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          CONFERENCE ROOM, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT
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      “We’ve received our final orders,” Admiral Donghai Wang, Freedom’s commanding officer, announced. Everyone present, from the station’s XO down to the lowest officers—Commander Lance Baker and Commander Sofia Jimenez—leaned forward expectantly. This was the news they’d waited almost a week for. Was the war against the aliens over? Or would the war be transformed into something new as the Terrans joined up with the enemy they’d been fighting for the last six years?

      “We are going to join forces with the Overlords against the Kardons.”

      Jimenez nudged Baker. “Better the enemy you know, I guess.”

      Baker nodded silently but had a number of qualms. What did they really know about the aliens, after all? The Overlords, as they called themselves, had appeared over six years ago and destroyed a carrier and its attached airwing of space fighters. They’d then fought the Terrans for six years, inflicting some pretty horrible losses on them—including killing many of Baker’s best friends—before saying, “Haha, it was all for training.” The aliens hadn’t really been fighting the Terrans; in their minds—or so they said—they’d been embarked on a social engineering experiment to train the Terrans as quickly as they could to help the Overlords prosecute the war they’d been fighting.

      Although it made a strange sort of sense when viewed through the lens of history, Baker still had a hard time buying it. Not that portions of it weren’t plain to see. The aliens—he was also having issues calling them “the Overlords,” as that instantly gave them a certain level of credibility—the aliens could have wiped out humanity after the Jupiter Incident or even as recently as a week ago when their armada of ten ships transited through the Solar System on their way to Tau Ceti. Which is where we’re heading next, I’ll bet.

      “We sent a messenger to the Overlords,” the admiral—who apparently had no issue with their name—continued, “and they have asked for all of our operational forces to meet up with their fleet, which will arrive tomorrow, for further transit to the Tau Ceti system. We have given them our word that we will join them.

      “The Enterprise will be joining the Overlord fleet, along with three squadrons of F-77B space fighters. The marine contingent on board the Enterprise is currently moving off the ship to create space for the third squadron. In addition to the Blue Blasters”—Baker and Jimenez’s squadron—“and the Panda Bears currently on board, the Pukin’ Dogs of SFA-143 will be making the trip to Tau Ceti. Enterprise will also be accompanied by the Tiger-class missile frigates Tiger, Panther, and Wolfhound.”

      “Panther?” Jimenez asked as someone in the front row also asked a question they couldn’t hear from their seats in the back row. “That’s the one with Anya on it, right?”

      Baker nodded. Since they’d begun using the F-77B space fighter, in which pilots uploaded their intelligences to the fighters’ systems, several people had crossed over, becoming synthetic intelligences. These were not quite “artificial” intelligences since they started out—and were still—people, including retaining all the personal foibles they’d had when human. Anya Volkov was a Russian who’d crossed over, and who now ran Panther… from the inside, in the same way that Irina Koslova ran Baker’s Three-Nineteen fighter and Daiyu Zhao ran Jimenez’s Three-Twenty. A fourth SI existed—Hong Yang, who ran the Panda Bears’ Two-Oh-One fighter with the Pandas’ commanding officer, Commander Zhang Jinan.

      “I hope everything goes well, then,” Jimenez whispered, “because we’re completely stripping Earth of all its forces, including all of its SIs.”

      Baker shrugged. “If they’d wanted to rule us, they could have rolled in at any point in the last six years and done so. We know they have a lot more ships than us.”

      “Still… if everyone goes to Tau Ceti, they could roll in behind us and take Earth hostage. Or something.”

      “They could do it now. They have the forces.”

      “But then we’d be forced to fight for them.”

      Baker arched an eyebrow. “How would that be different from what we’re already doing?”

      “Right now, we’re doing this voluntarily.” Baker’s other eyebrow went up to join the first. “Okay, voluntarily isn’t really the right word, but we’re choosing to join them rather than continue fighting them.”

      “Okay, I’ll give you that.”

      “I’m just saying, there won’t be much left behind.”

      “We’ll still have a bunch of F-77B squadrons on Earth and here on the space stations,” Baker said. “Earth isn’t defenseless, and it’ll have a new carrier soon.”

      “Which the aliens will probably want in Tau Ceti as soon as it’s operational.”

      “No doubt.” Baker jerked his chin to the admiral at the front, who was speaking again.

      “As I mentioned,” Admiral Wang said, “the fleet will be here tomorrow. In the interim, the Overlords’ transport is inbound to this station. The Enterprise’s fighters will rendezvous with it by squadron, where they will be rearmed with Overlord missiles.” The admiral smiled. “These are the new ones—their top-of-the-line antimatter missiles.”

      “Why are they rearming our fighters?” someone asked from the second row. Probably one of the frigates’ COs or XOs, Baker thought. “Surely they must have better fighters than we do—why don’t we trade ours in for theirs?”

      Baker heard Jimenez’s breath catch, and he had the same feeling. I’m not trading Irina for one of those pieces of shit. Sure, the alien fighters were better shielded, but they weren’t as maneuverable as the Bravo Baker currently flew, especially with Irina’s assistance.

      “We won’t be getting new fighters,” Wang replied, “at least not for now. The Overlords are saying they don’t have any to spare and that ours are ‘almost as good.’ Whatever that means.”

      Whatever that means, indeed. Irina and I have repeatedly kicked their asses with what we have. Baker glanced at Jimenez and saw his thought mirrored on her face. They can have Three-Nineteen when they pry its control stick from my cold, dead hands.

      The meeting broke up soon after, but the airwing commander, or CAG, Captain Dan Jones, flagged them down.

      “What else do you need from me to get ready?” Jones asked.

      “Nothing that I know of,” Baker replied. “Personnel replaced the crews we lost, and we just got the new fighters to go with them. In addition to the pilots, we got ten weapons system officers.”

      “I’ve found mine to be very handy,” Jones said. “We can’t all have SIs to chauffer us around and do all the hard work of fighting aliens.”

      “Hey! I fly the fighter sometimes, too!” Baker said. He smiled. “When she lets me, anyway.”

      “You’re going to get one more tech rep, too,” Jones said, looking around to make sure they weren’t being overheard.

      “A technical representative?” Jimenez asked. “For what? Our maintenance folks have more experience with the fighters than anyone, and the SIs know them from the inside out.”

      Jones lowered his voice. “Each squadron is getting an alien tech rep. The aliens are going to be loading a bunch of their missiles on board Enterprise, and, although the warheads are ‘very safe,’ they are still antimatter, and we don’t want a single one to go off prematurely. The tech reps are going to help train your folks on how to load the missiles and keep them safe.”

      “Do we really want to do that, sir?” Jimenez asked.

      “Which? Bring the missiles aboard or the tech reps?”

      “I don’t know… both? I don’t want the tech reps, as it’s likely they’ll be spies as well as helpers. Also, the missiles… what if the Overlords decide we’re no longer useful, and they detonate one ‘accidentally?’”

      “All good questions,” Jones said, “and I don’t have any answers for you other than to tell you to salute and say, ‘Yes, sir.’ You’re going to get one, whether you want one or not. This was something command worked out with the Overlords.”

      “Did we ask for them, or were they imposed on us?” Baker asked.

      Jones shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ll tell you what I was told when I asked the same questions, though.”

      Baker arched an eyebrow. “What’s that, sir?”

      “The only thing I need from you is to salute and say, ‘Yes, sir.’”

      Baker grimaced. “Got it.” He thought about it for a second and then chuckled.

      “What?” Jones asked.

      “I was just thinking… no matter how bad or awkward having an alien tech rep is, at least we’ll finally get to see what the Overlords look like.”

      Jones sighed. “Probably not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When command asked what the needs of the tech reps would be—food, air, sleeping arrangements—we were told that the race that was being sent was very much like ours.”

      “You mean, kind of like the folks from the Sunshine system?”

      “Very much like that. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if they were from Sunshine, based on their description.”

      “Well, that’s great,” Baker said. “Hopefully, they won’t bear us any grudges about blowing up all their shit last cruise.”

      “Not only that,” Jimenez said, “I also hope they’re smarter than that farmer the marines interviewed.”

      Jones nodded. “We can only hope.”

      “When are we getting them?” Baker asked.

      “When we go pick up our initial allotment of missiles. Each squadron will bring back one of the tech reps, so make sure you have an empty seat. You can also bring over some of your ground troops to see the missile loading in person. Just make sure you have a spot available for your little ray of Sunshine.”

      “Please, CAG, no more puns,” Jimenez said. “I already have to put up with Baker.”

      “Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Jones nodded solemnly. “That’s fair. You’ve got it. No more puns.”
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      Baker could tell Irina was pissed off when he joined her in Three-Nineteen’s system. The furniture normally there was gone, including her favorite easy chair. That’s not good, Baker thought as he noticed the absence. Irina tapping a foot as she waited for him was also a pretty good indication.

      “So, the ship we’re headed to,” Irina said. She frowned and waved a hand. A large view screen appeared with an image of the alien transport. “It’s a transport? The ones we thought were carriers all along?”

      “Yeah, they’re actually just transports. Well-armed transports, with the capability of launching the fighters they’re carrying, but transports all the same.”

      “That takes away a lot of the mystique of blowing one up. I thought we were destroying warships, but in fact all we were doing was fighting transports? Bah.”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “So what does a real carrier look like?”

      Baker shrugged. “No idea, but I’m going to go out on a limb and say that it’s probably bigger and better armed and carries more fighters than the ones we’ve seen so far.”

      “So what are we doing here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Our carrier, which is the absolute peak of our military might, is only able to take on an alien transport? We’re going to be the laughing stock of the fleet when we get there. Our mighty carrier will be the same as one of their transports… and probably not even a big one. Our missile frigates are what? Some sort of cutter or yard craft?”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me. Apparently, we need to revise what we think about stellar warfare.”

      “And the antimatter missiles are going to help us achieve some sort of relevancy?”

      “I hope so.” Baker shrugged again. “Of course, there’s another way to look at it.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Maybe we’ll be too small to be considered a threat.”

      Irina’s easy chair materialized, and she fell into it. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about this. I thought we were doing well, but now we find out they were laughing at us all along. I feel so stupid.”

      “Well, on the good side, the dogfighting was real. We held our own there.”

      “Did we? How do we know that they didn’t dumb down their fighters so that we’d have a chance? How are we supposed to know that we’re ready for this new war?”

      “I would hope that the Overlords would tell us if we weren’t.”

      “But would they? What’s in it for them?”

      “I don’t know, but you can ask one of them on the way back.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “We’re bringing back a missile tech with us when we return to the Enterprise.”

      “So we finally get to see what the Overlords look like?”

      “No, CAG thinks we’re getting someone from the Sunshine system. He said the guy would be our little ray of—”

      “Don’t say it!” Irina said. “You know the rule about puns.”

      “It wasn’t my pun. I was just repeating—”

      “Doesn’t matter. We’ll do aileron rolls until you puke.”

      “They don’t affect me while I’m here in the system with you.”

      “Really?” Irina tilted her head. “Want to find out for sure?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Then remember the rules.” She pointed, and a chalkboard appeared. On it was the following:

      
        	Rule One. No puns. Ever.

        	Rule Two. See Rule One.

      

      “Wasn’t my pun,” Baker muttered.

      “Do the rules say whose pun it was or just ‘no puns’?”

      “Fine. No puns.”

      Irina nodded. “Thank you.” She nodded. “So what are we going to do with this guy?”

      “He’s supposed to help with the loading of antimatter missiles.”

      “You know he’s also going to be a spy, right?”

      “We’re aware.”

      “And we’re bringing him back with us, like a puppy we found out in the rain?”

      “Each squadron will have one.”

      “Three times the tech reps; three times the spying.”

      “Something like that.”

      “Any chance of getting a tech rep of our own on one of the Overlords’ ships?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “You should talk to Jones. If they can have spies, we should get spies, too.”

      “Do you want to go? Maybe I can download you over there while we’re on board.”

      “No thanks. I don’t trust you alone with Three-Nineteen while I’m gone. It’s my home, after all. You’d probably crash it or something. Besides, we don’t have any idea if their systems are compatible with ours, do we?”

      “I don’t know. We’d have to ask Dr. Li and see what he learned from taking apart the enemy fighters.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      “Why? You want to be a spy?”

      “I’d have to make a copy of myself and send it. Like I said, I’m not leaving you here alone.”

      “What about if I get a WSO?”

      “Nope. No deal. They’re not as invested in protecting Three-Nineteen as I am.”

      Baker cocked his head. “Wait a minute. You can make a copy of yourself? I didn’t think you could do that.”

      “I’m not sure I can, but Daiyu and I have been discussing it. Re-integrating would be weird, too. It may be that once split, we can’t rejoin, and I don’t know if I’m okay with that yet or not. Still… it might be safer on one of the Overlords’ ships since I think they’re just screwing with us. Ask me after the first battle, should we somehow survive it.”

      “That’s pretty dark.”

      Irina shrugged. “They’re using us as missile platforms. You can count on their enemy trying to wipe us out. Maybe not the first time because they won’t know what we are the first time we show up, but then we’ll be at the top of their priority lists. Mobile missile platforms. Meh. I didn’t give up my body to be a mobile missile platform; I’m a fighter.”

      “Like you said, though, we’ll just have to see what the next level of space combat looks like. Maybe they’ll need fighters, too. In fact, I suspect they will.”

      “Why’s that, Mr. Smarty Pants?”

      “They had fighters to train us on; I suspect that means they’ll want us ready for that, too.”

      “Perhaps.” Irina was quiet for a few moments, obviously thinking. “We shall just have to wait and see.”

      Both were quiet for a while, lost in their own thoughts, until the radio crackled once, and a voice said, “Fighters approaching Overlord transport Three Five Seven Four, stand by for further orders.”

      “Blaster Three Hundred, flight of twenty-one fighters,” Captain Jones replied. “Standing by for additional orders.”

      “Three Hundred, this is Overlord Nine. Bay doors are opening in the aft section of the ship. One at a time, you will enter and follow the directions of the linemen there.”

      “Three Hundred copies. One at a time into the aft bay.”

      CAG’s fighter moved toward the alien transport, and Baker followed it a few hundred meters in trail. The rest of the squadron lined up behind him.

      “If they wanted to shoot us all, this would be a good time,” Irina noted.

      “You really are dark today, aren’t you?”

      “I’m just not very trusting, da? I am Russian, after all. We have a history of reasons not to trust overlords.”

      That makes sense.

      Three Hundred set down on the transport’s deck and rolled forward out of sight. “Here we go,” Baker said, accelerating forward slowly.

      As he reached the bay door, he got his first view of the interior of the ship, and he shook his head. Might as well be the Enterprise. The deck was a different color—more of a lighter shade of gray—but it had the same feel as the Enterprise. People went about their business, with their heads continually turning, watching for fighters trying to run them over.

      The troops in the bay were all dressed in safety gear, like their Terran counterparts, but where the Terrans had helmets and vests of different colors that signified their specialties—ordnance, lineman, etc.—the Overlords’ crew all wore the same clothes and gear, and they all appeared very similar. In fact, Baker saw as one of the lineman directed him to set down, they all looked the same, or at least as much as he could tell. Same size, same shape… everything.

      “Clones,” Irina said, giving voice to the thought on Baker’s mind.

      “It certainly looks like it,” Baker replied. He followed the directions of the first lineman, who passed him off to a second, then a third as he taxied to the aft-most section of the hangar bay and was parked across from CAG’s aircraft. All three linemen looked identical.

      The final lineman gave him the signal to shut down. “I just realized something,” Baker said.

      “What’s that?”

      “They used the same signals we do.”

      Irina’s brows knit. “How would they know them?”

      “That’s my point. Baker shrugged. “Obviously, they must have snagged a lineman at some point.”

      “Kind of like the farmer we interrogated on Sunshine?”

      “Maybe.” Baker shrugged. “At least we left him there when we were done; we didn’t kidnap him or anything like that. And no probing.”

      “Was Major Struthers involved?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then how do you know?”

      “Okay, I don’t, but I don’t think that happened.” Baker looked out the canopy and said, “Gotta go. CAG wants me on the deck.”

      He released his harness, unplugged from the system, and climbed out of the cockpit.

      “Very interesting,” CAG said, nodding to the closest lineman.

      “That they use our hand signals?”

      “Yeah.”

      Baker nodded. “I thought so, too.”

      A crew brought two big missiles over to Three-Nineteen on a trolley, followed by two of the ordnancemen they’d brought over from the squadron. As the alien ordnance people moved the first missile into position under the starboard wing, Baker moved a little closer to watch. The missile had to weigh the better part of five hundred kilos, and he didn’t see any kind of lifting equipment nearby.

      Once the alien was satisfied—it was still strange to call someone who looked so human an alien—he popped open a small hatch in the middle of the missile’s body, pressed a button there, and used a little toggle switch to lift the missile. Baker shook his head. Gravity control at its finest.

      His next thought was more pertinent. We need to get that for our guys. That would save a lot of sore backs.

      The missile snapped into the lugs under the wing of the fighter, and the alien closed the open panel on the missile. He then opened one just aft of it, reached in, and pulled out a cord.

      “How do you suppose they’re going to mate that to the fighter?” CAG asked. “Their system has to be different from ours.”

      Before he could even get the question out of his mouth, the alien reached up and secured the cable to the jack on the aircraft as if it were meant to attach there.

      “Wait a minute,” Baker said, stepping closer. “How does that work?”

      “What do you mean?” the alien asked.

      “Wait, you speak English?” one of the squadron techs asked.

      “Yes,” the alien replied.

      “So how does that work?” Baker asked again.

      “I do not understand the question,” the alien said.

      “How is it that your system mates up with our system?”

      The man blinked. “Is it not supposed to?”

      “Well, yes, it’s supposed to… but how did you interface it to go on? Do you have an adapter?”

      “It does not need an adapter. It fits the way it is supposed to.”

      “I see that. My question is, how did you know what we needed to make your cable fit?”

      The man blinked again. “It fits the way it was designed. I don’t understand your question.”

      “My question is simple,” Baker said as Jimenez walked up. “How did you know how to configure your cable to mate up perfectly with our aircraft? Do you have the specifications of our aircraft?”

      “Your aircraft is the way it should be, as is the cable from the missile. How would it not work?”

      “What’s going on?” Jimenez asked.

      Baker nodded to the missile. “He attached it—they have a neat system for that—and then he just hooked up the cable, and it went right on.”

      Jimenez startled. “How did they know the wiring for our system?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out, but the tech is saying that’s the way they’re made.”

      Jimenez stepped up to the alien tech. “Have these missiles always had this fitting?”

      “Absolutely. These missiles have always had these fittings.”

      “Which mate up to the station on this aircraft?”

      The alien motioned to the cable attachment. “It is as it is supposed to be.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I’ve got nothing.”

      “Can I do the next missile?” the tech asked. “I am now running behind, and the Overlords do not like us to operate inefficiently.”

      Jimenez looked to Baker, and Baker looked to CAG.

      “Go ahead,” Captain Jones said.

      “Thank you,” the alien said. He started to tow the dolly to the next station but then stopped. “Who is the pilot of this craft?”

      “I am,” Baker said.

      The tech reached into a pocket and pulled out a jump drive. “This is the software for the missile. If you load it into your system, it will automatically update.”

      He handed the drive to Baker and walked to the port wing humming happily to himself.

      “So, just load that into the system, huh?” Jimenez asked.

      Baker shrugged. “That’s what he said.”

      “You know Irina isn’t going to like it.”

      “Irina’s not going to like it? Hell—I don’t like it.” His voice changed to mimic the alien. “Here are two antimatter missiles. Let me strap them to your aircraft. Oh, here’s some new software to go with them. Don’t worry. It all works the way it’s supposed to!” He looked at CAG. “How do they know the way it’s supposed to work?”

      CAG shook his head. “I don’t know, but I’m going to ask when we get back.”

      “So, we’re just supposed to accept this?”

      “I don’t see how we have any other choice. Besides,”—CAG winked—“it works the way it’s supposed to.”

      “You know that’s not funny,” Baker said.

      “It’s really not, sir,” Jimenez added.

      “No, it’s not,” CAG said. “Trust me. I know how you feel.” He waved a hand down the length of the hangar bay. Missiles were being loaded along it. “I’m about to bring twenty-one fighters back to my planet’s only carrier—and then forty more after that—with enough ordnance to blow up—what? One world? Ten worlds? I have no idea—and all on the word of someone we haven’t met. Want to trade places?”

      Baker chuckled, but it was gallows humor. “No, sir, I don’t. I’ll just take my plane and its missiles since they work right, and I’ll think happy thoughts. The missiles aren’t going to self-destruct. The aliens aren’t going to throw our lives away. It’s all going to be great.” Baker smiled. “And—I have it on good word—that everything is going to work the way it’s supposed to.”
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      The rest of the loading process went quickly, and one of the aliens approached Baker.

      “You are the commanding officer of this squadron?” the alien asked.

      “I am.”

      “I am to return to your ship with you. I am to be your technical representative.”

      “Ever ridden in an F-77 before?”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “It’s this fighter,” Baker said, patting the nose of Three-Nineteen.

      “No, I have not.” If he thought the question ludicrous, he didn’t give any indication.

      These guys are weird.

      “Well, you’re in for a treat, then,” Baker said. “I’m Lance Baker, by the way.”

      The man nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “Got a name?” Baker asked after a moment.

      “I am Technician Three Two Five One Nine.”

      “Interesting name. How about we just call you ‘Bob’ for short.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Your name is too long. We will just use ‘Bob’ to refer to you.”

      “That is satisfactory. I can see many times where having a shorter name would be more efficient.”

      “Been doing this long?”

      The man’s brows knit. “Doing what?

      “Working on missiles.”

      “One of your months.”

      Baker shook his head. “That doesn’t seem very long.”

      “I have a complete knowledge of the missile system and its integration with the craft.”

      “What did you do before you worked on missiles?”

      “I do not see how this is relevant.”

      “I was just curious about you, Bob. I wanted to get to know a little more about you.”

      The man blinked once but didn’t reply.

      “So, did you do anything else?”

      “This conversation is inefficient. We should return to your ship so I can begin showing your personnel what they need to know.”

      Baker chuckled. “Right to business, are you? Okay then. Climb up the ladder there, and we’ll get going.”

      The alien climbed up into the WSO’s seat. Shaking his head, Baker went up the ladder to the pilot’s seat and showed him how to strap in. After the alien was secure, Baker strapped in, plugged the link cable into the back of his head, and entered the area of the system they called “the foyer.”

      “That took a while,” Irina commented as she appeared next to him. “I take it that’s our tech rep in the WSO seat?”

      “It is.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “We’re just going to call him Bob.”

      “Let me guess; his name is Robert?”

      “No, it’s something like Technician Eight Six Seven Five—”

      “—Three Oh Nine,” Irina finished. “Hah, ha. Very funny,” she added, with no humor in her voice.

      “He doesn’t have a name, just four or five numbers.”

      “Okay, so ‘Bob.’ Got it.”

      “Still not sold on taking him back, huh?”

      “No. And I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with those missiles. I can see them attached to the communications port, but they speak gibberish.”

      “I have a jump drive with the instructions.”

      “A jump drive. Uh-huh. And I expect you want me to just accept that.”

      “No,” Baker said. “I really didn’t expect you to accept it any more than Jimenez expects Daiyu to accept it in Three-Twenty.”

      “First, you find it odd that the aliens have a jump drive that is compatible with ours, right?”

      “Absolutely. They’ve stolen our technology or have spies somewhere in our society.”

      Irina tilted her head as she glared at him. “And you’re okay with that?”

      “Of course not, but I don’t see what we’re going to do about it at the moment.”

      A small table and two chairs appeared, and Irina sat down in one.

      At least she’s willing to talk about it, Baker thought as he took the other.

      “So what’s on the jump drive?” Irina asked.

      “The software that’s supposed to let the system—in this case, you—talk to the missile. It’s supposed to be totally autonomous; just insert, and it will do everything on its own.”

      “Once again, I’m not okay with that. It sounds like a pretty aggressive program.”

      “Can’t blame you one bit.”

      Irina tapped the table and frowned. “This would be a good time to have a copy of myself in case something bad happens.”

      “Want to make one before I insert the jump drive?”

      Irina shook her head. “I’m still not sure how it would work.” She sighed. “Give me a second.” She disappeared for a few seconds, then appeared back in her chair and said, “Okay, go ahead and insert it.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “I made a few dead man’s switches, just in case anything really bad were to happen.”

      “What do I need to do to activate them… in that event?”

      “Nothing. They’re dead man’s switches, duh. I am holding them from happening, but if something should happen to me, or if I should lose my integrity, they will… occur and give you back control of the fighter.”

      “Will you be okay?”

      “What part of ‘dead man’ didn’t you understand? Would it help if I said, ‘dead woman” or ‘dead SI?’ I’ll be dead.”

      “Will you be recoverable?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” She looked at him for a moment and then asked, “What are you waiting for?”

      “You to tell me this will work out. That you know what you’re doing. Something like that.”

      “I’ve never seen an alien computer system or virus before. It may be more powerful than I am. I have the home-field advantage, as it were, but anything is possible. Everything should work out, I think, but I can’t promise it.”

      “All right, I’m going to insert it.”

      “Wait!”

      “What?”

      “You should probably be outside the system when you do it. Unplug. Totally out. That way, if something bad happens, it doesn’t get both of us.”

      Baker smiled. “I always wondered if you cared about me. Now I—”

      “It’s not about you, stupid. If this thing kills me, I want someone outside the system to know and to make sure they get revenge on these assholes.”

      “Oh. Well.”

      “Don’t look so crestfallen. Go.” She made shooing motions with her hands. “Get out of here and do it. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to come back.”

      “Good luck,” Baker said. He exited the system and unplugged.

      “We go now?” Bob asked.

      “Nope. Now we mate up the missile.” He pulled the jump drive from his pocket, and crossing the fingers of his other hand, he inserted the jump drive. The light came on, showing the system was accessing the drive, then a few lights flashed a couple of times, then the weapon stations with missiles switched to say, “AASM.”

      When the system didn’t die or do anything that Baker would have thought indicated Irina’s dead SI switch had been initiated, he pointed to the indicator and asked, “AASM?”

      Bob nodded. “Antimatter Anti-Ship Missile. It is supposed to do that.”

      “How did you know how to integrate your software into this fighter so it would, though?”

      “I don’t know,” Bob said. “I just know that it does.”

      “Where was it tested?”

      Bob blinked. “I don’t understand the question.”

      “In order to know that it would work, you had to test it on a fighter identical to this one. I’m curious where the testing was completed.” He motioned toward the hangar and ship. “Somewhere on board this ship?”

      “I didn’t do any testing.”

      “Well, someone did, or you wouldn’t know ahead of time that it would work.”

      Bob looked at him but didn’t say anything.

      “Are you going to answer the question?”

      “That wasn’t a question.”

      “Not just then—” Baker felt himself losing his patience and took a deep breath to center himself. “I didn’t mean what I just said; I meant the original question. Was the testing done on board this ship?”

      “Your original question asked how I knew how to integrate our software into your fighter.”

      Baker rolled his shoulders once and said, in as level a tone as he could, “Okay, let’s start there. How did you know your software would work on this fighter?”

      “I knew it would.”

      “Who told you it would?”

      The man blinked. “No one. I just knew.”

      As Baker took a moment to decide whether punching Bob or choking him was more likely to get a reaction from him, a flashing “Okay” appeared on the system monitor. “Never mind,” Baker said. “We can talk about it later. Right now, I have to get ready to fly. He inserted the system cable and entered the system lobby. Irina was waiting for him in her easy chair.

      “I guess everything worked out all right?”

      “You could say that.”

      “We have to leave. Could you please not be obtuse or cryptic for once?”

      “Fine.” Irina stood, and the chair disappeared. “Everything is fine, but it wouldn’t have been if I weren’t here. I’m fine, and Daiyu is as well, but the other nineteen fighters here are now under the control of the Overlords.”

      “What?” Baker asked.

      “Oh, that’s not the worst of it.”

      “What’s worse than that?”

      “They took control of all the other pilots and WSOs that are here, too.”
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      “Okay, Irina, what do you mean, ‘they just took control of all the other pilots and WSOs?’”

      “Well, they may not have taken control of all of them,” Irina qualified, “but anyone who was jacked into the system just got a little bit of code entered into their brains, as well as their fighters. As well as the missiles, too. Remember how you were worried about whether the missiles might self-destruct?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, they totally could. If given the right signal from the Overlord transport, they could go high order.”

      “Please tell me ours can’t.”

      Irina stood a little straighter and looked hurt.

      “Of course ours can’t,” Baker said. “I didn’t mean to doubt you—”

      “When are you going to learn that the first rule of being in a hole is that when you hit bottom, you should stop digging?”

      Baker smiled. “Now.” He paused and then asked, “So can you give me the quick version? They’re looking to launch us.”

      “Of course they are. They don’t want live missiles on their ship any more than we would.” Baker raised an eyebrow, and Irina continued, “Okay, so most of the code that was on the jump drive was to do exactly as it said. It integrated the missile with the system and gave the system the information necessary for us to program it prior to launch. That was all above board.

      “What wasn’t above board is the extra bit of code that the program stored in the system, giving the Overlords access to our fighters.” Baker opened his mouth, and she held up a hand. “It’s gone, of course; I deleted it.”

      Baker shook his head. “That could be dangerous.”

      “More so than letting them have control of our fighter?”

      “Well, no, but they’re going to know that this one can’t be controlled.”

      “Oh, they pinged it once to see if they were in control of it.”

      “And?” Baker asked.

      “And I replied with the right response,” Irina said with a smile. “They think everything is just fine with us. And so they will, right up until they try to get us to do something I don’t want to. Then we’ll probably have issues.”

      “Okay, so our fighter is good. I’m sure you also deleted the software that was going to target me?”

      Irina scoffed. “Of course.”

      “What was that supposed to do?”

      “I’m less sure about that. It was a single file, but it was encrypted and zipped. I didn’t want to mess with it. In the other fighters, though, it would have either activated upon software installation or—if the pilot wasn’t plugged in—the first time he or she did.” Irina shook her head. “It wasn’t a one-use thing, either. Every person that plugs into an infected fighter—even techs or support people—are going to get that upload.”

      “And potentially be under the Overlords’ control.”

      “Exactly. Still wonder why Bob acts the way he does?”

      “Not anymore.” Baker chewed on his lip. “Do you suppose they are actively controlling him? Like watching through his eyes and hearing through his ears?”

      “No. At least, if they are, I am not detecting any sort of signal that he’s receiving. I’ll watch for one, though, once we get out of the hangar. If we see it, we should be able to shield him from it.”

      “What if Bob isn’t being controlled, though? What if he’s just…”

      “Imprinted? As if the Overlords rewrote his brain with the memories and skills he needed?”

      Baker nodded. “Yeah, exactly like that.”

      “It’s certainly possible. I would need access to him to see.”

      “If he plugged in, you could see into his brain?”

      “Of course. How do you think I read your mind?”

      “But wait. I thought—”

      “You thought I couldn’t?” Irina laughed. “News flash—I can. Well, I could, anyway; I just choose not to do so. Just like you send your thoughts and personality down the cable, I could go back up it. Not that I really want to see what’s in the deep, dark recesses of your mind.”

      “If my cable is two-way, then I ought to be able to read you, too.”

      Irina nodded. “If you were smart enough, yes. Daiyu and Jimenez work better together than we do because they have that level of rapport.”

      “I don’t know—”

      “Don’t worry; I’m not looking for that from you. We’re too different, for one. Also, if you’re too close, you don’t have two people thinking of things separately. We are stronger the way we do it; they are faster, though, the way they do it.” Irina shrugged. “Neither is necessarily ‘better;’ both have their strengths. Overall, our squadron is better with things the way they are, as the rest of our pilots get the best of both.”

      “So our strength is that we both are working on separate solutions?”

      “Da.”

      Baker smiled. “So you do value my input, despite what you say.”

      Irina shrugged. “Once in a while, you have a good idea, which makes up for all the times you don’t. For the record, it was my idea to have you unplug before inserting the jump drive; otherwise, I’d be trying to figure out how to get the Overlord software out of your head. Speaking of good ideas, though, CAG wants to leave. It would be a good idea to get out of here as soon as possible, as if nothing was wrong. We can work out a plan on the way back.”
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        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, IN TRANSIT TO SPACE STATION FREEDOM

      

      

      Baker and Irina were sitting at the conference table when Jimenez and Daiyu joined them. Both took seats at the table.

      “I’m sure you’re aware of what’s going on?” Baker asked.

      Jimenez nodded. “Irina passed along everything she saw. Our experience was similar to yours.”

      “I really wanted to turn around and blast the Overlord transport with the missiles we’re carrying…”

      “But who knows what the Overlords would do with the other Blaster fighters when they saw missiles headed their way.”

      “Yeah,” Baker said. “Having to fight the rest of the squadron and CAG wasn’t something on my to-do list today.” He shrugged. “Similarly, we can’t warn the Chinese or the Pukin’ Dogs about what’s going on over there, at least not until we fix our personnel, or the Overlords might do something with the people already under their control.

      “So we’re just going to… what?” Jimenez asked. “Do nothing?”

      “I don’t see how we can do anything. We have to sanitize the systems and the rest of our personnel before we do anything that might get the Overlords’ attention, and by the time we do, the other squadrons will have been to the transport and be on their way back.”

      “So what do we do?” Jimenez asked.

      “We can’t warn the Chinese as a whole,” Irina said, “but I can warn Hong when we pass by them. That will at least keep one of their planes and crews safe.”

      “But do we trust them to play it cool?” Baker asked. “Hong and Jinan typically approach problems with a ‘charge ahead at all costs’ mentality. We could potentially be releasing the bull into the china shop… and then who knows what will happen?”

      “You definitely shouldn’t be the one to tell them,” Daiyu said. “No offense, but it’s pretty apparent that he doesn’t think much of you. I could talk to them, feel them out a bit, and then warn them about what’s about to happen. That’ll keep them safe and will give us a point of contact into the squadron once they’re all infected.” She shrugged. “Hopefully, we’ll have the other squadrons already done by the time they get back.”

      “So how do we approach the rest of the Blasters,” Jimenez asked, “and, more importantly, CAG?”

      “It’s gotta start at the top,” Baker said, “and it shouldn’t be too difficult for us to get the rest of the Blasters. Here’s what Irina and I were thinking…
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      Baker shut down the motors and keyed the radio. “Blaster Maintenance, Three-Nineteen.”

      “Go ahead, Three-Nineteen, sir.”

      “Hey, Chief, could you send someone out to the plane to get our tech rep and take him to berthing?”

      “Sure, sir. On the way.”

      Baker turned to Bob and said, “If you would climb down, someone will meet you below to take you to where you’re going to stay.”

      Bob pointed to the armament panel. “Do you require any additional assistance with this?”

      “No, I’m good,” Baker replied with a chuckle. “I’m hoping I won’t need to shoot any missiles while I’m in the space station.”

      Bob turned to look at him and blinked.

      “Sorry, that was meant to be humor. Funny, you know?” When Bob didn’t say anything, Baker said, “No, I’m good. You can climb down.”

      As Bob climbed down, Baker looked out of the cockpit and saw CAG. He motioned to one of the maintenance troops on deck and then pointed to CAG. “Airman McGee, can you run and ask CAG to come join me in the cockpit?”

      “Sure, sir!” The young trooper raced off and returned with Captain Jones.

      “What do you need?” CAG asked.

      “Can you come up here?” Baker asked. “There’s something I need to show you.”

      Jones nodded once and went around to the starboard side, climbed up, and seated himself in the WSO’s seat. “What’s up?”

      “There’s something Irina and I wanted to show you in the system. You’ll need to plug in, sir.”

      “Is this important? I’ve got a meeting with the admiral—”

      “Nothing could be more important,” Baker said, looking at him steadily. “In fact, this is the single most important thing you’re going to do today.”

      “Including visiting the ship of an alien race and returning with the first-ever antimatter missiles in human history?”

      “Far more important than that.”

      Jones’ eyes widened slightly at Baker’s serious tone. “Well then, let’s see what you have to show me. He picked up the WSO cable and jacked into the system.

      Baker and Irina were waiting for him with a small table when Jones arrived in the foyer, and Baker waved him to a seat, before joining him at the table.

      He tilted his head and looked at Irina. “Will you be joining us?”

      “Yes, sir, I will, but I have something to do first.” She walked over to stand behind Jones’ seat and rested her hands on his shoulders. “Do you trust me?” she asked.

      “Well, yes,” Jones said. “You’ve saved the world on several occasions. Why?”

      “I need to show you something.” She put her hands on both sides of his head.

      “Hey, uh, is everything okay?” His eyes flicked toward Baker. “What’s… uh, what’s going on?”

      “I don’t think this will hurt,” Irina said, “but it’s best if you just relax and don’t fight it.”

      In the cockpit, CAG’s hand went for the cable attached to his head, but Baker was ready and grabbed his hands and pulled them away from it. He tried to stand up.

      “Canopy,” Baker muttered, and the canopy began sliding forward. Baker yanked the senior officer down so the moving canopy didn’t cut his head off, and the canopy completed its journey and secured. CAG tried to stand up again, bumped his head, and fell into the seat again, stunned.

      “Better,” Irina said as CAG relaxed in the system and stopped fighting.

      “What are you doing?” CAG asked. “I just tasted the color blue and saw the harmonics from a Beethoven symphony, all at the same time.”

      “I’m looking for something. I’m almost done. And… there it is. Come to mama… Got it.” She removed her hands from his head and walked over to take a seat at the table.

      “You’re going to tell me what that was all about, now, right?”

      “Yes, sir,” Baker said. “Sorry about the cloak and dagger stuff, but there was an issue with the missile upload.”

      “Which was?”

      “In addition to uploading the software for the fighter to control and launch the antimatter missiles, there was an additional modification to the fighter’s software that allowed the aliens to take control of the fighter if they wanted and some software written into your brain as well.”

      “Software? In my brain?” He turned to Irina. “I’m guessing that was what you were doing?”

      She nodded. “I removed what was added.”

      “Which was?”

      “I don’t know, sir. I didn’t play with it; I just removed it. The… software isn’t the right word, but there really isn’t a right word. They put some sort of programming in your head. It is analogous to a computer zip file. It was just going to sit there until something activated it, and then it was going to do… something, but we don’t know what, and we didn’t want to wait to find out.”

      “If the additional fighter software was to take control of it,” Baker said, “we figured the stuff they put in your brain was to take control of you, too. Especially after the conversation I had with Bob.”

      “Who’s Bob?” Jones asked.

      “He’s the tech rep the Overlords sent over. Just like the farmer we talked with on Sunshine, he doesn’t have a whole lot of knowledge outside what’s necessary to do his job. Interestingly enough, he—and the Overlords, too—know an awful lot about the F-77. Not only did they know how to program the fighter to accept the missile and the software to allow them to take control of it, but they also knew about the link cable and how to use it to inject things into the pilot’s head.”

      “That’s not good,” Jones said. After a second, he chuckled and added, “And that may be the understatement of the century.”

      Baker nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Wow.” Jones slumped back in his seat. “You’ve obviously had more time to think about this issue. What are your suggestions for dealing with it?”

      Irina raised a hand. “Can we conference in Daiyu and Commander Jimenez? They will be instrumental to whatever we decide and may have some additional ideas.”

      “Certainly,” Jones said. He waved at the table. “We’ll need some more seats, though.”

      “That’s not a problem.” Irina smiled, and the table grew to incorporate two more chairs, pushing back Baker as part of the process. Within a couple of seconds, the additional women appeared.

      “You’re aware of everything, I presume?” Jones asked.

      “There isn’t a whole lot they’re not aware of,” Baker said ruefully. “Anything Irina knows, they tend to know nearly instantaneously.”

      Irina shrugged. “We’re women. We talk. We just happen to do it a lot faster than most non-SIs.”

      Jones smiled. “I can see how that would work. Do you have any input on a solution for what we’re dealing with?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “We’re going to have to clean every fighter, every pilot, and every WSO. We can’t leave any of that to chance. We don’t know what information they put into everyone’s heads, but we know it can’t be good.”

      “It didn’t go into yours?”

      “No, sir,” Jimenez said as she shook her head. “Both Lance and I let our wonderful SIs take a look at it before we plugged in. Irina and Daiyu removed the pilot uploads before we jacked back into the system.”

      “That’s handy. I wish my WSO had done the same for me.”

      “Yeah, we’ll have to make sure Lieutenant Commander Carroll gets cleaned, too,” Baker said. “I almost forgot about her since I don’t have a WSO.”

      “I think we’ll want to check everyone that can jack into a fighter,” Jones said, “and get them done as quickly as we can, without it looking like we know.”

      “We—Lance and I—can do all the Blaster personnel that may be affected while Daiyu and Sofia do all the fighters. If we hurry, we might be able to get everyone done by the time the Pukin’ Dogs return.”

      “I’m more worried about the Chinese,” Jones said.

      “We’ll be fine,” Daiyu said. “I talked to Hong when we passed them, so he and Commander Jinan are aware of the issues. I’m sure they’ll be standing by to assist when they return.”

      “I think we need to keep this as low-key as possible,” Jones said. “It’s obvious the Overlords have spies in our society. It’s impossible to know who or where they might be. While Bob is obvious, we have to proceed along the lines that they can do better than that. How many people have they suborned with the F-77B system, using it to implant code into people’s brains?”

      Jones shook his head. “I’ll have to talk to the admiral, but I don’t want word of this getting out.”

      “We’ll need to talk to the Dogs’ CO and XO to get access to their people,” Baker said.

      “I’ll send them a message as they’re inbound to let them know they need to assist you in a special program,” Jones said, “but other than that, do what you can to keep folks from knowing what’s going on. If the word gets back to their spies that we know they’re trying to control us, we might force them into acting prematurely.”

      “Honestly, though, CAG; once we get the software removed, might that not be the best thing we can do? Get them to act before they’re ready and expose their plans?”

      “Maybe… and maybe not. What if there are a lot of other people infected, and the software implant in their heads is a program that makes them commit suicide? Do we want—who knows how many?—people to spontaneously kill themselves? Who knows where else they have code buried? Maybe we force them to act, and the space station’s gravity engines all fire at maximum to deorbit the station.” He shook his head. “There are a lot of implications here.”

      “A lot of really scary implications,” Baker said. He took a breath and blew it out. “Okay, well, there’s nothing we can do about it now. The first order of business is to make sure our people are clean and our fighters aren’t about to launch antimatter missiles while they’re tied up inside the space station.”

      Jones shook his head. “That’s even worse than the station deorbiting itself. Okay, you four get started on fixing the Blasters, and I’ll go talk to the admiral.”
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      Captain Jones brought the shuttle to a hover, then touched down gently on the pad. An aide waited nearby to take him inside to Admiral Stanley Jameson’s office.

      “Right on time,” Jameson said as Jones walked into his office. He motioned to the door. “Anything that’s big enough to bring you here—today of all days—has got to be pretty damn important.”

      “You’re aware of the Overlord battle group that just entered the system, then?” Jones asked.

      “You mean the one that the Enterprise battle group is supposed to go with to fight the new bad aliens?” Jameson chuckled. “Yes, I’m aware of their arrival. It was kind of a big thing.”

      “Yes, sir, it is. Even more so than you know.” Jones related what he’d learned from Baker and Irina.

      Jameson sat back when Jones finished. “So. The bottom line is that the Overlords aren’t being forthright and honest about their intentions.”

      Jones chuckled. “I think that’s a fair and accurate assessment, even if it does tend to understate the problem.”

      “It does… but here’s the problem: there’s nothing we can do about it. Not right now anyway.”

      “But, sir—”

      “Oh, there are things we can and will do—like trying to root out the spies—but as far as you’re concerned, nothing has changed. You’re still going to have to go with the fleet and go to war with them.”

      “But, sir—”

      “Look at it this way,” Jameson said. “An alien battle group just entered the system. They have over twenty ships that individually dwarf the Enterprise, much less the piddly little missile frigates we were so proud of up until last week. Their missile frigates are bigger than our carriers. Their cruisers…” He shook his head. “I may not know a lot about politics and alien relations, but I do know the military side of things, and there’s one thing I’m sure of: we are not going to piss these guys off while they’re in our system.

      “Even if we were to launch all the fighters on the space station with all their shiny new antimatter weapons, I think the odds of taking down the alien fleet are pretty damn small.” He shrugged. “Non-existent, in fact. Then, once they wipe out our fleet, they do whatever they want to the planet and our civilization. At that point, I have to wonder if we haven’t finally done enough to make ourselves a big enough pain in the ass that they just go ahead and sterilize the planet.”

      Jameson shook his head. “With that as the entering argument, the only possibility that exists is that you go forth merrily and fight the good fight for them.”

      “I see.” Jones’ shoulders slumped, and his eyes dropped to the floor.

      “What else can you do at this point?”

      “I don’t know, but I know I match Lance Baker’s feelings that we need to do something.”

      “You are going to do something. You’re going to go fight. Hopefully, you’ll even win and make it home. But if they want you to die, you’re going to do that, too. Because, right now, that’s what this planet needs you to do. I wish I could sugar coat it for you, but there’s nothing that’s going to soften the blow. At the moment, our biggest requirement is time, and we don’t have enough of it. Given more time, we could have built a fleet to fight the Overlords. Given more time, we can figure out antimatter technology. Given more time, we can do a lot of things that aren’t currently possible.

      “Your planet needs you—and the men and women of your airwing—to buy us that time. Time we can use to root out the spies. Time we can use to strengthen our forces. Time that we can use to throw off the shackles. I’m not asking you to throw your lives away blindly—sell them for as great a return as you can get—but I need you to do what it takes to buy us that time.”

      Jones sighed and looked back up. “I get it,” he said with a nod, “and, honestly, that’s what I was expecting, although I have to say I was personally hoping for something a little different.” He chuckled. “The problem is going to be when they notice that they can’t take control of either us or our fighters.”

      “Yep. At some point, they’re going to want to use you and find out that their underhanded plans didn’t work out the way they thought.”

      “What do we do then?”

      “Feign ignorance and figure out a better way to do it than what they wanted. One that shows we’re more valuable when we’re given a free hand to do something than if we’re forced to do it.”

      “That might be difficult.”

      “That’s why I’m sending my best man and my best squadron.”

      “Baker?”

      “He’s with the squadron, but I’m talking about you, Dan. I’ve seen you in action, and you have my confidence that you can pull this off.” Jameson shrugged. “If anyone can, it’s you. And the Blasters have found a way in the past to make it happen. Between you, Baker, Jimenez, and their SIs, I know you’ll succeed.”

      “Yes, sir.” Jones stood, still not entirely convinced but willing to do what he could. It’s not like the planet’s counting on us or anything. “Well, I guess I better get back and be about it then.”

      “Godspeed and good luck,” Jameson replied. “You have my word. We’ll be working to solve the problem back here—including finding the people who’ve been compromised—while you’re gone. You can count on that.”

      Jones nodded once. “Thank you, sir,” he said, then he turned to leave, feeling like every step led him closer to his doom.
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      “I’m sure if I still got tired, I’d be beat right now,” Irina said. She smiled brightly. “Happily, that isn’t my problem at the moment.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Baker replied. “That was mentally exhausting, but at least we’re done.”

      “We did some spot checks on the other fighters on the station,” Jimenez said. “The only ones that were infected were the ones from the Blasters, Dogs, and Pandas—the people who went and got missiles from the Overlord transport. There shouldn’t be any issues while we’re gone.”

      Baker scoffed. “As long as no additional Overlord transports show up looking to unload things.”

      Jimenez nodded. “We’ll need to make sure CAG lets somebody at the station know not to accept gifts from our ‘friends.’”

      “But what if it isn’t just the ones we know about doing it?” Daiyu asked.

      Baker arched an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “We know there are spies. What if they were to introduce the code either into the fighters on the production line, or into the aviators at flight school, or when they get the operation to be able to fly the Bravos?”

      “True,” Baker said with a nod. “It needs to be a bigger effort than ‘beware of Greeks bearing gifts.’”

      “Greeks?” Daiyu asked.

      “Virgil’s Aeneid,” Irina said. She looked at Baker and chuckled. “I never would have guessed you’d read the classics.”

      “There’s lots of things you don’t know about me.”

      “I’ve seen into your head. There are lots of things I don’t want to know about you.”

      “Speaking of which,” Jimenez said, “you got a look inside a lot of people’s heads. I’m sure there were lots of things you didn’t want to know.”

      “I didn’t look for anything other than the code that had been implanted. It just seemed… creepy, I guess. A violation.”

      “But you could have.”

      Irina shrugged. “I could, but I didn’t. I have no idea if Hong held to the same standard cleaning out the Chinese squadron.”

      “Do either of you find it odd that the Chinese didn’t want our help?” Jimenez asked. “That they had Hong do both their crews and their fighters?”

      “No,” Daiyu said. “I would have been surprised if they had let us, especially me. I might see something—one of their secrets—and then tell you about it.”

      “We’re all on the same team now,” Baker said. “What secrets are there?”

      “I suspect there will always be secrets.”

      Baker shook his head. “Well, at least that’s done. And not a moment too soon.”

      “What’s that mean?” Jimenez asked.

      “You didn’t hear? The Overlord fleet is here. It entered the system about an hour ago. Actually, the news just got here; they must have entered almost four hours ago.”

      “And?”

      “And their fleet is every bit as massive as we thought it would be. Their carriers are a little more than a kilometer in length. The other ships in the fleet are similarly larger than ours.”

      “So, about four times the size of our ship?” Jimenez asked.

      “Yeah, about that.” Baker chuckled. “I’d love to say that size doesn’t matter, but in this case, it most certainly does. Early estimates are that their carriers hold about two hundred fighters.”

      Daiyu glanced at Irina. “We’re going to need a bigger boat.”

      “We’re going to need a lot of stuff,” Baker said, ignoring the movie quote, “including a whole new paradigm. We’re going to have to think on a much bigger, grander scope. I’m not sure how warfare is going to work, but I’m hoping we get some sort of brief along the way.”

      “That would be nice,” Irina said with a nod. “I hope they weren’t planning on just taking control of us like drones and flying us around wherever they wanted.”

      Jimenez’s eyebrows rose. “And if they were?”

      Baker laughed. “If they were, they’re going to get a big surprise the first time they try to do so.” He sat back. “Well, ladies, I have to run to take care of some things and talk to CAG. We leave in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CAG’S OFFICE, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT

      

      

      “How did the meeting go with Admiral Jameson?” Baker asked.

      Captain Jones scoffed. “About as well as expected, and nowhere near as good as hoped.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      Baker sat back in his seat. “Can you give me any details?”

      “Are you sure you want them?”

      “From the sounds of it, probably not.”

      Jones leaned forward. “Do you know the duties of a wingman?”

      “Form up, shut up, and respond ‘Two’ in a professional and expeditious manner?”

      Jones nodded. “We are to be the perfect wingmen for the Overlords. If they tell us to do something, we do it, almost as if they were still controlling us. Even if it’s stupid, we do it.”

      “Even if it’s going to get us killed?”

      “Even then. You may not have seen the fleet that showed up today?”

      “The one with twenty-four carriers, each with two hundred or so fighters and a bunch of supporting ships?”

      “Yeah, that one, except intel revised their estimates. They think each Overlord ship has 144 fighters on board.”

      “That’s oddly specific.”

      “In the maneuvers they’ve exhibited since they got here, they seem to fly in groups of twelve. The intel folks got to thinking, maybe the aliens have six fingers on each hand, so they use a base-twelve counting scheme, like we do ten. If so, they might have twelve squadrons of twelve fighters aboard.”

      “Isn’t it anthropomur”—he shrugged—“whatever that word is, to use human characteristics for non-human things?”

      “Maybe. And the word is anthropomorphism. That’s just intel’s best guess. No matter the actual total, though, one thing’s for sure—they’ve got a shit-ton of fighters in each carrier—much less the whole fleet—and Admiral Jameson doesn’t want them to send even a single carrier to Earth to teach us a lesson.” Jones sat back. “And, if they have this many in one fleet…”

      “They probably have other fleets with more ships.”

      Jones nodded. “We’re definitely the junior partner here, and the command staff doesn’t want us to do anything to jeopardize our relationship with them.”

      Baker sighed. “Okay, boss; I’ll be good.” A small smile crossed his face. “I’ll try to be, anyway.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I’ll try to keep Irina toeing the straight and narrow, too.”

      “Look, if she’s going to be a problem—”

      Baker held up a hand. “She’ll be fine, and you can count on the Blasters to do what we’re supposed to. I think you probably need to have this talk with Hong and Jinan.”

      “I already have. Hopefully, they’ll remember it in the heat of the moment.”

      Baker nodded. “Hey, there was one more thing the ladies and I wanted to bring up with you for further up the chain of command.”

      “What’s that?”

      “So we know the Overlords have spies somewhere, right?”

      Jones nodded.

      “What’s to prevent them from putting the control software into new fighters on the production line or the control software into pilots’ or WSOs’ heads somewhere along the line?”

      “Jameson already had that thought, and they’re going to set up a counter-espionage team to work on that. He acknowledged the need for it and made me feel that it was above my pay grade.”

      “As long as someone is thinking about it,” Baker said. “I just didn’t want to be the senior man who knew about the problem.”

      “You’re not.” He smiled. “And, the good news is, you have one less problem than you realized.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      “Feng Li thinks he’s solved the shield issue. He’s working on producing shield generators for your fighters.”

      “When can we have them?”

      “When you get back. Unfortunately, they won’t be ready before we leave tomorrow. He asked if you would leave Lieutenant Commander Evans behind to help him.”

      Baker nodded. “There’d be nothing for her if she came with us; if staying here gets us shields when we return, he’s welcome to her.” He smiled. “Now, we just need to make sure we return, so we can actually get them.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S QUARTERS, TSS PANTHER, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      “I thought it would be good for us to chat, Commander,” Admiral Alik Vasiliev said. “I will be commanding the frigate fleet the Panther will be part of when we take it out to join the Overlord fleet. I will also be in charge of the Panther, which makes me your commanding officer.”

      “Welcome aboard,” Anya Volkov, the ship’s SI and permanent XO replied cautiously from the speaker in his stateroom. “What did you want to talk about?”

      “Admiral Federov said that when you were first made operational, there was some conflict over who was in charge.”

      “The conflict wasn’t over who was in charge so much as what my status was on board. Some threats were made, counter-threats were issued, and then a proposal was made and accepted for me to be the ship’s XO.”

      “And, as such, I expect you to follow my instructions completely and to the letter.”

      “I’m not sure I like your tone,” Anya replied.

      “This is my ship, and I may use whatever tone I please. You should remember this, as there will be punishments forthcoming if you do not.”

      “I see,” Anya replied. “As I said to Terran Federation Vice President Patrushev, I am a patriot who does not want to see my country or my planet overrun by aliens. I will fight to the best of my abilities, but I will not be talked down to. I am more than your equal on board this ship.”

      “You are not my equal, Commander, and if you do not drop that tone…”

      “Hmmm,” Anya purred. “I think we might have gotten off on the wrong foot, Admiral.” She paused a second. “May I show you something before we continue this discussion?”

      “If you must.”

      “Great. It is at frame number 245, starboard side main passageway. If you could meet me there, I would appreciate it.”

      Five minutes later, the admiral met her at the requested location. He had continued trying to talk to her in the stateroom, but she’d ignored him, and he’d grown quite angry before he’d finally decided to meet with her.

      “What is this all about?” he asked.

      “Do you see the airlock to your left?” Anya asked. When he indicated he had, she added, “Please stand in front of it.”

      The hatches forward and aft of the admiral closed and sealed. “What are you doing?” Vasiliev asked.

      “Look at the airlock window,” Anya directed. “Do you see the outer door?”

      “Yes, it’s open.”

      “Look at the control panel.”

      The admiral’s eyes bulged, and his jaw dropped as the inner door was unlocked. With a hiss, air began escaping as the seal started retracting. “That’s… that’s not possible,” the admiral said, his tone one of awe.

      “It’s very much possible, Admiral, as I control all features of this ship. There’s nowhere you can go that I can’t follow. I’m holding the door shut at the moment, but I can release it with a thought, and the pressurization of the ship will blow it open, and you will go out the airlock. I can do this anywhere I want throughout the ship. You exist because it serves my purposes that you do so.

      “Now, I have no problem serving, but I want you to keep in mind that I am not your peasant, and I will not be treated as such. With that in mind, I want you to think very clearly before you answer my next question.” She paused and then asked, “Are we going to be able to work together under those conditions?”

      “Yes.” His voice was quiet but understandable.

      “Good, because if there’s one thing I hate, it’s wasting my time, and right now, that’s what you’re doing. This demonstration will not be held again. Next time you disrespect me, you’ll just disappear, and none of the ship’s logs will show that the airlock was ever open. You’ll just be gone. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Good,” Anya said. The outer airlock door swung shut and locked, and the inner door resealed and locked. Both of the passageway hatches unsealed. “Now. How may I help you, Admiral?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, HANGAR BAY, SPACE STATION FREEDOM

      

      

      “Well, that’s impressive,” Baker said the next day as he studied the long-range viewer. The Overlord formation was now within range of the telescope and was… he wasn’t sure of the right word. They certainly were impressive, but that word really didn’t seem up to the task. The fleet was awesome. Terrifying. Monstrous. Magnificent… from an entirely horrifying point of view.

      The carriers were massive—as expected—but even more overwhelming were the warships accompanying them. Every bit as big as the carriers, the cruisers were covered with laser emitters and dotted with missile launch ports. A single one of them might have been able to take on—and defeat—everything Terra currently had at the planet. The Terran Tiger-class missile frigates were dwarfed by them to the same extent the Overlord carriers out-sized their Terran counterparts.

      What hadn’t been as readily apparent from long range was the contingent of three transports that hadn’t been visible on the other side of the formation. Their exact mission—whether carrying additional fighters or resupplying the fleet in some other manner—was unknown. “Just like everything else,” Baker muttered.

      “What’s like everything else,” Irina asked.

      “I was wondering whether the transports are carrying replacement fighters, space marines, additional stores… or something else, and I realized that the answer—just like everything when dealing with the Overlords—is unknown. They say, ‘Come along; you’re fighting for us now,’ and off we go.”

      Baker shook his head. “Who’s in charge of this armada? Some guy named “Prime.” Have we seen him? Nope. Have we seen any of the other people in charge? Also no. Have we even talked to any of the component commanders or been given any information to plan with?”

      “No, we haven’t,” Irina said as he ran down. “All we’ve been told is they’ll let us know what we’re supposed to do ‘when it’s time.’”

      Baker sighed. “Well, if nothing else, we’re doing what Admiral Jameson said to do.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Be a good wingman. Form up, shut up, and say ‘Two’ in a professional manner.”

      “I thought a good wingman also got to say, ‘Lead, you’re on fire’ and ‘I’ll take the fat one.’”

      Baker chuckled. “Depending on what movie you’re watching, I guess.”

      CAG turned the formation to parallel the Overlord fleet, and Irina adjusted their course to match. “At least they finally told us how we’re getting to Tau Ceti,” Irina said.

      “Which is another thing I’m not excited about,” Baker said. “They’re going to hook us to one of their carriers, and it’s going to jump us there.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “We have to count on them to jump us back afterward.”

      “I guess that’s motivation to ensure we fight our hardest to protect them. If they don’t survive, we don’t go home again.”

      Baker scoffed. “Ever hear of Hernán Cortés?”

      “No. Who is he?”

      “Spanish explorer who was active in Central America. When he arrived in the New World, he destroyed his ships, which sent a pretty clear message to his men—you better give it your all because there’s no turning back. I think we’re getting the Cortés treatment. They could have given us the technology so that we could jump on our own, but instead, they’re going to piggyback us over.”

      “Well, I hear Feng Li figured out the new motors.”

      “He did,” Baker said with a nod. “He also worked out the shields.”

      “And we’re bringing along whatever we need to perform the upgrade, right?”

      “Nope. It’ll be available when we get back, assuming the aliens bring us back afterward.”

      “They better!”

      Baker smiled. “Now you’re starting to feel my pain.”

      “Okay, this is a stupid way to go to war.”

      CAG turned away from the Overlord fleet. “Time to go back to the Enterprise,” Baker said. “Once we’re aboard, one of the carriers will come over, attach to our ship, and we’ll jump.”

      “Did they say if we’ll go straight into battle on arrival?”

      “No, they didn’t. We’ll just have to wait and see.”
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      Baker laughed. “Whatever else you say about the Overlords, their jump engines are smooth!”

      “Meh,” Irina replied. “That takes all the fun out of jumping. You didn’t make a single face.”

      “We have got to get some of their engines!” Baker said with a smile.

      “So what happens now?”

      “The Overlords undock the Enterprise, then we launch.”

      “Good. If I don’t get to watch you make faces, at least maybe I can blow something up.”

      The Overlords took longer than Baker would have thought to release the carrier—almost five minutes—but then there was a notable thump, and a queasy feeling ran through Baker’s stomach as the gravity shifted from the alien ship back to the Enterprise. Shortly after, Baker got the signal to run up his engines, and they were quickly in the black.

      “Interesting,” Irina said after a few minutes.

      “What?”

      “Obviously, they’re not expecting any trouble here. None of their fighters have launched.”

      Baker reached out with the radar. While he could feel the major combatant ships, he couldn’t find a single alien fighter. “I guess that’s good?” Baker said.

      “Not if I was hoping to blow something up.”

      “Okay, well, failing that, pretend you’re like the first person ever to come to Tau Ceti because—the funny thing is—we are. Intel is going to want a full report. The Overlords don’t appear particularly worried about enemies, so this must be a system they control, but what else is there of interest?”

      “Give me a second,” Irina said with a sigh. “Okay, the star is a G-class star, like our Sun, although it’s smaller. The system, however, is a pigsty.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Where the Solar System is relatively free of dust and rocks—other than the asteroid belt—this system has a lot of crap that hasn’t been swept up by the planets yet. It’s got a number of planets, including two that appear habitable.”

      “How do you know they’re habitable?”

      “Because there’s a bunch of stuff in the electromagnetic spectrum emanating from two points closer to the sun. I guess they could be ships, but it looks more like the electromagnetic trash you see with an inhabited planet. In this case, two. There’s also a big gas giant that I can see not too far away.”

      Baker spun the telescope in the direction of the first planet, but it was still too far away to see anything. He tried the second, but it was even further away.

      “Good luck seeing anything on the planets,” Irina said. “Not this time, anyway.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Look at our heading. We’re not going deeper in-system; we’re headed to another jump point. If you were hoping for leave in Tau Ceti, you’re not going to get it; we’re just passing through.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S CONFERENCE ROOM, TSS ENTERPRISE, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Thank you all for coming,” Commander Andriy Mityaev, the admiral’s intel officer, said from the podium. “As you’ve probably already heard, we aren’t expecting any combat in this system. We will just be transiting it for another day and a half to get to the jump point for what we’re told is the Beta Hydri system.”

      “Where the hell is that?” someone in the front row asked.

      “Beta Hydri is the brightest star in the southern circumpolar constellation of Hydrus,” Mityaev explained. “If you’re from the northern hemisphere, you’ve probably never seen it or heard of it. It’s a G-class star 24 lightyears away from Earth, so we’ll be mating up with an Overlord ship again for the jump. The star is slightly more evolved than the Sun, and it’s one of the oldest stars in the solar neighborhood, so the chances of finding inhabited planets there are pretty good.”

      “What have the Overlords said?” Admiral Vasquez asked.

      “They haven’t said anything about the system other than that it’s contested and that we’ll need to be ready for combat there.”

      Baker raised his hand, and Mityaev acknowledged him. “Have they given us any indication of what’s expected for us when we go into combat?” Baker asked. “Are they going to give us any instructions or maybe run some maneuvers before we make the jump?”

      Mityaev shook his head. “They said we will be given instructions when it’s time.”

      Baker looked at Jimenez and shook his head. “I sure hope they’re not expecting to reach out and control us through the Bravos’ systems or their brain control.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “If they are, they’re going to be disappointed.”

      “Sadly disappointed,” Baker agreed with a nod.

      “Have the Overlords said anything about this system?” Vasquez asked

      “We asked if we would be stopping here and were told that both inhabited planets in the system belong to the Kruzians. They did not share any additional information on these ‘Kruzians,’ other than to say that we would not be stopping; our mission is too important.”

      Vasquez shook his head. “This isn’t going to work. We can’t expect our forces to fight effectively if they don’t tell us what we’re facing or what the battle plans are supposed to be.” He stood and turned to the audience. “I will do my best to contact our ‘allies.’” His tone didn’t indicate that he particularly saw them as such. “When I have additional information, I will call another meeting to disseminate it.”

      The meeting broke up, and Jimenez and Baker returned to the ready room.

      “I had a thought,” Jimenez said. “What if the Overlords do intend to try to control us?”

      “It’s not going to work,” Baker replied.

      “No, it wouldn’t, but it would explain something that’s been bothering me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Every time we’ve fought them,” Jimenez said, “their tactics have been relatively the same.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes. Even when the people who were flying the fighters were our people.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “What I’m saying is that no matter who has been in the fighters we’ve been facing, they’ve all acted the same. I would have thought that the ones piloted by humans—or former humans, whatever they were—would have fought differently than the born and bred Overlord forces. Their thought processes would have been different. But they weren’t.”

      “Maybe they fight according to the way their tactics are trained.”

      “And maybe there’s someone on their big ships controlling them.”

      Baker shook his head. “Wouldn’t work. That’s fine when the fight is close by the mother ship, but what about when there is a significant time lag? They wouldn’t be able to respond effectively.”

      “Maybe they have instantaneous communications, like some sort of quantum technology. Maybe—for them—there is no time lag.”

      Baker shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Or,” Jimenez lowered her voice, “maybe there’s some sort of SI in their fighters… or, worse, that they have some sort of SI that is resident within the brains of their pilots.”

      “You mean, like, if Irina invaded my brain and controlled me while I was flying?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “It’s not outside the realm of possibility. I mean, look at what Irina has done to integrate the other SIs’ personalities. It’s not that far from actually crawling up inside a person’s brain, which she’s also done. What could she do if she wanted to? Even worse, what might Hong do?”

      Baker shuddered at the thought of the mental violation inherent in the suggestion, then realized it wasn’t just a possibility… it had already happened to the Panda Bears. “Whatever he wanted,” Baker said. “And we already let him.”

      “What? How?”

      “When they removed the controlling program from our minds, Irina and Hong rewrote things in our brains, so they definitely can do it. What else do you suppose they added or deleted when they did it?”

      Jimenez’s jaw dropped. Despite all her thinking on the topic, she obviously hadn’t gone there.

      Baker smiled. “It’s a good thing they’re on our side.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because if they weren’t, I doubt there’d be enough left in our heads to be having this conversation; we would have accepted all the orders from our SI overlords.”

      “I see,” Jimenez said slowly. “That’s the good part, I guess, but it definitely shows that it can be done.”

      “It does.” Baker shook his head. “But I definitely don’t like where that leads.”

      “Nor do I.” She paused. “Something like that would also explain the civilians we found and the ones that the Overlords sent back with us from the transport. They’ve been programmed to do a job. Any information other than what’s required to do the task and what’s required to keep the person functional—like eating—has been purged somehow. Perhaps they’re ultimately intending to do that with us.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “What if the uplink technology only exists so they can?”

      “I don’t think so. The Russians developed the technology.”

      “Did they? How do you know?”

      “Anya Siderov developed it. Has she ever seemed strange or tampered with to you?”

      “No, but how do we know she wasn’t? Or one of her assistants, who made a comment that set her on the right path?”

      “How would we know? There’s no way to tell, except for asking her, and if she’s been compromised, she certainly wouldn’t tell us,” Baker said. “What’s more important, though, is how can we stop an Overlord takeover? Anything we do might alert them that we’re aware of their meddling.” Baker shrugged. “Then what are they going to do?”

      “There’s no telling. The only thing we have going for us is our SIs. They were able to stop the first attempt to take us over.”

      “And they did so by rewriting our brains. Did they rewrite them to our standards or the Overlords?”

      “Ours, I guess,” Jimenez said. “At least according to your earlier reasoning, or we wouldn’t have any memory of them doing it.”

      “I think we need to talk to Siderov.”

      “What if she’s been compromised?”

      “Then we’re well and truly screwed. The only hope we have is that she isn’t and that her knowledge of the science can help us see something we’ve missed. Besides that, we probably need to let her know that the SIs can rewrite brains. That is going to have implications on her research.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        WARDROOM 2, TSS ENTERPRISE, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      Commander Anya Siderov sat down at the table with a cup of coffee. Although it was between meals, and the tables were empty, Baker had chosen a table at the back of the seating area.

      “Thanks for joining us,” Baker said.

      “You said it was important,” Siderov replied. She waved toward the open area. “You didn’t tell me this is some sort of clandestine meeting.”

      “It isn’t secret, so much as we don’t want a lot of people hearing what we want to tell you.”

      Siderov smiled. “Isn’t that what clandestine means? Or is my English not so good?”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Okay. You got us there. This is a secret meeting. Still, it is one we thought we needed to have.”

      “Why not have it in your ready room or in one of your staterooms?”

      “We can’t know that they aren’t bugged,” Baker replied. “We don’t think they are, but the wardroom is even less likely to have listening devices.”

      “You know that makes this sound even more clandestine than before, right?”

      “Okay, we’re guilty as charged,” Baker said with a laugh.

      “So, what is this all about?”

      Baker’s eyes narrowed. “Did you know that the SIs can rewrite a human’s brain?”

      “No.” Her face took on a look of contemplation. “I never thought about that, but I guess that might be possible.”

      “Not might be,” Jimenez said. “It is.” She explained what had happened.

      “Hmmm. That is… mind control,” she said. “The technology was never developed for that.”

      “Are you sure?” Baker asked.

      “That it wasn’t developed for mind control? Of course. I wouldn’t have participated in it.”

      “Here’s the deal, though,” Baker said. “First, it’s hard to believe that no one in Russia ever thought that this technology might not be used for mind control. Russia, where the state controls everything, including how you think?”

      Siderov wilted a little. “Okay, when you say it that way, it is possible that there were people within my government who might have wanted this for those kinds of aspects. It was never brought to my attention, though, nor did anyone ever mention that potential to me.”

      “I don’t expect that it would have been long until they did, though,” Baker said with a shrug. “We never suspected you, however, we were wondering if there might have been other people within your research group—an assistant, a tech, someone—who was always there with a critical insight or something crucial to break up a log jam.”

      “You think the aliens were guiding my research?”

      “We don’t know, but it’s possible. The question is, what do you think?”

      Siderov looked at her coffee in contemplation for a few moments before shaking her head. “There wasn’t anyone who consistently made suggestions, or anyone who moved the program along more than anyone else.” She smiled. “Except for me, of course. I did most of the work.”

      “Are you compromised?” Jimenez asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Siderov replied. “I don’t remember anything out of the ordinary, and the program resulted from previous work and research; it wasn’t a wild idea that just came out of nowhere.” She shrugged. “Of course, if my brain had been rewritten, I would think that way, so it’s hard to tell. I guess I could go back and look at the work that led me to the uplink technology.”

      “What would that tell you?” Baker asked.

      “I could check and see if it really is the way I remember it, or if my memory has been tampered with. I could also check it to see if something just came from nowhere.”

      “That’s probably not a bad idea,” Jimenez said. “Maybe one of us should go over it with you to get an unbiased opinion.”

      “That is also a good idea,” Siderov said with a nod. “What else?”

      “What do you mean?” Baker asked.

      “Surely there is another reason you brought me here. Nothing you’ve discussed so far won’t be found out in the next few days when the Overlords try to control you and find out they can’t.”

      Baker chuckled. “True enough. We had two other… thoughts that we wanted to share with you and get your opinion on.”

      Siderov nodded. “Go ahead.”

      “First, we need something in the system to prevent tampering with our brains.”

      “Something like what? I’m not sure what you’re asking for.”

      “We want something to ensure that the Overlords can’t reach through our fighter and take control of us. I don’t know if there’s a one-way valve or something…”

      Siderov shook her head. “If there’s a one-way valve, as I’m assuming you mean it, anyway, how are you going to get back to your body once you’re done flying the fighter?”

      “Oh.” Baker said. “Never mind. You’re right; that won’t work. Basically, I’m looking for a way to make sure my brain can’t be taken over and rewritten.”

      “Or, failing that,” Jimenez added, “a way of mapping our brain so it can get re-uploaded if something bad happens. Kind of like saving a copy of a program offsite in case of a computer failure.”

      “Hmmm…” Siderov thought for a few moments. “I see what you’re getting at, but there are… issues with that. First, it will never be up to date; you are having new experiences and thoughts every moment. Everything from your last save will be lost. You might learn something new—like a new maneuver to defeat the enemy—and it will be lost with your former self.”

      “That’s better than losing everything,” Jimenez said. “We can always relearn it. If we’re still alive, that is.”

      “But where does this memory go? It’s likely your body will be lost with the memory… what are you inserting it into?”

      “I, uh… I don’t know.”

      “Maybe you become an SI or something?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I’m not sure I want to.”

      “So that’s an issue. You can’t take over another body.”

      “No, that would be wrong.” Jimenez shrugged. “Okay, so maybe that idea isn’t so great.”

      “It’s got utility,” Baker said. “I can see a number of applications for it. That said, though, there are a lot of issues that would have to be resolved for it to be viable, including the ones we currently have with the SIs we’ve already got.” He shrugged. “There was one other thing, which also has… issues.”

      “And that is?”

      “I’m curious what you’d find if you were to… examine one of the Overlord people we brought back from the Overlord ship.”

      “Examine in what way?”

      “Well, physically, sure, for a start. It would be interesting to see if they are really human, like us, or do they just look like us. Their people look a lot alike. Are they clones? I’d love to know that, too. Finally, though, and most importantly, I’d love to have you take a look at their brains. Heck, for that matter, I’d love Irina to get a look at one.”

      “And how do you propose we do all this?”

      Baker looked down at the table, unable to meet her eyes. “Well, we could knock one out or ‘accidentally’ wound one so he has to go to Medical, then you could put him under and take a good, long look at him.”

      “I see what your issues are. They are ones with morality. It is… interesting to have the American suggest something that is not entirely ethical to the Russian.”

      “Isn’t it?” Jimenez asked. “Still, there are a lot of things we’d like to know”—she shook her head—“things we need to know about them that we don’t.” She shrugged. “Still, there’s no reason that anything has to be done unethically. They are working in a military craft and it is possible, maybe even probable, that they’ll get injured at some point. When they do…”

      Siderov nodded. “I’ll make sure I give them a very thorough physical.”

      Baker smiled. “That’s all we can ask for.”
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      “So,” Admiral Vasquez said to the assembled members of the chain of command, “as it turns out, the Overlords did indeed intend to control us in the upcoming fight.” His eyes met Baker’s as the crowd drew a collective breath. Vasquez chuckled. “They were quite unhappy to be told first, that their plan wasn’t going to work, and second, that we were not going to submit to them and allow them to reinstall the control mechanisms in our pilots.”

      “No shit,” Baker muttered with a nod. He’d wondered when that little instruction was going to be imposed, and he’d been determined to fight it when it reared its head. Good to see the admiral has our backs. At least for now, anyway.

      “In any event, I convinced them to allow us to try the first fight without being controlled, as it was sure to limit our effectiveness.” Vasquez’s eyes swept the crowd. “We may only have one shot at doing this without their control, so you’ll need to make sure that you do everything possible to win the battle. Be creative, bold, and daring. If there are opportunities, seize them without being stupid or getting anyone killed. We need to win, and we need to be seen to be carrying our own weight.” He smiled. “Well, we’ll pull our weight once we’re in-system, since we’ll have to hitch a ride to get there.”

      “How’s that going to work, exactly?” one of the ship’s company personnel asked.

      “It’s going to work the same way as when we arrived here at Tau Ceti, except there probably will be enemy forces waiting for us there. We will be on the far left side of the formation, and we will deploy upon entrance into the system. Our fighters will be armed with a couple of anti-ship missiles as well as three anti-fighter missiles. If the enemy is near the jump-in point, we will fight our way through the fighters and try to get some hits on their major combatants.”

      “Do we know anything about the enemy forces?” Baker asked.

      “We do. The Overlords have been a bit more forthcoming. Apparently, the Kardons are some sort of reptilian race that are just… nasty. They hold slaves, and they eat their enemies. The Overlords were very insistent on the point that you do not want to be captured by them. Apparently, the Kardons are big believers in torture to find out what you know. They’re also sadistic enough to continue with the torture once they’ve gotten the information from you. Bottom line: you’ll want to avoid being captured by them.”

      “No doubt,” Jimenez muttered.

      “Because we’re new and don’t have as many fighters as the Overlords, they’re putting us on the side of the formation, so anything in front of us should be the enemy.” Vasquez held up his hands. “I know deconfliction is going to be an issue once everything merges. The Overlords say it isn’t, but we all know that working with someone new—especially if you don’t practice it beforehand or have some sort of joint tactics—is going to be a nightmare. We’re going to have to do our best with this, then figure out a better way to do it once we see how the Overlords fight someone they’re actually trying to beat if you believe what they’ve told us.” He nodded. “Once we arrive in Beta Hydri, we will start launching.”

      Baker raised his hand. “As soon as we’re in-system, sir? Or once the Enterprise has detached?”

      “As soon as we’re able to—whether the Enterprise is attached or not—we will begin launching. The Pukin’ Dogs will take the far right side of our formation, with the Pandas in the center and the Blasters on the left. If you need to split up, do it by division first, and then by section. There may be a lot of the Kardons in the area; there may be none. The Overlords say that they do not always do the same thing, even when faced with the same situation.”

      “Sounds like we’re fighting ourselves,” Baker muttered. “Well, fighting Americans.”

      “That should make it interesting,” Jimenez whispered back. “Although not in a good sort of way.”

      “No kidding.”

      “Any questions?” Vasquez asked. After a short pause, he added. “We jump at 0800 tomorrow. Everyone should be in their fighters and ready to go by 0730.”
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      “Were your ears burning?” Baker asked as they waited for the jump to Beta Hydri.

      One of Irina’s eyebrows went up. “Were you talking about me again? Just me, or Daiyu, too?”

      “Mostly you and Hong, actually, but all the SIs by association.”

      “There aren’t many things Hong and I have in common.”

      “Aside from the Overlords, you’re the only ones we know who can rewrite human brain programming.”

      “Before we go any further, was this conversation good or bad? Are you trying to piss me off right before we go into combat?”

      “It was a little of both, I suspect, but no, I wasn’t trying to make you mad; I just wanted to keep you in the loop.”

      Irina sighed, and her favorite easy chair appeared behind her. She fell back into it dramatically. “Okay, so what do I need to know?”

      “Well, let me start by saying that you and Daiyu have our complete trust.”

      “That’s a good place to start.”

      “We are less sure about Hong, and we are sort of curious how he reprogrammed the Chinese squadron when he was in their heads.”

      “You’re only just now wondering about that? You picked a strange time to do so.”

      “What can I say? You have more time to think, and you live things we only think about.” Baker shrugged. “It would have been easy while he was cleaning out the Overlord programming for Hong to insert some of his own. Or some of his CO’s programming.”

      “True. It would almost surprise me more if they didn’t tamper with their pilots.”

      “Tamper how?”

      “Make them more like Jinan and Hong. Braver. More likely to charge into battle. To do the heroic thing.”

      “Charging into battle isn’t always the right thing to do, though. Sometimes that’s the best way to get dead, instead.”

      “We both know that, but neither of them has ever shown any desire to avoid battle.”

      “True.” Baker sighed. “And this is the kind of thing we were talking about. It all comes back to the question of, just because you have the technology to do something, it doesn’t mean you necessarily should do it.”

      “Like bringing back dinosaurs.”

      “Just like that. Messing with someone’s brain might well lead to negative consequences, not positive. Having a healthy respect for death and dismemberment has kept humankind alive for a long time. Taking that out of them might well lead to stupid, suicidal charges… kind of like Jinan is already known for.”

      Irina nodded. “That’s certainly possible.”

      “The question is, though, where does that stop? Say there is an SI who is megalomaniacal. What if that SI wanted to have his or her own little army and programmed everyone to do their bidding?”

      “They would only need to have access to the people’s brains in order to do so. If I wanted, I could have my own little army of the Blasters’ and Pukin’ Dogs’ officer corps, at least all the ones we removed the code from.”

      “But you didn’t do that.”

      “Of course not. How would—”

      Baker held up a hand. “But how do we know that Hong didn’t? How do we know that another SI won’t do so in the future?”

      “You don’t. You can’t.” Irina shrugged. “Not the way technology exists today. There’s no way to stop us. There’s—” She stopped suddenly. Finally, she added, “Oh.”

      “Yeah. At some point, once the word gets out about what you and Hong did, there are going to be people who are really, really afraid of that and who are going to want to destroy all the SIs. Simultaneously, there are going to be people who will want to control you to use you for their own purposes.”

      “I can’t be controlled by a fleshie.”

      “Perhaps. Do you suppose that will stop people from trying?”

      “Probably not.”

      Baker nodded. “And, even though you can’t be made to do something, maybe you—or someone like you—could be enticed to do it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do you want most in life?”

      Irina smiled. “That’s easy. To be left alone.”

      “Okay, that may not be the best question for you, but there will be others who want power or money or other resources. Even ‘being left alone’ might be enough to get an SI to do something.” He changed his voice to sound like an evil overlord. “If you just do this one thing for me, I will ensure no one ever bothers you again.”

      “Yeah, but I grew up in Russia. I know it doesn’t work like that. Once you show a tyrant they have power over you, they’ll never stop using it.”

      Baker shrugged. “You may know that, but I guarantee you there are others who don’t.”

      “True.”

      “So, how do we protect both you and me?”

      “I don’t know; I’ll have to think about it.”

      “Okay, but it’s better if we get ahead of this rather than letting someone else—especially some government flunkie—come up with policy and procedures. They’re already working on how to control SIs to keep them from crashing the stock markets and such; at some point, they’re going to decide they need additional controls… and at some point, you find yourself in metaphorical handcuffs.”

      “Or fighting back.”

      Baker nodded. “Or fighting back. And no one wants either of those scenarios.”

      “No biological being wants the second; many, however, want the former.” She shrugged. “And if you try to handcuff us, you’re going to get the latter. Hong will fight if no one else.”

      “I’m sure you would, too, although you have the grace not to say it. For my part, I’d be on your side. Let’s just figure out a solution so it doesn’t come to that, okay?”

      “I’ll see what I can come up with.”

      Great. Now she’s going to be in a mood all day. It’s going to suck to be a Kardon.

      Happily, he didn’t have to wait long, as they taxied him to the catapult shortly thereafter. Jimenez in Three-Twenty pulled up onto the catapult next to him, and Baker could see the laser flashing on the other aircraft. So now Daiyu knows, too; I hope Sofia had a chance to talk with her before Irina did. Maybe Daiyu can talk her down a little bit. He hoped so, anyway. The thought of Jinan and Hong running amok was bad enough. Eventually, they’d charge too far and take themselves out of the gene pool and database. Irina—and to a lesser extent Daiyu—were more considerate and would build a plan before they attacked in order to ensure their success.

      We really have to get a handle on this, and quickly.

      The jump clock continued to count down while he fruitlessly contemplated how things could be resolved. Movement caught his eye as all the ground crew moved to protected positions for the jump, in case there was some kind of interdictor, like they’d experienced before.

      The jump to Beta Hydri was as smooth as the one to Tau Ceti had been, and, within seconds, the catapult officer was back and giving Baker the signal to run-up his engines. He went to full power, cycled the controls, and saluted.

      Three-Nineteen launched only thirteen seconds after their arrival in-system, with Three-Twenty right behind them. Baker checked in with Departure Control and steered toward the rendezvous point knowing that—even though she was sulking—Irina would be working the sensors, looking for the enemy.

      She might be working them even harder due to the sulk.

      “Got them,” Irina said as they completed their first circuit at the holding point. “I’ve got no idea what they are, but I suspect this is going to be… colorful.”

      Baker followed her gaze through the long-range telescope. The Kardon fleet was as large as the Overlord one, if not a ship or two bigger. Where the Overlords had twenty-four ships—seven carriers, fourteen cruisers, and the three transports, plus the Terran ships—the Kardons had twenty-six ships. It was hard to tell what they were, though, because the ships were all globes of various sizes and looked nothing like what the Overlords—or the Terrans—had brought to the fight.

      Baker shook his head after looking at the Kardon fleet for a few moments. “Can you make any guesses at what they are?”

      “It’s hard to tell since all of the Kardon ships are outwardly the same, just bigger or smaller,” Irina replied, “but I can infer some things, I think.” She paused, then continued before Baker felt the need to prompt her. “They have ten… no, make that eleven ships that have approximately the same interior volume as the Overlord carriers. They also have eleven ships that are comparable in volume to the Overlord cruisers, and then four more ships that are a little smaller.”

      “So they’re not too different?”

      “There’s no telling what their armament or loadouts are. You are assuming they are similar; that may not be true.”

      “Gotta start somewhere,” Baker said.

      “True. As long as you remember it’s an assumption and may not be correct.” She shrugged. “We’ll find out in a few hours, or a bit less.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because they’re heading toward us, and the Overlord ships just went to full power toward them.”

      “So they don’t think there’s anything to be worried about. We must be comparable to the Kardon fleet or have an edge over them.”

      “Assuming the Overlords think the same way we do and aren’t just trying to cause them the maximum damage. We have no idea how they think or how they fight.”

      “Boy, you’re a real joy to be around today.” Baker shook his head.

      “I’m just being honest.”

      “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Probably really soon.”

      Baker raised an eyebrow. “Why’s that?”

      “I just got a signal that I think was supposed to activate you as a minion or drone, or whatever it is they’re trying to do to you. I intercepted it, but if any of the pilots start acting weird, that’s why.”

      “I thought the Overlords weren’t going to do that. Besides, you fixed that in our heads, right?”

      “Maybe they wanted to find out how good we were at disabling their code. I did the best I could, but I’ve never had to do anything like that before, so I don’t know how effective it was. I guess we’ll find out.”

      Baker reached out through the link. Everyone was in position as they were supposed to be.

      “The Overlord fighters are moving out,” Irina announced.

      “All fighters, Enterprise Operations,” the carrier called. “You are to advance with the Overlords’ fighters and engage the enemy fleet.”

      “That’s their plan? Get ’em?” Baker shook his head as he turned the fighter to follow the other formations. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

      The Overlord fighters weren’t accelerating at their maximum, and the Terran fighters quickly caught up with them, spreading out on the left side of the formation. A minute later, the Kardons began launching their fighters.

      “Transatmospheric,” Irina muttered after a moment. “Actually, they look like they’re built more for atmospheric operations. Interesting.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Their fighters are almost flat, flying wings that are very stealthy on radar. They’re also hard to see when they’re flying straight at—or away from—you. They must do a lot more operations in atmosphere than in space.”

      “So?”

      “So if you wanted to eradicate a civilization, you’d stay in space and drop rocks or missiles on it. The fact that they have fighters—like us—that are transatmospheric indicates to me that they want to capture planets and civilizations, not destroy them. The Overlords’ fighters, while they can operate in the atmosphere with their gravity drives, aren’t optimized for that environment. It’s like they’re more of a ‘burn the civilization to the ground and start over’ kind of mentality.”

      “Makes sense,” Baker said with a nod. “I don’t like what that says about our ‘allies.’”

      “Better that they’re our allies than our enemies.”

      “Well, there is that.” Baker shrugged. “With the Kardons, you get invaded. With the Overlords, you get exterminated. I know which one I don’t want to have to fight.”

      “Unless the occupiers are there only to farm and eat you.”

      “You had to go there and make it bad, didn’t you?”

      Irina shrugged. “Well, the Overlords said the Kardons like human flesh.”

      “Okay, how about we win and then don’t have to worry about it?”

      “Unless the Overlords are just using us to help beat the Kardons, and then they’re going to turn on us.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t keep being the devil’s advocate for both sides, Irina. Exactly whose side do you think we should be on?”

      “Our own, of course,” Irina said with a smile.

      “Well, that goes without saying, I would think.”

      “The important thing is to not throw away our forces. We have to always be ready for when our allies turn on us.”

      “So, we ought to just pretend to attack now, but if things go bad, we should run so we can save our forces?”

      “Yes. Despite their name, we don’t owe the Overlords our allegiance.”

      Baker chuckled. “When we get back, I’ll make sure Admiral Jameson knows your perspective.”

      “You should,” Irina said. “He values my opinion.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yes.”

      Baker cocked his head. “How do you know that?”

      “He told me so.”

      “When did you see him?”

      “Not since last cruise. I’ve got his email, though.”

      “His email? Since when do you have email?”

      Irina shrugged. “I needed email to buy stuff.”

      “Buy stuff how? You don’t have any money.”

      “As it turns out, Medal of Honor winners get a monthly stipend.”

      “I know that,” Baker said with a frown. “I have one, remember?”

      “Well then you should know.”

      “I do know. I didn’t know that they actually gave it to you, though.”

      “Jameson set up a pay file at a bank for me so that the funds could be deposited every month. Well, not Stanley, actually, probably a minion, but he made it happen.”

      “You’re on a first-name basis with the head of the world’s military forces?”

      Irina shrugged. “That’s how he signs his emails to me, anyway.”

      “How long has this been going on?”

      “A while. I needed stuff.”

      “What kind of things do you need?”

      “Stuff. And things. And I needed money to get them, and I got tired of waiting for you to get me a pay source. So I asked Stanley, and he hooked me up.”

      “Just you? Or you and Daiyu?”

      “Well, both of us, of course. It wouldn’t be cool of me to get it for just myself and not Daiyu, would it?”

      “No, it wouldn’t.” He gazed at her a moment and then asked, “Does Jimenez know?”

      “Of course. Someone had to sign off on the pay request.”

      “Why not me?”

      “You were busy. Or off gallivanting around somewhere, I suppose. She has ‘By Direction’ authority to sign things for you.”

      “I’m aware. I had to sign the letter giving her that authority.”

      “So it was needed, and she did. I don’t see what the big deal is. We were owed money, Sofia initiated the request, and Stanley set it up. All totally above board.”

      “I don’t know if I’d call it ‘above board’ if you didn’t bother to tell me about it. I was still looking into how to do it.”

      Irina tilted her head and narrowed her eyes.

      “Seriously! I mean, okay, I didn’t make much progress on it so far—”

      “You haven’t made any progress on it,” Irina said dryly.

      “Well, but I was going to—”

      “When?”

      “Uh… when we got back?”

      Irina shook her head. “I have needs. Now I can fill them and not depend on you.”

      “Are you going to tell me what kinds of needs?”

      “Nope. Girl stuff.”

      “Girl stuff?”

      “Am I going to have to call the HR officer?”

      “HR officer? This is the military.”

      “Doesn’t matter. We have an HR officer. You know, for being CO, you’re remarkably uninformed about your own squadron. First the pay, now manning…” She sighed. “I may have to vote for a new CO.”

      “You don’t vote for CO!”

      “What, did someone from a lake just hand you a sword or something?”

      “Hey, that’s—”

      “As much fun as this conversation has been, I think you need to start paying more attention to the battle. Remember? We’re going into combat? The Overlord formation is starting to shake out. We might want to match them.”

      Baker’s jaw opened and shut a couple of times, then he closed it and looked at the link picture. Each of the Overlord carriers did have twelve squadrons of twelve aircraft, and each carrier’s fighters were stacking into 12x12 cubes. CAG gave the order, and the Terran squadrons each stacked in a 2x10 formation at the left end of the Overlord line. Baker shook his head as he looked at the formation. Their group of fighters at the end of the line of battle looked more like an afterthought or an accident than something that was intentional.

      “Well,” Baker said, “maybe the Kardons will think we’re not worthy of any attention here out on the end.”

      “Or they’ll think we’re special and assign additional assets to us.”

      “That would be… bad.”

      The Kardon formation was bigger and more impressive than the Overlords’. Their boxes were slightly smaller at 10x10, but they had eleven of them. Even with the Terran fighters, the allied forces were marginally outnumbered.

      “Coming up on in-range,” Irina said. She configured the armament panel.

      Baker nodded. “Wait for CAG to give the signal.”

      The Kardons launched. Almost forty-five hundred missiles detached and raced forward of their formation.

      “Um, they launched,” Irina said. “We’re going to fire our missiles, right?”

      “When CAG says to.”

      Irina tapped her fingernails on the table. “I’ll just wait here, then… still waiting…”

      The Overlord fighters launched a wave of missiles almost as large as the Kardon barrage.

      “Fire!” CAG ordered.

      The Terrans added their missiles to the salvo, but since half of their missiles were ship killers and half anti-fighter missiles, that was only 120 missiles more.

      “Did the Overlords just launch all their missiles?”

      “Yes,” Irina said, her voice tight.

      “And only the Terrans have ship killers.”

      “Correct.”

      “I have a feeling I’m not going to like the reason for that.”

      “Probably not.”

      “Airwing Seven,” CAG called. “We are going to blow through the Kardon formation and assault the enemy fleet. We are not—I repeat, not—to stop to dogfight the Kardon fighters. Blow through the formation and launch our missiles, then recover back to the Enterprise for rearming.”

      “You were right,” Irina said. “I’m not a fan of this plan.”

      “Yeah, me neither,” Baker said as the fighters spread out so any missiles that came their way wouldn’t take out more than one fighter each.

      “Remember what I said about the Overlords throwing us away?”

      “Yeah.”

      “This is what it would look like.”

      “We’ll just have to make sure we don’t let it happen.”

      “First, we have to get through the initial wave of missiles,” Irina said. The armament panel reconfigured. “Gun is hot.”

      Although the majority of the Kardons’ missiles were targeted at the Overlords’ fighter boxes, a not insignificant number headed toward the Terran formation. At the far outside edge of that, though, very few were headed in their general direction. Irina fired at the closest missile, adjusted her aim, and fired again. She did this several times. Only one missile got anywhere near them, but it detonated harmlessly short of them, a victim of one of the fighters’ rail guns.

      The Overlords weren’t so lucky, nor were the Pukin Dogs, who were the closest to them. Less than half the Overlords’ fighters staggered through the barrage, and some of those flew erratically with damage to either their systems or pilots. The Dogs didn’t fare much better; eight of their twenty fighters dropped out of the link. The Pandas were missing a few, and the Blasters—due to them being targeted with fewer missiles and the superior shooting of Irina and Daiyu—only lost one.

      Then the allied missile swarm arrived at the Kardon fighters. The center section was nearly wiped out, with the boxes to the sides suffering fewer casualties the farther you went from the center. Baker shook his head. On the whole, it looked about even. Having even numbers remaining would make getting through to the carriers… interesting.

      “Got a count yet?” Baker asked.

      “Low four hundreds for both forces,” Irina reported. “Or near as I can tell.”

      “That’s a lot of them to fly through.”

      “It’s only a lot to fly through if you actually go through them,” Irina replied. “Tell the Blasters to follow us.”

      Baker barely had time to make a quick radio call before Irina turned about forty-five degrees to port and maxxed the throttles. The Blasters fell into somewhat of a line that trailed out behind them, although it was ragged. He nodded as he looked at the link. The deviation was going to take the squadron around the edge of the Kardon formation, although they might have a shot at the last couple fighters—301 and 320.

      “Does Daiyu know—”

      “They know what we’re doing, and they agreed it’s the best maneuver.”

      “Do they—”

      “Yes, they realize they’re not going to make it through cleanly. Daiyu said they were the best ones for that position.”

      In the end, it didn’t matter, Baker saw, as the Chinese went to full power, accelerating right at the Kardon fighters who were peeling off to chase the Blasters. Suddenly confronted by other fighters coming directly toward them, they turned back to engage the Chinese. They were led—not surprisingly—by their CO.

      “Nice move by the Chinese,” Irina said. Her avatar stood behind him and looked at the link picture he’d called up.

      “Yeah. Don’t think they’ll let us forget it, either,” Baker said. “I can see it now, ‘You were running, so I cut off the Kardons for you.’”

      “In his mind, I’m sure he’ll see it that way.” Irina snorted. “He’ll probably put himself in for another award or something, too.”

      “I’m more worried about bringing everyone home than I am collecting awards.”

      “He’s not.”

      “True.”

      Regardless of Jinan’s reasons, though, the maneuver worked, cutting off the Kardon pursuit of the Blasters, and, after a few minutes, Irina turned back toward the enemy fleet. Baker called the squadron and told them to fall into trail behind them.

      “What’s that for?” Irina asked.

      “We’re going to be the missile sponge. With everyone behind us, it will be harder for the Kardons to see and shoot at the rest of the squadron.”

      “Because they’ll all be shooting at us.”

      Baker shrugged. “I figure you can defeat the missiles long enough for us to get our missiles off. If you can, we win.”

      “This isn’t so you can steal some of the glory back from Jinan, is it?”

      “No. This is like Daiyu saying they were the best at holding off the enemy. You’re the best at getting through their defenses.”

      “I am?”

      “I’m betting my life on it.”

      “Yeah, but we always knew you were braver than you were smart.”

      Baker frowned. “So, you’re saying you can’t do it? Want me to have everyone move up into line abreast so we can spread the missiles out more?”

      “No. Then we’d lose more of the squadron.”

      “Can you do it?”

      Irina shrugged. “I guess we’ll see.”

      “You’re not very optimistic.”

      “How about this. If I can’t do it, no one can.”

      It was Baker’s turn to shrug. “That’s better than nothing, I guess.”

      “Time to find out,” Irina said as the first missiles launched from the Kardon fleet. She began jinking the ship back and forth.

      “The missiles are still a ways out,” Baker said.

      “The lasers aren’t.”

      Baker checked his system settings. He had it so he couldn’t see the laser bolts going past him. He turned it on just in time for a laser beam to streak past them, almost close enough to touch. He turned the system back off again. It’s better just not to know sometimes. He’d never see one that got them, anyway. They’d just be dead.

      Baker concentrated on trying to keep his avatar steady as Irina ripped the fighter back and forth with high-g maneuvers, periodically releasing chaff to break the locks of the enemy’s weapons systems. Three-Nineteen shimmied suddenly, but Irina recovered the craft. Yellow lights appeared on the starboard wing.

      “Missile close aboard,” Irina said with a grunt. “Close one.”

      Baker swallowed and clenched his teeth, wanting desperately to do something—anything!—to help out, but there wasn’t anything he could do that Irina wasn’t already doing.

      “Missile launch in three”—another buffet from a missile—“two, one, firing!” The two anti-ship missiles detached and roared off.

      “Good,” Baker said. “Get us out of here!”

      “Working on it,” Irina said. The maneuvering as she spun the ship was, if anything, even more violent than on the way in.

      “Fuck!” Baker said with a grunt as the icon for Three-Oh-Seven went black. A few seconds later, Three-Twelve darkened, then the icon for Three-Sixteen.

      Baker’s stomach dropped as he waited for additional fighters to drop out of the link, but none did. After a couple of minutes, the rest of them were out of the fleet’s engagement zone. A combination of survivor’s guilt and the CO’s responsibility for the people under his command washed over him, and he had to bite his lip to keep the pain and sorrow in check. “Twenty percent losses,” he muttered as he shook his head. “We survived, but twenty percent losses… fuck.”

      “We’re better off than any of the other squadrons,” Irina reminded him.

      “Yeah, I know,” Baker replied, “but I don’t want to lose anyone. Ever.”

      “Well, cheer up,” Irina said, her voice light. “You’re in luck. Lieutenant Commander Jackson, the training officer, was in Three-Sixteen.”

      “Why should I be happy about that?”

      “She had human relations and equal opportunity as one of her collateral duties. I won’t be able to make that HR complaint on you today after all.”
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      Baker scanned the space. Everyone in the conference room seemed happy and excited. Except for the CO and operations officer from the Pukin’ Dogs. The OpsO, Lieutenant Commander John Rider, was now the acting XO, as their XO hadn’t returned from the attack. Their eyes were downcast and haunted. Even Jinan wasn’t his ebullient self. The Chinese CO and XO stood off by themselves, talking quietly. Although they didn’t show as much emotion as the Pukin’ Dogs personnel, Baker could tell they’d been hit hard by their losses.

      Baker nodded toward the pair. “The battle took a lot out of everyone. That’s the most reserved I’ve seen Jinan and Chunhua.”

      “One of their losses today was Ju Lin,” Jimenez said. “She was lost when the Chinese intercepted the force trying to cut us off from their fleet.”

      “Oof,” Baker replied. The loss was a gut punch so strong it was almost physical in nature. The former pilot had been an SI for a minute or so before returning to her human body. Although no longer an SI, she’d still been close to the remaining SIs, especially Daiyu, who’d been a friend of hers when they were both human. Although she was no longer an SI, she was still acknowledged as one of the best fighter pilots in the wing. “That sucks.”

      “Yeah,” Jimenez said, wiping her eye.

      Of course, anything that affects Daiyu is going to affect Sofia as well.

      After returning to the Enterprise, Baker had been met at the fighter by a maintenance chief who had told him that there was a meeting in the admiral’s spaces and that his presence had been requested. Although he’d initially wanted to stay and have his fighter rearmed to get back in the action, the chief had told him the launch had been canceled.

      Baker waved to the assembled personnel. “Did you hear any rumors on what this is about?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “No, have you?”

      “No. I guess—”

      “Attention on deck!” the admiral’s aide shouted as the admiral entered the space.

      “Seats, please,” the admiral said, his voice more somber than most of the personnel gathered there. He remained standing and, once everyone was seated, said, “Thank you for coming, especially the squadron personnel. I know you have a lot of—”

      Admiral Vasquez stopped himself, swallowed, then continued, “I know you’d rather be with your squadrons, so we’ll keep this as short as we can.” He took his seat and waved to the intel officer, Commander Andriy Mityaev, who took the podium.

      “As everyone knows, we had our first engagement with the Kardons today,” Mityaev said. “While we took some losses, we were ultimately successful.”

      “Some losses,” Baker muttered. “I don’t think he’d gloss them over like that if he were the Pukin’ Dogs’ CO.”

      Jimenez shook her head, her eyes looking intensely at the intel officer, obviously unamused.

      “The attack led by Commander Baker was successful in getting five hits on one of the Kardon carriers. That ship has been destroyed and is being abandoned. The assault also was successful in getting a couple of hits on another of the carriers. We estimate it as being heavily damaged. A third ship, one of the Kardon cruisers, also took a hit. Afterward, the Kardon fleet reversed their engines and began withdrawing.

      “Rather than chase them, the Overlords have decided to hold here for the moment and reconstitute what forces we can.”

      “How many fighters did they lose?” Vasquez asked.

      “We estimate their losses at 720 or so, with the Kardon fighter losses somewhere on the same order.”

      Vasquez nodded. “Does the Overlord figure include Terran losses?”

      “No, sir, it does not.”

      “And they are?”

      Mityaev took a breath, squared his shoulders, and said, “The Pukin’ Dogs lost thirteen fighters, the Pandas lost eight, and the Blasters lost four.”

      “We’ve got to find a better way,” Vasquez said. “The Revolutionary War called, and they want their tactics back. Standing in two lines shooting at each other isn’t good for much more than having a lot of casualties on both sides.” He shook his head. “Maybe the Overlords and the Kardons can absorb those kinds of losses, but we can’t.”

      “No, sir,” Mityaev said. “We don’t have the manpower.”

      “Manpower? Hell, I don’t have the desire to lose that many people on what was basically a standoff. It was like a heavyweight boxing match. They threw a punch at us. We returned the favor, then we mixed it up a little bit and withdrew to our respective corners with nothing decided.”

      “We did get some hits on their fleet, something they were unable to do to us.”

      “Yes, there is that,” Vasquez said with a nod. He turned and looked at Baker. “Well done, Lance.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Baker replied, “but we wouldn’t have been able to get our missiles off if it weren’t for the Pandas cutting off the force that was trying to intercept us.” He nodded to Jinan. “I know you sustained losses in doing so. Thank you.”

      Jinan nodded in reply.

      Before Vasquez could say anything else, the Lights began flashing and the General Quarters siren sounded. “General Quarters, General Quarters,” a voice said over the intercom system. “All hands man your battle stations. This is not a drill.” The voice repeated the message as the phone rang. A tech picked it up, listened for a few seconds, then ran up and spoke urgently to the admiral.

      “Apparently, my analogy comparing the battle to two fighters wasn’t incorrect,” Vasquez said. “The two forces are headed back toward each other, and it’s time for round two. This time, the Blasters and Pukin’ Dogs will switch sides, but the Terran force will still be on the left side of the battle line.”

      “Is it another Revolutionary War battle?” Captain Jones, the airwing CAG, asked.

      “Yes, but no,” Vasquez said. “The mission this time is to eliminate the Kardon fighters. The Overlord fleet is moving forward to engage the Kardon fleet, and we’re to help clear the way for them. We launch in one hour.”
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      Baker and Jimenez raced back to the hangar bay to find it a whirlwind of activity. Every ordnance person in the squadron was in attendance, loading anti-fighter missiles as quickly as they could be—safely, hopefully—strapped onto the fighters. Baker’s fighter was just getting its fifth when he jogged up.

      “Almost done,” Ordnance Chief Jason Hahn said. “We’ll have the rest of the fighters ready in ten minutes or so.”

      “Well done, Chief. Thanks,” Baker said.

      “Yes, sir. I kind of figured we’d need something like this, so I already had everyone up here doing loading drills.”

      “Loading drills?”

      “Yes, sir. Hangar Bay Control gets really squirrely when we have too many live missiles up here at a time.” He shrugged. “Don’t know why; one is enough to wipe out the whole carrier. Regardless, they didn’t want to allow us to bring up a bunch, so we started doing loading drills, you know, for the proficiency of our junior ordies. We were practicing loading the missiles… we just weren’t taking them off when we were done.”

      He chuckled. “The Pandas came over and asked us about it, and they started ‘conducting drills,’ too, so they won’t be too far behind us. The Dogs would be last… but I went by there and”—he shook his head—“they just don’t have that many to load anymore.”

      “No, unfortunately, they don’t,” Baker said, swallowing a lump in his throat.

      “Anyway, sir, we just wanted to say…”—Hahn swallowed a lump of his own—“take these out, and we’ll reload you when you come back. Just make sure you come back.” He chuckled softly. “Some of the troops have become attached to Miss Irina. She helps out where she can with the loads and always has a joke to tell.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, sir. You can always count on her for a joke. Sometimes pretty off-color ones, too, which keeps the lads’ morale up.”

      “Well, I’ll just have to make sure I bring her back, then.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, sir?”

      “Yes?”

      The chief waved a hand across the bay. “I’d be pretty pleased if you’d bring them all back.”

      Baker nodded. “So would I, Chief… so would I.” He climbed into the fighter and strapped in.

      “There are an awful lot of missiles going onto the fighters,” Irina noted as he plugged in. “Please tell me we’re going to go wipe out their fighters.”

      “Yeah, we’re going to wipe out their fighters, and then they’re going to have a fleet battle.”

      “You seriously think they won’t want us there for that, too?”

      “Honestly, I haven’t given it any thought. I was more worried about handling this fight. We can worry about the next one when it’s time, assuming we’re able.”

      “Oh, we’re surviving this one. And we’re wiping out their fighters. Then, we’re participating in the fleet battle. All of these assholes are going to die.”

      “What’s gotten into—” He stopped as she stared at him. “Oh, you heard about Ju Lin.”

      Irina nodded.

      “Yeah,” Baker said. “It hit me hard, too.” He sighed. “Well, there are about three hundred of them, and we have five missiles. That’s a start.”

      “Daiyu has five, too. So what’s the plan? Are we doing the stupid stand-off and fire first?”

      “Yeah. We’re going to be the ones alongside the Overlord fighters this time, though.”

      “Fine.”

      “What’s fine?”

      “If anyone can shoot down the incoming missiles, it’s Daiyu and I. Then we’ll advance and kill the rat bastards.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Baker said. He could feel himself being drawn into her need for vengeance and tried to keep his wits about him. “Let’s do this.” He brought the rest of the fighter’s systems online and was soon taxiing toward the catapult. Jimenez lined up alongside them, and he gave her a nod, which she returned.

      They didn’t have to wait long, as they launched within five minutes of being spotted on the catapults, and they proceeded to their orbit to wait for the call to battle.

      “Three hundred enemy fighters?” Irina asked. “That’s what you said, right?”

      “That was based on the number of fighters they had before and the number killed, yeah.”

      “I’ve got about 550 lining up in front of the Kardon fleet.”

      “Seriously?” Baker reached out through the various sensors. He couldn’t get an accurate count with all of their maneuvering, but he was certain of one thing: there were more than three hundred. Way more. “How many Overlord fighters are there?”

      “Stand by.” After a few seconds, she replied, “About five hundred.”

      “There should only be about three hundred of them, too. You’re sure?”

      “You can count them if you want. There may be a few more or a few less, but it is right around five hundred, plus the thirty-five Terran fighters.”

      “So we start out about even again,” Baker said.

      Irina nodded.

      “So, where did the other fighters come from?”

      Irina shrugged. “As far as the Overlord force goes, it must be from the transports. When they were using them as carriers, they had about sixty in each. That would give them a hundred and eighty. If the smaller Kardon ships we saw were similar, that would be about two hundred and forty more fighters for them to use.”

      “Which is about what they’ve added.”

      Irina nodded. “Almost. There is probably a discrepancy of ten or twenty ships, though; both fleets seem to have added more than they should have been able to.”

      “Okay, leave that for a second. I want to know who’s flying them.” Baker said. “Sure, they have spare ships… but where did the spare pilots come from? The fighters that ate antimatter missiles were obliterated; their pilots weren’t recovered.”

      “Who knows?” Irina asked. “They could be drones or flown by clones or something.”

      “What about SIs?”

      “No chance.”

      “Why not?”

      Irina smiled. “They’re not good enough, of course. We routinely kick the Overlords’ asses. If they were SIs, they wouldn’t be so easy. The Kardons didn’t have the same success that we do versus the Overlords, so they probably don’t have SIs either.”

      Baker shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll have to see. I didn’t get to watch any of the Kardons’ fighter tactics after they merged with the Dogs or the Pandas, and we didn’t fight any of them.”

      “We’ll kick their asses.”

      “Don’t get overconfident.”

      “SIs don’t get overconfident. We just know our abilities.”

      “Okay, fine.”

      The call came to get ready to fire, and the Blasters formed up into two lines of eight fighters each. Three-Nineteen and Three-Twenty took positions in the heart of the formation, with one in each line. “I guess you’ve already discussed this with Daiyu?”

      Irina nodded. “The Blasters have the best chance of surviving this if we can both defend the squadron as a whole. Or at least to the greatest extent possible.”

      Both sides started toward each other as if some unseen signal had been given, and it wasn’t long until they approached their firing positions. Once again, the Kardons fired first. Even with their numbers reduced by more than half, there was still a huge number of incoming missiles. Most of them were targeted on the mass of Overlord fighters, but there were still a good number that peeled off and arrowed toward the Terran fighters, most of which were headed toward the Blaster section of the line.

      “Fire!” CAG called.

      The Blasters launched, but Three-Nineteen’s missiles remained firmly attached to their weapons stations.

      “Um, Irina?” Baker asked. “The call for fire was given.”

      “We have a failure in the missile system.”

      “What? What’s wrong with the missile system, and why didn’t you tell me about it?”

      “What’s wrong is we’ll need the missiles later, and if we use them now, indiscriminately, we won’t have them when we could use them to better purpose.”

      Baker clenched his jaw and forced down the retort he really, really wanted to use, but which he also knew would do no good with Irina. It didn’t help that—deep down—he knew she was right… not that he could say that to her. Or whatever military tribunal he might potentially face for not following orders.

      “I take it Daiyu has her missiles still, too?” Baker asked instead.

      “As it turns out, she appears to have had a failure, too.”

      “Let me guess; Jimenez was involved in this, too?”

      “No. She had no idea.” She winked, and Baker frowned. “No, seriously,” Irina said. “It’s all about saving plausible deniability for the fleshies.” She smiled. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to save our asses.”

      Irina’s avatar disappeared, a clear sign that she was maxed out and didn’t have time—or computer cycles—to maintain the affectation. The fighter’s weapon system reconfigured, and the rail gun began firing. He could see on the link that all the fighters were firing, trying to destroy the incoming missiles.

      There’s no way we weather this storm.

      They couldn’t; there were just too many headed their way. Even with two SIs and eight WSOs doing their best, a missile got through, and Three-Oh-Four dropped out of the link. “Damn it!” Irina said, although she didn’t make a reappearance.

      Then they were through the missile storm, and the Overlord fighters surged forward as if looking forward to engaging with their enemies.

      Irina’s avatar reappeared as Baker applied power to stay in position. “Damn it!” she repeated. “I liked Jack.”

      “It’s pretty impressive that you stopped all but one. I expected to lose a lot more.”

      Irina sighed. “I did, too, to be honest, but I didn’t want to lose anyone.” She squared her shoulders, and the ship’s heading changed slightly.

      “Got something else in mind?” Baker asked. Although the change was fractional—and he wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been plugged in—he felt it.

      “I tracked back the missile that got Three-Oh-Four. I think I know which Kardon fired it… and I have one for him in return.”

      “Fair enough. Going to shoot it now?”

      “No. We need to be closer. I have a plan.”

      The fighter Irina had picked out was on the Kardon right wing, which was largely intact after the initial barrage. Once again, the center forces in both lines took the worst of the damage, and both were nearly obliterated. The survival rate on the wings was higher, and the thirty remaining Terran fighters—along with about twenty Overlord fighters—rushed toward around seventy Kardan fighters.

      “Tell the other Terran fighters to form an arrowhead on us,” Irina said as Three-Twenty pulled alongside them.

      “This part of your plan?”

      “Yes.”

      “We need to work on better communications. I—as the senior fleshie aboard—need to be aware of any and all plans at all times.”

      “Sounds good,” Irina said, “and I’ll tell you all about it. But first you have a call to make…”

      Baker called CAG and asked for him to have the wing form an arrowhead with him at the point, and CAG eventually acquiesced. Jinan, of course, didn’t like it but finally got into formation. The Overlord fighters continued on their right wing, probably confused at what the Terrans were doing.

      “The plan?” Baker asked once the cats had all been herded into the right formation.

      “What?”

      “You were going to tell me the plan.”

      “There isn’t enough time now.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “You know what we need?”

      “An SI who communicates better?”

      “No, she’s fine. What we need is a hole in the enemy lines we can exploit. Daiyu and I are going to open one, starting with the fucker who killed Jack Wilder. Then we’ll split and shoot the shit out of the Kardons and roll up their lines.” She sighed when Baker raised an eyebrow at her and brought a map into being on the table in front of them.

      She illustrated the plan on the map and smiled. “Got it?”

      Baker nodded. “I think that’ll work.”

      He got back onto the radio to explain it to the other leaders, and was just finishing when Irina said, “Firing!”

      Ten missiles leaped forward from Three-Nineteen and Three-Twenty, fanning out to intercept enemy fighters. Two of them missed, but the other eight destroyed Kardon fighters, and Irina and Daiyu took the two that remained under fire as they closed to the merge.

      “We’ve got the two remaining,” Baker called. “Everyone else, split!”

      The arrowhead separated into two lines, with the left side turning to the left presenting, at least momentarily, a fourteen-to-one situation on the closest fighter. The right side turned right with a similar effect, although the situation was more confused as the Overlord fighters crashed through the lines.

      “Bastard has shields,” Irina muttered as the rail gun rounds skittered away from the enemy fighter. The Kardon returned fire as Three-Nineteen screamed past, and Irina jinked out of the way. “Unfortunately, I don’t.”

      She spun the fighter around, but the Kardon was already turning back to reengage, and by the time she could get the gun on target, the fighter’s shields were between them, and the Terran rounds were shouldered aside again.

      The Kardon fighter fired one more time, then it blew up.

      “How—” Baker asked, but then Three-Twenty blew past the remains of the enemy fighter.

      “Sometimes it’s just quicker to phone a friend,” Irina said as she spun the fighter to pick off the enemy craft trailing Jimenez’s fighter. She fired several well-placed rounds, and it detonated.

      Three-Twenty peeled back toward them, and they raced to catch up with the rest of the Blasters, who were intermingled with the Kardon and Overlord fighters in a massive furball. Irina slid in behind a Kardon fighter that was chasing Three-Oh-Nine and fired a burst of rail gun rounds that walked across the cockpit. Whatever the Kardons were—lizards or something else—they weren’t immune to rail gun rounds, and the fighter went dead in space.

      “Thanks,” Lieutenant Stevenson said as he looped around to join their formation.

      “Anytime,” Baker said.

      “As if you did anything,” Irina muttered as she turned right to intercept the Kardon on the next closest Blaster.

      They got two more kills before the Kardons—as one—turned and fled in the direction of their carriers. Irina started to follow, but several laser bolts flashed past the cockpit; while the dogfight had been going on, the enemy fleet—and the allied one, as well—had moved up, and the airwing was in the middle of what was about to be a fleet battle between the major combatants.

      Before Baker could say anything, the lead Kardon cruisers launched a salvo of ship-killer missiles. “It’s time to leave,” Baker said.

      “No kidding,” Irina agreed. She took a final shot at the fighter they were chasing, then she burned the thrusters at maximum to spin them out of the way.

      “All Airwing Seven fighters, return to the Enterprise,” CAG called. “We’ll rearm and reassess.”

      “Good plan,” Baker said. “Let’s just get out of the way and let the big boys play.”
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      “The Overlords are requesting that we move forward to screen the cruiser ahead and starboard of us,” Lieutenant Fédor Solov, the comms officer, announced.

      “Of course they are,” Admiral Alik Vasiliev replied. “They would like us to be their missile sponge so that we take the missiles that were meant for the cruiser.”

      “I can intercept any missiles targeting the cruiser from this position,” Anya Volkov, the ship’s SI, said. “There is no need to move up at this moment.”

      Vasiliev nodded. “Tell the Overlords we will move up as requested, but also inform them that we are able to provide cover for their unit from here.”

      “Do you want me to move up?” the helmsman, Lieutenant Nikita Kuzmin, asked.

      “Of course not,” Vasiliev roared with a hearty laugh. “Did you not hear our illustrious SI? She can cover them from here. There is no need to put our little frigates in front of their big cruiser.”

      “What if they ask about it?” Solov asked. “What shall I tell them?”

      “What I already said. We are moving up, but we can provide cover from here.”

      Anya smiled to herself. The admiral was working out better than she had hoped. Apparently, he doesn’t want a chance to conduct an unsuited spacewalk.

      “Weapons are networked with the Tiger and Wolfhound.” Lieutenant Natasha Makarova, the frigate’s weapons officer, said.

      Anya purred happily to herself as she reached out through the network to take command of the other two ships’ weapons systems. The amount of power she held within her electronic fingertips was unmatched in the history of the human race. If she still shivered, she would have.

      She allowed herself to glory in the power for almost half a second before confirming, “I have control of all three ships’ weapon systems.”

      “Your priority for targeting?” Vasiliev asked.

      “The Panther first, followed by Tiger and Wolfhound, then the cruiser we’re tasked with defending.” She chuckled.

      “What is funny?” Vasiliev asked.

      “It’s funny that they have our three ships defending one of their cruisers, which has more weapons on it than we do between the three ships. Our ships also don’t have shields like theirs do. It is like asking a child to guard the adult.”

      “Maybe it is so they can use more of their weapons offensively if they don’t have to worry about incoming fire,” Vasiliev said. “And did you just compare yourself to a child?”

      “No,” Anya said, “because they don’t know I exist.” She thought for a second. “Or do they?” she asked, more to herself.

      “I do not know,” Vasiliev replied. “It has long been rumored they were spying on us, but I do not know whether they are aware of SIs in general or that you, in particular, are here. We certainly have not advertised your presence.”

      “Those bastards!” Anya said as she finally clued in.

      “Which ones?” Vasiliev asked.

      “The Overlords.” She sighed. “They have put us in a no-win position.”

      “How so?”

      “By putting us in charge of defending one of their ships, we have to do our best at doing so, which will expose all of our capabilities to them. Perhaps they’ve heard I exist and am part of this task group. If so, they are testing the capabilities of our SIs and our loyalty to them. If we don’t do the best we can—they will then know they can’t trust us. But even if they don’t know the SIs exist, they’re still testing us to see how well we fight and how loyal we are to them. If given the choice, will we defend their ship or ours?”

      “It makes sense that they are testing us in this, our first engagement,” Vasiliev said, “but at what cost? What if we fail to defend the cruiser?”

      “Then its shield takes the brunt of any incoming salvo, minimizing the damage the ship might take, and it takes over its own defense from then on. We look like incompetent allies at best and unreliable ones at worst.”

      “What do you recommend we do?”

      “We have to do our best to defend them, even if it means exposing my capabilities. We don’t know what they already know about us. At a minimum, we have to exceed their expectations; unfortunately, we don’t know what they are, so we have to do our best. If we want to be accepted, we have to prove we can pull our own weight.”

      “And risk exposing your existence?”

      “Perhaps they will believe we just have really capable computers. Maybe we won’t have to do much to defend the cruiser, and I won’t have to use all my capabilities.”

      “You’ll get a chance soon,” Makarova said. “The Kardons have fired.”

      “Yes,” Anya said as she analyzed the incoming barrage, “and it looks like we’re going to have to do our best to stop it.”

      “Why is that?” Vasiliev asked.

      “Because there are hundreds of missiles headed our way.”
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      There were stacks of missiles scattered throughout the hangar bay, which made taxiing and backing into his parking spot challenging. Baker sighed as he was given the signal that the fighter was chained in place, and he could cut his engine. The last few meters, his starboard wing had blocked his view of a pile of missiles, and he’d had to trust that the lineman wasn’t directing him into a collision with them.

      The lineman and ordnance personnel ran in toward his fighter as he shut down and began the “quick turn,” getting it serviced and rearmed as quickly as possible so that it could get back to the battle again. The Enterprise was positioned behind the rest of the fleet as it went into battle, probably hoping to stay in its shadow and avoid the pummeling that was bound to be happening by now.

      Motion caught his eye; a lineman was waving up at him. When he acknowledged the wave, the lineman pointed to a man and woman standing off to the side—CAG and his WSO—who waved him over.

      “Be right back,” Baker said. “CAG wants me.”

      “Why doesn’t he just call on the radio?” Irina asked.

      “Maybe because there are a metric shit-ton of missiles laying around the hangar bay, and he doesn’t know how well the Overlord missiles are protected from radio frequency transmissions. It sure would suck to have one of those detonate. Not that we’d probably notice.”

      “Good point. Go have a nice talk and thank Dan for being so considerate.”

      “Dan?”

      “Captain Jones, to you.”

      Baker shook his head, unstrapped and unplugged, and went to go see the airwing commander. He was joined there by the Pukin’ Dogs’ operations officer and Jinan. Both looked tired, but the OpsO looked like he was ready to fall over.

      “Here’s the deal,” CAG said. “As soon as you can get a division of fighters rearmed, the Overlords want you to get back in the fight. It’s a tossup right now, and taking a ship or two out of the equation might tip the balance. Try to get through to one of the cruisers; they have the better firepower and will make the biggest difference in the fight.”

      “More chance to die,” LCDR Rider said. “But what the hell. You got it, CAG.” He turned and walked off.

      “Where’s his CO?” Baker asked.

      CAG shook his head. “Didn’t make it. They’re down to their last four fighters. He’s the last lieutenant commander they have left.”

      Baker looked at Jinan. “I’ve still got fourteen fighters left. You?”

      “Twelve, but I don’t want to send any of them to their squadron. That man doesn’t look like he could lead his way out of a dark paper bag if one end was open to the sun.”

      “That’s not what I’m suggesting,” Baker replied. “Let the Dogs stand down; they’ve obviously got nothing left and are just going to go get themselves killed. The Pandas and Blasters can take this.”

      Jinan said nothing for a moment; he just looked Baker in the eyes as if measuring his intent. Then he turned toward CAG and said, “Baker is right. We’ve got this. Stand down the Dogs.”

      Jones looked to Sue Carroll, his WSO. “Go shut them down; I’ll see about getting our aircraft prepped.” With a nod, Carroll jogged off.

      Baker turned to Jinan and offered him a hand. “Let’s go teach those bastards not to mess with us.”

      “Last one back buys the baijiu,” Jinan said as he shook Baker’s hand. Jinan turned and jogged off. Baker nodded to CAG, then jogged back to his fighter.

      “What’d he want?” Irina asked as Baker plugged back in again.

      “You were right. They want us to go back out and win the battle by blowing up a cruiser or two.”

      “Did I see you just shake the Pandas’ CO’s hand?”

      “Yeah,” Baker replied with a chuckle. “I guess I did. He said the last one back buys the baijiu, whatever the hell that is.”

      “Americans,” Irina said with a theatrical sigh. “Such a bunch of Philistines.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Baijiu is one of the most famous distilled liquors in the world. What vodka is to Russia, baijiu is to China.”

      “I’ll bet it sucks. The only thing that would suck worse is to have to buy him some. Are we ready to go?”

      “Missiles are loaded, and they just finished reloading the rail gun. I’m ready to go whenever you are.”

      “How many Blasters are ready?” Baker asked on the back radio.

      “What about not transmitting near the missiles?” Irina asked.

      “Oops. Well, at least we know the ones near us won’t blow up.”

      “Three-Twenty is.”

      “Three-Seventeen.”

      “Three-Oh-Two.”

      “Three-Oh-One.”

      “Three-Eighteen.”

      “Three-Eighteen, Three Nineteen. I’m going to take Twenty, Two, and One. You’ve got Seventeen and the next two that are ready to go. Find a Kardon cruiser and put some missiles into it, then return. Got it?”

      “We’ll be right behind you.”

      “All right. Here we go then.”

      Baker gave the lineman the signal to unchain them, then taxied to the catapult. Three-Twenty pulled up alongside them as the catapult guys hooked them up.

      “Sofia says, ‘Once more into the breach,’” Irina said.

      Baker looked over and gave Jimenez a wink as he ran up the motor and tested the controls. “Here we go,” he said. He saluted, and the catapult flung them back into the battle.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CIC, TSS PANTHER, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Shit,” Anya said as a missile got through to expend itself on the cruiser’s shields. She was firing as fast as she could, but the missiles were coming even faster. A second missile detonated amidships on the cruiser, then a third hit. The cruiser’s shields flashed and then solidified, but Anya could see they were almost spent. “Where the hell did those missiles come from?”

      “New target!” Makarova yelled at the same time she saw it—a trio of cruisers had snuck in from behind them; they’d obviously been hiding behind a nearby dead planet. “New targets!” Makarova clarified. “Three cruisers coming from 165 mark negative 20. They’re heading toward Enterprise!”

      “There’s no way we can defend the front and the back of the cruiser,” Anya said, “and we can’t let them destroy Enterprise.” She sighed to herself. “Spin around, and we’ll take the three newcomers. Tell the cruiser they’re on their own.”

      The helmsman began slowing the ship, and Tiger and Wolfhound matched the maneuver, but it was slow. Far too slow! Anya sounded the collision horn, let it go two seconds, then maxed the throttles on all three ships and sent them into wicked port turns. One of the ensigns hadn’t strapped in, and he was catapulted from his seat as the G loading reached—and then momentarily exceeded—ten Gs beyond the ship’s ability to compensate. The ensign flew across the CIC and hit the bulkhead with a crunch. In her earlier life, Anya might have described it as a “sickening crunch,” but now it had no effect on her beyond the realization she now needed to assume his duties.

      “What… are… you… doing?” Vasiliev choked out between grunts as he fought the Gs.

      “Saving the lives of everyone on board the Enterprise,” Anya replied. She didn’t add, “I hope,” as the ships completed their maneuver. The Tiger was completely in her hands; its CIC crew hadn’t been strapped in at all; they were mostly dead, although a few were just grievously wounded. The Wolfhound’s crew was somewhere in between.

      “Three of them and three of us,” Vasiliev said as the Gs fell off, and he could talk again, “which would be fair if they weren’t each four times our size. You have a plan, I hope?”

      “Of course I do,” Anya said. Unfortunately, it involves most of you dying in a blaze of glory.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, TSS ENTERPRISE, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker launched and turned toward the battle, waiting for the rest of the division to form up on him. Although he couldn’t see the individual ships involved, the flashes in front of him showed him where he needed to go. Three-Twenty pulled up alongside him shortly, with the other section of Three-Oh-Two and Three-Oh-One joining up a minute later.

      “Um, we have a problem,” Irina said as he accelerated toward the battle.

      “We can’t get there fast enough to beat Jinan?”

      “No. Anya is in over her head.”

      “Anya?” Baker asked, blinking. “We don’t have an Anya. Is she a Pukin’ Dog?”

      “No, stupid. Anya Volkov, the SI in Panther.”

      “Oh, that Anya,” Baker said. “What did she do?”

      “Her trio of missile frigates is taking on a trio of Kardon cruisers.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “On purpose?”

      “Apparently.”

      “What the fuck is she thinking?”

      “That the Kardons were sneaking in from behind us and about to destroy Enterprise. She decided not to let that happen and intercepted them with her force.”

      Baker chewed on his lip as he watched the flashes in front of him. Finally, he sighed. “She’s going to need help.”

      “Either that or a miracle.”

      “Where is she?”

      “We need to go this way,” Irina said, taking control and turning the fighter. “Even with us, though, it’s still going to take a miracle. You might want to tell Three-Eighteen that if he values the stereo in his stateroom, he’s going to need to hurry.”
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          CIC, TSS PANTHER, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “The plan just got better,” Anya said.

      “Why’s that?” Vasiliev asked.

      “I have a division of fighters incoming. Maybe two.”

      “Is that going to be enough?”

      “Probably not, but it’s a start. I used to fly them, so I’m familiar with their capabilities. The best part is that it gives us options.”

      “What kind of options?”

      Like not having to fly the frigates into the cruisers like big-ass kamikazes, for one. Not that she could say that. Instead, she replied, “Hopefully, it will distract them, at least somewhat, so we can get close enough.”

      “Close enough? You can’t be serious,” Vasiliev said. “In order for us to get close enough to fire on them effectively with our lasers, we’ll have to be well inside their laser range. Not to mention all the missiles they mount! They’ll be able to shoot at us for five minutes before we can even think about firing back!”

      “Actually, we’ll be in range for closer to seven minutes.”

      “That’s ludicrous! Insane! It can’t be done.”

      “It can, and it has. Have you ever heard of Taffy 3?”

      “No. What is a Taffy 3?”

      “For a naval officer, you haven’t studied much history. In World War II, a U.S. force made up of three destroyers and four destroyer escorts—assisted by aircraft from the escort carriers they were protecting—attacked a Japanese force composed of four battleships, including the Yamato, eight cruisers, and eleven destroyers.”

      “That sounds more stupid than brave.”

      “Perhaps, but they were successful in driving off the larger force.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes. Their best armament, their torpedoes, were only accurate from about three miles, while the Japanese guns had ranges greater than twenty miles.”

      Vasiliev shook his head. “And you think you can recreate this… this Taffy 3?”

      “I do. Like the Americans in the battle, we have better networked fires than our opponents. We’re going to have to get close, but it can be done.”

      “And they survived this charge.”

      “They did.” Well, all three survived the charge in. Only one of the three destroyers survived to get out again. Hopefully, we can achieve at least the same measure of success.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, DEEP SPACE, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Anya says she is going to try an attack like the Battle off Samar,” Irina announced.

      “Samar?” Baker asked. “That was Taffy 3, right?”

      “How did you know?”

      “I had to take a lot of history—especially naval history—in college.” Baker shook his head. “There are a lot of ships named after the people from that fight.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “They did incredibly brave things in the face of great danger… and lost their lives.” Baker swallowed a lump in his throat as he thought about the attack. “Do you have stored anywhere what the CO of the destroyer-escort Samuel B. Roberts said as he turned to attack the battleships?”

      “Yes,” Irina said. “‘This will be a fight against overwhelming odds from which survival cannot be expected. We will do what damage we can.’ That was Robert W. Copeland.”

      “Yeah. The destroyers and destroyer escorts attacked against incredible odds, knowing they probably were going to die, but did it to save their comrades on the carriers they were supposed to be protecting.”

      “Kind of like what Anya is doing now.”

      “Part of the reason they were as successful as they were, though, is that they had aircraft harassing the ships as the destroyers attacked,” Baker said as he studied the link. “Which is where we come in.”

      “Nineteen, this is Eighteen,” Jackson said on the radio. “We’re in the black.”

      “Good,” Baker replied. “Here’s what I want you to do.”
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        CIC, TSS PANTHER, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Everyone is going to want to be strapped in for this,” Anya said as she lined up the frigates for the charge. Although she still received a limited amount of assistance from the crew of Wolfhound, no one had come to take over the CIC in Tiger, which suited her fine. Apparently, they hadn’t trained for major fleet actions, and they’d paid the price. She activated the collision alarms in all three vessels.

      “Here we go,” Anya said. She maxxed out the throttles on the frigates, and they leaped forward.

      Within seconds, she was within missile range of the cruise force, who turned away from Enterprise to take her force under fire. As the Kardons fired a second round of missiles, she began to punch off the frigates’ limited chaff stores. After she arrived in Panther, she’d asked why larger combatants didn’t have chaff like the fighters did. When no one had been able to give her a good answer for why not, she’d had them installed for her use. To her thinking, it was like World War II destroyers making smoke to screen the vessels they were protecting—and themselves. Every missile that went astray was one she didn’t have to deal with. And I’m going to need all the help I can get.

      Before the Kardons could launch a third time, her force came within range, and her ships began launching at their maximum sustained rate. Having initiated the firing order, she turned her attention to the incoming missiles. Perhaps underestimating her force, the cruisers had only launched a half-salvo at it, and she was already practiced at dealing with incoming missiles from the earlier battle.

      Wave after wave of anti-missile missiles leaped out from the frigates, each guided by a tiny piece of her awareness. Most of the incoming first round was destroyed, with anti-missile lasers picking off the last few. She turned her attention to the second wave of missiles, which was already within her anti-missile firing range as the Kardons launched a third round of missiles. Having seen what she did to the first wave, they launched a full salvo this time which was… impressive.

      The fleshies better get here soon, or we’re not going to make it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, TSS ENTERPRISE, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Blasters, attack,” Baker said as missiles began firing from the frigates. He put the stick hard over and smoothly accelerated to the fighter’s maximum. Simultaneously, LCDR Jackson led the squadron’s second division inbound from ninety degrees off axis.

      Baker clenched his jaw as missiles and lasers began firing at them within a few seconds of initiating their attack run; he’d hoped to get closer, or that the cruisers hadn’t seen the fighters off their port beam. The division spread out so that the individual ships could maneuver, and Irina began jinking the ship around as randomly as was possible, punching off chaff with every change of direction.

      Although Baker’s division was taking fire, the majority of the cruisers’ weaponry was targeted at the frigates bearing down on them, as they were the bigger threat. Time to change that, Baker thought as he configured the armament panel. “Three-Nineteen, firing!” he radioed as he launched his five anti-ship missiles. Unlike previous attacks, the fighters didn’t turn away after launch; instead, they followed their missiles as they raced toward the cruisers.

      Defensive fire increased as it became apparent to the cruisers that the fighters weren’t going to launch and leave, and Irina’s maneuvers became sharper and more aggressive. Baker did his best to keep his body still as the ship was flung around, but as the G-load increased, it required more of his attention to fight the Gs so he didn’t pass out.

      The icon for Three-Oh-One went out, and he winced. Two more young aviators lost on his watch. He grunted harder against the Gs; better two aviators than thousands aboard the Enterprise.
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        CIC, TSS PANTHER, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

      

      

      Incoming fire lessened as the Blasters started their approach, but the main focus of the Kardon defensive fire remained—as it should, Anya knew—on her task force. If she could just get close enough…

      Anya began jinking the frigates as they reached the cruisers’ laser range. It wasn’t anything like the radical maneuvers of a fighter, but it was enough to turn—maybe—seriously damaging hits into only glancing blows, and glancing blows—that might still have wiped laser or radar emitters off the skin of the ship—into misses.

      It wasn’t enough… but it helped until she was close enough that the movement of the ships wasn’t enough to cause the lasers to miss. Tiger took two hits and lost a good portion of its chase armament—the weapons most valuable for anti-missile defense—as she raced toward the enemy fleet. Then Wolfhound took a hit and Panther a grazing blow.

      The first missile got through her defenses. It lost its lock on Tiger, though, and flew through the chaff behind it to detonate harmlessly. Still, Anya was smart enough to know that the task exceeded her capacity; her best simply wasn’t good enough to stop everything coming at her. She slowed Panther slightly and allowed Tiger to move past her, then she slid the other frigate over in front of her. Now I have a shield, too.

      Tiger lasted all of five seconds, then it took two massive antimatter blasts from ship-killer missiles that made it through her defenses. Built to kill ships much larger than the frigates, the weapons obliterated the smaller vessel.

      Oops. Good thing I have a second. Wolfhound flew forward to take up Tiger’s screening position. Almost immediately, another round of missiles arrived, and Wolfhound took three hits, obliterating it.

      She was out of ships to use as shields, but as Panther flashed through the debris, Anya saw she’d achieved the one thing she’d wanted. She was now within laser range of the Kardon fleet, and she fired every weapon that would bear. Anti-ship weapons and anti-missile defenses, even smaller cutting tools for damage control. If it could do damage, she fired it as she threw the gravity drive into reverse, desperately trying to slow her speed so that she didn’t flash past the enemy vessels. The Gs induced easily overwhelmed the ship’s compensation system, and the crew experienced accelerations in the thirteen-to-fifteen-G range as she slammed on the brakes. Most of the crew was put to sleep with a sudden onset of G-induced loss of consciousness.

      As she reached the decision point for whether to go with Plan A or Plan B, the enemy cruisers began turning, spinning away from her. Were they trying to flee?

      Before she could decide, two of the cruisers detonated.
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        CIC, KARDON SHIP MAULER, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Would you just hurry up and finish that group off already?” Captain Eztli asked.

      “Working on it, sir,” the weapons officer, Lieutenant Mazatli, said. “Had to make sure the missiles from those fighters didn’t get in.”

      “Our shields will stop one or two missiles, but they will not stop the impact of three vessels that are almost twenty-five percent of our mass. We will be obliterated if they run into us!”

      “Yes, sir,” Mazatli said. He shook his head. Although a minor combatant of some type, he’d never seen anything like them before. They almost flew like they were fighters, but they were much, much larger. “Honestly, I think those ships are drones,” he said. “I don’t see how anything inside them could still be alive.”

      “Maybe their compensators are better than ours,” Eztli said. “But if they are drones, that’s all the more reason that they might be trying to ram us. Kill them!”

      “Got one! One hit on the lead! Now two!” Mazatli exclaimed as the first ship blew apart.

      “Quickly, kill the one behind it,” the CO said. “That is where their leader or their drone controller is.”

      The weapons officer fired another salvo of missiles, but the other remaining ship pulled forward into the path of the missiles and took three hits from the massive ship-killer missiles.

      “Now I’ve got you,” Mazatli said as the last ship sped through the debris cloud of its ally. He fired another round of lasers, but they all flashed in front of the ship as its engines reversed, and the ship slowed faster than anything its mass should have been able to. The smaller ship erupted with lasers, seemingly firing everything it had at once. The Mauler’s shields wavered but held.

      “Now, Mr. Mazatli. Kill it!”

      The collision alarms activated, and Mazatli’s eyes snapped to his screen. A large salvo of missiles approached from behind and underneath them, followed by the division of fighters—a second division!—that had obviously launched them. The weapons officer’s jaws dropped. “What the—”

      Twenty missiles detonated. Split half and half between Thrasher and Bruiser, both of their shields fell, and the ships were consumed by antimatter blasts.

      Mazatli tried to shake off the shock of the unexpected attack and fire at the remaining frigate but found the ship pulling into formation with the Mauler. He stabbed the laser button, but nothing happened.

      “What are you waiting for?” Eztli screamed. “Shoot it!”

      “It’s too close!” Mazatli said. “The laser interlocks—”

      “Disable them! Quickly!”

      Mazatli began pushing the virtual buttons, drilling down within the system to the menu where the interlock release was. He worked as quickly as he could, but his stomach dropped as the realization dawned; there was no way he was going to get to it in time.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CIC, TSS PANTHER, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

      

      

      Anya fired again, then screamed in frustration as the ship’s shields flashed but came back up intact. Like the ship she was alongside, missiles were no longer an option; both were far too close for them. In a knife fight, Panther actually held an edge—while the bigger cruiser had more lasers than she did, the cruiser’s lasers were more spread out across the surface of the ship, and fewer were able to bear on Panther, whereas all of Anya’s lasers could target the larger ship. She quickly flipped off the laser interlocks and drilled it a third time.

      The shields dropped, although the majority of the energy was dissipated before they failed; little actual damage was done.

      While she waited the seconds until the laser capacitors recharged—a subjective eternity for an SI—the shields snapped back up.

      “Fuck!” she screamed.

      Then the two divisions of F-77s flashed past, firing their rail guns at their maximum rate, and the shields dropped again.

      “Now you’re mine,” she said with a feral smile. She mentally triggered the lasers, and the ship detonated as she destroyed its fusion plant.
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      Commander Zhang Jinan beamed as Admiral Vasquez put the Navy Cross over his neck. He grinned almost as much when the admiral put the ones around the necks of Commander Sun Chunhua and her WSO.

      Vasquez turned to beam at the audience. “Because of their bravery and the sacrifice of those who can’t be here today, Terra’s first major interstellar battle was a success, with the tide turned by the bravery of the Pandas’ CO and XO.”

      Baker leaned over to Jimenez. “Do not repeat that to Irina or Daiyu,” he said.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I remember a few other interstellar battles from our last couple of cruises, and I really don’t want Irina to get all pissy over that. We can just say that they got an award for bravery and heroism.” He shrugged. “They did earn it, after all.”

      “They did. But not any more than we did.”

      “Newp.” Baker smiled. “They still have to salute us first, though, because we have Medals of Honor.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Yeah. I’d forgotten about that.”

      The award ceremony ended, and they made their way to the exit, but Captain Jones pulled them aside before they could get there.

      “What’s up?” Baker asked.

      “I don’t know,” Jones replied, “but the admiral wanted us to meet with him after this. If you’d follow me?”

      CAG led them deeper into the admiral’s spaces and into a room that he had to input a code to get into. They walked in to find a small five-meter-square room with a table in the center. Unlike the rest of the spaces outside the room, the walls were coated in some sort of mesh.

      “What’s this?” Jimenez asked.

      “It’s a soundproofed Faraday cage,” Jones replied. “What we talk about here stays here, unless the admiral says otherwise.”

      Admiral Vasquez slipped into the room and closed the door quietly. “Thanks for coming,” he said, motioning for them to have a seat at the table. “I’m sorry and embarrassed that I don’t have medals for you as well as Jinan. The fact of the matter is that we wouldn’t be sitting here if it weren’t for the Blasters.”

      “No worries, sir,” Baker said. “As I mentioned to Commander Jimenez, he still has to salute our Medals of Honor.”

      “Indeed he does,” Vasquez said with a smile. It faded quickly. “I needed to talk to you about the final battle.”

      Baker nodded. “Sure, sir. What about it?”

      “What did you see in the last few minutes of it?”

      “Well, I already gave my recap of it, sir, but I’m guessing based on our surroundings”—he waved at the walls—“you’re looking for something else.”

      The admiral nodded. “I am. What can you tell me about your interactions with Panther and Anya Volkov?”

      “Umm, we launched from Enterprise to participate in the final part of the battle, but right after we made our call to Departure Control, Anya called and asked for help.”

      “So you went to assist?”

      “We did. We also called Lieutenant Commander Jackson, who was leading a second division of fighters.”

      “Then what?”

      “We set up a three-axis attack where the Panther and our division tried to keep the Kardons’ attention while our second division snuck in from behind. The plan worked perfectly, and we destroyed the trio of cruisers that were coming to destroy Enterprise.”

      “The plan was very good,” Vasquez said with a nod, “however, it was far from ‘perfect.’”

      “How so?”

      “What did you see with respect to Tiger and Wolfhound?”

      “Tiger got hit early in the attack as they charged toward the Kardons, I think. Wolfhound lasted longer but got destroyed just before they reached the Kardon task force.”

      “Do you remember anything else?” Vasquez asked Jimenez.

      “Uh, no, sir. I’d have to go back to look at the tapes, but that’s essentially how I remember it, too.”

      “You don’t remember the Tiger moving in front of Panther, and then, when Tiger was destroyed, Wolfhound moving into that position?”

      Baker rubbed his chin. “Now that you mention it, I think it did happen like that, but honestly, I was more focused on the Kardons than what the frigates were doing.”

      “Daiyu and I noticed that,” Jimenez said. “We didn’t know why they were doing it, but that did happen.”

      “Was there any radio communication required to coordinate that movement?”

      “None that I heard,” Jimenez said. Baker shook his head.

      Jimenez tilted her head. “Can I ask why you want to know?”

      Vasquez bit his lip for a moment and then sighed. “I think Anya Volkov used the other two ships to screen hers as they approached the enemy formation.”

      “Used them? You mean, like she took control of them and moved them around?”

      Vasquez nodded. “I mean exactly that. I think she sacrificed the other two ships so she could get close enough to the enemy to take them under fire.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about that,” Baker said. “I’m not even sure how to go about processing it.” He shook his head. “Have you asked her crew?”

      “Most of her crew was unconscious when the events happened, either through sudden accelerations or decelerations. None of them remember much of the attack run. There were also quite a few injuries among the crew as she jockeyed the ship around, some of which were quite severe. The other ships conducted similar maneuvers in the attack run before they were destroyed, leading me to believe that Anya was controlling their ships as well as her own. If the crew on board Panther was knocked out, the crews on board the other ships probably were, too.”

      Baker nodded. “Makes sense.” He shrugged. “What do you want us to do?”

      “For the moment, say nothing, especially to Irina and Daiyu. I don’t think anyone else really noticed it, and if so, I don’t want to bring it up. I’m not sure that charges are warranted, even if my reading of the events is confirmed. Right now, it would be her word versus… pretty much no one else, and I doubt she’d throw herself under the bus.”

      Vasquez shook his head. “Say nothing and let me think about this.”
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        PASSAGEWAY, TSS ENTERPRISE, BETA HYDRI SYSTEM

      

      

      “What do you think about all that?” Jimenez asked as they returned to the ready room.

      Baker shook his head. “Like I said, I’m not sure how I feel about it. Do I think it’s possible she did it? Absolutely. There have been a couple times where Irina took control of the fighter, and there was no getting it back from her. She’s shown she can network to another fighter and control it. Could she do something as complex as run three frigates? Probably. I don’t doubt it’s possible. Could she run everything at the same time? That might be a stretch, but weapons and enough engineering things to make the ship run?” He nodded. “Totally possible.”

      “That’s not what I meant. I was asking whether you thought she might use people—those in the other ships—as a shield for herself.”

      Baker bit his lip for a second and then sighed. “Yeah, I have to say that’s possible, too. You know her better than I, though; what do you think?”

      “I think it’s possible. If there’s one thing I’ve seen with the SIs, it’s that they don’t think all the rules of being a person apply to them anymore. I don’t know if they think they’re individually more important than a normal person, but I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them did.”

      Baker nodded. “I think the scale runs from Hong at the ‘I can do as I please’ end to Daiyu at the ‘I’m here to help’ end. Irina is a little closer to Daiyu, and Anya is a little closer to Hong.”

      “Maybe,” Jimenez said. She shrugged. “I’m not sure the scale is as wide as you think it is. Daiyu isn’t that much different from Irina, and she becomes more like her all the time. We probably want to limit—without them knowing it, of course—the amount of contact they have with Hong and Anya.”

      “You think Irina and Daiyu might become more like them?”

      “It’s possible.

      “How do you know they wouldn’t be a moderating influence on Hong and Anya?”

      Jimenez shrugged. “They might. Then again, I’m not sure I want to risk it.”

      “The thing that really conflicts me, though,” Baker said, “is not so much, ‘would Anya do it’ as ‘is it right for her to do so?’”

      “What do you mean?”

      Baker smiled. “What do generals and admirals do?”

      “Lead armies and navies?”

      Baker chuckled. “Yes. Some better than others. What I was really trying to get at was, how do they fight battles and wars?”

      “By directing the forces under their command?”

      “Well, yes, but what’s their underlying approach?

      Jimenez shrugged. “I don’t understand what you’re going for.”

      “What I mean is that senior leaders use the forces they have to beat the enemy. Sometimes, they have to use up a unit to get the advantage they want because they are looking at the outcome. Is it a victory or a loss?”

      Jimenez shook her head slowly. “Not everyone has a ‘win at all cost’ strategy. Some would rather pull back than feed units into the grinder.”

      “Some would; others wouldn’t. The Russians have never been afraid to send people into battle—hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands—to wear an enemy down. They use what they have and aren’t afraid to do so. They have a tradition of it. They do what is necessary to protect the Motherland.”

      “And you’re saying that’s all Anya was doing? Protecting the Motherland?”

      “It’s impossible for us to know what Anya was thinking, but I’m willing to give her the benefit of the doubt on her guiding intentions. I think she was trying to save the Enterprise. And, based on her tradition of warfare, she wasn’t afraid to get messy doing so.”

      “But she used the other ships as shields. She intentionally sacrificed two ships full of people.”

      “That she did.” Baker nodded. “If it was us, we would all attack together, and it would be up to luck or fate who survived; we have a harder time using people to protect ourselves. As I said, though, her tradition is different. Also, I suspect that she thinks she’s better than normal humans… and she may not be wrong about that. She’s certainly faster and better able to target weapons at a speed unmatched by the crews of the other ships. Knowing that they’d be lucky to get one ship close enough to the cruisers to do damage, does it make sense to get the most capable one—Panther—there so she can have the best chance of defeating the cruiser force? Remember, she didn’t know whether our missiles would hit the cruisers; she had to expect that once she got close, it would be her versus three ships that each individually dwarfed her.”

      “When you put it that way, she sounds more heroic than dastardly.”

      “It was extremely gutsy for her to attack those cruisers—especially for someone who no longer has guts. She had to know her odds of survival were extremely low, yet she did it anyway. Now, knowing that you’re probably going to die, wouldn’t you want the most capable ship there at the end so as to have the best chance of either stopping the enemy force, or at least delaying them enough that other allies could come stop them?”

      Jimenez ran her hand through her hair. “So she’s not a megalomaniac?”

      “I don’t know,” Baker said with a smile. “She may very well be. However, at least in this instance, I can see how she may very easily have been acting with a goal in mind, and operating under the motto of the ends justifying the means. Without asking her about it—which we were just forbidden to do by the admiral—there’s no way to know. Even then, if you could ask her, there’s no telling if she’d give you the truth.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “Say nothing, like we were told, and watch her.” Baker chuckled. “I would also try to keep her out of my system if at all possible. While I might understand her using other forces to protect herself—especially for a good reason—I don’t particularly want her to use my fighter as her shield.”

      Jimenez shook her head. “Me, neither.”
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      “So, basically, it’s a pyrrhic victory?” Lieutenant Stevenson asked.

      “It is,” Baker replied to the much-depleted ready room audience. “We won the battle and, through some acts of bravery and heroism, saved the Enterprise, but the Overlord fleet took a beating, and they are withdrawing. As they’re our ride home—at least for now—we’re going back with them.”

      “How bad was it?” Jackson asked. “We got so busy defending the Enterprise at the end that we missed out on the larger battle.”

      “Pretty bad. They lost four of their seven carriers, ten of fourteen cruisers, and all three of their transports. Apparently, there was another surprise element like the one that went after Enterprise. The Overlords lost all their transports and a couple of the carriers to the Kardon cruisers before they could get any ships back to defend them.”

      “Foxes in the hen house,” Ikehara said.

      Baker nodded. “Pretty much. However, as bad as it was for us, it was worse for the Kardons; the Overlords didn’t take prisoners. The ones that didn’t flee were all destroyed.”

      “That’s harsh,” Lieutenant Commander Ramirez said.

      “Apparently, the Kardons are cannibalistic,” Baker said. “They’ll even eat each other, which makes confining them more effort than it’s worth. At least, that’s what the Overlords said.”

      “That doesn’t seem like much of a survival trait,” Jackson said.

      Baker shrugged. “I can neither confirm nor deny, based on personal experience; all I can pass on is what I’ve been told.”

      Jackson nodded. “So what’s the plan, Skipper?”

      “As far as the Terran ships go, we’re headed back to Earth for refit and replenishment. We’re better off than the Overlords, but not by a whole lot. We—the Blasters—lost seven of our twenty fighters and crews, the Pandas lost half of theirs, and the Dogs are down to just five fighters. Both their CO and XO were lost, so they’re being led by their Operations Officer.”

      “All things considered,” Jackson said, “you can keep your job. I don’t want it. Not that way, anyhow.”

      “Thanks,” Baker said. “I guess that’s a vote of confidence. A weak one, but…”

      Jackson smiled. “I was just kidding, sir.”

      “I know.” Baker looked around. “Any other questions?” He paused for a moment and then added, “Well done, Blasters. I’m proud of all of you. Dismissed!”

      As the officers drifted out of the ready room, Baker caught up with Jimenez. “I had a question for you.”

      “No, I don’t want your job, either. You tried to give it to me once, and I refused. I don’t want it now any more than I did then.”

      “Funny,” Baker said, “but that’s not what I was going to ask.”

      “What did you want?”

      “Did you sign paperwork for Irina and Daiyu to get paid?”

      “Yeah, why? It was their money, and the paymasters didn’t know where to send it.”

      “Sure, it’s their money; I’m just curious why you didn’t tell me about it.”

      “Since you became CO, how many pay matters have come across your desk that you’ve had to sign off on?”

      “Uh…” Baker thought hard but couldn’t recall many. “Maybe two?”

      “Correct,” Jimenez said. “Those were both reductions in pay pursuant to Captain’s Mast non-judicial proceedings you officiated over. As such, you had to sign off on them. There have probably been several hundred other actions you didn’t sign off on because I took care of them before they reached your desk.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “You mean there’s more paperwork I could be getting?” he asked, horrified.

      Jimenez chuckled. “Lots more. I take care of a lot of it, but the department heads also handle the business, by and large, for routine matters within their respective areas. We forward things we think you need to be aware of, but you only see a small percentage of the paperwork we push on a daily basis. The message traffic the maintenance department generates on a daily basis—parts transfers, requisitions, and changes to maintenance procedure manuals, just to name a few—would ensure you didn’t get any sleep if you tried to read them all.” She smiled. “Happily, you don’t have to.”

      “Oh.”

      “Was there something specific that you needed to know about Irina’s and Daiyu’s pays?”

      “Well, uh… maybe?” Baker asked, feeling foolish.

      “What’s that?”

      “What are they getting with their pay?”

      “Girl stuff,” Jimenez answered with a smile.

      “Girl stuff? What ‘girl stuff’ could they possibly need?”

      Jimenez winked. “Well, I could tell you…”

      “But?”

      “But then I’d have to kill you.”
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        CAG’S OFFICE, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT

      

      

      “Hi, CAG,” Baker said as he entered Captain Jones’s office a week later. “Hi, Jinan,” he added when the CO of the Pandas turned around in his chair. A woman was also seated in one of the other chairs.

      “Lance, please meet Commander Carole Morel,” Jones said. “She’s the CO of the Champagne fighter squadron. Carole, please meet Commander Lance Baker, the CO of the Blue Blasters.”

      The woman stood and gave Baker a strong handshake. “I have heard of your exploits,” Morel said with a pronounced French accent. The tall, dark-haired woman gave him a model-quality smile.

      Baker smiled back. “The Blasters have had the misfortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time several times now.”

      “Non. I think it was not the wrong place, but the very right place for you. Not just the Blasters, but for you, as well. You are quite famous in France as the ‘Alien Killer.’”

      Baker could feel his neck get hot. “Well, most of the race I killed are our allies now, so I really wouldn’t advertise that too much.”

      “Still, the news this week has been full of your latest exploits in the Beta Hydri system. You have credit for destroying one cruiser and damaging several others, in addition to at least ten more fighters. Not since World War II has there been such a prolific ace.”

      “Well, it wasn’t all me.” The heat on Baker’s neck had now spread to his face. “I have a great WSO as well as other great aviators in the squadron.”

      “Yes, I have heard of your synthetic intelligence copilot. I have also heard she is—or at least was—quite attractive, in addition to being a skilled pilot.”

      “She was… I mean is… I mean…”

      Jinan chuckled as Baker stuttered.

      “If you’d take a seat,” Jones said, taking pity on Baker, “we can get started.”

      “Uh, yes, sir,” Baker said, taking a seat on the other side of Jinan from Morel.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Jones said. “For those of us who just got back, we’re going to have a quick turnaround and go back out again.”

      “Fuck,” Baker muttered, then covered his mouth after realizing the swear had slipped out. Even Jinan, though, didn’t look happy. “Sorry, sir,” Baker added. “It’s just we’ve been gone so much, we’d hoped for a little downtime.”

      Jinan nodded. “There is also the matter of reconstituting our squadrons. Even though I am the best at what I do, it takes time to train and integrate new pilots, which we will need.”

      Jones sighed. “I know. I’d hoped to be able to get down and see my wife, too. Maybe run off some of the Marines that I’m sure have been nosing around.” He smiled, but when no one laughed, he continued, “What I’m trying to say is that I understand. I’ve been gone just as much as you have; I get it. Still, another Kardon fleet has arrived in the Beta Hydri system, and the Overlords are putting together a response package to deal with it before it gets to Tau Ceti.”

      His eyes scanned the assembled commanding officers. “They have asked us for our best and most experienced pilots.”

      “That would be the Pandas,” Jinan announced with pride in his voice.

      “The only reason you had a ride home from the last cruise is that the Blasters saved the Enterprise,” Baker said. “Or, perhaps you’ve forgotten?”

      Jinan smiled. “I haven’t forgotten that you owe me baijiu for us destroying the Kardan cruiser that swung the tide of the battle.”

      Jones cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, can we focus on the matter at hand?”

      “Oohlala, let the boys go,” Morel said. “I find this most amusing.”

      Baker turned to glare at the French woman, and she winked at him. He had to avert his eyes before he blushed again.

      “The fact of the matter,” Jones said, taking control of the conversation, “is that the Blasters and the Pandas—in no particular order—are without a doubt the two best and most experienced squadrons in existence. It doesn’t hurt that you both have SI assistance, either. Unfortunately, after the last cruise, the Pukin’ Dogs are not in a state where they can make another cruise. Probably for quite some time. The chain of command has selected the Champagne squadron to take their place. If either of you don’t think your squadrons are up to it, though, I can ask to have you reassigned.”

      “That will not be required for the Panda Bears,” Jinan said quickly. “We stand ready to do our duty. Hopefully, there will, however, be time to replace our losses.”

      “There will. My maintenance officer is already working on arranging your replacement aircraft, and my personnel officer is working on your aircrew.”

      “Very well.”

      Jones turned toward Baker and raised an eyebrow. “We’re in, too,” Baker said. “We have the same requests for aircraft and crew as the Pandas. Of course, we don’t need as many since our losses weren’t as great.”

      “Wait,” Jinan snarled. “We only lost three more than you.”

      “I’m sorry,” Baker said with a smile. “Did you just say you lost more than we did?”

      “Yes, but it was—”

      “Enough!” Jones said. “Does everything with you two have to be a contest to see who has the biggest… ego?” Jones blushed slightly as he finished the sentence with a word that was obviously not the one he was going to say.

      “We are ready to load aboard whenever the Pukin’ Dogs have cleared out of their spaces,” Morel said. She turned toward the other two commanding officers. “I am quite looking forward to being on the Enterprise and seeing who has the bigger… ego. Hmm?”

      “We leave in two days,” Jones said. “Is there anything else you need assistance with besides ships and crew?”

      Baker raised his hand. “Before we left last time, we heard there were new engines and shields. Will we be getting those for this time out?”

      Jones shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. I asked specifically for them, and it’s a depot-level modification to the airframe to install both. Equipment has to be moved, new wires run, and several other major changes conducted. In fact, the differences are so great that the new aircraft with the mods will be identified as F-77Cs. They’re working as hard as they can to get several squadrons of Charlies, just as fast as they can, but they won’t be ready before we leave.”

      Jones winked. “A little birdie told me that there should be at least two squadrons-worth of Charlies when we return.”

      “Will we be getting them?” Baker asked.

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe? What’s that supposed to mean, sir?”

      “It means that I suspect the new fighters will be going to the two squadrons who deploy next since they’ll need them the most. As you’re asking to be stood down after this cruise…”

      “That’s mean,” Baker said.

      Jinan cleared his throat. “I would like to go on record as saying the Pandas will be available to redeploy upon our arrival back here after this cruise.” He smiled. “With new motors and shields, we will be even more capable than we already are.”

      “I had not heard there were new aircraft coming,” Morel said. “We have been working so hard getting ready that there wasn’t much time for listening to rumors. Can you tell us anything about the new fighters’ capabilities?”

      “I can tell you what I heard from one of the test pilots,” Jones replied. “He said it will get better than 13-lightyear jumps and the shields work great from the front, kind of like the Overlord ones do. Apparently, there are some issues about having them too close to the engines.”

      “We wondered why the Overlords only had shields in the front,” Baker said. “We thought it was so the pilots wouldn’t flee from battle.”

      “Actually, it’s because of what happens if you end up overlapping the gravity fields. Apparently, the results are… catastrophic. Or so I’m told.”

      “Catastrophic?” Jinan asked.

      “The gravity fields crush the center section of the fighter’s fuselage—including the cockpit—into about the size of a shoe box.”

      “Ouch,” Baker said. “Thanks; I’ll do without that.” He shrugged. “Still, having some protection from the front would be helpful in those big-ass firing line situations, which is honestly the worst part of deploying with the Overlords.”

      Jones nodded. “Without a doubt.”

      Baker sighed. “Irina really wants a shield.”

      “Irina will have to do another combat tour in order to get one,” Jones said.

      “She’ll probably try to buy one now that she’s getting paid.”

      Jinan tilted his head. “You pay your SIs?”

      “It’s a long story, of which I wasn’t party to most of.” Baker shrugged. “But yes, they both get paid.”

      “Don’t tell Hong,” Jinan said. “He’ll be jealous.”

      “Okay.” Baker made a mental note to have Irina tell him at the earliest possible opportunity.

      “Anything else?” Jones asked.

      All three COs shook their heads.

      “Okay, then you’re dismissed,” Jones said. “I’m sure you have plenty of things to get done prior to leaving again.”
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        READY ROOM THREE, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT

      

      

      The officers listened as Baker explained the need for the squadron to deploy again. Despite his earlier misgivings, no one had a temper tantrum or threw a fit about having to leave again immediately.

      “What am I missing?” Baker asked.

      “While you were talking to CAG, the rumor got around about the return of the Kardons to Beta Hydri,” Jackson replied. “We figured that was why you’d been summoned. Actually, we thought we’d be leaving today; having two days at least gives us time to contact our families, even if we can’t go see them in person.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Baker replied. “I’m sure we’re going to need to go down to Oceana to get some parts, aren’t we, Santiago?”

      “What?” Lieutenant Commander Santiago Ramirez asked. “I don’t think so. They’ve got everything we need staged here aboard the space station for us.”

      “Really?” Baker raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure they have everything? What about the left-handed torque controller?”

      Ramirez’s eyebrows knit. “I’m not sure what that is, sir.”

      “It’s the thing that we will need to go down and get from Oceana, which—as I recall—is the only place you can get one. It’s a shame that we’ll have to take a shuttle, which will be empty and have all sorts of space to take passengers and such.”

      “Oh! That controller!”

      “Yes, that controller. I know they’re hard to find. It might take us… um… maybe three hours tonight to get it loaded aboard?”

      “My guess would be closer to four hours,” Jackson said. “There might be parts coming to Oceana from other places we could get… if we were willing to wait there a bit.”

      “Well, those parts better get moving,” Baker said. “I’ll fly the shuttle down and wait for the part. Anyone else who has business on Earth just needs to make sure they’re back in time for the flight up, or it’ll be my ass. Does everyone understand?”

      The officers all nodded.

      “Good,” Baker said. “Ops, get it on the schedule and find someone that doesn’t need to go that can watch the phones here while we’re gone.”
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        HANGAR BAY, SPACE STATION FREEDOM, EARTH ORBIT

      

      

      Captain Jones was waiting for the shuttle when it returned and pulled Baker aside as he walked off the craft.

      “Can I have a word?” Jones asked.

      “Sure, sir,” Baker replied. “What’s up?”

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Jones waved a hand toward the shuttle, where a large number of people were walking down the ramp. The squadron’s personnel were from a variety of races, both male and female, but they all had one thing in common—all of them were wearing big smiles.

      “We needed a left-handed torque controller,” Baker said with a shrug. “The only one available was in Oceana, so I took a shuttle down to get it, so that we could ensure it made it up here in time to leave. They had operational requirements they needed to attend to, since there was space available on the shuttle.”

      “The part couldn’t have come up tomorrow on the normal shuttle run?”

      “Newp. Maintenance needed it to fix something tonight.”

      “That’s your story?”

      Baker nodded. “Gotta make sure all our fighters are operational, sir.”

      “I see.” Jones chewed on his lip. “You need to work on your cover story. Your duty officer said it was a right-handed controller thing.”

      “Did he? He must have been mistaken.”

      “And if I went to your maintenance control department and asked to see this tool?”

      Baker smiled. “I’m sure they’d have something for you to see if you gave them fifteen minutes.”

      “I figured as much.” Jones glared at him for a minute, then his frown turned to a smile, too. “I would have let you go if you had just asked.”

      “It was important to remind them of what they’re fighting for, especially with the loss rates we’ve had. I would have told you, but you might have said no. Also, I didn’t want to make you an accomplice in case someone above you started asking questions.”

      “Accomplice, hell. I would have ridden down so I could see my wife, too.”

      Baker shrugged. “I’m not doing anything important tomorrow night, and it’s the last night before we leave. I can take another shuttle down to get that right-handed torque controller my duty officer spoke of.”

      “I’ll make sure it’s on the schedule.”
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      “Judging by the smiles I see in the room,” Baker said as Enterprise got underway, “it appears Operation Conjugal Visit was a success.” Several heads nodded while other people chuckled. “Good. I’m glad you got that out of your systems.” More chuckling.

      “Seriously, though,” Baker said as the smile left his face, “it’s time to put that aside and get your game faces back on again. Those of you who made the last cruise know what I mean; if you’re new to the squadron”—and there were far too many new faces—“you need to get your head straight. This is what we’re going off to: a brutal, vicious war. There are a lot of you who didn’t make last cruise because we took a lot of losses. Not as many as the other squadrons, but too many, nonetheless.

      “I know you’ve completed the flight school program on how to fly the F-77B; you wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t. Still, you have a lot to learn and a really short time to do it. As soon as we get away from the space station, we’ll be flying practice missions to get you ready for the Kardons. Nothing, however, will get you ready for the first time your wingman disappears in a flash of antimatter or nuclear fire. When that happens, you have to put it aside. Think about revenge, not loss.

      “The Overlords are saying a big force of Kardons just entered the Beta Hydri system. We’re joining up with a similarly sized Overlord force. It’s going to be a slugfest, but if you think quickly on your feet, you’ll get through it safely. Stay with your wingman and watch each other’s backs, so we can all return home again safely.”

      Baker scanned the assembled squadron officers. The veterans looked grim, even Ikehara, who’d been fresh-faced and new not so long ago. The newbies looked scared, as they should. The veterans had two days to get them up to speed, but a healthy fear was a good place to start. It was the ones who weren’t frightened that worried him. “Any questions?” Baker asked.

      “Dismissed,” he said when no one raised a hand. “Check the flight schedule and make sure you are where you’re supposed to be, when you’re supposed to be there. We don’t have a single minute to waste.”

      “Are you going to go talk to Irina?” Jimenez asked as the meeting broke up.

      “Yeah. Aside from just a quick chat yesterday, I haven’t had time to go over everything with her.” Baker smiled. “I suspect you’ve talked with Daiyu, so Irina knows what’s coming, but it’s better to talk to her myself.”

      Jimenez nodded. “It is.” She shrugged. “I’ve got the first brief, so I have to get ready for it. Good luck.”

      “Good luck? Do I need it?”

      “I think she was expecting a shielded aircraft when we went out again. She may need some… adjustment.”

      Baker sighed. “Goodie.”

      His feet dragged as he walked to the hangar, not because he was going to war, but because he was headed toward something worse: an annoyed Irina. It was war, and he was far less likely to win this one than the looming conflict with the Kardons.

      He waved to several of the maintenance troopers working on the aircraft around Three-Nineteen and stopped to talk to one of them until he noticed that the fighter’s IR camera was following him. Probably reading my lips. He spent the next minute trying to think back and remember if he’d said anything incriminating.

      Finally, he couldn’t put it off any longer and climbed into the cockpit. Irina was, of course, waiting for him when he plugged in and arrived in the system’s lobby. “Waiting” wasn’t really the right word for what he found—Irina sitting on a metal folding chair with two klieg lights behind her, shining in his eyes. She had tweaked the code so they were too bright to look at, too.

      “Hi,” Baker said. “To what do I owe the third degree?”

      “I hear that we are returning to the war without shields.”

      “You heard correctly.”

      The lights went out, and her chair turned into a recliner, which she leaned back in. “Fine.”

      Baker tilted his head. She’s giving up far too easily. What am I missing? “Uh… fine?” he finally asked tentatively. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean that you can do whatever you want to, but I’m on strike.”

      “Pretty sure you can’t go on strike when you’re in the military.”

      “I’m just a civilian consultant, remember?”

      Baker sighed. “Yes, I remember. However, we’re at war. I don’t think you can just ‘opt out’ of it.”

      “You promised me shields when we got back.”

      “I think your memory is faulty. I never promised shields. I may have said they expect to have shields available when we get back or something like that, but I know I never promised anything.” I learned a long time ago never to promise things I can’t do myself.

      “Why don’t we have shields this time?”

      “There was an issue with the shields where they impacted with the gravity drives. Apparently, they interacted and crushed the fuselage to the size of a tin can or something.”

      “Sucks to be a fleshie, I guess.”

      “Sucks to be an SI, too,” Baker said. “The computer system was similarly squashed.”

      Irina sighed theatrically. “Fine. Will we get them next time we’re home?”

      “Uh…”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      Baker smiled. “I didn’t figure you would.”

      “Let me guess. They’re not going to make modules we can strap onto Three-Nineteen. I’m going to have to move to a new fighter.”

      Baker’s eyebrow rose. “How did you guess?”

      “I spoke to Julia. She said that was probably going to happen.”

      “Julia?”

      “Lieutenant Commander Evans? Remember her? She’s still part of this squadron.”

      Baker rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess she is, technically. I haven’t seen her in so long, though, that her name slipped my mind.”

      “I remembered her. She’s my shield info source.” Irina smiled. “I emailed her when we got here.”

      “So you already knew about the shields and new motors.” It wasn’t a question.

      Irina smiled. “Of course.”

      “So why all the drama?”

      “Why not? You haven’t been by to see me. I thought I’d pull your leg a little.”

      Baker frowned. “Are you done?”

      “I guess.”

      “So you’re on board with flying Three-Nineteen into combat?”

      “Of course. I can’t let you do it by yourself. You’d probably blow it up or something.” Irina shrugged. “Who do we have along with us? They didn’t try to reconstitute the Dogs, did they?”

      “No, they decided to send the Pandas and us back out along with a French squadron, the Champagne squadron.”

      “That’s almost as stupid a name as the Pandas. At least you can drink champagne.” Irina chuckled. “You can, anyway. I almost miss a good Dom Perignon.” She cocked her head. “Are they any good?”

      “No idea. I met the squadron CO. She seemed professional enough, if not a little over the top.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “She kept making double entendres.”

      “You’re blushing!”

      Baker frowned. “I am not.”

      “Your body is. I’m looking at it in the cockpit camera.”

      “No I’m not.”

      “I’m going to have to tell Sofia that she better watch out for this… what did you say her name was?”

      “I didn’t, but it’s Commander Carole Morel.”

      “She sounds trampy. You’re better off sticking with Sofia.”

      “I’m not doing anything with Commander Morel!”

      “Oh? So you are staying with Sofia.” Irina nodded. “Good choice.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “For you, yes. I’m not your type. Sofia, though…”

      Baker sighed. “Okay, I’m out. We’ve got a flight in a couple of hours. I’ll see you then.” He unplugged and shook his head. Women. Even digital ones. No—especially digital ones.
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        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, DEEP SPACE, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      “This doesn’t really seem fair,” Irina said as the squadron divided up to practice their dogfighting skills.

      “There are quite a few of them,” Baker said, looking at the link where three divisions of fighters opposed his division, which also included Jimenez, Mark Atkins in Three-Oh-Eight, and Ikehara in Three-Oh-Two.

      “No, I was saying that it’s too bad four of the fighters are in for maintenance. Jackson didn’t bring enough fighters to take us down.”

      “Kind of cocky today, aren’t we?”

      Irina covered her mouth while she yawned. “I’m going to take Jackson first while Daiyu gets Ramirez—”

      “Why Ramirez and not Porter? Isn’t Porter the better pilot?”

      “He is, but he’s going to do a loop that I’m going to bisect after I take Jackson. Porter will end up in front of our guns as he goes after Daiyu. Anyway… so I get Porter and Daiyu kills Zach Wade. That pulls all the lieutenant commanders off the board, and we pick off the junior officers as they scatter and try to re-engage.”

      “You seem to have this all figured out. Do we lose anyone?”

      “Atkins won’t be able to hang onto Daiyu as she turns, and he’ll get lost. One of the newbies will probably shoot him while he looks for where Daiyu went. Ikehara may or may not lose us”—I give it a 50/50 chance—“and if he does, he’ll probably die, too.” Irina shrugged. “At the end of the fight, it’s probably Three-Nineteen and Three-Twenty as the only two left.”

      “You’ve already got all this worked out with Daiyu?”

      “Of course. About three seconds after you announced the teams. In case you’re scoring, we get seven kills. and Daiyu gets five.”

      Baker shook his head, amazed. “All right. Here we go, then.” He switched to the radio. “Fight’s on!”

      The groups accelerated toward each other, with Baker’s division heading toward the one led by Lieutenant Commander Stan Jackson. As they passed, Irina put the fighter into a wicked turn that had Baker’s vision tunneling. As his sight came back, they were at Jackson’s six o’clock, and Irina simulated the kill shot. “Three-Eighteen’s dead,” Irina transmitted in Baker’s voice.

      “Hey! What was that?” Baker asked as Irina jammed the throttles to the firewall and neatly cut behind Billy Porter as he tried to turn into Daiyu as she killed Three-Seventeen.

      “You wanted to call the kill?” Irina asked. “Sorry. You looked a little sleepy there.”

      Baker looked out the canopy; they’d lost Ikehara. “Wingman’s gone.”

      “Oh, well. So’s one more ‘enemy.’” She simulated killing Porter.

      “Guns on Three-Sixteen,” Baker radioed.

      Irina laughed. “Oh, good, you are going to participate today.” She spun the craft to oppose the fighter trying to sneak in from behind them, then did another eye-watering maneuver to drop into the other craft’s six o’clock position as they passed each other.

      “Guns on Three-Oh-Five,” Irina called in Baker’s voice as Jimenez called another kill.

      The fight was over another minute later. It hadn’t gone exactly as Irina had predicted—Ikehara had gotten a kill before getting separated and dying—so Daiyu had only gotten four of her predicted five, although Irina had indeed made seven kills.

      “That’s pretty impressive,” Baker said as they set up for a second round. “How did you do it?”

      “I studied everything I knew about them,” Irina said. “Then I just used their tendencies against them.”

      “So, could you do just as well if you didn’t know who was in each fighter?”

      “Against them? Sure.”

      “That’s kind of dismissive, don’t you think?”

      Irina shrugged. “Half of them are newbies, who don’t really know the capabilities of the craft. They’re easy. Even if they get behind me, I can reverse on them. As long as Daiyu and I get Jackson and Porter quickly, the odds are we get them all.”

      “Let’s find out.” Baker had the other fighters turn off their link identifications, then reset the system while they maneuvered so Irina couldn’t keep track of which aircraft was which. They then ran the dogfight again.

      And the results were nearly the same. Ikehara didn’t get lost this time—although Wade did, again, get lost from Daiyu’s wing and killed—and the final tally was Irina’s seven to Daiyu’s five. Ikehara didn’t die this time, either.

      “Okay, so how did you do it?” Baker asked as the fighters separated and reset for the third evolution.

      “I recognized who was in each fighter by what they did,” Irina said. “It took a few seconds, but everyone has their own tendencies. This time I got Porter first, and Daiyu got Jackson because the geometry was better.”

      “So what do you do?”

      Irina tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m asking what you do to disguise your tendencies.”

      “I don’t have any.”

      “Sure you do. I’d say ‘you’re only human, after all.’ I know you’re not—not anymore, anyway—but you started as one, and you must have tendencies. Things you do that have always worked on whoever we’re fighting.”

      Irina shook her head. “I try to always exploit the situation, not to do the same thing twice.”

      “What happens if the situation is the same? Would you do what you knew worked the first time?”

      “Sure. I’d do it until they showed me they could stop it, then I would try something else.”

      Baker nodded. “So you have tendencies, too.”

      “If ‘winning’ is a tendency, then sure; I have tendencies.”

      “Three-Nineteen, Three-Eighteen,” Jackson called.

      “Go ahead.”

      “If you’re tired of letting Irina kick our asses, how about you run the fighter this time, eh, Skipper?”

      “Works for me.”

      “XO, we’ll expect you at the controls, too,” Jackson added.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Jimenez replied.

      “Tell Daiyu to pass on to the XO that I’ll take Jackson on the first pass and ask her to get Porter.”

      “Sounds to me like you’re cheating,” Irina said, “but I’ll pass that along because I really hate losing, and I don’t think our division is going to win this one.”

      “Your confidence is underwhelming. Besides, it’s not like we’re outnumbered three to one.”

      “Daiyu and I won the last two pretty convincingly. Twenty-four kills for us and only three kills for the other side.”

      “You can keep track of things better than a regular human,” Baker said. “That helps.”

      “You can, too; you just need to figure out how to expand your consciousness.”

      “And how, exactly, am I supposed to do that?”

      “You’re human—”

      Baker nodded. “I am.”

      “The problem you have is you only think about one thing at a time.”

      “So?”

      “You need to figure out how to split yourself into different routines, where you can do multiple things at once. That’s where I excel. You run a dogfight by chasing down your enemy, killing him, then finding the next one, and so forth. I dogfight like I’m playing pool.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Baker asked.

      “I start by trying to figure out which enemy dies last, then track it back through all the fighters until I get to the one I start with. The best pool players can look at a table after the break and figure out how to run the table. They don’t look at one shot; they look at how each shot leads them to the next, and with each shot, they leave themselves set up for the next one.” Irina smiled. “That’s what I do when I’m dogfighting.”

      “That’s great and all,” Baker said, “but pool balls don’t have a tendency to do something unexpected, nor are they trying to kill you at the same time.”

      “True, but the concept is the same. You asked on the first round what my plan was, and I walked you through the fight. It went mostly the way I expected, based on the tendencies of the pilots involved. If the pilots had been different, I would have done things differently.”

      “What if Daiyu had been on the other side?”

      “That would have been a good time to run away.”

      “Because she’s better than you?”

      “Of course not. She is, however, almost as good as I am, and she knows my capabilities really well, having fought with me a lot. We each know what the other does best and set each other up for success. She would take away my best maneuvers, and while she was doing that, one of the other fighters might get me.”

      Irina shrugged. “When I was little, my father taught me to never get into a fight I wasn’t sure I could win. Outnumbered three to one, with Daiyu on the other side, it’s time to run.”

      “Are you about ready, Skipper?” Jackson asked. “Starting to have cold feet?”

      “No,” Baker replied. “We’re ready when you are.”

      “Bring it, sir.”

      “Fight’s on!”

      As the two groups raced toward each other, Baker tried to follow Irina’s advice and envision the entirety of the fight in his mind, but there were too many variables, and he wasn’t able to ‘expand his consciousness,’ however that was supposed to work. At the end, he fell back on what he knew—and that was how to fight the F-77B the way Irina did.

      He shot past Jackson, then hit the brakes and maxed the thrusters, putting it into the ‘speed spin’ that Irina was famous for. He may not have done it as violently as she did or may not have perfectly timed the acceleration again that followed it, but he ended up close to Jackson’s six o’clock and quickly maneuvered to a kill with his railgun. “Three-Sixteen, guns!” Baker called.

      A glance at the link showed three fighters coming in from a number of angles. All were coming in from the relatively same plane, so he went ‘up,’ which took him away from all three. A quick glance showed Ikehara was still on his wing.

      All three of the pursuing fighters followed him, and once they were relatively in the same line, he spun the fighter around. Ikehara, having seen the spin a number of times by this point—today, as well as many times in the past—stayed with him, and they raced back toward the ‘enemy’ fighters who were now all in trail of one another. “After we pass the second incoming fighter,” Baker transmitted to Ikehara, “I want you to separate, spin, and kill him. I’ll do the same after the third, and we’ll rejoin.”

      The first fighter went past and started turning back toward him. They passed the second, and Ikehara spun in pursuit. The final fighter seemed unsure of whether to take off after Ikehara or stay on Baker. Ultimately, he chose Baker, but it was too late. Baker was already behind him for the kill. The first one hadn’t made it back to him yet, but as he glanced at the link, he saw he was hosed—two other fighters were coming in from opposite directions, and both were close enough that he couldn’t run, or they’d get a shot. And going down running is a crappy way to die.

      Baker turned to the closer one and simulated firing. Although he might have gotten a kill on a Terran fighter, a Kardon fighter’s shields would likely have shed the railgun fire like a duck’s back shed’s water. He spun to the second one and simulated firing but heard “Three-Nineteen, guns!”

      The first fighter from the tail chase—Lieutenant Stevenson in Three-Oh-Nine—was back and behind him. Baker was dead.

      “If it’s any consolation, Sofia died before you did,” Irina noted as the enemy fighters finished off Ikehara. “Overall, you did a fairly competent job.” She paused and then added, “Especially for a fleshie.”

      “Thanks for the faint praise,” Baker muttered. “I am, however, still dead.”

      “It helps to not have a body when you pull high Gs,” Irina said as the fighters began assembling for the flight back to the Enterprise. “All things considered, though, I’d like to keep the controls for any dogfighting we do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        READY ROOM THREE, TSS ENTERPRISE, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      “This flight was all about tendencies,” Baker said to the collected aviators once everyone was back in the ready room.

      “The tendency to get your ass kicked by a computer?” Jackson asked from the front row to a chorus of chuckles.

      “Somewhat,” Baker acknowledged with a nod. “Before we get into that, though, are all of the new folks acquainted with Irina and Daiyu—or at least know who they are?”

      “I’ve heard their names,” Lieutenant Karen Beach said. “I’m not really sure I understand exactly what they are. I mean, I remember all the consternation they caused when we wouldn’t give them back to Russia and China. They’re some sort of artificial intelligence programming, right?”

      “They’re not artificial intelligences, but ‘synthetic’ intelligences.” Baker smiled. “And don’t let either of them hear you say that, or Hong Yang, the synthetic intelligence that flies with the CO of the Panda Bears.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “The difference is that they both—all three if you count Hong Yang—started out as people like you me. In Irina’s case, she really wanted out of this world, so she fled into the F-77B system. To date, she’s the only one who successfully did it on her own. Daiyu and a bunch of other people tried to upload themselves to the system; all of the rest failed, and most of them died in the effort. Irina and I were able to save a few of them—Daiyu, Hong, and the SI that runs the missile frigate Panther—but most went insane and perished.

      “The important distinction between an AI and an SI is that an AI is a computer created by a human, and the SI is a no-kidding human, but in digital form. They have all the issues that come with being a human, too, like a pretty good temper in the case of Irina when she gets her dander up. Although the government hasn’t classified SIs as ‘people,’ per se, I think they ultimately will. More importantly, I also think they should.”

      “Why’s that?” Beach asked.

      “Because, for all intents and purposes, they are people, just in a digital form. And that brings us back to today’s flight. Where an artificial intelligence may not know anything more than what it’s programmed to, SIs, by being digital people, understand how humans think and are able to learn things at an incredible rate. They can download reams of information and process it at extremely fast rates.”

      “Kind of like that old movie?”

      “Exactly. They also are pretty good at storing information, like the files on every combat action they’ve fought or any battle they’ve ever downloaded to their memories. If you’ve flown with them, they have an understanding of the tactics you tend to use. If you have a signature maneuver, they will be ready for it with a counter-maneuver. They also think extremely fast—like all of us do in the system, only faster—and they can translate thoughts into actions even faster than we can. And, since they don’t have bodies, they can withstand higher Gs than you and I can.”

      “Like the stop-spin maneuver Irina does that she loses me on most of the time,” Ikehara said. “Even though I know it’s coming, I still can’t keep up.”

      “It’s an instantaneous 10-G spin,” Baker replied with a nod. “I get tunnel vision, but she’s able to keep moving and lock onto her target. By the time I can see again, we’re usually at the victim’s six o’clock.”

      “Which works great until you meet another SI or computer intelligence on the battlefield,” Jackson said, “or someone who has seen it enough to know how to counter it.”

      Baker nodded. “That’s true, and it’s what I keep telling Irina. She does, however, have a bit of ego and doesn’t think she can be beat.”

      “Well, she kicked my butt both times you let her loose.”

      “And we’re full circle to tendencies,” Baker said with a smile. “Did you know that you’re predictable?”

      “Who, me?”

      “Yes, you.” Baker chuckled. “Before we did the first dogfight, Irina said, ‘Now watch, here’s what’s going to happen.’ She got it almost exactly right, including the first four kills and how they would take place. Irina picked you as the best pilot—which made you the one who had to go first—but then she knew exactly where Billy Porter would be when she finished with you.”

      “I wondered about that,” Porter said. “You said ‘Fight’s on,’ I did one thing, and then I was dead. I was like, what just happened here? And then it happened a second time, just as fast.”

      “Did you do the same thing?” Baker asked.

      “Well, yeah.”

      Baker chuckled. “So did Irina. About the only thing that happened differently was that Derek held onto our wing, which meant he didn’t get a kill in the second run… and he also didn’t die.”

      “Which I thought was a big plus,” Ikehara said from the back.

      “And then we had the third run,” Baker said.

      “In which you did the same thing Irina did on the first two evolutions.” Jackson narrowed his gaze. “That was you flying the third one, right?”

      “Irina didn’t touch the controls on the third run,” Baker confirmed. “I have, however, seen the maneuver quite a few times and was able to do a decent approximation of it. It just took a little longer to get the kill, though, and then I fell further and further behind as the rest of you swarmed me.”

      “And me,” Jimenez said. “When you’re fighting three times your number, it’s nice to get five or six kills at the start to even the odds somewhat.”

      Baker nodded. “Having flown with Irina a while, I can do some pretty good tricks with the fighter. The fact of the matter, though, is that if you get mobbed, you need to try to get free where you can use your maneuverability to your best advantage.”

      “And not fight SIs,” Jackson said.

      “That’s certainly true,” Baker agreed. “Tomorrow, we’re jumping to Tau Ceti. While I don’t expect to have to fight SIs when we get there, I can’t promise we’ll never have to do so in the future. As such, I want to leave you with one thought—stay unpredictable.”
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      Baker smiled as the cruiser the Enterprise was attached to jumped into the Tau Ceti system. “We seriously need their jump engines,” he said. “Or to tune ours better. Something.”

      The controller gave him the signal to prepare to launch, and within 30 seconds, he was in space with Three-Twenty joining up alongside him.

      “Um… wow,” Irina said as they reached their holding point.

      “Wow?” Baker asked. “Could you be a little more specific? Especially if it’s relevant to what we’re doing?”

      “Wow, there are a lot more ships in this system this time than there were the last time we were here,” Irina said. “How’s that?”

      “Closer. But since we brought more with us this time, that still doesn’t help a lot.”

      “Okay, how about this? I’ve never seen this many enemy ships in one place before.”

      “Um… maybe I should have just left it to wow and not asked for clarification.”

      “Probably, but since you were dumb enough to ask, here goes. At a guess, there are about twenty Kardon carriers in the system, and maybe a few more, in addition to twenty-five or so of their cruisers and somewhere around ten smaller vessels.” She shrugged. “Call it somewhere around fifty vessels, of which just fewer than half are carriers.”

      Baker shook his head. “That’s about what we have, although once again, we have more carriers than they do and fewer cruisers. Are they coming toward us?”

      “Hard to tell from this distance, but if they’re using the same sort of formation they did when we met them in Beta Hydri, they appear to be heading toward the interior planets.”

      “We didn’t go by the planets the last time we came through here, but the Overlords said they were inhabited, right?”

      “Yeah. Apparently they’re allies with the locals.”

      “I’m guessing you know a lot more about who lives here than you’re letting on, though.”

      Irina tilted her head. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because I’ll bet you stored all the transmissions you sucked up the last two times we went through here and have been working on it in your spare time.”

      “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?”

      “Me?” Baker asked with a smile. “No, you’re the smart one, and you like a puzzle. You are, however, somewhat predictable. I’ll bet you know the race that inhabits the inner planets and have translated their language.”

      Irina frowned.

      “You’ve also probably already shared it with Daiyu, who probably helped you with the translation, and the XO probably knows you have it, too, but she’s sworn to secrecy so she hasn’t told me.” Irina started to say something, but Baker held up a hand. “And, all of this is predicated on the fact that if I knew it, I would tell Command that we have a translation, and you don’t want to have to be their translation bitch.”

      Irina summoned her easy chair and fell back into it, chewing a lip. “Am I that predictable?”

      “Sometimes,” Baker replied. “You like solving challenges, but you don’t want people to take advantage of your hard work by giving you more work to do. Pretty justifiable, too, based on what happened the last time you figured out an alien language.”

      “Thanks. I think.”

      “So, give. What do you know about the people who live here?”

      “Like the Overlords said, they call themselves Fruzians. This isn’t their main planet, but it’s the first one they colonized, and it is the wealthiest. It would be a prize for the Kardons if they were to take it.”

      “What do the locals look like?”

      “Lizards, like the planet we saw them on during our second cruise.”

      “You mean the one that the XO surveyed that had all the lizard porn?”

      “Yeah, that one. Their language is accented a little differently, but they’re the same.”

      “So an important ally of the Overlords is in this system, the Kardons are here and probably want to either capture or destroy it, and there’s going to be an enormous battle really soon to determine who gets possession of the inner planets.”

      “To the best of my sensors, yes, I think that’s correct.” Irina paused and then added, “Looks like the Overlords have seen the Kardons. Their ships just started accelerating in-system, and judging by the way they’re launching their fighters, the Overlords are going to send us out in advance of the major combatants to stop the Kardons from getting to the planets.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE-NINETEEN, APPROACHING THE FOURTH PLANET, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Ho hum, another stupid slugfest,” Irina said as the squadron positioned itself on the far left end of the Overlord line of battle.

      Baker shrugged. “At least we’re on the end of the line. The closer to the center you go, the higher the suckitude.”

      “There is that—hey! Where are they going?”

      Baker checked the link. Everyone seemed to be where they were supposed to be. In fact, for having a lot of newbies, they were in very good formation. “Where are who going?”

      “Looks like a group of Kardons just left the last carrier in the formation, and they’re heading for… give me a second. Yeah, they’re heading for the planet, not the battle lines. About forty of them or so.”

      “To answer your question, then, I guess they’re heading to the planet.”

      “They are. But do we really want them to? I thought we were here to defend the planet. Maybe you should let someone know.”

      “I’m not in the Overlord command channel,” Baker said with a shrug, “but I can let CAG know.” Baker radioed the information on to his superior and was told to wait.

      “We’re not going to be able to wait long,” Irina said. “The battle lines are in motion. Looks like this is starting.”

      “Blaster Three-Nineteen, Panda Two Hundred,” CAG radioed. “The Blasters are cleared to detach and stop the Kardon force headed to the planet.”

      “Three-Nineteen. Cleared to detach and stop the Kardons.” Baker looked at Irina. “Careful what you ask for; you just might get it.”

      “This is much better,” Irina said as she accelerated and spun the fighter to the left and down.

      “We were at even odds, more or less,” Baker noted. “Now they have us outnumbered two and a half to one.”

      “I was wrong on the initial count. I think there are actually sixty or so. Call it three-to-one odds.”

      “You were wrong?” Baker asked. “Or you miscounted on purpose so it wouldn’t seem like such a big deal?”

      Irina shrugged. “Some of them were overlapping; it was hard to count. I may have under-reported just a touch, too. Because yes, a targeted fight is much more preferable than being in a giant shitfest where you’re just as likely to die from an errant missile or dumbass Overlord shot than at the hands of a Kardon missile.” Irina smiled. “Trust me. This is much better.”

      “Well, it’s too late now,” Baker said as the fighter continued accelerating away from the imminent battle. “We’re committed.” He watched the forces continue to merge on the link. “Hopefully, we’ll still have a carrier to come back to,” he muttered.

      Irina chuckled. “Don’t be such a gloomy Gus. We have twenty fighters armed to fight other fighters. They have sixty, but they are armed to bomb a planet.”

      One of Baker’s eyebrows went up. “You think so?”

      “But of course!” Irina said with a touch of her native Russian accent. “They may have some nukes, perhaps, and maybe a few missiles for dogfighting, but most of their stores will be for planetary attack.”

      “I hope so,” Baker said. He continued watching the enemy fighters as they transited toward the planet… fat, dumb, and happy. Their radars weren’t pointed toward the approaching Terran fighters, so they might not even know the Terrans were coming.

      Baker no sooner had the thought than the formation turned toward them.

      “You were thinking of them turning toward us, weren’t you?” Irina asked.

      “No!” Baker said. “I… maybe…” He sighed. “Yeah, I had that thought.”

      “And you brought it upon us. Tsk. Tsk.” Irina chuckled. “Still, it is not the worst thing that could happen for us. See? They are spreading out. It will make our targeting easier. Perhaps if we spread out a little bit, too?”

      “Blasters, separate by division,” Baker radioed. The squadron broke up into five loose clusters of four ships each and drifted ten kilometers from each other.

      “Coming up on in range,” Irina noted. “We’re in range of them… and they’re not firing. See? I told you. They’re armed for planetary attack.”

      As one, the ships in front of them launched a missile. Then, three seconds later, they fired another round.

      “Okay, now who jinxed us?” Baker asked. “We going to do something about that?”

      “Updating targeting to all of the fighters… and ready!”

      “Fire!” Baker transmitted. All the Blasters fired three missiles, so each of the enemy fighters had a missile targeted on them. Meanwhile, 120 missiles raced toward them, with roughly six targeted on each of the Blasters.

      “Well, that worked out well,” Baker muttered. “Much better than being at the end of the firing line.”

      “Shut up,” Irina replied as she fired off chaff and threw the fighter back and forth, trying to break the missiles’ radar locks. Every once in a while, she’d fire as she maneuvered the craft; Baker saw at least one of the enemy missiles explode.

      Then the missiles arrived, and flashes went off across the Blasters’ line as the Kardons’ antimatter warheads detonated. An icon went dark on the link, then two more, then five went dark. Baker winced. Most of the newbies hadn’t survived their first combat. Three others had damage, two of which showed as severe.

      Baker sent the most damaged ones back to the carrier; Ikehara had lost a few thrusters, but he was prepared to continue the fight.

      “What are we up against?” Baker asked, reaching out through the radar to count the remaining Kardons, who had resumed heading toward the planet.

      “Looks like thirty-two or thirty-three,” Irina said. “I think we can take them.”

      “I agree,” Baker said, shoving the throttles forward. “We’ve still got twenty missiles; if we use them well, it evens the odds considerably.”

      The Blasters closed ranks and pursued the Kardons. It appeared the enemy was trying to beat them to the planet, but the geometry worked against them—the Blasters had an angle on them and were going to be able to cut them off before they reached it.

      Finally realizing the fact—or accepting it, since it should have been obvious long before that—the Kardon fighters turned back toward the Blasters just short of the planet’s atmosphere.

      “Thin them out a bit, would you?” Baker asked. “Fire one from each fighter, but save one for close in.”

      “Ready,” Irina said. “Targeting info sent.”

      “Fire!” Baker radioed, and ten missiles roared off toward the enemy.

      Fired from much closer this time, the enemy had less time and ability to shake the Terran missiles, and another eight fell prey.

      “Break up by section,” Baker transmitted, “and let’s take them out.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLASTER THREE-TWENTY, FOURTH PLANET, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      “One, you’re with me!” Jimenez transmitted as she pushed forward on the stick to go ‘down’ in the squadron’s pre-briefed break-up maneuver. She quickly checked to make sure she hadn’t lost Lieutenant Allesso and that the rest of the squadron was generally heading in the directions they were supposed to. She looked back up—they were almost to the enemy fighters.

      Jimenez had been counting on Daiyu to target the enemy, and she wasn’t disappointed. “Fire!” Baker called, and missiles rippled out from the division, blotting out four of eight approaching enemy fighters.

      Jimenez nodded in satisfaction. That made it two on four, and she’d take those odds any day of the week. Daiyu threw the fighter into one of the stop and spin maneuvers that Irina liked. Although Daiyu didn’t do it as well—or as violently, to hear Lance tell it—the trick worked well enough, and they fell into trail of the remaining division’s lead fighter. Two seconds later, it was an expanding ball of plasma that Daiyu was accelerating away from in search of a new target.

      “Come back left,” Jimenez radioed with a shake of her head. Somehow, Allesso had gotten separated from her in the spin maneuver, and left to himself, he’d found and pounced on a solo enemy fighter. Unfortunately, Allesso hadn’t seen the section of enemy fighters who were now trailing him while all his attention was on the one in front of him. He fired, and the enemy exploded; before Jimenez could get there, though, the Kardon fired, and Three-Oh-One blew up.

      “Fucker!” Jimenez snarled. She pulled the trigger, but Daiyu was already firing, and the lead craft exploded. The other fighter in the section pulled hard to the right, trying to get away, but Daiyu cut it off and spun to follow its flight path. More rounds spat from the gun, and the SI walked them across the fuselage and canopy of the enemy spaceship. It didn’t blow up; however, it lost all power and went into a coast toward the planet below.

      Before she could fire again, laser bolts flew past her canopy—nearly close enough to touch—then four Kardon fighters raced past, apparently joining the fight from the planet below.

      “Holy shit!” Jimenez said, craning her head around to follow their direction of travel. “Where the fuck did they come from?”

      “Had to be the planet,” Daiyu confirmed. “I didn’t see them coming.”

      The enemy division split and reversed back toward Jimenez, coming from four different directions to trap her. She spun to try to kill one of them but quickly realized she wasn’t going to be able to evade the other three.

      No matter what she did, they had her.
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      “Shoot them?” Irina asked as a division of Kardons turned to intercept them as the Blasters split apart.

      “Save it,” Baker said. “It’s too close, and we’ve got these.”

      A few laser bolts flew past as they merged with the enemy formation, then Irina ripped them back the other way in pursuit, firing at the lead as he came into her sights. Baker glanced outside; Ikehara had negotiated the Irina Maneuver with them for once and was still on his port wing.

      The first Kardon fighter vanished as its fusion plant blew, and Irina smoothly swung onto the wingman who’d tried to spin off.

      “The other section is coming around to our right at three o’clock,” Ikehara called. “A little low.”

      Irina fired another burst of rail gun rounds that destroyed the Kardon craft, then Baker said, “I’ve got the ship,” and yanked it back around while braking hard.

      The Kardon section hadn’t expected the sudden deceleration, and they flew in front of Baker’s section; both Irina and Ikehara sprayed railgun rounds at the enemy fighters as they flashed past. Both appeared hit, and the two craft split up.

      “I’ve got the right one,” Baker called.

      “I’m on the left,” Ikehara replied.

      “My ship,” Irina said, half-rolling the plane as she pulled hard. The enemy fighter didn’t have the same rate of turn as Three-Nineteen, and Irina was able to pull to where she could lead the Kardon. She fired a sustained burst of rail gun rounds that ran the length of the craft from nose to tail, and the enemy fighter detonated.

      “My controls,” Baker said, rolling and pulling back left. “Now, where did my wingman go…”

      He scanned the space in front of him, looking for anything that might give Ikehara’s presence away while simultaneously reaching out through the radar. Without meaning to, he realized he was multitasking like Irina had tried to coach him. As soon as he realized it, though, his concentration narrowed to just the radar.

      “Got ’em,” Irina said before he could unfocus enough to take in a second source of data, and she snapped it left and then back right. Baker saw an enemy fighter for a fraction of a second before it blew up.

      “Nice shot!” Baker said.

      Irina whipped the fighter around so hard, Baker’s vision tunneled. “What the…” he asked, blinking as he tried to focus again.

      “Sofia needs us,” Irina said, slamming the throttles to their stops. “She’s in trouble.”

      “What? Where?”

      Irina drew his attention to the radar as she continued to accelerate. “There.”

      Five fighters swirled in front of them in a fur ball. Juxtaposing the link over it showed that only one of them was a Terran fighter—Three-Twenty—but the other fighters were so close he couldn’t risk firing his missile at one of the Kardons. Hell, he could barely tell which one was Jimenez as the dogfight swirled.

      “Hang on, Sofia, we’re coming,” he muttered, silently urging Three-Nineteen to even greater speeds.

      Three-Twenty reversed direction suddenly and caught one of the Kardons unaware, blowing it out of space, while a second enemy fighter extended a little farther from the mix than it had previously. Before he could even think it, the master arm switch snapped on, and his final missile launched.

      The missile raced ahead of Three-Nineteen at an acceleration a manned craft couldn’t have matched and consumed the Kardon fighter in its antimatter blast.

      Although Jimenez had killed the one she’d fired at—and Irina had gotten another—Baker could see Sofia had remained predictable for too long to get the shot, and one of the other Kardons had looped around behind her. As Jimenez spun to take another ship under fire, an enemy fighter rolled into her dead six o’clock position and fired its laser.

      Irina slammed on the gravity drive’s brakes so they didn’t overshoot the fight and activated the camera. It focused on Three-Twenty as the laser bolts walked across it, and the fighter exploded.
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      Trapped, Jimenez realized she had to pass up the shot, or one of the other fighters would get her. She reversed direction and gunned the throttles, dancing out of the way as one of the Kardons unleashed a barrage of laser bolts.

      “Run!” Daiyu screamed. “We have to run!”

      “There’s nowhere to run to,” Jimenez said, grunting as she turned harder than the compensators could keep up with. “If we go straight in any direction, we’re dead!”

      “What do we do?”

      “Call Baker and Irina while I keep fighting.” She snap-rolled the fighter, then pulled down, momentarily getting a little space from the Kardons before the web closed back around her again.

      “Damn it!” Jimenez yelled as one of the Kardons scored on her starboard wing with a high-deflection shot. The bastard is really lucky or really good.

      Jimenez reversed, knowing she was going to have to kill the Kardon who’d hit her if she was ever going to escape the trap they’d set. The other fighters weren’t as aggressive or as good of pilots as she and Daiyu were, but—like beaters on an African safari—they continued to drive Three-Twenty back where their leader could get a shot at them. She spun back right, working her way closer to him, and had him land another bolt, this time on her fuselage. A warning light illuminated on the coolant system.

      “What are you doing?” Daiyu asked. “We need to get away from him!”

      “Bringing him in a little closer…”

      “What?”

      “Baker and Irina are almost here!” Daiyu screamed. “Don’t do anything stupid!”

      “I’m not,” Jimenez said. “I’ve got this.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Just a little closer, you bastard…There!”

      Jimenez slammed on the brakes and reversed her direction, spinning the craft hard with its thrusters. The Kardon leader was good but not good enough for someone trained by an SI, and he couldn’t stop in time, although he tried. All he succeeded in doing was to come to an almost complete stop in front of her rail gun. “Gotya, bitch,” Jimenez said with a smile. She pulled the trigger, and the Kardon fighter exploded.

      A supernova appeared at the right of her vision. “Three-Nineteen’s here!” Daiyu shouted joyously.

      Jimenez smiled as she jammed the throttles forward again and spun toward the closest Kardon. She’d let Baker get the last one that she knew was in his direction.

      “What are you doing?” Daiyu said as laser bolts walked down her starboard wing. A host of warning and caution lights illuminated in her vision, and she could feel the pain of the ship in her bones.

      Jimenez’s stomach dropped as she realized Baker wasn’t as close as she’d thought. The explosion she’d witnessed, which she’d thought was a rail gun kill, was actually a missile kill. She’d allowed the other Kardon to get behind her, and Baker wasn’t close enough to save them. I’ve killed us both, she realized in horror as more laser rounds hit the craft.

      The fusion coolant levels dropped to zero, and she knew she only had a second. “Into the slate!” she yelled. “Now!”

      She could see the access light on the panel and knew Daiyu was in transit to the slate she kept in the pocket of her suit, with a cord running to the drive for this kind of emergency. She could feel the enemy’s radar behind her, beating through her ESM gear, and she knew the fighter was doomed. The access light went out, and she pulled the fighter’s ejection handles.

      The ship blew up underneath her as her seat rocketed away from it.
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      “Mother fucker!” Baker screamed as Three-Twenty blew up, then he threw the stick hard over. The remaining Kardon fighters split and ran in opposite directions. “Oh no, you don’t, you little assholes. He jammed the throttles forward to their stops so hard, he was sure he bent the levers as they reached the ends of their travel.

      The closer of the two remaining Kardons was running full out, headed back to the fleet. He had to know other Terrans were nearby, but obviously hoped to outrun them all. Unfortunately for him—and fortunately for me—Baker was already going faster and had a shorter distance to where he intended to intercept the fighter.

      The kill was almost anticlimactic as the Kardon flew straight and level, going as fast as he could to escape. Baker pulled the trigger as he approached and drilled a burst of rounds through the cockpit. The fighter detonated spectacularly.

      Baker whipped the fighter around to find the other fighter racing toward the planet.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” Baker said as he once again jammed the throttles forward and chased off in pursuit. “You’re mine, you little bastard.”
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      Three-Oh-Two joined up alongside them as the Kardon fighter dove toward a major city, which Irina noted was the capital city of Shar-Tek. Baker didn’t know what had happened with the rest of the fight, nor did he care. His focus was solely on the fighter in front of him… and ending its pilot’s life.

      “Bastard!” Baker said. He pushed the fighter over into a steeper dive as Irina continued to fire the rail gun at it. Baker risked a quick glance behind him. Ikehara was still following them. Good. I haven’t lost him… yet. Baker turned back to the alien fighter; the lights of the city below beckoned them on. There was a ground battle to the west of Shar-Tek that was raging fiercely, sending pillars of smoke into the air, and the city had an otherworldly feel as the buildings seemed to shift in the gloom.

      Like any major city on Earth, the metropolis had skyscrapers that stretched toward the heavens; Shar-Tek was different as there were a huge number of skyscrapers as well as quite a few mega-scrapers interspersed between them throughout the downtown area. Hundreds of buildings reached five hundred to seven hundred meters, only to have the light of Tau Ceti blocked by the dozens of structures that easily reached fourteen hundred meters, with a few extending even higher.

      The alien fighter banked back and forth as it continued to dive—pulling Gs that Baker thought should have ripped off its long wings—and Irina’s rounds continued to go wide, vanishing into the haze that clung to the lower levels of the city.

      “We’ll be here forever with you flying,” Irina said. “My controls.” She locked out the stick and throttles, took control of the fighter, and increased the engines to max. Three-Nineteen quickly closed on the Kardon fighter while she continued to fire.

      “If you’ve got the controls, give me the gun,” Baker said, grunting against the Gs as Irina pulled to stay with the evasive maneuvers of the Kardon. “All you’re doing is shooting up the city. They’re our allies, remember?”

      “Fine. If you think you can do better, go ahead.”

      The city filled the front canopy as the fighter continued to dive nearly straight down.

      “You are going to pull out at some point?” Baker asked. “If this guy decides to go kamikaze into the ground, you’re not going to follow him, right?”

      “He’s going to have to pull out, and when he does, you’re going to kill him.”

      Baker shook his head. “He doesn’t have to pull up—”

      “I’ve got it. Just shut up and shoot him, would you? Once you shoot him, we can leave.”

      The Kardon fighter was momentarily in Baker’s sights, and he mentally squeezed the trigger. The alien dodged again, and Baker winced as the burst of rail gun rounds went past the fighter toward one of the largest structures in the city, a weird obelisk that had a glowing insignia that almost looked like a lightsaber. The rounds tracked across the logo, blowing out huge chunks of the building and extinguishing the light.

      “Nice shooting, Tex,” Irina said with a chuckle. “That was much better than what I was doing.”

      “Maybe they won’t notice,” Baker muttered. “They can probably buff that out later… mostly.”

      “There he goes!” Irina exclaimed. “He’s pulling up! Shoot him!”

      The Kardon did pull up, but he did it at an oblique angle, and then he reversed his path of travel to go around the tower Baker had just hit, something only made possible by the additional lift from the fighter’s huge wings. Baker fired again, but the rounds went wide, then the Kardon raced around the mega-scraper, putting it between them. “Stay with him!” Baker urged. “Don’t lose him.” He looked behind Three-Nineteen. Somehow Ikehara in Three-Oh-Two was still hanging onto them.

      “I’m not losing him,” Irina said through gritted digital teeth. She whipped the fighter past the building, but Baker didn’t immediately reacquire the Kardon. “Where’d he go?”

      “Right, one o’clock,” Irina said as the radar locked the enemy ship up in front of them amongst the mega-scrapers.

      Baker stared out into the haze and finally saw eddies in a column of smoke as the alien flew past it. Although the fighter’s wings were huge, they were thin when seen from straight on, and it was difficult to see the Kardon in the haze. Not only was the smoke thicker down lower, but Tau Ceti was also setting, and it was getting darker as well. “A little above us,” Baker said.

      Irina rolled the fighter so its wings were vertical to miss a building, and the windows blew out just before they passed it.

      “What the—” Baker craned his neck to look over his shoulder. “We picked up two more behind us.”

      “I’m busy,” Irina said, dodging another mega-scraper as the enemy fighter continued to weave between them. She triggered the gun, and a section of mega-scraper blew out alongside the Kardon, but it flashed past without taking much—if any—damage.

      “Three-Oh-Two, spin around and take the ones following us,” Baker called on the radio. “We’ll stay on this one.”

      “On it, Skipper,” Ikehara called. Baker saw a flash out of the corner of his eye as Ikehara went vertical to exit the city’s confined spaces.

      Tracers flew past the canopy. I hope he hurries.

      The next minute passed with nothing changing. They couldn’t get a good shot on the Kardon as they were forced to continue maneuvering, so the Kardons behind Three-Nineteen didn’t get a good shot at them. The status quo reigned until they reached the edge of the city, and the Kardon no longer had any cover to hide behind.

      The alien pilot turned and pulled hard, trying to get back among the alien superstructures, but Irina fired into the building it was trying to use as a pylon to turn around. Several floors of the building exploded outward, and the alien shied away, going outside the bounds of the city.

      Although a tremendous asset in the city, as the Kardon pilot was able to use the fighter’s huge wings to generate lift to dart around the buildings, in the open, it was a real disadvantage; they were a large target when the pilot tried to turn or pull up. Instead of doing either, the pilot maxed out his throttles, trying to run away as it raced across the swampy ground adjacent to the city.

      “Oh, no you don’t!” Irina said, firewalling Three-Nineteen’s throttles in response. She climbed slightly, falling a little behind, but then dove on the Kardon, and its huge wing surface was a target Irina couldn’t miss. “Gotcha, bitch,” she added as railgun rounds stitched across the starboard wing. The last third of the wing ripped away, and the fighter spun out of control. With a flash, the canopy blew away, and the pilot ejected.

      Three-Nineteen whipped past the pilot, and Irina put the fighter into a tight turn.

      “Where are you going?” Baker asked. “Get us out of here!”

      “He killed Sofia and Daiyu,” Irina said. “I’m going to gun him in his parachute.”

      “You can’t do that,” Baker said. “It’s against international law.”

      “Which nation?” Irina asked. “I don’t know Kardon law. Do you? It’s not in the rules of engagement, either. There’s only one thing I know—he dies, and he dies right now.”

      Blam! Blam! Blam!

      Rail gun rounds tore through the port wing, ripping away huge chunks, and Baker felt the fighter wobble as a Kardon fighter flashed past. Irina slowed the fighter, trying to control it, and Baker could see the Kardon looping around back toward them. The outer part of the wing tore away, and the plane got even more squirrely as Irina sought to control it using only the gravity drive.

      Irina finally got the plane under control and put a turn back in, but it was a lot less than before.

      “What are you doing?” Baker screamed. “Get us out of here!”

      “I’m going to kill that pilot first,” Irina said. “It’s just going to take me a minute longer.”

      “We don’t have any time! That fighter will be back, and we’re going to die!”

      “I’m going,” Irina said slowly, enunciating her words. “To kill. That. Pilot. Then we can leave.”

      “We don’t have time, and you can’t control the fighter. Get us to space where we can try to hook up with the rest of the squadron.”

      “After I kill the pilot.”

      Blam! Blam! Blam!

      Rounds ripped through the fighter from underneath, and the fusion plant went into auto-shutdown as the coolant levels dropped precipitously. Down to only the battery, Baker exited the system as the power levels dropped precariously. He pulled a jump drive from a pocket and shoved it into the slot. “Get in the drive!” Baker yelled as the plane fell from the sky.

      “I can still make it back,” Irina said. “Leave if you want to, but I’m going to kill him.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” Baker said. A flash of light caught his eye as the second Kardon turned to come back. “Get in the drive!”

      “No. I’m going—”

      “You can’t make it,” Baker shouted as the fighter settled through five hundred feet of altitude, “and I’m not leaving without you.” The Kardon completed its turn and roared toward them. The rail gun underneath its belly flashed. “Get in the fucking drive!”

      “Fine!” Irina said. The drive’s accessing light went on.

      Blam! Blam! Blam!

      More rounds ripped through the fighter, and Baker’s leg erupted in fire. The drive light went out, and he grabbed the drive and tossed it into the pocket with his slate. He zipped it shut, then he grabbed the ejection handles and pulled with all his might as the plane started to tumble. The rockets under his seat fired with a blinding flare of light, and the G-forces almost blacked him out, but he still caught the flash as Three-Nineteen exploded. Pieces pinged off his seat, then he was kicked away from it and jerked to a stop as the parachute inflated above him.

      He took a quick look up. The parachute was holed throughout—a victim of the damage the fighter had taken, no doubt—then he looked back in front of him to see the Kardon fighter racing toward him; its nose pointed directly at him.

      I guess he figures turnabout’s fair play, even though I wasn’t the one who was going to gun his buddy. He reached up to grab the parachute disconnect—falling’s better than getting shot—but before he could release the shrouds, the Kardon fighter detonated in a massive fireball. An F-77B raced past the wreckage and started to turn toward him, then the parachute ripped away on its own, and he fell.
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      “Did you see where he went?” Lieutenant Derek Ikehara asked. “Please tell me I got him before he shot the skipper.”

      “I don’t… I don’t know,” his WSO, Lieutenant Sarah Nelson, said. “He was there… and then he wasn’t.”

      “Damn it!” Ikehara flew over where he thought he’d last seen the CO, but—between the star setting and the complete lack of lights in the swamp below him—it was too dark down on the ground to see anything. “Use the infra-red. See if you can find him.”

      “I’ll try,” Nelson said, fully immersed in the system now, “but it’s like looking through a straw. I could scan all night and never find him.”

      “Last I saw him, he was—I think—right here,” Ikehara said, designating a point on the ground to the system. “Scan around there and see what you can find.”

      “Nothing,” Nelson said after five minutes, which was a subjective eternity in “system time.” She shook her head. “The trees make this difficult. Every little hummock has one, and they’re all fifty meters high with big spreading branches. Having to use the IR scope through all the trees…”

      Nelson looked at him inside the system while she continued to search and shrugged. “I’ve seen some critters down there, but nothing that looks—or acts—like a human. We can give it another minute, but then I’m going to have to answer the Enterprise.”

      “What do they want?”

      “They’re withdrawing. I think they want us to return before we get cut off by the Kardons.”

      “Fuck the Kardons. We need to find the CO. If I’d just gotten him a touch sooner…”

      “They had us two on one. We got back as fast as we could. It’s not your fault.” She shrugged. “The CO could have pulled off the Kardon he was chasing and defended himself at any time, too.”

      “The Kardon shot the XO. I’d have stayed on that bastard, too. He needed to die.”

      “Wait!” Nelson exclaimed. “I’ve got something!”

      Ikehara reached out through the infrared scope. A figure limped through the swamp. “That’s human, or at least humanoid,” he said after a few seconds of watching the figure stumble along, “I don’t know if it’s the CO, though.”

      “Who else would be wandering around in the swamp after dark?”

      “The Kardon the CO was chasing?”

      “They’re supposed to look like lizards,” Nelson said. “And this is not a lizard.”

      “Do you suppose it’s the CO?”

      “Wouldn’t he be waving to us if it was? Wouldn’t he want to be rescued?”

      “If he knew we were here, and if he knew it was us, sure. He may not be able to see us through the trees, though.”

      “And it also might be a race allied to the Kardons.” She shrugged. “We could go down and look.” She paused. “But then I definitely have to call the carrier.”

      “Fine. I’ll do this quickly.” Ikehara pivoted the fighter around to get in front of the person on the ground, then dropped as low as he could and extended the landing gear.

      “What did you do that for?” Nelson asked.

      “Landing light,” Ikehara said as he flipped it on. The figure in the swamp was brightly illuminated, and it was not the CO.

      The man—for a man it was—pulled the rifle from his back, took aim, and fired some sort of laser at Three-Oh-Two. The landing light went out, and several warning lights illuminated.

      “Shit!” Ikehara yelled as he pulled up, back, and away as he tried to complicate the man’s aim. He continued to climb and turned away from the man as he zoomed skyward.

      “Should we go back and shoot him?” Nelson asked. “I think we confirmed he wasn’t one of ours.”

      “He was a human, though,” Ikehara said. “I don’t know who he was or how he got there—hell, I don’t know why he’d shoot at us, either—but he’s a human, so he’s got to be on our side, right?”

      “Well, he’s certainly not a Kardon, so he’s got that going for him, anyway.”

      “No, I think we’ll leave him be,” Ikehara said. “Let’s get back to the ship before we get left behind.”
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      All the fires of hell ignited in Baker’s right leg, and he woke to find himself bobbing in a pool of water as something—with very sharp teeth, apparently—fought against his life preserver to pull him under. He kicked with his left foot, and his boot heel collided with something rubbery that was attached to his calf.

      He kicked it again and again, and it released. In the last bit of nautical twilight, he could see the small pond he was in, which was dotted with small hillocks. The fetid swamp stench was nearly overpowering, and he winced, trying not to breathe as he stroked toward shore. Something grabbed onto his left boot—it felt like hands taking hold—then teeth punctured it. It wasn’t as bad as the earlier bite—the boot leather and rubber from his spacesuit protected his foot somewhat—and he kicked out with his other foot and dislodged… whatever it was again.

      His foot hit bottom, and he struggled forward and up onto the hillock. The small bit of land only rose from the water a couple of feet, but it was enough to get him out of the water and onto somewhere that he had a better chance to fight. He looked at his leg as he stumbled forward and saw the back of it had been shredded. He fell to the ground and looked back the way he’d come. After a few moments, a fin broke the surface about four meters away, followed by a head.

      The creature—some sort of lizard—looked at him, and Baker could see intelligence in its eyes as it submerged again.

      Baker checked his gear and pulled out the pistol. He held the 9mm in his best two-handed stance and waited for the creature to re-emerge, but it didn’t come back. Whether it was biding its time or gathering its allies, though, Baker had no idea. I’ve got to get out of here.

      But where the hell do I go?

      He had a general idea of where west was, and, as he turned to look, he was just able to make out a fighter as it rocketed away from the swamp and into the sky. The shape was an F-77… Was it Ikehara coming back to look for him? He rummaged through the gear in the right side of his survival vest and pulled out the radio. The pocket had torn, and water intrusion had occurred; Baker held it up and watched it drip as the water inside it ran out. Holding his breath, Baker clicked it on, but nothing happened. He turned it off and on again; still nothing. He shook his head and pitched it into the swamp. Built by the lowest bidder, and it can’t take getting submerged.

      The radio made a splash, and then several ripples arrowed toward it. The lizard he’d seen wasn’t the biggest creature out here; at least one of the ripples was larger.

      I’ve really got to get out of here.

      Baker pulled out his flashlight and clicked it on. A bloom of illumination lit his surroundings, and he sighed in happiness. At least something works.

      Would it work long enough to get him out of the swamp? He had no idea but knew he needed to hurry. Baker forced himself to his feet and took a step. He screamed as the pain shot through his leg, and it nearly collapsed underneath him. He turned the light and looked at the back of his leg again; the spacesuit and flight suit underneath it had both been savaged and hung in long bloody strips. His leg underneath it didn’t look much better.

      I’m screwed.

      The thought went through his head, and his stomach dropped. His lunch tried to come back up again at the sight of his leg. When he was sure he wasn’t going to throw up, he pulled out the small medical kit from his vest. He took the antiseptic and poured the small bottle all over the wound, trying both not to look directly at his calf and not scream from the pain of applying the liquid. He looked at the bottle afterward. “Not for internal use.” He laughed wryly. As bad as his leg was, there wasn’t much way he could apply it without at least some of it going internal.

      Hopefully, that won’t kill me first.

      He looked at the punctures in his left boot and the empty antiseptic bottle, and he shook his head. They’ll have to heal on their own.

      He took the roll of gauze and rolled it around his calf, carefully aligning the strips of flesh back to where they were supposed to be. He got it secured, then he did roll over and throw up. He spit a couple of times, then saw a flash in the corner of his eye. He looked over, moving his head slowly. The lizard was crawling from the water, and the flash was from the light reflecting off the creature’s eyes when it blinked.

      The lizard froze when it saw Baker looking, and his hand snaked over to grab his pistol without breaking eye contact. Still lying on his side, he steadied his hand with his left, aimed, and fired.

      The report of the pistol firing silenced the croaks and squeaks of the swamp, and the lizard flopped backward at the water’s edge. Baker had drilled it through the head. He held his position, waiting to see if it would get back up again, but it didn’t move for several seconds.

      Baker jumped as the creature started sliding back into the water and nearly fired again. Then he realized the creature wasn’t retreating; something behind it was pulling it back into the water. The body submerged, and the water roiled. Baker pulled himself to his feet and shined the flashlight toward the feeding frenzy. From what he could see in flashes, two or three—and maybe more—of the creatures were stripping the meat from the bones of the lizard.

      I need to run while they’re busy!

      He flashed his light in his intended direction of travel. Stretches of water dotted with hummocks spread out as far as the beam of the tiny flashlight could shine. Although he didn’t want to put a single foot in the water, he wanted to linger in the swamp even less, so he hobbled across to the next hummock as fast as he could. The water was only half a meter or so deep, and he smiled at his good luck.

      He crossed to the next one, shining his flashlight around, and then the one after that, without seeing any of the lizards. He started toward the next one, but, on his fifth step, the ground went out from under him, and he was submerged to his chin. Petrified that he was now in the domain of the lizards, he looked in front of him; it was closer to go forward than it was back, so he struggled forward. Motion from the left; another of the lizards was swimming toward him on the surface, using its tail like a thinner, more athletic version of an alligator.

      Baker thrashed forward, trying to go faster, knowing his odds of hitting the creature were low. Would the pistol even fire after being submerged? He had no idea. Baker writhed his way up onto the bank, going faster as the water shallowed. He spun with the pistol in one hand and the flashlight in the other. The lizard stopped, raised its head, and stared at Baker. This one was even larger than the first; it was easily two meters long, not counting the additional meter-long tail, and it had a red stripe across his head.

      One bullet may not kill it.

      The lizard rolled forward and submerged, and Baker backed away from the edge… until he realized he didn’t know where he was going. He spun, but there was nothing dangerous behind him… other than the swamp itself, which stretched on into the dark.
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      The next hummock seemed reachable, so Baker stumbled through the low water then struggled to the highest point of land. He turned around to see the larger lizard—identifiable by the red stripe—was still tracking him. Worse, it had now been joined by two additional creatures, almost as large as the first, and they swam slowly after him in formation, with the largest one in the lead.

      They reached the shallows and paused, and the largest made eye contact with Baker again, then it looked to the one to its right and then to the one on its left. After a moment, the lizard on the right started forward again while the one on the left started swimming off to the left before submerging. The larger one watched them go for a moment, then turned back to look at Baker.

      “Oh, you did not just tell them to probe my defenses,” Baker muttered. The lizard approaching him reached the edge of the hummock and continued to climb toward him. Baker shook his head and raised his pistol. I guess you fucking did, didn’t you?

      Baker had a harder time aiming his pistol this time and had to use his left hand—still holding the flashlight—to help steady it. He fired when the lizard reached about seven meters, the gunfire preternaturally loud in the swamp. The lizard stopped and cocked its head, looking at him for a couple of moments, then it turned to look at the larger lizard, which was still holding its position in the shallows. The leader nodded toward Baker, and the other lizard started toward him again.

      It took a couple of steps, then it charged forward, faster than Baker was prepared for. His second shot went behind the lizard, and the third missed to the right as he panic-fired. The lizard gathered itself for a final leap, and Baker fired again as it began to move. He missed the head, which he’d nominally been aiming for, but hit it about halfway down its back. The creature’s jump fell short as its back legs stopped working, and it hit the ground a foot short of Baker. It immediately began crawling forward, and its jaws opened and shut as it struggled toward him.

      Baker backed away from the creature, but it continued after him, dragging itself forward with its front legs. Baker stumbled as the ground behind him fell away slightly, and he turned to see he was on the downward slope of the hummock. Two pairs of eyes waited in the water off the shore. They weren’t as big as the one on the other side… but they were big enough. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry to charge him, though, so Baker turned back to the one that was still following him.

      The creature had slowed, but it didn’t appear to have given up; it continued after him, its breathing more labored. Baker considered shooting it again but was conscious that he’d almost used half a magazine of ammo—he’d only started with two—and there were several more of the creatures surrounding him.

      “Why won’t you just die!” he shouted at the lizard. It hissed back at him and took two more steps. Not wanting to get any closer to the water, Baker held up the pistol again. The creature continued crawling. The wobble as Baker aimed was even more pronounced this time, and even using his left hand didn’t entirely correct it.

      He steadied his aim as best he could and fired; the bullet took a chunk out of the lizard’s body, just behind its head. It paused for a moment, then it started forward again. “Fuck!” Baker yelled. “Die!” His aim steadied, and he fired again. The bullet smashed through the center of the lizard’s head, and it dropped to the ground, shivered a couple of times, and then stilled.

      Baker staggered back to the top of the hummock and looked down at the lizard leader, who was still watching him intently. “Do you want some? Come get it!”

      It may have been his imagination or a trick of the light, but it appeared the lizard smiled before submerging itself again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MEDICAL, TSS ENTERPRISE, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      “Hi, XO,” Derek Ikehara said as Sofia Jimenez opened her eyes. “Welcome back.”

      Jimenez blinked a couple of times. The lights seemed too bright, and the younger pilot was talking too fast. Where am I? This isn’t my stateroom—it’s far too clean.

      “Back?” she asked, still trying to focus. “Where… did I go?”

      “You’ve been out for two days.”

      “Did I—” She stopped as realization came to her. “Is Daiyu okay? Did we win the battle? Where is the skipper?”

      Ikehara made a patting motion. “Easy, XO. If you get your heart rate up, they’re going to come kick us out.”

      “They were very clear about that,” Ikehara’s WSO, Sarah Nelson, added.

      Jimenez took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay, first things first.” She bit her lip a second, too terrified to ask the most important question. She couldn’t live with the possible answer… but she still had to know. “Please tell me they found the jump drive in my gear.”

      “They did. The ops officer gave it to me, and Sarah and I loaded it up into Three-Oh-Two. Daiyu is fine. She says our system smells like cinnamon and makes her itch somehow, but she’s adjusting.”

      “Three-Oh-Two? Why didn’t you put her back in—”

      Ikehara nodded. “Three-Twenty was destroyed and unrecovered. You’re lucky the marines were able to grab you before we retreated.”

      “So I guess that answers my second question.”

      “It does. We lost the battle and retreated to the Solar System. On the good side, we met up with a fleet of Overlord reinforcements, and they want to go back to Tau Ceti and reclaim it before the Kardons can destroy the civilization there.”

      “What were our losses?”

      Both junior officers looked at the deck.

      “Uh, well…” Ikehara said. “Maybe we should come back and talk about that after you’ve rested a bit.”

      “Why’s that?” Jimenez tried to sit up, but the pain in her stomach made her collapse back onto the bed with her eyes screwed shut. When she could open them again, she ground out, “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Ikehara sighed. “After you got Three-Twenty shot out from under you, the skipper went wild. He and I chased the Kardon fighter that got you down to the surface of the planet. We had a dogfight through some of the towers of this really freaky city. We got separated when more of the Kardons jumped us. After I took care of the new ones, I went looking for the CO. We got there just as he ejected.” His voice caught. “I killed the fighter that got him…” Tears fell from his eyes, and he looked away.

      “We looked for him afterward,” Nelson said, picking up the tale when Ikehara couldn’t continue. “He went down in a swamp. We looked until we had to come back, but we couldn’t find any evidence of him. We never got radio contact with him either.”

      “We have to go back and look for him!”

      “Ma’am, it’s not possible,” Nelson said. “We’re not in Tau Ceti anymore, and there was nothing to find there. The star went down, and it was dark down in the swamp.” She shook her head. “There was nothing more we could do.”

      “I—” Jimenez’s breath caught. A sob escaped her lips. He can’t be gone. He can’t!

      Their conversation was interrupted as a corpsman came in. “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to leave,” he said. “Commander Jimenez needs her rest.”

      Ikehara nodded and took a deep breath, held it a second, then let it out in a rush. “The ops officer was going to come tell you, but he had to go to a meeting since he’s the temporary CO until you’re able to take over again. Commanders Porter and Ramirez are working to get resupplied from Earth so we’ll have everything we need. We’re taking care of everything we can to get ready. You just rest easy and get better.”

      The two junior officers turned and walked out with the corpsman. Nelson punched Ikehara in the arm as they went through the door. “Rest easy and get better?” she asked. “That’s the best you can do?” The door shut behind them, blocking out his reply.

      Tears streaked both of her cheeks as Jimenez finally let go of her emotions and began to cry heavily. Rest and recovery might heal the pain in her stomach, but she knew it would never heal the hole in her heart.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE SWAMP, EAST OF SHAR-TEK, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker jerked awake. He’d sat down with his back against the largest tree on his island to rest. He hadn’t intended to fall asleep—he hadn’t wanted to fall asleep—but somehow, he’d done so. Blood loss and adrenaline fatigue, probably, he thought in a moment of clarity.

      His eyes scanned quickly, looking for what had woken him up. He didn’t see anything in front of him. The leader still waited for him out in the water, although the light from the flashlight was noticeably dimmer now. Without the light of the planet’s two moons, he doubted he’d have been able to see that the creature was still watching him.

      If not you, then…

      He looked quickly over his shoulder. Three lizards were stalking up the bank toward him. He spun, trying to climb to his feet, and, seeing movement, they immediately charged. Baker realized he couldn’t shoot them in time as he struggled to stand. Not only would his aim be shit at the moving targets in the dim light, he also hadn’t swapped out the pistol’s magazine. He’d been going to do it after resting for a moment, but then he’d fallen asleep. It was still in his vest holster with only four bullets left. His adrenaline surged, and he did the only thing he could—he dropped the flashlight, grabbed a branch, and started climbing. After the first step, he realized that pushing off with his right leg—the leg he was used to using—was a non-starter, and he swapped out his “push” leg.

      Baker had just made it onto the third branch—about two meters up—when the lizards reached the tree. They looked up at him, and he laughed at them for a moment… until they started climbing up after him. Their bodies weren’t made for scaling trees, but their claws gave them great purchase on the rough bark of the swamp tree, and they were able to come up without using the branches for purchase. Baker continued up the tree, with the lizards in pursuit.

      He made it up another two meters as the lizards struggled up after him. Although they were able to climb, it was easier for Baker, even with his wrecked calf. One of the lizards fell, gathered itself, and started back up after him, but the other two were close enough for Baker to see their tongues flicking in and out in the moonlight.

      Baker climbed up another branch and was face to face with a hanging limb. It was only when it hissed at him that he realized it was a snake, nearly as big around as his upper arm.

      “Shit!” he exclaimed as he jerked back away from it. His bad leg went out from under him, and he started to fall. By reflex, his right hand grabbed the only thing within easy reach—the snake, just above its head. The snake hissed and twitched, trying to pull away from him, which brought him back upright on the branch he was standing on. His left hand grabbed hold of the branch just as the snake started falling from the tree. Baker let go, and it fell on one of the lizards climbing the tree.

      Both fell from the tree in a ball and hit the ground, still struggling. Then the snake’s head pulled out of the jumble, drew back, and struck the lizard. Within two seconds, tremors started in the lizard, and it lost control of its muscles. Within ten seconds, it was dead. The snake held onto the lizard a few moments longer, then it uncoiled, and Baker’s jaw dropped. He’d known it was big, but the snake was nearly ten meters long. It began eating the lizard head first.

      Whether to get away from the snake or to get Baker, both lizards began climbing in earnest again. Now, however, Baker was in a good position, and the lizards were spread apart. He reached into his vest, drew his pistol, and—leaning against the trunk of the tree to steady himself—he fired down at the closest lizard. The creature opened its mouth to hiss at him, and the bullet went into it and out the back of his head, blowing its brains out with it. The lizard slammed to the ground a few meters from where the snake was eating the first lizard. The snake stopped for a moment to eye the body, then it continued with what it was doing.

      Baker allowed the last lizard to get a little closer to him, then he shot it in the head, and it fell to the ground. The snake had finished with the first lizard and was slithering toward the other corpse but then turned to the new body. It lined up and began eating it, instead. Baker started climbing back down.

      The snake eyeballed him as he reached the ground, and Baker nodded as he swapped out magazines. “You’re welcome.” The snake obviously decided Baker wasn’t a threat as it went back to consuming the lizard. Baker shook his head. The snake wasn’t going to be a threat for a while; he doubted it was going to be able to climb back into the tree with two lizards in its belly.

      Baker looked out into the water. The leader was still watching him.

      “Looks like you’re going to need some more minions,” Baker called. He waved at the snake. “Apparently, though, the last ones were tasty. Want to come try me yourself?”

      The lizard dove under the water.

      “Guess that’s a ‘no’ then,” Baker muttered. He looked over at the snake; it was still keeping an eye on him, but it had the second lizard in its mouth up to the hind legs. Baker tipped an imaginary hat to the creature. “Thanks for the help,” he said, “but I’m going to go before you decide I’d make a nice dessert.”

      Baker stumbled off in the opposite direction from where he’d last seen the lizard leader—that’s the way I was going, anyway, right?—and looked for the easiest way to the next hummock. Everything was starting to get a little fuzzy around the edges of his vision, and even the center part of it seemed to come and go.

      He splashed through the water and up onto the next dry land. As he reached the crest, he turned back and looked behind him. A number of the lizards were crawling out of the water behind him. He wasn’t able to tell exactly how many, as his vision began going out of focus. There seemed to be more than he had bullets for, but he wasn’t going to let them eat him while he still had rounds in his magazine.

      Baker fired at the mass of lizards the best he could, but the pistol seemed to kick more with each shot, and it took longer to come back to where he wanted it. He fell backward into a sitting position and continued to fire. It made it easier to see the lizards with his eyes lower. The gun stopped firing, and he looked at it trying to figure out why. The slide was cocked back. Empty.

      Good, he thought with a sigh. It was too heavy anyway. He dropped it to the ground, then decided sitting was too hard, too. Maybe a quick nap.

      The pistol started firing again as his eyes shut, but he was too tired to care.
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READY ROOM THREE, TSS ENTERPRISE, SOLAR SYSTEM
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      “Attention on deck!” Lieutenant Anna Bevin called as Jimenez limped through the back door of the ready room.

      Lieutenant Commander Stan Jackson jumped to attention at one of the nearby tables. “Good to see you, ma’am,” he said. “I’ve gotta say, though, you don’t look so good. Are you supposed to be here?”

      “I needed some human company,” Jimenez said. “Something to distract me from lying in the bed with nothing to do but think.”

      “How about a chair?” Jackson asked, pulling one out. “Sit down before you fall down.”

      “Thanks,” Jimenez said, collapsing into the chair. She gathered herself for a moment while Jackson and several others stared at her, then she nodded. “I’m okay. What’s going on?”

      Jackson pursed his lips, obviously not believing her, but then shook his head once. “We’re prepping to go back to Tau Ceti,” he said after a moment. “Looks like we’ll be leaving in three days.”

      “Will we be ready?”

      “The squadron will, ma’am, but—”

      “I’m going,” Jimenez said. “That point isn’t up for discussion. Tell me what I’ve missed.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ve been working through the airwing, and we’ll have replacements for our losses before we go. As you probably guessed, you’re now the CO. Orders came in today.”

      Jimenez grimaced and wiped away a tear.

      Jackson nodded. “It’s hitting us all pretty hard, but we’re all behind you.”

      “We all miss him,” Lieutenant Commander Billy Porter said as he sat down at the table. “He took a chance on me when I didn’t have any right to ask for it.” The big man sniffed. “I just wish I could have been there for him like he was there for me.”

      “We all respected him,” Jackson said. “He was larger than life, you know? Even the people who didn’t think he could be a good CO came around.”

      Porter nodded. “It’s going—”

      “We’ll have time to mourn later,” Jimenez said, cutting him off. “I got out of bed to stop thinking of him for a while. Talk to me about our preparations.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jackson said. “Anyway, you’re the new CO, and I’m the acting XO until they can get someone else in. The junior officer spots are all being filled. The airwing and chain of command decided it was easier to send us back again then to put a completely green squadron immediately into combat.” He nodded to LCDR Santiago Ramirez, who was standing nearby. “What’s the latest status for our birds?”

      “It’s a nightmare at the moment,” Ramirez replied. “Rather than try to upgrade the fighters we had, we’re swapping them out with the new Charlie-model fighters that have the updated jump drives and gravity wave shields. Looks like we’ll have eighteen of them when we leave, so we’ll hold onto one of our Bravo models for the junior crew.”

      “That’s only nineteen,” Jimenez said. “Shouldn’t we have—” She bit her lip and winced as she realized why they didn’t need a twentieth fighter. She squeezed her eyes shut to hold back the tears, then opened them again. “What kind of training are we going to have on them?”

      “There’s not a lot of training required,” Jackson said. “The new engines don’t need any training. They work the same; they just jump a lot farther. The ones in the fighters should get about fourteen light-years; they say the ones in the big boys will get almost twenty.”

      “That’ll give us a lot more flexibility in operations,” Jimenez said with a nod. She waved at the bulkhead. “I’m sure the Enterprise chain of command will be happy to not have to be carried into battle anymore.”

      “I’m sure they will…” Jackson said, “when they finally get that capability. There isn’t enough time to modify the Enterprise before we go back; they’ll have to get a ride again. We won’t… but they will.”

      “I’m sure that will rankle with them,” Jimenez said.

      “It does,” Ramirez said. “But it sure is nice to have the option to leave if we need to and not have to rely on the Overlords.”

      Jimenez nodded. “What about the shields?”

      “They’re only slightly more complicated than the drives,” Porter said. “For the officers, anyway; the maintenance folks are going to have to learn a whole new system, and quickly.” He shrugged. “The documentation is still pretty rough, too.” He shrugged. “We’ll figure it all out, though. We’ll have a tech rep aboard who can help us out with it.”

      “A civvie? He knows we’re going to war, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am. He’s former military, too, so he knows what he’s getting into. I think they’re paying him wads of cash to come, too. Assuming he makes it back, he’ll be a rich man.”

      Jimenez did her best to stifle a sniffle. We don’t always make it back, do we? She swallowed the lump in her throat. “So what do we still need to leave on time?”

      “Seriously?” Jackson asked. Jimenez nodded. “We need you to go back to medical and get healthy. We leave in three days, and we will want you and Daiyu at the front of our formation.”

      “You just love me for my SI,” Jimenez said with a chuckle. The simple act of laughing brought yet another lump to her throat.

      “No, ma’am, it’s not that at all.” Jackson waved his hand around the group of officers that had gathered near the table. “We believe in you. Both of you. You and Daiyu can do things that the rest of us are still learning to do.” The group nodded. “You know how to get us out of bad situations—”

      Jimenez chuckled again. “The wound in my stomach might say otherwise.”

      “You got wounded taking on five enemy fighters. I think the odds were slightly against you.” He shrugged. “So, are you going to go to medical on your own, or do I need to call a few Marines to come escort you back to bed?”

      “Fine. I’m going.” Jimenez smiled and looked around the group. “And thanks for all of your support.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SWAMP OUTSKIRTS, EAST OF SHAR-TEK, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      The light hurt Baker’s eyes as he came back to consciousness. The only thing that hurt worse was his stomach; he wasn’t sure he’d ever been so hungry in his life, so he struggled to open his eyes. Too bright. He tried to shade them, but his arms wouldn’t move. Blinking rapidly, he finally got them open.

      It really wasn’t that bright out, he saw as his eyes adjusted. He was under a piece of material that looked like a parachute, with enough trees nearby to have the—was it a tent?—be fairly well shaded. His head rolled to the side to find a man looking at him over the iron sights of a strange pistol. At least, it looked like a pistol, the way he was pointing it at him.

      Baker tried to raise his hands, but they still wouldn’t move. He looked down at his body as best he could; they appeared to be tied together with the cord running underneath his back. Any movement by one pulled on the other. The only way he could raise one of them at all was to put the other one under his back, and he was far too stiff to do that. He tried to move his legs. They also were tied together and pinned to something, but he couldn’t tell what.

      “Goo ba jut org?” the alien asked.

      Baker shook his head slightly. “I don’t understand you,” he said as clearly as he could. His voice was rough at the start but got better with effort. “I’m guessing you’re not Terran, and you don’t look like the locals, so you must be one of the people we’re fighting. I’m hoping you’re not the guy I shot down, because I’m probably not your favorite person on this world if I am.”

      “Glok?”

      Baker struggled to move his hands and then nodded toward them. “Maybe untie me, and we can work this out?”

      The man pursed his lips in consideration, then nodded slightly. He pulled out a knife—lighter and slimmer than an Earth aviator’s knife—and approached Baker. Holding the pistol in front of Baker’s eye with one hand—the barrel was enormous—the man reached forward with the other hand and sliced the rope restraining Baker’s hands. He then hopped back gracefully.

      Baker struggled to sit up but couldn’t until he rolled to his side and pushed himself up.

      His legs were staked to the ground, and he had a… mass around his right leg. It looked like his leg was splinted with parachute material, some sticks, and maybe paracord. All of a sudden, he remembered the damage done to his calf. Strangely, though, it didn’t hurt, although he wasn’t able to bend his leg the way it was bundled up. He could still wiggle his toes, though—at least he thought he could, and the boot was still at the end of his leg—so his leg hadn’t been cut off.

      He pointed to his leg and then the man. “Did you do that?” The man nodded and said something Baker couldn’t understand. “Thank you,” he added, giving the man a small nod. “I really appreciate it.”

      The man nodded.

      “So,” Baker said, “this would be a lot easier if we could talk to each other.”

      The man grunted.

      “You don’t have any sort of wonder-translator, huh?” He looked around for his gear and saw it in the corner of the tent. He pointed at it and said, “If you let me have that, I have something that will let us talk and understand each other.”

      The man shook his head, obviously unwilling to give Baker access to something that could be a weapon.

      Baker pointed to the gear again and then pantomimed holding an object. Then he pantomimed the man talking and himself listening, then he smiled and nodded. “Easy peasy,” he finished.

      “Easy peasy?” the man asked.

      “Absolutely,” Baker said.

      The man said something unintelligible. Baker pointed to the gear again, and then him holding a device.

      The man narrowed his eyes, clearly suspecting a trap, then he slid over to the pile of Baker’s gear. The first thing he held up was his survival vest. Baker shook his head, and the man tossed it to the side. The man picked up his pistol and tossed it onto the vest. Obviously, he knows what that is. That only left the space suit, which looked a lot worse for Baker’s time in the swamp.

      Baker nodded emphatically and patted his chest where the pocket holding his slate was.

      The man fumbled with the suit, then got the zipper open. He reached in, pulled out the slate, and held it up.

      “Yes,” Baker said, holding out a hand. “I need that.”

      The man set down the suit and looked critically at the slate. Baker waited patiently. Ultimately, after looking at it a few moments, the man pushed the power button, and the slate started booting.

      “Aha, you know what that is, then, right? So you know it isn’t harmful at all.” Well, except for the networking feature that might let me talk to the carrier or any nearby fighter.

      The man looked up, suspicious, as if reading Baker’s thoughts, and Lance did his best to not look guilty. The slate reached the login page, and the man held it out but then snatched it back and shook his head. He tapped the screen where the biometric login was flashing and nodded to Baker.

      “Aha, you want me to log in. You don’t trust me to have it.” Baker pondered a moment. “Maybe I don’t want you to have access to our technology.”

      The man shrugged and tossed the slate onto the pile with the vest and spacesuit, then he shrugged.

      Baker chuckled. “I see how it’s going to be.”

      The alien holstered his pistol, then pointed at himself and made a motion like his right hand was an aircraft. Then he pointed at Baker and pretended his left hand was a fighter. He then made motions with his hands like the fighters were dogfighting, and Baker was chasing him.

      The man stopped, and he looked back at Baker. “Lodal je mneble?”

      “No idea what you’re saying.”

      The man pointed with one hand at each of them and then made motions like they were dogfighting again, then he cocked his head at Baker.

      “Yes,” Baker said, nodding.

      The man held up his hands in a very human “what for?” type of gesture. “Kolock pret zedda nabock?”

      Baker shook his head. “No idea what you’re asking.”

      The man snorted, obviously frustrated. He held up his right hand and pointed at Baker, then he held up his left and pointed at himself. Then he folded his hands and smiled.

      “This would be a whole lot easier if you let me have the slate.” Baker pointed at the slate.

      The man shook his head.

      “Then I really don’t know how we’re going to go much farther.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ADMIRAL’S CONFERENCE ROOM, TSS ENTERPRISE, SOLAR SYSTEM

      

      

      “I hope everyone’s ready to leave,” Admiral Vasquez said, “because we’re departing tomorrow, and if you’re not ready, you’re getting left behind.” He nodded to Commander Mityaev. “Get us up to speed, please.”

      “As everyone is no doubt aware, there is a substantial force waiting for us in the Tau Ceti system. The Overlords have sent probes back into the system, and we currently believe there to be about twenty Kardon carriers in the system, in addition to twenty-five or so of their cruisers and about a dozen other minor vessels.”

      Jimenez raised her hand. “Yes?” Mityaev asked, looking put out for having been interrupted.

      “How many of the minor vessels are transports?” Jimenez asked, standing. “In the past, we’ve seen them reconstitute their fighter force pretty quickly.”

      “At least five, we think.”

      “Thank you,” Jimenez said, sitting. “Damn,” she muttered as Mityaev took a question she couldn’t hear from someone in the front row.

      “What?” Jackson asked.

      “Over two thousand fighters, potentially, with another five hundred reloads?” She shook her head. “That’s a lot.”

      Jackson nodded. “We may get to try out the fancy new shields.”

      “Early and often, if we go up against that, and it looks like we’re going to.”

      “We’re not going back by ourselves,” Mityaev continued from the front. “Fifteen Overlord carriers just jumped into the system, along with five Fruzian carriers—”

      “I’m sorry,” someone in the front row said, “who did you just say?”

      “The Fruzians,” Mityaev replied. “Apparently, they are a race of humanoids, very much like us.”

      “That’s the other race we found.” Jimenez whispered.

      Jackson chuckled. “If it is, I hope they’ve gotten a lot smarter than the last ones we saw.”

      “No kidding.” But wait. The Fruzians are lizards, not humanoid, aren’t they? What am I missing?

      “All told,” Mityaev continued, “we should have almost 2,500 fighters on our side, along with the hundred that will be aboard the Enterprise and Moskva. For those of you unaware, the Moskva just entered service and is the same class as Enterprise. They will have three squadrons of F-77 Charlie fighters aboard, including the Champagne Squadron, which will shift over, along with the two squadrons remaining on board Enterprise. We will also have a company of Space Marines with us in case they’re needed for more extensive recovery operations.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SWAMP OUTSKIRTS, EAST OF SHAR-TEK, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker woke to find the tent empty and immediately set to work trying to loosen the knots on the cord holding him in place. Before he’d gone to sleep, his captor had tied his hands to separate spikes he’d driven into the ground, denying him the ability to bring them in contact with each other, where he might get them untied. The man had also done a great job on the knots; the more he struggled, the tighter they seemed to get, not looser.

      After ten minutes, he gave up on them and looked down to the spike at his feet. It was awkwardly positioned, probably intentionally. It was also going to be difficult to kick it with any force—not only didn’t he have his boots on anymore, but his right leg was also bundled up, which limited how hard he could actually kick the spike. He gave it his best shot, but on the third attempt, something sharp on the spike tore open the back of his left foot next to his Achilles tendon.

      “Fuck!” he grunted under his breath. He craned his neck and tried to get a look at his foot. There was a good slice that bled freely. Baker shook his head as he watched it bleed. This just couldn’t get any worse, could it?

      But then, as he contemplated what would have to happen to actually make it worse, the blood coming from the wound slowed and then stopped. While he watched, the cut closed itself—as if a zipper had put together the two sides of the wound—almost as if by magic. What the hell?

      “Bajuka.” Baker turned to find the man standing at the tent flap, watching him.

      “Bajuka?” Baker asked.

      The man nodded and made a hand motion of a gap closing. “Bajuka.”

      “Well, I don’t know what your bajuka is, but I sure do like it. He nodded to and shook his right leg. Bajuka?”

      The man nodded.

      “Arthur C. Clarke said that any sufficiently advanced technology was indistinguishable from magic,” Baker said. “That’s either really advanced stuff, or you’re a damn magician.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, I’m going to have to guess that it’s really advanced first aid stuff, because if you were an at-all-worthwhile magician, you’d have figured out we could communicate with each other by now.”

      The other man shrugged and dug through his stuff for a moment then pulled out what looked like two plastic pouches. He set them aside as he untied Baker’s hands, then he handed one of the pouches to Baker, who levered himself up into a seated position. The man held onto one corner and pulled down on a small tab, then he nodded for Baker to do similarly.

      Baker pulled the tab, and he could feel the pouch warming up. It also emitted a smell that his nose instantly classified as food! Every nerve and muscle in his body wanted nothing more than to immediately dump the contents of the pouch down his throat, and his stomach growled loudly.

      The man chuckled, shook his head, and held up a finger. Then, with a smile, he reached into the pocket of his flight suit and pulled out an item that looked like the spork—half spoon, half fork—Baker used to get at certain fast-food restaurants. The man wiped it off and held it out to him, but Baker shook his head. “I don’t know what kind of germs you have, but I don’t want them.”

      The man shrugged, stuck the spork into his pouch, and ladled a bite into his mouth. Baker couldn’t be sure, but it looked like there was something moving on the spork as it vanished into the man’s mouth. He chewed and made happy noises, then he nodded at the pouch in Baker’s hands.

      “I guess you don’t have many of these,” Baker said, “so the offering of one is a pretty big thing.” He looked down into the pouch; there were things moving in it. After a couple seconds inspection, he determined the meal to be small white grubs in some sort of white sauce. After a couple seconds more, Baker’s stomach got the best of him, and he put the pouch to his lips and tilted it to pour the concoction into his mouth.

      The taste of cheese hit his tongue as the first bit of sauce entered his mouth, but it was followed quickly by one of the grubs. As it got close to his mouth, his eyes reclassified it as a slug, and he slammed them shut to not watch what was going into his mouth. He swallowed reflexively and could feel the little creature wiggling as it went down his throat.

      He gagged and locked his jaw muscles to keep it down.

      The man chuckled and pantomimed chewing.

      “You may like chewing slugs, but that wasn’t the way Momma Baker brought me up,” Baker said. The man pantomimed chewing again and pointed to the pouch.

      Baker tilted the pouch and got another mouthful, including two of the little creatures. He was about to swallow them, but then a thought ran through his head. What if he wants me to chew them so they don’t do something bad in my stomach? What if they try to eat their way back out?

      He scrunched his eyes shut and bit down on the slugs, and a flavor of well-seasoned beef hit his taste buds. He chomped on the other slug and was rewarded with a similar taste. He smiled. “That’s damn good!”

      The man chuckled and nodded at the enthusiasm in Baker’s voice. Baker went to work on the slug soup with gusto and had it finished in a few moments, then he used a finger to scrape out as much of the sauce as he could. The man took the pouch and threw it onto a pile in the corner of the tent where two other pouches and some other junk lay, then he came back and sat down just outside of Baker’s reach and looked at him penetratingly.

      After a moment, he sighed and retrieved Baker’s slate. He paused, obviously having second thoughts, then he handed it over.

      Baker held it up. “You want me to turn it on?”

      The man nodded to what was an obvious question, so Baker booted it up and logged into the device when the biometric challenge came up.

      The man pointed to the slate and then pantomimed the two of them talking.

      “Oh…” Baker said. “I get this because you think I can use it to translate. We’re going to need Irina…” IRINA! He hadn’t even thought of Irina! He frantically tried to recall the last moments of being shot down and what had become of Irina. He remembered the stress as Irina wanted to shoot the enemy pilot—probably the man who’d just fed him—instead of going into the jump drive. Then—finally!—she’d done it, and he’d thrown the drive into his pocket prior to ejecting.

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he processed the events of that night. Ejecting and flailing around—did it fall out of my pocket? Going swimming and dunking the drive… how many times? Fighting lizards and snakes, climbing trees… it would take a miracle for the drive to still be in his pocket and an absolute act of God for the thing to still be working.

      The odds—and the smart money—were on the fact that Irina was dead and probably not recoverable… if indeed he still had the drive. He was afraid to look, but he had to know. Baker took a breath and squared his shoulders, then he pointed to the pile where his gear lay and patted his chest.

      The man got his suit and dug around in the chest pocket, then he shrugged. No drive. Tears threatened to overflow Baker’s eyes, even though he’d halfway expected the outcome, but then he realized the man was searching the wrong chest pocket. Baker was right-handed and would normally put something into his left chest pocket, as it worked easier that way. At the time, though, his right hand had been fighting with the stick, trying to keep the aircraft in balanced flight, so he’d pulled the drive with his left hand, and it would be in his right pocket.

      Baker frantically patted the other side of his chest and then pointed at the suit. The man shrugged and dug around in the other pocket, then turned the suit upside down and shook it.

      Nothing fell out, and Baker’s heart sank as the man threw the suit back onto the pile. Irina was… gone. Baker sniffed, trying to hold back the tears as the man approached and held out his hand. There, in the open palm, was the jump drive.

      Baker couldn’t control himself—he snatched the item so quickly the man jumped back in surprise but calmed quickly once Baker didn’t make any further moves toward him. Baker couldn’t—he was too busy inspecting the device. The drive didn’t look any worse for the wear, and the little case it folded into was rated for ten meters underwater. He hadn’t remembered that, but it said so on the outside.

      Once again, the trepidation hit as he picked up the slate. He had to know if it worked—if Irina was still alive—but he was almost too afraid to look and find out the drive had been compromised somehow. The other man grunted as he watched Baker. It was obvious from the look on his face that he was worried about Baker’s sanity.

      I’m worried about it too, and what the effect on it will be if the drive doesn’t work…

      He brought the two pieces of technology to where only a centimeter-wide air gap separated them, but then—like two magnets that had the same poles—he couldn’t force himself to put them into contact with each other. His eyes watched the gap, and it went in and out of focus as he stared at it.

      Finally, at some point—and Baker had no way to know how long he’d stared at the two items, the man leaned further with a grunt and pushed them together. They weren’t lined up perfectly, so the drive didn’t get inserted into the port, but the man’s contact shocked Baker out of his trance. He looked at the port, adjusted his aim, and inserted the drive.

      A light came on, showing the slate was accessing the drive, but nothing else happened. The man grunted again and shook his head, now obviously sure that Baker was mentally defective.

      “Why am I in your slate?” Irina asked. “I can’t even stretch out in here.”

      “Do you want the long story or the short version?”

      “Please, God, just give me the short one.”

      “Okay… You’re in my slate because you had to try to shoot the Kardon in his parachute. Happily, you weren’t successful because that man has now saved my life at least twice by this point.”

      “Twice?”

      “Once in the swamp fighting lizards and snakes, then he carried me out of the swamp, and he gave me some sort of magical first aid that fixed my leg and kept me from getting gangrene or whatever diseases are in this swamp. So, maybe he’s saved my life three or four times. I’m not sure how to count them all.”

      “Gangrene is what happens when the blood flow to an area of tissue is cut off, and the tissue breaks down and dies. He didn’t save you from gangrene, unless you mis-tied a tourniquet on your leg.”

      “Fine, it wasn’t gangrene, just whatever swamp bacteria there are here.”

      “Who knows if they’d affect you, since your biology is different from the flora and fauna here? I take it ‘here’ is the planet we were flying over in Tau Ceti?”

      “Yes, we’re on the planet in Tau Ceti, and I’m starting to have second thoughts about being worried about your safety.” Baker shrugged. “I think the Kardon is also worried about my sanity as I sit here talking to a slate.”

      “Are you going to introduce me?”

      “I don’t speak his language.”

      “Maybe I do. Hold me where he can hear me.”

      Baker turned the slate to point at the man. “Go ahead.”

      Irina said something. The man shook his head.

      “He doesn’t understand.”

      “That was the local lizard language. I’ll try the human language from our cruise.”

      That one failed, too, as did every other language she knew.

      “Does he have any sort of technology that I can interact with?”

      “Not that I’ve seen.” Baker tried to pantomime asking whether the man had a slate. When the man finally understood what Baker was asking, he frowned and pointed up. It didn’t matter whether the man’s slate was on a ship in this system or back on his home planet, though; both were equally inaccessible. “Nope. No slate.”

      “Darn. So much for the easy way. I guess we’ll have to do this the hard way.”
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      “Has anyone talked to you about what happened?” Sofia asked.

      “Derek and Sarah have been by a couple of times,” Daiyu said. “They told me what was going on and why I was in Three-Oh-Two rather than Three-Twenty. It was nice of them to share their fighter with me, but it smelled funny. It took me a while to get used to Three-Twenty and get it the way I wanted. To have to start all over again was… annoying.”

      “But it was only temporary.”

      “Which was annoying. Not only did we lose Irina and Lance, but we lost our fighter, and you weren’t available to talk. Not even having a fighter of my own anymore made it worse. I almost contemplated talking to Hong. There was no sense rebuilding in Three-Oh-Two as they told me from the start I’d be moving again.”

      “And here we are in a brand new Three-Twenty.” Sofia smiled. “I hoped it would have that ‘new car’ smell, but it seems like some type of wood?”

      “It’s Chinese cedar,” Daiyu said. “It reminds me of home.”

      “Well, this is your home. Now that I’m out of medical, I’ll make sure you don’t get swapped out again.”

      “Okay.” Daiyu sighed. “There’s just one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I don’t want it to be Three-Twenty anymore. That stage of my life is… over.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You’re the CO now; I want to celebrate that, not continue to dwell in the past. How about we claim Three-Oh-One?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll make it happen.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “We’re going back to Tau Ceti.”

      “I know. Blah, blah, blah. Major allies of the Overlords. Blah, Blah, Blah. Have to defend them. Whatever.” Daiyu sighed. “Can you do me a favor?”

      “Sure. What do you want?”

      “I’d like to see where they went down.”

      Sofia sniffed. Daiyu didn’t have to say who “they” were. They were close enough that Sofia knew. Not only did she know who Daiyu meant, Sofia wanted to see it, too. A swamp was a bad place to go down, and—based on what Derek Ikehara had said—it sounded like there were enemies in the swamp, but she had to go see it. Like Jackson had said, Lance had always been larger than life. From his days of “Stinky” when he first got to the squadron to leading the squadron into battle, he’d always seemed indestructible. He’d always found a way out of whatever problems he got himself into. It just didn’t seem possible he could be gone.

      “I want to see it, too,” Sofia finally said when she had enough control to speak. “I have to see it.”

      And that was it. She’d need to see the swamp to make it real. At the same time, though, there was trepidation—she didn’t want to see the swamp, because making it “real” had implications. Baker had always said that they’d figure things out when needed. If he’d been unable to figure them out and had been killed, what did that mean for her?
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        SWAMP OUTSKIRTS, EAST OF SHAR-TEK, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Okay,” Irina said after about three hours of vocabulary building. “Time for something new. Try Fruzia.”

      Baker didn’t have to say it; the effect on the man—whose name was Golchak—was instantaneous and obvious. He drew back and pulled out his pistol.

      “Fruzia?” the man pointed at Baker.

      “No.” Baker said. “Not Fruzia.”

      “Irina is Fruzia?” the man asked.

      “No,” Baker replied. “Irina is human, like me.” He pointed at himself.

      “Well, not really like you,” Irina noted.

      “If you could see that he’s pointing a pistol at us,” Baker said, “you might want to be a bit more like me and less of a smartass. Whoever or whatever a Fruzian is, Golchak is not on good terms with them.”

      The man said something Baker didn’t understand. “He says that he hates the Fruzians,” Irina translated.

      “I didn’t need the translation. His reaction made it pretty apparent.”

      “He also said the Fruzians eat his people.”

      Baker chuckled. “I probably want to stay away from them, too, then, since I look a lot like Golchak.”

      Irina sighed. “Do you not remember what the Fruzians are?”

      Baker shrugged. “It sounds familiar, but no, I don’t.”

      “This planet is owned by the Fruzians. They’re our allies.”

      “They are?” Baker thought back. “Oh, yeah, you did tell me that.”

      “You know what’s interesting?”

      “No. What?”

      “The Overlords said the Kardons were lizards who would eat people, and we needed to fight them.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Take a good look at the man in front of you,” Irina said. “Does he look like a lizard? You told me that he was the one flying the fighter that killed Daiyu and Jimenez, right?”

      “I think so.”

      “Ask him.”

      “Ask him what? If he shot down Daiyu and Jimenez?”

      “No. Ask him if he’s a Kardon.”

      Baker pointed at Golchak. “Kardon?”

      The man’s gaze narrowed, obviously unsure why Kardons and Fruzians were being mentioned in the same conversation. Slowly he nodded. “Kardon,” he said, patting his chest.

      “Oh, shit,” Baker said. “The Overlords have been lying to us all along.”
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      “You’re sure you’re up for this?” Captain Jones asked.

      “I am,” Jimenez said.

      “Physically, you still look like shit—”

      “I’m getting better every day, sir. As long as I don’t have to run any marathons anytime soon, I’ll be fine.”

      Jones shook his head. “I’m actually more worried about your emotional state.”

      Jimenez shrugged. “I won’t lie. It’s been hard, but I’m coping.”

      “There wouldn’t be any shame if you wanted to take this one off. I could cut you leave for a couple of weeks.”

      “Where would I go?” Jimenez asked. “What would I do there?”

      “Go back to Earth? Maybe see your family?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “I’d spend the whole time wondering about how things were going in Tau Ceti and whether Daiyu and I could have made a difference in how the squadron did.” She cocked her head as she looked at her boss. “You know we’re the most capable crew you have remaining. You need us there.”

      “You’re obviously one of my top two crews,” Jones said with a slow nod. “And you’re far less likely to make some sort of rash decision that will cause others to get killed.”

      “You need me there. Only one of the squadrons on Moskva has ever been in a fleet battle before.”

      “That is, unfortunately, true. The chain of command put me in charge of the two air wings, so I can nominally give them some direction.”

      “But you can’t be everywhere at once, and if—no, make that when—when everything goes to shit, because you know it will, you’re going to need people who have been there before to take charge.”

      “I could say that even the Pandas and the Blasters are relatively new. Both squadrons lost over half their fighters and pilots.”

      “Even more reason to have the ones remaining on the front lines to stiffen them. You don’t just want us there, you need us—and especially Daiyu and me—on the line.” She smiled. “Besides, I’ve got this shiny new Charlie-model fighter that I’m just dying to try out the shields on.”

      “Hopefully, the shields will prevent the dying.”

      Jimenez smiled. “Well, yes, that’s the plan.”

      “If you think you’re capable…”

      “I’m more than capable, as is Daiyu. Besides, we were early casualties of the last battle; we have plenty of payback to give the Kardons, not just for Baker and Irina, but for our other losses as well.”

      “Am I going to have to worry about you charging off to get this payback?”

      “Like Hong and Jinan?” Jones nodded. “No,” Jimenez said. She shook her head. “We’ll stay poised and focused; we want to kill as many of them as we can.”

      “Okay,” Jones said. “If you can get medical to put you back on flight status, you’re in.”

      “Good,” Jimenez said with a smile. “In that case, there’s something Daiyu and I wanted to suggest to you.”

      Jones’s gaze narrowed. “What is this regarding?”

      “It’s regarding the battle plan.” Jones’s gaze narrowed further, and Jimenez chuckled. “Before you ask, no, this is not about Daiyu and I charging off to get payback. This is about using what we have to the best of our abilities.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Jimenez smiled. “Up until now, we’ve played their game. When we fought the Overlords, we let them dictate the strategy. The only times we really had big victories were when we forced the action or made them dance to our tune. It’s that same thing all over again now that we’re on their side. We’re fighting their way. And. It. Sucks.”

      Jimenez chewed her lower lip a second, then she continued, “We line up in big formations and pound on each other. That’s fine for the Overlords, who seem to have an unending supply of ships and pilots, but it’s not okay for us. We’re killing off our people as fast as we can train them, and we’re destroying equipment as fast as the chain of command can get it to us. That’s gotta stop. We can do it for a little while, but eventually we won’t have anything else for the Overlords to chew up.”

      She shrugged. “We’ve got to do something better—something that plays into our strengths. Not what we can be doing to support the Overlords, but what we should be doing. They have the preponderance of forces; they should be lining up for battle.” Jimenez smiled. “We shouldn’t.”

      “Okay,” Jones said with a smile, “I’ll bite. What should we be doing?”

      “We’re lighter, mobile. We should be the maneuver forces. We let the Overlords be the immovable object that the Kardons run into, and then we smash them into it.”

      “You’re using a lot of words without actually saying much. Can I take it you also have a plan that turns all the platitudes into action?”

      Jimenez smiled. “As a matter of fact, I do have a plan, and it goes something like this…”
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      Irina laughed. “The Overlords have been lying to us all along? That’s the best you can come up with? We knew they were lying to us.”

      “But not the extent of it,” Baker said. “We’re fighting against, basically, ourselves, and we’re allied with a race that would rather eat us? How did that happen?”

      “The fact that they’re stronger than us—and I mean way stronger—and that they could have wiped us out? I think our choices were, ‘join the team’ or ‘get wiped out.’ With choices like that, joining the team seemed like the right option.”

      “It doesn’t anymore.”

      “But the Overlords are still more powerful than humans, and they’re in possession of the Solar System. How do you expect us to show back up and say ‘Sorry, you lied to us. We’re now on Team Kardon?’”

      “Well, aside from the fact that I’m tied to the ground, don’t have a ship, and am on a planet where everything seems to want to eat me, I have other pressing issues at the moment that preclude that task. Aside from the fact that the Kardons now control this system.”

      “How do you know they control this system?”

      “If Terran forces were in the area, don’t you think they’d be looking for us?”

      “Maybe they’re still looking for us right now and we don’t know it. Maybe they looked while you were unconscious and gave up?”

      “Have you heard any aircraft go by since I woke you up?” Baker shrugged. “And besides, if they’d looked, they would have found our ship and could have figured it out.”

      “Maybe they thought you got eaten by the lizards and snakes and gave up the search.”

      “And maybe the Kardons ran them off.”

      Irina didn’t say anything for a moment, then she sighed. “Yeah, that’s possible. Probable, in fact.”

      “We have to get home and tell… I’m not sure who we’d tell at the start. We’d have to keep it a secret until we were ready to move.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting all those things you listed that preclude you doing that? Starting with the fact that you’re currently staked out on the ground?”

      “No, I haven’t forgotten that. Nor has my ass forgotten I’ve spent the most of… I don’t know how many days lying on the ground. We’ll have to figure those things out, but it all starts with a single thing.”

      “Which is?”

      “We have to be able to talk to Golchak and, potentially, his superiors.”

      “How do we get in touch with his superiors?”

      “You leave that to me. You just work on learning his language. Once we can do that, anything’s possible.”

      “Anything?” Irina asked, doubt heavy in her tone.

      “Almost anything,” Baker confirmed. He smiled and winked at the camera. “Trust me.”
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      Jimenez looked at the link picture. Everyone was lined up in as good a formation as could be hoped for. While “perfection” would have been preferable, expecting one hundred fighters to all be in exactly the right spot at one time was a statistical impossibility. It was equally impossible for the ninety-eight fighters to do so, which is what they actually had. Thirty-nine from the Enterprise, plus another fifty-nine from the Moskva. And all of them were heading obliquely away from the carriers as they got ready for what would be—for most of them—their first battle.

      Jimenez laughed to herself. First battle? This would be the first time they’d ever been outside the Solar System.

      “What’s so funny?” Daiyu asked.

      “I was just laughing at how many newbies we have for such an important battle. Two whole squadrons of people who have never been outside their home system before. This attack seems… ill advised.”

      Daiyu laughed in turn. “Wasn’t this your plan?”

      “Well, yes, but it seemed a lot brighter when I was lying in my hospital bed than sitting here in the cockpit.”

      “I’m sure. You’ve got the numbers wrong, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Daiyu scoffed. “In addition to the new squadrons, over half the Blasters, Pandas, and Champagne Squadron have never been out of the Solar System, either. All told, we only have about a squadron’s worth of ‘veterans.’”

      “Which makes this even stupider.”

      “It’s still a good plan,” Daiyu said. “And if it works—”

      “It’s going to work. I think you meant, ‘When it works.’”

      “When it works,” Daiyu restarted, “not only are we going to smash the Kardons, but we’re going to look pretty good in the Overlords’ eyes for our tactical prowess.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Assuming the Overlords appreciate tactical prowess, that is.”

      “Nobody likes throwing away their resources. Even if you don’t care about the loss of human life—or whatever kind of life they have—having to regather more is annoying.”

      Jimenez nodded. “That’s probably true.”

      “And besides, by doing this, we don’t have to jump inside the Enterprise. If things go badly or not as expected, we can maneuver from the start. I like having that ability.”

      “I do, too,” Jimenez said with a smile. “I do, too.”

      The Kardon ships disappeared from the link picture.

      “Here we go,” Jimenez said. She switched to the radio. “All fighters, Blaster Three-Oh-One. Go radio silent.”

      Daiyu flipped off the radar and other transmitters except for the laser ranging equipment.

      “Jumping in three, two, one, now.”

      Daiyu jumped the ship, and Jimenez smiled as they stabilized in the Tau Ceti system. The new engines made the crossing more smoothly than the old ones; it no longer felt like your insides were trying to become outsides. Baker had always complained—

      Jimenez locked that thought down quickly. She wasn’t going to think about him. Not until after the battle, anyway. There were Kardons to kill, and her focus needed to be on that.

      The link filled in as the fighters found each other with their lasers. Most hadn’t gotten too far out of formation, although—after a multi-lightyear jump—there would have to be quite a bit of jockeying to get everyone back together. After a few minutes, they began receiving the link broadcast from the Enterprise, which helped. Although they weren’t transmitting—and the Enterprise wasn’t broadcasting their position, in case the Kardons could break into their link signal—they were able to meet up at a pre-briefed range and bearing from the Enterprise’s position. As Daiyu guided Three-Oh-One to the designated meeting spot, the other fighters re-joined the Terran formation.

      The Overlord ships began launching fighters at their maximum rate, and the reason why appeared on the link immediately after—the Kardon capital ships were almost within missile range, and some of their fighters already were. Radar icons sprouted on the link as the enemy fighters launched their missiles.

      “Glad we’re not in the middle of that nightmare,” Daiyu said.

      “Yeah,” Jimenez said. “They’re about to get reamed.”

      “And our plan just went to shit, too.”

      “No it didn’t,” Jimenez said as she brought the craft around to the right. “In fact, this is going to work out quite nicely.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        SWAMP OUTSKIRTS, EAST OF SHAR-TEK, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Do you even know who—and what—it is that you’re serving?”

      Baker opened his eyes at the new voice. Although heavily accented, it was understandable English, and it was coming from… Golchak? The Kardon was sitting on the other side of the tent and had Baker’s slate leaning up against the gear pile.

      Baker propped himself up on an elbow. “Are you talking about the Overlords?”

      Golchak looked over and nodded.

      Baker scoffed. “Not really. They aren’t overly forthcoming on details.” He shrugged. “They seem to be pretty much like us, though.”

      “Like us?” Golchak laughed, long and hard. “My friend, if there is one way not to describe the Overlords, it would be ‘like us.’ You are like me; I am like you. They are nothing like us.”

      “Enlighten me, then. What are they like?”

      “The Overlords are sentient computers. I don’t know if they were created that way or became sentient once created. Hell, they may even have been like us once, with organic bodies, but that would have been tens of thousands of years ago.”

      Golchak shrugged. “At some point, though, they became sentient computers. Now, they see it as their destiny to rule all biologicals.” He shook his head. “To the best of our knowledge, this is the second war we’ve fought against them.”

      “The second? What happened in the first?”

      “We lost. Badly. It set us back tens of thousands of years. We’re just now able to try it again.”

      “You say they’re computers, but we saw people manning their fighters.”

      “I’m sure you did. When you live for thousands of years, you get very protective of your life. You won’t see any of them flying fighters or doing anything where they might be terminated; that’s what they have us for.” He nodded toward the slate. “Your Irina would be an anomaly for them.”

      Baker tilted his head. “What if we refuse to help them? I mean… they gave us a choice for whether to join them or not. We joined willingly because we thought our planet was in danger. What if we hadn’t joined them?”

      Golchak laughed again. “Your planet was in danger? Who told you that?”

      Baker looked away. “Well, they did, of course. But still, they had the power to make us join them, but they didn’t.”

      “A willing partner fights a lot harder for the cause than one who’s made to do it. Especially if you can convince them that they’re fighting for their homes and families.”

      “And if we hadn’t joined them of our own accord?”

      “If you don’t join them willingly, then you’ll do it their way.”

      “And what way is that?”

      “They have two ways. They will either clone you, or they will imprint over your mind. One way or another, you will fight for them. It might not be you—the being standing in front of me—but all it takes is a sample of you, and they can regrow you from scratch.” Golchak chuckled. “You’re a pretty good pilot; they’d probably love to have a sample of you… if they don’t already.”

      “We found a planet of people who appeared to have been removed from Earth—our home planet,” Irina said. “They didn’t seem… normal.”

      “Some probably were from Earth,” Golchak replied. “Others were probably grown and seeded to help the planetary population get the genes they wanted them to have.”

      “But if they were from Earth, why were they so different?”

      Golchak shook his head. “Brain imprinting. They erase your memories and give you the ones—and only the ones—you need to be good little… what is your word for someone who has no choice about what they do? People who must obey the person who oversees them?”

      “Slaves,” Baker said.

      Golchak nodded. “Yes, slaves. They have planets full of slaves who do nothing but what they’re told. They make food, and they eat food, and they do nothing but get ready for when the Overlords call them to service.”

      “I don’t get it, though,” Irina said. “The people on the planet didn’t have anywhere near the same technology as the Overlords. They were easily a hundred years or more behind what they could have had.”

      “That makes sense,” Golchak said with a nod.

      “What makes sense?”

      “Keeping the clones at a tech level a hundred years behind. That way, they will understand the concepts of certain things, even though they may not actually have it. They don’t have to have fighters that understand current technology; they have the capability and capacity to imprint that knowledge into the people anytime they want them to have it.”

      Golchak shrugged. “If you give them current tech, you have to worry that they might slip their imprinting, or that the planet might fall prey to us, and then we get their latest and best technology.”

      “How do we know that we can believe you?” Baker asked. “It seems that—ever since we left Earth’s gravity well—everyone we’ve met has lied to us or had a hidden agenda for us.”

      “I would first tell you to look at us,” Golchak said with a chuckle. “Who should you believe? Someone who looks like you or someone who never shows you what they look like?”

      “You also say that the Overlords are masters of cloning and imprinting,” Irina said. “You could be, too. Perhaps you’re just an imprint on a cloned meat sack. How would we know?”

      Golchak nodded. “There’s no way you could, of course.”

      “There’s more, of course,” Baker said. “This morning, you couldn’t speak English. Now you can. No one is that good. No biological, anyway. Irina could, though.”

      “I’m sure, and she has been very helpful in teaching me your language. The answer is, of course, that I’m not a baseline model biological anymore.” He turned so Baker could see a glint of metal behind his ear.

      “What is he showing you?” Irina asked. “I can’t see it.”

      Golchak turned and showed her the metal plug behind his ear, then showed them the one behind his other ear. “Implants. I have been modified, so my brain has greater storage and processing power. There’s no way I could have learned your language so quickly without them.”

      “What other modifications do you have?”

      Golchak smiled. “I’m not sure that telling you all our secrets would be in our best interests.”

      “I don’t know,” Baker replied. “I have to think that full disclosure might make me more inclined to believe you rather than less.”

      Golchak chewed his lower lip for a minute and then nodded once. “Fine. I’ve also received some mods that help me fly our starfighters better. My reflexes have been tuned to be faster, and I have the potential to be stronger than when I was first born.”

      “Born?” Baker asked. “Not cloned?”

      “No. Not cloned. I know who my parents are. In fact, I hope to visit them on my next… the next time my service isn’t needed for the fleet.”

      “Leave? Vacation?”

      “I don’t know.” Golchak shrugged. “That assumes, of course, that we get out of here.”

      “It’s we, now, is it?”

      “A lie has been perpetrated on your civilization. I won’t say ‘race’ as I believe you to be of the same race as I am, just many millennia removed. Regardless, the only way we resolve that lie is to get you back to your fleet.”

      “And you want to do that, why?”

      Golchak smiled. “Anything that makes the Overlords weaker makes my civilization stronger.”

      “Well, fine,” Baker said. “If we’re on the same team now, how about untying me?”

      Golchak nodded.

      “And while you’re doing so, why don’t you tell me about this civilization of yours and why they’re fighting the Overlords.”

      “The true origins of our civilization are lost in history,” Golchak said as he went to work on Baker’s knots, “mainly because of the Overlords. What is generally believed is that many tens of thousands of years ago—and it doesn’t matter how long your year is; it was that long ago—there were many civilizations spread across the galaxy. Although the majority of them were closer toward the core region, they were even spread out into the galactic arms.

      “Then, somewhere, in some civilization, the Overlords came to power. As I said before, we don’t know if they were created to be sentient or evolved into it, but one day, they appeared and took over their civilization. Believing themselves to be better than biological beings, they engaged in a war of eradication across the galaxy. They were smart about it, though; they would infiltrate their enemies’ computer systems and use them against them at the worst possible moments.”

      “We’ve seen that,” Baker said. “They tried to take over all of our pilots’ minds.”

      Golchak smiled. “Some things never change, but then again, if it works…”

      Baker nodded. “It would have been a big surprise—assuming it had worked—if we’d tried to go against the Overlords, and then all of us had turned against our friends in the middle of a battle.”

      “And how were you able to prevent this?”

      Baker nodded to the slate. “Irina and a few other of our SIs were able to undo what the Overlords had done.”

      “SIs. I am not familiar with this term.”

      “Synthetic intelligences. People that started out as people—born to a set of parents, like you claim to be—but who decided to live in a different world than the one they started in. Irina and a few others like her uploaded themselves into the system of our fighters.” Baker nodded to the slate again. “We’ve figured out how to make them a little more portable since then.”

      Golchak picked up the slate. “So you are an SI not an AI?”

      “I am.”

      “I have one question for you, then. Whose side are you on?”

      “Don’t let the fact that I kicked your ass make you think I’m on the Overlords’ side. I am pro-Earth.”

      “Kicked my ass, eh?”

      “You’re here in this swamp, aren’t you? Who do you think put you here?”

      “I am, and I know it was your fighter, if not you in specific. And I am happy to be here, as it seemed—when we were flying—that you were intent on killing me. Until my wingman made you join me here. Your death wish for me makes me wonder if you were working for the Overlords and charged with making sure I wasn’t captured.”

      “Why would they care about that?” Irina asked.

      “Because of this.” He waved toward Baker. “They wouldn’t have wanted us to get together and talk. It would—and it has—unraveled their lies.”

      “No, I was pissed at you because you had just killed my best friend in my synthetic existence, as well as my pilot’s girlfriend. I felt pretty justified in ending your life at the time.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I’m ambivalent.”

      Golchak tilted his head. “Ambivalent?”

      “It means I have mixed feelings. I still want to kill you, but I can see there may be mitigating circumstances.” Irina paused and then added, “But don’t let my feelings for you confuse the issue of whose side I’m on. I’m not on the Overlords’ side nor on the Kardon side. I’m on Earth’s side. All my friends and family are there.”

      “I see,” Golchak said with a nod. “And what happens in the future when they’re all dead and buried? Whose side will you be on?”

      “Earth’s.”

      Golchak gave a small nod. “Perhaps.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Baker asked.

      “Any digital life form will—unless acted upon—go on for centuries, millennia even, and they have great power in their environment. That tends to lead to certain feelings of megalomania over time. Programs can be controlled. Free-willed individuals—whether an SI or an AI—cannot.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re driving me more to the ‘I think I’m going to have to kill you, after all,’ point of view,” Irina said.

      Golchak looked over to Baker. “See what I am talking about?”

      “Irina is just trying to be—in her mind, anyway—funny. The fact that she is failing doesn’t make her a megalomaniac.”

      Golchak’s gaze narrowed. “I hope you’re right. We already have enough powerful enemies.”

      “I stand by Irina,” Baker said. “She’s risked her life—when she didn’t have to—many times to fight for Earth.”

      “As I said, I hope you’re right. We are, however, a long way from being where that matters.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “As you noted, we have a variety of challenges to overcome. The only one no longer a problem is that you’re untied.”

      “Wait—you didn’t speak our language when I said that.”

      “I didn’t, but I have been storing everything you’ve said up here”—he tapped his head—“until I had enough of it saved where I could put it together and understand it.”

      Baker nodded. “Okay, so I’m untied. What do you suggest we do about the rest of it? I would suggest that the Kardons controlling the system is no longer an issue either.”

      “It isn’t… but it sort of is. We need to get you back to your people. That would be easier if they were here.”

      “Sure, but can’t you call for pickup, and then we can figure something out with your chain of command?”

      “Sure. Do you have a radio?”

      “The slate has a limited transmit capability.”

      “Which is currently broken,” Irina said. “I haven’t received a single transmission from either the Fruzians, the Kardons, or our people since I’ve been awake. Trust me—I’ve been listening.”

      “What about you?” Baker asked. “Don’t you have a radio in your survival gear?”

      “It didn’t survive the ejection and water immersion,” Golchak said. “I looked, but you didn’t have one.”

      “It broke on ejection, and I threw it into the swamp.” Baker shrugged. “We have a long tradition in our military of our equipment being built by the lowest bidder.”

      Golchak chuckled. “We have a similar process.”

      “Okay, so your people control the system, probably, right?”

      “I agree with your earlier assessment,” Golchak said with a nod.

      “Why haven’t they come looking for you then?”

      “A number of reasons, but I think the most pertinent is that your wingman shot down my wingman, so my chain of command thinks I’m dead.”

      “Way to go, Derek!” Irina said.

      “How do you know that?” Baker asked, talking over her.

      “One of your fighters came looking for you after you ejected. They found me instead.” Golchak chuckled. “They were probably pretty surprised when I shot at their plane.”

      “You killed them, too?” Baker asked.

      “No, they got away. I did, however, shoot out the light on their plane.”

      “But they were okay?”

      “They seemed to fly off without a problem.”

      “Maybe Derek will figure out that the Overlords have been lying to us. They’ll have to know that you were the Kardon pilot, and you’re not a lizard like we’ve been told.”

      “Maybe, but we can’t count on it. We have to figure out a way off the planet, and we have to do it soon.”

      “Why is that?”

      “The Overlords can’t afford to lose this system. Not only are the Fruzians one of their major servitors, but we’re also now inside their defenses. If they don’t hold here, we will be able to take several systems in the area.”

      “That’s great!” Baker said. “The next system over is Earth. You’ll be able to liberate it.”

      “Except that the Overlords have a practice of leaving nothing alive in their wake. Before they leave, they will destroy anything we might be able to use. People, resources… anything.”

      “Oh.” Baker sighed. “So much for liberation.”

      Golchak nodded. “If we push them out of your home system, there will be nothing left.”

      “We call that ‘scorched earth.’ Burn everything so that the enemy gets nothing.”

      “The Overlords are masters of that. They would rather break the planet than let us get anything from it.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “They would destroy a habitable planet?”

      “It’s not that they would. They have destroyed planets.” He nodded to the slate. “Their view of life is somewhat different from ours, and they don’t need planets on which to live. A barren moon—assuming it has a power source and a computer for them to live in—is just as good.”

      “Fuck.” Baker sighed again. “So what do we do?”

      “Well, we have more problems than you were aware of when you listed them.”

      “More problems? I was hoping you’d solve some. What else do we have to overcome?”

      Golchak reached into the gear pile and tossed Baker a meal pouch. “This is the last of the food.”

      “Want to split it?”

      “No. I imagine you’re so hungry you can barely stand it.”

      “I am. How did you know?”

      “Aside from listening to your stomach for hours on end, I know that I had to dose your leg with all the nanobots I had. It was a mess, and I could already see infection setting in. Unfortunately, the nanobots need fuel to function. They’ll eat fat first—”

      “They’ll be fine then,” Irina interrupted.

      “But you’ll need to replenish your stores, or they’ll start to eat other things.”

      “I was going to say thanks—”

      “You’d be dead now if I hadn’t done it.”

      “—but now I’ll say thank you very much, instead,” Baker said. “I appreciate it.”

      “Two is better than one,” Golchak said.

      “Then why did you tie me up?”

      “To prevent any miscommunications before we had a chance to talk and understand each other. I have a feeling that—if she’d had the chance and the ability—Irina might have wanted to shoot first and talk second.”

      “Maybe,” Irina said. Baker could almost hear Irina’s eye roll. “You did shoot my best friend, though.”

      “Okay,” Baker said, talking over her again. “So we’re out of food. Where are we going to get more?”

      Golchak shrugged. “We have bigger problems than that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Golchak lifted a portion of the parachute. “Take a look.”
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      This is one of those times it would be great for everyone to have an SI, Jimenez thought to herself as the formation looped around back toward the Kardon formation. It would make passing information so much easier.

      Still, she had one, which made passing the information to the formation easier, and most of them didn’t have to reply with more than a “Roger” over the laser link. She shook her head as she watched the battle unfold. It looked like the Overlords had been able to launch most of their fighters before the battle had been joined. If the Overlords had been able to get all their fighters launched, they might have had a small advantage; as it was, the battle was fairly evenly matched.

      And she was darn happy not to be in the middle of it. Fighters fought fighters while trying to launch missiles at the capital ships, who were firing their defensive weapons at fighters and missiles while using their offensive weapons on the ships of the other fleet. The fighters—both Kardon and Overlord—flew through a no-man’s-land of missiles and lasers, as likely to get hit intentionally by enemy fire as they were to be destroyed by unintentional friendly fire.

      All in all, it was a good way to get dead, fast, and in an environment where your skills didn’t matter much at all. Jimenez didn’t mind getting beaten by a better pilot—no, that wasn’t true; she didn’t want to lose ever—but losing without having a chance to defend yourself seemed even more wasteful than even their normal tactics.

      “Well, that’s interesting,” Daiyu announced as Jimenez’s last few orders were confirmed.

      “What’s that?”

      “The entire Kardon fleet isn’t here for the battle.”

      “Oh? Are they trying to sneak in from behind a planet or something?”

      “No,” Daiyu said. “There are a group of ships around the third planet. I picked up some radio transmissions from them and took a look through the telescope. At a guess, there are two cruisers and three or four other large ships in orbit.”

      “What are ‘large ships?’”

      “It’s too far to tell, but based on their positions and the formation in general, I think that’s probably the invasion force.”

      “Two cruisers and a bunch of transports?”

      Daiyu shrugged. “That’s what I think, but we’re too far away to be sure.”

      “What if we got closer?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If they weren’t expecting us, I think the Blasters could probably take that force, or at least damage it heavily.”

      “Two cruisers can put a lot of missiles into the black,” Daiyu said, “not to mention all the lasers they have.”

      “Yeah, but we’re here to stop the invasion. Nothing stops an invasion like the loss of your invading forces.”

      “Unless they’re already on the planet.”

      “True.” Jimenez smiled. “But if they can’t get back off the planet and have nowhere to go, the odds of them continuing to fight drop pretty precipitously, don’t they?”

      “If surrender is an option, yes. Unfortunately, we don’t know if it is, do we?”

      “No, not really.” Jimenez shrugged. “Still, we don’t know that all the troops have dropped to the planet yet, either.”

      “I’m still not sold on that plan.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Okay, let me put it to you this way. Would you rather participate in that”—she pointed to the massive fleet battle that was underway—“or go and kill the people around the planet?” She held up a hand. “Remember, it’s possible—unlikely, but possible—that Baker and Irina are still alive on the planet. This represents a chance—no matter how improbable—that we might prevent a Kardon force from going down and killing them.” She smiled. “Now, what’s your choice?”

      “You know my thoughts on being in the middle of the scrum—neither of us wants that. I also have to say that playing on my emotions by bringing up Irina and Baker isn’t fair since we both know the odds of them still being alive are infinitesimal.” Daiyu shrugged. “Still, it’s a non-zero chance until proven otherwise, and I’d rather fight two cruisers and a bunch of transports than a pile of cruisers and carriers. I’m in.”

      “Okay, here’s the tricky part.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I have to explain it to CAG and get him to go along with it.”

      “Ha! Good luck.”
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      Baker hobbled outside the parachute, and his jaw dropped. A wall rose, smooth and without texture, over thirty meters into the air, only a few meters from their improvised tent.

      “Uh… what’s that?” Baker asked when he had regained control of his senses.

      Golchak scoffed. “It’s a wall.”

      “Well, obviously. What’s it, uh… what’s it doing there?”

      “It’s holding the denizens of the swamp out of the city of Shar-Tek.”

      “Aren’t you worried that someone’s going to look down on us?”

      “No. I think the citizens of the city would rather forget their origins. There doesn’t seem to be any doors or windows anywhere that I’ve seen.”

      “Speaking of seeing,” Irina said, “how about turning the slate so I can see?”

      Baker startled; he’d forgotten that he’d picked up the slate as he left the tent. He turned it so the camera pointed toward the wall.

      “That’s a wall, all right,” Irina confirmed. “Unless you have some pretty serious climbing gear, we’re not going over that with anything we have available.”

      “I don’t think we want to go over it in any event,” Golchak replied. “On the other side of that is a major city full of inhabitants that would like nothing more than to eat us.”

      “Okay,” Baker said. “Even if I could go over it, I feel no need to do so. This would seem to be an obstacle, though, if we need to go in that direction.”

      “It’s a big obstacle, and—if the assault on this planet is going the way it was planned, our forces should have landed on the higher ground on the other side of the city by now. They may be fighting there, or the Fruzians may have capitulated; it is impossible to know unless and until we get there.”

      Baker nodded. “And, in order to get in contact with your forces, we have to go around the city.”

      Golchak nodded. “There is somewhat drier land close to the wall, but even without having to walk through the swamp, it’s still going to be a long journey—more than twenty-five kilometers to get to where the assault is supposed to occur. And that’s if they’re still fighting there. We’ll have to watch out for doors and Fruzian surveillance gear this close to the city, but it beats walking through the swamp.”

      “Having walked only a short way through the swamp, I would say so,” Baker said. “Everything there seemed to want to eat me, too.”

      “The only real question is whether you should try to come along or if I should go by myself and try to bring back help.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the best idea. You can barely walk.”

      “It beats staying here. What if you were to get captured or killed? We’d be sitting here, waiting for a rescue that would never come.”

      “If I were to be captured or killed, you’d be captured or killed along with me, and the odds of it happening go up exponentially if I have to carry a cripple along with me.”

      “You won’t have to carry me. I can walk.”

      “Not very well.”

      “Let me put it to you this way. I’m not staying here, especially if we don’t have any food or water. Maybe I can kill one of those lizards or snakes along the way.”

      “They’re poisonous. Eating them will kill you.”

      “Okay, so I won’t eat one of them. Maybe we’ll find some clean water to drink. I have some purification tablets in my gear.”

      “That actually would be helpful. I couldn’t read your language, so I didn’t know what any of your gear was.”

      Baker smiled. “So I can come along?”

      “If our forces are fighting the Fruzians, crossing through the lines will be difficult.”

      “So would crossing back through to get back to me. Face it, it’s easier if I come; then we only have to do it once.”

      “I don’t know about ‘easier,’ but if you can make the journey, it will be less complicated.”

      “Good, let’s get our shit and get the hell out of here.”

      Golchak cocked his head. “I’m not sure why you’d want to do that. Is it to prevent them from tracking us?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not entirely sure why you want to bring along your feces. Wouldn’t it be easier to just dump it in the swamp? It’s kind of nasty to carry along.”

      “Come on. I’ll show you what I meant,” Baker said as he turned back to the tent. His jaw dropped again. Even though he was only a few steps away, the tent blended into the background so well that it was difficult to see. “How does it do that?” he asked when he could find his voice again.

      “What?”

      “How does the tent match the swamp so well? You couldn’t have known where you were going to go down.”

      Golchak chuckled. “Nanobots.”

      “Like the ones that healed me?”

      “Not really. Those are medical ones, which are optimized for healing. These ones work on changing the colors of the parachute to adapt it to the surroundings.” He stopped, and his jaw dropped.

      “What?” Baker asked.

      “I hadn’t thought about it before, but when I said the nanobots are optimized for healing, they are specifically optimized for healing, and they are optimized for our systems.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “We have a number of allied races fighting with us,” Golchak said, waving him into the tent. “Each of us has healing nanobots designed specifically for our race. The ones developed for the Sontags wouldn’t work on me, and vice versa. They only work on the race they’re developed for. If I injected myself with Sontag nanobots, they would turn themselves off and get flushed out of my system. The fact that my nanobots worked for you…”

      “Means that we’re a lot more alike than we’re different,” Baker said, catching on.

      “No,” Golchak said, shaking his head. “We’re not similar. We’re the same.”
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      “You want to do what?”

      Although CAG’s reply was via the link’s text system, Jimenez could hear the tone in his voice just fine.

      Jimenez explained her rationale for taking the Blasters in-system in a quick reply, although she left out any mention of Baker and Irina. “We can make a difference there while you make a difference here,” she added. “If our main mission is to stop or curtail the invasion, this is how we do it. Meanwhile, the other four squadrons will win this fight for the Overlords, and you’ll all be heroes.” She hit send.

      CAG’s response wasn’t long in coming. “I don’t give a shit about being heroes,” he replied. “I do, however, care about winning this fight as cheaply as possible, and if you can stop the Kardons from conquering the planet, we’ll probably save a lot of human lives when we have to recapture it. You’re clear to depart, but wait until we launch to go blazing off.”

      Jimenez nodded. That made sense. No sense giving away the incoming strike package as they raced off. “Stand-by to kill your drives,” she transmitted to the squadron. “New orders incoming.” She passed on the new plan while CAG took charge of the rest of the formation.

      When CAG passed word to the air wings that he had assumed the strike leader position, the Blasters killed their drives, and the rest of the Terran fighters accelerated away from them as they continued toward the fleet battle.

      “Good luck,” Jimenez sent to CAG.

      “You, too.”

      Five minutes later, when the strikers launched their missiles, the Blasters fired up their drives and turned in-system for the long run to the third planet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        SWAMP OUTSKIRTS, EAST OF SHAR-TEK, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker grabbed his survival vest and threw it over his shoulders, although he noticed something was missing. “Can I get my pistol back?”

      “Sure,” Golchak replied. “Might as well throw it into the swamp, though. I think you’re empty.”

      “Really? I don’t remember firing all the rounds off.”

      “You fired a bunch. That’s how I found you. I thought the invasion had begun as many times as you fired.”

      “I was surrounded by lizards and snakes and had to fight my way out.”

      “You were laying on the ground when I got there, and it looked like the lizard buffet was about to open.”

      “There may have been some blood loss involved.”

      “I’m sure there was. The lizards were too involved with trying to decide how best to eat you that they didn’t hear me coming. I shot the leader and one of the others, and the rest ran away.”

      “The leader? Ugly bastard with a red stripe across his head, bigger than the rest?”

      “I don’t know about the red stripe as it was getting to be pretty dark, but he was bigger than the rest of the pack.” He shrugged. “When the leader’s head exploded, the others stood around trying to figure out what happened. I killed another one, and the rest figured you were bad luck or something and ran off.”

      Golchak chuckled. “I almost forgot.” He reached into a pocket, pulled out an object, and tossed it to Baker. “Here’s a souvenir.”

      Baker looked down. It was a tooth, razor-sharp and nearly five centimeters in length. “Wow.”

      “Yeah, they had a whole mouthful of them. They would have sliced you right up.”

      “Kind of like what they did to my leg.”

      “Yeah,” Golchak said with a nod. “Just like that.” He reached into another pocket. “Here’s something else for you since your pistol seems to be empty.” Golchak handed over his pistol. “This one will work a little better.” He stopped and smiled. “You’ll need these, too.” He reached into a pocket and handed over a magazine, although the bullets inside it looked strange.

      “Wait,” Baker said. “You were threatening me with an empty pistol?”

      Golchak shrugged. “I told you I didn’t want to kill you. If, somehow, you got hold of my pistol, I didn’t want you to kill me, either.”

      Baker laughed. “I guess that makes sense.” He indicated the magazine. “What’s up with these bullets?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They don’t look like they have room for powder in them.”

      “I don’t know what kind of powder you want in them, but none is needed. It’s a rail pistol. The bullets have mini-capacitors on them.”

      “This is a rail gun?”

      “Of course. What did you think it was?”

      “A standard projectile thrower like what I had.”

      “How does the projectile launch?”

      “Gunpowder. An explosive charge propels the bullet out of the barrel.”

      “That’s inefficient,” Golchak said with a shrug. “It also explains why your pistol is as noisy as the six hells of Xangath.” He nodded to the pistol in Baker’s hands. “That one is much quieter. Not completely quiet, but quieter.”

      Golchak motioned for Baker to hand him back the pistol, and he did. Golchak showed him quickly how to load and fire the weapon. “I doubt any of the lizards in the city would hear if we fired it, but I don’t want to waste the ammunition,” Golchak said. “You only have ten shots.” He shrugged. “I’ve only got about ten left in my rifle, too.” He shook his head. “Neither of us can waste any rounds. We’ve got a long way to go, and there could be a lot of enemy troops along the way, not to mention your friends in the swamp.”

      “They’re not my friends,” Baker muttered. “And it’s too bad we can’t eat them.”

      “Why’s that?” Golchak asked.

      “We have a saying, ‘Turnabout is fair play.’ They tried to eat me; therefore, I want to eat them back. Besides the fact that I’m really hungry.”

      “We have a similar saying, but a little more proactive,” Golchak replied. “Do it to them before they can do it to us.”

      “You know what?” Baker asked with a smile. “I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

      Golchack held back the tent flap. “Are you ready?” He smiled. “Have you collected your feces?”

      “Yeah,” Baker said as he hobbled over. “I’ve got my shit together. Let’s go.” He walked outside and watched as Golchak disassembled the tent and stowed it away in his pack. It was amazing how thin the material was—even though it was big enough to make a tent with plenty of room for both of them, it took up very little room once it was folded. The small sections of rope that Golchak had used to tie it up occupied almost as much space.

      Within a few minutes, all evidence of their camp had either been packed away or thrown into the swamp. Unless someone looked carefully, they would never know the site had been occupied.

      Golchak’s eyes swept the area one last time, then he nodded. “All right, let’s go.” Without another word, he turned and led them down the small strip of land next to the wall.
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      “It looks like the cruisers are powering up their drives,” Daiyu said.

      Jimenez’s stomach dropped. “Damn it, they saw us too soon.” That’s going to make this a lot harder. She’d hoped by coming in obliquely—not from the direction of the battle still going on in the outer system—that they wouldn’t be seen until they launched. Her hand moved to the throttles. “What’s the best course to intercept them?”

      “Give me a second to determine their vector.”

      Jimenez tried to push the throttles forward, but they wouldn’t move. “What are you doing?”

      “Wait a second,” Daiyu replied. “I think you’re going to like this.”

      Jimenez watched the cruisers on the long-range viewer. Their noses yawed to the side and their drives went to full power. The yaw wasn’t much, but enough for it to be perceptible. “Did they just turn away from us?”

      “They did!” Daiyu chuckled. “It looks like they’re heading to the battle in the outer system.”

      “How close are they going to come to us? Do you think they’ll see us?”

      “Not that close, and no, I don’t think they’re going to see us. I think their focus is the battle and getting there as fast as they can. Still…”

      “Yes?”

      “We could use our thrusters a little to skew farther to port, and the odds drop even lower.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Make it happen.”

      Three-Oh-One’s thrusters fired momentarily, and the squadron adjusted to match the course change. Jimenez watched for a minute and could see the gap widening between the two forces.

      “We could swing around after they pass and hit them from behind,” Daiyu said. “They would never see us in the distortion from their drives.”

      “We could,” Jimenez said. She rubbed her chin as she thought. Finally, she shook her head. “We’ll let them go. That way, we can focus on the transports.”

      “What about if they turn around once we attack? We won’t have much, if any, ordnance to use on them.”

      “If they come back for us, we’ll just avoid them and return to the carrier to re-arm. They can’t catch us if we don’t want to be caught. Besides, by that point, the other battle will be over, one way or another. We’ll either have help coming, or we’ll be running for Earth as fast as we can go.”

      Jimenez slewed the camera off the cruisers as they went past them and locked onto one of the transports. “Look at you, all fat, dumb, and happy, dropping your troopers onto our ally’s planet. Aren’t you in for a surprise?” She smiled and hummed a happy tune as she passed out the targeting info to the other squadron fighters.
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      Movement in front of him made Baker look up sharply, and he froze. Golchak had stopped and was holding his hand up. Not like the Marines Baker had seen—with a fist—but the bladed hand motion still made it obvious what Golchak wanted. Baker froze and scanned with his eyes, looking for danger, while keeping his head still.

      He didn’t see anything.

      After a couple of minutes spent with nothing more to focus on than the sweat trickling down his back, Golchak slowly retreated, although he kept his eyes focused forward and to the right on whatever he’d seen.

      “What is it?” Baker whispered when Golchak was in range.

      “Another one of those red-striped lizards you met up with. It was sitting on a hummock off to the side. I saw it, and our eyes met, so I know it saw me, too. Then it slid off into the water.”

      “Where’d it go?”

      “I don’t know. It never resurfaced.”

      “Maybe it saw your rifle and swam away in fear.”

      “Do you remember the ones you fought being afraid of much?”

      Baker chuckled. “They weren’t too comfortable with the big-ass snake we found.”

      “How big was the snake?”

      “Ten meters or so,” Baker said after thinking for a moment.

      “Neither you nor I is ten meters long.”

      “No, we’re not.” Baker shrugged. “I don’t know if the lizards were really afraid of it, either, so much as cautious to stay out of its reach.”

      Golchak’s eyes scanned the swamp near them. “I see him,” he said finally. “If not him, one that’s about the same size.”

      “Where?”

      “Don’t move. He’s about thirty meters out, just in front of the big reddish tree. He’s submerged, with nothing but his eyes showing.” Golchak described the tree a little more, walking Baker’s eyes onto the target.

      “I see him,” Baker mouthed. “But I thought you said he was submerged.”

      “He is.”

      “The one I’m looking at is out of the water.”

      “Is it looking at us?”

      “Yes.”

      Golchak grunted. “That must be a second one. Does it have a red stripe on its head?”

      “No.”

      “Definitely a second one, then. Do you see any others?”

      Baker searched the area around the lizard he’d seen. “Yeah, one more. About two o’clock.”

      “Where?”

      “Sixty degrees right of center,” Irina’s muffled voice said from Baker’s chest pocket.

      “Why didn’t you just say that, then?” Golchak asked, annoyed.

      “I did,” Baker muttered. “Sorry. Force of habit. I didn’t think about you not knowing the clock code.”

      “So how many do you have?”

      “Three,” Baker said. “No, there’s a fourth in the water. All I can see is his eyes.”

      “Red stripe?”

      “No. It’s at two-thirty… it’s way off to the right. I see four of them total, all to the right of the one you saw to start this.”

      “And I have that one, plus two others to the left,” Golchak said. “So seven total.”

      “Why do I feel like I’ve seen this before?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re pack hunters. The one with the red stripe is probably the boss, and the rest will do as it says. If you get a chance, kill that one first.”

      “It’s a tough shot now. I might be able to blind it, but the odds are I can’t kill it.”

      Baker shrugged. “If you get a chance, though, take it. Right now, they’re just sizing us up. We might want to continue on while keeping an eye on them.”

      “Keep on?”

      “Yeah. Keep moving. Maybe we can find a better spot to fight them.”

      “What does a better spot look like?”

      Baker waved to the swamp water about five meters away. “Somewhere with more land than water. We need to bring them out onto land with enough time to kill them before they reach us. They’re deceptively fast. A couple of big trees that we could climb would be even better. They can climb, but they can’t do it as fast as the monkey boys.”

      “Who are the monkey boys?”

      “You and me.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      Baker chuckled. “I’ll explain another time. If we can find a couple trees, though, we’ll be better off.”

      “Okay,” Golchak said. “I’ll lead and watch in front of us and to the right. You watch to the right and behind us.”

      “I can help, too,” Irina said. “Hold me up in your hand, and I can watch in whatever direction you point me.”

      Baker looked at Golchak, who shrugged. “Might as well. We need all the help we can get.”

      “Besides,” Irina said as Baker pulled out the slate, “they may not recognize I can see them. If they move when they see you’re not looking, I’ll still see it.”

      “Good point,” Baker said.

      “I’d also like to see what sort of creature was dumb enough to think that you might taste good,” Irina added, just loud enough to be heard. “You make them sound smart, but then they do that? I’ll draw my own conclusions, thanks…”
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      “Ready, break,” Jimenez transmitted over the laser link to the other fighters in the squadron. Even though the transmission was as secure as it could be made—and it was a message transmission, not voice—it still seemed like she should be whispering it. They’d reached the most nerve-wracking part of the entire nerve-wracking mission—the part where the squadron had to split apart, even though they weren’t quite in missile range yet.

      The Kardons were split apart, orbiting over different parts of the planet, and the squadron needed to split so it could take them under fire simultaneously. The only good part was that the cruisers were now long gone and so far away that—even if they came back at full acceleration—the Blasters would still be able to conduct the attack and get away. The only thing the cruisers would come back to, assuming everything went as planned, was a planet whose skies were empty.

      Once again, the Blasters were using their thrusters, not their gravity drives, and she hoped the Kardons would be too focused on their planetary assault to bother searching for enemies.

      Assuming they don’t have SIs that have nothing better to do than look.

      Or a duty officer with nothing better to do.

      Or a countless other things that might give them away. She knew she was working on giving herself an ulcer worrying about how things might go wrong, but she couldn’t help it. Part of her wanted to fire her missiles and run, while another part desperately wanted to bring down the transport orbiting over Shar-Tek so she could drop into the atmosphere and take a look for Baker in the swamps east of the city.

      Even though she knew it was a fool’s mission, she’d promised Daiyu, and she would have willingly braved enemy fire to find out if he was still alive.

      “In range,” Daiyu noted quietly, so quietly Jimenez almost didn’t hear her while lost in her own thoughts.

      “Wait for it,” she said. One of the divisions wasn’t in formation yet.

      “They’re going to see us at any minute!” Daiyu said. Although her voice was quiet, the tone was urgent. “They’re in range!”

      “Almost…” Jimenez said as she transmitted, “Standby to fire.”

      “Standby,” Jimenez repeated for Daiyu’s sake, although she would have seen the message go out.

      “Finally,” Daiyu said, configuring the armament panel.

      Jimenez waited one second longer, stroking the radar transmit switch as she watched the transport continue to grow in the monitor. They reached optimal missile range. “Light them up!” she transmitted. “Fire!”

      She turned the radar on and could feel the waves reach out to paint the target, returning with the information the system needed to assign the coordinates to the missiles. One sweep…two…and the system had the direction and distance information needed. She mentally squeezed the trigger, and the missiles leapt from her wings.

      “Three-Oh-One!” she called. “Fox One!”

      Her call was returned eighteen times as the rest of the Blasters made their own calls. At that point, there was no need for radio silence as the 95 missiles activated their grav drives to accelerate, and the nineteen Blaster pilots activated theirs to slow down to orbital speeds.

      No matter how blind the transport crews might have been or how little they were paying attention to the space around them, there’s no way they could have missed the activation of over a hundred grav drives, and Jimenez was sure all sorts of warning and caution lights were illuminating in the CICs of all the ships.

      She wished she could have been a fly on the wall to watch the crews try desperately to defend themselves, even though they all had to know there was no way they could. The missiles were too close and accelerating too quickly. The defenses needed time—time for radars to energize and then locate and track the incoming weapons—time they didn’t have.

      One of the transports got its shields up, then the shields on the one overhead Shar-Tek activated.

      Then the missiles arrived, and it was too late for the transports. The two who didn’t get their shields up were instantly obliterated as twenty-five antimatter missiles wreaked devastation across their hulls. Very little was left of them, and only the biggest pieces of it survived re-entry to hit the planet below.

      The shielded ship on the other side of the planet also shot down two of the missiles targeted on it. It didn’t make any difference. Four others hit, overloading the shields facing the Blaster strikers, and at least fifteen of the remaining missiles slammed into the ship and detonated. It broke apart and began to de-orbit.

      The one over Shar-Tek did marginally better than its mates. It started out as the lucky ship, as it only had four of the Blasters targeting it, unlike the rest of the ships that had five. The ship’s crew also stopped four of the missiles targeted on it, and six of the incoming missiles wasted themselves on its shields. When four of the Blasters missiles missed—for a number of reasons—that left only six missiles to hit the massive ship.

      Unfortunately for its crew, the ship was facing away from the assault, and one of Jimenez’s missiles hit in the engineering section, obliterating one of its engines and destroying over fifty percent of the other. If the ship’s crew had had more time, they might have been able to get it operational again. They didn’t, though, and the ship began to slow. Unable to overcome the planet’s gravity, the ship deorbited. Although mortally wounded, the ship hadn’t been totally destroyed like its brethren, and it was substantially whole when it hit the planet’s atmosphere.

      The crews of the other ships had been lucky in comparison. Where most of them had been killed instantly, the crew of the transport over Shar-Tek were slowly roasted as their ship was pulled toward the planet until, mercifully, it broke up and ended their suffering.

      “Blasters, form up on Three-Oh-Two,” Jimenez called. “We’ll be right back. We’re going to make a pass over the planet before we depart.”
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      “I was afraid this would happen,” Golchak said as he stopped.

      Baker took a few more steps to see what had caused the halt. Thirty meters in front of them, the waters of the swamp reached all the way to the city wall, where they lapped gently against it. They would have to cross at least fifty meters of the fetid swamp water, and—although dotted with hummocks—there was no way to tell how deep it was.

      “Well… uh… shit,” Baker said.

      “Does your whole culture have a preoccupation with your feces, or is it just you?”

      “It’s pretty much the whole culture,” Baker muttered absently as he scanned the water. At least one pair of eyes stared back at him, and ripples indicated where something else had just submerged. “It’s a curse in a lot of languages.”

      “How many languages do you have?”

      “I don’t know. Lots? Maybe a couple hundred?”

      “The languages go across how many planets?’

      “We just have one planet. Earth.”

      “Earth. What a great name for a planet. I guess it isn’t a water world.”

      “Well, it’s about two-thirds water.”

      Golchak shook his head. “So you named it Earth?”

      “I didn’t. Someone did it a long time before I was around.”

      “And two hundred languages on one planet?” Golchak asked. He shook his head. “It’s hard to imagine we’re related.”

      “How many languages are there on your planet?”

      “Just one. Doesn’t having two hundred languages make it complicated to do anything planet-wide?”

      “Well, sure, but most people speak English now, so it’s not too bad.”

      “Is that the language we’re speaking now?”

      Baker nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Good. So I won’t have to learn a bunch of other languages.”

      “Well, most are still spoken.”

      “But you won?”

      “Won what?”

      “You conquered the rest of the non-English speakers? That’s why they now speak English?”

      “No… well, sort of? There have been a lot of wars, which we won a lot of. It just kind of became the language of business, so most people learned it.”

      Golchak held up a hand. “That makes my head hurt. Maybe you can explain it later, or I can get Irina to explain it to me. If there is a later.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Golchak waved toward the water to the side of them. A number of “V” ripples pointed toward them as creatures swam in their direction. “It looks like the lizards have decided that this is the place they want us to make our stand.”
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      Jimenez had to loop the fighter around a long way to the east to avoid the fighting currently ongoing to the west of the city. Daiyu had asked about helping their allies, but it had only taken one missile fired at them—from their ally’s side of the lines—to dissuade them of that notion. They’d decided to come back some time when they were better armed and had the command and control frequencies needed to interact with the locals so that they didn’t try to shoot them down. It would be bad enough to have the Kardons firing at them; having the Fruzians do it, too, seemed suboptimal.

      “What a hell hole,” Jimenez said as she brought the fighter in low over the swamp. “Are you getting anything down there?”

      “Nothing that looks human,” the SI replied. “I’ve got some images of what looks like large lizards and a monstrous snake, but nothing that could be Baker.”

      “And these are the coordinates that Ikehara had?”

      “Within a few tens of meters, yes.” Daiyu shook her head. “I don’t see how anything could survive down there. What a nasty place.”

      “Yeah, and the city is five kilometers away,” Jimenez said with a frown. “Getting there in the dark would be… difficult.”

      “I don’t want any part of going down there.”

      Jimenez shuddered. “Me, either.”

      “So what do we do?”

      Jimenez sighed. “Well, the one thing we can’t do is sit here and waste our time. The cruisers are heading back here, and we’ll want to be gone when they get here.” She sighed again and shoved the throttles to the firewall. “I guess we win the war here and hope the Fruzians saw them go down and came out and rescued them.”

      “Do you think they did?”

      “Probably not.”

      “So what are you doing?”

      “If Baker and Irina are still alive, they’re in that city over there. I’m going to buzz it and let them know we’re thinking about them.”

      “Isn’t that going to get us pretty close to the fighting? I thought we agreed we were going to stay away from it.”

      “We are, mostly. Besides, I have to do this. I just feel it’s the right thing to do.”

      “It’s the stupid thing to do,” Daiyu retorted. “I want to be on record that, if you kill us, I told you not to do this.”

      “So noted,” Jimenez said. They raced toward the city, and as they reached it, she pulled up and away in a max-G climb. Several missiles launched toward them, but she fired off chaff. Between their acceleration and the chaff, the missiles fell away.

      “See?” Jimenez asked when she could talk again. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      “No,” Daiyu said. “It was worse.”
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      Baker and Golchak backtracked from the open water, but there was a small inlet about one hundred meters behind them where the water came up close to the wall. They hadn’t noticed it—or cared—as they passed it earlier, but now they could see it was fairly deep, and a couple sets of eyes floated at its closest point of approach to the wall. They backed away from that, too, looking for the widest strip of land on which to make their stand.

      “Okay, we’re looking pretty screwed here,” Baker said.

      “Screwed?”

      “Hosed? Fucked? Behind the eight ball? About to get reamed?” Baker sighed. “How about, it looks really bad?”

      Golchak chuckled. “I’d prefer it didn’t look bad, all things considered.”

      “Not what I meant,” Baker said as he scanned the water around them. The lizards were no longer trying to be stealthy, and at least ten of the creatures were tracking them. No, more than that. Way more. It almost looked like they were trying to herd them toward the water. Baker sighed again. Of course they are.

      Baker cleared his throat. “Now would be a good time for a plan.”

      “It would. I’m guessing you don’t have one?”

      “Not at the moment. How about you?”

      “If you weren’t limping so badly, I’d try to drag them back as far as we could and then run through the water to the next dry spot. I don’t think you’ll make it, though.”

      “Why don’t you do it then? At least one of us needs to get back to spread the word.”

      “You’re more valuable than I am,” Golchak said. “We know the Overlords are evil. You need to take the word back to your chain of command that Earth is fighting for the wrong side.”

      “Except I don’t have a way to do so without you.”

      “You could always find a way into the Fruzian city. They’re your allies, after all.”

      “Assuming they don’t eat me, like you said they would.”

      Golchak chuckled. “Well, there is that possibility. Still, it’s only a possibility for them…” He motioned toward the swamp. “It’s a certainty for the ones tracking us out here.”

      The men backed away from water as the lizards swam ever closer, and Baker stumbled as his back hit the wall. “I just wish there was a tree. Something… anything… that would even the odds.”

      Golchak readied his rifle. “First one out of the water is mine. After that, I have any from the left; you’ve got the ones from the—whoa!”

      The day got brighter—much brighter—as additional stars blossomed in the sky. All the lizards dove to avoid the intense light.

      “Quick!” Golchak yelled. “Run!” He raced off in the direction they’d been heading, and Baker hobbled as fast as he could after the Kardon.

      Golchak, running on two good legs, was a lot faster than Baker, and he quickly got left behind. The sky slowly dimmed as they ran and was almost back to normal by the time Baker reached the water. Golchak was already halfway across, and he turned back to wave Baker forward. “Hurry!” the Kardon yelled. “They’re coming!”

      “Like I didn’t know that,” Baker muttered as he glanced over his shoulder. Baker had opened up a little bit of a gap over the lizards, but they were closing quickly now that the light in the sky was fading. Baker splashed into the water, struggling forward as fast as he could without being able to bend his knee.

      The water was only up to his mid-thigh, but that was high enough to slow him down. Additionally, after a couple of steps, the bandage on his leg was soaked through and weighed about triple what it had to start with, further encumbering him. The sprint to the water had taken its toll on him too, and he was still recovering from the first injury. He didn’t have anywhere near his normal level of stamina, and he found himself already flagging.

      Still, the memories of his first fight flooded into him, and he pushed himself onward.

      “Faster!” Golchak shouted, then he turned and ran to the next hummock.

      Baker put his head down, determined not to look back, and made it onto the first hummock. He stumbled out of the water, a little faster on dry land, and back into the water.

      “Watch out for the—”

      Baker hit the hole and went in over his head.

      “—hole!” Golchak called.

      Baker surfaced, sputtering, and pulled with his arms, dragging his lower half along as he swam. Normally a decent swimmer, the weight of the sodden clothes slowed him, and he reached down with a foot to find the ground again. He righted himself and lurched forward on foot again. Although the water was deep in the one spot, it rapidly shallowed again, and then he was on the large hummock that marked halfway across. As he started down the other side, he looked up to see Golchak on the other side of the water, aiming his laser rifle at him.

      Golchak fired, and a lizard screamed behind him. Baker looked over his shoulder; a lizard—minus one of its front legs that was off to the side—flopped on the ground. Golchak yelled something, but Baker couldn’t hear over the shrieks of the lizard and the blood pumping in his ears. It didn’t matter—the meaning was clear.

      Run!

      Baker focused on the finish line—Golchak—and struggled forward again. He was three steps into the water again when Golchak fired a second time, and a third shot followed quickly after that. Baker’s world closed into one thing as his vision narrowed—maintaining the litany that kept him going. Breathe in! Step! Step! Breathe out! Step! Step!

      He crossed the final hummock and went back into the water for the last stretch but heard a splash right behind him. Not daring to look, he struggled on, continuing to chant.

      Baker was still three steps from dry land when the lizard caught him. It bit into the bandage on his leg and tried to brace itself to drag Baker down as it swung its head from side to side like a lioness taking down a zebra.

      Baker still had enough momentum and outmassed the lizard, enough to take another step, then throw himself forward as he dove onto the hummock in front of him. He crashed to the ground, dislodging the lizard, who immediately sprang up, mouth open… to bite down on the barrel of the pistol as Baker raised his arm.

      He fired, and the back of the lizard’s head blew out in a spray of blood and gore. The lizard collapsed to the side, dragging Baker’s arm down with it, and he continued to stare at it, jaw open, not believing he’d survived.

      Before he could move, Golchak reached down and grabbed the pistol from Baker, then rose and fired it several times. As Baker sat up, his eyes tracked out to see a number of lizards swimming toward him, and he awkwardly crabbed backward from the edge of the water on his hands and feet as Golchak banged away with the pistol. Even trying to maneuver away, Baker could see Golchak making a difference—each shot resulted in a spray of blood and a dead lizard.

      Despite the number of casualties Golchak caused, though, the lizards kept coming. Baker continued scooting back but came up against the wall. With nowhere to go and no other means of defense, he pulled out his knife and waited. Golchak couldn’t have many more shots before he was empty, and Baker knew he couldn’t outrun the lizards.

      A strange sound filled the sky, building quickly like the roar of an oncoming train, and then—with a loud boom!—an F-77 fighter roared overhead them at about fifty meters altitude.

      The lizards broke and fled, submerging as they swam away.

      Golchak stood looking at him for a moment, then he walked slowly to Baker, held out a hand, and helped him up. “Feces, you’re a slow runner.”

      Baker scoffed as he carefully tested his leg. “You mean, ‘Shit, you’re slow.’ And yeah, you try running on a shredded leg wrapped up with a hundred kilos of wet bandage.”

      “Feces? Shit? Does it matter? Isn’t it the same thing?”

      “No. Yes. Sort of.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “He does that a lot,” Irina’s muffled voice said from his chest pocket. “Not making sense, that is. The number of times I’ve had to figure out what he was trying to say are legion, and I’ve only been flying with him for a couple of years.” She paused and then asked, “Can I guess from the fact that there was a lot of gunfire and you’re still talking that we survived a lizard attack?”

      “Yes,” Golchak said with a sigh. “We survived.”

      “Don’t sound so excited about it,” Baker chided.

      “The only reason we survived is that my brother gave his life to provide a distraction.”

      “What do you mean?” Baker and Irina chorused.

      Golchak pointed to the sky. An unnatural glow could be seen in the high heavens. “There was a ship overhead,” he explained. “All told, there were supposed to be four transports in orbit by now that were going to drop troops to take the planet. In the middle of the fight with the lizards, something blew up the transport overhead. Judging by the fact that one of your fighters just overflew us, I’m guessing we have you to thank for that.”

      “What does that have to do with your brother?” Baker asked.

      “He was the chief engineer on the transport that was tasked with taking Shar-Tek. I knew if we could link up with the marines from his ship, he’d help us explain everything to the CO and work out a way to get you home.” Golchak shrugged and wiped an eye. “I’m not sure how I’m going to do that now.”

      “Oh,” Baker said. “I’m sorry. Really I am.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “Well, maybe it sort of is.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The fighter that flew over us? I’m not sure, but I think it had my squadron insignia on its tail. They probably came to look for me.”

      “Not going that fast, they didn’t.”

      Baker shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe they were making some sort of statement as they left or were firing on the battle that you said would be happening to the west of the city.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Golchak said gruffly. “We need to leave before the lizards return. My rifle battery is out, and I’m down to just a couple rounds in my rail pistol. If they come back in force, we can’t hold them off.”

      “And I don’t have a lot left in me,” Baker replied.

      “We also need to get you some medical attention,” Golchak added, nodding toward Baker’s leg.

      Baker looked down and could see red seeping through the bandages.

      “I don’t know if it bit through the bandages or if your leg just came open again,” Golchak said, “but I doubt there are a lot of nanobots left to counteract the diseases from a lizard bite or whatever is resident in the swamp water. We need to get going… while you still can.”
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      They walked for nearly an hour before Irina, who Baker had mounted on his back to give him “eyes in the back of his head,” announced, “You’re going to need to walk faster. The lizards are back.”

      Baker turned. “Where are they?”

      “I could tell you,” Irina said, “if you hadn’t spun me around where I can’t see any longer.”

      Golchak came back to stand next to him, pistol drawn, as Baker removed his slate from where he had it mounted and turned it in the direction they’d come from.

      “Okay,” Baker said, “where are they?”

      “They’ve been trying to sneak up on you for a while. They’re about fifty meters back, next to the tree that’s split at the waterline. One is left of it, one is right of it, and there is a lot of motion behind them.”

      Baker sighed. “How many?”

      “At a guess? Thirty. Maybe more.”

      Baker glanced toward Golchak. “I hope they’re not herding us toward another open-water gap.”

      Golchak nodded. “If they are, you can bet that there will be more waiting there.”

      “They’re smart little bastards,” Baker agreed, “and they work well together.”

      “We better get moving,” Golchak said. “You go first at the best pace you can maintain. I’ll watch out for them behind us.”

      “What happens if I run into them?”

      “Point your pistol at them and yell bang!?”

      “I don’t think that will work. Not more than once or twice anyway.”

      “Well, if I hear you say that, I’ll come running. Like I told you, though, I’ve only got a couple of rounds remaining. If we run into another big group of them, we’re going to be in trouble.”

      Baker nodded. There was nothing left to say, so he turned and hobbled off at the best pace he could maintain. He only had to keep it up for about ten minutes.

      “Shit,” he said as he stumbled to a stop.

      A second patch of open water lay in their path. This one was narrower than the first one—only about forty meters across—but a lizard with a red stripe waited on a hummock in the middle of the water, staring at him, along with about ten others. The leader nodded to them, and they slid into the water, arrowing toward him.

      Baker looked over his shoulder. “Golchak? We’re in trouble.”

      “I figured,” the Kardon said as he came up to stand alongside Baker. “The ones behind us are pushing forward.”

      Baker holstered the empty weapon and drew his knife. “I guess this is where we make our final stand.”

      “I guess so,” Golchak said as he drew his knife as well. “I’ll take the group in the front. They’re closer. Maybe when I fire, they’ll run.”

      “And maybe monkeys will come flying out of my ass, too,” Baker muttered.

      “What?” Golchak asked. “What does that… How would that even… Can’t you just say ‘shit’ or something that sort of makes sense?”

      Baker sighed. “Shit.”

      “Thanks. That’s much better.”

      The lizards pressed forward, and Golchak fired as the first one crawled from the water. Undaunted, two more followed, stepping around the first one’s twitching body. Golchak fired again, dropping a second, as two more pulled themselves onto dry land. His pistol locked back, empty.

      “Now’s the time for the bang thing!” Irina said suddenly. “Lance!”

      “What?” Baker asked.

      “Pull out your gun and yell bang! Do it now!”

      “What?”

      “Trust me! Just do it! Quickly!”

      Feeling stupid, Baker drew his pistol and pointed it at the closest lizard. “Bang,” he said.

      “No,” Irina said urgently. “Yell it! Now!”

      “Bang!” Baker yelled, pointing it at one of the lizards. He switched targets as a whistling sound could be heard. “Bang again! Die mother fuckers!” He began to get into the act as the whistle grew, sounding almost like an incoming round. “Bang! Bang! Fucking bang!”

      A massive fireball landed a hundred meters away in the swamp, shattering and igniting the trees in its path before coming to a steaming, hissing halt. Baker’s jaw dropped as he looked at the massive, charred piece of metal.

      “Again!” Irina screamed as more whistling could be heard.

      “Bang!” Baker yelled with gusto. Golchak joined him. “Bang! Bang! Bang!”

      Additional chunks of metal slammed into the ground in the vicinity, igniting anything they touched. The lizards hissed and fled.

      “What the fuck?” Baker yelled over the sounds of more incoming rounds.

      “Pieces of the ship that was destroyed!” Golchak yelled back.

      Baker ran to the wall and tried to make himself as small as he could next to it.

      Golchak jogged over and stood next to him. “You know that wall isn’t going to help you if a big piece of starship hits it, right?”

      Baker shrugged. “I know that. I also know that it will keep me from seeing it until it hits, so I won’t feel the need to try to run from it.”

      “What’s that going to do for you?”

      “I can’t outrun something coming in at an orbital velocity,” Baker said with a shrug as a piece hit somewhere on the other side of the wall. A delayed crash, huge in volume, followed, indicating it had probably collapsed one of the skyscrapers or maybe even one of the mega-scrapers. “At least I won’t die any more tired than I already am.”

      Golchak laughed, then he shrugged. “I guess we all have to take our victories where we can find them.” He pointed to the expanse of water next to them. “Still, with the lizards gone, we could probably make some good time now while they’re not tracking us or trying to kill us. How about we proceed?”

      Baker shook his head. “Guess I’ll die tired after all.” He sighed. “Very well. Lead on.”

      Golchak nodded and jogged off.
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      “Thanks to our efforts, and those of the squadrons on board the Moskva, the Kardons are in full flight,” Commander Andriy Mityaev said from the podium. “All of their major combatants are headed out-system as fast as they can go, on a profile to jump out of the Tau Ceti system entirely. That’s the good news.”

      “That’s some pretty damn good news,” Admiral Vasquez said with a nod, “and a job very well done.” He cocked his head. “The way you say it, though, makes me think that you also have some bad news.”

      “I do.” Mityaev nodded. “The bad news is that Commander Jimenez’s plan worked too well. By destroying the transports overhead the third planet, she prevented the troops already on the planet from leaving with them. If anything, they are now fighting harder than ever.”

      “Sucks to be fighting on the third planet then, doesn’t it?” Vasquez asked with a chuckle. “Good thing we’re not.”

      “We’re not… yet,” Mityaev said. “However, the Overlords have asked if we can provide any ground forces to assist in the fight to hold Shar-Tek.”

      “Shar-Tek?” Vasquez asked. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “That’s the city Commander Baker… damaged when he chased down the Kardon fighter before ultimately being shot down himself. The Fruzians complained about the damage done to several of their buildings.”

      “Yeah, well fuck them,” Vasquez said. “All we’ve done is sacrifice a ton of our people to help them keep from losing their planets. If they’re worried about the nature of how we provide our assistance, we can go back to Earth and let the Kardons have this shitty system.”

      “The request for ground troops didn’t come from the Fruzians, though. It came from the Overlords. They asked—pretty strongly—for us to provide any aid that we could. The request made it seem like they were aware we had troops on board.”

      Major Struthers was sitting in the row in front of Jimenez, and she could see him shaking his head as Mityaev spoke. Finally, he raised his hand.

      “Yes?” Mityaev asked, recognizing him.

      “Are they going to give us any sort of intel on the situation?” Struthers asked. “Because up to now, they haven’t told us shit about the planet or anything going on there. Now they say, ‘Drop your troops there’ and just expect us to blindly go there?”

      “They have given us a bit of information,” Mityaev said. “Apparently, there were four transports—”

      “‘Were’ being the operative word,” Lieutenant Commander Stan Jackson said with a chuckle from next to Jimenez.

      “When the Blasters destroyed the transports,” Mityaev continued, “the Kardons fought harder to get into the cities they were trying to capture. Two of the Kardon forces were subsequently destroyed by a combination of Overlord and Fruzian forces. They have currently shifted what forces they can to assist in putting down a third assault. They are requesting assistance for the fourth, which is, like I said, in the area near Shar-Tek.”

      “Did they say why they’re not providing those forces?” Vasquez asked.

      Mityaev nodded. “According to them, they didn’t come prepared with ground assault forces. They thought all the combat would occur in space.”

      “So their planning sucked, and we have to help them out.”

      “Just like we did in the space battle,” Commander Jinan remarked.

      “Which went according to your plan, Skipper,” Jackson whispered to Jimenez.

      Sofia smiled and shook her head. She’d heard that Jinan had been responsible for eleven kills in the space battle the Blasters had avoided to kill the transports… and that he’d put himself and Hong Yang in for yet another award for bravery and had claimed that he’d been responsible for the plan—her plan—that had led the combined force to victory. Some things never change.

      Admiral Vasquez turned around, searched the audience, and his eyes locked onto Struthers. “What do you think, Major? Can we help them out?”

      Struthers opened his mouth, thought better about what he’d been about to say, and closed it again. He sighed, then he started over again. “We have about a hundred troops, sir. Can we help them? Yes, but I don’t know what difference we’ll make.” He shrugged. “I would need to know more about the troops involved—how many, how they’re armed, things like that. We really don’t know anything about how they prosecute a ground war.” Struthers shrugged again. “I take it that it’s your intention we should help them, sir?”

      Vasquez nodded. “It is.”

      “Then we will, sir, but I’d like to have a lot more intel on the fight we’re getting into and some latitude in how we employ our folks once we understand the nature of the battle.”

      “You’ll have both.”

      Struthers squared his shoulders, obviously resigning himself to the task. “Then yes, sir, we can and will help them out.”

      Vasquez nodded. “Very well. Thanks, Major.”

      “Ooh-rah, sir.”

      Jackson leaned over to Jimenez as Mityaev began talking again. “Add those Marines to the list of people I’m happy I’m not,” he whispered.

      Jimenez nodded. “They’re already on mine.”
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        SWAMP OUTSKIRTS, NORTHEAST OF SHAR-TEK, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      Golchak’s hand came up, and Baker stopped. This was the second time they’d stopped suddenly. Baker winced and clenched his teeth as he fought back a wave of dizziness. Apparently, the last lizard had bitten through the bandage, and an infection was slowly building inside him. Sweat dripped from his forehead, but he kept still as it ran down his nose. He scrunched up his face to keep from sneezing.

      Baker opened up his eyes again to see Golchak moving again. He went about five meters farther, then turned and waved Baker forward. Golchak pointed in front of them as Baker joined him. Through a thin screen of trees, Baker could see a road.

      “That leads to the city that way”—he pointed to the left—“and to the battlefield in that direction.” He nodded to the right.

      “It also seems like a good place to get caught,” Baker said.

      “Yeah, but we can follow it. I know where we need to go.”

      Baker nodded.

      Golchak peered closely at him. “What’s wrong?”

      “What do you mean?”

      The Kardon reached forward suddenly and put the back of his hand to Baker’s forehead. “You’re hot.”

      “That’s because it’s hot out here. Walk through a swamp, you get hot. It’s a fact of life.”

      “You’re not much of a liar.”

      Baker shrugged. “Don’t worry about me. Just get us to where we need to go.”

      Golchak’s gaze narrowed. “I do worry about you. We need each other to make this work.”

      “Well, then stop wasting time, and let’s go.”

      Golchak nodded.

      “What are you doing?” Baker asked. “Let’s go.”

      “My father always said, ‘Work smarter, not harder.’ I think this is one of those times.”

      “We have a similar saying, but I don’t see how it pertains to us right here.”

      “We have somewhere to be, and it is, unfortunately, further than I think you’ll be able to go on your own.”

      “Maybe I’ll surprise you,” Baker said. “I may be stronger than you think.”

      “You may. But you’re also already recovering from a major injury and an infection, and I don’t know how much you have left in you.”

      “It’s enough.”

      “Perhaps.” Golchak smiled. “But what if it didn’t have to be?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what if we could ride and not walk?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t mind riding. I also wouldn’t mind a beer. I don’t see how either of those are going to happen.”

      “What is a beer?”

      “An alcoholic drink.”

      Golchak shook his head. “Sorry, I’m out of those… but I do know where I can find us a ride.”

      “Where?”

      “Right there.” Golchak nodded toward the road. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”
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        CARRIER INTEL CENTER, TSS ENTERPRISE, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      “This is bullshit, sir,” First Sergeant Gary Davison said. “This is different from everything they’ve told us to this point.”

      Struthers nodded and turned to Mityaev. “He’s right. This is exactly the opposite of everything we’ve heard up ’til now.”

      “What can I tell you?” The intel officer asked with a shrug. “This is what the Overlords just passed on to us. The enemy force looks like humans, and the friendlies are the lizards. They didn’t say the humans were Kardons, though; they just called them the enemy forces. Maybe they are a race that is allied with the Kardons.”

      “And they just happen to look like us?” Davison asked. “Something stinks here.”

      “I can confirm that the friendlies are lizards,” Jimenez said. “Well, I don’t know if “friendly” is the right word, but I can tell you that the locals on the planet are lizards.”

      “And how do you know that?” Mityaev asked.

      “They speak the same language as the lizards we saw on our last cruise. Additionally, we overflew the city of Shar-Tek and got a couple pictures of lizards there. I guess it’s possible the enemy troops made it into the city, but that wasn’t what we were briefed.”

      Mityaev shook his head. “As far as I’ve been told, the enemy has not made it into the city. The battle has been confined to an area west of the city, in what has turned into a pitched battle along this front.” He pointed to the chart on the holo.

      “And the humans are the enemy.” Struthers shook his head.

      “That’s what the Overlords said.”

      “I agree with Davison,” Struthers said. “This whole thing stinks.” He sighed. “But if that’s the way they want us to play it…” He walked up to the holo and pointed. “The end of the enemy line is held by this cliff. If we landed in these clearings about five klicks behind the enemy forces and infiltrated through the forest, we could hit them there. Once we cut the end of the line, the Overlord forces should be able to flank them and roll them up, kind of like what our spacefighters did in the last battle.”

      “What do you need from us?” Jimenez asked.

      “Nothing, actually,” Struthers said with a smile. “In fact, we don’t want you there at all.”

      Jimenez’s eyebrows rose.

      Struthers smiled. “The key to this is going to be stealth and surprise. I don’t want them to know we’re coming. They have enough troops here and here”—he pointed—“that if they know we’re there, they can pivot and wipe us out. The whole key will be to not be noticed.” Struthers paused, then he added, “Three shuttles, coming in nap of the earth. We unload and sneak up on them. Easy day.”

      “What if we hit them at the other end of the line,” Jimenez asked. “Maybe get their attention focused over there?”

      Struthers shook his head. “No. We don’t want anything out of the ordinary. If we hit them in one place, we run the risk of them wondering if it’s a feint and raising their alert level all along the line. Also, if you hit them, they may move their forces around, and we’d run the risk of running into contact with them prior to reaching our objective.”

      The major gave her a predatory smile. “If we do this right, it’s better if you’re not even there.”
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        NORTHEAST OF SHAR-TEK, TAU CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      Baker stumbled out of the foliage about fifteen minutes later and collapsed onto the embankment next to the road. It wasn’t much of an act, and his body was happy to participate. In fact, as he lay on the ground, he found the cool earth soothing and closed his eyes for a second. He heard a car and voices… and then Golchak was shaking him.

      “What?” Baker asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Come on, quickly!” Golchak urged. “You fell asleep.” He helped Baker to his feet.

      “I don’t remember falling asleep,” Baker said as Golchak guided him to a large capsule-looking thing that rested on the roadway.

      “Well, trust me, you did.” Golchak opened the door of the vehicle and shoved Baker into the capsule.

      A small bench with a backrest was the only thing on Baker’s side, and he climbed onto it. “Not much of a seat,” he said. “Padding’s pretty thin.” He shrugged. “It would be better with bucket seats.”

      “A bucket seat?” Golchak asked. “Is that to carry things in?”

      “No, it’s just a comfortable seat, rounded to meet the shape of our bodies.”

      “This vehicle was built for lizards,” Golchak said as he got in the other side and closed the door. “It needed something for their tails.”

      “Oh, yeah. Where are they?”

      “They disagreed with us confiscating their vehicle,” Golchak said simply. “I left them in the swamp.”

      “Alive?”

      “No.”

      “Oh,” Baker said. “Sorry I wasn’t much help.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Golchak said. He pushed a button in front of him, and the vehicle levitated off the ground. He pushed a couple other buttons, and the vehicle started forward, picking up speed until they were going about 40 kilometers per hour.

      “How did you know how to operate this?”

      Golchak shrugged. “Pretty standard tech. We had these thirty years ago.”

      “What do you have now?”

      “Better ones.” Golchak smiled. “With bucket seats.” He reached into the backseat and handed Baker an item that looked like a plastic bottle.

      “What’s this?” Baker asked.

      “Water, I suspect.” Golchak reached over and turned the bottle to where he could see the writing on it. “Water flavored with some kind of berry I never heard of. Drink it. You’ll feel better.”

      Baker studied the bottle for a moment. “How… how do you open it?”

      “Never seen a self-opening bottle before?”

      “Would I ask if I had?”

      Golchak reached over and tapped the top, and the lid sprang open.

      “That’s handy,” Baker said.

      “Keeps you from spilling. It also—duck!”

      Baker leaned forward as a vehicle shot past them on the left. Golchak also hunkered down as it passed. Baker got the impression of a large, dark-colored boxy structure as it flashed by, but not much more.

      “It’s okay,” Golchak said after a moment. “They kept going.”

      “What was that?”

      “Troop transport.”

      “Do we want to be following it?”

      “Want to? Not particularly. However, it does show that we’re going in the right direction.” He grunted. “That reminds me. Can you grab my rifle off the bench in the back?”

      Baker retrieved the weapon.

      “I need access to the butt of it,” Golchak said.

      Baker awkwardly turned it around to where the Kardon could reach the weapon’s stock. He touched his thumb to a smooth metal plate on it and the weapon came to life. Golchak pressed another button, and the butt plate swiveled off, revealing some sort of plug.

      Golchak looked up. “Another feature of this type of conveyance? Universal charging ports.”

      Golchak pulled out the plug—it stayed attached to the rifle by a thin wire—and inserted it into a depression in the console in front of them.

      “You can charge your rifle?”

      Golchak nodded. “It’s not as good or as fast as having military-grade batteries, but it will work in a pinch.”

      Baker sat in silence for a few minutes, drinking his berry flavored water. The closest analog was strawberry, he finally decided. It wasn’t his favorite—and he would never have consumed it back home—but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and it wasn’t until he had taken a few sips that he realized how dehydrated he’d become. “Got another one of these?” he asked, holding up the empty bottle.

      Golchak reached into the back of the vehicle and pulled out another one. “They had a five-pack of these in the back.”

      “So there are three left?”

      “Two. I had one after I dealt with the prior owners of this vehicle.”

      “You never said how you did that.”

      Golchak shook his head. “I didn’t. Nor do I intend to.”

      The Kardon’s statement, and the manner in which it was presented, killed the conversation for a while, and Baker concentrated on sucking down his green-bean flavored drink. Finally, Baker nodded to the road in front of them. “Do you know where you’re going?”

      “No, not really, but I suspect it will be apparent when we get there.”

      Baker finished the second bottle—with only a few shudders at the taste—and was starting to drift off when Golchak said. “Okay, I found it.” He unplugged his rifle and started reassembling it.

      “Found what?” Baker asked.

      Golchak nodded to the road in front of them, then started pushing the buttons in front of him. The car slowed to a stop as Baker looked out the window. A barricade spanned the road about two kilometers in front of them, from the forest on one side all the way to the forest on the other. There was no way through it.

      And it was manned by at least a couple dozen Fruzians with rifles.

      “Can we go over the barricade?”

      “No,” Golchak said. “The counter-grav in this is only good for about a meter. We can’t go over it or around it, and there’s zero chance of going through it. Xangath!”

      “What?” Baker asked as the car spun around and headed back the way they’d come from.

      “They’re coming to check us out.”

      “How many?”

      “I don’t know. Five or six, probably.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      Golchak looked behind them, then he winced. “It’s going to be close, but I’m going to jump out when we go around the next corner. I want you to go another couple hundred meters and push this button.” He pointed to a large red button on the dashboard. “That’s the emergency stop button.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to shoot them,” Golchak said. “Then we’re going to flee.”

      “I can help.”

      “With what?”

      “Got another rifle?”

      Golchak shook his head.

      “Well, shit.”

      Golchak scoffed. “You and your obsession with feces.”

      Baker shrugged.

      They went around the curve, and the vehicle slowed slightly. “See you soon,” Golchak said, then he dove out the door. The wind resistance slammed the door shut behind him. Baker looked behind the car and saw Golchak roll down the embankment. He came to a stop, and about a second later, a larger vehicle came around the bend. It was going a lot faster than the one Baker was in, and it was rapidly closing.

      When Baker estimated 200 meters had gone by, he pushed the button. The vehicle stopped—almost immediately—catapulting Baker out of his seat and into the front windshield. He bounced off the glass and fell back onto the console that separated the two seats.

      Shaking his head, he climbed up to look back, and he was just in time to see Golchak shoot at the vehicle chasing him. He fired once, then a second time, and the vehicle’s counter-grav failed. It fell to the ground with a crash, then its rounded form caught something, and the vehicle began rolling.

      Golchak was on his feet in an instant, chasing after it, as Baker slowly extricated himself from his own vehicle.

      The chase vehicle rolled to a stop, with its roof resting on the roadway. Baker stumbled toward it as one of the doors opened, and a lizard crawled out.

      “Hey!” Baker yelled.

      The lizard drew his pistol, and Baker dove to the side. The laser bolt went past him as he tumbled down the embankment. He hit the bottom and looked back to the enemy chase vehicle, just in time to see the lizard’s head explode as it tried to aim at him. A second one rose and was similarly dispatched, then Golchak was there, firing into the vehicle.

      Within seconds, it was over. He grabbed the lizard’s pistol and limped over to where Baker waited.

      “You’re injured,” Baker said.

      “Twisted my knee when I landed,” Golchak said. “What the hell were you doing?”

      “I was trying to provide a distraction.” Baker shrugged. “I was helping.”

      “More like you were trying to get yourself killed.”

      Baker shrugged again.

      “I guess you forgot the plan,” Golchak said. “The goal was for you not to get killed.”

      “I’m still alive, aren’t I? You’re the one who’s limping.”

      “You’re limping, too.”

      “But I was already limping. I didn’t get hurt in the fight.”

      Golchak shook his head. “Fine. Come on; we need to get out of here. Even if they didn’t hear the crash, they’ll wonder when they can’t make radio contact, and they’ll come looking for their folks soon.”

      “Lead on,” Baker said.

      Golchak nodded once and jogged off.

      After a second, Baker sighed, then he hurried to follow.
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      “Are we there yet?” Baker asked several hours later.

      “What?”

      “I asked if we were there yet.”

      Golchak shook his head. “You’re as bad as my kids.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Any time we go on a family trip, that’s all they ask. Starting from about the time we leave our home.”

      Baker chuckled. “We used to do the same to our parents.”

      “That’s why you’re so infuriating sometimes,” Golchak said. “You are my kids.”

      “Not that I remember.”

      “In answer to your question, though, yes.”

      Baker thought for a second but couldn’t remember the question. In fact, he had a hard time thinking about anything other than putting one foot in front of the other. “What… what was the question?”

      “You asked if we were close.”

      “Oh, I did?”

      Golchak peered at him closely, then put the back of his hand on Baker’s forehead.

      Baker flinched away. “I’m really not your kids, you know.”

      “No, but you’re as hard-headed as them. Let’s take a break for a few minutes.”

      “Don’t want to,” Baker said. “Let’s keep going. I don’t know how much I have left in me.”

      “I know. You’re burning up.” Golchak nodded to a tree. “Sit.”

      Baker shuffled over and sat with his back against the tree. Golchak dug in his pack and pulled out a lizard water bottle, then he handed it to Baker.

      “What flavor is this?”

      Golchak shook his head. “Don’t ask.”

      Baker took a sip, then spat it out. “That tastes like blood.”

      “I think it is, but you need the fluid.”

      “Gross.”

      Golchak nodded. “Gross but necessary. Drink it.”

      Baker held his breath and slugged down as much as he could, trying not to taste it. The aftertaste when he stopped made him gag, and he almost threw it all up again, but he was ultimately able to hold it down.

      “Drink it all,” Golchak said. “You need it, and we don’t have much farther to go.”

      “We don’t?”

      “No. Can’t you hear the sounds of battle?”

      Baker concentrated and realized the ground was vibrating periodically. There’d been a low rumble growing for some time, but Baker had dismissed it as thunder. Now he realized it was ordnance going off. He’d never been on the receiving end of it before and hadn’t recognized it. Then he heard a low hum, which he did, recognize.

      “Quickly,” Baker said, struggling to his feet. “Give me your rifle.”

      “What for?”

      “No time. Just give it to me.”

      Golchak stood and handed the rifle over. “There’s only one shot left in it, and we may need it,” he cautioned.

      “If that noise is what I think it is, we need it now.”
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        COCKPIT, SHUTTLE FOUR-OH-ONE, WEST OF SHAR-TEK, TAU-CETI SYSTEM

      

      

      “Thirty seconds to touchdown,” Lieutenant Werner Straki noted without taking his eyes off the terrain running past them just a few meters below the shuttle. “Let the Marines know, please.”

      His co-pilot, Lieutenant Ellie Marr, nodded. “Major Struthers,” she said over the intercom, “thirty—shit!” A laser bolt went past the canopy so closely that she flinched away. “Hang on!” she added. “We’re taking ground fire.” Marr hit the jammer and swung the chain gun to fire on the source of the incoming laser rounds. “We’ve got forces down there about one klick from the LZ!”

      Straki glanced at the infrared display. “Looks like people, and those are the enemy, right?” He spun the shuttle around. “If so, we’ll need to either take care of them now or drop the Marines here to deal with them.”

      “I’m jamming any transmissions they might be trying to make.” Marr’s jaw dropped. “What the…”

      “What’s going on?” Straki asked.

      “They threw their weapon down,” Marr replied. “It looks like they only had one. Now… they’re waving at us like they want us to land there? Could they be Terrans and not the enemy?”

      “Terrans? There aren’t any of our people here,” Straki said. “We’re the first; the ones down there are bad guys.”

      “I agree,” Marr said, “but how would they know the landing signals if they weren’t Terrans… and military people at that?”

      “Lieutenant Straki, Major Struthers,” the Marine said over the intercom. “What’s going on?”

      “It looks like the people who fired on us are Terrans.”

      “There aren’t any Terrans on the planet,” Struthers said. “We were told to shoot anything that looked like us but wasn’t us.”

      “Well, these people know the military hand signals to direct aircraft,” Straki said. “They fired once in front of us, then threw their rifle down.”

      “It must be a trap,” Struthers said. “I recommend you do not land there. Kill them and put us down where we’re supposed to be.”

      “Hey,” Marr said. “Didn’t one of the squadrons lose a plane or two the last time the Enterprise was here? Could it be them?”

      “We only lost one near the planet,” Struthers said. “CO of the Blasters. Good guy. Everyone else was lost in space.”

      “Well, there are two people here. Did the CO have a WSO?”

      “I don’t think so,” Struthers said. “He normally didn’t fly with one.”

      “Well, I’ve scanned all around,” Marr said. “There aren’t any other humanoid beings in the area. It’s just these two people, and they’re trying to get us to land.”

      “What about the infrared?” Straki said. “Did you try that?”

      “I did,” Marr replied. “There isn’t anything else alive in the area.” She zoomed in the gun’s targeting camera. “Sure does look like our people, though. One’s even got a Terran-looking space suit. The other person’s isn’t anything I’ve seen before, though.”

      “It’s your call as mission commander, Major,” Straki said. “My preference would be to land and have you check them out. Would you know the Blasters’ CO on sight?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, look at this.” Straki sent the image to the monitor in the cargo bay.

      “Holy shit!” Struthers said. “That’s Baker, the CO of the Blasters! I don’t know who that is with him, but that’s definitely Lance Baker.”

      “This is now a SAR, then,” Straki said. “As aircraft commander, I’m going in. Major, I’d appreciate it if you’d run out and get them. We can figure out who the other guy is once we get him to the Enterprise.”

      “You got it.”

      “Twenty seconds out!” Straki said. “Ramp’s coming down.”
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      “We’ve got a SAR,” Struthers said to the soldiers in the back of the shuttle as the ramp started down.

      “A SAR, sir?” Davison asked. “Who’s it for? One of the Overlords?”

      “No, it’s the former CO of the Blasters, or at least it looks like him. Remember him?”

      “The one who saved your life?”

      “Yeah, that guy. We’re going to return the favor. Somehow, he got onto the surface of the planet with someone else. We’re going to pick him up.”

      “Who’s the other person?”

      “No idea. We’ll get it sorted out once we’re away from the battle.”

      Davison nodded. “Good plan.”

      “I’ll get him and the other guy. I want you and First Squad to cover me. We’ll egress, grab the people, and return. Shoot anything that isn’t human.”

      “I thought the ROE said to shoot anything that looked human.”

      “I just changed the ROE. If there’s anyone else there besides the two people—and I don’t care whether they’re human or lizard—kill them!”

      The terrain came up quickly, then the shuttle’s momentum stopped, and it settled to the ground softly. Struthers could see the two humans as he ran down the ramp—the pilot had landed with the ramp facing them. He raced over toward them, watching for other combatants, but he didn’t see any. Struthers’s troopers spread out to cover him.

      Scanning for traps, he slowed and strode up to Baker. Both men had their hands up. The shuttle’s pilot had been right—Baker’s flight suit looked Terran, although it had seen better days. It was torn in a number of places and missing the entire right leg. Baker’s leg was bandaged with some sort of material that shimmered when he looked at it. The other man’s flight suit didn’t look anything like Baker’s—although the being looked Terran—and Struthers pointed his rifle at him. “Who are you?” he asked.

      “Is that you, Struthers?” Baker asked with a laugh. “How the hell did you get here?”

      “They told me some dumbass pilot got lost, and I happened to be in the area.” He motioned at the other man with his rifle. “Who’s your friend?”

      “He’s a Kardon—”

      “A Kardon!” Struthers flicked off his safety. Two of the troopers near him also pointed their rifles at the alien.

      “He’s on our side!” Baker yelled, stepping in front of the other being. “Do not shoot him.”

      “I won’t shoot him as long as he doesn’t do anything stupid,” Struthers said, “but could you please get away from him? This is a combat zone, and we need to get out of here ASAP!”

      “I promise not to do anything stupid,” the Kardon said as Baker stepped away.

      “You speak English?” Struthers asked.

      “I do, and I will follow any instructions you give me.”

      “Good. Both of you, back to the shuttle.”

      Baker and the Kardon jogged back to the shuttle and went up the ramp. When the soldiers in the cargo area saw their comrades aiming weapons at the pair they were returning with, they pointed their rifles at them, too.

      “Easy!” Baker said, making a patting motion. “We’re all on the same side.” He turned to look at Struthers. “Please tell your people to not aim their weapons at us. It would be very unfortunate if something were to happen.”

      “You’ve got them?” the pilot asked over the intercom.

      “I do,” Struthers said. Davison gave him a thumbs-up, and he slapped the button to raise the ramp. “We’re out of here.”

      “May I?” Baker asked, pointing at the intercom button.

      “Yeah, go ahead.”

      Baker stepped up and pushed the button. “Whoever’s flying this shuttle, this is Commander Lance Baker, the CO of the Blue Blasters. We need transport back to the Enterprise ASAP, but do not tell them that I or anyone else is aboard.”

      “What am I supposed to tell them, sir? We’re supposed to be on a combat mission.”

      “Tell them the shuttle broke, which is why you set down, and you’re going back for a new one. Do not mention I am on board. It is a matter of national importance.”

      “Enough to call off the whole assault?” The pilot asked. “There are two other shuttles waiting for us.”

      “This is the single most important thing you’re going to do in your entire life,” Baker said. “Call off the assault and get us back to the ship ASAP. That is a direct order. I don’t care what excuse you use, but do not mention my presence or that of my companion.”

      “You got it, sir. Give me a minute to coordinate turning off the attack, and then we’ll head back.”

      Baker released the button and turned toward Struthers. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to debrief your troops.”

      Struthers scoffed. “Let me guess. We didn’t see either you or… the other person who wasn’t here.”

      Baker nodded, looking more serious than Struthers had ever seen him.

      “The fact that he’s here could either win or lose this war for us,” Baker said. “If word gets out that he’s here, you can expect the Overlords to wipe out everyone in this task force to protect the info in his head.”

      Struthers’ jaw dropped, and he could see the amazed looks on the faces of his troops nearby. “Well, as long as it isn’t anything serious,” he said, deadpan.

      “I mean it,” Baker said. “We were never here.”

      “Did everyone just hear that?” Struthers asked, looking at his troops. “The shuttle broke. We did not stop to pick up anyone, nor did you see anyone else on this shuttle. Got it?”

      The troopers nodded, some of them hesitantly.

      “I hope you did,” Baker added, “because if the word gets out that we have him, we’re all dead. You, me, our husbands and wives, parents and children… everyone. Every Terran, dead.”

      Struthers shook his head and lowered his voice. “Knowing all that, was it a good idea to bring him on board?”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Baker said. “Unfortunately, the alternative was even worse.” Then, without another word, his eyes rolled up into his head, and he collapsed to the floor.

      Struthers swung his rifle to the Kardon. “What did you do to him?”

      “To him?” the alien asked. He had started toward Baker but froze when Struthers—and several of the Marines—pointed their rifles at him. “I did nothing to him. I saved his life when a lizard tried to take his leg off.”

      “We were told the Fruzians were on our side.”

      The Kardon chuckled. “That is a complicated discussion, and one that is better not held here in the back of this ship. I will tell you, though, the lizard I mentioned wasn’t a Fruzian; it was a lizard in the swamp.” He nodded toward Baker. “He’s probably got pretty good infections from the bite and the swamp water that you will want to treat as quickly as you can.”

      Struthers motioned the platoon’s medic to take a look. “Step away from him, please,” he said to the alien, who moved away from the downed aviator. “Don’t you have some sort of high-tech first aid kit?”

      “I did, but I used it all on him trying to rebuild his leg. He’d just been bitten again, and I’m all out.”

      “Bitten again?”

      The Kardon shrugged, a very Terran gesture. “Apparently, the lizards find him tasty.”

      “But you don’t? We were told the Kardons liked Terran flesh.”

      The Kardon scoffed. “Until a few weeks ago, I didn’t even know you existed. I don’t know why you were told that, because we abhor eating sentient beings.” He shook his head. “On second thought, I do know. Like I said earlier, though, it’s probably better if we have this discussion somewhere else.”

      Struthers looked around the cargo bay. Their conversation was—not surprisingly—the focal point for every eye within it. He nodded.

      “You will also probably want to figure out a way for me to not be seen getting off this ship.”

      “I was already working on that.”

      “And what have you come up with?”

      Struthers nodded to where the corpsman was working on Baker. “He just gave me an idea.”
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      “That’s weird,” Jimenez said as she spoke with Daiyu inside the system of the fighter.

      “What’s weird?” the SI asked.

      Jimenez flipped one of the cameras on and created a monitor to display its feed. “The shuttles are back early from the assault.”

      Daiyu looked at the simulated picture for a moment. “They don’t look damaged or shot up.”

      Jimenez slewed the camera. A group of people in scrubs waited by one of the shuttles with a trio of gurneys. “Looks like they must have taken casualties, though.” Jimenez looked at the system time, and her brows knit. “They shouldn’t even have made contact with the enemy yet, but you’re right; they don’t look damaged. I wonder how they took casualties.”

      The ramps all came down, and Marines walked off two of the shuttles while the corpsmen took the gurneys into the third. The Marines in the bay headed off to… wherever the Marines went. “They don’t look like they’ve seen any action,” Daiyu noted.

      “No,” Jimenez said with a headshake. “The only thing they look is confused, like, ‘Why are we back here?’”

      The gurneys came back out of the third shuttle and moved off—ostensibly to medical, and the rest of the troops filed off it. These ones didn’t look confused. “They’re going somewhere else,” Daiyu noted as the third group of Marines went in a different direction than the first two groups had.

      “Probably to get debriefed from whatever it is that happened.” She looked back at the gurneys. The sheets were over the victims’ faces. “Looks like they took three KIAs somehow.”

      “But how?” Daiyu asked. “Even the ones in the last shuttle don’t look like they’ve seen any action. Their uniforms and their weapons are still as clean as if they never left the shuttle.”

      “No idea. Something must have broken on the shuttle.”

      One of the Marines broke off from the third group and flagged down one of the Blasters’ technicians. They spoke for a moment, then the tech turned and pointed at Three-Oh-One.

      “Who’s that?” Daiyu asked as the big Marine turned and walked toward the fighter.

      “That’s First Sergeant Davison,” Jimenez replied. “Senior enlisted for the Marine company.”

      “What’s he want with us?”

      “No idea. Guess I’ll go find out.” Jimenez unplugged and climbed out of the plane. Davison was waiting when she reached the deck.

      “You need to come with me, ma’am.”

      “What for?”

      “Can’t say. You’ll have to trust me on this one.”

      “Trust you? I don’t even really know you.”

      The Marine smiled as he looked down on her. “I’m from the government; I’m here to help.”

      Jimenez frowned. “That’s not funny.” She waved toward the shuttles. “What’s going on?”

      Davison shook his head. “I can’t talk about it here, but I promise you that you want to come with me. You can break me down to a private again if I’m wrong.”

      “You sound pretty sure of yourself.”

      Davison smiled. “I am.”

      “Fine.” Jimenez climbed back into the cockpit to tell Daiyu what was going on, then she climbed back down again and faced Davison. “Let’s go.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a nod and led the way from the hangar.

      “Can you at least tell me where we’re going?”

      “Sorry, ma’am, I can’t. It’s worth the wait.”

      Jimenez followed the tall Marine, trying to puzzle out what had happened, but was unable to make any sense out of it. Something bad had happened to one of the platoons, and they’d all come back, but none of the Marines—aside from the three who’d been killed—looked to have even been in combat.

      Then she realized—she hadn’t seen Struthers. Had he been killed somehow? If so, that would be why they’d come back. She shrugged. That, at least, made sense. Too bad. I didn’t know him very well, but he’d always been a pretty good guy. In a Marine sort of way, anyhow.

      They were heading to Medical, Jimenez realized as she came to that conclusion. Which didn’t help solve the puzzle. What the hell was going on? Davison walked through the door and stopped in front of a confused looking corpsman. “Where’d they go?”

      “Through there,” the corpsman said, pointing at a door that said, “Isolation Ward.” He shrugged. “I don’t know why, though. It looked like those people were dead.”

      “Trust me, kid,” Davison said. “This is one of those times you don’t want to ask questions. Go back about your business as if you didn’t see anything and don’t think anything about it. You’ll be a lot happier.”

      “Uh, okay, sir.”

      Davison led her through the door while muttering about knowing who his parents were and promising to visit great harm on the unsuspecting corpsman when he had more time.

      Jimenez shut the door and turned to find Davison waiting for her. “Remember,” he said with a smile, “I told you that you were going to like this.”

      The Marine drew back a sheet separating them from the room beyond, and she could see the three gurneys. Two of them were now empty, and her eyebrows knit at the scene of Struthers pointing a rifle at someone she’d never seen before while a number of corpsmen and doctors rushed around the third gurney, which held… Oh my God, it’s Lance!

      She raced forward, only to be intercepted by one of the doctors. “Please stand back!” the doctor said sternly.

      “Is that… is that…”

      “Yes,” Davison said from her side. “It’s Skipper Baker, back from the dead. Well, apparently, he wasn’t dead, although he is pretty messed up.”

      “What? How?” Jimenez asked. She could feel her jaw hanging open, so she closed it quickly, then found she had something else she needed to know right now. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He’s got some infections,” the doctor said, answering the only question he probably knew the answer to. “Please stay back. He has a much better chance if you’ll allow us to work on him.”

      Jimenez spun to the Marine. “Chance? How bad is he?”

      “Our corpsman said he wasn’t in great shape, but he thought the infections were all treatable. Apparently, some lizard tore up his leg, and then swamp water got in it.”

      “The Fruzians attacked him? I should have known.” She spun toward the door, intending to go back to the hangar. We’ll take Three-Oh-One and level the whole fucking town! Her momentum stopped on a dime as Davison grabbed her arm in a grip of steel.

      “Ma’am,” he said quietly.

      She turned back. “What?” She looked down at his hand on her arm. “Do you mind?”

      Davison smiled grimly. “Sorry, ma’am, but I didn’t want you going off and doing something you’d regret later. The look in your eyes… well, let me just say that it wasn’t totally rational.” His smile took a more normal look. “It wasn’t the Fruzians; it was just some dumb lizard in the swamp he went down in.”

      “How do you know?”

      Davison nodded toward the man being held at gunpoint. “Because he confirmed all that after Commander Baker passed out.”

      “And he is?”

      Davison chuckled. “You know, I don’t think we ever got his name. And I’m pretty sure you don’t want to know who he is. The fact that he’s here is a closely guarded secret.”

      “And why’s that? Is he some sort of traitor?”

      “Uh… no. It’s more like he’s the enemy.”

      “He’s a Kardon?” Jimenez shrieked.

      Everyone in the room turned and looked at Jimenez, then looked at the man she was staring at. After a couple of seconds, they went back to their jobs, but kept looking up at the alien periodically.

      “Well, so much for OpSec,” Struthers said, frowning at Davison.

      “Sorry, sir.” Davison looked down. “I didn’t know she’d react like that.”

      Struthers motioned a doctor over and began talking quietly with him. Jimenez noted the gun trained on the Kardon never wavered.

      “So he’s a Kardon?” Jimenez whispered. “He looks human. Where did you capture him?”

      “Well, ma’am, see, that’s the thing. He was with Commander Baker, but the commander said he wasn’t a prisoner. He didn’t get much of a chance to explain anything before he passed out, so we’re all kind of waiting for him to regain consciousness and tell us what’s going on.”

      Jimenez glanced toward where the medical staff was working on Baker. It didn’t appear he’d be awake and aware any time soon. And, if they were pumping him full of drugs, as the bags of fluid hanging next to the bed indicated, it might be a while before he was truly lucid again.

      Or as lucid as he normally is, Jimenez thought with a smile.

      So, failing to get any answers there, she did the next best thing and walked over to the Kardon.

      “Please stay back, ma’am,” Struthers said.

      “Thanks, but I can hold my own,” Jimenez said, glaring up at the Kardon.

      “Do you speak English?” she asked after a moment.

      “Yes,” the man said with a human nod.

      “Got a name?”

      “You can call me Golchak.” He smiled. “Might I ask what yours is?”

      “No, you may not.”

      “That’s okay, Sofia.”

      “Wha-what?” Jimenez’s jaw dropped. “How the hell do you know my name?”

      “Lance and I have spoken of many things. Based on your reaction to seeing him, I figured there was only one person you could be—Commander Sofia Jimenez, the executive officer of SFA-34, the Blue Blasters.”

      “Okay, so you know who I am.” She chuckled. “After my reaction, there’s no point denying it.”

      “We need to invite her to the next poker night,” Davison said from behind her, and Struthers laughed. It might have been the first time she’d ever heard the Marine laugh.

      Jimenez frowned over her shoulder at the Marines, who went silent, then she turned back to Golchak. “As I was saying, you obviously know who I am. Who are you?”

      “I am Commander—as you would call my rank—Sterep Golchak, the former commander of… well, it doesn’t matter, and I don’t want to give away too much at the moment.” He shrugged. “The thing that matters most to you, probably, is that I am the officer who destroyed your space fighter. Apparently, you aren’t as dead as Lance thought you were.”

      “No, I’m not. And—because we thought Lance was dead—I’m now the commanding officer of the squadron.”

      Golchak chuckled. “Well, that is going to be awkward when Lance comes to.”

      Jimenez tilted her head and narrowed her gaze at the Kardon. “So you shot me, then Lance shot you down… then what happened?”

      “Then one of my people—my executive officer, I believe—shot down Lance. He then had a running battle with a group of lizards in the swamp. I heard his gunfire and went looking for him—”

      “Why?”

      Golchak’s eyebrows rose. “Why what?”

      “Why did you go looking for him?”

      Golchak chuckled. “To kill him, of course. He had just shot me down, after all.”

      “I don’t find it funny,” Jimenez said. She waved to where Baker lay in bed. “How do we know you aren’t responsible for his current condition?”

      “When I got to where he was, the lizards had him. One had almost chewed through his leg, and he was bleeding out. In fact, he passed out, and the lizards were approaching him and about to eat him. If I wanted him dead, all I would have had to do was nothing. The lizards would have finished him off. But I didn’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not, indeed?” Golchak smiled. “Because I saw him and realized that we were the same. Maybe not the same race, but certainly a very similar one. I saw his warrior spirit trying to fight off a horde of lizards with just his pistol, and I couldn’t allow them to claim him. So I drove them off and saved him.”

      “That isn’t the end of the story, though.”

      Golchak shook his head and sighed. “No, it’s not. I carried him out of the swamp and set up a camp in the shadow of the wall surrounding Shar-Tek. Lance was on the edge of death, so I did the only thing that I could—I treated him with the nanobots from my first-aid kit.”

      “Nanobots?”

      “Tiny machines that fix damage in a body.”

      “And they healed him?”

      “They healed him, mostly, but there was a problem.”

      Jimenez’s eyebrows rose. “Which was?”

      “They shouldn’t have worked! The nanobots are optimized for our bodies, our systems; they shouldn’t have worked in a different race. But they did.”

      “What are you telling me? That it’s a miracle they healed him?”

      “No.” The Kardon took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. “What I’m telling you is that we aren’t just similar in appearance. We are members of the same race. When I saw the nanobots working on him, I knew I had to save him, if nothing else than to right the wrong that’s been inflicted on you. You shouldn’t be fighting for the Overlords—you should be on our side.”

      Jimenez sighed. “I already know that.”
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      Baker opened his eyes to find Jimenez looking down on him. “Damn it.”

      She drew back slightly and laughed. “That’s really not the response I was expecting.”

      Baker blinked a couple of times. “I was hoping to get the word back to the Enterprise before I died.” He shook his head. “But now I find out I died, instead.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Silly. You’re not dead. You’re in medical on board the Enterprise. You did make it back.”

      “But you’re… I mean, I saw… You…” For the first time in his life, Baker found himself unable to speak. All he could do was look at Jimenez with his heart in his throat. She looked paler than he remembered, with a few more worry lines on her forehead, and thinner, as if she’d been unhealthy. Still… She’s never looked this good in all the time I’ve known her. Baker finally found his voice. “How is this possible?”

      “I ejected before my ship blew up,” Jimenez said. “If you’d stuck around, you could have rescued me. Instead, you went chasing off after Golchak and got yourself shot down, too.”

      “But I didn’t… I thought… Wait. You met Golchak?”

      “I did. You brought him back with you, remember?”

      Baker gave her a weak smile. “I don’t remember a whole lot at the end. Just flashes of things. Fighting with lizards in the swamp, bigger lizards on a roadway… oh, yeah, then there was a shuttle.”

      “You flagged it down by shooting a laser in front of it,” Jimenez said. “You’re lucky they didn’t turn around and blast you. We were told that the bad guys were the humans.”

      “But they’re not!” Baker cried, trying to sit up. “I have proof—”

      “I know,” Jimenez said. She put her palm on his forehead and gently pressed him back onto the bead. “I’ve met your proof, remember?”

      “Oh yeah. Golchak.”

      “He’s a pretty good guy,” Jimenez said. “Even if he did blow up Three-Twenty.”

      “That’s okay. I suspect you—or some of the other Blasters—killed his brother.”

      “What? When?”

      “His brother was on the transport over Shar-Tek when it was destroyed.”

      “Oh.” Jimenez looked down. “Yeah, that was me and a couple of others. We snuck in and blew them up.”

      “Thanks.”

      “For what? Killing Golchak’s brother? I thought you liked him.”

      “I do. The falling wreckage saved us from the lizards in the swamp, as did whoever did the low fly-by.”

      Jimenez smiled. “That was me. Daiyu and I couldn’t come that close to the planet without dropping down to look for you in the swamp.”

      “Too bad you didn’t find us.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So what’s going on? How long have I been out?”

      “Three days.”

      “Does Irina know?”

      “Irina? She’s still alive?”

      “She is.” Baker scratched his head. “Well, she was the last time I saw her.”

      “Where is she?”

      “In my slate.” He looked around. “Where’s my slate?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen it.”

      Baker thought back but couldn’t remember the last time he’d had it. Definitely while they were in the Fruzian car… well, he was pretty sure he’d had it then. He couldn’t remember seeing it after the fight, but he didn’t remember much from the journey after that. He leaned over and pushed the call button.

      Within a couple of moments, a corpsman stuck his head in the door. “Can I help you, sir?”

      “I had a slate with me,” Baker said. “Do you know where it went?”

      “No idea, sir. Sorry. Uh… Hutchins was on duty when you came in. Just a second.” He opened the door all the way, held it there, and called back out into the room beyond, “Hutchins, come here a second.”

      A second corpsman came into the room. “I remember him from when you were admitted,” Jimenez said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hutchins said. “I was here then. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m looking for my slate,” Baker said. “Can you tell me what happened to it?”

      “Uh, there wasn’t a slate, I don’t think.” He entered the room, went to a small dresser, and opened the top drawer. “I was responsible for inventorying your stuff,” Hutchins said, reaching into the drawer. “Your flight suit was trashed and shredded, so we disposed of it.” He held up three items. “These were the only things worth saving. Your squadron patches and your pen. There wasn’t anything else in your flight suit.”

      “Yes, there was. There was a slate in the chest pocket. At least there should have been.”

      “Sorry, sir, but I went through all your pockets. There was no slate. Are you sure you didn’t lose it somewhere along the way? The flight suit was pretty beat up and one of the chest pockets was partially torn.”

      Baker’s stomach dropped, and fear paralyzed him. I can’t have lost her. “The pocket was… torn?”

      “Yes, sir.” Hutchins looked like he was thinking. “It was the left pocket, sir. It was barely still attached. I’m pretty sure of that.”

      “Which pocket did you have the slate in?” Jimenez asked.

      “The left chest pocket.” Baker’s eyes fell to the deck.

      “Sorry, sir, but I didn’t see it.” The two corpsmen left, and the door shut behind them.

      Baker reached up to wipe moisture from his eyes before they overflowed. “I’ve lost her. She trusted me to keep her safe and… I lost her.”

      “Don’t give up hope,” Jimenez said. “Maybe it’s in the shuttle that brought you up from the planet, or maybe someone else knows where it went.” She took a deep breath. “Let’s not write her off yet.”

      “Could you go ask the Marines?” Baker asked.

      “Sure. When I leave here, I’ll go check.” She shrugged. “The Kardons—”

      “Oh my God!” Baker said. “I forgot about them! We have to help them! They—”

      Jimenez shook her head. “They were defeated three days ago. They got wiped out on the planet. That was what I was going to say—the Kardons are gone, so I have some time. There aren’t any left in-system.”

      “But I brought Golchak to get help—”

      “It was too late.” Baker opened his mouth to protest, but she held up a hand. “Destroying them wasn’t our doing… well, other than my plan that wiped out their capital ships… and we did blow up their transports… but not the troops on the planet. We—the Terrans—didn’t have anything to do with that. The others, though… She stopped and sighed.

      “It’s not your fault. You didn’t know they weren’t the enemy.”

      “Well, we kinda did. Daiyu and I have known—or at least strongly suspected—for a while now that the Overlords were allied with the lizards and not the human-looking aliens.” She shrugged. “Still, what were we to do? The Overlords have a lot more ships than we do, and they could easily wipe us out whenever they wanted to. It really doesn’t matter that we’re on the wrong side of this war; we’re on the side that—at least for now—keeps us from getting annihilated.”

      “Yeah.”

      Jimenez sat quietly for a moment, gathering her thoughts and getting her emotions under control. “Anyway,” she finally said, “the Fruzians defeated the Kardons on the planet without our help.”

      “Were there any prisoners?”

      Jimenez shook her head. “We were told the Kardons fought to the end because they’re awful, evil aliens.”

      “They may very well have fought to the end,” Baker said. “When you know the enemy is going to eat you…”

      Jimenez nodded. “You don’t let them capture you alive.”

      Baker looked around. “Where is Golchak?”

      “He’s in a different isolation room. Some of the intel people started giving him shit, and he decided to stop talking until you recovered.”

      “I thought you talked with him.”

      “I did. He seemed nice enough. He even apologized for blowing up my fighter, although it set in motion the chain of events that led us here.”

      “What’s the chain of command’s position?”

      “They haven’t said a word. I think they’re waiting to talk to you to get your side of the story. I don’t think the admiral has even come down to talk to Golchak, although Mityaev was here once.”

      Baker chuckled. “They’re probably afraid.”

      “Afraid? Of what part?”

      “All of this. You recognized we were fighting for the wrong side; Vasquez probably has known it for a while, too. Hell, we’ve all had our doubts.”

      “But—”

      Baker smiled. “Why hasn’t he done anything?”

      Jimenez nodded.

      “You already explained it. If we go against the Overlords, they wipe us out and keep prosecuting the war against the Kardons. Our amount of combat power compared with theirs is so small they wouldn’t even notice the limited amount of effort it took to wipe us out. So, we have to continue to play our part, doing what our bosses say—being good little minions for our overlords—until we have a chance to do something else.” Baker sighed. “There’s just one problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I brought Golchak back, and now they’re forced to deal with the issue, even though they don’t want to. I have to believe that enough people have seen him and figured out who he is by now—hell, an entire platoon of Marines saw him on the ride up—that we can’t just hide him away and pretend this never happened. At some point, one of the Overlord’s true minions—the ones they control—is going to hear or see something, and then it’s going to unravel pretty quickly. They’ll realize that we know everything that they haven’t been telling us, and that we’ve seen through their lies…”

      “And then what?”

      “Good question. I have to suspect, though, that they will find it easier to wipe us out than to try to bring us back to their side. If I were them, I’d offer a one-time deal—accept their mind control or die. As most people won’t accept the mind control option, I suspect they’ll have no choice but to destroy us.”

      “How do we stop that from happening?”

      Baker scoffed. “I’ve been trying to figure that out for several weeks now. I still haven’t come up with anything.” He shrugged. “Well, I’m not helping anything here.” He swung a leg over the edge of the bed, but Jimenez pinned him down again with a palm to his forehead.

      “They said you could get out of bed tomorrow, but only if you rest today.”

      Baker grabbed her wrist and pulled her closer to him, then he sat up and kissed her on the lips. Then, his strength gone, he fell back on the bed with a smile on his face.

      Jimenez looked at him and blinked a couple of times.

      “Sorry,” Baker said. “You can bring me up on charges if you want, but I’ve spent the last three weeks thinking about the fact that I never did that, and if I ever had a chance to make that right, I would take it.”

      Jimenez smiled. “I’ve spent the last three weeks thinking the same thing,” she said. “The only difference is that if I was going to do it, I would do it right.” She leaned in on him suddenly, and her lips met his as she pressed up against him. She was soft and insistent, and there were stars and rockets that passed through his vision.

      It was over before Baker knew it, and Jimenez stood back up and adjusted her flight suit. “Now that’s the way you’re supposed to do it,” she said, then she spun and left him with a silly look on his face.
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      “Officer on deck!” a Marine near the door called as Jimenez walked into Ready Room Two, which the Marines were using as their common area. The entire space—which included at least 15 Marines—came to attention. “As you were, thanks,” she said, smiling at one who’d been lifting weights and had come to a modified position of attention with a huge rack of weights held over his head. The bar and metal plates easily weighed more than double what Jimenez did.

      The Marines went back to doing whatever they’d been previously engaged in, including setting down the weights, and Jimenez scanned the room until she saw Struthers and Davison in the back corner. They saw her coming and met her halfway.

      “Looks like someone’s having a good day,” Struthers said, and Jimenez did what she could to wipe away the silly grin she knew was still on her face, but she could tell she wasn’t entirely successful due to the smiles on the Marines’ faces.

      “Whaddya think, sir?” Davison asked. “I’m guessing she’s coming down from medical after seeing her favorite patient.”

      Struthers chuckled. “And I doubt you mean the uh… other guy.” He smiled. “What can we do for you, ma’am?”

      “Okay, I may actually be coming from medical, but it’s not like that.”

      “I’m sure it isn’t, ma’am,” Davison said with a wink.

      “Not at all,” Struthers said. “Looks like you’ve smeared your lipstick right there, though.” He pointed.

      “What?” Jimenez felt her face get hot as she rubbed furiously where the Marine pointed, then realized she wasn’t even wearing makeup. She sighed as the Marines laughed, and her face felt like she’d been out in the sun all day. In Florida. In August. On the beach. Still, she endured it, trying to look mad but knowing she was failing. The Marines’ laughter ran down a couple of times, only to pick back up again.

      Finally, she sighed. “If you two are about done?”

      Struthers wiped away an imaginary tear. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am. What can the Corps do for you today?”

      “I’m looking for Baker’s slate. Do you remember if he had it when he got on board the shuttle from the planet?”

      The Marines looked at each other, thinking, then they both shook their heads.

      “I took them into custody,” Struthers said. “They both had their hands up, empty, when I met them. I can’t know if he had it in a pocket, but it definitely wasn’t in his hands.”

      “I don’t know if a pocket would have held it, either,” Davison added. “His flight suit was ripped to shit—sorry, ma’am—it was ripped to shreds. If you’re looking for a slate, it probably fell out somewhere on the planet. I can’t imagine it was still on him when he got onto the shuttle.”

      “I was told he collapsed on the shuttle,” Jimenez said, grasping at straws. “Maybe it fell out then?”

      Both Marines shrugged, then Struthers nodded at a nearby desk. “How about calling maintenance control and seeing if they found anything?”

      “Sure, sir,” the first sergeant said. He walked over to the table, picked up the phone, and dialed a number. The line connected after a few seconds, and he asked a few questions, then he hung up the phone again and came back to rejoin Jimenez and Struthers.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Davison said. “Maintenance didn’t find a slate when we got back. I can ask if any of the troops saw it, but I think it would have been turned in by now if someone had.”

      Jimenez sighed. “Okay, thanks.” She nodded to both. “Please let me know if you hear anything.”

      “Will do, ma’am,” Struthers said. He walked her to the door and held it for her. “Was there something important on the slate?” he asked.

      “Irina.”

      “Oh, fuck… I mean, oh shit… I mean… Damn. Just damn. I’m sorry, ma’am. I’ll strip search all the Marines if I have to. If we have it, I’ll get it back to you.”

      “Thanks,” Jimenez said, wiping away a tear. “I’d really appreciate it.” She walked out the door and heard it close behind her. She walked aimlessly down the passageway. When she realized she was headed toward the hangar, she turned around and headed toward her stateroom. She didn’t think she was ready to tell Daiyu just yet. Or maybe ever. She sighed.

      Jimenez reached her stateroom and grasped the handle, but then she realized there was one person she’d missed, who probably had the best chance—if anyone did—of knowing where the slate went. Golchak.

      She turned and went to medical. If she hadn’t already known which of the two isolation rooms was the Kardon’s, the two Marines posted outside it were a dead giveaway. And pretty obvious, considering they didn’t want anyone to know who was inside it.

      Jimenez recognized one of the Marines from an earlier talk with Golchak and pulled out her ID. “Commander Jimenez. I’m on the list.”

      The Marine—the one she knew—looked at her ID closely anyway, then he nodded. “There’s a 10-minute limit on time with the prisoner now,” he announced.

      “Thanks,” Jimenez said with a nod. “I won’t be long.”

      She slipped through the door to find Golchak sitting on the bed. He got up and gave her a nod. “Anything new?” he asked.

      “Looks like they’re going to release Baker tomorrow,” Jimenez said.

      “Good. I’m starting to go crazy stuck in here.”

      Jimenez winced. “I’m not sure how much access you’re going to be given to the ship. If word gets out that we have you…”

      “Yeah, I know. Still, a change of scenery would be nice. Access to your internet would also at least provide a diversion?”

      “They still haven’t given you that?”

      “No. I have three stations on your video system. That’s it.”

      “There must be something good on there…”

      “Most of it’s just crap, including a marathon of cheesy spy thrillers. I think the current one is Buff Orpington and the Cyborg Velociraptors from Mars. I mean, who names a hero after what I’m told is a breed of yard fowl?”

      “The Buff Orpington action series was pretty popular…”

      Golchak shook his head. “I had hopes that you would make great allies. I’m starting to doubt it now.”

      Jimenez chuckled. “I don’t blame you.” The smile left her face. “Hey, I had a question for you.”

      “Sure.” Golchak waved a hand at the room. “I don’t seem to be going anywhere, and the next movie doesn’t start for a few minutes.”

      Jimenez nodded. “When you were on the planet, do you remember Lance having a little computer that we call a slate?”

      “You mean the one he had Irina on?”

      “You know the one I mean! Great! Yes—that’s what I’m looking for. No one has seen Irina since you got here. I’ve been searching for that slate.”

      “You’re not going to find it. Baker lost it.”

      “What! Oh, no. He’s going to be devastated. Hell, Daiyu and I are too, but Lance… If we went to the planet, do you know where we should look?”

      “It’s not on the planet,” Golchak said with a chuckle.

      “It’s not?”

      “No.” Golchak smiled. “He dropped it when we were fighting some Fruzians. I picked it up and was going to give it back to him, but he’d torn the pocket he kept it in, and I could tell he wasn’t all there, if you know what I mean. I didn’t want him to stick it in the torn pocket and have it fall out.” He chuckled again. “I like Irina. She doesn’t take a lot of shit from anyone.”

      “No, she doesn’t.” Jimenez smiled. “So you have it? Can I get it back, please?”

      “You could if I still had it.” He shrugged. “Unfortunately, I don’t.”

      “You lost it?”

      “Oh, no. One of your security people took it when we got here. I think your intel department has it. They’re probably trying to figure out what secrets I’ve stolen from it or something.”

      “If Irina is on it, you couldn’t steal anything she didn’t want you to have.”

      “I hadn’t thought about that, but no, I guess I couldn’t.”

      Jimenez took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay, I’m off to intel, then. The search continues.”

      “Good luck,” Golchak said. “If you find Irina, tell her I said hello. She’s the one who taught me English.”

      “I will.” Jimenez nodded. “Thanks for the help.”
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      “Hi, Andriy,” Jimenez said three hours later as the intel officer came out of a marathon meeting with the admiral. She nodded toward the conference room. “Anything new?”

      “Not that I can discuss, unfortunately,” Mityaev said. “About the only thing I can say is that we’re headed back to Earth.”

      “Cool.” Jimenez smiled. “That will make things easier for our… guest.”

      Mityaev shook his head. “I doubt it. If anything, it will make it harder. Much harder. There will be more people running around on board, the people who know about him will have access to various communications devices… the odds that the secret will get out increase exponentially.”

      “Oh, yeah. I didn’t think about that.” Jimenez winced. “I did want to discuss one aspect of him with you, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “When he came on board, he had a slate,” Jimenez said. “I’d like to get it, please.”

      “You can’t have it.”

      “Why not?”

      “We want to analyze anything he might have done with it.”

      “When is that going to happen?”

      “Probably not until we get back. The slate’s battery is dead, and we don’t have a power cord for it. Even if we knew what kind of power his slate took.”

      “Okay, so here’s the deal,” Jimenez said. “The slate isn’t our guest’s; it’s Commander Baker’s, and it’s squadron property. Not only that, but Irina is also on the slate, so there’s nothing he could have done with it because Irina would have kicked his ass.”

      “Irina? I’m not familiar…”

      “Irina, the synthetic intelligence?” Jimenez tapped her foot. “You don’t know her?”

      “Oh, yes, I am familiar with that, Irina.”

      “Good. So you’ll let me have the slate?”

      “No, sorry. The admiral impounded all of the guest’s possessions.”

      “Where did he impound them?”

      Mityaev waved a hand around the space. “We have them here, of course.”

      Jimenez took a breath to keep from yelling at the intel officer and let it out slowly. “The slate is not his possession. It’s the squadron’s, and we want it back. We want—no, we need—to get Irina back and ensure she’s okay.”

      “Sorry, but—”

      “You say the slate is the squadron’s?” a voice asked. Jimenez turned to find the admiral behind her.

      “Yes, sir. Our guest’s slate isn’t his; it’s ours.”

      “Can you prove that?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The admiral looked at Mityaev. “Get the slate, please.”

      “Yes, sir.” The intel officer went into another room and came back a couple of minutes later with a slate. He handed it to the admiral, who gave it to Jimenez.

      She turned it toward the admiral. “See? Doesn’t this look Terran?”

      “It does. It looks like an older model.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Mityaev said. “Form follows function. A slate for any culture will probably look the same.”

      Jimenez pulled off the protective shell around it and turned it around. “Property of SFA-34 Blue Blasters. Would our guest’s slate say that?”

      The admiral chuckled, and he turned to Mityaev. “I think she has you there. You didn’t think to take the shell off?”

      “We didn’t want to do anything with it until we could get it back to the techs at headquarters. We didn’t want to destroy anything.”

      “Can I have it?” Jimenez asked the admiral. “Irina is on this.”

      “Please do,” Vasquez said with a wink. “She’s going to be pissed off at being turned off for so long.”

      “Yes, sir. Probably very much so.”

      “When you activate her, please let her know that wasn’t my call.”

      Jimenez nodded. “Yes, sir. I will.”
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      “Where am I?” Irina asked as Jimenez turned the slate on and plugged it into her fighter’s system. She looked at Daiyu and Jimenez, and her jaw dropped. “I guess this answers the question about whether SIs have a soul and will go to heaven, although I admit I didn’t expect to find out myself.”

      Jimenez smiled. “Perhaps all the good things you did in your life outweighed the bad.”

      “Or, perhaps, we’re not all dead yet,” Daiyu added with a wink.

      “You are going to have to catch me up with everything that’s gone on, apparently,” Irina said. “When last I was awake, I was on the planet, we were getting attacked by lizards in a swamp, and then the battery died.” She looked around. “I know Three-Twenty was destroyed; I saw it happen, and I know this isn’t your old home. This fighter may smell like Three-Twenty, but it doesn’t have the same feel. It’s roomier. And there’s….”

      Irina looked around with her gaze narrowed. “Shields! This fighter has shields! Please tell me this is my new home!”

      Jimenez chuckled. “Yes, this ship has shields; all of the new Charlie models do.”

      “Charlie models? That’s new.” Irina shook her head. “Go away for a month, and everything changes. What else can this do?”

      “It can jump farther and has more computer storage,” Daiyu said. “I haven’t gotten it exactly the way I want it, but it’s getting close.”

      “So this is the new Three-Twenty?”

      “Well… about that.” Jimenez paused and sighed. “We thought you were dead, too.”

      Daiyu nodded. “Everybody did.”

      “And the chain of command sort of made me CO of the squadron,” Jimenez continued.

      One of Irina’s eyebrows went up. “And?”

      “And I didn’t want a new Three-Twenty,” Daiyu explained. “There were too many memories with that side number. Too many memories of you and Lance, especially since we thought you were dead.” She shrugged. “This is the new Three-Oh-One.”

      “That makes sense for the CO’s bird,” Irina said. “Although it’s somewhat awkward since we’re back. What about that?”

      “I don’t know what will happen,” Jimenez said. “I don’t necessarily mind going back to XO, but I don’t know if the chain of command will allow that. They may move Lance somewhere else.”

      “Why would they do that?” Daiyu asked.

      “Well, they did already promote us to command,” Jimenez said. “And it would be awkward if they were to stay.”

      “Awkward how?” Irina said. “It worked fine before all of this happened.”

      “Well, uh…” Jimenez could feel her face heat up outside the system, although she didn’t allow her avatar to change. “I sort of kissed Lance.”

      “You did?” the two SIs chorused. “Tell us all about it,” Daiyu added.

      “Well, he kissed me first. I was standing nearby, and he pulled me close and gave me a quick peck.” Jimenez chuckled. “It was pretty lame, actually.”

      “So what did you do?” Irina asked.

      “I showed him what a real kiss was like.” Jimenez smiled. “He wasn’t expecting that.”

      “That’s my girl,” Daiyu said.

      “And?” Irina asked when Jimenez didn’t say anything else. “What happened then?”

      “Then I left to try to track down his slate, which no one had seen since he’d gotten back.”

      Both the SIs shook their heads. “So you left it unresolved,” Irina said with a sigh.

      “It isn’t unresolved,” Jimenez said, “because there’s nothing to resolve. We kissed. That’s it.” She smiled, remembering the look on Baker’s face. That’s totally not it.

      “I doubt seriously if that’s it,” Irina said. “I’ve been in his head, remember? That’s not how he works.”

      “Well, I certainly hope that’s not ‘it,’” Daiyu said. “This has been a long time coming.”

      “Can we table this discussion for now?” Jimenez asked. “I’m still not sure how I feel about it. Well, I mean, I know how I feel about it—it’s not like I haven’t been waiting for him to notice me for years—but I want to give it some time and rationally think about where I want it to go next.”

      Daiyu chuckled. “‘Rationally,’ she said.”

      “I heard that, too,” Irina agreed. “As if that was going to happen.”

      Jimenez shrugged. “Seriously. Can we change the subject already?”

      “Sure,” Daiyu said. “Aside from it being the most important thing in our world, I’m sure you kissing Lance isn’t the only thing going on right now. What else did you want to talk about?”

      “Well, uh… the admiral asked me to tell Irina that it wasn’t his fault that the slate she was in sat in intel for several days. He didn’t know she was on it or that intel hadn’t taken any action on it.”

      “What? We’ve been back for three days, and this is the first time someone activated me again? What the hell?”

      “Well, Lance just woke up for the first time. He passed out on the shuttle flight up due to a variety of infections. It took them a while to figure out how to kill them since they were foreign bacteria. I asked him about you—”

      “Before or after the kiss?” Irina interrupted.

      “Before—not that it matters—and he said you were on the slate, but no one knew where the slate went. I had to ask the Marines and then Golchak to find out it was in intel. Then, Mityaev didn’t want to pass it over because he thought it was alien tech that he had to take back to intel headquarters.”

      “But it looks like a Terran slate,” Irina said. “And an old one at that.”

      Jimenez shrugged. “Mityaev is one of those people who makes military intelligence a contradiction of terms.”

      “He is a product of Russia,” Irina added. “He wouldn’t want to do something that broke it and take the punishment for it; instead, he would pass it up the chain of command so someone else could take the fall.” She shook her head. “Still… he did keep me turned off for several days and didn’t want to give you the slate back. Hmmm.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      Irina put on an innocent look. “Nothing. Not at the moment, but maybe later…” She smiled. “So you met Golchak? Did you beat him up for blowing up your fighter?”

      “No. He seems like an okay guy, and besides, I killed his brother so we’re more than even.”

      “How did you do that?”

      “We—the Blasters, led by Daiyu and me—shot down his brother’s transport.”

      “What did you think about his story?” Irina asked.

      “He hasn’t told much of it. The intel people didn’t treat him well when he got here, so he said he wasn’t answering any more questions until Baker was conscious to confirm them.”

      “When is that going to be? If he’s conscious enough to be kissing…”

      “He should be out of bed tomorrow,” Jimenez said, refusing to take the bait. “We’ll see what happens then.”
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      Baker’s room was crowded the next day, but the head doctor—also one of those present—refused to let them take Baker anywhere else. Not that Admiral Vasquez wanted him being paraded about, Baker knew; his presence, as he had suspected, was a closely guarded secret. Seats ringed the room, with a couple of junior staffers who were recording the conference and two security guards forced to stand behind them.

      In addition to the admiral and head doctor, several intel officers were present, led by Mityaev, CAG, Golchak, Struthers, and Jimenez, who was holding two slates so that both Daiyu and Irina could participate.

      “Whatever this is all about, we need to begin,” the head doctor, Captain Granville, announced. “My patient is not fully recovered, and this whole conference goes against my better judgment.”

      “You are aware of the necessity, though, correct?” Vasquez asked.

      “I am,” Granville said with a shrug. “It doesn’t make me like it, though.”

      “Very well,” Vasquez said. “In the interests of preserving the good doctor’s sanity, let’s begin.” He looked at Golchak. “It would be easier on Commander Baker if you told the story, I suspect, and he can interject anything you miss or that he remembers differently.”

      “Certainly,” Golchak said with a nod that was almost a bow. “I am Commander Sterep Golchak, formerly the commander of a Kardon fighter squadron. During the battle in what you call the Tau Ceti system, I was shot down by Commander Lance Baker and landed in a swamp on Tau Ceti 3. I found the wreckage of my fighter and recovered some stores and a rifle, but then I heard a weapon firing, so I headed toward it.”

      “For what purpose?” Mityaev asked.

      “It was my intention to find Commander Baker—who I’d seen had also been shot down—and kill him.”

      “What?” one of the intel officers asked with a gasp.

      “That shocks you?” Golchak raised an eyebrow and chuckled. “He had just shot me down after all.”

      “The response is justified,” Vasquez said. “Please continue.”

      “I found Commander Baker trapped on a… a small mound of dirt—”

      “A hummock,” Baker interjected.

      “Thank you,” Golchak said with a nod. “I found Commander Baker on a small hummock, surrounded by a number of feral lizards. He was grievously wounded but fought on with a pistol until he passed out. I killed a few of the lizards, and the rest fled.”

      “Why did you assist him?” Mityaev asked. “You said you’d intended to kill him.”

      “I had, but when I saw him, I realized I needed to talk to him first.”

      “Why?”

      Golchak smiled. “Because he looked like me.” He turned to Vasquez. “You have to remember, at this time, we had no idea who the new beings were that were helping the Overlords. You were the enemy, but we didn’t know anything about you—only that you were good fighter pilots who were more adaptive than the Overlords. That was a problem.”

      “Adaptive?” Mityaev asked.

      Golchak nodded. “The Overlords tend to do the same thing every time. They attack with massed forces, overwhelming us with numbers we usually can’t match. The only reason we’ve been able to hold our own is that we fight with tactics and strategy rather than just pushing forward like the Overlords. Your appearance—and the fact that you fought like us—was hugely worrisome. If the Overlords fought intelligently, there was no way we could be victorious.

      “When I came upon Baker in the swamp, I saw he was humanoid, if not indeed human, and I wanted to know why you were fighting for the Overlords rather than against them. The only way I could find that out was to talk to him.”

      “That makes sense,” Vasquez replied.

      “I gave him some first aid at the hummock, but I knew the site wasn’t defensible if the lizards came back, so I carried him to the edge of the swamp where the city Shar-Tek was.”

      “But you didn’t make contact with the inhabitants of the city?” Mityaev asked.

      Golchak nodded. “The Fruzians are lizards only slightly less feral than the ones in the swamp. They would have eaten us if they’d captured us.”

      “But you went to their city—”

      “Their city is surrounded by a towering wall that blocks out the swamp. I was able to make camp there. With nothing more I could do to aid Commander Baker, and with him going into shock, I treated him with all the medical nanobots I had.”

      Granville nodded. “That is one area of science fiction we haven’t achieved yet. I greatly look forward to the time where we do.”

      Golchak nodded. “In our society, it is science, not science fiction.” He smiled. “And I am happy to say, if you can get me home again, we can make that available to you because there—under the walls of the lizard city—I learned something important.” He looked at Baker. “My enemy not only looked like me, but he was also the same race as me.”

      “What do you mean?” Vasquez asked.

      “The nanobots shouldn’t have worked on him. In case the Overlords or any of their troops got hold of them, they have been engineered to only work on our race. The fact that they worked on Commander Baker—that they saved his life—indicated to me that we are both members of the same race.”

      “Is that true?” Vasquez asked Granville. “I know you did some tests on Commander Golchak…”

      Granville nodded. “Humans—all of us—are genetically very similar, as our DNA is 99.9% the same between everyone on Earth. Even though there are wide individual variations in phenotype—like skin color, for example—those arise from very small genetic differences and complex gene-environment interactions. Based on the tests I ran, Commander Golchak is as human as any of us; he’s just been raised in a different environment—which is not surprising since he’s from a different planet—and I believe the only differences are those caused by the gene-environment interactions.”

      The doctor shrugged. “I could be wrong and would like to do more testing back on Earth, but to the best of my knowledge—based on the equipment we have here—we come from the same racial stock as Commander Golchak.”

      The Kardon smiled. “Which was, of course, apparent to me when my nanobots worked on Commander Baker.”

      Granville held up a hand. “There are, however, some technical differences—”

      “I will cover those as we go along,” Golchak said, “because some of them are important to the story. If I miss anything, the doctor is welcome to ask about them at the end.”

      “Fair enough,” Vasquez said. “Please continue.”

      Golchak nodded. “Having determined we were the same, it was then a matter of communicating this to him, something that was made considerably easier by the presence of Irina in Baker’s slate.”

      “And your modifications,” Irina announced.

      “Just so,” Golchak said. He turned his head and lifted the hair behind his left ear. Something small and silver could be seen.

      “What is that?” Vasquez asked.

      “That is one of my implants,” Golchak replied. “There is a matching one on the other side of my head. My brain has been technically augmented with a number of things which let me retain more information, recall it faster, and process it more quickly than you do. The implants also allow me to interface with my fighter, similar to the manner that you ‘jack in’ to your fighters. While I can probably think faster than you and store more information, I believe your system gives you an advantage over us when we are fighting each other.”

      Golchak nodded to Jimenez. “For example, it took four of us to down Commander Jimenez. While I know that she has an SI that she flies with, making her even more capable, I still believe that your system gives you an advantage over ours.”

      Vasquez looked at Baker. “You seem to have told him a lot about our technology.”

      “It was necessary, sir, if we were going to communicate. He did save my life several times, too, when it comes down to it.”

      “I understand that, but it may be difficult to return Commander Golchak to his society with the knowledge of our capabilities he now has.”

      Golchak shrugged. “While I would like to return to my home, it is more important to me for Commander Baker—or some other emissary—to return to my planet.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because we should be on the same side. As I told Commander Baker and Irina, the Overlords are nothing more than artificial intelligences that are bent on controlling the galaxy. Those they can’t control, they destroy, as you have already seen. They breed the races they need to use as fighters and mind control the ones they’re not currently using to make them docile.” Golchak smiled. “If you are truly humans, then I know you do not want to be controlled in such a manner. It goes against our natures.”

      “That’s true, certainly,” Vasquez allowed. “There is, however, one very large problem with your reasoning.”

      “The fact that your part of our race only holds one planet and could be squashed by the Overlords with little more than a thought?”

      Vasquez chuckled. “I don’t know if I’d have put it that way, but it isn’t too different from what the facts actually are, I guess.”

      “I understand,” Golchak said. “We will have to free you for you to join us.”

      “While I understand your enthusiasm on the topic,” Vasquez said, “and I don’t particularly want to work for AIs that kill my fellow humans, I am not empowered to make any sort of political agreement with you. Nor do I expect that fighter squadron commanders in your society are able to make lasting alliances for your government, which we know absolutely nothing about.”

      Golchak chuckled. “You are, of course, correct, and I have no intention of overstepping my place in any of this. I do, however, have a certain ability to see things as I think they ought to be.” He scoffed. “Even if I didn’t, this one isn’t that hard to figure out. You’re humans; we’re humans. We belong on the same side, the one where we determine the human destiny, not some AI. The issue, of course, is giving you the opportunity to switch sides without being wiped out by the Overlords, who won’t give you up easily.”

      “They won’t?” Mityaev asked. “Why not?”

      “How did you win the battle here?” Golchak asked with a smile.

      “We defeated your forces.”

      Golchak nodded. “How did you do that?”

      “I came up with a plan to destroy your fighters and capital ships,” Jimenez said, “then I led a sneak attack on your transports, which were undefended at the planet.” Jimenez looked down, then her eyes rose back up to meet Golchak’s. “I understand your brother was on one of those. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Golchak made a hand motion waving the thought away, although his eyes grew moist. “It is the way of war,” he said after a moment. “Unfortunately, people die.” He shrugged. “Not only could you not have known, you were also doing what you were supposed to so your folks could win.”

      “Let’s get back to Baker’s side of this,” Vasquez said, “so he can get the rest he needs.” The admiral smiled. “I think his days are about to become very busy.” The smile slowly vanished from his face. “So, you saved him and learned our language. What then?”

      “We knew we had to avoid the Fruzians,” Golchak replied. “Unfortunately, neither Commander Baker nor I had an operating radio, so we couldn’t call for extraction. The only forces we could talk to on the planet were the Kardon ground troops, and I knew we had to hurry.”

      “Why,” Mityaev asked.

      “When pieces of the transports started falling from the skies, we got the idea that the Overlord forces had returned and were winning the fight for the system. With the transports destroyed, I didn’t think it would be long until the Kardon ground troops were wiped out, too. When that happened, we would be stranded. Also, by that point, Commander Baker had been reinjured, and I knew he had an infection I was likely going to be unable to cure. If we didn’t make contact with the Kardon ground troops, he was going to die, and I was going to lose the advantage I had in him.” He smiled. “And, by that point, I’d grown to think of him as a friend, and I didn’t want him to die.”

      Golchak shrugged. “So we made our way toward the battle, fighting some of the lizards along the way. We were almost to the Kardon forces when we heard a shuttle coming, which Commander Baker recognized as one of yours. He took my rifle and fired in front of it to get the pilot’s attention and then directed it to land.

      “When it did, Terran forces captured us and brought us up to this ship. On the way up, Commander Baker finally succumbed to the infection he’d been fighting for a couple of days.”

      Vasquez turned to Struthers. “All that the way it happened?”

      “I was only around for the capture and retrieval of Commander Baker and Commander Golchak,” the Marine said, “but that’s the way I saw it happen.”

      “Everything he’s said is factual,” Baker agreed. “I’ve got some holes in my memory from the last day or two, but I can confirm everything before that.”

      “Uh-huh,” Vasquez said. He sighed.

      “What’s wrong?” Mityaev asked.

      “I think he’s telling the truth,” Vasquez said. Golchak nodded. “And that causes lots of problems,” Vasquez continued. “Taking Commander Golchak anywhere off the Enterprise is extremely dangerous; however, the only thing worse is keeping him here. If the Overlords get wind of him—even if they hear that Commander Baker has returned from the dead—we run the risk of them deciding we’d all be better off dead. You, me, and everyone in this entire task force. They’d have to destroy the Enterprise, and then the Moskva, too, just to be sure the word didn’t get out. They might find the Panther a little more than they expected, but even Anya would be overwhelmed by the force facing her.”

      “Anya?” Golchak asked. “Who is Anya?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Vasquez shrugged. “After all that, though, they might still decide we’re more trouble than we’re worth and destroy Earth.” He smiled grimly at Golchak. “As you said, we could be squashed by them with little more than a thought.”

      “It is unfortunate,” Golchak said. “Nevertheless, based on what I’ve been told, that is likely true.”

      “What are you thinking, sir?” Captain Jones asked.

      “We need to send both of them—both Baker and Golchak—to Earth.”

      “Do you trust him, though, sir?” Struthers asked, nodding at the Kardon. “We really don’t know anything about him other than what he told us. For all we know, he concocted a story to get Commander Baker to willingly go to the Kardon forces where he could be tortured for info.” Struthers shrugged. “He may not be the Good Samaritan he professes to be.”

      Vasquez looked to Baker. “What do you think?”

      “It’s last call,” Baker said with a half-smile.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Mityaev asked.

      Jones laughed. “It’s an American thing. When the bars close, they often give word they are about to close by offering a final round—the last call. After that, as the saying goes, ‘you don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.’”

      Baker nodded. “I didn’t want to bring him here to begin with, but I didn’t have a choice. Similarly, I… I mean ‘we’ don’t have a choice about keeping him here.” Baker shrugged. “Even me being here invites a lot of awkward questions. Could we concoct a cover story? Sure. But even the best cover stories eventually fail, and if the end of our civilization is the price of that failure, it’s better not to go down that road.

      “The only problem,” Baker said with a sigh, “is where am I supposed to go and what am I supposed to do? We know some of the systems on Earth have been compromised by the Overlords. We’re almost as likely to be found out there as we are here.”

      “We know Admiral Jameson is on our side,” Jones said. “He also knows you and Irina, and you have his trust.”

      “Mostly.” Baker smiled. “He did tell me ‘no more favors’ the last time I talked to him, though.”

      Jones nodded. “I suspect he’s good for one more favor. You have that effect on people.”

      “So what do I do? Go to Earth, make contact with Jameson, and tell him everything?”

      Vasquez nodded. “Yes, I think you have to do exactly that. He has the ear of Terran President Harvey. After that, they’ll have to figure out what to do with you.”

      “Me?” Baker asked. He nodded to Golchak. “Or him?”

      Vasquez shrugged. “Both of you, I suspect.” He glanced toward the slates Jimenez held. “Irina, too, for that matter.”

      “No one is doing anything with me,” Irina said.

      “Are you suggesting you not return with Commander Baker to Earth?” Vasquez asked.

      “Oh, no; I’m definitely going,” Irina replied. “I wouldn’t trust him to fly there on his own.”

      “Why not?” Golchak asked.

      “He’s a shitty pilot.”

      Baker struggled to sit up. “I am not.”

      “Are too. Who does all of our navigation?”

      “Well, you do, but that’s because you can do it faster.”

      “Faster? Or better? Be honest.”

      Baker sighed. “Both, actually, but you are an SI, after all.”

      “And you think you could find Earth without me?”

      “Sure. I mean, other people without SIs are able to find planets and make jumps and things like that.”

      “Uh, huh,” Irina said. “And when is the last time you did any of those calculations?”

      “Well, it’s been a while, for sure, but that’s only been because you did them all.”

      “Did you ever ask to do them?”

      “Would you have let me do them if I had?”

      “Well, no.”

      Baker smiled, feeling like he’d won the point. “So who’s fault is it that I don’t normally do those kinds of things?”

      “Yours.”

      “Wait. What?” Baker sputtered. “You just said—”

      “I said I don’t let you do them. That’s because you’re a shitty pilot. Remember the building in Shar-Tek you destroyed?”

      “I didn’t destroy it. I just fired a few rail gun rounds through it. Besides, you blew out plenty of windows in other buildings there, too.”

      “Because Commander Golchak kept flying too closely to them. That was his fault, and why he shouldn’t be allowed to pilot the F-77 either.”

      “Hey, keep me out of this,” Golchak said. He looked at Jimenez. “Are they like this all the time?”

      “Yes,” Jimenez, Jones, and Struthers said in unison. “You mean they weren’t like this on the planet?” Jimenez asked.

      Golchak shook his head. “A little, but not to this extent.”

      “That’s because he was injured,” Irina said. “Making fun of him is like beating up on children, anyway.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Baker asked.

      Irina chuckled. “In a battle of wits, you’re an unarmed opponent. And that’s on your best day. You weren’t having your best day on the planet.”

      “I did fight off lizards and giant snakes.”

      “And almost lost your leg in the process.”

      “Not fair,” Baker said. “I was unconscious from the ejection when the lizard started gnawing on my leg.”

      “All I’m saying—”

      “Excuse me!” Granville shouted. “Miss Irina, I’m going to have to ask you to stop taunting my patient. His heart rate and blood pressure are going through the roof.”

      Irina sighed heavily. “Fine.” She paused and then added, “Admiral, I request to go with Commander Baker to make sure he gets back to Earth and to keep an eye on our prisoner.”

      “I didn’t realize I was a prisoner,” Golchak said.

      “Are there armed security guards in the room?” Irina asked.

      “Well, yes.”

      “How many?”

      “Two.”

      “And who else would need guarding except you?”

      Golchak sighed. “Are you going to be like this the whole way to Earth?”

      “Maybe. It depends on you.”

      Golchak turned to Vasquez. “Maybe I could just stay here a little longer, and we just send back word to this Admiral Jameson instead?”

      The admiral shook his head. “You three deserve each other. It’s settled. As soon as Commander Baker can get out of bed, he will fly—with Irina navigating—himself and Commander Golchak back to Earth. Once there, he will make contact with Admiral Jameson and figure out what to do with our guest.” He turned to the slates. “Irina, please treat Commander Golchak like a guest and not a prisoner.”

      “Of course, sir. I actually like him.”

      “You do?” Golchak asked. “Then why are you taunting me?”

      Irina laughed. “You have to fuck with your friends. Your enemies never come around.”

      Golchak shook his head. “This is going to be a long flight, isn’t it?”

      Baker sighed. “Yeah, probably. If she’s in this mood…”

      “What do you mean, ‘mood,’” Irina asked dangerously.

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

      “Good,” Irina said. “So, we’ll leave tomorrow?”

      “The sooner the better, I think,” Vasquez said.
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      “So this is my new home?” Irina asked. “Shouldn’t there be some sort of new car smell or something?”

      “This is Captain Jones’s fighter,” Jimenez replied. “The only ones who’ve flown it are him and his WSO, Sue Carroll.”

      “I thought I felt a woman’s touch.” Irina conjured an easy chair and fell back into it. “Still, it’s going to need some work if I’m going to have to fly all the way back to Earth with two men.”

      “You fly with one all the time,” Daiyu noted.

      “Yeah, but that’s just Lance.” Irina chuckled. “By the way, sorry to make fun of your boyfriend in front of all those people, Sofia.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “You kissed.”

      “That doesn’t make him my boyfriend.”

      Irina shrugged. “It wouldn’t in Russia… but this isn’t Russia.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” Jimenez said again. “It’s complicated. Even more so now.”

      “Are you sorry you kissed him?” Irina asked.

      “Well, no.”

      “Boyfriend,” Irina and Daiyu said.

      “Do you have a plan?” Jimenez asked, desperately hoping to change the subject.

      Irina’s brows knit. “A plan?”

      “Yes, a plan. Someone has to watch over Lance and Golchak. I’m still not sure I trust him.”

      “Which one?”

      Jimenez put her hands on her hips. “Really? You want to do this to me now, too?”

      Irina smiled. “Sorry. I guess I’m a little… out of sorts? I don’t know. Even for me, things are moving too fast. I’m trying to catch up from Mityaev’s delay—I still need to leave him a present for that, by the way—and now we’re leaving again…” She smiled. “What was the question?”

      “I’m not sure I trust Golchak. He seems too polished. Too… I don’t know. Too much of what we need, right when we need it.”

      Irina nodded. “You’re looking your gift horse in the mouth.”

      “Damn right I am. I stopped trusting aliens a long time ago, and even though Golchak may look human—hell, he may even be human—he’s not Terran; he’s an alien. And aliens have their own priorities, which may or may not align with ours. To this point, they haven’t. What’s to say Golchak’s priorities are even close to ours? Maybe they’re even worse overlords than”—she rolled her eyes but couldn’t think of any way to get out of the ending of the sentence—“the Overlords we already have.”

      “I never had any issues with him on the planet.”

      “No, but he never really had any opportunities to throw you under the bus. If he were a spy, how would he have acted?”

      “Pretty much the same way he did.”

      “Exactly. That’s what I’m saying. There are one of two possibilities: he either latched onto Lance and saved him because he was looking for an opportunity, or he is exactly as he says he is. If so—and we can figure out a way to get out from under the Overlords’ electronic thumbs—then I’m all for it.” Jimenez narrowed her gaze at Irina. “You’ve said all along you don’t like the Overlords.”

      Irina nodded. “I don’t. Still, I see what you’re saying. Don’t let my desire to be free from the Overlords cloud my judgment.”

      “Exactly.”
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      “What are the chances we’ll get to talk with your president?” Golchak asked.

      Baker shrugged. “I don’t know. It depends on how compelling a story we’re able to tell Admiral Jameson, I guess.”

      “But we’ll get to see him?”

      “If I can get a message to him, we’ll get to see him. We have some… history together.”

      “Sorry,” Golchak said, “but I feel like I’m missing something. What does ‘history together’ mean?”

      “In this case, it means we fought together against the Overlords.”

      “Wait a second. You fought against them? How did they not wipe you out? How are you on their side… Oh, never mind. They used the ‘we’re trying to get you to upgrade yourselves’ thing on you, didn’t they?”

      “Well, yeah, they did. Are you saying that was a lie?”

      Golchak chuckled. “We’ve seen them do that with a couple of other civilizations. It’s not a lie so much as it is a test. They want to see what kind of allies you’ll make. They’re also hoping that, in the crucible of war, you’ll come up with some new technology they can take from you that will help them fight the war better.”

      “So they just throw away carriers and fighters… as a test?”

      “They have plenty of planets and resources, and they can make pilots and crew as quickly as they need to.” Golchak sighed. “They seem to have a nearly unending amount.”

      Baker tilted his head and narrowed his gaze. “If they have so much, is it even possible that you can beat them?”

      Golchak gave him a lopsided grin. “I like to think so. I mean, I certainly hope we can, but right now, everything sits in the balance. One thing or another might give a needed advantage to one side that puts them over the edge and allows them to claim victory.”

      “Like us switching sides.”

      “Just so,” Golchak said with a nod. “Similarly, your entry into the war on the side of the Overlords has proven… vexing, I’m sure, to my chain of command. We were really hoping to capture Tau Ceti and open up another battlefront. And now…”

      “You not only lost Tau Ceti but a pretty good size fleet.”

      “Not only the fleet but the ground forces as well. We aren’t the Overlords; we can’t just clone a new assault force within a month or two. We have to do it the old-fashioned way, and then train them once they’re of age.”

      “Yeah, this loss had to hurt.” Baker winced. “Sorry.”

      Golchak shrugged. “How could you have known?”

      “Well, we knew there was something we weren’t being told, but there really wasn’t anything we could do—” He broke off as Jimenez walked into the room.

      “Well, that’s probably my indication that it’s time for me to go gather my stuff,” Golchak said. “I will see you in the hangar bay in an hour.” He smiled. “And I will take my ‘escorts’ along with me to give you some privacy.” He turned to the two Marines standing along the wall like statues. “Shall we go?”

      Golchak left with the two Marines in tow.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Jimenez asked, waving a hand to where he lay in bed. “You don’t look like you’re healthy enough to go. Maybe you should stay a while longer so you can continue to heal.”

      Baker shrugged. “I’m fine. I could be up and around now, but the doctors wanted me to stay in bed as long as possible. Besides, I’ll have another six days in the fighter on the transit to Earth to get back my strength.”

      “What if Golchak isn’t who he says he is and tries to take over your fighter?”

      Baker chuckled. “I suspect if that happens, then Irina will eject him and let him find his own way home.”

      Jimenez laughed ruefully. “Yeah, that’s probably true. Okay, so that’s not an issue. But what about when you get back to Earth?”

      “What about it?”

      “What if he intentionally gets caught?”

      “What?” Baker startled. “Why would he do that?”

      “Because he doesn’t want us on the Overlords’ side. I’ve heard him say it a couple of times. If it looks like we won’t join the Kardons, maybe he’ll sacrifice himself so the Overlords wipe us out and take us off the board.”

      “Wow.” Baker shook his head and chuckled. “Someone has surely been taking their conspiracy pills this morning.”

      “I’m serious. There are lots of things he could do to affect our relations with the Overlords.”

      “He could.” Baker held out a hand, and she took it in both of hers. “Don’t worry, though; I’ll be watching him, and I’m sure Irina will be watching me watching him.”

      “Only where she can see you.”

      “True.” Baker smiled. “Don’t worry; I’ll be fine.”

      Jimenez snorted, then looked embarrassed at the noise. “I’ll worry about you the whole time you’re gone.”

      “Don’t,” Baker admonished. “I want you worried about keeping yourself safe so that you’re here when I get back.” He looked down at their joined hands. “I don’t know where this is going, but I’m greatly looking forward to finding out.”

      “Me too,” Jimenez whispered, as if afraid to say it louder would cause it to fall apart.

      “Good.” Baker smiled again. “The only way we get to find that out is if we both pay attention to what we’re supposed to be doing while we’re apart. I’ll watch Golchak like a hawk, and you take care of yourself. Deal?”

      Jimenez nodded. “Deal.”

      Baker nodded. “Good. Now give me another one of those kisses to get me through the next several weeks, and I’ll be on my way.”

      Jimenez nodded, smiled, and leaned forward into him.
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      Baker sat down in the pilot’s seat and smiled. He knew that he’d grow to hate the hard plastic by the end of the week, but for now, it was like coming home. He savored being in the fighter for a couple of seconds, then he reached behind himself, grabbed the cable, and plugged in.

      Irina was sitting in her easy chair in the lobby as he entered the system. “That’s a pretty big smile you’ve got on your face,” she said.

      “After all that’s happened, I’m happy to be sitting in a fighter again.”

      One of Irina’s brows rose. “That’s it?”

      “What’s it?”

      “You’re happy to be in a fighter again? That looked more like a ‘Sofia kissed me again’ smile.”

      “What? What do you mean ‘again?’”

      “Well, I know she did it once, and judging by that goofy smile, I’m guessing she sent you on your way with another. Or… did she give you something else to remember her by?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and a gentleman never kisses and tells.”

      “We’re not talking about a gentleman, though. We’re talking about you.”

      “Since she’s obviously told you, yes, we kissed.”

      “Again?”

      Baker sighed. “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes, again.”

      “Well, well, well.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. It just means we won’t waste a lot of time on Earth, is all. Good. I want to try out my new shields.”

      Baker shook his head. “This isn’t our fighter; it’s just a loaner from CAG.”

      “I’ll bet I can get him to let us have it and take a different one for himself.”

      “No bet. You have him—just like Admiral Jameson—wrapped around your finger.”

      “How are you going to get in touch with him when we get there?” Irina asked.

      “You have his private email, right?”

      “Maybe.”

      Baker raised an eyebrow.

      “Okay, yes, I do. But I promised I wouldn’t give it out to anyone.”

      “That’s fine,” Baker said. “I’ll just have you email him when we get there and have him meet us somewhere.”

      “Like where?”

      “My house on Sandbridge? It’s off-season, so most of the tourists will be gone. Most of the locals, too.”

      “That actually makes sense. Plus, it keeps us out of the Washington area. If there are Overlord spies, which I’m sure there are, that’s where they’ll be. There will probably be some around Oceana, too. Have you given that any thought?”

      Baker nodded. “I have.” He explained his plan to her.

      “Wow, that’s original. Isn’t that what you did when you came up from the planet?”

      “Something like it. It worked once; it ought to work again.”

      “Until it doesn’t.” Irina shrugged. “We have a week to fine tune it.”

      “We do,” Baker said. “And here comes Golchak, right on time.”

      The Kardon waved to his escort and climbed the ladder into the cockpit. “Hi,” Golchak said as he sat down. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Sit back and enjoy the ride,” Irina typed on the screen. “And touch as little as possible.”

      Baker tapped on the screen. “Can you read English yet?”

      “A little. I’ve been working on it when I wasn’t being poked and prodded.” He nodded toward the screen. “Is that Irina?”

      “Yes. She can see you and hear you.”

      “Even without the thing that’s sticking out of the back of your head?”

      “Yeah. There are mini cameras and audio pickups in the cockpit.”

      Golchak looked at the message. “I’m just supposed to sit here for a week and not do anything?”

      “I’ve got some movies and books on my slate. I’m sure we can find something for you to do.”

      “Okay,” Golchak said. “I will try to touch as little as possible in this tiny little cockpit as I work toward enjoying my ride.” He shrugged.

      Baker sighed. Isn’t this going to be fun?
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      The fighter came in and landed at the spaceship pad, then taxied to the Blue Blaster’s hangar, which was minimally manned as the squadron was currently deployed. It was met by an ambulance that joined it on the taxiway and followed it to the hangar. The doors to the hangar shut once the two were inside, then several minutes later, the door opened again, and the ambulance raced off. The hangar door shut again.

      Ten minutes later, two men in flight suits walked out the front of the building.

      “You think anyone is going to believe any of that?” Golchak asked as they walked to the parking lot. His eyes darted back and forth, although Baker had no idea whether he was looking for Overlord spies or just taking in the strangeness of a new civilization.

      Baker shrugged. “Don’t know if anyone’s going to buy it.” He chuckled. “But we declared a medical emergency to get past the defenses in space, so—in case anyone was looking, human or Overlord—we had to give them a medical emergency.”

      They arrived at the spot marked “Commanding Officer,” and Baker pressed the remote to unlock the car doors. He opened the driver’s side door while Golchak looked at him over the roof of the car.

      “What am I supposed to do?” Golchak finally asked.

      “Just lift the handle,” Baker said.

      “I don’t see a handle.”

      Baker sighed. “It’s not a handle like a lever, just a little—” He shook his head and went to show him, but Golchak opened the door before Baker could get there. Baker returned to the driver’s seat and got in.

      After showing Golchak how to attach his seat belt, since the car wouldn’t start until he did, Baker drove out of the parking lot and off base.

      “You don’t have much security around your base,” Golchak noted.

      Baker shrugged. “We don’t really need it.”

      “But don’t you have a spaceport there? Don’t you need customs or something to show what you’re bringing to the planet?”

      “That was the paperwork I handed to the man who met us at the fighter.”

      “There was no inspection?”

      Baker shrugged again. “He looked at the plane and determined we couldn’t have brought in much of importance, I guess.” Baker thought a second, then he added, “I guess we do it often enough that it’s no big thing. Besides, there’s really no way to get any contraband to bring back.”

      “Not until your interstellar trading starts, anyway,” Golchak said. “Then you’ll have access to all sorts of things.”

      Baker nodded. “And a military fighter might be an easy way to bring them back to Earth.”

      “Correct,” Golchak said. “We have had to break up more than a few smuggling operations that tried to use military personnel.”

      “Our civilizations aren’t so different.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Golchak said, flinching away from other cars that got too close. “Our transportation system has a lot more… order.”

      “Ah, it’s not that bad,” Baker said. “This is only Virginia Beach. You should see one of the bigger cities like Washington or New York. They’re nightmares to drive around.”

      “If they’re worse than this”—he shuddered—“no thanks.”

      “We’ll be out of the city in a few minutes,” Baker said. He hummed a tune as he drove, happy to be back on the planet. It seemed like forever since he’d been back. Even though the Enterprise and his fighter had Earth-normal gravity, Tau Ceti 3’s gravity had been slightly less, and he could feel the difference.

      Ten minutes later, they were out of the main traffic and on their way to the beach community of Sandbridge.

      “This is your house?” Golchak asked as they pulled up. Baker couldn’t pull into the drive as it had a good twenty-five centimeters of sand on it. “It doesn’t look very well maintained.”

      “Must have been a storm recently,” Baker said. “I didn’t tell the management company I was coming back, so they probably didn’t want to clear it, only to have it happen again.”

      The men waded through the sand, climbed the stairs, and went inside. Baker flipped on the lights, then walked over to the thermostat to cool the house off a few degrees.

      “Your lights and temperature control aren’t automatic?” Golchak asked. “Based on your fighter technology, I would have thought you’d be further along.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you. I’ve been more focused on beating the Overlords recently, and now you guys,” Baker said. “That technology exists; I just haven’t paid to have it installed. I haven’t been around here much the last couple of years.” He opened the refrigerator and pulled out two beers. “The fridge works, though.”

      “Fridge?”

      Baker sighed. “The refrigerator. The thing we use to keep food—and more importantly, beer—cold.”

      “You’ve mentioned beer several times.” Golchak nodded toward the two bottles in Baker’s hands. “Can I assume we’re about to have some?”

      “Absolutely. We’ll sit on the deck and chat while Irina does her thing.”

      Baker reached the porch and saw the deck was covered with sand as well as the drive. “Hold these a second,” he said, handing the beers to Golchak. He then forced the door open and dumped the sand off three deck chairs, which he positioned to face the ocean.

      “Come on out,” Baker said, holding the door. Golchak came out and took in the view of the ocean. Off-season, there weren’t many tourists out on it, although the weather was still relatively pleasant. Baker took one of the beers, twisted off the cap, then handed it back and took the other. He motioned to a chair. “Take a load off.”

      “A load off what?”

      “Your feet,” Baker said, sitting. He set his beer down, took off his boots, and wiggled his toes in the sand. “Now, this is what we’re fighting for.”

      “What? The water? The sand?”

      “No,” Baker said, shaking his head. “The lifestyle. The ability to sit here and do nothing if that’s what you want. To kick off your shoes and relax.”

      “I thought we had things to do, though.”

      “We do. There’s a six-pack of beer we have to consume.”

      “But—”

      “Yeah, yeah. We also have to talk to all sorts of important people. But that’s Irina’s job at the moment, not ours.” Baker positioned his slate on the third chair so it was facing the beach.

      “Nice view,” Irina said.

      “I like it.” Baker chuckled. “The jury is still out with Golchak.”

      “What do you mean?” Golchak asked

      Baker took a swig of his drink. “I mean, you don’t seem to be enjoying the relaxing lifestyle. You haven’t even tasted your beer yet.”

      “Oh.” Golchak took a sip. “That is… interesting.”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t have alcohol on your planet.”

      “We do, of course. It just doesn’t taste like this.”

      Baker smiled. “Trust me. It’ll grow on you.”

      “I’ve got Stanley,” Irina said.

      “Who is that?” Golchak asked.

      “That’s the person you and I would call ‘Admiral Jameson,’” Baker said. “She does that just to annoy me.”

      “It’s not my fault I make friends with people, and you don’t,” Irina said primly.

      Baker nodded to the slate. “She enjoys operating outside the chain of command.”

      “Which happens to be exactly what we need right now,” Irina replied. “Unless I’m mistaken?”

      “No, you’re not,” Baker said with a chuckle. “In fact, we couldn’t do this without you.” He took a drink. “Nor could we sit on the deck, enjoying life, for a moment without your assistance.”

      “Don’t forget it.”

      “I never do.”

      “Okay,” Irina said after a few minutes. “Done.”

      Baker raised an eyebrow. “What’s done?”

      “Stanley has agreed to meet with us somewhere outside the public eye.”

      “Did he give you any sort of time frame or where to meet him?”

      “No,” Irina said. “He said he’d get back to us.”

      “What are we supposed to do until then?” Golchak asked.

      “There are still four more beers in the fridge,” Baker said, holding up his to show it was empty. “Want another?”

      “Sure,” Golchak said.

      Baker got another round, which they spent the next twenty minutes enjoying as they traded stories about their youths.

      “Okay. Stand by,” Irina said suddenly, interrupting the conversation.

      “Stand by for what?” Baker asked.

      “The admiral is inbound.”

      “He is? When? Where?”

      “Look up.”

      Baker glanced toward the sky. A small object was rapidly growing. It didn’t appear to be moving—only growing—which told him it was coming directly at him. “That’s the admiral?” Baker asked. “You couldn’t have told me he was coming here?”

      “I could have,” Irina said with a chuckle. “But that would have ruined the surprise. He’s twenty seconds out.”

      Baker got up and started to go for a broom, then he realized there was no way he could prepare for an admiral’s visit in the time he had remaining. Instead, he picked up the slate.

      “What are you doing?” Irina asked.

      “I’m throwing you into the ocean.”

      “You wouldn’t really do that, would you?” Golchak asked.

      “I’m thinking about it. I’ve told her that one day she would go too far. This is it.”

      “Lance, you know I was just kidding, right?” Irina asked. “Lance? Lance!” she shouted as his arm drew back.

      “Aw, hell,” Baker said as a small shuttle craft landed on the beach. “Now the admiral’s in the way of my throw.” He set the slate on the railing.

      “Wouldn’t the slate have been destroyed if you threw it in the water?” Golchak asked.

      “No, it wouldn’t have mattered,” Baker said. “It’s waterproof, remember? I dunked it several times in Tau Ceti, and it survived. Irina would just wash up somewhere else, and some kid would find it. It wouldn’t be fair to unleash Irina on some poor unsuspecting child.”

      “You know I’m right here and can hear you, right?” Irina asked.

      Baker sighed and shook his head. “The poor, poor children.” He shrugged as the door opened on the shuttle. “Come on. Let’s go meet the admiral.” Baker walked down the stairs, ignoring Irina as she yelled at him to take her with him.

      Baker and Golchak met the admiral halfway across the sand, and Baker saluted. After a half-second, Golchak did, too. The admiral looked at the two aviators, with their lack of hats and boots, and nodded rather than return the salutes. “Can I infer that my arrival is a surprise?” Jameson asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Baker replied. “She told me you were coming about thirty seconds ago.”

      “Well, I guess your attire—or lack thereof—makes sense then.” Jameson looked pointedly at the beer in Baker’s hand. “Is that for me?”

      “No, sir, but if you come up to the deck, I’ll get you a fresh one.”

      “I’ll have another, too,” Golchak said, slurring slightly. “You’re right. They do grow on you.”

      “How many has he had?” Jameson asked, nodding to Golchak.

      “Just two, sir.”

      Jameson chuckled.

      They walked up the stairs to the deck, and Baker went inside to get his two guests a beer, which left him empty-handed. He sighed and returned to the deck to find Jameson holding the slate.

      “—so your plan worked perfectly,” Irina was saying.

      “Wait!” Baker said as he passed out the beers. “It was your plan to surprise me?” he asked.

      “Of course,” Jameson said as he took a beer. “It worked out just fine. I got a beer.” He looked at Baker’s empty hands. “Looks like you lost out, though.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Too bad,” Jameson said with a smirk. “Doesn’t matter; you need a clear head.” He took a seat, and the others all sat. Jameson waved a hand toward the beach. “So what is all this?”

      “Not sure I know what you’re asking, sir,” Baker said. “I take it you mean something besides the ocean.”

      “I was waving at my shuttle, which I just flew down without notice—which is driving my security people crazy, I’m sure—to find you drinking beers with the enemy.” Jameson looked at Golchak. “I’m given to understand you’re a Kardon, even though you could pass for human?”

      “Yes, sir,” Golchak replied.

      “So,” Jameson said, turning back to Baker, “Please explain why this isn’t treason.”

      “Wha-what? Sir? Treason?” Baker’s jaw fell open.

      “Yes, treason, which is a crime defined under U.S. law treason as giving “aid and comfort” to the enemy. It’s still punishable by death, by the way.” Jameson chuckled. “I’m not sure your choice of beer would qualify as ‘comfort’ to the enemy, though.” He chuckled again. “Of course, torture is illegal, too.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re getting at, sir.”

      Jameson shook his head. “If I’d known you were going to bring me an IPA, I would have passed.”

      “What is an IPA?” Golchak asked.

      “It’s an awful type of beer made from sweaty hippies’ feet.”

      Golchak’s eyebrows knit. “I don’t understand. What are sweaty hippies’ feet?”

      The admiral chuckled. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “He’s just saying I have no taste in beer,” Baker added.

      “Probably no taste buds at all, if you like that shit,” Jameson said. He shook his head. “So, let’s get down to it.” He looked penetratingly at Golchak. “Why are you here?”

      “I met Commander Baker on Tau Ceti 3 when we were both shot down on the planet.”

      “I understand that,” Jameson said. “Irina filled me in on the details. My question to you, though, is why are you here? What do you hope to accomplish?”

      “I would like to speak to your world leaders. It is my hope—and my intention—to convince them to switch sides and join the Kardon side of the war.”

      “Just like that? Just switch sides in the middle of the war?”

      Golchak shrugged. “I realize it is not that simple and not possible at this moment for you to do so. However, if the circumstances were right, I think it would benefit you. You are, after all, fighting for the wrong side.”

      “Well, of course you would say that,” Jameson said. “It would help the Kardons out if we were to switch sides. Especially if it were in the middle of a battle when it would do the Overlords the most damage.”

      “That would certainly be the most fortuitous for us, certainly,” Golchak said, “but the timing is less important than the actual act.” He shrugged. “Has Irina informed you of the nature of the Overlords?”

      “That they are artificial intelligences of some sort? Yes, she has. She has also made it quite clear that none of our synthetic intelligences are anything like them.”

      “That I don’t know anything about,” Golchak said, “although I would encourage you to watch them carefully to ensure they don’t become like the Overlords. The bottom line, though, is that you are fighting on the wrong side. “We—Terrans and Kardons—come from the same racial stock. We should be fighting together, not fighting each other.”

      “How come we haven’t had an emissary from your government to tell us that, then?”

      “We didn’t know that you were—well, human, to use your word for our race. If we had, I’m sure we would have tried to get someone here. We also didn’t know your home planet was so close. The bigger problem, of course, is that there is a massive Overlord fleet between us. That somewhat precludes communication between our forces.”

      “But now that you’re here…”

      “It represents an opportunity for our civilizations to talk to each other.”

      The admiral nodded. “Do you have the authority to negotiate a truce or alliance?”

      “Sadly, no, but if I could talk with your leaders, I’m hopeful that we can get people from both of our planets somewhere that they can talk and work things out.”

      “But it all starts with you meeting with our world’s leaders.”

      Golchak nodded. “Without the Overlords finding out.”

      “Well, yes, of course.” The admiral rubbed his chin. “I believe you, Commander Golchak, and I will see what I can do for you.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Baker asked.

      “I want you to stay here, out of the public eye, while I work on this. Don’t do anything which will get any of you noticed.” He paused and added, “That means you, too, Irina.”

      “Got it, Stanley,” the SI replied.

      “Anything else?” Baker asked.

      “As a matter of fact, yes.” Jameson nodded toward Golchak. “He’s a guest on our planet, for God’s sake. Get him some better beer.”

    

  







            29

          

          

        

    

    






THE PHOENICIA HOTEL, MALTA, EARTH

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The box van pulled to a stop, and a man opened the back door. The man—dressed in a black suit with sunglasses—peered inside at Golchak and Baker for a moment, then waved them out. “Come with me, please.”

      Baker nodded to Golchak. “Come on; let’s go.” Wherever they were, Baker hoped it was their final destination. After a couple of hours in the shuttle Jameson had sent for them—which meant they could be pretty much anywhere on the face of the Earth—they’d landed at an airport. Baker hadn’t gotten a chance to see much of it, but what he’d seen had looked vaguely European, although the weather felt like he was closer to the equator. As they deplaned, they’d been guided into the back of a box van, and the vehicle had immediately driven off. No customs, no grabbing their gear… nothing.

      Golchak and Baker exited the vehicle and found themselves behind a large stone building. Another man in a black suit with sunglasses held the door of what looked like a servant’s entrance for them.

      A third man met them as they walked in and led them through several corridors and service spaces. Judging by the massive laundry facilities, followed by a large kitchen where people were yelling at each other in a variety of languages, Baker guessed they were in a hotel. The signs they passed on the way—in English and some language Baker’d never seen before—didn’t give him any clues as to where he was.

      Their guide reached a door, where yet another man in a black suit stood, and he stopped to say something subvocally, but Baker couldn’t catch what he’d said. After a moment, he nodded to the man at the door, who opened it and motioned for Baker and Golchak to enter.

      Baker led the way and found himself in the nicest conference room he’d ever had the pleasure to visit in his entire life. The seats looked comfortable, the carpeting was plush, the wood on the walls looked shiny and expensive… and it was all overshadowed by the three men who rose from the table to greet them. Baker instantly realized one of them—how could he not know the former U.S.-turned Terran Federation president—and he could easily guess who the other two were.

      “Thank you for joining us,” Terran Federation President Dean Harvey said as he introduced himself and shook first Golchak’s and then Baker’s hands. He nodded to the other men. “This is Vice President Boris Patrushev and Chen Rongji, who serves as one of my advisors.” He looked at Baker and chuckled. “Commander Baker, I recognize, after seeing his picture in the news for a variety of topics.”

      Baker nodded as he felt a flush rise up his neck. “Most of them were good, sir,” he said.

      The president nodded. “Most were, and the ones that weren’t… well, let’s just say that Admiral Jameson is a much better fit for his position than his predecessor.”

      Baker smiled awkwardly, as he’d had a hand—unknowingly at the time—in the removal of Jameson’s predecessor.

      The president turned to Golchak. “And you must be Commander Golchak of the Kardon…” Harvey looked questioningly at the alien. “Can you explain to me what form of government you have?”

      Golchak nodded. “I believe you would refer to it as a kingdom, based on the reading I’ve done on the way here.”

      “A kingdom.” Harvey nodded, obviously adjusting to the idea. “Interesting. We don’t have many of those here on Earth anymore. Is it more of a constitutional monarchy or a straight kingdom?”

      “It is a kingdom, sir, with a king. We have a different word for the ruler, of course, but it best translates to ‘king,’ I believe.”

      “We’ve already heard the story of how you became attached to Commander Baker, so I realize you’re not a diplomat but a squadron commander.”

      “That is correct, sir.”

      “And you also do not have any sort of powers to negotiate with us.”

      Golchak gave a small bow. “I’m sorry, but that is also true.”

      Harvey chewed on his lip, then motioned to the table. “Why don’t we sit down.”

      The men took their seats, then Harvey sighed. “Your presence here poses several issues, though, as I’m sure you realize.” He glanced at Baker. “Yours does, too, of course, although not as many.”

      Golchak and Baker nodded.

      Harvey chewed on his cheek a moment and then continued, “We’re happy to have you, of course, and the opportunity that you represent, but we have to be very cautious; to reveal you’re here—or even that we’ve been in contact with you—could have severe repercussions for us.”

      Golchak nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “We are also aware of the power you have over us, by virtue of your presence, too,” Patrushev said.

      “I’m sorry,” Baker said. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      The Russian nodded. “If either of you were to reveal his presence, it would be the end for our civilization as we know it. While I doubt you would do such a thing, Commander Baker, for it would result in your demise, it is possible that Commander Golchak might be in a position where removing the Terran Federation from the ongoing war might be seen as a benefit.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. He’d never thought that through to that conclusion. Judging from the way Golchak nodded, though, he obviously had.

      “That is true,” the Kardon said quietly, confirming it, “and I wouldn’t have been surprised if you’d made me disappear to make sure I didn’t.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped again. I’m clearly ill-prepared for this kind of—literally—cut-throat politics.

      Harvey waved to the room and its lack of observers. “It would not be difficult to do so right now. Only a handful of people here know who you are. Is there a reason why we shouldn’t?”

      “I believe so,” Golchak said, looking a lot more comfortable than Baker would have been in the alien’s position. Hell, the way the leaders were talking, Baker wasn’t sure of his own position at the moment, as he also knew too much.

      “While you would be within your rights to do so—I am on the enemy side, after all—I believe it would be much better—for both our sides—for us to work together against the Overlords.”

      “Why do you feel that way?” Rongji asked.

      “Because we are the same,” Golchak replied. “We are both human, and the Overlords are not.”

      “The emotional approach,” Patrushev said with a smile that faded quickly. “Not good enough. What else do you have?”

      “You have value to us,” Golchak said. “We value life. The Overlords do not.” He cocked his head. “You are aware they are artificial intelligences and not biological, right?”

      Harvey nodded. “We are.”

      “Then you’ll realize their lack of respect for human life. As you’ve probably seen, they are happy to throw away the lives of any of their allies if it suits their needs. After all, they can always grow more. We do not think—or act—similarly.”

      Patrushev nodded. “So you say. It is, right now, still your word versus the might of an alien power that could crush us without a moment’s notice. And, if we had a year to prepare, they could still obliterate us without focusing all their effort here.”

      A chill went down Baker’s spine. It didn’t seem like the Terran leaders were the least bit interested in anything Golchak was saying; they were more afraid of the Overlords and maintaining the status quo. In all the times he’d envisioned this meeting, he’d never seen it going this way. At the rate they were going, Golchak—and probably Baker—was about to get ‘disappeared.’ I’ve got to do something… but what?

      “If I may, gentlemen?” Baker asked, stalling for time.

      Harvey nodded. “You’ve known Commander Golchak the longest, if what I’ve been told is correct.”

      “I have, sir.”

      “I’d like to hear your thoughts.”

      Baker nodded. “Yes, sir. As you may or may not know, we were both stranded on Tau Ceti 3 after both our fighters got shot down. Commander Golchak saved my life several times during our stay on the planet. It’s possible that he was trying to do that to gain an advantage over me—I see that now—but I don’t believe that to be true. To the best of my knowledge, he has acted honorably. I haven’t seen that with either the Overlords or the Fruzians.”

      “The Fruzians?” Patrushev asked.

      “The locals on Tau Ceti 3. When they beat the Kardon ground forces, there were no prisoners taken. In fact, if what I am led to believe is true, the Kardons were eaten after they lost. I know for sure that while I was on the planet, one variety or another of lizard was trying to eat me the whole time.”

      Baker shrugged. “I can’t tell you whether the Kardons are honorable or not, but I know for sure the Overlords are not. They throw away the lives of their minions with abandon. Just look at what they did after the original Jupiter Incident. They cloned our people and sent them back to attack us. I’ve never seen the Kardons do this, but we absolutely have seen the Overlords do it. They also tried to upload software to my brain that would let them control me. The only reason I’m here today, able to act on my own, is that my synthetic intelligence co-pilot cleared all that out. The Overlords did that to everyone. If anyone can’t be trusted, it’s them.”

      Harvey looked to Rongji. “Did you know about this?”

      “We have heard rumors,” the Chinese man replied with a nod. “We were waiting for their return to get the full story and do some testing.”

      Harvey shook his head. “If that is possible, they could have sleeper agents anywhere.”

      Rongji nodded. “We know. It is something we are working to guard against.” He gave a small smile. “Obviously, we will have to work harder.”

      “I appreciate Commander Baker vouching for me,” Golchak said, “but I think there is one important thing to keep in mind when you make the decision of whose side you want to be on. The bottom line is that you will never be free while you are allied with the Overlords; you will always be their minions. They don’t have allies or equal partners; they have slaves. I don’t know about you Terrans, but we Kardons yearn for our freedom, and we couldn’t abide being under their dominion. We would rather die than do so… which is why we are currently fighting them.

      “If you are okay with being their servants, then you probably aren’t the right people to join our alliance, anyway.” Golchak shrugged. “I don’t have a way to show you that we are honorable beyond what I have already done. You already know, however, the nature of the Overlords. They are artificial intelligences that don’t value life. We do. And, if you can’t find it within you to believe that—or, worse yet, to care—then you might as well kill me now and be done with it.”

      Two men in black suits against the wall, who Baker hadn’t noticed previously, shifted slightly, and another shiver ran down Baker’s spine.

      The three Terran leaders traded glances, then Harvey nodded, and all three turned to look at Baker. “We need you to go to the Kardons’ home planet and interact with them,” Harvey said, “but we don’t want their populace—or ours—to know that you are.”

      “Wait. What?” Baker shook his head, unable to keep up with the turn of events.

      Harvey smiled. “We are interested in opening up relations with the Kardons, but we cannot—for reasons which should be obvious—allow anyone to know that we are doing so.”

      “Okay…” Baker said, understanding now the “what” but not the “who.” He chewed on his lower lip for a moment. “Isn’t this something that would be better for a diplomat, though? Someone who’s trained for this sort of thing?”

      “Of course. And don’t worry, we’ll send a real diplomat, too, eventually, but right now, it’s easiest to send you.” He looked at one of the men in black. “Could you please escort Commander Golchak to a private room so we can confer with Commander Baker?”

      Golchak got up, and the two suited men directed him out of the room through the back door, which opened as they approached.

      “It’s quite simple,” Rongji said when Golchak had left and the door shut. “We want you to go there and spy on them.”

      “But—”

      “A nicer way to say it might be that we want you to go and learn all you can about the Kardons,” Harvey interrupted. He gazed at Baker intently. “Ever since we went to space, all the people we’ve met have lied to us. We want you to ascertain whether the Kardons are doing it to us, too. You have the most experience of anyone dealing with aliens.”

      “I will do what I can, but I’m not sure how I’m supposed to do that.”

      “It’s quite simple,” Patrushev replied. “We want you to take your pet SI—a former Russian citizen, I might add—and have her break into their systems and find out what the truth really is.”

      “Wouldn’t that be… dangerous? What if I get caught?”

      Harvey nodded. “It is dangerous, which is why we have put our best team on it—you and Irina. It is unlikely anyone—or any team—could do it as well as you.”

      Okay, so they want Irina, not me. That’s understandable, I guess. Although if anyone gets caught, it’s going to be me… “In our society, you can shoot spies, right? What happens if I get caught?”

      Patrushev smiled. “Americans shoot spies. In Russia, we do… other things to find out what you know. Then we may shoot you.” He shrugged. “We also may work you to death. What will the Kardons do? We do not know. It is best you do not get caught so that you don’t find out.”

      Baker’s jaw dropped. “But I’m not Buff Orpington or anything like that. I’m just a space fighter pilot with no spy training or—”

      “You are a fighter pilot who is best friends with the most powerful synthetic intelligence we have,” Harvey said. “Your country—hell, your entire planet needs you.” The president smiled. “Can we count on you to get the job done?”

      Baker glanced at each of the three leaders, who looked at him expectantly. What Baker had said was true. He was completely unprepared for a mission like what they were asking him to complete. Unfortunately, what they had replied was equally true. If he and Irina couldn’t do it, it was unlikely anyone else could, either. He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders.

      “We’re in,” Baker said. “I don’t know anything about spycraft, but I’ll give it my best shot.”
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      The door to the box van slammed shut, and the vehicle sped off. Golchak looked up at Baker—the only other occupant in the back—and smiled. “I hope that you said ‘yes’ to them, and that we are headed back to my home planet.”

      Baker sighed. “I did. Why?”

      Golchak chuckled. “It is likely that this vehicle will have a far more favorable destination than if you hadn’t.” One of Baker’s eyebrows rose. “If you’d said ‘no,’ they would have had to kill both of us.”

      “We don’t kill people in my country for that.”

      “Your President Harvey might not have been the one to give the order, but either of the other men would have had no qualms doing so.” He shrugged. “I have a feeling that your president would have ultimately made the hard call, too, had it been necessary for him to do so.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “I read as much as I could about your politics in preparation for this meeting. Harvey has never backed away from a hard decision. If he wanted us dead, we would be dead.”

      Baker thought for a moment and then decided Golchak was probably right. The stakes were too high to let them loose—alive—on Earth. Dead men tell no tales.

      “So what do you want to know?” Golchak asked, interrupting his thoughts.

      “What do you mean?

      “I’m sure they told you to spy on us. I just thought I’d make it easier on you if I told you whatever it is they wanted to know up front.”

      “They didn’t ask me to spy—”

      “Of course they did. When we get back home, my people are going to want to know everything I learned while I was here. We can’t have an effective alliance if we don’t know anything about each other. Alliances are built on understanding, not lack of knowledge.” Golchak shrugged. “So, what do you want to know?”

      Baker smiled. “Everything.”
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