped of their memories. If we brought them out of stasis, we’d have to implant memories in them just so they knew how to feed and clothe themselves.”

      “Did you do that for us?” Ron asked.

      Baker nodded. “We did, and we could do it for them, too, but they will all have the same knowledge that you do now. Once out of stasis, you’ll all grow and change and become your own people, but you’ll start from the same spot.”

      “Is it possible to get our old memories back?”

      “I don’t think so.” Baker sighed. “Although we look alike, you originated on a different planet than I did. We don’t even know what planet that is. We think we know, generally, the section of space it’s in, and we are headed in that direction.”

      “There’s a problem, though,” Hermoine said. “Probably a big one, which is why you brought the three of us out of stasis, but no others.”

      “There is. Our nation, along with several others, is engaged in an interstellar war, and we think your planet is behind our enemy’s lines.”

      “Are they human too?”

      “No. They are a cross between an oversize ant and a lizard, about twice our size. They also think we’re tasty.”

      “So, we’re probably not going to come to an agreement with them,” Hermione said.

      “It’s hard to negotiate a peace when your enemy won’t even talk to you.”

      Harry nodded. “I can see how that would be.”

      “Worse, we’re losing. Bringing the others out of stasis, only to be eaten, wouldn’t be doing them any favors, I don’t think.”

      “Why are we here?” Ron asked.

      “Because we believe in free will,” Baker replied, “and it goes against our morals to use you in the same manner the AI was using you.”

      Hermione scoffed. “I get it. You want us to fight for you.”

      “Without sugarcoating it, yes, we do. We’d like to hire you to help fight against the Legastians, our enemy.”

      “Hire us,” Harry said. “What exactly does that entail?”

      “If you agree to it for your society, we will bring your people out of stasis and pay for your service. You will fly some of the fighters we have under our guidance and leadership. When we recover your planet, it will be yours to repopulate, assuming that a government doesn’t already exist there.”

      “And if we decide we’d rather not do that?”

      “We don’t have the time to pull your people out of stasis if they aren’t going to assist in the war. You three would also go back into stasis. If we win the war, your people will be brought out of stasis. If we don’t, then you’ll probably not survive.”

      “I take it our participation would improve the odds of our survival?”

      “I’m not going to lie to you,” Baker said. “We’re in a hard spot. We have fighters, but no one to fly them. It is likely the enemy will come back soon. If they do, we will likely be destroyed.”

      “I see.” Hermione nodded. “There’s just one problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I don’t know how to fly a space fighter.” She smiled and motioned to the other two men. “I doubt they do, either.”

      “That’s something we’re able to help with,” Baker replied. “We can give you the knowledge to fly a fighter, just like we gave you the memories and knowledge you have in your heads right now.”

      “Interesting,” Hermione said. “Can I take it from the fact that you need our help that the life expectancy of a fighter pilot is not long?”

      “I’ve been a pilot for two wars now,” Baker said with a smile, “as has Porter. There aren’t many others who have, though.”

      “But if we don’t help, our life expectancy is probably about zero.”

      “That’s also true.”

      “So the choice is whether to fight for you and possibly die flying a fighter or to die in our sleep, unmourned and unlamented.”

      “Correct.”

      “Those aren’t great choices.”

      “Sorry.” Baker chuckled ruefully. “They’re the same ones I have.”

      “And you choose to fight?”

      Baker nodded. “Every day. I’d rather decide my fate. I also have a good teammate in the fighter.”

      “So you’re not by yourself?” Ron asked.

      “No. I fly—” Baker stopped.

      “What are you hiding?”

      “I’m not hiding anything,” Baker said. “I was just trying not to overwhelm you on your first day.”

      “I’m not overwhelmed yet,” Ron replied. “Hit me.”

      “I fly with a synthetic intelligence named Irina. Irina started life as a biological being, just like you or I, but then she uploaded all of her intelligence and memories into the computer system of our fighter. She’s a person who lives in a computer system.”

      Hermoine’s jaw dropped. “And that’s what you want us to do?”

      “No chance,” Ron said. “Take me back to stasis.”

      Baker held up a hand. “Stop. This is why I hadn’t intended to discuss it today. We’re not going to make you into SIs. You can fly and keep the body you currently have. However, we do have about a thousand spots for people who are interested in becoming SIs.”

      “It sounds horrible,” Hermoine said.

      “I like it,” a voice said from the speaker.

      “Who is that?” Harry asked.

      Baker smiled. “That’s Irina. Irina, please meet Harry, Ron, and Hermoine.”

      “Did you do that to them?”

      “No. Porter did.”

      “You need to smack him for me.”

      “What is she talking about?” Harry asked.

      “Your names have a literary reference,” Baker explained. “They’re fine, but well known.” He shook his head. “If we could bring this back to the point of the conversation…”

      “Is this where we get the big sell?” Ron asked. “The arm-twisting?”

      “There’s no big sell,” Baker replied. “I’ve tried to be as evenhanded as possible in reporting the situation. There’s a war going on. We found your people. We have the ability to restore your humanity—like we’ve done with some other people we found—but we don’t have any place to put you unless you sign up to help us fight. If you do, we will restore as many of you as we can. If you don’t want to, that’s fine. We’ll leave you where you are, and when the war’s over, we’ll restore you. Unfortunately, we’re under a bit of time pressure, so I’ll need an answer on what you’d like to do.”

      “Why us?” Hermoine asked. “Why do we have to decide?”

      “Because it’s better for someone from your society to make the determination. I’ll honor your decision, but it’s immoral for me to make it.”

      Ron scoffed. “So I could vote to bring people back and become the most hated man in my society if no one else likes my choice?”

      Baker nodded. “That’s possible, I guess.”

      “Can we talk to the other people you’ve restored?” Harry asked.

      “I don’t know—” Irina started, but Baker cut her off.

      “Yes, you can. Irina, can you see if One is available?”

      “One?” Ron asked. “What kind of name is that?”

      “He’s the first person we brought back, and one of the people who made the decision for his race, the Fulbans. He wears that name as a badge of honor.”

      “I have One,” Irina. “Still not sure—”

      “Put him on, please.”

      The large monitor at the end of the room illuminated with a view from the Tuskegee. One stood with the other four clones at the holo table.

      “Greetings and welcome back,” One said. His eyes went to the clones. “I see the Terrans are working to free your society, too. Is it time for you to make the choice?”

      Harry nodded. “I had a question for you. If you could go back and choose to remain unaware, would you?”

      One shook his head. “The right to self-determination is important to my society, and I believe we made the right choice. Has it been costly? Absolutely. But we are making strides every day. We are contributing to the alliance, and we are learning things that will make us stronger as a society when we rebuild after the war.”

      “Do you have a planet?” Hermoine asked. “A permanent society?”

      “The Overlords took our society from us, but the Terrans restored it. We are rebuilding and trying to make up for lost time. We can’t totally undo what the AIs did to us… but we’re trying.”

      “So they can be trusted?” Ron asked.

      “As much as anyone in the galaxy can, and more than most. The best I can say is they lead from the front. In an interstellar war, that’s the most you can hope for. They don’t use us as shock troops.”

      “I’ve heard enough,” Hermoine said. “I’m ready to fight for my freedom.”

      “Me, too,” Harry said. “You have my vote as well.”

      “I want to have a chance, even if it’s a shitty one,” Ron said. “Let’s fight.”
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        HANGAR BAY, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SURRAPSIS

      

      

      Admiral Delgado was waiting when the shuttle landed in the hangar bay. The ramp came down, and Struthers limped to the deck and saluted as White and Pederson guided the queen off the craft.

      “Here you go,” Struthers said wearily. “One queen. Still alive.”

      “She doesn’t look very lively,” Delgado said. “She’s just staring. And why does she have ordnance tape across her mouth?”

      “She went catatonic about the time we grabbed her.” Struthers shrugged. “We didn’t hurt her, I don’t think. I don’t know why she’s like that. Maybe it’s a fear response, and she’ll snap out of it sometime. Right now, sir, I’m too damn tired to care.”

      “And the tape?”

      “She screams…” Struthers shook his head. “You have to hear it to believe it. We couldn’t take it anymore. We made sure she could breathe… but not make that noise again.”

      “Where are the rest of your troops? Will they be here soon.”

      “They’re not coming.” Struthers shook his head. “They’re still in the tunnels. Dead. What you see—us three—are all that are left. That includes a company of Fulbans that set off a booby trap and got killed. Every last fucking one of them. I just hope it was worth it.” He saluted and turned back to his men. “Let’s go.”

      “Where are you taking her?” Delgado asked.

      “To the brig. We’re all about to fall down. You can talk to her there.”
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      Baker landed in the Hangar Bay after the first airwing exercise between the fighters from the Independence, led by himself, and those of the Kuznetsov, led by Jimenez. Although both airwings were nowhere near what he’d call “proficient,” they were at least no longer a danger to themselves. And tomorrow, he’d do the certification exercise between the fighters from the Anathema and the Fujian.

      He chuckled to himself. Two weeks before, they’d only had a handful of crews operational and only one person—himself—to lead them. Tomorrow, they’d have four of each. It was amazing what you could do with a group of people that embraced the mission of taking back their planet, even though no one really knew where it was.

      Jimenez had snapped out of her funk, too, and was back to mostly being herself again, although she’d spent all of her time on the Kuznetsov or working with the new fighter pilots and SIs from the race they’d chosen to call the Newkies, short for the “new kids on the block.” Although it had started out as a way to tease them, they hadn’t minded; in fact, they’d decided to wear it as a badge of honor and had adopted that as their race name.

      And, happily, even Irina had become more like her old self, which made flying a lot more fun. If they could just get another two weeks, they’d be ready for the return of the Legastians, or maybe even to take the fight to them.

      He smiled as he looked out over the hangar bay; it was good to see crews laughing and joking there again.

      “Captain Baker?” an airman asked as he ran up. It took Baker a second to realize the airman was talking to him. Delgado had given him a brevet promotion the day before, along with a bunch of other people.

      “Uh, yes?”

      “The admiral’s aide just called down to maintenance. There’s a brief going on that they want you for up in the admiral’s spaces.”

      Baker made a face. “Did they say when? Do I have time for a shower?”

      The airman shook his head. “It’s already starting. Apparently, the Legastians are back.”

      “Shit.” Baker sighed as his good mood evaporated. Just couldn’t get those last two weeks, huh?

      He jogged up to the admiral’s briefing room, his mind already making plans for how he could get the rest of the airwings certified.

      “Thanks for coming,” Delgado was saying as he entered the space. The admiral nodded to Baker. “I think we’re all here, so we can start.” He took his seat in the front row. “Go ahead, Commander.”

      Devane took the podium and began welcoming everyone while Baker looked for a seat. With additional crews and manning, the audience had filled back up again, and the seating was full, except for a few seats in the middle of a couple rows.

      Baker decided he’d rather stand in the back and walked there, where he was met by Lieutenant Johnson who had a folding chair. “The admiral said you’d probably end up back here,” the aide said as he unfolded the chair. “This is with his compliments.”

      “Nice, thanks.”

      Johnson nodded and left, and Baker sat and looked up at Devane. Judging by the number of welcomes, everyone in the fleet was in attendance today.

      If the Legastians are back, they probably ought to be, too.

      Before Devane could get into the briefing, Baker’s slate buzzed quietly. Baker glanced down and saw it was a message from Jimenez. As she hadn’t talked with him much recently, he opened it up.

      
        
          
            
              
        When the meeting is up, I need you to go on a flight with me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        —Sofia

      

      

      

      

      

      Baker started to say there was no chance, but then a new message buzzed in. He rolled his eyes as it popped up on its own:

      
        
          
            
              
        We need to go with Sofia. It’s important.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        —Irina

      

      

      

      

      

      A new line appeared at the bottom while he read the message:

      
        
          
            
              
        And stop rolling your eyes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        —Irina

      

      

      

      

      

      Baker shook his head.

      
        
          
            
              
        And don’t shake your head at me. I told you; this is important.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        —Irina

      

      

      

      

      

      Baker turned the slate off and put it in his pocket so he could concentrate on the briefing.

      “As you may have heard,” Devane was saying, “the Legastians have returned, and they have returned in force. They have twelve carriers and twenty troop transports. In addition, they also have five cruisers that are leading their fleet.”

      “What do we currently have to meet them?” Delgado asked.

      “I would have to ask Commander—I mean, Captain Baker.”

      Devane nodded in his direction and Baker stood. “I’m happy to say that the Independence and Kuznetsov airwings both passed certification today. I expect, based on what I’ve already seen, that the Anathema and Fujian airwings will certify tomorrow, giving us four. The Enterprise airwing probably won’t be ready for another several days. They could be thrown in if needed, but it would be better to have them complete all the training first.

      “In addition to our four airwings, the Fulbans have six that are operational and certified. The Gallant has been restocked by the Kardons and is operational, and the Killing Blow from the Sontags is also fully operational. That gives us twelve airwings of our own, as well as the five cruisers the Overlords have. Aside from their troop transports, we will be able to meet them with an equal force. When given our ability to carry more missiles, I think we will be able to not only hold our own, but to kick their asses.”

      He sat down then popped back up again when he realized he’d forgotten something. “Sir,” he added with a smile.

      A round of chuckles went through the audience.

      First time I’ve heard that in a while, Baker thought. Is that what happens when you’re winning? If so, we need to do more of it.

      “Have there been any new developments with the Legastian queen?” Admiral Navir Dranom asked from the Gallant. “Any chance that she can talk to the incoming force and maybe get them to turn around?”

      Delgado held up a hand to get Devane’s attention and stood. “No,” Delgado said. “The Legastian queen is still unresponsive. She will eat when fed, and she sleeps periodically, but otherwise, she remains in a catatonic state. Nothing we’ve done has been able to break her out of it.”

      “So we’ll have to fight them?” Dranom asked.

      Delgado nodded. “If it comes to that, yes. I have the fleet moving forward to intercept the Legastian fleet. We are not going to let it get to the planet—”

      “Captain Baker?” a young petty officer asked as she came through the door. “Is there a Captain Baker here? Sorry to interrupt, but this is important!”

      Baker stood and waved. “I’m Captain Baker. What do you need?”

      “Sir, you’re needed in the brig. The prisoner is asking for you.”

      “Who?”

      “The Legastian queen. She’s asking for you.”
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        BRIG, TSS INDEPENDENCE, SURRAPSIS SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker realized Jimenez’s flight would have to wait as he ran to the brig. Having been incarcerated a couple times in his brief career, he was familiar with its location.

      “Where is she?” he asked as he entered the space. The two guards in the first room stood.

      “In one of the cells,” said a guard Baker remembered from his last stay. “She has been completely out of it, but then she just started asking for Golchak. I was lucky enough to get to go to the party at his house, and I remembered seeing you talking with him, so I sent for you.”

      “So, she wasn’t asking for me?”

      The guard shook his head. “Golchak, sir, but you were all I could think of.”

      “Well, Golchak isn’t on the carrier, so why don’t you take me back to her? Maybe I can find out what she wants.”

      “I hope so.” The other guard shuddered. “In between asking for Golchak, she keeps—”

      A scream cut the guard off. Even though it was attenuated by the closed door, it was blood-curdling, and a shiver went down Baker’s back. The scream rose and fell several times, and it seemed to go on forever. Baker tried plugging his ears, but it didn’t help. By the time the shrieking stopped, he was pretty sure even his gooseflesh had gooseflesh.

      “She keeps doing that,” the guard finished. “Please, for the love of God, go talk to her, sir, and get her to stop doing it.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Baker said. The first guard opened the door and led Baker to the last cell on the left.

      “Why do you have her back here?” Baker asked. All the cells they’d passed had been empty.

      “We’d hoped it would make the scream more tolerable.” He shuddered. “As you could see, it didn’t help.” He motioned at the cell. “There you go, sir.”

      The Legastian sat on one of the beds, staring in front of her. If she noticed their presence, she didn’t give any indication. “Are you going to let me in?” Baker asked.

      “You actually want to go in?” the guard asked, incredulous. “That shriek is nearly incapacitating up close. And just look at the claws on that bitch.”

      “Please let me in before she does it again,” Baker said. “I’ll take the responsibility for my death if it occurs.”

      “It’s your funeral,” the guard said, but let him in.

      Baker walked into the cell and sat down in front of the queen on the opposite bed. The Legastian had a sickly-sweet smell that made his stomach lurch almost as much as her scream had. Hopefully I won’t have to be an ambassador to their society. I’d spend all my time trying not to puke.

      “Hi,” Baker said.

      The queen didn’t move. Although she was about the same size as Baker, it was hard to tell where her compound eyes were looking, but he could see his reflection in them, so he figured he was in her field of vision somewhere. The Legastian’s posture was strange. Although she held herself upright, her muscles were so slack as to be dead. Admittedly, it was hard to tell with her scales, but she gave the appearance of a costume hung on a hanger—flat and lifeless. Even her antennae drooped.

      “I’m Lance Baker, a good friend of Sterep Golchak—”

      As he said the name, the queen seemed to come alive. Her antennae lifted, and as life flowed into her, she sat up straighter.

      The queen’s antennae vibrated. “Golchak?” she asked. Although she seemed more lifelike, her voice was flat.

      Baker nodded. “I’m a friend of Golchak—”

      The Legastian continued in the same flat voice. “I know you are there, Golchak. The queen says to tell you that if you harm her daughter, there is no place safe in the galaxy for you. Don’t feel you have to wait for her to find you, though, because I’m coming for you, too. I failed at Shrewburg, but next time, I will kill you.”

      The life fled from the queen again, and she collapsed on the bed.
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      “Shrewburg?” Golchak asked from the monitor.

      “That’s what she said.” Baker shook his head. “‘I failed at Shrewburg, but next time, I will kill you.’ I watched the tapes a couple times, and I’m sure that’s what she said.”

      “Weird,” the Kardon said. “I went to school at—” He stopped, and the color drained from his face.

      Golchak is one of the bravest people I know. What could cause that kind of reaction? Baker shivered involuntarily. I’m not sure I want to know. “You went to school there?” Baker finally prompted when Golchak remained silent. The need to know outweighed the trepidation and the butterflies that had settled in his stomach. “Feel free not to tell me if you don’t want to, though. From the look on your face, I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know.”

      Golchak shook his head, his mouth slightly open. “I’m not sure how he did it, but that had to be Arundo Dumier talking through her.”

      “Arundo Dumier?” Baker asked. “Who’s that?”

      “Arundo Donax’s son. We both went to secondary school at Shrewburg Academy.” He chuckled. “Not surprisingly, we never got along. He was always just a little behind me. One point on a test. The second one chosen for a team. It ate him up. He was such an ass, I didn’t care.”

      Golchack licked his lips. “He blindsided me on the warball field our senior year. Said it was an accident, and the tapes made it look like it was. Still, I never believed him. He could have pulled up; I know he saw me in time.” His eyes glazed slightly as he looked back in time. “It put me in the hospital with a broken back and damn near killed me. The doctors said—”

      He paused a moment, reliving the incident, then his eyes took on a more normal look. “It took about two months before I got out of the hospital. Missed the final dance and graduation, and Dumier took my former girlfriend. Apparently, she wanted to be prom queen more than she wanted to be my girlfriend.” He shook his head. “Bitch.”

      Golchack took a deep breath and then sighed. “If that’s Dumier, then there’s one thing I know. Arundo Donax didn’t go over to the Overlords like he wanted us to believe. He went to the Legastians, and they now know everything that we know. Whatever we do, they’ll be ready.”
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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 TORN ASUNDER. 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.”
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