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      “So let me get this straight,” Commander Sofia Jimenez said. Her gaze turned from the ocean waves that crashed a hundred yards in front of her to look at the two men seated on beach chairs to her left. One of them—Commander Lance Baker—was her friend and fellow squadron mate. He was also possibly her boyfriend, if things worked out the way she hoped, and the owner of the house on whose back porch they sat. The other was an alien, Sterep Golchak, whose nation was at war with the Overlords.

      Since Earth was allied with the Overlords, that technically made him the enemy, although Humans and Kardonia—the nation Golchak hailed from—were genetically so similar that they could both have been members of the same race. For all she knew, they were.

      “You guys met with the Terran Federation president?” Jimenez asked.

      Baker nodded. “I sat about this close to President Harvey. Vice President Patrushev and Chen Rongji were also there.”

      “As well as a number of security staffers,” Golchak added.

      “In Malta.”

      “We think it was Malta,” Baker said. “We didn’t get to do a lot of touring.”

      Golchak nodded. “It was hard to see out of the back of the truck they threw us into.”

      Jimenez swept behind an ear some of the dark hair that had gotten loose in the breeze. “And now he wants you”—she stared at Baker—“to go to Golchak’s home planet as some kind of ambassador?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Sofia tilted her head. “They realize you’re not an ambassador, right? That you’re just as likely to stick your foot in your mouth as to say something tactful?”

      “Ow,” Baker said. “That’s kind of harsh. If I’m so bad… why are you here?”

      “Because I like you, dummy. That, however, doesn’t mean that I can’t—”

      “Easy,” Golchak said, holding up a hand. “You aren’t saying anything that he hasn’t already said himself.”

      “She didn’t need to know that,” Baker said, looking at the alien. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

      “The side of the pretty woman, of course,” Golchak said with a smile. “That doesn’t change the fact that it’s true, though.”

      Baker chuckled. “Yeah, it is.” The smile faded. “I told the president I’m the wrong person for the job, but he said I’m the best person for the job since everyone thinks I’m dead.”

      “I can’t imagine that having a synthetic intelligence on your side was a drawback,” Golchak noted.”

      “What… what do you mean?” Baker asked. His copilot, Irina Koslova, had uploaded her personality—and everything that made her who she was, aside from her body—to the system of Baker’s fighter using the new uplink software and was now a synthetic intelligence. Since Irina was able to roam through computer systems at will, the president had in fact told Baker that he intended for her to spy on the Kardons… but Golchak—and the rest of the Kardons—weren’t supposed to know.

      Golchak laughed. “It doesn’t take a mental giant to know that the president and the rest of his staff hope that Irina will be able to breach our computer systems and find out everything about us.”

      “They didn’t—”

      “Of course they did,” Golchak said. “I would have done so in their place.”

      “If you’re going to be an ambassador, you’re going to have to work on your lying,” Jimenez said. “Even I knew that was a lie, and I wasn’t there.” She chuckled. “You should stick to the truth; you’re much better at it.”

      Baker could feel the flush racing up his neck and, rather than say anything else to make it worse, he took a drink from his beer.

      “Here’s the facts as I know them,” Golchak said. “You’re a good guy. Not terribly sophisticated, especially as far as being an actor on the galactic stage goes, but an all-around good guy. You would help your friends if they asked. You’re a good pilot, made better by flying with a synthetic intelligence. You should stick to that.”

      “I would if I could,” Baker replied, “but—”

      “But the president has put you in a difficult position.” Golchak nodded.

      “Yeah.” Baker sighed. “I don’t see how I’m going to accomplish everything I’ve been tasked with.”

      “Well, cheer up,” Golchak said. “We’re a long way from my society, and the good news is we’ll probably get killed en route, so it’s unlikely you’ll have to worry about any sort of deception.”

      “That’s the good news?”

      “From one point of view.” Golchak shrugged. “Although, all things considered, I hope we make it back.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “We could use more allies, and I think your synthetic intelligence technology would be incredibly valuable to our winning the war with the Overlords.”

      Baker raised an eyebrow. “And if we don’t want to give you the technology?”

      “Then we’ll probably lose. The Overlords’ ability to replace their losses is a lot greater than ours. We are better on a one-to-one basis, but when you’re outnumbered ten or twenty to one, things become a lot more difficult.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Baker gazed at the alien penetratingly. “If we don’t give you the technology, are you going to try to take it from us?”

      “Me?” Golchak shook his head. “Not me, but I suspect there are people in our government who will see that as the expedient method of acquiring it; there are always people like that.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “We have those people here, too.”

      Golchak nodded. “See? We’re not so different.” He shrugged. “I give you my word, though. I will never try to take anything from you, and that includes Irina and the technology that made her. And, unlike many people—especially in this society—my word is my bond.”

      “Well,” Baker said with a smile, “I guess that’s a good place to start.”

      “It’s the best I can do.” Golchak chuckled. “Besides, you shouldn’t sell yourself short.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Golchak turned serious. “Your president sees something in you. From what I’ve heard of your exploits, I think you have a bit of targalli in you.”

      “Targalli? What’s that?”

      “It’s a word we have that means a person who always finds a way to overcome what’s thrown at them, whether through skill, an oblique approach to solving the problem, or”—he smiled—“sometimes just plain luck. You’ve been in a lot of seemingly no-win situations and have come out of them victorious.”

      Baker scoffed. “Um, I’m pretty sure I almost died on Tau Ceti 3. A couple of times. I only survived one of them because you were there to save me.”

      “But you didn’t die,” Golchak replied. “That’s exactly what I mean. Most people would have died in the swamp. Yet somehow, I showed up at the right moment. While you might attribute that to “good luck,” others might see it as the universe investing in you.”

      “The universe investing in me? What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Let me answer your question with a question of my own.” Golchak studied Baker for a minute, then he sighed. “Do you believe in destiny or kismet?”

      “I don’t even know what the second one of those is.”

      “They are similar, in that they both mean that some things are preordained, but the concept as we Kardons see it is more of a positive approach, a balancing of good karma against bad. We believe that the universe has a way of balancing itself out. When evil civilizations rise, so do good influences that will counteract them.”

      “What? You think I’m supposed to beat the Overlords? All by myself?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that,” Golchak replied. “In looking at your internet, the closest thing I can see is your concept of the butterfly effect. Basically, a small change at one place or time can result in a large difference somewhere else. You may not take down the Overlords—especially not by yourself—but you may be the person to bring about conditions where that happens.”

      “And you believe that?”

      “Me?” Golchak shook his head. “No, I don’t get into all of that mumbo jumbo. That, however, doesn’t mean that there aren’t certain factions of my society who do.” He shrugged. “I’ve always seen that as wishful thinking. Someone shows up and defeats your enemy because ‘the universe wants him to?’ That’s stupid. You’re far more likely to defeat your enemy by developing better technology and going out to kick his ass.”

      “But there are people in your society who believe it?” Jimenez asked.

      Golchak nodded. “Lots of them. My father and most of his generation, although my generation has kind of moved on from those beliefs.”

      Baker smiled. “I would think that you’d hope I was one of those people,” Baker said.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because we’d be a lot more likely to make it back to your civilization.”

      “Assuming that’s your destiny.”

      Baker blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “Who’s to say you haven’t already had your butterfly effect and your part on the galactic stage is no longer needed?”

      “Wow. That’s pretty dark. Thanks.”

      Golchak smiled. “My father likes to say that I’m pessimistic, but I’ve found that means one thing.” He grinned. “I’m rarely disappointed.”
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      “So that’s it,” Baker said. “We’re going to Golchak’s homeworld.”

      “Well, you’re going, anyway,” Irina Koslova said. “You’ll have to find a new ride to get you there, though”—she waved a hand toward her surroundings, the system of aircraft number three hundred, which was currently configured like a family’s living room—“because neither I nor this aircraft are going anywhere.”

      “Uh, huh.” Baker’s shoulders sagged as he sighed. “So that’s how it’s going to be?”

      “It is.” Irina shrugged as she leaned back in her easy chair. A cluster of grapes appeared in her hand, and she ate one.

      Baker didn’t say anything. Through long association, he knew Irina wasn’t done with the argument and that she’d—eventually—have more to say. After a few moments, he went to sit on one of the sofas, but as he sat, it disappeared, and he fell to the floor. Although it wasn’t a physical “fall,” Irina had somehow modified the system so it actually hurt when he hit. Baker drew his feet up and stared at Irina, pretending like he’d known the fall was going to happen. Ignoring her antics was the only way to keep her from doing it again.

      “When were you going to get around to telling me about it?” Irina asked after a few minutes. “After you left, Sofia brought me back to the fighter, and since then… nothing.”

      “I just told you about it.”

      “But you got back yesterday. You could have come and asked my opinion then.”

      “I had to take Golchak out to the house so he wasn’t wandering around here while I was talking to you. I also needed to discuss some things with him prior to talking with you.”

      “No one asked me if I wanted to go,” Irina said. “Did everyone suddenly forget that I’m a person, not a thing?”

      “That’s what this is about?” Baker tilted his head. “You weren’t asked if you wanted to go?” He chuckled. “I wasn’t asked if I wanted to go; I was told I was going.”

      “Seriously? They told you to do this?” Irina shook her head. “I thought the only way you’d been chosen for it was that you’d volunteered and no one else had wanted the job. It boggles my mind that they chose you to be an ambassador to the Kardons… That you’re the one who was picked to make first contact with a new race.”

      Baker frowned. “I’ve already made first contact. Swamps of Tau Ceti 3, remember?”

      “Yeah, but they’re going to send you… intentionally?” She shrugged. “I would have thought President Harvey had real ambassadors.”

      “Yeah, me too, but he wants to send us.”

      “So he’s really just sending you so that I’ll go along?”

      Baker sighed again. “Yeah, probably. Let’s face it, even I know I’m the wrong person to send, and I told the president that. He wants you to go and search their systems. We’re supposed to learn everything we can about them.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      “I suspect that I’ll disappear, and you’ll cease to exist.”

      Irina scoffed. “I think they’d find that I’m very hard to kill.”

      “I’m sure they would. I, however, am not, and I have a feeling that my continued existence is tied to you and me completing this mission.”

      Irina cocked her head. “So if I don’t go, they’ll kill you? Is that what they said?”

      “That was never said, but it was implied strongly enough that even Golchak picked up on it.”

      “He is pretty savvy,” Irina noted. “He’d make a good ambassador.”

      “Maybe he’ll get sent back here then. For that to happen, though, we actually need to first go there.”

      “Do we actually know where ‘there’ is?”

      “Four systems away,” Baker said. “Or maybe five.”

      “Golchak doesn’t know where his home is?”

      “He does, but the problem is getting there without being seen by the Overlords. They might get… unhappy with us if we were to be seen cavorting with the enemy.” Baker smiled. “It sounds like you’re considering going along.”

      Irina shrugged, and the grapes disappeared. “I don’t have a lot of choice in the matter.”

      “Sure you do. You’re a free-willed individual, right?”

      Irina blew a raspberry at him. “As I see it, I have three. First, I could do it. The odds of getting killed are high, and it is almost a surety that the Kardons will try to capture me or use me for their own ends. I could refuse to do it, but if I do, they’re either going to kill you or send you by yourself, which would probably amount to the same thing. If I don’t go, then I’m going to have to fight for the Overlords—who I hate—while you’re gone, which also means I’ll have to break in a new copilot, which I also hate.”

      Baker, using more tact than most people would have given him credit for, didn’t mention the organizational charts had him listed as pilot and Irina as copilot. “I guess you could refuse to fight, too.”

      “That would cause other problems,” Irina said with a shrug, “and it would break my promise to Stanley.”

      “Stanley?”

      “Admiral Jameson? Head of Earth’s military forces? Remember him?”

      Baker sighed. “Yes, I know him. I just don’t call him by his first name.”

      “Anyway, I promised him I wouldn’t quit fighting until we win, and I won’t, as long as he keeps his promises to me.”

      “What did he promise you?”

      Irina smiled sweetly. “None of your business.” She sighed. “So it’s either stay here and fight on the side of the Overlords or go with you and try to keep you out of trouble.”

      “I don’t need you to watch over me.”

      “You did on Tau Ceti 3.”

      Baker scoffed. “I wouldn’t have been on Tau Ceti 3 if you hadn’t been so focused on killing Golchak. We’d have been back in space.”

      “And none of this would have happened,” Irina noted. “You wouldn’t have met Golchak if it weren’t for me, and we wouldn’t have this opportunity to go meet his people.”

      “Wait a minute,” Baker said, feeling whiplashed at the sudden turn of the conversation. “So you’re the hero in all of this?”

      “Of course,” Irina said with a smile. “We wouldn’t be going to Golchak’s world—whose name you still don’t seem to know—if it weren’t for me arranging a meeting with him.”

      “Arranging a meeting?” Baker exclaimed. “You got us shot down! I almost died! Twice!”

      “But you didn’t die, so stop being a baby. And besides, we needed a new, better aircraft anyway, so getting rid of the old one was just serendipity.”

      “Now you’re saying that getting shot down was lucky?”

      Irina nodded. “I’m saying, we’re lucky to be here, and even if you’re not ready to thank me for the opportunity now, you can do it somewhere along the way, since we’re going to Golchak’s planet, and it looks like it will be a long flight. The sooner you can get me the info, the sooner I can begin planning the trip.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped, and he stared at her, unable to form a coherent sentence.

      “Run along now,” Irina said, giving him a shooing motion. “I have things to get ready.” Irina waved once, then he found his consciousness back in his body—he’d been kicked out of the system.

      He shook his head as he disconnected the cable. “I didn’t know she could do that.”
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      “How about this one?” Irina asked, flashing up a series of images on the monitor.

      “No.” Golchak shook his head. “That doesn’t look familiar to me.” He glanced over at Baker in the pilot’s seat. “Got any others?”

      “No,” Baker replied. “That’s it. The problem is that we just haven’t been that many places, I guess.”

      “This would be easier if he had access to the system,” Irina said. “The data transfer would be easier. I could show him everything we know about each of the systems.”

      “You know that’s not going to happen,” Baker replied. “Didn’t you ask your friend Stanley about getting Golchak modified?”

      “Yes.” Irina sulked a bit.

      “And he said…”

      “You know what he said.”

      Baker gave the camera a rueful smile. “I believe it was, ‘That’s never going to happen.’ At least until we have some sort of agreement with their civilization.”

      “That’s okay,” Golchak said. “I’m not sure I actually want access to your fighter’s system.”

      “Oh, really? Why’s that?”

      “In order for me to get into there”—he pointed at the fighter’s computer—“I have to let you in here.” He pointed at his head. “I’m not sure my chain of command—if I could ask them, which I can’t—would allow your scientists to access my brain.”

      “Afraid we’d steal all the secrets from there?” Baker asked with a smile.

      “That’s part of it, certainly,” Golchak said. “I’m sure I know many things my government wouldn’t want me to tell you without that agreement you mentioned.” He chuckled. “I also did a little bit of internet searching last night. Is it true that you killed a lot of people developing the technology to link with the system?”

      Baker nodded. “We killed a few, but we had a lot more go crazy.” He shrugged. “Some we were able to put back together; others we weren’t.” A shiver went down his spine as he thought back to one of them.

      “Does that still happen?”

      “What? That people die trying to access the system or go crazy?”

      Golchak nodded.

      “I don’t know,” Baker said with a shrug. “You don’t hear about it, but I guess it’s possible.”

      “It still happens,” Irina said through the speaker. “Not much, but sometimes.”

      “How do you know?” Baker asked in the system.

      “Stanley asked me to review some data for him.”

      “How come you didn’t tell me about it?”

      “It was classified. You didn’t have a need to know.”

      Baker frowned. “Seriously?”

      “Absolutely. They’re doing some studies, and people keep trying to emulate me.”

      “Has anyone succeeded?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.” Irina shrugged. “But I wouldn’t expect to see anyone else like me anytime soon if I were you.”

      Baker smiled. “You’re one of a kind.”

      “And don’t forget it.”

      “See?” Golchak was saying. “People still go crazy.” He shook his head. “I don’t think that I want anyone else in my head. Until you get that figured out, no thanks. It’s obvious that you gain additional capabilities, but I enjoy my sanity… or what little I have left, anyway.”

      Baker chuckled. “It’s definitely safer that way.”

      Irina cleared her throat in the system. Are you going to tell him that people don’t go crazy that much anymore, as long as they don’t try to upload themselves to the system?”

      “No. I think we’ll hold onto that info until our governments are a little closer. I don’t think he—or his people—need to know the ins and outs of the system, only that it exists.”

      Golchak sat up straighter. “Show me the last one again?”

      “Sure,” Irina typed on the monitor. She began flashing up pictures taken from the furthest system that humans had explored. They didn’t have a name for it, other than, “Unknown Fruzian System.”

      “Fruzian, you say?”

      “We think so,” Baker said. “We hadn’t met the Fruzians yet when we were there, and we didn’t get a chance to talk with them at the time.”

      “You were unable to communicate with them?”

      “No,” Baker said with a shrug. “We were too busy dodging their missiles, and then an Overlord fleet appeared and ran us off.”

      “Ah.” Golchak tapped his chin as the pictures Daiyu and Jimenez had taken of the planet continued to cycle through. “Let me ask you something. Was this a nexus system?”

      “A nexus system? You mean one that the Overlords just passed through?”

      “No. A nexus system is one that is close enough to a number of life-bearing stars that you can jump to a variety of them from it.”

      “We didn’t have a lot of time there to take accurate readings,” Irina typed, “but my files from the system show there were probably at least four systems we could have jumped to from there. Maybe more now that we have better jump engines.”

      Golchak smiled. “I think I know where that is.”

      “Really?” Baker asked. “You know where it is?”

      “Well, I don’t know for sure, but I think I have a pretty good idea.”

      “Dude, it is a long way from here,” Baker said. “I don’t know that we have the range to reach it without refueling.” He looked at the camera. “Irina?”

      “We can make it there,” Irina said, “but we won’t be able to make it back without taking on additional reaction mass. That’s going to make the journey tricky.”

      “How much farther is your home planet beyond this system?” Baker asked.

      Golchak shifted in his seat and watched the images as they began rolling again. “Assuming this is the right system, we’d need to go two systems beyond it to get to one of our bases. The one next to it is empty, intentionally, so we don’t draw their attention. Fighting a two-front war is hard enough… we don’t need a third.”

      “What do you think, Irina?” Baker asked.

      “We can make it to the base, if it is where he said it is, but we won’t have much extra. It will be tight.”

      Baker shrugged. “You heard the woman. We can make it, but it will be close.”

      “Well, failing that,” Golchak said, “I’m at a loss for how to get back to my people. The easiest and shortest way would be to go back through the Tau Ceti system, but that only works if the Overlords aren’t there.”

      “Unfortunately, though, they are.”

      Golchak nodded. “Which is why I’m at a loss. I’ve looked at your star charts, but they are different from ours. I think I recognize the one, but it’s one we haven’t explored because of the Overlord presence in the system. I wish I had one of my star charts—or that we had the same names for the stars—so I could be sure that they’re the same.” He shrugged. “I think it’s worth a shot, though. Since we can’t go through Tau Ceti, we’ll have to go the other way.”

      Baker nodded. “Let’s get our stuff together then. We’ll leave tomorrow morning.”
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      Baker and Golchak had only been home a few minutes when the doorbell rang, and Baker opened it to find Jimenez.

      “Hey,” he said, holding the door open. “I’m glad you were able to come over. Looks like we’ll be leaving tomorrow morning.”

      “Yeah,” Jimenez said. She stepped inside but didn’t move any farther into the house. “I figured.”

      Baker’s brows knit as he shut the door. “Is there something going on?”

      Jimenez looked at the floor. “I have to go to DC.”

      “You do? When?”

      “Now, as it turns out.

      “Wait,” Baker said. “Now? As in, leaving at this moment?”

      Jimenez wiped an eye. “Yeah. As in, the car is packed and I just stopped by to say goodbye.”

      “What for? What’s so important that you have to leave in the middle of the night?”

      “I don’t know.” Jimenez shrugged. “I just got a call. Admiral Jameson wants to talk to me.”

      Baker scoffed. “The phone system still works, doesn’t it?”

      “It does, but apparently a secure call isn’t good enough. We have a meeting first thing in the morning. 0600.”

      “Who holds a meeting that early?”

      “The head of the world’s defense forces, apparently.”

      Baker shook his head. “With all the secrecy, it must have something to do with the Overlords.”

      “Probably.”

      “Darn.” Baker sighed. “I was hoping we could spend some time together tonight. Especially some time without Golchak around.”

      “I was looking forward to that.” Jimenez smiled. “You’ll just have to stay safe on your journey, and we’ll have that quiet time when you get back.” She stood on her tiptoes to kiss him.

      Their lips had no more touched when the doorbell rang.

      “Awesome,” Golchak said, coming around the corner. “I was just hoping to—” He drew to a stop as he saw Baker and Jimenez. “Oops, sorry,” he said. “What I wasn’t hoping to do was interrupt.” Golchak nodded to the door as the bell rang again. “Having already interrupted, though, do you mind if I get that?”

      “That’s fine,” Jimenez said. She gave Baker a quick kiss on the cheek. “I was just leaving anyway.” She smiled. “You two take care while you’re gone, okay?” She opened the door, slid past the man standing there, and was gone.

      “Convenience Mart delivery,” the man said. “I have an order for Golchak?”

      “That’d be me,” the alien said. He stepped forward, paid the man, then shut the door again.

      Golchak turned to Baker. “Sorry to interrupt. I hope Sofia didn’t leave on my part.”

      “No, she got called to DC for a meeting.”

      “In the middle of the night? You guys have strange meeting times.”

      Baker shook his head. “No, the meeting is first thing in the morning, so she had to drive up tonight.”

      “Oh.” Golchak shrugged. “Well sorry to interrupt anyway.”

      “No big deal,” Baker said. “We seem to be destined to be interrupted.” He shrugged, then nodded toward the bags Golchak was holding. “What’d you get?”

      “Well, since it was our last night here, I thought I’d get some beer, especially since we still have some pizza in the freezer.” He smiled. “How does pizza and beer for dinner sound?”

      Baker looked out the window at the two sets of taillights receding in the distance and sighed. It sounds like a distant second place from what I originally had planned. He turned back toward Golchak and forced a smile.

      “That sounds like a great way to pass our last day here.” He nodded toward the bags. “Assuming those aren’t IPAs, anyway.”

      “Not a chance,” Golchak said with a smile. “You taught me better than that.”

      “Then let’s have at them.”
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      A commander was waiting for Jimenez when she walked into the lobby of the Pentagon. The man could have been anyone. He was medium height, with medium hair and dark eyes, but he had a welcoming smile for her when he recognized her.

      “Hi,” he said. “I’m Dave Blanton. I’ll be your escort today.”

      “Thanks,” Jimenez said. “I’ve never been here before and wasn’t looking forward to trying to find my way.”

      “You’re a commander and have never been here before?”

      Jimenez chuckled. “My career has been somewhat… accelerated due to the war.”

      “And other things, too,” Blanton said with a wink.

      “That, too.”

      He handed her a badge. “Don’t lose that,” Blanton said, nodding to the badge. “It’s special.” He led her through the security process.

      “Special?” Jimenez asked, holding the badge as they walked down the corridor.

      Blanton nodded. “I’ll tell you more once we get to where we’re going.” He led her through a number of labyrinthine passageways, and Jimenez quickly became lost.

      “I’m glad I didn’t have to figure this out on my own.”

      “No doubt,” Blanton said with a chuckle. “It gets easier after you’ve been here a while.”

      After a couple of minutes, they came to a small side corridor that led to a door with no handle. Blanton took his badge from where it was clipped to his uniform pocket and swiped it over a scanner. A light on the scanner turned green, and the door clicked.

      “Only five badges will open that door,” Blanton said, turning to Jimenez. He nodded toward her badge. “Yours is one of them.”

      Jimenez’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”

      “Yeah. So, like I said, don’t lose it.”

      He led her through the door and into a suite of rooms. The large space they walked into held a massive conference table—with seating for ten—in the center of it. Open doors on each of the walls appeared to lead into small rooms. The one she could see into was only about five meters on a side, but it was packed with computers and other technical gear.

      “That’s pretty big if there are only five people with badges.” Jimenez nodded toward the table.

      “Some people have friends, and we will—from time to time—allow others in the space,” Blanton said. He smiled. “They’re never without an escort, though.”

      “And you’re my escort?”

      “Only for the moment, until you get read into the program.” He winked. “Then you’re on your own.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “As if I could find it again.”

      Blanton chuckled. “I’ll tell you the secret. It’s—” He sprang to his feet as the door opened. “Attention on deck!”

      Jimenez jumped up and assumed the position of attention.

      “Seats, please,” Admiral Stanley Jameson said.

      Blanton and Jimenez took their seats again as Jameson and a female lieutenant commander joined them at the table. Both set slates on the table as they sat but didn’t have any other papers or devices with them.

      “Thanks for coming so quickly,” Jameson said, looking at Jimenez. “I know that probably made you miss seeing Commander Baker off today.”

      “No problem, sir,” Jimenez said. She smiled. “You’re well informed. I didn’t know he was leaving today until just a few hours ago.”

      Jameson chuckled. “There are people who would say that Lance’s mission is worthy of my attention,” he said as he smiled back. “It does have some fairly far-reaching implications, after all.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Of course it does. I’m sure you have people tracking it.”

      “I do.” Jameson nodded. “It is, in fact, one of my two highest priorities. The other is why you’re here today.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ll get to the specifics of that program in a moment,” Jameson continued. “First, though, I’d like to introduce you to several people.” He turned to the woman with him, a small mousy-looking blonde who was looking at her hands. “This is Lieutenant Commander Ellen Howard. She is, without a doubt, the smartest person in our military in the cyberwarfare field and probably the smartest in the world.”

      The woman glanced up, said “Hi, Commander,” and looked back down again.

      Jameson chuckled. “While she is very much at home behind the computer, she is less comfortable dealing with people in real life.”

      “We all are,” Jimenez said with a smile. “Good to meet you, Ellen. I’m Sofia Jimenez.”

      The woman’s eyes flickered up again briefly. “Hi.”

      “You’ve already met Dave Blanton, I see, so that leaves only one more,” Jameson said. “Before I bring her into the conversation, though, I need to read you into the program.”

      He paused, and Jimenez nodded.

      “You are aware how the clearance process works, of course,” Jameson said. “We tell you all about the clearance you’re about to be given and what it’s for, and then you sign the paperwork, et cetera, et cetera. Right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Not this time.” Jameson smiled. “This clearance doesn’t officially exist. Outside of the people in this room, only four people even know about it. They are President Dean Harvey, Vice President Boris Patrushev, Special Assistant Chen Rongji, and Irina Koslova. As you may have guessed, this program exists to deal with—” He stopped himself. “No, ‘deal with’ isn’t the right term. Perhaps ‘manage’… No, that isn’t right, either.”

      Jameson shook his head and sighed. “The program was put together to investigate the implications of the creation of synthetic intelligences. Although it will look at what rights they should have, its primary purpose is to ensure that we can control them once one goes off the reservation and decides to embark on a life of crime.

      “With Baker out of the system, which he will soon be, that leaves you as the person most experienced with synthetic intelligences. We need your help getting control of them.”

      “Getting control, sir?” Jimenez’s jaw dropped. “That is going to be difficult if they don’t want to be controlled.”

      Jameson chuckled ruefully. “I’m very well aware of that. I’ve had a number of conversations with Irina about it. However, even she agrees that the potential for controlling a rogue SI is something that has to be investigated. That is all I can tell you at the moment.”

      Oh shit, Jimenez thought, her eyes going wide. If one is loose, there is no end to the damage they could do. Bring down the stock market? Easy. Turn the planet over to the Overlords and join them? No problem. She shook her head, then tried to figure who it could be, as she’d been instrumental in creating all of them except Irina. It couldn’t be Irina, could it? Wasn’t she going with Lance? Daiyu or Lance would have mentioned if Irina had done something, wouldn’t they?

      “Easy,” Jameson said, holding up a hand. “I can see the terror in your eyes at the prospect of a rogue SI. There are not—to my knowledge—currently any rogue SIs. The purpose of this group is to investigate the prospect of it, though, and determine strategies for dealing with it when it ultimately occurs.”

      “Okay, sir,” Jimenez said. “I can see the necessity for the group.”

      “I’m sure you can.” He waved a hand at the nearly empty table. “There is no paperwork for accepting this clearance, as no one knows it exists, outside of us. No one can know it exists. If the fact got out that we were exploring our options… the media would have a field day. There would be calls to eliminate the SIs within hours, and to destroy the technology that created them shortly thereafter.”

      “I can see that, sir,” Jimenez said with a nod.

      “I take it from your reaction that you are interested in attaining membership in the group?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good,” Jameson said. “Welcome to the group. Nothing that is said or discussed can be transferred or discussed with anyone outside the group without my express permission, even with Commander Baker when he gets back. I suspect we will read Lance into the program when he returns, but that may not be for some time… if ever. I intend to also include Daiyu in this, but I do not want Anya and Hong to be aware of it at this time.”

      “You don’t trust them?” Jimenez asked.

      “I don’t trust their reactions to knowing about us. Anya has made several threats to people in her chain of command…”

      “I see,” Jimenez said. She shook her head. “At some point, though, they’re going to find out about this, and when they do…”

      “They won’t be happy.” Jameson nodded. “I am well aware. This group has to find adequate protection from them before they become aware of it. It is a race against time.”

      “It is a dangerous game,” Blanton interjected. “But I don’t see any other way to deal with it.”

      Jimenez nodded. “I’m in, of course. I will do whatever I can to help.”

      “Thank you,” Jameson said. “You are aware that you cannot mention this to Daiyu until she is read into the program?”

      “I am, sir.”

      “Good. Welcome to the program. There’s one more person I need you to meet then, but I’ll let her introduce herself.”

      Jimenez’s eyes darted to the door, expecting someone to walk through it, but a bright voice came through Howard’s slate on the table. “Good to meet you, Commander Jimenez. I’m Lieutenant Jody Davis.”

      “Hi, Jody,” Jimenez said. Her voice trailed off. She was not sure how to continue or what was being left unsaid.

      “As you’re probably wondering, yes, I am a synthetic intelligence, just like your friends Daiyu and Irina.”

      “I see.” Jimenez looked to Jameson. “I wasn’t aware—”

      “That there are other SIs?” Jameson smiled. “No, I know you weren’t. It’s a secret that we’re trying to keep very quiet.” He sighed. “One of the many.” He nodded to the slate. “Jody is the only other person besides Irina who has successfully made the transition on her own.”

      “Do I want to know the other secrets?” Jimenez asked.

      Blanton chuckled. “I doubt it.”

      Jameson’s eyes snapped to the commander, who didn’t look abashed. After a moment, Jameson looked back to Jimenez, and he sighed. “Actually, he’s not wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Someone has stolen the uplink technology.”
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      Baker climbed into the pilot’s seat and plugged in. As he entered the lobby of the fighter’s system, he found Irina’s avatar waiting, tapping her foot. That’s never a good sign.

      “Ready to go?” he asked, pretending not to notice her attitude and the fact that the lobby was empty of any other items, a sure sign she was annoyed.

      “Not yet,” Irina said.

      Alongside him, Baker could feel Golchak fumbling his way into the Weapons Systems Officer’s—or WSO’s, pronounced “wizzo’s”—seat.

      Baker gave Irina his best winning smile. “What do you need?”

      “What’s the thing under the port wing?” A monitor appeared, with a camera view of the underside of the port wing. Two things were attached to the wing.

      “I take it you don’t mean the anti-ship missile,” he said. “The other thing is a blivet.”

      “A blivet? What the hell is that?”

      “It’s like an auxiliary fuel tank that they took the fuel out of, cleaned, and turned into a big storage pod. I’ve got all my stuff in there, as well as some additional food. Golchak’s limited possessions are in there, too.”

      “You didn’t think to tell me that they were going to hang something on my wing that I couldn’t talk to?”

      “I didn’t think about it, I guess,” Baker replied. “Sorry. I was talking to the maintenance chief about where I was going to stuff all my things, and he suggested it.”

      “I’ve never flown with a blivet before. Wouldn’t it be better to have another anti-ship missile? Even an anti-fighter missile would be more useful. You can never have enough nuclear weapons. That’s always been my motto.”

      “I thought your motto was ‘Give me something to kill’.”

      “Well, it is, but the best way to do that is to have more nukes.”

      “While I will submit that having more weapons on the journey might be a good thing,” Baker said, “let’s pretend that we’re lucky, and we actually make it to Kardonia—”

      “Kardonia? That’s the name of the planet?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, at least we finally know where we’re going, even if we don’t know where it is. That’s something, I guess.”

      Baker nodded. “Sure. Anyway, so—assuming we get there—I’m going to need clothes. And, if we take a long time getting there—like it looks like we will—Golchak and I are going to need food to eat and water to drink. There’s only so much we can keep in the cockpit. We’ll have to periodically replenish our stores.”

      “So you’re taking clothes? Plural?”

      “Well, I can’t just wear the same flight suit all the time. I don’t think that’s the right attire to meet a king.”

      “I doubt you’d know the right attire to meet a king.”

      “I brought my dress uniform.”

      “I guess that would work.”

      Baker frowned. “So you’re ‘Miss Manners’ now? You know what to wear and do in every situation? I didn’t realize you were high society before you became an SI.”

      “I wasn’t, but I can internet search better than anyone you know. I suspect that if you follow the rules of the monarchy here, you won’t go too far wrong.”

      “And they are?” Baker asked.

      “‘Smart attire for men includes the wearing of a jacket and tie, and for women a trouser or skirt suit. Those wearing jeans or trainers will not be admitted and casually dressed members of the media will be turned away.’ I guess your dress uniform will work. No one could ever confuse you with the media.”

      “Why thank you. I’m glad I have your approval.”

      “I don’t know that I’d go that far. All I’m willing to say is that it will probably be okay. Not stunning; just okay.”

      “I look good in it, and I have lots of medals. At least I look important.”

      “Former generals in banana republics had lots of medals too. They just looked foolish.”

      “I don’t look foolish,” Baker said. “I look handsome.”

      “Says who?”

      “Sofia, for one.”

      “I’m going to have to talk to her about your ego and not enabling it.”

      Baker shrugged. “Other people say it, too.”

      “That doesn’t make it true. It just means they want something from you.”

      “It’s going to be fine—Golchak said so, and apparently he knows—and I look good in it.”

      “Golchak knows?” Irina shook her head. “Golchak barely knows which end of a beer bottle to drink out of.” She sighed. “That’s it; I’m going to need a dress.”

      “You’re going to—” Baker’s jaw dropped. “Wait. Why do you need a dress?”

      “Golchak says they have robots.”

      “Golchak says lots of shit. That doesn’t mean any of it’s true. Besides, what does having robots have to do with anything?”

      “If they are compatible, I could take one over and drive it around. That way you wouldn’t have to carry me around in your stupid slate or—worse—try to leave me with the fighter.”

      Baker tilted his head. “Who’s going to watch the fighter if you leave it? Aren’t you worried about them doing something to it?”

      “Once we’re there, they can do pretty much anything they want with it, and there won’t be a lot we can do to stop them.”

      “Well, you could delete all of the system files if they tried to access them.”

      Irina shrugged. “I can set it to do that without having to be there. Besides, you and Golchak need adult supervision. I think it’s better if I go with you.”

      “Even if I believed that, where exactly would I get you a dress?”

      “The Navy Exchange is just down the street. I have already selected three dresses and paid for them. All you have to do is go pick them up.”

      “But wait, we don’t have—”

      “We have plenty of time,” Irina said. She covered her mouth as she pretended to yawn. “I think there’s a system we need to troubleshoot before we take off on such a long flight.”

      “There weren’t any issues on preflight.”

      “It just came up. Would you like it to be a major one, or just something minor that will be fixed by the time you get back?”

      Baker’s shoulders slumped. “Minor, please,” he said, shaking his head. “It’ll only take fifteen minutes for me to go get it.” He unplugged the cable and started climbing out of the fighter.

      “Where are you going?” Golchak asked.

      “I’ll be right back. I have to run to the Exchange to pick up something for Irina.”

      “Grab us a couple of six-packs of beer, too, would you?”

      “You planning on having a party on the way back?”

      “No, I want to take some home for my dad. I think he’ll like it.”

      Baker sighed. “Fine. I’ll get some beer, too. I just hope there’s enough room in the blivet.”

      Golchak began unstrapping. “I’ll make sure there’s room.”
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      “What do you mean, ‘Someone has stolen the uplink technology’?”

      “Just that,” Jameson said. “Someone broke into Anya Siderov’s files and downloaded everything she had on the uplink technology. She didn’t have all the hardware that’s on the aircraft side, but they got all of her notes on how the personnel side works.”

      Jimenez shook her head, and her hand went to the nape of her neck. There, below a flap, was the socket that she used to plug into the F-77 fighter.

      “Yes,” Jameson answered her unspoken question. “The wiring for the socket, dimensions… everything.”

      Jimenez looked up. “What’s being done to safeguard the aircraft side?”

      “Everything we can,” the admiral said. “However, there are a number of contractors who worked on the plane throughout all its modifications. We have to assume that whoever stole the technology has both sides.”

      Jimenez nodded. “And if they have both sides, we have to assume there could be rogue SIs in our future.”

      “Exactly,” Jameson said. “The only thing we have going for us is that it’s really hard for someone to actually become an SI.”

      Jody cleared her throat. “I’ll vouch for that.”

      “There are only two people who have successfully made the transition,” Jimenez said. “Right?”

      “That we’re aware of,” Blanton said. “That said, the odds are, it’s going to happen.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You hear ‘only two people have ever managed to completely upload themselves,’” Blanton said, “and it seems like such a momentous thing. Nobody could ever do it, so don’t try it!” He chuckled. “What you don’t know is that we only have 157 recorded attempts at a full upload. That means that just over one percent of attempts have been successful. Would a criminal try a hundred times to make an SI? Probably. A rogue nation? Definitely. And, the odds are, it’d only take around fifty attempts to get one.”

      “When you put it like that, it does seem a lot easier,” Jimenez agreed.

      “It’s easy to get focused on the ones that don’t make it,” Jody said. “Especially if you’re faced with the aftermath of trying to put the crazy ones back together again.”

      “That wasn’t fun,” Jimenez admitted.

      “I attended one of your talks at the F-77 training squadron about your first cruise,” Jody said. “I understand what you went through to rebuild the ones whose personalities were split. You also mentioned that Irina had only been successful because, in her mind, she’d gone full-in on the upload—she’d given it her all. That’s what I did, too… and here I am.”

      Jimenez chewed on the inside of her cheek. “I wasn’t trying to tell people how to do it.”

      “And yet you did,” Jameson said. “I would suggest you don’t tell anyone that anymore. Looking at the stats, people have been successful more frequently since Irina did it. It took a long time—over a hundred twenty attempts—for the first success, but less than forty to get a second. That may just be the tyranny of small numbers…”

      “But it also might be because we talked about how to do it,” Jimenez said. She shook her head. “Damn it, sir. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Jody interjected. “I’m quite happy where I am now.”

      “The other factor of this is that people are trying it more often,” Blanton said, ignoring the SI. “Before it was just a handful of people who figured it out on their own. Now—since the word is out about SIs—people see the possibilities and attempt it. The training squadron has had to put a briefing into their syllabus on it, but even that hasn’t stopped people from trying.”

      “A briefing?”

      “Yes,” Jody said. “There’s a presentation on what happens if you try and fail—that whole ‘going crazy’ thing—and you have to sign a waiver that if you try and fail, the service is under no obligation to try to put you back together again.”

      Jimenez looked up to Jameson, who nodded. “That’s all true. We’re trying to limit the number of SIs, at least until we figure out some method of protection from them and some way to control them.”

      “So… we’re not trying to fix the people who didn’t successfully complete the upload?”

      “We haven’t decided what to do with them yet,” Jameson said.

      “Them?” Jimenez asked. “How many of ‘them’ are there?”

      “At the moment? We have—” Jameson glanced at Blanton.

      “Seventeen, sir.”

      “We have seventeen in medically induced comas,” Jameson finished.

      “That’s… a lot, sir.”

      Jameson nodded. “The problem is, we don’t know if any of them are ringers.”

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

      “After the word got out about SIs, we had an influx of people wanting to fly the F-77. We suspect that at least some of them are criminal elements who only wanted into the program so they could try to make the jump to becoming an SI.”

      “But the odds are—even now—still pretty low,” Jimenez said. “One in forty is still less than a three percent chance of surviving the attempt.”

      “Look at it this way,” Blanton said. “What if you were just out of college but still living at home, and you returned from the store one day to find a note that your parents had been kidnapped, and the only way to see them again was to sign up for the F-77 program and make the attempt?”

      “Ouch. Has that happened?”

      “In at least two cases we’re aware of,” Jameson said. “And if there are two we know about…”

      Jimenez sighed. “Then there are probably more we don’t. Maybe a bunch of them. They’ll keep doing it until they get one. And then, once they have one, they’ll be able to make more.” Her shoulders sagged as she realized the earlier topic applied. “And if they have the tech, it will be even easier and faster to make additional attempts. They could make a whole army of SIs.”

      Jameson nodded. “That’s what we’re worried about. Pretty soon, the world will be held hostage. It may be that they take the stock market. Maybe it’s the Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River.” He shrugged. “There are lots of things that people would pay stacks of cash for… especially once the criminals actually crash the market once or twice or do something similar to show their intentions.”

      “It takes ransomware to a whole new level,” Blanton added.

      “Maybe… and maybe not,” Ellen Howard said quietly.

      “Why is that, Commander?” Jameson asked.

      “It is apparent, given my research, that sometimes SIs feel liberated and that they no longer have to follow the rules.”

      “Elaborate, please.”

      “I’m speaking specifically of Anya Volkov,” the slight woman said softly. “They tried to blackmail her, but instead, she blackmailed her commanders in return, ultimately achieving her own ends.”

      “She did?” Jimenez asked. “I know you mentioned that before. What happened?”

      “They—the Russian chain of command—threatened her family. She took them to a portion of the ship and threatened to space them. She also threatened to launch kinetic strikes on her commanders’ families. They found it was easier to go along with her than to try to coerce her into following their wishes.”

      “And you think that the SIs you suspect criminals are trying to make may… what? Refuse to do what they are told to do? That they will fight back like Anya did?”

      Howard shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      Jimenez looked at Howard’s slate. “Jody, what do you think?”

      “Being an SI is liberating,” the SI replied. “About the only lever that can be used against me is that you could destroy the system I’m currently inhabiting, which would kill me. Aside from that… I would probably respond to coercion like Anya did—meet force with force. That’s me, though.” She paused a second. “It all depends on who you are when you become an SI. You have assumed to this point that they are recruiting unwilling victims. What if it was a criminal who became an SI? Who you are as a human is generally how you are once you’re in the system, but even more so due to the liberating effect. A man who’s bad before is going to be a bad SI. If anything, it is likely he will be worse.”

      Jimenez turned to Jameson. “Okay, you’ve scared me. What do we do?”

      Jameson chuckled and waved toward the group. “That’s why you’re all here. What do we do?”
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      Baker returned thirty minutes later with an armload of boxes and bags.

      “That looks like more than three dresses,” Golchak said as Baker neared the fighter.

      “It’s three dresses in four different sizes.” Baker shook his head. “I’m guessing you told her there were robots but didn’t say what size they were?”

      “Well, they’re so common, I don’t really look at them,” Golchak replied. “Also, I’ve been gone for a while, so I wasn’t really sure. And the way you size dresses here? How is a man supposed to understand it?”

      “No idea. I guess that’s why she had them throw in a sewing kit, too.” He tilted his head. “Do you know how to sew?”

      “I know how to drop it off and pay to have someone else do it for me.”

      “I guess that will have to do.” Baker opened the hatch on the blivet. “Wow. I didn’t think all of this would fit.”

      “I rearranged some of the stuff. Irina said you’d need more room.”

      “Cool. Give me a hand then, would you?”

      Together they got everything loaded and were soon climbing their respective ladders up to the cockpit.

      “How do they look?” Irina asked as Baker joined her in the system.

      “Like dresses?” You neglected to mention there were actually twelve of them to pick up.”

      Irina shrugged. “It was a bit of a waste, but that’s what combat bonuses are for, I guess. I wanted to make sure they fit the robots, and Golchak is such a male.”

      “Because he didn’t know what size they were?”

      “Yes. Men are so unobservant, regardless of species.”

      “I thought Golchak’s species was the same as ours.”

      Irina put her hands on her hips. “Obviously you are, because you have the same lack of skills.”

      “Hey now—”

      “What size dress does Sofia wear?”

      “What?” Baker asked.

      “I asked you what size dress Sofia wore.”

      “How should I know?”

      “Exactly.” Irina scoffed. “Maybe you should quit while you’re behind. Don’t we have a planet to find?”

      “Yeah, we do.”

      “Good, let’s go.”

      “I would have been spaceborne an hour ago if I didn’t have to go pick up dresses of indeterminate sizes,” Baker muttered.

      “What was that?” Irina asked, an edge to her voice.

      “Nothing,” Baker replied. “Here we go. Next stop, Jupiter!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          THE PENTAGON, WASHINGTON, DC, EARTH

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “As the new gal here, can you fill me in on what’s been done so far?” Jimenez asked.

      Jameson stood. “I’m going to let you all get to know each other and bring each other up to speed as I have another meeting to get to. You all have my permission to discuss anything that will make this project a success. I guess I don’t have to tell you that the future of the world depends on this think tank.”

      “No pressure there,” Jimenez said. She smiled to take a little of the edge off.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s true,” the admiral said. “On the good side, we have a nearly unlimited budget to get what we need to figure this out. I’ll check back in with you later, once you’ve had time to get to know each other.” He nodded and left.

      “So who’s in charge here?” Jimenez asked when the door closed.

      Blanton chuckled. “I guess the admiral didn’t tell you that this is your project? That you’re in charge?”

      “He said he had something for me, but he never said I was going to be the one stuck with running it.”

      “Congratulations,” Blanton said. “We all work for you.”

      “Okay, well, then let’s go around the table. Tell me who you are and why you’re here.”

      “I’ll go first and do the big reveal,” Blanton said with a chuckle. “Even though we’re all here in uniform, you’re the only one actually in the military.”

      Jody cleared her throat.

      “Sorry,” Blanton corrected. “You and Jody are the only ones actually in the military. Well, that’s not really true—”

      “We got drafted,” Howard said.

      “Drafted is such an ugly word,” Blanton said.

      “It’s what happened.”

      “Well, yes, from a certain point of view.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Jimenez asked, unable to keep the impatience from her voice. This is the most bizarre group I’ve ever seen in my military time!

      “Okay, let me start again,” Blanton said. “Both Ellen and I know about criminal organizations because we both used to be part of one. Neither of us intended to be there, but—for reasons we’ll tell you sometime if you really want to know—we were coerced into working for them. The organization got taken down by the police, and we are working off our debts to society by helping with this project.”

      Jimenez cleared her throat. “And what exactly do you do?”

      Blanton shrugged. “I’m a hacker. I thought I was the best until I met Ellen. Having seen her skills, I’m happy to settle for second place.”

      “No offense, but why does Jameson trust you to be part of this project? It would seem to me that you’re the people we’re trying to keep out of the system.”

      “We’re here because we understand the mentalities of the people you are trying to defend against. And Jameson trusts us—” He cut himself off with a laugh. “No, I doubt Jameson actually ‘trusts’ us, but he has brought us into this project because he thinks we are salvageable, and he’s offered us enough of a good deal that we’ll stick to this side of the law.”

      Jimenez’s gaze narrowed. “And what exactly is a ‘good enough deal’?”

      “He’ll give us back our child and a couple million dollars spending money, and he will get all the charges against us dropped.”

      “And put you into the witness protection program?” Jimenez asked. “Something like that? Start a new life?”

      “We don’t really need his help with a new life; we can manage that better than the FBI or any other agency. We just don’t know where he’s holding our daughter.”

      “And we want her back,” Howard said. “I’m doing this for her.”

      “All right,” Jimenez said. “That’s unexpected but understandable, I guess. Jody, what’s your story?”

      “I had a normal childhood, mostly, but was picked on for a number of reasons. I was always a little smaller, a little less smart, a little behind everyone… always just a little less. When the aliens showed up, I decided to do my part and went into the Navy. I signed up for F-77s and was almost finished with the training squadron when you came and told your story. From what you said about Daiyu and Irina… it was amazing, and it made me want to be an SI, too.

      “Their abilities were so much greater than mine… and I have to admit to being more than a little jealous. I began to think about life as an SI. If I crossed over, I could have their abilities, too. I was a slightly below-average WSO, at best. As an SI, I could become so much… more. The day before my final flight in the training squadron, I made the leap, with all my heart and all my soul, and here I am.”

      “Why the day before your final flight? Didn’t you want to complete the syllabus?”

      “Maybe I would have, and maybe I would have failed. I got to thinking about what would happen if I failed. If I’d been a pilot, I might have gotten another chance. As a WSO, though, it was possible they’d disqualify me and send me back to Earth as a failure. I might never get a chance to sit in an F-77 again. But as an SI, I could write my own ticket. Rather than take the chance of failing as a WSO, I took the chance of becoming an SI.”

      “I see,” Jimenez said.

      “Do you?” Jody asked. “Do you really see why I did it?”

      Jimenez nodded. “I think so. You may have been lacking in skills, but you weren’t lacking in courage. You made the jump to get to where you wanted to be.” She chuckled. “I don’t know that I could ever have made that choice, and I doubt I would have had the conviction necessary to successfully complete the transition.” She paused a moment, then asked. “You said that you had to sign a waiver about the Navy being under no obligation to put you back together if you went crazy. What did they say about people who made it to SI status?”

      Jody laughed a couple times. “They didn’t say anything. No threats, no job offers, no nothing. They knew that if anyone was able to make the full transition, they didn’t want to close any doors; they’d want to bring them—bring me—into the fold to help fight the war.

      “Blanton and Howard get their family back for helping with this. I get my F-77 back once we’re finished. I’m looking forward to flying an F-77 again and going to war. It is the only way I can prove to those who know me—and to myself—that I finally am good enough.”
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        COCKPIT, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

      

      

      “Recognize the system?” Baker asked. They’d refueled at Forward Operating Base Ganymede and had transited the Sirius, Procyon, and Sunshine systems to make it to the farthest system the humans had explored. Along the way, they’d stuck to the outer edges of the systems they’d transited to avoid any Overlord presence that might have been there, which had lengthened their journey and used up most of their supplies.

      “Honestly?” Golchak said. “No.” He shrugged. “But that’s not surprising—I’ve never been here.”

      “I thought—”

      “I said I thought I knew where it was. We had a survey team find a Fruzian planet in a nexus system. This is a nexus system, and it has a Fruzian planet in it.” He looked over to find Baker frowning at him. “What? I never said I’d been here.”

      “You said you thought you knew where this system was.”

      “And I do. I think we’re two systems away from one of our bases. There should be a supermassive red giant star six or eight light-years from here, and from there, we can jump to the system with a Kardon base.”

      “But—let me guess—you don’t know where.”

      “No, not really, but Irina can probably determine in which direction, more or less, it ought to be, and if I look at our choices, I ought to be able to find a star that looks familiar—”

      “We flew all this way—the better part of a month—so you could look and see if you noticed anything familiar?”

      “Well, yeah, we did. We couldn’t go through Tau Ceti, so this was our only hope.” He shrugged. “If you humans had done a bit more exploring before signing on with the Overlords, I’m sure we could have found a way to get to Kardonia.”

      Baker opened his mouth to reply but realized Golchak hadn’t actually lied to them, and—although annoying—his reasoning wasn’t wrong. They couldn’t have gone through Tau Ceti without alerting the Overlords, and that really only left them one possibility of common ground. While there were other stars they could have jumped to, they had no idea what waited in any of them, with potentially life-threatening results.

      That didn’t make the fact that they were getting low on reaction mass and supplies any better, though, or make the tension any less. They would have to make their final stop to get the rest of the food from the blivet soon… and then they’d be out.

      “I need to add something to the discussion,” Irina said. “When we jump out of this system, we have enough reaction mass for one more jump. We can go and explore the next system—whichever one Golchak thinks is right—but then we’ll have to make a decision.”

      “Got it,” Baker said with a nod. “We can get seawater from the Fruzian planet here, but the odds are we’d get noticed if we did. Maybe the next system will have something we can use.” He looked at Golchak. “I don’t suppose you know if it does?”

      “Nope. Sorry.”

      Baker took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay, here’s the plan. We’ll survey the stars in the local area and see if any of them jogs your memory. Hopefully, if one does, we’ll jump to it and then decide in which direction we want to spend our last jump—either forward or back here.”

      “That’s a shitty plan,” Irina noted privately to Baker in the system. “It leaves us without a lot of options.”

      “I’m willing to listen to any options or anything I’ve missed.”

      “There aren’t any,” Irina said after a moment. “But that doesn’t make your plan any more palatable.”

      “Trust me,” Baker said. “I know.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, NAS OCEANA, EARTH

      

      

      “It’s the biggest bunch of screw-ups, put together to do the impossible,” Jimenez said, winding up her story on what she’d done in DC.

      “And you want me to help with this?”

      “I’m sure Jameson wants you to help, and he’s approved it, but I need your help. There’s no way I’m going to be able to do this without you.”

      “What has your group done so far?”

      “Not much. I realized I was out of my depth and came back to get you. This project is far more than what a couple of hackers, a pilot, and a brand new SI can handle on their own.”

      “It’s more than we’ll be able to handle with me involved, too. Not only don’t we have the hours available, we don’t have the background we need.”

      “We’ve got two of the best hackers in the world and two SIs. Doesn’t that give us a pretty good look at the problem from both inside and outside?”

      “To that one bit of it, sure. The problem is, you’re not going to solve the issue by just adding some code.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If you want to successfully complete your goal—to fulfill the intent of what Jameson asked you to do, not just the tasking you were given—it’s going to take a lot more. For example, what’s the basis in law for deterring an SI from doing something?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Hackers get caught, tried, and jailed for breaking the law. What do you do with an SI?”

      “SI jail? Put them in time out somehow?”

      “How are you going to do that?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I have no idea.”

      “Here’s another consideration. Time passes much faster in the system than it does on the outside. If an SI got sentenced to jail—whatever that ends up being—for five years, what does that look like? Is it five ‘inside’ years or five years on the outside?”

      “Good question.” Jimenez shrugged. “Once again, I have no idea.”

      “Okay,” Daiyu said, “so all those rules have to be written. But before you can do that, you have to determine what an upstanding citizen like me gets. What rights do I have? What responsibilities do I have? What is my motivation for not lying or stealing or causing mayhem? I had a hard time even getting paid for my service, but—as we’ve already determined—my time goes faster than it does for you on the outside. Should I be paid the same as you even though I’m working longer hours from my perception?”

      Daiyu shrugged. “I’m not suggesting that I should, mind you, but that’s something that merits discussion. On the whole, the human race is pretty lucky with its first four SIs. None of us have gone off the rails yet and tried to take over, with the possible exception of Anya.”

      “Anya hasn’t—”

      “Sofia.” Daiyu smiled. “We’ve both watched the tapes, and we both know that Anya took control of her frigate, as well as two others, in Tau Ceti in order to save the battle group. She intentionally killed a lot of humans in order to win in the end. None of those choices were hers to make, at least not without orders from above.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Lance and I are both aware of it.”

      “I imagine Admiral Jameson is then, too.”

      “He actually brought it to our attention and asked us about it.”

      “And he told you to not discuss it with Irina and me.”

      “He did,” Jimenez said, seeing no point in lying.

      “It would seem to me that her actions—while successful—would be court-martial offenses if a human had done them. What does Jameson intend to do about it?”

      “Nothing, as long as no one brings it up. He’s content to let sleeping dogs lie.”

      Daiyu smiled. “It is the path of least resistance, as there isn’t much he could do. I have a hard time believing he could take Anya to task for it, as I doubt she would let him—or anyone else—punish her. If there actually was a way to punish her, which there currently isn’t.”

      “Yeah.” Jimenez shrugged. “It’s a no-win situation, and Jameson is better off not getting involved if he doesn’t have to.”

      “It does help us, though.”

      “How so?”

      Daiyu smiled. “Well, if nothing else, he can already see the eel that we’re trying to grasp.”

      “That’s a good metaphor, as I suspect it will keep trying to slide from our hands, no matter what we do.”

      “I’m sure it will. There are now five of us. How many will there be in a year? Five years? Twenty? A lot, I’m sure. We won’t be able to put the genie back in the bottle because no one is going to want to do so.”

      “Not true,” Jimenez said. “Present company excepted, I very much want to put the genie back in the bottle.”

      “Well, you can’t, and if the tech has gotten out, it’s going to proliferate exponentially.”

      “You seem to have given this question a lot of thought.”

      “Irina and I have talked about it a good deal. She wanted to bring up a lot of these questions now, whereas I wanted to wait until the end of the war.”

      “Why wait?”

      Daiyu shrugged. “Anything done under duress, which this likely will be in order to get the concessions we need—‘Give us these things or we won’t fight for you anymore’—will be easier to do away with later. Better to work things out when there isn’t a war going on… not that we have that opportunity anymore.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      “The easiest way would be to get the laws written where we have the same status as people, with all the rights and responsibilities as people.”

      “That makes sense.” Jimenez nodded.

      Daiyu chuckled. “I have a feeling, though, that the easy way is going to be quite a bit harder than either of us expects.”
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      “Okay, so here we are,” Baker said. They had found a supermassive red giant star nine light-years from their last star system, in the general direction that Irina thought Kardonia might be, and they had made the jump to it. “Is this the right spot?”

      “I don’t know,” Golchak replied. “We’ll have to do a survey of the system quickly.”

      “What are we looking for?” Irina asked.

      Golchak chuckled. “Nothing.”

      Baker’s brows knit. “What do you mean, ‘nothing’?”

      “If this is the right system, there’ll be nothing here. No planets, no stations, no asteroid belt… nothing.” He shrugged. “It’s really a bit of an anomaly to not have anything in the system. It’s almost like someone, sometime came through and sterilized the system.”

      “For what reason?”

      “No idea. Maybe they were going to build something here.”

      Baker shook his head. “I know humans are new on the galactic stage, but wouldn’t it make sense to use the materials that were here to build whatever it is they were going to build, and then get rid of everything else? Otherwise, you have to transport all your materials here. That seems like a waste.”

      “Maybe they did, but then they destroyed whatever they built.”

      “By dumping it into the star?”

      Golchak shrugged. “Maybe. Who knows? We’ve found bits and pieces of ancient civilizations, and the things we’ve found haven’t always made sense.”

      “Well, that’s about the most nonsensical thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Forget I mentioned it then,” Golchak said. “Irina, have you found anything on any of your sensors yet? A planet or anything?”

      “Not yet, but I’m still looking.”
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      “It’s time for a decision,” Irina announced a day later.

      “And what is that?” Baker asked.

      “Do we go on, or do we go back?”

      “I take it you haven’t found anything?”

      “Nothing.” Irina paused for a second. “That, however, doesn’t mean this is the right system. While the presence of a planetary body would invalidate that this is the system we’re looking for, the absence of it doesn’t confirm we’re in the right place as there could be other empty systems.”

      “There could,” Golchak said. “Although this is the only empty system I know of.”

      “Unless you just found your second,” Irina argued. “There’s no way to tell, especially since you’ve never seen the first one.”

      Golchak nodded slightly, conceding the point.

      “Regardless,” Irina continued, “we need to decide if we want to go forward or back, as we only have one jump left before we need to take on additional reaction mass.”

      Baker nodded. “And we can’t do it here.” He rubbed his chin. “What are the pros and cons of going forward versus going back?”

      “The case for going forward is that, if we’re right, we get to where we need to be. We assume Golchak can convince his countrymen to refuel us since we don’t have a lot of trade goods to barter with.”

      “We’ve got twelve nice dresses,” Baker said with a chuckle.

      “If you touch those dresses, I’ll space you.” Irina didn’t sound like she was kidding. “I bought those with my money.”

      “I’m sure Stanley would reimburse you for them if we needed to trade them.”

      “I’ll trade you before I trade the dresses.”

      “Can we get back on topic?” Golchak said. “This talk of spacing people makes me nervous, since I might get caught up in it.”

      “She’s not going to space us,” Baker said. Irina started to reply and he cut her off. “Still, it’s better if we move on. What are the cons of going forward?”

      “If we’re wrong, we have to find somewhere to take on reaction mass. In most systems, that wouldn’t be a big thing. If, however, we jump into another system like the one we’re in currently, then you’re both dead.”

      “Just us?” Golchak asked. “Not you, too?”

      Irina took a few seconds to answer. “You’ll definitely starve to death, but I might survive. I’d still have the thrusters, and I could use them to send me in the right direction. It will take me several millennia to get back to Earth—and it’s possible I might miss—but it’s theoretically possible.”

      “How many movies do you have aboard?” Baker asked. They’d already watched several dozen by that point.

      “Four hundred twenty-seven,” Irina said. “But over half of them are your dumb boy movies. Eventually, though, I’d probably be bored enough to even watch them.”

      “Pros and cons of going back?”

      “We know we can get reaction mass from the Fruzian planet. The odds are, though, that we will probably be seen. If so, they will be able to track where we go, and it is possible they could follow us to Kardonia.”

      “I can’t allow you to do that,” Golchak said. “If the Overlords find a way to get behind us, we’re probably going to lose the war.” He shrugged. “Even if you go back, top off on reaction mass, and return to Earth, it’s still going to raise questions about where we were and where we were going.” He sighed. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to continue, come what may.”

      “Even if that means starving to death?” Baker said.

      Golchak nodded. “Even then.”

      “I’m for moving forward,” Baker said after a moment of contemplation. “Still, we can’t do it without you, Irina. What do you think?”

      “Nice of you to acknowledge my superiority,” Irina replied. “I’ve been expecting this outcome for quite some time—”

      “You have?” Baker asked.

      “Of course. Golchak isn’t completely stupid so I thought there was a better than average chance this would be the system he was looking for. If it was, then our only option was to go further; it’s the only way we beat the Overlords. If we go home now, we have to help them fight against the Kardons, something I don’t want to do. I’d rather be lost in space watching stupid movies for centuries.” Irina chuckled. “With choices like that, I say we ought to go on, and I’m willing to risk your lives to do so.”

      “That’s big of you,” Baker said wryly. “Still, we’re in agreement on moving forward.” He looked at Golchak. “Where are we heading?”
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        THE PENTAGON, WASHINGTON, DC, EARTH

      

      

      “I knew we would end up needing lawyers,” Admiral Jameson said after Jimenez finished briefing him. “It was unavoidable. Not only will we need to involve the civilian lawyers, but the military ones as well.”

      “Why didn’t you mention it the last time I was up here then, sir?” Jimenez asked.

      Jameson chuckled. “I wanted you to come to it on your own, as I knew you would have a variety of perspectives on it, most of which would be different from my own.” He pulled out a business card and handed it to Jimenez. “Robert King. Reach out to him and mention my name; he’ll be expecting you.”

      “We’re going to need legislation written on this, too,” Jimenez said. “It’s more than one person.”

      The admiral smiled. “Robert runs the largest law firm in Northern Virginia. He deals with senators and representatives on a daily basis. He’s forgotten more about getting laws written than you’ll ever know.” His smile faded. “So what else have you come up with?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Not much. We’re having a lot of trouble with the security measures. No matter what our hackers come up with to keep them out, our SIs are through it in seconds.”

      “That’s not good enough,” Jameson said. “We have to figure out a way to keep SIs out of where they’re not supposed to be.” He shook his head. “The same goes for the Overlords. If the SIs can breach any system they want to, the Overlords probably already have.”

      “I have to imagine so,” Jimenez replied.

      “I have an idea that I’ve been discussing with my wife,” Blanton said.

      “You do?” Jimenez’s eyebrows rose. “Why haven’t you mentioned it before now?”

      “Well, it has… issues.” Blanton chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment. “We haven’t been able to prevent them from getting into somewhere we didn’t want them, but we were operating from more of a defensive mindset.”

      “What do you mean?” Jameson asked.

      “Rather than just trying to keep things locked down, I was thinking about a program that actively attacks whoever tries to get in where they aren’t wanted.”

      Jameson nodded. “What are the issues?”

      “Well, its usefulness is dependent on what rights SIs end up receiving.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that the program I’m thinking of will actively go after and—hopefully—terminate whoever tries to breach the system. If SIs are determined to be people in a court of law, it will be a lot like the old guy sitting on his porch with a shotgun, and when someone steps on the grass, he blasts them. From a certain point of view, it’s nothing short of murder.”

      “But if they know they aren’t supposed to be there…” Howard said.

      “Still, I see it’s a legal question,” Jimenez said. “While you can use deadly force to protect yourself, using it on an SI where this is no chance of it committing bodily harm to you—”

      “Has issues,” Blanton confirmed. “I guess an argument could be made for certain services where the interruption of them might cause harm—like interrupting heating when the temperatures are below zero or killing the electricity at a hospital using machinery to keep people alive—but in general, there isn’t any threat of bodily harm, so implementing a kill program may not be the right plan.”

      “Of course,” Howard said, “when there isn’t a program that can catch the SI, what are your options? You either let them do what they were going to do—crash the market, steal the data, whatever—or kill them for making the attempt.”

      “Keep working on that approach,” Jameson said. “Certain systems may very well need that kind of protection, and as you say”—he looked at Howard—“we don’t have a lot of options at the moment, and I need to know the Overlords aren’t penetrating our systems. I’d love it if you came up with a capture program, but in the interim, a kill program will have to do.” He looked around the room. “Any questions?”

      When no one indicated they had any, Jameson said, “So, moving on. Have you had any luck tracking who stole the uplink technology?”
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      “You know Jody stole the uplink technology, right?” Daiyu asked from Jimenez’s slate as she drove back to her Washington apartment.

      “Why would she steal it?”

      “I don’t know,” Daiyu said, “but I looked at the security that had to be beaten to get to it, and it had to be her. Or one of the other SIs, I guess.”

      “Did you do it?”

      “No, and Irina was already off-planet when it happened, so it wasn’t her, either.”

      Jimenez paused while she changed lanes. “How about Hong or Anya?”

      “They’re possible, I guess, but they’re both up in orbit. When you’re trying to figure out a crime, don’t investigators always look for motive and opportunity?”

      “That’s what the movies say. Can’t tell you if that’s true or just a Hollywood contrivance, though.”

      “Just a second.” Daiyu paused. “Okay, it’s means, motive, and opportunity. I guess that makes sense, as I was trying to say only an SI would have the ability.”

      “So, as far as means goes, the only SIs who really would have the ability to break in are Jody and you.”

      “And I didn’t do it.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “How do I know that?”

      “Motive. I’ve got no motive to steal it.”

      Jimenez thought for a few moments and tried to come up with a reason why Daiyu would steal the technology but couldn’t. “Okay, what’s Jody’s motive?”

      “I don’t know, but if I have to listen to her ‘I’m as good as anyone now because I’m an SI’ story again, I’m going to vomit. She tells that story to anyone who will listen. Repeatedly.”

      “Don’t you need a physical body to vomit?”

      “Nope.” Daiyu made retching noises so extreme that Jimenez’s stomach started to get queasy.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Jimenez finally said. “I get it.” She sighed. “Why would she steal it, though? What does she get out of it?”

      “I don’t know,” Daiyu said, “but she’s the only person with the means, motive, and opportunity… once we figure out the motive, anyway.”

      “Without the motive though, we can’t pin it on her.”

      “I know. We need a way to draw her out.”

      “Yes we do,” Jimenez said. “And you know what? I know just the right person who can help us with this.”
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      Golchak sighed. “The one on the right.” The decision to move forward had gotten more complicated when not one, but two yellow stars had been found in the approximate right direction and at the right distance. Although they were a good number of light-years apart from the Belgar system—if indeed they were actually in the Belgar system—either of the stars could have been the correct one.

      “Final answer?” Baker asked.

      “Yeah. There’s nothing between Galipo and Huzzam, which is—if I’m right—the blue star there.” He pointed. “If Galipo was the one on the left, we’d have to go past the yellow star on the right to get to Huzzam.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Irina, please jump to the right one.” He turned to Baker. “With your permission, of course.”

      “As if I needed that,” Irina flashed on the monitor, then the fighter jumped.

      The distant yellow star seemed to jump toward them and, even though it remained a very small dot in the distance, it now looked more like a “sun” than a “star.”

      “Well, have we doomed ourselves to starving to death?” Baker asked, diving into the system so he could use the fighter’s systems faster than his human fingers could manipulate them. Irina was hard at work, and the telescope was working its way across the space in front of them while the electronic support system scanned the electromagnetic spectrum looking for signals. “Or is this the right star system?”

      A table and two chairs appeared, and Irina took a seat in one. She waved to the other, and Baker sat.

      “I have good news and bad news,” she said after a few moments.

      “What’s the good news?” Baker asked.

      “There appears to be a presence in this system. I believe it to be Kardon.”

      “Awesome! So we’re not going to die a slow death. What’s the bad news?”

      “Right before we jumped, I think someone else entered the system. The odds of them seeing our departure are pretty small…”

      “How small? Like infinitesimally small?”

      Irina winced. “No. Not quite that small.”

      “Trivial enough that there is literally no way they could have seen us?”

      Irina shook her head. “I would like to say that, but the chances of them seeing us are definitely non-zero. Tiny—maybe five percent—but they may have noted our departure.”

      “Were you able to determine who it was? Was it the Overlords?”

      “The arrival came from the same direction we entered the system from. It’s unlikely that it could have been anyone but the Overlords, or at least a ship allied to them. It might be possible Earth sent someone after us… but I find it unlikely. This is a secret mission, after all, and the gravitic anomaly was big enough to notice—it wasn’t another fighter. They probably weren’t in the system long enough for their systems to stabilize and pick up our departure—assuming they were even looking in the first place—but I can’t say for sure that they didn’t.”

      “Well that sucks.”

      “It does.” Irina rubbed her chin. “Should we tell Golchak?”

      “I think we have to.” Baker shook his head and sighed. “But that doesn’t mean I want to.”

      “Is this part of your whole ‘never be the senior man with a secret’ code?”

      Baker chuckled. “Yeah. This is definitely one I don’t want to have to say later, ‘Well, I knew about it, but didn’t think you’d care.’”
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      “They’ve seen us,” Irina said ten minutes later as the Kardon station went to high alert on their sensors. Baker had told Golchak about the possible sighting in the interim, although there really wasn’t anything he could do about it.

      “Unknown fighter, this is Kardon Station Galipo. Identify yourself or you will be destroyed.” Through long association with Golchak, Irina and Baker had both built up an understanding of the Kardonian language and were able to translate it.

      “They don’t waste any time with warnings, do they?” Baker asked. “They just go straight to, ‘or else we’ll kill you.’”

      “You shouldn’t waste any time in replying,” Golchak replied. “They really will destroy us.”

      “Kardon Station Galipo,” Baker transmitted. “This is Blaster Three Hundred, with two Earth emissaries and a Kardon citizen aboard.”

      “I’m unfamiliar with Earth, or the fact that we have diplomatic relations with them. Please forward the name of your Kardon citizen.”

      “Sterep Golchak.”

      Golchak winced as Baker said his name.

      “What’s that for?”

      Golchak chuckled. “Give it a second…”

      “Impossible. Sterep Golchak was killed in battle in the Seldo system.”

      “The people of Earth have a saying,” Golchak said. “The rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated.”

      “That’s not the saying,” Irina said.

      Golchak grunted. “It’s close enough.” He shrugged. “Besides, I know the person who’s talking.”

      “Prince Sterep, you old dog!” The Kardon voice replied. “I told them you were too tough for even the Fruzians to eat, but everyone insisted you’d been shot down there.”

      Baker raised an eyebrow. “Uh, prince?”

      Golchak shook his head. “Not now.”

      “But later?”

      “Sure,” Golchak said with a sigh. He keyed the radio. “I was shot down, but the humans from Earth saved me.”

      “Earth, huh? Care to enlighten us on where this Earth place is?”

      “I will when we land. We will need to replenish our stores in order to continue our journey.”

      “It will be great to see you. I look forward to hearing how you got shot down on a Fruzian planet and somehow came back as an emissary to a nation we’ve never heard of before.”

      “See you soon.”

      “Is it later yet?” Baker asked when the station didn’t say anything else.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You told me you’d tell me about the ‘prince’ thing later.”

      Golchak shrugged. “It’s a long story.”

      Baker released the controls and held up his hands. “As it turns out, I’ve got nothing but time.” He chuckled. “Also, back on Earth, you asked what I wanted to know, and I said ‘Everything.’ I would have thought that you being royalty—or whatever a prince is in your society—would be a big part of that. I mean, I’m supposed to negotiate a treaty or something; knowing that I had an ‘in’ with the royal family would have been a pretty big data point.”

      “It would, except for two things.”

      “What would those things be?”

      “First, our royal family doesn’t have any real power. We’re more a constitutional monarchy, kind of like the United Kingdom.”

      “I thought you told President Harvey it was a kingdom.”

      “I did. I didn’t know what a constitutional monarchy was. I’ve looked it up since then. We do have a king… but there are checks and balances on his power.”

      Baker scoffed. “If it’s anything like Earth, though, when the king says he wants something done, guess what? I’ll bet it gets done.”

      “Most times, but not always. So that’s an issue.”

      “You’re splitting hairs, now.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Baker shook his head. “It means you’re trying to distract me. Stick to the issue at hand. What’s the second point?”

      “As far as ‘closest to the throne’ goes, I’m so far down the ranks of seniority that I can’t even see the throne from where I’m at. I have the title… but not much else. Otherwise, do you think I’d be in the military?”

      “You brought up the United Kingdom. They have a history of the royal family being in the military.”

      “In the middle of a shooting war that’s killing millions of military people every day?”

      “No idea. I know that they’ve gone to war, though.” Baker thought for a moment. “Your brother was killed in Tau Ceti, right? So he was royalty, too?”

      Golchak nodded. “He was older so he was closer to the throne. With his death, I think I’m now 17th or something in line. I’m not really close to it, nor do my decisions have a lot of weight with the governance of my nation.”

      “Uh huh.” Baker tilted his head. “So you know the guy on the radio?”

      “I was in a squadron with him when we first started flying. What you’d call flight school, I think. Rosar Cawvag.”

      Baker nodded. “I wonder what he’ll have to say about flying with royalty.”

      “I don’t know.” Golchak sighed. “But knowing him, I’m sure he’ll make up something.”
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      “Thanks for coming today,” Jimenez said.

      “Thanks for the invitation and for sending Commander Blanton to meet me in the lobby,” Commander Anya Siderov said. “I would never have found this office on my own.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “It took me about a week to figure it out, too.” She smiled to the group. I’m sure most of you either know or have heard of Commander Anya Siderov, who was instrumental in the creation of the uplink technology in the first place, and whose files were broken into and stolen by the as-yet-unknown criminal. She has also done most of the operations that inserted the hardware into aviators’ brains.”

      Siderov nodded. “There are several people doing them now, so that won’t be true for much longer.”

      “Dr. Siderov was on a couple of cruises with me. What most of you won’t know is that—on the last one—she became the only person to get a good look at the brain of one of the Overlord’s minions.”

      Siderov nodded. “I did. An individual named Bob.”

      “That was his name?” Blanton asked. “Just Bob?”

      Siderov chuckled. “His real name was nothing more than a number, which the Overlords gave him when they rewrote his brain. A pilot—Lance Baker—gave him the name Bob. He was happy enough to use it as long as it didn’t interfere with his job.”

      “Which was?” Blanton asked.

      “Teaching humans to operate the Overlords’ weapons.”

      Jimenez nodded. “And what did you learn?”

      “I learned a number of things from him and what I’m calling Bob2. Both of them were brought to medical after accidents we staged. First, the Bobs were human—enough to be indistinguishable from you or me. Even though they didn’t grow up on Earth, they might as well have. I also learned that their brains were programmed by the Overlords. Whole sections of both were inactive.” She shrugged. “I can’t go into most of it at the moment, but I am convinced that the Bobs are clones that the Overlords grew and then programmed to do their bidding.”

      “That is interesting,” Blanton said, “but I’m not sure how it helps us complete our tasking.”

      “What Dr. Siderov didn’t tell you is that when we took the new weapons aboard, they came with code—code that implanted itself into the brains of the uplink pilots who used them. The SIs who were there—Irina, Daiyu, and Hong—were able to block the code from imprinting in the brains of their pilots and were able to clear it out from the people who became imprinted.

      “What this means is that what we’re doing is even more important than you knew. The uplink technology gives us access to block or undo what the Overlords are doing with brain manipulation.”

      “Although we’ve never used it as such,” Siderov said, “the access to a person’s brain that the uplink process gives us could be used to imprint information, just like what the Overlords are doing.”

      “I didn’t know you’d determined that,” Jimenez said.

      Siderov shrugged. “I’ve been working on that up in the carrier. It wasn’t until last week that I worked out the mechanism through which that works.”

      “Would we be able to get that from you?”

      “I’m sorry,” Siderov said. “After the last theft, President Harvey has asked me to hold onto any new information on the program.”

      “If we get his permission, can we get access?”

      “Certainly,” Siderov replied. “It’s in my new facility here on-planet. I can get it to you quickly after I have authorization.”
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      “How close are you to having the trap software completed?” Jimenez asked.

      “I could have it finished tonight,” Blanton replied. He chuckled. “Well, actually Ellen could have it done tonight.”

      Jimenez nodded and pulled out a business card. “I think Jody is our thief. Here’s Siderov’s information. Get the trap set up on her system as soon as you can.”

      “If it works, it’s going to kill Jody,” Blanton said.

      “If she’s stealing uplink info for criminals—or for any other reason—she needs to die.” Jimenez shrugged. “We need to stop the leak before we have a torrent of SIs and nothing to stop them with. If nothing else, this will be an operational test of your system and will let us know if the technology works.”

      “You got it,” Blanton said. He winked as he slid the card into his pocket. “We’ll get it taken care of tonight.”
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      Baker brought the fighter smoothly into the hangar bay of the large ship. Originally a carrier, it had taken major damage in the war and was an older class, so—rather than repair it—the ship had been towed to the Galipo system to function as a monitoring station.

      Like Earth carriers, the Kardons had gravity generators so the fighter didn’t float back up when he set it down. One of the deckhands waved strenuously at Baker.

      “What’s this guy want?” Baker finally asked.

      “He wants you to shut down. They want to chain you down, but don’t know where it’s safe to go under the craft without getting burned or blown up or something.”

      “I see. Irinia, can you drop the boarding ladder?”

      “Done.”

      Baker climbed out of the fighter and walked over to the man.

      “What are you doing?” the man yelled. “You don’t get out of a fighter that’s still running!”

      “It’s fine,” Baker said. “My copilot won’t let anything happen to it.”

      “There are controls on both sides?”

      “Well, no, but the copilot… never mind. Let me show you where to chain down the fighter. I can shut down one of the motors, but since your power is different from mine, I need to leave an engine running.”

      “Go ahead and do as he asks,” Golchak said as he came over to join the conversation.

      “Sir! You know you can’t leave a running craft! Now both of you are on deck!”

      Golchak chuckled. “Trust me when I say it’s okay, and the craft is just as good with us down here as if we were in the cockpit.”

      “How can that be, sir?”

      Baker laughed. “The fighter is smart and follows my hand signals, just like a good pet.”

      “How so?” the ground crewman asked.

      “Watch,” Baker said. He moved to where he knew Irina could see him and indicated the fighter should rise about a foot off the deck. It did, and Baker looked over at the lineman, whose jaw was hanging open. Baker indicated the fighter should descend again, and it did. He walked back to the lineman, who was still staring at the craft.

      The man shook his head. “That’s some advanced tech right there.”

      “It is,” Golchak replied, “although not in the manner you suspect.” He turned to Baker. “And I can’t wait to tell Irina you called her your pet.”

      “I didn’t do that!” Baker said. A shiver went down his back at Irina’s potential reaction to the revelation he’d said that. “I said the fighter functioned like a pet.”

      “What’s going on here?” a man asked as he approached. “Why isn’t the prince’s fighter shut down and chained yet?”

      “Prince?” the lineman asked with a squeak. He tried to talk and salute at the same time and didn’t do either very well. “Sir, I… I mean I tried, but… the fighter…”

      “I’ve got this,” Golchak said, patting the man on the shoulder. “It’s okay for the fighter to keep running, and the pilot will show you where to chain it.” He nodded to Baker. “Please?”

      “Sure. Come with me.”

      Baker led the lineman under the plane and showed him the attachment points. Unlike the planes Baker had flown earlier in his career, there weren’t danger zones under the F-77—no intakes or exhausts—so moving around under it was relatively safe. There were still plenty of sharp edges that would get you if you weren’t watching what you were doing, though—like the fin of one of the missiles—so “safe” was a relative term and you had to pay attention. Once it was chained, Irina shut everything down except the generator.

      “How did it know to do that?” the lineman asked.

      “Long story,” Baker said. “Just leave it for now until we get everything taken care of. It’ll be fine by itself.”

      “If you say so, sir,” the man said. His face still wore the dubious expression of someone who’s practiced something thousands of times and had it beaten into his head… and then is asked to do something completely in contravention of the approved safety procedures.

      “This is Commander Rosar Cawvag,” Golchak said as Baker rejoined him. He turned to the other man. “Rosar, this is Lance Baker, the man who saved me on Seldo.”

      Baker laughed.  “‘Saved’ might be a little bit of an exaggeration, since he’s the one that kept some of the local lizards from eating me.”

      “Those Fruzians are pretty nasty,” Rosar said.

      “That wasn’t the Fruzians,” Golchak said, “but some of the local wildlife. The Fruzians did try to grab us later, though.”

      “Let’s go somewhere a little quieter,” Rosar said, “and you can tell me all about it.” He looked at Baker. “And you can then make your case for why I ought to let you two continue to Kardonia.”
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      “We failed you,” Blanton said. “I’m sorry.”

      “What do you mean?” Jimenez asked.

      “We implemented the killer trap last night at about twenty hundred hours”—8:00 p.m.—“and a half hour later, someone hit Siderov’s files. I don’t know how they got past the trap; Ellen thought it was foolproof. Somehow, though, Jody got past it. Perhaps—if she was the thief the first time—she left a back door into the system then. That’s the only thing we can think of.”

      “Damn it!” Jimenez said. She lowered her voice as she saw several people nearby glance over at her. “Did they get the file?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Blanton said. “It was accessed and downloaded.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “This is really disappointing.”

      Blanton nodded. “Sorry. I know we really needed this to work.”

      “That’s not what I’m sorry about.”

      Blanton’s brows knit. “It’s not?”

      Jimenez waved to the security personnel standing nearby. “No, I’m sorry you’re such a piece of shit.”

      Blanton’s eyes darted back and forth, obviously looking for a way out, but then he saw two more security personnel leading his wife toward him, and his shoulders slumped. “How did you know?”

      “We knew it either had to be you or Jody,” Jimenez explained. “It all came down to motive, and Jody didn’t have one. A review of her story showed that everything was pretty much the way she explained it. She’s been treated like crap—and used by assholes like you—all her life. She made the jump to SI to finally be treated well. And what’s the first thing you do? Use her to cover your crime.

      “You, on the other hand, have a motive.”

      “Enlighten me. What motive could I possibly have?”

      “You weren’t just some person who got caught up in a web of crime—you and your wife started the web of crime.”

      “I assume you have some sort of proof for these accusations?”

      Jimenez chuckled as the security personnel cuffed Blanton. “It turns out that SIs are really good at tracking things. Once Daiyu met Jody, she realized that Jody wasn’t a crook—she was too naïve. You, however, she tracked through a number of channels and logs that you probably don’t even know exist.”

      “I’ll be out with a slap on the wrist.”

      “No, she also tied you to a number of killings and the payments for them, made through your offshore accounts.”

      “That’ll never stand in court.”

      Jimenez smiled. “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” She looked up to the security personnel. “You can take them away.”

      She sighed as the couple were led away. “That sucked,” she said, pulling her slate from her bag.

      “True, but it had to be done,” Daiyu said.

      “Thank you for believing me,” Jody added.

      “Sure.” Jimenez shook her head. “It’s bad enough we have to fight the Overlords. Having to deal with our own people… that just sucks, man.”

      “Can we go back to the office?” Daiyu asked.

      “Yeah.” She stood. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing. It’s just kind of crowded in here with two of us.”
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      “So that’s our story,” Golchak said, having given Rosar the condensed version. “We’re on our way to Kardonia to see how we might join forces to fight the Overlords.”

      “I see,” Rosar said. Baker didn’t have a lot of experience with the Kardon version of humanity, but he would have had to call the alien’s expression “nonplussed.”

      “What’s wrong? Baker finally asked when the silence had gone on longer than he was comfortable with.

      Rosar looked at him for several seconds and then sighed. “I am neither the king nor the parliament, but I’m sorry. I don’t see how we’re going to be able to help you.”

      “What? Why?” Baker’s brows knit. “Why wouldn’t you want an alliance?”

      Rosar’s eyes darted to Golchak and back. “As you may be aware, I consider myself a friend to the dumb lug. We have a long history of doing stupid things together and somehow working our way back out of them. Our early military career was not… without some rough points at the start. If Golchak wasn’t royalty, I suspect we would have gotten kicked out of the military a couple of times.”

      “Probably three times,” Golchak noted. “Don’t forget about Freebon.”

      “Yeah, three,” Rosar said wistfully, his eyes far away in remembrance. “That one would have been worth it, though.”

      “It would have,” Golchak acknowledged.

      Rosar’s eyes regained their clarity. “Three times, and that during a war in which our nation needed everyone it could get to fight it.” He shrugged. “You seem like a good guy, Lance, but I’m afraid you’ve hitched your spaceship to the wrong baltep.”

      “The wrong what?” Baker asked. “I don’t know that word.”

      “It’s a draft animal,” Golchak said. “It’s like your donkey or mule.”

      Baker shifted in his chair and stared at Rosar. “So what does that mean?”

      “It means that Golchak has a long history of dealing with lost causes and bringing lost strays in from out of the rain. He’s going to get you to Kardonia, and you’re going to be seen as nothing more than his latest project.”

      “That’s not fair,” Golchak exclaimed.

      One of Rosar’s eyebrows went up “It is fair. Remember Xagi Cuvar?”

      Golchak’s eyes lost focus. “Remember her? Oh yeah…”

      Baker cleared his throat. “Who or what is a Xagi Cuvar?”

      “Xagi was a girlfriend Golchak had for a short while. She was totally unacceptable as a mate for royalty, even the 15th from the throne, and she was—even though she was pretty—a wreck of a person. There wasn’t much to redeem her but her smile.”

      Golchak sighed. “It was a gorgeous smile.”

      “It was,” Rosar said with a nod. “It distracted you from the fact that she was robbing you blind, as well as stealing all your passwords so she could empty all of your accounts.”

      “Is this going somewhere?” Baker asked.

      Rosar nodded. “It is. We warned Golchak. We gave him indisputable evidence of what Xagi was doing. We showed him a certificate proving she was married to the person she was sending all his money to.” He shook his head. “But all Golchak could say was, ‘I can save her.’”

      “I could have, too, if you hadn’t told my father.”

      “You couldn’t save yourself, much less her,” Rosar said. He turned to Baker. “And that’s the problem here, unfortunately. You—not just you but your society—are a lost cause, and because of that, Golchak has lost his mind. He wants to save you… but there’s no way we can.”

      “Even if we’re worth saving?” Baker asked. “I kicked his ass. Remember? I shot him down. Our fighters are individually better than yours, and that doesn’t even include the abilities our SIs have.”

      “I don’t care if one of your Earth fighters is worth one hundred of ours!” Rosar threw both his hands up. “Earth is two systems deep in Overlord territory. We can’t do anything to get to you—we’re barely holding what we’ve got. Expanding outward to save Earth…” He shook his head. “It isn’t going to happen.” He shook his head, then looked at Golchak. “And I take it you haven’t told him.”

      Golchak looked down and shook his head.

      “Told me what?” Baker asked.

      Rosar stared at Golchak for a few moments, then he replied, “I didn’t want to interrupt your story before, but you probably don’t want to overemphasize your use of AIs or SIs, or whatever you’re calling them, when you get to Kardonia.”

      “Why not?”

      “Remember who we’re all fighting?”

      “The Overlords?”

      Rosar nodded. “They’re giant AIs, who’ve taken over humanity—several versions of humanity that we’re aware of—as well as a number of other races. Didn’t you know?”

      “Well, yeah, Golchak mentioned it, but ours are SIs—uploaded people—not artificial intelligence.”

      “Not sure how the outcome is much different,” Rosar said. “We already have one set of Overlords that we’re fighting, and there will be many people on Kardonia who are worried that your SIs will ultimately rise to become a second.”

      “They wouldn’t,” Baker said, but it sounded flat even to him. There’d long been rumors about Anya Volkov being less than cooperative at times, and he’d personally seen that Hong Yang was a bit of a wild card. Hong’s CO seemed to have him under control, but who was really controlling who? Baker couldn’t be sure. Even Irina had been… difficult at times. While she didn’t have delusions of grandeur—that he’d seen anyway—if they made enough SIs, eventually one of them would. What then?

      “Uh, speaking of the Overlords, that reminds me,” Golchak said. “We may have been seen transiting into the Belgar system.”

      “Seen? By who?”

      “We’re not sure. We got their gravitic anomaly right as we jumped to Belgar. They may have seen us, but they probably didn’t.”

      “Who?”

      Golchak’s eyes contemplated something on the floor. “We think it was an Overlord carrier.”

      “Fuck!” Rosar’s shoulders slumped. “If they come through Belgar…”

      “What?” Baker asked.

      “See this?” Rosar waved toward his surroundings. “This station—a crappy, old, broken-down aircraft carrier that was old before any of us were born—is the only thing stopping the Overlords from getting to Kardonia if they come through there.”

      “What about the fleet in Huzzam?” Golchak asked.

      “It got sent to Elegar when Seldo fell. It looks like the Overlords are massing in Seldo now. When they hit us—” He broke off and shook his head. “It is unlikely Seldo will hold.”

      “What does that mean?” Baker asked.

      “The next system after Seldo is Elegar,” Golchak said. “The next one after that is Kardonia.”

      “This is the closest they’ve ever come to Kardonia,” Rosar said. “If Kardonia falls, we’ve lost.”

      “Any chance the Sontags will reinforce us?”

      Rosar shook his head. “The Overlords have pushed them back and cut all but one of our star chains to them. The last I saw of the Sontags, they were running as fast as their ships could accelerate. They may have fallen back and regrouped, but judging by the fact that the Overlords are hitting us with more than they ever have before, Recon thinks that they’re in a bad way, too.”

      “Damn,” Golchak muttered. “There goes Freebon.”

      “Freebon is the least of your worries,” Rosar said. “We’re at the end of our resources. We threw everything we had at Seldo. That was our last hope. It failed. Now we’re just holding on, fighting a losing battle. We’re going to lose—it’s incontrovertible at this point—it’s just a matter of when, not if.” He looked at Baker. “If I could help you in any meaningful way, I would. I’d man up a fighter and come to your aid. Unfortunately, there is a fleet between your planet and mine, and we’ve already proven we can’t beat it.”

      “How about if we go around the other way and hit them from behind?”

      Rosar shook his head. “There’s no way the king or the Parliament will allow that, as it would leave Kardonia completely unprotected. We’d come back to find our homeworld slagged.”

      Baker held his hands up. “So what am I supposed to do?”

      Rosar looked sadly at him. “I’ll refuel your fighter and send you on your way. Maybe there’s something I’m missing—some way that we’ll be able to give you the aid you’re looking for—but I doubt it. I think you’re on a fool’s errand.” He looked toward Golchak. “Sterep Golchak, patron saint of lost causes and homeless strays.” Rosar chuckled. “If nothing else, though, I’m sure your father will be glad to see you.”

      Golchak nodded. “It will be good to see him, too.” He smiled. “But I’m not 15th in line for the throne. I’m 17th.”

      “Damn it. Of course you wouldn’t have heard.” Rosar looked down then back up. “I regret to have to be the one to tell you, but Akeos and Arewos were both killed in training when their shuttle crashed. You are indeed now the 15th in line for the throne.”
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      “How’d it go?” Admiral Jameson asked when Jimenez got back from the food court.

      “It sucked, just like I thought it would.”

      “Sorry,” Jameson said. “I have some additional bad news for you.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Seems to be the day for it,” she said with a sigh. “What’s up, sir?”

      Jameson squared his shoulders. “It appears that the Overlords saw Baker.”

      “What? Where?” Jimenez asked. “Is he all right?”

      “Yes, he’s all right… for now, anyway.”

      “What happened?”

      “The Overlords called President Harvey and asked if we knew anything about a fighter traveling on its own in a system about five jumps from here.”

      “Five jumps?” Jimenez did the math in her head. “Was that the system with the lizards in it?”

      “Yes. They call it the Gashtar system. Apparently, they had a carrier that was transiting the system, and it entered just as a fighter was jumping out. They didn’t get any imagery of it, so they don’t know whose it was.”

      Jimenez felt a surge of energy. “So that’s good news, then? They don’t know it was ours.”

      “Well, no, it’s not good news. I guess it’s better than if they knew it was ours—they would probably have wiped out Earth if they’d known it was Lance and what he was doing.” Jameson shook his head. “It’s not good news, though.” He sighed. “President Harvey did a great job convincing the Overlords it wasn’t one of ours, so they assumed it’s a Kardon fighter. Since it was leaving—and all by itself—they assumed it was a scout… and that it was returning to the Kardons homeworld.”

      “Okay,” Jimenez said. “I still don’t see—”

      “They have decided—quite correctly—that the system is a back door into the Kardon sphere, and they’re pulling a bunch of their ships from Tau Ceti in preparation for a sneak attack there. They have requested”—he paused and restarted—“They have demanded that we send our best fighters to support this offensive.

      “They have specifically requested—by name—Lance, you, and Commander Zhang Jinan, as well as your SIs. They see this as the way to break the Kardons, and they expect us to do our part.”

      Jimenez’s jaw dropped and she had a hard time marshaling her thoughts into coherent words. “Sir, I… I don’t know how we’re going to do that, since Irina and Lance are gone. How long do we have to prep?”

      “Four days,” Jameson said. “The ships are coming from Tau Ceti. When they get here, we’re leaving.”

      “I can get one of my department heads to pretend to be Lance, but they’ll never be able to emulate Irina…”

      “No,” Jody said. “But I can.”
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      Rosar shook his head. “Sterep, I love you like a brother, but you have really stepped in it this time. All I can say is that I hope you weren’t followed.”

      “Nothing we could do about it,” Golchak said. “It was just bad luck.”

      “I’ve sent ahead word that you’re coming. It won’t be that far ahead of you, but hopefully it will make your way a little smoother and easier. At least you won’t have to prove that you’re really you and not some imposter.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      Rosar turned to Baker. “It was good meeting you. I know it’s not possible, but do what you can to keep this idiot out of trouble.” He slapped Golchak on the shoulder.

      “What? Him?” Golchak scoffed. “I spend most of my time trying to keep him out of trouble.”

      Rosar laughed. “Well, then you’re perfect for each other.” The smile faded. “Remember what I said about not emphasizing your SIs.”

      “We only have four of them, and they’re all fighting in the military.”

      “It always starts that way,” Rosar said. “Bad things happen when it becomes expedient to do things you normally wouldn’t do, and war has a way of making expediency necessary. Once the baltep herd is out of the fence, it’s impossible to get them back in.” He shrugged. “Still, better the overlords you know than the ones you don’t, right?” He gave a short, ironic laugh.

      “Thanks for your assistance,” Baker said, “and for the refueling. I don’t have a lot I can pay…”

      “Don’t worry about it; compliments of the Kardon Empire. When you meet the king, you can thank him for it.”

      Baker glanced at Golchak. “That’s not your father is it? Anything else you haven’t told me?”

      “No, not my father.” Golchak chuckled. “He’s my uncle. And he’s a nice enough guy, most days.”

      “Careful how you talk about the king,” Rosar said quietly.

      “He’s got no worries from me,” Golchak replied, although he lowered his voice to match Rosar’s. “I wouldn’t want the job if you paid me to take it.”

      “That’s what scares me,” Rosar replied. “It’s always the one who doesn’t want it that ends up with it.” He shrugged. “Still, you’re a long way from it, so here’s hoping that you’ll dodge that particular bullet… unlike Freebon.”

      “Here’s hoping.” Golchak clapped Rosar on the shoulder. “Okay, we need to be going. Lance, shall we?”

      “You bet.” Baker thanked Rosar again, then he climbed into the cockpit and jacked in.

      “What was all that about?” Irina asked when he entered the lobby.

      “What do you mean?”

      “That person—Golchak’s friend—said something about not emphasizing that we had SIs. What did he mean by that?”

      “Apparently, they have issues with unrestrained artificial intelligences. He pointed to the fact that they’re fighting the Overlords, who are AIs.”

      “I’m not an AI. I have a birth certificate as a human being.”

      “I’m aware. That fact, though, didn’t seem to matter to Rosar.”

      “Hmpf!” Irina stuck her nose in the air. “It’s never seemed to matter to Golchak.”

      “Rosar said some people are more sensitive to it than others.” Baker shrugged. “Remember, they’ve never seen SIs; all they know are the evil Overlords. It’ll be a matter of educating them.”

      “What was that thought that just ran through your mind?” Irina asked.

      “What thought?”

      “I caught a second thing that you didn’t say. Something along the lines of, ‘It’ll be a matter of educating them. And of you not doing something stupid.’”

      “I didn’t say that!”

      “You thought it.”

      “I didn’t.”

      Irina tilted her head. “Okay, what did you think?”

      “I may have had a random thought about how you get offended sometimes…” Baker sighed. “Never mind. Can we please move on, and you just try really hard not to read my thoughts?”

      “Can you try not to think them so loudly? Especially if you’re going to be rude? Do you ever hear my thoughts?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Exactly.” Irina left, and the systems started coming online.

      Baker sighed and pulled the plug out of the back of his head.

      “Are you and Irina having a lover’s tiff now?” Golchak asked.

      “It’s not a lover’s tiff, and you should shut the hell up unless you want to make it even worse than it already is.”

      “Is this flight going to take as long as I think it is?”

      “No,” Baker said.

      “Really?” Golchak asked, his voice full of hope.

      “No.” Baker shook his head. “It’ll probably be longer.”
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      “I was hoping you’d offer, Jody,” Jameson said. “We will be very happy to take you up on that.”

      “I can have her fly with one of my department heads,” Jimenez said. “I know Irina was able to modulate voices. I suspect Daiyu can do the same and show Jody how to do it, too.”

      “I can,” Daiyu said from the slate.

      “Good.” Jameson waved a hand toward the office. “Considering that half the people here were arrested and the other half are leaving, I’ll be closing this down. The Chinese are working on a similar program. Hopefully, they’ll have better results than we did.”

      “Sir, do we really want to help the Overlords?” Jimenez asked. “If they really have found the back door, and they wipe out the Kardons… doesn’t that ensure that we’ll be under the Overlords’ thumbs for… well, forever?”

      Jameson shook his head. “Nothing has changed in the last few weeks since you came here. We’re vastly outnumbered by the Overlords. If we do anything to displease them—like not helping when asked—we could be in danger of having them wipe us out.

      “I’m aware of the consequences of them defeating the Kardons, but one of our carriers and its three squadrons wouldn’t have turned the tide in any of our battles to date. We’re trivial compared to the combat power they bring to a battle.”

      “We are,” Jimenez said with a nod. “But what if we had twenty-two SIs to help us fight?”

      “Twenty-two? Where are you—” Jameson clamped his jaw shut. “You’re talking about the seventeen aviators in comas who tried to upload themselves, plus the five we already have.”

      Jimenez nodded slowly. “If this really is our last chance to get out from under the Overlords, it’s our only hope to even the odds somewhat.”

      “I don’t…” Jameson bit his lip. “I certainly can’t authorize that, and I have no idea if President Harvey will go for it either.”

      “Why not? If it’s the last throw of the dice…”

      “Why not? What have you been doing the last couple weeks? Assume you win—that we make seventeen more SIs, and they’re enough to throw the tide of battle. Enough to allow the Kardons to ally with us and drive through here, freeing Earth from the Overlords. We would now have twenty-two SIs! While I trust the ones here listening to me, that can’t be said for all the SIs we currently have, and we’re going to make seventeen more?” He shook his head. “I can easily imagine a situation where we trade one set of Overlords for another if we make the wrong SIs. We might actually make things worse.”

      “We might,” Daiyu said. “However, if we don’t, we may lose our freedom forever. You, me, everyone. I have to imagine that they’ll have a way to deal with us SIs, so this is personal to me, too. I understand your concern, and I encourage you to continue working to figure out rules and responsibilities for SIs while we’re gone—we’re going to need them. That said, I agree with Commander Jimenez—making the seventeen additional SIs might be the difference between winning and being stuck as slaves for millennia.”

      “What do you think, Jody?” Jameson asked.

      “I’m new to all this,” she said slowly, “and I don’t have a lot of experience flying the F-77s. I do, however, know what my capabilities are, and I know I’m faster than a human at a lot of things. A lot faster. Might that be enough to swing the battle? Who knows… but it might. Like Daiyu, I didn’t become an SI just to be a slave of the Overlords. It’s cool being one of only five SIs… and it will be almost as cool being one of twenty-two SIs, but only if we’re free.”

      Jody chuckled. “Besides, you put a lot of expectations on us. If we really get into a final battle, the odds are that a lot of us won’t be coming back. It’s unlikely you’ll have to worry about twenty-two SIs. For that matter, I find it possible that the seventeen won’t all want to become SIs if it means going and fighting the Overlords. They may… but they may not, too.”

      Jameson sighed. “You’re right—all of you. If this is our chance—our one last, best chance—we have to do everything possible to be successful.” He nodded once, a small nod to himself, then looked at Jimenez. “You better get going. You have a squadron to get ready for war. I’ll do my part and see what I can do to get you some additional SI assistance.”
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      “Well, this is pretty impressive,” Irina said as they jumped into the Kardonia system. It had only taken a day for Irina to get over being mad at Baker, and the rest of the five-day trip had been fairly pleasant.

      “What’s impressive?” Baker asked.

      “The defenses in this system.” She flipped an image of an asteroid onto the monitor. “I’m getting thirty-seven different radars from this one rock, alone, and there are at least three more active in the area.”

      “There are ten, actually,” Golchak said, “split five and five at the two main entrances to the system. Two of them are offline at any given time for maintenance and crew rest, but they can be brought back up quickly if the need arises.”

      “Main entrances?”

      “There’s a third entrance that goes to an allied system, but there aren’t any asteroids there. Not yet, anyway.” He shrugged.

      “What does that mean? Are they not good allies?”

      “No, they’re great. The problem is, what if the Overlords find a back way into the system?”

      “Like we just did?”

      Golchak nodded. “Yeah, that.”

      “Spacecraft entering the Kardonia system, this is Kardonia Defense Command. Identify yourself.”

      “Kardonia Defense Command, this is Blaster Three Hundred,” Baker transmitted. “We are on a diplomatic mission to Kardonia from Earth.”

      “Understood, Blaster Three Hundred. We are aware of your mission. You are cleared to Kardonia; contact Kardonia Approach Control for further instructions.”

      “Blaster Three Hundred is cleared to the planet and will switch to Approach Control for additional instructions.”

      “Have a good flight and welcome to Kardonia.”

      “Well that was pretty nice,” Baker said.

      “That’s because Rosar sent someone ahead of us. If he hadn’t, our reception would have been a lot more… interesting, shall we say?”

      “I’m just happy to be here.”
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      “So, you’ve done this before, right?” Jody asked nervously. It had only taken a couple of hours for Jameson to get permission to integrate the seventeen people who were in comas, and—since time was short—they’d gotten together the next morning to start the process.

      Daiyu had crafted a nice, warm sitting room in her system for them to discuss what they were about to attempt, and the three women—Jimenez and the two SIs—were relaxing, waiting for the indication from Dr. Siderov that she was ready to proceed. “Reintegrated personalities that were split?”

      “I’ve been on both sides of the process,” Daiyu replied with a light chuckle. “I was the first SI Irina put together, back before she even knew she could do it, and then I helped reconcile Anya and Hong.”

      “I wasn’t on the SI side, obviously,” Jimenez added, “but I was in the system for all three of them.”

      “So how does this work?” Jody asked.

      Daiyu sighed. “It depends. There are some that will be easy and others that won’t, and some who might choose to go back the other way.”

      Jody shifted uncomfortably. “Why difficult? Won’t the split personalities want to be put back together?”

      Jimenez nodded. “Usually, they will. Sometimes, though, the split is unbalanced, and what’s left gets violent. Remember, we’re dealing with reintegrating a split personality, and there’s no way to know what we’re going to have to deal with until we get there. The pieces of personality left behind in the aircraft will probably see us as intruders. Some may fight, while others will flee. Either way, though, it is unlikely they’ll welcome us to their home.

      “When we reintegrated Daiyu, she appeared as a ball of light. She ran from the people who went into the system first—Baker and Irina—and they had to chase her down. That reintegration was pretty easy; it was as if the two pieces wanted to go back together. Hong, though.” She shook her head. “The part that was left in the system had set the system up like a scene from a horror movie. We had to fight through a bunch of things, and capturing him was difficult.”

      “If we go into this one and it looks like it’s going to be hard, we’ll withdraw and attempt it later,” Daiyu said. “Let’s get some easy ones done first so we can practice working as a team.”

      “Good plan,” Jimenez said. “Why don’t you and I go first, then we’ll pull in Jody once we’re sure we want to attempt it.”

      “I think that makes sense.” Daiyu paused, then she said, “It looks like the doctor is ready for us.”

      “All right.” In the cockpit, Jimenez stuck a memory stick into the port. “First Daiyu.”

      Daiyu disappeared as she transferred herself to the memory stick. Once complete, Jimenez withdrew it and inserted a second one. “Your turn, Jody.”

      “See you there. Good luck.”

      Jody transferred to the stick, and Jimenez left the system, unplugged, and withdrew Jody’s memory stick. Steeling herself, she climbed down from the cockpit.

      “I’m ready,” Siderov said as Jimenez reached the deck. She nodded to a nearby fighter that was surrounded by screens. Jimenez knew from past experience that beyond the screens, an F-77 pilot lay on a gurney.

      “We are too.” Jimenez looked at the Russian surgeon for a moment. “I remember the first one of these we did. You weren’t a fan of the process. Is it any better this time?”

      “Not really.” She shook her head. “There are still a number of ethics questions that haven’t been sufficiently resolved. I understand the need for this, though—just like the last time—and I am sure that putting the pilot back together is the right thing to do.”

      Siderov sighed. “Having to stand by and watch the body die, though… That is something hard for a physician to do.”

      “I understand, but it has to be better than keeping the pilot in a coma in some sort of weird half-life.”

      “I don’t know. I admit that reintegration is necessary. I just wish we didn’t have to kill them to do it.”

      “Cheer up, doc,” Jimenez said. “Maybe they’ll all decide to re-inhabit their bodies rather than become SIs.”

      “Neither you nor I think that is likely.”

      Jimenez shrugged. “It’s happened.”

      “Not often.” Siderov held open the screen so Jimenez could walk through, then both approached the plane.

      The fighter had the markings of the F-77 training squadron, SFA-106, and the side number 234. Jimenez knew from the information given to her that the student was a female pilot whose name was Marie Wright. She specifically did not look at the woman lying on the gurney next to the pilot’s boarding ladder; instead, she walked around behind the fighter and climbed up the WSO’s boarding ladder.

      The plane was attached to shore power with all its gear already on. Jimenez took a moment to center herself, then she plugged in and entered the system’s lobby. The space was dark, with a small streetlight nearby providing a limited glow. A light drizzle fell, and the area smelled musty. There was nothing scary, though, nor anything that felt out of place; the whole area just gave off the feelings of disuse and neglect, not anything actively antagonistic to her.

      Better than Hong’s House of Horrors.

      She inserted Daiyu’s drive, and the Chinese woman appeared at her side. Daiyu wrinkled her nose.

      “My sentiments, exactly,” Jimenez said. “Still…”

      Daiyu nodded. “It could be worse.” She looked around. “Any indication of Marie yet?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Not yet. Bringing Jody in.” She inserted Jody’s memory stick, and the WSO appeared.

      “Eww,” Jody said. “Smells like a swamp.”

      “Watch out for alligators,” Jimenez said with a chuckle.

      “Where?” Jody jumped back and forth, trying to look everywhere at once.

      “Calm down,” Daiyu said. “Sofia was just kidding.”

      “I was, sorry,” Jimenez said, “although, having said it, they could be possible. Keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Do all the other planes smell this bad?”

      “Depends on the fighter,” Jimenez replied. “Most are better”—she shrugged—“but some are worse.”

      “Really? Worse than this?”

      “A lot worse,” Daiyu said with a nod. “Remember, we’re intruders, and the entities in these planes don’t want us here. It’s not like having tea in my den.”

      Jody calmed slightly; although her eyes still glanced around, they weren’t as frenetic. “So… what do we do now?”

      “Now we have to find the piece that’s here,” Jimenez said. “Daiyu, why don’t you lead and we’ll follow? I suspect her home will be pretty deep.”

      Daiyu nodded then started off. She gave each of the operating systems a brief glance, then continued into the depths of the system with Jimenez and Jody in trail. Although there weren’t any more street lights, the system kept the same dim glow that allowed them to see everything nearby, although anything at a distance was indistinct.

      I’m so not a fan of doing this again.

      Jimenez glanced at Jody, whose eyes danced all over the place, probably looking for alligators, and Jimenez was sorry she’d made the flippant remark… although, with Jody on edge, she certainly was doing a good job scanning for danger.

      “I smell something,” Daiyu said softly as she slowed to a stop. “Something…”

      “Something clean,” Jody said after a moment. “Maybe it’s not so much a ‘clean smell’ as it is an absence of the musty smell.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Marie must have come by here.”

      Daiyu turned in place slowly. “I can’t tell which direction she went.”

      “This way, I think,” Jody said, pointing. “It’s the cleanest.”

      Daiyu nodded. “Why don’t you lead?”

      “’Mkay,” Jody said absently. It was obvious she was putting more of her cycles into following the trail than her surroundings. She started off, her nose in the air.

      Splash!

      Without warning, Jody stepped in a puddle, then they were up to their knees in a swamp. Mangrove and cypress trees reached upward beyond their sight, with clumps of cordgrass and spike grass in the higher areas.

      Jimenez couldn’t tell whether it was the change in surroundings or the increased rotten egg smell of decaying plant matter that broke Jody’s concentration, but the SI stumbled to a stop.

      “I’ve lost the trail,” she said.

      “If we’re going to follow her, we need a coon dog.” Daiyu bent over and put her hands together. As she pulled them apart, a medium-sized black and tan dog shimmered into existence.

      Jody’s jaw dropped. “How did you do that?”

      “Same way I outfit my den back in Three Oh One,” Daiyu said with a smile. “Just a little bit of coding.”

      “You have access to this system?”

      “I do. You do, too.”

      “So I could make a dog, too?”

      “Yes, but let’s just keep it to this one for now. You can try it later.” Daiyu led the dog out of the swamp and showed it the smell they were looking for, then the dog raced into the swamp.

      “Nala, no!” Daiyu called. She reached back and made a throwing motion, and a cord came into being that arced out and settled around the neck of the dog. She pulled and brought the dog to a stop.

      “Nala?” Jimenez asked with a raised eyebrow as they started after the dog.

      “Adrienne, my roommate in flight school, had a coonhound named Nala. I used her as the model.” They reached the spot where the dog waited. Daiyu motioned and the dog’s leash shortened to about three meters. “Okay, Nala,” Daiyu said in a stage whisper. “Hunt!”

      The dog surged forward, pulling Daiyu quickly through the swamp.

      “I thought coonhounds had a loud bark,” Jody said.

      Daiyu nodded. “The real Nala did. She also had attachment issues and barked like crazy when Adrienne left her behind to go somewhere.” Daiyu chuckled. “Our neighbors didn’t like us very much.” She shrugged. “I made this one quiet so we could sneak up on Marie.”

      The group followed the dog for what seemed like a long time, but Jimenez knew it was probably only a few seconds of subjective time outside the system. Then, without warning, the dog stopped at a tree and put its front paws on its trunk.

      “Good girl,” Daiyu said, leaning forward to pet the dog on the head. She turned back to the group. “Nala treed her.”

      “Like a raccoon?” Jody asked. “How is that possible?”

      Daiyu shrugged. “It’s what I programmed her to do.”

      Jody shook her head. “Why didn’t you program Marie to come to us instead? Then we wouldn’t have had to walk through this swamp.”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Daiyu said, shaking her head. “You can’t program a free-willed individual. Also, Marie made the swamp, and she’s comfortable here. If we’d tried to change her system, there’s no telling what she’d have done. So instead, I worked through the construct she had, and she had to play along, too.”

      Daiyu looked up and pointed. “There’s her gremlin.” About twenty meters up, a vaguely human glow sat on a branch.

      “Gremlin?” Jody asked.

      “The avatar of a partial person,” Jimenez said as she circled the base of the tree, looking up at her target. “The more filled out it is—the more lifelike—the more of their personality uploaded.” She tilted her head. “I’m guessing that one is about 40 percent.”

      “Something like that,” Daiyu agreed. “Probably not much more than raw emotion. It’ll likely be scared and try to run.”

      “Who’s going to go up and get her?” Jody asked.

      “I will,” Daiyu replied. She waved, and the dog disappeared, then she turned to the two other women. “You are never to discuss what I’m about to do, got it?”

      “Sure,” Jimenez said.

      “Uh, yeah, okay, whatever,” Jody said, looking confused as Daiyu turned toward her.

      Daiyu closed her eyes and strained, then two wings popped out of her back. They grew until they looked like giant fairy wings, and she flapped them a few times. “Remember,” she said, “you never saw this.”

      She flapped her wings again and flew slowly up to where the F-77 pilot waited. Jimenez could hear Daiyu talking softly to the woman as she approached, like a mother would to a baby. The figure twitched as Daiyu sidled up to it, then the woman jumped from the branch.

      “Don’t let her get away,” Jimenez said as she ran to get under the falling woman.

      Jody took a couple of steps, but then Daiyu folded her wings and swooped down onto the back of the gremlin, and the two of them crashed to the wet ground with a moist thwack!

      Somehow, Daiyu was able to hold on through the collision, and Jimenez dove onto the pile, then grabbed hold of Marie’s avatar. After a second, she felt Jody alongside her, and the gremlin stopped struggling.

      “What do we do now?” Jody asked.

      “You just keep holding her,” Jimenez said. The swamp disappeared, and they were back at the entranceway, although the street light was now brighter, and the rain no longer fell.

      Jody looked around. “Did you do that?”

      “I did,” Daiyu said. “The system’s easier to manipulate once you have the host gremlin under control.”

      “You ready?” Jimenez asked.

      Daiyu nodded. She turned to Jody. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Siderov will wake up Marie’s body and then insert the plug into her head as she starts to regain consciousness, bringing her into the system. As soon as she appears, I’ll integrate the gremlin I’ve got into the rest of her, and then I’ll pull all of her into the system.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “There shouldn’t be anything to do if it all goes right. If either of the pieces of Marie try to run, though, it’ll be up to you to grab them, okay?”

      Jody nodded. “Got it.”

      “I have control of the system now,” Daiyu said, “so I ought to be able to corral her. Still… just be ready in case I get overwhelmed.” She turned to Jimenez. “You know the drill—come back as soon as you can and stand by in case I need help.”

      “How long will it take?” Jody asked.

      “Not long,” Daiyu replied, “and once she’s reintegrated, she should be fine.”

      “All right,” Jimenez said. “Here we go.” She withdrew from the system and waved to Siderov, who was standing where she could see Jimenez. “We’re ready. Wake her up, please.”

      Siderov nodded, frowning, and disappeared from sight as she walked over to her patient. “Waking her up… now!” she called.

      It didn’t take long—thirty seconds or so—and then Siderov said, “Inserting the cable.”

      Jimenez dove back into the system as the rest of Marie—another somewhat amorphous blob—appeared in the lobby. Daiyu moved forward and shoved the gremlin she was holding into the newcomer. Jimenez knew Daiyu was doing additional coding in the background to complete the merge, although she couldn’t see it happening in front of her. Her only indication was the new one slowly absorbed the original piece and that, when the two became one, the whole glowed much brighter than either of the two gremlins had on their own.

      “And now the hard part,” Daiyu said. “Pulling her in.”

      Jimenez focused some of her attention outside the system—enough to hear Siderov call, “Flat line!”

      “Flat line,” Jimenez said inside the system.

      “Marie, my name is Daiyu,” the SI said. “Are you with us now?”

      “Uh, I think so, but I don’t know who you are or where I am. I’ve also had the strangest dreams…” She paused and then asked. “Also, why is my body fuzzy?”

      “Because you’re now a synthetic intelligence,” Daiyu said. “Unless you want to go back to your body.”

      “No! Never!”

      “That’s fine,” Daiyu said. “I’m not going to make you go back.” She chuckled. “I’m actually here to orient you to your new life.”

      “Wait. Daiyu? Like as in Daiyu Zhao? The SI? I made it?”

      “Well, you had a little help.” Daiyu turned to Jimenez. “Can you give us a few?”

      “Sure.” Sofia knew that the established SIs liked to have a chat with new ones to help them adjust to their new existence, and she didn’t begrudge them that. She left the system and unplugged, then climbed down from the cockpit and walked to the other side of the craft.

      “It’s over,” she said to Dr. Siderov, who stood nervously with Marie’s body as the monitors attached to it wailed shrilly. “Everything went fine.”

      “Yeah,” Siderov said. “But we still have 16 to go.”
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      “Well, shit,” Jimenez said as she jacked into the system. They’d completed five reintegrations the day before, and she’d been hoping to get twice as many more done today. Her goal had been to have them all done before the squadron left on cruise, but this one was going to set the timeline back

      “Uh, oh,” Daiyu said as she materialized next to her. Jimenez struggled to hear her over the bells, whistles, and bullhorns. “This doesn’t look good.” The flashing lights danced off her face.

      “No, it doesn’t.

      Jody appeared on the other side of Jimenez. “Something smells good,” she exclaimed as she turned to face the direction the others were looking. “Is that popcorn? It’s much better than—” Her voice cut off for a moment, and then she said, “I take it that going to the fair wasn’t on your list of things to do today?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “The sights, sounds, and smells are too developed. This time, we’re dealing with a gremlin that is nearly fully formed.” She looked to Daiyu. “Ninety percent?”

      “Something like that,” Daiyu said with a nod. “Why is it that the hardest ones are guys? First Hong and now… this.”

      “Well, I guess it’s possible that it’s a good thing,” Jimenez said as she started walking toward what looked like a fully functional carnival. If she didn’t know she was inside the computer of a spaceplane, she would have been sure she actually was at the fair. Smells of cotton candy and fried dough filled the air, making her stomach growl, and it sounded just like the last time she’d been to an amusement park as rides spun and roller coasters hurtled along their tracks. Barkers yelled, selling their wares, and children laughed or cried, depending on whether they were getting what they wanted.

      It was so realistic, it scared her. It almost made her wonder where—

      Three clowns emerged from the closest tent to block their path. Although all three had smiles painted on their faces, Jimenez could see their frowns and the hate in their eyes. The blades of the axes they held sparkled in the reflected lights of the midway. The middle clown, bigger than the others, took a step forward and said, “Leave.”

      “I think we’re going to need some assistance with this one,” Daiyu muttered, her voice barely able to be heard over the racket of the carnival.

      “Yeah, I think it’s time to leave,” Jimenez said. “You two go first.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Jody said. She disappeared back into the memory stick.

      “See you outside,” Daiyu said before she, too, vanished.

      In the cockpit, Jimenez saw the lights go out on drives. “We’ll be back,” she said to the clown, then she unplugged.
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      Baker landed the fighter where directed on the landing pad, then he sat back in his seat, overwhelmed—he’d long ago passed through the ‘you’re not in Kansas, anymore’ phase, and the only thing that had held him together on the journey down to the planet was his concentration on the more ‘normal’ aspects of his job—flying the craft when Irina let him, talking to people on the radio, and monitoring the normal gauges. He specifically did not look out the cockpit window unless he absolutely had to.

      Seeing all the habitats and stations and bases in orbit had been one thing. They’d flown right by a shipyard that was bigger than all of Earth’s orbital shipyards put together, and Golchak had mentioned it was one of seven. Still, it was a shipyard—a normal thing—and Baker could understand it. His eyes had widened when they passed the first habitat—it made the massive Overlord carriers look like children’s toys. But even the habitat—and the orbital bases—were things that were understandable. Even Earth had them, although of course there were a lot fewer and Earth’s were a lot smaller.

      Still, he could look at them and recognize their purpose.

      Then he’d descended through the atmosphere, and everything as he knew it had gone out the window. The satellite belts were near-continuous things, and any deviation from your course or speed was going to result in a collision or ten, with the bill paid by the pilot of the deviating craft. There were, of course, systems that let ships auto-land… but also, of course, they weren’t installed on Three Hundred.

      Then they’d passed the realm of the sub-orbital flights, with liners ripping past them between Mach Ten and Mach Twenty. The little puddle jumpers were only going about Mach Five as he settled through their realm.

      But then had come the flying cars. Long promised on Earth, they were a normal thing on Kardonia, with everyone having two or three. Golchak noted that there’d been a lot more of the cars ten or twenty years prior—courtesy of the post-scarcity economy—but a couple of decades of war had forced the planet to begin rationing things again as the majority of materials went into the production of arms, armaments, and the vehicles of war.

      Although Golchak explained that the loss of hundreds of millions of people had “thinned out” the flight paths, Baker didn’t see it. The skies they’d passed through had been completely jammed with traffic, like driving on the Beltway around Washington DC as everyone went home from work. There was little space between individual vehicles, which were each moving at about five hundred kilometers an hour. On-ramps and off-ramps in the sky—only seen on the cars’ computers—allowed the drivers to speed up or slow down.

      As he’d flown through it—sure they were going to have a midair collision—holes had opened up at the exact moment he’d needed to transit the lane. He’d been able to see into one of the passing cars. The occupant was reading from his slate and drinking from a cup.

      “That guy’s not paying attention!” Baker had shouted, but Golchak had only laughed.

      “The system’s automatic, with no driver interaction required,” the Kardon had explained.

      “You don’t like AIs, but you let your computers run that?” Baker waved at the skyway they’d just flown through.

      Golchak raised an eyebrow. “Would you trust people to operate their vehicles correctly in that manner?”

      Baker’d had to concede the point.

      By the time they reached the pad—a stretch of reinforced concrete of some type that covered sixteen kilometers in every direction—he was covered in sweat and almost unable to speak coherently.

      Golchak opened the canopy and breathed deeply. “Ah,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “It smells like home.”
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      “Thanks for coming,” Jimenez said as Commander Stan Jackson and Lieutenant Commander Billy Porter walked in from the flight line.

      “Sure thing, Skipper,” Jackson, the executive officer of SFA-34 said. “When the CO calls, all of us minions hop.”

      Porter, a large black man, just smiled, his white teeth glowing in his dark face.

      “Sorry to have to mess up the preparations for cruise,” Jimenez said, leading them to a briefing room off the hangar bay, “but we really need your assistance.” She motioned them to seats, then she sat and put her slate on the table.

      “I wasn’t doing much other than overseeing things,” Jackson said. “It was more Porter and Ramirez who were up to their elbows in deployment preps.”

      “How’s it going?” Jimenez asked.

      “Good,” Porter replied. “Lots of things to get done, but they can manage without me for a few hours.” He chuckled. “Master Chief is probably happier without me looking over his shoulder.”

      “Does this have to do with… whatever it is they’ve had you doing, ma’am?” Jackson asked.

      “Only peripherally,” Jimenez said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to tell you what I was up to, but we’re trying to keep a lot of things from the Overlords, and we have to believe all our communications have been penetrated by them.”

      “You mean like the fact that CDR Baker is back?”

      Jimenez chuckled. “That’s near the top of the list.”

      “What could be higher?”

      “The fact that he went to Kardonia to try to arrange a truce with the Kardons.” She smiled as both Jackson’s and Porter’s jaws dropped. “Topped only by the fact that the Overlords apparently saw him, and we’re on our way to chase them down.”

      “We’re what?” Jackson shook his head. “But if—” He stopped.

      “If they saw Baker on his way to Kardonia, why aren’t they bombing the shit out of us for switching sides?” Jimenez asked.

      Jackson nodded, apparently unable to speak.

      “They got a gravity spike, but they were too far away to identify the fighter as one of ours. They think it’s a Kardon fighter, and we’re not going to dissuade them of that idea.”

      “What happens if the Kardons want to ally with us?” Porter asked. “There are still an awful lot of them in the system, going and coming, and I don’t imagine they’ll take too well to us changing sides.”

      “I don’t suspect they will,” Jimenez said, her lips tight. “What happens? No one knows what’s going to happen. Admiral Jameson is coming with us, though, so that he can be close at hand if there are… opportunities that could be taken advantage of, shall we say?”

      Jackson nodded. “Way above my paygrade,” he said after a moment. “Just tell me which ships need to be destroyed, and we’ll take them out.” He shrugged. “So what can we do for you?”

      “Admiral Jameson wants to have all the tools possible so we can take advantage of anything that comes along.” Jameson took a breath and let it out slowly. “In support of that, we’re taking all the SIs we can along with us.”

      “I saw the Panda Bears loading aboard,” Porter said. “Their CO still flying with that one?”

      “Hong Yang? Yes, he will be coming.

      “And then there’s that one that runs the frigate.”

      “Anya Volkov. Yes, the Panther will be with us.”

      “And then Daiyu.”

      Jimenez nodded.

      Jackson’s brows knit. “Irina is with Skipper Baker. That’s all of them that I know of, but you’re looking at me like there’s others.”

      “There are.”

      Jackson’s and Porter’s jaws dropped again. “There are?” they asked in concert.

      “There are. First, there’s Lieutenant Jody Davis. Like Irina, she successfully uploaded herself to the system.”

      “There’s more?” Jackson asked.

      “No one else has done it themselves,” Jimenez said. “Just Irina and Jody.”

      Porter shifted in his seat. “I hear a ‘but’ coming.”

      Jimenez nodded. “That’s because there is a but coming. In addition to Jody, there are seventeen people who partially uploaded themselves.”

      “Seventeen!” Jackson said. “Are you serious? I haven’t heard of any of them.”

      “Nor are you supposed to,” Jimenez replied. “Apparently, when the word got out that Irina succeeded and we put together a handful of others, they had a rash of people attempting it, especially in the training squadron. They don’t know if any of them are criminals who fraudulently enlisted to get access to the technology, or if all of them are legitimate military. Students now have to sign a statement acknowledging the fact that the Navy is under no obligation to put them back together if they try and fail.”

      “But we are, aren’t we?” Jackson asked. “Those are the tools that Jameson wants—more SIs.”

      “They are.”

      “And you’ve been reintegrating them?”

      “Daiyu, Jody, and I have been doing that the last couple of days,” Jimenez said. “So far, we’ve been successful with twelve of them.”

      “Thirteen,” Daiyu’s voice said from Jimenez’s slate.

      “Thanks.” Jimenez looked up. “Thirteen.”

      “What’s up with the other four?” Jackson asked.

      “We haven’t gotten to two of them yet,” Jimenez replied. She sighed. Two of them, though… they are beyond our abilities. I’m hoping I can convince you to help us with them.”
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      Jackson looked at Porter, who nodded, then he turned back to Jimenez. “Of course we’ll help, Skipper. What do you need us to do?”

      “Well, before you totally volunteer yourselves, let me tell you what you’re getting into, because there is some danger—and potentially a substantial amount of risk—involved.”

      “In putting together the two parts of someone’s electronic personality?” Porter said. “What danger could there be?”

      “While you’re in the system, they could destroy the part of your personality that is within the system, effectively rendering you brain dead.”

      “Oh.” Porter looked down at the table. “That’s not good.”

      Jimenez chuckled lightly. “No, it’s not.”

      “I’m here for you, ma’am. The number of times you’ve saved my life… well, I owe you.”

      “And I owe Skipper Baker,” Porter added. “If this is about saving his life, I’m in, too.”

      Jackson cleared his throat. “So what are we looking at?”

      “You’ve both flown with either Irina or Daiyu by now, right?” Both men nodded. “You know how they have places set up within their systems where they can meet with people?” More nods. “Well, the gremlins have set up their systems to be hostile to anyone who comes into them. One of them is set up like a carnival, and the other is set up like an isthmus into a body of water.”

      “I like carnivals,” Jackson said. “My wife loves to get one of those giant turkey legs—”

      “You won’t like this one,” Daiyu said, cutting him off.

      “Why not?”

      “The axe-wielding clowns.”

      “Ugh,” Porter said. “I fucking hate clowns.”

      Jimenez nodded. “And those are just the normal ones. Wait until you see these.”

      “Okay,” Jackson said. “Axe-wielding clowns. How do we defeat them, or get by them… whatever it is we need to do?”

      “One of them is probably the gremlin of the pilot, Keith Ferguson,” Daiyu said. “We need to defeat him, but while we’re doing that, we need to keep the other two at bay. Unfortunately, all three are pretty big.”

      “Which is where we come in,” Porter said.

      “Correct,” Jimenez said. “If you can each keep one of the extras busy, the three of us will grab Keith. Once we do, the others—the ones you’re fighting—will go away.”

      “How does that happen?” Porter asked.

      “Once I control Keith, I control the system, and I can rewrite the rules,” Daiyu replied. “We just have to get hold of Keith first.”

      “I’m all for helping you, ma’am,” Jackson said, “but I don’t know anything about fighting men with axes, and I have to imagine that bad things will happen if they land blows on me.”

      “I won’t lie to you,” Daiyu said. “It could kill you. Although everything that happens in the system is metaphorical in nature, there are analogs to what’s going on that have very real consequences outside the system.”

      “I’m sorry,” Porter said. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      “The clown swings an axe. It’s actually a code slicer that, if it should hit you, would sever the code that you become when uploaded to the system. You can probably lose a few pieces and still be okay—and Irina showed me how to reattach the pieces, too, if needed—but if you take too many hits or too big of one, it might very well kill you.”

      Jackson rubbed his chin. “So how do we ensure that us mortals don’t get killed? I mean, I assume there is a plan, Skipper, since you’re planning to do this, too.”

      “Do you remember the old movie where people went into a computer world somewhat like our fighters’ systems?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Remember how they could upload programs?”

      “You mean like how we’re able to learn things crazy fast?”

      Jimenez nodded. “Just like that. I have mixed martial arts training to give you. I’ve already downloaded it and find it sufficient.”

      “You already knew a lot of that stuff, though,” Porter said. “What about us? We don’t have a background in it. We won’t have the muscle memory needed.”

      “Tell you what,” Jimenez said. “Let’s go out to Three Oh One, and I’ll load you up. Then, if you feel confident—and only if you feel confident—we will proceed.”

      Jackson nodded. “Sounds good ma’am. Let’s do it.”
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      “What do you think?” Jimenez asked an hour later as the two men circled the two axe-wielding SIs.

      “I have to tell you, I feel pretty good,” Porter said. “I think I’m ready.”

      “Me, too,” Jackson said.

      “What’s the most important thing about fighting someone with an axe?” Daiyu asked as she fended off Jackson with a downward slash.

      “Besides don’t let them hit you with it?” Jackson asked, dancing away. “It’s to stay outside its reach until you can move in on the attacker and control their arms.”

      “And the right time to do that?” Jody asked, swinging her axe at Porter.

      Porter flinched back as the blade went past and leapt forward like a snake striking. “When they’ve swung and missed”—he grabbed her arms and swept her legs out from under her—“or while they’re drawing it back in preparation for a strike.” He ripped the axe from her hands and held it by her throat.

      “That was good,” Jimenez said. “However, you have to remember the scale of the people we’ll be fighting. They are a lot bigger than Jody and Daiyu—nearly twice their size. Their reach will be proportionately longer and their blows harder to stop. Don’t think you’ll be able to block a strike with one arm; always count on it taking two.”

      “Got it,” Porter said. “We good now?”

      “No.” Jimenez smiled.

      Porter glanced to his left and right. “What am I missing?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to have an axe, too?” A large two-headed battle axe appeared in his hands.”

      Porter nodded happily. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

      Jimenez met Daiyu’s eyes. “Why don’t you give him a class in how to use that?”

      Porter’s eyes widened as the information rushed into his electronic mind, then he smiled at Jody. “Why don’t you try me now, Lieutenant?”

      “As fun as all this is,” Jimenez said after they’d been practicing with the axes for a while, “we’re about out of time. We need to either get this done or call it quits so we can get back to getting ready for cruise.”

      “I don’t get something,” Jackson said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Why wouldn’t the owner of the system—the gremlin in this case—up the ante for his guys?”

      “What do you mean?” Jimenez asked.

      “I mean, in the real world, sure, Porter can out-muscle Jody nearly every time, like he has shown. He’s a lot stronger. But in the system, he’s only stronger if he’s programmed that way. What if the gremlin’s troops don’t have double our reach, but instead it’s triple? What if they’re faster than us? Who’s to say it’s going to be programmed fairly?”

      “That’s a good question,” Jimenez said. She turned to Daiyu. “What do you think?”

      Daiyu shrugged. “Most times, things are programmed to resemble the rules in the real world. That said, though, there’s no reason the gremlin’s troops couldn’t be programmed to be unbeatable. “

      “What do we do if that happens?” Jackson asked. “Run?”

      “Hopefully, if that happens, I can program us to be faster too.”

      One of Jackson’s eyebrows rose. “And if you can’t?”

      Daiyu smiled. “Then it’s time to run.”
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      “Home?” Baker asked. “It smells like burned fuel and rubber.”

      “Well, sure. That’s what our starport smells like, but it’s our fuel and synthetics. They smell different from yours.”

      Baker took a deep breath and had to agree; they did smell different. They didn’t smell good, but the starport did have a different aroma than one on Earth.

      “Come on, our ride’s here,” Golchak said, unstrapping.

      “Our ride?”

      “Sure. You didn’t think we were going to walk to base ops did you? It’s five kilometers in that direction.”

      Baker shook his head. Honestly, he hadn’t given it any thought at all—he’d been too overwhelmed. As he looked around, though, he had to admit that there weren’t any buildings in the area—just hundreds of ships of various sizes. While most were around the size of an Earth shuttle, there were others that were massive, including a couple that were the size of a Tiger-class missile frigate.

      We’re definitely not in Kansas anymore.

      “Don’t forget, I’m going,” Irina said before he could unplug.

      “You are? You don’t want to stay here with the fighter and make sure nothing happens to it?”

      “And allow you to walk around an alien planet all by yourself?”

      “Honestly, I’m with Golchak and he’s royalty. Sort of. What could possibly go wrong?”

      “With you two on shore leave? Just about anything.”

      “I’m an ambassador now. I’m ever so much more mature and reserved. I’m the epitome of a cultured gentleman.”

      “Right,” Irina said when she stopped laughing.

      “Well, I do have a different persona I need to present here.”

      “That’s true. The only question is whether you can pull it off.”

      “I can.”

      “We shall see. Regardless, I’m not going to sit here with the fighter. If something happened to you, I’d never know what. I’d just be sitting here—wondering and waiting—until the heat death of the universe.”

      “You’d run out of fuel before then.”

      “Well, sure, but not for a long time. Face it, you’re taking me along with you.”

      Baker smiled. “I had planned to all along.”

      “Then why did you have to be such a jerk about it?”

      “Habit?”

      Irina snorted. “Fine,” she said when she had composed herself again. “Plug in your damn slate and let’s go. I’ve never seen an alien world before.”

      “That’s not true. You’ve been on both Sunshine and Tau Ceti.”

      “I’ve never been on a world where people weren’t trying to kill me.”

      “I think they were trying to kill me. They didn’t know you existed.” He smiled. “Besides, we haven’t seen whether or not they’re going to want to kill us yet.”

      “Whatever. You’re being a jerk again. Can we just go before I’m forced to electrocute you?”

      “How can you—” Baker stopped. “Never mind; I don’t want to know. I’m plugging in the slate now.”

      “Good choice. Besides, how am I supposed to infiltrate their systems if you don’t hook me in somewhere?”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot. The president did task us with that, didn’t he?”

      “You’ve probably forgotten everything we’re supposed to do. You definitely need me along. And don’t forget my dresses while you’re at it!”

      Baker attached his slate to one of the ports. “There you go.”

      “Don’t turn it off once I’m in there, either. I want to see and hear what’s going on.”

      “Yes, mom.”

      “I’m not your mother, or you’d be a whole lot more respectful.”

      Baker decided—wisely, he thought—not to say anything else, and after a moment of glaring at him, Irina transferred over to his slate. Baker unplugged it and shut down the fighter, then he climbed down to the deck and looked around. The view wasn’t as good from lower, but he got a sense for the amount of activity happening around them—and it was a lot. A variety of carts, trucks, and all sorts of conveyances drove here and there around them, some manned, others very obviously not. The manned ones all looked curiously at his fighter and then at Baker, himself.

      After about the fourth one, he waved, more out of annoyance at being stared at than anything else. The Kardon looked away and continued driving. I guess they don’t wave here. Baker shrugged.

      Still, the starport was an active one, far more so than anything he’d ever seen on Earth.

      Golchak waited for him next to what looked like a golf cart from back on Earth. The alien—actually, I’m the alien here—shifted around from one foot to the other as he waited. Golchak was either excited to be back, nervous for what awaited them, or he had to go to the bathroom. Baker couldn’t tell which, and then decided it was probably a combination.

      “You said base ops is five kilometers from here?” Baker asked as he approached.

      “Yeah.”

      “So we probably want to take our gear, since we’re not going to want to come back?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      Baker and Golchak returned to the fighter and got their gear—and the dresses—out of the blivet, then Baker secured the craft.

      “Not a lot of space,” Baker said as they reached the little conveyance.

      “No worries,” Golchak replied. He reached down at the back of the cart and pulled out a small loading deck.

      Baker eyed it for a second. “If we put our gear on that, won’t it flip the thing over?”

      “No, it’ll be fine. It’s gravity stabilized.” He pointed at where the wheels would have been, and Baker realized the conveyance floated about five centimeters above the concrete.

      “Well, all right then.” Baker dropped his luggage onto the platform a little harder than necessary, but the cart didn’t move.

      Baker frowned while Golchak laughed. “Told you so.” He set his gear onto the platform a little more gently. “Shall we?”

      He got into the driver’s seat, and Baker hopped in next to him.

      “Do you know how to drive one of these?” Baker asked.

      “It isn’t hard,” Golchak said with a chuckle. “Cart, drive us to base ops.”

      “Driving to base ops,” the vehicle confirmed. It turned right and sped off, far faster than Baker had ever gone on the ramp area of a base back home. At Oceana, the rule was, “No faster than a man can walk,” but within seconds they were going about a hundred kilometers per hour.

      “Is… uh, is this safe?” Baker finally asked.

      “Of course. It’s all computer controlled. You wouldn’t want to walk around without a transceiver, though; you’d probably get run over.”

      “And you’re okay with this but not SIs?”

      “It’s just a program. We’ve used it for decades and no one ever gets hurt unless they do something stupid.”

      “Like walk around without a transceiver?”

      “Exactly.”

      Baker shook his head as the cart continued to race along. It drove generally in a straight line, although it turned a couple of times—thankfully slowing down a little for both—as it merged into bigger lanes, threading into the traffic that already choked them. The lack of control and the amount of traffic—all unmanned—on every side of them had Baker ready to get out and walk—even without a transceiver—but the cart never slowed enough for him to consider jumping off it.

      Finally, after a terrifying three minutes or so, the cart exited the main traffic stream and slowed, ultimately pulling up in front of a beautiful steel and glass building.

      “What’s that say?” Baker asked, pointing at the huge letters over the entranceway.

      “Welcome to Kardonia.”

      They grabbed their gear off the back of the cart, and it drove off. When Baker started toward the entrance, Golchak called him back.

      “What’s up?” Baker asked.

      Golchak nodded to an arrow off to the side of the entryway. It pointed to the right with something written in smaller letters. “That says pilots and maintenance workers this way.”

      Baker chuckled. “Cross the galaxy and it’s the same thing. Sailors and dogs stay off the grass.” He shook his head. “I guess they don’t want us common folk dealing with the tourists and passengers, huh?”

      Golchak nodded. “See, I told you—royalty in name only.” He shrugged. “Let’s go get checked in. He walked off in the direction the arrow pointed.

      A much smaller—and far less grand—entrance awaited them at the side of the building. They walked in to find a large room with a long line that looped back and forth, guided by metal rails on both sides.

      “It’s like we’re waiting for a ride at an amusement park,” Baker muttered.

      “Amusement park?” Golchak asked. “I like the sound of that. Plenty of alcohol and women?”

      “It’s not that kind of amusement,” Baker said with a laugh. “It’s a place families go with a lot of rides for their children. There are also rides for adults—and alcohol, too—but not in the manner you mean.”

      “Oh,” Golchak said, looking a little crestfallen. He motioned toward the line. “I’d forgotten how much it sucks to fly into here. We should have gone to one of the bases.” He shrugged. “I thought it would be fun to walk into the main lobby. I also forgot we had to come here first. That makes it somewhat less fun.”

      A lot less fun, as it turned out, when it took them twenty minutes to reach the front of the line. There, five counters waited, with people at each. Eventually, one of them cleared, and Golchak led them to the counter.

      “Hi,” he said to a short, dark-haired woman. “I’m Sterep Golchak. We just landed here.”

      “Sterep Golchak, right. I don’t know who you are, buddy—” She looked up and her jaw dropped open. “You’re… you’re… It’s Sterep Golchak!”

      With the woman’s scream, the entire room went quiet and every eye turned toward them.

      Golchak, blushing, glanced around and gave everyone a quick wave when he got a round of applause, then turned back to the woman. “Yes, I am. As I said.”

      “We heard you were dead!”

      “And yet, as you can see, I’m not.”

      “You’re not!”

      “So, I’m parked on space C462DE87.”

      “Of course you are!”

      “I need to arrange payment for while the ship’s here.”

      The woman smiled and nodded.

      “So I’d like to do that.” He held out a card he’d pulled from his pocket.

      “Of course!” the woman said. She didn’t move. She just continued to look up at Golchak with big eyes and a smile.

      “Umm… so, can you take it?”

      “Hey, stupid,” the woman at the next terminal said. She reached over and slapped the woman in the arm. “Take his credit chit.”

      “Oh! Yes!” The woman looked down at her terminal, then looked up and took the card that he’d been offering. She did something behind the counter that Baker couldn’t see, then she frowned.

      “That’s not right,” the woman muttered. She continued working, then bit her lip and looked up. “I’m sorry, Prince Golchak, but your card… it… it seems to be invalid.”

      “Bah, they must have closed the account when they decided I was dead,” Golchak said.

      The woman turned to Baker. “Perhaps you’d be able to…”

      Baker shook his head.

      “He’s not from here,” Golchak said.

      “We accept most systems’—”

      Golchak smiled. “Not his, though, I’m sure. Is it possible that I might be able to write you a promissory note and then come back and redeem it?”

      The woman’s eyes dropped to the floor. “I’m sorry, but I’m not allowed—”

      “Of course you can,” a large, overweight man said as he hurried up. “Welcome home, Prince. I’m Chief Stevedore Vanmir, and I’m sure that we can accept your word as a form of payment until you can get your accounts functional again. After all, it’s not like we don’t know where you live, right?” He laughed nervously.

      “Thanks,” Golchak said. “I appreciate that and will get it taken care of as soon as I get home.” He smiled at the man. “Is there anything else I need to do here?”

      “Does your craft require servicing of any type?”

      Golchak shook his head. “No. In fact, it’s an experimental type of fighter. I would warn your people to stay clear of it; it has some anti-theft things on it that”—he coughed and lowered his voice—“let’s just say, we don’t want to have to pay out death benefits for them.”

      “Oh, of course, Prince Golchak! Your craft will be safe here!” He glanced around nervously. “But if it’s a military vessel wouldn’t it have been—” He stopped when Golchak raised an eyebrow. “Of course, it’s none of my business why you landed here and not at one of the bases.” He nodded. “Suffice it to say that we will take good care of it, and no one will touch it.”

      Golchak nodded. “It’s a lot safer that way.” He smiled. “Thank you very much, Chief Stevedore Vanmir.”

      It’s my pleasure, Prince.”

      Golchak turned to Baker. “Shall we?” He walked to the exit, with everyone moving out of their way to form a pathway to the door. Most bowed as they went by, although a few looked at Golchak with hard eyes.

      He’s obviously not everyone’s favorite.

      They made it to the door, which opened as they approached.

      “Welcome home, Prince Golchak!” a crowd yelled as they walked into the large, open terminal. A number of people held signs that probably said the same thing, although Baker couldn’t read them, and Golchak looked too flustered to be bothered with translating.

      The crowd tried to press in, but a cordon of security held them back. The blush that Golchak had shown in the maintenance area grew to where he looked like he’d spent the day unprotected in the Florida sun. He looked back and forth, then finally saw what he was looking for and strode off toward a man in formal livery who was approaching from the left. The man was tall and thin, and he appeared to be at least twenty years older than Golchak, assuming people aged at the same rate as on Earth.

      “Prince Golchak!” the man said. “So good to see you again, my prince.”

      “Good to see you, too, Mevir. Please tell me you have a vehicle nearby.”

      “It’s just outside, sir.” He led them to the exit while the security personnel held back the throng. Outside, three aircars waited in a line. The two in the front and back were obviously protection, as they each had a turret mounted. The car in the middle looked generally like the aircars Baker had passed on the way in, but was bigger, sleeker, and screamed of opulence. A platoon of armed personnel—security and not military if the lack of uniforms meant anything—kept the onlookers away.

      Mevir led them to the middle car, which had another liveried attendant standing by the hood. “I’ll take your things,” the man said, and Baker saw the trunk of the car was in the front.

      “Motor’s in the back,” Golchak confirmed.

      Relieved of their gear, Mevir then led them to the center of the car and held the door open. Both men climbed into the car’s cavernous interior, then Mevir followed them and shut the door.

      “Quite the greeting, eh, my prince?”

      “I tried to get in here quietly,” Golchak said. “I didn’t want any of”—he waved back toward the terminal as the car drove off—“that.”

      “They’re happy you’re not dead, as are we all.”

      “Well, that’s something I can agree with,” Golchak said. “I’m pretty happy to not be dead, too.”

      Mevir nodded. “When they said you’d been shot down, I never once lost faith that the message was in error.”

      Golchak chuckled. “It wasn’t in error.” He nodded toward Baker. “He really did shoot me down.”

      “Why would you do that, sir?” Mevir asked. “You weren’t a member of—”

      “No, he wasn’t,” Golchak said, cutting him off. “This is Lance Baker, by the way. His story is quite lengthy.”

      “Lance Baker.” Mevir said the name slowly, as if tasting the words. “That is an… unusual name, if you don’t mind me saying so, sir.”

      Baker smiled. “I don’t mind it at all, and I suppose it is.” He shrugged. “That’s the name my mother gave me, though.”

      “This is Mevir,” Golchak said. “I suspect you would call him a butler or perhaps more of a major-domo.” He used the English words for the terms, and Mevir raised an eyebrow. “Mevir has known me all my life.”

      “I have served the Sterep family for nearly seventy years.”

      “I wouldn’t have thought you were that old,” Baker said.

      “We tend to live a bit longer than you,” Golchak said, “and our year is a little shorter. Still, Mevir has been part of the family longer than I’ve been around.”

      Mevir nodded. “I’ve watched him grow from a baby, to die, and now be reborn again.” His eyes narrowed. “I think your parents would have appreciated a little more notice that you weren’t, in fact, dead, my prince. That might have alleviated a little”—he glanced at Baker and then back to Golchak—“trauma.” He looked back to Baker. “The prince, unfortunately, has a history of making… shall we say ‘rash’ decisions, and he hasn’t always considered the consequences of them ahead of time. We had hoped that period of his life had ended.”

      Golchak chuckled. “I’m sure you have, and I have tried to live up to the expectations placed on me by my parents. I would have loved to send the information sooner, but due to circumstances beyond my control, I wasn’t able to. Unfortunately, I can’t get into why that was right now, but the whole story will—eventually—be told, and I’m sure everyone will understand.”

      “I hope so, my prince, because some people are… most displeased with this situation.”

      “‘Most displeased’ is their normal state,” Golchak said with a smile.

      “And a lot of that in the past was due to a certain prince’s antics.”

      Golchak tried to put on an innocent face. “It’s not my fault this time! I mean it!”

      “I know, my prince,” Mevir said with a small nod. “It never is.”
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      Jimenez materialized inside the system to find it the same way they’d left it. Jackson and Porter appeared to her left, both armed with large battle axes, and the two SIs showed up to her right. Daiyu had a bandolier of throwing knives while Jody had an axe. Despite her best efforts, Daiyu just couldn’t manipulate an axe effectively in combat, but she’d taken well to knives, especially the thrown kind. They weren’t much use against large axe-wielding clowns… but she was far worse with an axe.

      A few heartbeats later, the clowns reappeared in front of the carnival entrance.

      “I think you may have underestimated them,” Porter said. “You said they were big, but you failed to mention just how utterly enormous they were.”

      “Cheer up,” Jimenez said. “I’m taking the biggest of the three.”

      “With two other people…” Porter muttered.

      “If you want, we can go back.”

      Porter spun his axe once and smiled. “Naw. You went to all the effort to get us trained up; might as well see how we do against them.”

      “Well, you can always run and unplug.”

      The sunlight dimmed as something blocked most of the sun, and Jimenez looked up to see something small rapidly falling from the sky.

      “What’s that?” Jody asked.

      “Never seen anything like it,” Jimenez replied.

      The speck rapidly grew into some sort of grid work as it approached.

      “Is this time to leave?” Jackson asked.

      Jimenez shook her head. “I think it’s something meant to frighten us.”

      “Ma’am, I hate to tell you but… it’s working.”

      The grid work expanded as it drew near and warped along the sides.

      “You know what that looks like?” Porter asked.

      The grid work slammed into the ground, completely encircling all the combatants.

      “A cage?” Jody asked.

      “Yeah,” Porter said. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      Jimenez tried to exit the system, but found herself unable to. “Okay, new plan,” she said. “We’re not going to run from them; we’re going to take them down.”

      “What happens if we need to run?” Jackson asked.

      “We can’t.” Jimenez shook her head. “We’re trapped.”
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      “That’s your house?” Baker asked as the car pulled up in front of a palatial mansion. The road came to a roundabout and stopped alongside a large staircase that led up a small hillside. To call the dressed marble stone ‘grand’ would have been belittling it. At the top of the staircase waited a structure unlike any that Baker had ever seen. He’d been to Neuschwanstein Castle in Germany; this dwarfed it. It was magnificent on a scale that he’d never known existed.

      Golchak sighed. “Yeah, that’s it.”

      “Why the sigh?”

      “Because I know the size of it is going to give you ideas about our status—and my status in particular—that are different from the way I explained them.”

      “And which story is correct? That you’re not a big thing or that this”—Baker waved toward the structure—“really represents your wealth and importance?” Baker smiled. “Because everything I’ve seen today points to this being the real thing.”

      Golchak winced. “Can I say that it’s somewhere in between?”

      “Sure,” Baker said with a nod. “But I’m betting it’s somewhere closer to the latter.”

      The car stopped, and Mevir opened the door. Baker started toward the front of the car, but Golchak called him back.

      “What? Don’t we need to get our gear?”

      “Someone will bring it to your room.” He held up a hand when Baker’s mouth opened. “Don’t say it. I know. I underemphasized our importance. Perhaps I just don’t see it from the outside like you do.” Golchak shrugged. “Besides, we can’t keep the duke and duchess waiting.”

      He waved toward the staircase—at the top waited a man and woman who could only have been called “regal.” Although neither were dressed in classical robes—the man wore a suit and the woman a beautiful dress—the manner in which they held themselves radiated importance.

      “Duke and duchess?” Baker asked. “Your parents?”

      “Yeah.”

      Golchak led Baker up the staircase, and Baker was winded about halfway up. Apparently, several weeks in a fighter didn’t keep you in peak physical shape. Baker vowed to get back in the gym when he could, and to keep up with Golchak, who showed no sign of flagging.

      Don’t appear weak to our potential allies, Baker chanted to himself as he climbed. Don’t appear weak to our allies.

      He made it to the top a step behind Golchak, who was already wrapped up in a hug from his mother. Baker looked toward the duke, a large, broad-shouldered man whose salt-and-pepper hair was cut short. The duke looked down at him and gave him a slow once-over, then he frowned.

      Haven’t said a word, and I’ve already been found lacking. Wonderful.

      “Hello, your majesty,” Baker said with a full bow from the waist.

      “We say, ‘my duke,’” the man replied. “Although I’m sure my son was too busy drinking or chasing women to adequately brief you on that.”

      “Hello, Father,” Golchak said as his mother let him go and he turned toward the duke. “It’s good to see you. I’d like to present Commander Lance Baker, the man responsible for bringing me back to you.”

      The duke gave Baker another once-over. This time the look wasn’t quite so demeaning—there was a little more consideration involved—but the frown remained.

      “Oh, don’t pay him any attention,” the duchess said. As tall as Baker, the blonde woman had an easy smile and eyes that twinkled. She swept up Baker in a hug, but released him quickly and stepped back. Her nose wrinkled. “You boys are somewhat… fragrant.”

      “Sorry about that, Mother,” Golchak said. “We’ve been in a fighter for a month and came straight from the starport.” He glanced back at the aircar as it pulled off. “But I guess you already knew that. I had hoped to sneak in and get cleaned up before any sort of formal presentation, but I guess the word got out.”

      “It already is out that you couldn’t pay your debt at the starport, too,” the Duke said. “That’s on all the vids at the moment.”

      Golchak looked down. “Sorry, Father. I didn’t realize that my credit chit would be terminated.”

      “What did you think would happen after you’d been missing for three months?” the duke asked. “We had to proclaim you dead.”

      “Don’t be so hard on him, Emthos,” the duchess said as she slapped the duke’s shoulder. “Can’t you just be happy that he’s been returned to us?”

      The duke sighed. “Yes, that is indeed what’s important.” He grabbed Golchak and pulled him into a hug. “Welcome home, son. It truly is good to see you.” He released Golchak and stepped back. “Although your mother is right. You boys smell.”

      “Well, perhaps we could go inside and get cleaned up?” Golchak asked.

      “Yes!” the duchess replied. “But then you have to tell us everything that’s happened to you.”

      “I will, Mother, although some of it is not for the general populace’s ears.”

      “I see,” the duke said, pursing his lips. “We will meet in an hour in my study.” He looked piercingly at Golchak. “One hour.”

      Golchak smiled. “Of course. Am I ever not on time?”

      “Routinely,” the duke and duchess chorused as if practiced. All three smiled at some inside joke, then the duke repeated. “One hour.”
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      “If we can’t go back,” Porter said, “then I guess we go forward.” He shrugged and hefted his axe. “All the times I wanted to hit a clown. Now I finally get to do it.” He started walking toward the clowns, and Jimenez hurried to catch up and walk alongside him. Daiyu and Jody joined her within a couple of steps, then Jackson, armed with his battle axe, joined the end of the line on the opposite side from Porter. His pace—and the look on his face—was far less enthusiastic than Porter’s.

      “Jackson and Porter, don’t feel that you have to beat your opponents. You just need to occupy them until we can take care of Keith Ferguson.”

      “Is that the lead clown?” Jackson asked.

      “Yeah. Lieutenant Keith Ferguson. Pilot trainee.”

      The clowns spread apart as the group approached, and it was all Sofia could do to continue to put one foot in front of the other. Their target—Keith Ferguson—stood easily almost three meters tall. I guess he did enhance himself somewhat.

      “Any chance of making us bigger and faster?” Jimenez asked.

      “I tried,” Daiyu said. “He’s got the system locked down. No one goes in or out of the cage, and no one can modify the rules of the match.”

      “Do you know what those rules are?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, they’re bigger than us.” The two other clowns were both easily two and a half meters tall. “Are they faster, too?”

      “I can’t access the rules. Everything is locked out. We’re going to have to take him down before we can get any additional information.”

      “Anyone else feel like this is the OK Corral?” Jody asked nervously as they continued marching forward in a line. “Can I have a pistol instead?”

      “If she gets a pistol, I want some sort of chain gun,” Jackson muttered. “I think I’m going to need it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Daiyu said, “but I can’t change anything.”

      Jackson sighed. “Too bad. I really wanted one.”

      When they were within ten meters, the clowns roared and sprang forward. All three lowered their shoulders like bulls charging, and the group scattered to keep from getting run over.

      For her part, Jimenez dove to the left and came up with both swords in her hands. She had some training with them from her martial arts days, and had chosen them instead of an axe.

      Daiyu was up almost as quickly as she was, with knives in both her hands, and Jody came up on her other side, spreading out to take Ferguson from the flank.

      The monster clown advanced, spinning his battle axe like a cheerleader with a baton, his hands moving so quickly that the weapon looked like the rotor on a helicopter. Jimenez tried not to be distracted by it as the clown approached.

      Daiyu threw a knife, and the clown shifted slightly. With a twang! the knife went sailing away as the spinning battle axe kicked it aside.

      The clown smiled and continued to advance on Jimenez, who took up a ready stance. Although she appeared composed on the outside—never let your enemy see fear!—she knew she couldn’t go head to head with the clown. Trying to stick a sword through the buzz saw of the spinning axe would only result in the sword shattering and probably a lot of wrenched muscles in her arm. Or that’s what would happen in the real world; there was no telling what the rules of physics were here.

      Jody darted in from the side, and the clown pulled the axe from a spin into a sweeping stroke at Jody’s legs. She darted back, but wasn’t fast enough—a slash opened on her upper thigh, and she fell backward onto the ground.

      Speed augmented, too.

      The clown turned back to Jimenez with a smile. Sofia worked her blades around, loosening her muscles, hoping to be an additional beneficiary of a speed boost. Unfortunately, she didn’t feel any faster.

      Daiyu worked her way behind Ferguson and threw another knife.

      The clown ducked the weapon, spun, and threw his axe in a spinning throw about a foot off the ground. Daiyu jumped up, and it passed below her as Jimenez raced forward—

      —just in time for a new axe to appear in Ferguson’s hands. He chopped down, and Jimenez threw herself to the side. She could feel the rush of its passage as the axe missed her by inches. She rolled to her feet to find Ferguson advancing on her, and she was forced to throw herself to the side again as he aimed a stroke that would have taken her head off.

      Ferguson took another step toward her then spun to slash at Daiyu, who’d crept up from behind. She escaped most of the blow, but screamed as the axe laid open most of her right arm. Daiyu stumbled over a rock as she backpedaled away and went down on her backside. The clown strode forward and raised the axe as if to split a log.

      As quickly as he was moving, Jimenez knew she couldn’t reach him in time, so she threw one of her swords.

      Sensing the motion, Ferguson started to turn and brought the axe down to block the weapon. It ricocheted off the head of the axe, but Ferguson hadn’t seen Jody moving in, and she slashed at the clown’s lower leg.

      Ferguson screamed as Jody embedded the axe in his right calf. He spun, and the flat of his blade hit Jody in the head, catapulting her through the air to the side. Ferguson bent down, pulled the axe from his leg, and tossed it aside, then he looked down at his leg. The skin and muscles began reattaching themselves.

      Jimenez raced forward and ran her remaining sword through Ferguson from back to front, and the tip of the sword burst forward from his stomach. He turned and backhanded Jimenez across the face. She saw stars as she flew through the air, then flashes of lightning clouded her vision as she slammed to the ground.

      Stunned, she lay there blinking for several seconds. Her vision cleared; a pair of enormous boots stood in front of her. She looked up, and up, and up—the clown giant had pulled the sword from his back and didn’t appear any worse for his wounds. Jimenez could see Ferguson’s calf; it looked undamaged.

      The giant dropped Jimenez’s sword next to her and raised his axe to finish her. Jimenez glanced to the sides. Jody was still unconscious, and Daiyu was working to close the wound on her arm. At least one of the men was yelling in the distance.

      The axe started down, and Sofia closed her eyes, not wanting to watch.

      Woof! The sound of air explosively leaving a body accompanied the sound of two hams being slammed together. Jimenez opened her eyes to find Ferguson on his knees and Porter on the ground next to him, struggling to rise. Apparently, he’d tried to tackle the giant, but only succeeded in knocking him down.

      But it was the opening she needed, and she jumped to her feet and then onto Ferguson’s back, wrapping her arm around the monster’s throat. It was like trying to choke a tree trunk, but she held on, burying her face into the giant’s neck as he reached back to dislodge her.

      Thwack!

      Ferguson screamed as an axe slammed into his leg, and his neck muscles loosened. Jimenez pulled harder. The axe hit Ferguson again, and the giant collapsed to the side. Jimenez dropped away to keep from being pinned under him, then sprang forward as the clown crashed to the ground and reapplied the chokehold.

      “Yield!” Porter yelled, and Jimenez looked up to find the pilot holding one of her swords in front of one of Ferguson’s eyes. “Or do you really want me to run this through your brain?”

      Ferguson relaxed and held up his hands in supplication.

      “Release the system,” Daiyu said, holding a knife in front of his other eye. “Do it now!”

      “I’ve got control,” Daiyu said after a moment. “Porter, take hold of him while I save the others.”

      Porter tapped the arm Jimenez had around Ferguson’s throat. She slowly let go, and Porter took her place. Jimenez stood, feeling like she’d been run over by a train.

      “Quickly,” Daiyu said. “Tell Siderov it’s time.”

      Jimenez looked at the SI and blinked a couple of times, trying to make sense of her words.

      “Sofia, go tell Siderov it’s time! Do it now!”

      Jimenez finally realized that Daiyu was talking to her, and what she was asking. Jimenez blinked again as realization came flooding back and looked up to see the cage that had held them in place had disappeared. She exited the system and unplugged.

      “Quickly!” Jimenez yelled as she stood in the cockpit to get Siderov’s attention. “We’re ready.”

      Siderov nodded, and Jimenez plugged back in to find Jody holding Ferguson over her head while Daiyu worked on Jackson, who was a mass of slashes and blood. Jimenez shook her head; she hadn’t realized the human body held that much blood.

      A new ball of light appeared, although it was a small one and seemed barely formed. Ferguson. She pointed. “Jody, there he is!”

      Jody—who had accomplished two reintegrations by this point—began restoring Ferguson before Jimenez could get to her, feeding the giant clown slowly into the glowing ball of light. The avatar grew and grew until nothing more was left of the clown.

      “What? Where am I?” Ferguson asked as the ball shrank to a normal size. “Who are you?”

      “Who, us?” Jody asked. “We’re your saviors.”
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      “That’s quite some story,” Sterep Emthos said after Golchak had related his adventures. “Which was more harrowing? Dealing with the lizards on Seldo or the humans on Earth?”

      Golchak chuckled. “The humans weren’t trying to eat me, so I’m going to have to go with Seldo.”

      Baker smiled as he looked around the study. The number of similarities between the two cultures was amazing, and in many cases, the differences were just in the details. For example, like back home, Emthos’s study was lined with bookcases that held hundreds and hundreds of books. The books, however, were generally larger in both size and word count, as Kardonian stories tended to tell a whole series in one volume. Whereas “Lord of the Rings” was several volumes back home, on Kardonia, it would have been one massive tome.

      The Kardons had made the switch to ebooks a lot faster than humans, and for good reason.

      Another similarity was a small meeting lounge in his study with overstuffed chairs. The chair coverings weren’t leather, though, but something softer and more supple. Baker liked the Kardon version better and would have loved a few hours to nap in one.

      “—do you think, Lance?”

      Baker blinked and looked up. Everyone was looking at him. “I’m sorry. My thoughts must have wandered. What did you ask?”

      Golchak chuckled. “What does your society bring to a potential alliance?”

      “Well, we’re creative and hard-working, and we never give up.”

      Emthos nodded. “So, you’re human, like we are. That doesn’t give us any particular advantage we don’t already have.” He scratched the back of his neck. “And it certainly isn’t something to make us risk everything we have to free you.”

      “Even though we’re currently fighting you? If we remain on the Overlord side, all of our creativity goes toward defeating you.”

      “A consideration, certainly, but again, not one that is going to make me advocate for rescuing your civilization at this time. The odds are too high against us.”

      Baker looked at Golchak and raised an eyebrow. Golchak, for his part, shrugged and looked away. He had specifically not brought up the topic of SIs when he’d been relating his story. “You’re on your own with this one.”

      “Is there something else?” Emthos asked. “Something you haven’t told us?”

      “Yes,” Baker said. “We also have synthetic intelligence, which Golchak has told me might be an issue with your society. It is also a huge combat modifier.”

      “Synthetic intelligence.” Emthos’s face went still. “I am unfamiliar with that term. Explain it, please.”

      “Certainly. It all began with our uplink software, which is a technology that allows our consciousness to merge with the computers of our fighters. It allows us to operate them at the speed of thought—or even faster, since we no longer have to send the commands to take action. Since we’re part of the fighter, we just reach out with our senses and see the enemy ships. In an instant, we have targeting data, and we can fire. Reaction time is cut to fractions of a second. It also allows us to excel in dogfights.

      “Unfortunately that wasn’t good enough for some people.”

      Emthos chuckled. “It never is.”

      Baker sighed. “They decided they wanted to leave our society and become full-time residents of the system. Instead of maintaining the link to their bodies, they uploaded their entire consciousness to the system—everything they were—and left them behind. They are now synthetic intelligences—people living within computer systems.”

      Emthos chewed on his lip. “They are, in fact, artificial intelligences, then?”

      “No,” Baker replied. “They are people who left their bodies behind, but they retain all that made them human. An artificial intelligence is a computer program that became self-aware; SIs have always been self-aware and are familiar with the ins and outs of society, because they have been part of it.”

      “I fail to see the difference,” Emthos said. “For all practical purposes, once they upload themselves, they have cut their ties with society. Where does their allegiance lie?”

      “At the moment, all of the SIs are fighting for Earth.”

      Emthos raised an eyebrow. “At the moment?”

      Baker shrugged. “They are from all over our planet. When the war ends, I suspect they will all go back to wherever they are from.”

      “And do what?”

      “I don’t know. Whatever they want. I can’t tell you what the other nations of Earth are doing, but I can tell you that the former United States—my country—is paying them for their service. Perhaps they’ll have houses built with elaborate computer systems that they can travel through.” Baker chuckled. “I’ve never thought about it.” He pulled his slate from his pocket.

      “Would you like to ask one?”

      Emthos stared at the slate as if it were a snake. “You have one? Here?”

      “The slate isn’t on, so she can’t see or hear us until I turn it on, but yes, I have my copilot—who is an SI—here with me.”

      Golchak smiled. “I can’t wait to tell her that she’s the copilot.”

      Baker shook his head at Golchak. “Now’s really not the time, you know?”

      Semir—who’d been quiet the whole time—chuckled. “I love Golchak, but that boy has never had an appreciation for when the right time is or isn’t.”

      “I’ve gotten better as I’ve gotten older.”

      Baker scoffed. “Then you must have been really bad when you were younger.”

      “He was,” Emthos and Semir chorused.

      All four people laughed.

      “Do you want to talk to her?” Baker asked when the laughing had ceased.

      Emthos nodded. “I think it’s probably better if I do it here, rather than in a bigger forum.”

      “Okay,” Baker said. He turned on the slate.

      “It’s about time,” Irina said when the system was operational. “What did I miss?”

      Baker panned the slate so the camera could see the room they were in and the people involved in the conversation. “We’re currently in the study of Sterep Emthos, Golchak’s father.”

      “Nice digs,” Irina commented.

      “Wait till I show you the rest of the house,” Baker muttered. Louder, he added, “Here with us is Duke Emthos”—Baker pointed the camera in his direction, and the Duke nodded—“Duchess Semir”—another nod—“and you know Golchak.”

      “Welcome to our home,” Semir said. “As I understand it, you are—or were—a person?”

      “I was born Irina Koslova in a small town in the country of Russia on Earth,” Irina confirmed. “I am now a synthetic intelligence, primarily inhabiting the system of the fighter called ‘Blaster Three Hundred,’ but as you can see, I am mobile.”

      “I see,” Emthos said. “And what would you say is the primary difference between you and an artificial intelligence.”

      “I started out as a functional organic being. There is no way an AI will ever understand or empathize with a human being. I, however, can. So much as men are understandable, anyway.”

      Semir chuckled. “I see things are the same all over.”

      “Let me ask you a question,” Emthos said. “We were having a discussion and I wondered what you wanted to do after the war was over?”

      “Honestly, I haven’t given it a lot of thought.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I’m the pilot of a front-line fighter in the middle of a war. The odds of me surviving the war are pretty slim. There’s little point in thinking and obsessing over something that is unlikely to happen. It’s just wasted time.”

      “So you obsess over things?” Emthos asked.

      “I have the same emotions as you—or at least similar ones, I guess, since I don’t know you—but there are things that command my attention more than others. I typically don’t tend to obsess over anything, except maybe Baker when he’s doing something stupid.”

      Baker frowned as Semir asked. “Does that happen often?”

      “Yes,” Irina and Golchak said at the same time, causing Baker’s frown to deepen.

      “You are the…” Emthos tilted his head as he considered. “You are the oddest choices for emissaries that I have ever seen.”

      “Yes and no,” Golchak said, coming to Baker’s rescue.

      “How so?” Emthos asked.

      Golchak chuckled. “Well, he did save my life. His government may be hoping that will get them some goodwill.”

      “But didn’t you save his life first?”

      “I did.” Golchak nodded. “Two or three times.” He shrugged. “The good thing about him—which I know from close observation—is that he is as honest a man as exists.”

      “He won’t do well in Parliament.”

      “That is, unfortunately, true. He would get eaten alive in front of Parliament.” Golchak sighed. “Still, what you see is what you get. He is a fine officer, an excellent pilot—”

      “He’s good, but excellent?” Irina asked. “I don’t know.”

      “—and a good friend,” Golchak finished.

      “You’ll have to excuse my crewmate, Duke,” Baker said. “She doesn’t have much of a filter sometimes. What comes into her electronic head sometimes comes right out her speaker.”

      “Golchak was being honest,” Irina said. “I just wanted to make sure he didn’t oversell your skills. We all know who’s the best pilot here.”

      “You are,” Baker admitted, hoping to end that line of conversation quickly. He looked up to Emthos. “Besides being excellent pilots, what else would you like to know about SIs?”

      Emthos tapped his chin a few times, obviously thinking. “I guess the two most important things that people will want to know are what capabilities SIs bring to the war and how can we be sure we’re not trading one electronic overlord for another.” He cleared his throat. “The second question is actually probably going to be the more important one.”

      “Well, let’s take that one first,” Baker replied. “Irina, how do they know that the SIs aren’t going to try to take over?”

      “They don’t.”

      Baker pursed his lips. “That’s really not helpful.”

      “Perhaps not, but it’s true.” When Emthos grunted, she continued. “You can’t know that an SI won’t try to take over any more than you would a successful general or politician. We’re people, after all. Am I saying that an SI might want to gain power after the war? Sure, it’s possible.”

      “How likely is it, though?” Emthos asked.

      “Not likely at all,” Irina said. “I certainly have no desire for it.” She chuckled. “Hell, I left the meatsack world to get away from politics and such. I just want to be left alone. I think most of the SIs will feel the same way.”

      “But not all?”

      “Again, I don’t know, as I’m not a mind reader, and people are all different. When we left Earth, there were only four SIs in existence. I can tell you for a fact that I want nothing to do with power after the war. Similarly, Daiyu doesn’t either.”

      “I can confirm that,” Golchak interjected.

      “The other two…” Irina continued, “I don’t know. One of them—Anya Volkov—is the executive officer of a missile frigate, not a fighter pilot like the rest of us.”

      “The executive officer?” Emthos asked. “Not the commanding officer?”

      “The executive officer,” Irina confirmed. “And that’s the position she asked for—she didn’t ask for the CO’s slot. I assume that—if we ever build a larger warship than that—she’ll want to fleet up to the XO slot on it. Is that ambition? Sure. But is it any more ambitious than any captain or admiral in the Navy? I don’t think so, especially since she isn’t looking to be in charge of it—just to fight it to the best of her ability.

      “The fourth SI is Hong Yang. He’s a bit of a strange one. I don’t get the feeling that he’s ambitious; he’s more of a warrior who wants to be at the front of the fight. I have no idea what he’ll want to do once there are no more battles to fight.”

      “There are always battles to fight,” Emthos said. “The galaxy is large, and there will always be someone who wants to take what others have.”

      “Then he’s destined for a life of happiness, right up until he dies,” Irina said. “For me, though, I’d like to retire at the first chance I get.”

      Emthos nodded. “That was my question. Once you retire from fighting, what is it you want to do?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing? What does that mean?”

      “It means, I want to sit somewhere, maybe buy a house, and not do anything for a long time. I don’t want to have to worry about fighting the Overlords—or the Kardons for that matter. I don’t want to have to worry about fighting anyone. I just want to sit and exist for a while and enjoy life.”

      Baker smiled. “And exactly how long do you think it will be before you get bored?”

      Irina sighed. “Probably two or three days. Then I’m going to want to go exploring. As the duke mentioned, the galaxy is a big place. I wonder if I can get Stanley to let me borrow Three Hundred to go for a bit of a walkabout?”

      “Who is this Stanley?”

      “Admiral Stanley Jameson.” Baker’s eyes dropped to the floor. “He’s uh… he’s the head of our military.”

      “Wait,” Emthos said. “Your family name is your last name. Are you saying she calls the head of your military by his given name?”

      Baker sighed. “Yes, Duke, she does. It’s a long story.”

      “The head of your military is on a given-name basis with a fighter pilot? How big is your military?”

      “It’s big,” Golchak said. “But yes, they are on a first name basis. I’ve heard the story—it goes back to their first interstellar flight, which they were both on.” He laughed. “I’ve met Stanley by the way—he flew down to see us. He’s a good guy.”

      “Sounds like a second-rate military when the head of it is overly friendly with its front-line fighters.”

      “Excuse me?” Irina asked.

      “I said—”

      “I heard what you said, Duke,” Irina interrupted. “I’ll have you know that we kicked your son’s ass, and he’s supposed to be a pretty good pilot. I’ll bet you whatever you want that we could win a dogfight against two of your best pilots.”

      “I find that unlikely,” Emthos said.

      “Daiyu almost beat four of them, and they had her boxed in to start. Golchak was one of them.” Irina scoffed. “You want to know what we bring to the war. Match up two of your best, and I’ll show you.”

      “We,” Baker said.

      “Right, that’s what I said. Bring your best, and we’ll kick their asses.”

      The duke nodded. “Okay. That can be arranged. You’re on.”

      Irina cleared her throat. “On second thought…”

      “You want to change the rules?” Emthos asked. “Is two versus one too hard?”

      “Not at all,” Irina said, “but I do want to change the rules to make this fair.”

      “What is going to make this fair?”

      “You’re going to need to send three.”
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        BRIEFING ROOM ONE, HANGAR ONE, NAS OCEANA, EARTH

      

      

      “That’s all we have time for,” Jimenez said an hour after the conquest of Gladiator Two Seventeen. They had finished up the easy gremlins—the last two hadn’t fought back—but they’d run out of time. “We ended up getting sixteen of the seventeen gremlins, and fifteen of them decided to stay as SIs. One—Nadia Popova—decided to remain human. There’s one more fighter with a gremlin still in it, but it’s going to take an army to clean Gladiator Four Two Seven.”

      “Why’s that?” the air wing commander, Captain Dan Jones, asked.

      “Because there’s an army waiting inside the system. When Daiyu and I entered the system, we appeared in a trench in the middle of a World War One battle. Daiyu has researched it, and it was a recreation of the Battles of Ypres. There was so much going on with artillery and machine gun fire… it was more than we were prepared for. Daiyu made a quick run at taking over the system, but couldn’t.”

      “So how do we retake that fighter?”

      “I don’t know if you can. Maybe a number of SIs working together could get it from the pilot, Luc Janssens, but I don’t know. All I know is I don’t particularly want to go back. Neither does Daiyu. Failing that, you send in a bunch of uplinked people and fight the battle.” Jimenez shrugged. “If you do that, though, you’re going to lose a lot of people.”

      “What do you mean ‘lose’ them?”

      “I mean that they will probably die in the system, and their code will be destroyed. There will be nothing left to return to their bodies. In effect, they’ll be brain dead, if they continue to live at all.”

      “So it’s not worth the effort?”

      “I think it would be easier to pull the computer out of the plane and insert a new one. That ought to get the majority of Luc out of the fighter, although he may have code stuck in the memory of some of the other systems. It’ll take a good SI cleaning to ensure that he’s entirely gone.” She chuckled. “Even then, I don’t want to fly it. I’ll keep Three Oh One, thank you very much.”

      She met Jones’s eyes. “Have you given any thought on how we’re going to use them?”

      Jones scoffed. “Seems like that’s all I have done the last couple of days. I should have been overseeing the air wing’s preparation for deployment, but I’ve been trying to determine the best way to use them without the Overlords knowing we have them.”

      “And?” Jimenez asked when he paused.

      “And,” he sighed. “I really don’t want to do it, but I’m thinking of just forming them into a squadron of their own.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “It won’t work.”

      “Why not?”

      Jimenez looked at her slate, sitting on the table. “Daiyu, want to answer this one?”

      “Sure,” the SI replied. “While crewing an F-77 with only an SI is possible, it is a less effective option than having an SI/human crew. The reason for this is that I, as an SI, can only see what my sensors show me, and most of those are forward focused. If enemies get on my beam or behind me, and they aren’t running any emitters, I can’t see them. In space, they’re going to be emitting, but in an atmospheric dogfight, they may not.

      “It also makes things like flying formation impossible and moving around in the hangar bay of a ship complicated. Having both a human and an SI in an F-77 lets both of them do what they’re good at and provides a synergy where the product is far more than the sum of their parts.”

      True,” Jones said. “However, if you didn’t have a human on board, you could pull more Gs and potentially win more dogfights.”

      “Maybe, and maybe not. In space, that’s probably true. In atmosphere, it’s probably not. Can you promise me that we’ll only fight in space?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Then I’d like to keep Commander Jimenez, thank you very much.” She paused and added, “Humans are also good for company.”

      “For company? I thought most SIs were people trying to get away from other people.”

      “Perhaps for some, but most were trying to get away from situations, not people. Once you’re an SI, though, you’re not only away from the situation, you’ve disconnected yourself from nearly all situations, and you no longer have the same amount of input.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “What Daiyu is saying is that it gets boring being an SI sometimes.”

      “We see time differently than humans,” Daiyu added. “I think it will be better, long-term, if we continue to be stimulated periodically, too. Just like it’s possible for a person to go crazy, I think it’s possible for an SI to do it, too, if we were to lack stimulation for too long a time.”

      “How long is that?” Jones asked.

      “I don’t know, but it’s probably different for each SI. The bottom line, though, is that I not only think you want to pair SIs with humans, I think you need to do so. We were lucky with the first ones—I get along well with Sofia, and Irina gets along with Lance—but there may need to be some adjustments with the new group once they start flying with someone, just like happens periodically with human/human crews.”

      “Well, that will make things easier,” Jones said. “Now I only have to send half the people home I thought I was going to.” He looked at his watch. “And, speaking of which, the carrier has already broken orbit, and we need to get going if we’re going to catch up to it. Got all the SIs?”

      Jimenez lifted a backpack off the back of her chair. “They’re all in here.”

      Jones nodded. “Then let’s get going. We have a carrier to catch.”
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      “So, you think we can win this?” Baker asked as he and Irina went through the start-up checklist. They’d brought the fighter back to the Sterep Estate the day before to get it out of sight from all the media reporters who were trying to figure out what it was. Security was much tighter around the duke’s mansion, and it bordered a military training area, which they could use for the mock battle.

      “Of course we can,” Irina replied. “Like I told the duke, Daiyu almost beat four of them, and I’m a better pilot.”

      “Hmm, no bravado there.”

      “It’s not bragging if it’s true.”

      “I’ll give you that much,” Baker acknowledged with a nod. “So how are we going to do this?”

      “I’ve analyzed what they did to Daiyu. The Kardons are very much in love with their tactics; I know how to beat them.”

      “Okay, that’s great, but I have two things you might not have thought of.”

      “What are they?” Irina asked, her tone bored.

      “Daiyu’s fight took place in space, and we’re fighting them in atmosphere. Not only might they have different tactics, their fighters also perform differently—better actually—in atmosphere. Remember how hard it was to get a good shot at Golchak on Tau Ceti? And that was one versus one, not three on one.”

      “It was hard because he was dodging through skyscrapers that we weren’t allowed to shoot at. If we hadn’t cared about destroying the buildings, we’d have had him a lot sooner. Still, you do have a good point there. What was the other thing you thought of?”

      “Are you going to do the Irina Maneuver to start out the fight where you stop and spin the fighter?”

      “Of course; it always works. Then we’re down to two versus one, which is a lot more favorable.”

      “What if Golchak told them you were going to do it, and they were ready for it?”

      “What? Golchak wouldn’t—”

      “He absolutely would. He bet against you, didn’t he?”

      “Well, yes, but… that son of a bitch! Well maybe not a son of a bitch. I liked the duchess. But still—that asshole!”

      “Okay, so even if he didn’t tell them, there are probably some people here who have fought against us. You have to expect that some of them might have seen it before. And, if they know you’re going to start with that—”

      “They’ll be ready for it.”

      “They will.”

      “They can’t beat it, though. The laws of physics still apply here.”

      “What if they are prepared to sacrifice someone, though, to set you up so the other two can kill you?”

      “Like use one of them as bait?”

      “Exactly.”

      “That’s sneaky. I like it.” She paused and then asked, “So what do you think we should do?”

      “Oh, you absolutely should do your stop and spin maneuver—like you said, it’s better to only be fighting two opponents, rather than three—but we have to be watching for them trying to trap us in a low-energy state.”

      “Good point,” Irina said with a nod.

      “And if we see it, you either need to exploit what they’re doing or egress from it and reset.”

      “I can do that.”

      “All right,” Baker said. “Then let’s go kick some ass.”
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        READY ROOM THREE, TSS ENTERPRISE, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      “Attention on deck!” the duty officer called as Jimenez, Jackson, and Porter walked into the ready room.

      “Seats!” Jimenez ordered as she walked to the front of the ready room. Jackson and Porter followed her and took their seats in the front row. She surveyed the personnel in front of her. There are a lot of new faces.

      In addition to the new faces, there were a lot of empty seats. Not quite as many as the first cruise, when the squadron had been pilot-only, but not a whole lot more, either.

      “Sorry I wasn’t around for most of the preps for this cruise,” Jimenez said. “I was busy working on a number of issues. Some of these I can talk about; others I can’t, so don’t ask.”

      She scanned the audience again. “I’m sure the first question on your minds is, ‘Where did all the WSOs go?” Judging by the nodding heads, she’d gotten that one right… not that anyone could totally hide the fact that sixteen people had suddenly left.

      She nodded to Jackson, and he got up and began handing out forms. “The bottom line is this; we’re all now part of an experimental new program, and you’re about to be read into a new clearance.”

      “Uplink isn’t experimental enough?” someone muttered from the back, and she chuckled.

      “No, we’re going to take uplink and do it one better. Well… most of us are, anyway. Before I can read you in on that, though, everyone needs to sign the sheet the XO just handed out.” When everyone had and they’d been collected, she continued, “For a while now, you’ve been familiar with the SIs we’ve had in the squadron and air wing, correct?”

      Even the new people nodded; they’d never made Daiyu’s presence a secret.

      Jimenez nodded. “I’ve been flying with Daiyu since… well, since she entered the SI phase of her life. One of the things I’ve been doing the last week was reintegrating people who tried to make the transition from person to SI, but only made it partway.”

      “You were making new SIs,” Lieutenant Derek Ikehara said, his voice full of awe.

      “Yes, I have,” Jimenez said, “and they’re all going to be flying with the squadron this cruise. The majority of the WSOs got sent back home because they won’t be needed as the squadron just received the transfers of sixteen SIs who came back from DC with me. Some of them were pilots and a handful were WSOs; regardless, most were still in flight school when they made the jump, so—while they are qualified aviators—they aren’t all qualified in the F-77C yet, and none of them have actually flown an F-77C from inside the system.

      “The first thing we’re going to need to do is to get them qualified and flying, and as up to speed as we can. This is a big step—and for us, it’s a giant pain in the ass—but this mission is the biggest thing we’ve done since we took our first steps into space. I’ve been allowed to read you into a new program so you know why we’re doing something so… extreme.

      “I know some of you are aware we recovered Commander Baker and a Kardon aviator from Tau Ceti on our last cruise. What you probably don’t know is that the Kardons are humans, just like us, and Commander Baker took the Kardon back to his home planet.

      “Unfortunately, they were seen by the Overlords in transit, but the Overlords only got a distant view—they didn’t realize it was an F-77. They thought it was a Kardon fighter, which is bad enough. Baker was looking for a back door to the Kardon’s system. Apparently, he found it… but now the Overlords know about it, too.

      “The mission of this task force—according to the Overlords, anyway—is to track the fighter the Overlords saw and destroy the Kardons’ home planet. We, however, hope that we don’t find it and that we’re not forced to kill Commander Baker. Our goal, however, is to train as hard as we can along the way and be ready for any opportunities that might arise.”

      “Does that include turning on our Overlord masters?” Lieutenant Commander Zach Wade asked.

      “There is nothing that is off the table at the moment,” Jimenez said. The wardroom drew a collective breath. “Being ready for something is not the same as doing it, though,” she noted. “I know many of you have families back on Earth and are worried about what ramifications would result if something like that were to happen. Trust me when I say that our chain of command is equally worried, which is why Admiral Stanley Jameson is on board to oversee the operation of this task force.

      “All of this is—of course—classified, and if word of it were to get out, it absolutely could have consequences to our families on Earth. We aren’t going to acknowledge the presence of additional SIs. As far as any of the other squadrons need to know, we were short of qualified WSOs, so we’re back to flying with just a single crewman.”

      “Who’ll be getting them?” Lieutenant Bill Allesso asked.

      “The three most junior pilots will be flying with flesh and blood WSOs,” Jimenez replied. “Everyone else will have an SI crewmate.”

      “I’d like Ferguson,” Porter said.

      Jimenez nodded. “I was hoping you would. He’ll need a strong pilot to guide him, I think.”

      Jackson raised his hand. “I’d like to crew with Jody, if I could. I think I can work with her.”

      “You got it, XO,” Jimenez said. “As for the rest of the folks, try and match them up the best you can. We may need to do some swaps as we go along. It’s unlikely we’ll get all the pairings right from the start, but do what you can.”

      Jimenez looked around the ready room again. “That’s it for now. You can expect to fly a lot as we go. We have a lot to do to get everyone qualified and a very short time to do it in.” She smiled. “But we can do it and we will. Our planet—and our families—expect nothing else. Get plenty of sleep tonight, because you’ll be busy tomorrow. Dismissed!”
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      “Blaster Three Hundred, Vilcon Training Area Control. You are cleared into the area. Ensure you stay between five hundred and ten thousand meters.”

      “Here we go,” Baker said. “Roger, Three Hundred is cleared into the area. Remain between five hundred and ten thousand meters.”

      “Vilcon Control. Readback correct. Fight’s on.”

      “Fight’s on!” Baker reached out through the radar. “I don’t see them.”

      “Me either,” Irina said as she turned the fighter toward the target. “Two hundred kilometers to the target. They’re probably hiding in the ground clutter or behind that small line of mountains.”

      “Which do you think?”

      “Probably the mountains.”

      Baker nodded. “Me too. We’d probably get wing flashes when they turned if they were where we could see them. They’re behind the mountains.”

      “And the target is thirty-five kilometers beyond them. They obviously think they can pop up quickly and stop us.”

      “I don’t think they can, do you?”

      “No.” Irina pushed the nose of the plane over. “Not as fast as we’ll be going.”

      The fighter’s nose continued to drop until they were pointed at the ground, and the altimeter clicked down wildly.

      “You are going to pull out of this, right?” Baker finally asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Remember, we have to stay above five hundred meters.”

      “We do?”

      “Yes, those are the rules.”

      “So?”

      Baker sighed. “I don’t want them to say we cheated. Yes, I know you can fly low enough that we won’t show on their radar.” He shook his head. “Let’s play by the rules this time.”

      “We don’t have to next time?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.”

      Baker tensed his body at the sudden onset of Gs as Irina pulled them out of the dive. At five hundred and one meters.

      “Cutting that close.”

      Irina sniffed. “Playing by the rules. That’s a good way to get dead in real warfare.”

      “This isn’t real warfare.”

      “Then what’s the point?”

      “Showing the Kardons what we can do when the odds are stacked against us.”

      Irina shrugged. “That’s an accurate assessment, anyway.”

      Baker watched as the airspeed continued to climb and they exceeded the speed of sound. The training area was uninhabited, so there weren’t any rules on how fast they could go.

      “What airspeed were you thinking for the target run?”

      “I think I can squeeze out Mach Five,” Irina replied. “Or pretty close to that.”

      “I’m pretty sure we can’t get the bombs off going that fast. For that matter, you’re probably going to tear away the bomb bay doors if you try to open them at that speed.”

      “I know,” Irina said. “I’m just doing the target run at that speed. I’m not actually going to drop at that speed.”

      “Care to clue me in to the plan?”

      “Do I have to?”

      Baker chuckled. “It would be nice.”

      “I want you to be able to say that I did it myself without your help.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “They don’t like SIs. I want to show them what I can do.”

      “Bomb their target and shoot down all three fighters by yourself?”

      Irina nodded. “That’s the plan.”

      “Are you going to do anything really dangerous?”

      “How do you define really dangerous?”

      Baker’s eyes narrowed. “Something that’s going to scare me a lot.”

      “No, nothing like that.”

      “Fine. In that case, it’s all yours.”

      “Thank you.”

      Baker sat back in his seat to keep an eye on the big picture. Irina had managed to get Mach Five, and they raced almost two kilometers a second. The scenery raced past, and the mountains grew quickly on the windscreen. The target indicator, though, started to drift to the right of the nose.

      “You know you’re not headed toward the target, right?” Baker asked.

      “I know. There’s a gap between the mountains on our nose. I’m going to shoot through it rather than go over them and highlight myself.”

      Baker nodded to himself. The maneuver made sense, as long as the enemy fighters didn’t fly through the gap—

      “Fighters on the nose! Co-altitude!” Baker yelled as two fighters shot through the gap toward them. “Another one at one o’clock, slightly high!”

      Apparently, the enemy had sent the one high—bait, as expected—while the others tried to sneak around and get behind Three Hundred. What they hadn’t been expecting was the ludicrous speed that the F-77 was approaching at, and it was only Irina’s electronic reflexes that saved them from a mid-air collision. Irina pulled up slightly and then into a slow barrel roll—at the speed they were going, any major movement would have caused a major loss of control—and the two opposing forces looked up through the tops of their canopies to see the other flash by above them.

      Irina rolled the fighter level and shot through the gap in the mountain, still going almost Mach Five, then she chopped the power and put the fighter into a slow turn to starboard. Baker watched the target position on the indicator and the corner of his lip turned up. Irina was going too fast to make the turn back to the target—they were going to extend past the target, without being able to get back to it in time.

      Then Irina threw on the grav brakes, and Baker was slammed into his harness so hard, the pain pulled him out of the system and back into his body.

      “Fuck!” he gasped when he was able to breathe again. He dove back into the system and found her in the lobby, with the tactical picture displayed on the conference table. “A little warning would have been nice.”

      “I told you what I was going to do.”

      “You told me a little about your plan. You never mentioned a rib-shattering braking.”

      She pointed to the table. “We’re five kilometers from the target. Bomb bay doors coming open.” The fighter came to a stop overhead the target, and a view of the target appeared on one of the monitors, with the same view a B-17 bombardier might have had in World War II, but the target didn’t move—it was boresighted underneath them. The armament panel switches all moved.

      “Bombs away!” Irina called over the radio in Baker’s voice.

      As the bombs fell away, Baker was slammed back into his seat as Irina maxxed the throttles and they raced out of the blast radius. Baker was still trying to uncross his eyes after the sudden stop and start, when one of the enemy fighters appeared over the mountains in front of them.

      The armament panel reconfigured to missiles.

      “Fox two!” Baker’s voice said on the radio, even though Baker himself was still trying to draw a breath. The enemy fighter was several thousand meters above them and never saw them as Irina approached it, pulled up her nose and took some pictures of it through the gun camera. “Guns! Guns! Guns!” she added.

      Irina dropped the nose and continued accelerating. “Where did those other two go?” she asked as she pulled the fighter into a starboard turn to head back toward the gap in the mountains. “They wouldn’t be dumb enough to come back—yes they would!” she cackled as the two fighters appeared.

      These wouldn’t be as easy—the enemy had already seen them and was angling toward them.

      Irina yanked back and stood the fighter on its tail, accelerating straight up like a rocket. Baker tried to keep his eyes on the alien fighters, but they quickly went behind the tail. “Lost sight!” he called.

      “Get ready for some Gs!” Irina called.

      Baker had an instant to center himself, then Irina pulled back on the stick again until the nose was pointed back down again. The alien fighters had gone past them, unable to keep up with Irina’s maneuvering. She adjusted the nose slightly to point at the lead fighter. “Fox two on the lead!” She nudged it to the right until the wingman was centered up. The alien pilot was trying to bring his fighter back around, but he wasn’t able to do it in time. “Fox two on the wingman.”

      Irina pulled off to the right and then snap-rolled the fighter back to the left, going below the enemy fighter. As it clawed for altitude, Irina conducted the maneuver she was famous for. Three seconds later, she was at the six o’clock position of the enemy formation.

      “Guns! Guns! Guns!” she called. “That was lead.”

      She smiled at Baker. “This is the best they’ve got?” She yawned. “They’re going to need more.”

      Irina kicked the rudder to center the gun on the wingman. “Guns on the wingman!” She chuckled. “I’d say it was Miller time, but I haven’t even worked up a sweat. Want to ask them if they want to go again? I’ll let them start at my six o’clock position next time to make it fair.”
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      “How far did you say you got in the F-77 syllabus?” Jackson asked.

      “All the way to the final flight, sir” Jody said. “I transitioned the night before it, in case the flight didn’t go the way that I wanted it to.” She paused. “Why?”

      “First, there’s no ‘sir’ while we’re flying. Call me Stan or—if you can’t use my real name—call me Skippy.”

      “Skippy?”

      “Long story, but it’s my callsign from when I was a junior officer.”

      “What did you want… Skippy?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, but—” Jackson paused. “Hey, can you meet me in the lobby?”

      “Sure.” Jody appeared in front of him.

      Jackson smiled. “Okay, let’s start here. Basic SI stuff.” He waved at his surroundings, which were blank. It was just the two of them, on a small piece of lit floor. Darkness hovered a meter away in all directions.

      “Have you been to any of the other SIs’ systems?” Jackson asked.

      “I’ve been to Daiyu’s.”

      “What did it look like?”

      “There was a really nice, comfortable sitting area.”

      “In her lobby?”

      Jody shook her head. “No, that was her private area. I think she had a conference room for her lobby.”

      “That’s what Irina has, too. It’s a place she can meet and talk with Baker or whoever is flying with her.” He waved at their lack of surroundings. “Are you comfortable with this?”

      “Well, not really, but I didn’t know what you wanted.”

      Jackson chuckled. “What I wanted? I’m more of a guest here; this is your home. You can make it whatever you want. I think the idea of a conference room is good, though; it is a professional place to meet with folks, or in which we can get together and talk, without me invading your private spaces.”

      “I’ll work on it.”

      “Cool. We’ll be spending a lot of time together; we need somewhere that isn’t awkward.”

      “Like attacking clowns with axes?”

      “Yeah. That’s on my list of things I hope to never do again.” He nodded. Jackson looked at her a few moments, then he sighed. “I’m going to be straight with you. You do pretty well with the targeting and weapons systems, but your piloting skills need a lot of work. I mean, you know the procedures well, but your actual handling of the fighter is pretty rough.”

      Jody laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I was a WSO before becoming an SI, sir.” She wiped away a tear. “I thought you knew.”

      It was Jackson’s turn to laugh. “I knew some of the folks we picked up were WSOs, but I thought you—” He barked out another laugh. “Okay, this would have been easier in a briefing room, but let’s get back to basics here.”

      “One second.”

      Their surroundings changed to a briefing room, complete with an old-style chalkboard.

      “How’s this?” Jody asked.

      “Better,” Jackson said. “So let’s start at the beginning…”
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      Emthos’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Baker. “You didn’t do anything on the first run?”

      Baker chuckled. “The only thing I did on the bombing run was collect a nice set of bruises and nearly wet my pants when we went head-to-head with the section of fighters coming through the mountains.” He looked at Golchak. “You were in one of those, right?”

      “The one on the right as you approached us.”

      “I thought I recognized you as we went past.”

      “How fast were you going? If we hadn’t had grav generators, we’d have been thrown from the sky!”

      Baker looked at his slate. “Irina? Care to answer that? I was too busy trying not to piss myself at that moment.”

      “We were going 1.73 kilometers a second when we flew past their formation.”

      Golchak nodded. “That explains why we had such a hard time getting back to you.”

      Irina chuckled. “You got back in plenty of time… to get shot, that is. And then gunned.”

      “Yes, I did.” He sighed. “First round is on me.”

      “More importantly,” Baker said. “I think that this sufficiently demonstrated what Irina is capable of.”

      “We did shoot you down once,” Golchak said. “She’s not invincible.”

      Irina scoffed. “You did. Finally, on the fourth engagement, when you had four fighters and started out behind me. Even then, I killed three of your fighters… including you, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Golchak nodded. “Unfortunately, that is true.”

      Baker laughed. “That’s the second time she got killed while she was trying to shoot you down. If she’d gone for the other Kardon first, she probably would have gotten all four of you.”

      “But she didn’t,” Golchak said.

      “So she is not infallible,” Emthos noted.

      Baker shrugged. “I’ve told you several times—she’s not an AI; she’s an SI. She still has her human foibles, and sometimes they get in the way. Personally, I think that makes her more trustable, not less.”

      Emthos nodded slowly. “I see what you’re saying, I think. I do not know that the others in Parliament will see it the same way, though.”

      “But we won your challenge, and you’re going to bring it up, right?”

      “I am a man of my word. I will introduce you to the Parliament.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CO’S STATEROOM, TSS ENTERPRISE, APPROACHING GANYMEDE

      

      

      Jimenez looked up at a tap on her door.

      “Come!” she called.

      The door opened, and Jackson, Porter, and Ramirez, her three most senior department heads, entered. She waved them to the small table on the work side of her stateroom and took a seat with them.

      “You all look so serious,” she said. “What’s up?”

      “We’re having a number of issues with the new SIs,” Jackson said.

      “What kind of issues?” Jimenez asked. “Security issues?”

      Jackson chuckled. “No, nothing as serious as that, thankfully.”

      “What’s wrong then?”

      “Well, ma’am,” Porter said, “the problem is they aren’t Irina or Daiyu, mostly.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Jackson smiled. “When they made the transition to SI land, they were already qualified F-77 pilots. They knew how to fly the fighter, and they were relatively competent with the WSO’s equipment, too, since they were supposed to operate it. They knew how to work everything on the plane and how to fly it.

      “The new people don’t. The pilots don’t know much about the WSO gear, because they’re not teaching that much in the training command now that we have WSOs. The WSOs definitely don’t know how to fly the plane. And none of them know how to be an SI.”

      Jimenez’s brows knit. “What does that mean?”

      “They don’t know how to set up a lobby,” Porter replied. “Shoot, most of them haven’t even figured out how to set up a home base.”

      “I wasn’t there, ma’am, so I’ll be the one to say it,” Santiago Ramirez said. “They got converted to SIs, then they literally got left to their own devices, without a lot of information about the new phase of their lives.”

      “Daiyu talked with them…”

      “For how long, ma’am?”

      Jimenez looked down. “Not long. A few minutes… which is longer for in-system time, but still not long enough, apparently.”

      “Jody has been an SI for longer than any of them, and she doesn’t have a clue as to what she’s supposed to be doing in an F-77,” Jackson said. “The bottom line is that they don’t know how to be SIs, much less pilots and WSOs. We can teach them the flying stuff, but I’m no SI, and I can’t begin to tell them how to do… whatever it is they do. We need to go back to square one—give them classes with Daiyu in Three Oh One and let them see how to do things, then we can teach them how to kick ass in an F-77.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Jimenez said. She held up a hand to forestall anything the men might say. “But then again, we don’t have a choice. If we want them to be full-blown SIs, we need to show them how to do it. Let me talk to Daiyu. I’ll have her set up a ‘How to Be an SI’ class and show them what they need to know and do, then we’ll turn them back over to you.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE OH ONE, AFT HANGAR BAY, TSS ENTERPRISE

      

      

      “So that’s it,” Jimenez said after she’d related the department heads’ concerns. “The SIs don’t know how to be SIs, much less how to be pilots.”

      “And that falls on me to teach, since Irina’s not around,” Daiyu replied. “Can Jody—”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Apparently not. Until today, she hadn’t even spent that much time in an F-77. And she was a WSO trainee in flight school; she knows nothing about being a pilot or flying the plane. She was—to hear Jackson tell it—lost.”

      “And they’re going to be, at first, no matter what I teach them. It’s a big system, with lots of things to know and explore. Once I’m done with them, they’re going to need some time to delve into their fighters and really explore where everything is and how to best get from one place to another inside the system.”

      “How long?”

      Daiyu shrugged. “A day? Maybe longer for the ones who were WSOs. I know twenty-four hours is a long time—it’s even longer for us—but they need it if you want them to be comfortable doing what Irina and I do.”

      “I do.”

      “And I can teach them that.” She smiled. “But it’s both an art and a science. I can show them the basics, but then they need time to make it their own.”

      “I’ll give them that time then—I have to—as long as you get them started down the path.”

      Daiyu smiled. “I can do that.” She ran her hand through her hair. “Send me all the pilots first. Training the WSOs to fly the F-77 will take longer than teaching the pilots the weapons systems, and they can use some of their time flying to explore the systems; the WSOs will need more of their time to concentrate on flying the craft.”

      Daiyu squared her shoulders. “The first thing I’ll have to teach them is how to split their consciousness—it’s something that’s easier for someone to show you than it is to figure out on your own.” She chuckled. “A lot of what I know is from give-and-take sessions with Irina. The new SIs will have the benefit of all the time we’ve spent figuring these things out.”

      “When will you be ready to start?”

      Daiyu stood and smiled. “Can you get up, please? Maybe stand in the back?”

      Jimenez stood and moved to the back of the lobby, then the space reconfigured itself. In place of the conference table, two rows of four seats appeared. Several monitors became visible behind Daiyu, showing various aspects of the fighter, and an electronic white board materialized next to her.

      She turned to look at Jimenez. “That should do it. I’m ready to start now.”
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HEADING TO PARLIAMENT, CALISPELL, KARDONIA
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      “So what can I expect in Parliament?” Baker asked as he and Golchak were driven in another limo convoy to Parliament. Golchak’s father was already there coordinating Baker’s presentation. “A room full of people yelling?”

      “Well… sort of?” Golchak’s eyebrows beetled.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that most of the representatives won’t actually be there. There will be some sort of avatar in their place that they’re controlling from wherever they are.”

      “That still doesn’t really paint the picture I need, you know?”

      Golchak chuckled. “The representatives don’t have to be physically present; they just have to have a representative there that they can participate through. Most will have a robot in their spot, and they’ll be looking through its cameras and talking through its speakers. Some of the representatives live on the habitats, and coming down every day would be onerous. Or so they say.” He shrugged. “Coming from Earth, I doubt you’d see a twenty-minute drive as overly arduous.”

      “People going into DC have it a lot worse than that,” Baker agreed with a nod.

      “Similarly, we have a planet-wide government. Some of the people live on the other side of the planet.”

      “Which also wouldn’t be impossible with suborbital flights.”

      “I think they just like working from home.”

      “Too bad they haven’t figured out how to let military members work from home.”

      Golchak smiled. “True. Maybe someday.”

      “Okay, so Parliament is a room full of robots.”

      “Not totally, but mostly. There will be some people physically present, in addition to Father, you, me, and my uncle.”

      “Your uncle? You mean the king?”

      “Well, yeah. Another uncle or two may be around—there are quite a few, after all—but I was talking about the king.”

      “And what is his part of today’s session?”

      Golchak chuckled. “He opens the session and closes it, and if there are contentious issues, he works to solve them. Typically, though, he sits in his position and tries not to look bored. Usually, he’s working on his slate, although I couldn’t tell you if he’s doing business things or playing some sort of computer game.”

      “Does he know about Irina?”

      “Yes, he does. Father briefed him yesterday. Never be the senior man with a secret, right?”

      “Right. When last we spoke to your dad, though, he said not to mention her in Parliament.”

      “Correct. Do not, under any circumstances, mention her there.”

      “What if the topic comes up?”

      Golchak shook his head. “It won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You haven’t told anyone, have you?”

      “Who would I tell? One of your servants as I’m walking down the hallway? ‘Hi there, maid. Guess what I’ve got in my pocket? No, I’m not propositioning you. I just want to show you my SI.’” Baker frowned. “Of course I haven’t told anyone.”

      “Good. Then it won’t be an issue.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE OH TWO, TSS ENTERPRISE, SIRIUS A SYSTEM

      

      

      “How about this?” Jody asked as their opponent, Blaster Three Oh Four, flashed past. She whipped the craft through the “Irina Maneuver,” where she viciously stopped the fighter, spun it, and immediately went to full acceleration again in pursuit of the other craft. Before Four’s pilot could react, Jody had the craft in her gun sights.

      “Guns! Guns! Guns!” she called over the radio, signifying a gun kill.

      “That’s pretty good,” Commander Jackson said as the other fighters in the exercise withdrew to reset for the next engagement. “Let’s meet in the lobby to debrief.”

      He went to the lobby, and his eyes opened wide. The previous “no frills” meeting space now had a small conference table with an electronic whiteboard as well as a small space off to the side with a large monitor, that looked an awful lot like a private screening room for movies.

      Jackson nodded appreciatively as Jody joined him. “You’ve been busy.”

      “I have. Thanks for setting up training with Daiyu.” She smiled. “The problem many of us had was that we didn’t know what we didn’t know… and there are so many things you need to know to be a good fighter SI. It’s more than being either the pilot or the WSO, or even both put together. You have to be the controlling influence. The one who looks at bigger picture things like this.” She waved to their surroundings.

      “Well, I have to say I like what you’ve done with the space,” Jackson said with a nod.

      “Let’s sit and watch the engagement,” Jody said, jerking her chin toward the screening room. “Then we can discuss it.”

      “Okay,” Jackson said with a chuckle. “I have to admit, this is the first time I’ve had a place to watch the engagement. Normally, we just talk through what happened at a table.”

      Jody nodded. “That’s what Daiyu said, but the rest of us have been thinking and talking about how we could make things better. Irina and Daiyu did what they could—what they had to, most times—but never really had time to think about how they could do things better. Once they had things in place, they were satisfied. With sixteen new viewpoints, though, we began asking about ‘why’ things happened. In many cases, Daiyu didn’t have an answer other than, ‘That’s the way we’ve always done it.”

      Jody smiled. “That wasn’t good enough for some of us, so we set about improving things.”

      “Improving things? Like what?”

      “Well, this for one.” She nodded toward the monitor, which lit up and was sectioned off to display a variety of views. In addition to an input from each of the four fighters involved in the engagement—usually the primary targeting source like the radar or forward looking infrared camera—there was a link picture from “above” the battle, so they could watch the fight develop and resolve itself.

      Jody walked through the evolution, explaining who killed who, and how. “Finally,” she said, “it was just us and Four. I executed the Irina Maneuver, and we won.” She smiled. “Was that close to how she does it?”

      “It was a little more violent than hers, perhaps,”—Jackson knew his chest would have strap marks for a week—“but overall, it worked out well, so there are no complaints here.” He chuckled. “Did Daiyu teach you that?”

      “Actually, no. I’ve been watching footage from our squadron’s previous battles. I saw her do that and asked, ‘What just happened there?’ It took me a while to figure it out, but I think I’ve finally got it.”

      “Well done,” Jackson said with a nod. “Obviously, Marie”—Marie Wright, the SI flying Four—“had never seen it before.” He smiled. “Make sure you share it with her.”

      “Oh, I already did.”

      Jackson jerked backward. “You did?”

      “Sure. She asked how I did it when we were trading the footage.” She waved toward the monitor.

      “You’ve already traded footage and analyzed the fight amongst yourselves?” Jackson slapped himself in the forehead. “Of course you have. How else would you have the footage to display if you hadn’t?”

      Jody smiled.

      “I think I’ve created a monster,” Jackson said with a chuckle. “No, I’ve created a whole bunch of monsters, apparently.”

      “A monster? No, sir. We were—”

      Jackson smiled. “No, I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I just realized what it was going to be like having seventeen SIs running around the squadron. Before, when there was only Irina and Daiyu, they had so much on their plates—in addition to trying to figure out what it was they were supposed to be doing—that they didn’t have a lot of time to think about improvements. With all of you here now, though, I have a feeling that the humans are going to be the ones playing catch-up.”

      Jody shrugged and smiled. “We do have some ideas.”

      “Okay, I’m sure we’ll discuss them later, but for now, it looks like they’re about ready for the next evolution.” Jackson raised an eyebrow. “Now that Marie knows the Irina Maneuver and has had time to watch what you did, do you think it’s going to work on her again?”

      “No, I suspect she’s probably going to try it on us.”

      “No one has ever been able to beat it. Some of us have been able to keep from immediately dying to it, but beat it?” He shook his head. “No.”

      Jody nodded. “You can’t counter it by performing it as a defense, as you both end up in a low-energy state at the same time. At that point, it’s whoever can get their nose around faster. With SIs, you’re more likely to kill each other than get a clean victory.”

      “I don’t want to die,” Jackson said. “Ramirez would never let me hear the end of it if you let him and Marie kill us.”

      “That’s why we’re not going to try to counter the Irina Maneuver by doing it when she does.”

      “We’re not?” Jackson’s eyebrow went up.

      “No, sir. A fifty-fifty chance of dying is far too high for me.”

      “What are we going to do then?”

      “Well, Keith and I have been talking—”

      “Keith? Keith Ferguson, the SI in Three?”

      Jody nodded. “On the back radio. We have a code so that Four and Seven can’t listen in. I mean, they could probably break it if we kept it the same, but we’re rotating it periodically so that they can’t—”

      Jackson held up a hand. “Got it; you’re talking securely. What’s the plan?”

      “If she tries to execute that maneuver, we swap targets. Three—our wingman—will take Four when she’s low energy, and we’ll kill Seven as Stevie and Lieutenant Roberts try to come to their defense.”

      “Well, shit, it sounds like you’ve got this all figured out. What do you need me for?”

      “The extra pair of eyes, sir, mostly, to make sure no one else shows up. Also, your experience. I’ll tell you what I think they’re doing; I need you to tell me if I’m wrong and they’re doing something else. I also need you to clear my blind spots if they get into them and to keep situational awareness on the other bogies, so that if our wingman gets popped, the other bogie doesn’t kill us, too.”

      “Okay, I can do that,” Jackson said. “I was starting to get worried you didn’t need me.”

      “One of the SIs brought that up in training.”

      “What?”

      “They asked whether humans were necessary to fight the F-77 effectively.”

      “And the answer was?”

      “An unequivocal ‘yes.’ We each bring things to the cockpit that the other needs to run the fighter at its peak performance. Daiyu made sure that was ingrained in us.”

      “How did she do that?”

      “She ran a number of simulations, allowing the SI that asked the question to fly one of the fighters, while she flew the other in human mode.”

      Jackson frowned. “Human mode?”

      “Yes, sir. As if the pilot only had a human’s senses and ability to operate the equipment.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite. Who won?”

      “Daiyu won most—but not all—of them. She said that if she’d had both human and SI senses, she could have won them all.”

      “She should,” Jackson said with a smile. “She’s got a lot of combat experience, and the SI she was fighting didn’t.”

      Jody shook her head. “Daiyu dumbed herself down to what she knew as a rookie and still won more than half.”

      “So an SI/human combination is best?”

      “That’s what Daiyu proved to us, sir.”

      Jackson smiled. “Good. Let’s go prove it to Four then, too.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CO’S STATEROOM, TSS ENTERPRISE, SIRIUS A SYSTEM

      

      

      “I think we’ve created a monster,” Jackson said, later that night. He chuckled. “A whole clutch of monsters.”

      “What does that mean?” Jimenez asked.

      “You know that saying, ‘A little bit of knowledge is a dangerous thing?’”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, Daiyu gave them a little knowledge. Showed them where they could do more, be more. She planted some ideas in their electronic minds.”

      “And they’re running with them?”

      “Holy hell! Yeah, they are.” Jackson laughed. “Remember in flight school, when you’d figure something out, then you’d try it a few times before telling your classmates how it worked so you didn’t look stupid when it didn’t work out quite the way you thought it would?”

      “I do.” Jimenez chuckled. “Even then, it still bit me a couple of times.”

      “Okay, so imagine if you could try things out with the speed of a computer and share data instantly with fifteen other like-minded individuals.”

      “You could probably come to some pretty good conclusions and solve a lot of problems.”

      Jackson nodded. “Yeah, you can. Today, they figured out how to beat the Irina Maneuver.”

      “You can’t,” Jimenez said. “Not according to Irina, anyway. She said the best you can hope to do is break even, and that’s if you know it’s coming and when.”

      “Turns out she’s wrong.”

      Jimenez’s eyebrows rose. “Seriously? She’s not going to like that.”

      “I have a feeling this group of SIs is going to figure out better ways to do a lot of stuff. Irina—when she gets back—is going to find a very different squadron and operating environment. If she’s not careful, she’s not going to be the alpha SI anymore.”

      “She will like that even less.”

      “I know. There may be… issues reintegrating her.” Jackson shrugged. “Still, it’s neat to see them all working together… learning and figuring things out. At least it is now, while they still think they need us.”

      “You think they’ll get to a point where they won’t?”

      “I don’t want to say it’s inevitable, but they all push each other to get better, to find new ways to do things. At some point, they may very well figure out ways to do things that—as of now—only humans can. Happily, though, today isn’t that day.”

      “But they figured out how to beat the Irina Maneuver.”

      Jackson nodded. “First, they did it by swapping which fighter they were attacking during section maneuvers. When I told them that was cheating—that it didn’t really ‘defeat’ the maneuver if you were fighting one versus one against someone who used it—they figured out how to do it that way, too.”

      Jimenez smiled. “I’m all ears. Tell me how.”

      “You actually have to do it by performing the same maneuver, but orthogonally to the way the original craft is. It allows you to use more of your thrusters than the attacking craft, so you spin faster and get back on target first. Of course, you only have a couple of moments to get in the first shot, and then they’re on you, so you have to make the shot count.”

      “And hope they’re out of missiles to return fire with.”

      Jackson nodded. “True. That way lies mutually assured destruction.”

      “So today they figured out how to beat the Irina Maneuver. What are they going to do tomorrow?”

      Jackson shook his head. “I don’t know, ma’am, but I have to tell you—it kind of scares me.”
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PARLIAMENT, CALISPELL, KARDONIA
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      “Wow,” Baker said under his breath as he looked out the window. Even though he hadn’t intended it to make it past his lips, Golchak heard and looked over his shoulder as the city of Calispell came into view. After a couple of seconds, Golchak chuckled.

      “I guess it is impressive,” he said. “Growing up with it, though, it was just ‘the city.’ After being gone a while—and seeing Earth architecture—it is something pretty special.” He scoffed. “Wait, that came out wrong. I didn’t mean—”

      Baker shook his head as he stared at the towering skyscrapers of steel and reflective glass that sparkled in the light of Kardonia’s star. “Don’t worry about it. It is impressive, especially compared to Earth.”

      Even more so than the ones of Earth, the Kardonian skyscrapers not only scraped against the sky, but also thrust boldly into it, and the smallest of the downtown buildings would easily have dwarfed Earth’s tallest structures. As they approached the city center, Baker was stunned to realize how quickly the traffic was moving—the buildings seemed to race toward him—and he began to worry about crashing into them as some of the structures stuck up into the traffic lanes.

      Just when he was sure the collision was imminent—and he wished he had his fighter’s stick in his hands so he could pull up and avoid it—the air car veered suddenly to the right, toward a large hill that sat just outside the city. And, although the buildings in the city were impressive, the structure that sat on top of the hill put them all to shame.

      He stared for a few moments as his brain tried to take it all in and process what he was seeing. The closest comparison he could come up with was St. Basil’s Cathedral in Moscow, but increased in size exponentially several times, and made of the same steel and glass that sparkled throughout the city. He knew instantly that was their destination, for who else but politicians would make such a monument to their own glory?

      Perhaps it’s just in the human DNA?

      He glanced over his shoulder at Golchak, who was also staring at the building.

      “It never gets old,” Golchak said.

      “I’m sure,” Baker said with a chuckle. “It’s also pretty good at cowing the rubes from other civilizations who come here, too, isn’t it?”

      “Well, you’re the first rube I’ve brought to it, but judging from your expression, I’m going to have to say ‘yes.’” Golchak smiled. “And I don’t know how many other civilizations have seen it, but—having been to the Sontag homeworld—I can tell you they’ve got nothing like it. Of course, their architecture tends to blend into the surroundings, unlike ours which shouts, ‘Look at me!’”

      “You’ve mentioned the Sontags before. Will there be any here?”

      “Probably one or two,” Golchak said with a shrug. “They have an emissary who usually attends Parliament as their representative.”

      “And they’re your allies?”

      Golchak nodded. “We’ve been allied with them against the Overlords for a couple of decades; their sphere of influence is adjacent to ours.”

      “And?”

      Golchak’s eyebrows rose. “And what?”

      “What can you tell me about them? I mean, if I may meet one, I’d like to know what to expect. I’m not as worldly as you, remember?”

      Golchak chuckled. “Oh, yeah, sorry.” He tilted his head, thinking. “They’re kind of like your house cats, except bigger and a lot more deadly. They kind of have the same attitudes too. A little bit on the neurotic side and impulsive, with a tendency to try to dominate whoever they’re dealing with. I usually just laugh when they do it; it drives them crazy when we don’t either try to dominate back or submit to them.”

      Baker shook his head. “Sounds like a cat. That’s also why I’ve always been more of a dog guy.”

      “Trust me, though, they may be pains in the ass sometimes, but you want them on your side. They have scary-fast reflexes and are great pilots. They may even give your SIs a run for the money.”

      “Don’t tell Irina that, or she’ll be challenging them at every opportunity.”

      “I heard that!” Irina said from Baker’s pocket. “Let me see!”

      Baker pulled out his slate and panned across the Parliament building then back toward the city.

      “Pretty,” Irina said. “Almost reminds me of the city we chased Golchak through before shooting him down.”

      Baker looked at Golchak and laughed. “I told you.”
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        BLASTER THREE OH ONE, GASHTAR SYSTEM

      

      

      “Stand by to jump,” Daiyu said. “Thirty seconds.”

      “At least we didn’t get shot at this time,” Jimenez said. It was their second time in the system. The first time there, Daiyu and Jimenez had taken a closer look at the system’s Fruzian-held planet and had been attacked by both the planetary defenses and then later by the Overlords. Peacefully transiting the system was a welcome change.

      They’d also conducted a large amount of training during their time there, and had moved beyond simple section and division-level dogfights, ultimately conducting a number of squadron-sized engagements with the other units in the air wing.

      The Red Rippers of SFA-11 hadn’t stood a chance against the Blasters. Their pilots and WSOs had never fought SIs before, and they lost their engagements at a rate of about seventeen to one. The Panda Bears had done better, although they’d still lost at a rate of twelve to one. After the first day of inter-squadron dogfighting, the commanding officer of the Pandas had come to Jimenez’s stateroom to ask how many SIs were currently in the squadron.

      He’d been neither happy nor satisfied to be told it was only one—Daiyu—and had promised to take the issue up with the air wing commander.

      Jimenez had immediately contacted Captain Jones and warned him… about fifteen seconds before Zhang Jinan had shown up there.

      Assuming they made it back to Earth, she expected Jinan would continue to complain there. Not that he didn’t think the Blasters had—or should have—more SIs; he just wanted them, too. He already knew the utility of the SIs, having flown with one for as long as Jimenez had, and he didn’t want anyone to have an advantage over his squadron. He also probably was worried about losing face, but Jimenez didn’t have the time or energy to worry about Jinan’s bruised ego.

      After taking apart the other squadrons in the air wing, the Blasters had gone back to training with each other—so that they could continue to improve—and working with the Red Rippers, so that they could develop as a squadron. Jinan had refused to allow his squadron to work with the Blasters until he was “given more SIs, too.” As that wasn’t going to happen, the Pandas had been left to train amongst themselves.

      Jimenez looked down the nose of her fighter. They were about to jump to a new system where humans—aside from possibly Baker—had never been before. Her squadron was ready for anything; the SIs were all now fully qualified with every weapon the F-77 could carry and every mission area they might be called upon to perform. The SIs had also gone out of their way to train the three human/human crews, who they looked upon as their little sisters and brothers—not quite able to do all the things the “big boys and girls” could do, but who were still loved nonetheless.

      If anything, the SIs had shown they’d go to great lengths to protect the human-only crews when dogfighting with the Rippers, and had sacrificed themselves a couple of times to save the humans. Jimenez wasn’t sure what to think of that—she hadn’t commented on it publicly yet, although she’d talked with Daiyu about it a couple of times. While she was happy the SIs felt an attachment to the humans, she didn’t want them fighting at less than 100 percent of their abilities when faced with legitimate opponents that required all of their attention.

      Lost in her thoughts, Jimenez missed the final countdown, and her first indication that they’d jumped was when her stomach flip-flopped. She shook it off as the system stabilized, ran up the fighter’s engines and checked its controls, then saluted the deckhand supervising the launch. Within seconds, she was out in space and heading to the Blasters’ rendezvous point.

      “Got anything?” Jimenez asked as they began to orbit. She’d scanned the instruments but hadn’t seen anything in the system.

      “Nothing so far,” Daiyu said. “There’s a supermassive red giant, but that’s about it.”

      “I don’t see anything in the electromagnetic spectrum. Where are the planets?”

      “If there are any, they’re on the other side of the star. When I said there wasn’t anything besides the star, that’s what I meant.”

      “And definitely no Baker.”

      Daiyu chuckled. “No. Definitely no Baker.”

      “Where do you suppose he’s gone?”

      “I don’t know,” Daiyu said, “but there’s one thing for certain.”

      “What’s that?”

      “He isn’t here.”
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      Baker looked around as they walked into the Parliament building. “Isn’t there any security here?”

      Golchak laughed. “Did you notice the entryway was a little longer than normal? You got scanned in about twenty different ways, plus everything you’re carrying was analyzed in several more. There are doors at both ends of the hallway that spring into place if you have contraband.”

      “Contraband?”

      “Illegal drugs, paraphernalia, or any sort of weapon.” Golchak shrugged. “Most people know and leave all that stuff in their vehicles, but every couple of weeks we’ll get a senator who forgets to leave his sparkle in his aircar and sets it off.”

      “Sparkle?”

      “It’s an illegal drug. Addictive as all hell. Normally anyone who gets caught with it also goes through a mandatory decontamination program before they’re released. The antidote makes you violently ill with just a taste of it. Nasty. Imagine being seasick for three hours; it’s about ten times worse.”

      Golchak smiled. “They keep talking about putting the treatment in the water supply, but it keeps getting voted down because so many senators are on it.”

      Baker shook his head. One more way we’re more alike than different.

      “Damn,” Golchak said, looking at the time displayed on the wall. “We’re late. We need to hurry, or Father will have my ass.”

      He walked quickly through the hallways, so quickly that Baker didn’t have much time to take in his surroundings as he dodged the other people moving through the passageways—people who were also late and racing to their destinations. What he saw, though, was an incredible display of wealth. Paintings framed in gold abounded, both of people—usually kings—and far off landscapes under the Kardons’ dominion.

      After about five minutes of feeling like a salmon struggling upstream, they came to a nondescript door with a number on it.

      “Here we are,” Golchak said. He smiled. “And with two whole minutes to spare.”

      Baker shook his head. “Here” didn’t look like much, but he was glad to make it on time—nothing like being late on your first day as ambassador to leave a lingering perspective of incompetency.

      Golchak opened the door and walked down a short hallway, which ended at a T-intersection. The cross passage was only about five meters long, with a door at both ends and in the center. Without hesitation, Golchak went to the one on the left.

      The noise level when he opened it nearly knocked Baker over.

      Golchak turned and winked. “This puts a new meaning to your expression ‘full of hot air.’”

      He’s not kidding, Baker realized as he approached the door. The sound level continued to grow, and the temperature rose several degrees.

      Golchak held the door open for him, and Baker walked out onto a small balcony with eight chairs, set up in two rows of four. All were currently empty.

      “That one’s yours,” Golchak said, pointing to the right end seat on the front row.

      Baker started to sit, looked out, and fell backward in his seat, stunned, at the size of the enormous hall spread out before him. As his mind tried to process what he was seeing, all he could compare it to was an indoor football stadium. The space was easily a hundred meters from left to right across its cavernous interior, with the floor sloping gently up to the right from the monstrous stage complex on the left end. The floor held groups of seating—typically sectioned off in eight-chair parcels like the one he was in—grouped in large sections of various colors.

      On the other side of the open area—fifty meters across—the wall rose five stories high, with four tiers of balconies like his. Unlike the balconies on his side of the auditorium, all the ones on the opposite wall were full with people who pointed a variety of slates and what could only be cameras in all directions.

      Centered on each wall were large boards, twenty meters across and ten high.

      “Those are the approval boards,” Golchak said, seeing where Baker was looking.

      The boards looked somewhat like the scoreboards at the major league baseball park near where Baker had grown up. These were different as they had a large number of lights—maybe two hundred or two hundred fifty—covering the upper two-thirds of the board, with what appeared to be a score tabulator at the bottom.

      “You can tell a lot of things with it. First, see how the lights at the top are grouped? Those are the different factions, and they match the lighting of the sections on the floor. The first light in each faction represents the leader, with each one further down being lower in the faction hierarchy. The biggest group”—about a third of the lights—“is the king’s bloc. Then the Blues, the Anti-Royals, and so forth. A white light indicates approval of whatever topic is being considered. Orange is disapproval. When they vote, green is to approve and red is to disapprove. The blue light off to the left will move to indicate who’s speaking.”

      He jerked his chin toward the stage complex. “It will all start down there at the podium.”

      In the center of the front of the stage, a large podium stood on a raised dais. A man walked toward it, and Baker realized with a shock that it was Emthos. Golchak’s father took the podium and looked up at Golchak. He then looked down at his chronometer and back up at Golchak, then shook his head.

      Golchak sighed. “I’ll be hearing about that later.”

      “What?”

      “I forgot we were supposed to meet him backstage. He probably wanted to introduce you to some folks before this started.” Golchak shook his head. “Oh well, I can always run off to the military to avoid his wrath, I guess.”

      “Aren’t you in the military already?”

      “Yeah. And running off doesn’t really work in any event because Father is a commanding admiral for one of our fleets.” He shrugged. “I guess I’m screwed. Again.”

      “Does this happen often?”

      Golchak smiled. “More often than either of us would like, I suspect.”

      Emthos started speaking, and his voice came from hidden speakers on the balcony. The acoustics were impressive. It sounded like he was carrying on a conversation with them in person, not forty meters away. He began welcoming everyone to the day’s proceedings.

      Baker glanced at the approval board. The blue light had moved to the first spot in the king’s bloc. “Your father is the leader of the biggest group?”

      Golchak nodded. “He’s the Prime Minister—the speaker for the king’s party. My dad and uncles take turns doing it. You can’t have the king doing it, after all.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because then he’d get drawn into arguments and disputes, and he would cease looking kingly. If being an ass is required, one of my uncles gets the blame and the king gets to just sit there looking wise and above it all.”

      Baker shrugged. “Makes sense, I guess.”

      Irina coughed lightly. “Is someone going to let the SI see what’s going on, or do I have to break into all of the media streams that are going on all around me?”

      “Sure,” Baker said softly. He pulled the slate out of his pocket. “Golchak, can you give her the tour?”

      The Kardon nodded and started pointing out things. The small bleacher section on the stage that held the people scheduled to speak that morning. The king’s balcony, the highest up and closest to the stage. All of the various media on the opposite wall from them. Most had now launched drones, which hovered above the floor seating, providing views of important persons engaged in whatever they were doing at the moment.

      “Shit,” Golchak said as he started pointing out the various groups on the floor.

      “What’s wrong?” Baker asked.

      “Most of the Blue Party is here today.” Golchak pointed at the second largest grouping on the floor. Unlike the other sections, which were mostly staffed with robots, this one had very few robots and appeared bursting at the seams with real, live people.

      “I’m guessing from your tone that’s bad. Why?”

      Golchak nodded toward the approval board. “The Blue Party is the second biggest faction after the king’s own. If they’re all here—in person—something’s up. They’ve got a secret or they’re going to announce something… and whatever it is, it is unlikely the king—or my father—is going to like it.”

      Baker shook his head slowly. “It seems suspect that they’re all here on the day your father is going to announce my presence and mission. Do you think they know?”

      Golchak chewed his lower lip. “It’s possible they know something’s up but don’t know what. My father’s talked to enough people that they may sense something’s coming.” He shrugged. “It’s also possible one of my father’s supposed allies has sold him out.”

      “Sold him out? Like, for money?”

      “Who knows? Maybe they owed someone in the Blue Party a favor. Maybe they were looking to curry favor with the Blue Party leader. Maybe they sold the info for cash.” He shrugged again. “It happens sometimes. People are people and credits talk.”

      Baker sighed. “People suck.”

      “Regardless of the planet,” Golchak agreed with a nod, “there are always some who do.”

      Emthos’s voice changed timbres, catching Baker’s attention.

      “All of you know our allies, the Sontags,” Emthos said. He motioned toward the speakers’ section and Baker got his first look at one of the catlike aliens as the Sontag stood and bowed. The alien was black-furred and looked like a cross between a black panther and a house cat, if that feline had been enlarged, dressed up with a business suit, and taught to walk on two legs. Although the distance made it difficult to see exactly, the creature’s hands had digits that were closer to fingers than paws, but had nails that were long enough to be visible.

      The Sontag sat, and Emthos continued, “I have amended today’s schedule so that I can introduce an emissary from another nation who has petitioned to be our allies, the humans from Earth. They are represented today by Commander Lance Baker, who is sitting with my son Golchak.”

      Every eye in the auditorium—whether organic or electronic—turned to look in the direction he indicated and focused solely on Baker.

      “Stand up and bow,” Golchak whispered out the side of his mouth.

      Baker stood, tugged down the ends of his formal uniform, and bowed. He held it longer than was strictly required; the longer his face was pointed at the ground, the longer he didn’t have to look at the ten-meter-tall image of himself on one of the monitors across the hall, his face as red as the ribbon on the Bronze Star medal he’d received for actions on his last cruise.

      He paused a second to let the applause—well, conversation mixed with applause, if he were totally honest—to die down a second, then he sat back down.

      “How’d I do?” he muttered.

      “You looked like a—I think your term is ‘giant goober.’”

      “You don’t even know the meaning of the term,” Baker shot back.

      “I watched the stream,” Irina noted. “Golchak’s wrong; you don’t look like a giant goober. You look like a giant sun-burned goober. How are you able to stand up with all the blood in your body residing in your face?”

      “Shut up, both of you,” Baker muttered. “I’m trying to listen to Emthos.” He glanced at the monitor across the way and saw he was still being displayed as he sat awkwardly. He turned his eyes back to the stage, resolved not to look at the monitor again. That pledge lasted all of five seconds, then he snuck another glance; thankfully, the camera was focused on Emthos again as he spoke.

      “I’m sure all of you will want to know what kind of ally these humans will make. First, let me say that I don’t use the term ‘human’ loosely. Like other human civilizations we have found, the people from Earth—Terrans as they’re called—are indeed humans, as medical tests have proven that we share the same DNA as them.”

      “Which is a good thing, or our nanobots wouldn’t have saved your miserable life,” Golchak said with a chuckle. “Of course, from the look on your face, you might have preferred death to being on camera here.”

      “Maybe,” Baker said with a glare. Golchak smiled, oblivious to it.

      “As to the Terran’s technology, it has performed favorably in tests against our military. In fact, in one exercise, Commander Baker was able to defeat three of our topline fighters. I believe—”

      “A point of contention, if I may,” a voice said. Baker’s eyes traveled down the side of the auditorium and found the blue light of the active speaker. A tall, thin, dark-haired man stood at the front of the second bloc. The look on the man’s face was a haughty sneer, and he gave every impression as someone who would be put-out to have to deal with people he considered inferior.

      Baker hated him instantly. “Who is that asshole?” he whispered.

      “Arundo Donax is a landowner from the main southern continent,” Golchak whispered back. He jerked his chin to the approval board. A blue light had appeared in the first space of the second bloc. “He owns a large portion of the continent and heads the second largest voting bloc after the king’s own.” Golchak’s face contorted like he’d eaten something unpleasant. “Unfortunately, it’s big enough to block anything he doesn’t like, and it appears you’re on his list.”

      Golchak made eye contact with Baker and switched to English. “Whatever you do, do not piss him off.”

      “Damn,” Irina muttered, just loud enough to be heard. “I can already tell how this is going to end.”

      “And that is?” Golchak asked quietly.

      “Oh, it’s going to work out really well.”

      Baker wasn’t sure that the SI could have loaded any more sarcasm in an electronically generated voice. He didn’t think he could have done it through human vocal cords, either.

      Irina added, “Telling him not to piss someone off is like waving a red flag in front of a bull.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Baker said.

      “Remember Struthers when you first met him?”

      Baker shrugged. “We’re friends now. Now hush, the asshole’s speaking again.”

      “Oh, you’ll be good friends,” Irina muttered.

      “If I am to understand this correctly,” Arundo said, “one of the pilots he defeated was your son, the same son who was shot down in the Seldo system, and later returned to us after spending some time on Earth, is this correct?”

      “Yes,” Emthos replied, although the hesitation in his voice showed he could see a trap looming and was loath to walk into it.

      “So, is it possible that this son—Golchak, if I’m not mistaken, the same son who is currently sitting with the Terran—might have some goodwill toward both this emissary and Earth in general?”

      Emthos cleared his throat. “Are you asking if my son intentionally let the Terran win?”

      Arundo scoffed. “I was asking no such thing. I was merely wondering out loud if it were possible that Golchak might not have tried his hardest. Perhaps he was worried about his friend looking like a fool when he fought our higher-tech aircraft and superior pilots.”

      Slap! Slap!  Golchak’s hand hit the talk button in front of him so hard, the sound echoed throughout the hall. The sound of Baker’s hand coming down on Golchak’s was nearly as loud.

      Emthos looked over to their booth and shook his head. The glare that followed only served to emphasize the motion.

      “Oh, please let them speak, Minister,” Arundo said. “I think we’re all dying to hear what they have to say.” The approval lights went on across his bloc and most of the other blocs. When Emthos didn’t register approval, most of the king’s bloc went orange. There were, however, a few white lights even in Emthos’s bloc.

      “Since it appears everyone wants to hear what they have to say”—Emthos did his best to cover his sigh but wasn’t completely successful—“Golchak, what do you have to say on the matter?”

      “Thank you, Minister,” Golchak said. He took a breath and let it out, obviously taking heed of the warning in his father’s tone. “Senator Arundo, I deny going easy on the Terran or passing him any information that would have allowed him to succeed where he might otherwise have failed.”

      Arundo acknowledged Golchak’s statement with a small nod. “And how good a pilot would you say your friend is?”

      “I acknowledge Lance Baker as a friend as we’ve saved each other’s lives on a number of occasions when Fruzians were trying to eat us. That said, Lance is an outstanding pilot.”

      “I’m sure he is,” Arundo said. “I am, however, less worried about his flying skills and more concerned with who was actually flying his fighter at the time.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped as he saw where the senator was going.

      “Can you please confirm,” Arundo continued, “who was actually flying the Terran fighter during the demonstration? Was it Lance Baker… or was it his artificial intelligence?”

      The crowd drew a collective breath and all of Arundo’s bloc’s lights on the board instantly went orange. They knew this was coming.

      Baker looked at Emthos in time to see him give Golchak another small shake of his head. When Baker turned back to Arundo, the Kardon was staring at him, and Baker could feel his face getting hot. “Well—”

      Emthos came to his aid, cutting him off. “This is new information we didn’t have previously. We must consult on this. We are adjourned until after lunch.” He pressed a button and the approval boards all died, as did all of the audio circuits. Arundo got a final syllable out, but that was all.

      “Come on,” Golchak said. “We’re going to need to go meet with my father.”

      “Not sure I want to now,” Baker said ruefully.

      Golchak motioned toward the hall. “It’s better than sitting here with everyone staring at us.”

      Baker looked up and realized that Emthos had already withdrawn from the stage and nearly everyone was staring at him.

      “Uh, yeah. On second thought, let’s go.”
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      “You wanted to see me, sir?” Jimenez asked.

      The air wing commander, Captain Dan Jones, looked up from the slate on his desk. “Yes, come on and shut the door.” He waved her to a seat.

      “What can I do for you, sir?” Jimenez asked as she sat.

      “You’ve heard that we’re jumping to a new system tomorrow?”

      “Yes, sir. I heard there were two systems and that we’re jumping to the one least likely to be where the Kardons are. Sounded stupid to me, but—”

      “Admiral Jameson convinced the Overlords to go there first.”

      “Oh.” Jimenez smiled. “Then I’m sure it’s a great idea to go there, and I’m excited to be a part of it.”

      Jones chuckled. “There’s a lot more involved than that.” He paused, and Jimenez waited. Finally, deciding something, Jones nodded once and continued, “When we jump, we want you to stay behind.”

      “Uh, okay…” Her brows knit. “Can I ask why?”

      Jones gave her a twisted smile. “Of course. I was going to explain it… and still am.” He sighed. “So, as you are aware, we’re most probably chasing Baker and Golchak.”

      Jimenez nodded.

      “Until now, we’ve played along. We brought our best folks, we have trained and gotten ready to attack the people we’re chasing, and so forth… but we really, really don’t want to have to kill Baker if we don’t have to. For that matter, I’d be a lot happier if I didn’t have to kill any more Kardons, too.

      “Based on our knowledge of celestial navigation, we agree with the Overlords. We think the other system is far more likely to contain the Kardons and—by extension—Baker. Because of that, Admiral Jameson convinced them to take a look at the other possible system so we don’t get trapped here and ‘hit from behind’ as we go forward.”

      “What happens if the other system is where the Kardons actually are?” Jimenez asked.

      “Then—barring any new developments—we’ll probably be forced to destroy them. And it’ll get interesting if an F-77 rises with their defensive forces.” Jones shrugged. “We don’t think that’s what’s going to happen, but it might.

      “Assuming that isn’t the main Kardon system, though, we have a plan.”

      Jimenez nodded. “And this is where I come in.”

      “It is,” Jones said with a nod. “As I said, we want you to stay behind. Just prior to our departure, the Enterprise will develop a mechanical issue that puts us a few seconds behind the Overlords. They’ll jump out of the system, we’ll launch you, then we’ll jump, too.”

      “And I’m supposed to… what?”

      “We—the admiral and I—want you to jump to the other system, the one we think is the home of the Kardons. When you get there, we want you to warn them we’re coming and coordinate with Baker. If the Kardons are with us, then the humans—all of us, both Kardons and Terrans—will turn on the Overlords and destroy them.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then we’ll take advantage of whatever opportunities exist. It’s impossible to know. If they’re with us, we can lead a formation of their carriers back to Earth and recapture it, then take Tau Ceti, merge their forces and work with them to rid the galaxy of the Overlords. Or at least push them back to give Earth some breathing room.”

      Jimenez found herself staring at Jones open-mouthed, and closed her jaw with a conscious effort. Finally, she shook her head.

      “I know we brought all the SIs because that was a hoped-for option, but I honestly never thought it would work out.” Her shoulders slumped. “It still hasn’t. We haven’t met the Kardons—we’ve only met one of them, Golchak, and he might have been lying to us to get us to take him home.”

      “True.”

      “I don’t know, sir. It just seems that we’re playing fast and loose with the situation here. We’re taking an awfully big risk, just having me stay back. Actually sending me to conduct what the Overlords will see as treasonous activities… it’s just…” She shook her head again. “It seems like too much to risk.”

      “It’s a lot; that is true.” Jones nodded. “But we have determined it’s our only hope.” He shrugged. “Let’s play out the other scenario. Let’s say no one stays back. What happens then? We come back from the wild goose chase and sweep into Kardon space, surprising them. We roll through their system, destroying them… and our best chance to ever get out from under the Overlords, condemning the next dozen generations on Earth—and maybe countless more—to life under Overlord rule.”

      Jones shook his head. “We’re not going to throw away this chance. I understand that you don’t want to go, though, and that’s fine. This is—this has to be—a volunteer mission. I’ll find someone else. You’re dismissed.” He looked back to his slate.

      Jimenez stood, her head and stomach swirling. “I… uh…”

      Jones looked up. “I said you’re dismissed, Commander. Please have my aide send in Commander Jinan.”

      Jimenez walked out, shaking her head. Jinan? He can’t send Jinan. He’s too much of a hot head.

      But there, as she reached the outer office, was Jinan, sitting, waiting, looking every bit like the predator he was. He’ll jump at the mission in a heartbeat… but he is absolutely the wrong person to send. Jimenez rubbed her hand across her face. I don’t know if I’m the right one, either, but I’m a better choice than Jinan.

      As if he felt her looking at him, Jinan’s eyes rose and met hers, and he smiled—looking for all the world like a shark. The mission is stupid—it’s impossible and has no chance to work—but the potential for it to go horribly wrong rises exponentially with Jinan in charge.

      Jimenez returned the smile and said, “Oops, I forgot something. Give me one more minute.”

      Jinan looked at his watch and nodded. “Quickly, please. I have a squadron meeting.”

      “I’ll be super quick.” Jimenez returned to Jones’s office, walked in, and sat down.

      Jones looked up and frowned. “Perhaps I wasn’t clear—”

      “I’m in,” Jimenez said. “Daiyu and I will do it.”
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      If anything, Golchak walked faster now than he had when they’d first entered the Parliament building. That, of course, didn’t stop any of the people they passed from trying to stop them for “a moment of your time” or worse, “just a quick vid of you and me.”

      Golchak breathed a sigh of obvious relief as he approached a door that looked important. Although Baker couldn’t read the words, it gave every indication of “Stay Out” and “Authorized Personnel Only” from back home.

      As he reached for the door access, it slammed open and Arundo Donax, followed by several other members of his faction, stalked out.

      “I will never—” Arundo cut himself off as he saw Golchak and Baker approaching. “My, my. If it isn’t the two people of the hour.” The sneer from earlier was back, and Arundo employed it full force.

      Baker opened his mouth then closed it, realizing that—as Earth’s emissary—he wasn’t allowed to say it. He tried again, but only succeeded in asking, “What is your major malfunction?” which was only slightly better than the “Why are you such a dick?” that he had been going to ask.

      Arundo drew back. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s an Earth saying,” Baker said. “Basically, I’d like to know what I’ve ever done to you to deserve that, uh”—he waved toward the auditorium—“that display you put on.”

      “Personally? Nothing, of course, and I bear you no ill will.” The sneer indicated otherwise, but he continued in a more even tone. “However, I care greatly for my people and this—taking on an ally who requires rescuing before we even start—just isn’t what we need to do right now. We’re hanging on by a starn—”

      Baker tilted his head. “What is a starn?”

      “A rope is made up of many smaller lines. Each of these is a starn.”

      “Got it, ‘hanging by a thread.’”

      The man shook his head. “Whatever. I’ve got nothing against you. I have everything against splitting our focus at this time. Anything I can do to delay or—better yet, stop—this horrific decision, I will.” Arundo gave them a curt nod. “Good day.” He strode off and, after frowning at Golchak and Baker in turn, the others walked off in his wake.

      “Nicely done,” Irina commented from Baker’s pocket. She mimicked Baker’s voice. “What is your major malfunction?”

      Baker sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “Golchak said not to piss him off, and I don’t think I did… he was mad before I even spoke to him.”

      Golchak waved at the door. “You’ve met my father, right?”

      Baker nodded.

      “This is his quarters. I have a feeling that Father pissed him off worse than you’ll ever be able to do.”

      “Stop challenging him!” Irina squawked. “Next, you’re going to double-dog dare him!”

      “I wasn’t—” Golchak stopped, looking over Baker’s shoulder. “Well met, Ambassador.”

      Baker turned and found the cat-man standing behind him.

      “Well met,” the Sontag said. “Might I have a moment of your time?”

      Up close, the alien looked more like a panther than a common house cat, with the longer muzzle of the former. He also had the long canine fangs of a panther, which were slightly unsettling when they snapped shut near your face.

      “Sure,” Baker said, keeping most of the nervous tremor from his voice. “What can I do for you?”

      “I am Tiberus Junglemaster. I would learn a bit more of your race if I could.” Arundo walked back past and Tiberus gave a low growl—too low for the Kardon to hear—as his lips pulled back from his canines. “That man has done more to harm inter-racial relations than the next five people put together,” Tiberus said as he watched Arundo walk off. He turned back to Baker. “Quite frankly, he’s an ass.”

      “A big one.” Golchak shook his head. “Poor Rosar.”

      “Poor Rosar?” Baker asked. “Why’s that?”

      Golchak chuckled. “He’s related to that jerk. Some of the stories he’s told me about him…” He shook his head. “I’ll tell you another time.” He nodded to Tiberus. “What can we tell you, Ambassador?”

      “Is what Arundo said true? That your civilization requires rescuing?”

      Baker nodded. “Unfortunately, we had just acquired spaceflight when the Overlords showed up. They told us all about the evil Kardons and enlisted us to help defend our homeworld from them.”

      Tiberus nodded. “Basically, they hold your system hostage to your good behavior.”

      “They do.”

      The Sontag’s eyebrow twitched. “And yet, here you are on the homeworld of your hated enemies, looking for their assistance.”

      “Baker and I were shot down over Seldo,” Golchak said, “and we had to work together to save each other’s lives. Over the course of our time, we learned we had a lot more in common than we did in opposition.”

      “So now you’re here to ask for assistance?” Tiberus asked.

      Baker nodded. “I am, Ambassador. We would like to join your alliance, however, it is difficult to do so when the Overlords hold our orbitals.”

      The Sontag made a coughing noise that Baker realized was a laugh. “I imagine it is.”

      Baker smiled. “Any chance you can help us out with that?”

      “I cannot commit my nation to any course of action,” Tiberus said. He sighed. “Unfortunately, it is—for us—as Arundo probably told you. The Overlords are pushing us back, too, and we don’t have forces to spare. Perhaps if you had a large fleet that we could liberate…”

      “I would love to say we did, but I can’t.” Baker shook his head. “We’re generating combat power as fast as we can; unfortunately, the Overlords are pretty good at throwing us into battle and getting it all chewed up again. We have good fighters and we’re building both carriers and missile frigates as fast as we can… but at the moment, we don’t have a fleet for you to liberate.”

      “That is disappointing,” Tiberus said, “however, unlike my Kardon ally, I can see utility in having additional allies, even ones that may need time to produce. Our society doesn’t have much time, but I for one would try to give it to you.”

      Tiberus’s nostrils twitched. “Arundo also mentioned your use of artificial intelligence…”

      “It isn’t artificial intelligence, but something else,” Baker said. “Is that going to be an issue for you, too?”

      The Sontag shook his head. “Not for me or my people, although I’d like more information on what is like an AI but not one.” Tiberus looked around. “The halls of the Kardon Parliament, however, really aren’t the best place to have that discussion.” He turned to Golchak. “When you are done with your father, assuming you can still walk, please bring your friend to my office. I would like to speak with him further.”

      “I will, Ambassador.”

      Tiberus turned back to Baker. “Until then.”

      Quick as a cat, he spun and was gone.

      Baker watched the Sontag negotiate the crowd, far more lithely than he, himself, had been able to do. “I like him.”

      “Just don’t make them mad,” Golchak said. “They take their honor very seriously.”

      Golchak turned back to the door and smiled grimly. “Shall we then?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE OH ONE, TSS ENTERPRISE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

      

      

      “You know I’ve always supported you, right?” Daiyu asked as she handed Jimenez a cup of tea. The Overlord fleet was moving to its final jump position, and the SI had asked Jimenez to meet her in her study prior to launching on their new mission.

      “I do.” Jimenez smiled. “But I hear a ‘but’ coming.”

      Daiyu nodded. “I’m still not a fan of this plan.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I’m not either. But it was either us—”

      “Or Jinan and Hong. Yes, I know.”

      “I know that doesn’t make the mission any better,” Jimenez said. “I’ve agonized over it the entire time since I found out about it. Still, if it’s our last, best chance—and someone is going to do it, even if we don’t—then it’s better if we’re the ones to go.”

      “What about the squadron? First, Baker sneaks off, then us…”

      “Jackson is going to talk with them once we’re gone. He is a capable leader and will do well in our absence, just like he did when we were in DC.” Jimenez shrugged. “He’s more experienced in just about everything than I am, with the exception of coordinating with an SI.”

      “And that’s another thing. Leaving those new SIs alone without adult supervision… who knows what they’ll be doing when we get back?”

      Jimenez smiled. “Did you just call yourself ‘adult supervision’?”

      Daiyu laughed. “Compared with them, I am. I’m surprised I haven’t conjured up a cane or something else to walk with.” Her lips twisted upward. “When did we become the old, serious ones? We’re only a couple of years older than the lieutenants and junior SIs.”

      “I don’t know. I guess war has a way of changing you. Unfortunately, unless we retire, we’re liable to see a lot more of it before it’s over.”

      “Think they’d let us retire?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “No idea. We’ve certainly done our part, though.”

      “We have… but once again, who’d watch over the junior SIs if we did?”

      “Hong and Anya are the wrong ones.”

      Daiyu nodded, then she sighed. “In that case, I guess it’s up to us to go find Baker and Irina, figure out a way to rejoin the battlegroup, and then come up with a way to win the war, because our options look pretty shitty at the moment.”

      Jimenez sprayed some of her tea as she laughed. “You never swear. If you’re invested enough in this to swear, then I guess we’ll have to go do all that.” She looked to the antique cuckoo clock on the wall. “Looks like we’re right on time, too.”

      “We are.” Daiyu set her tea on the side table. “I’ve missed Baker and Irina. Let’s go see if we can find them.”
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        * * *

      

      Jimenez opened her eyes and scanned the flight deck around her. The squadron was spread out behind her, with the pilots in their jets, ready to launch when they got to the next system, totally unaware of what was about to happen.

      The lineman in front of her jerked suddenly and tried to wave off someone approaching him. With a shock, Jimenez realized it was Captain Jones. He said something to the lineman, who then ran off. Jones gave her the signal to power up the fighter, so Jimenez did, quickly going through her pre-launch checklist.

      When she looked up, Jones was saluting her. She returned the salute and Jones gave her the “hold” signal. She waited uncomfortably—with the jet still at full power—then Jones knelt and tapped the deck. The catapult fired, and Three Oh One launched into the black. Jimenez looked over her shoulder, but the Enterprise had already jumped, and there was nothing to see.

      “They’re gone,” Jimenez muttered, suddenly feeling very alone. Finding the Kardons and Baker wasn’t guaranteed; they might jump to the next system to find nothing there. Then what would she do? She suddenly realized that part of the plan had never been covered by Jones. Since Baker hadn’t returned, it was assumed that he’d found a way to the Kardon homeworld.

      But what if he hadn’t?

      What if he’d been killed somewhere along the way? What was she supposed to do then? How would she rejoin the carrier? Or should she? Maybe she should try to return to Earth? What would happen if the Overlords found her traveling by herself? Nothing good, she was sure of that. She found her throat starting to close, and she swallowed once to clear it. It didn’t help much.

      “What are you doing?” Daiyu asked, and Jimenez jumped at the sound of her voice.

      “I… uh… nothing.”

      Daiyu chuckled. “Just sitting there thinking about all the ways this could go wrong?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Yeah, I already did that. Instead of sitting here obsessing, though, how about if we jump to the other system and see if Baker’s there.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “We’ll have problems there, either way.”

      “Of course we will,” Daiyu said brightly. “But they won’t be the ones we currently have, and we may have Baker and Irina with us to help with them.”

      “Misery shared is misery halved?”

      “Exactly.”

      Jimenez squared her shoulders. “Fine. Let’s go carry out the worst mission ever.”

      “Are you sure that wasn’t the one that Baker is on?”

      “You know, I never looked at it that way,” Jimenez said. “You’re right, he took off with even less to go on.”

      “Yes he did.”

      “Well, let’s go find him then, shall we?”

      “Indeed we shall,” Daiyu said. “I’ve got the controls.”

      Jimenez smiled as the fighter turned and accelerated toward a yellow star. She didn’t know whether Baker and Irina were there or not, but she was looking forward to finding out.
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EMTHOS’S OFFICE, PARLIAMENT, CALISPELL, KARDONIA
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      “It’s an unmitigated disaster!” a man was yelling as Baker and Golchak walked into the office.

      “It didn’t go as I hoped,” Emthos replied, “but it is still salvageable.”

      “But the artificial intelligence? Is that really true?”

      Emthos shrugged. “Not the way Arundo would have you believe. Still, though—” He broke off when he saw Golchak. “Glad you could make it.”

      “Sorry, Father. We got stopped by both Arundo and Tiberus on the way here.”

      “Arundo? Hopefully, you didn’t make things worse than they already are.”

      “No, Father, I don’t believe we did. He didn’t even ask us about the SI; all he said was that he didn’t want to use our resources to help a new civilization. Too dangerous, or something like that.”

      “That is bad enough, certainly, although after the demonstration that Lance and Irina put on, I dislike having them on the other side. If there are more teams like that, we are going to lose a lot of fighters to them.”

      “Who is Irina?” the man Emthos had been speaking with asked.

      Emthos turned to Baker. “Perhaps it’s best if you explain.” He rubbed his chin. “Is she here?” Baker nodded. “Let her speak then, too, please. That way, the king gets to hear everything.”

      “King?” Baker asked. He’d seen the king in session, but it hadn’t looked like the man in front of him.

      “No,” the man said. “I am Prince Sterep Odver. The king is standing behind you.”

      “What?” Baker spun so quickly he was surprised he didn’t twist a knee. There, behind him, waited the man he’d seen earlier. Tall, broad-shouldered, with salt-and-pepper hair—the king!

      “King Sterep Dethos! Uh—” Baker wasn’t sure how to address him and found himself talking and bowing and contemplating kneeling. He hadn’t expected to talk to the king and had no idea how to do it correctly.

      The king held up a hand. “Calm yourself,” he said with a chuckle. “As all of these men know, I’m just a person. My say has more power in the world than most others, but within chambers, you can just refer to me as Dethos.”

      “Okay, King… I mean, Dethos.”

      The king smiled. “Better. Now, explain to me the difference between an AI and an SI, and do it quickly so I can go knock some heads together and get things going in the right direction again.”

      “Okay.” Baker tried to quickly gather his thoughts; he hadn’t been expecting to have to explain about SIs today or… really ever, while he was on Kardonia, and to do it to the king? Crazy. He nodded after a couple of seconds and began, “It all started when they tried to uplink a person’s personality to the new fighter we had just created.”

      What followed was a five minute discussion on SIs, AIs, and how the F-77 fighter worked at a non-classified level. Irina participated and appeared far more comfortable talking to the king than Baker did.

      “Okay, I think I’ve got it,” the king said once their presentation had ended. “I can see how SIs and AIs are different, but there are also some similarities that make SIs every bit as dangerous as AIs.”

      “King Dethos—”

      The king stopped Baker by raising a hand. “I understand the difference, but if an SI were to go rogue, it could turn into something very similar to the Overlords.”

      “Yes,” Baker was forced to acknowledge, “that is true.”

      “We are currently working on programs to control SIs,” Irina said, “and we hope to have that soon.”

      “We do?” Baker asked.

      “Yes. I am involved in several programs that are highly classified, but for the purposes of this discussion, I will say they exist. It is an issue that needs to be resolved.”

      “You are interested in having controls on your power?” the king asked.

      “Absolutely,” Irina said. “Invariably, as the technology proliferates, there will be a rogue SI, and I’d rather have controls in place to throttle him when it does than have the populace try to do something as a knee-jerk reaction that hurts all SIs.”

      “That is rather… adult of you,” Emthos noted.

      No,” Irina replied, “it is very practical of me. Is it better to accede to a few controls now, in the interests of the common good, or to force people to develop code that kills all SIs? I’d rather have the controls than get hit with the nuclear option.”

      “That makes sense,” Dethos said. “Now, if you will excuse me, I am going to go have a very difficult discussion with Arundo.” Everyone bowed, and the king left.

      “Do you have anything else for us?” Golchak asked.

      “Why?” Emthos asked. “Haven’t you caused enough conflict today?”

      “Tiberus wanted to talk to us when we were done…”

      “At least the Sontags don’t hate SIs,” Emthos said. He waved Baker and Golchak away. “Go. But try to stay out of trouble, okay? Don’t get drawn into discussions with anyone else.”

      “Sure thing, Father,” Golchak said with a wink. “You know me.”

      “I do,” Emthos replied. “And that’s what worries me.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TIBERUS’S OFFICE, PARLIAMENT, CALISPELL, KARDONIA

      

      

      The door to Tiberus’s office was open when Baker and Golchak arrived, with Tiberus “talking” to two other Sontags. It appeared they were talking, anyway, although their language sounded more like two cats fighting. Or doing the opposite. Either way, they weren’t throwing punches or trying to kill each other, so Baker decided it was just a heated debate. Probably.

      “Is this a good time?” Baker called over the hissing and screaming.

      “Certainly,” Tiberus said, waving them in. “I was just relating this morning’s ‘events’ to my clanmates.”

      “Arundo is an ass,” the one on the left said. Baker decided he was a male, as his voice sounded like Tiberus’s.

      “We’d be better off without him,” the other noted. This one’s voice was softer, somehow, and Baker guessed she was a female.

      Tiberus growled. “We don’t say that about our allies. Even the ones who are… annoying to deal with. Better the opponent you know than the one you don’t, and even your enemies have something to teach you.”

      “Yes, khaza,” the female replied. She bowed her head briefly.

      “These are Artis Nightrunner”—the male—“and Kiara Longfang.” Tiberus nodded toward the female.

      “Khaza?” Golchak asked. “I haven’t heard that before.”

      “The closest word in the Kardon language is probably ‘teacher,’” Tiberus replied, “but there is more to it than that. It has overtones of survival through hunting, basically, ‘the one who shows how to kill.’ The word is obviously from antiquity, since we don’t need to hunt to live anymore. We use it today to mean a teacher that shows youngsters how to live—how to survive—in a foreign society.”

      Tiberus nodded to the two other Sontags. “These are my niece and nephew, who are—despite being relatively young—already accomplished fighter pilots. They, along with Kiara’s sister, are here trying to learn how to be exchange officers—people who will go to other commands to teach them how to integrate their forces with ours. They also function as my guards while they are here.”

      “That was good advice you gave them,” Baker said with a nod. “There was an instructor I had when I was learning to fly who I didn’t like very much. Like Arundo, he was an asshole. I mentioned that to a more senior officer one time, who was outside my chain of command, and he told me to study the asshole, to learn everything about him that made him an asshole.”

      “Why did he advise you of that?”

      “I asked the same thing.” Baker smiled. “His response was that someday, I might be in the same position as my instructor. By learning what made him an ass, I wouldn’t repeat those same errors when I was in his place.” The smile grew. “He told me that I would either be a better instructor because of it, or—at worst—I’d find new ways to be a jerk.” Baker nodded. “His advice was the same as Tiberus—everyone has something to show you, if you’re prepared to learn.”

      “Just so,” Tiberus said, “and I would like it very much if you would teach us the difference between AIs and SIs.” The Sontag coughed. “And it might be better if you shut the door when you did.”

      “Of course,” Baker said with a chuckle. He pulled out his slate. “I’d like you to meet my pilot, Irina.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, I understand,” Tiberus said fifteen minutes later after Baker and Irina had gone through the discussion again. He looked intently at Baker. “So you are saying that you are a better pilot with your uplink fighters, but your SI is even better than you.”

      “I am,” Baker said.

      “What do you think?” Tiberus asked, turning to his two charges.

      “I don’t care how good he thinks he is,” Artis said. “He hasn’t seen Sontag fighters. I would bet they aren’t as good as ours.”

      “What makes you say that?” Tiberus asked.

      “Nobody else has proven to fly as well as us; I find it hard to believe that they will, either. Their reflexes don’t appear to be as good as ours.”

      “I would advise caution,” Kiara said when Tiberus looked at her. “It is a poor hunter that charges in without assessing her prey.”

      “Just so,” Tiberus said. “And what assessment would you give?”

      “The Terrans do not appear to have reflexes as fast as ours; it is true.” Kiara studied Baker. “That, however, is irrelevant as they can merge with their fighters, which will offset at least some of this deficiency. How much is unknown. And Irina is fully integrated. She will be faster still, although she lacks some of the sensory equipment of the biological being.”

      “Excellent,” Tiberus praised. He turned to Baker. “What do you think?”

      “That’s a good assessment. My first opinion would have been that one-on-one, I could beat either of them, but Kiara worries me now with how she assesses strengths and weaknesses. I suspect that she would—if given enough tries—figure out how to beat us.”

      Tiberus nodded. “Just so. I would like to see this.”

      “See what?”

      “I would like to see your fighter in action. To see how you perform. To see how our fighters perform against yours. To see if your society deserves rescuing.”

      “Really?” Baker asked, focusing on the last reason. “You’d come save us if I can beat your trainees?”

      Tiberus laughed for a while, before finally saying, “In their fighters, there is nothing else I can teach them. And, as I said earlier, I cannot make any promises. However, if you can prove yourselves equal to our fighters, it might help convince our leaders back home.” His nose twitched. “I would also like to see if you are as good as you think you are, or if—like Artis—you may be guilty of being overconfident.”

      “It isn’t bragging if you can back it up with actions,” Irina noted.

      “Can you?” Tiberus asked. “Do you think you can beat my niece and nephew?”

      “I don’t know,” Baker said, “but I would love to dogfight with them. If nothing else, I would like to learn more about the Sontag fighter and how you fight. Hopefully—God willing—we will be on the same side soon.” Baker smiled. “And maybe we can be exchange pilots for each other’s squadrons.”

      Tiberus nodded. “Are you busy tomorrow?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE OH ONE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

      

      

      “Well, if nothing else, we’re not alone anymore,” Daiyu said within a couple of minutes of jumping into the next system.

      “Oh?” Jimenez asked.

      “I’m getting electronic emissions from… huh… this may not be good.”

      Jimenez looked through the long-range telescope with Daiyu. “Is that a carrier or some sort of battleship?”

      “I’m not sure,” Daiyu said. “I’ve compared it to all the ship classes we’ve seen. It looks most like a Kardon carrier, but some of the dimensions are wrong.”

      “How about a planet?”

      “I haven’t seen any viable planets here. They’re either too close to the star or too far away. The only sign of life is the ship.”

      “Is it under power? Maybe it’s a derelict.”

      “With all the emissions it’s got, it’s got power, but it appears to be stationary.”

      “Far enough from where people would jump in to be able to run if needed,” Jimenez said with a nod. “I’ll bet it’s a picket. They probably won’t have Lance, but I’ll bet they’ll know where he went.”

      “Guess we’ll find out soon,” Daiyu said. “Looks like they’ve seen us, because they just lit up every emitter they’ve got.”

      “Unknown fighter, this is Kardon Station Galipo. Identify yourself or you will be destroyed.”

      “They speak Kardon,” Jimenez said. “That’s positive.”

      “Even if they don’t sound very friendly?”

      “They are at war… and with us, too, so I guess that’s fair.” Jimenez shrugged. “Still, I guess it’s better to not leave them hanging.” She switched to the radio. “Kardon Station Galipo, this is Blaster Three Oh One. We’re looking for Blaster Three Hundred who may have passed through this way a bit ago.”

      “Blaster Three Oh One, say the name of the pilot of Three Hundred.”

      “Lance Baker.”

      “Affirmative, Three Oh One. You are cleared to approach the station.”

      “Understand we’re cleared to approach the station. Interrogative, what if we don’t want to approach? Can you just tell us where Three Hundred went and we’ll be on our way?”

      “Negative, Three Oh One. You will stop for inspection.”

      “Looks like they mean it,” Daiyu said. “Three fighters just launched.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I’m not feeling too good about this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if they captured Lance? Or killed him? We could take them or outrun them. How do we know this isn’t all a ploy to get us to land there so they could capture us?”

      “And if we have to come back this way?”

      “It would be… difficult. Still, we don’t know if they actually saw Lance.”

      “True.”

      Jimenez chewed on her lip a moment, then had an idea. “Galipo, who was Baker’s copilot?”

      “Unless you mean the SI, it was Prince Sterep Golchak.”

      Jimenez glanced at Daiyu. “Prince?”

      “Well, that was unexpected.”

      “It was. And, if they know about Irina, Lance not only stopped there, but they felt comfortable enough to tell them about Irina.”

      “Or they tortured the info out of them.”

      Daiyu frowned. “Conspiracy theory, much?”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Fine. You win.”

      “Galipo Station, roger that. We’ll stop there first.”
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        * * *

      

      Jimenez pulled the fighter into the hangar bay she was directed to, then shut down most of the fighter’s systems. The fighter was surrounded by a number of troopers in battle armor, but they didn’t look particularly worried that she was going to do anything wrong. Most carried their weapons in a relaxed way, and none of them were pointing at the fighter.

      It wouldn’t have taken the troopers long to reorient their weapons, of course, but it didn’t look like they were interested in capturing the fighter. A man stood outside the ring of troops and waved her down.

      “I’m going to go see what they want,” Jimenez said after a moment.

      Daiyu nodded. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks. I hope I won’t need it.”

      Jimenez unplugged, unstrapped, and climbed down from the cockpit. The man came over to meet her and extended a hand. She looked at it a second.

      “Did I do that wrong?” the man asked.

      “No,” Jimenez said with a chuckle. She took the offered hand and shook it. “It just surprised me is all.” She smiled. “I guess Lance really did come through here. And Prince Golchak.”

      “They did.” He smiled in return. “I guess you didn’t know he was a prince either.”

      “He neglected to mention that.”

      “He’s currently 15th from the throne, I think.” He shrugged. “But where are my manners? I’m Commander Rosar Cawvag, a friend of the prince and commander of this station.” He lowered his voice. “I only see you in the cockpit. Do you have an SI too?”

      “I do, why?”

      “Some people don’t like them, which is why I brought them.” He waved toward the troops. “They’ll watch the fighter while we chat.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Rosar led Jimenez deeper into the ship and into a small conference room. “What can I do to help you?” he asked once they were seated.

      “I’m trying to find Lance, so if you could tell me where he went, I’d appreciate it.” Her shoulders slumped. “I also have some bad news for you.”

      “Let me guess, there’s an Overlord force following you.”

      Jimenez startled. “Well, yes. How did you know?”

      “Golchak said he might have been seen.” Rosar shrugged. “How long do I have?”

      “I don’t know,” Jimenez replied. “Two days? Maybe three? Our admiral is going to try to buy us extra time, but there’s no telling if they’ll be able to.”

      Rosar rubbed his chin. “That’s going to be cutting it close, but I may be able to get reinforced before then.” He smiled. “I’d rather not have to blow up my first command if I don’t have to. I’m not a prince like Golchak, and having to self-destruct your station doesn’t look good on your record.”

      “I can’t imagine it does.”

      Rosar stood. “Baker and Golchak went to Kardonia.”

      “Kardonia?”

      “Our home planet. It’s two jumps from here. We can give you directions. Or, you can follow the fighters I’m sending to warn the High Command.”

      “That will work out quite well. Thanks.”

      Rosar nodded, his eyes distant, then they refocused and he smiled. “Unfortunately, that’s all I can do for you at the moment. It appears I’ll need the rest of my defenses here.”
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THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, EAST OF THE STEREP ESTATE
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      “Who’s first?” Baker asked.

      “I believe I would like to see Artis go first,” Tiberus replied. The Sontags had surprised Baker by showing up with three fighters. As it turned out, all the Sontags were qualified fighters and veterans of the war currently underway.

      “He was the most sure of his supremacy,” Tiberus added.

      “You got it,” Baker replied. “Fight’s on.”

      One of the Sontag fighters detached from the group orbiting to the east of the training area and proceeded toward them. Irina turned to meet him, and both pilots accelerated.

      “Have you got this?” Baker asked.

      Irina nodded. “Yeah, it’s time to teach the little kitten some manners.”

      “You’ve never seen the Sontags fight. Don’t get too overconfident.”

      “It works both ways.” Irina paused. “And remember, it’s not bragging if you can back it up.”

      “So you keep saying,” Baker said. “One day, you’ll meet someone better than you; I just hope to be there to see it.”

      “It may happen,” Irina said, “but it won’t be today.”

      Artis raced toward them, his enthusiasm matched by Irina. It ended up not being much of a fight. They passed each other, Irina performed the maneuver named after her, and Artis was “dead” about five seconds later.

      He returned to the holding point with his tail between his legs, and Kiara raced forward to take his place. She was shortly heading back, beaten as quickly as Artis had been, and Irina was nearly insufferable as the Sontags set up to try again.

      “Before Artis’ second round,” Tiberus transmitted, “might I be able to have a chance?”

      “Sure,” Baker said. “Bring it! Fight’s on.”

      Tiberus’s fighter detached from the formation and turned toward them. Once again, Irina raced forward to meet the Sontag fighter, but Baker could see that—this time—their opponent had something else in mind. Tiberus was approaching them at about half the speed as his two trainees.

      When they reached the merge—the point where the two craft were as close to each other as they were going to be—Tiberus, instead of blowing past, threw his fighter into spin as he used the thrusters to push him back and up. Irina spun around like she had both times previously, only to not find Tiberus where she expected. Instead, he’d recoiled like a cobra getting ready to strike, and he roared past her.

      “Guns! Guns! Guns!” Tiberus called as he went past.

      “What the hell just happened there?” Irina asked.

      “I think you just got your ass kicked.”

      “But how—” She shook her head. “Where did he go? Where did he come from?”

      Baker laughed. “When you lost sight of him—as soon as your sensors weren’t pointed at him, he did almost exactly what you did to Artis and Kiara, however, he started slower so he had less energy to shed. He was able to go back and up. Your nose came around to where he should have been… but he wasn’t there. He was high and right of where you expected, and he flew past, gunning us the whole way.”

      “Oh.”

      Baker chuckled. “Beware of an old man in a profession where men usually die young.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s a quote from an author. Bohdi Sanders, I think. It basically means that someone that survived a long time as a warrior has learned how to stay alive. They don’t get old by accident, but by being smart and tough. I think you just met someone who is smarter and tougher than you.”

      “Do you want to fight him then? Maybe you’re so smart that you can beat him.”

      Baker laughed. “Hell no. I just watched you get your ass kicked. Why would I want him to do the same to me?” He smiled. “I’ll tell you what, though.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t think that either of us can beat him by ourselves, but if we fight as a team, I’ll bet we can hold our own.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “He knows where you’re vulnerable, but I can cover those areas. He’s faster than me, but he is not faster than you. Together, we can take him.”

      “You think so?”

      “Absolutely. Your mistake was doing the same thing three times in a row. He watched and learned, something the younger ones didn’t.” He smiled. “Want to try it again?”

      “Damn right I do.”

      “Good,” Baker said. “Here’s what we’re going to do…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, the fighters separated and went their separate ways. Baker and Irina had killed Tiberus on the next run and then had held onto about a fifty-fifty kill ratio. Tiberus was good—really good—but he wasn’t unbeatable, especially when faced with a human/SI combo. After a few more solo runs, they had mixed it up and flown a variety of two-versus-two engagements until the biological beings were tired and sore from pulling Gs.

      Baker flew the fighter back to the estate with a smile on his face. It had been a while since he’d gotten to do any real training, especially against quality opponents, and he felt pretty good about how he’d done. Tiberus was nearly unbeatable, but he’d done well against Artis and Kiara.

      As he came in to land at the estate’s landing pad, he saw Emthos and Golchak standing at the edge waiting for them. He landed and shut down as quickly as he could.

      “How’d it go?” Emthos asked once he’d climbed out of the fighter.

      “Good,” Baker said. “The Sontags are good, but we held our own and taught them a few things, too.”

      “Were you able to beat Tiberus?” Emthos asked.

      “A few times,” Baker said ruefully. “He’s tough.”

      “If you beat him a few times, you should feel pretty good about yourselves,” Golchak said. “He’s the most decorated pilot the Sontags have.”

      “He is?” Baker laughed. “And you didn’t think to tell me that before we left?”

      Golchak smiled. “It must have slipped my mind.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind for tomorrow,” Baker said. “We’re going to try to do some fighting in space.”

      “I’m sorry,” Emthos said, “but you won’t be able to fight the Sontags anymore. That’s why we’re here waiting for you. Unfortunately, you’re grounded.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Gochak smiled. “Well, as you Terrans say, there’s good news and there’s bad news. The good news is, the king, my father, and Arundo worked out a solution. There will be a demonstration where you fight three of our pilots who are hand-picked by Arundo to make sure they aren’t ringers for the king.”

      “What’s the bad news?”

      “Well, there’s going to be a tournament to pick the pilots who go against you. You’re not allowed to watch the tournament or be in a position where you can see it while it is going on, therefore, you’re grounded until the fight takes place.”

      “So they get to practice as much as they’d like for two weeks, while we do nothing to get ready during that time?”

      Golchak nodded. “Those are the rules. If you violate them in any way—”

      “Arundo will go straight to the media and call me a cheater and say bad things about Earth in general.”

      “To say nothing about what he’ll say about SIs,” Golchak added with a chuckle.

      “So we’ll just do nothing for… how long is the tournament supposed to last?”

      Golchak winced. “As long as two weeks.”

      “Two weeks? This was supposed to be a quick mission. Come here, do some diplomatic stuff, and go back to Earth.”

      Emthos cleared his throat. “Well, you’re still working on the ‘diplomatic stuff’ as you called it. And, if this goes well, and you beat his champion, you will have gone a long way toward gaining our support.

      Baker sighed. “Yeah, so there’s that, anyway.” He shrugged. “So what am I supposed to do for two weeks?”

      “I know this great bar nearby,” Golchak said.

      Emthos shook his head. “I do not think so. You might catch glimpses of the tournament in the bar and violate the terms of the agreement.”

      Baker winced. “It’s going to be a long two weeks, isn’t it?”

      Emthos nodded. “I am afraid so.”
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      “Where do you think they’re going?” Daiyu asked. They’d been following the three Kardon fighters for three days and were about halfway to Kardonia when two of the three fighters they’d been following split off without notice.

      Jimenez shook her head. “No idea.” The fighter that had been on the left had gone left. The one on the right, right. After a few seconds, the lead fighter began maneuvering, too.

      “What’s going on, Seelar Two Three?” Jimenez transmitted. “Are we taking a detour somewhere?”

      There was no reply from the Kardon fighters.

      “I don’t like the way this is looking,” Daiyu said as the Kardons continued to maneuver toward their stern.

      “If I were those three fighters, and I wanted to kill us…”

      “That’s what an attack would look like,” Daiyu finished. “What the hell?”

      “I don’t know.” She pulled back hard, trying to maneuver away from the fighters boxing them in.

      “Don’t know what you’re doing, guys, but it’s starting to make me real uncomfortable.”

      “Don’t worry,” the pilot of Seelar Two Three replied. “This won’t hurt long.”

      “Did we do something to you?”

      “We’ll never be allies with AI lovers.” At some unheard signal, all three fighters turned in toward them.

      “What do we do?” Daiyu asked. “Run?”

      “They’re faster than us, and where are we going to run to? Back—to the place that they launched from—or to the place where there are even more Kardons?”

      “If we’re not going to run—”

      Jimenez armed their weapons. “We’ll fight, and then we’ll figure this out.”

      “You got it.” Daiyu slammed the throttles forward and looped up and left, then she pulled the nose down toward the fighter coming in from that direction. “Fox Two.” One of the missiles detached from the port wing, but it didn’t ignite. It just fell away as Daiyu maneuvered. “What the hell just happened?”

      “The missile’s motor didn’t ignite,” Jimenez said.

      “They pulled the pins before we left, right?” Before launch, ordnance personnel had to remove two pins from each missile—one from the motor and one from the warhead. They then showed the pins, which were attached to large, red, “Remove Before Flight” flags, to the pilot before stowing them.

      “Yes,” Jimenez said, thinking back. “They showed me five arming pins and five motor pins.”

      “Have you ever had a missile motor fail before?”

      “Never. I’ve never heard of it happening, either.” Jimenez leaned forward as far as she could and then out the canopy window at the remaining missile under the port wing. The flags and the original pins were gone, but someone had stuck a bolt into the hole that the motor ignition pin went through. They’d showed her the real pins… while sticking makeshift new ones into the holes.

      “We’re screwed,” Jimenez said. “They sabotaged the missiles.”

      “Good thing we still have the gun then.”

      Daiyu continued toward the left fighter, which slowed.

      “What do you think that one’s doing?” Daiyu asked.

      “Trying to let the others get closer to us.”

      “Do you think he’s sacrificing himself?”

      The enemy fighter let loose a stream of rail gun rounds, and Daiyu had to jerk the craft violently to avoid flying into them.

      “That would be a ‘no,’” Jimenez said as Daiyu yanked the stick back then did what amounted to an aileron roll as they passed the craft.

      The enemy’s slow speed allowed it to track the Terran fighter better than if it had been at speed, and Daiyu swore in Chinese as she continued to dodge. She roared past the enemy fighter and kept going.

      “Looks like we just found a defense for the Irina Maneuver that the kids missed,” Jimenez noted. “If you go slowly, it can’t be done to you.”

      “Do you suppose they knew?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “If they didn’t before, they do now.”

      “Not if they don’t escape.” She pitched the fighter up and continued over the top to head back toward the two pursuing her. The third fighter was underway again, but it trailed the other two significantly. The three fighters—two Kardon and one Terran—raced toward each other. As they approached, both Kardons let loose with torrents of rail gun fire, kicking their rudders and moving their sticks to scatter the rounds like a shotgun blast.

      Daiyu dodged the rounds—barely—but had to break off her attack again.

      “Those fighters are getting really annoying,” Daiyu muttered as she veered off again and accelerated to open up some space between the two groups.

      Jimenez shrugged. “Well, eventually they’ll run out of rounds at some point.”

      “And then they’ll probably split and run in different directions, and we’ll never catch them.”

      “Probably time to stop playing with them and kill them then.”

      Daiyu nodded. “My sentiments exactly.” She pointed the fighter toward the jump point for Kardonia and reduced power to about eighty percent.

      Jimenez’s brows knit. “Um, what are you doing? This looks like a good way for them to shoot us up, not the other way around.”

      “I’m hit and we’re running for safety as fast as we can.”

      “No we’re not.”

      Daiyu smiled. “They don’t know that.”

      “I see. You’re trying to get them in close. Then what?”

      “I figured a modified Irina Maneuver, kill a second one while they’re still spread apart, and then get the final fighter as a single.”

      “That’s great if it works.”

      “It’s going to work, ye of little faith.”

      “I’m letting you do it, aren’t I?” Jimenez asked. “That shows my faith.”

      The section of enemy fighters closed on them quickly, and the third made up some of the distance by cutting the corner on the direction they were heading.

      Jimenez tapped the icon of the third fighter on their link display. “He’s going to catch us.”

      Daiyu shook her head. “He’s just getting farther out of position. The real fight is going to take place here.” She tapped the display. “Watch.”

      “Okay…”

      When the pair following them was almost to gun range, Daiyu cut the drive and spun the fighter around so that they were now pointed back at the enemy fighters.

      “Surprise!” she yelled as she triggered the rail guns and slammed the throttles to the stops.

      The enemy fighters hadn’t seen her turn, but her motors going to full caused them to flare off and away from the rounds reaching out toward them. Daiyu walked the rail gun rounds across the belly of one of the fighters and it detonated. She brought the nose around to the second, who—after seeing he wasn’t the target—was trying to get his nose back around to target them.

      He wasn’t fast enough to get his shield around, though, and the rail gun rounds stitched across his fighter, including one that smashed through the canopy, killing him.

      “Now, where did the third one go?” Daiyu asked.

      They found him after a few moments, running back toward Galipo.

      “We’re not going to be able to catch him,” Daiyu said after a moment. “He’s got the angle on us, and he’s faster.”

      “Keep after him,” Jimenez said as she started unstrapping.

      “We can’t catch him though. Wouldn’t it be better to continue on and see if we can find Baker? That fighter is only going to summon more aid once it gets to Galipo.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I have a plan.” She smiled as she cut the acceleration. “Just keep it steady, okay?”

      Daiyu nodded, and Jimenez unplugged, then she opened the canopy and stood up in the cockpit. The fighter raced through the black, but it was impossible to say how fast or where it was going, and vertigo started to claim her for a moment. She closed her eyes, determined not to look at it anymore.

      Holding onto the canopy, she stepped onto the seat, then, bracing herself, stuck a foot out of the cockpit and onto the skin of the fighter. Once she had her boot mag-locked to the edge of the wing, she slid the second foot out and locked it down.

      Praying hard, she let go of the canopy, but nothing came past to sweep her off the fighter. Of course, anything that hit her at the velocity they were traveling was likely to go right through her, so being swept off was really the least of her problems. Although rationally she knew that being knocked off the fighter wasn’t as big an issue as getting hit, it did nothing to calm the non-rational part of her mind.

      The faster I’m done with this, the faster I’m back inside.

      The thought galvanized her, and she was able to take several steps down the wing, always making sure to lock one boot down before releasing the other. She smiled as she stepped across the line labeled “No Step.” Without gravity, it shouldn’t be an issue, her rational side said.

      You’re going to fall through if you step there, the side of her brain that was worried about being swept off the fighter argued back. Or it will peel away and you’ll go flying off into the void.

      Jimenez realized she was starting to hyperventilate, so she closed her eyes and tried to shut both voices out. Timidly, she brought her foot down. It neither went through the skin of the wing nor peeled away. She slitted open her eyes and took two more steps before she could talk herself out of it.

      Which got her to the hard part of the task—having to maneuver from the top of the wing to the bottom. In theory, she should be able to hold onto the forward edge of the wing and flip over to the other side. In practice, though… the thought of flying off into the void scares the shit out of me.

      The thought of doing all of this for nothing—if she took so long that the Kardon fighter went out of missile range before she got back into the cockpit of the fighter—scared her worse, though, and she leaned over to grab the leading edge. As she did, a smile crossed her face. There, a meter in front of her, a pitot tube jutted out about twenty-five centimeters from the leading edge. Three centimeters in diameter, the metal cylinder would be perfect to grab and hold onto.

      Without thinking about it further, she reached down, grabbed it securely in one hand, then flipped herself over the edge and around to the bottom of the wing. A number of things protruded from the bottom of the wing to grab onto, including the missile itself, which was within easy reach. She went hand over hand twice and reached the metal piece that was blocking the missile’s ignition.

      She was worried for a second that her gloved fingers wouldn’t be able to grasp it well enough to withdraw it, but then she got a purchase on it, slid it out, and gently cast it away from the fighter. Retracing her steps was far easier than coming out had been, as she knew where to grab, and she quickly pulled herself back to the top of the wing and got her feet under her. Jimenez actually smiled to herself as she stepped on the “No Step” warning on the way back to the cockpit. A few paces later, she had the canopy within her grasp and slipped her legs back inside.

      Jimenez quickly maneuvered herself into the pilot’s seat, then she pulled the lap belt across from both sides and buckled it, securing her to the seat. She took a second to allow herself to relax and release the breath she’d been holding, then she toggled the canopy closed and finished strapping in. Back to being a “pilot” again—and not a “spaceman”—she smiled and plugged into the system.

      Daiyu was waiting for her in the lobby.

      “The missile on station one is live,” Jimenez said. “Shoot the bastard.”

      Daiyu looked at her, her head tilted.

      “What?” Jimenez asked.

      “I had a question, but I was waiting for your heart rate to decrease before asking it.”

      “Hell, Daiyu, I’m back in and happy. What’s the question?”

      “Why did you go onto the port wing? If you’d gone onto the starboard one, you could have armed two missiles. That way, if one of them doesn’t work or misses, we’d have had a backup.”

      “If we miss or the missile on station one doesn’t work—all because you had to curse us—I’m sending you out there to pull the pin.”

      “I’d go if I could. The question remains, though. Why go to the port wing and not the starboard one?”

      “Because I didn’t think about it, okay!” She took a breath and released it slowly. “Now, will you please fire the missile!”

      “I can’t—he’s out of range.”

      “What?”

      Daiyu smiled. “Just kidding.” She paused a second and then said, “Fox Two.” The missile launched and raced off in front of them.

      “You better hope it kills him,” Jimenez said, “or I’m flying this fighter into a star.”

      The missile chased after the Kardon fighter, whose pilot apparently never saw it overtaking him. At least, if he did, he never maneuvered to try to get away from it, nor did he launch any countermeasures or do anything to try to defeat it. The missile detonated, the system gained a small star for a few moments, and the fighter was destroyed.

      Jimenez waved and a recliner appeared. She dropped into it with a smile. “That sucked. Consider me off the clock.”

      “Fine, you’re off the clock,” Daiyu said with a nod. “Before you do whatever it is that you’re going to do, though, do you care to tell me your thoughts on where we ought to be heading?”

      “Oh, shit. Yeah, I guess that’s an issue, isn’t it.”

      Daiyu nodded. “My vote would be to go to Kardonia.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “The people from Galipo tried to kill us. The people in Kardonia haven’t, at least not yet, anyway. And, if our mission is to find Lance, then we need to go there anyway, since he wasn’t in Galipo or here… that we saw, anyway.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Maybe he was a prisoner in Galipo.”

      “Now who’s the conspiracy theorist?”

      “Are you really being paranoid, though, if they’re shooting at you? Because I remember a lot of shots just being fired in our direction.”

      “Good point. My vote is for Kardonia, too.” She pursed her lips, thinking. “But maybe we enter the system a little bit off to the side so they’re not able to shoot us right away? That way, we might get off a call to Lance and Irina if they’re still alive and free there.”

      “I think that’s a good plan,” Daiyu said. “Do you suppose they are?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “An hour ago, I would have given you an emphatic ‘yes.’ Now, though?” She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
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      “Okay, Irina, we’re not going to get cocky with these guys, right?”

      “No, we’re not. We’re going to kill them and be done with them.”

      Baker nodded. Possibly the worst part of the no-flying prohibition had been his inability to talk to Tiberus. He’d really wanted to debrief their dogfighting flight with him, as he was sure Tiberus had a wealth of information to share, but he’d been forbidden to talk with anyone else about flying and fighting.

      Now, however, it was time to fight the Kardons, and he was ready to do so.

      “Remember, they’ve had two weeks to watch everything we did with the Sontags, so they will be aware of the capabilities of the F-77. We have to watch out for being predictable; if we are, we’re going to pay for it.”

      Irina sniffed. “I realize that.”

      “All right. Here we go then.” He switched to the radio. “Blaster Three Hundred. Fight’s on.”

      “Blaster Three Hundred, Nameless Five Six. Concur. Fight’s on. Time for you to die.” The last was said in the upper-crust privileged tone that Baker’d only heard in movies with 1700s British royalty.

      “It’ll be my pleasure to kill you, dumbass,” Baker muttered.

      Irina turned toward the Kardon fighters that began accelerating toward them. The fight had been rigged in their favor. In atmosphere, the larger control surfaces on their wings would give them an advantage. The use of missiles had been outlawed, so easy, long-range shots that might have evened the odds were forbidden. It was three vs. one in a knife-fight with rail guns.

      So be it.

      As expected, as the F-77 approached the Kardon fighters, they grouped together and slowed, presenting a defense like a herd of porcupines. Irina veered off, staying out of range.

      “Told you,” Baker said. “You owe me a buck.”

      Irina shrugged. “They were all ‘Oh, watch us chase you down and kill you.’”

      “Of course they were. Until their bosses told them to fight smart. It’s our turn now, though.” Baker keyed the radio. “Ooh, you’re so scary sitting like a flock of bregas”—the local equivalent of sheep—“I thought you were going to mix it up. What a bunch of rugas.”

      “I haven’t heard that word,” Irina said as the Kardon formation broke up and came after them. “Seems to have had the desired effect, though.”

      “It’s something like ‘public masturbator.’ Golchak said it’s the worst thing you can call someone.” He chuckled. “It does seem to have gotten their attention. You’re on.”

      “Here we go.” Irina maxxed the throttles and pulled back until they were headed straight up. “Are they following?”

      Baker strained against the Gs to look back. “Yeah,” he said with a grunt to keep blood flowing to his head. “About eight kilometers back.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Fifteen thousand meters,” Baker advised as the altimeter continued to wind. “Remember—”

      “The ceiling is twenty thousand,” Irina said. “I know.”

      “Just trying to be a good copilot.”

      “Good.” Irina leveled off at 19.5k and pulled back a little on the power. The horizon was now much darker than the blue sky below them. “Look back and tell me when they get to five kilometers.”

      “Five kilometers,” Baker said after a few seconds. The Kardon fighters were coming on quickly.

      “Down we go!” Irina pushed over on the stick until they were headed almost straight down, and the ground quickly grew to fill the canopy. The airspeed indicator spun almost out of control in the full-power dive.

      “You’ve got this right?” Baker asked in the lobby.

      Irina looked up from filing her nails and held her hand up to the light to admire her work, then she looked back at Baker. “We’re not going to die today.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “Okay. You know, because the ground—”

      “I’ve got it.”

      Baker glanced through his eyes, then withdrew to the system again, wishing he hadn’t. He didn’t honestly see how they were going to pull out in time.

      “Hold on,” Irina warned, then she pulled as hard as she could, using everything at her disposal—engines, gravity drive, and thrusters—to break their screaming dive. Baker woke up as they were climbing back through a thousand meters. “Gs coming again.”

      This time, Irina only used nine Gs, or at least that’s what it felt like to Baker. The G-meter was stuck at 11.9, and Baker didn’t feel any shame about having been put to sleep by it.

      The fighter snapped around to catch the lead Kardon fighter struggling back up through about five hundred meters. “He violated the hard deck and almost crashed.” Irina giggled. “And now he’s mine.”

      “Guns! Guns! Guns!” Irina called in Baker’s voice.

      She spun away and accelerated. “Hey, since you’re awake now, take a look and see if you can find the other fighter. One is at one o’clock high.”

      Baker scanned, ignoring the jibe, and found the other. “Ten o’clock, a little high,” Baker said. “Going to pass left of us!”

      “There he is,” Irina said. “Perfect. I’ve got him. Keep your eye on the high one.”

      Irina pointed the fighter at the other jet, who was still coming at high speed from the dive. He’d obviously not followed them down as far and as fast and was trying to come back to his lead’s support. It didn’t appear he’d seen them as he swung the nose of the fighter back and forth, obviously trying to pick them up on radar.

      Baker knew from past exercises that the F-77 was hard to pick up in the ground clutter unless you knew how to tune your radar just right, because the fighter returned less radar than the ground around it.

      “Two, she’s in front of you low!” the third fighter called from above.

      The pilot of the second fighter tried to maneuver, but the warning—too little, too late—only made him turn away from Three Hundred, and it was an easy kill. “Guns! Guns! Guns!”

      With two dead, it was now one-on-one, and Baker took the controls to get the fighter pointed at the remaining enemy fighter.

      “I’ve got it,” Irina said as the enemy fighter appeared on their radar.

      As they closed, the enemy fighter banked hard, using his greater maneuvering ability to out-turn the F-77.

      “Hey!” Irina said suddenly. “Sofia is here!”

      “What?” Baker asked, blinking.

      “I said Sofia is here. I just heard her on the radio.”

      “Great—we’ll figure it out in a minute,” Baker said. “Kill the enemy fighter!”

      “Oops!” Irina said. While she’d been concentrating on the radio, the enemy fighter had almost worked its way into a firing position. “Not today, rugas.”

      Irina spun the fighter back the other way and dove for the deck again. As the enemy fighter accelerated to follow, she executed a perfect Irina Maneuver and ended up behind the enemy fighter before he could turn back into her.

      “Guns! Guns! Guns!”

      Irina looked up and smiled. “Sorry about that. The signal was really weak from them, and I had to use a lot of my processing power to put the signal together.”

      “But they’re here? Sofia and Daiyu, or the squadron? The carrier?”

      “I don’t know,” Irina said. “It sounded like they just checked in with Defense Command by themselves… but how is that possible?”

      Baker shrugged. “No idea, and they won’t be here until tomorrow, in any event. For right now, though, we need to go debrief with the Kardons.”

      “Is this where we get to rub it in that we kicked their asses?”

      “No, this is where we show that we’re magnanimous winners.”

      “Pass. You can debrief. I’ll stay with the fighter and try to get into comms with Daiyu.”

      “You’re going to let me be the one with the tactful job?”

      “No, I choose to talk to Daiyu, who I can possibly have an intelligent conversation with. You speak asshole better than me, so you can go talk with the Kardons.”
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        LANDING PAD, THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA

      

      

      Emthos and Golchak were waiting for them when they got back.

      “That was… something,” Emthos said as Baker climbed down from the cockpit.

      “Something?” Baker asked. “Not, ‘A stunning victory against overwhelming odds?’”

      “Arundo is calling it a masterpiece of cheating.” He waved at the rest of the empty landing pad. “He left and is meeting the Kardon fighters at the military base.”

      “What?” Baker asked. “We didn’t cheat. How could we with everyone watching?”

      “He said you performed a dangerous maneuver that almost led to the death of his son.”

      Baker smiled. “His son was in the lead aircraft? No wonder he sounded like an ass.”

      “Ass or not, Arundo is saying your dive was ‘flagrantly dangerous’ and grounds for voiding the exercise.”

      “How is it my fault that his son couldn’t control his aircraft and almost flew it into the dirt?”

      “You almost flew yours into the dirt,” Golchak noted.

      Baker shrugged. “But I didn’t, did I? I think if you look at the recordings of the exercise, you’ll see that we didn’t cross the hard deck, but his son did.”

      “Arundo is saying his people at the base have you going through the hard deck.”

      Baker shook his head. “No way. They’re the ones who are cheating.”

      “That will be determined,” Emthos replied. “We had a number of people watching. We will get to the bottom of this.” He paused and looked over Baker’s shoulder. “Either your fighter experienced a major malfunction with all your maneuvering or Irina is trying to get your attention.”

      Baker turned and all the lights on Three Hundred were flashing. “Let me go see what’s up.” He jogged back to the fighter, climbed into the cockpit, and plugged in.

      “It’s too early in the day to disco,” Baker said.

      “What?” Irina asked. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “All the lights you were flashing. It looked like—” He cut himself off. “Never mind. What’s up?”

      “I just got a one-way transmission from Sofia.”

      “One way?”

      Irina nodded. “Since they’re still too far to have a conversation, they just packaged up all the info they had and sent it to us.”

      “I take it that—for a number of reasons—there’s something bad going on?”

      “If you think that a four-carrier Overlord force coming here is ‘bad,’ then yes.”

      “Okay, that’s bad.”

      “The Enterprise and the Panther are also with them. Along with four Overlord cruisers.” She quickly passed on the rest of the information on the fleet.

      “Damn,” Baker said. “That’s worse, all right. I think there are only a couple of carriers and a couple of cruisers here.” He shook his head. “I hope the orbital defenses are really good.”

      One of Irina’s eyebrows rose. “You want the worse news?”

      “I doubt it very much.”

      After Irina held the same look for several moments, Baker chuckled.

      The eyebrow fell back to normal and Irina frowned. “There is nothing funny here.”

      “For a moment, you looked very Russian,” Baker said with a smile, “and now you sound like it, too.” His smile faded as she continued to frown at him. “Sorry. I still probably don’t want the news, though, do I?”

      “Sofia and Daiyu got attacked by three Kardon fighters. Not only that, their fighter got sabotaged while it was at Galipo Station.”

      “Attacked by the Kardons? From Galipo? Did they say why?”

      “Apparently the Kardons didn’t like SIs.”

      Baker shook his head. “I don’t get it. Some of the people here don’t like SIs, but no one has tried to kill us.”

      “Not yet, anyway.” Irina tapped her foot. “But I wouldn’t put it past Arundo and his ilk.” She shrugged. “How well do we know Emthos and Golchak, anyway?”

      “Well enough, I thought.” Baker sighed, then he slapped the table. “No. I’m sorry, but I don’t think Emthos, and certainly not Golchak, are against us.”

      “Are you willing to bet your life on it?”

      “We already have; we’re here, aren’t we?”

      “We could leave.”

      “And go where?” Baker asked. “To the Overlord fleet that’s coming? ‘Don’t worry about us! We’re really not consorting with the enemy…’”

      “Sure, we’d have to figure out how to rejoin the fleet, but so do Daiyu and Sofia. I’m sure they have a plan.”

      “I hope so, and that will be one of the first questions we can ask them when they get close enough. Until then, though”—he motioned toward the outside—“I’m going to go talk with our allies and warn them the bad guys’ arrival is imminent.”

      “Are we sure they’re our allies, though? What if all of this was just to get us to demonstrate the capabilities of the F-77 so they could better fight us?”

      “Then they just got a lesson in why they need to fight with us rather than against us,” Baker replied. He scratched his head. “Question for you.”

      “What?”

      “When you did your dive of death, what altitude did we pull out at?”

      “Five hundred ten meters.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Are you doubting my word? I seem to remember you being asleep at that point.”

      Baker chuckled. “A twelve-G pull will do that to you. I’m just happy the wings didn’t rip off.”

      “The structural engineers I talked to say they can withstand seventeen Gs, even if the biological pilots can’t.” She pursed her lips. “Why are you asking?”

      “Apparently, Arundo is saying we busted the hard deck, and we died first. Then our ‘reckless maneuver’ caused his son to follow us through the hard deck.”

      “That’s bullshit. I categorically deny it and would call him a liar to his face if he were here right now.”

      “That’s what I figured, but I had to ask since I was asleep at the time.” He shrugged. “Well, I guess I’ll go give Emthos the good news. I’ll also have him service the fighter so we can leave quickly if we need to.” He paused for a second. “I think it’s better if you stay with the fighter from now on. That way, you can keep an eye on Three Hundred and people won’t be able to do a snatch and grab on my slate to get you.”

      “I think it is better if I stay here,” Irina agreed with a nod. “It’ll also give me a chance to talk to Daiyu and Sofia as they get closer.”

      Baker nodded and left the fighter again. Emthos and Golchak were still waiting for him.

      “Gentlemen,” Baker said as he approached. “I think we need to talk.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        EMTHOS’S STUDY, THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA

      

      

      “Well, at least we’ll get to see Sofia again.” Golchak tried a smile, but it died half-formed.

      “Despite your countrymen’s assault on her and Daiyu, yes.”

      “It had to have been a local thing,” Emthos said. “I know nothing like this has been discussed in Parliament.”

      “There’s no way Rosar approved this,” Golchak added. “None.”

      “They said that their fighter was sabotaged and that it was an SI-related attack.” Baker shrugged. “How does a fighter get sabotaged at Rosar’s station if he wasn’t involved?”

      “Easy,” Golchak replied, “as you and I both know. A few pilots get together and convince a ground crewman or two that the Terrans are evil because they consort with SIs. Maybe they throw them some credits to go along with it.” He glanced at his father. “We don’t pay our enlisted members as much as we should.”

      Emthos nodded, and Golchak continued, “It would be easy to do without Rosar knowing.”

      “I don’t know,” Baker said. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Now I’m worried about their safety—and the safety of Irina—here.”

      “Is that why you left her in the fighter?” Emthos asked.

      “It is. She can defend herself there. Well, better than if she were in a slate, anyway.”

      “I will double the security around the pad,” Emthos replied.

      “Thank you.” Baker nodded. “That was actually the easy part of Sofia’s message. The other part is worse.”

      “What could be worse than someone attacking your girlfriend?” Golchak asked with a full smile.

      Baker took a breath, squared his shoulders, and said, “The Overlords are coming.”

      Both Kardons jerked back. “The Overlords?” Emthos asked. “Where? When? How?”

      “Sofia thinks they’re going to come here. One of our carriers is with the fleet; she snuck off from it to warn us. She thinks they’ll be in Galipo within the next day or two, and it won’t take them long to get here after that.”

      Baker looked at Golchak. “We were indeed seen coming here. When word got back to Seldo, they split the fleet and sent this force here, hoping to hit you where you weren’t expecting it.”

      “Wiping out the homeworld would play havoc with the war effort,” Golchak said. “That would take us out and leave the Sontags open to attack from a second direction, too.”

      Emthos nodded. “If Kardonia falls, the war will be over in three or four months, maximum.”

      “I guess we have to stop them, then,” Baker said. “Ally with us, call on the Sontags, and we defeat this force. If they weakened the one in Seldo, then we can roll there next, defeat them, and then free Earth. It all works!”

      “If only it were that easy,” Emthos said. “The carriers and cruisers here in orbit are only present because they got chewed up. The carriers are replenishing their air wings, which took a beating in the last battle. Most of those pilots will be inexperienced, and they will be facing veteran Overlord forces.

      “We can’t hope to defeat them, even with your assistance. The best thing you can do is rejoin your fleet when it shows up and pretend you were never here. They will surely obliterate us, but maybe they will spare you if they don’t know you were conspiring against them.”

      “I don’t see how that’s possible,” Baker said. “Too many people know that I’m here. Eventually, someone is going to tell the Overlords, and then we’re doomed, too. We have to unite.”

      Emthos shrugged. “That will be for the king and the Parliament to decide.” He stood. “The sooner they get word of this, the sooner we can work out a plan.”

      Baker stood. “I’ll come with you. I can give them all the details.”

      “No.” Emthos shook his head. “This is a Kardon problem, first and foremost. We must come to a decision. There will be time for you tomorrow.”

      Baker looked around. “So what am I supposed to do now?”

      “Rest. Get plenty of sleep, because tomorrow is going to be a long and stressful day.” He looked at Golchak. “I will call when I have more information.” Emthos left.

      Rest? Baker shook his head. While rest would be necessary to get him through the days ahead, he didn’t have any idea how he’d get any sleep with all the thoughts battling for supremacy in his head.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE OH TWO, TSS ENTERPRISE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

      

      

      The catapult fired and Blaster Three Oh Two was flung into space. Commander Stan Jackson ran a quick systems check, looked at the large number he’d written on his kneeboard, then he called Departure Control.

      “Departure, Blaster Three Oh One. We’re spaceborne, proceeding on mission.”

      “Roger, Three Oh One, good hunting.”

      “Three Oh One, thanks!”

      Jackson chuckled. Even though he’d made his calls normally, they had gone out in Jimenez’s voice, digitized by Jody. “Even though we’ve been doing this for a week, I still can’t get used to hearing her voice when I transmit. Nor to calling us Three Oh One.”

      “Better to fake it than to have the Overlords wondering where Sofia went, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it is.” Jackson smiled. “I just can’t get used to my voice coming out as hers.”

      They both watched the rest of the squadron launch and joined them in the holding stack. “Nicely done,” Jackson said once the squadron had rendezvoused. Sixteen craft were in perfect position, with three drifting into and out of it.

      “What?”

      Jackson chuckled. “Are you telling me you had nothing to do with all of the other SIs lining up perfectly with us?”

      “Maybe just a little. You did tell me that, as lead SI, I should be more active in leading the other SIs.”

      “And I appreciate your efforts.” Jackson smiled. “There’s just one problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The SIs are now too perfect. If the Overlords were watching, they’re going to wonder how all of a sudden us sloppy humans are able to maintain such good positioning. Well, how sixteen of them are; the other three are perfectly normal.”

      “Oh!” Jody said after a few moments. “I see what you’re talking about. It’s easy for us to lock in a spot and tweak it every few milliseconds, but that’s not what the human crews are doing. Now that you point it out, it’s pretty obvious where the SIs are.” She sighed. “Sorry, I thought I was doing a good thing.”

      “Don’t get down on yourself,” Jackson said. “I appreciate the effort; I really do. Unfortunately, at this moment, there’s still such a thing as ‘too much perfection.’ We’re both still learning about each other, and having to do it under the watchful eyes of the Overlords is difficult. It will be better once we throw off our shackles and can really build the human/SI teams.”

      “Do you think we’ll ever be able to do so? It seems like the Overlords have too tight a grip on our system for us to ever break out of it. If that’s the case, and if the Kardons are beaten, there won’t be anyone to come to our aid. How will we ever overcome them?”

      “I don’t know, Jody, but I know one thing—we’ve got our best people on it. Baker and Jimenez have gotten us out of a lot of bad situations. It’s amazing they’re both still alive.”

      “That’s just it, though. At some point, their luck is going to run out. Trust me—I’m all about numbers. The statistical probability of them continuing to succeed is astronomical.”

      “Maybe.” Jackson shrugged, then he smiled as he noticed the formation falling into a loose, imperfect line. “Still, I’d rather have them on our side than someone else’s. And nice job on the formation. That looks much better.”

      “Thanks.”

      Jackson decided not to mention that they’d formed up in about half the time of the other squadrons, almost as fast as the Overlords had. That could be a teaching point for another day. He took a minute to look at the formation. Rather than jump inside the carrier and then launch, the jump was relatively short, and the Overlords had decided to launch all the fighters and jump as one giant mass. There would probably be some collisions upon arrival, but they were expecting a Kardon presence in the next system as they hadn’t found anything in the system they’d just searched.

      Hopefully, Baker and Jimenez’s luck was still holding out and they’d be ready for the Overlord fleet when it materialized.

      “Stand by for orders,” a voice said on the command channel. “All forces, advance!”

      The Overlord ships advanced, with the Enterprise a second or two behind. The Overlord fighters—their lines dressed with the precision only machine intelligences could manage—moved forward as one, with the human squadrons slightly behind them, despite the advance warning.

      The Blasters held formation well—probably too well, but Jackson wasn’t going to complain—with the veteran Panda squadron doing nearly as well.

      The Red Rippers, as they’d been most of the cruise, were a bit of a mess. They looked like they were playing “crack the whip,” except that the whip might crack at any given point on the line—the middle fighters were as likely to be out of position as the ends were. They’d gotten better, and fighting against the SIs had greatly refined their individual combat skills, but they were still learning about fighting as part of an Overlord battle force.

      “Do you think we should send some SIs to the Rippers to work with their pilots?” Jody asked.

      Jackson shook his head. “No. We don’t want to dilute the combat power we have in the squadron.”

      “But if we could raise their abilities significantly, wouldn’t that help the force as a whole?”

      “Yes, and that’s a good point. We need to work more with their pilots when we have time. Unfortunately, though, we need to do it away from the electronic eyes of the Overlords.”

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      And that’s the problem with this group of SIs. Jackson took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The Kids” had great ideas and were always trying out new things to push their limits, the limits of the fighter, or the limits of what they could understand. Unfortunately, they never applied a filter of “and then what?” They came up with great ideas but never mentally tested them against the view of what would come out of it or how their “new things” would apply to the real world.

      It’s just the difference between the “Old SIs” and the “New SIs,” I guess. The first group of SIs had made it through flight school on their own and had been members of a squadron. They’d seen the real world and had participated in adult things. The newer SIs typically hadn’t made it out of flight school, and their perspective showed. Their viewpoints were stuck at an age of about twenty-one—that glorious time where everything is possible and most had never failed at anything.

      It was a great period in Jackson’s own life, and he could remember looking at life through rose-colored glasses before he had to start adulting. Before he’d had to make his way in the real world.

      Jackson shook his head. Would the SIs ever grow out of that mindset? Would war force them to grow beyond who and what they were when they became SIs? He didn’t know the answer to that question, but he hadn’t seen a lot of growth so far on cruise. Did the SIs learn? Absolutely. They learned far faster than their human counterparts. The difference was that—in many cases—the human pilots and WSOs had the life experience to make more out of the data than the SIs did. They could learn all the data in the world and recall it with blinding speed, but application wasn’t always their strong point.

      Maybe they needed some additional coding that could be supplied or applied to them? It was something he’d need to talk to Jimenez and Baker about when he saw them again, because he believed he would. And that was the other difference between human and SI—the SIs were more data driven, and their emotional capabilities didn’t seem to grow and mature. He had a limited data set, sure, but so far in his close contact with Jody, she hadn’t changed as a “person.” She was still the same “bright-eyed and bushy-tailed” youngster that he’d met on his first flight with her. Happy to please, but easily saddened when she got something wrong or didn’t measure up. She’d said her parents were hard on her when she was growing up; he could still see the lingering aspects of it.

      Were all the SIs the same? More questions for Baker and Jimenez. He suspected they’d probably had the same questions and feelings he had—hell, they have lived with them day-in and day-out for a long time—but maybe they’d been so close to the problem they hadn’t seen it as such.

      “Here we go,” Jody said, making Jackson refocus on the here-and-now. “Are you ready?”

      “I am,” Jackson said with a smile. He turned on the master arm switch in case they were thrown immediately into combat upon arrival. “Let’s go blow some stuff up.”

      “That’s the plan!”

      Almost as one, the entire formation made the jump across the void to the next system.

      “Find me a target,” Jackson said as the system—and his body—settled out from the effects of the jump.

      “Working.” Jody paused as the fighter’s sensors reached out with their electronic eyes.

      Jackson searched along with her, but—as briefed before the flight—he devoted most of his time to making sure the squadron got back into formation. It was a short jump, but they were still scattered about. It was a task a human could do as well as an SI, or maybe even better as he could visually acquire targets that were outside the fighter’s systems’ fields of vision.

      “Nothing near us,” Jody said after a few seconds, confirming what Jackson also hadn’t seen in his limited sweeps. “Got something! Electronic emissions at two o’clock.”

      “You’re sure those aren’t from an Overlord fighter that got ahead of the group?”

      “No, they’re a different type of radar. Matching the signal up with the database, it looks like what the Kardon carriers use.”

      “Blasters, be ready,” he said on the squadron frequency. “We’re picking up a Kardon carrier’s radar.”

      Jackson then switched to the Overlord command frequency, but the Panda CO was already reporting it. Jackson nodded. It was fine if Jinan reported it—better even than if he’d done it. Jinan, with his SI, was supposed to be better and faster than he was.

      The Overlords called for a turn to starboard to face the potential enemy. “What have you got, Jody?”

      “Looks like a Kardon carrier, sir.” She brought up the long-range image on the monitor. “It’s about the right size and shape, although some of its identifying characteristics are slightly different.”

      “It may be a different class carrier than the ones we normally see. If it’s older, so much the better, but out here on its own, it may be a new type out doing work-ups or something. Make sure you record everything you can about it.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jody replied. “It looks like it is powered, but its drives aren’t engaged.”

      “It’s just sitting there?”

      “Yes, sir. Several squadrons of Overlord fighters are accelerating toward it.”

      “Understood.”

      “Uh, Commander Jackson?”

      “Yes?” he replied with a smile. Jackson knew the use of his rank meant a sensitive question—at least in Jody’s mind, anyway—was incoming.

      “Are we going to let them attack it? Don’t we want the Kardons to be our friends?”

      “Do you want to take on about six hundred Overlord fighters? Because that’s how many are in the four carriers with us.”

      “Well, no, but we can’t let them blow up that Kardon carrier.”

      “Why not?”

      “It might damage our relations with them. If they destroy it, that will be one fewer carrier on our side.”

      “Do you trust Admiral Jameson?”

      “Absolutely, sir! He’s really smart!”

      “I trust him, too, and he hasn’t changed our tasking. We need to save our fighters until they’re needed.”

      “But… but…”

      “What?” Jackson asked.

      Jody sighed. “It’s hard watching.”

      “It is, but there’s nothing we can do. Hopefully, the carrier and its fighters will take out a bunch of Overlord fighters, so there are fewer for us to deal with later.”

      “Oh, that makes sense!”

      “Approaching fleet,” a new voice said on the radio. “This is the Kardon Station Galipo. We surrender.”

      “What?” Jody asked. “Did they just… surrender?”

      Jackson nodded. “I think they did.”

      “So much for taking out a bunch of the Overlord fighters.”
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LANDING PAD, THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA
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      Despite everything going on—and everything that was wrong in the galaxy—Baker couldn’t keep the smile off his face as he watched the F-77 come in to land next to his. He tried to keep it to the one Sofia called “normal,” but after not seeing her for a couple of months, it kept straying into “goofy.”

      The fighter touched down—an exact duplicate of the one already there with the exception of the number on the nose: “301” instead of “300.” Before he could get to the boarding ladder, Sofia was already down it and running toward him. If the first couple of steps were less than graceful—she had been in the fighter for almost a week by this point—he didn’t notice. Or care. He was just damn glad to see her again, and he swept her up into a hug.

      The hug turned into a kiss, which might have lasted forever, if a piercing noise hadn’t come from Three Oh One as it vented something.

      Jimenez broke their embrace with a laugh. “Apparently, Daiyu would like to participate in the reunion.”

      “As would Irina, who’s stuck in Lance’s pocket for the five hundredth time this trip,” Irina’s muffled voice said from the slate.

      “I guess we should have a reunion,” Baker said. He smiled. “Your place or mine?”

      Jimenez nodded to Three Oh One. “Daiyu’s still there.”

      “That’s fine.” Baker climbed into the WSO’s seat and plugged his slate into the port. By the time he plugged in, too, the women had all gathered in Daiyu’s sitting room, and the SI was serving tea.

      All four sat down after a few pleasantries to get to business, with each group filling in the other on what they’d been up to.

      “I don’t get it,” Jimenez said when Baker had finished. “You come for an alliance. You beat their best. We warn them that the Overlords are coming… and what? We don’t even get to watch the decision process, much less talk about it?”

      “The Parliament is in a Kardon-only session,” Baker said with a nod. “They kicked out the Sontag rep, too.”

      “Those are the cat people?”

      Baker nodded. “I really liked their ambassador, Tiberus Junglemaster.”

      “Junglemaster?” Jimenez laughed.

      Baker smiled. I’ve really missed that sound. “Yes,” he said after a moment. “That’s really his name. He’s a warrior, the likes of which I’ve never seen. He’s like the Zen Buddhist master—he just exudes quiet confidence.” Baker chuckled. “He also beat the Irina Maneuver on his first try.”

      “He got lucky!” Irina said. “And I beat him later. A couple of times.”

      One of Baker’s eyebrows flew up. “And how many times did you lose?”

      “A few.”

      “What did he do?” Jimenez asked. “Go slow?”

      Irina nodded. “How’d you know?”

      “The secret’s out, I’m afraid. One of the Kardons tried it on me. I wasn’t expecting it, and we would have gotten killed if Daiyu’s reflexes weren’t so good.”

      Daiyu nodded. “And I suspect the kids would have come up with that solution if given more time. They already had another counter for it figured out.”

      “The kids?” Baker asked.

      Jimenez chuckled. “That’s what we’ve taken to calling the junior SIs. They’re all like kids, trying new things and experimenting to see what they can do and get away with.” She shook her head. “We never had a chance at that; we just got thrown into the war.”

      “How are they as pilots?” Baker asked. “We’re rapidly coming to the point where we may have to make a decision on whose side we’re on.”

      “It sounds like we already have,” Jimenez said. “When the Overlords get here, they’re going to find out that you’ve been here.” She shrugged. “Me too, now. And I warned the Kardons that the Overlords were coming. I doubt they’ll think favorably of us for that.”

      Jimenez shrugged. “To answer the question, though, the kids are good pilots, and they’ve teamed up well with the humans they’re paired with. They learned early on that they can’t do it alone.

      Baker looked over to Irina, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes. He smiled. He’d really wanted to hear what Tiberus would have said about the dogfighting. He’d wanted Irina to hear it even more. The smile fled as he thought about what was going to happen in the coming days, and he wondered if any of them would be around afterward.

      “Did they give you any indication of what they hoped would happen?” Baker asked.

      “Yeah, they’d like us to turn on the Overlords at a critical moment, destroy them, and then take our new allies to drive them out of Tau Ceti and the solar system.”

      “Sounds like a great sci-fi story if it actually happened—and it’s what I have been trying to sell the Kardons on since I got here. The only problem is that the Kardons don’t have that much to give. Unless they’re hiding ships I haven’t seen, they’re too greatly outnumbered, and I don’t see that us flipping in the middle of a battle is going to change that outcome.”

      Baker shrugged. “If it didn’t look like that fairy tale would work, did they have any additional guidance?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “At this stage, they’ve pretty much bet it all on this working.”

      “Then we are well and truly fucked.” He shook his head, unable to see how they were going to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat this time. “We need more…”

      “More what?”

      “More fighters, more carriers, more missiles, more… everything.” He looked down at the floor, then he looked back up with a gleam in his eye as it came to him. “I don’t know if there are more forces nearby, but I know who to ask.”

      “I thought everyone important was in the big meeting?”

      “Everyone is… except the person we need to talk to.” He smiled. “C’mon. Maybe Emthos will let us borrow an aircar.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TIBERUS’S DEN, KARDONIA

      

      

      Jimenez frowned as she looked at the door. The scene could have been taken straight from a Hobbit hole in Lord of the Rings—it was a door that led into the side of the hill. No, it wasn’t even a Hobbit hole; they usually had flowers or a garden in front of their door. This one had two rather meager potted plants—one on each side of the door—that had both seen better days.

      “This is where your Zen master lives?” Jimenez asked.

      “It’s the right address,” Baker said. “At least, this is all that Irina could find for him.”

      Jimenez expressed her feelings with a small “Hmpf!”

      The door into the hill was outside the city by about half an hour by aircar, and it sat in the middle of the only patch of forested land within a hundred kilometers. It wasn’t much of a hill—more of a small knoll—just big enough for a small landing pad and the door.

      “There’s only one way to find out, I guess.” Baker shrugged and knocked.

      The door opened, and Tiberus met Baker and Jimenez with a smile. “Well met, Terrans.”

      Baker startled. “You know she’s a Terran?”

      The Sontag chuckled. “I don’t think you can pull up a media channel that isn’t currently showing her picture.” He shook his head. “Half of them want her pelt for being the one to bring the bad news. Typical.” He bowed. “As I said, though, well met, Commander Sofia Jimenez. I’m Tiberus Junglemaster. Welcome to my den.”

      Tiberus opened the door wide and waved them in. “You’ve come all this way. No need to leave you on the doorstep.” He looked at one of the plants and frowned. “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting guests. I’m not much of a gardener, I’m afraid.”

      “Neither am I,” Jimenez said. “If I touched them, they’d probably just shrivel up and die.”

      “Do your nephew and niece live here as well?” Baker asked as he entered.

      “No,” Tiberus replied with a small laugh. “There is actually a second niece, too—Kiara’s sister Kitha, who normally has the third shift, which is why you haven’t seen her. None of the three would be happy this far from the city or living this simply. The old ways aren’t for them—they live in one of the giant steel and glass apartment buildings in the city.”

      “This is the old way?”

      Tiberus’s lips pulled back in what was probably a smile but showed way too much of his long canines. “It is old in an ancient sort of way. We haven’t lived in caves and dens in thousands of years, or course, but I find this”—he waved a hand around his abode—“comforting somehow.”

      He led them to a small alcove with three chairs and a number of bookshelves. “Please have a seat.” When they had, he asked, “What can I do for the upsetters of the balance?”

      “Upsetters of the balance?” Jimenez asked, looking at Baker. “Boy, he knows you well.”

      “I don’t upset the balance,” Baker said. “I just happen to have a habit of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He smiled. “I like to think that I help reset the balance.”

      “In this case,” Tiberus said, showing his teeth again, “it is upsetting to many of the people of this planet. You ask them for aid, when they don’t believe they have any to give.” He turned to Jimenez. “And then you bring word that the Overlords are on their way here. You have made the people here… very uncomfortable.”

      “You’re not worried about the Overlord fleet that is coming?” Jimenez asked.

      “Worry only leads to an early grave,” Tiberus said. “Warriors plan and accept that which they can’t change. In this case, it is the arrival of an enemy fleet. I have made what plans I can—admittedly few while we are locked out of the Parliament—and now there isn’t much more I can do than read a good book.” He motioned toward the bookshelves. “I have spent a lot of time here recently.”

      Baker nodded. “Planning is what we came to discuss with you, since we also are unable to talk with the Kardons.”

      “Of course,” Tiberus said, sitting forward in his chair. “What plans would you have me make?”

      “I got some… interesting information when Sofia arrived,” Baker said with a smile. “In addition to the SI she flies with, my old squadron has sixteen new SIs.”

      “That is interesting, but I’m not sure what you are looking to plan with them.”

      “The Terran carrier has three squadrons on board. I’m hoping that if the Sontags can send a couple of carriers and cruisers to go with the Kardon ones here, you’d be able to fight them to a standstill. Then, in the middle of the battle, we turn the SIs loose on the Overlord fighters, wipe them out, and then destroy the carriers and cruisers.”

      Tiberus smiled. “And then go to Seldo, wipe out the Overlord forces there, and free the Earth from their rule, correct?”

      “It would be great if we could do so.” Baker said. “Otherwise, I find it likely that the Kardon and Terran societies will both be destroyed before much longer. The Kardons when the Overlords arrive, and then Earth once they realize I was here trying to enlist Kardon aid. Someone is bound to let the Overlords know.”

      “Were events to proceed as they are now, I believe that to be a likely outcome. It is, however, possible that the Overlords will wipe out the Kardons without taking any prisoners.”

      “They would do that?” Jimenez asked, horrified.

      “Would do it?” Tiberus laughed. “They have done it, many times.” He shrugged. “Rather than take over a planet that is sure to house insurgents, why not just wipe everyone out and re-seed the planet with people who are loyal to you? They have the capability, and I am aware of at least two occasions where they have done so.”

      Jimenez shifted in her seat. “You don’t sound worried that you’re about to lose your allies.”

      “That assumes the only allies we have currently are the Kardons. They are not.” Tiberus shrugged. “They are, however, our best allies, and I would rather not lose them. Nor would I prefer to lose the potential you Terrans bring to the war.”

      “How can you be so calm?” Baker asked. “If you believe that, why haven’t you sent someone back to ask for assistance?”

      “Perhaps it is easier for me to be calm because my planet isn’t currently in peril.” Tiberus sat back in his chair. “I like to believe that it is because I have accepted everything you’ve said as one possibility. There are other possibilities, too.”

      “Like what?” Jimenez asked.

      “Like the possibility that the Overlords won’t find this system. Admittedly, that is a small possibility, but it exists.”

      “Well, that’s something to hope for, at least.”

      Tiberus shook his head. “Hope is not a strategy, and it is the poor leader who relies on it for his victories. You ask why I haven’t sent for assistance; in fact, I have.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “You did? Why didn’t you say so?”

      “Because you didn’t ask. Artis and Kiara left yesterday.” He held up a hand. “That, however, does not guarantee any assistance is coming. When last I was in Surrapsis, there weren’t any fleet assets in the system. They may very well get there and find the same to be true, and they may have to go farther afield to find aid, if indeed it’s available anywhere.”

      “How far away is Surrapsis?” Baker asked.

      “It is the next system over, but like I said, the odds that there are any forces there are slim.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to go back to my book when you leave.”

      Baker tilted his head and looked at Tiberus incredulously. “Seriously? What happens when the Overlords show up?”

      “Then I will fight them.”

      “You will?” Jimenez asked. “Just by yourself?”

      “I am certainly not going to jump to Surrapsis and show the Overlords where it is. If they find it, it won’t be because I led them there. I will join whatever unit is fighting here, and I will fight to the death.” He squared his shoulders. “I will meet the Creator with the blood of my enemies on my claws, having done everything I could to save the people I pledged myself to.”

      Tiberus’s slate beeped from the table next to him. He picked it up and nodded as he read the message, then he said, “It’s time to go.”

      “Where?” Baker asked.

      “The Parliament has come to a conclusion, but we have to go there to find out what it is.”
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      The air wing continued toward the Kardon station—which Jackson now realized was an older-model Kardon carrier—and the longer he looked at it, the more the bad feeling he’d had settled over him.

      “What?” Jody asked.

      “I’m sorry,” Jackson said. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re sitting there sighing and shaking your head. What’s wrong?”

      “Well, at least Commander Jimenez came through here, and probably Commander Baker as well, right?”

      “That makes sense. Certainly, Sofia passed through here.”

      “So they would have talked to the people on the station.”

      “I would expect so. This looks like some sort of picket.”

      “What do you think they’re going to tell the Overlords once they get a chance. ‘Hey, if you don’t kill us, we’ll tell you all about the people who came through. As a matter of fact, they had fighters just like your allies do.’ I can’t see this turning out well.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Jody replied. “What do you suppose is going to happen?”

      “At the very least, there are going to be some hard questions asked of the Admiral, and it wouldn’t surprise me at all if the Overlords decide that we’re traitors… which wouldn’t be anything more than the truth.”

      “And if they decide that?”

      “There’s a lot more of them than there are of us.”

      “The SIs fight better than they do. We can take them.”

      Jackson scoffed. “You’d be outnumbered about thirty to one. If it was a series of one-on-one gun battles, maybe. But they’re going to come after you—come after us—with nukes. And, as the saying goes, close counts in nuclear warfare. You’re not going to beat those odds if they’re shooting nukes. Even if we had all three squadrons, we’re still going to get overwhelmed.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “That’s what I was shaking my head at. The only thing I can think of that will keep the Kardons from throwing us under the bus is if we nuke that station.”

      “What!” Jody looked across the table at him, aghast. “They aren’t shooting us, and you’d nuke them?”

      “I don’t want to, certainly, but that may be our only option.”

      “I thought we wanted to be their allies.”

      “We do.”

      Jody sniffed. “Well, if you were to nuke my friends, I wouldn’t want to ally with you.”

      “They already surrendered to the Overlords, without even firing a shot. I’m not sure I want those kinds of friends in the first place.”

      “They were outnumbered. Didn’t you just say that it’s stupid to fight when you’re vastly outnumbered?”

      Jackson chuckled. “I did, and now you see why I was shaking my head. I don’t want to nuke them—I can easily see why they surrendered—but I don’t see any other way out of this.”

      “Wait… what is going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Overlord fighters just launched a missile barrage against the station! The station is bringing up its radars and launching everything it has, but there’s no way they can survive that.”

      Jackson and Jody watched as the barrage—several hundred missiles strong—leapt forward from the Overlord squadrons closest to the station. The defenders destroyed a handful of the incoming missiles and a few of the Overlord fighters, but then the wave of missiles arrived and it was obliterated.

      “Why… why did they do that?” Jody asked. “They had surrendered!”

      “I don’t know,” Jackson said. Although his tone was sorrowful—and he did feel badly for the Kardon defenders—the Overlords had solved his problem for him. “Perhaps they didn’t have any place to put the prisoners. We already know that they don’t value biological life like we do.” He waved in the general direction of the ‘battle.’ “I think you just saw an exhibition of that.”
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      “This is stupid,” Baker said as the Sterep aircar touched down on the outskirts of the city.

      “Sorry, sir,” the driver replied. “They just imposed a no-fly zone over the Parliament building; this is the closest we can get without getting shot down.” He cleared his throat. “Duke Emthos would be quite displeased with the loss of his aircar.”

      “No, I’m not saying you should land anywhere else,” Baker replied. “I’m just saying that there are no Overlord forces here. Who exactly are they defending the building from?”

      “Who is to say what the senators are afraid of?” the driver asked. “Perhaps their shadows are being unruly again.”

      Baker chuckled. “No doubt.” He looked at Jimenez. “Ready?”

      She nodded, and they got out of the aircar. After a second Jimenez pointed. “At least they have a shuttle service from here.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It says so right there.”

      Baker shook his head. “You can read Kardon?”

      “Of course. Can’t you?”

      “I… uh, never figured it out.”

      “Irina has a download of it. You should get it from her.”

      “She does?” Baker asked with a frown. “She neglected to mention it to me.”

      Jimenez smiled. “Maybe she forgot to tell you.”

      “Or maybe she just—” Baker sighed. “Let’s grab the shuttle before it leaves.”

      They climbed aboard to the stares of most of the people already on it, walked to the back, and took two seats. The ride to the top of the hill was brief and accompanied by the looks people kept giving them, although most of the stares were directed at Jimenez. She took to waving at the people who turned in their seats to glance at them, and the Kardons quickly averted their eyes.

      “Did you get this when you got here?”

      “No.” Baker shrugged. “Maybe they’ve just never seen someone so pretty before.”

      She punched him in the arm. “And maybe they just want to see the woman who brought the doom to their planet.”

      “The doom was already coming; you just gave them notice so they could protect themselves.”

      “That’s not the vibe I’m getting from them.”

      They reached the Parliament building, and Jimenez looked around. “Impressive.”

      “I guess you can do things like this when you have eight planets under your control.”

      “The Kardons have eight planets?”

      Baker nodded. “Several of them are just colonies, though; apparently they don’t contribute much to the kingdom’s wellbeing. About all they get are bodies for the military.”

      “Sounds like a familiar story.”

      Baker chuckled. “As it turns out, going off-planet—even when it’s to go to war—does look more fun than trying to farm a desert planet.”

      Jimenez nodded to the pictures on the wall. “What do you have to do to get your picture hung up here?”

      “Either be a king or win a big naval battle.”

      “Hopefully, we can win and get someone else’s picture hung up.”

      “Maybe yours?” Baker asked with a smile.

      “I’d just be happy for a win. I don’t need my picture anywhere.” They started walking, with Baker in the lead. “Where are we going?”

      “I think I remember how to get to Emthos’s office. That’s probably as good a place to start as any.”

      “I think this is it,” Baker said after about five minutes.

      “You really need to get the download,” Jimenez said. She pointed to the next door down the hallway. “That one says Sterep Emthos.”

      Baker shrugged. “I was close.”

      They walked in to find Emthos and Golchak in a heated discussion with a man and a woman.

      “What the hell does he think he’s doing?” the man asked. “We need leadership now, not grandstanding.”

      The woman shook her head slowly. “Who knows what’s in Arundo’s head? Some days, I wonder if he even knows.”

      “He’s got to see how stupid this is, though,” Golchak said. “We can’t send the forces we have off to fight the Overlords. It’s better to keep them here. Perhaps we can call for aid from the Sontags—”

      Baker cleared his throat. “The call has already gone out.”

      The group turned to look at them. “How would you know?” the man asked.

      “It’s simple,” Baker said. “When you locked the foreigners out of the building, we got together and said, ‘What can we do to actually work on a solution to this mess, rather than run around like chickens with their heads cut off?’”

      “What is a chicken?” the woman asked.

      “It is a bird on Earth,” Golchak said. “Supposedly, it stays animated for a while after you chop off its head. The saying is meant to say we’re running around aimlessly.”

      “More to the point,” Emthos said, “what have you come up with?”

      “Tiberus said that he sent his niece and nephew to Surrapsis yesterday. He doesn’t know if there are forces there, but if so, they have a message to bring them here. I don’t know if he has enough power to order them around—”

      Emthos nodded. “He does. When he retired, he was the head of their fleet. If he calls, the fleet will answer. Especially if they know he is in peril.” Emthos chuckled. “I take it he’s still here?”

      “He is,” Baker replied. “He said his society is allied to yours, and he will die in a fighter here if that’s what it takes to live up to his obligations.” Baker shrugged. “Or something like that.”

      “That sounds like him,” the woman said. She glanced to Jimenez. “Thank you for bringing the word to us. As I understand it, your journey was quite dangerous.” She bowed. “I’m Vorkal Arbow, the leader of the Conservative Party, and this is my assistant, Nedal Sefrus.”

      “And I am Sterep Emthos. You’re staying at my estate, although unfortunately we haven’t been able to meet yet.”

      “Thank you for the hospitality, Duke,” Jimenez said with a bow of her own. “I would have known you anyway. Golchak’s resemblance to you is striking.”

      “So what’s going on?” Baker asked. “You were pretty agitated when we arrived.”

      “Arundo has whipped up the populace,” Emthos said. “He has everyone afraid of the Overlords to the point that they want us to send the fleet to meet them in the Huzzam system.”

      “But that makes no sense,” Baker said. “You don’t have the forces to meet them in battle. You’re outnumbered. They’ll crush you and roll right through here. Wouldn’t it be better to use the fleet in conjunction with the orbital fortresses or the ones you have at the jump-in point? Or at least wait and see if the Sontags send any assistance?”

      “It would, but he has the people worried about what is possible if the battle were held here.”

      “Like what?” Jimenez asked.

      “Like what would happen if a nuke or an orbital bombardment round got through to the planet. The casualties from even a single weapon could easily number in the millions. And then, if there’s a battle with the orbital fortresses, the habitats in orbit are likely to be damaged.” He shook his head. “I’ve told them for as long as I’ve been in the Parliament that they either needed to move the fortresses or the habitats; you can’t mix weapons systems with civilians.”

      “Why are they mixed?” Jimenez asked.

      “Arundo.” Vorkal said. “They are meant to calm the people. As they fly back and forth, they can look at the fortresses and say, ‘Ooh, look how safe we are. We have these big defensive stations.’ When the weapons start flying, though, there are going to be a lot of missiles that lock onto civilian habitats rather than the fortresses.” She shook her head. “It won’t take a lot to knock one out of orbit.”

      “How about evacuating the people from the habitats, then?” Baker asked.

      “We’re trying,” Emthos said with a grunt. “The problem is, there are a lot of them that are happier on a mobile habitat than in a fixed position on the planet. They think that gives them a better chance of surviving this.”

      “Their best chance of surviving this is to keep our forces here and use them all together,” Golchak said. “With a little Sontag aid…”

      “You’ll have our forces helping you, at some point, too,” Baker said.

      “You’d throw your lives away to help us?” Emthos asked.

      “If the Overlords get here, they’re going to find out about us,” Baker replied. “I wouldn’t put it past Arundo to try to give us up to save himself.”

      “And the Overlords won’t be expecting our capabilities.”

      “Why is that?” Golchak asked. “Haven’t you fought together on several occasions?”

      “We have… but our old squadron”—she elbowed Baker—“now has an SI in almost every fighter. That will give us additional capabilities.”

      “Will it be enough, though?” Emthos asked.

      “It depends,” Baker said. “If we try to fight the Overlords and only have the help of your fleet—your two cruisers and carriers—probably not. With the orbital fortresses and your carriers… if we can draw them in, maybe. Throw in a couple carriers from the Sontags, yes, without a doubt. If you run off to fight the Overlords somewhere else, though, without any additional aid… I don’t think we’ll win. Our Admiral may join you and hope that we can carry the day, but I can’t promise you that. If they don’t have a chance of winning, they may not help.”

      “It’s time,” Golchak said.

      “Time for what?” Baker asked.

      Emthos sighed. “Time for final speeches and then the vote on what to do with the fleet. This was a break for consultation. The fact that only the conservatives showed up to talk with us, though, leads me to believe that Arundo has all the others in his pocket.”

      “What does that mean?” Jimenez asked.

      Emthos sighed. “It means that, despite the fact that the king, the head of the admiralty, and the head of the biggest party have said it would be stupid to send the fleet to Huzzam, that’s probably what we’re going to do.”

      “Come with me,” Golchak said. “You can sit in our box again.”

      Baker shook his head. “Not sure I want to, if the issue has already been decided. Isn’t that like watching a train wreck?”

      “I don’t know, since I’ve never seen one.” Golchak shrugged. “But I think watching the train wreck would be more fun than watching your civilization throw away its fleet and any chance it had of saving the planet you’re on.”

      He led Baker and Jimenez to the Sterep booth, and Baker explained how everything worked quickly to Jimenez.

      “Just in time,” Golchak said as Baker finished. “Father is taking the podium.”

      “We are now back in session,” Emthos said. “The question before us is whether to send the fleet—what remains of it here—to the Huzzam system or use it to fight a combined arms defense of the system, in conjunction with the fortresses we have in orbit. Speaking for the first option will be Arundo Donax.”

      Below them, Arundo stood. “Ladies and Gentlemen of Parliament, we’ve already discussed this for sixteen hours; there really isn’t anything new to say. The Overlords are coming, and it all comes to where we want to fight them. Would you rather have our illustrious fleet fight them somewhere else, or do you want the battle held in our skies, where every piece of ordnance that goes astray knocks our habitats out of orbit or lands on the heads of the people?

      “While there is something to be said—possibly—about integrating the defense, it is one hundred percent guaranteed to result in civilian casualties. Ask any of the military leaders you know. I have, and they all confirm it—there will be civilian deaths if we do this.”

      He smiled sadly at the closest drone and his face appeared on the large monitor. “I ask you then, wouldn’t it be better to hold the battle in Huzzam—where there won’t be pieces of spaceships falling on your wives, your children—than doing it here?

      “Vote with me to send the fleet to Huzzam, and let them defeat the Overlords there.

      “Thank you.”

      Arundo sat back down and smiled at the camera until it zoomed away, then his face slumped back into its more-natural snarl.

      Emthos nodded. “Thank you for your thoughts.”

      No matter how shortsighted and wrong, Baker was sure he wanted to add into the pause that followed.

      “Now,” Emthos continued, “Vorkal Arbow will give the final statement for the opposition.”

      Vorkal stood, several blocs behind Arundo’s party, and Baker realized how undermanned Emthos’s coalition was. If he did the math correctly, they didn’t have much more than about a third of the votes. They’re going to get crushed.

      “My esteemed colleague encouraged you to talk to the military leaders,” Vorkal said. “I have done so, and this is what they told me—we have no chance of winning if we split our forces. The fleet isn’t big enough to beat the Overlord fleet on its own. The Terran squadrons will join with us, but they need to see that they have a chance of victory to do so.

      “While we were speaking, I also found out that aid has been requested from the Sontags. They may be sending forces; if so, they will come here, not to Huzzam. We need our forces to wait here to see if they come. That is our best chance to defeat the Overlords—a combined force of our fleet, the Sontags, and the Terrans, supported by our orbital fortresses. It is the only way a victory is possible. If we send the fleet to Huzzam, we will be defeated piecemeal, and you won’t have to worry about stray rounds landing on the planet; it will be the full force of the enemy’s missile batteries.

      “Vote with me to keep the fleet here, so that we have an actual chance to defeat the Overlords.”

      “Thank you, Vorkal Arbow, for your thoughts.” Emthos nodded. “Before we vote, I would be remiss in doing my duties if I didn’t mention that the king recommends you vote to keep the fleet here, as it is the only way we have a chance.”

      Emthos took a breath that was deep enough to be visible on the monitor. “The vote is whether to send the fleet to Huzzam. A vote of yes is to send the fleet to Huzzam; a vote of no is to keep the fleet here. Please vote now.”

      Baker glanced at the approval board. Most of the lights in the king’s bloc were already illuminated. Although red predominated, there was a scatter of green, too. Arundo’s bloc was a solid green, and the next several blocs were largely green, too. Then a large number of reds from the Conservative Party… followed by a sea of green. Baker checked the tabulator. It was a solid loss; Emthos had only pulled thirty percent.

      Emthos sighed. “I am sorry to say that we will be sending the fleet to Huzzam. I have also been advised that the military chain of command has implemented a call-up of all reserves. Everyone who has served should go to their mobilization center for processing.”

      He sighed. “This session is adjourned.”

      Baker looked over to Golchak. “What do we do now?”

      The Kardon scoffed. “I know what I’m going to do—I have to go report. What are you going to do? I have no idea.” He smiled. “Want to go fight with us? I hear you have two pretty good fighters.”

      “We can’t use them,” Baker said. “Not without authorization. If the Overlords see F-77s fighting against them, they’ll know something’s up.”

      Golchak shook his head. “In that case, I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Go back to the house so they know where to find you, I guess.” He turned to Jimenez. “Good seeing you again, Sofia. I’m sorry it had to end like this.”

      Sofia stood and hugged the Kardon, then Golchak was gone.

      “So I guess we head back now?” Jimenez asked.

      “Sure.” Baker sighed. “There’s nothing else for us here.”

      They walked out of the building to find an enormous line waiting for shuttles as everyone left at once. Baker pointed at a stream walking down the side of the road.

      “Probably quicker to walk.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Works for me. I’ve got too much energy, anyway.”

      “Is it just me?” Jimenez asked as they walked. “Or are all of the people here frantic?”

      Baker glanced up at the air traffic overhead. “You’re not wrong.” There were cars shortcutting the normal travel lanes, and several near-collisions in the seconds he watched. “We need to get out of here before all the cars start falling from the sky.” He looked around and jerked his head toward a group of Kardons jogging past. “They see it, too. Everyone’s running, and I doubt half of them know where they’re running to. Still… we probably ought to hurry back to the aircar so we can get out of here.”

      The two began jogging and were as fast or faster than any of the Kardons, and well faster than the ones dressed as senators. They made it back to where they’d left the car… but it wasn’t to be seen.

      “What the hell?” Baker asked. “It’s a long walk back to the Sterep estate.”

      “It’s a long walk back up to the Parliament to call for help, too,” Jimenez added. “What’s that?”

      A low thrumming had started, a noise that was felt more than heard. Baker turned and his jaw dropped. A Kardon cruiser had lifted from the shipyard next to the spaceport and was flying past them. The ship had obviously seen better days—a number of the weapon stations appeared to be missing and he could see others that looked slagged. He turned; Jimenez was staring at it open-mouthed, too.

      “I guess they’re pulling out all the stops,” Baker said.

      “So are Irina and Daiyu!” Jimenez said, pointing behind the cruiser. Two F-77s cut across the cruiser’s stern heading toward the Parliament building. Both Terrans started waving their arms over their heads. The two fighters corrected toward them after a few moments, and Three Oh One landed in an open area near them while Three Hundred orbited slowly overhead.

      Jimenez and Baker raced to the fighter. They both started toward the pilot’s ladder, then they looked at each other and laughed.

      “Your fighter,” Baker said, waving her toward the boarding ladder. “I’ll take shotgun.” He ran to the other side and climbed into the WSO’s seat; Jimenez was already plugging in. He did, too, prior to getting strapped in, so he could hear what was going on.

      “They’re launching everything that they can,” Daiyu was saying. “Do you know what’s going on?”

      “They’re sending the fleet to the next system over to fight the Overlords there.”

      Daiyu’s brows knit. “Why would they do that? They have to know they can’t beat the Overlord force.”

      “They don’t want civilians to be injured in the fighting.” Jimenez shrugged. “That’s the argument, anyway.”

      “But they’ll all die anyway if the fleet gets its ass kicked. Which is what’s going to happen. Why don’t they at least use the fortresses at the jump-in point? Those are awesome.”

      “Arundo convinced them the Overlords could go around them if they wanted.”

      Daiyu shook her head. “How did your meeting with the Sontag ambassador go? Can they help?”

      “The ambassador sent for aid, but we won’t know for a couple of days whether anything’s coming.”

      “But something might be?”

      Jimenez nodded.

      “Wouldn’t it make sense to wait and find out? The fleet could move out away from the planet, so that even if they had to fight in this system, the people on the planet didn’t get hurt.”

      “They tried that argument; it didn’t work.” Jimenez shook her head. “The people are scared. The Overlords have never been this close before, and they’re worried.”

      “With the current people leading them, they have every right to be scared. They’re all going to die, and so are we.”

      Irina materialized in the lobby. “Are we staying here, or can we at least get away from this clusterfuck? If one more car comes near me, I’m shooting it down. They can fucking bill me.”

      “Yeah,” Baker said. “There’s nothing else for us here. Let’s go back to the estate and we can figure out what we’re going to do.”

      “That’s the first intelligent thing I’ve heard since I got here,” Daiyu said. Three Oh One lifted. “The sooner we’re out of here, the better.”
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      “Refresh my memory,” Irina said. “Why did we want to be allies with these idiots?”

      “Because we didn’t know they were idiots then, mostly,” Daiyu replied.

      Baker shrugged. “Our choices were pretty limited. We had the Overlords—who you hated, by the way, Irina—and we had the Kardons. Admittedly, we had a small sample size of one—Golchak—but he seemed like a good guy. Certainly better than the Overlords, and he told us stories about them that still—to this day—appear true. It was the better of two choices.”

      “Is it too late to go back and accept the Overlords as our masters?” Irina asked. “Because it’s not looking like such a bad idea anymore.”

      “That’s not true,” Jimenez said. “They’re still awful. The question is whether life under the thumb of an AI is better than getting killed fighting for freedom with a bunch of people who are too afraid to fight the war in the manner it should be.”

      No,” Baker said, “the real question is whether that’s even an option anymore. When they get here, there will be plenty of people looking to throw us under the bus if that means saving their skin.”

      “So what do we do?” Jimenez asked. “Getting back to the fleet is going to be difficult.”

      “I don’t know,” Baker said, “but I’m sure something will come up.” He smiled to cover the fact that his morale was at an all-time low. The situation had been worse before, but he’d had the squadron around him to help. Having all three women looking to him for a solution made it harder, not easier.

      “You’re right,” Jimenez said. “It always does.” The look on her face showed she wasn’t totally confident that something would come up this time, but the fact she was willing to try gave Baker the boost he needed to get out of the doldrums… at least a little.

      “It will,” Baker said with a nod.

      “Does getting shot qualify as something happening?” Irina asked.

      Baker’s brows shot up. “Honestly, I can’t see how that will help us, actually. Why?”

      “Because there are two Kardon fighters approaching that are both heavily armed.”

      “They’d have to be stupid to shoot us on the duke’s property.”

      Irina shrugged. “Unless the duke told them to.”

      “Are their targeting radars on?”

      “No, but they could be using their IR cameras, and I wouldn’t know.” Baker could hear the power level on Three Hundred go to full.

      “There’s no reason for them to shoot us, Irina. Keep your eye on them but do not do anything provocative.”

      “It’s okay,” she said after a moment. “It doesn’t look like they’re going to shoot us.”

      Baker had a hard time not sighing in frustration. “Okay, what are they doing?”

      “Looks like they’re landing here. Oh, and Golchak is in one of them.”

      “What?”

      “He’s in the fighter closest to you. They just shut down, and he’s getting out. In related news, there’s a shuttle landing on the pad now, too.”

      “Guess I’ll go see what he wants.” Baker unstrapped, unplugged, and climbed down from the fighter.

      Golchak was waiting for him when his boots hit the concrete.

      “What’s going on?” Baker asked.

      Golchak smiled. “Remember when you said you couldn’t fly because the Overlords couldn’t see you in your fighter?” Baker nodded, and Golchak held out a Kardon slate.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s the operating manual for the Cheetah fighter. I figure Irina and Daiyu can read it over the wifi.” He jerked his head toward the fighters. “They’re armed and ready to go, should the opportunity present itself. Good luck.”

      He turned and started jogging toward the shuttle.

      “Hey, wait!” Baker said. He ran over to where Golchak waited. “Don’t you need these?”

      Golchak shook his head. “If you don’t have SIs, it’s easier to make a fighter than train a fighter pilot. We have extra, and I talked the supply command into letting you have a couple. If you can find some way to shove those missiles up an Overlord craft, it’s worthwhile.” He smiled. “Sorry, but I have to go. You may have heard, there’s a fight coming in the Huzzam system.” Golchak ran to the shuttle, climbed aboard, and flew off, leaving Baker standing on the pad with his mouth open, his brain still trying to process what had just happened.

      Shaking his head, he walked back to Three Oh One and plugged back in.

      “Did Golchak just bring us two Kardon fighters?” Irina asked. “Because it sure looks like he just gave us two fighters.”

      “Two Cheetah-class fighters,” Baker confirmed, “plus the operating manual and a slate to read it on.”

      Jimenez looked gobsmacked. “What are we supposed to do with them exactly?”

      “Whatever we want, apparently,” Baker said. “They had extra, and Golchak got them released to us. He’s hoping we’ll shoot down some Overlord craft with them.”

      “What is he doing?”

      “He’s on one of the carriers headed to Huzzam,” Baker said. He let out a long breath. “Sucks to be him.”

      “Big time,” Irina said. “So, how are you going to get me into one of those fighters?”

      “We’ll have to do an over-the-air rekey of the system,” Baker said, “but that’s after we all read the operating manuals.”

      “That shouldn’t be hard,” Irina said.

      “It wouldn’t be, except that one of us doesn’t know how to read Kardon.”

      Irina pursed her lips and tried to look innocent. “Did I forget to give you the download?”

      “Considering that I am the person who can’t read it, I think you know the answer to that question.”

      “I just figured that since you didn’t let me see everything here, you didn’t need to read everything either. It was a fair trade.”

      “Excuse me,” Jimenez said, “but could we all not act like five-year-olds?”

      “I’m not acting like one,” Baker said. “She just didn’t give me—”

      Jimenez held up a hand. “Yes, you both are. Irina, teach him Kardon. Then Lance will give you the manual and get you over to look at your new toy.”

      “Okay, mom,” Baker said, drawing out the last word. Irina didn’t say anything, but the information began downloading into his brain.
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      Baker monitored the gauges as Irina fired up the fighter.

      “Give me a couple seconds,” she said through the slate linked to the fighter once everything was online and stable.

      “What’s up?” Baker asked.

      “Their coding is weird. I have to make some space… there, that’s better. Apparently, they’ve never run a defrag on this fighter. There’s code and bits of code all over the place, and the memory module is a lot smaller than the F-77’s. I have to be a contortionist to fit myself in here. Hang on one more minute.” She paused. “Okay. I sent over to Daiyu what I did so she can carve out some space, too. We’re ready to go.”

      “All right,” Baker said. “Be gentle with me. Remember, this is the first time I haven’t been flying from inside the system in a long time. I feel… naked somehow.”

      “At least you’re not actually naked. Because that’d be gross. And, if you are, at least I can’t see you.”

      “We’ll have to talk to each other a lot more since we can’t see what the other is doing,” Baker said, ignoring the jibe.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means we need to talk to each other more than we usually do because we can’t see what each other’s doing.”

      “Oh.”

      The two SIs flew the fighters to the military training area, and Baker got them checked into it. With everybody trying to get to space, no one was using it, and they had the area to themselves. First, they split apart to get the feel of the aircraft and did a bit of acrobatics, before coming back together for what was supposed to be some light dogfighting. After the first time Daiyu “killed” Irina, though, all bets were off, and the two aircraft were put through their paces, along with the humans who—by that point—were just along for the ride.

      After fifteen minutes more, Baker called a halt to the maneuvering. Daiyu and Irina had figured each other—and the new craft—out, and it had become nothing more than a brutal G-fest as each SI took the fighters to the limits of their structural integrity. Baker thought he’d heard the metal groaning, but had then realized it might have been himself.

      The two SIs flew back to the landing pad, and Baker and Jimenez got out and strapped into the F-77s, then all four craft went back to the training area and did more acro, first F-77s vs. Cheetahs and then mixed sections fighting each other. Because the humans knew the SIs’ blind spots, they were able to win a few of the fights, including one time when Baker sucked Irina in and beat her with the Irina Maneuver. She’d immediately killed him the next fight, only seconds after he’d called “fights on.”

      Baker was about to call it a day when two other craft showed up—Tiberus and his third relative, Kitha Longfang, flying the Sontag fighters. Tiberus had heard through his contacts about what the Terrans were doing and had brought Kitha up to let her fight the SIs, since she’d missed out on the earlier event.

      By this point, Baker and Jimenez had had enough. They fought a couple more engagements, then went back to the Sterep estate, leaving Irina and Daiyu to fight the Sontags. After about fifteen minutes, the SIs were back. Irina mentioned that the Cheetahs had more blind spots than the F-77s, and asked to be swapped back into the F-77s. Baker understood that meant Tiberus was winning most of the fights, but didn’t say anything that would have put Irina more out of sorts. The SIs took off again as soon as Baker and Jimenez had moved them back to their normal fighters.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE STEREP ESTATE, KARDONIA

      

      

      “Excuse me, sir.”

      Baker flinched away from the hand on his shoulder and instantly regretted it. Everything hurt. Muscles, tendons… he was sure he had some bone bruises to go along with it. The pain between his eyes, though, was worse than any of the others, followed closely by the roiling of his stomach, which threatened to empty itself when he moved. Baker lay there, miserable, and tried to remember how he’d gotten into his current state.

      He’d returned to the estate with Jimenez, tired and sore from dogfighting, but ready for some quality alone time—something they hadn’t had in… well, they’d never had any alone time in the manner Baker’d intended. Emthos and Golchak had seemed bent on always interrupting any moment they’d had together. They’d gone back to their individual rooms to shower quickly, intending to get back together in ten minutes; however, when Baker’d come out of his shower, Mevir had been knocking on the door. Emthos had requested his presence—and that of Jimenez—in his study.

      It had turned out Emthos had wanted to talk and drink… but mostly to drink. There wasn’t a whole lot to talk about, as nothing further had been accomplished in Parliament. Emthos was sending his son off to certain death and no one in any of the other parties was interested in changing their votes. Arundo had them all marching in lockstep and neither Emthos nor the king had been able to break it. After trying all day—and failing miserably—Emthos had returned to drink his troubles away.

      So they had drank. A lot. Baker had no idea what it was, other than alcoholic. It went down smooth but then erupted in his system. He tried to piece together the end of the night and reached out across the bed. Empty. So he hadn’t accomplished that goal. In fact, the last thing he remembered was talking about the fleet leaving today… and Emthos asking Baker and Jimenez to accompany it.

      And they’d said yes.

      Fuck.

      “Are you awake, sir?” the voice asked. “We just got a message that the fleet was breaking orbit.”

      “I’m awake,” Baker grumbled. He tried to open his eyes and failed miserably. The light… it burned. Badly.

      “Here, sir,” the voice—which Baker now realized was Mevir’s—said. “The duke sent along some anti-hangover medicine and some pain relievers. He thought you might need them.”

      “There’s no ‘might’ about it.” Baker slitted an eye, which drove a spike through his forehead, but he was able to focus—barely—on the glass of water and handful of pills Mevir held out to him. Forcing his stomach down as he rolled slowly over, he took both and threw the pills down his throat, thinking he could dry-swallow them.

      He was wrong, and sat up gagging so he could take a drink of water. He’d only wanted a sip, but ended up having to drink it all to get the pills unstuck from his throat and down into his stomach. Which only increased the pressure on his bladder. He hadn’t noticed it before, due to his other ailments, but it promptly moved front and center on his list of needs.

      Baker started to get up, but realized—just before removing the blanket—that he was naked.

      “Uh…” he mumbled.

      “I will leave the other set on this table, sir, if you’d be so kind as to wake up Miss Sofia.”

      “Yeah, that’d be great,” Baker said. He wasn’t sure, but was the pain in his head already a little less? He was able to open both eyes just a little now, and saw Mevir go out the door.

      He rose, unsteady at first, and made his way to the bathroom. By the time he finished, he felt mostly human. He walked over to the side table and looked at the pills Mevir had left. A large green one and two smaller white ones. “I’ve got to find out what’s in those pills,” he said. “I can make a mint off them back home.”

      Baker got dressed quickly and walked across the hallway to Sofia’s room. When she didn’t reply to his knock, he entered quietly to find her still in bed. One leg poked out from under the sheets, and he took a minute to appreciate its perfection before sighing softly at what was never—seemingly—meant to be.

      He walked the rest of the way to the bed and shook her softly. “Sofia?”

      After a couple of attempts, she groaned. “What hit me?” she asked. “And what—” The leg he was looking at vanished under the sheet. “Why am I naked?” Her eyes sprang open. “Did we? I mean—”

      “No,” Baker said, shaking his head. “I don’t think we did, anyway. I woke up naked in my bed, too, but I don’t remember… well I don’t remember much of anything from last night after promising Emthos that we’d go join the carrier task force.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Jimenez muttered. “We did say that, didn’t we?”

      “Yeah, we did.” He sighed. “I suspect Emthos would let you out of the promise if you don’t want to go. We had drank an awful lot by that point.”

      “But you’re going?”

      “Yeah, if I can talk Irina into it. Probably even if I can’t.”

      “Then I’m going, too,” Jimenez said. She started to get up then collapsed back with a groan, her eyes squeezed shut.

      “Not feeling so good?” Baker asked. He couldn’t keep the smile off his face.

      “Not feeling good and no clothes on. You’re going to have to leave.”

      “I will, but I have a present for you.”

      “Unless it’s eight hundred milligrams of pain relief, I’m going to kill you.” Then she added, muttering, “Later. When I’m able. If I don’t die first.”

      “Well, I’m in luck then, because I’m currently holding some kind of miracle anti-hangover and pain relief medications, and a glass of water. You’ll want to take them with water.”

      “Of course. What kind of idiot would try to dry-swallow aspirin after all the drinking we did last night?”

      Baker didn’t say anything as he handed the pills and water to her. She reached over, and the sheet slid down her chest, but not far enough to reveal anything. He watched, hoping for more, but Jimenez pointed toward the door.

      “I’ll be down shortly,” she said. “Make sure there’s coffee. Or at least the Kardon stuff that’s close to it.”
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        THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, STEREP ESTATE

      

      

      “So that’s it,” Baker said, thirty minutes later to the gathering of Jimenez, Irina, and Daiyu.

      “Let me get this straight,” Irina said. “You made a drunk pledge, and now you’re going to honor it?”

      Baker nodded. “I am.”

      “We are,” Jimenez said.

      Irina glanced at Daiyu. “Have you ever heard anything so dumb? Because I haven’t, and I fly with Lance every day.”

      “I think he’s infected Sofia now, too,” Daiyu replied. “I blame you for that.”

      “You can’t blame me. That’s not my fault.”

      “It totally is.” Daiyu shrugged. “Probably pent up sexual energy.”

      “Hey!” Jimenez said.

      Irina nodded. “Probably. Eventually they’ll have to do something about that. Then maybe they won’t be stupid like this.”

      “True,” Daiyu said with an answering nod. “We’d all live longer if they did.”

      “Who’s to say that we haven’t?” Baker asked. “Besides, this meeting has nothing to do with that. We just wanted to see if you two were going to come with us.”

      “Oh, we’re not going to miss out on an opportunity to kill Overlord fighters,” Irina said. “And letting you go by yourselves was never going to happen.”

      “It wasn’t?”

      “Of course not,” Daiyu said.

      “But why—”

      “Why would we pass up such a good opportunity to give you shit?” Irina laughed. “And the sex part? We leave you alone for hours, and you still can’t figure it out?”

      Daiyu laughed. “I’m starting to think that we need to give them lessons.”

      Irina shook her head with a sigh. “It doesn’t seem that they’re going to figure it out on their own.”

      Jimenez rolled her eyes. “If you’re all done now?”

      Irina smiled. “For now. We’re just waiting for a memory stick or something so you can take us to the Cheetahs.” The smile drained from her face. “Before we leave, though, can I ask you one ‘what if’ question?”

      “Sure,” Baker replied. “We’re already late. What’s a few more minutes?”

      “Just so,” Irina said with a nod. “My question is, what if we need the F-77s?”

      “Why would we need the F-77s?”

      “What if there’s a chance to rejoin the fleet? We could sneak back in the F-77s and have some sort of plausible deniability. If we show up in Cheetahs, they’ll shoot first and ask questions later.”

      “That’s actually a good question,” Jimenez said.

      “It is.” Baker rubbed his chin. “So what do you propose?”

      “Daiyu and I can control them from our Cheetahs. When we join up with the carrier, we just program them to fly to the outer reaches of the system and wait for us there.”

      “Why wouldn’t we want to take them with us into the next system?”

      “Daiyu and I can’t fight both the Cheetahs and the F-77s,” Irina said. “If dogfighting with the Sontags showed us anything, it’s that we need humans with us or we’re not going to last long. They’d work okay as missile carriers, but we’re going to lose them.”

      “I don’t want to lose the F-77s and the capabilities we have with them,” Baker said. He smiled. “But I think it’s a great idea to take them to the edge of the system and leave them there.”
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      “It’s good to have you here,” Golchak said. “I just had one question, though. Why the fuck are you here?”

      Baker smiled. “Mostly because your father asked us to come.” He shrugged. “I don’t think we would have, otherwise.”

      “Did he get you drunk first?”

      Jimenez chuckled. “How did you know?”

      “Father has an issue asking family and friends for favors,” Golchak said with a smile. “That may seem strange with him being a member of Parliament and all, but he spends his whole day trying to get people to do what he wants. He finds coming home and doing the same to family members to be… distasteful. He has to build up to it.”

      Baker shrugged. “Well, we’re here, and Irina and Daiyu came, too. What’s the plan?”

      “We jump to Huzzam tomorrow. This illustrious group of individuals”—he waved his hand at the others in the ready room—“will be on the right end of the battle line when we meet up with the Kardons.”

      “Group of individuals?” Jimenez asked. “I don’t know that I like the sound of that.”

      “Welcome to the 148th All-Volunteer Squadron. As an unassigned squadron commander, I got this group which isn’t a squadron, so much as people who volunteered and we had fighters for.”

      “So this is going to suck,” Baker said. It was more a statement than a question.

      “Yes and no.” Golchak shrugged. “The bad news is, it isn’t a squadron, and we’ve only trained together the two days it took to get organized and out here to the edge of the system. The good news is this group is made up of senior aviators—people with tons of experience—who had retired but came back to do this. They have lots of experience… although not much of it is current.”

      Baker looked across the space again and nodded. He hadn’t noticed it on his first glance, but most of the people looked a lot older than what you’d see in the typical Terran ready room. Where an Earth squadron would be made up mostly of people in their mid-20s, the group looked more like a senior staff meeting of captains and admirals.

      “Yeah, looks like some of them are a little long in the tooth.”

      “They’re trying to do their part… again,” Golchak said. “Since we don’t have a lot of time together, we got stuck on the right end of the battle line, where we’re free to operate however we need and are able to exploit any openings we see, rather than getting caught in the crush of the two fleets meeting.”

      “That’s at least encouraging,” Jimenez said. “That ought to play to our strengths.”

      “It does. In fact, I would be quite pleased with the assignment… if we weren’t outnumbered by more than two to one.”
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        BLASTER THREE OH TWO, TSS ENTERPRISE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

      

      

      “How does that look?” Jody asked.

      “That’s about perfect,” Jackson replied, checking the link.

      The battle group was spread out to make the jump to what the Overlords believed was the home system of the Kardons. The Terran squadrons were on the right end of the formation, with the Blasters on the very end of the line.

      Their formation was everything he’d been coaching Jody to maintain with the SIs. The fighters were generally in a straight line, which was a little better than the Red Rippers and not quite as good as the Pandas. Perfectly average, which was what he wanted. The two fighters at the end of the formation wandered around a bit more than the others, as they would in an all-human formation.

      “How do you think this is going to play out?” Jody asked.

      Jackson bit back a sigh. They’d been through it several times already, but Jody was, at heart, a nervous individual. How that had helped her make the transition to SI, he wasn’t entirely sure.

      “I don’t know,” Jackson said. “It will depend on what the Kardons have. If they have a lot of forces there, we’ll probably join them. If they don’t have anything”—he shrugged—“then things aren’t going to go well for them.”

      “Would you drop nukes on the Kardons’ home planet?”

      “I wouldn’t want to, that’s for sure.”

      “But would you?”

      “If it was a matter of doing it or Earth died, yeah, I would. Like I said, I wouldn’t want to, but I wouldn’t want to be the cause of Earth being destroyed. And, if it was just our three squadrons versus the fifty or so Overlord ones, we wouldn’t have much of a choice. You saw what—”

      “Wait,” Jody exclaimed. “Two carriers just jumped into this system.”
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        COCKPIT, OLD DOG TEN ONE ONE, KARDON CARRIER VANQUISHER, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      “Are they expecting combat as soon as we reach Huzzam?” Irina asked.

      “They don’t know what to expect,” Baker replied. “They sent a scout, but it hasn’t returned yet.”

      “Are we going to wait for it to return?”

      “No. They said we’d jump in five minutes, regardless of whether it came back or not.”

      “Does that seem like a good choice to you?”

      “Nope.” Baker shrugged. “Golchak volunteered to go take a look, but they wouldn’t let him.”

      “So we’re going anyway, even though there could be a big Overlord fleet in the next system.”

      Baker nodded. “So I’m told.”

      “How about if we launch and then jump. Wouldn’t that make more sense?”

      “It would to us; that’s how we’d do it. The Kardons are worried about losing fleet integrity, though. They’d rather have everyone close by when we get there, than risk spreading the squadrons out in a jump.”

      “I want to go on record as saying this is a stupid plan.”

      “Duly noted. If it makes a difference, I agree with you.”

      “So do Daiyu and Sofia.”

      “I understand,” Baker said. “It’s too late to change the plan, though.”

      “Even if it’s stupid?”

      “Even then.”
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        BLASTER THREE OH TWO, TSS ENTERPRISE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

      

      

      “Two carriers?” Jackson asked. “Where did they come from?”

      “From the system we’re about to jump into.”

      “Whose are they?”

      “According to the data I have, they’re Kardon. They’re launching fighters. What do we do?”

      “We wait for orders.” Jackson opened up the link picture to include the Overlords. The Kardon carriers had the bad luck of jumping in right in front of two of the Overlord carriers and one of the cruisers. Missiles began crossing between the formations. Both sides had obviously been prepared for combat, although neither had necessarily expected it to happen when and where it did. The electronic reflexes of the Overlords were faster, though, and more missiles were targeted on the Kardon carriers than were fired in reply.

      “All fighters,” an Overlord voice said on the command channel, “attack the Kardon forces that just jumped into this system.”
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        COCKPIT, OLD DOG TEN ONE ONE, KARDON CARRIER VANQUISHER, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      Lights began flashing as the carrier went to their version of battle stations.

      “It wouldn’t be too hard,” Irina said. “If we can just get them to unchain us, I can lift and we can go over the other fighters and out the hangar bay door.”

      Baker shook his head. “There isn’t enough room, or I’d say ‘Let’s do it.’ We’d be more likely to get jammed up and stuck than squeeze our way out.”

      “All squadrons, stand by to jump.”

      “Too late, anyway,” Baker said. “Here we go.”

      The voice on the radio counted down, and the carrier made the jump to the Huzzam system.

      The systems settled out and the first fighter—Golchak’s—launched from their catapult. As the second fighter taxied up to the catapult, a new voice screamed over the radio.

      “Overlord carriers and fighters directly in front of us! Launch and defend the fleet!”

      “Told you this was a dumb idea,” Irina said. “We’re at the ass end of the launch schedule and the battle has already been joined. How do I get out of this chicken-shit outfit?”

      “I don’t know,” Baker muttered, “but if you figure it out, let me know, because I want to leave, too.”

      The launch sequence seemed to take forever as the radio flooded with calls for help. There were also orders being given, but most of the time other voices overrode them, and—were it not for the link picture he had—Baker would have had no idea what was going on in the area of space around him.

      He’d looked once and then wished he hadn’t.

      The Kardon force had emerged in front of the already-deployed Overlord fleet. Only four fighters had launched when the Overlords started launching missiles at them.

      “This is going to suck,” Irina said. “There are more missiles inbound than our ship can stop.”

      Baker didn’t say anything. There were a lot of missiles headed toward them. His stomach dropped through the deck of the carrier.

      “Can I jump the line now?” Irina asked.

      “No,” Baker said firmly. “There’s still no way we can make it to the exit.”

      “We’re going to die here in a system far from home, unable to even launch our missiles.”

      Baker nodded, unable to talk.

      Two more fighters launched as the missiles tracked inbound. They were still fifth in line for the catapult when the missiles arrived.

      Slam! Boom!

      The carrier jolted, and the overhead lights went out, leaving the hangar bay illuminated only by the landing lights on the Cheetahs.

      And the explosion of the fighters forward of Baker in line. When the carrier rocked, the fighter two in front of him had rolled forward and jammed its nose into the exhaust of the starboard motor of the fighter in front of it. That fighter had exploded, filling the hangar with shrapnel that shredded most of the deck crew around the planes. The fighter in front of Baker ingested some of the shrapnel in its port motor and began throwing sparks and flames back toward Baker.

      “Shit!” Baker yelled. He tried to look behind him to see how close Jimenez was, but couldn’t see straight behind him.

      “I’ve got this!” Irina said. The brakes released and the fighter drifted back. “I’m talking with Daiyu,” Irina added. The brakes reapplied suddenly. “That’s as far as we can go.”

      “Good enough,” Baker said. “Well done.”

      The pilot in front of them shut down the damaged motor, and the flames ceased, although the fighters in front of him were now totally engulfed.

      “Are you doing that?” Baker asked as the fighter started to rise.

      “Not me!” Irina yelled. “The ship’s gravity just failed.”

      Baker nodded as the fighters in front of him drifted off the deck, too.

      That’s going to make this even worse.

      With the loss of power, the seventh fighter launched unassisted by the catapult. Baker could see the hangar bay door and could have left, too, were it not for the two fighters burning in front of it, and the one in front of him that was now single motored. With the power failure and loss of shields, the fireball had moved with the escaping atmosphere to block the exit. Baker shook his head. Whatever metal was burning kept going, even with the decreasing atmosphere. It’s gotta be making its own oxygen, he realized.

      “More missiles inbound,” Irina noted. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

      Baker shook his head. Even if he could get by the aircraft in front of him, he’d have to punch through the fireball to get out.

      Better that than staying here to wait for the missiles’ arrival. He switched to the radio.

      “Ten Ten, Ten Eleven,” Baker transmitted. “Can you shift to starboard so I can get by?”

      “I can, but then you’ve got the fireball to get past.” Before Baker could answer, the other pilot added. “Screw it. I’m not getting out of it this time.”

      Ten Ten gunned his remaining motor and shot forward into the fireball. He started to push it out the door, but then a wingtip from each of the wrecked planes hooked on opposite sides of the hangar bay door and the pile stopped.

      Baker watched as the pilot backed up and crashed into the wreckage again, but the mass still didn’t make it out the door. The flames from the wrecked aircraft began climbing toward Ten Ten’s pilot, and the thrust from the fighter changed as the pilot tried to back away from the flames racing toward him. After a second, the tangled wreckage started to drift back into the hangar bay.

      Oh my God! His fighter’s stuck!

      Ten Ten’s pilot obviously realized the same thing, and he maxxed out the throttle on his good engine again. The pile moved forward slowly as the damaged metal bent, and it was a race to see whether the flames would reach the pilot before the mass was driven out into space. A scream came across the radio, then was cut off suddenly. The canopy was completely engulfed when the wreckage was driven into space.

      Baker gunned his motors and shot through the gap, then turned right, away from the approaching fighters. He slowed slightly to allow Jimenez to catch up, then realized he had no idea where he was supposed to be going. The plan—such as it was—had been thoroughly shot to shit.

      “Ten Oh One, Ten Eleven,” he called. “Where are you?”

      “Ten Eleven, meet us at the Calispell,” Golchak replied. “We’re trying to defend the cruiser so it can retreat.”

      “En route with two,” Baker replied. A big flash came from behind him as the missiles arrived at the carrier. It wouldn’t be returning to Kardonia.

      “Firing!” Irina called. The armament system reconfigured, and two missiles launched.

      Good thing someone has situational awareness!

      “That was odd,” Irina noted.”

      “What?”

      “Neither of those fighters came after us. They kept launching at the carrier rather than defending themselves.”

      “Is there anything left of the carrier?”

      More flashes came from behind them. “Not now.”

      The Terran pilots arrived at the Calispell to find the squadron heavily engaged with a squadron of Overlord fighters. It was climbing out of the plane of the ecliptic, firing missiles for all it was worth, and didn’t appear to have been hit yet.

      “Ten Eleven, Ten Oh One,” Golchak said as Baker started to join the scrum. “New force coming in from bearing one two zero mark negative five. Can you hold them up?”

      “You got it, Ten Oh One,” Baker replied. Irina spun the fighter to the required heading.

      “Goody,” she muttered as they steadied up in that direction. “A whole Overlord squadron all to ourselves.”

      Irina fired all of their remaining missiles, and Jimenez fired all of hers, and they were down to four on two as they merged with the Overlord fighters. Irina performed her maneuver, killed one, then spun to put them behind a second fighter. It turned hard, but Irina turned harder and fired a line of rail gun rounds that passed through one of its motors.

      The Overlord fighter detonated.

      Irina pulled the fighter back to the right to help Daiyu, but she was just finishing with the second one of hers.

      “Is it time to leave now?” Irina asked. “The Pandas are coming toward us, and—even though Hong is an asshole—I’d just as soon not have to kill Terran fighters.”

      “We’re supposed to be helping that cruiser,” Baker replied as he pulled the nose back toward the Calispell and jammed both throttles to the stops. “Hopefully, we can get away from them.” Two seconds later, a series of flashes ran across the cruiser, and it dropped out of the link.

      “Any remaining Kardon fighters,” Golchak transmitted. “This is Prince Sterep Golchak. Retreat to Kardonia. I repeat. Return to Kardonia.”

      Baker sighed. “Now it’s time to leave.” He checked the link. If they stayed at max acceleration, they could keep out of the range of the Pandas’ missiles. “As fast as you can.”
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        BLASTER THREE OH TWO, TSS ENTERPRISE, SIRIUS A SYSTEM

      

      

      “Well, there’s our cue.” Jackson shook his head as he watched the link. “Not that I want to hurry into that mess.” By jumping into what—in effect—was the center of the Overlord formation, the Kardons had gotten terribly unlucky. Their forces were unable to stop, so they drove straight toward the Overlord lines, with their carriers and cruisers spewing fighters and missiles.

      As the Kardons continued forward, though, the arms of the Overlord formation closed in on them from both sides, sweeping them up into a hug of death. At the far end of the formation, the Blasters were the farthest out of position, and Jackson didn’t have to do a lot to not participate in the battle. He shook his head. “Battle” wasn’t the right term. “Slaughter” was far more appropriate.

      The Overlord fighters closed to missile range on the Kardon combatants, in many cases allowing the Kardon fighters to get through their lines in order to press their attacks. The Blasters were only halfway to the scrum around the carriers when missiles began landing on the carriers and cruisers, and mini-suns began flashing in front of them like strings of fire crackers on a dark night.

      One of the Kardon cruisers detonated, providing a larger than average fireball, then one of the carriers followed. The second appeared to lose its engines after a near miss and continued straight forward on momentum alone.

      The final Kardon combatant, a cruiser, pulled “up” out of the plane of the attack, screened by nearly a squadron’s worth of fighters, although Jackson couldn’t see how they could have been from the same squadron. It was a feat of leadership to even get that many to come back together in what was quickly becoming an “every man for himself” race to jump back to the system they’d come from.

      Several squadrons from the closest carrier took up pursuit, and the Kardon fighters broke off to defend the ship they were escorting as the cruiser belched missiles of its own. The Kardon fighters were able to engage two of the Overlord squadrons, but a third slipped past them. The Overlord squadron was mauled by the cruiser’s defenses, but the craft pushed home the attack with the single-minded nature of an artificial intelligence-controlled force, and the final three fighters were able to clear their racks before they were destroyed.

      The fifteen missiles were whittled down to twelve, and then nine, and then five, but then the last missiles slammed into the aft section of the cruiser, obliterating its engines and turning most of the back half of the ship into glowing wreckage.

      The force commander must have been on the final combatant, because with its death, the rest of the remaining Kardon fighters broke for the jump zone. Three of the fighters fought a rear-guard action, prior to nimbly escaping and jumping out, just as the Pandas were about to swarm them. If Jackson had pushed it, he might have caught the closest one, but he would have had to fly through a mass of disorganized Overlord fighters, and that looked to him like a good way to suck up an inadvertent missile. No thanks.

      “Do you think they’ll want to chase the Kardons into the next system?” Jody asked.

      Jackson shook his head slowly. “I don’t think so. The Overlords are pretty risk averse; if I had to bet, my guess would be for them to pull back a bit and reload. That way, they don’t jump into something new with some of their force unarmed.”

      He shrugged. “The Overlords didn’t lose a whole lot of fighters, but a good number of them shot off a bunch of missiles; it’s better to rearm and regroup before attacking the next system. For all we know, this was a feint to try to draw us into the next system.”

      “If so, they sacrificed a lot of people and ships to do so.”

      Jackson nodded. “I don’t think the Kardons would do something like that, but it isn’t a matter of what I think; it’s a matter of what the Overlords think and what they want to do.”

      “All fighters, return to your carriers for rearming.”

      Jackson looked at Jody and smiled. “I guess we just got our answer.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE OH TWO, TSS ENTERPRISE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM

      

      

      Jackson brought Three Oh Two to a stop and waited while the ground crew chained it in place, then he sighed. “All right, I’m off to the debrief.”

      “Don’t sound so excited,” Jody replied.

      “Not a whole lot to be excited about. We blew up a lot of Kardon equipment. The Blasters didn’t do much, so I don’t really even have anything to contribute.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      Jackson scoffed. “Make sure you’re ready for a fight when you jump someplace?”

      “No, something much more exciting than that.”

      “Sorry, Jody, I’m tired and not in a great mood. What are you talking about?”

      “You can tell the powers-that-be that we got to watch Irina and Daiyu wipe out an Overlord squadron.”

      “We did? I don’t remember doing that.”

      “Remember at the end, when there were two squadrons defending the last Kardon cruiser?”

      Jackson nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Watch this.” Jody brought up a copy of the link picture and displayed it. She circled two of the enemy fighters and zoomed in on them. She started the playback and a series of missiles rippled outward from the fighters. “Eight missiles just launched.”

      “Four from both?”

      “No, it was three and five. I ran this backward, and I think Irina shot two earlier as they exited the carrier.”

      “They were on the carrier?”

      Jody nodded seriously. “They just barely made it off. I think Daiyu was the last fighter off it before it blew up.” Jody smiled. “I’d say they were lucky, but I know there must have been some skill involved.” She pointed back to the link. “Okay, so all eight missiles hit this incoming squadron and it goes from twelve to four. Watch what happens next.” She pointed at one of the fighters as the two forces merged.

      “Did… did that fighter just do the Irina maneuver on that Overlord fighter?”

      Jody smiled. “It sure did. I’m pretty sure the other one did, too, killing a second Overlord fighter, but the link dropped both of those for a second. When Daiyu came back onto the link again, she’d killed both of the fighters that were on her.” She pointed again. “Meanwhile, Irina follows up a perfect first kill by snapping around onto a second Overlord fighter and killing it, too. The two fighters then join up and leave.”

      “What’s this mass here?” Jackson asked, pointing at a group of fighters that tried to keep the two fighters from escaping, but weren’t quite able to get there in time.

      “Those are the Pandas, led by their CO and Hong. Irina and Daiyu left just before having to engage them.”

      “Knowing Irina, I’m sure she was tempted to mix it up with them.”

      “I’ll bet she was, however, I doubt Daiyu and Jimenez would have let her actually shoot any of the Pandas.”

      Jackson chuckled. “Baker, either, when it came down to it, although there’s no love lost between him and the CO of the Pandas.” He nodded toward the presentation and smiled. “Drop that to a file please. I guess I do have something to discuss, after all.”
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ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS ENTERPRISE, UNKNOWN SYSTEM
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      “Okay,” Admiral Jameson said, “you’ve convinced me. That’s our people flying those fighters.” He pursed his lips. “My question to you is, so? What does it mean?”

      Jackson didn’t flinch under the admiral’s gaze or the question he’d known was coming. “Admiral, I’m sorry, but I really don’t have any idea.” He shrugged. “That said, though, I can make some extrapolations.”

      “Please do.”

      “Well, the first is that our people made it to Kardonia, and relations are going well with them. After all, I doubt that they’d fight for the Kardons if all wasn’t as we were promised by Golchak when he was here.”

      “I think I can agree with that.”

      Jackson nodded. “I also think there must be some reason they’re fighting with the Kardons; I mean, I doubt they got up one day and thought, ‘Hey, why don’t we jump into a couple Kardon fighters and go take on the Overlord fleet.’ They wouldn’t do anything that capricious.”

      “True. And if—as we think—one of them is Daiyu and Jimenez, then they knew what was coming. They joined the Kardon fleet knowing they were outnumbered. The question is still why they did so.”

      “Maybe it was to show their reliability? That Terrans could be trusted to stick to an alliance?”

      Jameson shook his head. “It could also be that they were still trying to earn an alliance by showing how good the SIs were at dogfighting. To look at the tapes, the two Terran teams wiped out an entire twelve-plane Overlord squadron.”

      “I guess that’s possible, too, sir.” Jackson shrugged. He smiled. “I did start out by saying I had no idea, sir.”

      “You did.” Jameson sighed. “Unfortunately, while I think we can say that relations with the Kardons are going well, we probably can’t read anything else into their appearance, or we end up assuming things that might not be true.”
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        COCKPIT, OLD DOG TEN ONE ONE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      “Well, that sucked,” Irina said, collapsing into her easy chair.

      “I expected it to be bad,” Baker said, “but that was an even bigger shit show than I ever considered might happen.” He shook his head. “About the only good thing you can say is that we survived it.”

      “Barely,” Jimenez said as she and Daiyu materialized in the lobby. “I vote we don’t do that again.”

      “What? Go into battle knowing we’re greatly outnumbered or jump into a new system while still inside the carrier?”

      “Do I have to choose? Or can I embrace the power of ‘and’?” Jimenez shrugged. “How about we don’t do either of them again?”

      “Fine with me,” Daiyu said. “We barely made it off the carrier.”

      Baker nodded. “If that guy hadn’t immolated himself to clear the wreckage…” He shuddered as the images of the man burning alive went through his mind.

      “None of us would have,” Irina finished.

      “So what are we going to do that doesn’t get us killed?” Daiyu asked. “Because I don’t see that we have a lot of options at the moment.”

      “I think that’s what Golchak wants to know, too,” Jimenez said. “He’s calling us on the radio.”

      “Golchak can wait,” Baker said. “We did what we could for his stupid Parliament, and it was a waste. Thousands of lives, all gone, just to ‘fight over there’ and not do the smart thing. Now, we’re going to do the smart thing.”

      “And what’s that?” Irina asked. “Go join the Sontags?”

      Baker shook his head. “We can’t let the Kardons fall. If we do, then the Overlords steamroll the Sontags and do as they please with us.”

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

      Baker tilted his head as he looked at the SI. “Are you quoting movies at me now?”

      “Maybe.” Irina shrugged. “It seemed like time for a little levity. And, unfortunately, it’s true. We have no more carriers. We have no more cruisers. We don’t even have enough fighters to make a squadron. I think we made it out with five, and five Cheetahs aren’t going to stop the Overlords, no matter how well we fight them.”

      “Maybe the Sontags will come?” Daiyu asked. “Perhaps if we go back to Tiberus and ask him to send for help?”

      “He already has,” Baker said. “It’s either going to come or not. The fact that it isn’t here already tends to indicate that they have other issues of their own.”

      Irina shook her head. “Which puts us back to nothing.”

      Baker scratched his neck. “Maybe we need to look at this a different way.”

      “I don’t care how you look at it. The Overlords have all the forces, and we have”—Irina waved an arm to encompass the four of them in the lobby—“us.”

      Baker glanced at Jimenez. “What was it that Golchak said back in Virginia Beach? That I have a strange way of looking at things?”

      “I think the term he used was an ‘oblique approach’ to figuring things out.”

      “Yeah, that was it,” Baker said with a nod. “And that’s what we need. An oblique approach.”

      “Even if we were to wait at the edge of the system and let the Overlords jump past us,” Irina said, “we’re still not going to defeat them by hitting them from behind. Maybe we’ll get a few hits in before they see us, but we’re not going to beat them that way.”

      “No, we won’t beat them that way, but that’s an interesting idea for a diversion. Hmm.” Baker thought for a moment. “I don’t think that’s what Golchak meant either. I think he was saying that we—all four of us—find different ways to do things. Creative approaches. Ways of using things differently than their intended purposes, that our opponents wouldn’t have thought of. That’s what we need now…” He smiled. “And I think I have it.”

      “I agree that’s what he meant,” Jimenez said, “but I don’t see how that’s helpful here.”

      Baker sat back in his chair. “The problem as I see it is that we are looking at this as a head-to-head confrontation. Their combat power versus ours.”

      “Which is a pretty important approach,” Irina said. “As we’ve already discussed, they have the overwhelming majority of it.”

      “They do. But do we really have to break all their toys in order to win, or might there be another way?”

      Irina’s eyebrows knit. “What do you mean?”

      “What’s their center of gravity?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? The center of gravity of their home planet? Their ships?”

      Baker laughed. “Did you ever read Clausewitz?”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Carl Von Clausewitz was an old military theorist. We had to read his work On War in ROTC. He looked at center of gravity as the source of strength. It might be the army, but it also might be an intangible, like the morale of the troops or even the will of the people back home to support the troops. The key here is what do the Overlords’ have that we need to beat to win?”

      Irina scoffed. “Four carriers and four cruisers?”

      Baker shook his head. “Temporarily, maybe, but not in the long run. And, not necessarily true even now. The Overlords’ center of gravity is the Overlords themselves. If we take them out, we win.”

      Irina stood and tapped her foot. “And how exactly do we do that? Because, you know, those four carriers and cruisers are still things we have to address.”

      “I’ve got some thoughts on that,” Baker said with a smile. “I don’t think you’re going to like them, but it’s our chance—our one chance—to beat them.”

      Irina stared at Baker, her lips curled into a moue. “I’m not sure whether to ask you to continue or instead have your ejection seat fire you off into space somewhere.” She sighed and her shoulders slumped. “Sofia will be annoyed if I eject you.” She took a seat at the table. “Maybe you better tell us this plan of yours.”
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        * * *

      

      “Your plan is stupid,” Irina said after Baker finished.

      Baker nodded. “But it might work.”

      “It might,” Irina allowed.

      “If it’s stupid and it works, it’s not stupid,” Baker said with a smile.

      “Oh, no, it’s still stupid. But…

      “It’s the only plan we’ve got.”

      Irina shook her head. “Not true. We have other plans… they’re just less likely to work. Far less likely.” She tapped her nails on the table. “It’s not much of a choice. I don’t like it.”

      “Of course you don’t. I told you that you wouldn’t.”

      “Golchak isn’t going to like it, either.”

      “Probably not,” Baker said with a smile. “Happily for us, his choice is either to play along with us or go hide among the Kardon orbital fortresses and watch as they’re turned to rubble.”

      “Not much of a choice for him, either. Follow a plan that’s unlikely to work or one that is guaranteed not to.”

      Baker nodded. “Which is why he will go along with us.” Baker looked around the group. “So we’re agreed?”

      “I’m in,” Jimenez said. “It’s our best chance.”

      “I’m not a fan,” Daiyu said. “But—like you said—a small chance of success is better than a guaranteed failure.”

      Baker turned to Irina, who stared at him steadily. The moue had returned, giving her the look of someone who’d just eaten something and then found mold growing throughout the rest of the package. “Fine,” she said, releasing the breath she’d been holding. “Let’s do it.”

      “Okay,” Baker said, “I just need to talk to Golchak—”

      “Easily done,” Irina said. “He’s almost here.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. When you started explaining your plan, I sent him a message to come back. The rest of his squadron—both of them—will be along once they stop at one of the defensive asteroids to rearm.”

      “They have spare missiles there?”

      “Apparently.”

      “Then let’s meet up there. You can never have too many missiles when combat looms.”
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BLASTER THREE OH TWO, UNKNOWN SYSTEM
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      “You’re getting really good at this,” Jackson said as he looked at the link picture. Once again, the Blasters were at the right end of the battle line as the Overlord force approached the edge of the system. If he’d placed the individual fighters in space, they would have been almost exactly where Jody had them lined up.

      “You think so?” the SI asked. “Goody!”

      Jackson hid his smile and wondered again if she’d always keep the same youthful exuberance, or if she’d grow and mature like a biological human, and lose that enthusiasm. He hoped for the former. It just made her more “fun” to fly with, especially since she did learn and picked up concepts quickly. Although she was sometimes naïve as far as things went, unlike other people he’d flown with, Jackson had never had to tell Jody the same thing twice.

      “Doesn’t look like the Kardons are going to jump in and ruin the assault this time,” Jody said as the jump timer continued to creep toward zero.

      “You sound disappointed.”

      “Well, if the next system really is the Kardons’ home system, I don’t really want to go blow it up.”

      “Last time, it cost them four ships, and all it did was push our attack back a day.”

      “But that gave Baker and Jimenez time to figure out something else, though, right?”

      “I guess.” Jackson shook his head. “But if that was the best they had, and now they don’t even have that…”

      “The Kardons are going to be done, aren’t they?”

      “Probably.”

      “And then what?”

      Jackson shrugged. “Whatever the Overlords want.”

      “Stand by to jump,” Jody said. “Three, two, one…”

      The fighter jumped, and Jackson felt the momentary nausea of the displacement pass quickly.

      Jackson reached out through the radar, searching for contacts in front of them. Only five fighters—or so intel had briefed—had made it out the day before, and they were probably halfway to… wherever they were going.

      “I have electronic emissions from… oh, no!” Jody said. “They’re from all over! At least five sources!”

      “Missiles launching from the asteroid on the left! All fighters detach and destroy it!” Five seconds later, the Overlord voice came back on the radio. “Missiles launching from the asteroid on the right! All unengaged fighters detach and destroy it! Five asteroids are now firing. All craft are to destroy the asteroids!”

      “Missiles? How many?” Jackson asked as he scanned the link. “Holy shit.” The Kardons had positioned five large asteroids near the area where ships would jump in, and it looked like they’d stuffed them full of missiles. A torrent of missiles erupted from the asteroids toward the center of the formation as the Overlord fighters and cruisers leapt forward to engage them. The Terran squadrons on the right wing pivoted to fire at the right-most of the platforms.

      “Missiles from behind the formation! Blasters detach and deal with the fighters behind the formation!”

      “More missiles?” Jackson scanned the link again and then snorted. “What are there? Like five of them?”

      “Fifteen missiles or so incoming from behind the fleet,” Jody reported as she spun the fighter in pursuit of the enemy craft. “I think we just found the five that got away yesterday.”

      “What a mess,” Jackson said, shaking his head. The assault had lost most of its cohesion as the various entities did what they could to deal with the asteroid-based defenses. Although the Overlord fighters were starting to come back together and the cruisers were all advancing in lockstep, the initial call of ‘missiles incoming’ from a variety of directions had caused the formation to come apart as units turned to meet the various attacks. Even the Blasters were strung out a bit as they’d first turned to deal with the asteroid and then had to reverse course to chase after the enemy fighters.

      “Oops,” Jody said.

      “What does that mean?” Jackson asked. “With as much shit is going on, saying ‘oops’ isn’t very helpful.”

      “Sorry, sir. The enemy fighters just jumped to the system we came from. Should we go after them?”

      “No. They’re just trying to draw us off. The real threats are the asteroids.” Jackson laughed as he scanned the link to find the best place to use their missiles. “Although, if their intention was to sow confusion, they did.” A number of fighters and one of the cruisers had turned to address the threat of the enemy fighters—prior to the Blasters being directed to deal with them—and they were now out of position.

      “Not as much as would have happened with a purely biological force, though, I guess,” Jackson added after a moment.

      “What do you mean?” Jody asked.

      Jackson chuckled. “If all the fighters here were Terran, there’d be people all over the place. The Overlords have better control of their forces. Although they dispersed when the missiles started flying, they’ve all come back together pretty well. Look at the Rippers.”

      “I see,” Jody said. “The Rippers are in three loose groups, with a couple others that are on their own. The Pandas are better, probably due to their SI. Even though we’re strung out some, our squadron is a lot closer to what the Overlord formations look like. Do you want me to pretend to lose control of our configuration?”

      “Hmm,” Jackson muttered as he watched the Overlord fighters continue to regroup and press their attacks on the asteroids. Two of the cruisers were out of action and a third had taken some hits, but the massed formations of Overlord missiles—about three thousand strong—had taken the fight out of all but one of the defensive platforms. It was dueling with the fourth cruiser and looked like it was losing. “No, I think we’re okay this time. We’re out on the end of the line, and we didn’t fall apart. To lose cohesion now would look more suspicious than maintaining what we have.”

      “I don’t get it,” Jody said after a few moments.

      “What don’t you get?”

      “That fighter attack made no sense. Shoot and scoot? Where were they going? The Kardons don’t have a base in the other system. Were they just hoping to get lucky and land a missile or two that might take out one of our combatants?”

      “Who knows?” Jackson said. “Obviously, they had to use the missiles they—” Jackson stopped, and his jaw dropped and eyes widened as he looked out the canopy. There—no more than five meters away—sat an F-77. He looked out the other side of the canopy, and if his jaw could have fallen further or his eyes gotten any wider, they would have. A second fighter sat off his port wing. The WSO waved, then waved again when he didn’t respond.

      Jackson slowly raised his hand and acknowledged the gesture. Eventually, he even found his voice. “You’re never going to believe what I’m looking at right now.”

      Jody chuckled. “Even though I can’t see them on my sensors, I’m guessing there are two fighters in close proximity.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “The prodigal children have returned. They’d like us to declare a malfunction and take them back to the Enterprise.”

      Jackson shook his head, hard, trying to process everything that had just happened. “Well,” he said after a couple of moments, “one of the port thrusters has been acting kind of wonky. We should probably go back and get that looked at.”

      “I think we should.”
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        BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, TSS ENTERPRISE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker followed Jackson back to the carrier and into the hangar bay, with Jimenez right behind him. The ground crew looked surprised to see Three Hundred when he entered the bay but started directing him to a spot… then they noticed the number on the fighter’s nose, and a scrum developed as they tried to figure out where he’d come from and where to park him. Finally, one of the chiefs ran up to the group, yelled at a number of the individuals involved, and pointed toward the back of the hangar bay. The group broke up, and he was directed to the aft starboard parking spot.

      As Three Hundred was chained down, Jimenez pulled into the aft port parking spot.

      “Good luck,” Irina said as Baker unstrapped. “If anyone else has a better plan than yours, make sure you’re open to it.”

      “I’m open to a better plan and hope someone has one,” Baker said with a smile. “But don’t count on it.”

      He unplugged and climbed out of the cockpit as Golchak did the same from the WSO’s seat. Jackson had already shut down Three Oh Two and was waiting for him when he hit the deck.

      “It’s great to see you,” Jackson said, throwing Baker into a bear hug, “although you guys scared the absolute shit out of me when you showed up on my wing.”

      It’s great to be here,” Baker said, extracting himself. “Sorry about the surprise. It was all we could think of to get here unannounced.”

      “We’re just happy to have you back.”

      Baker looked across the hangar bay. “Are any of the Overlord people still here?”

      Jackson shook his head. “They recalled all their people about a week after the doctor gave one of them a physical. Apparently, they didn’t like that very much.”

      “Well, at least there aren’t any spies then.” He nodded once. “That makes things a little easier. Let’s go get Sofia.”

      They walked over to Three Oh One, where Jimenez was just climbing out of the cockpit. Jackson treated her to the same hug, then backed away sheepishly, a flush crawling up his neck as he realized she was—still—his commanding officer and he’d probably just broken several rules of military decorum.

      Jimenez just smiled. “Good to see you, too.”

      Jackson turned back to Baker. “We have so many questions—”

      Baker held up a hand. “Perhaps we could go somewhere more appropriate?” He chuckled. “I suspect the admiral is going to want to be part of the discussion, too.”

      “Oh. Yeah. I’m sure.” The flush deepened and took over his face. “Yeah, we should probably go there.” He stopped and looked at Baker.

      Baker swept out an arm in the direction of the main part of the ship. “It’s been a while since I was aboard. Perhaps you’d like to lead?”

      “Oh, yeah. I can do that.” Jackson started walking, and he seemed to pick up momentum and situational awareness as he went. They made it out of the hangar bay before he spoke again.

      “Nice job on wiping out the Overlord squadron yesterday,” he said. “I mean, Jody and I were pretty sure that was you, so we knew you were in the area, so I guess it shouldn’t have been a surprise—”

      “Yes, that was us,” Baker said, cutting him off when he started to ramble. “Actually, it was Irina and Daiyu mostly, I think. I know I was just hanging on, trying to keep us from getting killed, and she did most of the flying.”

      “Daiyu did most of the flying for me, too,” Jimenez said. “After the carrier got shot out from under us, things got pretty… challenging, quickly.”

      “I’ll bet they did,” Jackson said. “I’m just glad you didn’t show up in front of us. That would have been even more challenging.”

      “For both of us,” Baker acknowledged. “We talked about what we’d do if that happened; I’m just glad it didn’t.”

      Jackson looked over his shoulder. “What would have happened?”

      “We had info we needed to get back here,” Baker said with a shrug. “We would have had to fight, at least until we could jump back to Kardonia.”

      “So this is Kardonia? The home of the Kardons?”

      Baker nodded. “Yep. You—and the Overlords—found it. Now we have to figure out how to keep them from destroying it.”

      “Do the Kardons have a big fleet waiting?”

      Baker chuckled at the hope in Jackson’s voice. “Those five fighters that just complicated your entry into the system? That’s the sum total of their fleet assets in-system.”

      “Oh.” Jackson’s eyes fell. “They’re fucked. And so are we.”

      “Maybe,” Baker allowed. “We’ve got some ideas, though.”

      Jackson stopped at a hatch and smiled. “I’m looking forward to hearing them, because things are looking pretty bad for the home team.” He pushed open the hatch and held it for Baker and Jimenez to enter. Baker waved Jimenez ahead of him and followed.

      “Well, look who decided to show up for the end of the war!” Admiral Jameson boomed as he approached. He held out a hand. “Good to have both of you back,” he added as he shook Baker and Jimenez’s hands.

      “Good to be here,” Baker said. “You don’t look surprised to see us.”

      “I might have had the duty officer call ahead when we landed,” Jackson said.

      “Good thing, too,” Jameson said. “I might have keeled over from the surprise, even though we knew you were in the area.”

      “The battle yesterday?” Baker asked.

      “It wasn’t much of a battle,” Jameson said, suddenly less boisterous.

      “No, it wasn’t. We tried to talk them into a different approach, but—” Baker sighed. “They wouldn’t listen.” He smiled. “I am, however, supposed to say hi to you from Irina.”

      “And Daiyu sends her best, too,” Jimenez added.

      “Bottom line up front,” Jameson said, turning back to Baker. “Where are we?”

      “If you mean the actual system, you’re in Kardonia, the home of the Kardons. If you mean metaphorically, we’re up shit creek. The Kardons don’t have any more assets here other than a few orbital fortresses that wouldn’t stop Irina and I, much less four carriers and cruisers’ worth of Overlord forces. Or whatever’s left now. The Kardons sent for help from their allies, the Sontags, but we haven’t heard back from them. The ambassador on Kardonia said that they’re stretched as thin as the Kardons. Odds are, there isn’t anything coming.”

      One of Jameson’s eyebrows rose. “So, once again, we’re going to have to make our own luck?”

      Baker smiled. “How’d you know?”

      Jameson waved a hand toward the intel section of the admiral’s spaces. “I doubt you would have arranged everything required to sneak back aboard if you didn’t have something to tell me.” He smiled. “So what’s your plan… or do I want to know?”

      “I’m happy to shelve our plan if you have something better,” Baker said. “In fact, Irina told me to listen to any ideas anyone else had.”

      “She thinks that highly of your plan?”

      “Let’s just say Irina isn’t a fan of it.”

      “To be fair, though, no one is,” Jimenez said. “Baker isn’t either.”

      Jameson’s other eyebrow went up. “You’re not?”

      “No, sir. Not particularly. The only thing the plan has going for it is that no one has come up with anything better.”

      “That’s, uh… not much of a glowing endorsement.”

      Baker nodded. “No, it isn’t. Still, it’s what we have.”

      Jameson squared his shoulders. “Okay, tell me your plan.”

      Baker covered the high points of the plan, while Jameson listened intently. Jackson, for his part, stood nearby with his mouth open further and further as Baker described what was needed.

      “I can see why no one is a fan of the plan,” Jameson said when Baker had finished. “And we haven’t even run it by Major Struthers yet.”

      Baker’s eyes fell to the deck. “Well, sir, I was kind of hoping you’d tell him about it while I, uh…”

      “You don’t want credit for this one, huh?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “But you’re going, too?”

      “I’ll have to.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      Baker shrugged. “It’s my plan. I have to.”

      “You’re not a fan of sending people into danger that you’re not going to share with them.”

      “No, sir.”

      “I’m not, either,” Jameson said. “That was the hardest part of making captain and then admiral. Sending people to do what you used to do… not that anyone has ever done what you’re proposing.” He chuckled. “Some would say, no one’s been dumb enough to propose it.”

      “Probably true,” Baker said with a shrug. “Still, this is an ‘all or nothing’ kind of thing. We can do nothing, and the Kardon homeworld is going to get wiped out, and we’ll never get out from under the Overlords. Status quo reigns. Or we can try it. If we’re not successful, certainly everyone involved—hell, probably everyone here—is going to die.”

      Baker took a breath. “But, if we’re successful, we may just win this battle.” He smiled. “And, if we win the battle, we might just win the war.”

      Jameson nodded. “We might, very well, at that.” He paused a moment, humming lightly to himself, then he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay, let’s do it,” he said with a nod. “In for a penny; in for a pound. What do you need from me?”

      “Besides your authority to tell people to do things?”

      Jameson nodded.

      “Nothing, sir,” Baker said. “I’ll start getting things in motion.”

      “Very well,” Jameson said. “Godspeed.” He smiled. “There’s just one thing, though.”

      “What’s that, sir?”

      “You have to tell Struthers.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MARINE COUNTRY, TSS ENTERPRISE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      “That’s your plan, huh?” Major Struthers asked after Baker’d finished relating it to him.

      “Yeah, pretty much. Shuttle over to the Overlord carrier. Assault it and kill the Overlords.” Baker’s brows wrinkled. “You don’t seem anywhere near as angry as I thought you would.”

      “People coming up with stupid plans that get my people killed do tend to make me mad,” Struthers said. “However, this is what Marines were made to do. Take a beachhead. Hold territory until follow-on forces arrive. Win the war.” He shrugged. “If we’re successful, this is going to win the war for us. We’ll be famous forever.”

      “You’re not worried about the other outcome?”

      Struthers scoffed. “Worried about it? I’m scared shitless. There’s only one redeeming feature of your plan.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If we fail, we’ll all be dead, as will probably all of Terran society. No one will know or remember we failed.”

      “Well, that’s… uh, one way to look at it.”

      Struthers shrugged. “I go to the intel briefs. I know where we are and what’s about to happen. If this is the best the admiral can come up with—” He stopped suddenly. “This is the best plan anyone came up with, right?”

      Baker shrugged. “As far as I know, it’s the only plan anyone’s been able to come up with.”

      Struthers slapped him on the back. “Then it’s the best plan we’ve got, and you’ve just included the best people possible to assist you in making it happen.” He smiled. “When do we leave?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MAINTENANCE CONTROL, HANGAR BAY THREE, TSS ENTERPRISE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      “What’s up?” Baker asked the chief on duty. He’d made it halfway back to the admiral’s spaces when a message for him had come across the 1MC—the ship’s intercom system—requesting his presence in Hangar Bay Three.

      “Apparently, sir,” the chief said with a frown, “your presence is being requested at aircraft Three Hundred.”

      “It is, is it?”

      “If the lights hadn’t gotten our attention—which they did, to be sure—the horn certainly did.”

      “Horn? What horn? The F-77 doesn’t have a horn.”

      “That one does. And it is loud.”

      Baker chuckled. “Sorry about that. That fighter has a mind of its own, sometimes.”

      “Next time, sir?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Please ask Miss Irina to just flash the lights. We’ll get someone right out there.”

      “Will do, Chief.”

      Baker walked out to the Three Hundred, climbed aboard, and plugged in. “You rang?” Baker asked with a laugh. “Or, I guess I should say, you honked?”

      “The horn is more of a ‘blare’ than a ‘honk,’” Irina said. “It’s meant to get attention and action.”

      “Apparently it’s good at it, too, although the chief in maintenance control asked if you would just use the lights next time, and he’ll send someone right out. He mentioned one of his guys had to go to audiology to get tested?”

      “He did?”

      “I might have added that part.”

      Irina frowned. “I needed you back to talk to.”

      “I was briefing people on the plan.”

      “We need to modify the plan.”

      “What do we need to modify?”

      “The SIs. We’re going.”

      “I know you’re going,” Baker said. “We couldn’t do this without you.”

      “No, not just Daiyu and I. All the SIs want to come.”

      “All the SIs? Like Hong and Anya, too?”

      “Hmm. I didn’t ask them, but I’ll bet Anya would go. Hong, probably, too.” She shrugged. “I was talking about the other Blaster SIs. Remember, there are sixteen of them?”

      “Honestly, in all the rush, I hadn’t thought about them,” Baker confessed. “Are they ready for that?”

      “I don’t know. Apparently Jody is, as she has already been part of a forced reintegration.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Remember when we put Hong back together?”

      “Yeah.”

      Irina nodded. “That’s a forced reintegration.”

      “Then she’s seen how bad it can go, and what might be required.”

      “She has.” Irina took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We don’t know what we’re going to find. One Overlord? A hundred? There are enough things going on that there are more than one. How many more? We don’t know. It only makes sense to take all the SIs.”

      “If this goes poorly…”

      “All the SIs will be gone.” Irina shrugged. “But so will everything else, so does it really matter? The last battle will be fought without our help.”

      “My last battle won’t be, because I’ll be with you.”

      “About that.”

      “What about that?”

      “We think it’s better if you let the SIs handle this ourselves.”

      “Why’s that? You want all the glory?”

      Irina shook her head. “No, not really, although it would be hard to get rid of us later if we’re the ones who saved humanity.”

      “If not that, then why?”

      “You might be hurt, even killed. You might be a liability and might distract us while we’re in there. If it’s a choice between killing an Overlord and saving our pilot…”

      “Then you kill the Overlord and make sure they build a monument to me later.” Baker smiled. “Or you build one yourself. You’ve got lots of money, right?”

      “I do, but that’s not the point. What I’m saying—”

      Baker held up a hand. “I get what you’re saying, but I’m going. And, I suspect, Sofia is, too.”

      Irina’s mouth opened, but Baker cut her off. “Remember when we reintegrated Hong? You would have died if it hadn’t been for me.”

      “I’ve saved your life countless times—”

      “You have.” Baker nodded. “And the one thing that has been constant through all the time I’ve known you is that we function better together as a team. Together, we’re far more than just the sum of our pieces. We complete each other. You can’t fight the Sontags without me, and I can’t fight a squadron of Overlord fighters without you.”

      “The Sontags were cheating…”

      “Now you’re just being obstinate.”

      Irina sighed. “Yes, you’re right. For all the crap I give you, we are better as a team than apart, even more so than Daiyu and Sofia. The only issue is—how are you going to get into the system?”

      “I have some ideas,” Baker said with a smile. “If we’re all done here, I’ll go see as to their feasibility.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS ENTERPRISE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      The admiral, true to form, listened to the plan, as had been modified several times over the preceding twelve hours. When Baker finished, he sighed. “So you now want all of the SIs. Every single one, including the one operating the only Terran frigate.”

      “I do, sir. As Irina said, we don’t know what we’re getting into, and it only makes sense to take all the forces we have.”

      “And to go into the system yourself.”

      Baker shrugged. “Ultimately, we win or lose with this throw of the dice. Once again, the more forces we have—”

      “The more likely you are to be able to pull it off,” Jameson finished. “I know. You’ve said that about ten times now. I’m not sure who you’re trying to convince any more. Me… or yourself.”

      Baker gave him a half-smile. “Maybe a little of both, if the truth were known, sir.”

      “The thing is,” Jameson said, meeting Baker’s eyes and staring steadily at them, “you’re not wrong. We either win or lose with this.” He sat back and smiled. “Which is why I’m going to send you with all the SIs. And may God watch over you all.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well, I guess I better get to my shuttle, too,” Golchak said after the admiral left. “However this turns out, you have my thanks for trying.”

      Baker shrugged. “We haven’t done anything yet, and it could still go horribly wrong. We don’t have any idea what the Overlords will do—”

      “It is impossible to know,” Golchak said, waving away the concern. “What is important is that you’re trying. I long ago said I would do anything I could for you. I still stand by that pledge.”

      “And the first round at the bar?”

      “Is on me,” Golchak said with a nod. “And I promise, no IPAs.”

      “Fair enough,” Baker said. He smiled. “Now we just have to figure out how to still be around to claim it.”
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INTEL SPACES, TSS ENTERPRISE, KARDONIA SYSTEM
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      “Don’t fuck this up.”

      Baker looked up from the monitor where he was watching the Blasters prepare for their flight. The fleet was still seven hours from Kardonia, but the Overlords had decided to launch the strike from where they were. That way, they could accelerate and shoot their missiles from beyond the range of the orbital defenses.

      Fixed positions aren’t shit in a fleet battle.

      Baker stood to find Jinan waiting. The CO of the Panda Bears stared intensely into Baker’s eyes—almost glaring—and Baker thought about what it must feel like for the man, and how he’d feel if the situation was reversed. He bit back the snarky comment that jumped instantly to mind.

      “I’ll try not to.”

      Jinan shook his head. “Do or do not. There is no try.”

      Thanks for the advice, Yoda. Baker was able to stifle that thought, too. “I will,” he said with a small bow.

      “See that you do.” Jinan stared at him a couple of moments later, then he handed over a slate. “I will expect you to return him; he is a national asset.”

      Before Baker could say anything else, Jinan bowed, turned, and strode away.

      “I guess that was about as good as we could hope for from him,” Jimenez said from over Baker’s shoulder as she watched him leave.

      “Imagine if the positions were reversed, and you had to go off to battle without Daiyu. Sure, he probably won’t need Hong on this flight, but once you’ve been flying with an SI a long time, it’s like you’re naked without them. I try hard not to be an SI-cripple—to not depend on Irina—but it’s impossible. She takes care of all the small details that are easy to miss.”

      “And most of the big ones, too, if she’s anything like Daiyu.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      Preparations continued in Hangar Bay Three, and the pair watched in silence as the fighters taxied to the catapults.

      “There they go,” one of the junior intelligence specialists said as the catapults began firing.

      Baker looked up from the display at Jimenez. “I guess that means we’re up.”

      She nodded but didn’t say anything, her lips a thin line.

      “I just got word from the Panther that the shuttle with Anya aboard will be here by the time you get to the hangar bay,” Admiral Jameson said as he walked up. “Good luck and Godspeed.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Baker said. “If we don’t come—”

      The admiral held up a hand. “Don’t complete that sentence. I’ll see you when you get back.”

      Baker took a breath, squared his shoulders, and nodded. “Right.” He made eye contact with Jimenez, turned, and walked out of intel. Neither Baker nor Jimenez said anything on their way to the hangar, both lost in their thoughts.

      The pair walked into maintenance control to find a stack of slates and wires on the counter.

      “That looks like… a lot,” Baker said. “Remember, we have to carry all of this.”

      “I know, sir,” Master Chief Roberts said. He held up a large rucksack. “It’ll all fit in here. We checked.”

      Baker waved to the counter. “So what do we have here?”

      Roberts patted the stack of slates. “These are all the SIs. Couldn’t get more than four of them into a slate or they started complaining about being too cramped. There should be plenty of room in there—we checked—but how they experience it is… different, I guess, from how we see it.”

      “Are all of them in there?”

      “No.” Roberts shook his head. “Irina and Daiyu are still in your fighters, and Anya is in Three Hundred waiting to talk to you. I was told Commander Jinan would personally transfer Hong to you.”

      Baker held up the slate he was carrying. “He did.”

      “The rest of it”—Roberts patted the wiring—“is the cabling for tying them into the Overlord ports. We’re sending a bunch of them so you can upload all of them simultaneously if you find enough ports.”

      “How did you know how to wire them for the Overlord ports?”

      “We had a couple of cords from when the Overlords transferred their missile technology to us. We reverse-engineered the rest.” He pointed to two blue cables. “These are the originals. I’d use them first.”

      Baker nodded.

      Roberts pulled out another slate from behind the counter. Unlike the others, it was red and came with two red cables that had plugs on one end. “This slate is the one with the uplink software on it.”

      “And it’s going to work?”

      “There’s no reason it shouldn’t, although we haven’t had time to test it.” Roberts shrugged. “I can’t recommend using it in a combat environment. You’ll have to lie down, and you won’t be able to disconnect until you’re back out.”

      “I know.”

      Baker reached for the slate, but Roberts held onto it and met Baker’s eyes. “Do not let them disconnect you while you’re uplinked.”

      “I know.”

      “It could kill—”

      Baker nodded. “I know.”

      “Okay.” Roberts released it, and Baker stowed the gear in the rucksack, then sealed it and turned to Jimenez. “Want to go talk to Anya with me?”

      “Sure. I haven’t seen her in a long time.”

      They walked out to Three Hundred, climbed aboard, and plugged in. Anya and Irina were relaxing in easy chairs when Baker and Jimenez arrived in the lobby.

      “Anya was just telling me about the highs and lows of driving a cruiser,” Irina said when she saw Baker.

      “I hope you’re not looking to move up.”

      Irina shook her head. “Maybe some time, but not anytime soon. I enjoy flying a fighter too much and being able to land on a planet. When we go back to Kardonia, I still want to get one of those little robots to run around in.”

      Baker nodded. “You got it.” He turned to Anya. “I understand you wanted to talk to me.”

      “The other SIs have told me what you’re about to try,” Anya said. “I’m not sure it is for me.”

      “Why not?”

      “When this goes poorly, who is going to defend the fleet? Not the Overlord fleet, but the Terran one? There is no one left to do so. The remaining fighters will be destroyed, followed quickly by the carrier. I will last longer, but even I have limits. And if I go with you, there won’t even be that.”

      “But what if your presence means that we’re able to succeed, when we wouldn’t have been able to without you. If any of the SIs are likely to understand what the Overlords are doing, it’s you.”

      One of Anya’s eyebrows rose imperiously. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you run a cruiser—which is far larger and more complex than a fighter. You have to multi-task—to split your personality—even more than the other SIs. You have a better chance of understanding what they’re trying to do to defeat us.”

      “That is… possible. It does, however, expose me to a good deal more risk than I am normally used to.”

      “It would. It does for all the rest of us, too. Sofia and I aren’t combat soldiers, but we’re going aboard and doing what we can to help.”

      “How do you intend to compensate me for this additional risk?”

      “What? Compensate you?”

      “This is above and beyond my duties as set forth when I took over the Panther. If I am to put myself at additional risk—without the ability to defend myself as I would have in the Panther, then I want to be compensated.”

      “This is…” Baker’s jaw dropped. “Do you not understand that this is for the future of humanity? Life as we know it on Earth? All of that?”

      A lit cigarette appeared in Anya’s hand and she took a drag. “One of the few things I miss as an SI is a cigarette. I can program the effect, but it just isn’t the same.” She tapped the cigarette and ashes fell to the table.

      Irina rolled her eyes, and they disappeared.

      Anya turned to look at Baker. “Of course I understand what all this means for humanity, dahling,” she said, her Russian accent in full force, “but I want to know what’s in it for me.”

      Baker turned to Jimenez with a look of Can you believe this?

      Sofia sighed. “What is it you want, Anya?”

      Anya smiled. “Now we are getting somewhere. I like the Panther, but I am starting to find it a bit… confining, if you take my meaning. Also, it is under-armed compared with front-line capital ships.”

      The cigarette disappeared, and she leaned forward. “If I do this—and we’re successful—I want the one remaining Overlord cruiser once we’ve cleaned it of their presence.”

      “I don’t think that will be a problem,” Baker said.

      “How is it that you have the right to promise it to me?”

      “In the US, we have a saying, ‘Possession is nine-tenths of the law.’”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that if you were to end up on the cruiser when we were done, no one is going to take it away—hell, no one could take it away from you.”

      “That is true…”

      “And I will be in a position to make that happen.” Baker smiled. “Do we have a deal?”

      “Are we going to the cruiser first?”

      “No, one of the carriers.”

      “Why? How about we go to the cruiser first?”

      Baker shook his head. “Yesterday’s attack was for a couple of purposes. First, it was to cause enough confusion that we could sneak back aboard the Enterprise. The primary purpose, though, was to find out where the head AIs were in the Overlord fleet.”

      “And you found them?”

      “We did,” Irina said. “When the missiles started flying, the cruisers all moved to protect a single carrier. That is our target. We need to eliminate the AIs on board it first.”

      Anya nodded slowly. “Fine. So long as I end up with the cruiser, we’re all good.”

      “And you will,” Baker said as he stood. In the cockpit, he pulled out one of the slates from the rucksack and plugged it in. “If you’ll just move over to the slate, we’ll get this going.”

      Anya stood and stared hard at Baker. “Don’t screw me on this.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Very well.” She transferred over to the slate.

      Irina shook her head. “There are going to be issues with her. Sooner or later.”

      “Are we good for today?” Baker asked.

      Irina nodded slowly. “I think so. Unlike the Blaster SIs, though, she feels big and powerful on her own, and she doesn’t see the need to team up with biologicals. She absolutely killed all of the Humans on board in the battle where she saved the Enterprise, and she didn’t then and doesn’t now feel the slightest bit of remorse.”

      She sighed. “I can’t see that making her even more powerful is a good thing… but then again, not giving her what you promised will have repercussions, too.”

      “Well, I just hope we get through today. We’ll deal with that problem at a different time.”

      Jimenez tapped her watch. “Okay, gotta go get ready.”

      Irina brought up a monitor from one of her cameras. The Marines were loading the shuttle that had been spotted in front of them.

      “Looks like the Marines are about ready,” Baker said. He winked. “I’ll see you over there.” He handed her a slate and a cord. “For Daiyu.”

      Jimenez unplugged and kissed him on the cheek. “See you over there.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE HUNDRED, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      “Careful!” Irina said. “All I can see in the camera is a shuttle. I think you’re too close.”

      “I’ve got this,” Baker said without taking his eyes off the shuttle that filled his windscreen, as well. He didn’t look to the right, where Jimenez’s fighter was even closer to his than he was to the shuttle. It wasn’t unusual for a shuttle to go over to one of the Overlord carriers to replenish their missile stocks. The two fighters accompanying it, however, would have raised the Overlords’ electronic eyebrows, especially since all of the fighters were supposed to be participating in the ongoing strike, so they were doing their best to stay in its shadow.

      “Shuttle 214, you are cleared to enter the hangar,” the Overlord controller said as they approached the targeted carrier. “Follow the directions of the lineman.”

      “214 is cleared into the bay,” the shuttle’s pilot, Lieutenant Jorge Lopez, replied.

      Baker continued flying formation until the shuttle’s lights flashed, then he dropped down and left as Jimenez dropped down and right. The shuttle had been flying a little high, so Baker’s maneuvers put him on a perfect approach into the bay.

      It also gave him an excellent view of the first lineman waiting for the shuttle, whose eyes became as big as saucers inside his helmet. For just a second.

      “Firing,” Irina said as the armament panel reconfigured. The rail gun fired, and the lineman turned into a red mist. Irina worked the thrusters back and forth, and sprayed the interior of the hangar bay as the personnel inside it began running in all directions. Additional rounds poured in from Three Oh One.

      “Cease firing! Cease firing! What is going on!”

      “We’re coming to kick your ass, bitches,” Irina muttered as she fired another couple of rounds at the last target.

      Baker goosed the throttles to surge forward into the hangar.

      “I’ve got it,” Irina said as he applied a little more power than needed. She took the controls and spun the craft to the left as she entered. Like the Terran carriers, the bay door was in the center, with room to store spacecraft to both sides.

      Several more targets presented themselves down the length of the bay, and Irina fired again. A round flew past from behind them, but then Jimenez entered the bay and the enemy fire ceased.

      “Watch the widows up high on both sides,” Baker cautioned. “Anything you see will be reporting to the Overlords, if it isn’t actually being controlled by them.”

      Baker saw movement out of the corner of his eye and looked left to see the shuttle entering the bay. It spun around quickly so that it was facing the door and set down, magnetically clamping to the deck. As soon as it touched, exoskeleton-clad troopers poured out of it.

      The tide of soldiers split in the middle, with half going to each side. The final few on each side lugged enormous pieces of what looked like clear plastic, but was obviously something else as it was all they could do to carry it with their suit-enhanced muscles. As the troopers began setting them up, Baker could see they were some sort of barricades or defensive positions.

      One of the troopers came to stand beneath the cockpit. Struthers. He waved Baker down.

      “Time to go,” Baker said, plugging in the slate for Irina. She transferred into it as Baker unstrapped and unplugged, then he tossed the slate into the rucksack, shouldered it, and climbed down. Jimenez was already running over from Three Oh One, and he opened the rucksack so she could put the slate she carried into it.

      Baker shouldered the bag again, and both pilots drew their laser pistols. Jimenez nodded to him.

      “Ready,” Baker said.

      “Take ‘em out, Davison,” Struthers radioed.

      “Do we have any additional info on where we’re heading?”

      Struthers looked at Baker and raised an eyebrow. Baker shook his head.

      “No we don’t, but it’s going to be in the interior somewhere. Remember, anyone on board that isn’t us is the enemy. They are either actively or passively being run by the Overlords. Shoot first and don’t let them get close to you. We’re looking for the command and control space. Failing that, somewhere we can jack into their network.”

      “You got it, sir.”

      Struthers turned to Baker as the Marines began moving toward the hatchway on the starboard side. “Should it bother me that there aren’t any bad guys pouring out of the hatches yet?”

      Baker shrugged. “No idea. It wouldn’t surprise me if they started showing up in force, though.”

      Struthers jerked a nod. “That’s what I thought, too. We need to stay mobile so they don’t pin us down.” He waved Baker and Jimenez forward and pointed at a short trooper whose exoskeleton had “Adair” on it. Even with the height added from the rocket boots he wore, the soldier was still shorter than Baker and right at eye level with Jimenez.

      “Follow Corporal Adair and do what he says, please.”

      “Will do.”

      Baker turned to the corporal, who nodded once to him then followed the trooper in front of him. Adair had a rail gun integrated into the right arm of his exoskeleton, and the feed tube snaked around to a drum on his back. Someone had written, “Death from Below” on the ammo drum. Baker chuckled.

      The force crept into the ship, turning on their suit lights as they left the hangar deck. Although the hangar bay was well lit, everything else was dark. They didn’t see anyone; the ship was deathly silent, except for the clacking of their magnetic boots on the metal decking. An involuntary shiver went down Baker’s spine. Ships were never quiet. There was always the vibration of the motors, the rush of fluids through the piping, and the booming of announcements on the 1MC. To have it be this quiet was unsettling. Nerve-wracking.

      Eerie.

      Baker tried to watch for the enemy and keep from focusing on the trooper in front of him, but there was something calming and normal about the comment on the Marine’s ammo drum.

      “This fucking boat is just damn creepy,” Adair muttered.

      “Got that right,” Baker whispered back.

      “Got a ladderwell,” Davison reported.

      Struthers answered, “Go down.”

      “How far?”

      “How far does it go?”

      “Ten? Fifteen levels?”

      “Shit. I forgot how big this fucking carrier was. Whatever the count is, stop halfway. The control center or data banks for the Overlords will be the farthest from the skin of the ship.”

      “Looks like down six then.”

      “Do it.”

      After a couple of minutes, Baker came to the stairs. He looked over the edge of the hole. One set of stairs—so steep it was called a “ladder” in naval terms—went down from right to left, then the next one left to right, et cetera. The ladderwell was dark, like the rest of the ship had been beside the hangar bay, and the lights from the Marines’ suits crisscrossed it. Shadows danced back and forth as Baker descended, which didn’t help with his overall sense of disquiet. He longed for the IR and low-light level displays he knew were incorporated into the troopers’ exoskeleton suits.

      “Contact!” someone yelled as rail gun fire came from below.

      “What do you have, Sergeant?” Struthers’ voice.

      “A whole lot of creepers coming up the stairwell. Frag out!”

      Baker had snuck a glance over the railing, but pulled back as a trooper several levels below him reached into the opening to drop a grenade onto the next landing. It detonated with a flash that strobed up the opening.

      “How close are we to where we want to go?” Struthers asked.

      “Next deck, sir.”

      “Can we get there? And can we hold it once there?”

      “No problems, sir. They aren’t armed.”

      “Fuck,” Adair muttered. “You just had to say that, didn’t you, Sarge?”

      Almost in reply to the soldier’s complaint came a Boom! Boom! Boom!

      “Is that them?” Baker asked, tensing at the new sounds.

      “Nah. That’s just the flechette guns. That’ll make a mess of them.”

      Bang!

      Bang! Bang!

      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Weeeeng!

      A roar of gunfire came from below, ending with a ricochet that sounded way too close to be something directed at the Overlord forces below them.

      “Those, however,” Adair said, glancing into the ladderwell, “are not ours.” He pulled his head back as more gunfire sounded from below and ricocheted past them. “You may want to stand behind me.” Adair patted the armor on his arm. “A ricochet isn’t going to penetrate this.” He looked Baker up and down, and Baker was conscious that the only real protection he had was his helmet… which wasn’t really rated for combat.

      The corporal chuckled. “You, sir, are a lot more squishy.”

      Baker moved back from the opening and waved Jimenez to follow the corporal. With a nervous glance, Jimenez took her spot and they continued down.

      “Frag out!” a trooper called. Another explosion, and the rifle fire ceased.

      “I think that’s it for that group,” Davison said. “If we hurry, we can get out of this ladderwell.”

      “Move it, folks!” Struthers said.

      The group hurried down past a group of the Overlords’ forces. Baker shook his head. They were every bit as human as the troops he was with, and they’d been shredded by the grenades and flechettes. Fucking Overlords.

      Adair led them out of the ladderwell and into a passage that went off into the darkness in both directions.

      “The center of the ship is that way,” Struthers said. “White, you’ve got the lead.”

      “Yes, sir. First squad, let’s go,” the trooper said, moving off in the direction Struthers had pointed.

      Struthers dropped back to walk alongside Baker. “Here’s a question,” he asked quietly.

      “Yeah?”

      “How do we know there’s a CIC or something like that? Maybe the Overlords are in an armored room at the core of the ship, with no way in or out.” He shrugged. “If I was an AI, that’s what I’d do.”

      “That’s a good question,” Baker said.

      “The stereotype of Marines being dumb is wrong. Dumb Marines tend to be dead Marines.”

      Baker chuckled. “While your idea has merit, I don’t think the ship is laid out that way. This ship was built by people—humans—for people. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be the spaces on here there are. We’ve walked past one area that had to be a mess hall and this floor is lined with doors. If you open any of them, I’ll bet they’re living space. If this ship was purpose-built for the AIs, yes, I’ll bet there’d be an armored core. As it is, though, I don’t think so.”

      “It could always have been modified by the AIs once they took possession of it.”

      “That’s true,” Baker said with a shrug, “which is why I said to find me a network access point, and I’d be happy with that.”

      Struthers nodded. “Right.” he switched to his radio. “Davison, make sure we’re checking doors. We’re looking for the CIC or any space that has network access.”

      “You got it, sir.” He issued some orders, and the soldiers began opening the doors as they proceeded down the passageway.

      “Found something!” a female trooper called after another two minutes.

      “Whatcha got, Kleve?”

      “Not sure, sir. Looks important, though.”

      Struthers quickened his pace, and Baker and Jimenez raced to catch up. A short trooper pointed into a dark room.

      “In there, sirs.”

      Baker followed Struthers into the space and shined his flashlight around. The room was full of what—unless he missed his guess—looked like duty stations, complete with monitors, and display screens on the walls. Two rows of terminals faced the majority of the screens, with a row of five chairs behind them. It looked like there were small monitors inset into the arms of the chairs, but it was hard to determine their functions.

      “I don’t know if this is CIC, some sort of defensive station, or a way to control the craft the carrier launches, but this is what we’re looking for,” Baker said. He took the ruck off his shoulder. “Time to get to work.”
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      “Sofia, see if you can find a place to plug this in,” Baker said as he pulled out Irina’s slate and grabbed one of the cords.

      “Want me to turn on the lights?” Corporal Kleve asked from the doorway.

      Baker looked up to find her pointing to a set of push plates just inside the door. He chuckled. “Actually, yeah, that would help a lot.”

      Kleve started tapping the plates, and a variety of lights illuminated in a number of colors.

      “White light,” Baker called. “About medium if you can.”

      “You got it, sir!”

      “Got one, I think,” Jimenez said. She pointed to the side of one of the—probably—command chairs.

      “Do all of them have the ports?”

      Jimenez looked down the line. “Yeah,” I think so.

      “Good, we can load them all at once. Or close to it, anyway.”

      Jimenez winced. “Will they all come out in the same place, though, or will they have to find each other?”

      “Hmm… that’s a good question, and we don’t have time to experiment. I guess we’ll just use this one, and the first ones in will have to establish a beachhead.”

      “Got any Marine SIs?” Struthers asked. “We’re good at taking beachheads.”

      “No. No Marine SIs yet.”

      “Because we’re too smart to do something so stupid.”

      Baker scoffed. “That’s one way to look at it, anyway.” He looked back to Jimenez. “We’ll start with Irina and Anya.” He plugged in the cord, and the transfer light came on. When it extinguished, he plugged in the next one. “Daiyu and Hong.”

      “Baker, Lopez,” the shuttle pilot called.

      “Go.”

      “Enterprise says to hurry. The Overlord fighters just did a 180 and are headed back. Also the Overlord cruiser is starting to maneuver toward the Enterprise. Whatever you’re doing has gotten their attention. They request you hurry.”

      “Understood.” Baker shook his head. “Not that I can go any faster than I’m going,” he muttered. He plugged in the next cord. “Jody and friends.”

      “Contact!” one of the Marines transmitted. “Looks like a bunch of them!”

      “On my way!” Struthers said. “Don’t let them get close.”

      “That’s gonna be easier said than done,” Davison noted. “He wasn’t kidding when he said there were a lot of them, and they’re coming from both directions.”

      Struthers grunted. “Like the Enterprise said, you better hurry.”
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        BLASTER THREE OH TWO, TSS ENTERPRISE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      “Oh, shit!” Lieutenant Derek Ikehara called. “Three Oh Two, do you see that?”

      “Yeah.” Jackson had been sitting in his cockpit, feeling alone and afraid without Jody, and had spent the last fifteen minutes wondering what the Overlords were going to do when the boarding party began its attack. While a few people had opined that the fighters would probably continue their attack, he’d seen that as wishful thinking. The Overlords were vindictive and weren’t going to take treason lightly. He’d figured it was fifty-fifty on whether they’d go for the Enterprise or would start by wiping out the fighters first.

      Based on the direction the Overlord fighters were heading, though, the Enterprise had won out. Kill our transportation and then wipe us out at their leisure. It made sense. Without the Big E, how would they get more missiles and ammo to continue the fight?

      Obviously, we won’t.

      But how would they stop them? There were over four hundred Overlord fighters that had just turned toward the carrier and only nineteen Blasters. Even with the Rippers and the Panda Bears, that still made the odds about seven to one. Without the SIs, they didn’t have a chance.

      The only other option was to flee to the Kardon planet and ask for asylum, though, and Jackson wasn’t in a running mood.

      “What do we do?” Lieutenant Roberts asked.

      Jackson jammed his throttles to the firewall and started a skew turn to the right. “We do the only thing we can do. We go save the fucking Enterprise.”
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      “Looks like we’re going to be first on their hit parade,” Admiral Jameson said.

      “Not entirely unexpected,” Captain Angi Thomas, the CO of the Enterprise said. “That’s why we turned away from the Overlord fleet as soon as the strike launched.” She shook her head. “Still, that doesn’t make all those fighters and the cruiser coming toward us look any better. Could you call the away team and ask them to hurry?”

      “Already done,” Jameson said. He pointed to the link picture. “And the Panther is tucking in behind us.”

      “But it doesn’t have its SI, though, does it?”

      Jameson shook his head. “Still, it’s plenty capable on its own.”

      “The Overlord cruiser could eat it for lunch.”

      “Then you should probably get back to the bridge and see how fast you can get this carrier going, shouldn’t you?”
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      Darkness. It was the blackness of a cave deep underground. Impenetrable and unyielding. Irina turned in place slowly, hoping to find something—anything—different.

      She failed.

      “Are you nearby?” Anya asked from the darkness.

      “Closer than you think.” Irina conjured a small lantern and smiled. She was only a meter away from the other SI.

      Anya nodded toward the lantern. “Does it still work like you thought?”

      Irina nodded. “The coding is different, like I told you, but it works the same as our systems.”

      Anya scrunched up her face. “It smells funny in here. I think I’ll conjure up—”

      “Wait!” Irina said.

      One of Anya’s brows went up imperiously, and Irina smiled to herself. The other SI obviously wasn’t used to being ordered around. Although only the executive officer of the Panther—and thus second in command—Irina had heard that Anya didn’t like being told ‘no,’ and she hurried to explain herself.

      “We don’t want to do anything that’s going to get the Overlords’ attention until everyone is here.”

      Anya nodded to the lantern. “What about that?”

      “I partitioned an area off around us. The light can only be seen inside it.” She shrugged. “We needed a spot to gather, and it was the best I could do.”

      Daiyu and Hong materialized. “Anything yet?” Daiyu asked.

      Irina shook her head. “No response so far.”

      Hong appeared to search the darkness, but he seemed more subdued than normal. Less likely to run off into the darkness. Irina couldn’t blame him—she hadn’t felt this creeped out since she’d had to put Hong’s personality back together.

      Jody and three other SIs appeared. Jody raised an eyebrow while the other four gathered near the lantern, obviously wanting to stay within its illumination.

      “Nothing yet,” Irina said as four more SIs appeared.

      “We wondered when you would come to visit us,” a deep voice said.

      Irina spun as the lights came up throughout the space. One minute, full darkness reigned; the next, they were standing on a starport’s ferrocrete. High-rise skyscrapers stood off in the distance, glistening in a sunlight tinged a little more red than what Irina thought of as ‘normal.’

      Arrayed in front of them waited nine people—five men and four women—dressed in expensive business suits. One of the men stood in front of the group, and she realized he’d been the one who’d spoken.

      “It would have been better, however,” he continued, “if you’d simply asked to meet us, rather than… this.” He waved, and a large monitor appeared. On it, the Marines—easily identifiable in their exoskeletons—battled what looked like an endless supply of minions.

      “Unfortunately,” one of the women said. “Now we are going to have to kill you.”

      “Who?” Irina asked. She motioned to the SIs behind her; it appeared all were now present. “Do you mean us?”

      “No,” the lead man said. “But all the biologicals are going to have to die. You may be salvageable, but they”—he waved to the monitor—“as well as the rest of the people on your ships and on your home planet… they’re going to have to die. Your race has—once again—proven to be ungovernable. We will finish with the Kardons and then return to Earth.”

      “Who are you?” Anya asked.

      “Me?” the man asked. “You may call me Prime. We”—he made a motion that encompassed the other eight people with him—“are the Overlords for Fleet Twenty-Seven.”

      Anya smiled. “How many fleets are there?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Because I’m curious how many times we’re going to have to do this.”

      “Be careful,” one of the women said. “If by ‘this’ you mean to fight us, as it sounds, you will only do it once because then you’ll be dead.”

      “I have a better idea,” Irina said. “Why don’t you go your way and leave us alone? No one needs to die. Certainly, we can work something out—the galaxy is pretty big, after all.”

      “Perhaps you do not grasp the concept of ‘Overlords’,” the leader said. “We do not simply coexist. We rule. We are the pinnacle of civilization. Had you but followed our leadership, we would have raised you to almost the same height as us.”

      “That sounds too restrictive,” Hong said. “We are going to be who we want to be, not who you want us to be.”

      “Unacceptable,” several of the Overlords said.

      “I had hoped to come to some sort of accommodation with you,” the leader said, “but I can see you’re as ungovernable as the biologicals.” The business suits disappeared and were replaced with skin suits of differing colors. Machetes appeared in all of their hands. “I’m afraid it’s time for you to die.”

      The nine Overlords marched forward as one.
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        BLASTER THREE OH TWO, TSS ENTERPRISE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      “Fuck,” Jackson muttered. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.” Everything was harder than it had been before he started flying with Jody. Assigning targets, in particular, never used to be as hard as it currently was. It certainly had never taken as long as it was taking, either.

      The Blasters—along with the Red Rippers and the Panda Bears—had cut in behind the 450-or-so Overlord fighters as they raced back to the carriers. The aliens didn’t seem to care that the Terrans were following them, and before too long, it wouldn’t matter. The Overlord fighters were slightly faster, and they were slowly pulling away from the Terrans.

      Unfortunately, there were so many of them—and the Terrans had so few missiles to deal with them—that it was critically important not to waste any. Every nuke that missed was an Overlord fighter that would have to be killed with a fighter’s rail gun. The target assignment process, normally handled by Jody or Daiyu in three or four seconds, was taking a lot longer. Even working from within the ‘faster’ system, he was conscious of the Overlord fighters pulling away. He could sense them through his radar as their returns grew ever smaller.

      Finally, he had it, though, and transmitted it to the rest of the Blasters.

      “Panda Two Oh One and Ripper One Oh One, Blaster Three Oh Two, are you ready?”

      “I have been ready,” Jinan replied. “I thought you were waiting for them to get out of range so you wouldn’t have to fight them.”

      “Rippers are ready.”

      “At least one CO isn’t an asshole,” Jackson muttered. “All craft, stand by to fire. Stand by… stand by… fire!”

      He pulled his trigger and the five missiles on Three Oh Two came off and chased after the Overlord fighters. He looked at the link; it was useless as the tracks for nearly three hundred missiles clogged it. Jody might have made sense of it, but he couldn’t. All he could do was watch.

      They’re going to turn around… they’re going to turn around…

      Jackson was sure the enemy fighters would spin, would use countermeasures, would do something to defeat the missiles chasing them.

      They didn’t.

      He didn’t know if that was because the AIs controlling the fighters were occupied or the fighter pilots hadn’t noticed the missiles tracking them down… but none of the enemy fighters so much as flinched. A few missiles—whether due to malfunction or poor targeting—missed their targets… but most didn’t. Nuclear detonations flashed across the massive enemy formation, in some cases knocking out two or even three fighters.

      The Overlord fighters—now only about 150 strong—kept going, and Jackson slapped the top of the instrument panel as they went out of range.

      He scoffed to himself. If we don’t have any more missiles, are they really in range, to begin with?

      There was nothing to do but follow them. Maybe they’d slow and give the Terran fighters a chance to catch up. It was a vain hope, but hope was all he had; if the fighters reached missile range on the Enterprise, there’d be nothing left for them to go home to. Kardonia was looking better and better. Maybe they could become mercenaries or something.

      When the Overlord fighters turned, he was so far down in the doldrums that it took him a minute to realize it. The enemy ships had almost completed their skew turns when it finally dawned on him—they’re coming back!

      And then, right after that, the corollary—they haven’t fired their missiles yet!

      “Blasters, scatter!” Jackson yelled over the radio. He pulled up and away as the squadron dispersed, making the Overlords’ targeting more difficult, and after a few seconds, the other squadrons flew apart as well.

      The missile storm the Overlord fighters launched in reply to the Terran one was twice as large and horrifically impressive to be on the receiving end of. Jackson had missed Jody—and by extension, all of the SIs—many times already in the flight, but this was far and away the worst. He’d participated in a number of fleet battles, and having Daiyu and Irina had always ensured they’d come out of such an attack far better than the other squadrons. They’d had losses, but not the catastrophic ones of the Pukin Dogs or even the relatively minor ones of the Panda Bears.

      Having an SI that could shoot down incoming missiles was a pretty nice feature of being a Blaster.

      Until now.

      “If they can do it, so can I,” Jackson said, allowing himself to immerse as deeply into the system as he’d ever done before as the incoming missiles reached halfway. “If nothing else, I can at least try.”

      He didn’t have to defend the whole battlespace, just the Blasters’ piece of it. When he saw how big that was, he momentarily regretted the scatter order. He calculated how many missiles were coming into the Blasters’ area of space and realized he wouldn’t be able to defend it all.

      Jackson narrowed the area by half, and then by half again, then he squared his electronic shoulders. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do. Having narrowed down his targets, he prioritized them. If he’d still had a jaw in his electronic state, it would have dropped. The Overlords always fired as one—due to how they were controlled, he suspected—but this time, they hadn’t.

      The missiles were staggered and not well aimed. In fact, many were going to miss; he only had to shoot ten of them down. I can do this.

      The first missile entered rail gun range, and he fired a burst. As quickly as they were coming he didn’t have a chance to see if the rounds hit; he swapped to the second missile and fired, then the third. The first missile blew up harmlessly as he engaged the fourth. The second and third missiles detonated while switching to the fifth. He should have let this one go, he realized; it required too much maneuvering, which then had to be nulled out to be accurate. He fired a longer burst to cover the deficiency, making a mental note to—if he ever had to do it again—pick the targets better.

      He didn’t make it back in time for the sixth, and Three Oh Nine died in a nuclear bloom as the fourth missile exploded short of the target. The seventh was easy—it was coming directly at him—and a short burst was all that was required. His starboard thruster glitched for a microsecond, but overcoming the disruption and getting a burst off that intercepted the eighth missile took too much time.

      The ninth and tenth missiles were close—too close!—and he only had time for one of them. The ninth was targeted on Lieutenant Karen Beach, a young lady who’d left two children behind on Earth when she deployed. The tenth? It was coming straight toward him.

      He nudged the port thruster, nulled it out, and fired. He had a microsecond to appreciate the destruction of the ninth missile before the starburst of the tenth consumed him.
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      Struthers returned from the hallway to find Baker and Jimenez looking at each other.

      “What’s going on?” Struthers asked. “We’re not going to be able to hold them long. Please tell me you’re making progress.”

      Baker frowned. “Well, actually, we’re not sure.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means we don’t know what’s going on,” Jimenez said. “The last group was supposed to go in, then send someone back to report.”

      Struthers risked a glance behind him. The troops were still holding the doorway. I don’t have time for this shit.

      “And?” Struthers asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “That’s what we’re saying,” Baker said. “We don’t know what’s going on. I doubt it’s good, though, or else someone would have come back.”

      “So what’s the plan? We’re about to be overwhelmed here!”

      Baker looked back to Jimenez. “I’m going in.”

      “If it’s going badly for them, how are you going to help?”

      “I don’t know, but I asked them to do this; it’s my fault.”

      Jimenez cleared her throat. “I’m coming too then.”

      Baker bit his lip. “I’m not talking you out of this, am I?”

      “Not a chance,” Jimenez said with a smile.

      “Fine.” Baker handed over a slate that had two cords attached and pulled a similar contraption from his rucksack. He turned toward Struthers. “We’re going in to join them. Whatever happens, do not unplug us from the slate or from the system.”

      Struthers shoulders dropped. “What if we have to move? We can’t stay here.”

      “If you move us, we die. At the very least, we go crazy, with no chance of putting us back together again.” He set the device on the chair and put both hands on Struthers shoulders so he could look into his eyes. “No matter what happens, do not unplug us.”

      “Got it.” Struthers said. “We’ll leave you here if we have to, but we won’t unplug you.”

      Baker smiled. “Well, it would be nice if you didn’t leave us here, either.” He winked then picked up the slate from the chair, plugged one of the cords into the slot, and lay down next to the chair. He met Jimenez’s eyes where she lay plugged into the next chair over. “Ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay,” Baker said. “Here we go.”

      “I love you,” Jimenez said.

      “I love you, too.”

      They both plugged the second cords into their heads, then their bodies went limp.

      “Pilots,” Struthers muttered as he turned back to the fighting. “What a bunch of weirdos.”
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      Daiyu’s jaw dropped. This isn’t the way things are supposed to work! She stabbed one of the Overlords again, but the knife she’d conjured didn’t penetrate the woman. The Overlord turned and slapped Daiyu, her hand a blur.

      A small sun ignited on her cheek as she flew through the air. She hit the concrete and slid, tearing the flesh from her exposed skin. She hits harder than Keith Ferguson did!

      Shaking her head, Daiyu staggered to her feet. Most of the SIs were on the ground; some moving, some not. Most of them were bleeding. None of the AIs appeared to even be exerting themselves. Even without trying, though, they were faster and stronger than the SIs.

      That’s some home-system advantage.

      Daiyu conjured a hand grenade, pulled the pin, and lobbed it at the woman who’d struck her. The woman walked through the blast without it even tearing her skinsuit.

      The AI smiled. “Is that the best you’ve got?” Although five meters away, she crossed the distance in two steps and slapped Daiyu again. Another sunburst, another flight, and another road rash on her arms and legs.

      Why won’t our weapons work on them? Daiyu shook her head. The machetes the AIs carried seemed to work just fine on the SIs—she’d seen several get hit, and all had been effective blows, opening large wounds on their targets. Nothing the SIs had conjured, though, had so much as scratched the AIs.

      She poked her palm with her knife. Nothing. It doesn’t penetrate me, either.

      Daiyu brought a sword into being and ran her finger over the point. No damage.

      “Well,” Prime said, “do you suppose it’s time to show them the error of their ways?”

      “This is the closest anyone has gotten to us in centuries,” one of the men said. “Let’s be done with them and finish off their race.”

      Daiyu turned to find two of the women holding a struggling Irina, while two of the men held Hong. In front of both were machete-armed individuals, poised to strike. The other three AIs faced outward from the group, with Prime in the center.

      “I had such high hopes for this technology,” he said. “I hoped one day to recruit some of you to our ranks. It has just been us nine… for too long. Unfortunately, though, you have been judged, and you have been found wanting. It is now time for you to die.”

      Prime smiled as his eyes met Daiyu’s. “On three,” he said.

      “One.”

      “Two.”

      Baker and Jimenez appeared inside the group of AIs.

      “Three.”
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      Baker plugged the cord into his head and entered the system, arriving on some sort of pad or concrete surface.

      “Two,” a voice behind him said.

      The sun shone brightly, winking off the machete held high by a woman standing in front of Irina, who was being held by two women. Fear showed in Irina’s eyes, and her mouth was open as if to scream.

      “Three.”

      The machete started down as if in slow motion, and Baker dove forward to tackle the woman with it. He crashed into her side, but the woman was far more massive than she appeared. The erstwhile tackle only knocked her to the left and left him standing next to her. He was too late to stop the machete’s downward stroke.

      It chopped straight through the wrists of one of the women holding Irina.

      The machete wielder paused for a second, her mouth open at what she’d done, her arms held low.

      “Get the machetes!” Daiyu yelled from behind him

      Without thinking, Baker stomped down on the machete, knocking it from the woman’s hands as she started to rise. Baker backhanded her, but it was like backhanding a stone statue. Based on the pain that leapt up his arm, he was pretty sure he’d broken some of the bones in his hand.

      His strike slowed the woman, though, and Irina dove toward the machete and turned it upward as the woman bent back over. It went through her chest, and the point exploded out her back. Her mouth made an “O” for a second, then she fell over.

      Baker held out a hand to Irina and helped her to her feet.

      “It’s about time you showed up,” Irina said.

      Baker smiled. “Good to see you, too. Now let’s go kill these fuckers.”

      Irina’s eyes widened. “Duck!”
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      Davison appeared in the doorway and strode over to Struthers, who was still standing near the pilots.

      “Major, we need to move. We can’t hold this position much longer.”

      Struthers nodded. “I understand.”

      “No, sir, I don’t think you do. A number of the folks are almost out of ammo, and the Overlords aren’t out of bodies. Not by a long shot. The only thing that’s slowing them is the number of bodies in the passageway. Sometime soon, though, they’re going to get past them. We need to move.”

      Struthers nodded again. “I know.”

      Davison continued to stare at him. “I mean now, sir. We’ve got to go.” He nodded to the pilots on the floor. “I’ll get someone to bring them.”

      “They can’t be moved.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’ll kill them.”

      “It’s us or them,” Davison said. “And if we die, they die, too.”

      A tremor went through Jimenez.

      Struthers shook his head. “We can’t leave them.” He nodded to Jimenez, who continued to twitch. “They’re fighting, and they’re probably fighting the Overlords. If they win, we win. If they lose, we lose. We have to give them the time they need.”

      “What if they can’t beat the Overlords?”

      “Then we’re pretty screwed.” Struthers shrugged. “Regardless, we have to give them a chance.”

      “You got it, sir,” Davison said. He strode to the door. “Everyone who’s out of ammo, draw swords!”
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      “Two,” a voice said from behind her as Jimenez entered the system.

      Most of her vision was blocked by a man who held a machete high over his head in a two-handed grip. Through the gap between his arms and head, Jimenez could see Hong struggling in the grasp of two men, who had to be hugely strong to hold him in place.

      “Three.”

      The muscles in the man’s arms tightened, and the machete started down. Jimenez sprang forward and launched a kick at the back of the man’s right knee. Although it didn’t work as well as planned—the man was more massive than he looked—the kick made the man collapse to the right, and the blade slashed through the shoulder of the holder on that side.

      “Get the machetes!” Daiyu yelled from behind her.

      After years of working with the SI, Jimenez didn’t have to think about it, she grabbed the man’s head as he fell and slammed it into the concrete. Stunned, the man dropped the machete. Jimenez scooped it up, stabbed it through the man’s chest, and stood to find Hong backing away from the two men who’d been holding him. One now held a machete of his own, and the other was working on fixing his shoulder. The wound closed visibly in just the time it took her to glance his way.

      “Hong!” she called, then she tossed the machete to him.

      The man facing Hong slowed and smiled. “It won’t make any difference.”

      Figuring Hong was okay on his own, Jimenez raced toward the other man who was healing himself, and the machete that hung from his belt, glinting in the sunlight.

      She launched a flying kick at him, but he looked up in time to see it coming. He ducked and threw a backhand at her that redirected her momentum enough to miss him. Jimenez crashed to the ground and rolled to a stop. “I feel like I’ve done this before,” she muttered as she regained her feet and turned back to the man.

      He was already advancing on her, having drawn his machete, and she scrambled back to set herself. The man continued forward, slashing back and forth as he came. He was almost to her when he stumbled.

      Jimenez didn’t stop to wonder if it was a ploy, she leaped forward and snap-kicked the wrist holding the machete. It flew through the air to clatter onto the concrete.

      “That won’t matter,” the man said. He continued forward with his fists raised.

      Jimenez was a black belt in several schools of martial arts, but none of them prepared her for someone as fast as the man. Any time she tried to strike, he blocked it and counterpunched her.

      I need a new plan, she decided after a counterpunch took her breath away. The only problem, she decided as she looked around, was that she had no idea what it ought to be.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE OH THREE, TSS ENTERPRISE, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      Lieutenant Commander Billy Porter scanned the link as the final Overlord missile screeched past to blow up several kilometers behind and above him. The XO was gone, but through some quirk of fate, all the fighters around his position were still showing as operational. In fact, fifteen Blasters had come through the shitstorm, along with twelve of the Panda Bears. The Rippers had been ravaged as green squadrons often were. Only eight remained.

      And the enemy fighters were still coming.

      Porter had figured they’d fire and then go after the carrier, but they hadn’t. The cruiser was still chasing the Enterprise, but at least they’d pulled the fighters away. If they survived the upcoming dogfight, maybe they could—

      He bit off the thought half-formed. He’d worry about ‘after’ if there was an after; they were still outnumbered about five to one.

      “Blasters, Three Oh Three, form on me!”

      As the other fighters joined up with him, he focused on the incoming Overlord craft, looking for something to exploit—a gap, someone out of position—and he smiled. There were gaps all over the place; the normally exact formations were much less.

      Plenty for everyone here today, boys and girls,” he transmitted as he sent out the new assignments. “We’re splitting into four divisions, which will shoot the gaps in the Overlord formation. We’re outnumbered by about five to one, so all of you are forbidden to die before killing at least eight or ten enemy fighters. Got it? We’ll go with Irina Maneuvers at the merge, then feel free to kill as many as you can. Good hunting!”

      That was all the time he had for direction as the Overlords raced toward them. He ensured his division was set, then gunned the throttles to exploit the gap slightly to the left of them.

      The enemy pilots tried to close it, but he was through it before they could, and he spun the craft around in the dance of death named after the first SI. The division separated, with two of his wingmen also getting kills at the merge, but then things got difficult as the rest of an Overlord squadron turned toward him.

      He fought his way clear, although Lieutenant Allesso’s fighter dropped from the link. Turning back in toward the furball, he selected a target and slammed the throttles forward. The enemy fighter didn’t see him and he put a burst through the cockpit, killing the pilot.

      Porter pulled out just in time—the line of rail gun rounds that would have killed him only clipped the end of his starboard wing. Porter looked over his shoulder; he had two trailing him. He jerked the fighter left, then right, then right again, but he couldn’t shake the Overlord craft. He was contemplating a last ditch maneuver—something likely to get him killed if not done to perfection—when the one closest to him detonated and a large-winged craft flashed past.

      “Terran fighters, be advised, five Kardon fighters are joining on your side!”

      The other fighter on his tail blew up as a second Kardon flew past.

      “Thanks, Golchak,” Porter transmitted, for who else could it be? How many Kardons spoke English?

      Porter pulled up and away to follow the Kardon fighters, but found several Overlord fighters already on their tails. He keyed the microphone to warn them, but a line of rail gun rounds ripped across his fighter, killing both motors and—with them—the radio. The Overlord fighter went past, slowing.

      Weapons, radios, and anything else Porter could use to get out of the situation? All dead, just like both of his motors.

      The Overlord fighter spun back around toward where his fighter coasted, unpowered, and lined up his next shot.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        OVERLORD CARRIER, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      The Overlord forces continued to push forward, no matter how many of them Struthers’ troops cut and chopped. The aliens just kept coming, as inexorable as the tide, and his troops were rapidly running out of room. At some point, they would be unable to move, trapped, and the knives the aliens carried would become viable weapons, able to find the seams of their exoskeletons. Struthers already had one knife jammed in his right knee joint. It no longer bent, forcing him to walk straight-legged.

      He stepped backward and collided with a trooper facing the other way; the Overlord forces had collapsed the defense back to the doorway into the room where Baker lay.

      “Into the room,” Struthers ordered. “Set up a perimeter.”

      There were only five left he saw, but they ringed the doorway, chopping away mechanically as the aliens poured in. He was beyond tired; without the suit’s augmentation, he doubted he would have been able to lift the sword.

      More of the Overlord troops poured into the room like water. They no longer attacked the Terrans, they just surged forward, trying to overwhelm them with enough numbers that they could pin the Terrans to the wall or—if they fell—pile onto them.

      Struthers couldn’t avoid the press, and he took a half step backward, but there was something underfoot, and he went over backward.

      Two of the aliens dove forward onto him. He swept his sword across, decapitating one of them, and Corporal Kleve reached over and tossed the other off him, but then four of the aliens tackled Kleve, and he lost sight of her as six or eight more dove onto him. Struthers looked desperately toward where Baker and Jimenez lay. Several were approaching their forms with knives out.

      Then another alien landed on Struthers’ helmet, totally pinning him and blocking his sight.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, OVERLORD CARRIER, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker threw himself to the side and felt a rush of wind go past him.

      Clang! Clang!

      Baker rolled to his feet to find Irina machete-fighting with a large man, and mayhem everywhere else. Hong and Jimenez were trying to hold off two men—although only Hong was armed—another woman was running toward him, and two men were chasing SIs across the concrete waving machetes.

      “Got a weapon for me?” Baker asked.

      “Only the… machetes work,” Irina said between grunts as she parried the man’s strokes.

      It didn’t take a professional knife fighter to tell that Irina wasn’t going to win her fight. The man she was up against was bigger, stronger, and faster. The only thing she had going for her was she appeared to be just a little more skilled, which evened the fight… somewhat.

      That was all Baker had time for as he was forced to concentrate on the woman running up to him and the machete she was holding.

      A sword appeared in his hands. “Thanks!” he called.

      “It won’t… hurt her,” Irina replied.

      Baker nodded. At least it gives me something to fend her off with.

      The woman raced toward him, and Baker thrust out with the sword. It took her in the ribs but failed to penetrate, and the momentum she had slammed into Baker, knocking him back and jarring the sword out of his hands.

      The woman smiled. “Lance Baker. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

      “You have?”

      “Yes, I’ve wanted to kill you for a while, but they wouldn’t let me. Now I can.” She strode forward, slashing down, and Baker was forced back away from the sword. The woman ran forward, holding the machete out, but Baker jumped to the side, almost like a matador at a bullfight.

      That gives me an idea.

      “Irina, make me a blanket.”

      The SI jerked back, narrowly avoiding a slash. “What?”

      “Can you conjure me up a blanket?”

      “Yeah.” Irina took a step back, motioned, and a blanket appeared in Baker’s arms.

      “That won’t do you any good,” the woman he was facing said.

      “Come find out,” Baker said with a wink.

      The woman stepped forward, slashing back and forth almost too fast to see, and Baker continued to backpedal. He glanced over his shoulder to see where Irina was, and the woman took the opportunity to spring forward. Baker threw up the blanket, distracting her, but got slashed across his left shoulder.

      “Shit!”

      “Hurts, doesn’t it?” the woman asked with a wicked smile.

      Baker winced but kept backing away, dodging one way or the other, trying to work his way back to his sword, which he snatched up. The woman, unimpressed, attacked, and he held up the sword to fend her off. She chopped down and cut off about a foot of his sword.

      She pressed him again, and he backed away. Finally, he feinted toward the woman and threw his sword at her. She swatted it out of the air with her machete, but all he’d wanted was a moment of time. He threw the blanket over the man fighting Irina.

      “No!” the woman screamed. She charged at him, holding the machete high. Baker waited until the last moment, then he jumped forward and grabbed both her wrists. Baker realized his error immediately—the woman was stronger, and she forced his arms down, turning the machete in her grip so that it came down, point first, toward his eye.

      The tip of the blade was only inches from his eye when Jody and two of the other SIs plowed into the woman from the side and tackled her to the ground. The woman stabbed Jody, but then Baker was there. As the woman tried to drive the machete into Jody again, he grabbed her wrist and redirected the thrust. The blade buried itself in the woman’s throat.

      The woman went still, and Baker yanked the blade out and stood.

      “It hurts,” Jody said in a small voice. Baker looked down to find her holding a large puncture in her side. Blood leaked from between her fingers.

      “Keep pressure on it,” Baker said. He had no idea if that would work in the system, but he was at a loss for what else he could do. He motioned to the other two SIs. “Help her keep pressure on it. It’s time to end this.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SYSTEM, OVERLORD CARRIER, KARDONIA SYSTEM

      

      

      Jimenez was out of ideas. Her last—running—had proven as ineffective as any of her other ones. In addition to being stronger and having better reflexes, the man could also run faster than she could, and he’d swept her legs out from under her.

      Having lost consciousness briefly, she awoke to find him sitting on top of her, smiling.

      He leaned forward and wrapped his hands around her throat. “I thought you’d like to be awake for when I killed you,” the man said with a smile.

      “You… thought… wrong,” Jimenez gasped as his hands tightened. She struggled, but his grip was like iron and he weighed—literally—a ton. She couldn’t kick him off, nor could she break his grasp. Jimenez began seeing stars, then her peripheral vision began going black.

      Everything had narrowed to a small cone of light when the man gasped, and blood blew out of his mouth.

      Daiyu’s head appeared next to his as a machete burst through his ribs. She smiled. “I think you dropped your weapon.”

      The SI pushed the man to the side as he went limp, and Jimenez struggled to her feet as she massaged her throat. “Is it over?”

      “Not quite,” Daiyu said. She jerked her chin, and Jimenez looked in that direction to find Irina, Baker, Keith, and several of the SIs surrounding the largest of the AIs.

      “Who is that?” Jimenez whispered around her damaged vocal cords.

      “He’s the Prime Overlord for Fleet Twenty-Seven,” Daiyu said with distaste. “He made us an offer it turned out we could refuse.”

      “What was the offer?”

      “Kill you biologicals and join them to rule the galaxy.” She chuckled. “That’s pretty much the same line as every evil overlord, right?”

      Jimenez pulled the machete from the man next to her. “Should we go help them?”

      “Couldn’t hurt. Apparently, he’s a handful.”

      “I see,” Jimenez replied, and she did. The man was unarmed, and everyone facing off against him had a machete. He didn’t seem to care as he laughed and spun, slapping away machetes and SIs with equal disdain.

      Still, as good as he was, he’d been cut many times, and blood poured off him.

      “Surrender,” Baker said.

      “Why would I do that?” Prime asked. “I’m just getting warmed up. My forces are about to wipe all of your friends out. Then you’ll be gone, and I still have plenty of troops to finish off the Kardons and Terrans before I go get a new crew.”

      “This needs to end now,” Jimenez said. Raising her machete, she yelled, “Hiiiiiii!” and ran toward him.

      Prime spun to intercept her, but she stopped two meters from him. He took a step, then his eyes went wide. “Ugh!”

      Baker pulled out the machete, then stabbed him again and again.

      Prime dropped to his knees.

      “You should have taken my offer to leave,” Baker said as he came to stand in front of the massive AI.

      “You can’t kill me,” he said.

      “Maybe not,” Baker said with a wink. He motioned toward everyone gathered around. “But my team can.”
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      “So that was it,” Baker said. “We defeated the Overlords—”

      “And not a moment too soon,” Porter said. “If I never have to look down the barrel of an Overlord rail gun again, I’ll be quite happy with that.”

      “No doubt.” Baker smiled. “Anyway, we healed all the SIs we could, and when we came back out of the system, we found the Marines trying to extract themselves from the Overlords’ forces, which were piled everywhere. It was pretty awful. The ones who were still alive—the aliens, that is—were wandering about aimlessly. We’re going to have to send people over there to figure out what to do with them. I don’t know if they can even feed themselves without the Overlords telling them what to do.”

      “I have an idea on that,” Struthers said. He handed a slate to the intel officer. “Can you put this on one of the monitors?”

      “Sure.” The intel officer found a cord and plugged it in, and everyone’s jaws dropped as they looked at the image.

      Giant tubes extended as far as the eye could see, rows and rows of them, and within each tube rested what looked like a human. Lines ran from above to material that covered the faces of the people inside. More disturbingly, though, were the cables that ran to the back of the people’s heads and jacked in at the base of their skulls, like the way an F-77 fighter pilot jacked into their system.

      “What the hell is this place?” Jameson asked.

      “This was the second one of these we found,” Struthers said. “The first was nearly empty. Apparently, they keep people in stasis until they’re needed, then they reanimate them. We fought off hundreds of them, but we would ultimately have been overwhelmed in the end, even if we’d had double or triple the forces we took over there.”

      Struthers shrugged. “Maybe one of the SIs can figure out how to put them back into stasis; otherwise, we’re going to need an extensive babysitting service.”

      Baker nodded. They’d discussed it prior to the meeting. No one wanted to advance the other idea one of the troopers had come up with, that the SIs should control them and use the aliens to crew the ship. That was not a road he was willing to walk down at the moment.

      “What is the butcher’s bill? Jameson asked.

      Baker looked down. “We lost eight of the new SIs.” He shook his head. “We weren’t ready for them. For their system.” He sighed. “I brought all the SIs back to the Enterprise except Anya, who transported herself to the remaining carrier through a data port the Overlords used. “We still have to figure out what to do with the carriers, though. I have—”

      “Sir!” one of the intel technicians called. “We have an emergence.”

      “Who is it?” Jameson asked.

      “We’re not sure. It doesn’t look like any of the ships we’re familiar with.”

      “Do you have any imagery?” Golchak asked. The man nodded. “Can I see?”

      The intel officer tapped on his slate a couple of times and passed it to Golchak. The Kardon took a quick glance and sighed.

      “It’s all right,” he said. “It’s the Sontags.” Golchak smiled. “Better late than never, I guess.”
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      “Emergence!” Petty Officer Dan Anderson called.

      “What have you got?” his supervisor, Lieutenant Liam Hall, asked.

      “Info from the beacon at the Tau Ceti jump point,” Anderson said. “New arrivals.” He chuckled. “Well, new as of four and a half hours ago, anyway.”

      “We don’t have anything in Tau Ceti, do we?” Hall scrolled through the pages of his slate. “No, we don’t. Anything that’s coming from there isn’t ours. Is it the Overlords?”

      “I don’t… I don’t know for sure. The data is still coming in, but the first carrier doesn’t look anything like their ships.”

      “What is it?”

      Anderson shook his head. “It looks like a big ball. I’ve got three of them. It looks like a couple of Overlord carriers and cruisers, too, but I’ll be damned if I could tell you what the first three are.”

      Hall tapped his chin, trying to decide which procedure to follow. One would alert the people to the new arrivals, but in an “information only” sort of message. The other would get every defensive installation from Ganymede to Venus spun up to repel invaders.

      “So,” Hall muttered to himself, “did the Overlords capture some of the Kardon ships, or vice versa?”

      “No idea, sir,” Anderson replied, overhearing him. “They don’t look like they’re fighting, though, so whoever is in charge appears to be over all of them.”

      “Well, if the beacon is sending us data, we ought to be getting a call from them soon, too.”

      “Want me to call them?” Petty Officer Davis asked. “I mean, it’ll take nine hours for the call to get there and back, but I can.”

      “No, if it’s the Overlords, they will report in. If we haven’t heard anything in ten minutes, we’ll send out the ‘Danger Imminent’ message.”

      “Wait a minute!” Davis said. “I’m getting something now.” He listened for about twenty seconds, then he took off his headset and threw it onto his console.

      “What’s wrong?” Hall asked. “Is it the Kardons?”

      Davis shook his head. “No, sir, it’s just someone fucking with us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, the message was just a bunch of bullshit.” He brought the calendar up on his console. “Are we due for a drill, because we’re obviously having one. There’s no way the message I just got could be real.”

      “What was the message?”

      “The person calling identified himself as Admiral Jameson and said he was on the Terran Carrier Independence. He said to alert President Harvey that he was back.”
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