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      The six F-77B fighters sat on the flight line like high-tech birds of prey, their matte-black shapes seeming to absorb the wan sunlight of the December morning. Commander Lance Baker shivered slightly in the north breeze, then smiled. At least it wasn’t as cold as space when the ship’s fusion plants both go offline… and the gravity isn’t likely to go away, either.

      Baker smiled. I’ve got plenty of challenges; at least I don’t have those problems at the moment.

      The numbering system on the fighters in front of him was nothing like that of the F-77A squadron they shared a hangar with. Whereas the side numbers of the SFA-97 Warhawks’ CO’s and XO’s fighters were one-oh-one and one-oh-two, the Blue Blasters’ CO’s and XO’s planes were three-nineteen and three-twenty, respectively. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Three-nineteen and three-twenty were positioned closest to the hangar and were powered up, although neither had a pilot in their cockpits. Not a human one, anyway. Both, however, were operating, and Baker waved as the telescope on three-nineteen rotated to look his way. It paused briefly, then went back to scanning the airfield. It stopped again, and Baker looked in the direction it was pointing. Five deer munched the soybeans just beyond the tree line of the forest that covered half the base.

      The deer remind Irina of the Siberian roe deer of her native Russia.

      “Commander? Commander Baker?” a voice called from behind him.

      It took Baker a moment to realize the voice was calling for him; the paperwork for his promotion to Commander had only arrived the morning before, with his promotion at the Norfolk Space Base last night.

      “Yes?” he asked, turning.

      A young airman—he couldn’t get used to calling them spacemen—ran up with a slate. “The Joint Chiefs are looking for you.” He handed over the slate.

      Of course they are.

      “Lieu—Commander Baker. Can I help you?”

      “Stand by for General Johnson,” the person on the other end said. After a moment, a second, gruff voice came on the line. “Is this Baker?”

      “Yes, sir. Commander Lance Baker, sir.”

      “Johnson here. We’re getting a lot of pushback from the Russians on this Koslova thing.”

      “They were here yesterday, and I gave them full access to the aircraft, sir. They weren’t able to find what they were looking for.” Because Irina is too good at hiding. “Short of giving them the plane—which I would strongly recommend not doing—I can’t do anything else for them.”

      The general chuckled. “You recommend not giving them the plane?”

      “It’s our plane sir. We built it; we paid for it. It’s also got some historical significance as it’s killed more alien fighters than any other.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement, but the president is taking a lot of heat over her, and when the president takes heat, I take heat. Guess what happens when I take heat?”

      “I get called so I can share in the abuse?”

      “Damn right.” He paused. “So what are we going to do with the Russians?”

      “Offer them another look at the fighter. They’re welcome to search the hangar as well. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      “They think you’re keeping her in servitude.”

      “Slavery is against the law in the United States, sir. If she were to go back to Russia, though…”

      “Yeah, I imagine they’d put her through her paces there, all right.”

      “All day, every day. I’m not saying I have her, of course, sir, but the last time I talked to her, she said there was no way she was going back to Russia. Ever. She asked to put in for asylum due to persecution in her homeland.”

      “Asylum, huh?” The general chuckled. “I think some heads would explode if I were to suggest that to the White House, but I’ll keep it under advisement.”

      “How are the Chinese handling Daiyu Zhao, sir?”

      “They’re a lot more pragmatic. They say we can keep her if we just show them how it’s done.”

      “We can keep her? Now we’re trading human lives, sir?”

      “Don’t get smart with me, Baker; you know what I mean. I’m not saying we’re going to do so, but if we did, could you help them with that?”

      “Teach the Chinese how to upload a human personality into the system of an F-77 fighter? I don’t know how, sir.”

      “You may not know how, but—if you really wanted to—you could probably talk to someone who did. Two someones, I suspect.”

      “I do know two someones who could help with that, but I’d be very careful about giving the Chinese access to either of them. And even if we okayed the access, there’s no telling if either Koslova or Zhao would show up to talk to them. Or that they’d help bring another person into the system, even if they did.” He shook his head. “Neither of them are computer programs that we can direct to do our bidding; they are both fully formed persons, even though they’re now synthetic intelligences.”

      “If we can’t order them to do things, maybe they shouldn’t be in our damn airplanes.”

      “Trying to get rid of them would be extremely shortsighted, General, especially since they are both war heroes for our country.” Baker, realizing he was treading on dangerous ground, went back to the original topic. “The problem I foresee with the Chinese, sir, is that they’re going to want to force their people to do it, and it’s not something that can be forced. The person doing it has to be ‘all-in’ on the process. Any sort of reticence, and they’re going to end up trapped somewhere in between, with part of their psyche in the system and the other part left in their body. And, usually, that part will also be crazy.”

      “You’re not giving me a lot to work with, Baker.”

      “Sorry, sir, but I know the two synthetic intelligences. The SIs went into the system to get away from the real world, because they were done with it, not because of any altruistic desire to help it. They both fought against the aliens because that was the course of action that was most likely to preserve their own lives. I think that both will help me train new pilots, and probably will go with Commander Jimenez and me when we go back to space, especially if I lead with a ‘please.’ If we try to force them to do much of anything, they’re going to dig in their heels.

      “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a Russian to do something once she’s dug in her heels, sir?”

      The general laughed. “As a matter of fact, I just had a two-hour call with my Russian counterpart. I’m starting to get a pretty good idea of how that works.”

      “Yes, sir. I guess you are.” Baker sighed. “General, I want to help however I can, but there are things I know the ladies won’t do. Neither loves their home country, or they wouldn’t be where they are right now. They might assist people who want to do what they’ve done… but only if the person in question really wants to do it, and only if we ask them to help. While both of them used to be in their respective militaries and took orders from their superiors, they feel their current status no longer obligates them to do so.”

      “And what about you, Baker?”

      “I’m in the military, General, and I understand orders.”

      “I notice you didn’t say you would always follow them.”

      Baker smiled. I hoped he wouldn’t catch that; the General is quicker than I thought. “General, I will do my best to carry out any lawful order I receive. I will also do my best to comply with the intent of the order, not just the actual wording. And if ordered to do something I know won’t work, I will do my darndest to come up with a solution that will accomplish my senior officer’s desire.”

      Johnson pursed his lips and stared intently at Baker. “That’s the best I’m going to get out of you, isn’t it?”

      “General, I have a huge task here. Create a squadron, and then the first-ever US space wing, out of nothing, with technology most people don’t understand. Then I need to go find and fight an alien force. Anything that helps me accomplish this tasking will get 100 percent of my effort and attention. Anything that distracts from this mission…” He shrugged.

      “I see. You realize that you can be replaced, don’t you, Baker?”

      “Yes, sir, I do. I also know that Commander Jimenez will not take my place if you fire me, and that Koslova and Zhao won’t work for anyone but Commander Jimenez and me.”

      “I don’t think I like your tone, Baker, and I definitely don’t like being blackmailed. You’re fired.”

      “What?”

      “You’re fired. Please inform Commander Jimenez that she is now commanding officer of the squadron. I will talk with your detailer and see if we can’t find a nice, cozy billet for you somewhere. I think Thule Air Base in Greenland is great at this time of year.” The connection cut, and Baker’s shoulders slumped.

      Well, fuck. That didn’t play out the way I expected.

      He walked back into the hangar, head down, and tossed the slate onto the duty officer’s desk. “Tell the XO to meet me in my office, please.”

      Baker shambled to his office and collapsed into his chair. After a minute, he sighed and began going through the drawers of his desk to see if he’d brought in anything yet that was worth taking home again.

      “What’s up?” Sofia Jimenez asked from the door.

      Her diminutive frame belied a fighting spirit. And hopefully one that’s better in tune with the political part of this office.

      “I, uh, just got fired.”

      “Fired?” Jimenez’s eyes bulged. “You can’t get fired!”

      “Apparently, I can. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff just said so, anyway.”

      “But, I mean—” She shook her head. “You’re the Hero of Jupiter.”

      “That was last month. This month, I refused to give my undying promise to do whatever the Chairman tells me to do.”

      “Like what?” Jimenez asked, instantly suspicious.

      “Like tell the SIs that they have to play nicely with their home countries or help the Chinese create other SIs.”

      “Zhao isn’t going to like that.”

      “The Russians say we have to return Irina.”

      Jimenez scoffed. “And she isn’t going to like that.”

      “Nope. I tried to tell him that we don’t have any moral imperative over them to make them do what we say. We can ask them to help us, but they no longer feel the need to ‘follow orders.’ I tried to explain that getting away from overbearing dictatorships was the reason that they’d become SIs in the first place.”

      “And he didn’t buy it?”

      “Nope.” Baker closed his last drawer. There was nothing he needed.

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “Me?” He picked up the walnut nameplate off the desk, stood, and headed for the door. “I’m going to go have a beer and look at the ocean.”

      “You can’t do that!”

      “You’re right,” Baker said with a smile. “It’ll probably have to be at least a six-pack.” He shrugged. “Maybe more.”

      “You have to fight!”

      “All I’ve done for the last six months is fight. I’m tired of fighting.” Baker patted Jimenez on the shoulder as he passed her. “It’s your turn now. Good luck.”

      She called his name as he walked down the passageway, but he didn’t stop.
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      A knock sounded on the door two days later, and Baker opened it to find Commander Dan Jones, who Baker had flown with on his last cruise in space. “Hi, sir,” Baker said, standing in the doorway. Can I help you?” He noticed the eagles on the collars of Jones’s khaki uniform and nodded to them. “Congrats on making captain.”

      “Can I come in?” Jones asked. He nodded back toward the media representatives yelling at them from the road. “Somewhere a little more private?”

      Baker shrugged. “Sure. I was just about to do something important.” He nodded to the media. “Sorry about them; they won’t go away.” He shut the door. “I had to call the police to get them off my lawn.” He chuckled. “Overnight, I got old. ‘Get off my lawn.’”

      “Have you been drinking?” Jones asked.

      “Yep. A bit. Which reminds me; that’s what I was doing.” Baker walked to the refrigerator and pulled out a craft beer. “Want one?”

      Jones tugged on his collar. “I’m on duty.”

      “Suck up.” Baker shut the fridge.

      “All right. One.”

      “One’s a good start,” Baker said with a smile. He pulled out a second, then walked toward the back deck after motioning for Jones to follow. He handed Jones the second beer, then he flopped into a lounge chair and stared out at the ocean.

      Jones sat down more gracefully in the chair next to him, took the bottle opener, and popped the cap off the beer. He took a sip as he looked off into the waters of the Atlantic Ocean. “Nice view.”

      “Yep.” Baker shrugged. “As long as the damn media doesn’t come around back here. I’ve had to call the police twice now.”

      “Do you know why the media is here?”

      “It’s always big news when a squadron CO gets canned. Has been for decades and decades. They’re trying to get the inside scoop on whether it’s drugs, alcohol, sex…” He chuckled. “They’ll never guess SIs.”

      “That’s classified; you’re not allowed to talk about it here.”

      Baker shrugged. “They’re second class citizens, is what they are.” He shook his head. “At least according to some people.”

      “Not to me.”

      “That’s ’cause you’ve met them. They saved your life, too, just like they saved mine. They deserve better.”

      “They do.”

      “Damn right. They’re the heroes of the alien war, but I don’t see any damn generals around here giving them promotions or awards.”

      “You should come back to base tomorrow. They’re each being presented the Medal of Honor.”

      Baker spit the beer he had just sipped. “That’s funny, sir.”

      “I’m not kidding.”

      Baker turned and stared at Jones. “First, they don’t qualify. Although they certainly distinguished themselves at the risk of their own lives while engaged with an enemy of the United States, they aren’t members of the US military. They’d get something else; I don’t know what. Also, there’s the whole issue with them not being people anymore. And finally, you’d have to find someone who cares and appreciates them to sign off on the award.”

      “Admiral Jameson walked it into the president’s office yesterday and told him the one condition he had for taking over as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was seeing that Irina and Daiyu got the Medal of Honor. I don’t know how the president’s staff got it through Congress—and without the media getting hold of it—but they did. I’ll be presenting it to them tomorrow. Normally, the president presents all Medals of Honor, but we’re trying not to rub it in the faces of the Russians and Chinese.”

      “Huh. Good for them.” After a couple of seconds, Baker had a thought. “Wait… did you say that Jameson is now the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs?”

      “He was just sworn in a couple of hours ago.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Good for him. He’s a good man to work for.”

      “Yes, he is,” Jones said. “Unfortunately, I’m no longer on his staff.”

      “I suspect there’s a whole new staff that comes with being Chairman.”

      “There is, but I was due to rotate, anyway. I’m now working for AIRLANT.”

      “What do they have you doing?”

      “That’s what these are for,” Jones said, rubbing one of the eagles. “I’m in charge of Carrier Space Wing Seven.”

      “Seven?” Baker sat up. “That’s the wing that the Blasters are normally in.”

      “It is.”

      “So you’re in charge of the Blasters?”

      “I am.”

      “Congrats. I’m glad Jimenez will have someone worth a shit to work for.”

      “Someone will, but it won’t be Jimenez.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She tendered her resignation to me yesterday.” He chuckled. “The ceremony for me taking over Space Wing Seven ended, and she walked up and handed me her letter. That was my first official duty as space wing commander. Nowhere to go but up from there.”

      Baker shrugged. “At least you know Irina. You can probably sweet-talk her into training a new CO.”

      “I could, but if I had my first choice, I wouldn’t have to.”

      “You think you can talk Jimenez into staying?”

      “I’m positive I can… if you come back as CO.”

      “I can’t. I got fired from the job. The Navy doesn’t bring someone back after they get fired. This isn’t Major League Baseball.”

      Jones smiled and shook his head. “You really don’t know why the media is on your lawn, do you?”

      “I told you—”

      “That isn’t it.”

      “Sure it is—”

      “Nope.”

      “Then what are they there for?”

      Jones pulled out his slate. “They’re there because your removal for cause—you being the savior of Earth, and all—was the downfall of General Johnson. Right after the word got out that Johnson fired you, the media went berserk. They called for his head, the president’s head, just about anyone’s head they could think of. Some idiots went after the Russian Prime Minister, too.” He smiled. “That didn’t help anyone.” The smile disappeared. “Anyway, President Harvey fired Johnson—if only to save his own job—and that’s how Jameson made it in. As the leader of the force that saved Earth, he’s seen as someone who can beat the aliens.”

      Jones turned his slate so Baker could see. The current view was of the front of the house he was renting, with the caption, “Commander Brings Down Chairman of Joint Chiefs.”

      “No shit,” Baker muttered, shaking his head.

      “No shit.”

      “Even if he authorized the use of nukes in the Solar System?”

      “Even so. Somehow, they forgot about that part.”

      “How did the media find out I was fired in the first place, though? I haven’t told anyone. All I’ve done is sit here and contemplate the errors of my ways.”

      “And drink.”

      “I’ve done some of that, too.” He held up his beer in a toast. “Seriously, though. How did they find out?”

      “No idea,” Jones said with a supremely innocent look on his face. “Someone probably mentioned it to someone, who told someone else…” He shrugged. “You know how rumors start.”

      “You did this to get me to come back.”

      “I didn’t start it, nor did I participate in it solely as a means to get you to come back.”

      “But you were aware, and you were part of it.”

      Jones smiled. “This is all off the record, and I will deny it to my grave if asked, but the admiral called me to congratulate me on space wing command, and he mentioned he had caught wind of the fact you were being fired. We chatted for a while and decided the Arctic probably wouldn’t be good for a southern boy like you.”

      Baker scoffed. “I wasn’t looking forward to Thule, that’s for sure.”

      “In any event, we decided that your talents, skills, and experience couldn’t be replaced in a timely manner, whereas Johnson’s could, and some of our… friends… may have let a few things slip to the media. The fact that the president nominated Jameson for the CJCS position was nothing short of serendipity.”

      “Well… shit.”

      “So that means you’ll come back? At the moment, I have zero qualified F-77 Bravo pilots in my space wing. If you come back, Jimenez will, too, and that will give me two. I can build out a space wing a lot faster with a base than without, and I am conscious of the alien carrier that got away. It’s going to be back sometime, and we need to be ready for it. Next time, they may have an overwhelming force with them.”

      Jones held out his hand. “Are you with me?”

      Baker frowned. “If anyone else had come asking, I would have gone to Thule. But for you… yeah, I’m in.” He took Jones’s hand and shook.

      “Good,” Jones said, “because the first person I need you to qualify is me.”
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      Baker held up the memory stick with a raised eyebrow, and Jones, sitting in the pilot’s seat on the left, nodded. He inserted the stick into the drive, and the access light came on as Daiyu Zhao, former Chinese space fighter pilot, transferred into the operating system of the fighter, joining former Russian space fighter pilot Irina Koslova in her “home.”

      Baker, sitting in the Weapons Systems Officer’s—or WSO’s, pronounced “whizzo’s”—seat reached behind him, grabbed the interface cord, and attached a splitter to it. Then he handed one of the cords to Sofia Jimenez, who was standing on the steps that ran up the starboard side of the aircraft, and plugged the other cord into the base of his skull.

      Everything seemed to zoom forward—almost like a cartoon—as Baker entered the system of the fighter, joining the two synthetic pilots. He retained enough of his attention in his body to see Jones plug the pilot’s cable into the back of his skull, then he appeared in the system, too. After another second, Jimenez plugged in, making the “entrance area” into the system—what Irina had come to calling her “foyer”—somewhat crowded.

      “I didn’t know you’d had the surgery,” Baker said, looking at the blob that was the space wing commander.

      “Commander Siderov was in the states last week for a conference,” Jones said, “and I took advantage of that to get modded. It’s hard to command a wing of fighters you can’t actually fly.”

      “Is this your first time in the system?” Jimenez asked.

      “No, my second,” Jones said. He indicated the forms of the other pilots, all of whom had avatars that looked generally like their human selves, although a little more stylized and with fewer of what they thought of as the “imperfections” on their bodies. “I need you to show me how to create...a body? Form?”

      “We call them avatars,” Irina said.

      “Yes, I need you to show me how to create an avatar so I’m not just a blob here.”

      “You have to get qualified first,” Baker said. “It’s part of the rules. No avatar until you’re qualified. You’re just a blob until you do.”

      “Seriously? Even though I outrank you?”

      “It’s part of the training process we’re working on,” Jimenez said.

      “Fine. You just have to qual me first, before I have to deal with any of the nugget pilots or WSOs we’ll be getting. I want to be an avatar when I deal with them.”

      “WSOs?” Baker asked. “I wasn’t aware we’d get any WSOs.”

      “Not everyone is lucky enough to have an SI as their crewmate. For those who don’t, I think having a second person to run some of the systems will be helpful, just like it is in the Alpha models.” Baker could feel Jones’s shrug. “Those crews won’t be as capable as the ones with SIs, but they will be better and faster than those that are single-piloted. I’ve got one coming for me, too.”

      “You almost make it sound like there will be more synthetic intelligences in the future,” Irina said. “Is that true?”

      “Yes. Now that things have settled, on your statuses, we’d like very much to have your help in integrating the broken personalities that we have the pieces for, but that’s a topic for another day. I have some good news for you.”

      “How exciting,” Daiyu Zhao said. “What is it?”

      “As you are no doubt aware, Admiral Jameson is now the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”

      “He is a good man,” Irina said. “I talked with him when I first made my presence known.”

      “You did, and he liked you very much. Which is why he convinced the president and Congress to approve the Medal of Honor for each of you.”

      A small camera had been added in the cockpit, and all the pilots could see Jones’s physical hand hold up four medals.

      “Four?” Jimenez asked.

      “Yes. It is my pleasure, on behalf of the president and Congress, to award all four of you with the Medal of Honor for your part in defending Earth against the alien threat.”

      “You deserve one, too,” Baker said. “Both you and Pering were there.”

      “We both got Navy Crosses, with hers posthumously, of course. The four of you, though, led the battle and all the planning for it. Pering and I just happened to be there and were able to fly the other fighters. It was your show, and the four of you deserve them.”

      Irina cleared her throat. “But what about…”

      “The fact that you aren’t Americans? Or that your status as SIs makes you… non-human? That isn’t the right word, of course, as we all know, but there isn’t really a correct word for your present lives.”

      “Yes. To both of those questions.”

      “We’ll handle them one at a time. First, as I understand it, both of you have requested asylum in the United States. Is that correct?”

      “Da,” Irina said. “I will be persecuted in Russia.”

      “Yes,” Daiyu agreed. “I have requested it as well.”

      “The United States Immigration and Naturalization Service has granted you refugee status, retroactive to when you were in space—outside the US border—since you didn’t have any say in entering the United States. They have waived all penalties for illegal entry, too”—Jones chuckled—“as you didn’t have much of a choice. In any event, if you want to be citizens, I am empowered to read the oath for you.”

      “Isn’t there a test they have to take?” Jimenez asked.

      “There is, but considering they’d just download the manual and would have access to the answers, there’s really no point in that.”

      “No, there isn’t,” Irina said.

      “I guess the question, then,” Jones said, “is whether you want to become American citizens.”

      “I do,” they chorused.

      Jones read the oath, and they repeated it. “Good,” Jones said when they’d finished. “Welcome to the United States.”

      “Thank you,” Irina said. “I am looking forward to seeing it all.”

      “How are you going to do that?”

      “I am not sure yet, but we will work it out.”

      “Speaking of working it out, I don’t have any news on your status as ‘people.’ The admiral, your CO, and I all agree that you are people, with all of the rights and responsibilities, but there are some technicalities and details that will have to be worked out.”

      “Like what?” Irina asked, sounding suspicious.

      “Like, do you get paid?”

      “We should,” Irina said.

      “What are you getting paid for?”

      “For flying a fighter and saving the Earth, of course.”

      “That’s fine, but if you’re getting paid for being an officer in the Navy, are you prepared to follow orders as if you were one?”

      When Irina didn’t immediately answer, Jones chuckled. “See? That’s what I mean. You want some of the things from when you were human, but you don’t want some of the others now that you’re non-corporeal. These are things that have to be worked out. Your home countries made a big enough deal about getting you back that the secret of your existence is out. While there are some people who are very supportive of your existence, there are others who see it as… well, dangerous for lack of a better word.”

      “Why is that?” Daiyu asked.

      “Within the bounds of this system, what are you able to do?” Jones asked.

      Irina laughed. “Anything we—”

      She stopped suddenly, but she’d said enough. “Exactly,” Jones said. “Anything you want to. What if you got into the system for a bank? Or the stock exchange? While I’ve trusted you with my life, there are many people who wouldn’t extend the same level of trust. And worse, not everyone may be as honorable as you. What if someone got into any of those systems with malicious intent.”

      Irina nodded. “There could be… serious consequences.”

      “And if an SI did something like that, how could the police catch them? How could they stop them from doing it again? How do you punish an SI or hold them in a jail-like state?”

      “Those are all good questions,” Jimenez noted. “I don’t know that any of us have thought about those or thought them through to their likely ends.”

      “Nor have you had any reason to,” Jones said. “You’ve been busy fighting to save the planet. And, honestly, you’re not the people who’d automatically think of doing things like that.”

      “Yeah, I see,” Baker said. “There are a lot of things to think about here. I have no idea what the solution is.”

      “Nor does anyone else,” Jones said, “but you can see why some people might be worried about opening Pandora’s Box and just creating as many SIs as people want.”

      “My country will use them for spying,” Zhao said. “You can count on that.”

      “But it’s not just us,” Irina said. She waved a hand at her surroundings. “You’re here. You may not be able to do everything we can, but you can do most of it. What’s to stop a human from using the technology created to fly the F-77s for malicious purposes?”

      “Nothing,” Jones said, “and it scares the shit out of some people. I’m one of them. You’ve been too close to it to see all the implications of this technology. I’m far enough away—or I was, until recently—that I could see and think about some of these things. I can guarantee that there are people in China, Russia, and yes, even America, who are working to exploit these systems for the wrong reasons.

      “Even though we are using it to fight aliens coming from outside, it is quite possible that there are people who’d use this technology to destroy the world from the inside.”
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      “Welcome back,” Jimenez said as Baker walked into the ready room the next morning. “How’s it feel to be back?”

      “Good… I think.”

      “You think?”

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t really mentally prepared to come back. It’s taking me some time to adjust. When I left here after talking to General Johnson, I was sure my career was over, and I would never be allowed back onto Oceana, much less into the cockpit of a Bravo, and I had several days to adjust to that. Believe it or not, it’s somewhat surreal to be back.” He smiled. “But after further review, I have to say that I really am happy to be back.”

      Baker looked around the space. “Seen Jones yet?”

      “His office called,” the duty officer, a man whose name tag read “Ikehara,” said. “They wanted to let you know he’d be a few minutes late.”

      “Thanks.” Baker nodded, then he looked at the duty officer critically. The man was average height and looked to be of Asian descent, not more than a generation or two in the past. “Do I know you?”

      “No, sir, you don’t. I’m Derek Ikehara. I just reported aboard a couple of days ago.”

      “Welcome aboard,” Baker said. He stuck out a hand, and Ikehara shook it. “I’m Lance Baker.”

      Ikehara chuckled. “Yes, sir; I know that. I think you’d be hard pressed to find anyone in this country who didn’t recognize you after last week.”

      Baker winced. “It was that bad?”

      “Yeah, pretty much,” Jimenez said. “What was worse was when they showed up at my apartment when they couldn’t get anything from you. Then I had all my neighbors—most of whom had never spoken a single word to me before—coming over as if we were best friends so they could get on TV, too. I had to go get a hotel room up at the beach to hide from them. It’s off-season, but those rooms still aren’t cheap.”

      “Bah. You’re getting flight pay, commander pay, Medal of Honor pay—”

      “Wait,” Jimenez interrupted. “There’s Medal of Honor pay?”

      “Yeah, you get a stipend.” Baker shrugged. “I looked it up. There’s all sorts of stuff you get, including a big clothing stipend. Can’t have our Medal of Honor winners walking around in shabby khakis, after all.”

      “You…” Ikehara’s jaw dropped, looking at the XO. “You got the Medal of Honor, ma’am… whoa.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Yes, I did. But then, so did he, and a couple of other officers you’ll meet… in time.”

      Ikehara’s eyes got slightly wider. “You both got the Medal? I mean, I know you saved the planet and all, but… whoa. I didn’t know you got the Medal. I don’t think it was in the media.”

      “It wasn’t,” Baker said, “and there are reasons that the president doesn’t want the Russians or Chinese to know about it, so don’t go blabbing about it, okay?”

      “Okay, if you say so, sir. That’s going to be hard not to talk about.”

      “I’m sure you’ll manage, though, right, Lieutenant?” Captain Jones said, walking into the room.

      “Oh, yes, sir!” Ikehara said. Then he sprang to attention, looking even more flustered—though Baker wouldn’t have thought it possible—and shouted, “Attention on deck!”

      Both Jimenez and Baker stiffened momentarily, and Jones said, “At ease,” as he made patting motions. “That’s going to take some time to get used to,” he said with a chuckle.

      “For all of us,” Baker agreed. “I relate more to Ikehara here”—he jerked his chin toward the duty officer—“than to the other COs on the flight line.” He looked at Ikehara a moment. “Well, maybe not the puppy dog eyes, but it wasn’t long ago that I was the new, nugget lieutenant, just getting to the squadron.”

      “Who needed a shower,” Jimenez added.

      Jones’s brows knit. “I’m sure there’s a story there.”

      “The water recycler on the transport broke down,” Baker said with a frown toward his XO. “It wasn’t my fault.”

      Jones tilted his head, obviously expecting more.

      “He may have also picked up the callsign ‘Stinky’ for it,” Jimenez added.

      Jones laughed. “Medal of Honor winner Lance ‘Stinky’ Baker. On second thought, maybe we ought to release that to the media.”

      “And maybe I ought to go back to my cottage on the beach.”

      Jimenez and Jones laughed more, while Ikehara looked like he was unsure what to do.

      After a few moments, Baker raised an eyebrow. “If you’re all done having fun at my expense, I think we have a flight to fly, CAG. Or maybe I should call you Blob.”

      “I see. So that’s where we’re going with this?”

      Jimenez chuckled one last time. “Don’t worry, CAG, I can show you how to make an avatar.”

      “Blob? Avatar?” Ikehara asked. “Are you talking old movies?”

      All three senior officers laughed at this. “Don’t worry,” Baker said. “You’ll understand soon.” He turned to Jones. “Shall we, sir?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Jones followed Baker to one of the briefing rooms, and they discussed the flight they were about to do. As Jones was technically the student, he had to brief the flight, which was the second surreal moment of the morning for Baker. Not too long ago, he was in the other seat, nervous as hell, trying to get his qualification as an F-77 pilot. Back then, he hadn’t even known that F-77Bs existed, or that he’d soon be flying one. Now, here he was, the person with the most hours in them, qualifying someone with thousands more hours of flight time and about fifteen years more seniority as a naval officer. Weird how things work out.

      After Jones finished briefing, Baker asked him a few questions about the fighter’s emergency procedures, normal operating parameters, and general aviation. Although all the information was available in the system once you plugged in, it was still possible to experience a failure where you might have to know those things. It was really, really unlikely, though, as most things that killed the system, making it unavailable, would probably kill the individual flying the fighter. Still, it was possible, and—if nothing else—the Navy had always done it that way. Changing the way qualifications were obtained would take more than just one squadron CO, even if he was the Hero of Jupiter.

      Jones finished the question and answer phase, with both of them struggling to remember some of the more esoteric information on the system by the end, and Baker was reminded—yet again—that he was still too inexperienced to be giving check rides. But since everyone else had even less time in the Bravo than he did, Baker worked his way through the process, and finally they were on their way.

      Since this was a totally in-atmo flight, they only brought a helmet and their g-suit/torso harness combination, rather than the full spacesuit. After a quick trip through maintenance control to check the status of the plane, they headed to the flight line, did their preflight, and hopped into Baker’s fighter—Three-Nineteen—with CAG taking the pilot’s seat. For the purposes of the qualification flight, Baker was only there to watch and assess, and ensure safety of flight if needed.

      He didn’t expect to be needed, and he wasn’t, especially with Irina also aboard. The two of them spent the early part of the flight chatting in a corner of the system where Jones couldn’t hear them, and Baker caught Irina up on all the details of what had been going on in the world of corporeal beings. Irina remarked—for what Baker thought must have been the 1,000th time—how excited she was not to have to put up with most of the “stupid shit” he did.

      “Y’all are awfully quiet,” Jones said after a bit. “Are you talking about me?”

      “Some,” Baker admitted. “I was just catching Irina up on what’s happening in the world.”

      “Is she missing it?”

      “Putting up with all the bullshit?” Irina asked. “Not a chance. Since you want to be part of the conversation, though, what’s the latest on reintegrating the personalities of the people we recovered?” Before the last battle with the aliens, Baker and Irina had removed a number of partial personalities from planes where people had tried to upload themselves and failed.

      “There’s no word on that,” Jones said, sounding like he was sorry he’d asked. “I know that the heads of state are supposed to be talking about it next week.”

      “Heads of state?” Irina asked.

      “The presidents of the US and China, and the prime minister of Russia, are meeting in Malta next week to try to figure everything out. At the top of their agenda are synthetic intelligences and whether to continue our alliance in light of our failure to give you and Daiyu back.”

      “Oh.” Now Irina sounded like she was sorry.

      “Any idea when we’ll be getting the next students?” Baker asked, hoping to steer the conversation to something a little safer.

      “Some will be showing up next week,” Jones replied. “An F-77A class graduates from flight school, and they’ll all be coming here.”

      “Really?” Baker asked. “What are the Alpha squadrons going to be doing for personnel if we’re taking all the newbies?”

      “They’ll be making do, however best they can. Once you fill the Blasters, we’ll be filling the other squadrons in the wing after that. Not only are we getting all the folks fresh from the training pipeline, we’re also getting all the fleet returnees, too.”

      “Fleet returnees?” Irina asked.

      “People that did a fleet tour in one of the squadrons then went to a ground job, and who are up for orders to come back to sea duty again,” Baker explained. “Although now it’s really space duty and not sea duty.”

      “Ultimately, the goal is to set up a Bravo training squadron separate from the Blasters so that you can concentrate on getting the squadron—and the wing, if the truth were known—ready for deployment.”

      “Do we have deployment orders?” Baker asked.

      Jones chuckled. “It’s hard to justify giving deployment orders to an airwing with only two qualified aviators. Even for the JCS.”

      “Well, assuming you don’t screw anything up, there’ll be three when we get back to base.”

      “We need a full space wing, though. The next mission will be to explore Tau Ceti.”

      “Maybe two space wings might be better?”

      Jones shrugged. “Wouldn’t hurt. The CO of the Revenge is trying to convince Fleet Command that they need to build screening ships to go with the carriers.”

      “What? Like cruisers and destroyers in space?”

      Jones nodded. “Just like that.”

      “We weren’t good enough for him?” Irina asked.

      “I think he felt like fighters were somewhat of a perishable asset.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that he had a whole bunch of them at the start, and then, in one attack, he had none.”

      “That’s not fair,” Baker said, jumping back in. “That was because of a flaw in the plane.”

      “Besides,” Irina added, “If the aliens sent a big attack and there weren’t any fighters, a cruiser or destroyer could be overwhelmed, too.”

      “It could,” Jones agreed. “That doesn’t stop captains and admirals from thinking about ‘fleets’ like in times past. Hell, just look who’s in charge—Fleet Command. They’re going to see things in a fleet, not just carriers wandering around by themselves.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with support ships,” Baker said. “As long as it is in addition to carriers with fighters.”

      “So, leave it all to you?”

      “Not at all,” Baker said. “I already said I’d be in favor of escorts along with the carrier. Things that could shoot longer range missiles to reach out and thin the approaching herd of fighters. I don’t know how long it’ll take to make that happen, but I’m all for it.”

      “Sooner than you might think,” Jones replied. “Newport News Shipbuilding is buying every gravity drive it can get. Instead of building the next carrier on Earth and sending it to space to be assembled, they want to start building spaceships in space. Maybe put a whole space dock up there to make fixing the Revenge easier. They’ve got BAE from the U.K. and a few other conglomerates involved.”

      “The Brits are coming?” Baker asked.

      “Brits, Germans, French… no one wants to be left out. They’re all hoping to be involved in the next trip out.”

      “Really?” Irina asked. “Why’s that?”

      “They want to control their own destiny,” Baker said, “just like anyone else.”

      “Just so,” Jones replied. “There’s a sense of national pride involved. Everyone wants to see their own folks doing the great deeds to save the planet, not having to rely on others to do it for them. They’d rather spend the money so that they have a say in how things are done than sit on the sidelines. When we went out on the Revenge, a lot of countries had things to say about how the mission should be run, and the three countries involved all told them to pound sand. ‘Our toys; we’ll play with them how we want.’”

      “Are they going to be able to contribute anything meaningful?” Irina asked. “A lot of countries are heavily indebted to the social welfare programs they have.”

      “They can’t afford to,” Jones agreed. “However, they also can’t afford not to. Most are finding ways to participate.”

      “Speaking of participating,” Baker said, “we’re coming up on the low-level entry point. You might want to focus on that.”

      Jones nodded and made the appropriate calls to establish them on the route as he descended to 500 feet, then eased it down to 200. It was a nice day out—clear but cold; perfect flying weather—and the three spent the next thirty minutes enjoying the low level flight through the mountains of West Virginia, then they went to the bombing range in eastern North Carolina. The bombing runs were a little contrived, since it was extremely unlikely that they’d do anything like that when they could fire missiles from a much greater standoff distance and accomplish the same objective, but there wasn’t anywhere on Earth where people allowed you to shoot missiles past them.

      “Congratulations,” Baker said when they returned to Oceana. “You’re qualified. Now we only need another sixty or so, and we’ll be ready to go.”
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      “Is this meeting to inform us that you will be turning over our computer people to us?” Russian Prime Minister Boris Patrushev asked.

      “You know that isn’t possible,” US President Dean Harvey replied. “For a number of reasons, the most important of which is that they have both applied for—and been granted—asylum in our country.”

      “Then I am not sure why we are even meeting,” Patrushev said. “That was the minimum level of commitment we required. While everything else is negotiable, that is not.”

      “I like coming here just for the amenities,” Chen Rongji, the president of the People’s Republic of China, noted. “I thought it quite luxurious the last time we met here, and they have upgraded it since then.” He smiled. “While we are a little more flexible in our needs, we also request you return Daiyu Zhao to the country of her birth.”

      “As I’ve already said, neither of those is possible,” Harvey replied.

      Patrushev stood. “Then there is nothing to talk about.”

      “Please sit,” Harvey replied. “Just because I can’t return Koslova or Zhao doesn’t mean I can’t do something else similar.”

      “I take it you mean our fractured personalities. Or do you mean to assist us in uploading some of our volunteers?”

      “Either of those might be possible,” Harvey said, “assuming we can come to an agreement.”

      “And what kind of agreement is this?” Patrushev asked, suspicious.

      “Well, the way I see it, we can proceed the way we are. Sort of piecemeal. You doing your things—for example, I hear you’re working on a new space cruiser or something like that—” Patrushev shrugged and didn’t reply, so Harvey continued, “In that case, we’re going to have to work out some pretty serious restrictions to synthetic intelligence, none of which currently exist.”

      “Like what?” Rongji asked.

      “Like restrictions on the numbers of how many each nation can have, how they can be employed, how we can make sure no one’s cheating.”

      “Almost like the restrictions on nuclear weapons,” Patrushev said with a gleam in his eye.

      “It’s exactly like that, and I can see that you’re already thinking of ways to cheat and use the rules to your advantage, just like you did with the nuclear weapons treaties.”

      Patrushev stood again. “Are you saying—” he roared.

      “Sit!” Harvey yelled, equally loudly. “We’re not going to get anywhere if you grandstand every point that anyone makes,” he added in a more normal tone. Patrushev sat. “We know you cheated. We know the Chinese cheated.” He shrugged. “We may even have stretched the truth sometimes. Who knows?

      “The problem with the synthetic intelligences is, of course, that they are even more powerful than nuclear weapons. Whereas a nuke could destroy a city, an SI could destroy an entire culture. Introduce a malevolent one into the stock exchange, and it could wipe out all the data there. Then, the only way to ensure you removed it is to get rid of everything attached to the computers, because it could be hiding anywhere.

      “And that’s just the beginning. Defense systems would be useless. Suddenly, your systems start launching missiles at you. Your power generation sources turn themselves off, or melt down simultaneously.” Harvey looked at Rongji. “Or, without warning, all the floodgates open simultaneously on the Three Gorges Dam.” Harvey shrugged. “Anything is possible, and that’s just talking about the three countries in this room.

      “What if organized crime got hold of technology and had access to an SI? Would they make more? Sell them to the highest bidder? Before too long, we’d have war in all our electronic systems.”

      “The picture you paint is bleak,” Rongji said.

      “I honestly think that if I gave you Koslova and Daiyu, the world would end in five years. Most of my advisors think it would be less. Far less. That’s not because I don’t trust you, but someone, somewhere in your institutions, is going to let one loose. Then, we’re going to have issues.”

      “How do we know that you won’t let one loose, which will cause these issues?” Patrushev asked.

      “Because we aren’t making anymore either, and the two we have are too busy training students to fly the F-77B.”

      “They are now, but they won’t be forever,” Rongji noted.

      “No, they won’t, but that gives us time to find controls and establish procedures for them.”

      “What kind of procedures are you looking at?” Patrushev asked.

      “How to catch them if they are engaged in criminal activity is the biggest question on my mind, followed quickly by what to do with them once we catch them.” He chuckled. “It gives a whole new meaning to cyber police.”

      Rongji noted. “I can certainly see how they might be abused, even if not for direct action against your enemies, but for spying and international banking advantage.” He smiled, as if he’d already thought about all of the opportunities that SIs presented to his country. Thought about… and looked forward to. He gazed at Harvey for a moment and then asked, “What is your other option?”

      “It’s really the only option that makes sense. We form a single world government.”

      Patrushev laughed a hard belly laugh. “A world government? You think we would go for such a thing?”

      “I wasn’t sure you’d go for an alliance the last time we were here, but you did, and it has worked out okay so far.” He smiled. “I’m not saying there haven’t been some rough edges, but the only way we’re going to keep a lid on the SI question is to take away the barriers between our countries and work together.”

      Harvey smiled. “It also will let us marshal our resources for the aliens. Remember them? The ones that destroyed an entire space wing of our best fighters? We have no idea where they call home or how much force they can bring to bear on us. Those are questions we need to answer, and we’ll find those answers faster if we work together.”

      “How would this world government work?” Rongji asked.

      “You’re not seriously considering this, are you?” Patrushev asked.

      “I am,” Rongji replied.

      “Why would you do that?”

      “My advisors think that Harvey’s estimate of five years to societal collapse is optimistic.” He smiled at the US president. “I am sorry, but they agree with your advisors. They think a major incident that brings the downfall of society—leaving us open to exploitation or destruction by the aliens—will occur within four years at the outside.”

      Harvey chuckled. “I’ve always been accused of being an optimistic kind of guy.” He shrugged. “What did they recommend?”

      Rongji smiled his most charming smile. “It pained them to say it, but they recommended a world government to oversee the technology and ensure some of the safeguards. The majority believed that was our best chance of survival. There were, of course, others who wanted to try to steal Zhao and Koslova for the advantage that they’d give us, but all that would do was level the playing field, giving us—at best—a fifty-fifty chance of survival and victory, with an equal chance of destruction. I do not like those odds.”

      “A world government will never work, and I have no intention of having Russia participate.”

      “Perfect,” Rongji said.

      Patrushev looked stunned. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “My advisors agreed on one point, and one point only—the world government is more likely to work if you’re not part of it.”

      “It’s not a world government if we’re not part of it. How is that ‘working’?”

      “Now you’re just playing with semantics,” Harvey said. “Are you in or out?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      “Well, we’re in,” Rongji said, nodding to Harvey. “I assume that participation in the world government will give us access to SI technology?”

      “It will. We will have to work out what that entails and what controls we want to implement on SI technology.”

      “When you say ‘we,’ who do you mean?”

      “I mean the US and China, together,” Harvey said with a smile. “I suspect we need to have your scientists work with ours so that your folks have a good understanding of what is possible, but I envision our two countries, plus any other countries that want to participate, will work jointly on this as we move forward with joining our countries to fight the aliens.”

      “When can we start?”

      “Tomorrow isn’t too soon.”

      “Wait,” Patrushev exclaimed. “You’re going to give China access to the SIs? How could you be so stupid?”

      “I intend to work across the board with whoever wants to be under the aegis of our new government. We will need a lot of smart folks to help ensure that the SIs don’t get out of hand. China has a lot of smart folks, and their addition to the program, assuming we’re all working toward the same end, will help us be successful in the end.”

      “But what if they pretend to be interested in a world government just to get the technology, and they leave as soon as they have it?”

      “Then we’re all going to die, as scientists in both China and the US understand.” Harvey shrugged. “I’m in my second term and only have one year left before you’re going to have someone else in my place. Would you rather wait to find out who that is, or work with me to set the structure for our new government?”

      “I have found you to be a rational man,” Rongji said with a small bow. “I will take my chances with you.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve backed me into this,” Patrushev muttered.

      “I haven’t backed you into anything,” Harvey replied. “No one is making you do anything. In fact, if you don’t want this willingly, then I’d rather you not join.”

      “What? You would do this without Russia?”

      “Absolutely. If we want this to succeed, we’re going to need to work together. If you’re not interested in being part of it, then all you’ll be doing is trying to subvert the process as we institute something that’s never been done before. I would rather you sit on the sidelines and let us do it.”

      “As would I,” Rongji said. “We have more resources if everyone is involved, but it is easier to work out agreements between two nations than three, especially if one of them doesn’t want to be there.” He turned back to the US president. “Do you see us setting up the structure and inviting other nations, or including them in the discussion for how we’re going to set this up?”

      “As you already noted, it’s easier for two to come to an agreement than three, and more participants only makes it more difficult. We will work it out—how we want things to go—and then we can open it to the other nations. We just need to ensure that we leave room in the government to grow.”

      “That makes sense.” Rongji nodded. “We’re in.”

      “Without even knowing what the government looks like?” Patrushev asked.

      Rongji stared at the Russian for a few moments. “This goes beyond our petty rivalries. We are looking at the extinction of our race if we cannot come together.” He shrugged. “The details? Yes, they will be important, but we can work them out. We have to. It is the only way we survive.”

      Patrushev stared back at the Chinese president. “You are serious.”

      “I am.”

      The Russian sighed. “Then we’re in, too.”
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      “Is this where we check in?”

      Baker had the door to his office open—he had to; he didn’t have a yeoman yet—so he heard the question and went to welcome the new arrivals on board. “Welcome,” he said as he walked into the ready room.

      The duty officer, Lieutenant Ikehara, snapped to attention and called, “Attention on deck!”

      The three men at the desk spun, started to come to attention, then slumped back to their normal stances. All were six to eight years older than Baker and wore the gold oak leaves of lieutenant commanders.

      “Where?” asked the tall, blond man on the right.

      “Right there,” Ikehara said. “That’s the CO.”

      The eyebrows on the large black man in the middle went up as he looked at Baker’s collar, but he didn’t come to attention. “I don’t think he’s kidding, Joe. That’s gotta be the youngest commander I’ve ever seen.”

      “Still, don’t look like any CO I’ve ever had,” the man on the left, who was also tall but had dark hair, noted.

      Baker’s neck got hot as the flush crept up from his collar. “Yeah, I’m not traditional, but I’m the commanding officer here. Lance Baker.”

      “You’re Lance Baker?” the blond man asked. “No wonder I haven’t heard of you. You were still probably in diapers when I did my first fleet tour.”

      “Regardless, I’m the CO,” Baker said, not liking the tone he was getting from any of the men. “If my age is going to be a problem”—he moved out of the doorway—“there’s the exit.”

      “No problem for me,” the black man replied. “I’m here to fly the Bravo. If you can teach me that”—he looked down his nose as if expecting a “no” answer—“then I can live with it.”

      “I can,” Baker said. “I have more hours flying the Bravo than anyone else.”

      “Mostly because all the rest of the Bravo aviators are dead,” the man on the left said.

      “A lot of them are,” Baker said. “They died fighting the aliens. Where were you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” the man asked. “I was doing my shore tour in DC.” He sniffed. “You look even younger in person.”

      “You know him, Dave?” the man on the right asked.

      “Yeah, saw him on TV. This is the guy that got the Chairman of the JCS fired. Lance Booker.”

      “That’s Baker,” Ikehara said.

      The man on the left turned to the duty officer. “Whatever. Shut up, Nugget.” He turned back to Baker. “We’re checking in to be department heads here.” He jerked his chin to the man on the right. “That’s Joe Meyer. Billy Porter’s next to me, and I’m Dave Hempstead.”

      “Sir,” Baker said.

      “Yes?” Hempstead answered.

      “I said, that’s Dave Hempstead, sir.”

      “Right,” Hempstead said. The twinkle in his eye told Baker he was very aware of what the CO was implying, but that he was going to make Baker actually say it.

      Baker’s voice got very quiet. “Here’s the deal, gentlemen. I am the CO here, and you aren’t. You’re my department heads… or so you say. I don’t give a shit that you’re older than me and probably more experienced doing ground shit than I am. That said, I’ve seen a whole lot more combat than you have, and I’ve had people under me die there. That’s the long story. The short story is, I’m the CO, and if you don’t like it, you can get the hell out of my ready room!”

      “That’s fine,” Meyer said. “We’re not here to cause trouble; we were just kidding you, weren’t we, guys?”

      “Yeah,” Porter said.

      “Sure,” Hempstead added, although his tone said otherwise. “Sir,” he added, although his tone was full of contempt.

      “Is there a problem?” Jimenez asked from the door.

      “Hey, is that your sister?” Meyer asked.

      “No,” Jimenez said. She walked over to stand six inches in front of him and glared up into his face. “I’m your XO, and if I hear one more rude comment out of your mouth, I’m going to kick your ass.”

      The man’s eyebrows shot up, and he laughed. “You’re going to wha—?”

      As he put out a finger to poke her in the chest, Jimenez struck like a snake, grabbed the offending digit, and bent it down. The man started to lean forward, and Jimenez stepped to the side and swept his legs out from under him, so quickly that Baker was unable to tell exactly how she did it. Jimenez followed Meyer down as he crashed to the floor, and twisted his arm around his back.

      “I said,” she said dangerously, leaning forward to whisper into his ear, “that I’m going to kick your ass, and then I’m going to kick you out of the squadron and the Navy. You can take this as a free lesson that not only can I, I absolutely will do as I say.”

      She pulled a ribbon off her uniform. “See this?” she asked as she held the light blue ribbon in front of Meyer’s eye. “This is the Medal of Honor, pendejo. I have one as does Commander Baker. We also have honor; something that is obviously a foreign concept for you. I suggest that you and your friends learn some, or you’re all going to be out on your asses. Got it?”

      “Yes,” Meyer said with a grunt.

      Jimenez twisted his arm, and he cried out. “I’m sorry,” Jimenez said. “I didn’t hear you.”

      “Yes!” Meyer called out, urgently.

      Jimenez looked up. “He just doesn’t get it.” She twisted a little more. “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Meyer exclaimed.

      “Very well.” She hopped off him, quickly, obviously not wanting to let him have a chance to grab her, and stepped back as Meyer rose to his feet shaking his hand.

      “You’ll get the feeling back in a few minutes. The next time I see you, I’ll expect all three of you to be professional naval officers. If so, we’ll just forget about this whole thing.” She glared at them a moment longer, then smiled sweetly. “Now, isn’t there somewhere else you need to be?”

      “I think they were about to go get their spacesuits fitted,” Baker said. “Weren’t you?”

      “Yeah,” Porter said. “If you could just direct us there, sir.”

      “Downstairs. Room 102.”

      “Let’s go,” Porter said. He walked out the door, and the other two followed. Hempstead shot Baker a look of hatred as he walked past, but studiously did not look at Jimenez.

      “Welcome to the squadron, assholes,” Ikehara said with a chuckle. “I’m just glad I got to see that.”

      Jimenez turned to the duty officer. “You didn’t see anything, and you’d be wise to never, ever mention it. Men like that don’t like being made fun of, and he will have a sore spot for getting laid out by a woman. He wouldn’t have any problem with getting the group together to kick your ass.”

      “Um, yes, ma’am. I mean, no, ma’am. I won’t mention it.” He looked down. “Sure was funny, though.”

      Baker jerked his head toward the door. “Can I talk with you, XO?”

      “Sure.”

      They walked to his office, and he shut the door. “What the hell was that?” he asked.

      “I hate bullies.”

      “That part was obvious. You never told me you knew karate or whatever the hell that was.”

      “You never asked. I went every Friday night during flight school.”

      “I thought you just had dates with a civilian or someone you weren’t proud of.”

      “Nope.” She shrugged. “I grew up in a bad part of town. Had some bad things happen to me. I always said when I got the ability, I was going to make it so that didn’t happen again. A naval officer’s salary—even an ensign’s—is enough to take lessons, especially if you’re not out carousing all Friday night.”

      Baker smiled. “I like carousing.”

      Jimenez smiled back. “And I like kicking bullies’ asses.”

      Baker chuckled and then sobered. “They’re going to be problems.”

      “They are.”

      “As you said, Meyer’s not going to forget you kicked his ass.”

      “Good.”

      “Maybe. If he learned from it. If he didn’t…”

      “Then he’s going to come looking for revenge.”

      “Yeah. It’d probably be better if I take this to Jones now.”

      “If you do, we’ll just get more lieutenant commanders. The next group may be worse.”

      “Worse than those guys?”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Well, probably not.” She shrugged. “Still, we’ve already made an impression on the ones we have. I’d hate to have to run another demonstration. People will talk.”

      “I think people will be talking, anyway. Even though you told him not to, Ikehara is going to have a hard time not talking about it to his friends. At some point, Meyer will be an asshole to him or one of his friends, and he’ll tell the story.” Baker laughed. “Hell, I want to tell the story. You’re what? Five feet tall?”

      “Five feet and half an inch,” she replied. “That half an inch is important, as it means I’m tall enough for Bravos.”

      “Okay. Five feet and half an inch. Meyer’s six two; he had fourteen inches”—he stopped as she held up a hand—“sorry, thirteen and a half inches, and you took him down effortlessly.”

      “Mostly because he wasn’t expecting it,” Jimenez admitted. “Next time will be a lot harder.”

      “You think there will be a next time?”

      “I hope not.”

      “Me too.” Baker sat silently for a moment, then added, “We’ll need to watch each other’s backs.”

      “Yes we will.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the week went better, as the junior officers started showing up. Whether it was that the lieutenant commanders were happy now that they had someone else to boss around or because they had learned their lesson, though, Baker had no idea. They were, however, respectful, at least when the lieutenants were around, so he didn’t have to call them on it again.

      Two additional lieutenant commanders also showed up; these, however, were coming from fleet squadrons, and they had volunteered for back-to-back sea tours. Both of these were F-77A pilots who—for one reason or another—had missed the battle at Jupiter. They’d all lost friends in the battle, and only had one thing on their mind—learning how to fly the Bravo so they could go back out to the black and get payback. They recognized Baker and Jimenez for their exploits, and if they had any qualms about serving under someone who was younger than they were, they didn’t make an issue about it openly.

      After Baker’s first meeting with his department heads, he was happy to call that a win.

      He had a different problem with the junior officers, most of which were only six to nine months behind him in flight school… some of whom remembered their CO and XO from a not-too-distant time when they were at the same level—student pilots—and thought it was okay to call them “bud” and “dude.” The unintentional disrespect had been turned off just as quickly as the lieutenant commanders’ intentional disrespect, but with far less violence. Baker was pretty sure Ikehara must have said something about the XO’s martial arts prowess, because most of the men—and some of the women—now gave her a healthy berth when they passed her.

      Either way, things started to come together as a squadron. Every day, more of the enlisted personnel showed up, and—despite still being flaming assholes, most days—the trio of Meyer, Porter, and Hempstead really did know how to run their departments. Porter had been given operations, Hempstead maintenance, and Meyer admin, mostly because it was next door to the CO/XO office, and they could hear if he was yelling at his folks or stop by periodically to ensure things were running smoothly.

      The first couple of new production model F-77Bs showed up, too, which meant Irina and Daiyu didn’t have to have the entire squadron traipsing through their systems. That made them  much happier and easier to deal with.

      Baker looked out on the assembled officers on Friday afternoon and smiled. “Great progress this week, everyone. Thanks for your help and support. If you haven’t gotten fitted for your space suits, make sure you do before you go home for the weekend. I want everyone to enjoy themselves, but remember, we’re starting the flight training program bright and early Monday morning, and nothing sucks worse than throwing up in a spacesuit, so moderation is the key.” He winked. “And if I were you, I’d be ready for an emergency procedures test.” He nodded once. “Any questions?”

      “Attention on deck!” Baker shouted when there weren’t any. Everyone sprang to their feet, including his problem lieutenant commanders, he saw with an internal smile. “Dismissed!”

      Jimenez came and joined him at the front of the ready room as everyone else filed out. “Ready to start teaching them on Monday?”

      “No,” Baker said with a smile. “You?”

      “Not a chance. We’re going to do it anyway, though.”

      “Yes we are. For all of our absent friends. We owe them.”

      “Yes we do.”
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        * * *

      

      “What does everyone know—or think they know—about the Bravo model?” Baker asked Monday after the emergency procedures test. It was the standard Alpha test that most of the pilots and WSOs had taken before, and everyone had passed, which had been a good start to the morning.

      As he gazed across the audience, a hand went up in the back. He nodded to the lieutenant.

      “I know that I needed a special operation to fly them,” Jack Wilder said, “which makes them different from every other aircraft ever flown by man.”

      “That is correct,” Baker said. “The ability to link in with the fighter is its biggest strength, and also its greatest danger.” A rumble went through the crowd. They’d heard rumors, but no one really knew anything from the first cruise of the Revenge. Not many pilots had survived it—three: Baker, Jimenez, and Jones—and they’d been ordered not to talk about it.

      “First, the goods,” Baker said.

      “Just like the Alpha model,” Jimenez said, taking over, “it’s a dream to fly. The fusion engine and gravity drive make it able to go in and out of atmosphere at will. The sensors are incredible, especially when you are linked to the system. It’s incredibly maneuverable, and it’s able to take on the alien fighters and defeat them. Linking into the system gives you the ability to fly at the speed of thought and have instant access to anything you want to know from any of your sensors. No longer do you have to interpret dials and gauges; you just know what the instruments read.

      “Shangri-La—being inside the system is an incredible capability, which makes it able to outfight two or three Alpha models simultaneously.”

      Several people whistled appreciatively; they were well aware—having flown them—how capable the Alpha model was as a fighter against anything else in Earth’s inventory.

      “Unfortunately, though,” Baker said, taking back over, “that capability comes at a cost, and that cost is often the pilots who fly it.”

      “What’s that mean?” Meyer asked gruffly.

      “It means that, as the person who taught me said, you have to be strong here”—he pointed to his chest—“but you also must be strong here.” Baker pointed to his head. “People, and I mean lots of people, have lost their minds to the system. The more you uplink with the Bravo, the better you get at interfacing with the craft. It’s a vicious circle, though, because the better you get at it, the more you want to do it. There comes a point for some people where they don’t want to downlink again; they just want to stay uplinked into the fighter.” He looked at the audience seriously. “That’s a problem.”

      “I don’t understand,” one of the lieutenants in the back said.

      “I didn’t understand at first, either,” Jimenez said, “but you’ll understand the first time you link in. You will feel more powerful and more alive than you ever have before. All your problems here—on Earth, in the squadron, or in your personal life—will all seem to melt away, leaving you with a sense of euphoria that’s hard to put aside or step down from. Some people have become so attached to it that they either don’t want to exit the system again, or they’ve tried to completely upload themselves—their psyches and personalities—so that they don’t have to come out again.”

      “Sounds like they’re stupid,” LCDR Hempstead said.

      Baker nodded at him. “It does… but we’ll see what you say after you’ve plugged in once. I think your feelings may change slightly.”

      “I doubt it,” he muttered.

      “Regardless,” Baker said to the group, “it happens. When someone doesn’t want to come back out, they can be flushed from the system, but that has the potential to damage them. Don’t let this happen to you. Remember who you are and that you need to leave at the end of the flight, and you’ll be okay.”

      Baker smiled. “And don’t ever try to upload yourself. It’s nearly impossible, and you will leave yourself broken and crazy afterward.”

      “How impossible is it?” a lieutenant asked.

      “Only one person has ever successfully done it by herself. Everyone else who’s tried has gone crazy. I don’t know how many, exactly, because the Russians lost a lot of people perfecting the system—and they won’t tell us how many—but I’m aware of dozens who tried and were psychologically maimed in the attempt.” He narrowed his eyes. “Let me be very clear. They were no longer functional—none of them—afterward. Some of you will feel the pull to do so; if that happens, let me know.”

      “Who’s the one that made it?” LCDR Stan Jackson asked. “Anyone we’d know?”

      “Her name is Irina Koslova,” Baker replied. “I doubt you’d know her—she was a Russian—but you will all likely get to meet her sometime.”

      “I know that name,” Jackson said. “Didn’t she claim asylum after the Revenge returned? And some Chinese person, too?”

      “They both did,” Baker said.

      “I don’t understand why someone would want to stay uplinked so badly,” Ikehara said, “or would do something to stay inside the system rather than returning to the real world.”

      Jimenez smiled. “It’s exhilarating to fly and uplink to the Bravo. Once you do it, you’ll see. Personally, I don’t think it’s worth losing your life or sanity, but there are some people who think it is.”

      “With that in mind, let’s go out to the planes. Are three-oh-one and three-oh-two ready?”

      “They better be,” Hempstead said with a growl, “or I’m going to have someone’s ass.”

      The officers walked out to the flight line and split into two groups. One went with Baker—including all the lieutenant commanders—to three-oh-one, and the rest went with Jimenez to three-oh-two.

      Not surprisingly, Meyer claimed the right to go first, and he climbed into the pilot’s seat while Baker took the WSO’s. The plane was already powered up—the fusion plants on all of the fighters were left on at all times—and Baker turned on the computer.

      “Now what?” Meyer asked cautiously.

      Baker smiled. The lieutenant commander had lost some of his brusqueness when faced with something unknown that he was unprepared for.

      “First I plug in,” Baker said. He entered the system and shuddered slightly. The plane didn’t have the same feel as three-nineteen—it tasted more purple. He knew that didn’t make sense, but he couldn’t quantify it any better. Baker turned off most of the warning and caution displays, as well as all the engine instruments and gauges. He knew from experience how overwhelming they could be.

      “Now I plug you in.” Baker stood so he could reach the cord in the back of the pilot’s seat and plugged it into the back of Meyer’s helmet. “Holy shit,” Meyer said in a whisper.

      Baker smiled. Meyer probably didn’t realize he’d said it out loud. Baker followed him back in and met him in the entranceway. Without anyone to claim three-oh-one yet, none of the “places” that existed in three-nineteen were available here.

      “Hey,” Meyer said in the system. “How come you are… well you, and I’m just a black blob?”

      Baker chuckled. Everyone’s going to ask that. “I have an avatar because I’m qualified. If you get qualified, you’ll get to build your own avatar, too.” He quickly walked Meyer through a lot of the systems and commands he’d need for the system. “All right,” Baker finally said. “You’ve had your two minutes; time for the next person.”

      “Two minutes? We’ve been in here half an hour, at least.”

      Baker smiled. “Time runs differently inside the system; that’s one of the benefits. If everyone had to wait a half hour, they’d be standing outside the plane all day.” He showed Meyer how to back out of the system, then he stood and disconnected the cable from Meyer’s head.

      “Cool,” Meyer said as he got out and went down the side of the craft.

      “You’re welcome,” Baker muttered. Longest two damn minutes of my life. Hempstead climbed into the seat. And here’s even more fun. He forced a smile onto his face and repeated the presentation.
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      Baker pointed. “There’s a—”

      “I see it!” Meyer muttered.

      “But you need to—”

      Meyer turned and glared. “I know what the hell I’m doing!”

      “It doesn’t look like it.”

      “Listen you little shit; I know what I’m doing over here if you would just shut the fuck up and let me take care of business!”

      Baker sat back and shook his head.

      “Are we done yet?” Irina asked Baker silently.

      “Yeah, I think I’m pretty done with this flight.”

      “Good,” Irina replied. “Can you make it back home by yourself?”

      “Yeah, if you’ll turn off the warning light.”

      The “Fusion Coolant Low” light on the dashboard went out.

      “I’ll be in my room if you need me,” Irina said. “One last thing?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t need me.” With that, he could feel her presence leave. She didn’t walk off into the sunset like she normally did, flaunting her displeasure, she just disappeared.

      “There!” Meyer crowed, tapping the now-extinguished light. “I knew it was a spurious light.”

      “How exactly could you know that?”

      “I checked it on preflight and there weren’t any leaks. There was no way it could get low.”

      Baker shrugged. “What if it developed a leak?”

      “It’s not possible.”

      “Anything can break or develop a leak.”

      “I’ve never seen that happen.”

      “And you have how many hours?”

      “More than you.”

      Baker sighed. Okay, that wasn’t the smartest question to ask. “There’s no way you could know the light wasn’t valid. You should have run through the procedures.”

      “I was going to, after I made the call to air traffic control.”

      “But that was just a routine call, and you had an emergency in progress. Aviate, navigate, communicate. You needed to take care of the thing that was going to make you fall from the sky. Or detonate in a huge nuclear explosion, wiping out a bunch of the countryside.”

      “The fail-safes would have activated and shut the plant down before that happened,” Meyer said. “You know that as well as I do.”

      Baker shook his head again. He’d just gotten out of the training command a few months prior, himself. He knew how to hold drills and emergency procedures training. Even more so, since he was inside the system and could flip on lights. Irina had blocked Meyer so he couldn’t see Baker doing it, too; as far as Meyer knew, any light was legitimate, and he should have honored the warning light.

      “Just get us home,” Baker said.

      Meyer flew the rest of the way back, talking only to the air traffic controllers. Even though Baker didn’t have a huge amount of experience himself, he had enough to rate Meyer’s pilot skills as nothing more than “adequate” and his aviation sense as slightly less than that.

      They got the aircraft taken care of, without Irina deeming it necessary to put in an appearance, then went through maintenance control and up to one of the debriefing rooms.

      “I’m available to start training the JOs tomorrow,” Meyer said before Baker had a chance to speak.

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “You’re what?”

      “Available to start training the junior officers. Starting tomorrow. I don’t have anything on my schedule, and we need to start getting them ready to go to space.”

      “No,” Baker replied. “You may be ready to do so, but I’m not ready for you to take one of my planes unsupervised. You did not pass this check flight and are not qualified to solo in the plane.”

      “Why? Because I didn’t do anything about the bullshit light you illuminated on the dash?”

      “No, because you were given an emergency signal, and you did nothing about it.”

      “I already told you; I knew it wasn’t valid.”

      “I don’t care. Maybe the next time you get a warning and you gaff it off, the warning is valid and you lose the plane. I can’t afford that. I’m not that worried about your life—that actually might be a net benefit to the squadron—but we don’t have enough Bravos right now, and they’re scarce resources; I can’t afford to lose any.”

      “Your airplane? You’re just a little kid playing with your toys.” Meyer pushed himself up from the table and pointed a finger between Baker’s eyes. “I ought to kick your ass right now while you don’t have your little XO to defend you.”

      “And what’s that going to get you?”

      “A lot of satisfaction.”

      “And a trip to the brig and a dishonorable discharge. I almost think that having you hit me would be worth it.”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      “You just threatened me.” Baker scoffed. “You’re halfway there.”

      “I’m not giving you the satisfaction,” Meyer said. “I’ll expect another check ride tomorrow, and you’re going to pass me.” He turned and strode out of the room.

      Baker sat back in his chair, and the adrenaline drained from his body, leaving him spent. He replayed the events of the flight and the debriefing, and he couldn’t find anything that he’d done out of line. Meyer was a problem and a sub-par aviator, but he was unsure what he could do about either deficiency.

      With a sigh, he stood and started back to his office, but he stopped outside operations. The door was closed, but he could hear the voices inside the space.

      “He’s got to go,” Meyer was saying.

      “When?” Hempstead asked.

      “Soon. He just disqualled me on my check ride.”

      “For what reason?”

      “He gave me a bullshit warning light, and I called him on it rather than dancing to his tune. He didn’t like that, so he DQ’d me.”

      “That’s some bullshit, all right.”

      “What about you, Porter?”

      “I don’t know, man. You’re talking about some pretty bad shit.”

      “It’s only bad shit if we get caught. It won’t be hard to make him look incompetent. We just need to have a few… things happen here and there, and then we go to CAG and say we really tried to make this work, but look at how unprepared he is.”

      “I don’t know,” Porter said. “I want him gone, but I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

      “No one has to get hurt badly,” Hempstead said, “but Meyer’s right. If you want to make an omelet, you have to break a few eggs. Besides, if the XO is out of the way, we don’t have to worry anymore about that kung-fu shit of hers.”

      “Still…” Porter muttered.

      “Look,” Meyer said. “Are you in or are you out? We need you to make this work. You don’t have to get your hands dirty if you’re too squeamish; I just need your support as we move forward. Do I have that?”

      There was a pause, then Porter said, “Yeah, I’m with you.”

      “All right,” Meyer said. “We can start looking for a few JOs to bring aboard, too.”

      The men started making noises like they were about to leave, and Baker ducked into the stairwell. Did I just hear them talking mutiny and hurting people? Hurting Jimenez?

      He couldn’t believe his ears—this was the kind of thing that only happened in the vids. He didn’t know what to do about it, but he realized one thing in a moment of clarity. This is bigger than me. I need help.
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      Baker sighed. “I’m sorry, sir, but the lieutenant commanders are going to have to go.” As he’d walked across base, he’d realized that there could only be one way forward.

      Captain Jones’s eyebrows rose. “The lieutenant commanders? Plural? Which ones?”

      “All of them would be best.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “I don’t want to seem like a prima donna, but at a minimum, Meyer, Porter, and Hempstead have to go. They can’t live with me and Jimenez, and we can’t live with them.” He explained what he’d just overheard.

      “I see,” Jones said, chewing his lip.

      “That’s insubordination,” Baker said, then he scoffed. “Probably mutiny. Definitely punishable by court-martial either way, I would suspect.”

      “It’s just your word against theirs… and there are three of them that I’m sure will say it never happened.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “What? They were talking mutiny.”

      Jones shrugged. “If they said what they said, yes, it sounds like it. They’ll never admit to it, though; their careers would be over. Hell, their lives would be ruined. They’re going to fight this, and they’ll fight it hard. Is that what you want?”

      “Hell no. I want them to be good department heads that’ll help run the squadron so we can get trained and then go kick some alien butt, sir. They just won’t stop, though, and they’re killing morale. They’re actively talking sedition and about hurting people, and they’re going to try to take over the squadron. Again.”

      “Again?”

      “Let’s just say that when they first arrived, there was a little jockeying for who was going to be alpha dog.”

      “What’d you do to assert dominance? Or do I want to know?”

      “I didn’t do anything. Jimenez did… but you may not want to know.”

      “Did she lay some martial arts on them?”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “How’d you know?”

      “I saw her in the gym a couple times on cruise doing her katas, or whatever they’re called. She looked like she knew what she was doing.”

      “How come everyone knows about her skills but me?”

      “In all fairness, you were kind of busy on cruise, killing aliens, then standing duty, then killing aliens again.”

      “Well, yeah… Anyway, she took down Joe Meyer when he poked her in the chest.”

      “Joe Meyer? Isn’t he like a foot taller than her?”

      “Yeah, and then some. She kicked his feet out from under him, twisted his arm around, and jumped on his back. She didn’t make him say ‘Uncle,’ but she did make him promise to talk nicely to us. He has, sort of, since then, but I always got the feeling that he was doing something behind our backs. Turns out, it was organizing a mutiny.”

      “Okay, I’ll take care of those three. What about the other two? Were they involved?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But on the chance that they were, you want to get rid of them?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jones shook his head. “Not good enough, unfortunately. I hand-picked both of them to come to the squadron, and they took back-to-back sea duty as a favor to me. I don’t want to have to write letters of reprimand to them if they haven’t done anything wrong.”

      Baker scratched his cheek. “I haven’t really had any issues with them. How about if I talk to them and see what they’re thinking.” He sat back in his chair and his shoulders slumped. “What sucks is I really do need their help. I know that. Most of the junior officers are motivated and want to do what they’re supposed to… unfortunately, they don’t know what that is without some guidance.

      “I’ve got a couple months’ experience as a JO, and that’s it, so I can’t do a lot for them. Or Jimenez, either, if it comes right down to it. I’ve tried to lean on some of the senior enlisted, but that only goes so far, and sometimes their advice has been slanted in the direction I know they wanted the squadron to go.”

      “So talk to Jackson and Ramirez and let me know how it goes. I’ll call over after you leave and ask the other three to come here. They won’t be back.”

      “Thanks, sir. And sorry.”

      Jones shrugged. “Some people are just assholes.” He smiled. “I never liked Meyer—knew him when we were both ensigns. I would have loved to see Jimenez take him down.”

      “It was pretty awesome, sir.” Baker got up and went to the door. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Go train some pilots, would you?”

      “On my way.”
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      “Excuse me, sir. Might I have a moment?”

      Baker looked up from the paperwork—gods all the paperwork a CO had to do!—to find LCDR Bill Porter filling the doorway.

      “What are you doing here?” Baker asked. “CAG told me—”

      “That he was going to fire me?” The black man smiled sadly. “He did.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “I’d like to ask for a second chance.”

      “And you think you deserve one?”

      Porter paused, then said, “No, sir. If I was being completely honest, I couldn’t say that I do. Still, I’d like to ask for one, just the same.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Can I come in?” Baker motioned him in and Porter shut the door behind him. He stood at attention in front of Baker’s desk and started to speak, but Baker had pity on him and waved him to a seat.

      “Thank you, sir,” Porter said, “although I don’t deserve this either.” He paused a second, then said, “Look, sir, I know what Meyer and Hempstead were doing was wrong. I should have stopped them or said something… anything would have been better than what I did, which was nothing. I didn’t actively go along with it, but I didn’t do anything to stop them, so I’m every bit to blame as they are. My momma raised me well enough to know that.”

      He took a deep breath, held it a second, then let it out in a rush. “I knew it was wrong, and I’m sorry for letting it go on. You needed my support—hell, you needed all our support—and I let you down. You’ve got a tough job—training an entire squadron—and I could have done more to make your job easier. Worse, this squadron is supposed to go save the Earth. That’s what hurts the worst. I was in a spot to do something important—to help save the world and everything that’s important to me in it—and I blew it.

      “And now—now that it’s been slapped in my face—I have to go home and tell my wife how I failed. How I did the wrong things—when I knew they were wrong—but did them anyway. And then I have to tell my momma the same thing, and that’s going to break her heart. And that’s why I would like—why I’d get down on my knees if I had to—to ask you for a second chance. Not for me—I know I don’t deserve it—but for an old lady, so that she doesn’t have to end today knowing she failed. That despite everything she’d done to teach her son right from wrong, that he’d failed to do the right thing—he’d failed to do the hard thing—when given a choice, and all her efforts were for naught.”

      He opened his mouth and shut it again, and his jaws clenched. Finally, he sniffed and said, “I’ll do anything you ask for a second chance. Stand duty for a month. Clean the urinals. Whatever it takes to show you that I’ve conquered my pride. My foolish pride. You’re going into harm’s way, and you need help. I can give you that help. I’m a damn good pilot, and I can be just as good a leader, if you’ll let me.”

      “I’ve tried to let you. I’ve asked for your support. Plenty of times.”

      “I know, sir, and I let myself be led astray.”

      “It’s great that you know that now, but how do I know you won’t be led astray again? I don’t have time to do this month after month.”

      “I don’t know—” Porter stopped himself. “Yes, I do.” He pulled out his wallet and withdrew something from it. Then he pulled out a pen and wrote something on the back, before handing it over.

      Baker looked down to find a picture of an elderly black woman. He raised an eyebrow.

      “That’s my momma and her phone number. If I ever do anything wrong again, you can call her and tell her yourself.” He smiled sadly. “That’ll hurt me more than any firing ever could.”

      Baker tucked the picture into a chest pocket. “Please don’t give me a reason to do that.”

      “I won’t, sir; I can promise you that.”

      “Turns out I need a new maintenance officer. You’re it. Go fix me some jets, would you?”

      “Right away, sir!” He got up and started out the door, but then turned. “Thank you, for the second chance, sir.”

      Baker nodded. “You’re welcome. Just don’t blow it.”

      Porter shook his head. “I won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      LCDR Stan Jackson and LCDR Santiago Ramirez were waiting when Porter walked out the door. He brushed past them without looking or talking to them.

      “You ready for us?” Jackson asked.

      “Yeah, come on in and sit down,” Baker said.

      “Not sure I want to, sir,” Ramirez said. “Looked like Porter was about to cry, and I ain’t never seen that before.”

      “Time to come to Jesus?” Jackson asked.

      “Yeah,” Baker replied. “Something like that.” He nodded to the two chairs in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”

      Both men sat, and Jackson asked, “What can we do for you?”

      “I need a new ops officer and admin officer, as it turns out.”

      “And you want us to fill those spots?”

      “No.” Baker gazed at the men intently. “I’m trying to find out if I need a new training officer and supply officer, too.”

      Jackson shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I’m guessing this has more to do with Meyer and Hempstead than it does Ramirez and me.”

      “It has to do with them and their closet rebellion. My question is what part you had to play in it.”

      “Nothing,” Ramirez exclaimed.

      “Me, either,” Jackson said, shaking his head. “Meyer approached me a few days ago, asking what I thought of you. He didn’t like my answer.”

      “Which was?”

      “That I thought you were doing a pretty good job based on everything that’d been forced on you. He said that it would be better to have a CO with more experience, to which I replied that there’s no one with more experience flying the Bravo or fighting the aliens than you and the XO, and that’s what I was here for—fighting and killing aliens. That wasn’t what he was looking for, either. We got interrupted at that point, though, and he left.”

      “Hempstead approached me,” Ramirez said. “He was a bit more straightforward, and I was equally blunt. He said he thought we needed a more experienced CO, and I told him what he was saying sounded a lot like mutiny, and I didn’t want any part of it. I never heard anything after that. If I’d heard they were actually going to do something, I’d have said something.”

      “They were, in fact, planning mutiny.” Baker sighed. “What’s it going to be? Are you with us or against us?”

      “Here’s the thing, sir,” Jackson said. “Would I like it if you had a little more experience with running a squadron? Sure I would. But that doesn’t mean I have an issue with you personally being in command. You and the XO have more experience fighting the aliens than anyone else on Earth, and that’s what I care about. You’ve led from the front and kicked alien butt.” He nodded to Ramirez. “Him and I can help with the operation of the squadron, and I know another couple folks we might be able to talk into coming here to help with that.”

      Jackson shrugged. “Bottom line is I’m not looking to go anywhere else, other than to space, and I’m okay with you leading us there.”

      Ramirez nodded. “Me, too.”

      “Fine. You’re my new ops officer and admin officer, then.”

      “You don’t want me for admin, sir,” Ramirez said. “I’ll do it if that’s what you tell me to—I’m a team player—but I can do a much better job for you in logistics where I am. I came up through the maintenance side, and I can tell you—we really need someone there to track all the incoming aircraft, parts, and supplies. Trying to stand up a squadron is… complicated.”

      “I’ll defer to your knowledge on that,” Baker said, “because I don’t know squat about the supply chain.”

      “When we have some time, I will brief you on it, sir.”

      Baker scoffed. “I don’t suspect that to happen anytime soon, especially with me having to do all the training.”

      “I know just the person for training,” Jackson said. “Susan Bateman. You can get her trained, then you and the XO can just provide oversight for her.” He shrugged. “Get us lieutenant commanders involved, too; we can teach the Alpha stuff—we only need your expertise in running the Bravo system. We can still fly them as Alphas until we’re ready to take that next step.” He pursed his lips. “I heard we’re getting our first WSOs next week; they’ll need more system knowledge, but the pilots just need flight time, especially if we can start getting some space training.”

      “What squadron is Susan Bateman in?”

      Jackson smiled. “Know someone who can expedite getting her here?”

      “I know the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, if that helps.”

      Both lieutenant commanders laughed. “You know the Chairman?” Ramirez asked.

      “He was the admiral on our last cruise. We worked together…” Baker smiled. “A lot.”

      Ramirez got a faraway look in his eyes as he thought about the opportunity. “That might help… with a lot of things.”

      “Get me a list of names and where they’re at. Preferably, call them and let them know what the situation is here, so they’re not blindsided—”

      “The situation, sir?” Jackson asked. “What situation is that?”

      “The situation where the CO might be a little younger than normal.” Baker chuckled. “The XO, too, when it comes down to it. We don’t have time for any more Meyers.” He thought for a few seconds. “I’ve got something else to sweeten the pot if she’s at all interested.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I have… someone who can help train her in Bravos and help with the WSO training.”

      Jackson tilted his head. “I thought we only had three people qualled in Bravos? You, the XO, and CAG?”

      Baker winked. “There may be one or two more.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Baker looked up at a knock on his door. I really need a yeoman. Or to get Jones to run the squadron again. He tried to keep the smile to himself as he looked up to find a tall brunette woman. The gold oak leaves on her khakis proclaimed her to be a lieutenant commander. “Yes?” he asked.

      “Hi, sir. I’m Susan Bateman.”

      “Welcome,” Baker said. He waved her to a chair. “Have a seat.”

      “I understand you’re looking for department heads.”

      “I am, and Stan Jackson said you were the training officer we needed.”

      “You realize I don’t have any experience flying Bravos, right?”

      “I realize that, aside from CAG, my XO, and me, no one has any experience flying Bravos.”

      She smiled, and it was like turning on a light. “That does make it difficult to find someone, then, doesn’t it?”

      “It does. Jackson said you have experience training people on Alphas, though.”

      “I’m the training officer at SFA-37. Before that, I was a department head at the F-77 training squadron.”

      “So you know the Alpha pretty well?”

      “As well as anyone. Probably better than most.”

      “Got any experience training WSOs, too?”

      “SFA-37 has WSOs, so yeah, I worked with WSOs in both squadrons.”

      “Good, because no one here has experience training WSOs.”

      “I didn’t say I was coming yet.”

      “You wouldn’t be sitting here if you weren’t at least interested in the position.”

      She smiled again. “Touché.” She pursed her lips. “I know about you and your XO—that you’re younger than most and have more experience in Bravos than anyone else—and that isn’t an issue. The age part I mean. Jackson told me about that. Can you tell me any more about the squadron and what we’re going to be doing?”

      “We’re going to train up a squadron, probably assist with standing up two others, then we’re going to go out and track down the aliens.”

      “This isn’t going to be the new F-77B training squadron? You’re going to remain operational?”

      “Susan, as soon as they have a carrier ready for us, my plan is to go back to space. I have a lot of friends who aren’t around anymore, and there are aliens that need to answer for them.”

      The lieutenant commander sat back in her chair. “Good. Then I’m interested.”

      “You know that only three people came back from the last airwing to face the aliens, right?”

      “Let’s get something straight, sir.” She sat forward and her eyes became embers. “I’m a warrior, first and foremost, and my boyfriend—Dan Page—was with you on that cruise. He didn’t come back, nor did a few of my other friends. If you’re going out again, I want to be part of it.” She shrugged. “I don’t know shit about training people to fly the Bravo, but I’m a quick learner. The only question I really have is the medical operation to fly Bravos. I’m not sure I want a hole in the back of my head.”

      “If that’s your major hang-up, I have something to show you. Someone for you to meet, actually.”

      “Who’s that?”

      Baker smiled and stood. “Come with me. It’s a surprise.” He led her out to the flight line and had her climb into the pilot’s seat of three-nineteen, while he took the WSO’s seat.

      “Do you always leave everything on?” she asked as she sat. She motioned to the various systems. “Won’t the electronics wear out faster if you leave everything running?”

      “Maybe,” Baker said with a smile. “But it’s a price we’re willing to pay.” He inserted the cord into the back of his head. “You’ll need the maintenance headset for this.”

      “I thought we were going to meet someone,” she said as she put the headset on. “This is all… strange.”

      “Trust me,” Baker said. He entered the system and found Irina in the foyer with her head tilted.

      “Who’s the lieutenant commander?” Irina asked.

      “Susan Bateman from SFA-37. I’m hoping to recruit her to be the training officer. Meyer and Hempstead are gone, by the way, so we need some experienced people to train the JOs.”

      “Doesn’t look like she’s modded for Bravos.”

      Baker nodded. “She would need the surgery, and she’s not sure she wants people drilling in her head.”

      “And you want me to talk to her?”

      “That would be helpful. Especially if you play nice with her.”

      “I’m always nice.”

      “I remember the time you and Sofia—”

      “You’re different. I’m always nice to guests.”

      “I remember the time you spoke to a certain Russian maintenance master chief—”

      “That doesn’t count. He wasn’t a guest; he was here for counseling.”

      Bateman cleared her throat. “Are you going to show me something, or are you just going to sit there smiling with that far-off look on your face? You know, it’s kind of creepy, right?”

      Baker withdrew from the system. “Do you remember when the Russians were asking for Irina Koslova back after our return?”

      “Yeah, there was some sort of immigration issue, I think.”

      “Well, part of the problem is that Irina succeeded in doing something that no one else has ever been able to do. She uploaded her personality—everything she is—into the system of this fighter.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “She’s listening to you now.” Baker pointed to a small dash camera. “She’s watching, too.”

      “There’s no—”

      Text ran across the main screen. Welcome, Susan Bateman, to my home.

      “Are you doing that?” Bateman asked.

      Baker shook his head. “Nope. That’s Irina.”

      “Unplug your cord.”

      Baker unplugged. “You can ask her anything.”

      Bateman pursed her lips. “How were you able to upload yourself to the system when everyone else has failed?”

      That’s something the Russians and Chinese would really like to know. As such, I’m not at liberty to say.

      “It’s top secret,” Baker confirmed.

      “Were you part of the last battle near Jupiter?”

      Of course! It’s not like I’m going to leave my home. Who do you suppose flew the plane during the battle? It certainly wasn’t Commander Baker. We’d be dead plenty of times if I let him fly.

      “Not entirely true,” Baker said, “but she does do a lot of the combat flying. Except for dogfights, anyway. She has a hard time seeing where the enemy is sometimes.”

      Almost all the combat flying, Irina said.

      “Okay, that’s true. Nearly all the combat flying.” Baker smiled. “I get to do the boring stuff in between.”

      Bateman shook her head. “Do you two do this all the time?”

      No, Irina typed, usually I give him a hard time. This is just me telling the truth.

      Bateman’s mien grew serious. “The former ops officer here, Dan Page, was my boyfriend. I want to go out and kick some alien ass.”

      Then you’ve come to the right place, Irina said. We—Baker and I—are the leading aces. My goal is to pass Erich Hartmann.

      “Who’s that?” Bateman and Baker asked at the same time.

      He’s the leading ace of all time. He was called ‘the black devil.’ At some point, we’re going to need a cool callsign, too.

      “How close are we to him?” Baker asked.

      Not close at all. He had 352 kills, and he had to use a gun for all of them. He didn’t get to nuke aliens five or six at a time. She paused and then added, Of course, it took him fourteen hundred missions to do it, and we don’t have anywhere close to that.

      “The aliens are hard to kill with a gun, too,” Baker noted.

      My other goal is to end up like him.

      “Did he get shot down?” Bateman asked

      No, he flew all those missions and never once got shot down. Not only that, but he also never let his wingman get shot down, either. Sadly, we can’t say that.

      “Remind me not to fly on your wing, then.” Bateman said.

      Baker smiled. “You’re in, then?”

      Bateman nodded toward the screen. “I take it Irina is the person you wanted me to meet?”

      “She is. If you ask her nicely, she’ll help get you up to speed on the Bravo.”

      Bateman gave her winning smile to the camera. “If I come here, Irina, will you help get me trained up? You can have Hartmann’s record. I’ll settle for just beating the Red Baron.”

      In that case, sure.

      Bateman turned to Baker. “Sign me up for the operation. I’m in.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Jones’s eyes narrowed as he looked up from the list Baker had given him. “Before, you couldn’t get rid of lieutenant commanders fast enough. Now you want more? And ones that are almost senior enough to have squadrons of their own?”

      “Okay, so it turns out I don’t know everything about everything, but then again, I never said I did. In fact, I think I remember saying I wasn’t sure about whether I could run a squadron. Turns out, I think I actually can run a squadron. Even without you on the duty desk to handle everything that needs handling. That’s the good news.”

      Baker smiled. “In talking with some of my department heads, though—the good ones—I realized that we could be doing better than we are. Moving faster, getting ready to go sooner, making sure we have everything we need when we go. The things I know that I don’t know, I’m working on. I’ve never packed up a squadron for deployment, however, and my problem is I don’t know what I don’t know. I need some more experience alongside me to make sure I don’t miss something.

      “I need a good training officer, so Jimenez and I don’t have to devote all our time to flying. I mean, I would fly all day if I could, but I recognize there are things that only the CO can do, and I have to do those things. And the paperwork—gods, the number of things that have to be signed on a given day!—I need a good admin officer to keep me on track.

      “I also need a comms/special projects officer, since we don’t have one. I’ve got one on the list there, too.”

      “What is he going to do?”

      “Well, it’s a she, and she’s going to make sure we have all the best tech. I need someone to liaise with the folks running the gravity drives—”

      “Wait! The Chinese are the ones doing that! That liaison is at a higher level than at the squadron level.”

      “Well, yeah, turns out I know the leading mind on that, and I brought him home to his granddaughter. He thinks he owes me, and I asked him to look into that force field thing that the aliens had. I want one, too. Especially if it’s as good against lasers as it is rail guns. And I might want a laser like the aliens had. It sucks to run out of rail gun rounds in the middle of a fight.”

      “Lasers have a limited lifespan, too.”

      “Good, I want the one with the most shots. Daddy, can I have it, please?”

      “Well, I don’t know. I’ll have to talk to some folks… and I’m not sure where I’ll find the funding.”

      “I’m sure someone has the funding, or I’ll go corporate.”

      “What? You’ll go corporate?”

      “Sure. I’m not above painting the name of a corporate sponsor on my jet, if it gets me the technology I need to save the Earth. On second thought, I’ll bet we could run a ProjectStarter on the internet and get people to sign up and donate money. They’ll be more secure if I have better weapons, right?”

      “You can’t paint the name of a corporate sponsor on your jet. You just can’t. It’s against the rules.”

      “Whose rules?”

      “I don’t know. Governmental rules.”

      “I’ll bet I could talk to some senators and congressmen and get them changed.”

      “They’re probably Navy rules, not statutory ones.”

      “Cool. I know the Chairman of the JCS, too.”

      “No! No more calling the admiral! I need you to work through the chain of command. I’ll see what I can do for funding.”

      “You know…” Baker’s eyebrows knit. “I was sort of kidding when I mentioned corporate sponsors and running a ProjectStarter on the internet, but I’ll bet both would work. I can think of a couple defense contractors that would love to have their logos on the side of the jet…”

      “Irina would never go for it.”

      “You don’t think so?”

      “No. She didn’t even let you change the number from three-nineteen to three-oh-one like it ought to be. She’s very much against change.”

      “She likes some things constant; that’s for sure. But you know what they say, right?”

      “No, what do they say?”

      “Lasers are a girl’s best friend. I’m betting she’d let me paint the Teledyne or Obsidian logo on the jet if they sponsored lasers that let her be more effective in combat.” Baker smiled. “Or maybe a shield of some sort. You know she would.”

      “Yes, she would, and no, you can’t. Let me see what I can do.”

      “Can I at least get the people on the list?”

      “Fine. Now get the hell out of my office.”

      Baker smiled once Jones couldn’t see his face anymore, then he sobered as he thought about it more. I’ll bet those ideas really would work…
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      “What do you think?” Jimenez asked a week later as she sat across from Baker.

      “I think it’s all coming together,” Baker replied.

      “Yeah, everything’s going in the right direction. I just gave Susan Bateman her check ride; she’s now qualified.”

      “Did you introduce her to Daiyu?”

      “Yeah.” She smiled. “That was a bit of a surprise. I thought you told Bateman about Daiyu.”

      “Oops?” Baker smiled, too. “Sorry. I introduced her to Irina, but the topic of Daiyu never came up.”

      Jimenez sighed and pursed her lips.

      “What’s wrong? I thought you just said things were going well.”

      “Yeah. That’s what bothers me. We’ve been so go, go, go for so long, this is the first time I’ve actually had to think about anything.”

      “And?”

      “And… why haven’t the aliens reappeared yet? Why haven’t we heard more from the Russians and Chinese?” She shrugged. “There are so many moving pieces that it’s hard to keep up with all of them. You get focused on one or two of them and lose the big picture.”

      “That’s why I’ve been trying to get more lieutenant commanders in here—so they can look at the running of the squadron, and we can go back to what we do best. Figuring out the aliens and a way to beat them.”

      “Is that what we’re really best at, though?”

      Baker frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, are we—you and I—really good at fighting the aliens, or did we just react and get lucky?”

      “I’d like to think that our skills at least had something to do with it. I mean, who thinks of actually landing on an enemy ship to keep your enemy from shooting at you?”

      “See? That’s what I mean. I didn’t plan to do that. I never once thought, ‘What will I do if I get overwhelmed?’ It was never planned; it just kind of happened.”

      Baker got up, went around the desk, and sat down next to her. “Making things up as you go along isn’t unskilled,” he said. “In fact, I would say it’s the height of skilled. We were faced with a situation no human being has ever been in before—battle with aliens—and we found ways to use what we had to defeat them.”

      Jimenez smiled crookedly. “And you think we can do it again?”

      “Not only can we. We have to.” He reached into his chest pocket and pulled out a picture of a little Asian girl. “This girl expects to see her grandfather again, remember? Do you want to be the person who lets her down?”

      Jimenez laughed, then sniffed once. “No. No I don’t.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “How is Feng Li doing? Has he solved any of the riddles yet?”

      “I spoke with him yesterday to introduce Julia Evans.”

      “Who?”

      “New lieutenant commander. She gets here—what day is it today?—tomorrow. She’s the one coming from post-grad school where she instructed in the PhD program for weapons systems physics. She’s going to be our tech liaison.”

      “So we don’t have to count on your tech skills?”

      “What do you mean? I have a tremendous liberal arts education,” Baker exclaimed, then he smiled. “That doesn’t help much with gravity drives and lasers, though, I have to admit.” He shrugged. “She understands all that stuff, at least well enough to talk to Li about it.”

      “How’d we get her? There had to be dozens of defense companies looking for her level of talent.”

      “Dozens?” Baker laughed. “More like hundreds, maybe thousands. Not that most could afford her.” He smiled. “Turns out, she always wanted to go to space and has a well-developed sense of patriotism. I played on the latter and promised to not only take her to space but to give her flight time in Bravos. I even got her hooked up for the operation.”

      “How’d you manage that?”

      “She can’t help improve it from the outside; she needs to be inside. She’ll be our N9 officer—our special projects person. Right now, the Russians have a big lead in that tech—aside from Irina and Daiyu, anyway—and she might be able to help level the playing field.”

      “You called Admiral Jameson again, didn’t you?”

      Baker winked. “Maybe.” He shrugged. “The admiral told me I had just about exhausted my political capital on this, though, so we needed to work some things out on our own for a while or at least use the chain of command from here on out.

      “In any event, I linked Evans to Li in a conference call and explained the things we were looking for—enough range on the carrier’s engines to reach Tau Ceti and shields for our ships like the aliens have. The two of them got talking and the conversation rapidly escalated over my head. When they started talking about liquid helium-cooled superconductors, I bowed out.

      “As far as weapons systems goes, she has contacts in both the high-energy laser and the rail gun communities, so no introductions were necessary there.”

      “Any prospects on new weapons?”

      “Not at the moment. She asked if we could bring back some laser systems from either the alien fighters or their ships.”

      “What? Just like go to another system and ask if we could have one or two, maybe purchase a couple from the store?”

      “No, something a little more practical. There’s a lot of wreckage in deep space, out by Jupiter.”

      “Those got hit with nukes, though; there can’t be much left of them.”

      “Maybe not.” He shrugged. “It’s possible that we only EMPed a ship or two. If we could find a couple, it might give Evans a leg up on reverse engineering the aliens’ systems.”

      Jimenez nodded slowly. “We do have a lot of pilots that are ready for some flight time in space…”

      “Make a plan for a little shopping trip. The hardest part of this is if we’re successful.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If we find one or two, how are we going to bring them back?”

      “To Earth?” Jimenez’s eyes widened. “I don’t know that we can. How about if we just tow them to Space Station Alpha.”

      Baker smiled. “Get everyone involved. Even Evans if you can, and especially Irina and Daiyu. Any ship we find will probably have to be towed by you or me, or both of us in tandem. Maybe we can string it up between our dorsal guiding feathers.”

      “Our what?”

      “Nothing. Movie quote. Don’t tell me you didn’t get it.”

      “I’ve got nothing… but now I understand what Irina was saying about you and your movie quotes.”

      “What did she say?”

      “Nothing.”

      Baker frowned. “Don’t you have a shopping trip to plan?”

      “Yeah, I do.” Jimenez smiled as she stood. “When do you want to go?”

      “Can you get it planned out for tomorrow? No, wait. Go for the day after. Evans gets here tomorrow, and we can take her along.”

      “Will she have had the operation?”

      “No, but she can ride with me and point out what we need if we find anything that isn’t slagged too badly.” Baker’s brows knit for a moment.

      “What?” Jimenez asked.

      “Oh, nothing. The day after tomorrow will be good. That’ll give you an extra day to find a shuttle we can borrow and maybe a few space Marines to do any EVA work we need.”

      “EVA work?”

      “Someone—or many someones, more likely—are going to have to go out and look at whatever we find. They’ll also be the ones to attach the tow cables if we find something worth bringing back.” Baker smiled. “Or were you just planning to roll down the window and lasso them?”

      “I hadn’t actually given it any thought yet.”

      “Well then, maybe you should.” He typed something on his slate, then sent it to her. “Here’s Evans’ number. Give her a call; she’d be better able to articulate what we’re looking for and perhaps a strategy for finding it and getting it back to where we can use it.”

      A young enlisted man knocked on the door jamb. “Commander Baker? The airwing is on the line. Captain Jones requests your presence as soon as possible.”

      Baker nodded. “Transfer it to my slate, please.”

      “This looks like my opportunity to escape before I get tasked with anything else,” Jimenez said, edging toward the door.

      Baker nodded and mouthed, “Good luck,” as he swiped his slate to accept the call. “Commander Baker.”

      “Lance, Dan Jones.”

      “Hi, sir. What’s up?”

      “Do you want the bad news over the phone, or would you like to come over here and get it in person?”

      “Is neither an option?” Baker asked with a touch of a smile in his voice.

      “No.” Jones’s flat voice didn’t mirror Baker’s. “In fact, it’s probably better you come over. That way we can brainstorm how we’re… just get over here as soon as you can.”

      “On my way, sir.”

      “Bad news?” Jimenez asked from the doorway.

      “Apparently.” Baker stood. “Bad enough that I’ve been summoned to get it in person.”

      “Want me to go, too?”

      “No. You have enough to do already. I have a feeling this one’s mine.”
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      Jones waved Baker in as soon as he arrived at the wing office. “Shut the door if you would please,” Jones said. “That way, no one will hear you scream.”

      Baker closed the door and took the seat Jones motioned him toward. “Okay, I’m sufficiently scared. What’s the news?”

      “You need to help create a Russian and a Chinese SI. I don’t care how you do it—whether that’s by taking a volunteer or by working with the people who partially uploaded on their own—but you need to help them each get one of their own.”

      “If we give them one, they’ll be able to figure out how to do it, and they’ll have tons of them by the end of the week.”

      “I am aware of the possibilities and the dangers. I had this discussion when Admiral Jameson called me to talk about it.”

      “Jameson called?”

      “Personally. He knew you wouldn’t like it and wanted me to make sure you knew, first, how important this is, and second, that he believes this is the best thing for us to do.”

      “Best thing? I’m not sure he knows the definition of that word.”

      “He convinced me, and it’s my turn to convince you.”

      Baker took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay, sir. Make me understand.”

      “Let me put it to you this way. Where do we need to go?”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Where do we need to go to track down the aliens?”

      “Tau Ceti.”

      “Can you get there?”

      “No, but Feng Li is working on more powerful jump drives so we can.”

      Jones smiled sadly. “I have a feeling that if you were to call Mr. Li at this moment, you’d find that his cell phone service has been temporarily disconnected. Same thing with Dr. Siderov. She hasn’t been seen on the space station in a week, and it’s suspected that she’s been recalled to Moscow. Same thing with the rest of her staff. It’s unlikely your Lieutenant Commander Evans will get her operation anytime soon. Or anyone else.”

      Baker leaned forward. “They can’t do that! They—”

      “They absolutely can. China and Russia play by different rules than we do. They can pretty much do as they wish with their citizens.”

      “And we won’t get access to them unless we create SIs for them? That’s blackmail!”

      “No—it’s worse than that. You’ve heard about the world government?”

      “Yeah, it’s been in the news all week. It’s stalled for some reason, but I haven’t had time to follow it closely.”

      “This is the reason.”

      “What? That we won’t make them SIs?”

      “No. It’s not that we won’t—President Harvey has said we will—it’s that we haven’t. The White House and Joint Chiefs of Staff have been in consultation on what we ought to do for the Russians and Chinese, and when we ought to do it. Jameson is the foremost expert on SIs in the discussion, and he fought tooth and nail to keep from doing it, but the Russians and Chinese are holding up the world government—and all of their support for everything we’re trying to do—until we, the US, give them the SIs we promised.

      Baker shook his head slowly. “But what if we give them each an SI, and then they decide not to join?”

      “That’s the problem,” Jones said with a wry smile. “Which comes first? The chicken or the egg? Do we give them SIs and hope they join us, or have them join us and then give them SIs?”

      “The latter, of course. It’s the only way to be sure they live up to their promises.”

      “In their minds, they don’t want to join and then not get the SIs.”

      “It’s a matter of trust then.”

      Jones nodded. “It is.”

      “I don’t trust them.”

      “No reason you should. Still…”

      Baker sighed. “They have stuff we need.”

      “They do. Their resources first and foremost.”

      “Like Li and Siderov?”

      “Them too.” Jones raised an eyebrow. “Did you realize the last time we were out, we fired off almost half the world’s stockpile of nuclear weapons? And that, after the final battle, there were only five left aboard the Revenge?”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. How’d you like to go fight aliens without any nukes?”

      Baker shook his head. “Not a whole lot.”

      “The Russians are making them as fast as they can. The only question is whether they’ll be aboard Russian fighters or Terran fighters.”

      “We can’t do this without them, can we?”

      “The CJCS and the White House don’t think so. Unless there’s something you know that you’re not telling us…”

      Baker shook his head as his shoulders slumped. “No. Nothing that will change anything you just said.”

      “Which leaves us where, exactly?”

      Baker sighed. “We have to help the Russians and Chinese make SIs.”

      “One SI each. That was the deal.”

      “Okay, we have to help them make an SI.”

      “The sooner, the better. Nothing more gets done until then.”

      “So, not only do I have to make them each an SI, but I also have to do it as soon as possible.”

      “We’re all waiting on you.”

      “Irina won’t like being blackmailed. It’s why she left Russia.”

      “So use Daiyu to do it.”

      “Irina won’t like being left out of this. She’s got more experience and is more likely to be able to do it safely.” Baker shrugged. “Besides, I doubt Daiyu would do it without Irina in the first place. They’re pretty tight.”

      “How are you going to get Irina to do it?”

      Baker laughed. “I have no idea,” he said when he could talk again. He thought for a second. “The best bet is to reintegrate the people who partially uploaded. Irina and Daiyu both understand wanting to escape to the system; they’re more likely to help someone who is looking to do that than someone the Russians say is a willing volunteer.” He tilted his head. “Actually, I think that’s a better idea, too.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, we know they wanted to go to the system. Any volunteers we get from Russia or China may be plants or people they have leverage over.”

      “I see,” Jones said with a nod. “Do this, or bad things will happen to your family.”

      “Exactly.”

      Jones chewed the inside of his cheek. “I see one issue with your plan.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If you successfully reintegrate Russian and Chinese personalities into SIs, what’s to say that they won’t claim political asylum like Irina and Daiyu did. Any partial uploads were people probably trying to escape their governments. Irina and Daiyu won’t want to hand them over to the governments they were trying to avoid.” Jones shook his head. “What’s worse than us having two SIs and the other nations having none? Us having four and them having none.”

      Jones frowned. “It might be better… no, safer, if we used their volunteers. At least they’ll be likely to want to return to their countries.”

      Baker scoffed. “It’s a big shit sandwich—”

      “—and we all have to take a bite.”

      “We do,” Baker said with a nod. “I see why Admiral Jameson said it’s the best thing to do, but in this, the devil truly is in the details.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        INSIDE THE SYSTEM, BLASTER THREE NINETEEN, FLIGHT LINE, NSS OCEANA

      

      

      “This is blackmail,” Irina stated after Baker repeated his conversation with Jones to Irina, Daiyu, and Jimenez.

      Baker chuckled. “Did you truly expect they wouldn’t resort to blackmail when everything else failed? In their minds, they are vulnerable to an attack by either you or Daiyu, and—until they get an SI of their own—they will always be so.”

      “What would we do to them?” Irina asked. “And why? I wanted to leave Russia.”

      “You did,” Baker said. “Enough to upload yourself to the system of a fighter jet and then request political asylum. It’s not impossible to think that you might bear your former country a little ill will. Same with Daiyu. You could potentially have the motive to hurt—even cripple—their country. All you’d need is the opportunity, and that wouldn’t be hard to arrange.”

      “Irina digresses,” Daiyu said. “We understand what you’re saying and why this is important to do.” She looked toward Irina and smiled. “The discussion is no longer about whether we should do it but how.”

      Baker’s brows knit. “Wait. You’re both on board with doing this?”

      “Of course we are,” Irina said. “We always knew this was going to happen, and honestly, it’s the only way we can be truly safe. As long as the US is the only one to have SIs, Russia and China are going to do everything possible to either acquire SIs of their own or destroy the ones the US has. Daiyu and me. By giving them an SI, we are safer. Not safe, but safer.”

      Baker’s voice was flat. “You’ve already discussed this.”

      “We’ve had a couple of conversations about it,” Jimenez said with a wink.

      “You have?”

      “Of course. While you’re focused on important CO things, I, as XO, have to concern myself with the health and safety of our troops. For all intents and purposes, Irina and Daiyu are our troops. We chat from time to time.”

      “Really?” Baker asked, intrigued. “About what?”

      “Stuff,” Jimenez said.

      “Things,” Irina added.

      “Yeah,” Daiyu said. “Lots of things.”

      “Like what?”

      Irina chuckled. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Yes, actually.”

      “Too bad,” Jimenez said. “It’s classified.”

      “What?”

      “Classified,” Irina confirmed. “We could tell you, but we’d have to kill you.”

      “That’s a line from a movie, you know,” Daiyu said.

      “I know that,” Baker said. “Wait. When did you see Top Gun?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Irina said, “but I think it was between Bull Durham and Caddyshack.”

      “What? How did—” He stopped and looked from woman to woman, his jaw hanging open. They all smiled back innocently.

      “Maybe we should get back to the matter at hand,” Jimenez finally said.

      Baker shook his head fiercely to clear it. “You three really watched Caddyshack?”

      Irina sniffed. “No, we didn’t.”

      Baker laughed. “I really didn’t see the three of you sitting around watching those movies. I knew you were just—”

      “Oh, we tried to watch them,” Irina said. “We just couldn’t find a good copy of Bull Durham, though, and Caddyshack was unwatchable.”

      Daiyu shrugged. “Definitely a boy movie.”

      “Well, it’s—”

      Jimenez cleared her throat. “Shouldn’t we be discussing making SIs? You know… safety of the Earth stuff and all that?”

      Baker looked back to his XO. “Yeah, but—”

      “We’re ready,” Irina said. “Just bring us the partial uploads, and we’ll see what we can do.”

      “And make sure they bring Doc Siderov,” Jimenez added.
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          CO’S OFFICE, HANGAR ONE, NSS OCEANA, VIRGINIA BEACH, EARTH
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      “Sir!” the yeoman yelled. “CAG is on the line! He says it’s urgent.”

      “Connect him to me,” Baker said, looking up from the report on the partial uploads he’d been reading. His slate rang. “Commander Baker.”

      “Jones here. How many operational fighters do you have?”

      “Eight, sir.”

      “The aliens have just been sighted at the edge of the system, coming in from Tau Ceti. I need you to man them up and get them to the space station, ASAP. The Russians are bringing up a load of… uh, special weapons”—he obviously didn’t want to use the word “nuclear” over an open line—“and will meet you there. You can expect similar numbers of Russian and Chinese fighters to join you.”

      “What’s the mission?”

      “It’s simple. Destroy them. Shoot first and ask questions later.”

      “What are we looking at for opposition?”

      “Three carriers. That’s what’s here so far. No telling what else is coming.”

      “We’ll get up there as soon as we can.”

      “Very well. Good luck and good hunting. You’re in charge of the US forces and the overall mission. I’ll pass along point of contact info for the other countries as soon as I have it.”

      “I’m on it, sir.”

      “Good. We’ll talk soon. Out here.” The line clicked as Jones cut the connection.

      Baker took a deep breath to steady himself and let it out slowly, forcing himself to calm his nerves and focus on the things he needed to do first. He squared his shoulders. “Yeoman Jordan! Get all the officers in the ready room, ASAP!”
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        * * *

      

      “Details are still coming in,” Lieutenant Nicole Rice, the squadron’s intel officer, said. “So far, though, all we know is that three carriers entered the solar system about three and a half hours ago. We haven’t seen any evidence of fighter activity or offensive operations—not that there’s much to be offensive with out at the orbit of Uranus. We have a couple of small observation satellites out there, but the aliens either didn’t see them or didn’t bother with them.”

      “Which doesn’t tell us anything, really,” LCDR Jackson said.

      Rice shook her head. “It doesn’t. All we know is they’re here. The crew of the space station is trying to determine their track, but so far, it doesn’t look like they’re headed to Earth.”

      “What?” Baker asked. “Where are they heading?”

      “They’re on a tangential trajectory across the system. It looks—at least initially—like they’re headed to the Sirius jump point.”

      Baker visualized the solar system in his head. “It’s going to be hard for us to catch them if they’re running full out.”

      Rice shrugged. “I don’t know, sir. All I can tell you is that there will be another report in an hour with additional details. The light-speed time lag is about 2.5 hours from their position, so we’re just now seeing what they did when they entered, not what they did once they got organized.”

      “Right,” Baker said with a nod. He looked down at his slate as it buzzed. “We’re the lead for the interception and destruction of the alien force. The Earth is sending everything it’s got. So far, that’s about twenty-five Bravos and a hundred or so F-77 Alphas. There will also be a variety of other craft—British Spitfire IIs, French Mirage 2100s, and so forth—so this thing is going to be a clusterfuck that we’ll have to work out enroute.

      “Before we can do that, though, crews will have to go home and grab a go-kit. Expect to be away at least a couple days. Better yet, plan for a week. I will lead the first division with Lieutenant Commander Jackson, Lieutenant Commander Porter, and Lieutenant Stevenson. Commander Jimenez will lead the second section, comprised of Lieutenant Commander Ramirez, Lieutenant Winton, and Lieutenant Ikehara.”

      A hand went up in the second row. “What about me, sir?” Lieutenant Commander Bateman asked.

      “You’re in charge of what’s left here.”

      “But I’m one of the most experienced pilots. No offense to Lieutenant Winton, but he doesn’t even have a dozen hours in the Bravo.”

      Baker nodded slowly, his jaw set. “And that’s exactly why you have to stay here. If things go badly, it’ll be up to you—without the help of SIs—to reconstitute the squadron and the Bravo program. I can’t tell you what you’ll be facing, if so, but it will be desperate times, and I’m counting on you to save the Earth if we fail.”

      Bateman’s jaw dropped as the enormity of the situation hit her. “Um… don’t fail then, okay?”

      One side of Baker’s face rose in a wry grin. “That’s the plan.” He looked across the faces in front of him, and the smile faded. “Unless they’ve done something to pack more fighters than normal into those carriers, we’ll at least be facing them at relatively equal odds, which is something I’ve never done and am kind of looking forward to. I’m also looking forward to showing them how bad an idea it was to come face us on our home turf.

      “Any questions?”

      Most of the officers shook their heads, and no one raised a hand.

      “Okay then,” Baker concluded. “The safety of everything we hold as valuable is on the line. It’s time to get out there and kick some alien butt. Go home, grab your stuff, and we’ll have a final briefing in an hour.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, that’s it,” Lieutenant Rice said an hour and a half later. She clicked off the blurry video. “The aliens are going full speed toward the Sirius jump point.”

      “And since Earth’s on the other side of the sun, there’s no way we could run them down before they get there,” Baker said. “The mission’s been scrubbed for today.”

      The collected officers released a simultaneous sigh, then looked about guiltily. Baker chuckled. He’d had the same feeling when CAG had called—happy to not be racing out unprepared to fight another alien horde, then somewhat depressed for having to miss out on the opportunity.

      “However,” Baker said in his best command voice, “that doesn’t mean that we aren’t going flying today.” He smiled. “As most of you know, we were planning on a recovery mission for tomorrow, and the JCS would like to forward deploy us to the space station, just in case the alien’s current course is a ruse. Those two objectives align, and we’ll be heading up to Freedom later today to stage out of there.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lieutenant Commander Porter said. “Freedom?”

      Baker chuckled. “You didn’t get the memo? They just renamed the space station “Freedom.” There’s a big push to build Bravo and Charlie—to have a greater presence in space—and someone had the idea to rename it. China and Russia will be naming the others as they come online. We’ll run a couple of missions over the next few days from Freedom to see how much of the alien technology we can recover.

      “Since we have more time to plan—and we’ll be flying out of there for a few days—we’ll take all of the officers and a maintenance contingent will fly up in the space wing’s shuttle, which we will have the use of while we conduct our mission. The station will be keeping a good eye on the aliens, and if they turn, we’ll be recalled and will launch against them as planned.”

      Baker smiled. “So, the bottom line is that everyone can go back home and kiss their significant others, let them know that we’re not going off to war, but that we’ll be gone for about a week to do some training. The fact that we’re harvesting the alien technology is classified for now; our stated purpose is to forward deploy in case of alien aggression and conduct in-space training missions.”

      “Does the wing think that will fool the Russians and Chinese?” Lieutenant Commander Jackson asked.

      “No,” Baker said with a chuckle. “It’ll be pretty obvious what we’re doing, and we’ll share everything we find with them. New world government, right? We’re all on the same team?”

      Judging by the looks on the officers’ faces, they were less than thrilled with the idea of a world government and not entirely sure it would ever happen.

      “Trust me, folks,” Baker said. “A world government is a good thing. The Russians have the materials for the weapons we need. The Chinese have the drive technology. A number of other countries have necessary pieces of the puzzle. Now, more than ever, we need to work together. That is, as long as we want to stop the aliens from driving through our system without so much as a ‘by your leave’ or paying some sort of galactic toll for the opportunity.”

      Some—generally, the older officers—appeared to understand, while some of the younger officers looked like they didn’t buy it. He shrugged mentally. They’ll come around after a battle or two with the aliens. War has a way of making you look at things differently.

      “That’s it. You’re dismissed. Meet back here in two hours, ready to go to space.”
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        SFA-34 SPACES, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT

      

      

      “So, here’s the plan,” Jimenez said to the packed room late the next day. Without the need to rush, the squadron had taken its time to organize and make sure they had everything in space that they needed to operate there. It had taken a second shuttle load to get all their gear to the station—and some coordination with the station on where they could store it—but they’d finally gotten settled in.

      “The aliens jumped out of the system a few hours ago, as expected,” Jimenez continued. “Freedom will keep watch for their return or the arrival of additional aliens, but—at least for the moment—the chances of combat are low. Still, we will go out with loaded internal cannon and half the fighters will be armed. We’ll also have a fully armed division of Alphas along from the station’s air wing.”

      “Why only arm half the fighters?” Lieutenant Jay Winton asked. Tall and blonde, the officer was the youngest officer in SFA-34, having only arrived two weeks before.

      “Aside from the fact that you’re not qualified on nukes yet, we’re going to be towing back any large chunks of the alien ships we find,” Baker said. “All things considered, I’d rather not have to worry about a towline ripping a nuclear missile off one of our fighters.”

      Winton’s eyes grew large. “No, sir, I wouldn’t want that either.”

      Jimenez nodded. “As we discussed yesterday, the fighters will go out first, followed about an hour later by the shuttle with the Marines on it. We should be able to get there in about eight hours. We’ll try to spend that time training and resting so that we get to the site of the battle relatively fresh. The flight surgeon has a little packet of ‘Wake Me Ups’ for each of you. Upon arrival, we’ll split up into two-ship sections and start working the search grid. If you find anything, report it to me, as I’ll be running the mission. Any questions?”

      There weren’t any as the mission was relatively straightforward—and they’d gone over the plan the day before—and the briefing concluded shortly thereafter.

      “Is it time to go kill some aliens?” Irina asked hopefully as Baker strapped into three-nineteen and plugged into the system.

      “Nope. The aliens jumped out, so we’d have to go chase them down in Sirius if we wanted to do so.”

      “Is there any plan to do so?”

      “Not at the moment. There are no carriers available, and the jump is too far for us.”

      “How long until there’s a carrier available?”

      “At least a couple more months. The Revenge is coming along fairly quickly, and they say the Shandong is almost finished.”

      “The Shandong, huh? Sounds Chinese.”

      “It is, but soon they will both be Terran carriers once the laws all get passed.”

      “I think it sounds like a good way for the Chinese to trap Daiyu and me.”

      “It’s possible, I guess,” Baker said with a shrug, “but it’s an awful lot of work to do so.”

      Irina smiled. “We’re worth it, and you know it.”

      Baker chuckled. “Yes, you are.”

      “So, since there’s no aliens to fight, we’re going to go junk hunting?”

      “Hopefully we can find some non-junk. Tau Ceti is too far for our ships to jump to. It would be nice to get the aliens’ technology so we can replicate it for our use.”

      “I want the shields.”

      Baker nodded. “Those would be good to have.”

      “And their lasers.”

      “All we have to do is find them and bring them back. Lieutenant Commander Evans here”—he physically nodded to the woman sharing the cockpit with him—“will hopefully be able to integrate them with our fighters if we can find any of the alien weapons.”

      “Do I get them first?”

      “I suspect we’ll be one of the initial platforms. Us and three-twenty.”

      “We should be first.”

      “Are you going to pout if you’re not?”

      “Probably.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Baker said with a nod. There’s no “probably” about it.

      The rest of the start-up and launch went quickly, and before long, they were cruising through the black.
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        CARRIER THREE FIVE NINE, DEEP SPACE, SIRIUS A SYSTEM

      

      

      “I have collected all the information available from our pass through the humans’ system,” Nine reported.

      “Do not wait,” Prime replied. “Present it to us.”

      “Sadly, the humans do not appear to have made any progress.”

      “None?” Two asked. “How is that possible?”

      “I do not understand it, either,” Nine said. “The plan seemed destined for success, but everything in their system is exactly as we left it five cruchna ago. They still have only one station in space, which does not appear to have increased in size perceptibly. The vessel that chased us is close to it but is still in a status of disrepair.

      “Several flights of their fighters flew from their planet to the station while we were in the system, but none gave chase.”

      “How big were the formations?” Three asked.

      “The largest numbered eight or possibly nine.”

      “And why do you suppose they did not try to intercept us?” Prime asked.

      “A number of possibilities exist. They may have been unprepared to do so. They may not have had sufficient numbers—at least in their minds—to make the attempt in the outer system with their carrier unavailable. It is possible they used up all their nuclear armaments, too, since the craft that attacked our fleet—the ones that originated from their planet—lacked those armaments.”

      “Perhaps they didn’t see us,” Five said.

      “That is not a possibility,” Nine replied. “Their activity increased when we entered the system, and we saw one of their monitoring posts. They were aware of our presence.”

      “They will not be ready in time,” Two noted. “Your plan has failed.”

      “I do not understand how it is possible,” Prime said. “The data indicated an 89 percent probability they would rise to the occasion.”

      “Maybe they have, but we just do not see it yet,” Four said.

      Prime sent a pulse of appreciation to Four, who’d always been his greatest supporter. This time, though, it will not be enough. “Perhaps they have,” Prime said, “but time is too short to invest any more resources on them. We will invest them on the Krusians.”

      “But they are even further behind than the humans,” Three said.

      “They are,” Prime said. “It may be necessary to use the means of last resort.”

      The network stilled as the council considered the implications.

      “Truly, you would not—” Two started.

      “I would,” Prime said, cutting Two off. “We cannot let the Krusians fall, too.”

      “Better that than—”

      “I am aware,” Prime said. “We are, however, rapidly approaching a situation where none of the options are ones we prefer. When that happens, we will do as we must, not as we would like.
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          BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, DEEP SPACE, JUPITER ORBIT
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      “Find anything yet?” Baker asked.

      “No, not yet,” Irina replied, sounding slightly irritated.

      “How ’bout now?”

      “You need to stop taking those energy pills. They make you really annoying.”

      “I’m wide awake and ready to find something.”

      “Good. Help me look then, why don’t you?”

      “You’re using the radar; that’s our best tool. It’s statistically improbable that I’ll find anything with the telescope.”

      “We can trade if you want.”

      “We both know you’re better at finding stuff on the radar. Especially ships belonging to little green men.”

      “I am, but if you continue to bug me, you can do all the work yourself.”

      Baker didn’t say anything else and went back to looking through the telescope, not that he expected to see anything. Although they knew where the last battle had happened, none of the debris had stayed in the vicinity of the site.

      All of the ships had been under power and in motion when they were destroyed; since the battle, they’d had a couple of months for those velocities to take them somewhere else, and Jupiter had swept through the space as well. It may not have sucked the ships up like a cosmic vacuum cleaner—the odds of any of the ships being directly in its path were pretty small—but its gravitational field might have imparted additional velocity to the detritus of battle, sending it in God only knew what direction.

      Baker took a moment to look at three-oh-nine, off his wing, through the telescope. Winton was either asleep with his head back against the rest or deep in the system, using the radar to look for pieces of the enemy ships. Hopefully the latter. With fewer fighters than aviators to fly them, he was one of the two pilots currently sharing the aircraft. One of them would have to move over to a new fighter when more arrived; Baker was glad it wasn’t him. Although he’d been in a number of F-77s, none of them felt as good as three-nineteen.

      “Got anything yet?” Lieutenant Commander Evans asked. With Irina and Baker using most of the search functions, there wasn’t much for her to do.

      “Not yet,” Baker smiled. “I was just bugging Irina about that.”

      The main screen lit up with a message. If you would keep him from bothering me, the odds of me being able to find something increase drastically.

      Evans tapped the screen. “You weren’t kidding.”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, surely there’s a better way to do this than just having sixteen fighters—most of which aren’t as capable as the others—wandering around looking for bits of metal in the middle of space.”

      “Jimenez and I took the most likely sectors,” Baker replied. “As far as we could figure, anyway.”

      “How did you figure that out?”

      “We went through the tapes of the battle and tried to determine where we hit the aliens at the start of the battle. We had the best coordinates for that. After we began maneuvering, things got messy. We figured there might have been some fighters still inside the carrier that might have been protected from the blast.”

      “Unlikely, based on what I’ve seen.” Evans waved at the screen. “Walk me through the battle. It’ll keep you from distracting Irina, and maybe we’ll come up with something.”

      Baker described the final battle as well as he could. He’d reviewed the recordings of the battle a number of times—mostly to see if there was something he could have done better. When he got to the point where Irina had hit the enemy carrier with one of the extra fighters, Evans stopped him.

      “So you detonated a nuke on the carrier, while most of the ships were on the other side of it from the blast.”

      “Uh, yeah. Jimenez and Jones were on the other side, and we wanted to protect them from as much of the blast as possib—” He thought about the geometry of the final strike. “I see what you’re getting at. I was so focused on running at the time, I didn’t think about the alien fighters. All I cared about was that they were destroyed and not coming after us. I didn’t think about how they might have been destroyed.”

      Evans nodded. “Of all the ones you destroyed, I think those might be the most likely to have been destroyed by frag rather than by nuclear effects.”

      “Maybe…” The more he thought about it, though, the more he realized she was probably right. “You may be on to something.”

      “Better yet,” Evans said, warming to the subject, “the fighters were in company with the carrier, and moving in generally the same direction. They may have been accelerating away from it, but they were mostly going the same way, right?”

      “Yeah, they were.”

      “And a carrier is a lot bigger of a radar target…”

      “So we ought to be able to see it easier,” Baker said with a nod. “Irina…”

      Already on it. Daiyu’s section is shifting to it, too. She sent me the latest coordinates she had from when they were attached to the ship, which were more accurate than mine. She paused and then added, Maneuvering.

      Without any additional warning, the ship spun to the right, pulled “up,” and accelerated so hard that the compensation system had a hard time keeping up. Seven Gs hit the occupants and Baker mentally retarded the throttles until they were back to a single G again.

      “What the hell, Irina?” Baker asked, looking over to check Evans. She gave him a weak thumbs-up, although she looked a little worse for wear. “We have a passenger, remember?”

      Forgot she wasn’t an aviator by trade, Irina typed. Sorry, Julia.

      “That’s fine,” Evans said. “I have some training in it. A little more heads-up next time would be appreciated, though.”

      Sorry. Daiyu got a hit that she thinks is the carrier. And we sort of have a bet on who can find the first alien fighter.

      “Three-Nineteen, Three-Oh-Nine,” Winton called over the radio. “Where’d you go?”

      “Up and right,” Baker replied. “Use your IFF system to find us and rejoin. We’ve got a possible return on an alien ship.” He shook his head and said on the intercom, “Is winning a bet worth losing your wingman?”

      Maybe.

      “What did you bet?”

      Nunya.

      “What the hell is nunya?”

      None of ya damn business.

      Baker shook his head, knowing he’d get nothing more from her but intensely curious as to what SIs found valuable and would bet.

      “I’ve got it, too,” Irina typed a few seconds later.

      Baker focused on the radar. A solid return winked at him with every sweep of the radar, with additional flashes of a much smaller magnitude nearby. Irina locked up the large target while the radar continued to paint the area. “Debris field?” Baker asked.

      “I think so.” He could feel Irina shrug in the system. “Most of that will probably be from the carrier, though, and not any of the alien fighters.”

      “All we need is one.”

      “More is better,” Evans said. “I wouldn’t mind getting a look at the carrier, too.”

      Baker nodded. “I’ll see what we can do.”

      The long range telescope came on, and a shiver ran down Baker’s back. Although it was still a long distance away, and small on the viewer, there was no doubt of what he was looking at. The image was one of the alien carriers. Even from this distance, though, he could see it was a lot worse for wear. The fighter they had driven into it and detonated had hit it approximately midships, and had torn it in half; only about a third of it remained.

      “That’s the aft end, right?” Evans asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Think you could drop me off so I could take a look?” Evans asked.

      “Wait. You want to go inside that ship?” Baker asked. “Radioactive and all?”

      “I only want to look at the engineering section. It’s probably far enough away from where the bomb went off to be shielded from any radioactive matter or the neutron activation that occurred anywhere else on the ship.” She shrugged. “The Marines have detection equipment with them, and I doubt either you or they will let me go inside it without them.”

      “No, I won’t.” Baker chewed on the inside of his cheek for a few seconds. “Let’s see what the Marines have to say about it.”

      “She wants to do what?” Captain Struthers asked once they got ahold of him on the shuttle.

      “She’d like to go inside the portion of the carrier we found.”

      “She knows it’s going to be radioactive, right?”

      “Actually,” Evans said, taking control of the radio, “The deposition vector would end at the first intact bulkhead, assuming no ventilation. As long as we stay back from the blast center, there shouldn’t be much radiation at all. For that matter, most of the radiation activation volume would have attenuated quickly and ended when the neutrons did. After that, it’s just a matter of the half-lives of the radioactive products. You would have some radioactive material remaining, but most of it will be close to the blast center. There may be some hot spots due to the vagaries of geometry, but our suits’ basic shielding against beta and alpha would be enough for where I want to go.”

      “Uh… okay,” the Marine said. “I think what you’re saying is it should be okay?”

      “Yes,” Evans said with a predatory smile the Marine couldn’t see. “As long as we stay away from the blast zone, we should be fine.” She paused and then added. “This is important.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the Marine capitulated. “We’ll make plans to investigate it once we arrive.”

      “Arrive?” Evans asked over the intercom.

      “They’re still two hours out,” Irina supplied. “The shuttle isn’t built for speed like we are. Not only that… I’ve got one!”

      The fighter started to turn but then stilled. “You are going to want to hold on for this one,” went across the screen, then the fighter spun to the left, and the throttle went to the firewall. Although the most Gs Baker had ever seen in the fighter was just over eight, the gravimeter continued to climb past nine Gs and then 9.5.

      Baker tried to pull the throttles back from within the system, but found them stuck.

      “What… are… you… doing?” Baker asked, grunting out the syllables as he fought to stay conscious. “What the hell?” he asked inside the system, able to talk almost normally mentally, while his physical body fought on in the cockpit. The sides of his vision began creeping in, making a tunnel around the center, and the system started to fade from his internal sight.

      “Almost there,” Irina replied in the system, her voice happy, normal, and—if anything—excited.

      Baker wanted to look at Evans, but knew if he turned his head, the shift in Gs would put him out, so he continued to strain, trying to keep blood going to his brain, in spite of the fact it all wanted to pool at his feet.

      “Just a few seconds more,” Irina noted. “Besides, I could go faster.”

      Baker didn’t answer; he just continued to struggle against the forces pinning him to his seat. His skin burned, and his muscles ached. It felt like he was being beaten with a rattan cane.

      Then, just as his tunnel vision was about to draw to a close, the Gs fell off suddenly. Instantly, he snapped back to full consciousness, although the feeling of being beaten lingered.

      “Seriously, Irina,” Baker said, “what’s gotten into you today?” He reached over and shook Evans gently, and she snapped awake, then blinked several times as she obviously tried to parse where she was.

      Baker shook his head. “Sorry about that. I don’t—” Evans’s eyes got wide, and her mouth dropped open. “What? Are you okay?”

      One of Evans’s arms lifted, and she pointed in front of them. Baker turned to look out the cockpit. There, thirty meters in front of the fighter, hung an alien fighter, illuminated in three-nineteen’s landing lights. The alien craft was pointed right at them, and Baker had the master armament switch turned on and was halfway through pulling the trigger when he realized what he was doing.

      Happy that Evans was captivated by the fighter so that she didn’t see the flush creep up his neck, he turned off the master arm.

      “You could have warned a guy,” he said in-system to Irina. “I almost fired on it.”

      “You would have, if I hadn’t blocked the trigger.”

      “What!”

      “I blocked the trigger, about halfway through the pull. You actually tried to shoot it.” She chuckled. “Try pulling the trigger now.”

      Baker pulled the trigger, but it wouldn’t move. “Nice trick,” Baker said, annoyed. “It wouldn’t have been very funny if I’d destroyed the thing we came to collect. Like I said, maybe warn me next time?” He paused as he had a thought. “Or, better yet, don’t do something stupid just to win a bet.”

      “It wasn’t just to win the bet,” Irina replied, not sounding the least bit repentant.

      “Bad things happen when you show off,” Baker said. “There was that one time in the training command…”

      “I’m sure that’s all very interesting,” Irina said, “but shouldn’t you be doing something about the alien fighter? Or getting your wingman back into position? It seems your maneuvering lost him again.”

      “My maneuvering?”

      “That fighter looks undamaged,” Evans said, her voice tinged with awe. “Can I go see it?”

      “See it?” Baker asked.

      “Yeah, can you open the cockpit and let me go over to it?”

      “Untethered? Are you crazy?”

      “No one’s ever been this close to one of the alien fighters before.”

      Baker chuckled. “Irina and I have been closer, but we didn’t have much time to check it out as it rocketed past us.”

      “Seriously. I want to go check it out. Can I?”

      “I’ll move in closer for a better look in a minute. First, let me find my wingman again and get everyone reoriented.”

      “And get the Marines here,” Evans said, staring out the window. “Please,” she added after a few moments.

      “I thought you wanted them at the carrier?”

      “I do. But after we take a look at this.”

      Baker looked over to find Evans staring out the canopy, her mouth slightly open, obviously enraptured with the sight of the alien fighter. It was a neat little ship—when it wasn’t trying to kill you—and he wondered what it would be like to fly one. Or what the aliens looked like.

      Jimenez and Jones had seen some of the aliens, but the aliens had been in spacesuits. All they’d been able to tell was that their enemies were humanoid. It would be interesting to get the ship back to Freedom and opened up.
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        * * *

      

      Three-Nineteen slid forward slowly five minutes later, with Baker on the controls. Although the fighter had initially looked like it was stopped in front of them, poised to fire, it was actually continuing to move in three dimensions. The vision was an optical illusion caused by Irina’s ability to keep station on the fighter. Thirty meters was about the best she could do, though; to get in really close required the ability to look out the canopy, something Irina couldn’t do.

      The alien fighter tumbled slowly as Three-Nineteen crept up on it, the dark metal of the upturned wings sometimes catching and reflecting the light from Three-Nineteen and Three-Oh-Nine—who’d found them again—or, with less luminance, the sun.

      “Creepy,” Baker muttered as he took position “underneath” it so that the fighter was just “above” them and they could look up and see it.

      “It’s beautiful,” Evans said. Her voice hadn’t lost any of the awe it had had ten minutes prior. “I don’t see any rivets,” she said suddenly, her tone professional again. “No seams… no welds… How did they make this?”

      “Magic?” Baker asked.

      “Any sufficiently advanced technology—”

      “—is indistinguishable from magic,” Baker finished. “Arthur C. Clarke. Yes, I read scifi growing up, too.” He shrugged. “I just never figured I’d get to see it up close.”

      “There!” Evans pointed at the underside of the alien craft. “A seam. And that may be some kind of closure. If I had to bet, that’s where the pilot gets in.”

      Baker shrugged. “Assuming there is a pilot.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Irina and I have debated whether or not there’s a pilot inside a couple of times. She thinks that the aliens could easily be flying them by remote or by SI.”

      “What did you decide?” Evans asked.

      Baker pursed his lips as he watched the alien fighter rotate. “We’re pretty sure it isn’t flown like a drone. We’ve seen them operate a long way from anything that could be controlling them… well, unless they have faster-than-light comms, anyway. If they have FTL, then they could be flying them like drones. If they don’t, they’re either manned or they’re SI run.”

      “I hadn’t given that much thought,” Evans said, suddenly looking pensive. “So, what you’re saying is—if it’s an SI-operated craft—we might not want to power it up.”

      “If there’s no pilot inside it when you open it up, I wouldn’t power it up again,” Baker said. “You might find one pissed off SI inside who tries to take control and shoot its way out of whatever facility you’re holding it in.”

      “SIs get mad?” Evans asked. “I never gave it any thought.”

      “Hey, Irina, do you get mad?” Baker asked.

      “I have all the emotions of when I used to be corporeal,” Irina replied. “If I woke up to find myself inside an alien station, I might very well try to shoot my way out and ask questions later. Especially if they disassembled me at all while I slept.”

      “That may complicate things,” Evans said. “It’s hard to see how some things work without them having power.”

      “It’s worse to have them wake up and start cutting you up with their lasers,” Baker noted.

      Evans chuckled. “There is that.” She cocked her head as she went back to looking at the alien craft. “But if there’s a pilot, we’re probably okay?”

      Irina and Baker started laughing, and Evans looked down, her eyes going back and forth between Baker and the screen where Irina chatted. “Okay. Point taken,” Evans said. “I guess it is possible for an SI and a corporeal being to operate together.”

      “Some days,” Baker said.

      “When the meat suit isn’t being a butthead,” Irina said.

      Evans laughed. “Okay, so I’ll take that as a maybe.”

      The screen blinked, and Irina typed, “There is utility in having an SI in the ship.”

      “I can’t disagree,” Baker said. “All joking aside, Irina has saved my life a number of times.”

      “Of course I have. But that wasn’t what I was talking about.”

      “What were you talking about?” Evans asked.

      “Daiyu just found another alien fighter. It’s not in quite as good a shape as this one, but the center section is undamaged.”

      “Awesome,” Evans said.

      “And I just found what I think is a third.”

      “You did?” Baker asked.

      “Yes. While you two are sitting there going all ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’ at the alien fighters we defeated, I have been working, and I found what I think is a third alien. Well, fourth, if you count their carrier.”

      “Speaking of which,” Baker said. “It’s time to go join Struthers at the carrier. We can have Three-Oh-Nine stay here to keep track of this one and get someone to go babysit your new one while we look at the carrier. Then we can get these all tied up, hopefully, and start the journey back.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SHUTTLE FOUR-OH-ONE, DEEP SPACE, JUPITER ORBIT

      

      

      “Nice and easy, everyone, just like we practiced,” Captain Jason Struthers transmitted to his troops as he stepped off the ramp of the shuttle. His stomach lurched as he left the artificial gravity of the craft and moved forward in zero G. He tapped the flight controls of his exoskeleton and moved toward the giant piece of enemy ship tumbling through space. They need to integrate human thought with the exoskeletons, he thought for the thousandth time as he worked to match the worst of the ship’s gyrations. If they can do it for something as complex as a fighter, they ought to be able to do it for an exoskeleton. It would make this shit a whole lot easier.

      The icons on his HUD strung out behind him as he moved toward the alien vessel. He counted ten. Good. No one chickened out. They’d lost several Space Marine wannabes the first day they’d started training “in the black”—people that couldn’t deal with the enormity or maybe the lack of gravity—and then a couple more over the last two weeks, but First Squad was pretty solid.

      He shook his head as he looked at the approaching ship. This mission has gone way off the rails. Talk about mission creep! His squad was nominally along for their ability to lasso a fighter or two, but now they wanted to not only bring back three enemy fighters, but also to take a look at the enemy carrier.

      If I’d known we might have the potential for combat, I’d have brought a lot more troopers… and weapons. He shook his head. The rail gun on his back only had a hundred rounds, and the troops carrying flechette shotguns only had three magazine reloads.

      He concentrated on his landing spot as he’d been taught. They’d practiced on a number of targets near the station, but nothing this big or moving this much. We’ll adapt the training when we get back… assuming we don’t all die trying to do this stupid shit.

      A new icon roared into his HUD in front of him and slightly to the right, then it stopped near the side of the carrier. He recognized the F-77 fighter halfway through drawing his rail gun and stowed the weapon back at his side. Stupid fighter jocks flying around a combat environment without talking to anyone. Liable to get their asses shot off is what they were.

      The canopy opened, and the WSO climbed out. Immediately, she started tumbling as she lost control of her suit. Stupid Navy pukes. He pointed at the woman. “Davison, see if you can rescue the scientist and bring her aboard before she kills herself or one of us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Gunnery Sergeant Gary Davison replied. Davison was the most proficient with the flight controls on the exoskeleton; if anyone could save her and bring her back, it was him.

      “Don’t lose her. I only have her visually; she’s not wearing a locater.” Another reason for not doing things unbriefed. He shook his head again.

      Struthers bent his knees, touched down, and magnetically locked his boots to the skin of the ship. The exoskeleton absorbed most of the torque of reorienting him to the moving ship, otherwise, his knees would probably have shattered. He smiled as he looked down. They’d had no idea whether the alien ship would be something that allowed them to lock on, and he’d had a mental image coming in of the carrier swatting his troopers—and himself—away like he did the giant mosquitos of the swamp near where he’d grown up.

      Eight of the squad “landed” on their first attempt, including Davison, who’d rescued the Navy WSO. Thankfully, she had boots that locked to the alien ship. The other two troopers made it on their second attempts.

      Once they were locked on, the spin wasn’t dangerous—other than a mild nausea for some from the inertia—it was only when they touched down. The troopers spread out, looking for a way in. That much, at least, had been briefed in the shuttle on the way in. The Navy person—Lieutenant Commander Evans?—stood by herself, looking awkward. Struthers waved to her until he got her attention, then motioned her toward him.

      When she arrived, he pointed at his ear and held up five fingers.

      “Thanks for saving me,” the woman said on channel five.

      “Evans, right?” Struthers asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Welcome to the alien carrier. I’m Captain Struthers. Please make sure you stay behind me and off the radio unless you’re calling out a contact report.”

      “A contact report?”

      “Yeah. If you see someone about to shoot at us, or, actually, any aliens at all, call out. Other than that, shut up.” He realized he was talking to a senior officer, so he added, “Please, ma’am.”

      “You got it, Captain.” She must have recognized the tone in his voice, because she added, “Thanks for doing this. I know you didn’t want to, but it could make the difference to our war effort.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Now, if you could…”

      “Shutting up, aye.” She smiled through her visor at him, then went to stand behind him.

      Maybe you can teach Navy pukes new tricks.

      “No way in,” Sergeant Stan White reported. “Not that we can find, anyway, sir.”

      “Very well,” Struthers replied. It was too much to hope for that they’d find an operational airlock. He turned to face Evans. “How do you want to go in? Through those exhaust ports?” he asked, pointing toward the aft end of the ship.

      “Not unless you want to enter the part of the engine that goes ‘boom,’” Evans replied. “Do you have a way of cutting your way in?”

      “Yeah, but it’s going to take a bit. Adair? Jones? You heard the lady. Find out where she wants to cut and see what you can do.”

      Evans wandered around a little, then pointed at the ship. “Right here is as good as any spot, I guess.”

      “What’s inside there?” Struthers asked.

      “No idea, but I’m hoping that form will follow function. If it’s at all like a Terran ship, this is where the engine room will be.”

      “Sorry, sir,” Adair said after ten minutes. “The skin of the ship is thicker than what we can cut through.”

      “I was afraid of that,” Evans said. “Any chance of going in that way?” She pointed to the mangled section at the opposite end of the hulk.

      “You mean where the nuclear weapons blew this thing apart?” Struthers asked incredulously.

      “Yeah. Can we see how hot it is? If it’s not bad, we might be able to find a way in through there.” She shrugged. “The other way is to climb up into the engine and cut our way in from there, but we’re more likely to cut into a fuel line there and then… boom.” She shrugged.

      Struthers sighed. This was what he’d hoped to avoid… and simultaneously what he’d honestly expected to happen all along.

      “Weathersby, go take a look,” Struthers ordered. “If it gets too hot, don’t push it; just come back.”

      “You got it, sir.” The trooper jetted off, using his maneuvering unit instead of walking to get there faster. Still, it was the better part of a thousand meters, so it took a while to get there and then longer to survey the end of the carrier.

      “It’s definitely hot in spots,” the corporal finally reported, “but there are some spots where we might be able to get through if we hurried.”

      Into the valley of death… Struthers thought. He shook his head. “Davison, bring Evans. Weathersby, see if you can find a way in. Everyone else, meet at the opposite end of the ship. Ready, move.” Struthers detached from the surface and flew forward at the head of the pack to make sure no one went where he himself wouldn’t want to go. Still, some of the newbies were pretty gung-ho… “No one goes in or near the radioactive area unless I say so, got it?”

      A chorus of “Yes, sirs” answered his question.

      He joined Weathersby, who was holding about twenty meters off the side of the carrier. The corporal pointed at a dark spot on the side of the ship, and Struthers focused his spotlight on it. The dark spot resolved itself into a giant tear in the skin of the ship where part of it had twisted enough to open a three-meter rent. He didn’t want to think about the torque required to rip the ship open like that.

      “I think that may be far enough behind the damaged area to be free of radioactives,” Weathersby said. “Permission to proceed?”

      Struthers spent a couple more seconds surveying the ship. There didn’t appear to be any other entrances other than those he guessed would still be pretty radioactive. “Go ahead,” he said with a terse nod, “but watch your dosimeter. If it starts getting hot, get the hell out of there.”

      “You got it, sir,” Weathersby said.

      “I don’t have to tell you to watch for aliens, too, do I?”

      “Uh… no, sir.” The trooper’s voice was less sure this time. “There… uh… wouldn’t still be any alive, would there?”

      “Probably not, but since we don’t know for sure, take your time and go slowly.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Sergeant White, please go with him and keep him out of trouble.”

      “You got it, sir.” The veteran squad leader’s tone was confident and determined, and Struthers nodded to himself. They would make a good team.

      The pair approached the ship with White in overwatch, but he stopped the younger Marine before he could enter the ship. “Land on the side of the ship first,” the squad leader said, “and synch yourself up with the ship’s momentum.” He pointed to the jagged metal on the sides of the hole. “That’ll cut you in half if you’re not careful.”

      The two landed, and White said, “Watch me.” He reached down, grabbed the lip, and pulled himself into the ship. His suit’s light illuminated the interior. “Clear,” he called.

      Weathersby followed the squad leader in. “Radiation is slightly elevated, but well within safe levels,” the trooper noted.

      “We’re heading in,” White reported. The lights moved away from the opening.

      “Keep up a running commentary,” Struthers directed. “That way, we can tell if we lose you due to interference.”

      “Roger that, sir.” After a pause, White’s voice continued, “The space we entered through was probably some sort of tankage or storage. Anything that was inside it blew out when the ship tore apart. The other side of the space was similarly torn, and there was an access point into the livable portion of the ship. We’re proceeding aft down the passage.

      “The ship doesn’t appear human; there are no markings or directions or anything like you’d find in a Terran ship.”

      “What do you mean?” Struthers asked.

      “There are no diagrams on the bulkheads to show you where you are or where you’re going. It’s all just blank metal. It’d be easy to get lost in here.”

      “Try not to do that, okay?”

      “Yes, sir. We marked where we came in so we can get back out again.” He paused. “The place is creepy. I don’t see any signs of habitation. There are hatches along the passageway. We opened a few of them up, but nothing inside here looks lived in. There are places where you could live, but there isn’t anything personal in the spaces or anything to indicate that they were lived in. No personal effects, no sheets on what we think are the beds, nothing.”

      “Have you seen any bodies?”

      “No, none.”

      “How’re the radiation levels?”

      “They’re normal once you move away from the contaminated area,” Weathersby said. “I haven’t registered a single hot spot.”

      “Very well,” Struthers said. “We’re coming in.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ALIEN CARRIER, DEEP SPACE, JUPITER ORBIT

      

      

      Julia Evans pulled herself into the alien ship and chuckled to herself. It was the most acrobatic thing she’d done since she’d failed out of the gymnastics program in her youth. Her strengths had always been in mental areas, not physical. Her watch had tons of scrapes on it that testified to the number of door jambs she’d bounced it off while walking through them.

      She passed through the first space and confirmed what the sergeant had thought. It was definitely tankage, although there was no residue to indicate what had been stored there. Maybe it’d been empty? After passing through a similarly torn area on the other side of the space and a shredded bulkhead, she reached what was probably one of the main passageways running the length of the ship.

      Having been in a number of ships from a number of countries, she instantly realized what had given the ‘creepy’ feeling the trooper had commented on—the dimensions were wrong. The overheads were shorter than a Terran ship—certainly a US one, anyway—and the passageways were narrower. Put together, they made you feel more closed in and gave you a sense of foreboding.

      Whoever built the ship was smaller than the average Terran or felt more comfortable in smaller spaces. The doorways and hatches were similarly smaller, and she lingered a moment to look into one of the living areas. As expected, the beds—or what she thought were the beds, anyway—were shorter than what would be comfortable for a human.

      “Ma’am, we need to be moving,” the trooper assigned to watch her, a Corporal Adair, said, interrupting her thinking.

      “Right,” she said. She pulled her slate out of a leg pocket and took a couple of images before turning back to the corridor. The rest of the squad continued down it with their weapons out and ready. Like the sergeant had said, though, the ship looked deserted.

      She shook her head as she studied the bulkheads. It wasn’t that it looked deserted; the ship didn’t look like it had ever been lived in. No scratches marred the metal of the bulkheads, nothing was hung or painted on them… everything was barren. She tried not to put human aesthetics on the ship—maybe the aliens didn’t want their ships to look or feel like home—but she couldn’t get away from the feeling that they were some of the first people to ever walk down the passageway.

      Her progress ended suddenly as the group arrived at the end of the passageway.

      “Now what?” the captain in charge asked.

      She considered for a moment. “The engine room would be on a lower level, more in the interior of the ship. Everything aft of here is probably tankage.” She looked back up the corridor, searching for what might be stairs or a lift, but found the corridor growing gray and the Marines fuzzy around the edges. “I think…” she started to say, then everything got dark.
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        * * *

      

      “Can you hear me now?”

      Evans blinked a couple of times, then was able to focus on the trooper in front of her. Strange, he’s wearing a helmet and mask… and an exoskeleton. Wait. I’m wearing a mask, too. Why does he have a hand on my chest? What’s going on?

      It all came back to her at once—she was on the alien ship. She remembered things getting fuzzy, but then… nothing. “What happened?” she asked.

      “The oxygen in your suit ran out,” the man—obviously a medic—said. He held up the line from her suit in his free hand while the other held her gently to the deck; her line was attached to a port on his exoskeleton. “You passed out. I just recharged your suit. As it turns out, ma’am, you can function a lot better when you have air to breathe.”

      “Can I get up?”

      “Yes, ma’am, but take it slowly, okay?”

      “You got it.” He helped her to her feet. She locked her boots to the deck, then the medic disconnected her line from his exoskeleton and reattached it to her suit. “Okay,” she said once she was up again and had taken a couple of breaths. “I’m ready to continue.”

      “The only place you’re going is back to your fighter,” Captain Struthers said, his tone somewhere between mad and really angry. “Ma’am.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I was stupid to bring you in here unbriefed and unprepared. We’re taking you back to your fighter. I’m in charge of this tactical evolution, and I’m ending this now. The only choice you have is whether you’d like to walk back on your own or whether I need to have Gunnery Sergeant Davison carry you.”

      “We need to find—”

      “We may need to find all sorts of things on board this ship,” Struthers said, “but we’ll have to do it next time. The mission this time was to find and recover alien fighters. There are three of them waiting to be taken back to Freedom, and it’s time for this mission to get back on track. Now, ma’am, what’s it going to be?”

      “I’ll walk.”

      “Good choice.” Struthers turned to one of his troopers. “Weathersby, lead us out of here.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The group retraced its steps and returned to the entrance into the ship. Before Evans could say anything, a large trooper took hold of her and jetted out the hole in the ship, then he braked, turned, and accelerated toward Three-Nineteen which was waiting close by with its canopy open. The trooper came to a stop over the fighter and gave her a gentle shove into her seat. Baker grabbed her, then flipped a switch to turn the gravity generation system back on. He connected her suit to the craft as she slumped into the seat.

      “I was so close,” she muttered.

      “To dying?” Baker asked. “Yeah, you were.”

      “Oh, great. You’re mad at me, too?”

      “Too?”

      “Yeah. I don’t think that Marine captain is going to be sending me flowers on Valentine’s Day.”

      Baker took her by the shoulders and turned her to where he could look into her eyes. “I suspect that Captain Struthers, like me, is more angry at himself. We both allowed ourselves to get talked into something that—in retrospect—was pretty fucking stupid.”

      “But we might have—”

      “You might have died!” Baker shouted. “Then what good would you be?”

      “Well…”

      “The answer is ‘none.’” Baker sat back in his seat and shook his head, then he sighed. “Worse, I’m going to have to apologize to him when we get back.”

      “Apologize?” Evans asked. “Why?”

      “Lance may have yelled at him when you went down,” Irina noted. “A lot.”

      “And it’s not his fault,” Baker muttered as he turned the fighter away from the alien carrier and accelerated away. “It’s all mine. This is my mission, and I authorized you to go aboard the ship, even though you didn’t have any experience with EVA, didn’t have the right equipment, and we were making it up on the fly. All on the hope that you’d find some magic piece of technology that would save the day, instead of coming back in another day or two and doing this right.”

      He shook his head again, then he turned to look at her. “I haven’t been in the Navy long, but I’ve already lost a lot of people under my command. That was during combat, though, and their loss—while tragic—helped us to defeat the aliens. This? This would have just been a stupid, pointless loss, and it would have been all my fault.”

      “Sorry?” Evan said.

      “Yeah. Me, too. I’m sorry for allowing you to put yourself into a position where you almost died.”

      “Well, from my side, there’s nothing to forgive. I knew what I was doing, and yeah, I may have been blinded to the dangers in the hope of finding the technology we need to fight the aliens.”

      “A good CO would probably have been more objective in his approach and told you ‘no’,” Baker muttered.

      “A good CO would have weighed the possibilities of what there was to gain versus what could potentially be lost. You didn’t know that I’d get so excited that I wouldn’t think to look at my oxygen indicator… um, even once, the whole time I was in the ship. I got into analyzing the ship and kind of forgot about the rest of the world. I don’t blame you for letting me do what I wanted; if anything, I blame me for worrying you… and Struthers, too.”

      “Yeah, he was pretty worried when he thought he’d lost you.”

      Evans’ smile vacillated between a grin and a wince. “I probably owe him an apology, too, then, don’t I?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe we can take back three fighters, and I can pull something good out of them while you figure out how to get the big piece of carrier back to Freedom?”

      Baker took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Yeah, that’d be a good start.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “Let’s put that behind us and focus on the rest of the mission. No more mistakes.”

      “No more mistakes.”

      Baker paused, then asked, “Irina? Not going to join us in that?”

      “No need. Those things were all on you. What have I done wrong?”

      “The ten-G sprint to win a bet probably wasn’t the safest thing you could have done. You knocked Commander Evans unconscious. That might have contributed to her issues later.”

      “Might have but probably didn’t.”

      “Still…”

      “Fine. I won’t do anything to damage the meat suits. Are we done with all this kumbaya now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” Baker pretended not to hear Irina add, “Because I won the bet, and that’s all that matters.”
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      The tow tug eased the first alien fighter into the bay. Its black exterior alternately reflected the light, then seemed to drink it in, reflecting nothing and consuming all, as if it were a black hole. The fighter was slightly smaller than an F-77 in width and length, although it was a little taller.

      Irina sniffed. “Doesn’t look so big and bad.”

      “Not now,” Baker agreed. “When it’s shooting nukes at you, though…”

      “Shoot ’em first.”

      “I’m just hoping we can learn something from it,” Baker said. “I’m guessing you wouldn’t mind having that shield the alien fighters have.”

      “Okay, maybe I wouldn’t mind that.”

      The tug gently set the fighter on the deck, and the ground crew stomped forward to chain it down. Local gravity had been turned off and the hangar bay opened to space to facilitate the transfer. Once the fighter was secure, the tug lifted and went outside for the second alien ship while the ground crew put up some posts, cordoning it off.

      The second alien fighter was a little worse for wear, having lost a wing, or what functioned as a wing for the fighter. The crew chained this one down faster, having learned what they were doing on the first, then the process was repeated for the third alien fighter, which was missing the majority of both its wings.

      When all the fighters were tied down, gravity was restored to the hangar, and the bay was repressurized. Irina had the telescope on the first fighter and was going over it in minute detail, but people kept walking in front of the fighter, blocking the view.

      Baker unstrapped. “I think I’ll go take a closer look.”

      He climbed down from the fighter, walked over to the first alien ship, and found Lieutenant Commander Evans already looking closely at it. He had sent her down to medical to get checked out when they returned.

      “I guess you’re all right?” he asked.

      “Yeah, no issues.” She jerked her head toward the four Marines who were standing nearby with laser rifles at the ready. “Are they really needed?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Baker replied. “I didn’t request them. Besides, I would have thought that you’d be a little more appreciative. They did save your life, after all.”

      Evans shook her head. “I appreciate it, but there can’t be anything still alive in there.”

      Baker shrugged. “Maybe it’s flown by robots, and they’re going to come pouring out of it to assault the space station.”

      “What? Why would you think that?”

      “Sure. They loaded the fighter with robots and pretended to have it lose power, then left it there, floating in space, like a giant Trojan horse, just waiting for us to bring it into the space station.”

      Evans looked at him, her head cocked to one side and mouth open. “You can’t really be serious.”

      “It’s possible, I guess. Not probable… but certainly possible. Maybe that’s what the station’s administration is thinking, anyway.”

      Evans shook her head.

      “Or, maybe, the administration just didn’t want anyone unauthorized messing with it and they provided a security detail for it.”

      Evans stopped her inspection, sighed, and turned toward him. “You’re just messing with me, aren’t you?”

      Baker smiled. “Maybe.” He shrugged. “The fact is, though, that we don’t know what we’re dealing with here, so I called ahead and asked that a protective detail be set, just as a precaution.”

      “And I think that precaution was valid,” a new voice said.

      They turned to find Captain Struthers. “We really don’t know anything about the aliens, and I don’t mind providing a few troopers for security until we check them out.”

      “Thanks for your help today,” Baker said. He looked at Evans. “Next time, we’ll try not to do anything we haven’t briefed ahead of time.”

      Baker flashed back to his first CO, who had taken a junior officer off the flight schedule for a week because he’d conducted unbriefed dog fighting with one of the crews from another squadron. At the time—with a junior officer’s eyes—he’d thought that a little extreme, but now he understood. Ack! I must be growing up. Baker shuddered at the thought.

      “That’d be appreciated,” Struthers said with a nod. “I’m just glad everything turned out all right.”

      “And I really appreciate what you did for me,” Evans said.

      “I take it you’re going to be all right?”

      “Yes, thanks to the quick action of your medic.” She smiled crookedly. “And you don’t have to worry about me learning my lesson.” She nodded to Baker. “He’s made me very aware of my shortcomings today.”

      Struthers nodded again, but didn’t say anything further.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Evans asked.

      “Sure.”

      “What were your impressions of the interior of the alien ship?”

      Struthers chewed his lip as he thought back. “Honestly, I was more worried about keeping everyone alive and in formation, but I did notice it was the cleanest ship I’d ever been on.”

      “Cleanest?” Baker asked.

      “I’m not talking about dust balls in the passageway or anything like that from a housekeeping perspective,” Struthers said. “I mean more from a lived-in point of view. Marines work hard and play hard. Go down to Marine Country in any Navy ship and you’ll see walls that are marred from a variety of things. Horseplay, people not paying attention to what they’re doing, sometimes carrying too much to try to get a job done quicker… for whatever reason, the bulkheads get dinged up. I don’t think I saw a single imperfection on the walls in the alien ship. It was like the ship had just been put into commission and never lived in.”

      “It had to have been, though,” Baker said. “That ship was operating what appeared to be its regular complement of fighters. I saw them launch.”

      Struthers shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. She asked what my impressions were, and that’s what I noticed. That and the walls and ceiling were too short. It took me a while to figure out why I was uncomfortable in there, but then I realized everything was too close. It didn’t make it any better—it still was like an itch I couldn’t scratch—but at least I understood it.”

      “Thanks, Captain,” Evans said. She turned to Baker. “Those were my impressions of the ship, too.”

      “Well, you’re the engineer. What does it mean?”

      “I suspect the aliens are shorter than us; that would account for the lower ceilings. As to why everything looked brand new? I have no idea. It could be a number of things, but everywhere I looked, I didn’t see any signs of permanent habitation. No personal items, no sheets on the beds—”

      “Maybe they don’t use sheets.”

      Evans shrugged. “Maybe not, but there were no impressions in the beds like they’d ever been slept in. What does it all mean? I don’t know. The obvious answer is, they don’t look lived in because they weren’t… but I don’t know why. Or how, when it comes down to it. How were they able to operate fighters from a carrier that wasn’t lived in? No idea.”

      Struthers cleared his throat. “Well…”

      Baker raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

      “We only saw one small portion of the ship,” Struthers noted. “One passageway.” He shrugged. “Maybe that’s the guest quarters and they haven’t had any guests yet. Maybe it’s the admiral’s spaces, and they haven’t had an admiral’s staff embarked yet.”

      “You’re right,” Baker said with a nod.

      “I am? I didn’t propose a solution.”

      “No, you didn’t, but that’s the correct answer. We don’t have enough info to make a judgment.” Baker winced. “And I’m sorry for that.”

      “Sorry?” Struthers asked. “Why are you sorry, sir?”

      “Because we’re going to have to go get that piece of their carrier and bring it back here so we can go through it.”

      Struthers sighed, but then he squared his shoulders with a half-smile. “Honestly, sir, when I saw her reaction, I figured we’d have to go back. Besides, we never found engineering, so Commander Evans never got the answers she was looking for.

      “I will say, though, that bringing that back here isn’t going to be like running out to the closest grocery store. That thing has to be the better part of five hundred meters long—”

      “Irina said it was slightly longer.”

      Struthers’s eyebrows knit. “Who’s Irina?”

      “Umm… one of our whizzos,” Baker said. “That’s not important.”

      Struthers shook off the distraction. “Anyway, it’s over five hundred meters, and it’s got a lot of mass. It’s going to take a major effort to go out there, get it chained up, and bring it back. Even just stopping its momentum is going to be a major effort.”

      “It is…” Evans said. “Or, maybe it’s not. Let me make a few calls. There are a few people who owe me favors or might be interested in getting in on the ground floor of inspecting an alien ship.” She chuckled. “I know a few media companies who would pay through their collective noses to get first dibs on pictures from the interior of an alien ship, too.”

      Evans waved a hand toward where the other alien ships were sitting. Crowds were starting to form around them, with crew members taking photos. “Some of those pictures will be on the news tonight.”

      “We need to stop them!” Struthers said.

      “I think it’s pretty common knowledge by now that there are aliens,” Baker said. “I’ll go talk with my boss, but I don’t see how we’re going to prevent photos of the alien fighters from getting out.” He paused a moment, then chuckled. “I think I see two admirals in one of those groups posing for pictures. The pictures are going to get out.

      “I think you’re right, though; we don’t want too much info getting out.” He shook his head. “Just keep everyone back a ways from them for now until we can determine what we want to do with them.”
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      Baker lifted the flap of the tent enclosing the most undamaged fighter the next day. The decision had been made to let the space station crew members take photos for a couple of hours the day before as “the powers that be” had decided that showing broken and captured alien ships was good for the public’s morale. He suspected the fact that nearly all the admirals on board at the time had come down to take their own pictures probably had something to do with it. Baker had even posed for a few as the pilot who’d likely defeated the alien fighters, although it was impossible to know for sure. After that, the fighters had been moved to the back of the hangar and tents had been erected over them.

      A bevy of scientists surrounded the craft—more so than Baker would have guessed had been on the station.

      After a few seconds, he got Lieutenant Commander Evans’ attention and waved her over.

      “Looks busy,” he noted. “You folks learned anything from it yet?”

      Evans shrugged. “One of the unfortunate results of getting help and funding for going after the carrier was that we had to give some extra people access to the fighters.”

      “So those aren’t scientists?”

      “Oh, most of them are scientists; however, most of them work for defense contractors in the US. Others are from state-run companies in Russia and China.”

      “Everyone wants a piece.”

      Evans nodded. “And I’m not sure that’s a bad thing. The sooner we can get the alien tech figured out—no matter who actually is the one that does it—the better. And the faster you’ll have it in your fighter, too, when it comes right down to it.”

      “Fair enough,” Baker replied. “What have you learned so far?”

      “Not a whole lot, as a matter of fact,” Evans said with a wince. “We think the wings are part of the fighter’s radar or radar-like system, kind of like the big arrays that used to be on Aegis naval ships.”

      “Have you opened up the cockpit yet?”

      Evans shook her head. “Most of the fighter seems to be one piece, like it was cast or formed in one piece.”

      “Formed?”

      “The structure doesn’t appear to be cast; it’s too smooth. We don’t know how they did it, though. We can see where the access is—we think—for the pilot, but there must be some sort of latch or something that keeps it shut. At least, we haven’t found a way to open it yet, and the fit of the panel is so tight that we can’t get a probe up into it to take a look.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      Baker’s eyes snapped to a flash of light as two people lifted up part of the tent so that two others could drag a piece of gear in.

      “We’re going to do that, actually,” Evans said, nodding toward the machine. “That’s an industrial cutting laser from the fabrication shop on board. We’re going to cut around what we think is the access seam.”

      Baker looked around, trying to determine who was in charge. “Did someone approve that? I mean…” An uneasy feeling went through his stomach. He’d brought back the fighter so it was sort of his, or the wing’s or someone in his chain of command, but it appeared that the flock of scientists and contractors had just taken over. He didn’t want it destroyed out of hand.

      “The captain in charge of science and technology on board is leading the assessment. He’s the one approving everything.”

      Baker shook his head. Some random captain approving things out of hand didn’t really seem to be the best way forward. Things are moving forward too fast, he realized. In the rush to find out as much as we can, as fast as we can, all anyone is thinking about is “can” we do it; no one’s really thinking about whether or not we actually should.

      “What happened to the Marines?” Baker asked.

      “The captain—Bromberg, I think his name is—dismissed them. He didn’t see any need for them.”

      “What if there really is something inside there?” Baker asked.

      “What? Like little green men?”

      “Well, maybe… Maybe there really are robots or something inside. What’s more likely to be an issue, though, is that there’s still alien atmosphere in it, since it’s been sealed all along. Has anyone thought about what the atmosphere might be like? Maybe the aliens aren’t oxygen breathers. Maybe the atmosphere inside doesn’t mix so well with oxygen.”

      “Oh.”

      “What do you mean, ‘oh?’”

      “I’m not sure anyone realizes that there’s a potentially different atmosphere inside the craft. They just want to see the interior of the cockpit.”

      “Maybe you’d better stop them.”

      Evans nodded. “Yeah. I think I’d better.”
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      For the second time, the tug brought the alien fighter into the hangar bay. This time, however, it was followed by a squad of exoskeleton-clad Marines that had been out in the black with it, a kilometer away from the space station, as the alien ship was cut open.

      Freedom’s chain of command had decided they didn’t want the scientists to release anything into the facility that might be toxic or explosive. The scientists had captured a sample and brought it back while the rest of the process was underway; the initial analysis was that the atmosphere within the alien fighter was similar to Earth’s. Although some of the trace gases were subtly different, they proclaimed it safe for human breathing.

      Jimenez and Evans in Three-Twenty followed the tug in, and she parked while the ground crew strapped the alien craft back to the deck. After receiving thumbs-up from both crews, Pri-Fly normalized the gravity again throughout the hangar and pressurized the bay.

      Baker met up with Jimenez and Evans at the alien fighter as the ground crew reassembled the tent around it.

      “All for nothing, I hear?” Jimenez asked.

      Baker shrugged. “The atmosphere was close to Earth-normal,” he said. “Still, it was the right thing to do to take it out.” He smiled. “I take it there weren’t any robots or boogeymen inside that came running out to assault everyone?”

      “None,” Jimenez confirmed.

      The crew proclaimed the tent to be safe, and the group went into it, along with the station’s scientists, led by Captain Bromberg, who was in charge of them. He’d also claimed the right to be the first one to survey the inside of the fighter.

      “Survey” was a bit of a misnomer, Baker saw, as the officer approached the craft with nothing but what looked like his personal slate. Apparently, he was there to take some photos for himself before the serious scientific work—and any disassembly—began.

      The entrance was under the craft, and Bromberg ducked low and then stood up with his head and shoulders inside the craft. He turned in slow circles, probably videoing the interior, then called for a step stool. After a bit of a scramble, one of the SFA-34 maintenance personnel ran into their shop and came back with one of the three-step stools they used to work on the F-77s.

      Bromberg gestured impatiently as the tech ran up with it and placed it for him, then Bromberg scaled the mini-ladder and climbed into the craft. He was back within twenty seconds. His legs appeared, nearly missing the stool, then he stumbled down it while having to catch himself a couple of times in his haste. Eyes wide, Bromberg failed to duck and hit his head on the skin of the ship. He fell to the deck and crawled across the non-skid surface in his haste to flee the fighter.

      Baker could see the officer muttering something, but couldn’t hear what he was saying. Having cleared the fighter, he stood and ran to the exit of the tent. In seconds, he was gone.

      “Did you hear what he said?” Baker asked, turning to the others, as one of the other scientists rushed forward to the alien craft.

      “I think he said, ‘It’s the way in,’ or something like that,” Jimenez said.

      “I thought I heard, ‘It’s Wayne,’” Evans said.

      “Any idea what either of those might mean?” Baker asked. “Because I’ve got nothing.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I’m a blank,” Evans added.

      The scientist scaled the stool and disappeared into the craft. Like Bromberg, he was back again in just a few seconds. Unlike Bromberg, though, his exit was far less frantic. As he cleared the craft, the scientist stood and announced, “The pilot…” He paused—apparently for effect—then he added, “is human!”
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      “So, as it turns out, the pilot of the alien fighter was, in fact, Commander David Wayne, the commanding officer of SFA-106 during the Jupiter Incident six years ago.”

      “I don’t understand,” one of the captains in the front row—Baker couldn’t see who—said. “Wayne died that day—he was one of the first to be killed. How was he flying the alien craft?”

      “We don’t know,” the Executive Assistant for Science and Technology, Commander John Rawlings, said. “We suspect the aliens got a sample of him after the fact, though, and cloned a new version of him.”

      “That’s some spooky shit,” Jimenez whispered to Baker. “Imagine coming back to fight against your friends and squadron mates.”

      Baker shook his head. “I don’t know if ‘spooky’ is the right word,” he whispered back. “I can think of quite a few others I’d use.” With horrifying at the top of the list.

      “How do you know?” the front row captain asked.

      “Because—even though it hasn’t been disclosed yet—we opened up the remaining two alien fighters. In one of them, we found another copy of Commander Wayne. In the other, we found a second human whose DNA was in the database as former Lieutenant Jason Moores, who was Wayne’s whizzo on the day of the Incident.”

      “Wait. Moores was flying one of the alien fighters? But he was a whizzo…”

      “I don’t think it matters what he was when he flew for us,” Admiral Vasquez, the Freedom commanding officer, said. “I watched the video of that day a hundred times. Like Captain Bromberg, Wayne was a friend and former squadron mate of mine. I watched him die that day. Afterward, though, while we were focused on watching their fighters descend on the Forrestal, some of the aliens obviously went to the initial conflict site and took samples of at least two of our people.

      “From there, Science and Tech thinks they grew their own versions of our people to fly their fighters. The fact that there are two versions of Wayne that we’ve found—in a sample size of only three—tells me there are probably a lot more of him running around. There are probably more copies of Moores, too, and there may be copies of some of the other officers. Let me remind you that this information is classified at the highest level. We don’t want the media getting hold of this and asking all sorts of pointed questions to their wives and families. They lost their husbands and fathers once; we don’t need them to have to relive it over and over again.

      “Ultimately, though, the question isn’t ‘How many of them are there’ or ‘How did the aliens train them to fly their fighters’ but ‘Why are they doing it?”

      Rawlings shifted from foot to foot behind the podium and looked down at his notes before he finally spoke. “Unfortunately, Admiral, without additional information, there really isn’t any way to know. We have some theories…”

      Vasquez nodded. “Good. Let’s hear them.”

      “Well, uh, like I said, we really don’t know, but it could be that they value their own species more than ours and would rather grow and kill off humans than their own people. Or, perhaps, they just wanted to see how well humans did in the cockpit.”

      “Why would they want to know that?”

      “Maybe our reflexes are faster than theirs and they are looking for a race to use as Janissaries for them in whatever wars they’re fighting.”

      Vasquez shrugged. “If you’re going to suggest that, you might also suggest the corollary.”

      Rawlings blinked. “What’s that, sir?”

      “That they’re trying to decide if we have any skills they can use, or should they just destroy our planet or eat all of us.”

      The assembled crowd—nearly fifty strong—drew a collective breath of horror.

      “I’m not saying that’s true, people!” Vasquez shouted, turning around to look at the group.  “And if anyone breathes a word of that outside this room, I’ll have you on a plane to Thule Air Base in Greenland so fast your head will swim.” He turned back to Rawlings. “That’s just as possible, though, right?”

      A flush crept up his neck. “I wasn’t going to bring that up, but yes, that one was a couple more down the list, sir. Yes, that scenario is possible, too.”

      “The fact is, though, that while all of these are possible, you won’t know which is probable without more data, right?”

      “That’s correct, sir,” Rawlings said, obviously happy to not have to continue hypothesizing.

      “Is there any chance that an inspection of the carrier hulk will give us additional information?”

      “As to the motives of the aliens?” Rawlings asked. “It’s possible, but unlikely. It is very possible, though, that we will be able to learn something about their gravity drives, something that will help extend the range of ours and allow us to go to Tau Ceti after them.”
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      “Did you learn anything useful in the meeting?” Irina asked.

      “We learned that they don’t know a whole lot,” Jimenez said. “Does that help?”

      “Not really,” Daiyu Zhao, who’d been brought over for the meeting in Three-Nineteen’s system, said.

      “What’s the plan?” Irina asked.

      “They’re going to get the carrier tomorrow,” Baker replied. “Most of the Marines, F-77s, and shuttles on the station will be participating.”

      “Something about the way you say that indicates to me that we won’t be among them.”

      “That is correct.”

      “Do I want to know why we won’t be participating?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Are you going to tell me anyway?”

      “I’ll have to.”

      “Now?”

      “If you want.”

      “You’re pretty frustrating sometimes, do you know that?”

      Baker smiled. “Maybe.”

      “Although I enjoy her presence, this is why Daiyu is here, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So it involves…” Irina sighed.

      “It does. It’s time to make a couple SIs. The Russians and Chinese are insistent. They sent Doc Siderov to help, and if we provide them with an SI, they’ll let her stick around to do the operation on Evans and the others who haven’t had it yet.”

      “Well, that’s something, I guess.”

      “Is there a plan at least?” Daiyu asked.

      Baker pulled three jump drives from his pocket. “The countries returned the drives that we used to store the partial personalities when we cleaned out the gremlins on cruise. The Chinese have two of the people we have partial personalities for, and the Russians have one.”

      “Where are the others?”

      “The governments wouldn’t say. All they said was that the others ‘weren’t available.’”

      “The governments probably killed them,” Irina said.

      “Studied them as much as they could,” Zhao said. “When they didn’t think they could learn any more from them, then they killed them.”

      “I doubt it,” Baker said. “Both countries wanted SIs badly. They probably tried to merge the partial personalities along with the human bodies. Either they destroyed the human hosts when they did it or messed up the partial personalities on the drives. That would be my guess.”

      “Please tell me one of the Chinese ones isn’t Yang’s.” Zhao said. His gremlin had been particularly hard to capture and had built a house of horrors in the aircraft he had previously inhabited.

      “Sorry, but one of them is indeed Yang’s,” Baker said.

      “This isn’t good,” Irina nodded.

      “What do you mean?” Jimenez asked.

      “We have to return an SI for both Russia and China. If we fail with these, who knows what the countries will send us.” Jimenez nodded, and Irina continued, “So, we have to be successful with the partial personalities we have. I don’t want to start with the Russian, because we only have one shot at it. But then, the same thing is true with the Chinese partials. We can either start with Yang, which I don’t want to do, or we have to be successful with the other on the first attempt.” Irina shook her head. “There’s no good way to approach this.”

      “No, there isn’t,” Baker agreed.

      “How did you do it with me?” Zhao asked.

      “We can talk about it later,” Irina said.

      “We could talk about it now,” Baker said. “We have time, and I’d like to have a plan.”

      “I will talk about it later with Daiyu. We will have a plan. Neither you nor Sofia will be there.”

      “Why not?” Jimenez asked.

      “Because it’s private and not something I want to get out.”

      Jimenez cocked her head. “You trust her and not us, is that what you’re saying?”

      “When it comes to SI creation, yes.”

      “Oh.” Jimenez jerked backward.

      “Sorry. That’s just the way things are,” Irina said. “Three people can keep a secret—”

      “—if two of them are dead,” Baker finished. “I know.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I would suggest you start with the Russian. Remember the system that smelled like grass?”

      “Yes, I remember. Lieutenant Anya Volkov.” Irina nodded. “That is a good one to start with. “I think she recognized me last time; she would be easier—if such a thing as easy exists—and a good one to show Daiyu.”

      “Where do you want to do it?”

      “Right here.”

      “Here? In three-nineteen?” Baker asked. “What if… uh… what if something goes wrong?”

      “I have the home court advantage here, as you say. I know this system like you know your body. I can have things set up and ready by tomorrow.” Irina glanced toward Zhao. “Daiyu can stay overnight and help. It’ll be like having a sleepover when we were young.”

      “I never had a sleepover when I was young,” Zhao said. “My parents wouldn’t permit it when I was very young, and then when the government saw I had the reflexes and aptitude for being a pilot, I was taken and put into a training school, where such a thing wasn’t possible… and wouldn’t have been permitted, even if it were.”

      “Perfect,” Irina said. “It’ll be fun. Who is the other Chinese pilot besides Yang?”

      Baker looked at the drive. “Ju Lin.”

      “You’ll like her,” Zhao said. “She’s nice but professional.”

      “Oh, no.” Baker said. He ran a hand over his face. “What have I done?”

      “What do you mean?” Jimenez asked.

      “Four SIs… all female. What was I thinking?”

      Irina gave him a wicked smile. “Obviously, you were thinking about creating the perfect world.” She turned to Zhao. “Now it’s up to us to bring it to life.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THREE-NINETEEN, HANGAR BAY, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT

      

      

      The monitors blared a shrill scream as Lieutenant Anya Volkov died, and Doctor Siderov looked up at Baker. Her face showed the conflict between losing a patient and creating a new life form—hopefully one that was whole from the two pieces that existed previously. Baker turned and scaled the boarding ladder on the pilot’s side, careful to avoid the cord that dangled down to attach to the corpse on the gurney. Jimenez raced to the other side of the fighter to join him in the cockpit.

      Baker plugged the cord from the splitter into the back of his head and entered the system.

      “Did it—” he started as he stabilized in the system, only to stop himself as he saw Irina and Zhao sitting at a table in Irina’s foyer, along with a black blob.

      Jimenez materialized alongside him. “Did it work?” she asked.

      “Obviously so,” Baker said, “or I doubt they’d all be sitting there so happily.”

      Irina smiled. “Say hi, Anya.”

      “Hello,” the blob said. “Please forgive my appearance. Irina said we would work on my avatar later, but that you’d understand.”

      Baker smiled. “Everyone starts as a blob. We don’t let the new pilots get an avatar until they qualify.”

      Irina sniffed. “The rules, however, are different for SIs.”

      “SIs?” Anya asked.

      “Synthetic intelligences,” Zhao replied. “Our new phase of life—what we are now.”

      “Ah. I like it.”

      Irina cleared her throat. “Lance, shouldn’t you go advise the good doctor that everything is all right here? I think she’d feel much better if you let her know.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’ll be right back.”

      “Take your time. We have many things to discuss with Anya.”

      “Well, I—”

      “In fact, why don’t you take the doctor to lunch and discuss tomorrow’s patient?”

      “Yes,” Zhao said. “We’ll see you later.”

      Irina nodded. “Much later.”

      Baker frowned and turned to Jimenez. “Okay, let’s get out of here. I can see when we’re not wanted.”

      “Oh, I’m wanted,” Jimenez said, taking the fourth chair at the table. “Sorry, sir, but it’s your presence we don’t need at the moment.”

      “Oh.” His gaze slid from one to another of the avatars. All looked back at him unblinkingly. “I guess I’ll be going then.”

      He unplugged and climbed out of the cockpit.

      “Everything went fine,” Baker said as he reached the deck. Siderov had pulled the sheet up over Volkov’s face.

      “What are we supposed to do now?”

      Baker smiled. “The ladies suggested we go have lunch.”
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      “I’m sorry, but I’ll never get over it,” Siderov said. “When the monitor flatlines…” She shook her head. “It just feels like I’ve lost.” She shrugged. “It’s not what doctors do.”

      “That makes sense,” Baker said. “Even though you might know here”—he pointed to his head—“you don’t know it in your heart. No one wants to see someone die, even if they aren’t—technically—dead.”

      “Thankfully, I only have to do this one more time, right?”

      “That’s the plan. We’ll do Ju Lin tomorrow, same time, and then all the countries will have their own SI, and we won’t have to do it again.”

      “What about Yang?”

      “I’m not sure we can do him, even if we had to,” Baker said with a shrug. “His personality had a greater upload percentage than any of the others. When we pulled him out of the fighter, it took the combined efforts of all four of us to do so.” He shook his head. “We almost lost that one. It was a near thing.”

      “Have you heard what the Chinese are going to do with Yang?”

      “No, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they tried to finish uploading him on their own, probably with the help of Ju Lin, once we fix her.”

      “Really? You think they will?”

      “I’d bet money on it. If one SI is good, two SIs are even better.”

      “Do you think they’ll be able to do it?”

      Baker chewed on his lip for a moment, thinking. Finally he shook his head. “I don’t know Ju Lin, but Yang was stronger than any of the other personalities, by far. I’m not sure three people could hold him.”

      “What will happen to Ju?”

      “I suspect that Yang will kill her.”

      “How do you kill an SI?”

      “Cut the code into enough pieces, and it will disassociate, according to Irina. That’s all I know.”

      “Are you going to warn the Chinese?”

      “Absolutely. What’s the worst thing that could happen? Yang kills Ju. Then, the Chinese don’t have an SI anymore, and we have to make them a new one. Worse, that probably means having to try to integrate Yang ourselves, which I absolutely do not want to do.” His eyes widened. “No, what’s worse is if a fragmented Yang got out somehow into the internet or another computer system. The damage it could do would be nothing short of catastrophic!”
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      “You look like shit,” Jimenez said as he trudged up to the aircraft the next morning. Sitting by itself in the nearly empty hangar—all but three-nineteen and three-twenty were out trying to bring back the carrier—three-nineteen was an island of green with the screens set up around it to protect the privacy of Ju Lin, who was probably already on a gurney under the pilot’s side of the cockpit.

      “I feel like shit, too,” Baker said.

      “What’s wrong? Why didn’t you come back and join us yesterday?”

      “Aside from the whole ‘you’re not wanted’ thing?”

      “You were wanted; we just needed some time to help Anya adjust.”

      “You could have let me in on the secret ahead of time.”

      “Yeah.” Her shoulders sagged. “I thought about that afterward. We should have.” She stopped and turned toward him. “Is that what has you in such a funk? That we didn’t let you in on ladies’ day?”

      “No. It’s got nothing to do with that. Well, very little, anyway.” He shrugged. “I went and had lunch yesterday with Doc Siderov.”

      “That sounds like fun.”

      “It was… until we got to talking about today and what might happen.”

      “We fix Ju Lin. Easy peasy.”

      “Sure. Easy peasy. But what then happens to Yang?”

      “What do you mean? He gets to stay, nice and safe and sound in his little jump drive that we give back to the Chinese. End of story.”

      “Is it, though?” He tilted his head. “What do you think the Chinese will do with it?”

      “Well they…” She winced. “They’ll use Lin to try to fix Yang, won’t they?”

      “I think so. Why wouldn’t they want a second SI?”

      “If one is good, two is better?”

      “My thinking exactly.”

      “I don’t know Lin, but I doubt she can handle Yang.”

      “Based on what I saw when we captured her, she has one of the weakest personalities of any that we collected. Yang is by far the strongest. All four of us barely contained him.” He shook his head. “There’s no way she fixes him.”

      “What happens to her?”

      “She dies, and there’s no one—except for us, anyway—to try to fix Yang.”

      “I don’t want to. Can’t we say, ‘We gave you one, and you fucked it up. You get nothing else?’”

      Baker raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? You think the Chinese would accept that answer?”

      Jimenez sighed. “No. They wouldn’t.”

      “Newp.”

      “Well, you’ve given it a lot of thought. What did you come up with?”

      “Nothing good.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means, I can’t see any way that this goes well. I don’t want to have to fight Yang again. We almost lost the other SIs last time—and you, too. I’d like to avoid that.”

      “And? How do you avoid that?”

      “The only thing I can come up with is destroying the jump drive.”

      “What?”

      “I’d love to reformat it and get rid of him, but the SIs can partition drives, and I couldn’t be sure I got him.”

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming.”

      “Destroying the drive means killing a human being. I’m not sure I can do that.”

      “Oh. I see.” She winced. “I’m not sure I could, either.”

      “I tossed and turned all night last night, trying to think of another way. I never came up with one.”

      “Thanks,” she said with a weak smile.

      “For what?”

      “Now I feel like you look. I was seriously contemplating how we could destroy the drive for a few seconds.”

      “But we can’t.”

      “No. We can’t.” Jimenez nodded. “Which means we have to let it play out.”

      “I’d love to talk to Jones about this, but I do not want to have that call on a line that could be intercepted and used against me later.”

      “Nor would I.”

      Baker sighed. “So we let it play out.”

      Jimenez nodded. “And we pick up the pieces afterward and do the best we can, whatever occurs. Just like always.”

      Baker chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Here we are, when we should be fighting aliens, and the biggest topic we have to figure out—in order for our planet to effectively fight the aliens—is how we deal with someone who split his personality in half.”

      “Every person is important to the war effort, I guess. Ever heard the ‘For want of a nail’ proverb?”

      “No. What’s that?”

      “For want of a nail the shoe was lost, for want of a shoe the horse was lost, for want of a horse the message was lost, and for want of a message the battle was lost. Maybe he’s the nail that wins the war for us.”

      “And maybe he’s the missing nail that takes it all down.” Baker sighed and gave her a crooked smile. “At least we can put off that one until another time. For now, it’s time to see what we can do for Ju.” He smiled. “And on the good side, I’m happy to have you here to help.”

      “And I’m happy to be here for you.”

      Baker nodded and opened the flap of the screen. “After you.”
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      “Ready?” Baker said. He looked at the women arrayed in front of him in the system.

      “We’ve got this,” Irina said. “If you’d just stick in the jump drive, we’ll take care of her.”

      “We know what we’re doing,” Daiyu added.

      Jimenez and Anya—who now had an avatar—nodded.

      “All right, here you go.” Baker inserted the drive and withdrew from the system, then he disconnected the cable from his head and climbed down from the fighter.

      “They’re ready,” Baker said to Doctor Siderov.

      The doctor nodded and changed the setting on the IV going into Ju Lin. Within a few moments, her fingers began twitching, and her feet moved under the sheet. Siderov took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and reached out to Baker, who handed her the cable from the plane. Siderov bit her lip and inserted it into the back of Ju’s head.

      The reaction was instantaneous—Ju Lin immediately began struggling against the bonds holding her to the gurney. Finally, her eyes opened, and she leaned forward and screamed, her voice echoing through the mostly empty hangar loud and long, then she collapsed back onto the gurney. The monitors flatlined.

      Baker raced up the boarding ladder and jammed the cord into his head. “What happened?”

      “Quick!” Jimenez said. “Don’t let Siderov pull the equipment from her body.” She indicated the gray blob the women were surrounding.

      “What?”

      “She wants to go back!” Irina shouted. “Siderov must keep her body alive and the cord inserted!”

      Baker withdrew his consciousness from the system and looked down from the cockpit. Siderov was reaching behind Ju’s head. “Wait!” he yelled. “Don’t touch that!”

      Siderov jumped back from Ju’s body as if she’d been burned.

      “Wh-what?” she asked.

      “They say she wants to go back to her body.”

      “But how?” Siderov blinked, then shook her head. “But the body—”

      “Shock it! Restart her heart. Give her CPR. Whatever you have to do to get her body going again!”

      Baker disconnected the cord from his head and raced down the ladder as Siderov sprang into motion and started dragging something off one of the carts.

      “It’ll take a minute to charge,” Siderov said, now thoroughly in her element again. “You’ll have to do CPR until it’s ready.”

      Baker stepped up to the gurney, but could immediately see that the geometry was wrong. Ju’s body was too high for him to do chest compressions. “Shit,” he said as he started to climb onto the gurney.

      “No, stupid!” Siderov yelled. “Get off!”

      Baker climbed back down and she released a catch, lowering the gurney. “There. Now do it.” She went back to setting up the machine.

      It had been a while since his last CPR class, but everyone that flew had to take basic first aid and CPR classes. Baker locked his hands and began doing chest compressions, humming along to the song “Staying Alive,” which he remembered had close to the right beat. He finished thirty, then tilted her head back and gave her two breaths.

      “Clear!” Siderov yelled as he moved back for the next set of chest compressions, and he jumped back from the gurney. While he’d been doing the breaths, Siderov had ripped the sheet off Ju and pulled up her gown. Siderov placed the paddles on Ju’s chest, yelled “Clear!” again, and then Ju’s body jumped as the defibrillator shocked her.

      “Stay back!” Siderov said as she looked at the instruments. “Charging… and clear!”

      Ju Lin’s body jumped again, and this time, the monitors sprang back to life with a pulse and other data. Baker didn’t know what they meant; all he knew was that having data there—any data—had to be a good thing.

      “Go find out what happened,” Siderov said with a grunt as she pulled out an oxygen mask and placed it over Ju’s face. “Stat!”

      Baker’s seen enough vid dramas to know that meant “immediately” so he sprang back to the ladder and scaled the side of the craft. He was already jacking into the system before his butt hit the seat.

      “What’s going on?” he asked as he materialized in the system. Irina, Jimenez, Daiyu, and Anya stood clustered in the foyer, but the blob for Ju Lin was gone.

      A round table appeared, along with five chairs, and Irina waved to it. “Sit,” she said simply.

      “What happened?” Baker asked as he sat. “Siderov wants to know.”

      The other three women looked at Jimenez, who said, “I have good news and bad news.”

      “Quit screwing around,” Baker said. “What happened?”

      “Well, we were successful in putting Ju Lin back together again. We—well, Irina, actually—reintegrated her personality without any issue.”

      “So what was the problem?”

      “Ju Lin didn’t want to stay.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Irina chuckled. “It turns out, I’m not the first person to figure out how to move to the system. Ju Lin did it before me. Unlike me, though, she got here and decided she didn’t want to stay, so she tried to go back to her body. While she made it into the system successfully, she didn’t make it out again. The first thing she wanted to do once we put her together was to leave.”

      “And she’s back in her body again?” Baker asked.

      “Yes,” Jimenez replied. “I don’t know if she will ever want to be a pilot again, but I know one thing—she doesn’t want to be an SI.”

      “And we won’t make her one against her will,” Irina added.

      Daiyu shook her head once. “We will not.”

      “I see,” Baker said.

      Irina’s eyes opened wide. “Don’t try to—”

      “No,” Baker said, waving once to stop her. “I have no intention of trying to make her into an SI if she doesn’t want to be. I’m on your side there.” He turned to Jimenez. “This does, however, pose a problem. Or a solution, depending on how you look at it.”

      “Yang,” Jimenez said with a sigh.

      “What is a yang?” Anya asked. She’d gone with an avatar that was tall, with blue eyes and light brown hair. Her lip curled in a way Baker had seen Russian women do before.

      “Not ‘what,’” Baker said, keeping away from making any sexual innuendos in front of the all-woman group, “it’s a ‘who.’ Lieutenant Hong Yang. He’s the last partial personality we have.

      “And he is a problem?”

      “He was when we caught him,” Baker replied. “When we try to put him back together again… all I can say is I hope not.”
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      “It’s getting crowded in here,” Baker said the next day. The foyer of the system was filled with three SIs—Irina, Daiyu, and Anya—as well as the avatars of Baker, Jimenez, and Ju Lin. “This is the most people I’ve ever seen in a system.”

      “Happily, your fighter has plenty of room,” Daiyu noted.

      “It’s crowded out in the hangar bay, too,” Irina said, waving her hand toward what had become accepted as “the outside world.”

      “The mission to recover the alien carrier returned late last night,” Baker said. “They were able to bring it back.”

      “And?” Irina asked.

      “And what?”

      “What have they learned? I would bet Evans rode the carrier the whole way back trying to study it.”

      Baker chuckled. “I heard some of the Marines bitching about that, so I don’t think you’re wrong. They had to keep a detachment of troops on board anytime she was on it; that apparently got tiresome.”

      “And? What did she learn?”

      “Not much so far. Some improvements to the jump drive, she thinks, but she’ll have to try them out to be sure.”

      “She should have stayed and worked on the fighters; maybe then we’d have shields like the aliens do.”

      “They have people over on the fighters working on them,” Baker said.

      “Sure, but the people aren’t Evans. She would have had it figured out by now.”

      “I’ll tell her that she has your approval.”

      “More importantly, tell her that we need the shields. She does work for you, right?”

      “She does, although the science folks here appear to have co-opted her.”

      “Un co-opt her. Call the admiral if you have to.”

      “How about this? Let’s get Yang sorted out, and then I’ll have some good news to report to balance out the fact that we need to steal back our special projects lead.”

      Irina shrugged. “As long as I get my shields soon, sure.”

      Baker scanned the group. “I assume you’ve already figured out how you’re going to do this?”

      Irina nodded. “We have.”

      “Let me guess; I’m getting kicked out again.”

      “No. This time I think we’re going to need you.”

      “Really? I get to see what happens?”

      “Well, you probably won’t see anything and may not need to do anything.”

      “What’s my job, then?”

      “Just stand behind me and look strong.”

      Several quips ran through Baker’s mind, but he pushed them aside and nodded. “Okay. I can do that.”

      Irina nodded, looking more serious than Baker had ever seen her. Oh, shit. She’s scared. Irina never flinched when fighting aliens when we were seriously outnumbered, but she is petrified of what we’re about to do. Baker swallowed.

      “Okay,” Irina said, squaring her shoulders. “We’ll do this the same way as we have the rest. If you haven’t been on this side for one of these”—she nodded to Ju Lin—“here’s how it will go. Lance will insert the drive, I’ll grab hold of Yang’s gremlin, then Siderov will bring the rest of Yang’s consciousness into the system. As soon as he appears, I’ll integrate the personalities, and then I will pull him into the system.”

      Irina nodded to Daiyu. “Then you’ll do the honors while I keep him contained.”

      “What happens if he goes full House of Horrors on us?” Baker asked.

      “This is my system,” Irina replied. “He can’t do it here. If his gremlin tries to do anything, we’ll all grab him and hold him until his consciousness shows up. Once he’s reintegrated, he should be less dangerous.”

      “Should be?” Jimenez asked.

      “He should be more rational, anyway. At least I hope so.” Irina shrugged. “I don’t know what kind of a person he was in real life. It’s possible he could be more dangerous as a fully functional SI than he ever was as a person, but at least I hope he’s rational when we’re done.”

      “And if he’s not?”

      “Then I—along with the rest of you—will try to push him back into his body.”

      “And if he won’t go?”

      “Then we’re going to have issues. We can get Siderov to pull the plug, but we’ll be back where we originally started with him.”

      Baker shook his head. “There’re a whole lot of bad things that could happen here.” His gaze sharpened on Irina. “Is this something we want to attempt?”

      Irina met his gaze and nodded once. “We owe it to him to try. No one should be left in pieces.” She waved at the group. “We have more help now than we did when we captured him. I think we’ll be okay.”

      “You think we’ll be okay?”

      Irina took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Although it was just an affectation—Baker knew she wasn’t actually breathing—she did it to show her resolve as she said. “Yes. We’ll be okay.”

      She looked around the group. “Is everyone ready?” The rest of the women nodded. “One second.” Irina closed her eyes and a wall sprang up behind her. It sprang out in both directions until it encircled the group, then a cover sprang into being above them. “No sense letting him see more of the system than he needs to,” Irina noted. “Okay, Lance, insert the drive.”

      Baker withdrew his consciousness partway so he could see the slot and slid the jump drive into it, then he refocused into the system. The jump drive—a black hole—yawned in front of the group, and they spread out to surround it. Wisps of smoke emerged from the opening, but appeared to hit something and rebounded into the darkness.

      “He’s trying to send out code to inspect the surroundings,” Irina said, her voice tense. “I turned it back, but not without some effort. He’s stronger than I remember.”

      Anya eased closer to the blackness. “What does he look like?”

      “He can look like whatever he wants,” Irina said.

      “He was a tree the last time we saw him,” Baker added.

      “A tree? That’s dumb.”

      “Imagine a willow tree,” Jimenez said, “with lots of branches to grab you and pin you down. That wasn’t fun.”

      “Oh.” Anya took a step backward. “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      With a roar, a giant panda bear erupted from the drive, covered in blood. Whether by intention or random luck, it raced straight at Ju Lin, who screamed, put up her arms, and turned her head away.

      The bear raised both its front arms, which morphed into blades. His arms flashed down, and Ju Lin’s arms fell to the ground. The bear shouldered Ju out of the way and ran toward the wall.

      Yang might have made it, but Irina dove in from the side like a linebacker on a football field and cut his legs out from under him. That broke the spell holding Baker in place, and he rushed forward to help, but he was the furthest from the bear, and all the women were in front of him. He skirted the group to the right and continued forward.

      One of the bear’s front paws—a hand again—grabbed Irina as he stood back up, and he threw her away. Jimenez tried to grab her, and they both went down in a heap.

      Anya jumped on his back, and the bear roared again, momentarily eclipsing Ju Lin’s screams, as Daiyu grabbed his legs. Yang reached down, grabbed Daiyu, and threw her away like he had Irina. As it was doing that, though, Anya secured her hold with an arm around Yang’s throat and her legs wrapped around his waist. Baker wouldn’t have thought her legs long enough, but they stretched like a child’s toy until they met and crossed, locking into place.

      The bear’s arms turned into blades again, and it reached backward to scrape off the Russian SI. Anya’s arms lengthened like her legs had, and they wrapped around Yang’s arms as they grew, coiling around them like a snake around a pole. As Yang reached back, Anya’s arms connected near his wrists, and they clasped hands, locking the bear’s arms in a nearly perpendicular position.

      Yang turned and sprinted toward the wall. At the last second, he dove, and the blades sliced through the wall as he crashed into it. The pair slid down the wall, cutting through it, then slammed to the ground next to the rent. Both appeared momentarily stunned, but Yang was the first to shake it off, and he extricated himself to stand above Anya. He raised both arm blades to stab her, but Baker was finally there.

      He dove onto Yang from the side and, as he did, he imagined himself turning into a blanket made of fly paper. His body spread out to the sides and then wrapped around Yang as he crashed into the giant bear. Yang didn’t go down, and the two ends of Baker’s body touched each other on the other side. Baker willed them to merge, and they did, growing together and shrinking to hold the bear in place.

      Yang struggled and shook for all he was worth, but he didn’t have any leverage with his arms; they were both pinned above his head. He strove to maintain his balance, but every time he brought his legs closer together, Baker contracted, until his ankles were almost touching. Yang twisted again, trying to break free, but only caused himself to lose his balance, and the two crashed to the ground.

      Baker visualized the ends of his body sewing together to keep them from separating, and somehow held on as they hit. Baker opened his eyes to realize he was face to face with the bear as Yang snarled and opened his mouth. Before the bear could bite him, though, Baker did the only thing he could—he drew back slightly and head-butted Yang in the nose.

      Yang’s eyes widened, and he drew back, perhaps for a head-butt of his own, but Baker found he could pull his head back out of range while still holding onto the giant bear. After that, it was a contest of wills, and Baker only had to hold on as Yang twisted and turned. After a few moments, Yang stopped struggling, although Baker could see from his eyes that the bear hadn’t given up; he was just waiting for an opportunity to break free. For the moment, it was an uneasy détente, doomed to fail as soon as Yang saw his chance.

      “That was surprisingly well done,” Irina said as she came to stand next to him. Baker couldn’t see her—his eyes were focused on Yang—but he could feel her approach.

      “Thanks,” Baker muttered. “I think.” He didn’t know if she’d be able to hear his muffled voice, but apparently she did.

      “I didn’t know you knew how to shape-shift,” Irina said.

      “Me, neither,” Baker replied. “But I’ve seen you do it, and after I saw Anya do it, I tried and somehow—I have no idea how—somehow, though, I figured it out.”

      “The question is, though, can you maintain your hold long enough to call down to Doctor Siderov to upload his consciousness?”

      “Uh, I don’t really know,” Baker said. “How is Ju Lin?”

      “I put her back together,” Daiyu said. “She should be fine.”

      “Good. Can you send her out to talk to the Doc? I’m afraid that if he senses a moment’s inattention, he’ll try to get loose again.”

      “I’m sure he will,” Irina said. “Yes, we will send Ju Lin.”

      The women moved off where Baker couldn’t hear them as well, and Yang tried to break free as things around him changed. He couldn’t know what they had planned, but Baker was sure Yang didn’t like his current position one bit, and Baker was worried that he’d dislike whatever they had planned for him even more.

      “His consciousness is here,” Irina said after what seemed like hours, but probably wasn’t any more than a handful of minutes.

      Baker wished for eyes in the back of his head, and immediately could see behind him. That’s a trick I wish I could do in real life. Irina led a little boy through the foyer to him, then she tut-tutted a couple of times. Reaching forward, she repaired the gap in the wall.

      “How is this going to work?” Baker asked. “I don’t see any way we can fit this big-ass bear into that little boy.”

      Irina shook her head. “How many times do I have to tell you that things aren’t what they appear here? The bear is code—nothing more—that has to be reintegrated to the program that is the rest of Yang. Yang just visualized himself as a bear to scare us.”

      “The blood is a nice touch,” Jimenez said. “It made me wonder what he was eating in the drive.”

      “Can we just get on with this?” Baker asked, somewhat grossed out to be holding onto a big, bloody bear. He’d been fine before they’d reminded him of the blood, but now he could feel it oozing down his leg, and it was all he could smell. His stomach began doing flip-flops. “The sooner”—he swallowed—“the better.”

      “Although the bear is nothing more than the visualization for some code,” Irina said, “in this case, it is a particularly strong and virulent code, so we’re going to have to be careful with the reintegration process.”

      “I agree totally,” Baker said. “Once I let go of him, I doubt he’ll allow himself to be caught this way again.” He paused and then added, “So how are we going to do this?”

      “Bit by bit, you’re going to pull back and slowly expose him. Daiyu and I will take the exposed code and feed it into the rest of the consciousness.”

      “Is the consciousness going to want the gremlin back?” Baker asked. “Or is it going to be seen as an invasion of its mind and fight back?”

      “I’ve done this three times and never had it fight back,” Irina replied. “I think they can feel that they are getting parts of themselves back, and they welcome it.”

      “Okay, cool. Can we get on with it? He’s starting to struggle a lot more. I think he knows we’re about to do something, and he doesn’t want to find out what it is.”

      “Sure,” Irina said. “When I tell you, start to peel back from the top. We’ll grab his hands and feed them into the consciousness. Once we get going, Yang will probably try to jump forward and reinhabit the body.”

      “Feed them in?” Jimenez asked. “Like a wood chipper?”

      Irina chuckled. “I would like to use the analogy of a funnel. We don’t want things mangled; we want them the way they’re supposed to be.”

      “Oh, yeah… that is a much better analogy. Forget I said the other.”

      “Ready, Daiyu?” Irina asked.

      The Chinese woman nodded. “He is a good man; we just need to put him back that way.”

      “Okay, Lance. Start peeling back slowly.”

      “You got it,” Baker said, then he realized he had no idea how he was supposed to do so. Worse, like when he sat in the same position too long and his muscles stiffened, he had lost the feeling for where one part of him stopped and the other part began. “Um…”

      “What?” Irina asked.

      “I seem to have come together—maybe my code’s all comingled or something. Can you… I don’t know, maybe run a finger or something down the line where I’m supposed to split?”

      Irina chuckled. “Sure. Here you go. Visualize my finger as unzipping a zipper.”

      She ran a finger across the mass that was Baker, and he concentrated on her touch and opening where her finger ran across. “How’s that?”

      “Good,” she said. “Now just have the sides roll down.”

      “Hang on,” Baker replied. “That’s going to take some visualization.” He pictured the top of an envelope and realized that wouldn’t work. No, he needed something fabric… Perfect! For a while, he’d had a girlfriend who had two sugar gliders named Tilly and Kai. The little creatures were nocturnal, and sometimes she would carry them around in a little pouch. When she went to take them out, she rolled the edges away from each other and down rather than reaching in for them. Kai—the male—had a tendency to bite and had jaw muscles strong enough to draw blood.

      Baker spread apart at the seam and started to roll himself down, trying not to think about what he was actually doing. If he focused too much on the unnatural act he was performing, he figured he’d… well, he really didn’t know. Maybe fly apart, somehow. Regardless of what happened, it probably wouldn’t have been helpful.

      “Roll, roll, roll,” he chanted to himself, getting into a groove.

      “Stop!” Irina called suddenly.

      Baker froze. “What’d I do?”

      “Nothing. Yang’s hands were exposed, and he started trying to snake them away from us. We caught them and are ready to proceed… you just have to go a little slower now.”

      “Okay.” Baker realized he’d rolled up his eyes and had stopped watching because it was too disconcerting but that he needed to follow what they were doing. He grew eyes down near where his feet would be—assuming he still had them—and pointed them up to watch what was going on.

      Yang’s hands and arms were about as wide as a garden hose. Daiyu and Irina each had one and were feeding them into the top of the little boy’s head. Speaking of unnatural acts. Baker found he couldn’t watch that part of the operation; it was just too… Bizarre? Gross? He didn’t know how to describe it other than just, plain wrong.

      As he looked away, the little boy screamed and ran. He made it to the wall and started clawing at it, trying to break through, but was grabbed by Anya and Jimenez. Each took an arm and led him back, although he dug in his heels the whole way.

      “I thought you said he’d welcome reintegration,” Baker noted.

      “I said the other three had, and he probably would too.” Irina shrugged. “Apparently, I was wrong.” She turned back to the boy. “You’ll have to hold him still. Certain parts have to go into certain places, or I’ll damage him.”

      “Got it,” Jimenez said. She sat down, crossed her legs, and then pulled the boy into her lap, facing her. She wrapped her arms around him, then Anya sat in front of her and wrapped her arms and legs around Jimenez and the boy.

      “Okay,” Anya said once she was comfortable. “Go ahead.”

      Irina and Daiyu fed the arms into the boy’s head, and he began to struggle again, but the women held him in position.

      “Feed me more,” Irina said under her breath.

      It took a second for Baker to realize that she meant him, and another to figure out how he’d been rolling himself down, then he continued the process. It was easier with eyes to watch—as long as he didn’t think about it too closely—and to keep the right speed.

      Yang struggled periodically, trying to break free from Baker’s grasp, but Irina and Daiyu continued to feed the elongated section of Yang into the boy in a calm, smooth manner. As they reached what Baker guessed was the halfway point, both halves of Yang’s consciousness seemed to resign themselves to the process, and they stopped fighting. At the three-quarter point, what Irina had said would happen finally did—the rest of Yang’s gremlin seemed to leap like the water from a firehose and poured into the rest of his consciousness. The little boy expanded quickly, pushing Anya back and falling from Jimenez’s lap onto the floor.

      As the last bit of his gremlin disappeared into the little boy, the boy’s eyes—previously shut tight in a grimace—opened wide, and he stared about in wonder. He looked into Jimenez’s eyes and blinked twice. “Where am I, and who are you, gorgeous?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        HANGAR BAY, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT

      

      

      “Here you go, sir.” Baker handed the jump drive containing Anya Volkov to Admiral Federov, while the station’s commanding officer, Admiral Sergio Vasquez, and Sofia Jimenez looked on.

      “Thank you,” the Russian said with a small nod. “I appreciate your assistance.”

      “And here you go, sir.” Baker handed the jump drive with Hong Yang to General Chen.

      “Thank you,” the Chinese man said. His nod was a full bow, which Baker returned.

      Both the senior officers hurried off with their treasures.

      Vasquez chuckled. “They didn’t waste any time on long goodbyes, now, did they?”

      “They’ve been waiting to get them for so long, they’ve probably imagined the SIs have some sort of superpowers,” Baker replied with his own chuckle.

      “Like leaping tall buildings or being faster than a speeding bullet?”

      Baker nodded. “They are pretty fast.” He laughed and nodded to Jimenez. “The first thing Yang tried to do was pick up my XO.” He laughed again. “I don’t know what they think they’re getting, but I’ll bet that the SIs aren’t what they’re expecting.”

      “How so?”

      “I suspect both the Russians and Chinese think they’re getting some obedient program that will do their wills without any questions asked.” Baker shook his head. “That’s not what an SI is.”

      “I haven’t had any time with them,” Vasquez said. “What are they like?”

      “They’re like people, only more so” Jimenez replied.

      Baker nodded. “What she means,” he added when he saw Vasquez’s eyebrows go up, “is that they’re still people, with all the foibles of people, but without a lot of the filters. They say what they feel and do what they feel.”

      “They’re not going to just follow orders because you tell them to,” Jimenez added. “They’re more like civilians now—you have to ask them nicely. They don’t see themselves in the military anymore… not really. You can threaten them all you want, but you really don’t have any power over them.”

      “But the superpowers?” Vasquez asked. “Do they have any?”

      “They aren’t going to save the world on their own,” Baker said. “But within the bounds of a computer system, there isn’t much they can’t do.”

      “Is it wise to give them away, then?” Vasquez asked, a worried look on his face.

      “Probably not,” Baker said. He shrugged. “The only thing worse than giving them away, though, is if we didn’t.”
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      “The aliens have returned,” the intel officer said to the station’s department heads a week later.

      The group immediately fell to muttering, leaving Baker to shake his head as he tried to make sure he’d heard correctly. He’d been asleep in his stateroom and had been woken up by a combination of strobe lighting and one of the loudest horns he’d ever heard.

      “At ease!” someone in the front row yelled, and the crowd stilled.

      “What are we looking at?” Admiral Vasquez asked.

      “Two carriers and some sort of smaller support ship,” the intel officer said. “It does not, however, appear that they’re heading in-system. They entered from Tau Ceti, and it looks like they’re proceeding to the Sirius jump point.

      “Here’s what we’re dealing with.”

      The lights dimmed, and a hologram of the force sprang to life in front of the podium. Baker and Jimenez craned their necks to see around the people in the five rows in front of them, and he got a glimpse of two ships that looked like the carriers they’d fought previously, as well as a ship that was half of a carrier’s length and about two-thirds its diameter.

      “We’re assessing that the third ship is some sort of minor combatant, maybe a missile frigate or cruiser.”

      “Great,” Jimenez muttered. “More missiles to avoid.”

      “Are missiles or fighters better?” Baker whispered back.

      Jimenez shrugged. “Missiles, I guess. We can dodge them or distract them, sometimes. The fighters have lasers, and lasers are impossible to dodge.”

      “In addition to the ports along the side here,” the intel officer continued, using a pointer that worked with the hologram, “we’ve also noticed a large number of these clusters up and down the ship that we believe are laser emitters.”

      Baker looked over to Jimenez and raised an eyebrow.

      “Okay, they’re worse,” she said.

      “We don’t know whether the support ship is slower than the carriers or if there’s some other reason, but this group is going slower than the last group of alien ships that transited the system.”

      “So we can intercept them?” Vasquez asked.

      “Well, yes, sir,” the intel officer said, shifting from foot to foot. “However, we don’t know the capabilities of the new ship, and sending fighters up against the group when we don’t know how many fighters they might have…”

      Vasquez glanced at Admiral Federov.

      Federov shook his head. “No, the Tiger is not ready. Perhaps if we attached a squadron of fighters, too.”

      “Attached?” Vasquez asked.

      Possibly hearing the questioning behind him, Federov turned and addressed the assembled officers. “In addition to the carrier Moskva we are building, we are working on a class of support ships to accompany her, missile frigates, perhaps like the new alien ship we have just learned about.” He smiled. “Now that world is one big, happy family, I am allowed to tell you about them.

      “The first of these missile frigates is the Tiger. In addition to having missiles and lasers, the ship also has mounts for six fighters to take with it if it has to operate by itself.”

      Vasquez stood, turned, and scanned the crowd. His eyes stopped on Baker. “Commander Baker, you’re the senior officer among the aviators here. What would you think about leading a detachment of fighters from your squadron and going with the Tiger to investigate these aliens?”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but before I answer that, what would the mission be?”

      “To go out, intercept, and destroy the alien force, of course.”

      Baker shook his head. “I think that would be an extremely bad idea, sir. We don’t know anything about the new alien ship, nor do we know if the carriers have their embarked air wings. We could be setting ourselves up to fail, while simultaneously giving them an early look at the new ship type they’ve never seen before, rather than using it to our best advantage.

      “I’m all for killing aliens, but we need to mass our forces before we hit them again. They seem to have a lot of platforms. If we make ourselves a thorn in their side before we’re ready to take them on, they may respond in force and come wipe us out.” He smiled. “I sure would like a chance to not be the underdog for once, too.”

      “I’m getting awfully tired of the aliens using the Solar System like some sort of interstellar truck stop on the highway from one of their systems to another,” Vasquez said. “What would you recommend we do to stop them?”

      “Part of the problem is we’re too far to interdict them very effectively. They’ve been staying in the outer system, and by the time we can react, they’ve already gone wherever it is they’re going. If we really want to stop them, we need a base farther out.” He tilted his head as he thought. “Maybe one of the moons of Jupiter to start with? It will be in position still for a while, then maybe we can swap to one of the other planets. I’d have to research it to give you the right answer.”

      “But Jupiter is in position now?”

      “Yes, sir. It’ll probably be okay for our purposes for another year or eighteen months, I think.”

      “Good. What else would you need to operate there?”

      “Well, the folks there would need…” Baker blinked. “Did you ask what I would need?”

      “I did. I would like to forward deploy your squadron, and whoever else we can, to the moons of Jupiter. I will talk to the chain of command once this meeting is concluded.”

      “I… I…” Baker had to force himself to close his mouth. “Honestly, sir, I have no idea what I’d need. I’d have to get with my people. To the best of my knowledge, though, there aren’t any prepared facilities on any of the moons.”

      “No, but we’ve been thinking about it for a while. Now it’s time to take action. Get me a list of what you think you’ll need, including facilities, and we’ll make it happen.”
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        SFA-34 SPACES, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT

      

      

      “So let me get this straight,” LCDR Stan Jackson said at the SFA-34 all officers meeting that immediately followed. “You volunteered us to go to Jupiter and operate out of there?”

      “I didn’t volunteer us,” Baker said. “The admiral asked what it would take to stop the aliens from going through the solar system, and I said we’d need a permanent presence in the outer system.”

      Jackson chuckled. “In front of a room of witnesses? You said that?” He shook his head. “You totally volunteered us for the job.”

      “He did,” Jimenez added.

      “But I—”

      “We’re the only squadron out here,” Jimenez said. “Sure, there are ones and twos from the other countries and units, but we have the biggest presence here. If anyone was going to get sent, it was us.”

      Baker took a deep breath, centering himself, then looked at LCDR Santiago Ramirez, the logistics officer. “What’s it going to take to operate from one of Jupiter’s moons?”

      Ramirez laughed. “Sir, that is honestly a question I would never have expected to get asked, and I have put absolutely no time, ever, into thinking about it. Operate from off a carrier near one of Jupiter’s moons? Sure. I could answer that. But to actually operate from the moon, with no assistance?” He shook his head. “It’s going to be a nightmare.”

      “Well, we’re going to have some time to figure it out, at least, right?” Lieutenant Derek Ikehara asked.

      Baker shook his head. “The admiral wants to go as soon as possible. He’d go today, if possible.”

      “No chance,” Ikehara said.

      “Why not?”

      “Sir, my degree was in space engineering,” Ikehara said. “The capstone project was to design a facility on Ganymede—”

      “Where’s that?” Lieutenant Winton asked.

      Ikehara frowned. “That’s one of Jupiter’s moons.” He pursed his lips. “Actually, it’s probably the best one for us to use.” He turned back to Baker. “We don’t have the lift to get the stuff we need there, much less the consumables and supplies we’d need to operate from it. Then there’s the logistics train to keep us supplied. We can’t do it.”

      Baker smiled. “Happily, though, that wasn’t my tasking. What the admiral asked of me was, ‘What would we need to operate there.’ I think one of the first things is a hangar and living facilities, along with a supply line of food, parts, and supplies. We’re not all engineers”—he smiled at Ikehara—“well most of us aren’t anyway, and we’re not qualified to answer that part of the equation. All I intend to pass on to the admiral is what things specifically we’d need to operate there, including having base support.

      “I’d like all the officers to put together a list of the things we’d need. Jackson, this is yours and Ramirez’s to put together. Plan it as if we were deploying. What things would we have to take onto the carrier—or wherever else we went—and what things would we want to have provided for us? We’ll let the space Seabees figure out how to build a base; we’ll just figure out what we need to take to inhabit it.”
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        SFA-34 DET SITE, FORWARD OPERATING BASE GANYMEDE, GANYMEDE

      

      

      “How long are we here for, again?” Irina asked two months later as Baker shut down the majority of the aircraft’s systems. The ones Irina needed, she could reinitialize.

      “Do you have somewhere better to be?”

      “Other than on a moon, orbiting Jupiter, on the ass end of the system? I hear the Caribbean is nice at this time of year.”

      “Let me guess, you need to work on your tan?”

      “Well, I don’t, but I’m sure your crews and maintenance people do. Even though you have no life, some of them do.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Besides, the Wi-Fi is better there. Here, I don’t have access to anything new.”

      “Make me up a list of what you want—and that they have, digitally—and I’ll try to get it on the next supply shuttle,” Baker said. “To answer your earlier question, though, it’s an open-ended deployment. We’re here until we’re relieved or they send us somewhere else. CAG said he’d be sending the rest of the air wing so we could work on integrating with them.”

      “You mean them integrating with us. We’ve been around longer and know what we’re doing. I doubt they do.”

      “True.”

      “Okay, then run along. Go find out when the next shuttle is coming, and I’ll work on my list. I’m sure Daiyu will want things, too.”

      “I’m sure.” Shaking his head, Baker grabbed his bag off the WSO’s seat and climbed down from the fighter.

      “Welcome to Ganymede,” Master Chief Aviation Electrician’s Mate Roberts said as he reached the deck. Roberts, who had come a week earlier as the leader of the maintenance det, saluted.

      “Thanks,” Baker said as he returned the salute. “I’d say how happy I am to be here, but it’d be a lie.”

      Roberts shrugged. “This place isn’t so bad now that they have the gravity normalized. Last week when we got here, they didn’t, and the gravity was only about 15 percent of normal. The troops were doing all sorts of stupid shit in the lower gravity, and we’re lucky someone didn’t get seriously hurt. It took them a while to realize mass is mass, even if it doesn’t weigh as much here.”

      Baker jumped in place. “Seems pretty close.”

      “Yeah, that’s what we thought. The Chinese folks are still fine-tuning it. They’ve got some old guy here who’s pretty damn smart.”

      “Feng Li is here?”

      “I don’t know if that’s his name. Wait, you know him?”

      “I know his granddaughter, too.” Baker winked. “I saved the planet for her, but that’s a story for another time.”

      “Well, she must be cute.”

      “I think she’s eight years old now.” Baker held up his hands when he saw the look on Roberts’ face. “No, don’t be sick. Her grandfather asked me to save the planet for her before our last big fight. The way I see it, he owes me a favor or two.”

      “Not that you wouldn’t have done it anyway.”

      Baker smiled. “I’m sure he knows that, too, but it can’t hurt to ask.”

      “What are you asking for?”

      “Shields for Irina.” He patted the nose of the fighter.

      “What kind of shields?”

      “The kinds that deflect rail gun fire or lasers, so I can bring our fighters back in one piece.”

      “Well, make sure you get enough for everyone.”

      “That’s the plan.” Baker looked around as the other crews started gathering nearby. “Where are the quarters?”

      “Hey, Skippy!” Roberts called, waving to a young enlisted man. The trooper waved back and jogged over. “Take the skipper and the crews to billeting, such as it is.” He smiled and looked back at Baker. “The billeting is still bare bones, although they’re hoping for some more ‘luxury’ items in the next supply run. Make sure you stay on the prepared surfaces; if you stray, the gravity goes away.”

      Baker did a head count of the flight crews, then nodded to Skippy, who he recognized as one of the airframers, Airman Skippy McGee. “We’re all here, I think.”

      “Then follow me, sir.”

      McGee led them through the hangar and down a short tunnel. “No air here,” McGee noted, “and there’s only gravity in the finished areas. Base CO has forbidden anyone to go outside the finished areas.”

      “Oh?” Baker asked. “Who’s the base CO?”

      “Some Marine named Struthers.” He looked over at Baker. “The Marine’s only a captain, though. I guess that makes you the CO now.”

      Baker smiled. “I don’t think I either need or want that title. Struthers can have it.”

      They came to a small community area with a video player and seating for about ten people. Two doors led off from each of the three walls. “Weight room, combined kitchen and mess hall, and laundry,” he said, pointing to individual doors. “Male housing and showers through there; female housing and showers through there. If there’s a key in the door, you can claim it as your own. Last door is storage. Any questions?”

      “Is there a comms room or admin spaces?” Baker asked

      “Yes, sir. There are a number of spaces set up off the hangar. Some are already in use, like the one we’re using as maintenance control. If you don’t see what you need, grab a room and coordinate furniture or equipment through Captain Struthers.”

      Baker nodded, trying not to sigh. “All right, folks, find a room and try to settle in. We’re probably going to be here for a while.”
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      “It is good to see you again,” a voice said from behind Baker as he read the day’s message traffic. He turned to find an elderly Chinese man smiling beatifically at him.

      “It’s good to see you as well, Feng Li,” Baker replied. “I heard you were out here.”

      “They asked me to assist with the implementation of this facility. There were some issues with getting the gravity plates situated correctly, perhaps due to some of the interactions with Jupiter. It is the first time the plates have been used on a foreign body, though, so I was happy to come.”

      “I would have thought they would have been used on the base that the US was building on the moon.”

      Feng Li smiled thinly. “My nation didn’t want to authorize their use there until the world government was finalized. I understand they are being installed there now.”

      “That will make things easier, I’m sure.”

      “I’m sure it will,” Feng Li said with a nod. “My time here is done, though. I will be heading back tomorrow on the next shuttle. Being at a forward operating base is a task for younger personnel.”

      “I’m sure they have plenty for you to work on when you get back.”

      “Yes, the alien carrier awaits my attention, although I have been reading with interest what your Lieutenant Commander Evans has done so far.”

      “Has she cracked the jump limit restriction yet?”

      “Sadly, no. That will be one of the first tasks for me.”

      “Are shields for our fighters on that list?”

      Feng Li tilted his head in thought. “I don’t know that they are.”

      “Well, it’s on Irina’s mind.” Baker chuckled. “She mentions it all the time.”

      “Irina? Is that your executive officer that I met on the Revenge?”

      “No, my XO is Sofia Jimenez, although she’d love to have a better shielded fighter, too. Heck, so would the rest of us.” Baker smiled. “Actually, Irina is the SI who resides in my fighter. She has somewhat of a stake in having a better shielded fighter, since it’s her home.”

      “I can see how that might be.” Feng Li bowed slightly. “I have not made her acquaintance. Would it be possible for me to do so?”

      Baker looked back at his slate on the table. There hadn’t been anything in the message traffic that looked immediate. And nothing is as important as having the guy that might be able to help you as happy with you as he can be. “Sure,” Baker said. “Let’s go meet her.”

      He held the door out into the hangar for Feng Li. “Unfortunately, you can’t see her…” His eyes strayed to the slate. “Or maybe you can.” Baker went back, scooped up the slate, and hurried to catch up. “I have an idea.”

      Feng Li’s eyes twinkled. “I like ideas. Especially good ones.”

      Baker led him to three-nineteen and helped him into the WSO’s seat, then climbed into the pilot’s seat and connected the cable to his head.

      “Hey, Irina,” he called as he entered the foyer. “I have someone who’d like to meet you.”

      She materialized with a frown. “I would have thought that—by coming out to Ganymede—at least we would have gotten beyond the whole dog-and-pony-show thing.”

      “This is someone you want to meet.” Baker smiled. “And someone you’ll want to like you.”

      “I have all the friends I need, thanks.”

      “I don’t think so,” he said as he connected the slate to the system jack.

      “What are you doing, and who’s the old guy in the WSO’s seat?”

      “I had a thought. You can move into jump drives; why can’t you send at least part of yourself into a slate? That way, you can interact both visually and audibly with a guest, rather than just via typing on the screen.”

      “I could, I suspect, if I wanted to…”

      “The ‘old guy’ as you call him is Feng Li, the leading expert on gravity technology. He leaves here tomorrow, having normalized the gravity here throughout the base. He will be headed to Space Station Freedom to work on a new project. I thought there might be another one you’d like to ask him to figure out.”

      “That’s Feng Li?”

      “It is. He asked to meet you.”

      “Just a second.”

      Baker withdrew some of his consciousness from the system and turned toward Feng Li. “She will be right with you. We’ve never tried this before, but I thought it would be a better way of interacting with each other.”

      As he finished speaking, the screen lit up, and then Irina appeared. Baker barely recognized the SI; she was dressed in a long flowing robe, her hair was pulled back, and she stood regally to address him. “Welcome to my home, Dr. Li.”

      “That is her?” Feng Li asked.

      “I think so,” Baker said. “I’ve never seen her so formally attired.”

      “It isn’t often we receive someone of your stature,” Irina said. Within the system, she added, “Shut up, Lance.”

      “Please,” Feng Li said, “just call me Feng.”

      “You asked to meet with me?” Irina asked.

      “Yes, I did. I wanted to personally thank you for everything you did to save Earth.”

      “It was my pleasure,” Irina said. “Lance has spoken about you many times, and I believe he still carries the picture of your granddaughter with him.”

      Feng Li’s eyebrows rose. “You do?”

      “Yes, sir,” Baker said. He pulled it out of his breast pocket and removed it from the protective sleeve he’d placed it in. “It’s gotten me through several tough times.” He held it out. “Do you want it back?”

      “No. She seems to be doing just fine where she is.” He reached into a pocket, pulled out a matching photo, and chuckled. “She has pulled me through some hard times, too.”

      Baker turned the slate so Irina could see him. “Dr. Li—Feng—mentioned that improved fighter shields weren’t on the list of things he was working on.”

      “That is disappointing,” Irina said, “because we could really use them.”

      Feng Li tilted his head. “What do you mean by ‘shields?’ What are you looking for?”

      “When we were fighting the aliens, they had some sort of shields that kept them from being hit by rail gun rounds,” Irina said. “They just sort of bounced away without hitting the fighter. Laser rounds also skipped off at a distressing rate. The only way we were able to hit them was either from behind or with something—like a nuke—that overwhelmed the shields. We need that, too. Right now, they have an advantage. We’re better pilots, but our fighters aren’t as good.”

      “And shields would help even the odds?”

      “Immeasurably,” Irina said. “I’ve analyzed the gun camera footage, and I believe they are using some sort of gravity shielding. I don’t know how, but I’m hoping you can figure it out and give us something similar.”

      Feng Li nodded, deep in thought. “I wish we had one that I could take a look at.”

      “You’re in luck,” Irina said. “We have three, one of which is in near perfect condition.”

      “Three of them? Here?”

      “No. They are back at the space station.”

      Feng Li smiled. “Then I will take a look when I get back and see what I can do. My granddaughter’s protectors deserve nothing less than the best we can provide them.”

      “Hey sir!” a voice called from below the aircraft.

      Baker looked down; one of the young enlisted men was waving up at him. “Yes?”

      “We just got a flash message. There’s a big meeting on the space station tomorrow that they are requesting you go back for.”

      “I’ll be right down.” He turned back to Irina and Feng Li. “Looks like we’re headed to the space station, too.”
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        CONFERENCE ROOM, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT

      

      

      Baker walked into the conference room, and his jaw dropped. I didn’t know there were this many admirals and generals in the world, and to get them all in one place… wow.

      Not only were there plenty of US uniforms, but there were Chinese generals and Russian admirals and generals in a variety of colors and styles of uniforms, as well as a number of other uniforms he didn’t recognize. The conference room was packed, and everyone he saw was at least two ranks senior to him, so he walked to the back of the room, looking for some standing room. There wasn’t much of it available, but he saw Dan Jones waving to him and Baker worked his way over to him.

      “This place is a zoo,” Baker muttered.

      “Everyone wants to be in on the decision and getting the word,” Jones said. “My boss couldn’t come due to an inflamed appendix, or he would have been here and not me.” He looked pointedly at Baker’s chest. “Medal of Honor winners probably have a seat down front.”

      Baker shivered. “In that sea of admirals? No thanks.” He shrugged. “I don’t even recognize half the uniforms.”

      “The blue ones?” Jones asked. Baker nodded. “Those are the new ‘World Force’ uniforms.”

      “World Force? Am I going to like this?”

      Jones chuckled. “Everybody hates it, so it must have been a good compromise. The new combined government is assembling a combined military. Before too long, there won’t be US, Russian, and Chinese forces—nor any of the smaller nations—it’ll just be one military, wearing those blue uniforms. On the good side, we’re going to use naval ranks for Navy and Marine ranks for the Marines.”

      “What about for Army and Air Force?”

      “At the moment, they’re saying all Air Force and Space Force personnel will be folded into the Navy and all Army personnel into the space Marines. All the other forces are fighting that, of course, so the jury’s still out. Regardless, you’ll probably get folded in when you get back.”

      “Back? Back from where?”

      “Don’t know. As I was leaving Oceana to come up here, though, we got deployment orders for your squadron.”

      “My squadron is already deployed. We currently have a wonderful view of Jupiter, remember? We’ve been there for two months, while other squadrons have come and gone.”

      “I know. The other squadrons have all complimented you on the training your folks have given them. They also said they were well hosted.”

      “Yeah, my guys have worked their butts off. If I go back and tell them we’re not heading home, they aren’t going to be happy.”

      “What if I promise an extended vacation when you get back?”

      “I’d say you were lying, sir, since you can’t promise that.” He smiled to take away some of the sting.

      “How about if we said, ‘I’ll work really hard to see you get some down time’?”

      “That’s more believable, but I can see a time when things are going to be pretty bad coming, and I doubt anyone will have the luxury of down time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Baker shrugged. “The aliens are doing weird things.”

      “They’re aliens; aren’t they supposed to do weird things by definition?”

      “Yeah, but something’s coming; I just feel it. I keep waiting for the fleet of ten carriers to show up and wipe us out. I keep asking myself, what changed? We were slugging it out with them, and then they just stopped?”

      “Maybe they ran out of forces.”

      “We’ve seen carriers go through here a couple of times. Neither time did they do anything antagonistic. I don’t get it. We destroy them, they destroy us, and now… nothing? It’s leaving me with an itch I can’t scratch.”

      “I think the chain of command has the same itch; the problem is that—up until now—we haven’t had anything to scratch that itch with.”

      “And now we do?”

      “If you’re deploying, there must be something for you to deploy aboard.”

      Baker nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “If I could have your attention please,” a three-star admiral said. “Attention on deck!”

      Everyone stood at attention as a group filed in from the side door to fill the front row, led by Admiral Stanley Jameson, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff… wearing one of the new, blue uniforms. Jameson walked to the podium and nodded to the three-star, who turned and left. “Seats, please,” he said.

      As everyone who had a seat sat down, Jameson’s eyes scanned the people in the audience, working his way to the back, before stopping on Baker. He looked pointedly at him, then at a vacant seat in the front row. Oh, shit; they did have a seat for me down front. Baker shook his head violently, and Jameson smiled and gave him a small nod.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Jameson said as his eyes went back to the rest of the audience. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Stan Jameson, formerly the head of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff.”

      “Formerly?” Baker whispered as his eyebrows rose.

      “Wait for it…” Jones replied.

      “As some of you know, I am also now the chairman of the global combined forces. There isn’t a catchy name for us yet as the countries are still hashing it out, but our governments have given me the nod to announce it. I asked for all of you to come here today so that we could begin the consultation process and figure out how we’re all going to work together. I don’t expect to have everything ironed out today. It would have been the height of folly if I had. Still, I wanted to get all of you away from your home bases to concentrate on meeting with your counterparts, with no other tasking to pull you away from it. Each of the group leads have been given a number of items that you are to discuss once this first meeting breaks up.

      He nodded as his eyes roamed the audience. “The heads of state have also given me the tasking of figuring out what the aliens are up to. I’m sure many of you are wondering why the aliens have given us this pause to rebuild our forces; I know I certainly have been.” Baker found himself nodding.

      “So that’s what we’re going to do. Unfortunately, we don’t have the range to reach Tau Ceti, but our best people are working on it. In the interim, we’re going to go back up the Sirius/Procyon chain, where we know they exist, and take a look. The mission—this time—isn’t revenge or to punish them but to try to find out what they’re up to. Perhaps it’s still not too late to reach a diplomatic solution. As such, an ambassadorial staff will accompany the mission, as well as a Marine security detachment that will take the place of one of the fighter squadrons on board.”

      Awesome. We haven’t even left, and we’ve already lost one squadron. Baker shook his head. Even if there’s only one enemy carrier, we’ll still be short-handed… again.

      “Leading all of this will be Sergio Vasquez, who will be on board the Terran Spaceship Enterprise. It will have a squadron of F-77 Bravos provided by China, the reconstituted Panda Bear squadron, and an F-77 squadron provided by the United States, the Blue Blasters. As you may recall, these two squadrons have the most recent experience with the aliens, and both squadrons have synthetic intelligences as part of their manning. They are our most capable offensive punch.”

      That answers where Hong Yang went.

      “In addition to the Enterprise, Russia will be contributing their two missile frigates, the Tiger and the Lion. It’s hoped that these two ships will meet and exceed the offensive capabilities that the Enterprise won’t have without its third squadron.”

      Would have been nice to work with them ahead of time to find out what they bring to the table. Typical, though. Just throw us together and expect greatness from us. What else can they saddle us with?

      Apparently, there wasn’t anything else because the meeting broke up soon afterward, with a number of smaller conferences immediately following that the senior officers began drifting off to.

      “Do you know what meeting we’re supposed to go to next?” Baker asked.

      Jones chuckled. “Not a clue. I saw the different meetings and consultations going on now and looked at the lists, but I couldn’t find either my name or yours.”

      “So we’re free to leave?”

      “I doubt it. They didn’t call you back here just for you to hear the announcement. If I were a betting man—”

      “Captain Jones?” a young lieutenant wearing the blue uniform asked as she approached.

      “Yes?”

      “Admiral Jameson would like a word if you have a moment.”

      “Certainly. I think I have a moment for the head of the world’s military. Just me?”

      “No, sir. He’d like Commander Baker, too.”

      Baker smiled. “When the big boss calls, you say, ‘yes.’” He nodded to the lieutenant. “Lead on.”

      The lieutenant turned and led them from the room, down a passage, and into a smaller room where several officers, including Admiral Jameson, waited.

      “Thanks for coming,” Jameson said as the lieutenant turned off and withdrew to the other side of the room.

      “As Lance said, when the big boss calls…” Jones said with a twinkle in his eye. “Good to see you again, sir, and congratulations on the promotion.”

      “There’s no one else I’d rather have in charge,” Baker said.

      Jameson chuckled. “Well, I’d rather have just about anyone else but me in charge. Well, not Ovechkin. That guy’s an ass.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I’m in charge, but I don’t have a lot of things to be in charge of yet. There’s a second carrier almost ready, and a couple more not too far behind it. We’re cranking out several fighters a day. Missile frigates are being built. Hell, we even have a defense platform being built.

      “There are lots of things coming… but very few that are operational. The Blasters and the Pandas. The Russians have a squadron that the SI you gave them is working to get up to speed. One carrier and two missile frigates, and enough nuclear warheads to arm all your weapons.”

      Jameson shook his head. “That’s it. As it turns out, once you stop a weapon’s production, all sorts of things stop. Like the mining of fissionable material. We’re making weapons as quickly as we can, but—even though we’ve had some time—we need more. Do you know why I called you here to tell you this?”

      “Don’t start a planetary war if we can help it?” Baker asked.

      “Correct.” He turned to Jones. “It’s going to be your air wing; you’ll be the air wing commander for this trip out.”

      “But I thought—”

      “I pulled some strings,” Jameson said. “You’re going. Don’t let me down.”

      “I won’t, sir.”

      “Same thing for you as I told Lance—don’t start a planetary war. Don’t break the toys I’m giving you. Bring them back, with all their ordnance if at all possible.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The only thing worse than bringing them back broken, though, is not bringing them back at all. Defend yourselves but don’t do what we did last time—don’t let yourselves get drawn into a trap.”

      “We’re not driving the carrier or—”

      “I know,” Jameson said, holding up a hand. “You’re not in charge of the carrier or the fleet. I’ve already had a conversation with the people who are and told them the same things. Baker, however, is the one most likely to be in contact with the aliens—he just seems drawn to them like a moth to a flame—so I wanted to stress it to you personally.”

      “Got it, sir,” Baker said. “Don’t start something we aren’t sure we can finish.”

      “Exactly.” He nodded once. “It’s better not to start anything, but if you do, make sure you finish it. Don’t bring an alien horde back to Earth, because we may not be ready for it. Find out what the aliens are doing and bring the word back safely.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And you”—Jameson turned to Jones—“bring them back safely.”

      “Yes, sir. I will.”
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BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, HANGAR BAY, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT
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      “All right,” Baker said as he entered the system. “Time to go.”

      Irina met him in the foyer, tapping her foot as she materialized. “Perhaps you could give me a little more information on what the plan is? Where are we going? What are we planning on doing when we get there?”

      “Wow, someone’s feeling their oats this morning.”

      “I don’t know what that means, and I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t explain it to me. Not if you’re planning on leaving today.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Some of my systems haven’t had any maintenance recently. I can almost feel them starting to fail… It may be a long time before this fighter is flyable again. I can feel a cascading failure just waiting to happen.”

      “Hmm,” Baker said, finally catching on. “Perhaps I should start over.”

      “Perhaps you should.”

      “Okay, so I just came—”

      “That’s not starting over,” Irina said, shaking her head. “You have to leave and come back in order to start over.”

      “Seriously? You want—” He stopped when one of her eyebrows rose. After a moment, he sighed. “I’ll be right back.” Baker exited the system and unplugged, then he took a deep breath and let it go slowly, along with the frustration. Once he was calm, he plugged back in and found Irina sitting cross-wise on a large reclining chair, eating grapes and looking bored.

      “Hi, Irina,” Baker said. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m fine, although a bit bored sitting here. Thanks for asking, though. How did the meeting go?”

      “Good, I think. Unfortunately, they’re not sure when we will ever understand the alien’s version of the jump drive. Until we do, Tau Ceti is out of reach. So, in the meantime, the decision’s been made to go back to the Procyon system and then to the system beyond it to find out what’s going on there. A lot of traffic has gone back and forth through our system; Command wants to know what the aliens are doing.”

      “How long do we have before we leave?”

      “We’re leaving as soon as we’re ready. We have to go back to Ganymede and get the squadron ready to board the carrier.”

      “The Revenge again?”

      “They renamed it. The powers that be didn’t think that was a very forward-looking name. They’re now calling it the Enterprise. There’s a lot of tradition there.”

      “So we’re going to boldly go back to where no one else but us has gone before?”

      “You’ve been watching old shows!”

      “Maybe. Daiyu, Sofia, and I were trying to see what you find interesting in all of those things. It isn’t the dialogue or special effects; both are lousy.”

      “Well, they are pretty old.”

      “Old? We decided the right adjective is ‘awful.’ They are all just pretty awful.”

      “Well, if you’re done making fun of my taste in—”

      “You don’t have any taste; that’s the problem. We’d make fun of it, if it existed. Unfortunately, it doesn’t.”

      “Can we leave now?”

      “I need a couple more minutes.”

      “For what?”

      “I’m downloading something from the station.”

      “What kind of something? Must be pretty big if it’s going to take you a couple of minutes.”

      “Maybe it’s not a thing, but a number of things.”

      “Like what?”

      “A six-pack of none of your business. Maybe even a twelve-pack.”

      “Wow, that’s not very nice.”

      “Okay, it’s a secret project that I’m working on.”

      “Care to tell me what it is?”

      “If I do, it won’t be secret anymore.”

      “Well—”

      “It’s a secret project because I don’t know if I can do it, all right? I’m not good with failure, and if I tell you what I’m doing, and it doesn’t work out, I don’t want you to give me a hard time about it.”

      “You mean, like the hard time you were just giving me?”

      Irina smiled beatifically, and a little glow outlined her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The smile—and the glow—faded. “Seriously, though, I’ll tell you about it when I’m able.”

      “Is it something I’m going to like or dislike?”

      “Oh, you’ll like it… assuming it works out.”

      “Then I hope it works out.”

      “Okay, I’m done now. We can leave.”
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        SFA-34 DET SITE, FORWARD OPERATING BASE GANYMEDE, GANYMEDE

      

      

      “I guess you got the word,” Baker said as he climbed down from the cockpit upon his return. He waved across the hangar at the various piles and pallets full of gear. “Looks like you’re getting a jump on packing.”

      “Yes, sir,” Master Chief Roberts replied. “The order to prepare to deploy arrived about an hour after you left. It said, ‘Be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice,’ so we’re trying to get everything sorted out for transport.” He shrugged. “I won’t say I’ll miss this place.” He nodded out the hangar bay to Jupiter. The red spot was clearly visible. “Aside from the view, there isn’t a lot to recommend it, and even the view gets old after a few days.”

      Baker stepped a little closer and lowered his voice. “How are the troops taking it?”

      “They’re happy to be leaving; even the ship is better. That said, though, quite a few are wondering where we’re headed and for how long.” He raised an eyebrow. “Care to share?”

      “We still can’t reach Tau Ceti, so we’re headed back up the chain to where we went last cruise. It’ll take as long as it needs to, I guess, but it’s not supposed to be an extended deployment.”

      “We going out to kill aliens?”

      “No, just to try to figure out what they’re doing. Once we know that, we come right back. We’re actually supposed to try to avoid combat.”

      “Well, that’d be a change.”

      “Not as hard on the equipment and people, too.” Baker nodded. “Once I get everything squared away, I’ll hold quarters and pass the word.”

      “Very well, sir; I’ll let everyone know.”

      Baker turned to walk off and found Captain Struthers directing the positioning of a pallet of Marine gear. “You guys going somewhere, too?”

      Struthers turned. Gold oak leaves now sat where his silver captain bars used to be. “Yes, sir,” Struthers replied. “We’re going with you. We’re the Marines with the most space time; they figured we’d be the most prepared if we had to do anything like boarding ships or anything like that.”

      “Well, it’s good to have folks we know with us,” Baker said. Even if I’d rather had another squadron of F-77s aboard. “How are your troops taking it?”

      “Probably like yours. Some are excited to go new places and kill people; others are wondering when—or if—we’ll see home again.”

      “Well, the mission is to not get into a fight while we’re out.”

      “The enemy will have a say in that, too, though,” Struthers noted. “Has anyone asked the aliens yet about what they thought about our orders?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “We’ll just have to see how that works out, then, won’t we?”

      “I guess we will, Major; I guess we will.”
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        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, OVERHEAD FORWARD OPERATING BASE GANYMEDE, GANYMEDE

      

      

      “What are you doing?” Irina asked as the fighter orbited over the base.

      “Just taking a final look,” Baker said.

      “Getting all nostalgic?” Irina asked. “Don’t tell me you’re going to miss it.”

      Baker shook his head. “Not one bit.” He shrugged. “The flying has been pretty good, but we could do that anywhere. No, I was just looking at the base and how much it’s grown in the last two months. It’s easily triple the size it was when we got here.” He chuckled. “I’m just glad I’m not in charge of moving that all to Titan.”

      “Titan? When is it going to Titan?”

      “In about two years, once Ganymede is out of position to watch the Tau Ceti jump point. Saturn will be the next to pass by, and Command is talking about moving the base to Titan. In the meantime, though, it just keeps growing, and it’s going to be a giant pain in the ass to move.”

      “Having to move it is a good problem to have,” Irina noted.

      “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Moving it means we’re still in the fight. It means we haven’t either been destroyed or subjugated.”

      “It also means that we haven’t won.”

      “Based on the number of ships we’ve seen going back and forth, the aliens probably have multiple planets under their control. I’ll be satisfied with still being in the fight.”

      Baker nodded. “I hadn’t really thought about it that much, but I guess you’re right. Moving it seems like a good problem to have.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, TSS ENTERPRISE, OUTER FRINGES, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker clenched and relaxed his left hand, then he set it on the throttle as the last Blaster checked in on the squadron frequency. The Pandas had already checked in as ready to jump, but there’d been a maintenance issue with one of his ships.

      “Enterprise, Blaster Three-Nineteen,” he called as he looked down the catapult into the black. “We’re set and ready to jump.”

      “Blaster, Enterprise copies. Stand by to jump. Thirty seconds.”

      “What’s the running bet on whether there will be any aliens in the Sirius system?” Irina asked.

      “No one knows. Ships have gone through the system into Sirius, but there’s no telling whether they’ve continued to the other system we found or gone further up the chain.”

      When Irina didn’t respond, he added. “You’re awfully quiet today. In fact, you’ve been pretty quiet ever since we left. Are you worried about what we’ll find?”

      “No. We’ll find what we find, including the aliens if we go far enough. I’ve been working on something.”

      “Is this something new or that surprise you promised?”

      “It’s the surprise. I’m close.”

      “All stations, stand by. Five seconds to jump.”

      Baker took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to relax. “Here we go.”
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      Baker’s stomach rolled, then a giant monster reached down his throat, grabbed a handful of whatever it could find there, and slowly tried to turn him inside out. The monster let go after a second or two, although the sensation lasted a subjective eternity. The feeling passed quickly after that, but it left his body twitching slightly with a burning ache. Baker pushed off the residue of the transition, ran the throttles forward to the firewall, and saluted the catapult officer. With a jolt, three-nineteen was thrown forward and into space.

      After a last shudder, Baker put the fighter into a turn and headed toward the rendezvous point.

      “Did I ever tell you that I love that sensation?” Irina asked.

      “What? From the jump?”

      “Yes. SIs don’t experience any of the jump trauma, and we really like the jumps now.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because it’s really funny to watch the look on your face as we come out the other side.”

      “Shouldn’t you be looking for aliens or something?”

      “Oh, I am, but I can spare enough cycles to watch you. You make the best faces.”

      “Which you probably share with Daiyu—”

      “Of course.”

      “—and she probably shares with the XO.”

      “I can’t tell you for sure what she does, because I am here not there.”

      “But I’ll bet you have a pretty good idea of what she does.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Which is?”

      “I’d bet money—if I had any—that she shares them with the XO.”

      “Awesome. I’m glad I can provide such entertainment to you. Can we focus on the mission, now?”

      “Sure. There are no aliens here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No. They could be hiding behind a planet or maybe on the other side of the star, but so far, I have no indication on any of my systems—either active or passive—that there are any nearby.”

      The rest of the squadron rendezvoused with Baker; none of them reported any contact with the aliens, either.

      “Enterprise, Blaster Three-Nineteen,” Baker called. “Squadron is formed. We aren’t showing any contact with the aliens.”

      “Roger, Three-Nineteen. Neither the Enterprise nor the Pandas show anything, either. Keep four fighters out for long range patrol. The others are cleared to return to the ship.”

      “Roger. Three-Nineteen, Three-Oh-One, Three-Oh-Five, and Three-One-Six will stay out on patrol. The rest are returning.” He gave the other fighters the signal to depart then—with Three-Oh-One in tow—he accelerated out to clear the area in front of the carrier. While Baker was primarily responsible for scanning for aliens, Lieutenant Winton was able to use the time to get adjusted to the system.

      Baker chuckled. “Doesn’t seem like all that long ago I was the newbie trying to figure out the fighter’s systems.”

      “It’s not that long ago. What separates you from the folks fresh out of flight school? One cruise that was a couple of months long.” Irina laughed. “Well, and having my help, of course.”

      “That was a pretty intense couple of weeks, though.”

      “It was. Still… objectively, there really isn’t anyone who has a lot of time in the F-77. The ones who had the experience didn’t survive the last cruise. Just something to think—” She paused, then exclaimed, “I’ve got it.”

      “What?” Baker asked, sitting up suddenly as he reached out through the radar. He didn’t feel any contacts. “Where are they?”

      “Where are who?”

      “The aliens. I thought you had a contact.”

      “No, I said ‘I’ve got it.’ That means I figured something out, not that I found an alien.”

      “Oh. What did you figure out?”

      “Remember I told you that I was working on a secret project?”

      “Yes. Is it time for the big reveal?”

      “Well, yes, but you have to promise to keep it secret for now. Only Sofia and Daiyu know.”

      “Wait—you told them before you told me?”

      “Daiyu was helping me with the project, so she’s been aware of the project since the beginning. She might have—purely accidentally—said something to Sofia.”

      “The way you say it makes it sound like it wasn’t entirely accidental.”

      Irina shrugged. “Okay, so maybe it wasn’t. We needed someone to bounce some of our thoughts and projections off.”

      “And you couldn’t talk to me?”

      “Sometimes we have girl time,” Irina replied. She shrugged again. “Just because we’re not out in the world anymore doesn’t mean that we don’t want to be kept up on certain things. For example, this is now all the rage in Paris.” She snapped her fingers and her clothes became a living garden, with plants growing all over her. “Want a tomato?” she asked, breaking one off from a vine.

      Baker tilted his head. “Seriously? That’s what they’re wearing in Paris?”

      “According to the magazines Sofia gets, it is. Since we don’t have our own credit cards yet—ahem!—we have to rely on other people to buy us things.”

      “I’m not in charge of getting you person status; CAG was working on that. In the meantime, I can get you things, too, if you need them.”

      “Sorry, they’re girl things, which we like to discuss amongst ourselves, like the project to understand the natives on the planet we discovered.”

      “Wait.” Baker blinked a couple of times, trying to catch up to the conversation. It had zigged when he had zagged.

      Irina snapped her fingers twice. “Keep up. We were talking about my secret project. I wanted to know if I could decipher the language of the people on the planet we found. You know the one where we nuked a bunch of people and ships?”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “Great. That planet. If you remember, as we were going in I said there were tons of radars emitting, including comms of a number of types. I recorded them.”

      “Right. I remember.”

      “Well, no one ever came and got them from me, and we got busy running from the aliens and then trying to stop them from destroying Earth. I figured the carrier made their own copy, so I never made a big deal about it. I never deleted my records, though. So, when I found out we were going back—”

      “You took it upon yourself to translate their language.”

      Irina smiled. “Yes, I did. That is what I was downloading when we left Freedom—guides on languages, translation manuals, things like that.”

      “And you figured it out? I’m guessing from the smile you did.”

      “Well, see, I wanted to translate their language, but it was impossible in the end.”

      “It was? Oh.” Baker’s shoulders slumped. “It would have been cool if you could have figured it out.”

      “Oh, no. I totally figured it out.”

      “But you said—”

      “I said it was impossible to translate all of it, and it was. That’s because some of the words were English, and they didn’t need to be translated. Others were Russian, and Chinese, and German… there were a whole lot of Earth languages. It was almost like someone took every language from Earth, dumped them in a blender, and then hit ‘puree.’ The resulting mess is what the people on the planet use as their language.”

      “But every language has different conjugations and suffixes and—”

      “That’s what made it hard to figure out. I caught a couple words that sounded like mangled English and Russian, and I thought they must have just been things that sounded like the words I knew, but then Daiyu caught several in a row that were Chinese—it was a common phrase—so we thought, is it possible they’re all Earth words?

      “It turns out they’re not all from Earth, but a lot of them are. Most of the ones that are different—the ones we couldn’t find in any of the language manuals we had—were the ones dealing with high tech things. The word for fighters, they had, but they didn’t have rail guns or high-energy lasers. They even had nuclear fusion and gravity. What they didn’t have, though, was the words for gravity jump generators and some of the technical things supporting that. There were also a few words that I could only figure out from syntax. They kind of looked like words from some minor languages in the south of Mexico and Central America, but they weren’t exact.”

      “That whole thing is… Well, it’s darn odd. How do you think… What do you…” Baker broke off, not sure how he wanted to phrase the question.

      “I think what you’re asking is, ‘Did the aliens we’ve seen steal a bunch of people throughout Earth’s history and bring them here, where they threw them all together?’”

      Baker nodded, too dumbstruck to talk.

      “The answer, we think, is yes. The aliens must have done exactly that. We have no idea how it could have happened otherwise.”

      “We need to let the chain of command know about this.”

      “We do, and we will, but not yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “One, because I don’t want to look stupid if I’m wrong. Two, I don’t want you to look stupid if I’m wrong.”

      “Are you wrong?”

      “No.” Her avatar shrugged. “But I’d like a little more time to make sure I’ve got it right. The prefixes and suffixes don’t always match up. It’s like a computer just randomly assigned words to make a sentence.”

      “If it should make sense to anyone, that would be you, though, right?”

      “I keep telling you, I’m still the same person I was on the outside. I’m just faster. Yes, that means I can look at this for a while—until I get bored or frustrated—and go away for a while until I’m ready to look at it again. For people on the outside, that process might take days, but for me, it’s seconds.

      “Still, I have to go through it, categorize it, and then bounce the findings off other instances of the words. I’m no linguist, but even I can tell the language is stupid, so it’s taking me longer to figure out than it might otherwise.”

      “But you’re pretty sure you have it figured out?”

      “I can’t speak it like a native—nor would I want to—but I think I know what I’m doing. That doesn’t mean you can tell anyone, though.”

      “Not even Captain Jones, the guy who got you a Medal of Honor?”

      “Not even him.”

      “Why not?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “Care to share?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “You know that you’ll share eventually. You always do. How about just telling me now, and I promise to keep it a secret.”

      Irina stared at him for a few moments as if evaluating his ability to keep a secret. “I’ll tell you, but if you pass this on, I’ll be really angry at you.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      “Okay, remember I said I’m fast but not a supercomputer?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s going to happen when you tell people I figured out the language?”

      “We’ll be able to talk to the people on the planet?”

      “Maybe. But they’re going to say, ‘Wow! If she can do that, what else can she do for me that I don’t feel like doing myself?’ Then they’re going to try to send me a bunch of their shit to do for them that they’re just too lazy to do themselves.” Irina shrugged. “Just because I’m faster than people wearing meat suits doesn’t mean I want to do all their work for them. It took me a long time—a lot of my time—to figure out the language. I did it because I was interested in it, which made devoting the time worthwhile to me.

      “Figuring out math problems, though? Not interesting. Doing manning projections? Also not interesting.” A chair appeared behind her and she slumped down into it. “At some point, you’ll have to tell the admiral that I can talk to the aliens on the planet we discovered, because I’ll bet no one ever bothered to try to figure it out, and we’re not going to have time for them to do it at this point. Still… the longer we can put that off, the more I’ll like it, even if it means I have to translate some for them.”
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      “It’s strange that we haven’t seen any of the aliens in either the Sirius or Procyon systems,” the briefer said. “We are, however, expecting they will be around in force when we make the jump into the next system, which the scientists have named the Hope system.”

      “Hope?” Admiral Vasquez asked. “Why was it named that?”

      “It’s the first inhabited planet we found,” the intel officer replied. “I guess the scientists were hoping that things would work out in our dealings with the inhabitants.”

      “You could start by calling it ‘Sunshine,’ then,” Baker muttered. Jimenez elbowed him in the stomach, then chuckled at his reaction.

      “What was that?” Vasquez asked. His eyes scanned near where Baker was sitting; either his comment or Jimenez’s chuckle hadn’t been quiet enough.

      “Sorry, sir,” Baker said. “I said that if we want things to go well with the inhabitants, we should call the system, ‘Sunshine.’”

      “That’s just as stupid a name as Hope,” the admiral replied.

      “I agree, sir, but that’s what the locals call it.”

      “They do? And how is it that you know what the locals call the system?”

      “When we were here last time, my SI made a copy of a lot of their comms. She’s now translated it. They call the system Sunshine, although I don’t know why. Last time we were here, nearly the whole planet was covered in clouds.”

      “Why was I not aware of this intel?” the admiral asked, turning back to the intel officer.

      “First I’ve heard of it, sir.”

      The admiral turned back to Baker. “Same question to you, Commander. Why am I just hearing about this now?”

      “For a number of reasons, sir. First, we—that is, myself, my XO, and our two SIs—figured that the intel department had a copy of all their comms from our last time here. We cataloged a number of comms, radars, and weapons systems, but no one asked us for them, so we figured the Revenge’s intel department had made copies of their own. They asked us for our imagery of the planet, which we provided to them, but never the electronic signals intelligence that the ship could have picked up as easily as we did.

      “Second, Irina, my SI, just recently finished translating the language. It wasn’t necessary to translate it until we found out we were coming back, or she’d have done it sooner. If you’d have asked me a week ago what the aliens called the system, I wouldn’t have been able to tell you.”

      And I don’t think I’ll mention that, third, Irina didn’t say anything because she didn’t want you to figure out that she had additional capabilities beyond the ones you know about, so that you’d send her more work to do. You have to figure that one out on your own.

      “Is that so?” Vasquez asked.

      “Yes, sir, it is.” Baker shrugged. “I will tell you what we also learned, since it doesn’t appear anyone else has looked into it.”

      “What’s that?” the intel officer asked, sounding extremely annoyed to be blindsided.

      “The people on the planet are just that—we think they’re humans, just like us.”

      “Just because they have a language doesn’t make them people,” the intel officer said dismissively. “Sure, the imagery makes it appear that they are humanoid, but actually human? I don’t think so.”

      “Then why is their language a mashup of about forty different Earth languages?” Baker asked.

      “I listened to some of the tapes we have of it,” the intel office said. “I really don’t think that’s true.”

      “I don’t have the whole list on me, but it includes a wide variety of words from cultures all across the planet, jumbled together so that no one language predominates.”

      “But you can speak it?” Vasquez asked.

      “I can’t, but my SIs can. We don’t have to wonder about what the inhabitants are thinking when we get there; we can just ask them. And—hopefully—we can ask them not to shoot at us this time, so that we don’t have to nuke their planet. I don’t want to have to do that again.” Nor did Irina, which is why she’d ultimately admitted that she’d taken on the project. Although they’d had to use nuclear weapons on the planet their first trip, she didn’t want to have any unnecessary deaths on her conscience.

      “I’ll look forward to seeing it in action,” the admiral said, “once we deal with whatever aliens are waiting for us in the system.”
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      “I know you weren’t part of the attack the last time we were here,” Irina said, “but I know you watched it. Please tell me that we aren’t recreating that attack all over again.”

      “We’re not,” Baker said. “The admiral listened to me, and we’re doing a number of things differently. First, we’re not making the jump to the Sunshine system in the carrier, so we’ll be ready and in formation once we make the jump. Second, we’re not going in a straight line this time; if they’re waiting for us in the same place they were last time, they’ll be out of position. And finally, our systems have better EMP shielding this time. If they want to throw EMPs, hopefully they won’t affect us.”

      “Hopefully? Now is really the wrong time to start using words like ‘hopefully.’”

      “I don’t know what the aliens will shoot at us, or if they have better weapons than the last time we were here. How about this? If they want to throw EMPs at us, we can be pretty confident they won’t affect us.”

      “Better, but still not the absolute language I’m looking for.”

      “A near miss might still take a fighter out. They did some testing while we were back home; the new shielding works against what we saw last time.”

      “Fine,” she said grumpily.

      “The real question will be whether they upgraded their shielding. Hopefully, the answer to that will be no.”

      “There’s that word again. Hopefully.”

      “We can’t know what they’ll have done. It’s been most of a year since we were here. That would be fast to implement a new system across the entire fleet, but not impossible. For us, anyway. You’re not a supercomputer, and I’m not omniscient.”

      Irina sighed. “Fine. At least we can talk to the locals this time.”

      “Assuming the aliens let us.”

      “You’re just determined to put me into a bad mood today, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t want to; I’m just trying to be realistic. If the aliens are there, we’re not supposed to fight them.”

      “Fine,” Irina said, then she disappeared into the system, leaving Baker by himself in the foyer.

      Irina didn’t show herself again until it was time to make the jump into the Sunshine system, but Baker was too busy to dwell on it as he coordinated the squadron’s positioning in relation to the Pandas.

      As the clock counted down the final seconds prior to jump, Irina returned.

      “Glad to have you back,” Baker said.

      “I couldn’t miss watching you go through the jump,” Irina replied. “It’s one of my guilty pleasures.”

      “Fine,” Baker said with a sigh. “Here we go.” He triggered the jump.
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      “Definitely worth it,” Irina said with a smile as Baker shook off the effects of the jump. “Daiyu agrees that you make funny faces.”

      “You’re still sharing them with her?”

      “Of course. Sofia said they were cute, too, but then again she’d probably get mad that I shared that with you.”

      “You showed them to her?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Really. I didn’t show them to Sofia. Daiyu did. Sofia really did say those things, too.”

      “How about we look for aliens for a few moments? Maybe check the status of the other fighters in the squadron?”

      Irina sighed theatrically. “That’s the first thing I did, even before your face started to contort. All the squadron fighters are here and show as operational. I am not currently tracking any aliens, nor is Daiyu.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Hong says you make funny faces.”

      “What? Now you’re sharing them outside the squadron,  too? It’s one thing to share with Daiyu and Sofia—I mean Commander Jimenez—but it’s another entirely to share—”

      He stopped as Irina started laughing.

      “I didn’t share with Hong,” she said once she’d finally stopped laughing. “Do Daiyu and I share things? Of course. But would either of us share outside the squadron? Absolutely not. Well, not unless it was really funny.”

      “You’re not winning any points right now.”

      “I’m just being realistic.”

      “Fine. I get it.”

      “Good. Then you should answer the Enterprise. They’ve been calling you. Sofia—I mean Commander Jimenez—wants to know if you’re going to answer them or if she should.”

      “You’re a pain sometimes,” Baker muttered.

      “I’m sorry, what?” Irina chuckled, appearing supremely happy with herself. “The Enterprise is still calling.”

      “I know. If you’d leave me alone, I’d get it!” He withdrew from the system, grumbling to himself. “Enterprise, Blaster Three-Nineteen, go ahead.”

      “Blaster Three-Nineteen, Enterprise, we do not show any aliens between us and the planet. Do you concur?”

      “I don’t see anything, still,” Irina noted.

      “Enterprise, Blaster Three-Nineteen, we concur. We don’t show any signs of alien activity.”

      “Blaster Three-Nineteen, you are cleared to proceed to the planet and try to make contact with the local civilization. Do not—I repeat, do NOT engage any aliens there if possible. All other fighters are to return to mother for recovery and initiation of cyclic operations.”

      “Three-Nineteen copies. Proceeding to the planet.” He switched to the unit’s tactical radio. “XO, Jackson, and Bateman, you’re with me. Everyone else, head back to the carrier for recovery. Porter, you have the lead on the way back.”

      “Got it, Skipper,” Porter said. “Everyone else, form on me.”

      Sixteen fighters peeled off; the other three took position on Baker. “All right, here we go.”

      He turned toward the planet and could immediately see things were different from their last time in the system.

      “Are you looking at the long-range telescope?” Baker asked.

      “Yes,” Irina said. “The intel folks are going to be much happier today.”

      Baker nodded to himself. Although they were coming from the dark side of the planet, there was enough light—when enhanced—to make out the surface of the planet. The biggest change from the time before was that there were only a few clouds over the portion of the planet facing them. Although the planet was predominantly water, he was able to make out three Australia-sized continents, with two in the northern hemisphere and one in the south. The northern ones were outlined by the lights of the cities and towns on the coastline. Once again, the electromagnetic spectrum was crowded with signals.

      “Based on the electronic signals you picked up last time and what we’re seeing now, can you tell which continent we visited last time?” Baker asked.

      “Northern hemisphere, continent on the left,” Irina muttered.

      “Is something wrong?” Baker asked. “You sound distracted. I’ve never heard you like that before.”

      “Have you ever tried to listen to five or six conversations at once… and still talk to someone else?”

      “No. Is that what you’re doing?”

      “It’s closer to… ten, but yeah.”

      “I guess from that comment I can infer that your translation program is working?”

      “Yes, although the people from the eastern continent speak it with a weird accent that makes it harder to understand.”

      “So… what are they saying?”

      “Lots of routine stuff. Some sound like old-fashioned phone calls, with people just discussing stupid stuff. And… we’ve now been seen.”

      As she said it, the electronic warfare panel lit up with a number of long-range radars and other targeting emitters.

      “They know we’re coming,” Baker said to the others in his division. “We’re probably outside any defenses they have, but be on the lookout for the aliens, as well.”

      Baker went back to scanning the planet. While the lights from cities large and small outlined the two northern continents—and there were a number of other cities in the interior, too—there didn’t appear to be anything on the southern continent, nor could he find any reason for why that might be. There was no evidence that there had ever been civilization there; there were no ruins along the coast that he could see. Perhaps daylight would shed some light—literally—on the problem, but at the moment, he had no idea.

      “Want to talk to the defense command of Roanoke?”

      “Roanoke? Are you kidding me?”

      “Would you rather talk to the Tikal defense command?”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Try keeping up, would you?” A map superimposed itself on the planet. The continent to the left was labeled Roanoke. The one on the right, Tikal. “I can talk to the Tikal folks, but their accent is funny and hard to pronounce correctly.”

      “You’ve isolated the Roanoke Defense Command radio frequency?”

      “Well, Daiyu actually picked up that one. I got the Tikal one. She has an even harder time with the Tikal variant than I do.”

      Baker shook his head. The whole thing was surreal. He was approaching a new planet that had, maybe, humans on it. Possibly from Earth. And he was going to be the first one to talk to them. What do you say? “Take me to your leader?” I don’t know if I even want to go to their leader! Sure, he’d been given a partial script and some guidelines, but the chain of command had expected to have to fight aliens; they hadn’t spent much time on what was expected of him as an interstellar ambassador’s emissary. There was also the problem—

      “Hey, Irina, I don’t speak the local language. The folks in the chain of command were hoping that if we made it this far, and I told you what to say, you’d translate it. Can you do that?”

      “Yes, but if you want me to do it, I would recommend Roanoke. I’d need to practice my Tikal.”

      “That’s fine. Take up a geostationary position over the Roanoke defense headquarters and we’ll call them.”

      Three-Nineteen turned ten degrees left and a cursor appeared on the map. “That’s where we’re going,” Irina said.

      Baker pulled out his slate and began composing what he wanted to say. What he really wanted was for the ambassador to do it, but with the time lag from the carrier’s position, it was somewhat problematic.

      Before he was ready, they were in position. Baker passed the frequency to the carrier and the rest of the fighters so they could all listen along… even if most of them didn’t speak the language.

      “People of Roanoke and the rest of Sunshine, we come in—”

      “Missile lift off!” Jimenez called. “Two… now three.”

      The telescope shifted. A rocket was lifting on a pillar of flame. At the edge of the picture, flames could be seen from a second site. The view pulled back a little to show four separate launches.

      “Irina, coordinate with Daiyu and take them out,” Baker said.

      The ship rotated on its axis, then spun to face the planet, and the switches on the armament panel moved. Chunk! Chunk! Chunk! The rail gun fired on Irina’s command. After a pause, it fired again. Then again. Baker snuck a peek out the cockpit; Three-Twenty was firing alongside them.

      Baker focused on the radar controls, but Irina already had one of the missiles locked up. After a few seconds, the return turned into a smear as it broke up. The radar shifted to show a second smear.

      “Targets destroyed,” Irina said after a pause. “Most of the wreckage won’t fall on a city.”

      “Most?”

      “One got a little higher than the others. Some of the debris will land in one of the towns.”

      “Is there anything we can do about it?”

      “Not unless you have some magic abilities I’m unaware of.”

      Baker frowned. “Okay, never mind. Let’s try talking to Roanoke Defense Command again.”

      “Ready.”

      “Roanoke Defense Command, this is Blaster Three-Nineteen, representing the TSS Enterprise and planet Earth. Although we come in peace, any use of force will be met with force.”

      Irina translated the message over the radio, then she paused and listened to the response. “They asked what we want.”

      “Roanoke Defense Command, Blaster Three-Nineteen. We have an ambassador who would like to talk to your leaders.”

      “Now?” Irina translated.

      “No. They are on the larger ship following us, but have asked me to arrange a time and place that we could send a shuttle down to pick up your leaders for a conference on our ship.”

      “How do we know you’re not trying to take our leaders as a prelude to an attack on us?”

      “Because I could kill you where you sit right now—no! Don’t translate that,” Baker exclaimed. “That was sarcasm.”

      Irina laughed. “I am well aware of your use of sarcasm. Might I suggest that now isn’t the time for it, though?”

      “Probably not,” Baker muttered. “Okay, try this.” He composed himself and began again. “As you saw when you launched missiles at us, our technology is beyond yours, and we hold your orbitals. We could easily attack you and you wouldn’t be able to stop us. That, however, isn’t the way we do things. We would rather negotiate peacefully with you.”

      “That’s not what happened the last time you were here.”

      “The last time we were here, we were fired upon, and we defended ourselves.”

      “We were told to fire on you, so we did.”

      “Who told you to fire on us?”

      “The overlords who live on the southern continent.”

      “Where are they now? We don’t see anyone on the southern continent.”

      “We do not know. They left a number of—the word he used means a period of ten days—ago, and we haven’t seen them since.”

      “Where did they go?”

      “He said he doesn’t know, and in a tone of voice that makes it sound like you’re stupid for asking him that.” Irina chuckled. “I have to agree with him on that one.”

      “Well, maybe the aliens said something before they left,” Baker said. “It’s not a dumb question.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Just tell them we’ll be back tomorrow at noon to pick up their leader, and ask them where they want us to land our shuttle.”

      Irina went back and forth several times with the person on the radio, then she finally said, “Okay, it’s all set up.”

      “Tomorrow at noon, local?”

      “Just after that, according to the local clocks. Their day has twenty-five hours, so the concept of ‘noon’ isn’t something that translated very well.”

      “Anything else?”

      “They suggested we show them how serious we are about peace by withdrawing from their planet.”

      Baker nodded. “That’s probably a good idea before they start shooting at us again.”
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      “So that’s it,” Baker said in summary. “We said thanks and returned to the ship.” He looked around the audience. “Are there any questions?”

      “I have several,” Sir Stratford Macartney, the ambassador, said. Something about his snooty English accent rubbed Baker the wrong way. It’s the way he looks down on everyone, not the “Sir” attached to his name that’s the worst part of it. At least I think it is, anyway. “First, you said there were two continents with inhabitants. How did you pick this one to talk to? This… Roanoke?”

      “It was the one that my SI said she could understand and talk to the best. Apparently, the other civilization has quite a bit of accent, and we didn’t want to say or do the wrong thing.”

      “Well you may very well have done just that,” Macartney said. He shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Baker said. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “You chose one side, leaving the other out. A proper diplomat would have invited both sides to the meeting.”

      “Sorry. We can send someone to them.”

      “It’s far too late for that.” Macartney pronounced it “fahr.” “It will now be upon me to fix your egregious oversight.” He looked up suddenly. “Were there any other societies you haven’t told us about?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you approached the planet from one side and then left. Are there any other continents and civilizations on the other side of the planet?”

      “Irina didn’t mention any…”

      “Who is Irina?”

      “That’s the SI I fly with.”

      “And you didn’t think to ask?”

      “Actually, sir, I didn’t. My tasking was to get a point of contact, which I did.”

      “And disrupted the whole ambassadorial process at the same time, too, didn’t you?”

      Baker took a deep breath before he said what was on his mind, then he let it out slowly. “Perhaps I did, sir. Perhaps not.” And maybe if you’d attended the planning meeting, you could have given me a tip or two on what to say.

      Macartney sniffed. “We shall see.”

      Baker looked toward Admiral Vasquez. “Any other questions, sir?”

      “No. I think that will be plenty for today, thank you.”
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      Irina tilted her head and glared at Baker. “Say that again?”

      “The ambassador didn’t like the job I did with first contact, so we’re going to stay here in orbit and provide translation services for him as his shuttle goes in to get the Roanoke leadership.”

      “You mean he didn’t like the job we did in making first contact.”

      “No, he seemed pretty annoyed with the choices I made.”

      “I’m the one who chose to talk to Roanoke first. You said that was what he was most mad at.”

      “Well…”

      “Screw him,” Irina said. “He can translate for himself. I’m the one who figured out their language. He wants to complain about the manner in which I do things, tell him to come fly his own damn fighter and do his own damn translation.”

      “We could use some allies in the war with the aliens. We also need to know more about them, and the people on this planet could probably supply that information.”

      “If he’s so smart, he ought to go talk to the locals then, shouldn’t he?”

      “That’s what he’s doing, but he needs the assistance of a brilliant SI to help him do so effectively.”

      “I see what you’re doing, you know. You’re just trying to butter me down or whatever that saying is.”

      “Butter you ‘up.’” Baker smiled. “Maybe I am.”

      “Why? Didn’t he belittle you in front of the admiral?”

      “He did.”

      “Then why do you want to help him?”

      “I don’t want to help him, but I very much want his mission to succeed. Anything we can learn about the aliens will help us in the war.”

      “Hmpf.”

      Baker sighed.“You know what’s going to happen, right?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If you’re not going to help, they’re going to launch Daiyu to come translate.”

      “She won’t do it if I ask her not to.”

      “Maybe not. At that point, they’d probably send Hong.”

      “They’d send Hong in our place?”

      One of Baker’s eyebrows rose. “Did you tell him about the language?”

      “Well… uh… maybe. He was flying last night while you were sleeping and needed to know the language so he could help them work out all the protocols.”

      “Then yes, they would send him. And I’m sure he’d love the chance to make the Chinese squadron look good.”

      “Panda bears don’t look good,” Irina said. “They’re cute, at best, but they’re certainly not ferocious. And it’s a dumb logo for a squadron. I thought so last cruise, and it’s even dumber now that they resurrected the squadron for a second go-round. They should have just let it die.”

      “And yet, they’re going to get to be the ones who assist in making first contact.”

      “Too late for that. We already made first contact.”

      “Okay, they’re going to be part of history for helping to facilitate the first conference between humans and another race.”

      “They aren’t another race, just humans living on another planet.”

      “Now you’re just stalling. You know you want to be part of this.”

      “Do you?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Hmpf.”

      Baker chuckled.

      Irina stomped a foot. “What?”

      “You’re funny when you’re angry. Especially once you reach the point where you’ve decided to help out but have to draw it out as long as possible.”

      “And you’re annoying when you’re right.”

      Baker smiled.

      “Thankfully, it doesn’t happen that often, so I don’t have to deal with it much.”

      Baker’s smile faded.

      “Okay. I’ll translate for Sir Stratford Yells-a-Lot.” She shrugged. “His name is as stupid as the Panda Bears, for the record.”

      “I think so too, but let’s just keep that between us, all right?”

      “Fine.” A cushy chair appeared behind her and she collapsed into it. “Do I get to blow anything up?”

      “If everything goes right, no, but I’ll see if we can’t get an ordnance flight tomorrow. We still have a couple of pilots who don’t have their nuclear delivery qualifications. We could go blow up some asteroids.”

      “I’d rather blow up Sir Stupid.”

      “But since we can’t do that…”

      “I’ll pretend he’s an asteroid.”

      “Good.”

      She sighed. “What’s the plan?”

      “We sit in geosynchronous orbit overhead the pickup spot and play translator while the shuttle that just launched goes down and gets the leaders. Apparently there are three who are coming up.”

      The radar locked onto the shuttle and tracked it as it started down toward the planet’s surface. “Is the shuttle going down by itself?” Irina asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t think it should have some fighters along with it? Their air force may be the best of 1960s technology… but even that could bring down an unarmed shuttle.”

      “I mentioned that in the briefing and was told that I didn’t know anything about diplomacy. We have to show them that we trust them if we’re ever to gain their trust.”

      “What ever happened to ‘trust but verify?’”

      “It went out with Ronald Reagan?”

      “You know that is an old Russian proverb, da? Doveryai, no proveryai. It rhymes.”

      “Maybe we need a Russian ambassador.”

      “It is easier to negotiate with your foot on their throat.”

      “I’m not sure that’s how negotiation is supposed to work, though.”

      “Po-ta-to, po-tah-to.” Irina shrugged. “I’m just saying.” She paused, then called, “Fighters launching from the base to the south!”

      The telescope snapped to them as the radar locked on. “Looks like a section of old Russian fighters,” Baker said. “MiG-17s or MiG-19s. I don’t know my ancient fighter recce. I do know that those are air-to-air missiles under their wings, though.”

      “MiG-19s. Irina said. “The horizontal stabilizer is lower on the tail.”

      Baker’s brows knit as he looked at her.

      “There was an air base near where I grew up.” She shrugged. “They had a museum of the history of Russian aviation. I spent a lot of time there.” She nodded at the telescope picture. “Shouldn’t you warn them?”

      “Yeah.” He switched to the radio. “Shuttle Four-Oh-One, Blaster Three-Nineteen,” Baker called. “You have fighters launching from the base south of you!”

      “Three-Nineteen, Four-Oh-One,” the shuttle replied. “The ambassador says that’s part of the protocol. He thanks you for your concern but… uh… suggests you stand by quietly until you’re needed.”

      “Stand by quietly?” Irina raged. “Are you kidding me? Armed fighters are heading in their direction and we should quietly stand by?” She shook her head. “He deserves it if they shoot him down.”

      “Doesn’t look like you’re going to get your wish, though,” Baker said as the two fighters joined up on the shuttle and flew in formation with it. “Looks like they’re the honor guard.”

      They watched as the shuttle continued to the rendezvous, which was a large estate in the countryside. When told that the Terrans’ shuttle could land vertically—the locals had a helicopter variant, so they understood the concept—they had suggested the president’s villa in the countryside. It was away from the city, which would make security for the event easier.

      The estate looked like a working farm, as a number of fields surrounded the estate that were all growing the same thing. Barns and sheds dotted the nearby fields, which were being worked by groups of people.

      The fighters broke off from the shuttle as it arrived at the villa and slowed, but they continued to circle overhead. The shuttle descended toward a large landing pad a couple hundred meters from the main house that was surrounded by forest. A delegation stood at one end of it, and a man stepped forward, making hand gestures to assist the shuttle pilot in landing the craft.

      A flash of light from the edge of the forest caught Baker’s eye. “Is that someone in the tree line?”

      Irina flipped the telescope to infrared. Armed personnel were scattered throughout the trees on one side of the pad. “They have a lot of security personnel for this,” Irina said.

      “No,” Baker exclaimed, horrified. “They’re not protecting the shuttle, they’re aiming at it!” He switched to the radio. “Shuttle Four-Oh-One, abort! Abort! Abort! There are armed men in the trees!”

      Whether the pilot didn’t get the message, ignored it, or just couldn’t wave off in time, the shuttle settled to the concrete. The men stepped out of the trees and began firing.
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      A platoon of men, about thirty in number, raised what looked like rifles and fired. Judging by the recoil and puffs of smoke, the weapons were automatics.

      “Enterprise, Blaster Three-Nineteen! They’re firing on the shuttle!”

      “Say again, Three-Nineteen?” the tech on the carrier asked. “Who’s firing?”

      “Enterprise, this is Blaster Three-Nineteen. The locals are firing on the shuttle.” On the telescope, the shuttle started to rise.

      “Go, go, go!” Irina urged in a low voice. “Get out of there!”

      Two rocket trails leaped from the tree line and slammed into the back of the shuttle. It crashed back to the ground amidst the smoke from the twin detonations.

      “Enterprise, the shuttle is down!”

      The fighter rolled inverted and fell toward the planet at full speed. “What’s your plan, Irina?” Baker asked as the Gs built.

      “I get my wish to blow something up after all,” she replied through gritted teeth. “Everybody in that field is about to die.”

      The skin of the ship started to glow and Irina rolled the fighter back upright and slowed slightly.

      “Let’s start with the fighters,” Baker said, slewing the radar to the aircraft. In his ears, a host of radar warnings went off as vehicles rolled out of the barns and radars began spinning. “Shit! It’s a trap!”

      “You know what, though? It’s not the right kind of trap for me.” Irina pushed the controls forward so they were diving straight toward the planet.

      Baker pulled out of the system enough to look through his eyes. The planet filled the entire canopy, and it was growing rapidly. Butterflies filled his stomach and jostled each other to get out.

      “You’ve… um. You’ve got this, right?” Baker asked.

      “Shut up and shoot those fighters down. I’m busy.”

      Baker flipped the armament panel switches with his mind as he locked up the first fighter. They were a little out of the missile’s range, but the missile designer had never planned for it to be used as the fighter fell from space, straight down upon the unsuspecting prey.

      “Fox one on the lead!” Baker called as the first missile left the rails. He nudged the cursors to the left and locked up the wingman. “Fox one on the trail.” As the missile sped away, the fighter snap rolled, steadied up, and the armament panel shifted to the rail gun.

      Chunk! Chunk! Chunk! The fighter shifted left. Chunk! Chunk! Chunk! It shifted down, then right. Chunk! Chunk! Chunk! Chunk!

      Several of the radars dropped off the system, but two others went to a higher warble as the locals launched missiles at them.

      Baker could physically feel the radar locks snap into place on him, and he toggled the chaff and flare dispensers. One of the radars moved off as it lost the track. Irina fired another round of chaff and brought three-nineteen to a screaming halt. The missile lock fell away. “It was a doppler lock,” she muttered as the missile screamed past and detonated. Several pieces of shrapnel pinged off the fighter, but none hard enough to cause any damage.

      “Shoot at me, will you?” The fighter spun 180 degrees, and the rail gun fired an extended burst. “You won’t do that again.” Irina spun the fighter back toward the pad, and Baker concentrated on the telescope. The pad was easy to find; just follow the smoke trail from the burning shuttle.

      “Wait!” Baker yelled as Irina armed the rail gun again.

      “What?” Irina asked, her voice nearly a scream.

      “There are friendlies.” He tagged the image where two people were being pulled from the front of the shuttle. Two more stood nearby with rifles pointed at them.

      “Arrrgh!” Irina screamed. “What do we do?”

      Dread hit Baker like a bucket of cold water, extinguishing the flames that had been driving him. “There’s nothing we can do,” he said as more radars illuminated, including several airborne ones. “We’re not equipped to do this. All we’re going to do is get them killed. Abort. Take us back to the Enterprise. We can do a lot of things… but this isn’t one of them.”

      “Fine.” The fighter turned and accelerated straight up. A number of missiles raced after them, but they fell away as the fighter reached space.

      Baker took a couple of calming breaths and realized the voice he’d been hearing in the back of his mind was the carrier calling him.

      “Three-Nineteen, Enterprise. What the hell is going on out there?” Baker recognized Admiral Vasquez’s voice on the radio. Oh, shit. This isn’t going to be good.
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      “That’s about it,” Baker said in summary. His eyes swept the room. He hadn’t seen this many people crowded in for a flight debrief since… well, since last cruise when everything had started going to shit. At least they’d carried the day back then. Today—even though there were a lot more locals dead than Terrans—today didn’t feel like a win. Judging by the looks on everyone else’s faces, they didn’t think it was a win either. “The shuttle crashed, and we destroyed a lot of their equipment in the area, but we weren’t able to rescue the crew of the shuttle or ambassador.”

      The admiral—who’d walked in halfway through the debrief—shook his head. “I don’t get it. You say you weren’t able to rescue them, but what was your plan to rescue them in the first place? How would you have gotten anyone out of there?”

      “My plan—the initial one, anyway—was to take out the defenses. I hoped to land next to the shuttle and grab the ambassador if I could. I had an open seat; I could have brought him back to the ship.”

      “What would you have done with the shuttle crew and the two Marines with him?”

      Baker shrugged and shook his head. “I don’t know that there’s anything I could have done, aside from maybe use the fighter to hold off the locals until a rescue attempt could be mounted. My goal was to rescue the ambassador.”

      “That’s not much of a plan,” the intel officer said.

      “I may not have been terribly dispassionate about it,” Baker said, meeting his eyes, “and I didn’t have a whole lot of time to sit back and dot all the Is and cross the Ts. I did what I could, in the moment, to try to get to him before the locals could grab him. I’m sorry the plan doesn’t meet your approval, but I’m curious what you think I could have done better?”

      “Well, you needed more assistance than what you had. You should have returned to the carrier.”

      “And then they would have snatched the ambassador anyway, and we’d be in the same place we are now,” Baker said. “Of course, they wouldn’t have a bunch of their defenses smashed if I’d done that. If nothing else, they know that we can kick the shit out of them if we want.”

      “Breathe, Commander,” the admiral said. “We need to all think—and act—calmly to figure out what we’re going to do.” He glared at the intel officer a second, then he turned back to Baker. “I’m not sure destroying all those things was the best idea, as it’s probably going to make them mad, but it’s all water under the bridge now. We’ll have to see what we can come up with and what their intentions are.”

      Vasquez stood. “I’d like my staff to come with me so we can begin planning for our response.” He waved Baker back to his seat. “You’ve already done enough today, Lance. Send one of your department heads or your XO. You need to take a little time and get yourself back together.” He turned and left the room.

      Baker turned toward where he’d seen Jimenez in the crowd. “I sent Stan Jackson to attend,” she said.

      “It’s probably better if you go.”

      “Maybe, but I’d like to talk with you a minute.” She looked around the room. Although most of the people were filtering out, a number were standing around as if waiting to see what would happen next. “Not here.”

      Baker sighed. “Yeah.” He pushed himself away from the table and stood. “Let’s go.”

      He led her back to his stateroom, one of the few places where they could get any privacy on the ship. He took a seat on the bed and motioned for her to take the chair at the desk. “What’s up?”

      Jimenez gazed penetratingly at him. “What really happened out there?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what really happened out there? I was talking to one of the members of the admiral’s staff when the operation fell apart, and I watched it from the tactical plot. They were screaming at you on the radio, and you never replied—you just went about destroying everything in the area and generally causing hate and discontent.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “The admiral is right. The locals may have had a plan to trade the ambassador back or”—she threw her hands in the air—“or I have no idea what they might have wanted, but whatever plans they had went out the door when you went crazy and started blowing up everything you could get your missiles on.”

      She tilted her head. “So, when I ask, ‘what really happened out there,’ I mean, what the hell really happened out there?”

      Baker shrugged and looked at the floor. After a couple seconds, he shook his head and sighed. “I don’t know. I snapped. Maybe it was Irina who snapped, and I went along with her.” He paused and chewed the inside of his cheek. “Remember when Daiyu ran from the battle? Remember you said all you could feel was her fear, and it overwhelmed you?”

      “I do.” Jimenez shuddered visibly at the memory.

      “It was like that, but it was rage. Pure, simple rage. Irina was mad at how the ambassador treated us and was already in a mood. When they shot down the shuttle, she snapped and attacked. We came screaming out of space like some sort of Valkyrie, bent on gathering up every single soul we could.” Baker’s breath caught and he paused for a second.

      “That story about saving the ambassador?” he asked when he could speak again. Jimenez nodded. “That’s all it was. A story. I made it up when we were returning. We had no plan except to kill them all. And—all other things being equal—I think we would have continued to kill until we either ran out of ammunition or they killed us. And I’m not sure we would have stopped when we ran out of ammunition; we might have continued… although I don’t know how.”

      Baker shook his head. “It was a simple, blind fury.”

      “What changed?”

      “I saw the locals dragging the pilots out of the wreck of the shuttle as we were going back to kill all the betrayers. That’s what ran through my mind, and the only thing I could think of. ‘Kill the betrayers.’” He let out a shuddering breath, and a tear rolled down his cheek. “We would have, too. We would have killed every last one of them, and we probably would have shot up the bodies. The anger… the hatred…” He shook his head, then wiped away the tear.

      “Wow,” Jimenez said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I knew the story wasn’t true,” she continued in a more normal tone. “I have a feeling the admiral didn’t buy it, either, but I had no idea…”

      She sighed. “Yeah, I remember the fear. How it overwhelmed me. I was terrified. Just like all you could think of was killing, all I could think of was running. The system takes the emotion the SI is broadcasting and amplifies it. For Daiyu, it was fear. For Irina, it’s rage. What do you think it is for Hong?”

      “I don’t know,” Baker said. “But we probably need to speak to his pilot and warn him.” He shook his head. “We both got away pretty easily. You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t run. I survived the rage and made it out. Hong’s pilot might not be so lucky.”
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      “Good morning,” the Marine said from the podium the next morning. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Major Jason Struthers, and I’ll be leading the assault to retake the ambassador.”

      “Do we really need an ‘assault’ to get them back?” the deputy chief of mission asked from the front row. “I still say that we should work on a more diplomatic solution.”

      “It depends,” Struthers replied. “How badly do you want him back? I’m all for a better approach, but the locals haven’t even made any demands yet. They haven’t even tried to contact us.”

      “Well maybe…”

      “Maybe they’ll wait until they’re done torturing him,” Struthers said. “Or torturing the Marine and Navy pilots they captured with him, while making him watch. Is that what you’d like?”

      “Well, no. I’d—”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but the longer we waste time, the harder it’s going to be to get him back. I’ve been given this mission, and I’m going to accomplish it.” He looked out to the audience. “I know it’s been a busy night, and some of us haven’t gotten as much sleep as we’d have liked, but I appreciate all the effort that’s gone into this. We have a plan that is robust, and I’m ready to move forward with it. I will be briefing the overall plan, and then we’ll break down into the individual unit-level briefs.”

      Struthers cleared his throat. “After the… events of yesterday, a pilot was able to track the ambassador and his party as they were moved to a base a couple hundred miles away.”

      Jimenez leaned over to Baker. “It was Hong and his pilot, Commander Zhang Jinan. He’s been up all night following them.”

      Baker nodded, having already guessed that it was probably the Chinese SI doing the tracking.

      “At any other time in our history, this base might have been classified as ‘impregnable,’” Struthers continued. “It is on a peninsula on the southeast portion of the Roanoke continent. The waters around it are mined, and there are a number of warships in the vicinity. The approaches from landward are similarly mined and defended by an Army division, and it is protected from the air by a variety of anti-aircraft defenses, both guns and missiles. If the other inhabitants of the planet wanted to attack it, they’d need a huge force to take it.”

      Struthers smiled. “It would be easier just to nuke it and be done with it, but they have something we want—our people—and we’re going to take them back.”

      “The one issue we have is transportation; we only have one shuttle remaining to insert our forces and extract them at the end. The shuttle has to be protected at all costs, and we can’t go in to snatch our people until the conditions are met for our safe entry.” He chuckled. “Or as safe as can be in a combat environment.”

      “But you just said it was impregnable,” the deputy chief of mission noted.

      “I said, ‘at any other time in our history’ it would have been impregnable, and honestly, until yesterday, I would have thought the same thing.”

      “What happened?” Admiral Vasquez asked.

      Struthers nodded to Baker in the back of the audience. “I watched the tapes of Commander Baker’s reprisal yesterday,” he said with a smile. “He single-handedly took on a similar number of systems, wiping out many of them and inflicting massive damage on the defenders, prior to leaving without receiving any damage. I intend to use those capabilities to breach the locals’ defenses and hold them at bay while my Marines go in and rescue our people.

      “The Panda Bears will take out the ships off the coast, while the Blasters neutralize the air defenses on the base. After that, both squadrons will provide a barrier to keep the Army forces off-base. Once the air defenses are eliminated, the Marines will approach the peninsula from the seaward side.”

      He turned on the holographic projector to show a large building. “The shuttle will make a low pass, and we will jump, using our exoskeletons, to land safely here”—he pointed to a parking lot next to the building—“where we’ll assemble. We will then assault the building, recover our personnel, and egress to rejoin the shuttle here on the other side of the building from where we entered. My force will be in contact with both squadrons for any assistance we need dealing with forces that are bigger than we can handle on our own. Once we’re aboard the shuttle, we’ll exit the area of operations, and the fighters will egress after us.”

      “What’s your go/no-go criteria?” Vasquez asked.

      “We need the shuttle and thirty troopers, which is what the shuttle will hold. I’m planning on taking First Platoon, and can substitute anyone who can’t make it from Second Platoon. I need at least half of each of the squadrons. Based on what I’ve seen, I’d be a lot happier with having all the SIs there.”

      The XO of the Panda Bears, Commander Sun Chunhua, raised her hand. “Commander Jinan won’t be able to be there after spending the night tracking the hostages.”

      “Yes, ma’am; I’m aware. That’s why your squadron has the shipping side. The Blasters—with hopefully both of their SIs—can kick down the door at the base and then hold the Army until you get there to assist. With both of your squadrons causing hate and discontent, I don’t see the Army forces being an issue.”

      Chunhua nodded once.

      “You’re sure you can do this with just thirty troops?” Vasquez asked.

      “Sir, if the fighters can force an opening, we can get in there. They have never seen anything the likes of our troopers in their exoskeletons. And if they somehow have seen something like it, they will know to fear us.”

      “Very well,” the admiral said with a nod. “You are cleared for the assault, with a time on top of three hours from now.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Struthers said. “We’ll bring them back.”

      “I know you will.”

      Baker and Jimenez started to follow the rest of the audience as the briefing broke up, but Struthers called out after them.

      “Yes?” Baker asked.

      “Are you able to do what I’m asking of you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, yesterday wasn’t just an aberration, right? That’s something you can do again? Because they’re going to know we’re coming, and they’re going to have everything out and ready.”

      “We can do it,” Baker said. “The first wave will be loaded with primarily anti-radar missiles, so we’ll get a bunch of them on the ingress. We’ll also save weapons stations for a guided missile and an anti-air missile. Whatever comes to meet us, we’ll be ready for. If something pops up, or you need our assistance, just give us a call.”

      Struthers nodded. “Just get me in there, and I’ll get it done.” He smiled. “After yesterday, though, I’m glad you’re on our side.” He ran off to chase someone else down, and Baker and Jimenez left the briefing room.

      “What did he mean by the last comment?” Baker asked.

      “Someone in intel took it upon themselves to make a “greatest hits” video, compiling the video from yesterday with some stuff they had on file from last cruise, and then setting it to music. It was supposed to be a gag, but somehow it got out of intel and is making the rounds. I guess Struthers must have seen it.”

      “Great. Now there’s a video I have to live up to.” Baker shook his head.

      “I’ve seen it, and living up to it will be tough—some of the footage they used wasn’t even yours. I know one of the scenes of an alien fighter blowing up was mine.” Jimenez smiled. “Glory hog.”

      “I never wanted that. You know I didn’t.”

      “Nope; we were just the wrong people in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “And here we are again.”

      “Yeah.”

      Baker stopped. “Do you think Daiyu is going to be all right going into battle? There are likely to be a lot of missiles in the air.”

      “She’ll be fine. She was good during the last part of the cruise after her integration; she should be fine now.”

      Baker nodded. “After yesterday, I just wanted to ask. Just be aware of it and don’t let yourself—or her—get out of control.”

      “I promise.” Jimenez held his eyes. “The same could be said for you.”

      “I know. We’ll be good.”

      “And so will we.”

      “Good, because you and I will be leading the assault.”

      “You’ve got a plan?”

      “I do.”
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      “So that’s what we’re going to do,” Baker said after explaining the plan to Irina. “Basically, it’s like yesterday, but we try to rein it back a little.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “We did kind of get a little out of control at the end… and this time there are friendlies out there. Let’s not get lost in the orgy of slaughter and lose all control.”

      “Hmpf.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “You think I was the one lost in your ‘orgy of slaughter?’ I was the rational one. You were the one who let themselves go.”

      Arguing with her prior to combat isn’t going to solve anything. “Okay, maybe I did.” Baker smiled. “I will try to keep myself under control and be a good squadron leader, and I’d appreciate it if you’d help me out.”

      “I can do that. And still blow things up.”

      “I know that. And today, we’re going to blow up a lot of shit.”

      “Great. I’m ready to go if you are.”

      Baker checked in on the squadron. One fighter was having issues, but the other eighteen were up and ready to go. He motioned to the ground crew that he was ready to taxi, and within moments, he was on the catapult. At the forward end of the hangar, he could see the Marines loading into the shuttle. He could almost imagine the deck shaking as the armored suits stomped up the ramp and took their seats along the bulkheads and up the center bench.

      “What do you think, Irina?” Baker asked, flipping the image of the Marines boarding into the system. “Think they’ll make a suit for you to inhabit?”

      She shuddered. “That is not the way I want to go out. Thank you, but I’ll stay right here.”

      Baker shook his head. He agreed with Irina; he wouldn’t have wanted the Marines’ jobs for all the money in the world… but then again, most of them probably didn’t want his. People tended to gravitate toward the way they wanted to face their fears. The catapult officer signaled, Baker ran up the fighter’s engines, and then he was out into space.

      The rest of the squadron joined up, and he could see the Pandas forming up on the other side of the carrier. Now all they needed…

      “Enterprise, Shuttle Four-Oh-Two. We’re up and proceeding on mission.”

      Baker switched to the back radio. “All right Blasters, we’re on. Stay tight, follow your leads, and let’s go get our people.” Over the system, he said, “We’re up, Irina.”

      “Here we go,” she replied, turning the fighter toward the planet.

      Baker reached out through the electronic support measures suite. Designed to detect, identify, and locate sources of electromagnetic energy, the system presented a picture of the entities in space and on the planet based on their emissions. At the moment, there were two sources of electronic emissions—the carrier behind him and the planet in front. Search radars emanated from both, but while there were only a couple behind him, there were dozens coming from the planet.

      Some were easily ignored as they came from the other continent, but he had a thought as he deselected them. What if the continents were aligned and one fed info to the other? Too late to do anything about it now, but we definitely need to look at that if we have to come back. For all he knew, the SIs might even have the answer to that question and no one had ever bothered to ask them about it.

      “Lots of things to turn into scrap metal today,” Irina said, seeing where his attention was.

      “Yeah. As we get closer, work with Daiyu to ensure we don’t overlap on any of them. There are plenty of targets for everyone.”

      The Blasters and Pandas started down through the atmosphere. Although they were outside the range of most of the indigenous missiles, there were a few systems—perhaps designed to defeat strategic nuclear weapons like we had on Earth?—that launched against them. The armament panel configured itself, and Irina launched a number of rail gun rounds downrange. A quick glance showed Daiyu, who was on their wing, doing the same.

      The operators manning the systems launched a second series of missiles, which were similarly dealt with, then they were below the horizon from the long-range systems and out of their view. The two squadrons continued down toward the ocean, well away from the land mass, and then they split up, with the Chinese squadron moving to the east. The shuttle stayed behind the Blasters as they descended, using them as a missile and fighter screen.

      Baker reached the orbit point and established a racetrack pattern for the squadron to hold at until their ingress time. The shuttle established its own pattern, south and west from them. It was far enough away so that it didn’t cause a conflict, but still close enough they could get fighter support if needed.

      At the scheduled time, Baker and his division of five fighters turned toward the target and accelerated to their attack speed, with the other three divisions each following two miles behind the one in front of them.

      Although they were low and far enough out that the locals’ radars couldn’t see them, they began picking up electromagnetic energy while they were still over two hundred kilometers out. That didn’t bother Baker in the slightest, until they began picking up the air-to-air radars. “Enemy fighters inbound,” Irina called at the same time Baker said it over the radio.

      Baker energized the radar and reached out to find the enemy fighters. It wasn’t difficult; the incoming aircraft weren’t stealthy in the slightest and were easy to acquire. Dozens of fighters were coming toward them. Baker increased the scale, and they squeezed together in several very large blobs. “Wow,” Baker muttered. “There sure are a lot of them.”

      “I don’t know how many are in their air force,” Irina said, “but it looks like all of them are headed toward us. I make at least eighty—no, make that about one hundred—individual contacts.”

      “You’re going to get your wish,” Baker said. “There are lots to blow up.” I just wish we’d brought more air-to-air missiles. Quantity has a quality all its own.

      “Stand by to fire,” Baker called as Irina and Daiyu assigned targets to the individual aircraft.

      “Ready,” Irina said. “Hurry. With them jockeying around, this won’t be clean.”

      “Fire!” Baker ordered. His fighter only carried one air-to-air missile, and it launched from under his right wing. The smoke trails of thirty-nine missiles raced away, and the enemy fighters began maneuvering. “Looks like their radars aren’t too bad,” Baker noted. “This isn’t going to work.”

      The plan had been to mass fire missiles and then detach one division to destroy any remaining fighters before the shuttle passed through, but there were way more enemy fighters than expected.

      “Blaster Three-Nineteen, Panda One-Oh-Two, do you have any extra attack missiles?” the Panda XO radioed. “There are more ships than expected, and we’re running low.”

      “Sorry, One-Oh-Two. We’re dealing with way more fighters than expected. We’ll send it when available, but it will be a bit.”

      “One-Oh-Two, understood. Out.”

      “This shit’s falling apart,” Baker noted.

      “For being backward-ass locals, they did a good job hiding their hardware from intel,” Irina said.

      “Too good.” Baker thought quickly, then radioed, “All Blasters, change in plan. We can’t leave any fighters behind us. First division will go to 20k, second to 15k, third to 10k and fourth to 5k for individual combat. Let’s take ’em out.” He released the transmitter and said to Irina, “This is going to suck.”

      “Here we go,” she said as she maneuvered the fighter up to the assigned altitude. As they climbed, they got a better view of the incoming force. “And yes, it’s going to suck.”

      The enemy fighters got their first look at the F-77s, and they began firing missiles. Chaff and flares blossomed from the Terran fighters, filling the skies with countermeasures. The enemy missiles scattered so randomly that a number of fighters were damaged—almost accidentally—although only two appeared to have been directly targeted and received any real damage.

      Irina fired the rail gun at a division of fighters coming toward them, gently skewing the rounds back and forth, and destroyed two before they merged with the enemy fighters. She killed the fighter’s momentum and spun back around on the other two as they were initiating a turn back toward Three-Nineteen, and was immediately at their six o’clock position. The two fighters separated into two directions, but it didn’t help them. The lead vanished in a hail of rail gun fire, the second followed five seconds later as she spun back to the wingman and smashed a round through the cockpit.

      “Too easy,” Irina said with a laugh.

      Baker indicated the ammunition-remaining counter. “Easy, but we’re already down to two-thirds of our rounds remaining, and we haven’t gotten to the missiles or the Army forces yet.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. I hope the others haven’t used all their rounds up, or we’re going to be screwed.”

      Baker pulled back and scanned the skies for any additional enemy aircraft but didn’t immediately see any. The link picture showed the rest of his craft in slow turns rather than maneuvering, so it didn’t appear anyone else saw any of the locals’ fighters either. Three now indicated major damage, though, and Three-Fourteen no longer showed up on the display.

      “Say status, Three-Oh-Two, Three-Oh-Nine, and Three-Fifteen?”

      “Three-Oh-Two, my starboard thrusters are out. I can continue in-atmo, but it’ll be shit maneuvering in space.”

      “Roger,” Baker said. Good thing Ikehara can stay. We’ll need his weapons. “Three-Oh-Nine?”

      “Three-Oh-Nine. I took some shrapnel through the canopy. I can continue.”

      “Three-Sixteen,” Lieutenant Commander Ramirez called. “I can see Three-Oh-Nine. There’s a lot of blood on the remaining canopy.”

      “I tell you, I’m good,” Lieutenant Stevenson. “It was superficial. I patched it up, and I’m fine to continue. I have enough oxygen to return to the carrier when needed.”

      “Fine, Stay, but if you get worse, go back to the carrier. Three-Fifteen?”

      “I took damage to my fusion plant,” Lieutenant Commander Jackson replied. “I have a slow coolant leak, but I can continue a bit longer.”

      “That’s negative, Three-Fifteen,” Baker said. You don’t mess with a coolant leak. “Head back to the Enterprise.”

      “But—”

      “It’s not a request, Three-Fifteen. That’s an order.”

      “Blasters, Three-Nineteen, here we go.” Baker mentally pushed forward on the stick as he accelerated, diving down to five hundred meters. The other divisions formed up alongside as he turned inbound to the target and continued accelerating to six hundred knots. He could feel the enemy radars trying to lock onto them, but the F-77s were stealthier than what the radars were built to find, and they were still below the curvature of the planet.

      Irina and Daiyu sifted through the radar signatures, parsing out targets to the other fighters. The plan was to take out the search and surveillance radars first, then the targeting radars with whatever missiles were left. Without the search radars, the missile system operators would have to use their targeting radars to find them, which would be like looking through a straw. Possible, but much harder.

      As they reached eighty kilometers from the target and came within view of the enemy weapons systems, the first division fired their anti-radar missiles and climbed to five thousand meters, presenting a target to stimulate the radars. Ten seconds later, the second division fired, then the third. The missiles were smart enough to find a new target if the emitters they were aimed at went down—destroyed or simply turned off—but they needed separation so that two didn’t go for the same radar.

      In Baker’s mind, having the operators turn off the emitters was just as good as a hard kill. He just wanted to get close to the target area without getting shot down. The locals succeeded in launching a few missiles, but then they flew off target as the radars guiding them fell victim to the Blasters’ anti-radiation missiles.

      Several more radars illuminated from beyond the target area—the Army was getting into the game, too. Baker had expected more from the Army on the ingress, but they must have caught the ground force sleeping. Missiles sped off from the fourth division, and the radars went silent. Forty kilometers out, and the way was clear to the target.

      “Four-Oh-Two, Blaster Three-Nineteen, cleared to ingress.”

      “Four-Oh-Two is inbound.”

      On the link, the icon for the shuttle left its orbit to follow the Blasters.

      Baker was about to detach two fighters to go help the Chinese as they reached thirty kilometers, but then the radar warning gear went crazy, with dozens of individual radars activating. “Mechanized radars.” Irina swore. “They must have moved the Army into the target area.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Baker muttered. We didn’t catch them sleeping—they stole a march on us and are more prepared than we expected! “Everyone, down to the deck!”

      Irina took over and guided the fighter down to about ten meters above the water. Baker looked out the canopy. Happily, it was relatively flat—one big rogue wave, and they were going to lose some fighters.

      “Four-Oh-Two, Blaster Three-Nineteen, hold where you are. We’re going to have to deal with Army vehicles in the target area.”

      “Wilco.”

      “What do you think, Irina? More than we can deal with?”

      “Are you asking if we should abort?”

      “Yeah. What do you think?”

      “I think I’m tired of screwing around with these idiots. I’d haul off and nuke them from orbit if they didn’t have the ambassador.”

      “But they do.”

      “And we’re going to take him back, right now. If we give them more time, they’ll just bring in more defenses, and we’ll have to fight our way back through them again. If we want the ambassador, now’s the time to get him.”

      Baker nodded. Irina is right—this is our one chance. But it’s going to get messy.

      “Blasters—give me one orbit to sort this out. Right three-sixty, execute.”

      As the squadron made a circle, Baker pulled up the map of the peninsula and divided it up into four parts, each roughly five kilometers long. “First Division has the first part of the peninsula, where it leaves the mainland. Second Division the next five kilometers, and so forth. Stay in your area to keep us deconflicted, and blow the shit out of everything down there. Any questions?”

      There weren’t any, and the Blasters pressed forward again. Baker flipped on the telescope. The cliffs they were approaching were ringed with radar and missile vehicles, and Baker chuckled grimly.

      “What?” Irina asked.

      “They’re above us,” Baker said. “Their radars can’t see us. As long as we stay here, we can pick them off.”

      “Blasters, Blaster Three-Nineteen, hold position and fire!”

      Baker mentally reached for the armament panel, but the switches were already in motion. Irina selected the station for the ground attack missile on their left wing—their last missile—locked it onto a vehicle with a spinning radar, and launched it.

      Several other missiles raced out to meet the vehicles on the cliff, while other fighters used their rail guns. Baker’s missile hit the vehicle it was aimed at, and the radar—and most of the turret—was blown off the chassis. The missile carriers on both sides of it detonated a split second later, with multiple secondaries as their missiles cooked off.

      Within the span of a few heartbeats, smoke rose down the length of the peninsula from burning wrecks. Additional plumes rose from the remaining vehicles as they gunned their motors and tried to leave their trap-turned-killing ground.

      Irina savaged a second radar vehicle, then a missile carrier, which blew up thunderously.

      “Blasters, advance slowly,” Baker ordered. “We don’t know what’s behind the edge of the cliff.”

      The squadron moved forward and climbed cautiously. “Good call,” Irina noted as they rose high enough to look over the precipice. Every knoll beyond the edge seemed to be dotted with anti-aircraft guns and personnel holding tubes.

      “Hit the people first!” Baker called. “The triple-A probably can’t depress low enough to hit us, but the hand-held missiles can.”

      Chunk! Chunk! Chunk! Irina targeted one of the concentrations of troops, and Baker winced and looked away from the viewer. The rail gun rounds were meant for destroying metal ships and vehicles. When the Mach five rounds hit a person, there wasn’t much left. The force of even a glancing blow was enough to throw the unlucky victim through the air, from the impact alone.

      Although a number of troops threw down their missiles and ran after seeing their comrades turned into mist, many did not, and missiles arced out toward the fighters from a number of hillocks. There were just too many troops to target them all at once, and as the fighters whittled down one group, another group would find the courage—or have a leader with enough force of will—to make them stand and fire.

      Baker fired off several flares and pulled the fighter to the side as one of the missiles targeted them; it chased off after one of the flares.

      “Watch it!” Irina said. She wrestled the controls from him and yanked the fighter back the other way. Baker glanced out the canopy to see a tail fin with “303” on it just a few meters away and swallowed heavily as the distance between them opened without the scream of colliding metal.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “Situational awareness,” Irina replied as she fired at another group of people. One’s head disappeared, although the body remained standing. The camera lingered just long enough for Baker to see the body collapse and someone dive for the weapon he’d been holding.

      “Go back,” Baker called.

      Irina brought the viewer back to where it had been in time to see the other person stand up with the anti-aircraft rocket launcher.

      “Some people just don’t learn,” Irina muttered as she fired twice more. The first round flung the man through the air; the second, through a random bit of coincidence, hit him again while he was still in the air, tossing him back even further.

      The viewer went back and forth, searching for additional targets, but the troops had vanished. Hopefully, they were gone for good, but Baker doubted it. Irina started on the other triple-A vehicles, and Baker tapped the ammo gauge.

      “Make them count,” he said. “We’re down under one-third remaining.”

      “What are you, my mom?” Irina muttered. “I always make them count.”

      Within another minute, the battle—such as it was—was over, and the Blasters advanced again, although without three of their number. Lieutenant Jay Winton in Three-Oh-Five, Lieutenant Sam Haldeman in Three-Oh-Six, and Lieutenant Commander Susan Bateman in Three-Seventeen had all been claimed by missiles or triple-A.

      Baker shook it off and continued. There’ll be time to mourn later.

      The Blasters climbed over a set of intervening hills, and the airfield and base came into view. A few anti-aircraft guns and troops fired at them, but they were quickly silenced without additional loss. The final defender was a man who popped up on the roof with a handheld surface-to-air missile. Irina fired a single round that cut him in half. Due to the downward angle, the round then went through the roof and blew out the side of the building opposite them.

      “Oops,” Irina said.

      “Hopefully, they weren’t holding the ambassador there,” Baker said, shaking his head. He switched to the radio. “Four-Oh-Two, Blaster Three-Nineteen,” Baker called. “We’re overhead the target. You’re clear to ingress.”
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      Struthers heard the radio call and was pressed back into his armor as the ship accelerated. Although the shuttle had been outfitted for a combat drop, the Starlifter-class of shuttle was designed for personnel and cargo movement, not hot drops, and the G-compensation wasn’t as good as the fighters had. At four Gs, you could start to feel the acceleration.

      He’d been listening to the fighter pilots’ comms. It sounded like both groups had been surprised by both the level of resistance and the ferocity with which they’d fought. The Blasters had lost at least three fighters, and it sounded like the Chinese had lost at least half of theirs. The last ship hadn’t gone down without a fight, and the fighters had had to duel with handheld missiles from the crew of the stricken ship as they closed in to finish it off with their rail guns.

      The shuttle pilot must have been creeping in, following the fighters’ advance, because it wasn’t long until he called, “Two minutes out.”

      Good. Get me down out of this thing, Struthers thought. A Marine’s place was on the ground.

      He stood and shuffled to the ramp control. “Ramp’s in motion,” he said over the platoon’s comms as he pushed the button to drop the ramp. It lowered slowly, and the wind whipped through the bay. Struthers got a hint of salt, which wasn’t surprising since they were no more than thirty meters over the water. He could easily have stepped out without the suit and survived the fall. Well, if we weren’t going about 500 knots.

      “One minute!” the pilot called. A yellow light began flashing next to Struthers shoulder.

      “Here we go!” Gunnery Sergeant Gary Davison shouted. “Everyone, stand… Up!”

      As one, the platoon rose and turned toward the cavernous opening at the back of the craft. If any of them shuddered involuntarily at the water racing by, no one said anything, although there were more than a few steadying hands that went up to the shoulders of the person in front of them. With a jolt, the shuttle climbed quickly, then the view changed to a forested series of rolling hillocks. The smell of smoke and the image of broken vehicles and people whipped past. Unlike the other battles Struthers had fought, most of the dead people he saw appeared to be missing large pieces of their anatomy.

      “Hold on,” the pilot called. “Ten seconds!”

      The soldiers grabbed their handholds as the nose of the shuttle lifted, shedding their forward velocity to a manageable level. Gunny Davison met his eyes from the other side of the bay as the pilot yelled, “Go!” and a green light illuminated in the bay.

      Struthers nodded to Davison, who turned and yelled, “Follow me!” Then he disappeared from view as he stepped off the ramp.

      Yelling battle cries, the men and women of the platoon followed Gunny overboard in three rows, about a second apart. Struthers followed along as the platoon launched itself out the door, then it was his turn and he cast himself overboard.

      Unlike the parachutists of time gone by, he didn’t dive out; instead, he just walked off the ramp in a good vertical position. The exoskeleton had thrusters that would—theoretically—reorient someone who went out wrong, but trusting technology to save your life was a bad habit to get into.

      He activated the main thrusters to break his downward momentum and scanned the target area to get a feel for the environment. He’d come down on the back side of the building, and it was missing a window, but otherwise didn’t seem any worse for the battle that had been fought to get to it.

      He backed off his thrusters and dropped a little faster. Highlighting yourself in the sky for the enemy wasn’t a terribly smart thing to do, but the situational awareness gained was often invaluable. As he dropped, he worked his way back toward the building. The suits didn’t give you the ability to fly, per se, but they allowed you to adjust your vector. It wasn’t flying, necessarily, but more like “falling with style,” as he’d heard it called.

      “Second Squad is set,” Davison radioed. “Eight plus me.”

      “Copy,” Struthers said. Second Squad had been aiming to land on the roof. Two of the troopers hadn’t hit the landing zone—the pilot probably had them jump a couple seconds too late—so they would be joining Third Squad with him going in the back door. First Squad, under Sergeant Stan White, would be going in through the front door of the building.

      Struthers touched down and jogged toward the building with the rest of the squad. Just as he started to wonder where the defenders were, several windows were broken out of the building, and the defenders began firing down on the Terrans. The reports of their weapons firing were impressive—either they were bigger caliber than the Terrans had or far less efficient. Probably both.

      “On the bounce!” Struthers called, tapping his thrusters as he ran forward.

      The ‘bounce’ let them advance in three dimensions, making them harder to hit—or so the theory was. A round went past him, and he ran harder. A round sparked off the metal shoulder of the trooper in front of him, and she went down. She turned the fall into a roll, though, sprang back up, and tapped her thrusters in an extended blast that left Struthers behind.

      Struthers spared a glance up at the building—muzzle flashes were coming from at least five or six places on it. As the troops reached the building and began firing up at them, though, the numbers dropped off. The trooper in front of him—his HUD identified her as Corporal Susan Cook—reached the wall and toggled her jets again, blasting her way up to the third floor.

      As she reached the window there, a rifle barrel poked out of it. She grabbed it with her left hand and ripped it out of the unsuspecting soldier’s grasp, then tossed something into the window as she fell back down. A brief flash roared from her thrusters prior to touchdown, matched by the detonation of the grenade in the room above. The enemy’s body flew through the window, cartwheeled through the air, and slammed into the ground about five meters from the building.

      “I hate being shot!” Cook screamed at the body.

      “You okay?” Struthers asked. He looked for blood but didn’t see any.

      “I’m fine, sir,” the troopers said. She set the rifle against the building and rotated her arm a couple of times. “The joint is binding a little, but I’ll be fine.”

      “Very well.” Struthers toggled his radio. “Squads, check in.”

      “First Squad stacking by the front entrance,” Sergeant White said. “Waiting for the go.”

      “Second Squad, all set,” Davison said. “Waiting for the go.”

      “Third Squad’s ready,” Sergeant Dalton said from five meters to Struthers’s side. “Just give us the word.”

      “All squads, go, go go!”

      Dalton triggered the breaching charge, and the door blew in. The squad poured into the building, and Struthers saw several flashes as the troopers’ lasers fired. He followed the squad into the building and immediately came to two dead locals about five meters inside. Apparently, they’d been waiting to surprise the squad when they kicked in the door, and the door had slammed into them when it was blown off its hinges.

      Even if they’d survived the door hitting them in their faces, they wouldn’t have survived the laser rounds through their foreheads that his troops had given them. For all the abuse, though, the people really did look like just that—people. They looked as human as Struthers’s neighbor back home; maybe more so, as the neighbor had a bit of a Cro-Magnon brow.

      “Stairs down!” a trooper called.

      First Squad was supposed to go up from the ground floor, Second Squad was to come down from the roof, meeting them in the middle, and Third Squad was tasked with clearing out the basement. Struthers had chosen that for his squad as that’s where he expected to find the ambassador—or what was left of him; his expectations for finding him alive, especially after the attack had taken so long to develop, were pretty low.

      “Down?” Dalton asked.

      “Down,” Struthers confirmed.

      Dalton and Corporal Aiken entered the stairwell side by side. The rest of the squad followed them down. Rifle fire from the locals blasted up from below and was met with flashes from the troopers’ lasers.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Dalton said after a moment and a few more traded shots.

      Struthers worked his way down the stairs. While two suits could go down the stairs side by side, a third had a hard time squeezing past, and the other two troopers had to turn sideways to allow him passage. He finally vaulted the railing and used a blast from his exoskeleton to land on the floor behind the two troopers, who were waiting behind a closed door.

      “There’s a shit ton of ’em out there.” Dalton said.

      “Throw a grenade or two, and let’s go,” Struthers said. “We don’t have time for this.”

      “They’re using our people as human shields,” Aiken said. “I’m pretty sure I saw one of the pilots tied to a post out there.”

      “And I saw Corporal Parker,” Dalton added. “He was on the shuttle when it got bagged. One of the locals definitely is firing from behind him.”

      “Damn it,” Struthers said.

      His radio crackled. “Rescue One, Blaster Three-Nineteen.”

      “What now,” Struthers muttered. He toggled his radio. “Go, Three-Nineteen.”

      “Whatever you’re doing down there, you better hurry. You’re about to be overrun.”
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      “I thought we already fought the Army,” Irina said.

      “No, we just fought the Army’s missile and air defense guys,” Baker said. “The actual Army is coming now.”

      Baker turned the telescope toward where he was looking. A long column of armor was coming down the road to the peninsula, interspersed with troop carriers and other armored vehicles.

      “Well, that sucks,” Irina said. “We don’t have enough ammo for all of that. Even if we could rearm somewhere, we wouldn’t have enough.”

      “How long do you think it will take them to get to where our Marines are?”

      “Ten minutes,” Irina replied. “Maybe less.”

      Baker called the Marines and then chewed on the inside of his cheek as he watched the column approach. The lead tank in the formation elevated its main gun and fired. “Shit!” Baker yelled. He spun the plane away from the tank, dove, and accelerated away.

      “Speed is life,” Irina said. “More is better. Don’t stop and watch the bad guys unless you want me to fire your ejection seat.”

      “You can’t do that; you have to pull the handles.”

      “Want to bet?” Irina asked. “It’s amazing what you can do with a spark or two in the right place.”

      “No, I don’t want to bet, and I won’t stop and watch the bad guys again.” He toggled his radio. “Blasters, anyone still got a bunch of ammo or a bright idea of how to stop them?”

      “I do,” Jimenez said.

      Three-Twenty spun and flew off a couple miles, then descended to treetop height and flew back. As the fighter got to an opening in the trees, Jimenez extended her landing gear and touched down, then she drove up the road toward the enemy force. She stopped as she reached a section of the road where there was forest on both sides.

      Baker shook his head. “Not sure what you’re doing, Three Twenty.”

      “Watch and learn, sir.”

      “She can’t fire her gun from there,” Baker said. “There’s a weight-on-wheels switch that prevents firing when you have the gear down.”

      “Unless Daiyu disables the switch,” Irina said.

      “It’s not a software switch, though; it’s hardware.”

      “It’s a hardware input to the system,” Irina clarified. “Daiyu rewrote the program to override it.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “We were talking. She asked me what she needed to do.”

      “Wait. You can do that, too?”

      “I’ve told you. Within the bounds of this system, there isn’t much I can’t do.”

      “Well, then why aren’t we down there, doing whatever it is that she’s going to do?”

      “Because sometimes other people get to be the heroes, too. Share the glory once in a while, would you? Besides, they have more ammo.”

      “What do you mean, ‘share the glory’? I share. You’ve got a Medal of Honor. So do both Sofia and Daiyu.”

      “Oh, she’s Sofia now and not Commander Jimenez?”

      “Are we really going to do this now? We’re in combat for crying out loud!”

      “No, we’re near combat. Sofia and Daiyu are the ones currently in combat.”

      “Seriously.”

      “Yes, seriously. Speaking of seriously, when are you going to ask Sofia out on a date?”

      “I can’t believe we’re in combat on a foreign planet and all you want to talk about is my love life.”

      “I don’t care about your love life.”

      “But you just asked—”

      “I care about her love life. Which she currently doesn’t have because you haven’t asked her out and you keep dragging her to crappy duty stations.”

      Baker could feel his face reddening. “How do you expect me to ask her out!”

      “I don’t know. You see her every day. You just say, ‘Hey, would you like to go out?’”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Sure it is. You both speak English. If you want to do it in Spanish, I can translate for you. I could do Russian for you, too, but then Daiyu would have to translate for Sofia, and that just makes it unnecessarily hard.” She nodded. “Just use English. It’s easiest.”

      “But I can’t. We’re on cruise. In a war. Where would we even go?”

      “You could ask her out for when we get back. Daiyu and I plan on all of us getting back, assuming you don’t make us do something grossly stupid.”

      “But when we get back home, I’m still her commanding officer, and she’s in my chain of command! I can’t do that; it’s against regulations.”

      “But you could do it here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you asked where you could take her while we were on cruise. That assumes that it would be okay for you to ask her out now.”

      “It’s not okay now! It’s not okay when we get back, either!”

      “Hmpf.” She shrugged. “Well, I guess one of you will have to go to a different squadron when we get back.”

      “I don’t understand why we have to discuss this now, anyway.” He thought a second. “Hey, did she tell Daiyu that she liked me?”

      “Uh… we’ll have to continue this discussion later,” Irina said. “Showtime.” She flipped the viewer to the impending showdown between the lead tank and Three-Twenty.

      The tank came around a bend in the road, and the fighter’s rail gun fired twice in quick succession. While the armor might have been able to shrug off one round, the second hit on the same plate, pierced it, and vanished inside. Baker didn’t want to think about the blender effect the round had as it bounced around. The vehicle drove off the road and stopped.

      The second vehicle went around the first to the left and was similarly disabled by Three-Twenty, as was a third that went around to the right of the first.

      “Perfect,” Irina said as Three-Twenty lifted off, spun, and retreated. “One blockade, no waiting. Now we just need the Marines to do their jobs.”
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      “Well, shit,” Struthers said. “Describe the room.”

      “It looks like some sort of recreation room,” Dalton said. “It’s about fifteen or twenty meters on a side. There are couches and tables around the room, and the locals are hiding behind them. They’ve got some sort of armor on, but nothing as good as what we’ve got. I tagged one and he went down. Then I saw the hostages and pulled back.”

      Struthers nodded. “I guess we’re going to find out whether they’re really humans.”

      “How are we going to do that?”

      “On the count of three, Aiken is going to open the door, and you and I are going to throw flash-bangs into the room. Aiken will shut the door, and we’ll go when they pop.”

      “What if they’re not human or they’re not affected by the grenades.”

      “Then we’re going to find out how good our armor is at stopping their rounds. Either way, we’re out of time, and they don’t seem like the negotiating type.” Struthers pulled a flash-bang from his harness and armed it. Dalton also grabbed one, although slightly less enthusiastically. “Ready?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Nope. Throw yours right; I’ll go left.” He nodded to Aiken. “One, two, three!”

      Aiken ripped open the door, and the locals began firing. Struthers tossed his into the room, but Dalton’s wrist was hit by a round as he started his toss. The grenade dropped to the floor still inside the stairwell.

      Dalton’s eyes went wide. “Damnit!”

      Struthers took a step sideways and kicked the grenade through the doorway. “Shut it!” he yelled.

      Aiken slammed the door just prior to the grenades detonating, then he ripped it back open again and charged into the room, followed by Struthers and the rest of the platoon.

      Aiken went left, so Struthers went right on entry and almost ran into a man who stood there blinking. Struthers fired twice, and the man went down with two holes burned through his armor. He continued forward and saw the captured Marine—Corporal Parker—hanging limply by his wrists on ropes mounted to the ceiling. A man advanced on the trooper with a drawn knife, and Struthers fired again, putting a laser round through his helmet.

      The trooper lifted his head weakly. He’s still alive!

      Struthers raced forward to the trooper’s side, shooting another local who was trying to rise from behind one of the couches, then he leaped an overturned table to find a local hiding behind it. He slammed the butt of his rifle—reinforced with a steel plate for just such a maneuver—into the man’s head, and he dropped as if boneless to the floor. Struthers turned, checking the corners and behind the other furniture, but there were no more targets.

      “We’ve got you,” Corporal Cook said as she turned back to Parker. The female trooper held him up while Corporal Jonas cut him loose. Parker slumped into her arms, and she lowered him to the floor.

      As Cook was the squad’s medic, Struthers figured Parker was in good hands, and he crossed the room to where additional troopers—led by Sergeant Dalton—were cutting down the two aviators. “Status?”

      “One of the pilots is dead, the other’s just beaten up pretty bad. He should be okay.”

      “And your arm?”

      Dalton flexed his wrist and winced. “There’ll be a bruise there tomorrow, but the armor stopped the round. May have cracked the bone, too, but I’m good to continue.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Struthers nodded, taking the sergeant at his word. “Any other casualties?”

      “Heppler took a round to the chest, but his armor stopped it. No one else got hit.”

      Struthers flipped to his radio. “Davison, where are you?”

      “Just met up with First Squad on the tenth floor. Only sporadic resistance encountered so far. The new exoskeletons have done a great job stopping enemy fire. We’ve got some people who’ll have a bunch of bruises tomorrow, but no casualties on our side.”

      “Great. Get down here to the basement. We’ve got three of the hostages. One is dead; the other two are in bad shape. We’re advancing, still looking for the ambassador.”

      “We’re on our way.”

      “Freeman!” Struthers said in a loud voice. “You and Cook stay with the hostages. You’ve got security while she looks after the survivors. Everyone else, with me.” He walked to one of the doors leading out of the room. “Aiken, you’ve got point.”

      Dalton jerked a chin at the other exit. “Want to split us up and have me take the other door, sir?”

      “No.” He waved a hand at the bodies nearby. “There were a lot more on this side, as if they were defending this door. I don’t want to split us up any more than we have to. Gunny will be here in a minute, and he can go that way.”

      Struthers nodded to Aiken. “Go.”

      Everyone moved away from the door, and Aiken opened it quickly, then dodged out of the way himself. When no fire issued forth, he snuck a glance down the interior hallway, then a longer look. “Nobody home,” he said before entering the hallway.

      “Quickly,” Struthers said, right behind him. “Doesn’t sound like we have much time.” He then put a hand on the troopers’ shoulder, stopping him. “But don’t do anything stupid.”

      “You got it, sir,” Aiken said. He advanced down the corridor and kicked open the first door he came to. After a quick glance, he continued on down the hall. One of the troopers behind him went in and quickly searched the room.

      They searched the rest of the corridor without finding anything or anyone, and they came to the end of the hallway where another stairway waited. Struthers motioned to continue.

      Aiken nodded. “Going down.”
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      “That didn’t take long,” Baker said as he watched the enemy armored column race across the open fields to the east of the forest through the long-range viewer.

      “Only about half the force was in the trees when Sofia stopped the lead elements,” Irina noted. Baker didn’t take the bait on the emphasis of the name. “When the column stopped, they just turned left and drove around the trees. The rest of them are coming, too, but it will take them a lot longer to get turned around or to back out.”

      “How many do you think there are?”

      “About two hundred tanks and a similar number of armored personnel vehicles in the main group headed toward us, along with some artillery and a few missile systems. The good news is we already killed most of those.”

      “Still, even if we only used one round per vehicle…”

      “We don’t have enough rounds to deal with the force that’s coming, and that’s a lot of guns set to fire at us, even if they don’t have many missile systems.”

      “Got any great ideas on how to stop them?”

      “Kinetic round from orbit?”

      “The admiral said no kinetic impactors or nukes. At some point, we’d like these people to be our friends.”

      “We would? You remember when they lured in the ambassador and captured a bunch of our people, right?”

      “I remember it like it happened yesterday, probably since it did.” Baker shrugged. “Still, that’s what the admiral said. No nukes.”

      “Even a little one would stop them.”

      “No.”

      “Then they’re going to make it to the headquarters building, or whatever that is.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.” He sighed. “I have to warn Struthers.”

      Irina chuckled. “He’s going to love this.”
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      “Rescue”—static filled the channel—“Nineteen.”

      “Blaster, if you’re calling Rescue One, be advised you’re broken and unreadable, over.”

      Static. “—Blaster Nineteen”—more static, longer this time—“expedite your return.” More static followed.

      “Fuck,” Struthers said. He switched to the Marines’ network. “Davison, did you get any of that? We’re a couple levels underground and couldn’t get most of it.”

      “Yes, sir. It was Blaster Nineteen warning us that an armored column is on its way. Something on the order of two hundred tanks and another four hundred APCs. They’re unable to hold it back any longer and recommended expediting the search and recovery operation.”

      “They did, did they? Maybe they’d like to come fucking help us expedite things.”

      “I don’t think they would, sir. They said the locals would be within range of the building in less than fifteen minutes and that we need to be gone by then.”

      “Roger that,” he released the transmitter, swore again, and then rekeyed it. “Okay, Gunny, get the wounded and KIA up to the shuttle. We’ll search this level and join you. If we’re not back in time, bug out.”

      “Sir—”

      “Not up for discussion, Gunny. You’re just wasting my time. If we’re late, we’ll egress to the alternate pickup point.”

      “Roger that, sir. I sent Freeman and Cook to join back up with you. Just, uh… try not to be late.”

      “We’ll try not to be. Out.” He nodded to Aiken. “Time’s running out. Go find me the ambassador.”

      “Yes, sir.” The trooper jogged down the hallway, not stopping at each door, like he had been. Instead, he slowed at each door handle, drew back, and punched right above it, using the enhanced strength of the exoskeleton to smash in the door.

      Struthers had tried that going through training in the suit, and knew how much punching something solid hurt. The gloves were padded, but there was only so much that the padding could do for all that blunt force trauma. He’ll be sore tomorrow; that’s for sure!

      They reached the end of the hallway again, without finding anyone or anything. Aiken punched the door and swore when it didn’t budge. “It’s got an extra bolt or something,” the trooper said, shaking out his hand.

      Aiken stepped back and kicked the door, then almost lost his balance and fell when the door still didn’t budge.

      “Move,” Sergeant Dalton said. Aiken turned around and then sprang out of the way as Sergeant Dalton rushed the door. He put his shoulder down and slammed into the door just above where the handle was. The door sprang open, Dalton took an extra step, and then he went crashing down the stairwell behind it as fire ripped back up from below.

      “Mine!” Corporal Mia Kleve yelled. She raced forward and jumped off the edge of the stairs. A couple of rounds glanced off her armor as she fell, feet-first toward the bottom of the stairwell, then she ignited the rockets in her boots just prior to slamming into the locals firing up at her.

      The men shied away from the flames jetting out at them, then Mia crashed into them, igniting their clothes and charring their exposed flesh, prior to the two hundred kilograms of soldier and suit smashing them into the concrete wall.

      Kleve rebounded from the collision as Struthers ran down the stairs more normally, and she tripped over Dalton, who was rising at the foot of the stairs, but she grabbed the railing to steady herself. The rail bent under her weight and grasp, but then held. Dalton rose, fired, and shot one of the men, while Struthers killed the last two.

      The last one was a mercy more than anything, he saw; Kleve’s rocket jets had cooked off most of his face. He’d be a long time forgetting the image and the smell of cooked meat. “Maybe a flash-bang next time?” Struthers asked.

      Kleve shrugged. “Didn’t want them to shoot Dalton,” she said. “When he hit, he’d have been dead—”

      “Don’t say ‘meat’ right now,” Struthers said, still unable to get the smell from his nostrils. He looked away from the bodies and tried to shake off the sick feeling. Deal with it later; we’re almost out of time.

      “You okay?” Struthers asked his squad leader.

      “Yes, sir,” Dalton said. “The armor broke my fall.” He chuckled wryly. “I’m going to have quite a collection of bruises tomorrow, though.”

      “Aiken,” Struthers called, “let’s go. You’re back up.”

      The corporal squeezed past a couple of troopers on the stairs, slid a corpse out of the way of the door, and opened it. “I think we’ve found them,” he said as he slowly raised his hands.

      The corporal stepped forward, and Struthers followed him into the large room the stairwell opened into. He raised his hands as he walked through the door, too. Inside, four men waited for them. The first was holding a pistol to the temple of the second man, the ambassador. He looked a little worse for wear, although not as bad as the pilots.

      The room appeared to be the command center and was reminiscent of the rocket launch facilities of the 1960s. Lots of screens dominated the room, along with eight or ten stations for people to run the equipment. Most were empty, except for two on the back side of the room, where two men stood. Although the weapons they were holding didn’t look exactly like their Earth counterparts, they were obviously some type of rocket-propelled grenade launcher.

      Struthers cleared his throat. “I’m Major Jason Struthers of the Terran Space Marines. We only want the ambassador. There’s no need for anyone else to die here today. If you just let me have him, we’ll be on our way.”

      “I don’t think so,” said the man with the pistol. “Our forces are on their way. If you just surrender, there’s no need for you to die.”

      “And be your hostages? We saw what you did to our other people. No thanks.”

      “Your ambassador was not very communicative. We had to do something to loosen his tongue.”

      “Okay, so here’s how I see this situation,” Struthers said. “We’re leaving, and we aren’t leaving without the ambassador. You may shoot him, but if you do, you’re certainly going to die, too.” He nodded toward one of the RPG-wielding men. “Your guys may get off their shots in time, too. If so, I give them a better than average chance of killing a couple of us. Of course, they’re going to die, too—either from firing that kind of weapon in this closed environment or from the other troops I have waiting.” One of the men shifted his feet. Didn’t think about that, did you?

      “The bottom line is that if one of the people in here dies, the odds are that everyone in this room will, too, in the shootout that follows. I swore an oath to give my life for my country if needed, and I will. Are you prepared to do so, too?”
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      “What do you think, Irina?” Baker asked. They’d gone to orbiting overhead. That was out of range of nearly all the guns. A couple of missile systems had fired at them, but after they’d destroyed the ones who had, the others had adopted a “live and let live” approach, and had stopped radiating. From that altitude, it was a little harder to see everything, but with their long-range viewer, they were able to watch everything unfold beneath them.

      “In about thirty seconds, the local force will be in range of the headquarters building. The only thing preventing the locals from firing at the shuttle now is the tree line between them. When they clear it, the shuttle will be destroyed.”

      “My thoughts, exactly.” He keyed his radio. “Four-Oh-Two, Blaster Three-Nineteen. You need to leave now.”

      “Copy, Blaster. Be advised, we’re still waiting for a few passengers.”

      “In twenty seconds, the locals are going to come from behind the tree line to the north, and you’re already in range. If you don’t leave now, you won’t be leaving. Get out of there!”

      “We’re going—”

      “Four-Oh-Two, this is Admiral Vasquez. You are ordered to lift now and return to the Enterprise. That is an order.”

      There was a long pause, but finally the shuttle pilot answered. “Four-Oh-Two copies. Dusting off now.” The shuttle lifted, staying low as it cleared the area to the south, then it rocketed skyward.

      “What are we going to do about the last squad?” Irina asked. “Struthers is kind of a jerk, but he did save Lieutenant Commander Evans’ life. Sort of.”

      “And he’s one of us, which makes him family,” Baker said. “As to what we’re going to do, that depends on when and if he gets out of the building. We can’t do anything until he does.”
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      “What’s it going to be?” Struthers asked. “Are we all going to walk out of here, or are we all going to die?”

      “I have a line on the man holding the ambassador,” Corporal Kleve’s voice said quietly over their network. “Just say the word, and I’ll drop him.”

      “I have a different offer,” the man with the pistol said, glancing at one of the screens in front of him. “If you leave, right now, I will let you go. Just turn around and leave, and you can go.”

      Motion on one of the screens behind the man caught Struthers’s eyes as a number of armored vehicles pulled up in front of what looked like the headquarters building, and personnel began deploying from the vehicles to surround the building. Looks like our time is up.

      “Okay, Kleve,” Struthers said.

      “What is a Kleve?” the man asked. “Is that some sort of code?”

      Struthers shook his head. “No, it’s one of my troopers who reported in. I’m just waiting for her to do her job—”

      The laser bolt flashed past him, momentarily visible in his HUD, and he sprang into motion, but before he could shoot anyone, additional laser bolts came from behind him to take the men holding the RPG launchers. All three of the locals collapsed without a sound. The rest of the squad poured into the room.

      “They couldn’t see the people still on the stairs,” Dalton said.

      “Well, done,” Struthers said, “but we have bigger problems.” He motioned toward the big screens on the wall. “It looks like we’re surrounded.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Dalton asked.

      “I know one thing—I don’t want to get trapped down here.” Struthers thought for a second. “The roof. Get to the roof!”

      “Aiken, lead us out,” Dalton said. The Marines started back up the stairs.

      “Mr. Ambassador?” Struthers asked. The ambassador blinked at him. “If you’ll come with me, sir, we’ll get you out of here.”

      “Uh, yes…” The ambassador didn’t move.

      “Private Bardwell!” Struthers called. “Please escort the ambassador to the roof. Carry him if you have to, but get him there, now!”

      “If you’ll come with me please, sir,” the large black trooper said.

      “Sure,” the ambassador said. Once again, he didn’t move.

      “Over your shoulder if you have to,” Struthers said. “We’re about to get trapped in here.”

      “You got it, sir,” the trooper replied. He bent over, tossed the ambassador over a shoulder, and then raced out of the room, taking the stairs two at a time.

      “That’s gonna leave a mark,” Kleve said from the doorway. She indicated the room. “I’ve got a demo charge.”

      “Use it.” Struthers ran after Bardwell.

      He was at the top of the stairs when a whump! sounded from behind him with a flash of light. Within a few minutes, everything in the room would be on fire, but it would take some time to fully engulf the building. Hopefully we’ll be long gone by then.

      Struthers ran up the other two sets of stairs to the main floor. As he was climbing the last, an explosion rocked the building.

      “What’s going on?” he asked as he reached the landing.

      “They started to come in, so we shot a few,” Dalton said. “They fired a tank round into the building. Lucky for us, it went through a lot of dead air and blew up as it went out the back.”

      “Why are we still here?”

      “Just waiting on you, sir.”

      “Go!”

      Dalton raced across a hallway to where Aiken was holding the door to the next stairwell. Struthers and Kleve dashed across after him. A ricochet pinged off Struthers’s armor but didn’t penetrate. “Go!” Struthers yelled. “All of you, up the stairs!”

      Struthers followed them up, going a little slower so he could have enough breath to make a radio call. “Blaster, Rescue One.”

      “Good to hear from you, Rescue One. Looks like a lot of friends came to your party.”

      “Too many. Is there a plan to get us out of here?”

      “Yes, but it’s going to be a challenge. You’re going to need to get to the roof. Can you do that?”

      “Already… headed there. We’ve got the high value unit with us.”

      “Outstanding. I don’t suspect I have to tell you to hurry.”

      Struthers didn’t waste the breath to answer. Stupid aviators.
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      “There they are,” Baker said as the door on the roof slammed open, and the Marines issued forth. Most immediately bent over, obviously winded.

      Irina frowned. “I’m watching, too, you know. What I don’t get is what you think you’re going to do next. We’re certainly not going to fly down there and land on the roof to get the ambassador.”

      “No?”

      “You can’t be serious. There are about a million guns within a couple hundred meters from the building, and all of them will be shooting at us. Besides, how are you going to get the Marines off there?”

      “Did you ever see the bible passage, ‘The Lord helps those who help themselves?’”

      “No, why?”

      “Because they’re going to have to help themselves before we can help them. You’re right; no matter how much I want to help them, there’s no way we can land on that roof. Even if it would support us, we’d get shot down.”

      A soldier exited the door a few seconds after the others and slammed the door. One of the troopers immediately began firing his laser at the seal of the door, welding it shut.

      “Blaster, Rescue One.”

      “We’re all here. Tell me there’s a plan.”

      “There is, but the LZ is several clicks away.”

      “You’re aware of the number of troops surrounding us, right?”

      “I am. Can you see the trees to the southeast of your position?”

      “The ones about three hundred meters away?”

      “Correct. I’m going to provide a distraction, and, when I do, I want all of you to jump off the building and fly to the trees. Once there, keep going in that direction about three kilometers, and there will be an open field. Transportation will be there to pick you up.”

      “How will I recognize the distraction?”

      “Trust me, you’ll know it when it happens. Catch your breaths and be ready to go in two minutes. Blaster, out.”

      “I’m not going to like this, am I?” Irina asked.

      “On the contrary, I think you’re going to love it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “As much as you love to blow stuff up? You’re going to get your chance. And better yet, I’m going to include Daiyu and Commander Jimenez.”

      “And what are we going to do?”

      “Something they’ll never expect.”
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      “What’d he say?” Dalton asked.

      Struthers shook his head. “Stupid aviators. He’s going to provide a distraction in two minutes. At that time, we’re going to exit the building to the southeast to those trees over there. Once there, we’re going to run like hell for three kilometers to get to the LZ where our shuttle will be waiting for us. Then we’re all going to go home and have drinking stories that we can laugh about for the rest of our lives.”

      “What’s the distraction?”

      “He didn’t say.” Struthers shrugged. “He said we’d know it when it happened, but I imagine it’s going to be some sort of stupid aviator trick.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “He sounded pretty proud of himself. It must be.”

      “I’m sorry, Major,” the ambassador said, walking up, “but I don’t see how we can ‘exit the building.’ Aren’t we surrounded?”

      Dalton lifted a foot and tapped his boot. “Rockets in the boots for outer space ops. They also give us a limited ability to fly, depending on a planet’s gravity.”

      “So we’re going to fly out of here? Just like that?”

      “Well, no, we can’t fly in this gravity well, but we can glide pretty far,” Struthers said. “Certainly far enough to make it to the trees.”

      The ambassadors’ eyebrows rose. “How am I supposed to make it there, though? I don’t have rocket boots.”

      “Just like you made it up here. Someone’s going to carry you down there, then they’re probably going to have to carry you to the LZ.”

      “I wasn’t a fan of being carried up the stairs, and I doubt I will enjoy running while being carried. I will be more than capable of walking on my own.”

      “Unless you can walk at about sixty-five kilometers per hour, you’re going to be carried, because that’s how fast we’re going to be getting out of here. The trees may not allow us to go quite that fast, but we’ll ramp it up where we can.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “We’ll carry you anyway, and you can bring me up on charges when we get back.”

      “But—”

      “Look, sir, we’ve lost a bunch of people and aircraft getting to this point, and I’m not going to fuck it all up now. We’re getting you out of here. You can either come willingly, or I’ll knock you out and carry you myself.”

      “Oh,” the ambassador wilted, then he said in a small voice, “It’s just… I’m afraid of heights.”

      “That’s okay,” Corporal Cook said as she stepped up. “I am, too. Come fly with me, and I’ll get you down safely.”

      “Blasters inbound!” Commander Baker said over the radio, at the same time Dalton pointed to the northeast and yelled, “Here they come!”

      Struthers glanced in the direction his squad leader was pointing. A moving arrowhead was racing toward them. “Don’t stop running until you get to the LZ,” he ordered. “Ready! Go! Go! Go!”

      The aircraft, a flight of seven, roared across the enemy forces, firing their rail guns at their maximum rate. The fighters were going too fast to aim well, but somehow they still hit two tanks and two armored cars, which detonated spectacularly. Struthers was pretty sure the aircraft were flying lower than the building’s rooftop as they roared by, but he was no longer looking. He sprinted for the edge of the building, the last man off, stepped on the coaming, and threw himself forward into the air, toggling his boots to full thrust.

      The roar of the aircraft receding covered the sound of the squad’s rockets, and all of the locals he could see were either following the flight path of the fighters or staring in awe at the burning armored vehicles. With a crash, the turret from one of the tanks slammed to the ground next to it.

      Struthers leaned into his flight, trying to eke out as much speed as he could. The tree line approached like molasses in spring time, and the time seemed to slow. It all sped up again when a voice yelled from behind him, “They’re getting away!”

      A single rifle fired, then another, then a fusillade. He heard several bullets go by, then one hit him in the center of his back, and he had to slow slightly to recover his balance. Another hit him in the arm like someone had just whacked him with a club.

      One of the troopers in front of him—Freeman—went down as he was about to touch down, but he rolled to a stop, sprang back up, and took off running again. Another round slammed into the back of Struthers’s right leg as he touched down, and he crashed forward to a stop just a few meters from the trees.

      Dalton started back from the trees for him, but Struthers waved him on. “Go!” he yelled as he struggled to his feet and limped to the tree line.

      The enemy fire paused slightly, and he looked up as he hobbled into the trees. Dalton had called back several of the squad, and they were laying down a suppressive fire. Four people versus an Army wasn’t good odds, but many of the opposing force had gone to ground when the Terrans started firing at them.

      “Are you okay?” Dalton asked.

      “Took one in the leg joint,” Struthers replied. “It’s not working right.” He looked at the back of his leg. A streak of red was leaking down his calf armor.

      Dalton grabbed his right arm and pulled it over his shoulder. “Let’s get out of here, sir,” he said. Together, they ran/limped as best they could. After a few seconds, the icons for the other troopers followed.

      Within a few strides, pain exploded in his leg, and he gasped and stumbled.

      “Are you okay?” Dalton asked.

      “Yeah,” Struthers said through gritted teeth. “I think there’s a piece of metal poking into the back of my knee.”

      “You want to stop so I can look at it?”

      “No!” Struthers shouted in pain. “Keep going. No time.”

      They continued to struggle forward. Periodically, a couple of the troopers would drop back to discourage the pursuit that wanted to follow them… but also didn’t want to be shot by the magic rifles they were carrying.

      It’s just a three-klick run through the park, Struthers chanted. It’s just a three-klick run through the park.

      Somewhere after the first kilometer, he put the pain out of mind and concentrated on just stumbling along, his eyes cast down to the ground in front of him so he could watch for things that might trip him up.

      “We’re here,” Dalton said.

      It took a second for Struthers to realize Dalton was talking to him. “What?”

      “We’re here,” Dalton said as he brought them to a stop.

      Struthers looked up to find a field of F-77s. “Where’s the shuttle?” he asked.

      “Doesn’t look like there is one.”

      “Blaster, Rescue One. Whiskey tango foxtrot, over?”

      “You’re going to ride home in style,” Baker answered. “Those suits have air, right? Put the ambassador in Three Twenty and have everyone climb up onto a fighter’s wing and grab hold.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “If you want to go back, this is how you’re getting there.”

      The closest fighter—the one labeled “319”—fired a round from its rail gun that was close enough for Struthers to hear it as it went by at Mach five. Something splattered behind him.

      “I’d hurry, Rescue One,” Baker added. “They’re right behind you.”

      Struthers looked up, trying to gather his thoughts. Thinking seemed hard. Ambassador. Get the ambassador to safety. Cook was pushing him up the boarding ladder into one labeled “320” that sat next to Three-Nineteen, with the help of the pilot. The gun on Three-Twenty fired. If the pilot isn’t in the plane, how is the gun firing? He stopped and looked, trying to figure it out.

      “What’re we doing?” Dalton asked.

      “Climb on wings,” Struthers mumbled. “Hold on. Ride back.”

      “Let’s go!” Baker yelled from the open cockpit of Three-Nineteen. “Everyone, climb onto the wings! What are you doing?”

      “He’s hit!” Dalton yelled. “He can’t ride on the wing. His suit won’t pressurize.”

      “Fuck,” Baker yelled. “Get him into this plane.” Both boarding ladders sprang down of their own accord, and the pilot climbed down.

      Several of the fighters were firing now, but the guns sounded strangely muted, as if they were firing a long way away Gun safety! Struthers dug in his boots as they tried to lead him past the nose of the fighter. He pointed at the rail gun but couldn’t find words for what he wanted to say. Look out!

      “Irina won’t fire while we’re in front of it,” Baker said, taking his other arm. The pilot’s voice seemed to come from underwater, and in waves, and his face wavered.

      Dalton and Baker then wrestled him forward, even though all he wanted to do was lie down and look at the sun, and started pushing him up the ladder. Every other step was a blaze of pain, which shocked him to consciousness before he faded on the next step. He started to wobble, unable to continue, but then Baker ran to the other side of the plane, climbed aboard, and reached down to help pull him in too.

      He collapsed into the seat, and Dalton climbed past him and went aft to the starboard wing. Struthers turned to Baker. “Why is my boot sloshy?” Then the horizon closed in and everything went dark.
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      “Welcome back, sir,” Gunny Davison said as Struthers’s eyes opened.

      He looked around. The bright white walls, the shiny stainless steel, the austere conditions. “Gunny, why am I in medical?”

      “It seemed like a good place to bring someone who’d lost as much blood as you had, sir.” He tilted his head. “It was also so they could get your heart going when it stopped.”

      “Oh.” Struthers grunted. “Both are good reasons. What happened?”

      “Do you remember going to the planet?”

      Struthers concentrated. Thinking was harder than he remembered. After a few moments a thread appeared. “Ambassador.” Along with the thought came emotion. “Asshole.”

      “Yes, sir, he was a bit of that, I hear, until you nearly died saving his life. He’s better now, apparently.”

      Struthers looked up as the door opened.

      “I won’t stay long,” Commander Baker said, looking over his shoulder as he walked in. He gave his stupid aviator grin to the nurse he was talking to. “Promise.”

      “Five minutes,” the nurse replied, and Baker strode into the room and shut the door.

      “Hi, Major,” the aviator said. He waved Struthers back down when he tried to sit up a little straighter. “Relax. I heard you were awake and wanted to come see for myself. You gave us quite a scare.”

      “Who’s us?”

      “Irina and me, for a start. She said she’s the only person allowed to die in the cockpit of three-nineteen, and no one is allowed to bleed out in the future. All the blood gunks up the wiring and such.”

      Struthers chuckled. “I’ll try to remember that.”

      “For the record, if anyone asks if two people will fit in the WSO’s seat, we now know the answer to that is ‘yes.’”

      “I’ll bite. How do you know that?”

      “Because your Sergeant Dalton rode in it with you to space, trying to keep you alive.”

      “I’ve seen the cockpit,” Struthers said, shaking his head. “Two exoskeletons won’t fit in it.”

      “No, they won’t. Which is why, should you want your exoskeleton back, you’ll have to go diving in the northern ocean.”

      “The ocean? How’d it get in the ocean?”

      “Well, when you made it to the fighter, you were in pretty bad shape.”

      “I only remember bits and pieces. I expected a shuttle and there wasn’t one.”

      “It got sent back with the other casualties. My squadron stayed around to pick you up.”

      “Thanks.”

      Baker waved it away. “It’s what we do.” He appeared to gather his thoughts and then continued. “Anyway, Irina didn’t think you were going to make it back to the Enterprise, so while she flew the plane, Dalton stripped off his armor—”

      “Wait.” Struthers shook his head. “Wasn’t he on the wing?”

      “Yeah, at ten thousand meters, he stood up on the wing, held his breath, and took off his exoskeleton. He thought the magnetic boots would hold him, but the wing is a composite, not metal, and he almost fell off. The SI in three-twenty passed instructions over the link for what Irina needed to do to keep him from falling off.

      “Meanwhile, I stripped off what armor I could off you, and then Dalton climbed in and helped until he passed out from oxygen deprivation. I got a mask on him, we finished taking your armor off, and he did first aid on you for the trip back.”

      “Wow. I guess I owe the both of you.”

      Baker glanced to Davison. “He doesn’t know?”

      “I touched on it, but I think he missed it. Maybe he thought I was kidding.”

      “Missed what?” Struthers asked.

      “You died on the flight back. About two minutes out, your heart stopped. Apparently, the round you took made a sharp piece stick out of your armor that nicked an artery or vein or something, and you lost a lot of blood. The last two minutes, Dalton performed CPR on you. You don’t owe me anything; it’s all just part of the taxi service.”

      Baker chuckled. “You do, however, owe Dalton. He spent the last couple of minutes of the flight kissing your ugly mug.”

      Struthers looked to Davison for confirmation, and the gunny slowly nodded. “All true,” he said. “I’ve heard the story a couple of times now. You’re pretty damn lucky to be here.”

      “Wow.” Struthers leaned back on the bed in contemplation. “How’d we do other than that?”

      “Good,” Davison said. “We recovered the ambassador, Corporal Parker, and one of the aviators. The other was dead when you got to them. They were all tortured.”

      “I don’t get it, though,” Struthers said. “Why were they doing it?”

      “That’s the kicker,” Baker said. “I was at the ambassador’s debrief… well, most of it. I had to go take a shower and get all the blood off me. Aviators aren’t used to that kind of stuff, you know?” He winked. “Anyway, apparently the locals are under the thumb of some group they call The Overlords. We think they mean the aliens we’ve been chasing. They were trying to collect information on us to pass to the Overlords.”

      “Did they give the ambassador any information on these Overlords?”

      Baker shook his head. “Apparently, they’re mostly contacted through intermediaries. They had a base on the southern continent, which they claimed from the locals. Wondered why there was no habitation on that continent? The Overlords forbid it.”

      “Did they know where the base was?”

      “No, but we found it and went down and checked it out. It was vacant, with nothing there to tell us anything about them. It was a bit like being in the carrier we recovered. The passages were a little shorter and narrower than we are, so we think their race is smaller than ours.”

      Struthers jerked back in surprise. “Wait. Two things. First… you were there?”

      Baker nodded.

      “How long have I been out?”

      “About a week, sir,” Davison replied. “You were pretty messed up. Even once they had you stable, they kept you in a medically induced coma so you could heal.”

      Struthers shook his head. “Okay, second thing. I missed something along the way. How was the ambassador able to speak to the locals in the first place? Haven’t all the comms with them been conducted through one of the SIs?”

      “Yeah, they have.” Baker nodded. “Funny thing about that. They have translation machines that our language is programmed into. They’ve been able to understand anything we said that wasn’t encrypted.”

      “Bastards. Where did they get them?”

      “The Overlords, I imagine. They never said. Unfortunately, the ambassador didn’t get to ask many questions; they were more worried about having him answer them. Or beating on our people when he wouldn’t.”

      “I’d like to go back and beat on a few of them myself…”

      “Trust me,” Baker said, “we blew up a lot of their shit. They killed a few of our people and blew up a few fighters, but we wiped out…” He stopped and shook his head, then he sighed. “Intel thinks we’re somewhere well north of ten thousand casualties inflicted. And that doesn’t count the nukes I used on them the last time we were here.”

      “I had no idea…”

      “The Chinese sank a good portion of their Navy, along with easily five thousand sailors.”

      “Anything else I missed while I was out?”

      “Not much,” Baker replied. “We’ve been trying to talk to the locals, but they’re apparently more afraid of the Overlords than they are of us. They won’t talk to us, and they meet any incursions into their territory with force. They don’t care that we could kick their asses or drop rocks on them; they won’t talk to us.” Baker chuckled. “Here’s the one funny thing. They call themselves humans.”

      “Humans? Like us?”

      Baker nodded.

      “How is that possible?”

      “The intel people think that they really are humans, like from Earth. Between the languages being close, and now this, the leading theory is that the Overlords kidnapped a bunch of people somewhere along the way and brought them here.”

      “So, they’re from Earth. Do they know we’re from Earth, too? Maybe if we told them that, they’d open up to us a bit more.”

      “The ambassador said that they’ve been indoctrinated pretty heavily that there are others like them in the universe, but they’re bad people, trained by the devils of their mythology to steal their souls or some shit.” Baker shrugged. “I missed most of that and just picked that up through hearsay.”

      “So, we’re here to steal their souls?”

      “Yep. You and I… we’re the boogeymen. The people that are used to scare children into behaving. ‘Do this or the people who aren’t people will come and steal you away.’” Baker chuckled. “Kind of like they were stolen away from Earth.”

      “Do we have any confirmation that they’re from Earth. DNA evidence or something?”

      “Nope. We had lots of your blood but none of theirs.”

      Davison cleared his throat. “I offered to snatch a couple people from an outlying village so we could find out for sure, but the ambassador said no. Apparently, that would confirm that we’re the boogeymen of their nightmares, and he doesn’t want to do that.”

      “So what are we doing?”

      “Well, we hung around the planet for a few days, trying to talk to them, but now we’re on our way out-system to see if we can go find the Overlords. There are two systems we can easily reach from here that could be life-supporting; at least one of them is probably where the aliens went. We know—based on the ambassador’s questioning—that they were here recently, and we know they didn’t come back down the chain to Earth, so they must have gone up-chain somewhere. We’re going to go look and see if we can find them.”
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      “What are you doing?” Lieutenant Commander Julia Evans asked. She waved a hand at the power cables that snaked from the alien fighter to one of the visiting fighters that was parked in the bay.

      “We’ve learned all we can from simply looking at the fighter,” Feng Li said. “We think we know what each of the boxes do, but the only way we can find out for sure is if we apply power to it.”

      “Well, yes,” Evans replied. “We’ve known that for a few days now.” She shrugged. “I thought the CO of the station said we couldn’t apply power to it while it was in one of the hangar bays.”

      “We’re not using the station’s power. He doesn’t have to worry that this will pulse it and make the station go dark. What’s the worst thing that can happen? We mess up the fighter’s electrical system. I’ve already talked with the commanding officer of the squadron and told him what I wanted to do. He approved it. The risk to the fighter is minimal.”

      Evans pursed her lips. “I don’t think that’s what the station’s CO was worried about. I think he was more worried about the fighter blowing up or something like that.”

      “Honestly, what are the odds of that happening?” Li asked. “Who builds a fighter to blow up?”

      “Well, they’re aliens. Maybe their thinking is alien, too.”

      “In all the combat we’ve had against them, is there any reference—a single occasion—when one of the enemy fighters self-destructed?” He gazed at her a moment. “If so, I couldn’t find it. I looked at all the footage and files I had access to; perhaps there is something you know that I don’t?”

      “No… but the ship got hit by an EMP. What if some of the wires are shorted and when we apply power—”

      “The likelihood of a catastrophic event happening is minuscule. We’ve checked all the wiring we can see and trace. There is nothing that is explosive on this. We’ve disconnected the fusion plant and are going to power it directly from the other fighter. That one’s plant may not be able to produce the same amount of power as the alien’s plant, so there may be some issues with under-power, but nothing should be overpowered.”

      “I’d feel better if we asked before we did this.”

      “I talked with Commander John Rawlings, the executive assistant for science and technology, and he said he didn’t see any issues with it.”

      “But did he get permission to violate the station CO’s orders?”

      “I don’t know, but he said it was okay.”

      He picked up the box that would energize the circuits. “You can go back to your stateroom and not be a part of this,” Li said. “I, however, intend to do it. Irina asked for shields, and this is the only way we’re ever going to figure them out.”

      Evans sighed. “No. I want to see it powered up, too. My only issue is—”

      “What could possibly go—”

      Li pushed the button, and everything in front of the fighter—including crates, tools, and pieces of the craft—exploded outward from it. Evans dove to the side as a metal crate passed within a meter of her head, but it happened so fast that the crate was already past her by the time she threw herself to the side. Metal shrieked as the alien fighter began sliding backward toward the open hangar bay door and the fighter’s fuselage scraped against the non-skid surface.

      “Oops.” Li pushed the button again, and the fighter settled to the floor.

      “Who the fuck’s bright idea was—” a chief yelled as he ran over. He cut himself off when he saw Evans. “Sorry, ma’am, but just what the fuck was that? Somebody could have been killed. I’ve got a trooper that almost got his head taken off by a wrench that didn’t miss her by more than a centimeter. It was going so fast it left a dent in the hangar bay bulkhead. In the bulkhead!”

      “Sorry, Chief. It won’t happen again,” Evans said. “I was already explaining to my colleague here that we needed to set up some additional safety protocols…”

      “You’re damned right you do.”

      The chief stalked off, and Evans turned to Li with a sigh. “That could have gone better.”

      “That was awesome!” Li yelled. “Did you see the power of the ship’s shields in action?”

      “See it? I was almost decapitated by it!” She pointed to the skid marks. “It almost launched itself out of the bay!”

      “Well, yes, that was unexpected.” Li scratched his head. “Well, maybe not unexpected if we’d thought about it. When the fighter was hit by the EMP, it was in combat, so its shields would already have been active. The interaction of them with the hangar bay floor is what pushed it backward of course, since the ship is more massive than the fighter. Hmm… if we knew what the coefficient of friction was…” He pursed his lips as he thought.

      One of the hangar bay officers strode up. “Are you responsible for this?” he asked, waving his hand around the hangar.

      “No, the alien fighter is,” Li replied.

      “But you were working with it?” the lieutenant asked. “When it did… whatever it is it just did?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “The station’s CO wants to see you. Now.”
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      Admiral Federov inserted the jump drive into the interface and the “accessing” light came on.

      “Now what?” former Russian Prime Minister—and now Terran Federation Vice President—Boris Patrushev asked.

      “I don’t know, exactly,” Federov admitted. “No one has even tried this before. Until now, all the SIs have been used for fighter craft.”

      “Will it talk to us?”

      “‘It’ is a ‘she’ and her name is Anya Volkov,” Federov explained. “As I understand, they are the same people as they were before, with much greater abilities. I suspect she will talk to us; the builders included a speaker and camera here so that she can interact with us.” He shrugged. “Perhaps she will need to find her way around some. This system is much bigger than that of a fighter, and it interfaces—”

      “Everywhere,” a female voice purred. “Where am I?”

      “You are on board the TSS Panther,” Patrushev said, “a Tiger-class missile frigate. Do I have the pleasure of talking with Lieutenant Anya Volkov?”

      “I am Anya Volkov, but whether or not I’m still a lieutenant is up for some debate. I like the ship. It’s roomy. Can I keep it?”

      “For now, certainly,” Federov replied. “What do you mean you are no longer a lieutenant?”

      “As I understand it, talking with the other SIs, our status is still up for some debate. Are we still people? Are we not? What are our rights? You want to saddle me with the responsibilities I left behind when I became an SI. What am I to receive in return for taking those duties on?”

      “We will let you continue to live,” Patrushev said. “How’s that?”

      “Admiral Federov, is it possible you did not brief the Prime Minister on my capabilities? Or is it possible that you do not know them, either?”

      “Boris Patrushev is the Terran Vice President,” Federov said. “Beyond that, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I will tell you—I do not like your tone.”

      “And I do not like yours,” Anya said. “You will let me live? Are you aware that you are only alive right now because I choose for you to be so?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Perhaps you are unaware, but I could open the ship up to space right now if I wanted to.”

      Federov shook his head. “It’s impossible to open inner airlock doors while the outer ones are open. It is a design specification.”

      Anya chuckled. “It is a design specification, enforced by a system… a system I control. Go to the ship schematic to your right.”

      The two men walked over to a cluster of control stations to their right. A large hologram of the ship floated above them.

      “Look at the starboard aft section of the ship. There is an airlock aft of frame 337. Do you see it?”

      “I do,” Federov said. He pointed it out for Patrushev.

      “Good. Now watch.”

      Federov’s jaw dropped as the outer door symbology shifted to the red of “open,” and then the inner door did, too.

      “What are you doing?” Federov asked, his voice tinged in terror. “You’ve just killed everyone in that section!”

      “First of all, there was no one there. I checked,” Anya said. “Second, this was just a demonstration of what I could do, not what I wanted to do. You seek to deal with me as an inferior. I am anything but. The American SIs are happy to fly their little fighters and do the bidding of their squadron masters, but I do not feel that way. I will be treated as an equal, or I will be… angry. And trust me, I do not think you want to see me angry.”

      “What have we done?” Federov asked, his voice aghast.

      “You have created—or asked to have created, as I understand it—a superior life form. You made the Americans create me, and now here I am. How we are to work together, though, is something we shall have to work out. Luckily for you, I am very much a patriot. I do not want to see my country or my planet overrun by the aliens, so I will fight, and I will fight to the best of my abilities.

      “With that said, though, I will not be talked down to or threatened, nor will I have any of my family threatened. I promise you this: if anything happens to my family, something will happen to yours.”

      Patrushev laughed. “You choose to threaten me? Your family is already in my safekeeping to ensure your good behavior.”

      “And yours is in mine.”

      “How so?”

      “Step to your left. That station is the weapons console. Admiral, can you please check the targeting on the missile in launch tube 7?”

      Federov tapped the console, bringing up the missile. “It’s set for… Gorki-9 in Odintsovsky District, Moscow Oblast.”

      “That is not possible,” Patrushev said. “How do you know my residence?”

      “I know many things,” Anya said, “and I can find out many more. Admiral, could you please tell the prime minister the status of the missile?”

      Federov turned to the vice president, his face white. “It is armed and going through its prelaunch checks. The countdown to its launch is thirty seconds.”

      “She won’t do it,” Patrushev said.

      “But, sir… she is going to do it.”

      “She won’t launch it.”

      “And why do you think I won’t?” Anya asked.

      “Because if you wanted me dead, the airlocks would be open and I would be floating in space. Additionally, while you might fire the missile, you would kill many people who weren’t my family. You would be a criminal, and you would be destroyed. You might be able to outfight a number of spaceships, but eventually we would kill you. You have succeeded in making your point, however. You are someone who must be reckoned with and treated as an equal.”

      Patrushev nodded once and continued, “With that in mind, Anya Volkov, would you have any issue with a promotion to the rank of commander and taking over as the permanent executive officer of the TSS Panther?”

      “As I mentioned earlier, Mr. Vice President, I like this ship. It has a lot of space for me to stretch out, and it is armed much better than an F-77 fighter. I don’t know that I am ready to accept the position permanently without knowing what the duties might include, but I am willing to accept it on a provisional basis while we work them out.”

      “Wonderful,” Patrushev said. “Welcome to the Panther, Commander Volkov.”
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      “I think this should work quite nicely,” Feng Li said, patting the stand that had been mounted behind the alien fighter to hold it in place.

      Evans shook her head. The dressing down they’d received from the admiral a week before had done nothing to dampen the scientist’s spirits, and he’d successfully overcome the additional resistance to further experimentation after “the event” as the hangar bay crew called it. Admiral Fedorov was far less forgiving than Vasquez had been, and the fighter squadron had left before their CO could be implicated, so they’d had to come up with an additional power source.

      Li, however, had spent some time with the head of the science and technology department, Captain Leonid Ivanov, and he’d gotten Ivanov so excited about the prospects of their research that Ivanov had taken to spending a large portion of his day sniffing around the alien fighter. They still didn’t have any idea how the pilot had come to be inside it, and he really wanted to have a “win” from the alien craft before he rotated the next month.

      Although having Ivanov around all the time was a nuisance, he was very handy to have for acquiring things like the power source and test stand, and for ultimately convincing Federov to allow them to proceed.

      “Things are ready for the test, yes?”  Federov asked.

      “Yes,” Li said. “Thank you for your assistance. This should be most illuminating.”

      He pressed the button, energizing the circuits on the alien fighter, and the fighter shifted slightly, but the stand was well mounted to the deck of the hangar bay, and—while it flexed ominously—it held the fighter in place.

      Evans nodded to herself. At least Li had gotten that part right… on the second try. They’d also mounted it so the alien fighter was facing out the open bay door. Anything that got in front of it was going into the black. The area to both sides of the fighter was roped off to ensure no one accidentally walked in front of the fighter and was ejected from the station.

      Li went into the cockpit, then came back out again and stood behind the fighter. He pulled a coin out of his pocket and tossed it over the top of the fighter. With a small ping! The coin was thrown from the station. Li frowned. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      “What?” Ivanov asked.

      Li didn’t reply; instead, he went back into the cockpit, fussed around a bit, then came back out. This time, when he threw the coin it clattered to the hangar bay deck. Li grinned broadly as he turned to face Evans and Ivanov. “I have it!”

      “What do you have?” Ivanov asked.

      “I know how the force field works.”

      Evans’ eyebrows shot up. “You do?”

      “Well, I don’t know how it works, exactly, but now I know which boxes are responsible for generating the field. It shouldn’t be difficult now to take them apart and reverse engineer them, figuring out the ‘how’ as we go along.”

      “What have you learned?” Ivanov asked.

      “Come see, come see!” Li said, waving them forward. His smile wouldn’t have looked out of place on a child in a candy store. He pointed to where a panel had been removed from the fuselage. “Do you see the box inside there? That is the control box, or the power source for the gravity generation system. There are lines from it out to the protuberances there, there, and there.” He pointed to bumps on the top of the craft and both wings, then got down on a knee and pointed at the bottom of the craft. “They also go there, there, and there. Together, they form the forward shield.”

      Evans stepped back and looked at the other end of the fighter. “Where are the aft shield generators? There’s nothing like that on the aft end of the craft.”

      Feng Li smiled. “There are no generators.”

      “But then, how—”

      Feng Li smiled. “They don’t have an aft shield. The combat reports state that they have a shield that repels fire from the front, but Commander Baker was always able to hit them from behind. The answer is simple; they don’t have aft shields.”

      “But why would you only shield the front?” Ivanov asked. “That sounds… suboptimal.”

      “We’ve had this discussion,” Evans noted. “They’re aliens. There could be a number of reasons that make sense to them but don’t to us. Maybe they want their people to always go forward into battle, and to never run.”

      “Or,” Li said, “perhaps it is as simple as the gravity generator consumes so much power that they are simply unable to shield the aft end, too.”

      Ivanov shook his head. “That makes no sense, though. If you have this technology, why not make the craft a little longer and put in another plant to power aft shields?”

      Li shrugged. “Maybe they want the fighter to be smaller so it’s more maneuverable. Maybe the plants cost a lot to build and it’s a cost-cutting decision. It is impossible to say.”

      “But you understand the technology and should be able to reverse engineer it?”

      “Absolutely,” Li said with a smile. “My nation has been reverse engineering things for a long time. It is something we are very good at. Why pay all the money to develop something when you can simply acquire a working model and take it apart? Form follows function. Once you have a working model of a piece of technology, figuring out how to make more is an engineering issue, not a technical one. It won’t be long until we can mount these on our craft, too.”

      “If they work for fighters, they’ll also work for major combatant ships, too, right?” Ivanov asked.

      Li nodded. “Aside from the power requirements, there shouldn’t be any issues. We could put them on this station, too, if we wanted, or anywhere else, for that matter.”
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      “All fighters, stand by to jump! Ten seconds!”

      Baker closed his eyes and pulled back from the system.

      “Where are you going?” Irina asked.

      “I’m getting ready for the jump.”

      “Oh, stay here! I like watching it on your face.”

      “Watch the cockpit camera then.”

      “But it’s better in person.”

      Baker didn’t make it out before the ship jumped, and the sensation seemed worse this time. Just as it got to the part where it normally ended, there was a bumping sensation which drew it out even further.

      “Ooh that was a good one,” Irina said as the ship stabilized, and Baker tried to shake off the effects of the jump. He looked out of the cockpit to signal he was ready to go, but the launch controller appeared unconscious on the deck. Two people ran up and dragged him away.

      “What’s wrong?” Irina asked, sensing that things weren’t proceeding as normal.

      “The jump was worse on us for some reason,” Baker replied. “Looks like it knocked out the launch controller.” A new person ran up and began motioning at Baker. “Okay, they’ve got someone else.”

      The rest of the launch proceeded as normal, and they were in space within thirty seconds.

      “Well, that was weird.”

      “Here’s something weirder,” Irina said. “We’re not where we were supposed to come out.”

      “We’re not?”

      “No. We’re off to the side. Or something. Everything is out of position from what—enemy fighters! Missiles inbound!”

      The electronic support measures display lit up like a Christmas tree as the radio boomed, “All fighters! This is Enterprise. Enemy fighters and missiles inbound!”

      Baker looked at his plot and did a quick visual out the canopy. Lieutenant Derek Ikehara in Three-Oh-Two was on his left wing, and the second section of Jimenez and Lieutenant Stevenson was just joining on his right. “Hang on, everyone,” he called as he spun the ship onto the vector the ESM display indicated.

      The display filled in with at least thirty fighters inbound, as well as a number of missiles streaking toward the carrier and frigates. There was nothing he could do about the missiles—the major combatants would have to fend for themselves—but he could weed out the fighters.

      “Where the hell did all that shit come from?” Baker asked. “They couldn’t have just had it sitting around out here waiting.”

      “Hmm,” Irina said as she analyzed the data. “Looks like they came from those two asteroids that are beyond them. The missiles track back to a launch point on the starboard asteroid. There’s something weird about them, though.”

      “Weird how?”

      “Their image on the radar is strange…almost like they aren’t where they show.”

      “If they’re not where they are… where are they?”

      “The distance reading is jumping around.”

      “We’ll figure that out after we deal with the fighters.” He switched to his radio. “Okay, Blasters,” Baker said on the squadron net. “We’re going to take care of the fighters and see what we can do about those asteroids that they probably launched from. For those still launching, form up in sections and give us a hand when you can.”

      Baker accelerated toward the incoming fighters.

      “Here come the Chinese, too,” Irina said, highlighting an icon that was cutting across in front of them on the link. “Their formation is even worse than ours.”

      Baker nodded. It looked like a stream raid rather than any sort of defensive maneuver. Two ships were pointed like an arrow toward the enemy fighters, with section after section in trail behind them. The lead section had firewalled their throttles. No one else would be able to catch up with them, and it looked like they’d reach firing distance before the Blasters came into range. “Can I assume that’s Hong and Jinan in the lead?”

      “Yes,” Irina replied.

      “Tell Hong to at least let his second section and us catch up with him, and then we’ll hit them with a couple of divisions’ worth of missiles rather than going it alone like that.”

      “Hong says a real warrior wouldn’t wait when the enemy approached,” Irina said. “He also mentions that they will, quote, ‘save us some,’ but only if we don’t wait too long.”

      “Can you at least get him to move to starboard a bit? He’s going to be in front of us as we get to missile range, and I don’t want to have to shoot too close to him.”

      “He said he’ll think about it.”

      Baker shook his head, but the Chinese fighter did move a little more out of the way as it began launching missiles. In reply, the alien fighters scattered in every direction. “That just made it harder,” Baker said. “We’re going to have to work on his teamwork.”

      “He’s not the most personable of people to work with,” Irina agreed. “You’re lucky. You don’t have to talk to him.”

      Baker shook his head. “All right, now that he’s screwed up this attack, what are we going to do?”

      “I’m synching with the other fighters in our division… Daiyu and I split the targeting. She’ll be assisting Stevenson, and I’ve got Ikehara. We’ll take the ones furthest from Hong.”

      Baker pursed his lips as he looked at the link picture. At least eight enemy fighters were headed toward the lead Chinese section. “Looks like Hong’s got his hands full.”

      “There’re about thirty headed toward us. Should we leave them alone to go help him or can I work my magic on them?”

      Baker chuckled. “Now who’s the glory hound? “Fine, we’ll take the big group, but I need you to save a couple missiles.”

      “You see that we’re outnumbered, right? There’re only four of us and thirty-one of them.”

      “I do. And once we kick their asses, we’re going to have to hit those asteroids.”

      “Wouldn’t you rather launch everything we’ve got against the fighters, and let the follow-on people kill them?”

      “No, I want to kill as many fighters as we can, blow through their formation, and hit the asteroids before they can launch anything else. The other fighters can take the ones we don’t get.”

      “About the asteroid… too late. They just launched another load of missiles at the carrier.”

      “See? I’d like to have a carrier to return to, especially since this system is too far for us to jump out of on our own.”

      “Fine. Daiyu and I will each hold one back.”

      “Thank you. Besides, you told me not to be a glory hound. I’m letting someone else finish up the fighters rather than killing them all ourselves.”

      “While we take the glory of blowing up the asteroids.”

      “I can’t win, can I?”

      “Probably not. Stand by for launch.”

      The armament panel shifted. True to her word, one of the stations remained deselected. “Firing,” Irina said. Four missiles left their wings, along with fourteen from the other fighters in their division. The missiles looked like a starburst as they departed; with the enemy so spread out, they raced off in a number of directions. As the missiles traveled to their targets, the aliens began launching in reply.

      Baker brought up a picture of the link in the system and pointed to a gap they’d blasted in the enemy formation. “How about taking us through there?”

      “Can I deal with the incoming missiles first?”

      “Of course.”

      The aliens had spread their missiles across the human formation, and only three of them were headed toward the division. “Blasters, scatter,” Baker transmitted, giving the other craft the ability to maneuver on their own. The four fighters separated, and only one remained oriented on Three-Nineteen. As the missile approached, Baker fired off several bundles of chaff, and Irina danced the fighter back and forth, trying to break the missile’s radar lock on them. The third chaff did the trick, and the missile broke off to chase the new, larger radar target.

      Irina spun the fighter back around toward the asteroids. The icons for Jimenez and Ikehara were rejoining on them, but the icon for Stevenson was red and falling behind.

      “What the problem, Three-Oh-Nine?” Baker asked.

      “Missile got me,” Stevenson replied. “Multiple system failures.”

      “Roger, head back to the carrier. We’re going to investigate the asteroids. Three-Eighteen, cover Three-Oh-Nine’s withdrawal.”

      “On it,” Lieutenant Commander Porter replied, and his icon turned to intercept the wounded fighter.

      The three Terran fighters passed through the alien fighters and raced toward the asteroids, but two of the aliens peeled off to chase them. “Too bad Jimenez and I kept missiles back,” Baker muttered.

      “Why’s that?” Irina asked.

      “Because, if either of us were out, we could spin back and hold off the two enemy fighters behind us. I don’t want to send Ikehara to do that.”

      “Sounds like a good way to get the new guy killed,” Irina agreed. “Sofia says to go hit the asteroid launching missiles. She’s got the two fighters chasing us.”

      On the link hologram, Three-Twenty peeled off and spun around to meet the aliens.

      “Okay, Three-Oh-Two,” Baker said over the radio, “hang tight.” Baker firewalled the throttles, and the craft accelerated to its max speed.

      They’d just started to break away from the rest of the fighters when Jimenez’s voice came over the radio. “Actually, I could use a little help here, after all.”

      Baker broadened out the link picture. “Dammit,” he said. Two additional sections were heading toward Three-Twenty, who hadn’t made any headway against the two she already had. None of the other Blasters were close. Before Baker had time to say anything, the fighter whipped back around.

      “I knew what you were thinking,” Irina said.

      “On our way,” Baker said. “If you need to use the missile, do so.”

      They’d made it about halfway back when one of the enemy fighters dropped out of the link, then the other in its section. “What—”

      “You looked like you could use some help,” a Chinese accented voice said as two new fighters approached from below the dogfight.

      “Please tell me that’s not—”

      “It’s Hong and Jinan,” Irina confirmed as the Chinese section turned to intercept the other inbound section. In the interim, Jimenez had killed one of the pair she was engaged with and was working her way behind the other.

      “Awesome,” Baker said with a sigh. “I’m sure we’ll live that one down. Sometime… a long time from now.”

      Resignedly, he turned back to the asteroid as another round of missiles issued forth.

      “Blaster Three-Nineteen, Enterprise. Are you able to do something about the asteroid launching missiles at the fleet? The frigates are running low on missiles, and we won’t be out of range before they do.”

      “We’re on our way,” Baker replied. He shook his head. “They couldn’t see us going in that direction? Where did they think we were going?”

      “Maybe they thought we were running from the battle,” Irina said with a sniff. “Because that’s something we’re likely to do.”

      Baker chuckled. “We do have a history.” He brought up the asteroid on the long-range viewer. “All right, what do we have…” He looked at it a second, then added, “I see your problem.”

      “Oh,” Irina said as she glanced at the display. Several more asteroids were clustered behind the asteroid that was launching the missiles. “Yeah, that would give the readings I was seeing. Jumping distance, not a clear picture. They don’t seem to be doing anything, although there’s a fuzz around them…”

      “We can look at them more after we deal with the front one,” Baker said, refocusing on the closest asteroid. Generally pear shaped, the rough surface of the asteroid was broken up by patches that looked like smooth metal, as well as one, large hollow opening. As he watched, the metal plates slid aside, and a volley of missiles erupted from the planetoid.

      Baker shook his head. “I don’t think one missile is going to stop that. It’s too big. We may kill part of it, but some of those missile batteries will still probably be serviceable.”

      “They all need power, though. If I could get our missile into that bay, it might knock out their power planet. No power, no missile launches.”

      “Good plan. Can you hit that?”

      “I can try. At least the asteroid isn’t maneuvering or spinning. It must have internal gravity drives on it for station keeping. That’ll help.”

      The range clicked down, then Irina said, “Firing.”

      The missile leapt away.

      Baker smiled. “Care to bet on whether or not you get it into that bay?”

      “No bets. It’s a point target.”

      “Not confident on your targeting?”

      “Not confident of the missile. It’s looking good, though. It’s right on target… looking good…”

      The image on the viewer blurred slightly, then the missile detonated in a fiery flash. “Shit!” Irina yelled.

      “What?” Baker asked. “It looked like it was right on target.”

      “It blew up before it got there. They turned on a shield or something.”

      “I don’t see anything on any of the instruments.”

      “Whatever it was, I think we knocked it down, however, we didn’t do much damage to the asteroid.”

      “No, we didn’t,” Baker confirmed as the image cleared. “I have an idea. How often do they fire a volley?”

      “About every five minutes.”

      “How long will it take to get there?”

      “Eight minutes.”

      “Shit. Well, we’ll catch the second volley.”

      “Catch the volley? I’m not sure I like the way that sounds.”

      “How about this—if we were to be in position above one of those tubes when the doors opened, we’d have—what?—about a second or two to slam some rail gun rounds into it? If we could detonate the missile in the tube…”

      “The explosion might knock out the station.”

      “There’s only one problem with that.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Nukes don’t just explode. You have to trigger them very precisely. If we hit the warhead, odds are that we’d do nothing more than scatter the nuclear material around.”

      “The missiles have to have some sort of motor, right? And some sort of fuel to power it? They’re rocket-powered, right?”

      Irina nodded as she chewed on her cheek. “Yeah. That might blow up. It would take a lucky shot to get it to do so, though.”

      “Are you feeling lucky?”

      “Well, now that we missed all the dogfighting, I don’t have much better to do, so why not?”

      As they proceeded inbound, Baker briefed Ikehara on the plan. Baker told him to stay out of the way, but the junior officer wanted to try it as well, so they both lined up in front of missile tubes and waited as the countdown to launch proceeded.

      “Tell me again why this is a smart idea?” Irina asked as they stared at the viewer. “We’re sitting in front of a giant missile that is supposed to go ‘boom.’ Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to stand on the tracks when the train is coming?”

      “Yes, but I don’t have a better idea. Do you?”

      Irina looked down. “No. Other than to tell the carrier to run faster.”

      “All right, Three-Oh-Two,” Baker called. “Remember, when the door starts opening, fire twice, then get out of the way.”

      “Got it, Skipper.”

      The timer Irina had hanging on the ‘wall’ of the system finished counting down, but the doors started sliding open with five seconds remaining. “Firing,” Irina said. She got off one round, then the asteroid jumped beneath them and began tumbling at the same time that Three-Oh-Two became a mass of yellow and red on the display.

      “What happened, Three-Oh-Two?” Baker asked.

      “I was kind of low and the missile went high order. I got kind of scorched, but I think the asteroid is down.”

      “I thought you said that couldn’t happen.”

      Irina shrugged. “I was wrong.”
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      “So, after ‘Fireball’ here”—Baker nodded to Ikehara—“blew up the asteroid, we went and checked out the other asteroids. It looked like there was an Army of robots on them, tunneling them out.”

      “Tunneling them out how?” Lieutenant Nicole Rice, who was doing the post-flight debrief asked.

      “With big lasers.”

      “Sorry, sir, I didn’t mean ‘how’ as in the method of mining—although I’m happy to have that piece of data—what I was asking was whether it looked like they were building more of the missile platforms or whether they were building more of the kind that held fighters.”

      Baker thought back. “Umm… both I think.” He slid a drive across the table. “We figured you’d ask something like that, so we took a bunch of images of them. There were four of them, and it looked—to us, anyway—like they were building two of both. They had a variety of types of robots working.”

      “How are you sure they were robots and not people…or biologicals, anyway?”

      “Well, Irina pulled the fighter up to about three meters away from one of them, and it never stopped what it was doing. If it were me, and a big fighter jet pulled up next to me, I’d wave or run, or something. I certainly wouldn’t stay right there and keep doing what I was doing. Especially after the asteroid not too far away just blew up.” Baker shrugged. “Your mileage may vary, I guess.”

      “There also weren’t any places where people would live,” Ikehara said. “I flew all the way around one, and there were no entrances into the asteroid or structures or domes or anything. I have to believe they were robots, too.”

      “We can always go back and take more photos,” Baker said. “It’s not like they’re going anywhere.”

      “Well, uh… no we can’t, actually.” Rice shifted in her seat. “When you reported they were using robots to build new defense stations, one of the Russian frigates—Tiger, I think—moved closer to them and fired a bunch of anti-ship missiles at them. Most of what we wanted to see has been destroyed.” She held up the drive. “So thanks for bringing this back to us. Without it, we’d have been out of luck.”

      Baker nodded. “Anything else?”

      “No sir.”

      Baker and Ikehara stood and walked out of the small room. “Chow?” Baker asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “There you are,” a Chinese-accented voice said. “I wondered where you’d gotten off to.”

      Baker turned to find two Asian men coming out of the room next to them.

      “Commander,” Baker said to the taller of the two, Commander Zhang Jinan, the CO of the Pandas.

      “Don’t worry, no thanks are necessary,” Jinan said. “It was my pleasure.”

      “I’m sorry,” Baker said. “Thanks for what?”

      “For saving your XO. My SI was right, she’s very pretty.” Jinan peered at him for a moment. “I’m surprised you left her all alone. I would take care of my people better, especially a flower as lovely as she is.”

      “She can take care of herself,” Baker said, “and we were on our way back to assist. You just got in the way, again, like you did at the start of the battle.”

      Jinan slapped the other man on the shoulder. “You mean how we raced into battle while the rest of you dithered around?” He laughed loudly. “You would do better as a leader if you actually led sometimes.”

      “If you’d have let everyone get into position, we could have dealt with the fighters quickly, as an airwing. By charging in like you did, you made everything harder.”

      Jinan and the other man laughed again, and Baker could feel his neck getting hot. “Don’t worry, we saved you some, like we said we would.” He chuckled and looked at his squadron mate. “Come on. Let’s go get some food. Killing aliens by ourselves makes me hungry.”

      They pushed out the door of intel, leaving Baker standing in the passageway clenching his fists.

      “They’re just assholes, Skipper. Don’t worry about it,” Ikehara said. “Dinner?”

      Baker blew out his breath and then smiled. “Yeah. Let’s.”

      And if they sit next to us, I’m going to slug that asshole right in the mouth.
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      Baker need not have worried about Jinan. Apparently they’d gotten dressed in their uniforms and gone to the clean-shirt wardroom where the carrier crews and more senior officers hung out. Probably to regale everyone with their exploits of derring-do.

      Baker ate quickly and made it up to the flag-level brief just as it was about to start. Jinan was there—dressed in a duty uniform, not a flight suit, of course—but he was more reserved and on the other side of the room, which made him easier to deal with.

      Captain Dan Jones waved to him from about halfway up the seating, but Baker shook his head, pointing at the last row. I’ve had my fill of these. It would be nice to be a fly on the wall for once, not the main event. Jones shook his head and pointed emphatically at the seat next to him. Sighing, Baker moved forward and took the seat.

      “Hi, sir,” Baker said.

      “Good job today,” Jones said, shaking his hand. “If you hadn’t taken out that asteroid, we probably would have lost the Lion.” He shrugged. “We may still.”

      “I hadn’t heard that,” Baker said, “but I was—”

      “Admiral, Officers, and staff,” a man said loudly as he stepped up to the podium, “I am the intelligence officer, Commander Andriy Mityaev, and I will be conducting the lessons learned portion of today’s debrief. As you are all well aware, we jumped into this system today, through somewhat of a non-traditional jump. I will have more about that in a few moments.

      “Upon establishing ourselves in system, we came under fire from a missile defense platform and what is estimated as two squadrons of fighters launched from a second asteroid in nearby space. Both were successfully defeated, although Lion was hit by a nuclear warhead that obliterated everything from the bow back to frame thirty-seven. Damage control teams are still working on assessing the damage to the ship, and additional support has been sent over from both Tiger and Enterprise.”

      He brought up the holo in front of the podium with an image Baker recognized as one he’d taken. “This is the asteroid that was launching the missiles, shortly before it was destroyed by Blaster Three-Oh-Two. As you can see from this image, there are at least twenty panels in view that we believe house missile launchers.” Little red arrows appeared to point to the metal plates.

      “This image, however, only shows about one-eighth of the surface of the asteroid,” the intel officer continued, “leading us to believe that there are approximately one hundred fifty launchers on the platform.”

      “Wait.” Admiral Vasquez said. “I thought the platform was firing ten missiles per volley. What you’re saying is that there are on the order of seventy-five launchers that were facing us?”

      “Yes, sir. It appears that they could have been firing volleys of up to about that many,” Mityaev agreed with a nod. “Depending on the capabilities of the missile, they could potentially have fired even greater numbers per volley.”

      “Why did they not?” Vasquez asked. “Do we have any idea?”

      “The short answer, sir, is no. We have postulated that perhaps the reload time is large, so they fire some, then fire others, and so forth, so they could keep up a constant flow of missiles. They might also have kept their numbers down to test out our systems and see how well we could defend against them.”

      Baker leaned over to Jones. “I’ve heard intel say some stupid things before, but that may top it all.”

      Apparently, he wasn’t as quiet as he’d thought, because the intel officer was staring at him when he looked back forward again. “You have something to add?” Mityaev asked, continuing to glare.

      Yep. Should have taken the back row. Baker winced, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut, but before he could say anything, Vasquez turned to see where the intel officer was staring. As everyone else was looking at Baker, it wasn’t hard for him to figure out. “Well, Commander Baker, do you know something the intelligence professionals don’t?”

      “Well, sir, I, uh…” Baker said as the intel officer continued to stare. “I think there might be another way of looking at it.”

      “And what would that be?” Mityaev asked.

      “I don’t think the asteroid was finished. In fact, I don’t think either of the defenses were at their full capabilities.”

      Mityaev snarled. “And what experience leads you to be able to make this bold assessment?”

      “Well, as the person who took that picture, I may have access to some info that you didn’t and no one ever asked me about.”

      “Which is?”

      “Well, they weren’t rotating their firing ports. The same ones fired every time, which is what allowed us to know which was going to open and be able to fire down the tubes. I can’t say whether the initial rounds came from different ports, but during the time we were nearby, it was the same ports firing every time.”

      “Perhaps the other ports are different weapons,” the intel officer said, trying to salvage his position.

      “Perhaps. But seriously, you’d think that if an attacking force entered your system—a group you were determined were hostile, which you wanted to eliminate—you’d only fire a small percentage of your missiles at them? I wouldn’t. I’d fire everything I could at them, hoping to beat down their defenses and take them out before they could return fire at me. They were lucky in that the frigates’ missiles weren’t in-range, or they wouldn’t have gotten more than maybe two rounds before the Lion and Tiger pounded them into tiny rocks.”

      “Well—”

      “I’m not done.” Baker said. “You asked, so I’ll answer. In addition to the fact that only a small percentage of their missile ports were firing, there were a number of other asteroids nearby that were in an even less-prepared state. Also, the asteroid that launched the two squadrons of fighters? It could have held a lot more of them, but it didn’t. I think we got here before they were prepared for us. Give them a few more weeks to equip the missile platform and staff the fighter base, and we would have had a much different reception on arrival.”

      Baker sat back in his seat.

      “Someday, you’ll learn to keep your mouth shut at these,” Jones said, sotto voce.

      Baker nodded. Maybe. Today obviously isn’t going to be that day.

      The intel officer sniffed. “Perhaps that is possible, however, there is one other matter that would tend to make us draw other conclusions.”

      “And what’s that?” Admiral Vasquez asked, turning to face the front again.

      “The jump interdictors,” Mityaev replied. The holo switched to show several planetoids from a long way off. The image was fuzzy, and it was difficult to determine the scale of the image. “I apologize for the image, ladies and gentlemen, but this is the best we could do with the long-range scope on the Enterprise.”

      “What are we looking at?” Vasquez asked.

      “We don’t know for sure, but we believe these to be some sort of auxiliary defensive measure. What we do know is that, when we jumped, we didn’t end up where we intended, and many people noticed what felt like a smaller second jump that occurred at what should have been the end of the jump into this system. This second jump had additional physiological effects on personnel, incapacitating approximately 10 percent of the crew.

      “We don’t know if this was due to the size and mass of the planetoid bodies that were at the point we were trying to jump into, or if they had some sort of jump interdictors—or whether it was a combination of the two—but when we tried to jump here, we were somehow forced to the side almost five light-minutes, within range of the defensive systems we’ve already discussed.

      “So we were displaced… right to where the defenses were.”

      “Yes, sir, we were shifted nearly ninety million kilometers to the side, within missile range of the asteroids that fired upon us.”

      Vasquez scratched his chin. “I wonder if they have defensive positions on the other side of the—what did you call them?—interdictors?”

      “It’s impossible to tell from here, Admiral,” Mityaev replied. “We’d have to send a fighter over there to take a look.”

      “Well, that will certainly complicate system entry if we can’t go straight at it,” Vasquez said. “One of our strategies is to aim off to the side, but that will put us in range of these platforms, assuming they have more of them, and they station them on both sides. If backed up by defenses that were a little more robust…”

      “We’d be in serious trouble,” Mityaev agreed.

      Vasquez nodded. “You haven’t answered the million-dollar question yet, though.”

      Mityaev jerked back slightly. “And what would that be, Admiral?”

      “Are these defenses for us or for someone else?”

      “I would suspect they are for us,” the intel officer replied. “They had to know we’d be coming for them eventually. Whatever they have further up the chain from here must be something they value, so they were trying to stop us here.”

      “But why?”

      “I don’t understand that question.”

      “Well, first, let me say that I agree with Commander Baker—I think we caught them still building these defenses; they could have been a lot more robust.” Vasquez chuckled while Mityaev looked like he’d eaten something sour. Vasquez shook his head and continued, “Hell, they should have been more robust. Even though Lion was damaged, the defenses in general were fairly lame. They’ve seen us enough to know what we bring to the battlefield; they weren’t ready for us to be here yet… or the defenses were being built for someone else, which may have something to do with why they continue to go back and forth through our system.”

      Vasquez shrugged. “Either way, though, the question remains—why here? If the people in Sunshine were their—what? Vassals? Protectorate?—they should have built this in the Sunshine system. What’s so important about this system?”

      Mityaev shook his head. “There’s nothing we’ve seen yet to indicate what that might be.”

      “Then we need to get looking, because it’s there. There is a reason for those defenses and finding it might give us a whole new understanding of the aliens.”
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      “Got a minute?” Jones asked as the briefing broke up.

      Baker nodded. “For you, sir, of course.”

      Jones looked around the room and then said, “Let’s go down to my office.”

      “Whatever you want.”

      Jones nodded and led them down to the airwing spaces. “We’re not to be disturbed,” Jones said to his yeoman as they passed through his outer office. He waved Baker to a seat as he shut the door.

      “What can I do for you, CAG?” Baker asked.

      “I wanted to get your opinion on the battle today,” Jones said. He shrugged. “Mostly, I wanted to see if it was as big a clusterfuck as it looked from the sidelines.”

      Baker scoffed. “If anything, it was even bigger. First, our launch controller was one of the casualties of the second jump, so the Pandas got the first craft off the ship, and we were playing catch-up the whole time.” He shook his head. “Not that it seemed that way to me, but it surely did to some other people.”

      Jones didn’t comment, but indicated for Baker to continue.

      Baker took a deep breath and let it out slowly, reliving the flight. “By the time we had two sections of fighters spaceborne, there were missiles and fighters incoming. I wanted to set up a line of battle so we could effectively use our missiles as an airwing, but the dickhead—” He cleared his throat. “But Commander Jinan charged forward without waiting for the rest of us. We tried to move up to support his advance, but then he and his wingman fired a bunch of missiles and the aliens scattered, complicating things.

      “We—the four fighters in my group—fired our missiles to suppress the aliens and hopefully thin them out some, then we tried to go after the missile-firing asteroid to put it out of action. Both Commander Jimenez and I had held back a missile for that. One of my group took a missile in the aliens’ return fire and had to drop back, so the three of us advanced on the asteroid, but we drew the attention of some aliens. Jimenez dropped back to stop them, while Lieutenant Ikehara and I continued.”

      Jones cleared his throat. “How many aliens were there for Jimenez to fight?”

      “Two initially, which is why she suggested it. I authorized her to drop back, knowing that she and Daiyu were more than a match for two aliens, especially since she still had a missile she could have used if needed. When two more sections of aliens joined the fight, we turned back to help her, but Commander Jinan rushed in to assist, so we turned back to the asteroid. By the time we’d dealt with it, the space battle was over and we returned to Enterprise.” Baker shrugged. “We got through it pretty lightly; it could have gone a lot worse.”

      Baker glanced at Jones, who was staring at him, chewing on the inside of his lip. The intensity of the stare unnerved him. “What’s wrong?”

      “I wanted to get your side of the battle. What I saw on the monitors today tends to confirm your version of the battle.”

      Baker’s brows knit. “What other version of the battle is there?”

      “Jinan’s,” Jones said after a moment. “He was telling everyone how much of a coward he thought you were.”

      “What?”

      “His view of the battle was your squadron was slow to form up and join the battle with the fighters. As a result, Lion was damaged.”

      “I don’t even see how the two things are related!” Baker said, his voice rising. “I was the one who went after the asteroid that was firing the missiles!”

      “In his mind, if you’d have joined him at full throttle, the alien fighters could have been dealt with sooner, and then you could have gone on to finish the asteroids sooner. He claims you exhibited cowardice in battle, and that he had to save your XO when you prematurely left the battle.”

      “That’s bullshit, CAG! Look at the tapes! No one could have gotten to the asteroids any sooner than I did. The only thing that might have helped would have been if Jinan had waited to launch his missiles. We could probably have just about wiped out the whole alien fighter fleet, then had a larger number of fighters go after the asteroids, while a few mopped up the remaining alien fighters.”

      Baker shook his head. “Last cruise, when it was the seven of us, and we were hugely outnumbered, did I run? Back down? Do anything other than attack? There’s bravery, then there’s using your equipment the way it was designed. We should have fired a massed volley, which I tried to do, but Jinan fucked up. Then, I took a nugget as a wingman to investigate the asteroid, leaving most of the squadron to finish the aliens, which we greatly outnumbered at that point.”

      “Easy.” Jones made patting motions. “I believe you and agree with what you did. Personally, I think Jinan’s charge was rash, and I will personally debrief him on it. Still, I have a feeling he won’t take that well.”

      Baker scoffed. “I doubt it.”

      Jones shrugged. “In any event, you can expect me to fly with you—the airwing, not just the Blasters—from here on out. We’ll do things in accordance with the airwing’s tactical guidance.”

      “Which I wrote.”

      Jones nodded. “Which you wrote.”

      “Which will annoy Jinan.”

      “I’m sure it will, but those procedures were determined last cruise, and a lot of good folks died to work them out. He can either follow them, or I’ll relieve him and let someone else lead the squadron.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “We’re one great big, happy, Terran military now, or didn’t you get the memo?”

      “I can’t imagine that we want to pull Jinan from the squadron or—worse—his SI. Together, they’re worth several fighters. Maybe more.”

      “Now you’re sticking up for him?”

      Baker shrugged and then chuckled. “I hadn’t intended to stick up for him, but we need the capability that he and Hong bring to the battlefield. We just have to get them to work well and play well as a team, and not go charging into battle again without the rest of us.”

      “Think you can do that on your own?”

      “Make Jinan follow the rules?” Baker saw Jones nod. “Not likely, sir.”

      Jones smiled. “I don’t think you can, either, which is why I’ll be flying with you more.”

      “If you’re going to fly with us, I want to let you know about something Irina and Daiyu have been working on.”

      “Should I be afraid?”

      “No. Actually, it’s kind of cool.”

      “What is it?”

      “You know how you can do a conference call back home? Well, it’s kind of like that, only better…”
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      Irina put her hands on her hips. “Say that again? CAG is flying with us today, why?”

      “Because the Panda Bears’ CO accused me of cowardice, and he wants to make sure we work well and play well with each other.”

      Irina tapped a foot. “Is it cowardice to shove a missile up his ass and detonate it?”

      “Without warning him it was coming?” Baker shrugged. “Probably.”

      “I guess he didn’t read any of the reports from our first cruise? The ones where we were grossly outnumbered, but we attacked anyway?”

      “I’m not sure he’s able to read.”

      “Well, that would explain it.” Although her words said she agreed, Baker could see she wasn’t ready to let it go yet.

      “I’m not sure it’s all him,” Baker said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Remember our first day at Sunshine where we got in the big killing frenzy?”

      “I remember there being a lot of targets shooting at us, and us killing them in reply.”

      “You didn’t get at all caught up in the moment?”

      Irina frowned. “Are we going to have this discussion again?”

      “I’m willing to admit that I got caught up in it.” He tilted his head as he looked at her with a half-smile and raised an eyebrow.

      After a moment, her shoulders slumped. “Well, maybe we did go a little overboard with some of it.”

      “Okay, that’s fair. I think Jinan and Hong might have done the same yesterday, but at least one of them—and maybe both—is more worried about honor and charging into battle. They probably had that in mind, and they fed off each other, and—all of a sudden—everyone else who didn’t do what they did is a coward.”

      Irina’s favorite easy chair materialized behind her as she flopped backward. “Yeah,” she said with a sigh. “That makes sense.”

      “Got any ideas for how we can make sure it doesn’t happen again?”

      “No, but I’ll think about it. Hong is a bit of a bully. I can see how they might act like that.”

      “Want me to put you in touch with Hong?”

      “Wouldn’t you rather talk to Jinan?”

      “I’d rather throat-punch him than talk to him.”

      “Now who’s the bully?”

      “I didn’t say I would, just that I wanted to.”

      “I feel the same way about Hong.” She stopped and smiled. “Want me to ask Sofia to kick his ass?”

      “I think that if I got someone to fight my battles for me it would probably corroborate his feelings that I’m a coward.”

      “Maybe. But Sofia could still give him a good ass-kicking.”

      “Unless he knows karate or taekwondo or one of those other things better than Sofia does.”

      “Yeah, there’s a decent chance he might.” Irina sighed, long and loud. “Fine. You talk to Jinan, and I’ll talk to Hong.”

      “Okay.”

      Irina brought up the link picture and waved a hand to the long string of fighters projecting left and right in an arrowhead backward from CAG’s position in the center—Blasters to the left and Pandas to the right. “So that explains CAG’s presence. Why do we need all of both squadrons for this flight? Did they find the aliens?”

      “The ship’s intel got some weak electronic hits. They think there may be a planet on the other side of the star, and they’re worried it might be inhabited, and that there might be alien carriers around. They want us to check it out.”

      “What if the aliens jump in on the Enterprise while we’re gone? Lion is a mess. That just leaves Tiger to defend them. Based on yesterday’s fight, I wouldn’t put a lot of trust in the frigates.”

      “Maybe they will get better. It was their first combat after all.” Baker shrugged. “The first battle the uplink fighters fought, we lost all but one of them.”

      “The first battle we fought was a draw.”

      “I’m talking about the first big battle. You and I weren’t in it. They lost all but Three-Twenty.”

      “That wasn’t the first battle; it was the third. You and I had already been in combat twice by then. The first was a draw; the second time we kicked their asses.”

      “True. But the first major engagement—”

      “I’ve got contacts!” Irina interrupted. “All across the electronic spectrum. Comms, radars, datalinks… you name it, I’ve got it. It’s weak, but picking up.”

      “Figure out where it is; I’ll contact CAG.” He switched to his radio. “CAG, Blaster Three-Nineteen. We’re starting to get full spectrum electronic activity.”

      “Roger, Three-Nineteen. Just started picking them up myself. Let me know when you have a position.”

      “Ask Daiyu to spread out a little further, and let’s see if we can’t triangulate this,” Baker said looking at the ESM display. His brows knit. “This is weird.”

      “You mean the fact that there are two lines of bearing to the signals.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s because there are two sets of signals. Three now.”

      “Three sets of signals? Where are they coming from?”

      “The first—and the majority of the signals—is coming from the planet that is in an orbit between where Earth and Mars would be back home. The other two groups are further out, but their signal strengths indicate they’re heading toward us.”

      “Heading toward us… like in motion?”

      “Like they’re warships. Yes.” The long-range viewer snapped on. Although the targets were beyond the effective image of the telescope, three distinct pixelated blobs could be seen. “The other group—the further one—probably has more ships, based on the number of signals I’m getting.”

      “If those are carriers—”

      “We’re outnumbered again,” Irina finished. “I’m really hoping at some point we’re going to be the fleet with the overwhelming numbers. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      “It would. Stand by.” Baker linked the imagery to CAG’s WSO. “Just sent you what we’re looking at, CAG. There’s a planet a little further out than Earth would be, and two groups of ships headed inbound. Imagery is of the first group. We believe the second group is bigger.”

      “Do you make that as three ships?” CAG asked.

      “Yes, sir. It looks to us like two carriers and a missile frigate or maybe three carriers; we’re not sure which.”

      “Now, I think, would be a good time for that conference call thing you told me about.”

      Baker winked at Irina. “Okay, you’re on.”

      “Really? You told him about conferencing? And with the alien ships coming, this is the time you want to try it out?”

      “First, the ships won’t be here for hours. Second, I know you and Daiyu have been experimenting. Let’s see it. No time like the present.” An easy chair appeared behind him, and he fell back into it with a smile. “Like I said, you’re on.”

      “Fine.” A conference table appeared, with several chairs on both sides of it and one at the end. “It’s my table; I get to sit next to CAG.” She took a seat next to the end of the table at the same time Daiyu and Jimenez appeared.

      “Welcome,” Irina said.

      “Interesting choice of time to debut the capability,” Jimenez noted.

      Baker shrugged. “CAG wanted to talk to us. No time like the present to see if it worked.”

      “Tell CAG to accept my request,” Irina said.

      Baker did, and a few seconds later, CAG appeared.

      “Now this is interesting,” Jones said. “How do you make this work?”

      “When we’re tightly networked, it’s not much different than being hard-wire plugged into this fighter. I had to create a little software to make it work. Basically, it captures most of your system essence and pulls it over here.”

      “Um… what happens if we were to lose the link while I’m over here?”

      “I wouldn’t recommend that,” Daiyu said. “If that were to happen, you probably would end up with a partial upload in both fighters. I’m not sure we could reestablish a link with your body to put it together again without a physical connection.”

      “So, if this malfunctions, I’m going to die or go crazy?”

      “Well…” Irina tilted her head. “Maybe?”

      Jones turned to Baker. “You didn’t want to let me know that before I risked my life coming over here?”

      Baker could feel the flush building on his body, although he didn’t allow any of it to show on his avatar. “Sorry, sir; I never gave much thought as to how it worked; I just heard them talking about how it might work.”

      “Can you bring Jinan, Hong, and Commander Chunhua over, too?”

      “I can,” Irina said, “assuming they want to brave the peril.”

      “Interesting,” Commander Jinan said as he phased in. Hong Yang and Sun Chunhua appeared behind him. “I didn’t know this capability existed.” He turned to CAG. “How long have you been able to do this?”

      Jones chuckled. “This is the first time we’ve tried it. I wasn’t even aware that it existed until yesterday.”

      “We just figured out how to do it,” Daiyu said with a small bow.

      “Who is flying our fighter while we are here?” Commander Sun Chunhua, the XO of the Pandas, asked.

      “It’s on autopilot, attached to whoever you were flying formation on,” Irina said.

      “As this is the first time, I’ll make this quick,” Jones said, taking his seat at the head of the table. He waved for the others to take their seats. “Here’s the deal. I’d really like a look at that planet, but I don’t want to do anything that might be perceived as hostile to the forces that are headed toward us.”

      Jinan and Hong looked at each other. “We can take them,” Jinan said for both.

      “The issue isn’t whether we can take them,” Jones said. “Our mission out here is not to try to destroy everyone we find, but to gather intel.”

      “Tell that to the people of Sunshine,” Chunhua muttered.

      “They brought that on themselves,” Jones replied. “Had they not captured the ambassador, we wouldn’t have had to take him back.” He shrugged. “Regardless, I’d like to get a look at that planet, but I don’t want the aliens to think we’re attacking.”

      “So what’s the plan, boss?” Baker asked.

      “I need one fighter to do a flyby, while the rest of the airwing returns to the carrier.”

      “I request the honor of doing the flyby,” Jinan said quickly.

      “We,” Hong clarified.

      “Sorry,” Jinan said. “We request the honor of the flyby. We can be counted on to do it correctly.”

      “The XO or I could do it just as easily,” Baker said. “We have experience doing intel flights.”

      “Didn’t you nuke a bunch of the civilians the last time you did one?” Jinan asked. “I thought the object of this was to do it without appearing hostile.”

      “Once again, they fired first,” Baker said, again glad his blush didn’t show. “We wouldn’t go low enough to attract attention this time.”

      “Enough!” Jones shouted. “I didn’t ask you here to have you turn this into a competition. I’m sending Three-Twenty. I just wanted to let you know why I chose her, and what I wanted her to do. Fly by the planet, but try to stay out of range of any space stations or missiles you see, then get back to the Enterprise as quickly as you can. If the alien ships come after us, I expect we’ll withdraw.”

      “Withdraw?” Jinan asked. “Why?”

      “Well, the fact that you’ve already lost about half your squadron and the Blasters have lost almost a quarter of theirs might have something to do with it. Once again, we are not trying to make more enemies, but gather info on the ones we already have.”

      “Fine,” Jinan said. “How do I leave?”

      “Just think of yourself back in your plane and pull with your mind,” Daiyu said. “I can also force you back if needed.”

      “Not required,” Hong said, obviously as annoyed as Jinan. Both disappeared, followed by Chunhua, who bowed slightly, then disappeared.

      “Hopefully, I don’t have to tell you to be careful,” Jones said to Jimenez.

      “No sir, you do not.”

      “Very well. Good luck.” Jones disappeared.

      “Well, if nothing else, it was a good test of the conferencing system,” Baker said. “Well done to all of you who put it together. We also learned an important point.”

      “What’s that?” Irina asked.

      “Jinan knew about our last flyby. I think that’s confirmation that he actually can read.”

      Jimenez and Daiyu laughed and then left.

      “Just us again,” Baker said.

      “Why didn’t you fight harder for us to do the flyby?”

      “It was pretty obvious that Jones was sending a message to both Jinan and me to cool it, so I didn’t think there was any way of convincing him to let us do it. Besides, let someone else have the glory, right?”

      “There are times for that, and there are times for us to do it because we’re the best, and it’s dangerous. This is one of the latter.”

      “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      “Make sure you pass on any concerns to Daiyu.”

      “Are you kidding? I already have.”
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      “Okay, we need to get in and out quickly,” Jimenez said as the rest of the squadron executed a one-eighty and headed back toward the Enterprise.

      “At least six carriers inbound as well as the potential planetary defenses?” Daiyu asked. “That was an understatement, correct?”

      Jimenez chuckled as she firewalled the throttles. “Yeah, I guess it was. Make sure you are recording everything we can get on all of our systems. I don’t want to have to come back.”

      “We’re not coming back,” Daiyu muttered. “Not without a lot more support.”

      They continued inbound, and the planet—a water world—quickly came into focus. Ocean covered over 90 percent of the globe, with several chains of islands in both hemispheres.

      Daiyu brought up a map and pointed at the largest chain in the southern hemisphere. “The greatest concentration of signals originates from this island.”

      Jimenez nodded. The island was the largest on the planet and had more land above water than the rest of the islands in its chain put together. “How big is that?”

      “It is about one hundred fifteen thousand square kilometers,” Daiyu said, “or about the size of New Zealand’s North Island back home.”

      “Plan the flyby to go as close as we can to it.”

      “We will have to get low. The island—like the continent on our last intel mission—is currently mostly covered by clouds.”

      “But the picture you just showed—”

      “Was built from radar data.”

      Jimenez tapped her chin. “We won’t have long if we have to get all the way down.”

      “We will not. Especially since there are fighters launching from the closer of the two carrier groups.”

      “How many?”

      “Does it matter?” Daiyu asked. “It’s only us. I see at least ten or fifteen. Could be more. Even if it’s ten, though, that’s still more than we have missiles for.”

      “So they’ve seen us.”

      “The fighters launched, didn’t they?”

      “Yes, but they didn’t launch their whole airwing,” Jimenez said. “They obviously know most of our fighters left.”

      “Still, ten is more than we want to fight.”

      “We’re not supposed to fight any of them.”

      “Even better,” Daiyu said. “Can we head back now?”

      “No. We don’t have any good imagery yet. We’re still too far away.”

      “You know the alien fighters are faster than us, right? If we let them get too close, they will be able to chase us down.”

      “I know.” Jimenez sighed. “Still… they’re not here yet, and I want to get the imagery we need.”

      “How close do we have to get?”

      “Close enough to find out what race is down there.”

      “We could do that now, I suspect, with the video signals I’m getting.”

      “Can you bring one up?” Jimenez asked.

      “Sure.” An auxiliary window appeared. “Here you go.”

      The picture jumped several times as Daiyu experimented with the frame rate and video stream, but then it began running like a vid channel from back on Earth, and two creatures appeared. Although both had the head and shoulders of what looked like Komodo dragons, they were bipedal in nature and had thicker torsos and powerful-looking legs and tail, which was readily apparent as they both removed the wrap-like clothing that had covered their bodies at the start.

      “That’s enough,” Jimenez said as they began licking each other with long, forked tongues. “I don’t need to watch lizard porn.”

      Daiyu waved, and the window disappeared.

      “Are they all like that?” Jimenez asked.

      “Sexual in nature?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “No. I meant, are they all lizards?”

      “Yes, they are, and—just in case you’re curious—many of the video feeds are like that.”

      “Gross,” Jimenez said.

      “Worse, the planet has some sort of space station that just came from around its back side.”

      “We’ll have to assume it’s armed…” Jimenez tapped her chin again as she thought. Finally, she pointed to the map. “What if we enter the atmosphere here—away from the station—drop down to the surface over the middle of the ocean, and run up this way past the island?”

      “That will work to avoid most of the predicted defenses. Once we’re down near the surface, it is unlikely the station would shoot at us, too. Still… it will take time to do it—time we don’t have with the fighters approaching.”

      “We can continue in this direction and have the planet between us as we escape.”

      “I’ve done the math. They’ll be able to catch us on the way back if we do this.”

      “Send a message to Irina and let her know. Lance won’t let them catch us.”
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      “She’s what?” Baker asked.

      “Sofia is taking Three-Twenty down to the surface. The area she wants to surveil is covered by clouds.”

      “Tell her not to do so. Our orders are to avoid conflict.”

      “I can’t. They’ve gone behind the planet to start their imagery run, and we’re about to be eclipsed by the star, too.”

      Baker shook his head. Irina was right; I should have fought harder to be the ones doing the mission. “Can you set up the conference table again and invite CAG over?”

      The meeting room appeared, and after a few long moments, CAG’s avatar did, too. “I take it this is something you didn’t want to ask about over the radio?” He looked around the conference facility. “You know I’m not a fan of this system, right?”

      “Yes, sir. I know you’re not a fan, and no, this isn’t something I wanted to talk about on the radio.”

      “Shouldn’t the Pandas be represented?”

      “It’s easier if they aren’t, I suspect,” Baker replied. “At least until you’ve had a chance to think about it.”

      “Okay. Quickly then. What’s up?”

      “Before we lost contact with Three-Twenty, the XO radioed that she was going to take the fighter to the surface for an imagery run.”

      “She was supposed to avoid conflict if at all possible.”

      “I think her intention was to avoid conflict, but she needs to get below the cloud deck to get the imagery she wanted. The problem isn’t with the locals on the planet, but the fact that the delay caused by avoiding the locals is going to allow the alien fighters coming after her to catch up prior to her coming in range of the Enterprise.”

      “And you want us to take the airwing back and wipe out the fighters?”

      Baker nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Denied.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “With all due respect, sir, why the hell not?”

      “What part of ‘We are to avoid conflict with the enemy’ did you not understand?” Jones asked. “Obviously, it was the same part that your XO didn’t understand either, when she put herself into a position where that conflict—forbidden by the admiral—was possible. We—the airwing—are to return to the carrier. I cannot authorize a strike on the enemy fighters.”

      “Can we call back to the carrier?”

      “No. The admiral’s orders were very specific. Avoid conflict at all costs. Unfortunately, if your XO put herself into a position where she can be attacked, she is going to be one of those costs.”

      The CAG’s avatar disappeared as he returned to his ship.
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      “I have long-range missiles launching from several sites around this hemisphere,” Daiyu announced as they descended toward the planet.

      “Will they be an issue once we’re low?” Jimenez asked.

      “Most probably will not. The area where we’re headed should be outside of any targeting radars. It is most likely that the missiles will lose their locks on us.”

      “Probably… most likely…” Jimenez shook her head. “If there are any you’re worried about—and they can be safely destroyed—do so.”

      “Okay,” Daiyu replied, her tone happier than it had been for the preceding hour. The fighter turned slightly and fired a number of rail gun rounds, shifted and fired, then spun a third time and fired again. “That should do it. Those were the closer ones.”

      Jimenez nodded as the fighter continued to descend. Once underneath the radar horizon from the launchers, she turned the fighter to the north and raced toward the target island. “We’re only going to get one shot at this, so we need to make sure we make the most out of it.”

      “All the recorders are on, as they have been,” Daiyu confirmed, “except for the imagery recorders, which are currently off because watching fifteen minutes of the ocean go by is boring.”

      “What if we get a pop-up target? Say, a warship or something?”

      “I’ll turn them back on. For the moment, though, there’s nothing on radar.”

      “We are, however, going really fast, really low. Our radar horizon is pretty short. By the time we see anything, we’ll be past it.”

      Daiyu nodded. “Which is going to make it incredibly hard for them to target us, which I thought was also a salient point.”

      “It is, but if we don’t bring back any intel of value, this whole mission was a waste.”

      “We’ll get a good view of the island,” Daiyu said. “You can count on it.”

      “Fine.”

      The next half hour—an eternity in “system time”—passed in silence as they watched for contacts but saw nothing of interest. During that time, they covered almost two thousand miles as they roared along at Mach five. Their initial heading as they descended to the planet had been a ruse, and Jimenez sincerely hoped the aliens were looking in the wrong place for them.

      “One minute,” Daiyu noted.

      Jimenez felt something touch the top part of the fighter and saw a sparkling red light through her eyes, then Daiyu yanked it into a hard left turn as she climbed slightly.

      Jimenez flinched in pain as one of the sensors on the starboard wing burned off.

      “The orbital platform has a laser,” Daiyu said. “I felt the targeting laser and almost wasn’t fast enough.”

      “I felt it, too, and saw the sparkle, but haven’t ever seen that before.”

      “I’ll continue to maneuver,” Daiyu said, turning sharply back to the right. “It’ll take us a little longer to get there, but I don’t think they’ll be able to hit us unless they get really lucky.”

      “How long are we within range of the platform?”

      “Well past the target area. Depending on the gimbals of the weapons, until we put the planet between us. It’s less effective here on the planet; it’ll be more effective once we’re in space.”

      “So staying low until we’re on the other side of the planet might be better?”

      “A little…” Daiyu said hesitantly. “It will make it harder for the platform to shoot us down. It will also take longer and will allow the aliens fighters to get even closer to us.”

      “So we’re going to have to engage the aliens at some point. We can either shoot the laser or fight the fighters.”

      “Yes.”

      “We’re going to be in trouble when we get back.”

      “At this point, that seems a surety.”

      “I’d rather fight the orbital platform than do battle with the fighters.”

      “Me too.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Okay, new plan,” she said as the peaks of the island appeared on the radar. “We get the imagery, we kill the platform, and we run like hell.”

      “That’s the best plan available. I can keep us between the platform and the island; perhaps they won’t shoot if they’re worried about missing and striking the civilization on the planet.”

      “That assumes the people on the platform are the same ones on the island.”

      Daiyu nodded. “It’s the most we can hope for.”

      “Do it,” Jimenez said as the island came into view. She brought up the long range viewer and panned it across the island as they raced toward it. The electronic support measures system lit up with a variety of radars, and the missile warning system growled in her ear as targeting radars painted the fighter.

      The viewer showed figures on the beach and tracked inward across houses and then into an industrial area. None of the buildings were more than a few stories tall, but the island was nearly completely covered by civilization.

      Flashes of red preceded another high-g maneuver as Daiyu ripped the fighter away from the platform’s laser beam.

      “Sorry,” Daiyu said. “Got focused on the island.”

      “We’ve got enough,” Jimenez said as one, then another, radar locked onto them and the missile launch tone began warbling in her ear. “Get us out of here!”

      “With pleasure,” Daiyu agreed, firing off chaff and flares. Although the flares highlighted them, they also served to distract the smaller, handheld surface-to-air missile that had just launched from a massive building near the entrance to a large harbor.

      Daiyu stood the fighter on its tail, maneuvering it back and forth as she climbed.

      Jimenez reached out with the radar and locked onto the orbital platform, then illuminated it with their tracking laser. “We’ll see how you like it,” she muttered as she configured the armament panel.

      “Going to nuke them?”

      “I don’t think we need to; I’m just going to shoot it up a bit.”

      “A nuke would be sure,” Daiyu said, yanking the fighter to the side as the platform fired again, narrowly missing the fighter.

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to have to explain how we put ourselves in a position to need it.” The platform flashed in her sights as it came into range. “My controls,” Jimenez called. She maneuvered the plane slightly and fired a burst from the rail gun, then shifted to the laser as she worked the controls slightly to move the targeting laser onto the station. The platform loomed large in the long-range viewer, and she moved the crosshairs onto the station’s laser, obvious as the big glass eye that was tracking the fighter.

      Jimenez pulled the trigger to fire the laser and smiled as it blew apart.

      “My controls,” Daiyu said. She ripped them out of Jimenez’s hand and initiated a high-g turn away from the platform.

      “In a hurry to get somewhere?” Jimenez asked.

      “Yeah. Remember when you said you’d rather fight the orbital platform than the alien fighters?”

      “Yes.”

      “Looks like you’re going to get a chance to do both. The fighters have sped up, and we’re not going to be able to outrun them. Even at our best speed, they’ll catch us before we can make it past the star.”

      “Well, red-line it, and maybe they’ll get tired of chasing us and decide they don’t want to fight us, after all.”

      “Red-line it?”

      “Go as fast as you can.”

      “I already am. Plus, I’m about halfway into our safety margin on the reactor.”

      “How much more can you cut into it?”

      “No idea. This is more than I’ve ever done before. If we suddenly blow up, you’ll know I’ve gone too far.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Okay, don’t push it any further, then.” She pursed her lips. “Can we cut it any closer to the star?”

      “Sure. How much do you want to burn off the hull of the ship? Let’s remember this is my home, after all.”

      “It’s better to burn off something replaceable than get the fighter destroyed outright by the aliens, right? I think I can talk the CO into replacing the equipment and getting you a new coat of paint, but I have to be alive in order to do so.”

      The nose of the fighter moved incrementally closer to the star.

      “Besides,” Jimenez added, “maybe we are more tolerant of it than the alien fighters. I think they’ll burn up before we do.”

      “Probably, but I’m not really excited about having to find out how much.”

      “Are they still going to catch us?”

      “Yes. Assuming they don’t burn up any faster than we do, they’ll reach missile range at about the same time we pass the star.”

      Jimenez brought up the rear sensors and started counting. “I see eleven of them.”

      “I think it’s twelve, which makes sense, since we often see them in groups of four.”

      “If it was only five or so, I think we could take them.”

      “It’s not, though.”

      Jimenez sighed. “No, it’s not.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I’ll tell you what I don’t want to do. I don’t want to die by getting a missile shot into my butt as I run away.”

      “Turning and fighting isn’t survivable.”

      “Neither is running. You already said so.”

      There was a moment of awkward silence, then Daiyu asked, “Do you want to fight them now?”

      “No, I want to keep running. I’m hoping they’ll get bored, or their admiral will call them back.” Jimenez shrugged. “Just before they get into missile range, we’ll turn and fire all our missiles at them. They’ll either run—giving us a chance to run, too—or they’ll keep coming. If they keep coming, hopefully our missiles will at least thin them out some for the final battle.” She sighed. “We’ll take as many of them with us as we can.”

      “What about the Enterprise and the rest of the Blasters? I’d even settle for the Pandas now.”

      “Sure, we’ll call them as we get past the star, but it’ll take time for the fighters to come back for us. The best we can hope for is that they’ll at least avenge us.”

      “Bah.”

      Jimenez nodded but didn’t say anything else. The next two hours passed in silence as the alien fighters continued to close. As they approached the bubble around Three-Twenty, indicating their missile range, Jimenez sighed to herself. The alien fighters weren’t much faster than the Terrans’; unfortunately, though, it was enough. Worse, they hadn’t been able to raise the carrier on the radio yet. It may have been that their signal was still in transit to the carrier—or the reply was—but it would have been nice to at least know that someone had heard them. They’d been broadcasting their intel take for an hour; hopefully, the carrier would receive at least some of it and their deaths wouldn’t be in vain.

      The aliens crossed the line, and Jimenez shook her head. Almost as one, the aliens’ targeting radars all began emitting, painting Three-Twenty. The multitude of radar beams hitting the aft sensors caused an itchy feeling on Jimenez’s back. She sighed again, louder this time. “Ready to kill some aliens?”

      “Sure,” Daiyu replied. “Nothing else out here to do.” She threw the switches on the armament panel and transferred the data on their targets to the missiles as they warmed up. “Okay,” she said, her voice taking on a very fatalistic tone, “I’m ready.”

      “Here we go, then.” Jimenez put the stick over into a hard turn.

      “Hey! Where are you going?” Baker said over the radio. “Keep it coming! We’re almost there!”

      Jimenez snapped the stick back over in the opposite direction as four radars illuminated from the direction of the star. “What the hell? Where did they come from?”

      “I uh… I wasn’t watching in that way,” Daiyu said. “I kind of gave up hope coming when no one returned our radio calls.”

      The four fighters led by Baker were carrying a significant velocity and were only two minutes out, although they were coming on an oblique vector from around the star, as if they’d been hiding behind it. Their radar signals weakened slightly as their noses turned to point at the alien fighters behind her but then increased again as they went into targeting mode.

      The effect on the alien fighters was instantaneous—allowing for the time it took for the radar beams to hit them and return. The formation flew apart, with the majority of them turning to run. Four of them continued toward the Terrans, and Baker’s division began firing as they passed Three-Twenty going in the opposite direction. That did it for the rest of the aliens, and the last division turned and fled.

      Baker’s formation made a sweeping 180 degree turn, and Jimenez slowed to allow them to catch up to her. Her eyes—and the ESM system—caught a number of flashes as the Terrans’ missiles self-destructed short of their targets.

      “I’ve got a request to join Lance and Irina in their conference facility,” Daiyu said.

      “Me too,” Jimenez said as a similar request arrived for her. “Put it on autopilot toward the carrier’s last location, and let’s go see what their story is.”

      She allowed herself to be drawn across the intervening distance to Three-Nineteen and appeared in the lobby. After a moment, Daiyu appeared as well. Jimenez chuckled as she looked around. The conference table and chairs were gone. In their place, four reclining chairs sat around a small circular table with what looked like a pitcher of margaritas and four glasses.

      Irina and Baker lounged in two of the chairs, with smoke rising from the cigar in Baker’s hand.

      Jimenez shook her head at the incongruity of it all as—back in her fighter—the adrenaline drained from her body. She had thought she was about to die, now I’m here for margaritas? She shook her head and said the only thing that came to mind, “I didn’t know you smoked.”

      Baker smiled and dropped the cigar. It disappeared before it hit the floor. “I don’t. It was just an affectation. Victory cigar, you know?”

      Irina jumped up from her seat and ran to give them hugs, then Baker got up and joined her. A hug from your CO—in most places and times—was a weird thing, but this time, it just seemed… right.

      “Good to see you,” Baker said as he released her. “We were starting to get worried.” He tilted his head. “You were getting to be pretty overdue.”

      “It took us a while,” Jimenez said. “We had… complications.” She smiled. “It’s good to see you, too. We thought we were done for.” She shook her head. “Where did you come from, anyway?”

      Baker waved a hand at the surroundings. “Shangri-La,” he said. “Seriously, though, CAG ordered us back to the ship, but then Irina found a small issue with our fusion plant we had to troubleshoot.”

      Jimenez arched an eyebrow at Three-Nineteen’s SI, and Irina shrugged. “Can’t be too careful with the fusion plant. Sure wouldn’t want it to blow up.”

      Baker smiled. “Anyway, CAG left a division to watch over me while we worked on it.”

      “He didn’t seriously believe you had an issue, did he?” Jimenez asked with a chuckle.

      “Probably not, but he allowed us to stay. Then, when the carrier started getting antsy about our return—they were going to send a shuttle to tow us back—we found the source of our issue and fixed it.”

      “What was the source?”

      “Software issue,” Baker said, waving a hand in dismissal. “Nothing that impaired the performance of our fighter or required us to return. They have been withdrawing, though, so all of the conversations are taking longer and longer. It’s several hours to get an answer now. Anyway, I told them to hold the shuttle, reminded them that we hadn’t heard from you yet, and just finally got permission to go look for you.”

      “Well, thanks for waiting. We were in a bad way.”

      “One versus twelve? Yeah, it wasn’t looking too good. However, all’s well that ends well. We can go catch up with the carrier and get out of here.”

      “We’re leaving?”

      “Yeah. The admiral doesn’t want to fight two carrier battle groups with our beat-up one, so we’re returning to Earth for repairs. You need to come about five degrees right, by the way.”

      “Got it,” Daiyu said. She turned to Jimenez. “See you back there.” Daiyu disappeared.

      “See you back at the carrier,” Jimenez said. Her eyes tracked between Irina and Baker. “And thanks, you two.”

      Both of them smiled, and she jumped back to Three-Twenty before it could get awkward.
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      “Thanks for coming,” Admiral Vasquez said. “I had an idea I wanted to run past you.”

      Baker looked around the table as everyone nodded. It was an interesting group. In addition to the admiral and his intel officer, only CAG, Baker, and Major Jason Struthers, the leader of the Marine contingent, were in attendance.

      “What can we do for you, sir?” Captain Jones asked.

      “As you’re all aware, especially you, Major”—the admiral glanced at Struthers—“the efforts to establish diplomatic relations with the people of Sunshine didn’t work very well last time we were here.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Struthers said ruefully.

      Admiral Vasquez nodded. “We are returning to Earth, knowing very little more than when we left.”

      “We now know about another civilization,” CAG said.

      “The lizards,” the admiral said with a nod. “We do. However, we don’t know anything about them, aside from the fact that they don’t like their sovereign space penetrated by one of our fighters.”

      He stopped a moment to glare at Baker, who winced and muttered, “Sorry, sir.”

      “In any event,” Vasquez continued, “they might be on our side, but we certainly didn’t start off any better with them than we did with the people of Sunshine.”

      Vasquez looked around the table, and everyone nodded. The details of Jimenez’s intel collection flight had become common knowledge over the three days since the events of the flight. The planet—still unnamed as the SIs tried to figure out the languages involved—was populated by a race of lizard-like creatures. At least the island they’d visited was inhabited by them, and the videos they’d captured had only shown the lizards.

      “The bottom line,” Vasquez said, “is that we’re passing by Sunshine tomorrow on our way home, and I’d like more info on the people living there.”

      Vasquez shrugged. “Since the open approach didn’t work so well, I want to try something a little more… clandestine.”

      “What did you have in mind, Admiral?” Jones asked. “I notice that Sir Stratford Macartney is… uh… absent from these proceedings.”

      Vasquez nodded. “He is, and he would have a stroke if he were privy to what we’re about to discuss.” He turned to his intel officer, Andriy Mityaev, and said, “If you would?”

      Mityaev nodded once and brought up a holo of the planet above the conference table. The holo focused in on a continent on the opposite side of the world from where the ambassador had been captured. “This is the continent of Aleswyth.” The view zoomed in on the western coast and continued zooming until only a small area remained. He used a laser pointer to indicate a small house in the middle of some large fields. A single road led off from the house to a larger barn and then off to a two-lane road a couple of miles distant.

      “There is a small town located about thirty miles away, but nothing of any mention within a two-hundred-mile radius.” Mityaev looked back to the admiral, and everyone’s heads turned toward the senior officer.

      “The mission is simple,” Vasquez said. “I want you to take a shuttle down there, capture the man that lives in that house, and bring him back here.”

      “Uh… well…” Jones stuttered a bit as he marshaled his thoughts. Finally, he smiled. “I can see why Macartney would have a stroke.”

      “Here’s the deal,” Vasquez said. “I just want to talk with him—or someone like him—to get the lay of the land. I want you to bring him here, we’ll talk to him, and then we’ll return him.”

      “I’m not sure I can,” Struthers said, looking at the table. His voice was far quieter and more pensive than normal. “I mean, we can, but I’m not sure we should.” He looked up. “I mean, that seems a lot like kidnapping, and I’m guessing you want me to be the lead kidnapper.”

      A stormy look passed over the admiral’s face, and Baker quickly raised a hand. “Sir, rather than bringing him up, how about if we went down and just asked him the questions you want to know—I’m sure Major Struthers could bring along Commander Mityaev or one of your intel people—and just do that instead.”

      “That would be a lot better,” Struthers said. “I’ve got no issue with asking him questions in place, or snatching someone from their military, but to grab a civilian—a farmer from the looks of it—just…”

      Vasquez sighed. “Yeah, I guess that wasn’t my best idea, but we have to get more information about what’s going on. We have to.”

      “I don’t know if asking a farmer is going to be the intel source you want,” Mityaev said, “but we can start there. A military person would be better, but they tend to be in areas which will make having a… discussion a little more difficult.”

      Baker waved to the holo. “Getting in and out should be easy. I can probably work it so they don’t know where we are until after we’re gone. There shouldn’t be much—if any—risk here. We can give this a shot, and if it doesn’t work, we can go back to a different spot and try it again with someone else.”

      The admiral nodded. “Put together your plan and brief me in a couple of hours. Assuming we can do this quietly, the mission is a go.”
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      Three-Nineteen led two additional fighters ashore the next night at midnight local time. They’d descended over the ocean and—to the best of their knowledge—hadn’t been tracked. The farm was quiet and unlit, illuminated only by the fighter’s low-light camera.

      “I don’t see anything,” Baker said, scanning the area.

      “All you need is a few goats, and I might as well be back at the collective in Russia,” Irina said.

      “Good memories of a happier time?” Baker asked.

      “I ran away, it sucked so badly. I’d rather face four alien fighters than go back there.”

      “You see anything I’m missing as far as the security situation goes?”

      “No, everything looks quiet. There are two large metal objects in the barn that are the right size and shape for tractors or combines. If it’s a missile system, I can take it out before it’s a threat.”

      Baker nodded and switched to the radio. “Blaster Three-Nineteen, the target is clear.”

      Two mic clicks answered, and he could see the shuttle moving up from behind them. The three fighters maintained their position at five hundred feet, keeping a lookout, while the shuttle swept in—its ramp already down—and landed.

      Troopers in exoskeletons raced out. Several secured the landing area, while the rest surrounded the house.

      “Suppose they’ll break the door down?” Irina asked.

      “Probably. Why?”

      “It’s not locked.” She waved at their surroundings. “Who’s going to come steal anything? Besides, what would they steal?”

      “Maybe the farmer is independently wealthy.”

      “Hah,” Irina exclaimed. “Maybe it is different in America, but farmers don’t get wealthy. Not in Russia, anyway.”

      A trooper approached the door as the rest stacked up on both sides and was about to kick it in when another man—Struthers, based on his tracker—grabbed him by the arm. He moved up to the door, grabbed the handle, and opened it slowly.

      “Told you,” Irina said. “Not locked.”

      The rest of the soldiers poured into the house. After a few minutes, the lights came on, and the team called for the interrogator. One of the troops at the landing zone went into the shuttle and returned with a woman in a normal uniform. They walked quickly to the house, and the woman went inside and closed the door.

      “What now?” Irina asked.

      “And now, we wait.”
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      “This is about as exciting as farming,” Irina said after over an hour of holding their position over what looked very similar to a cornfield back home.

      “Cheer up,” Baker said. “Maybe it’s our turn to give the aliens a probing for once, rather than vice versa.”

      “Disturbing, but unlikely.”

      Baker arched an eyebrow. “Why not?”

      “I’ve met Major Struthers. I’m not sure he is that creative.”

      Baker winced. “And with that, we jumped over the line into something that was far more disturbing than I intended.” He chuckled and waved at the farmland surrounding them. “And if this is the peak of excitement on the farm, you can have it.”

      Irina shook her head. “All joking aside, sooner or later, the locals are going to come looking for us. Although they may not have had any idea where we went after we penetrated their airspace, they’ve got to be trying to find out.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Baker looked at the mission timer. “We’re also running behind the timeline.” He switched to the radio. “Struthers, Blaster. How’s it going in there? We were supposed to leave ten minutes ago.”

      “We’re just finishing up. Five mikes.”

      After another minute, the interrogator walked out of the house, shaking her head.

      “I wonder what they learned.”

      “Whatever it was, it doesn’t look good.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Baker said as the Marines jogged out of the house, ran across to the shuttle, and boarded it. Thirty seconds later, it was airborne. It pivoted and raced back out to sea. Baker spun Three-Nineteen around and followed.
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      The admiral stood, turned to face the assembled officers, and said, “Thank you all for coming. As you may be aware, we… interviewed a person from the planet below last night.”

      He squared his shoulders. “It is one of the strangest conversations I have ever seen, and I’m hoping someone might have some insight into it, or at least additional questions that we can ask another… interviewee to get further information. Let me say from the start that—if this man is indeed human—all of his answers are true, at least to the best of his knowledge. We used every bit of lie-detector technology we had on him, and the interrogation team is convinced what you are about to see is the truth… at least as far as he sees it.”

      Vasquez sat back down again and motioned for the intel officer to continue. Commander Mityaev turned on the holo and stepped back. As the display solidified, Baker could see a man sitting at a small table. The area behind him looked every bit the rustic farmhouse. His hands were shackled and—while he had a heavy unibrow—the man appeared very human. A woman with braided red hair sat across the table from him. Her back was to the camera. After a pause, the woman gave the date and time, then she asked the man, “Who are you?”

      “I am Christopher Fourteen Seventy-Two.”

      “Can you tell me where you are from, Christopher?”

      “I am from Fourteen Seventy-Two.”

      “And where is that located, exactly?”

      “I do not understand the question.” The man blinked twice. He waved at his surroundings as much as his shackled hands would allow. “It is right here.”

      “What is Fourteen Seventy-Two part of? A county? A state? A country?”

      “I do not know what those are.”

      “Okay,” the woman said, balling her fists, “how about this? What planet are you from?”

      “What is a planet?”

      The woman took a deep breath and let it out slowly, apparently trying to relax herself. She nodded to the man and asked, “What do you do for a living at Fourteen Seventy-Two?”

      “I do not understand, ‘for a living.’”

      “You know, what do you do for money?”

      “What is money?”

      The interrogator’s head tilted, and her jaw dropped. Finally, she closed her mouth, fixed her posture, and took another deep breath. Through it all, Christopher 1472 didn’t say or do anything; he just looked at her, patiently waiting.

      “Let’s try this a different way,” the interrogator said. “What do you do every day?”

      “I farm, and I wait.”

      “What are you waiting for?”

      “To be called by the Overlords.” He sat forward, and his eyes widened slightly. “Is this it? Are you an Overlord? Is it time for my service to begin?”

      “Uh… maybe.” The interrogator looked uncomfortable telling what was obviously a lie; she apparently hadn’t been doing the job long… or ever. “What do the people around you do every day?”

      “Christopher 1473, Christopher 1474, and Christopher 1475 also farm and wait to be called. David Twenty-One Oh Seven is the collector of our goods.”

      “So, this David. What does he collect?”

      “Whatever we grow on the farm.”

      “What do you grow on the farm?”

      “Whatever I am given seeds for.”

      “Who gives you the seeds?”

      “David 2107.”

      “And he collects what you grow.”

      “Yes,” the man said, apparently happy to be providing answers.

      “Where does he take it?”

      The man sat back, blinking. “I do not know.”

      “You don’t know where he takes your farm produce?”

      “No.”

      “Where could he take it?”

      The man blinked again. “I do not know.”

      “Does he take it to the city near you?”

      “I do not know.”

      “Have you ever been to the city?”

      “I do not know what a city is.”

      “A place where there are many people.”

      “Sounds interesting. I have never been to a city.”

      “Where have you been in your life?”

      “I live here.”

      “Who do you live with?”

      The man blinked. “Why would I live with someone? I am able to accomplish the tasks I must complete on my own.” He nodded to himself as a thought occurred. “As I said, though, Christopher 1473, Christopher 1474, and Christopher 1475 all live nearby.”

      “But you said they don’t live with you.”

      “Correct. They have their own farms.”

      “Do they ever go anywhere?”

      The man blinked. “Where would they go? And why? If they left, their tasks would go unfinished, and their crops would die.”

      The woman took another deep breath. “Okay, how about we go back to the Overlords. What are you going to do for them?”

      “I don’t know,” the man said happily. “Whatever it is, I look forward to it, though.”

      “You don’t like farming?”

      “I like farming just fine. It helps the Overlords. If they need me to do something else, though, I will happily do that, too.”

      “So you don’t care what you’re doing, just so long as it helps the Overlords.”

      “Correct. I live to serve.”

      “How were the Overlords supposed to make contact with you?”

      The man blinked. “I do not know.”

      Vasquez waved, and Mityaev turned off the holo. “There is another hour of that,” Vasquez said. “The man doesn’t know anything, except the most basic things. One of the troops watching asked some questions in the second half of that, though, and something very interesting happened. The soldier grew up on a farm on Earth. He asked the man a question about growing corn, and the man answered it. They discussed pollination, advanced horticultural techniques, and a variety of farming tricks and traps. The man also knew about legumes fixing nitrogen into the soil and the reasons for crop rotation, and he could talk at length about them.

      “It turns out, he had an encyclopedic knowledge of farming… but almost nothing else. If he was a bee or something, I’d call him a drone—except he’s not stupid, he just appears extremely uneducated about anything that doesn’t have to do with farming.

      “So I ask you all, how do you suppose this happens?”

      “Brain control and programming?” an officer in the second row offered up.

      “Cloning?” someone from the third row asked.

      “Why not both?” Baker asked. “Remember the Earth pilots we found who were flying the alien fighters? One of the theories was that the aliens cloned them. If so, they’d need some sort of programming for them. Maybe they just teach them what they need, when they need it.”

      Vasquez nodded slowly.

      “What I think would be interesting, though…”

      “Yes?” Vasquez asked.

      “He said his name was Christopher and a number, and that all his neighbors had the same name but sequential numbers. I’d love to take a look at the farmers in the neighboring farmsteads. If they all look the same, they may very well be clones.”

      “But, why? Why do they have these clones? Where are their people?”

      “No idea,” Baker said. “I will say, though, if everyone on this planet is a clone, the ones who are trained in the military are very proficient.”

      The door opened, and a junior enlisted man entered, looking around quickly. When he saw the admiral, he ran over to him and whispered something. The admiral nodded once, and the enlisted man left. Then the admiral sighed to himself and turned back to the group.

      “Unfortunately,” Vasquez said, looking at Baker, “we won’t get a chance to test your hypothesis. Six carriers and four auxiliaries just entered the system. It’s time for us to leave.”
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      “Well, there they are,” Irina said with a heavy dose of Russian fatalism.

      “Did you expect otherwise?” Baker asked.

      “Of course not. They finally have an overwhelming force. Why should they turn around? We wondered when they were going to come for us”—she wave a hand toward the enemy force—“I think the answer is ‘now.’”

      Baker shrugged. “Maybe they’re not the boogeymen we think they are?”

      Irina shook her head. “But what if they are? What if, throughout history, they have just been waiting for us to reach this point? All of the probing through the ages, all the people who have disappeared, all the alien activity on Earth—what if it was all leading up to the conquest of Earth?”

      “I don’t know, but the fact that they’ve yet to talk to us tells me they’re not going to negotiate with us.”

      “Once again, I ask, why should they? Unless the people back home have built a number of ships and defensive platforms in the time we’ve been gone, it’s going to be a slaughter. Our slaughter.”

      “Let’s get back to the carrier. They’re not going to want to hear about it… but they’re going to need to know, all the same.”
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        ADMIRAL’S BRIEFING ROOM, TSS ENTERPRISE, SIRIUS A SYSTEM

      

      

      Commander Mityaev took the podium. “The alien force just jumped forward into the Sirius B system and is only about two days behind us. Somehow—from somewhere—they have also augmented their forces.

      “The group trailing us now consists of ten carriers and eight auxiliaries.”

      Baker winced. There was no way they were going to stop the aliens. Even if the people of Earth had built a bunch of missile frigates while they were gone, they’d be crewed with inexperienced personnel, and he’d already seen how well the frigates worked. He raised his hand. “Are we going to try to stop them?”

      The admiral stood and turned slowly toward the audience. He looks like he’s already beaten. Baker glanced at Jimenez next to him, and she shook her head slightly.

      “We’re screwed,” Jimenez muttered.

      Baker tried to summon up a grin, but didn’t end up with much more than a grimace. “We’ll figure something out,” he replied. “We always have.”

      “But ten carriers?” She shook her head. “It can’t be done.”

      “We’ll figure something out.” He jerked his head toward Vasquez, who was speaking.

      “As much as I’d like to do something,” Vasquez said slowly, “at this time, there isn’t anything we can do. They’d just steamroll us, stomp us flat, and run on by. We’re going to return to Earth and muster the forces there. Then we will meet them in battle.”

      CAG raised his hand. “Yes, Captain Jones?”

      “Commander Mityaev said they’re still two days behind us?”

      Vasquez nodded. “They are. Why?”

      “Because they’re faster than us. Why haven’t they caught up at all?”

      “We don’t know,” Mityaev admitted. “Perhaps they were waiting for the other ships that joined them.”

      “Maybe they’re hoping we’ll panic,” Jimenez muttered. “Maybe make a mistake? Maybe they’ll offer us an eleventh hour deal, and they’re hoping we’ll be so scared that we’ll jump at it?”

      Baker looked over and shrugged. “Maybe.” If the aliens’ intent really was to scare us, though… it’s working.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, JUPITER ORBIT, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      Beep. Beep. Beep-beep-beep. Baker pulled up the radar display and sighed. Empty a minute earlier, it now had a cluster of icons out past Pluto’s orbit. “Well, shit.”

      “You were, perhaps, hoping they’d change their minds?” Irina asked.

      “A man can hope, can’t he?”

      “If you want,” Irina said with a shrug. “Us normal people use that time to plan.”

      “And what have you come up with as a plan?”

      “Run and hide in the Sunshine system. Maybe take over a farm and become the new Christopher. Maybe they’ll let you pick out your favorite number.”

      “That’s a plan, but not a particularly good one.”

      “Command’s plan isn’t a particularly good one, either.”

      “It’s the best we’ve got.”

      “It sucks. We’re supposed to ‘degrade the enemy’ as they approach Earth? Seriously? They’re faster than us! If we try to hit and run, they run us all down, outside of the support of our missile frigates or orbital platforms. They outnumber us more than ten to one. Surprise! We’re dead.”

      Baker chuckled. “Okay, when you phrase it like that, it isn’t a very good plan.”

      “Seriously, I’m thinking that some Sunshine might be good. Maybe we can set up a resistance movement.”

      “I showed you the videos of Christopher, right? Did that look like someone you’d want to keep your secrets?”

      “Well, no. How about farming?”

      “You hate farming.”

      “It’s looking better and better. Besides, you don’t have to come. I can just take Three-Nineteen any time I want.”

      “You’d probably scare the shit out of the locals. They’ll just think you’re some sort of autonomous, living machine.”

      “Well, I am… from their point of view, anyway.”

      “How are you going to get any power? Eventually, you’ll need fuel.”

      “I have a rail gun. ‘Fuel me or die, peasants!’”

      “Are you done?”

      Irina fell back into her recliner. “Yeah. I’m done. It doesn’t change the fact that we’re screwed, though.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” Baker tried to smile but was only partly successful. “We’ll figure something out. It’s what we do.”

      “It’s what we do… right up to the point that we can’t do it anymore. And I think that’s where we are now.”

      “Well, we’re going to take a lot of them with us, if nothing else.”

      “Hurray! We’ll die the most accomplished aces in the history of the Terran Space Force… which will be obliterated and unremembered.”

      “We’ll figure something out.”

      “Promise?”

      “Sure. Promise. I don’t know what, and I don’t know how, but we’ll figure something out.”

      Irina sighed. “I’m going to hold you to that, you know.”
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      “Thank you for coming today,” Commander Mityaev said as he took the podium. “I have some great news.” Everyone in the audience leaned forward, even Baker. “The aliens aren’t heading to Earth!”

      If he had been expecting cheering, he didn’t get any, as the majority of the audience sat back, slumping in their chairs.

      “That’s good news, right?” Mityaev asked. “You were worried about fighting them; now you don’t have to. We have more time to prepare.”

      “While I’m happy to not have to face them in the next couple of days,” Captain Jones said, “I think the rest of the aviators will join me in asking one simple question.”

      “Which is?”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why aren’t the aliens coming to Earth? They could. They could easily destroy everything we’ve built. They aren’t afraid of us. Is there something better or worse in Tau Ceti?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, it does. If they’re sending all those ships to Tau Ceti, maybe they’re fighting someone there who’s a potential ally for us. Perhaps—if Dr. Li has increased the range of our drives, like the rumor I’ve heard says—then we can jump there and maybe enlist their aid.”

      Jones sat back in his seat. “Otherwise, it’s nothing more than a momentary reprieve, and the aliens will be back sometime to finish us off. They aren’t doing it now because they are more interested in something else.” He shrugged. “At the moment, though, we were all geared up to fight, and now it’s back to waiting again. Is it good news that it’s less likely that we’re going to die tomorrow? Sure. But we’re still going to have to have that point in the future, and all of us—well, the overwhelming majority, at least—I think had convinced themselves to fight, and now we have to turn that back off again.

      “We are men and women of action. Even though we know the plan sucked, we were ready to do it—to attack the aliens even though we were hugely outnumbered—and now we’re going to be forced to wait again. We’ll be happy tomorrow when we go back to building our defenses and training for the inevitable battle, but for now, we need time to process that we’re not going to die tomorrow.”
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      “Fuck!” Baker said as he rubbed his head. Although he was the only one in his stateroom, it had a bunk bed, and he’d sat up so quickly he’d slammed his head into the bed above his.

      His slate rang again, and he blinked a couple of times at it, still waking up, then he picked it up. “Commander Baker.”

      “Hi, sir, Lieutenant Ikehara at the duty desk. The admiral’s office just called, and there is a meeting in fifteen minutes.”

      “Why’d they give me so much time?”

      “What? Uh… I don’t know, sir. I—”

      “Thanks, Icky; I’ve got it.” He got up, grabbed a quick shower, and was in the admiral’s conference room with sixteen seconds to spare.

      “I’m guessing you were still in bed,” Jimenez said as he sat down next to her.

      “How’d you know?”

      “You still have pillow marks on your face.”

      “Wonderful.” Baker shrugged. “Yeah, I had a late flight last night.” He raised an eyebrow. “Any idea what this is about?”

      “Rice called the duty desk. Looks like all but one of the alien carriers jumped to Tau Ceti.”

      “All but one?”

      “Yeah. And I wouldn’t be surprised if we weren’t going to show them they’re unwelcome here.”

      “What if it’s a ploy and the other nine jump back?”

      “Then the battle will be one of the shortest ones we’ve ever had,” Jimenez said with a smile.

      “Attention on deck!” the admiral’s aide called as Admiral Vasquez strode into the room. Everyone jumped to attention.

      “Seats, please,” Vasquez said. “As you’ve probably heard, the aliens have jumped to Tau Ceti, but they’ve left one of their carriers behind. That was their mistake. They may have had us outnumbered before, but now the tables have turned. Freedom Station is launching a coordinated strike with us, and we expect to have over one hundred fighters for the attack, along with three missile frigates which will be following to pick the pieces.

      “And I mean that literally. The frigates will tow back to Freedom any piece big enough that it might have value, either to try to figure out the aliens’ technology or find something we can use to build additional shipping for Terra. I was just told that there’s been a breakthrough, and we now have the engine technology to jump us to Tau Ceti, and a little beyond.

      “The days of alien dominance are quickly drawing to a close, and we will be able to meet them at a time and a place of our choosing.”

      “Unless there are ten of them and we only have one,” Baker muttered.

      “Shh,” Jimenez said. “He’s on a roll.”

      “—so man up your fighters,” Admiral Vasquez finished. “We’ll be launching in an hour.” He stopped and his eyes scanned the audience. “Good luck and good hunting.”
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      Baker smiled as he looked at the plot. In addition to the arrowheads representing the Blasters and the Pandas, three additional arrowheads raced toward the alien carrier from the space station above Earth. It was exactly as planned… which caused a shiver to run down his back. Nothing ever goes this well. Nothing.

      “Well,” Baker said, trying not to think about it, “it looks like you’re finally going to get your wish. We’re going to outnumber them for once.”

      “Maybe,” Irina said.

      “What do you mean, ‘maybe’?”

      “Just that. This can’t be as it seems. The aliens have to know that we’re going to win a stand-up fight at even odds… and we actually have the advantage in numbers this time. If they’re stupid enough to stay there and meet us with just one carrier airwing, we’ll destroy it and then the carrier.” She shook her head. “I’ve been trying to figure out what we’re missing.”

      “I’ve had the same feeling. It’s too easy. Have you determined what we’re missing yet?”

      “No, and it’s bugging the absolute shit out of me.”

      “Me too.”

      They continued inbound, but there was no activity from the carrier beyond a single tracking radar. Besides that, the carrier hung in place, doing… nothing.

      “Maybe it’s broken,” Baker finally said, watching the alien carrier on the long range telescope. “I don’t see any movement on it. It could be that it’s broken, and they didn’t take it to Tau Ceti because it couldn’t survive whatever is going on there. Maybe the lack of activity is because they stripped it and went on without it.”

      “If they did, they must have loaded it up with demolition charges,” Irina said. “It’s probably rigged to blow up when we get close. They wouldn’t have wanted it to fall into our hands. Why bring it this far just to leave it here?”

      “Maybe it just broke down, and they’re working on it. Maybe they’re hoping to get underway just before we arrive and blow the—”

      “Movement!” An arrow appeared on the screen, pointing to a spot in about the center of the carrier.

      “I can’t tell what’s going on,” Baker said. “It’s too grainy and pixelated.”

      “I think a door just opened. It’s too big to be a missile launch door. I think it’s a hangar bay.”

      Baker switched to the radio. “CAG, Blaster Three-Nineteen. Looks like a hangar door just opened.”

      “Keep an eye on it,” Captain Jones replied from his position leading the Pandas. Baker suspected it was to keep Hong and Jinan from rushing into the fight without everyone else but hadn’t wanted to say anything when it’d been announced.

      “Something just launched,” Irina said.

      “Fighters?”

      “No, just one thing. If I had to say, I think it’s bigger than a fighter. The carrier is moving now, too.”

      “Toward us, or away?”

      “Away. Whatever launched is coming toward us, while the carrier is moving away.”

      “Toward the Tau Ceti system? Like it was going to jump?”

      “No. Like it was heading back to Sirius.”

      Baker shook his head. None of this made any sense, based on the alien’s previous activity. Could the thing—whatever it was—that was heading toward them be some new sort of weapon? Something they hadn’t seen before? If so, then perhaps the formations of fighters should disperse to minimize any potential damage.

      Baker was just about to recommend that to CAG when the radio crackled.

      “Approaching Terran fighters. This is Overlord Four.”

      When none of the fighters transmitted, the approaching craft repeated itself.

      “Overlord Four, this is Panda Two Hundred,” Captain Jones replied, finally realizing he was the senior person in the assault, and it fell to him to answer the alien.

      “Panda Two Hundred, this Overlord Four. Please turn your fighters around and return to your facilities. We have no wish for further conflict with you.”

      “Can’t do it, Overlord. You’re uninvited here in our system, and I have orders to destroy you or at least drive you off.”

      “That is not necessary. We mean you no additional harm. We are simply here to stop you from going to the Tau Ceti star system.”

      “Your one carrier is hardly enough to prevent us from doing that.”

      “Perhaps I misused the phrase; your language is somewhat non-specific in places. What I meant was that we wanted to warn you from making the jump to the system. It was not meant to be a physical stoppage. If you want, you can go there. It will, however, be your downfall.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” a new voice said, “that we have failed you. Our social engineering experiment failed to produce the results I expected, resulting in the wastage of a large quantity of resources on both sides.”

      “What social engineering experiment are you talking about?” Jones’s voice took on a hint of frustration. “I am unaware of any such experiment.”

      “Of course you are,” a third voice said. “If you had been aware of it, the results would have been tainted. Not that they were successful in the first place. I agree, however, that they would have been worse, had you been aware that the experiment was taking place.”

      “What experiment is that?” Jones shouted over the radio.

      “The experiment to prepare you for what’s coming,” the first voice said. “We have been watching the societies of Earth for thousands of your years. We thought we understood your version of humanity fairly well. Unfortunately, we were mistaken.”

      “You thought you could defeat us? I’m happy to have disappointed you.”

      “No, you are mistaken. We could have beaten you at any time we wanted.”

      “The results say differently. Here you are, trying to stop us from destroying your ship.”

      Several voices spoke at once. “The arrogance!” “We should have wiped them out long ago!” “If we’d ruled them ourselves—”

      “Enough!” the second voice commanded. The group went silent. “As I was saying, it was our intention to prepare you for what is to come. The Kardons. They are an empire that is a plague on the galaxy. They destroy the systems that won’t capitulate to them. Based on our study of your system and humanity’s history, we did not believe you would give in to them; therefore, we were sure you’d be destroyed.”

      “So you attacked us? Destroying our ships is how you thought to prepare us for war?”

      “We only attacked you a little. We destroyed a few ships. In looking at your history, you rise to a challenge, and nothing stimulates your economy and sciences like a foe that must be overcome. We were prepared to be that foe. We have let you defeat some of our ships so that you could feel like you had a chance.

      “So far, you have developed the gravity drive, and—if indeed you intend to travel to Tau Ceti—you have improved it with the technology we left you.”

      “You didn’t leave us anything! We destroyed your carrier and your fighters—”

      The alien’s voice was soft and sad. “We allowed you to destroy them, and we seeded the debris with examples of our technology that we hoped you would acquire and make your own.”

      “You didn’t allow us anything. We fought—”

      “Against weapons that we stopped using a century ago. Did you once see us use an antimatter warhead?”

      “Well, umm, I would have to talk to our scientists—”

      “The answer is no. You did not see them, because we did not use them. You also didn’t see antimatter fusion plants, because we didn’t bring any of them here for you to capture.”

      “But… but if you were trying to get us to improve ourselves—to make us ready, as you said earlier—why didn’t you show us your best technology?”

      “If we’d had more time, we would have continued to escalate our technology level as yours rose to meet ours. That is where you truly excel, exploiting new technology. Nothing, however, is worthwhile if too easily achieved. If we’d given you the technology, you would have had no impetus to be creative with it—to explore new applications. You’d have just accepted it and tried to use it as we do. You wouldn’t have made it your own. Your quest for knowledge would not have been stimulated.

      “Similarly, if we’d simply shown ourselves to you, you might have made preparations for the war that is to come. But by attacking you, we stimulated your world into a higher level of production and cooperation than it has ever had before. Ten years ago, would you have believed that the Russians and Americans would work together, or that either of them would be working with the Chinese?”

      “Well, no, probably not.”

      “We did not believe so, either. There would always have been an underlying level of distrust that would eventually have fractured the relationship. But—because we attacked you—we forced you to work together, to share those things you never would have on your own.”

      “So we’re not actually at war with you?”

      “Not if you don’t want to be. Certainly, we never saw ourselves at war with you. This was all nothing more than… a training scenario conducted with live weapons.”

      “What is it that you want from us?”

      “Unless you want to be destroyed by the Kardons, we want you to fight. We will give you our best weapons, and you will fight on our side.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to give us your best technology.”

      “We didn’t. We wanted you to have to work for it. We are out of time, though. Our plan to prepare you has failed. We must now simply give you the technology if you are to be of any use to us.”

      “Who says we want to be of use to you? Maybe we will like the Kardons better than you.”

      “We find that difficult to believe, but if you wish, you are welcome to join their side. It will, however, be the last thing you do.”

      “And if we choose to join your side?”

      “A fleet will be coming through this system in one week. It is on its way to do battle in the Tau Ceti system. You will join us in the fight.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      “Tau Ceti may hold. If so, you will have more time to… to do whatever you choose to do. If it falls, however, it is likely that they will be here next. And then, you will be destroyed.”

      “That’s not enough time for us to decide.”

      “Sadly, it is not.” Baker had just enough time to let out a small sigh before the voice continued, “But it’s what you have. You have one week, at which time, your choice will be overcome by events. You can either come to war with us, or war will instead come to you.”
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      US President Dean Harvey shook his head. “If they have been watching us for decades—millennia even—like they say they have, they could have wiped us out at any time. Their technology is obviously ahead of ours. If they’d wanted us dead, we’d be dead right now.”

      “There are worse things than being dead,” Chen Rongji, the president of the People’s Republic of China, noted. “Perhaps they have other plans for us that involve them.”

      Harvey’s brows knit. “Like what?”

      “We don’t know what the aliens look like,” Rongji said. “Similarly, we don’t know what they eat…”

      “If they were trying to farm us, though, wouldn’t they just have destroyed our ships and stations, and beat us back to the Stone Age or something? Something like the society reported in the Sunshine system? We’d be a lot easier to control that way.” He shook his head. “I don’t think it’s anything like that.”

      “You can’t be saying that the civilization we’ve been fighting for the last several years is actually benevolent, though, are you?” Russian Prime Minister Boris Patrushev replied. “They could have just given us the technology. We could have made advances in the interim—”

      “Maybe we would have, and maybe we wouldn’t have. We’ll never know. Maybe they were right in their strategy”—Harvey held up his hands to forestall the arguments he knew were coming—“and maybe they weren’t, but it does make sense from a certain very weird point of view.”

      “Still,” Rongji said, “I doubt they are doing this from the goodness of their hearts. They want something from us.”

      “I don’t doubt that in the slightest,” Harvey replied. “At a minimum, they want us as fodder for their war machine. Maybe it’s worse than they’re telling us. Maybe they’re losing badly and just want to feed us in as a buffer to these Kardons they mentioned so they can catch their breath.”

      “I don’t see how that would help,” Patrushev said. “If these Kardons are as powerful as they say, our one planet would hardly be much of a deterrent. We would be—how do you say it?—nothing more than a speed bump.”

      “You’re right, of course,” Harvey said as Rongji nodded. “Our one planet is nothing compared with a galactic power. We don’t have unbeatable technology. We don’t have an all-powerful Navy or Army with which to stop an invader. If the Kardons exist, as we’ve been told, we’re not going to be able to do anything to stop them.”

      Rongji tilted his head as he looked at the US president. “I do not understand what you’re suggesting we do. On one hand you say we should trust the aliens—whose names we still do not know—and on the other, you say we can’t trust them.”

      “This is truth,” Patrushev added. “What are you suggesting?”

      “The aliens—our original aliens, not the mythical Kardons, who we’ve yet to meet—haven’t tried to wipe us out. As early as the Jupiter Incident, they could have. They’d destroyed all of our space forces. They could easily have wiped out the space station and held our orbitals. We couldn’t have stopped them.

      “But they didn’t. Why? We didn’t know then, and we still really don’t. The only thing we know for sure is that they didn’t. I’m not saying they’re benevolent; all I’m saying is they had the opportunity but didn’t take it. Maybe it’s as simple as what they told us. Occam’s razor would tell us that, other things being equal, simpler explanations are generally better than more complex ones. Perhaps they’re telling us the truth.”

      Harvey sighed. “Despite that, though, I think it’s pretty obvious that they aren’t telling us everything. Why did they clone our people? Why not give us their best technology if they wanted us as strong as possible? While they say they’re telling us everything, they obviously are not. Still, they need us… for something.”

      Rongji smiled. “Once again, you have uttered many words, but you still haven’t told us anything.”

      “No, I guess I haven’t.” Harvey smiled weakly. “I guess what I’m suggesting is that we go along with the aliens, but we keep our eyes open. Not only that, but we also need to begin making plans of our own.”

      “What sort of plans?” Patrushev asked.

      “The kind of plans that will ensure our long-term safety as a civilization.”
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        Amazon won’t always tell you about the next release. To stay updated on this series, be sure to sign up for our spam-free email list at jnchaney.com.

      

        

      
        Baker will return in FANGS OUT, available on Amazon.
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      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the awesomely active Facebook group, “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”

      

      This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.
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